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Chapter One




Marcus Fischer eased into an empty space near the back of the room, careful not to bump the elderly man to his left. He ignored the moistness where the ends of his damp hair had seeped into the collar of his dress shirt. An hour earlier, he’d taken a quick shower after work, removed the new garment from its cellophane bag, and steamed smooth the telltale fold lines in the front.  

He’d much rather be drinking a beer with his softball team at the bar than sipping chardonnay with these swanky college library donors. Old Spice and strong perfume mixed with the musty scent of old books. Now in the stuffy room, a bead of sweat dribbled down his temple pooling in his closely trimmed beard. 

He’d give the Morton College Friends of the Library Night one hour, max.

Morton College’s Board Chairman Alan Hershey stood in front of glass-fronted bookcases next to an easel holding a large framed object shrouded in black cloth. “Tonight I’m happy to present the amazing letter from Ernest Hemingway to our hometown celebrity, distinguished poet and author, Clifton Lockett!”

Hershey beamed at a smartly dressed white-haired woman waiting on the other side of the easel. “Without further ado, Ms. Lockett, will you please do the honors?”

 She removed the drapery from the frame and smiled nervously at the assembly, her cheeks flushed. 

Fischer assessed the forty or so formally dressed guests shoehorned into the Special Collections Reading Room. Leather armchairs and oak end tables were shoved against the walls, leaving the space in the middle for mingling. Although judging by the hair color of most of the attendees and the portable oxygen tank tethered to the guy next to him, Fischer thought more seating would have been a better choice. 

“Shall we start the bidding at $500? Who’d like to bring home this page from literary history? Do I hear $500?” Hershey said.

Up front next to Hershey stood Meg O’Brien, the college’s sign language interpreter. When her eyes met Fischer’s over the crowd while she was signing, she winked hello. Meg worked at most of the public events, so he saw her often on campus. Weekends Fischer sometimes hung out with her husband, Connor. 

Behind Fischer, someone called, “$500!”

“$500, yes!” Hershey adjusted his lapel microphone. “Let’s try $1,000? Might I remind you how much we truly appreciate your financial support for our eager young scholars. Morton College is fortunate for the Lockett family’s patronage. Anyone?”

Another bid sounded from the left side of the room.

“$1,000! Thank you, sir.” Childish delight flashed on Hershey’s boxy face. “I’ve always wanted to do this. How about $2,000?” 

A hipster wearing a bow tie raised a hand shoulder height and caught Hershey’s attention. 

“$2,000! Do I hear $3,000? $3,000 for this genuine historical letter for your office wall to show everyone who enters that you are a collector of quality. $3,000?”   

Feeling a nudge on his upper arm, Fischer turned and saw his friend Professor Shannon Bryant hold out his phone screen waist-high so Fischer could discreetly read the text. This Lockett guy is famous?

Fischer had never heard of Lockett before, so he shook his head slightly and grimaced. Shannon Bryant was deaf, so there was no need to speak anything out loud. Fischer had attended enough cattle auctions with his grandfather to know better than to wave hello or scratch an eyebrow lest the auctioneer think he was bidding. Wasting three-grand on a boring letter between two dead guys was not his idea of a wise purchase. 

“I’ve got $3,000,” Hershey hollered. “Will you go 4? $4,000, please.”

As Vice President for Facilities and Maintenance, Fischer never aspired to being an academic. He wore t-shirts half the year, flannel button downs the other half. Stuffy suits were for weddings and funerals. Fischer mostly felt like an overdressed bystander.

Inside his head, Fischer heard his Nona’s voice chiding, “You’re too stiff, Marcus. Relax. You belong here.” He shifted his feet into parade rest. He did not, in fact, belong here. He was pinch hitting at the Library Night for Cassandra Sato, another administrator who attended these fundraisers as part of her job. 

And boy did he hope she’d be grateful upon her return from the National Higher Ed Consortium in Chicago. Cassandra and he had been friends who date for months now. It was time they officially pursued a serious relationship or gave up. 

Years ago while stationed in Iraq, Fischer had learned life was too short for cheap beer or casual hookups. Both left a bad feeling the morning after. He liked Cassandra. She just seemed too focused on work. Did she want more?

“Now, you just hold on!” A sharp voice broke into Hershey’s patter. The lady who had revealed the frame was now stooped over, reading glasses perched on the edge of her nose, closely examining the letter. 

Hershey’s eyes shifted between the frame and the audience. His mouth opened and closed like a trout. 

Murmurs in the crowd rose until Ms. Lockett rounded on Hershey. “My father didn’t write this letter.” She pointed at the document. “In 1939, my parents spent the summer at Yellowstone National Park.”

“Ma’am, I don’t understand—“ Hershey’s wide eyes pleaded with someone else to jump in and fix whatever this was becoming.

“I know my parents spent the summer of ’39 with Hemingway himself. Because I was born nine months later. Part of the family story had to do with an all-night party my parents attended at Hemingway’s hunting lodge.”

Meg had interpreted the entire exchange in ASL while adeptly sidestepping the upset donor. 

Fischer shifted his gaze to Shannon, waited for him to make eye contact, and shrugged.

Shannon wiggled his eyebrows twice. 

Fischer nodded. This was getting interesting. 

“Where is that wretched librarian? Miss Judith! This is not the letter I agreed to donate for the scholarship fund.” Lockett’s daughter objected. “What are you people trying to pull?” 

A woman wearing a fitted suit and high heels tunneled through the group until she appeared by Hershey’s side and whispered into his ear. Fischer recognized her as the Head Librarian, Millicent Condon. Ironically, she was the least “librarian looking” person in the bunch with her stylish hair and glamorous makeup.

Four thousand dollars for the scholarship fund had already been pledged. However ill-advised, Hershey didn’t appear ready to stop without an obvious reason. Hershey said, “Ma’am, we assure you this was taken from the special collection your father donated to Morton from his estate. We’ve housed it here since the 1970s—“

”—It’s a forgery!“ the daughter insisted.

Millicent’s eyes scanned the room. She beckoned to a lady with white hair pulled back into a French roll. “Here’s Miss Judith, our special collections librarian,” Millicent said through clenched teeth. “She’ll confirm everything.”

Judith came forward and smoothed her tailored jacket. “I had nothing to do with planning this event.” She shrugged at the head librarian. “You’re the one who had the letter framed.”

Hershey, looking increasingly desperate, glanced helplessly between the sparring librarians before tentatively reaching out to calm Ms. Lockett. “Maybe your dates are mistaken ...”

“I know when I was born! No letter in the summer of 1939 was necessary because the Hemingways and my parents spent three weeks hunting, playing cards, and getting drunk together.” With a sharp tug, Ms. Lockett pulled her arm away, her elbow catching the edge of the frame. It teetered for a split second before crashing down onto the tile, the glass shattering into a starburst of shards. 

The crowd scattered. Lockett sailed through them, jostling the man next to Fischer. Fischer’s reflexes kicked in before his brain did, his hand shooting out to steady the startled man next to him while his other hand miraculously caught the tottering oxygen tank. 

The reading room erupted with excited chatter. Inside, the drill sergeant part of him was ready to bark orders and evacuate the room. Instead, Fischer was mentally interviewing for his next career, herding cats, considering the circus this event had turned into.

Fischer lifted the corners of his mouth. Maybe this was more fun than a night at the bar with his teammates.

With a quick tap on Shannon’s shoulder to grab his attention, Fischer led the way to the janitor’s closet. He deftly unlocked it, pulling out a whisk broom, dustpan, and work gloves as if it were a drill. 

When they returned to the reading room, Fischer saw Hershey huddled in a corner, speaking with Millicent Condon and two guys in suits. Shannon kneeled and started vigorously sweeping up all the broken glass pieces, while Fischer gingerly collected all the large chunks of glass and fragments of picture frame.

Meg O’Brien crouched to their level and signed while she spoke. “Hey Fischer. What a mess, huh? Cassandra’s going to be sad she missed out on this little farce.”

Fischer smiled at the redhead, Cassandra’s best friend. Meg was right, Cassandra had only been at Morton College for a year, but she’d shown a knack for getting herself entangled in various kinds of mayhem. She seemed to thrive on it.

“Lucky for us, we have nothing to do with this one. I’m going to help clean up and head out. It’s been a long day.” Fischer pointed at Shannon and Meg. “Why are you guys here?”

I’m checking out the reigning chili cook-off champion, Shannon signed and Meg interpreted in English. Miss Judith has won five years in a row, but rumor has it that she will be retiring soon. When I asked her secret for winning chili, she just laughed at me.

Apparently she wants to win one last time, Meg said.

It’s fine. I’ll win without Miss Judith’s secret ingredient, Shannon signed. At least I got free cheese and crackers before my night class begins.

Meg smirked. “And here I thought you came because you’re a Renaissance man, Shannon!”

You promised to help me with the cook-off this week, right? Shannon pointed at Meg. I’m going to win the grand prize.

Shannon dumped the glass shards into Fischer’s garbage bag, his gaze snapping over Fischer’s shoulder in a silent alarm. Fischer’s own instincts flared, a trained response to the unspoken warning in Shannon’s eyes. Then his lips moved in what Fischer guessed meant look, look, look!

“Have some care, there!” Chairman Hershey scolded from behind Fischer. “Don’t damage our priceless antique!”

Considering the accusations made by Lockett’s daughter, “priceless antique” seemed more like an aspirational description. 

Fischer gently placed what was left of the frame, document, and backing on the nearest tabletop and faced the board’s chairman. “We got most of it. I’ll send a cleaning crew in after everyone leaves.”

Meg interpreted the conversation so Shannon knew what was happening too.

“Marcus Fischer, isn’t it?” Hershey peered at him, his helmet hair inching into a salute. 

"Only on weekdays," Fischer shot back, earning a begrudging smirk from the otherwise stern chairman.

“If there’s any chance that letter isn’t authentic, the whole Lockett collection will be called into question." Hershey’s tone carried a weight that hinted more was at stake than just the authenticity of a letter. "I’ll expect a complete inventory on my desk by the end of the week.”

The echo of Hershey’s demand triggered a vivid flashback to an afternoon in Baghdad, where rapid decisions pressed down just as heavily on Marcus.

Fischer had never spoken to Hershey before, but the man seemed convinced that Fischer was an omniscient colonel of Morton library's day-to-day operations. Fischer removed his work gloves and crossed his arms. "Wouldn’t the head librarian be better qualified to make an inventory?" he asked, his tone as dry as a cornfield in July. He scanned the room for Millicent or Miss Judith but found only empty space. "Great," he muttered, "just when I need them, they disappear faster than a tornado in the Panhandle."

“The library accounts are under your Facilities and Maintenance department budget, are they not? I don’t care who you talk to.“ Hershey’s index finger drifted from Fischer to Shannon and Meg. “Just get this straightened out. That student scholarship endowment will not fund itself.”

As the three of them stared after Hershey’s departing figure, Shannon signed, I think all that hair spray has finally leaked into his brain.

Fischer cracked a rare smile, muttering under his breath, “If only hair spray could fix incompetence,” earning a stifled laugh from Meg.









