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CHAPTER 1


(Friday, the 21st of March)


Ever since the cold Saturday morning he’d bought his “new” car at a police auction in Rochester, Jim Otis had been suffering recriminations. He needed wheels, of course. He had gutted his rattletrap Sentra while chasing Clay Lutz’s Harley into a cornfield. And he couldn’t argue with the price, just under eight grand for an ’04 Crown Victoria Police Interceptor with less than 120,000 miles on the dial.


His misgivings began with a V-8 engine that drank gas like Kenny Kelly inhaled vodka. Beyond that issue, Otis couldn’t get the stink of stale nicotine out of the upholstery. There was a broken spring in the driver’s seat that jabbed his ass every time he sat down. He had spread a blanket on the back seat to conceal bloodstains whose origin he preferred not to contemplate.


Tonight, however, the police chief of Hercules, Wisconsin, felt consoled. He had spotted a likely OWI pulling out of Jack’s or Better, the roadhouse west of town. When the rust-rimmed Wrangler—trailing blue smoke—peeled out, it spewed gravel and hit at least seventy miles per hour within a half-mile on Highway 33 (speed limit fifty-five). Otis had hit the accelerator and turned on the light bar. With all that gratuitous power under the hood, the Crown Vic had caught up with the Wrangler before it could reach the Hercules city limits.


The devil on Otis’ shoulder tempted him to floor the pedal and clip the drunk’s rear end, which would probably roll the Wrangler into the ditch or wrap it around a tree, possibly killing the moron at the wheel. Otis opted for non-violence and simply passed the drunk, forcing the Jeep onto the verge.


Otis was out of the Crown Vic as fast as he could move—which was pleasingly springy. Egged on by his daughter, Natalie, he had continued to run a few miles at least three times a week. Brandishing a spiffy new telescoping police baton (actually second-hand but purchased at the same auction where he’d bought the car), Otis strode to the Wrangler and ripped open the door, yanking it out of the driver’s hand.


“Ouch! Jesus Christ, you fuckin’ cop!”


Police Chief Jim Otis recognized the prospective perpetrator. “Oh, shit.”


The kid smiled. “Chief!”


“Tommy,” muttered Otis.


“Jeez, Chief, I’m sorry what I said. I didn’t know it was you. You got a new prowl car, huh? Nice!”


Jim Otis lowered the baton and felt sheepish for carrying it.


“Tommy, step out of there, will ya, please.”


Tommy Meineke, a miscreant from birth, had fled Hercules in fear of Josie Dobbs after his biker buddy Peter Yates had flown his Harley Davidson—named Eloise after Yates’ grandmother—into the Bensonville quarry.


“You have to assume the position,” said Otis, as kindly as he could manage. “There’s still a warrant out for your fugitive ass.”


Tommy complied, slapping his hands on the barely warm hood and letting the police chief pat him down. Then he turned. “Wait a minute. Are you still a cop? I thought they fired ya, man.”


“They changed their mind, Tommy. It’s a long story.”


Tommy shrugged, indicating no interest in Otis’ erratic career.


“What happened to your Camaro?”


“She threw a rod on Route 66,” Tommy said.


“No kidding?”


Tommy wasn’t kidding.


“A nice way to die,” said Otis, “if you’re a Chevy.”


“Hey, man, it’s cold out here.”


Otis had already unclipped the Intoximeter from his belt to do Tommy’s breathalyzer test. “Okay, get in my back seat. I’ll test you there.”


“Oh, c’mon, man, I had one beer!”


“And a shot?”


“Well …”


“Even if it was a shot and a beer, you’ll pass,” said Otis, hoping he wasn’t lying. “Get inside.”


Before doing the test, Otis took Tommy’s phone and put it into the glovebox. He turned off the police radio. To further protect the breathalyzer from interference, he read the screen outside the car. Tommy registered a smidge under 0.06.


“You’re clear on the test, but you’ll need to repeat it at the station.”


“Awjeez, Chief.”


“Besides, there’s the warrant,” said Otis. “And don’t forget. You jumped bail.”


Otis ordered Tommy to follow him into town. Surprisingly, Tommy did as he was told. It had been almost two years since Tommy had put Hercules in his rearview mirror. Otis’ deputy, Earl Schober, had predicted that Tommy was gone forever, but Otis had disagreed, citing the Eloise factor.


Largely thanks to Tommy’s mechanical talents, Eloise had been regarded in knowledgeable circles as the fastest, loudest, most coveted bike in southern Wisconsin. After Jerry Conklin and his boy Nelson had risked their lives fishing Eloise out of the quarry, the Harley languished in State Police custody. Knowing that Tommy Meineke loved that bike more than Peter ever had, Jim Otis had always figured the kid would eventually return to Hercules, even if it meant serving a stretch for robbing those two little girls on the golf course and then forfeiting $500 in bail.


And here he was.


It was just past midnight when Otis brought Tommy into Hercules’ storefront police station. Teddy Gilbert, the young auxiliary cop whom Otis hoped to hire as a fulltime officer, was waiting.


“Hey, Chief.”


“Hi, Teddy.”


“Holy Davidson,” said Teddy. “Tommy! You back in town?”


Teddy reached out and Tommy dapped his fist. They had been contemporaries at Hercules High, on the occasional days when Tommy didn’t skip school.


“Jis’ for a while,” said Tommy. “You lookin’ good, man.”


These pleasantries continued for a moment. Otis didn’t intrude. He was still getting used to the sort of relationships that seemed peculiar to smalltown folks.


Tommy and Teddy might never have been friends by any normal definition, but they had occupied the same schools, churches, streets, alleys, playgrounds and swimming holes since they were toddlers. Teddy had been in the same Cub Scout den and Little League team that Tommy had been kicked out of. They had played the same backyard games, cooned apples from the same orchards, read the same comic books, played video games at the Kwik Trip, eaten the same pizza from Fusco’s, played hockey together on the pond at Memorial Park, watched the same parades on the Fourth of July, picked on the same smaller kids, got picked on by the same bigger kids, watched the same girls graduate from ankle socks to pantyhose. They had drunk their first legal beer at one of the same bars on Main Street. They might have never exchanged a civil word in their twenty-some years on the planet, but they knew each other, by proximity and reputation, better than they knew their own parents.


Teddy finally asked Tommy what sort of trouble brought him into the cophouse.


“Ain’t nothin’,” said Tommy, his voice a blend of insouciance and hope.


“He passed his breath test on the road,” Otis interjected. “We’re double-checking.”


Teddy nodded.


“But he was speeding.”


“Aw, c’mon, Chief,” Tommy groaned.


Teddy smiled. “Chief, it’s late,” he said. “Your shift’s done. Why don’t I—”


Otis broke in. “No, you hit the streets, Teddy. Tommy and I have old times to talk about.”


“Uh oh,” said Teddy with a grin. As he was heading for the door, he asked Tommy if he was staying in Hercules.


“Depends,” said Tommy. “I came back t’git Petey’s bike.”


Teddy paused thoughtfully at the door, looking back. “Yeah,” he said. The death of any kid in a small town, even a dead-ender like Peter Yates, clings to the community conscience.


“Yeah,” Teddy said again softly as he went through the door. The room was quiet for a moment.


When Teddy hit the ignition, the reluctant rumble of the department’s aged SUV broke Otis’ inertia. He set about putting Tommy through his second breath test. He had recently received a federal pittance for police equipment and splurged on a high-end ($600) breathalyzer and wanted to try it out. After fussing with the gadget for a minute, he applied it to Tommy’s mouth. Agreeably, Tommy blew.


His reading was down already to 0.05.


“You could go, Tommy.”


Tommy stood up, poised to leave.


“Except,” said Otis, “for that warrant.”


“Aw, shit, Chief. Another night in that stinkin’ cell.”


“My cell does not stink.”


“I mean—”


“Tommy,” said Otis, raising an ameliorative palm, “where’re you staying?”


“Out at my mom’s,” said Tommy.


Otis was quick with a note of concern. “Oh, how’s she doing?”


Tommy shrugged. “Well, she did all the chemo, and her hair’s growin’ back … well, sort of. But the docs said she might need radiation, depending …”


“Yeah, I know what it depends on,” said Otis. Four years before, his mother had succumbed to cervical cancer. “Biopsies and needles, x-rays, MRIs and …”


Otis ran out of words.


Tommy stared at the floor. “My sister and my grandma …”


Otis said, “I know. They’ve been taking care of her.”


Tommy nodded.


“You’re taking your chances, coming back here,” said Otis. “For the sake of Eloise?”


Tommy looked up. Otis studied his eyes and saw the change there. A young man so pissed off at the world that he was ready to die out of sheer spite had been chastened by a steady diet of hardship.


“Well, you’ll be around then, won’t you,” Otis said, “’til the staties set Eloise free?”


“You think they will?”


“I’m not sure they still have the bike, Tommy. But I’ll do my best,” said Otis. “You can book.”


Tommy stood, surprised. “Yeah?”


Otis wasn’t about to reveal that Tommy was all but off the hook. His haul on the golf course lemonade heist had been about $3.50, which Tommy had paid back. Neither of the little girls nor their parents were inclined to go to court over a two-year-old chump-change larceny. Otis had long since lost track of the paperwork on the case.


“What about the warrant?” asked Tommy.


“The warrant will keep,” said Otis. “Just drive slow and stay sober, Tommy.”


“I will,” said Tommy. He stuck out a hand. “Thanks, Chief.”


Otis shook a hand that, a year or so before, he was more inclined to slap away. “Take care of your mother.”


Tommy’s eyes looked a little wet. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, my mom.”


Jim Otis had grown up in Chicago, where he had absorbed the mythology that small towns were all Mayberry, populated by nuclear families composed of monogamous parents and two or three tow-headed children who got A’s in school and called all grown men “Sir.” When he’d been exiled to Hercules after his affair with a passed-around teenager named Elena, it was kids like Tommy Meineke who forced Otis to revise his perceptions about the country life.


Tommy’s father, Brock, was a dirt-track stock-car journeyman who had discovered crystal meth when the substance was still known as “speed.” The old man had been in and out of jail for cooking, selling and ingesting meth-amphetamine from the time his on-and-off girlfriend, Samantha—seventeen at the time—brought Tommy into the world. Tommy was ten when Brock, who had graduated to oxy, injected a syringe of fentanyl-laced heroin, passed out, fell over and drowned in vomit on his basement floor. Tommy, who had apparently learned nothing from his father’s example, devoted his life to making Sam miserable. He became one of Hercules’ foremost shoplifters. He would pick a fight, and lose it, with anyone bigger than him. He stole bikes, boosted cars and made a decent wage muling drugs at Hercules High for a dealer named Connor Schnase. The only class Tommy attended steadily in his sporadic matriculation at Herc High was auto mechanics, where he showed an instinct for listening to “funny” noises and intuiting the idiosyncrasies of the mysterious electronic control unit. Working at a motorcycle shop in nearby Hillsboro, he gained a reputation as a Harley whisperer and got tight with all the local bikers, including Peter Yates. It was Peter who had promised Eloise to Tommy “if the motherfuckers ever kill me and my bike’s still in one piece.”


Thanks to Josie Dobbs, Peter’s snatch of sliphorn bravado had turned into prophecy.


Otis saw Tommy Meineke as an almost classic reflection of what can happen to a kid growing up in a small town where people adjust to fit the dimensions of the colony. Tommy’s father had been an abusive asshole since childhood, but everyone who had known him had forgiven him over and over. They had excused, protected and covered up for Brock Meineke while his son learned the valuable lesson that it’s okay to be impulsive, violent, self-destructive and even criminal because, in the end, you’re among “friends” who knew all along that you were never going to amount to anything as long as you stayed in this one-stoplight hamlet in the well-named Driftless Area. In a shrunken world, unanimous pity becomes a sort of security blanket. No expectations, no consequences.


Peter Yates’ death, preceded by the Jeff and Sheila Kozlowski murders (according to Otis but “murder-suicide” in the official record), had rescued Tommy from following his old man’s footsteps. Fearful of consequences—and Josie Dobbs—Tommy had fled Hercules. By the time he corked back, Tommy had developed an altered perspective on his possibilities. Looking into his eyes, Otis had seen the change. Tommy Meineke, thank God, was a different kid … a different man.


Otis turned out the lights and locked up the station. He was tardy getting home. Lately, after Otis worked the four-to-midnight shift—to give his deputy Earl Schober a little time with his wife Elaine—Carol Demeter would be waiting at his cabin, with cheese from Madison and wine from Beaujolais. She would be wearing one of his soft old t-shirts and a pair of socks.


When he got there, the cabin was warm. The wine and cheese were room temperature. He said he was sorry to be late. Carol was forgiving, and she had no troubles to share.


The trouble didn’t start ’til morning.
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Chapter 2


(Saturday, the 22nd of March)


Carol Demeter and Jim Otis, widely acknowledged as a “couple” in Hercules and engaged to be married sometime soon, were earlier than usual at Calamity Jane’s diner. They had awakened before sunup to the clamor of several hundred migrating trumpeter swans on Lake Hercules.


“Jesus,” Otis had growled as they left the cabin, “I’ve broken up riots in Chicago that were quieter.”


“Welcome to nature,” said Carol.


Several breakfasters turned their heads to watch as Carol passed by, but she didn’t notice. She and Otis took the window booth that Maisie Hopkins always strove to save for them. Otis had picked up a copy of the La Crosse Tribune, the regional daily, but hadn’t glanced at it yet. He preferred looking across the table at Carol to sticking his nose into a broadsheet whose headlines tended to dwell on PFAS in the water supply and charter-school voucher appropriations in the state senate.


Maisie delivered coffee. On her way to placing Carol and Otis’ breakfast order, she paused to greet Stewart McCullough and Meryl Clark. Stewy’s basketball season had ended in Madison in a loss in the state tournament semifinals. He was entertaining scholarship offers from a mid-major university in Indiana and a Division II school in Iowa, but the smart money in Hercules had him accepting an offer to play hoop at the University in Madison as a “preferred walk-on,” with a scholarship shot in his second or third year. His decision hinged on the likelihood that Meryl would be studying in Madison in the fall.


Before Otis could say hello, Stewy asked, “So, seen the news?”


Meryl said, “Herc High made the big time.”


Otis, still a little fuzzy and grumpy from the swan invasion, said, eloquently, “Huh?”


“Chief,” said Stewy, “read the paper. Page one.”


Otis had difficulty opening the newspaper while Stewy and Meryl were clambering into the booth. Once settled beside the window, he found the relevant item on the right, below the fold.


“Well, look at this!”


Otis handed the Tribune across to Carol. “Wasn’t she one of yours?”


Carol’s eyes widened as she read in wonder.


Hercules student tests No. 1 in grant sweeps


by Brian Kratz


Special to the Tribune


A senior at Hercules High School has placed first in the state’s most prestigious academic competition, the Clyde Campanella Scholarship, awarded to the highest scorer in a rigorous test of “language and literary proficiency.” For placing first in the examination, administered by the Wisconsin Educational Opportunity Foundation (WEOF), Heather Sundergard of Hercules has earned a full four-year scholarship, including a generous allowance for room, board and books, at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.


Ms. Sundergard is the first Campanella Scholarship winner from Hercules. Her victory marks a milestone in this competition, which was initiated 24 years ago by philanthropist Ella Mae Campanella of Whitefish Bay in memory of her husband, Dr. Clyde Campanella, a UW graduate and beloved professor of literature at Louis Joliet College in Milwaukee. Hercules High, with an enrollment of fewer than 300 students, is the smallest school to ever send a WEOF scholar to Madison…


As she read, Carol’s lips parted. Her head moved subtly from side to side.


“Pretty cool, huh?” said Stewy.


“Carol,” said Otis, “you know this girl?”


Carol gave no answer.


“Of course she does,” said Meryl. “Everybody knows everybody at Herc High.”


“This can’t be,” said Carol at last. She was barely audible.


Meryl said, “You had Heather in class, didn’t you, Ms. Demeter?”


“Not in any of my courses. But I had her when she came after school for test prep,” said Carol, as though talking to herself. “For the scholarship.”


Otis spoke. “She must’ve been—”


“Hopeless!” said Carol sharply, looking into Otis’ eyes.


Everyone at the table fell silent. Diner chatter and the strains of Nita McCullough’s retro-muzak—rendering Marianne Faithfull’s cover of “As Tears Goes By”—filled the void.


Carol began to speak but paused as Maisie Hopkins arrived with victuals and smiled at the two younger people. “What about you two? Coffee? Juice? Stewy, does your mother know you’re here?”


Stewy’s mother, Bonita, was Calamity’s manager. Stewy looked around, spotted Nita and waved to her. He and Meryl ordered breakfast. Maisie made small talk before retreating. When she was gone, six eyes focused on Carol.


She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “A nice girl, I guess. But bored. Uninterested. I got the feeling her mother signed her up for the Campanella test. But I talked to Marjorie Sundergard last month at a parent-teacher night. She didn’t even know that Heather had applied to take the exam.”


“But she won,” said Meryl.


“She couldn’t,” said Carol, with absolute conviction. She looked at Meryl. “You could, on a good day. Stewy, too, if he studied his butt off. But Heather Sundergard?”


Meryl and Stewy shifted the conversation to their plans for the slowly arriving spring. Meryl wanted to go to the junior prom, Stewy wasn’t sure. Carol joined the discussion, encouraging Stewy not to be a wallflower. Stewy, who had long since decided to take Meryl to the prom, stayed coy.


Otis didn’t contribute. He was distracted. He felt a hunch rising in his gorge. Ever since he had made detective in the Chicago PD, hunches had been both his hole ace and his curse. In his experience, a hunch was a species of déjà vu, a blurry memory that came into his head, lasting barely seconds. When it hit, Otis seemed to “remember” briefly—but in startling detail—a scene that had never happened. Not yet. But he knew it would come. Or not.


The trouble with hunches was that they were neither clear nor reliable. Sometimes, they came true exactly as he had “remembered.” Other times, they were bum steers, illusions which, if he had acted on them, would have embarrassed or endangered him, or someone else.


There was a juncture in every hunch when Otis could feel a sense that his expectation would either come to pass or dissolve into mirage. Until that faint and fleeting moment—which too often eluded him—he mentioned the hunch to no one.


So, Otis sat mute while Carol, Meryl and Stewy continued chatting merrily away about formal dresses, dinner jackets, corsages and post-prom parties.


Just after three that afternoon, Otis was at his desk listening to his dispatcher, Minnie Trout, render a play-by-play of her grandson Ernest’s fifth birthday party. There had been a piñata involved and a baseball bat. Father Hixon, pastor of St. Mary’s, had ended up with six stitches upside his head.


The priest’s battered skull reminded Otis of Tommy Meineke, whom he had once—in a fit of pique—cold-cocked with the barrel of his .44. Remembering Tommy’s mission, he asked Minnie if she would contact the State Police about the release of the impounded Eloise.


“Already on it, Jimmy,” said Minnie. “Tommy’s prodigal return is big news in this town.”


The phone rang. Minnie answered.


“Your squeeze,” she said, punching a button.


Otis picked up his extension. “Carol?”


“Shit.”


“What?”


“The school board is holding a meeting tonight.”


“On Saturday night?”


“They’ve ordered me there.”


“You? Why?”


“You want fact, or rumor?”


“Is there any fact?”


“We’re talking Hercules here, Fosdick.”


“Right. So, what’s the rumor.”


“Heather’s test was fixed.”


“Fixed?”


“By me.”


“You?”


“That’s the rumor.”


“Well, that’s bullshit.”


“Otis, this is the Hercules school board.”


Otis sighed. “Bullshit central.”


Carol hung up. Otis hung up. He looked at Minnie, who had been eavesdropping. She knew what to do.


“Gotta go.”


“Fret not, sahib,” said Minnie. “I’ll raise an army.”
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Chapter 3


The rumor had swept through Hercules like a snow squall. Ten rows of chairs in the high-school library, facing the big table reserved for the school board, were filled with students, parents and legions of the curious. More people were standing. Jim Otis, an expert crowd-estimator from his patrol days in Chicago, figured just under a hundred, a veritable throng for a community of less than three thousand souls.


Otis was in the front row beside Carol.


Minnie Trout’s “army,” including Hap Schaller, A.J. Cartwright with his wife Kiayla and son Jesse, age eight, Stewy and Meryl, Crystal MacDougal, Mose Irons, the town barber and a contingent from the Herc High faculty, was present. Carol also, apparently, had support—or at least interest—from some students. Among them was high-school senior Brian Kratz, known universally as Kratso, who worked as a stringer for the Tribune in La Crosse.


Behind them, filling the chairs and standing in numbers unprecedented at a Hercules school board meeting, concerned citizens shuffled and murmured and stared at Carol.


“I can feel their eyes,” whispered Carol.


“Don’t look around.”


“Is she here?”


“Who?”


“Goddammit, Otis,” growled Carol. “You know who.”


“I don’t know what she looks like, Carol.”


“I do,” said Minnie Trout, who sat beside Carol, opposite Otis. “Ain’t here. Ain’t likely.”


Fiona Wills, chairwoman of the school board, had arrived first and taken her position in the middle of the big table. Chil Bannister, president of the Hercules State Bank, a punctual man, had followed her almost immediately. He sat at Fiona’s right hand. Members Jared Moncrief and Arthur De Long took the end seats on either side of the chairwoman. Last to arrive was Millicent Bergstrom, who eyed the audience disdainfully before settling on Fiona’s left. A second table, set up at a right angle, served school superintendent Karl Burnstad, assistant superintendent Jordan Ptaschnik, high-school principal Dave Bengston and Marylou Aspen, the superintendent’s secretary. The non-voting faculty member of the board, Don Friedl, got a chair but no table.


Friedl looked stricken. Otis noticed. This did not bode well.


The mood worsened when a shrill voice, probably female, erupted among the standees, shouting, “Fire the bitch!”


“What bitch?” replied a voice that Otis recognized as Hap Schaller, local plumber and a regular at A’Jay’s tavern on Main Street.


Fiona Wills reacted to the exchange by whacking the table with Millicent Bergstrom’s umbrella, which she had commandeered in lieu of a gavel.


“I will have order here,” she announced, “or Chief Otis will clear the room.”


“I will?” asked Otis under his breath.


Fiona scanned the room imperiously, a skill she had developed in six terms on the board. She turned and caught the eye of the members, one by one, fixing each with a cautionary high beam. Finally, she tapped the table once more, intertwined her fingers and spoke.


“Sadly, I called this emergency meeting of the Hercules school board in order to deal with a grave matter.” She paused. “The gravest matter in my experience after more than twenty years on this board.”


She waited for this to sink in. In return, the crowd gave her a gratifying rumble.


“The eyes of the entire state have turned toward Hercules, but not because of some great achievement, not because we’ve had a winning sports team or a popular local festival or a record-breaking soybean crop. No, we are not proud. We are ashamed!”


Fiona let this percolate.


“This shame redounds on all of us, but particularly on the school system and Hercules High School, and even more particularly—more shamefully!—on one student and one teacher at Hercules High School. Today, I received notice from the Wisconsin Educational Opportunity Foundation. They have discovered that the apparent winner of the Clyde Campanella Scholarship—the highest honor available to college-bound students in our state … cheated.”


A gasp from the crowd sent a visible shudder through Fiona Wills’ ample form.


“That student, Heather Sundergard, has been suspended from class indefinitely, with her expulsion under consideration. It is my feeling that we cannot allow this girl to graduate from Hercules High.”


Fiona rolled on. “If this unprincipled young woman had acted alone, her suspension would be the end of this scandal. This meeting would have never been convened. But this cheater had an accomplice. Heather Sundergard could not commit this crime by herself. She needed help. She needed the complicity of a member of the faculty of Hercules High School. She needed …”


Fiona stopped again, perhaps wishing she had arranged with the high-school band director for a drum roll.


Silence hung. Jim Otis took a firm grip on Carol’s hand.


Suspense simmered.


From the middle of the seated spectators, in the silence, Hap Schaller’s low mutter was crystal clear. “Jesus Christ, Fiona.”


Fiona, at last, said, “This young cheater, this disgrace to our community, needed the assistance of the teacher who guided her through the entire process, from the moment she filled out her application to the day she took the written exam in Madison. She needed the help of Miss Carol Demeter.”


In the roar that followed, a bellow from A.J. Cartwright, proprietor of A’Jay’s was audible above every other voice. “Bullshit!” shouted A.J. “Carol? Cheat? This is bullshit!”


A broader consensus, however, followed the lines of “Fire the bitch!”


It took most of three noisy minutes pounding Millicent Bergstrom’s umbrella for Fiona Wills to restore a tenuous decorum.


Carol sat slumped beside Otis, kneading his hand. Her face was dry. The muscles in her jaw were taut. Minnie Trout kept a comforting hand on Carol’s back.


Fiona explained that, unlike Heather Sundergard, Carol—protected by her union—could not be summarily and permanently banished from Herc High. Her role in Heather’s bogus victory would have to be laboriously investigated and proven. In the meantime, the worst the board could do was vote to suspend Ms. Demeter, probably with pay, for as long as it took to prove the charges against her.


Jared Moncrief moved to issue the suspension, with a second from Arthur De Long. The vote was 4-1. Chil Bannister surprised everyone by voting in Carol’s favor, but he didn’t explain why.


Nonetheless, a cheer went up. A few voices protested, including a fresh “Bullshit” from A.J.


When order returned, Fiona Wills, scowling prosecutively at Carol, said, “Would the accused like to say anything before we adjourn?”


Carol hesitated. Fiona lifted the umbrella to gavel benediction.


“Well, I would,” came a voice from the standing-room crowd.


Fiona wills peered toward the voice. “Lyman?” she asked.


A middle-aged man, unusual because he was wearing a suit and tie, worked his way around the edge of the crowd, speaking as he approached the board. “Sorry I got here late,” he said. “I was out at the farm, spring cleaning in the barn. Didn’t hear about this kerfuffle ’til about an hour ago. I got here as quick as I could.”


“Well, what is it, Lyman?” asked Fiona, a bur of impatience in her voice.


“Who the hell is he?” someone shouted.


The man in the suit, who had found a spot beside Don Friedl, facing the board at a deferential angle, raised a hand and studied the audience over the top of his glasses. His tone was amiable but crisp and clear, a voice accustomed to public speaking.


“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t introduce myself. Some of you don’t know me, I guess.”


Fiona Wills, regaining the spotlight, said, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Lyman Birch. He’s our city attorney.”


“Part-time,” said Birch. “When I’m not drafting wills and sparring with Ed Rafelson over in La Crosse.”


This got a murmur from the crowd, which Fiona Wills cut off sharply. “Well, what is it, Lyman?”


“Well, Fiona, hi, how are ya?”


“I’m fine,” snapped the chairwoman.


“Good. Well, I’m okay, too, Fiona. Could I see the papers?”


“Papers?”


A hairline crack appeared in Fiona’s cocksureness.


“Yes, Fiona, the documents,” said Birch patiently. “Serious accusations have arisen against a town employee. There must be something in writing.”


“Well,” retorted Fiona, “of course there is.”


“Great. Could I see it?”


A moment of silence focused all eyes on Fiona, who was scowling irresolutely.


Finally: “They’re coming.”


“Coming?”


“Yes, Lyman. The organization that gives the scholarship, WEOF, the Wisconsin Educational …” She paused.


“Opportunity Foundation,” said Carol Demeter very softly.


“Yes,” Fiona said, regaining her thread. “They said they would be sending all that … information next week. Monday maybe.”


“Monday?” replied Birch.


“Or Tuesday.”


“Or Wednesday,” said Minnie Trout in a stage whisper.


Birch smiled mildly and spoke collegially, one official to another. “Fiona, I appreciate your initiative here to confront an alarming situation. But, with all your years on the board, you know better than me that you can’t just up and sanction a town employee based on a word-of-mouth charge. And you certainly can’t do it in an emergency public meeting on a Saturday night when the accused employee is not represented by counsel.”


Fiona stayed stiff in her seat, but her face unclenched.


“Well, what …” she began.


“Oh, it’s not a big problem,” said Birch. “Let’s just consider the vote you took just now. Why don’t we call it advisory? Not binding. ’Til, say, Tuesday. That’s your regular meeting, right, Fiona?”


“Yes,” said Fiona tersely.


“Well, I suspect we’ll all be better informed then,” said Birch. “With cooler heads.”


Fiona made a noise like a bobcat backing away from a wolverine. Within minutes, deflated by Lyman Birch, the crowd had receded toward the parking lot. The board members dispersed almost as quickly, only Fiona lingering long enough for a sub rosa dialog with Birch about the niceties of civic procedure and registered mail.


Otis held Carol in place, forcing her to wait ’til the library was empty and there was no danger of a confrontation in the parking lot.


Fiona finished with Birch and stalked out of the library.


Lyman Birch approached Otis and Carol.


“Thanks, Lyman,” said Otis.


“Just doin’ my job, Chief,” said Birch.


“Should I get a lawyer?” asked Carol.


Birch nodded.


“But I didn’t—”


“Doesn’t matter,” said Birch. “The knives are out.”


He advised Carol to reach out to the teachers’ union. “Make sure they have someone here for that Tuesday meeting. I can’t stand up for you. But I can make sure Fiona does everything according to Hoyle.”


Carol thanked Birch.


Otis said, “I need a drink.”


Carol said, “I need two.”
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Chapter 4


By the time Otis and Carol had reached A’Jay’s, a contingent of the usual suspects, including Hap Schaller, Crystal, Maury Higginson, one of Otis’ auxiliary policemen, and Minnie Trout had already assembled at the end of the bar. Kenny Kelly, who never left A’Jay’s, hung on their fringe. A.J. had help behind the bar from Ernie Olson, whose weekday job was driving a straight truck loaded with cheese, butter and milk for Ranney’s Dairy up in Tomah.


As she entered, A.J. had waiting for Carol her usual glass of New Zealand sauvignon blanc. She drank half down in one gulp. She was ordering seconds before Otis got his first, a black-and-tan.


“It ain’t fair, babe,” said Crystal, tipping her tumbler of Johnnie Walker Blue in Carol’s direction. Crystal was dressed conservatively in tie-dyed Oshkosh overalls over an eggshell silk musketeer shirt, which matched her footwear, an off-white pair of low-top Converse AllStars, size nine, with red and blue shoestrings. Crystal, who had been too young for the Summer of Love, had been nonetheless embodying its spirit—and its look—for close to forty years.
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