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PROLOGUE

Whistling Straits Golf Course, The American Club, Kohler, WI

Afternoon, July 9, 2004

The clammy hand of state representative Cyrus Johnsrud (R-Portage) has released her elbow and is drifting down her spine, stopping to savor each vertebra through the fabric of her gown. The representative is about to grope her royal behind, for sure, when the queen spots her chaperone anxiously scanning the crowd—searching for Her Highness, who else?

When she wears heels, Heidi White, nearly eighteen, becomes a young woman of average height, but in addition to her gown and sash, she wears the tiara of the Wisconsin Dairy Queen. This should make her easy to find. But her chaperone, Mrs. Wisnewski, is trollishly short and also too vain to wear her eyeglasses at swanky affairs. So the Dairy Queen hangs in there, clarifies a faraway pocket of Wisconsin geography for the representative, the distinctive place where she is from.

“No, I’m from Crawford County. Bad Axe County is one county to the north. They kill us in baseball, but we beat the hide off them in rodeo. We’re the Vanguards and the Bobcats, they’re the Blackhawks and the Rattlers.”

“Excellent,” he says. “You betcha.”

“We’re both the coulees, though. We’re a different world from you guys.”

“Oh, you betcha.”

“We never had the glacier, so we’re like a million years old.” A camera flashes in her face. She doesn’t flinch anymore. “We actually have bobcats and rattlesnakes. We have more caves than the Ozarks. Blackhawk ran away there to hide from the army.”

These points of pride are lost on the representative from the rolling cornfields and pastures of the central state. His fingers have fathomed her tailbone. She can feel him delicately sorting out her layers—gown, slip, nylons, panties—mentally getting her undressed.

“Well, the folks in the coulees must be real proud of you, young lady. You just gave a heckuva speech up there.”

She has given it dozens of times. It is not a speech, really. She won the Crawford County and state dairy crowns nine months ago with a real speech about her family’s heartwarming struggle to survive as small milk producers in the rugged southwest corner of the state. But since she became queen, her role has been to deliver a promotional message, scripted for her by the Wisconsin Milk Marketing Board. She begins by reporting new scientific findings that chocolate milk is good for recharging the body after intense athletic workouts. She next announces upcoming opportunities such as the Grilled Cheese Academy—people think she’s joking, but she isn’t—and the Master Cheesemaker certification program, as well as entry deadlines for various Dairy Youth Fund scholarships, “of which I myself have been a recipient.” She goes on to note consumer cheese trends, identifying “eight ways Americans will eat cheese in 2004.” Following that—and she does this all in seven minutes—she invites one and all to look for her on the floor after the program, where she will be handing out samples of seasonal cheese flavors as well as information on cheese-and-beverage pairings and easy-cheesy recipes. As a closing act, pure vaudeville, her own touch but approved by the marketing board, she starts to count as fast as she can, with no given reason—letting the suspense build—then gives up and shouts: “Thirty-five billion! That’s how many dollars are generated by the Wisconsin dairy economy!”

Then she goes, “Phew!” and grins—she is a naturally beautiful girl, wholesome and healthy—and chugs a glass of chocolate milk to cheers from audience. She has three more months of Dairy Queen duties to go.

She is doing her floor show now, big smile, two hands beneath a platter of cheeses, cameras flashing away. State rep Johnsrud has progressed, plying her underlayers with a sensitive horizontal stroke. Mrs. Wisnewski has plunged off in the wrong direction, toward the golf clubhouse—probably because the chaperone has forbidden her Dairy Queen to enter what is clearly adult male territory. Heidi White is a good girl, but she is also headstrong, curious about boys versus men, and bored with the demands of a cheese queen. Meanwhile, Johnsrud is asking her why—pretending that she fascinates him—why did she compete for the throne?

“I admire my parents, my grandparents, I admire all farmers, all the incredibly hard work it takes to run a farm and treat animals well and make a good product and feed people and take care of the land and make the world a better place, and I want to do my part . . .”

He chuckles gently. She knows her answer sounds pat. Everybody knows girls just want to defeat rival girls, wear pretty dresses, and get attention from men. Coming from a backward corner of the state, she must seem too naïve to cover her tracks. Good time to strike, Johnsrud ascertains. She reads all this without alarm. People are basically good. No worries.

“You are just blowing me away with how wonderful you are. Smart and beautiful, and, gosh, what energy.”

His hand finally connects with her rear end: a faintly brushing touch, a probe for permission, deniable if she takes offense. The state rep could bounce a quarter off what he’s about to grab. In addition to farmwork, Heidi White competes in roping and barrel racing and plays high school softball. The 2004 Wisconsin Dairy Queen looks good in her gown, for sure, but it’s another thing entirely to see her in faded jeans and a snug tee, a John Deere cap with her red-blond ponytail out, wearing her shit-kicker boots—in her real element.

“You really melt a guy’s cheese,” he confides into her ear. “Ya know?”

The farm girl from remote Crawford County keeps two hands on the silver platter, bearing up ten pounds of Colbys, Swisses, Cheddars, Havartis, and one firm chèvre.

“Tell you what. That speech you gave, you said your dream after high school is you want to be a public servant, get into law enforcement, live out there in the boonies, run a little farm on the side, make some babies, milk some cows, but, heck, how about instead you come look me up at the state capitol? I got a job for you in my office. How about you really use your talent?” He brushes her butt again. “That sound good? You come to Madison, be my girl Friday?”

The grope is about to occur. But so what? She has perfect balance. On her mind is a late supper of her mom’s pork chops and potato salad, after which she will bottle-feed a motherless calf and curry her horse, and after that there is supposed to be a kegger tonight—a half barrel off the tailgate of some boy’s pickup, a bonfire, fireworks, good kids having good times on a bend of the Kickapoo River. All things considered, the 2004 Wisconsin Dairy Queen will probably just step free of the grope and shrug the whole thing off, keep smiling as she takes her cheese platter and goes elsewhere—

But then this happens instead.

Mrs. Wisnewski is completely frantic as she elbows herself between important men in suits. She has even put her eyeglasses on. They magnify the black mascara streaking down her wrinkled face. She is crying about something. Unbelievable. Mrs. Wisnewski is crying.

“Uh-oh, spilled milk.”

State rep Johnsrud tries to joke. He uses the opportunity to loop an arm around the queen’s waist, handle her at the hip as if he needs to squire her clear of the charging crazy lady. Instead Mrs. Wisnewski stiff-arms him into a waiter bearing flutes of Door County cherry lambic. She forcefully tows the Dairy Queen—cameras flashing, cheese ungluing from the platter, slinging out—through an exit door onto a patio. Across the crisp green golf course, Lake Michigan lies still and silver beneath an early-evening sky.

“Oh . . . oh, dear Lord . . .” gasps Mrs. Wisnewski.

“What?”

“Oh, Heidi . . . your mom and dad . . .”

“What about them?”

She will always remember how slowly she caught on. She was thinking that her parents had decided to give up struggling and sell Cress Springs Farm to Royce Underkoffler, the bankruptcy specialist preying on farmers across the coulees. So Mom and Dad finally did it, she is thinking. OK. Well. So now they move to Florida. They stop breaking their backs every day while sinking deeper into debt. Her dad gets his anxiety under control. Her mom quits clerking the night shift at the Kwik Trip. The land by itself is worth a small fortune, so her parents stop fighting with each other, head down south, and take it easy. She is thinking, yeah, it was dumb of her to try to save it all, to romanticize the past with the Dairy Queen gig, which has become tedious and lame, on top of being a shill for Big Ag. But her queenship won’t last forever. Like her parents, she will move on . . .

“Sit down,” Mrs. Wisnewski commands her.

“Why?”

“Heidi White, I’m telling you to sit down.” The chaperone takes a clawlike grip on her forearm. She lunges toward a wire bench, choking out her words. “Sit down, young lady.”

“What happened?”

“They were shot.”

“What?”

“They were shot at the farm.”

“My mom and dad?”

“After you left this morning . . . first your dad shot your . . .”

Mrs. Wisnewski gasps, can’t finish.

“I . . . he . . . what? He shot who?”

“Your . . . oh, my dear girl . . . your mom . . . and then he shot himself . . .”

Her abilities to think and speak and hear—these dissolve. She stares at a golf course against a vast silver lake without any idea what either thing is. Little Mrs. Wisnewski, crouched on the paving stones in her black formal dress, becomes a gargoyle clawing at her hands. State rep Johnsrud looms in, expressing concern. Mrs. Wisnewski leaps and snarls as if to bite his face. The Dairy Queen whispers, “No.”

This word becomes the entire shape of her response. No becomes her universe. No! The tiara—like a talon on her head—she tears it off with a shriek—No!—in a terrible handful of strawberry blond. No! No! Mrs. Wisnewski has to stop her from running into the resort’s driveway, where huge buses loom with their crushing weight. Then somehow she is inside the car, contained by a seat belt, a fiery sunset ahead, landscape streaming in dusk light. This is not real, no. This cannot be real.

“You’re lying,” she blurts. “Somebody’s lying. Dad would never do that.”

“The deputy told me—”

“Dad was stressed, but he would never . . . Just last Sunday morning someone stole a trailer full of hay from our neighbors . . . Mom and Dad must have caught somebody stealing. It’s a lie.”

“I don’t think anyone is lying,” says Mrs. Wisnewski from behind the steering wheel, her face stained, her voice stiff. “Nothing was stolen, the deputy told me. They don’t think anyone else was involved. These things just happen. Somehow we have to accept them to survive.”

Her whole world is no. No, no . . . never, never. A thousand kinds of no and never, across two hundred miles of landscape to a rugged place that now frightens and bewilders her.

She will go to war with no and never and “nothing was stolen.” She will fight to accept and survive. But former Dairy Queen Heidi White will need twelve hard years, many of them black-souled and lost, before she can call her beloved coulees home again.
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Angus Beavers saw that Sheriff Gibbs had died two months earlier when an old issue of the Bad Axe County Broadcaster caught up with him at the team’s spring training facility in Jacksonville, a long way from Lost Hollow Road.

April was a hot stench already in Florida. Waiting his turn on chemical-green outfield grass, this rough kid from the Wisconsin coulees dreamed of skunk cabbage unfurling in the seeps, trillium blooming on the bluff sides. As he tracked fungoes in the sodden sky, he yearned to see eagles soaring in spring air at the ridgetops. As he whiffed on curveballs, he remembered chopping good dry oak. Four years gone from the Bad Axe, he was sick for the sensations of the place he came from. He wanted to start over. But until the news about Gibbs arrived, he had never seen a way back.

Coach Hernandez had slapped his chest with the newspaper.

“Hey, Meat. Great piece in there about a truck that hits a cow, the cow goes airborne—somehow this all occurs at a gas station—and then—”

But Angus had felt a charge from the headline: BAD AXE MOURNS LONGTIME SHERIFF RAYMOND GIBBS.



“About time you went to hell,” he told Gibbs later inside his small, nearly empty Jacksonville apartment. He clenched a fist. So who would be the new sheriff?

He took a shower, microwaved a frozen cheeseburger, and got an ice pack from the freezer. He lay down on his narrow bed with his sore back arched over the ice.

. . . after thirty-one years of doing the county’s most dangerous job, Sheriff Gibbs died of natural causes while relaxing with friends aboard the River Princess . . .

Bullcrap. What Gibbs did was cruise around the Bad Axe in a spanking new Dodge Charger, hobnobbing with his cronies. The River Princess was a casino boat that operated on neutral water in the Mississippi River, where no state laws applied—as in booze, gambling, and lady friends for hire.

. . . according to Bob Check, chairperson of the Police and Fire Commission, the Bad Axe County Board of Supervisors will appoint an interim sheriff to preside until a special election in July . . .

Angus let the paper fall. Best don’t ever come home, his dad had told him. Best just live the dream. But with Gibbs now dead . . .



An hour later, around midnight Wisconsin time, Angus Beavers called home. His heart thumped. His hot face gleamed. No one answered.

He called again at three a.m. His little sister, Brandy, answered, sounding drunk.

“Mmm . . . what? Who is this?”

“Where were you? It’s Angus, and it’s the middle of the night.”

He waited. Beyond his window an old lady started freaking out in Spanish.

“Angus? Are you shitting me? When was the last time you called?”

It was Christmas, from winter ball in Mexico. He had bought a phone card and called from a mercado. No one had answered. The house on Lost Hollow Road had no machine. He hadn’t been sure what to say anyway. He felt out of place and alone, in a life he never wanted.

“That doesn’t answer where you were, all hours,” he told his sister.

“Are you shitting me?”

Shirtless in boxers, Angus slumped in a sweat on the edge of the bed. His ice pack had wet a photo of the dead sheriff saluting veterans where the story continued on page three: BAD AXE MOURNS GIBBS.

“Who’d they make the new sheriff?”

“Huh?”

“Gibbs kicked it. The paper said there was going to be an interim sheriff. Who is it?”

“Some lady.”

“Not Boog Lund?” Surprised, Angus stood. Boog Lund was Gibbs’s chief deputy. “You’re sure, some lady?”

“Yeah. See, Horst Zimmer hacked up this couple down at Bishops Coulee.” His sister yawned like it happened every day. “Then he set a fire. This lady deputy found the bodies. Then she figured out that Zimmer did it. She busted him trying to sell their Xbox off his tailgate for twenty bucks to get some tweek. So suddenly she was a big deal and they made her the temporary sheriff.” Brandy yawned again. “But not for long.”

Angus peeled the two-month-old newspaper off himself and looked at it briefly. The crime Brandy was talking about hadn’t happened yet. But a thing like that was not too much of a surprise, if you knew how it was with drugs in the coulees. The surprise to Angus was a lady sheriff—but not for long. He began to pace.

“Let me talk to Dad.”

“Dad’s too sick to get out of bed.”

Hungover, Angus imagined. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Cancer.”

“What? Where?”

His little sister lit a cigarette, blew smoke across the mouthpiece of their black rotary phone. “Where do you think?”

“What?”

“Everywhere,” Brandy said.

Angus didn’t know what to feel. Their dad would have bigger and better cancer than the next guy. That old lady screeched Spanish. The foul air stung his eyes. And the sirens, always. He shut the window.

“Since when?”

“He was in the hospital at Christmas.”

“Who’s taking care of him?”

“I am.”

“Who’s taking care of you?”

“I am.”

He had to catch his breath. He had to shut his eyes, jump the sadness for now and figure this out. Gibbs was dead. There was a new lady sheriff. His dad was too sick to stop him. Maybe there was a way.

“Can you do something for me?” he asked his sister finally. “You know that chest freezer that used to be outside my bedroom wall? Dad put it on the forklift and moved it to the Quonset shed.”

“What about it?”

“Can you look inside for me?”

“Why?”

“Or just check and see if it’s still working?”

She must have put down the phone by the TV. Angus listened to Aspinwall Ford offer “dynamite deals on closeout-model work trucks.” Then came that old Clausen Meats rant—“Nobody packs more meat!”—that he had heard all his life.

“It’s still working.”

“Is there still all that frozen fish inside?”

“I couldn’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

“I couldn’t open it.”

“Why couldn’t you open it?”

“Why do you think, Angus? The big-ass lock and chain that Dad put on it.”

So maybe he was right. All this time, he had never believed his dad would burn the body.



He left Jacksonville in the morning. He flew through Charlotte. By midafternoon he was in Chicago, unable to rent a car because his Wisconsin driver’s license had expired when he turned eighteen two years ago. He put himself on a bus from O’Hare bound for Madison, packed between college students going back to school after spring break. In Madison, the taxi driver’s mouth fell open. “A trip out there is gonna run you three or four hundred dollars, bro. You sure?”

“Let’s go.”

Halfway to the Bad Axe, late afternoon, Angus directed the driver off U.S. 14 onto a county highway that ran northwest through Crawford County toward the Mississippi River. He watched the landscape wrinkle into the steep bluffs and narrow hollows of his home. Past his window flowed the tiny hard-luck farms, the cinder-block taverns at the junctions, the dusty milk trucks on evening rounds, the Amish buggies clip-clopping on the shoulder, the gas stations pushing cheese curds and lottery tickets. By the time they crossed into Bad Axe County, a storm was on the way. The half-wild coulee cows told him so by their instinct to lie down.

“So what brings you home?”

Angus heard this question as the cab slowed through gusting winds for entry into the town of Farmstead, the Bad Axe County seat.

“Get my life back,” he told the driver.

He had to think what he meant.

The life he wanted—it hadn’t ever really begun.
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“Mommy?”

Here were today’s numbers. If you counted back, she was thinking, present to past, today’s numbers were 11, 17, 20, 22, 53, and 4,290. You could also count them in the other direction, past to present. Or you could scramble them, which was more how she felt.

“Mommy . . . you’re not paying attention.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie. What?”

“I said, what is a queen?”

“You know what a queen is.”

“I know, but what does it mean?”

Her five-year-old, Ophelia, was asking. Whenever she could, Opie hung around to watch her mother get dressed. The process involved a lot for a little girl to take in. First, off came the ancient Seneca High Indians sweatpants and the faded Crawford County 4-H Horse Club sweatshirt. This revealed straps, scars, freckles, stretches—the truth about a thirty-ish mother of three. She met her daughter’s eyes in the mirror.

“A queen is married to a king, for one thing.”

“I know that. But who is she?”

“It really depends on if she’s the one who is actually descended from the royal line—” Too complicated. “She is the wife of the king, and they are the bosses of the country.”

“Oh.”

Today, for the storm that was coming, she pulled on the silk long johns that Harley gave her for Christmas, which went on tight and wouldn’t bunch beneath the uniform. For private pretty, she put on pink socks, a birthday gift from her three-year-old twin boys. Next she put on brand-new boots, black tactical Reeboks, right out of the box. One hour ago, and twenty-two days since she had responded to the crime at Bishops Coulee, she had finally lit fire to the boots that had become blood stained inside that poor young couple’s house. Out the window over Opie’s head she could see smoke still rising from the barrel. She was trying.

“Is a queen powerful?”

“She can be. She probably tells the king to jump, and the king asks her how high. You know how it works in this house, with me and Daddy.”

“Ha,” said Opie. She was protective of her daddy. “Ha, ha, very funny.”

Next came the Kevlar vest, which squared her off in the front and made her look like a LEGO figure to the twins. But Opie was old enough to know what the vest meant. She was quiet until all the Velcro was snugged into place.

“Is a queen pretty?”

“You’d better tell the queen she’s pretty, or she’ll have your head chopped off.”

“Ha, ha.”

Now the long-sleeved uniform shirt, in hideous tan, with all its pockets and epaulets and patches and pins. She buttoned it up all the way. She liked a black bow tie.

“But America’s Dairyland is not a real country, right?”

Crap. How did she not see this coming?

“No. America’s Dairyland is an idea people use to sell cheese. And cheese is not a country either. Not even Swiss cheese. Hon, what is it? Is someone teasing you at school?”

“No. Not teasing.”

“No? OK, good.”

“But is she bad?”

“Is who bad, sweetie?”

“The Dairy Queen?”

She looked at her daughter. Her little chin trembled.

“No, of course the Dairy Queen isn’t bad.”

“Then why do they say ‘the f-word Dairy Queen’?”

“Who said that?”

“Mr. Kussmaul.”

Ah, the school bus driver, a Gibbs man. She leaned into the bureau mirror—good skin, a sprinkle of freckles, intense green eyes—her face still a strong part of the Mighty Heidi package. She tucked her red-blond braids under the beige cow pie of a hat. She strapped on her duty belt and organized it: cuffs, Taser, OC spray, radio base, flashlight, baton, omni-tool, pistol. Finally, and today was day seventeen already, she pinned the gold badge over her shirt pocket: Heidi Kick, Interim Sheriff, Bad Axe County.

“Mr. Kussmaul is just sad that Sheriff Gibbs died. He’s only had fifty-three days to get over it. And he’s never had a woman sheriff before. He’d feel better if your mommy stayed home and made easy-cheesy recipes.”

“You shouldn’t f-word the sheriff.”

“Right on, girl. Off with your head if you f-word Sheriff Dairy Queen.”

“Ha, ha. Very funny. But why are you getting dressed?”

“I have to work.”

“Did another really bad thing happen?”

“No, sweetie. It’s just because the weatherman says a storm is coming.”

“Can I do the geese with you?”

“Not today. I need to be alone with them.”

“I know what that means.” Her daughter frowned. “It means somebody is teasing you.”

“Just a little,” she admitted. “But Denise is teaching me how to be ready.”

She touched Ophelia’s silky head, kissed her on the ear, and together they left the privacy of the bedroom into the world of twin little brothers.

“Dylan, Taylor, Mommy’s leaving.”

She gathered three hot little bodies into a group hug.

“Bye, darlings. I love you. Be good for your daddy. I’ll see you in the morning.”
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She was a day counter. For the first 6,407 days of her life, she hadn’t been, but then her life changed—life itself became visible to her—and since then she had counted, at least certain kinds of days.

Today, as she had just told Opie, was fifty-three days since Ray Gibbs had died unexpectedly, and more evidence of Gibbs’s sloppiness and corruption had trickled in on almost every one of those fifty-three days, much of it also implicating his chief deputy, and now hers, Elvin “Boog” Lund.

Today also made twenty days since she had cuffed Horst Zimmer for the bloody double murder at Bishops Coulee, and therefore twenty days that she had been privately fixated on the emptiness of Zimmer’s motivation: theft of an obsolete Xbox, a toaster oven, and a chainsaw. If she hadn’t caught Zimmer trying to sell his paltry loot off his tailgate in the parking lot of a tavern, her report might have reached a familiar and haunting conclusion, one she had been forced to accept 4,290 days ago: Nothing was stolen . . .

One more count: today marked the eleventh day since she had come to understand how unprofessionally she felt about it all. Instead of arresting a killer and becoming the interim sheriff, she secretly wished—and for eleven days she had vividly fantasized—that she had blown out Zimmer’s zombie brains.



But meanwhile there was the other today. Meanwhile there was the job to do, protect and serve, and therefore there was the matter of thinking clearly and reacting calmly. This meant she had to prepare for how men in the Bad Axe seemed to feel about her as the first female sheriff in Wisconsin. Teasing hardly described it.

F-word Dairy Queen.

Look out, geese.

She scooped a beer pitcher full of cracked corn from the sack by the washing machine and headed past the burn barrel out to the pen. Aside from landing a great job back home in the coulees, the rest of her dream was to farm again, to milk cows, birth calves, cut hay. But she and Harley had three kids and two jobs, and her husband was a town kid and a baseball jock, not a farmer. That’s why after they had secured a lease on the old Pederson farm, they had agreed, in the same way that young couples try a puppy before a child, on a flock of sixteen geese.

As she swung open the pen door the creatures rushed her with one collective squawk, snowy white feathers ruffling, bright orange beaks and feet flashing in the scrum. She held the corn behind her back. Since she had become a target in the Bad Axe, she and the geese had worked out a routine.

“Attention, please.”

Sixteen pairs of black beady eyes looked up, less shoving and nipping, orderly for geese.

“OK . . . let’s see . . . so why is going to Subway for a sandwich like seeing a prostitute?”

She rattled the pitcher of corn. They were all ears.

“You pay a stranger to do your wife’s job.”

This raised a mostly dissatisfied goosey murmur. Queen Gertrude nipped Cordelia. Squash Blossom tried to flap an end run behind the sheriff to the corn. She raised the pitcher higher. “Not good enough? Remember you’re just practice cows, so don’t get cocky. Do any of you smart-asses know why you should never lie to a woman who has both PMS and GPS?”

They waited for it.

“Because that woman is a bitch . . . and she will find you.”

There was a bit more raucous honking, for sure. But that certain synergy had yet to occur. She got the jokes from Denise Halverson, her night-shift dispatcher, and she tried to remember a better one. Denise was a genius. She always predicted the next encounter with the male mind, and with a joke she inoculated accordingly.

Above the pen, the sky churned. Lightning rippled beyond the hogback ridge that nestled the farm. She counted nine seconds before thunder grumbled over the hollow. So, OK, then. The vaccine she required had to be raunchy, sexist—and about the weather. She had one. She faced the geese and lowered her voice. “Darlin’ . . .”

She imagined taking a shot of Rumple Minze to facilitate a hiccup and a slur.

“I’m no weatherman . . . but darlin’ . . .”

She released a drunken eyeball to glide across the waiting birds.

“But . . . hic! . . . you can expect about six inches tonight.”

It was probably the eyeball and the hiccups, but the geese went nuts for this one, squawking and honking and nipping at her. As she threw the corn, she realized the awful joke had worked. Her brain felt cleansed and cooled, ready to reimmerse in the male world of the Bad Axe County Sheriff’s Department.

Now go, she told herself, wondering where her husband was. Hold that and go.



“I’m rolling,” she told Harley when she found him waiting in the Pedersons’ defunct milking parlor, which they used as a garage. “Sorry. I don’t have time to talk.”

He looked handsome in a pool of antique-yellow barn light. That didn’t stop her from feeling bothered that he held an aluminum baseball bat he had taken from his pickup, which was parked alongside her Charger and loaded with bat bags and milk crates full of baseballs. It was a blurry number of days since anything had been easy between them.

“I saw you burned your boots,” he began.

“Sure did.”

“I’m glad. Because I’ve been thinking . . .”

He ran his fingers along the barrel of the bat, touching smears made by groundouts, pop-ups, squibs, every kind of mishit.

“I know what you think.”

“You do?”

“I know what you want.”

He smiled at her. “Aside from dry ground, and at least one guy who can throw strikes, what is it that I want?”

“You want me to tell the county board I can’t do this. You want me to say that Boog Lund waited his turn, he was Gibbs’s chief deputy, he’s got thirty years of experience, he deserves it. I’ve had enough, I want out, and I won’t run in the election. In Harley-speak,” she said, and this annoyed her lately, “if I can’t hit the ball square, don’t swing. And after Bishops Coulee, you think I can’t even see the ball.”

Here it came.

“Hon, it’s good you finally burned your boots. But as for hitting square, you’re the sheriff of Bad Axe County, which is more than enough to worry about, but then I hear that you were down in Crawford County last week, and I hear that you were—”

“Do you hear that?” she interrupted, pointing toward distant thunder. “That is snow, sleet, and freezing rain, headed our way. I’ve got three deputies, my whole crew, and no overtime budget. Do you really need to psychoanalyze me right now?”

She rounded the bed of his pickup. As she pulled her door open, her radio squawked. She reached in, hit TALK. “Go ahead.”

Her day-shift dispatcher, Deputy Rinehart Rog, said: “Sheriff, Red Wing has freezing rain. Weather Service has issued flash-flood warnings. If it’s snow and ice, we’re going to see lines down and power out. Looks like it’ll be on top of us in about half an hour. Your crew meeting starts in nineteen minutes.”

“Thanks, Rhino.”

As she turned back to her husband, she felt a telltale tightening in her chest.

“I’m fine.”

“I’m not psychoanalyzing. I just get worried when someone tells me that you were down in Crawford County demanding to see the case file on your parents—”

“I was requesting. I’ve been meaning to do it for a long time. There is no reason that file should be sealed. I’m fine.”

“But, Heidi, then I heard you were making the rounds of those sleazy taverns down around Soldiers Grove, asking about one of your dad’s farmhands from twelve years ago, some dirtball with a rap sheet, sure, but no record up here in the Bad Axe.”

Her mind walled up. She began to back the cruiser out, using the last crack in the rising window to say, “Good-bye. I love you. I’m fine.”



But it was day eleven for the truth that her loving husband was just now sensing. As she processed the depravity of the Bishops Coulee crime, her past life and her present life had become scrambled. She was seeing zombie killers everywhere.

She could feel it happening now as she reached the outskirts of Farmstead and waited for traffic to pass through the highway intersection. Speeding toward the intersection through the storm-jaded twilight was a busted-up dark blue panel van, doing about sixty against the limit of forty-five.

She leaned forward and squinted to focus. Piece-of-shit vehicle with dealer plates, zombie strike one. Doesn’t even notice her and slow down, zombie strike two. Behind the cracked windshield, his tattooed neck and shaved head, his jabbing finger and angry ranting mouth, his victim on the passenger seat just a big-eyed girl, zombie strikes three, four, and five. Then he blew through the town’s one and only traffic light, solid red.

Six strikes and you’re dead. She closed her eyes. She mashed the gas and yanked the Charger onto the highway, chased him down and ripped him from his van, knelt on his neck and put her service pistol to his skull—you sick-brain bastard, so many of you out there hurting people and killing people, one of you took two of mine—and pulled the trigger.

It would have felt so good.

She turned the other way and headed for her meeting.
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“Hey . . . I think I’ve been here before.”

The girl in the passenger seat, Pepper Greengrass, blurts these words in surprise as the van blows through the red light. Dale Hill, the driver, an ex-con supporting his gambling habit by working Pepper and two other underage girls out of a motel in a resort town two hours to the east, snarls back, “Tell me why I care.”

“I think my big brother played baseball here.”

The Wisconsin Dells, where they just came from, is surrounded by the level sands of central Wisconsin. Over the rugged terrain of the Bad Axe, Dale Hill’s driving style has nearly killed them several times, though Pepper Greengrass, only sixteen, has hardly noticed.

“Yeah. I’m pretty sure I’ve been here. For one of Bennie’s baseball games.”

“I said tell me why I care.”

She puts her knee-high black boots up on his dashboard.

“Bennie played shortstop for the Wisconsin Dells Scenics. I was eleven years old.”

“Boots,” Dale Hill orders. “The fuck off.”

Pepper lowers her boots and watches a sign go by: FARMSTEAD, WISCONSIN / POP. 2,364 / HOME OF THE BLACKHAWKS. She watches another sign: BAD AXE COUNTY LIBRARY over a free–Wi-Fi icon and an arrow pointing down a side street.

She remembers something about rattlesnakes, though, not Blackhawks. So maybe this isn’t the place. She watches the town go by: three taverns, a yarn shop, a diner, a Kwik Trip gas station where a Greyhound tilts at the curb, spewing exhaust into a sky bunched and ready to storm. Then, through empty storefronts, she gets a glimpse of a scoreboard and stadium lights.

“Look! There’s the baseball diamond!”

She gets Dale’s trademark snort of compressed dog breath.

“See it? That’s the field, down in there, with bluffs around it.”

“What I’m looking for is the place where I sign your ass up. The Ease Inn.”

“You’re not going to believe this. That game, my brother Bennie hit six home runs.”

“You’re right, I don’t believe it.”

“You think I’m lying?”

“With the odds against that? Yeah. I think you’re full of shit.”

Dale Hill is easily annoyed. She has known him less than a week, but already Pepper Greengrass has the hang of it.

“You wanna bet me?”

“I’m not going to bet you.”

“Why not? You quit betting? You’re in recovery?”

“Nobody ever hit six homers in one game, never in the history of baseball. The odds of that are like twenty million to one. It’s bullshit.”

“Then why don’t you bet me?”

“Why don’t you shut your stupid blowhole and help me find this place. It’s called the Ease Inn.”

“Well, OK, I’m glad you quit,” Pepper says. “Gambling isn’t good for you. I read that in my psych class. They say it increases irritation behavior.”

She unzips and peels off her boots, puts her long brown naked legs up on his dash.

He grits his teeth. “Off. Put that shit away unless you’re making money off it. Anyway, you can’t afford to bet. You’re already in the hole.”

This is true. Almost seven days in, Pepper still owes Dale for everything, from room and board at the Pine Cone Motel to what she wears: the pink lip gloss, the leopard-print top, the tall black boots and the short black skirt, the red Shopko panties underneath. But the only way she can’t afford to bet is if she loses. And she can’t lose, because it really happened, here.

“Come on. Twenty bucks. Give me my phone back. I’ll Google it.”

Dale leans to squint through his windshield. A frigid mist has spattered it.

“You’ve got the odds in your favor,” she says, “so why not double or nothing? I’m wrong, I owe you forty more. Just put it on my tab.”

“I’m not betting you.”

“You’re chicken. Gimme my phone back.”

“I’m not giving your phone back. Won’t be any reception in a shithole like this anyway.”

Pepper Greengrass hooks her thumbs beneath her tiny bra cups and makes chicken noises at the man she contacted via a number she found on the internet, a site called Backpage.com, then met for an “interview” behind the liquor shelf at the exit 37 truck stop outside the Dells.

He crushes his brakes, backs up, rolls down his window to look at a Kwik Trip gas station, where a dirty red-and-white taxi cab sits at the pump. He hollers at the heavy-shouldered guy in a red ball cap who emerges bearing foam boats of heat-lamp food. The guy freezes. Then he points in the direction they just came from. Pepper watches him stuff the ball cap down into the Kwik Trip garbage. He pulls his sweatshirt hood over his head.

Dale floors the van through a U-turn. Pepper glimpses that stadium again—yup, that’s it. She puts her legs up on the dash. “Off!” He flails a fist, but she leans away. Sleet strikes the window at her shoulder. There is that sign again: BAD AXE COUNTY LIBRARY.

“So what, no reception,” Pepper says. “I know a place where we can get Wi-Fi.”

“I said I’m not betting you.”

“Triple or nothing,” she taunts him, squeezed against her door.
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Interim sheriff Heidi Kick had debriefed her day-shift deputies and sent them home. Storm or no storm, “No more overtime” was her mandate from the Bad Axe County board of supervisors as they tried to sort out the suspicious spending patterns of Ray Gibbs. Overtime abuse was an easy issue to correct. As for Gibbs’s Public Outreach budget, the board’s directive was “Not one penny more until we figure out what’s been going on.”

After a face splash of cold water in the bathroom, a preemptive wisecrack from Denise, a glance at the kids’ pictures on her phone, and the clean squeak of her new boots on the tile floor, she was ready to assign her night crew, made up of patrol deputies Rob Schwem and Kevin Eleffson and her Gibbs-tainted chief deputy, Boog Lund.

“So here we go, guys. This storm is going to hit us with folks coming home from the regional wrestling meet in Richland Center, with all those Amish buggies leaving the Yoder auction. Tonight is also euchre and darts league. Lots of action on the roads.”

She paused so Schwem and Eleffson could collect their game faces. She had no illusions. Boog Lund outweighed her by thirty years and two hundred pounds and was the only declared candidate for the permanent sheriff’s position. As such, they considered Lund their real boss. She forged on.

“We’ll get up to seven inches, according to the National Weather Service, and we could end up with flooding as early as midnight if it’s mostly rain. If we get down to thirty degrees and it snows, or if it’s a little warmer and it’s ice, we could have power outages, so be ready for welfare checks. Anything frozen is going to melt fast, so either way we have flash floods to think about, at least through tomorrow night.”

Chief Deputy Lund grumbled something, left his chair, and headed for the Mr. Coffee at the back of the room.

“Now, you guys remember last April when the relay got iced over and the radios didn’t work. And as we all know, cell coverage is spotty in the hollows. Obviously we’re going to have to work extra hard on communication.”

Deputy Schwem put his hand up.

“Go ahead.”

“Is it OK to say this?” Meaning he would say it anyway. “You sound just like my wife.”

“I’m sorry?”

“She always wants me to work harder on communication.” Eleffson rewarded him with a snicker, and Schwem beamed proudly. “Just kidding. You forgot to mention the Lutheran potluck in Coon Valley.”

“Thank you.”

Eleffson whispered, “You give the little lady up to seven inches, Schwem, she’ll understand you better.” The sheriff grimaced inwardly. She and the geese had nailed it. To cover himself, Eleffson’s long arm went up. “Rolf Dunkel’s funeral was today. Open bar at the VFW after the burial. Dunkel’s gonna have a lot of friends now that he’s dead.”

“Wonderful.”

“Plus this weekend is Cabin Fever Days at the Ease Inn. So tonight is Cabin Fever Days’ Eve. Tap beers for a dollar.”

The sheriff chewed her cheek. Open bar, dollar taps, a major storm at freezing point.

“All important to know. Thanks.” She mapped the county in her head. Farmstead was neatly on the main ridge down the center of it, a little north of dead middle. To the west was the roughest terrain, the deep coulees cutting to the Mississippi—Snake Hollow, Dog Hollow, Lost Hollow—and the rowdy river towns like Blackhawk Locks and Bishops Coulee. She would send her wiseguys that way. “So we’re going to take zones. Deputy Schwem, northwest. Deputy Eleffson, southwest. I’ve got the girls’ volleyball karaoke fund-raiser at the Ease Inn, so I’m going to take northeast, closest to home.” She meant home as in the Public Safety Building, but her family’s rented farm was in the northeast quadrant too. “I’ll remind them at the Ease Inn not to serve minors or intoxicated individuals. Chief Deputy Lund, you do the same at the VFW and then take the southeast quadrant, please.”

Southeast was Zion, Blue Mills, Mastodon, and other tiny, quiet villages in the usually more law-abiding region of Bad Axe County that touched the level center of the state. The assignment was a courtesy to Lund. He finally joined the meeting, lumbering away from the pot at the back of the room, managing three, not four, foam cups of bad coffee. He smiled as he passed her, retracting his lower lip to show ground-down gray incisors, a look she knew well, having grown up around aging male livestock with treacherous intent. Her dad’s last stud bull, Samson, came to mind.

She asked Lund, “Did you have something to add?”

He emitted his who me? chuckle. “Golly. I wish I did.” He played this to the eager grins of Schwem and Eleffson. “But somehow, even though we’ve got us a Dairy Queen running the show, we’re still out of creamer.”

He cut too closely through her personal space, his massive body forcing her to step back. She waited with her tongue bit while he distributed cups to the other two. It gave her time to count: after Gibbs’s death, Boog Lund had been acting sheriff for thirty-six days before the county board removed his title and made her interim. As he turned to retake his chair, she snatched the cup he had poured for himself.

“Thank you, Deputy.”

Up close he smelled like hashed browns and Brylcreem. Heat prickled under her shirt as she looked him in the eye.

“From now on, I’m gonna take mine black.”

She turned to the window to hide the rush of blood to her face and was surprised by snow slanting through the lights over the parking lot. She watched it a moment, sipping the terrible coffee. Her deputies hadn’t caused her sudden spike of discomfort. No, it was the unexpected recollection of Samson the big black bull, isolated and angry and increasingly feeble when his breeding days were done. But it wasn’t the connection to Lund that she was thinking of anymore. A nagging memory from her Dairy Queen days was of Samson staggering along a fence through a snowstorm with a bloody gash between his eyes and one horn shattered.

Looking into both new and remembered snow, she now recalled a face. Who was that twitchy, sniffly guy with the pale eyes and the crooked smirk, the one her dad had fired for smashing poor Samson in the head with a shovel? He had claimed self-defense. He made threats as he was thrown off Cress Springs Farm. There was a zombie with a motive. She would put him on her list. But what was the name that went with the face?

Shit. She had dribbled coffee down her shirt. She heard chuckles.

Boog Lund said to the others, “Hey, whatever puts hair on your chest.”
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Dale Hill hits the brakes and wrenches the van into the Ease Inn. This is a truck stop, a mini-mart, a tavern, and a motel, like the place in the Dells where Pepper Greengrass met Dale six days ago, except even under its harsh plaza lights, this place has a run-down, soggy look to it, a yellow-brown color scheme gone dumpy, a lariat-and-horns Western theme that fails to match the muddy field and the grain depot that Dale’s beams highlight in the background.

He pulls through the pump area into the tavern lot, stops the van with a jerk that tosses his pack of Basic Lights to the floor. She retrieves them, replaces them on the console, squares them with her fingers lingering. Dale gives her a look of hard suspicion. Thunder rumbles over. Wet snow splatters the windshield. Pepper says, “What? You told me not to. I’m a good girl.”

He pulls his keys. He slams his door. He ducks around the van’s front end into a plastering gust. Pepper cracks her door and calls after him, “Come on! Bennie Greengrass! Six home runs, twenty bucks, triple or nothing!”

While Dale is gone she thinks back to the game. It was a night game, under the lights. There was a water tower above the third-base side that must have said FARMSTEAD. She had climbed to the tip-top of natural stone bleachers that were carved up a bluff, under pine trees. Bats chased insects through the lights. The crowd was rowdy. Bennie gave her money and she had feasted on popcorn, a hot dog, and a blue-raspberry snow cone. She had possessed a stolen cigarette and lighter in her sock. She was going to be twelve in two days—three twelves, she remembers—so that made it August 12, 2012. When she smoked that cigarette, people stared. There had been a fight after the game. She and Bennie had celebrated his ridiculous six home runs by barhopping all the way home, taking a nap at a rest stop, eating burgers for breakfast at Culvers in the Dells, that whole night a wonderful blur and the last time she remembers her brother alive.

She retrieves Dale Hill’s pack of Basic Lights from the console. She sticks one between her glossed lips, lights it with a Bic mini from the bottom of her tiny red purse. The van gets cold fast. She smokes and rubs her bare thighs. She thinks about Montana, real lariat-and-horns country, where her sister Marie is. She considers how Big Sky Country might be different. Probably no signs that say WE HAVE CHEESE CURDS and UFF-DA! and TURKEY PERMITS HERE. She wonders where that Greyhound bus is going, pausing with a hiss at the highway intersection before wallowing into the push of the storm.

On the phone the night before Pepper ran away, her sister had finally let it drop where she and Kevin and the kids had disappeared to last year: Hungry Horse, Montana. Right away Pepper had found it on a Google map, out there 1,379.3 miles to the west. Kevin was driving a tour bus in Glacier National Park and Marie was waiting tables at a casino on the Flathead reservation. Marie had never said, Come on out. Pepper had listened for it, but she had never heard any kind of solid invitation. Still, she reminds herself now, a one-way Amtrak ticket from the Dells to Whitefish, near Hungry Horse, is only $165 plus tax. Once she pays back what she owes Dale, she can make $165 in a snap.

He does not ease out of the Ease Inn. He charges back against what is now sideways snow, his blazer flapping to show how he keeps his phone in a holster on his belt like a big boy. Pepper hasn’t seen her phone since he took it away five minutes after she met him. He slams back in, empties his fist of a drink coaster and a teeny paper umbrella.

“Gate fee,” he fumes. “Can you believe that? For a party in a barn?”

“How much?”

He glares back at the tavern. One irritation behavior of Dale’s, noted by Pepper, is berating service people—waiters and cashiers and bartenders—and demanding their names.

“Your online post didn’t say shit about a gate fee, Ladonna.”

“Maybe you could win it back off me.”

“The bitch tells me, ‘Unless you’re going to the party to dance, everybody pays.’ La-fucking-donna. I go, ‘I’m going in there to dance? I own the dancer. I’m management.’ ”

“How much?”

“Is that my cigarette? Little thief.”

Pepper releases the cigarette from her lips and holds it out, half smoked. Dale throws it out his window. “You’re gonna be real sorry,” he warns, “next time you steal from me.”

You can’t hurt me, Pepper tells him silently.

“How much is the gate fee?”

“A hundred bucks cash just to get in, for a spectator, like I wanna watch your skinny ass up there with a bunch of Holsteems.”

“You wanna say Holsteins.”

“What?”

“Holstein is the kind of the cow you mean.”

“You wanna get hurt right now?”

“Come on. Bet me. Bennie Greengrass. August 12, 2012. Six home runs. Twenty gets you sixty.”

“How you gonna prove it?”

“I saw a sign for a library. They’ll have Wi-Fi. Give my phone back and let’s go Google it.”

Pepper watches his eyes. She hadn’t known Dale Hill past those first five minutes before she knew this: a deep fear of missing easy money drives everything about him. Her stepdad, Felton Henry, a long-haul trucker who gambles all over the country, is just this way.

“You don’t have twenty,” he accuses her.

She uncrumples two tens from her purse. Dale swells up. He snatches her hand, but the wrong one. She holds the money over by her door. He squeezes hard, folding her bones.

“The hell you get that?”

“You can’t hurt me. I stole it from my mom.”

“Every cent you make is mine.”

“I stole this before I accepted you as my personal savior. But OK, how about quintuple or nothing? You win, you put that whole gate fee on my tab.”

He throws her hand back. “Never, ever touch my cigarettes.” He glowers through his windshield into the storm’s enclosing swirl. “So where’s this fucking library?”

Pepper celebrates with a grin into the snow. “So does that mean we’re on?”
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Angus Beavers directed the cab driver along a stealth route to the baseball field that players called The Hole. From the Kwik Trip, this meant heading out of town on the highway about a half mile, then turning west on Viking Road into an onslaught of wind and sleety snow. Where Viking crossed Third Avenue, he told the driver to turn left. Another left turn put the cab in a dark alley behind a pair of defunct grain elevators. From there they snuck behind the library and trespassed through the parking lot of Bad Axe Manor. The driver crept the cab along with his phone in his hand.

“According to this, The Hole is not a place—and now I lost the signal.”

“Just keep going through this parking lot—”

“It says No Thru Traffic.”

“It says Manor too.” It was a government home. Angus pointed from the backseat. “Around the building where those big trees are. You’ll see the outfield fence. That’s The Hole.”

The driver hunched closer to his windshield. The cab’s headlights struck the outfield fence, then filtered through snow into the stadium sunk inside a bowl of limestone, its bleachers chiseled into soft blond rock collecting whiteness. “Just follow the fence around—”

“Drive on the grass?”

“Follow the fence around. That’s the clubhouse over there.”

“OK. I see it. A clubhouse? And the high school plays here?”

“No. The high school has its own field. This is semipro. Stop here.”

Though the clubhouse was always locked, to Angus’s knowledge it had never been secure. The Rattlers were the adult summer league team, but Angus had made the roster when he was sixteen, after his season as a high school junior, when he had hit .397 with twelve home runs and run the forty-yard dash in 4.5 seconds. A Minnesota Twins scout had recommended more playing time against better competition, but while Angus could have started at almost any position and batted at the top of the order, he had hardly seen the field. The Rattlers were men like Harley Kick, ten years older, at least. Angus mostly sat on the bench, glad to be there, watching and learning the game, waiting his turn, listening to the older players. This is how he had heard about the technique that Scotty Clausen, Wade Gibbs, and some of the others had used to jimmy open the flimsy clubhouse door. Those guys took girls inside the clubhouse at night, so they claimed, and banged them ceremonially on the wobbly benches or the cold floor or among the boxes of old uniforms in storage. This was how Angus learned about the Cave Girls. He felt ashamed now to recall how eagerly he had listened.

“Turn your lights off,” he told the cab driver. “Can I borrow your pen? I’ll be back.”

He became cold in a familiar way before he cleared the fence. A spring storm in the Bad Axe: four o’clock you stood in shirtsleeves under a fly ball in the outfield, five o’clock you were soaked to the bone with your truck slid into the ditch. He shouldered the loose steel door. With the pen he tripped the plunger on the lock. The door swung open.
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