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PROLOGUE

March 24, 2018

Bad Axe County, Wisconsin

As she watched the shivering band set up to play the farmers market at the corner of Kickapoo and Main, Bad Axe County sheriff Heidi Kick found herself counting days again.

How many days since she had danced?

Pink-cheeked Augustus Pfaff was the bandleader. His cold hands were full of tuba, so he shot the sheriff a nod and a wink. She waved back, recalling that the last time she had hopped and twirled to a polka was to Pfaff’s band at the bowling alley, with Harley, her husband, at Family Fest on the afternoon of New Year’s Eve.

So, that was—to calculate, she used an app on her phone—eighty-one days.

The number made her wince. She loved to polka. She needed to polka. Polka was sheer and simple joy.

Sheriff Kick sighed, feeling she had lost track of herself. She and Harley had been banging heads lately. Last night things had gotten heated. Then she had a nightmare. At times like these, she tried to take a hard, clear look. Wow Long time, no polka.

Augustus Pfaff, tuning up, pushed a lungful of air out his old silver tuba and delivered the first oompah of spring. She smiled and made a decision. OK, then: today.

Hungry for a two-step, her feet drifted. She found herself gazing at a bushel of yellow onions that had overwintered in an Amish root cellar and were not too awfully shriveled. Right. Today. She always looked for markers in time—points after which things would be different—and Mr. Pfaff’s oompah would mark a new beginning. Family repair begins today. For real this time Keep it simple. No new conflicts.

“I’ll take a half dozen onions. Not the muddy ones, though.”

“Dem muddies dunna kept better.” An Amish boy, one of the Schrock kids, with a dirty face and bright blue eyes, looked behind him for the support of his granddad. “Eh, Dawdy? Ent dem muddies dunna kept better?” The elder Schrock nodded.

“OK, I’ll take a half dozen muddy ones.”

Sheriff Kick passed the boy a five-dollar bill. He passed it to his sister. She showed it to the granddad, who pointed a bent finger across the market, and the girl sprinted away with the bill gripped tight and her bonnet strings and long black dress flapping.

Waiting for her change, the sheriff used her phone app again.

She put in April 15, 2016. The app came back with 707.

So it had been 707 days since she had shot Baron Ripp, a local guy who had been rearing back to club her with a steel fence post. Secretly, improperly, she had shot to maim, and she hadn’t killed Ripp, who deserved worse than death. He had lost his left leg at mid-thigh before heading off to manage two life sentences as a one-legged rapist, sex trafficker, and killer of other people’s daughters. She hoped he was popular.

The little Amish girl, breathless and smiling, put three one-dollar bills back in her hand.

“Danke!”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

She had been the interim sheriff at the time, and three months later, the Ripp case had swayed a special election in her favor. Now she put the date of the election into her app and it came back with 619. So anywhere between 707 and 619 days is exactly how long she and Harley had been debating the impact of her job, the drain of her workload and her trauma, the fallout from her absence, on the family.

“Mommy…”

As if to score a point for Harley, their daughter, Ophelia, tugged on the cuff of the sheriff’s new dusty-rose Carhartt jacket.

“Did you forget me? I said I’m cold.”

“I know, hon.” She marked the place in her thoughts. “How about chase the boys? That’ll warm you up. We’ll go inside the library in a few minutes.”

With an emphatic roll of her eyes, Ophelia, they called her Opie, seven going on seventeen, rejected the suggestion to chase her twin little brothers around the first farmers market of the season. She had chosen not to wear her winter coat because the coat, like her mother’s new jacket, was also pink. So either Opie was no longer liking pink, or she was no longer liking her mother, or both. Whatever it was, life was choices, and the oldest Kick child had chosen to be cold.

Augustus Pfaff’s entire band was tuning now, bleating and plinking, wheezing, thumping and rattling—five goose-bumpy old men in lederhosen and short-sleeved white blouses—tuba, clarinet, banjo, accordion, bass drum, and snare—the Principals of Polka.

“Or, sweetheart,” the sheriff suggested, “how about you go sit in Rosie Glick’s buggy? I’m sure that would be OK. You’d be out of the wind.”

Opie glowered her refusal. Against the trembling girl shoved a raw wind from the northeast. On fields beyond the parking lot, sunshine strove against the last dregs of snow. Flocks of starlings whorled above the muddy void. Opie turned her blue-lipped scowl toward Main Street. The state highway as it bisected the town of Farmstead was winter-fatigued, rimed with sand and broken into chuckholes by heavy trucks barreling elsewhere. The banners installed last summer by the Chamber of Commerce—VELKOMMEN! WE’RE GLAD YOU’RE HERE!—snapped and frayed against their poles.

“Or,” Sheriff Kick tried, realizing Opie might have heard her fight last night with Harley, “you could think about how much Daddy and I love you and your brothers, no matter what. But maybe that would make you so hot from love you would sweat.”

“Mommy.”

“What?”

“Stop that.”

She returned to her thoughts: her workload, her trauma, her absence… and the pressure on her to perform, Harley had reiterated last night. In the special election, she had defeated “Olaf the Handsome”—her popular chief deputy, Olaf Yttri, a good guy and a great deputy—by eleven votes to become the first-ever female elected sheriff in Wisconsin. Olaf the Handsome had left the Bad Axe to become a police chief up north. He was mourned and missed by the same people who judged and tested Sheriff Heidi Kick.

“Two rhubarb jams, please,” she told Eli Glick. “And two quarts of mustard pickles.”

The granddad of Rosie, Opie’s Amish friend, nodded and through his bushy salt-and-pepper beard muttered something inaudible but no doubt pleasant.

She moved on to the beekeeper, Amos Yoder, and his honey. Then the Zwickle family and their maple syrup. Opie tagged unhappily along in jeans and an old flannel shirt that was actually a pajama top because she didn’t have a real flannel shirt, yet she was determined to wear one. Her brothers, Taylor and Dylan, now four, were dressed as if for sledding and played happily on the parking cleats, leaping between them.

“Eins, zwei, drei!” whooped Augustus Pfaff, and his chilly little band burst into “Happy Valley Polka.”

But instead of tickling her feet, the tune sent Sheriff Kick right back to numbers. A lack of happiness at home, in their own little valley, was her issue. Last night Harley had complained that she “never” took days off. He had wondered: Was it that she couldn’t take days off? Was she not capable?

“Never is a big word,” she had told him. “Never is a fighting word.”

Like the baseball guy he was, he had answered, “Bring it. Hit me with the stats.”

Well, by light of day, her contract with Bad Axe County gave her two of every ten days off, so in the 619 days since her election, that came to 124 days—a far cry from “never.”

“Let’s see,” she said next to Sara Bontrager. “I think I’m out of butter.”

She was never out of butter. Opie snorted, crossed her arms and shivered.

“I’ll take five pounds.”

It seemed like a good comeback: 124 days is a far cry from “never.” But just after she imagined this response, a text the sheriff had been waiting for arrived, from her night dispatcher, Denise Halverson. She had called Denise at 3:00 a.m. in a post-fight lather and asked her, when she had time, to count up the days that she had actually taken off. Denise had needed to check with Payroll at the county clerk’s office, open nine to noon today.

Denise’s text said: 27 total out of 124

The sheriff stared, not believing.

Denise added: Only 6 so far this year

That could not be right. She reached to take her five pounds of Amish butter, a roll wrapped in wax paper. But no, that could not be correct.

Yes, hon, that is correct… and not good for you

Then her phone rang.

“OK, Heidi,” Denise said, sounding nervous, “I have to tell you something that I swore I wouldn’t tell you, but now, since you asked for these numbers, and you and Harley are having this fight, I feel I have to tell you.”

Sheriff Kick turned away from Opie.

“Tell me what?” she said. She bit her lip and felt her pulse speed. Denise was a good friend who watched her back.

“I shouldn’t… Oh, shit. Heidi, I know it’s not my business. But you’re my business. OK. Well, I saw Harley with somebody up at the Ring Hollow Dam.”

“Somebody? You mean a woman?”

“A woman, yeah.”

“When? Doing what?”

“Last Friday about lunchtime. Remember that day when it was weirdly nice out and we all thought spring was here? Harley and this chick were sitting in the sunshine on that concrete dam spout. It looked like they were having a picnic. Long blond hair—” Denise paused as if to mute herself. “That is completely all I know. I have no idea who she was. Hey… are you at the farmers market?”

“Yes.”

“Is that bastard Jim Raha there selling eggs? I cracked one, it had a chicken inside it. I’m sorry, Heidi. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t know. But I said it.”

“I appreciate it, Denise.”

“It’s nothing, I’m sure, because—” She stopped short again. “Well, what do I know? Anyway, do you want to know how to tell if a man is cheating on you?”

The sheriff was fighting a primal scream.

Denise said, “He starts bathing twice a week. Ha! At least the kind of men I hang with. Not Harley, of course. Heidi, I’m sure it’s nothing. I’m so sorry. But it’s nothing.”

“Thanks, Denise.” She ended the call and made her cold lips smile.

“Opie, let’s get a pie. Let’s get two pies. No, three. Take one to Grammy Belle and one to Uncle Kenny. Can you pick out three pies?”

She heard the polka stop abruptly, the way polkas do. That was it for “Happy Valley Polka,” an instrumental, short and sweet. A cold gust carried away the final notes. Augustus Pfaff spoke to the meager crowd through a portable PA system.

“Thanks for coming out and showing winter who’s boss. This next song is to kick the devil in his scrawny patoot on his way out the door. It’s called the ‘Hoop Dee Doo Polka.’ ”

As the band rollicked into it, the sheriff turned stiffly to look at Pfaff, a roly-poly retired teacher and high school principal, dancing nimbly with his instrument, man and tuba like an old married couple still in love.


Hoop dee doo,

Hoop dee doo,

I hear a polka and my troubles are through



“Three pies costs twenty dollars, Mommy.”

“That’s OK.” She fished another bill from her jacket pocket. “Give this to Mrs. Zook. Hon, take the wagon with you.”

Last night, on the subject of days off, she had accused Harley of underhandedly complaining about a lack of sex. With the “stats” now on the table—only six days off so far this year—her claim sounded defensive and stupid. Of course her husband wanted more of her. The whole family did, for a whole variety of reasons. And Harley had begun the conversation by talking about Opie’s new issues. He was worried about the possible impacts of an overworking mother on their seven-year-old daughter. That was his stated concern, not how often he was getting laid. It was wrong of her to put words in his mouth. She had been projecting. She missed sex too, and the stats were beyond grim: three and thirty-nine.

They had made love three times this year.

And the last time was thirty-nine days ago, February 13, on Harley’s birthday.

As Opie pulled the wagon back with three pies, the sheriff felt her heart twist. Here was her problem: everybody had to be safe. Everybody. And safety came from action, not reaction. Safety came from leadership, from presence, not from the sirens of her deputies screaming up to a crime scene. Safety was a climate of respect, and climate constantly changed, and constant change kept fear and hate constantly looming in the sky.

As Opie parked the wagon, the sheriff realized she had felt this way for exactly as many days as her polka-dancing drought. The Kicks had come home from Family Fest—eighty-one days ago on New Year’s Eve—and Opie, at the dinner table, through a mouthful of meat loaf, had asked her mom and dad what she had to do to change her name from Ophelia to Oscar.

What do you mean, sweetie?

Because I’m probably a boy.

The sheriff squelched a grimace at the memory. After the shock, she had responded instinctively. In eighty-one days, she had showed her face at every one of twenty-five township board meetings. She had attended either mass or some other event at every church in the county. She had spent time at all the schools. She had driven night-shift patrols, making herself visible to the drinkers and the druggies in the taverns. She had spoken to the Lions, Kiwanis, and Rotary clubs, she had attended countless wrestling, basketball, and volleyball contests, and she had invaded the den of the Farmstead VFW post, where she was generally not welcome. I am here.

“Whee!” shouted Augustus Pfaff against the chilly breeze. His lips were off the silver tuba in a wide smile. He put them back, puffed out the oompah beat, skipped and twirled and marched in place as the lyrics resumed.


Hoop dee doo,

Hoop dee dee,

This kind of music feels like heaven to me…



She wasn’t done with the market yet—she wanted to look at Hans Lapp’s birdhouses made from gourds—but she took the kids inside the library so that Opie could warm up.

She sat in a comfortable armchair between the children’s books and the window. The sudden warmth made her groggy. She could still hear the next polka coming from Main Street, even though the window looked out on Pool Street, one block west and parallel to Main. She found herself studying the town that was hers to take care of. Establishments along Pool Street mingled run-down old Farmstead with tentative new Farmstead. Mindy’s Repair had been there forever behind its shabby front. Next door to Mindy’s was River of Oz, something new, a freshly painted sign depicting a wizard on a flying dragon and offering “body work and supplements.” Then there was the Farmstead Eagles Club, Aerie 3409, a dull cinder-block building she had visited just last week. Next door was probably the most exotic place in Farmstead these days, a dingy little grocery, Mercado Chavez, occupying a former insurance office and catering to the influx of Spanish-speaking people who mostly lived in trailers on the grounds of Vista Farms, the factory dairy operation that had appeared last fall on Belgian Ridge.

Staring out at Mercado Chavez, her stomach tightened. Hardly more than a cow-chip toss away on Main Street the banners read, VELKOMMEN! WE’RE GLAD YOU’RE HERE! But there had been friction. She had heard nasty grumbling about “invasion,” about “speak English,” about jobs stolen from locals. Not Harley, but his family—his mother, Belle, and his brother, Kenny—were of that persuasion, she knew.

Pausing for these thoughts had allowed fatigue to catch her, and she spent the next minute fiddling inside her coat pocket and feeling furtive.

As an avowed teetotaler, nothing stronger than coffee, she had a secret, and here was one more tally to note: It had been ninety-eight days since she had bought her first pack of Nicorette gum, in the midst of a marathon search for a runaway junior high school boy. Before she got to day one hundred, she had sworn to herself, she would quit.

She touched the pack secreted in her inner coat pocket. But her kids had a spooky sixth sense about the presence of gum. She didn’t dare.

Without nicotine, she drifted, seeing her face reflected in the cold skin of window glass. Then she sank into sleep, and in sleep she began her nightmare again, inserting Denise’s update that Harley was doing his cheating on the Ring Hollow Dam spout, and the woman had long blond hair. In the dream, it was her zeal for everybody’s safety that had pushed her husband too far, created too much conflict. He was a fucker, not a fighter. She had lost her marriage.

Then Opie was tugging her sleeve.

“What, honey?”

Opie said in a library whisper, “Uncle Kenny just drove by with a big flag in his truck.”

“What?”

“That big red flag with the blue-and-white cross and stars on it.”

“Uncle Kenny?”

“He had a flagpole standing up in the back of his truck.”

She roused into a wakeful dread.

Uncle Kenny…

More often than she dared to count, Harley’s troublemaking older brother had taken a piss on their marriage. Kenny Kick brawled in the taverns, trespassed and poached, yelled crude things at high school games—always a story, always an excuse—constantly putting his sister-in-law on the spot and pitting her against her husband. Most recently, back in September, she had busted him for OWI at a blood-alcohol level of .09, which Harley had argued was Just one swallow over legal! And you’re his family! As if Kenny wasn’t usually a whole lot drunker behind the wheel, as if laws should not apply when one was related to their enforcer. Harley had assured her that no amount of punishment was ever going to change Kenny. Kenny’s whole life history proved that shaming him would only make him worse.

“Here he comes again,” Opie whispered.

Sheriff Kick gaped in stunned denial at the old two-tone Ford pickup roaring down Pool Street, showing off windshield cracks, rust craters, a mud beard… and a statement. A ranting voice started inside her. Goddamn you, Kenny! You can’t be bullying around Farmstead with a giant Confederate flag posted up in your truck box! The flag caught a cold gust and preened out perfectly behind the truck. Goddamn it, Harley! Your dumbass brother is not really doing this to us! Then Kenny was gone past. What the hell?

“That’s the Nazi flag,” Opie remarked.

“No, hon, it’s not. But.”

“It’s a bad flag.”

“Well…”

“He’s going around and around the block.”

So he was. He was flagging the farmers market. In little Farmstead, Wisconsin, in front of mostly Amish, who were immune to the politics of the English, and in front of a few nice old men playing polka for the love of it, the sheriff’s brother-in-law was making a display of the Southern cross, a symbol that in the North had only one meaning.

The polka stopped dead. In the quiet of the library, the sheriff could hear her brother-in-law rip-snorting south-to-north up Main Street, revving his dirtbag engine and squealing his worn-out tires as he cornered on First Street, cornered on Pool Street…

And now here he came once more, past the library windows, past the Eagles Club and the Mercado Chavez, doing laps.

Opie stomped her foot very quietly but with real force.

“Mommy,” she whispered hotly, “do something.”






ROLL OUT THE BARREL

Bad Axe County 51st Annual

Syttende Mai Festival

Friday, May 18



	7:00–10:00 a.m.

	Kickoff Breakfast (@ Farmstead VFD w/ Squeeze Box Three and DJ Gunnar B)




	10:00 a.m.–3:00 p.m.

	Volunteer Setup (@ Fairgrounds)




	Noon

	Grand Parade Registration Deadline (@ County Clerk’s Office, 135 Third Street)




	Noon–1:00 p.m.

	Volunteer Brat Feed (@ Fairgrounds, Sponsored by: Piggly Wiggly, Clausen Meats, Wanstaad Implement)




	3:00 p.m.

	Rosemaling Workshop, 4-H Animal Registration, Lions Club Lefse Presale, Rodeo Qualifying Round, Meat Lottery (All @ Fairgrounds)




	5:00 p.m.

	Beer Tent and Food Stands Open, Tractor Pull Sign-Up (@ Fairgrounds); Alcohol Awareness (@ Raymond Gibbs Public Safety Building); Model Plane Race (@ Bjorn-Hefty Airfield); Troll Hunt (@ You Find ’Em!)




	6:00 p.m.

	Festival Grand Opening (@ Fairgrounds w/ the Principals of Polka)
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No more than fifteen minutes into the festival kickoff breakfast, in the garage of the Farmstead Volunteer Fire Department, with three pale pancakes and a sausage patty on his plate, the beloved elderly Bad Axer who everyone called “Mr. Pfaff” had the terrible feeling that his house was on fire.

He handed his plate to Mrs. Einar Kleekamp—“I’m on fire,” he blurted—and left in haste, without further explanation.

Only a few times in his life had Augustus Pfaff intentionally exceeded the speed limit. This was one of them. In his maroon Oldsmobile, on County Highway J, he hit eighty. On the potholed gravel of his own Pinch Hollow Road, he went fast enough to bottom out three or four times, in such a rush that he nearly hit a doe he knew personally a hundred yards from home. He was certain, absolutely certain, that his house was on fire.

It was not. When he reached the end of his steep driveway, Pfaff saw that his cozy old farmhouse along the Little Bad Axe River was just as it always was, a bit of a shambles, a bit sunken in the flood plain, surrounded by great tufts of grass that he hadn’t the heart to mow because his dandelions were blooming.

He parked in his barn and rolled the door shut. He was still out of breath when he entered the house. All was well. His silver tuba was on its stand in the living room. Opposite, on the tabletop in the dining room, just as he had left them, sat the four boxes of freshly printed books that had arrived by UPS yesterday, one hundred copies, one box open for inspecting and admiring. He was an author! He passed through his cluttered bachelor’s kitchen to his den. His boxes of research files, his computer, his backup disks, were just as he had left them. All of this would have been destroyed by the fire that he had imagined. Now he wished that he had taken a few deep breaths and eaten his pancakes.

Yet he had felt so strongly. He had known it.

He had talked to so many people in the course of writing his book that he couldn’t guess exactly who had lit his house on fire. Probably someone who didn’t like his genealogy work. His family trees, his own included, were accurate beyond a doubt, but he had been so wrapped up in the research and writing, in such a mood of triumph to have finished it, and he was such a stein-half-full individual by nature, that it was only as the pancakes hit his plate that a dreadful sensation had stopped his breath and made his skin burn. Now that the book was here, someone wanted to burn it, and his house was on fire.

Well, but it wasn’t. He had been wrong.

He was appreciating this reprieve as he stepped back onto his front porch, thinking he would set up and practice his tuba there in the cool morning shade. But before going back inside to fetch a chair and the tuba, he paused. He heard something.

Pinch Hollow Road went past the house at roof level about fifty yards away, and with the trees now leafed out he could only tell that some kind of vehicle was creeping north to south along the road above the property. He could hear tires pop gravel. He moved along his porch until he glimpsed blue and maybe silver when the vehicle paused at the end of his driveway. He heard his mailbox open and close. Then the vehicle moved away at normal speed. After it was gone, an old-fashioned alarm clock—inside the mailbox, it seemed—began to ring.

As a retired high school history teacher and senior-class principal, Augustus Pfaff had always enjoyed the gentle pranks that students had played on him across four decades. Don’t egg me. This was all he asked. Now, he assessed this to be one more prank for nostalgia’s sake. He toiled on his gimpy old knees up the driveway, intending to get the clock and turn it off and keep it. Had the rascals forgotten how this worked?

He had just reached the mailbox and extracted the clock when from uphill on his property across the road came the hard crack of a gunshot. He flinched and stumbled. With his heart suddenly thundering he gripped the mailbox to hold himself up. The box felt strangely hot. When he pushed back he saw two holes, in and out, he believed the bullet had torn right through him and the box both.

He dropped the clock. The alarm stopped. He felt nothing. And it meant everything, he knew, that he felt nothing. Feeling nothing was the highest level, the lethal level, of pain and shock. He checked himself, his chest, his gut, couldn’t find the wound exactly. But the early sunshine felt suddenly cold, while his left leg felt wet and hot. He was going to die. He headed straight back down his driveway, blind with dizziness, yet still hurrying because it was suddenly his ambition to take his final rest like a real author might, among his dandelions.

He made it, and he lay down on lush grass to bleed out among the yellow flowers.



For nearly one hour, Augustus Pfaff remained committed to the poetry of his demise. Shot for his courage… on the very day his book was born…

But eventually the sun blazed directly down and he became too hot. He noted that otherwise he felt no discomfort. Also, he felt cogent and capable of clear perception, able to note that he smelled a bit like urine. Hoop dee dee! He struggled stiffly to his feet. The bullet had missed him. Or perhaps it had not been meant for him at all. It was possible, even, that the holes had already been in the mailbox.

He brushed himself off and picked a fistful of dandelions. His dear departed Loralee had loved them so. Go inside, find a vase, change your piss pants, and notify the sheriff’s department—these steps would be his next. But when he cornered the house, he was surprised by Deputy Larry Czappa skulking down his porch steps with his hairy fist around a freshly printed copy of A Round Us by Augustus Pfaff. Deputy Czappa, heading in urgent strides for the steep driveway and his cruiser at the top, hadn’t seen the author yet.

“To what—ahem—to what do I owe the pleasure?”

Czappa put on the brakes and turned with a smile that struck Mr. Pfaff as wild and stiff and guilty. Long ago, he had tried to teach this underachieving troublemaker a bit of history along with the value of kindness toward others. Later, as the boy’s principal, he had boosted Larry Czappa over a very low bar to reach graduation.

“Oh. Mr. Pfaff. You’re here.”

“Of course I’m here. I live here. And you?”

“I knocked,” he said.

“Did someone say come in?”

“Um, I wasn’t sure.”

“My book is twenty dollars.”

“What? Oh.” He quickly switched it hand to hand like a hot potato. “I forgot I had it.”

“You’re not in it anyway. Would you please put it back where you found it?”

Pfaff waited, arranging the dandelions in his chubby fist. Czappa seemed to take too long. When at last the deputy reappeared, his old teacher and principal gave him an assignment.

“I was just going to call in an incident report. I may or may not have been shot at. In any case, someone was shooting on my property, and across the road. Since you’re here, will you take the report?”



Later, as Augustus Pfaff was fixing his own pancakes in the kitchen, reflecting on the incident and on Larry Czappa’s curious appearance, he sensed fire again, saw flames in his mind’s eye, and he decided that he had been right about his house but wrong about the timing.

His house would be on fire.

The part he had gotten wrong was that if the goal was to kill his story, to keep the past dead and buried, then it did no good to burn his house and his books without killing him first.

“Have Sheriff Kick call me,” Pfaff told Rinehart Rog, Bad Axe County’s daytime dispatcher.

“She’s in court most of the day. Can I help you? Or how about one of the other deputies?”

“No. Only her. Have her call me as soon as she can.”

After that he ate too fast. Then he sat on the porch before his music stand, burping pancakes and feeling anxious, unable to push air into the tuba. At first, he had only meant to write about the round barns in the Bad Axe—their fascinating and forgotten history—but the story had become bigger than he planned.

When he finally put his lips to the tuba, it was with a frown and the hope that Sheriff Kick would call him right away… because in some unhappy person’s design—oompah!—he was dead.
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Ivy Kafka could see the Bad Axe County Courthouse out the post office window, with Sheriff Kick’s brown-on-tan Dodge Charger parked in the reserved spot out front. Ivy’s old high school pal Kenny Kick was over there for a hearing today, and in his mind, Ivy was talking to Kenny.

“Cigar Aficionado!”

“Please stop that.”

Emily Swiggum, the young postmistress for Farmstead, spoke to Ivy with her back turned as she expertly fed the PO boxes.

Ivy complied as long as he could, about one a minute. Then he read more mail to Kenny Kick.

“T. Rowe Price Quarterly Investor Report! And oh, look, a hot tub catalog!”

This time the postmistress turned, a milk-skinned, raven-haired, blue-eyed Norwegian beauty, hardly out of college, the age a daughter would be if Ivy had ever had one. She fixed him with a prim smile.

“Francis?”

His real name… She waited for his pouch-saddled eyes. When they lifted and connected, she squeezed her smile a little harder. He could see this pained her, scolding him again.

“We don’t snoop in other people’s mail. And when we can’t help but see things, we don’t comment.”

His nickname, Ivy, came from the Roman numeral four: IV. He was the fourth Francis Kafka. Four generations of Kafkas had built an impressive dairy farm, a minor empire on a thousand acres in Bohemian Valley, out in northeast Bad Axe County.

“House Beautiful!” he blurted soon enough. “Yoga Journal!”

“Francis!” The postmistress turned upon him sternly. “Do you need this job or not?”

She asked because Ivy had lost the farm. A messy and mostly drunken decade ago, he had lost Kafka Acres. After one hundred years and four generations, after his dad’s death and under Ivy’s management, the farm had slid into a debt crater. Overnight, the bank had owned everything.

“I do need this job, yes, I do.”

“Have you been drinking?”

“Not yet.”

“Please focus on your work.”

“Work?” His mouth came open. His unshaven jaw hung from his face like some querulous, salt-and-pepper possum. As a farmer, Ivy knew work. This was not work.

“OK, Francis. I know how you feel about the word. Please focus on your job.”

He tried, but today was a special challenge. A few irregular times a week, in a substitute capacity, he sorted mail, then applied his occupational license and drove left-footed from the wrong side of his wheezy Kia Sportage, delivering the rural post. Today’s route was his most painful one. Over the next hours he would deliver House Beautiful and Yoga Journal into the mailbox of his ex-fiancé, Kristi-Jo Babb, who had two little ones now with her real-estate-broker husband. He would ferry a cigar magazine, a hot tub catalog, and a quarterly investment report out Kafka Road to his family’s former farm, now owned by a personal injury lawyer from Chicago who vacationed on the property two or three times a year.

“Metamorphosis,” he said next.

The postmistress released a long sigh but kept her back to Ivy, her pretty arms feeding the boxes.

“Have you heard of that?” he asked. “Have you read it?”

“Yes, Francis. I read that in college.”

Because lately he had heard a new term sniggered by some wiseass in a tavern on the river. Kafkaesque. From a storybook. Out of nowhere, a guy wakes up one morning and he’s not a man anymore, he’s an insect. A man-size insect. And he is reviled.

Sometime in early March, Ivy had visited the Bad Axe County Library to check out the book and see what happened next.

Nothing.

Nothing happened next.

“Nothing happens in that book,” he said now to Emily Swiggum.

But it was a very slow and very bad kind of nothing, and after he had finished the book it had seemed obvious to Ivy that if Gregor Samsa had possessed a pickup truck and a flag, he might have driven, like Ivy’s pal Kenny Kick, up and down his own Main Street, saying, Look at me, I am not an insect, I’m a man.



In the glove box of his Sportage, Francis Kafka IV kept his old varmint gun, a loaded Colt .38 revolver, ready for instant relief whenever the day came that he completely lost his shit.

At lunch, under the Lions Club pavilion along Amish Mill Road, he accessed the glove box and slipped the .38 into his mouth for a deep taste.

When Kenny Kick came along, showing off his new blue-and-silver monster pickup, he saw the wet weapon on the bench. He sat down beside Ivy. He installed a dip of Grizzly and worked it into place, meticulously ejecting wayward nits of tobacco.

“Innocent,” he said.

“Really?”

“The DA dropped the charges.”

“That’s not the same as innocent,” Ivy said.

“My snowflake sister-in-law couldn’t make that shit stick.”

“But that’s not the same as innocent.”

They sat a while. The cottonwood beside the pavilion had just broken out of its buds. New leaves rattled in the breeze.

“Well, at least you look like roadkill,” Kenny said.

Ivy shrugged. He didn’t care. Of late he rarely looked in a mirror. On occasions when he did shave, he steered the blade by feel, often cutting himself and missing large tracts of stiff gray whiskers. So what? Was he trying out for Man of the Year? And he would always dress like he was born in a barn—because, guess what, goddamn it, he was born in a barn.

He glanced over. Beside him, Kenny was a bit of a peacock. Kenny was bald beneath his hat, but he allowed the hair he had left to grow thickly on the back of his neck, red brown and lustrous curls, like a well-fed weasel heading down his shirt. Today that shirt was a snappy new item featuring an image of Mount Rushmore replaced with the heads of NASCAR drivers, Dale Earnhardt, Richard Petty, and two others Ivy didn’t recognize.

“So,” Kenny said in time, “I’m going to ask you the same question as before. Same exact question. When you gonna wake up? What’s it gonna take?”

Ivy shrugged. Since he had done that thing with the flag, Kenny had some new friends. Or maybe Kenny had done that thing with the flag because he had some new friends. Either way, this was new Kenny.

“I’m out there making a difference, brother.”

New Kenny said brother all the time.

“I’m out there fighting back. What about you?”

Ivy shrugged again. Kenny squirted brown spit through his front teeth.

“It’ll cure what ails you, brother.”

“I’m what ails me,” Ivy said. “I never had a brother. If I did, I wunta lost the farm.”

“Hell with that. You’re losing your culture. That’s what ails you.”

“My culture? The Department of Agriculture. Archer Daniels? The goddamn bank? They ain’t lost. I am.”

“Listen to you. Playing right into their hands. Invasion, brother. That’s what ails you. You’re under attack.”

Ivy watched a kingbird chase a small yellow butterfly across the mowed grass in front of the pavilion. Kenny began saying words as if he had borrowed them and had to take them back unbroken.

“Annihilation,” he pronounced, “of your kind. Treason by the globalist powers that be, leading to usurpation”—relieved to have managed the word, he discharged spit—“by the browns and the blacks.”

“Wow,” said Ivy. “Back in school, I had to give you all the answers.”

“You face extermination, brother.”

“I do?”

“Question is, do you fight back or not? Question is, are you a man or a mouse?”

“More of an insect,” Ivy said.

Screw Kenny, he thought. His mind felt sour and drifty and like he could use a drink. He remembered in high school tapping code on Kenny’s chair leg from behind, giving him every single answer on their Spanish tests. But lately Kenny acted like he was the one with all the answers. He leaned close to Ivy.

“I’m gonna let you in on something, brother. Crawford Toyle is coming to the Bad Axe.”

“Who?”

“You mean you don’t know Crawford Toyle? Crawford Toyle is one of the big guns. He’s one of the heavy hitters.”

“OK.”

“He’s coming to the Bad Axe. All the way from south Indiana. Stang invited him to march with us on Sunday.”

“Stang?” Ivy knew some Stangs, sketchy river folks, a father and a son. “To march? March where?”

“The parade.”

“The festival?”

“Hell yeah,” Kenny said. “Right down Main Street.”

“Who’s coming again?”

Kenny squirted. “Fucking A, brother, you never heard of Crawford Toyle? He’s international. He’s marched in Austria and France. Crawford Toyle is coming right here to march with us in the Syttende Mai parade on Sunday. And hell, little old me—”

Kenny’s cheeks had turned pink. He rubbed his palms on his thighs.

“I’m the reason, me, that Crawford Toyle is coming here. My right to free speech. My brother’s wife… Sheriff Snowflake… Disturbing the peace, show of force, fucking intimidation… bull-fuck… innocent!… and my shit went viral.”

The word viral triggered old associations for Ivy: infectious bovine rhinotracheitis, bovine viral diarrhea, bovine spongiform encephalitis…

When he came back from these wandering thoughts, his friend Kenny was saying, “I will not back down to oppression. I will not be exterminated. You see that truck? That’s a fucking 2018 Ford F-350 XLT, brother. Stang hooked me up with some guy who put my story on the internet. People believe in me. People like me, and they give me money.…”

“I get it,” said Ivy. “You lose a farm, go fuck yourself. You fly a flag, GoFundMe a truck.”

Kenny glared wet-eyed at him. “Man, fuck you. The blacks and the browns, man, no way. They ain’t eating Kenny Kick’s cookie.”

“OK,” Ivy said. “That’s good.”

“I have manned up. I am making a difference.”

“OK, Kenny.”

“You shoulda seen me—”

Ivy waited. Kenny took a whole bunch of deep breaths. He finally said, “Stang, man, he is so jacked that Crawford Toyle is coming. Totally big-time shit, man.”

They sat a while longer. Kenny hooked his chew out and ate a candy bar. Ivy never ate much anymore. His stomach seemed to have a kink.

“So what’s it going to be, brother? You going to get with us and make a difference?”

“Well, I don’t know,” Ivy said. “We Kafkas got some past with Stangs. And if something seems like a good idea to me, then probably it’s not, probably I ought to run the other way.…”

Kenny looked at him and snorted. He stood and aimed his key. His truck went beep-boop and the engine started.

“Man-oh-man,” he said. “Look at you, brother. Belly up. Just laying there. Please exterminate me. What’s it gonna take to wake you up?”

After Kenny ripped away, Ivy sat a few minutes longer thinking about the Stangs he knew. The mother ran off when Ivy was in junior high school. After that, Rolf Stang Sr. got life in prison for killing a man in a drug deal along the river. So Kenny had to be talking about ringwormy little Rolf Stang Jr. Join him? He tried but failed to imagine what it would take for him to tolerate all that “brother” talk from an angry little river rat like Rolf Stang Jr.

But it was time for him to get moving. Since tonight was opening night, draft beers in the festival beer tent would be going for a buck apiece from four to six.

He replaced his .38 in the glove box, aimed his left boot to rev up the Sportage, and headed out to finish his route.
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“I don’t recognize this group,” said Sheriff Kick when she met with Syttende Mai parade comarshal and county board chairperson Bob Check. She was worn-out and ornery after several hours at the courthouse, but it was protocol to sit down and review the organizations scheduled to march, ever since a group from Madison had shown up riding bicycles in the nude and waving signs about climate change. If the festival could not deny legal applications, at least they could be ready for whoever came down Main Street.

“Who are the ‘Sons of Tyr’?” she asked Bob Check.

“Heck if I know.”

“Who is ‘Tyr’?”

She watched the eighty-year-old retired farmer begin to peck a thick finger at his brand-new smartphone.

“Tell you in a minute,” he said.

She tried to clear her mind. At the courthouse, in discovery, the public defender had floated the argument that Kenny did not intend to intimidate because he did not understand the cultural context of the Confederate flag. This was all too believable, actually, and when Kenny wouldn’t say who put him up to it—his innocent idea, he maintained—the DA had decided to withdraw the charge, making Sheriff Heidi Kick look like a fool. Like a snowflake.

Still grinding on it, she scanned the rest of the groups registered, mostly the same that always marched in the Syttende Mai grand parade, now just two days away. The list included the Lions Club, the VFW post, the ladies’ auxiliaries to both, the high school cheerleaders, the 4-H kids, several volunteer fire departments from the townships, the Bad Axe Rod and Gun Club, and…

“The Sons of Norway,” she read from the list. “Is Sons of Tyr like Sons of Norway?”

“I’m working on it.”

The Sons of Norway kept alive such old-world practices as eating lutefisk, getting schnockered on large quantities of aquavit, and belting out Norwegian cow-calling songs. Her Irish dad had belonged.

“Almost there,” said Bob.

Also marching were the Bad Axe County Humane Society, the Little Britches rodeo team, and the 1999 Class 5A state high school baseball champions, the Blackhawks, which included their star player, her husband, though Harley didn’t care for nostalgia and she doubted he would march with his teammates.

The parade would go down Main Street on Sunday morning. Within the marchers would proceed several floats on wagons pulled by vintage tractors. The most important and familiar float would bear Augustus Pfaff’s band, the Principals of Polka, which provided the main soundtrack for the entire three-day festival. Then there was the maiden voyage of the heritage float, sponsored by the Bad Axe County Library, which would “celebrate the history and culture of under-recognized peoples in the region.”

The sheriff skimmed the description of the heritage float. It was just as Opie had told her. The sheriff’s daughter would ride the float as a bearded Amish man. A little boy in breechcloth and turkey feathers was going to play Blackhawk, the high school mascot and secondarily the leader of two thousand Sauk renegades massacred in the Bad Axe two centuries ago. An adopted African American kid would represent the escaped slaves who settled in the coulee region in the 1850s. The Hmong population, a small group of truck farmers in the northwest Bad Axe, would be represented by a Hmong child in ceremonial dress. A child of the couple who ran Mercado Chavez would ride the float in a sombrero.

“Is it T-Y-R?” Bob asked her.

“That’s how it’s spelled on the parade permit.”

“Got it. Tyr, pronounced tear, as in tear in the eye.”

He cleared a squeak from his throat.

“ ‘Tyr, a god of war from Norse mythology who presides over law and justice. The god Tyr is normally represented as having one arm, the other having been ripped off by a wolf—’ ”

“Hang on a sec, Bob.”

Her day dispatcher, massive Rinehart “Rhino” Rog, had eclipsed her office doorway.

“Sorry,” Rhino said, holding out a small box and an envelope. “The mail just got here. I know you were waiting for this.”

Sheriff Kick tore open the box and sighed in relief. Here in the nick of time was the chin beard to go with Opie’s Amish costume. Opie needed her beard to look right, and this one seemed to. It was reddish-blondish, decently close to Opie’s hair color, and to the sheriff’s own. She paused a moment to mentally argue with her husband. Nearly five months after Opie’s dinner-table announcement that she was probably a boy—“It’ll pass,” Harley had said—their eldest child still insisted on riding the heritage float as an Amish man, not an Amish girl.

Sheriff Kick put the beard aside. Things had only become more turbulent at home. She had not been able to work less, and Denise had seen Harley twice more on the Ring Hollow Dam spout with his blond girlfriend.

“And what’s in the envelope?”

“Um. Well. Junk.”

“Who’s it from?”

Rhino flushed and tugged his own beard. “It’s just some whack-job,” he assured her. “It’s nothing.”

Bob Check, still absorbed, continued, “ ‘The wolf, called Fenrir, was the child of Loki, another war god, who with the giantess Angrbroda also fathered the serpent Jormungand, who slays Thor during Ragnarok—’ ”

“Give me the envelope, Rhino.”

She held it, studied it, and entered an uneasy state of puzzlement. It bore her name and the address of the Bad Axe County Public Safety Building. In bigger letters it declared its purpose: A BOUNTY ON YOUR HEAD.

“A bounty? On my head? For what?”

“Yes,” Rhino said, “your head. It says, if you read it, for treason.”

Bob stopped reciting from his phone. “Treason?” he repeated, scowling.

She smiled at him and said, “I guess they finally caught me selling cheese recipes to North Korea.”

A grimace tightened the old farmer’s weather-beaten face. As her champion on the county board, Chairperson Check was protective.

“Yeah,” she said, still trying to defuse him, “and I confess to once owning a Honda. And loving it. They finally caught up to me, Bob. I’m a traitor. Sorry to let you down.”

“Horseshit,” he growled back. “A bounty on your head? Paper terrorism. Isn’t that what they call it?”

“I guess. Yes.”

She touched the envelope with all ten fingers and took a deep breath. The enhancement of her conflict with Harley was one aspect of her attempt to charge Kenny with intimidation for his stunt with the flag. Here was the other: she had become an internet topic and a target. While she was working last Saturday, Opie had sprinted back from the mailbox in tears, holding a postcard addressed to “Sheriff Heidi Snowflake” with a handwritten excerpt from U.S. Code § 2381, the one that reads Whoever, owing allegiance to the United States, levies war against them… is guilty of treason and shall suffer death… On the other side of the postcard was a picture of a kitten. It had taken Harley all afternoon to settle Opie down.

But for now, for the sake of Bob Check’s blood pressure, she needed to make the bounty into a joke.
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