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ENDORSEMENTS FOR HAWKINS COUNTY 

“HAWKINS COUNTY is an intriguing story of a southern Minnesota rural community’s reaction to America’s cultural changes of the 1960’s and 1970’s. The folksy humor brings to mind the kind of story that Mark Twain would have written in modern times.” Dr. Richard Strachan, Professor Emeritus, Department of Anthropology, and Director Emeritus of the Emuseum, Department of Anthropology, Minnesota State University at Mankato.

“This story and its characters made me both laugh and cry, sometimes both at the same time and one caused by the other. Two things are sure – the humor in HAWKINS COUNTY is vintage Ulmen and the characters, even though fictional, are VERY real.” Larry Bauer-Scandin, St. Paul, MN – retired 1970’s Juvenile Probation Officer.

“Clearly a memorable novel of historical fiction is HAWKINS COUNTY by Steve Ulmen. One can recall their first months as a probation officer, as a juvenile adjusting to whatever life throws, or just relax and relive the 1970’s. A country sense of humor reminds all that community corrections was and can be real in the country. Kids, rural America, and the nostalgia of “old times” are all wrapped up into one. Steve helps us relive the past with his personal teleportation expertise. Two thumbs up!” Glen Just, Ph.D., Rochester, MN. Former Juvenile Probation Officer, Professor at Mankato State University, and Director of DFO Community Corrections. Currently Professor of Corrections at Winona State University, Winona, MN.

“Ulmen’s HAWKINS COUNTY is a poignant, amusing, and accurate portrayal of life in a small rural county and the county government services available in the 1970’s. This story is accurate in all respects but one. Ulmen refers to me as “rotund.” I was NOT rotund, I was svelt.” Richard Schoenstedt, Elysian, MN – retired social worker and aka Rick Schumaker, social worker portrayed in Hawkins County.

 “HAWKINS COUNTY takes a person into the past of small town America from the first page to the last, where the hopeful, the boastful, and the lost live out their lives in ritual relationships. The reader will remember these characters as being a part of their life with some pride, some anguish, and sometimes, regret.” Mike Smith, North Mankato, MN – retired 1970’s adult felony probation and parole agent, MN Department of Corrections. 

“I enjoyed the memories that HAWKINS COUNTY brought back to me from my days as a probation officer. Writing a novel about the 1970’s through the eyes of a high school probationer is a unique perspective.” Richard DeBough, Minneapolis, MN – 1970’s Juvenile Probation Officer.

 “Words capture the imagination like never before in this destined to become classic about youth in HAWKINS COUNTY, USA coming of age circa the 1970’s. It’s no walk down memory lane – it’s a fast-paced, heart-pounding run! So settle back in your favorite chair. Get on your mark, get set, and turn each memory-soaked and metaphor-rich page until you hold Ulmen’s next novel in your hands.” Larry Burzinski, St Paul, MN – 1970’s Juvenile Probation Officer and currently a high-ranking official with the Division of Licensing, MN Department of Human Services.

“I finished the novel this weekend. It seems to have a little bit of everything in it, from humor to heartbreak. It is very ironic how things in the story seen to parallel Ulmen’s life – right down to the mobile home in the end! It’s the underlying dry humor that cuts it, though.” Teri Glaze, Mankato, MN – 1970’s Juvenile Probation Officer and currently adult probation and parole agent, Blue Earth County Community Corrections, Mankato, MN.

“Steve Ulmen is not new to the world of law enforcement or corrections, having devoted his entire adult life to working with the unfortunate segment of our society that ends up entangled in the criminal justice system. His new novel (HAWKINS COUNTY) draws from life at a time shortly after he started as a probation agent in a small southern Minnesota community. Ulmen was not far removed in age from the central character in the story, so the thought and words come from a unique perspective. He lays bare many of the reasons for juvenile delinquency in the 1970’s and shows how small mistakes can have life-shattering effects on the young people and those around them.” Jerry Huettl, Public Safety Director, City of Mankato, MN and model for the character of Officer Lowell McCarthy in the novel. Mr. Huettl also served as an expert consultant on police procedures of the 1970’s as detailed in the novel. 

DEDICATION

To the people of Hawkins County and all others who helped to make the early 1970’s a memorable experience for a young probation officer.

To the memory of Sergeant Barry Sadler of the Green Beret and to all military personnel of the era, especially those deployed in Vietnam.

To the reader, with the hope you enjoy your visit to Hawkins County.

PROLOGUE

How many roads must a man walk down

Before you call him a man?

Yes, ‘n how many seas must a white dove sail

Before she sleeps in the sand?

Yes, ‘n how many times must the cannon balls fly

Before they’re forever banned?

The answer, my friend, is blowin’ in the wind

The answer is blowin’ in the wind.

Jack Johnson did not hear Blowin’ in the Wind, the Bob Dylan tune, playing on the radio. After all, it was only ten o’clock on Saturday morning so he was still in bed at his folk’s place, comfortably enjoying the sleep of the innocent. He didn’t plan to get up until noon anyway, since he and Fletch felt obligated to spend the better part of last night hitting the bars to celebrate sliding through his final quarter at the University. Maybe it was best he did not hear the song because it would disturb him if he realized how prophetic it was, how the lyrics applied not only to his life, but also to the lives of his friends and to people he had yet to meet. Although he didn’t know it, Jack Johnson was about to enter a world that had more questions than answers, and discover what few answers did exist remained elusive, as if they were blowin’ in the wind…
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Chapter 1

“McCoy spotted him last night, but he ducked into the woods and disappeared,” the driver said, turning off the highway onto the gravel. “Keep your eyes peeled.” He glanced beyond the 12-gauge shotgun at his passenger. “He could be hiding anywhere along here.”

“Do you really think so?” the passenger replied. “This is awful wild country.”

This kind of country doesn’t bother him a bit,” the driver said. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s watching us right now.”

A few miles down the road from the slowly moving vehicle lay Pat O’Connor, and he loved days like this. He even stopped daydreaming about Dawn Lundin, at least for a little while. Lying in the grass atop a bluff west of his house, he gazed at a bald eagle as it soared on the warm air currents rising above the Minnesota River Valley. The weather was warm enough at 78 degrees to wear just a T-shirt with no jean jacket. Oh sure, the mosquitoes were out, but in the summertime they were just a fact of life in this neck of the woods.

The slim, redheaded boy smiled as he looked at the eagle, knowing that when he was born back in the fifties, none of the noble creatures nested along the river. He knew where the nest was too. Two years back he found it in a dead cottonwood tree when he was hunting upriver a ways, but he stayed clear of the spot because he knew the majestic birds liked their privacy. No one ever taught him that; it was one of those things he just could sense, like he could always tell where North was.

“Hey Pat, you need to build a tree fort up here.” Earl “Toke” Watson sat next to his dirt bike ten feet away. Although only five-foot-seven, a glandular problem caused Toke to swell to a massive 235 pounds. He hated how he looked, so besides his weight, he carried all the insecurities that went along with being a teenaged fat boy. Twirling a dandelion flower between his fingers, he placed under his chin and turned so Pat could see the yellow reflection. “See, I like butter.”

For an instant, Pat was irritated with Toke. When everything’s so cool out here, why do you have to spoil it all by blabbering?  However, the irritation passed, for after all, Toke really was his best friend. The two boys grew up together along the river and had known each other forever. 

Even though he wasn’t looking at his companion, Pat reflected on Toke’s comment and knew the boy was doing the old dandelion under the chin routine again. He wondered why Toke had turned into a burglar, while he had never stolen anything in his life. Toke also was a boozer and a pothead, but not him. About a year back, when he got so dizzy off his dad’s whiskey that he puked his guts out and got a throbbing headache to boot, he decided booze was not for him.  He never got into smoking dope, either. 

Pat’s biggest flaws, as he saw them, were that he had a hot temper that got him into fights a lot, and he refused to go to school. Those flaws were enough to get him labeled as a juvenile delinquent, however, putting him in the same category as Toke, but he and Toke were different in so many ways that how they ever became friends was a wonder. Toke lived a half mile downstream in a ramshackle house not unlike Pat’s own, and both their dads worked in the stone quarry; that was about all they had in common. He broke his gaze with the eagle, stood up, yawned, and stretched.  “Nah, tree forts are for kids. Now, a raft with a tent on it like Huck Finn had, maybe.”

“You’re hot for Dawn Lundin, ain’t ya? Pat-ty lo-oves Daw-ny,” Toke sing-songed the words and laughed. “Have ya taken her to the mountaintop, yet? That’s what Dawn calls making out.”

“Toke, you’re so dumb,” Pat said, feeling himself blushing. “And no, I’m not into all that messing around stuff.” Translated, that meant Dawn had not yet made the offer, and he was too unsure of himself yet to push the issue. 

He sensed movement far off on the gravel road below and for that was grateful, because it gave him something other than Dawn Lundin to think about. Even before he saw it clearly, Pat knew the big black car with the star centered on the white door panel was Sheriff Lucas’s Mercury Grand Marquis. He also knew the squad car moving toward them was on the hunt for prey, just like the eagle overhead. “We got company,” he said, eyeing the squad car. “Head on home, okay? It’s me they’re after.”

The twin cherry tops on the roof rack were now clearly visible as Toke crawled to his feet and squinted at the car. Without saying a word, he climbed onto the dirt bike and took off down the deer trail toward his house. By the time the squad car approached the bluff, it had slowed to a crawl, allowing Pat to see the two figures inside scanning the hillside. The mostly-bald head of Probation Officer Ken Goettl peered directly at him and then swiveled toward the driver as he raised his arm to point at the boy.

 The squad car stopped at the base of the bluff and Ken stepped out, followed a second later by the driver, Sheriff Conrad “Connie” Lucas. 

“Come down here, kid!” the sheriff bellowed.

“Yeah Pat, we need to talk to you,” Ken said.

Rather than comply, Pat backed away from the bluff top until the two men were unable to see him. This forced the officers to decide if they should go ahead and do what neither wanted to. Should they climb the twenty feet or so to the top of the bluff and with a ton of luck capture the boy? Then they would still have to drag him all the way back down to the squad car and haul him off to jail. On the other hand, maybe they should just call it quits and admit the kid had bested them once again. Ken, dressed in his suit like always, hated the idea of getting it dirty crawling around on the bluff. The sheriff was in uniform and thus better outfitted for the climb, but he was also wearing his cowboy boots. With their smooth soles, they were much too slippery to get a good footing in the loose clay soil.

“He’s getting away!” Connie said.

“Yeah, darn it, I suppose we’d better go up there,” Ken replied, starting up the hillside with Connie in tow.

Before Pat ran off, he spied a couple fair-sized rocks lying in the weeds. He thought about picking one up and pitching it at the men, but he changed his mind. Although a rock to the old noggin would slow his pursuers down, it would also seriously hurt them, and that would not be a cool way to play this game. Instead, he rolled the rocks down the hill, forcing Ken and Connie to jump back onto the road. Now they had to scale the bluff all over again, which gave Pat enough time to high tail it for home.

A few minutes later, Ken and Connie arrived at the same spot on the bluff where Pat stood when they first saw him. They actually caught a glimpse of the boy’s white T-shirt just before he leaped over a patch of cocklebur and vanished under a low-hanging weeping willow tree.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” said Ken. “Look at that kid run! I think I see smoke coming off his tennis shoes, he’s going so fast.”

“He’s headed for the house,” Connie said. “I bet we can catch him there.”

“It’s worth a try, I guess,” Ken said. 

The men descended the bluff following the same route, but going downhill was even slower because they were both off balance. When they got into the squad car, Ken braced himself. “Let her rip,” he said as Connie floored the gas pedal.

By this time, Pat was running into his yard, a yard so cluttered with junk he had to dodge and jump over some of it lest he fall and break a leg. The grass, which had not been mowed in years, added to the deserted look of the place. A couple dead trees, victims of Dutch elm disease, had been chainsawed down and cut into sections some time back, but still lay in the yard because nobody bothered to burn them or toss the chunks out into the woods. Pausing at the screen door, Pat looked down the driveway and sure enough, the big Mercury was turning in. He threw open the door and dashed inside.

Stacey O’Connor, dozing in a kitchen chair with a pint of whiskey on the table before him, awoke at the sound of Pat opening the door. “What’re you in such an all-fired hurry about?”

“The cops are here again,” Pat said. “Geez dad, I hate this!”

“Quick, the tree! I’ll stall the jerks,” Stacey said, lumbering to his feet and grabbing his bottle. 

Pat’s sneakers thudded against the steps as he raced up to the second floor. He peered out the window and saw Sheriff Lucas and Ken Goettl approaching the front door. Darting into his bedroom, he moved quickly to the window beyond his bed and threw open the sash. Outside, a thick tree branch rubbed up against the house, and beyond it, the steep hillside led toward the bluff again. Pat figured if he could just make it to the trunk, he could jump from there onto the hillside and circle back into the trees. He knew so many hiding places that once he got into the woods, the two officers would never find him. As he eased onto the branch, he heard Sheriff Lucas pounding on the front door.  

 “Coming, I’m coming.” Stacey opened the door and peered out through the screen at the officers. “What in tarnation do you guys want?” 

“Open up, O’Connor,” said the sheriff. “We saw him run in here. You know –”

“Know what?” Stacey interrupted. “I know this is still my house, and you law dogs can’t just come barging in when you ain’t invited.”

Ken took a deep breath and stepped up to the screen, knowing that he would end up having to go through the entire routine with Stacey yet again. He did this so many times before that it had become a ritual between the two men. “O’Connor, we saw Pat. I’ve been looking for him, and you know as well as I do that he hasn’t been in school lately.”

“I know you’re getting me riled, you dumb idiot,” Stacey said.

“So far, you’re following the script,” Ken said. “I’m having déjà vu.”

“You did what to who?”

“There’s a warrant for Pat at the office,” Connie said. “But of course, you know that, too.”

“A warrant, eh?” Stacey said. “There is? The devil you say! Well now, let’s have a look-see at that warrant of yours, sheriff.”

“O’Connor, I got two good eyes that saw Pat run in here less than a minute ago,” Connie said, getting red in the face. “That’s all the warrant I need. Now stand aside or I’ll arrest you for Obstructing Legal Process, a crime you O’Connors are particularly good at.” With that, the sheriff threw open the screen door so hard that it banged against the porch, fell off its hinges, and bounced onto the ground.

“Hey! Who gets the bill to fix this?” Stacey broke into a broad grin. “Why, of course, gentlemen, do come in,” he gestured drunkenly toward the kitchen. “Welcome to my humble abode. If I knew you two were coming all the way out here today, I’da put the coffee pot on and we could’ve played us a few hands of poker. Call ahead next time, okay?”

The officers pushed past the drunk in bib overalls and entered the kitchen, glancing around the messy room. The sink was stacked with dirty dishes, doors hung askew on the cupboards, and the awful stench of garbage was pungent in the air. Connie coughed and Ken wrinkled up his nose at the putrid odor. 

“Wait, remember the tree?” Ken said. “You check out back. I’ll see if he’s still upstairs.”

“You got it,” Connie said, grateful that he could leave the smelly house. He made it as far as the porch before he tripped on some rubbish and fell flat on his back.

“Watch it, Connie,” Stacey teased as he surveyed the fallen sheriff. “It’s a little bit slippery out here, and gosh, I’d sure hate to see you fall down and get your nice uniform all dirty.” 

The sheriff crawled to his feet and glared at Stacey. He felt like slugging the old man, but was too busy for that now.

While Stacey and Connie savored their moment of male bonding, Ken conducted a brief search of the main floor. Besides the kitchen, it consisted of a living room, a bathroom, and a small bedroom where Stacey passed out most nights. An old black-and- white TV sat in one corner of the living room attached to a wire that snaked through the window to the antenna on the roof. What furniture there was had torn upholstery and was scuffed or broken entirely. Like the kitchen, the other rooms were filthy. They were full of junk, unwashed clothes, garbage, mice and other vermin, and reeked of the unimaginable. A “garbage house” is what the public health officials called a sty like this. The probation officer thought it should be condemned and burned to the ground. “What a pig pen,” he muttered.

Bounding up the stairs to the second floor, Ken threw open the door to Pat’s room. What a contrast to downstairs, he thought. The room was fair-sized with a neatly made single bed jutting out toward the center. Clothes hanging on wooden hangers rested in a walk-in closet. An ironing board with a flat iron propped on its heel sat against the wall next to the closet where the ceiling slanted toward the peak of the roof.  An old piece of grey linoleum with colored flower designs on it covered the wood plank floors. A small dry sink held a red and white graniteware pan containing a pitcher of soft rainwater from out of the cistern. Against an outside wall, next to a window, sat a serpentine style oak dresser with a mirror. One bare light bulb under a switch housing attached to a threaded cord hung down from the center of the ceiling. The room was dusted and surprisingly clean. It smelled pleasantly of fresh air with a hint of soap and deodorant. If he hadn’t just left the main floor, it would be hard to believe this room was in the same house.

Ken got down on his hands and knees and looked under the bed. He found no Pat there, just an old Playboy magazine. Paging to the centerfold, he thought Barbara from Alaska wasn’t half bad. Then he noticed the curtains wind-sucked through the open window as they billowed in the breeze. Cautiously approaching the window, Ken could make out the tree limb and saw that Pat already had inched his way to the trunk. 

“Pat! Hey, Pat!” Ken hollered as he leaned out the window toward the boy. “This is accomplishing absolutely nothing, Pat. Just come back in here and get it over with. I don’t think you like this any better than we do.”

As he rounded the corner of the house, Connie also caught a glimpse of Pat, but he could tell at a glance that the boy had eluded him once again. Rather than go any further, he kicked a stone at the vicious, growling German shepherd chained to the base of the tree. The dog was the other reason why the sheriff gave up chasing Pat, although he did consider shooting the mutt to relieve his frustration. While he eyed the dog, he simmered down enough to realize that this mess wasn’t the mutt’s fault, though. The sheriff rested his hand on the grips of his .38 caliber revolver, but he left the weapon in its holster.

When he got to the backside of the tree, Pat glanced at the two officers before jumping onto the hillside and climbing the last few feet to the top of the bluff. He continued to run through the trees until he reached a spot that was close enough to the road but hidden from it by brush. From there, he could see whatever was moving on the road but the reverse was not possible. He collapsed into a bed of soft leaves he piled up there a while ago and rolled over onto his back, breathing heavily. 

Ken watched him disappear into the woods and then banged his head on the sill as he pulled his head back inside the window. “Ouch! Damn it all, that hurts,” he said. While walking back downstairs, he wondered how many more bumps his head could take, and it was so sore that he was still rubbing it when he got to the porch and met up with Stacey. Rather than speak to the grinning man, he walked outside to the squad car where Connie was already waiting. 

Stacey, however, felt the need to get in a few more digs, so he took another swig from his pint and followed Ken to the squad. The German shepherd, now out of view behind the house, began to bark and growl again. 

“Too bad Killer’s chained up,” Stacey said. “He’d a-given you two assholes quite a welcome.”

First Pat got away, then he banged his head, and now the old man was giving them a ration of crap. “What kind of a father are you anyway?” Ken said. “You ornery old drunk, you never send Pat to school, and you live out here in this dump like so much trash.”

Stacey met Ken’s gaze. “I do my best.”

“Your best!” Ken spit on the ground. “O’Connor, you ruined your own life and now you’re letting your son do the same thing to his.” He paused a moment as he glanced around the yard and at the sheriff. “But then, why the heck should I care? In a few weeks I’ll be leaving Hawkins County, and the very first thing I’m going to do,” he jabbed his finger at Stacey, “the very first thing, is forget the O’Connor clan ever existed. You can rot to death out here if that’s what you’re bound and determined to do.” He motioned toward the house. “The way it smells in there, you probably will, too. I got half a notion to report you to the Hawkins County Public Health Department.” 
Making the probation officer come unglued was the highlight of Stacey’s day, causing him to break into raucous laughter. “Gee, I’m sure going to miss our little visits, Ken, but as you can plainly see, Pat ain’t here.” He shrugged his shoulders. “He ain’t been for some time. I sent him out to California to live with his sister, Clarice.” Looking at Connie and back at Ken again, he took another swig from his pint. “Now I’ll thank the two of you to make tracks off my property.”

The sheriff felt like arresting Stacey for Obstructing Legal Process as he threatened to do, but he changed his mind. The Hawkins County jail was two beds shy of being full, and he wanted to hold those beds open for emergencies. Besides, he would probably end up fumigating the holding cell to get rid of the lice if he did lock up the old drunk. Instead, he got into the squad car and sat there watching the exchange between the two men. He planned to arrest Stacey, however, lice or no lice, if he got violent and took a poke at the probation officer – something Stacey occasionally enjoyed doing. 

“California!” Ken snorted. “That’s pure hogwash and you know it.”

“Honest Ken, if I’m lying I’m dying,” Stacey said, raising his hand in a solemn oath. “You know how much I respect you law dogs and the fine job you do protecting us folks from all the riff-raff that are lurking in Hawkins County. Why, I couldn’t find it in my heart to lie to the likes of you. I don’t know who you thought you saw outside, but it obviously wasn’t my boy.”

Rather than argue any more, which he knew was futile, Ken waved the old man away. He walked to the squad car, opened the door, and as an afterthought said, “That’s okay, O’Connor, you’ll get what’s coming to you. Today, tomorrow, next week, it’s just a question of time. Pat can’t stay hidden forever.” He glared at Stacey. “But it’s on your head if anything happens to him in the meantime or if he gets sick living out here like this.”

The sheriff clicked the Mercury’s bullhorn. “We’ll be back, O’Connor, and we will catch Pat. You can bet your bottom dollar on that.” Thus said, Connie turned the squad car, and he and Ken headed down the rutted driveway.

“That’ll be the day,” Stacey muttered. He strode out into the driveway and took another swig out of the pint as he watched the two officers depart. “I done learned Pat better ‘n that.”

Pat hid in the leaf pile until he saw the Mercury drive past him and continue down the road. When the squad car was out of sight, he stood up. Staring at the dust arising off the gravel, he raised his arms imploringly and shouted, “What do you want? I ain’t a thief, I don’t drink or do dope, I try to help my dad…what do you expect from a kid, anyway?”  It really bothered him that Connie and Ken hated him so, especially since he never did anything to hurt them. He felt the emotion build in his chest, and as he walked back toward the house, he wiped the tears from his eyes. 


Chapter 2
Majestic strains of Pomp and Circumstance drifted forth from the fieldhouse at Mankato State University with such vigor that motorists on the street out front could hear it. Inside, the spring quarter graduating class was anxious to receive their degrees. The ceremony started 45 minutes ago and it was getting doggone hot in there. On stage sat the clergyman who gave the invocation, the keynote speaker, Senator Hubert Humphrey, a politician serving his first term who just concluded his address, and the deans of the various schools. The families and friends sat in the bleachers on either side where they could see not only the graduates on the main floor below them, but also, the commencement exercises on stage. Both undergraduate and graduate degrees were to be awarded this fine spring day.

There were 203 graduates, all decked out in blue caps and gowns, receiving degrees from the various schools at the university. Most of them were young and full of hope. They were the ones who knew they could make a positive difference in the world, a real contribution, if only somebody would hire them and give them the chance.

A few others were full of something too, something other than hope. One of them was Jack Westerville Johnson, the Westerville part coming from his mother’s side of the family. He described himself as 23, blond, horny, hung, blue eyes, 5’11”, and 145 pounds with blood pressure at 110 over 70 in a self-image essay he completed for a psychology class. 

The girls who knew him described him as funny, pixie-faced with a button nose and a few well-placed freckles, charming, sexy, and very cute. His mom would agree with that assessment, for everything about Jack spelled mischief and made people smile when they saw him approach. She could not accept Jack’s self-assessment though. She had no idea what his blood pressure was.

Jack was about to receive his Bachelor of Arts in Sociology. He chose this major because it was an easy degree for him to earn rather than out of a dedication to the principles taught by the discipline. Jack charmed and partied his way through all four years of college, even managing to dodge the military draft because of his flat feet, but along the line, he made the mistake of acquiring 192 credits. Today, with graduation upon him, he realized that unless he wanted to keep leaching off his folks, it was time to start earning a living.

 Geez Louise, I need a job and bad!  Since he was always too busy goofing off during his college days to think about careers and jobs, he had no idea where to start looking for work and for a minute, it became his demon. However, a minute later he convinced himself not to worry about all that mundane stuff right now. Something would come along. It had to. 

During the lull, Jack scanned the bleachers to occupy himself. He spied a fat lady, resplendent in her matching polyester knit blouse and slacks, the best Taiwan had to offer, sitting high up and off to his right. She hacked as if she had smoker’s cough or maybe the flu, generously sharing her airborne bacteria with everybody seated around her. Her name was Bernice Putsky, an aunt of Percy Putsky, one of the graduates, and the very last place she wanted to be was sitting in a hot, cramped fieldhouse.

“That’s my nephew down there,” Bernice said, nudging the woman sitting next to her, whom she knew as well as Jack Johnson, now staring at them both.

“That’s nice,” the woman replied, studying the mole on Bernice’s face for a moment before following her finger out into the vast sea of graduates. “Is he the one looking at us?”

“No I don’t know who that idiot is,” Bernice replied. “Percy is three rows behind him, the one picking his nose…oops, he’s done now.”

“Darn, afraid I missed him,” the woman said.

“Well, anyway, he’s getting his degree in Law Enforcement today,” Bernice added. “All my other nephews are locked up behind bars for one thing or another, so it will be nice to have at least one Putsky on the right side of the law.”  Police Chief Percy Putsky – Bernice took the liberty of promoting Percy in her mind’s eye and smiled. She thought the title had a nice sounding ring to it.

Jack stared at the stage again. Then it happened. Rather than one of those obvious ones that reverberated off the metal folding chairs and quickly identified the manufacturer of the methane, this was one of those nasty, one-cheek-sneaks. It smelled like buttered popcorn at first, but unfortunately, the odor grew much worse until the final bouquet resembled the kind a person produced after drinking too much cheap beer. Jack felt it curling his nose hairs and was dead certain that it was eating his mucous membranes away. 

He knew right off that the guilty party sat in his immediate vicinity, so he peered both up and down his row by moving his eyes without turning his head. The way he did it, so crafty, so cool, unless they were looking at him, nobody would ever guess what he was doing. If that was where the acrid essence came from, however, no one was letting on. All Jack knew was that the culprit was neither Catholic nor a native Minnesotan, for if either, overwhelming guilt would have kicked in and prompted a public confession. Probably one of those Iowa grads doing what they do best. Mercifully, the fart dissipated a few moments later.

Sitting next to Jack on this grand occasion was a pudgy graduate with acne scars who drank several cans of malt liquor, not the 12 ounce size, the big 16 ouncers, just before the graduation ceremony began. Jack noticed from the introduction card he was holding that his name was Adam Nelson, an Industrial Arts graduate, and that he had sawed off his right index finger down to the first joint. The guy fidgeted a lot and continued to do so even after he sat down to listen to the speaker.

Jack slouched a bit in his chair as Professor Harland Davidson stepped to the podium to begin his concluding remarks before awarding the degrees. Professor Davidson was one of those teachers who came up through the ranks from an Assistant Professor back in the fifties to the administrative and non-teaching status he enjoyed today. Even with his stylish goatee and sideburns, he had an Ichabod Crane look about him. 

 “Good afternoon honored students and faculty, parents, family, and friends,” Professor Davidson began. “Please be seated. My name is Doctor Harley Davidson, Dean of the School of Arts and Sciences, and it is my honor to address you all. BS, MS, and PhD degrees will be awarded today. I’m sure that you understand the degree system. For instance, everybody knows what BS is. Well, MS is more of the same, and PhD is piled higher and deeper.”

The student body smiled at Professor Davidson. He had their attention now and knew from experience that an icebreaker was appropriate even at such an occasion as this. He had to keep his presentation moving though, for the graduation ceremony schedule timed him out to just a few minutes including the inevitable pauses for laughter he knew he would receive because he was such a funny guy. Doctor Harley clasped his arms behind his back and strayed from the podium as he glanced around the fieldhouse. “You’re probably wondering about my name.”

The crowd laughed, politely. Bernice Putsky coughed again.

“I wish I was the Harley Davidson you’ve all heard about. I really do. Although I’m scared to death to ride one of them, and the sound of them hurts my ears, if I owned the company, I would be retired and living in the Bahamas, sipping a Cuba Libra right now, rather than standing here, giving a speech.”

The crowd laughed, politely.

“Ah yes,” he nodded, “the benefits of private enterprise.”

 The crowd laughed, politely. Bernice Putsky up in the bleachers coughed again, so loudly this time that Jack heard the phlegm crackling in her throat. If I had me a gun, bet I could knock you right off the bleachers from here, you old cow. Bang, right between the eyes!  Jack smirked, imagining Bernice Putsky tipped over with her legs sticking straight up in the air, like a duck in a shooting gallery. That’ll stop your hacking, by golly.
“Actually, I owe my name to Peter Davidson, my father, whose sense of humor was very strange. I can empathize with anyone cursed with an odd name.” Doctor Harley cued the concert band to play the first few lines of the Johnny Cash’s A Boy Named Sue, and as the melody ended, he extended his right hand, palm up, and right leg toward the audience. “Ta-da-boom,” he said. The snare drummer ta-da-boomed back after Doctor Harley said ta-da-boom, so Doctor Harley ta-da-boomed to him. The drummer ta-da-boomed once more and this time, Doctor Harley ta-da-boomed to the conductor. 

Jack grinned. The good Doctor knew how to work a crowd as well as Johnny Carson on the Tonight Show.
Doctor Harley grinned also and took a bow. For an instant, he wished he had remained a teacher because the response he got from a live audience was so enjoyable to him.

Adam Nelson was really wiggling now, so much so that Jack leaned over to him and whispered, “What’s with you, anyway?”

“Had a quite a couple beers before,” Adam croaked. “Now I gotta go to the can so bad my teeth are floating.”

“As this, the 54th graduating class ceremony draws to a close, bear in mind that society looks to you for the future,” Professor Davidson began. “You are our hope for a better tomorrow.”

Aha! Adam made the stink bomb. Atom bomb? Adam bomb? Anyway, there was still plenty of time for revenge. “Oh, you poor slob,” said Jack. “Just sit still. Don’t laugh or cough or anything.”

“What happens to our culture, our world, indeed to our entire universe and beyond in the next three decades is in your hands. It is your actions that will be judged by the generations to come...”

As the Professor droned on, Jack leaned over to Adam. “Did you know Southern University uses Astroturf, so they don’t have to worry about their cheerleaders grazing at half time?”

“...and whatever you do, whether good or bad, what heights you achieve, what accomplishments, what contributions you make...”

The two grads stared at each other a second, then Jack broke into a big grin. Adam began to giggle, causing him to lean way forward in his chair in agony. 

“Come on now, don’t laugh,” Jack whispered. “You’ll flood us out!”

Adam groaned. “Shut up, you son of a bitch!”

“...will become the standard for our times and set the tone for the generations to follow.” Professor Davidson put his notes down on the podium and looked out at the audience. “So judge not harshly the mistakes made by honest men in the past, lest the future generations judge you in like manner.”

Thinking it might help if he focused on something else, Adam stared straight ahead, trying to ignore Jack and force down the giddiness that always overcame him whenever he got this way. It was no good. He sensed Jack leaning towards him and against his better judgment, turned to look the devil in the face. Sure enough, the devil was staring at him with crossed eyes, grinning stupidly. 

It put Adam over the edge. He burst out laughing, loud enough that several nearby students turned around and glared at him, thoroughly disgusted with his antics. In an effort to stifle his laughter, he put his hands over his mouth and then bent low in his seat as the pain from his bladder spasm hit again.

Meanwhile, Jack assumed an attentive posture and stared solemnly at Professor Davidson who, because he was so intent on his own speech, ignored Adam’s outburst. “It has been my honor to address you today. We will now issue the degrees beginning with the post-graduate students.”

The band began to play a majestic march as the students stood and filed out of their chairs into the left aisle, just as they had rehearsed.

“John Steinbeck, Bachelor of Arts in American Literature.”

Jack and Adam stood to take their turns in line with Adam first, followed by Jack. Adam quickly ducked out to the restroom, returning to the line moments before his name was called. 

“Jack Johnson, Bachelor of Arts in Sociology.”

Jack ascended the steps. He approached Professor Davidson, smiled, and shook his hand as he looked out into the audience, beaming. Rather than walk the rest of the way across the stage, he skipped, touching the brim of his cap and waving at the other deans as he did so. The audience caught this and laughed along with Jack’s glee. Jack flashed his pearly whites at them also.

“Henry Block, Bachelor of Arts in Accounting.”

After the ceremony concluded, the graduates left the fieldhouse in procession to the tune of yet another march. Jack spotted his girlfriend Marianne and his mom and dad, Esther and Jack Senior, whom everybody referred to as Senior to distinguish him from Jack, standing on the fieldhouse lawn. Esther was a homemaker who did not work “outside the home,” as was the phrase then, but rather, devoted her life to making a home for her two Jacks. She and Senior had two other kids, James and Julie, both older than Jack by several years, who were married and living out of state. As was also the custom with some families, all the Johnson kids’ first names began with the same letter. Jack was the afterthought, totally unplanned, but loved and doted on like a lot of the youngest were. Nothing was too good for Jackie boy.

Senior was an executive with a popular sporting goods company in Mankato that made fishing rods and reels. He got his start working for a canning company in Hawkins County several years prior and then transferred into a supervisory slot at the present firm fifteen years back when Jack was but eight years old. From there he worked his way into management.

Marianne was Jack’s sweetheart in the truest sense of the word, and even he knew that she was much better than he deserved.  A drop-dead gorgeous, slender brunette with long, black hair and dancing green eyes, she reminded Jack of Vivian Leigh in Gone With the Wind, which also happened to be his favorite movie. Actually, his favorite movie was Behind the Green Door, but since it was a porno flick, he questioned whether he could count that one.

A finance officer now, Marianne earned her college degree a few years back and worked a full time job at the First National Bank in Dovetail Falls. Two years older than Jack, she met him at a bar when he was a junior. They were more or less going steady since then – she was more and he was less, and one quarter she even went so far as to help finance his education. He was so in debt that unbeknownst to his folks, he cashed their check for his tuition and used it to pay bills. Good old Marianne came to the rescue and paid his tuition, knowing full well she would never see the money back.

Esther approached her youngest and stood before him, admiringly. She brushed his gown with her hands and stepped back. “Let’s get a good look at you, Jackie.” Jack stood straight and tall, which meant he was looking at the top of Esther’s head as she put her hands on either side of his face. “I was so proud of you in there. My little boy is now a man.” She hugged Jack tightly and began to cry. Jack hugged back, but because he was so self-conscious with the spectacle his mom was making, he backed away from her. Geez Louise, mom, why do you always show off in public like this?
“It’s nothing to cry about, mom.”

“It was a beautiful ceremony, Jack.” Marianne intervened and took Jack’s hand. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks, babe,” he replied as he kissed her, chastely.

“Where’s the camera, Esther?” Senior asked, anxious to get this show on the road. 

By now, Esther had composed herself and wiped her eyes on an ever-present Kleenex. “It’s right here in my purse, father.” She removed the 35-millimeter camera and handed it to her husband.

“The Johnsons,” Father Donovan said, appearing out of the crowd. He approached Jack and put his hands on the new graduate’s shoulders. “Congratulations, Jack.”

“Thanks. Say that was an unusual invocation you did in there, Father.”

Father Donovan looked at Jack. “Unusual invocation…what about it?”

“Well, ‘Ree, Rah, Ree, gimme my degree, yea, God,’ is awful brief. It sounds more like a cheer.”

“Oh, Jack, you did it to me again, didn’t you?” Father Donovan brought his hands up, wrapped his fingers around Jack’s neck, and began shaking him, gently. His voice strained to a high pitch. “You make me crazy!” Jack took this opportunity to let his tongue hang out and make a choking sound.

“Father Donovan, would you mind posing for a few snapshots with us?” Esther said, hoping this ploy would dissuade the priest from murdering her youngest son.

“Why, of course, Esther,” Father Donovan replied, releasing Jack. 

“Pose like you mean it folks, while I snap a few,” Senior said. 

A few turned out to be more like nineteen, for the ever-thrifty Esther purchased the jumbo roll of film at the drugstore. Actually, there were 25 photos on a roll, but Esther wasted six shots at Aunt Pearl’s 93rd birthday party at the nursing home last week. As she explained to Senior, you never know when the Lord might call Pearl home, and the photos would come in handy for the Westerville-Johnson genealogy she was working on. 

Father Donovan, Esther, Jack, and Marianne smiled as they looked at the camera, but Jack always managed to have the most animated poses. One time he even threw his clapboard graduate’s cap into the air in keeping with tradition. The four continued to speak as they posed while Senior snapped pictures from every conceivable angle without being indecent.

“Dear, who was that retard sitting next to you?” Esther said, grinning pleasantly through her teeth. She glanced at the priest and put her hand over her mouth, embarrassed.

“Now Esther, ever since Vatican Two, we Catholics have been striving to be more ecumenical, more tolerant and accepting, even to the least of our brethren,” Father Donovan said, displaying his newly capped teeth. “Like Jack, here. By the way, did you see that dumb moron who burst out laughing during the commencement?” 

 “Yes, the big fat asshole who disrupted the ceremony,” Marianne said, smiling demurely at the camera, every inch of her the epitome of the All-American Girl. “Who was that turd anyway?”

Jack looked so much like Robert Redford today, so handsome and charming, that if the actor could see him now, even he would be impressed. He turned to the side to give his dad a profile shot, then back again to make bunny ears behind Marianne’s head for the next click of the shutter. “Don’t know him, except his name’s Adam Nelson. Industrial Arts, so what can you expect? The dumb wiener cut the cheese down there, too. I tried my best to calm him down, but I might’s well been pissing into the wind for all the good it did.” 

“Jack, did you really try to reach out and help him in the true spirit of Christian brotherhood?” Father Donovan said.

“Um, why yes, of course,” Jack replied.

“Yes, I saw you trying to help him,” Esther said. “Honestly, carrying on like that! They should withhold his degree.”

“It’s a sign of the times, mom,” Jack replied, lifting his pants leg to show Senior a little calf. “They’ll graduate anybody these days.”

“Well, folks, I must be running along,” Father Donovan said. He shook Jack’s hand. “Again, congratulations and best wishes, Jack.”

“Thanks, Father,” Jack replied. “Keep your cassock loose.”

Senior ran through all the film in this load and advanced the camera so he could remove it. His subjects were seeing spots anyway because he was using flashbulbs even though it was sunny outside. “Got some good ones here.” He looked at his watch, the one that took a licking but kept on ticking. “Let’s get out of this crowd.” 

“Yes, the caterer’s at the lodge hall already,” Esther said. 

“Good,” Jack said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s eat so we can get down to some serious drinking.”

When the two couples got to the parking lot they split up, with Senior and Esther heading toward their big Plymouth Fury and Jack and Marianne continuing another two rows to where he parked his 1966 red Ford Mustang. He did the polite thing and held the door open for her, bowing deeply as she got in. Firing up the Mustang, he laid a patch of rubber as he squealed out of the parking lot.  

After dropping off the cap and gown, Jack took the back road to the lodge. He planned it that way so he could belt down a couple of bourbon and sours before everybody else showed up. By the time he had to stand at the head of the reception line as the honored guest, he was already feeling quite mellow. Everyone seemed to enjoy the punch bowl that had been set up, so much so that some folks even came back and refilled their cups several times. Come to find out, someone named Jack Johnson Junior spiked the bowl with vodka. 

The graduation party proceeded to the dining hall where everyone sat down to a sumptuous feast – ham, mashed potatoes and gravy, whole kernel corn, and those little square dinner rolls that came stuck together in sheets of twenty. Jack managed to get through the whole affair without having to make much of a speech. He was glad of that, because he hated standing up in front of a group, even a friendly group such as this one, and speaking off the cuff. After dinner when everybody tinkled their spoons against their coffee cups and hollered for him to give a speech, he thanked his guests for coming and sharing his special day. At the last moment, he also thought to thank his folks for paying for this whole shebang.

The crowd thinned quickly after the meal and those remaining adjourned to the bar. It contained a live band this evening, the Gestures, a Mankato group who recorded a hit record that made it to the charts. By this time, Jack was so well oiled he even condescended to dance with Marianne, something he rarely did, because although he looked to be graceful on his feet, he found it challenging to spell rhythm much less possess it, for Gene Kelly he was not.

The band just finished The Limbo Rock as the clock registered twelve midnight. By now, Jack’s reception was down to just Marianne, him, Dave, and Rosie Martin. Dave grew up with Jack; they were good friends ever since grade school and even were roommates for a while at the Frat House at college. Decked out as he was in his Green Beret dress uniform, Dave looked quite nifty at the graduation and now at the reception. He and Jack were reliving the Sister Mary Louise story.

Sister Mary Louise, or Sister Louie, as the kids called her behind her back, taught physics at the high school Jack and Dave attended. One of Sister Louie’s favorite times of the year was when she taught the chapter on static electricity. The nun would haul out this little hand cranked generator from someplace and run a long, bare wire off of it, then teach the textbook stuff like usual, but it was obvious she could hardly wait to get to the lab assignment. When her moment came, she had all the students line up and grab hold of the wire, which they, like the sheep they were, all did because Sister Louie told them to and because everybody knew nuns would never even think of doing anything to hurt you. They took a vow or something about that. She would make light banter as she started cranking the generator, slowly at first, then faster and faster, until it produced an electrical charge. The kids closest to the generator felt little more than a tingle as the current entered their bodies through one hand and exited back to the wire through the other, but the poor schmuck who was on the end of the wire, that was a different story. He had no way to pass the current on so instead, he grounded it and got enough of an electric shock to lift him right off the ground, or so it seemed. He would drop the wire and flop around, shaking his tingling hands in dismay. Sister Louie really enjoyed that part and it always made her cackle with delight. That Sister Louie, she was a character, all right. They laughed at the memory, for a memory is all that remained of it now.

“Hey, do the Sucipiat,” Dave said.

In response to the request, Jack launched into the tongue twister from the Latin Rite Mass he and Dave learned when they were altar boys. “Yeah, Father Dominus Vobiscum, you remember him, we called him Father Dom, he comes up to me and he says, “Orate, Fratres.”

Marianne nudged Rosie. “Aurora Borealis, did you say?”

Jack ignored her rather than honor that one with a reply. He knew Marianne was just showing off because she was liquored up and had an audience. “So I says back to him, I says, ‘Sucipiat Dominus sacrificium de manibus tuis, ad laudem et gloriam nominis sui, ad ultilitatem quoque nostrum, totiusque ecclesiae sui sanctae.” He shrugged nonchalantly at the trio of open-mouthed faces that stared back at him.

“And the horse you rode in on,” Dave said. 

“What does all that mumbo-jumbo mean?” Rosie asked. It occurred to her that Jack must be one of those Idiot Savants she heard about on TV.

“Haven’t the foggiest idea what it means,” Jack said. “They just taught me how to say it back in the sixth grade. They never taught me what it meant.”

“Sure, you remember that crap from sixth grade, but what did you do yesterday?” Marianne asked. 

“Yesterday, hmm…” Jack scratched his chin as he puzzled over that one.  

Dave smiled at Jack as he sipped his drink. The Green Beret tried college for three years but, unable to keep his grade point average up, the military draft finally caught up with him and he ended up in the Army Special Forces. The past year he was learning how to conduct guerrilla warfare, but since his leave happened to coincide with Jack’s graduation, he and Rosie were able to come to the ceremony. 

Of all the guests who showed up, seeing Dave and Rosie was the most pleasing to Jack. When the couple got married six months ago Dave asked Jack to serve as his best man, and Jack considered it such an honor that he made the trip with Rosie to Fort Bragg for the wedding. Since Rosie had her nursing degree and worked full time at the hospital in Mankato, they now rented an apartment not far from Marianne’s in Dovetail Falls.  

Jack ordered another round for the table and paid for it out of the hundred-dollar bill he got as a graduation gift from Esther and Senior. As he pulled out his Zippo and lit up a cigarette, Marianne removed one from her purse and caught a light. Neither Rosie nor Dave smoked; they never developed the habit because Rosie was a nurse and they both were very sensitive to the cancer risk.

 “Dave, you and Rosie looked simply fab out there,” Jack said.

“Thank you, Mister Johnson,” Dave replied.

“Oh, you don’t have to call me Johnson,” Jack quipped. “You can call me Jack, or you can call me Big J, or you can call me JW, or you can call me Jackie boy, or you can call me Jack Junior, or you can call me just plain Junior, but you sure don’t have to call me Johnson.” The whole table laughed as Jack stood and did his version of a pirouette.

“Say, Big J, where are your folks?” Dave asked. “I want to thank them for the meal. That was fabulous ham.”

 “They were right over there a minute ago,” Jack said, looking toward the bar. “They probably decided to call it a night. Tomorrow’s a work day for dad.” He took a gulp out of his drink. “Gots to make the reels don’t ya know, otherwise all those yummy bullheads will swim away.”

“Well, Rosie and I aren’t calling it quits,” Dave said. “We’re going to make a night of it. They’ll have to kick us out at last call.”

Rosie took Dave’s hand into her own. “This is probably the last dancing we’ll be doing for quite a while.”

“That’s right, Dave, you’re U.S. choice meat now, aren’t you?” Jack said.

Marianne slapped him on the arm. “Jack! What a thing to say!”

Jack laughed and took a drag off his cigarette. “When do you report back to Fort Bragg?”

Dave looked at Rosie and kissed her. “The day after tomorrow at fifteen hundred hours.”

“Wow, that’s coming up quick. It seems like you just got home.”

“Time flies when you’re having fun, but training time is over,” Dave said. “Sometime within the next two months, they won’t tell me exactly when for security purposes, I ship out to ‘Nam.”

“Holy cow, really?”

“Yup, they want to get their money’s worth out of me, I guess.” Dave sipped his drink. “But, I can’t blame them. That’s what this war is all about. That’s why the Special Forces spent all that time this past year training me how to survive over there, and how to kill Viet Cong.”

The possibilities for Dave’s future caused Jack to pause. He knew this meant his pal would be heading into battle in a jungle far away and the odds were against him coming back in one piece. In fact, the odds were better than fifty-fifty that he would come back in a body bag. 

“Well, at least you know what your future will be for a while, and don’t forget that you’ll have the G.I. Bill to look forward to.” Jack nodded his head. “You can milk that baby for four more years.”

Dave shrugged and took another swallow out of his drink. “Yeah, I guess.”

“So, what do you two sweethearts have planned?” Rosie said, steering the conversation toward a more comfortable topic. “Jack, now that you’re both college grads, are you going to make an honest woman out of Marianne, or what?”

“Rosie Martin! Some friend you are,” Marianne giggled.

Everyone at the table chuckled uncomfortably and played with their drinks. Their minds were still on Dave and the war. Jack felt he needed to lighten the mood and get the focus back on himself because after all, this was his graduation party. 

“Hey, that’s a mighty expensive situation right now, so we really have to be practical, Marianne and I.” Jack looked up at the ceiling and scratched his chin as though searching for the right choice of words in the asbestos tiles up there. “We ah, we need to evaluate our assets and develop a utilitarian plan.”

“Oh, wow!” Dave and Rosie said together.

“Don’t tell me,” Rosie said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “It’s coming, yup, Professor Crochrow, Economics 101, right?”

“Old Professor Crotch-rot, that’s right,” Jack replied.

“Jack!” Marianne said. “Am I going to have to put a muzzle on you?”

Jack lisped while he limp-wristed Marianne, “Oh, promises, promises, only if it matches my studded dog collar and my leash, you silly girl.”

Everyone sipped a drink and laughed at Jack’s clowning around. Pleased that the conversation was going his way, he said, “No, now seriously, I’ve evaluated our assets, Marianne’s and mine.” He leaned over and kissed Marianne. “We have a first class lover.”

Dave and Rosie oohed together as they watched Jack and Marianne embracing.

“And,” Jack sat up straight at the table, importantly, “someone with an excellent business head, so it’s obvious we need to work the streets for a while. Maybe we’ll go to the cities where the pickings are better. After five or six months at, say, ten grand a month, we’ll see where we stand.”

Marianne rolled her eyes at Dave. “I don’t think I’ll be able to stand the pace.”

“Who said anything about standing?” Dave smiled as he said it. He smiled even more broadly as everyone at the table laughed.

“David, you too?” said Marianne, “Help! I’m outnumbered here.”

“I guess you’re right Dave,” Jack said. “I’ll have to break down and buy Marianne a calculator.”

The whole table laughed hysterically. Dave slapped his hands on the table and leaned forward, shaking his head as the girls covered their hands with their mouths. Jack feigned seriousness as the others laughed. “What? You thought Marianne – oh no, it is I, Jackie Boy Wadd, that’s my stage name you know, who shall perform the erotic services.”

Finally recovering his ability to speak, Dave said, “Do yourself a favor old boy and apply for that Juvenile Probation Officer job over there in Hawkins County.”

“Yeah, it was in today’s Tribune,” Rosie said. “They’re taking apps.”

“PO job, huh? Hawkins County,” Jack said, circling his finger at the waitress. “Have to look into that. Miss, another round for this table please.”

“You’ve had enough for two nights, bozo.” Marianne shook her head at the waitress. “Come on, let’s go home. I’ll drive.”

“Ah yes, I suppose you’re right.” Jack looked cross-eyed at Rosie and Dave while hanging out his tongue and wobbling his head. “But you’ll have to let me drive, because I’m in no condition to walk.”

“You sure?” Marianne said. 

“I’m fine,” Jack said.

“See you guys around,” Rosie said.

“Right, and good luck to you, Dave,” Marianne said.

Dave stood, shook hands with Jack, and kissed Marianne. Jack saluted his friend and in an action that even surprised him, gave Dave a big hug. He could think of nothing witty to say, however. “I’ll keep in touch,” Dave promised. 

“Do that, guy,” Jack managed to reply. 

A few minutes later as the Mustang headed towards Dovetail Falls, Marianne sat quietly in her bucket seat and thought about the evening. “That was fun tonight,” she said.

“But what?” The way Marianne said it, Jack knew more was coming. He lit up a fag and held out the Zippo for her to do likewise.

“You drank an awful lot tonight. I really wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“Yeah, well, it’s graduation night, and Saturday night besides, and Marianne, I’ll never see either of these occasions again.” Cut me some slack here, woman! Such talk from Marianne perturbed him. This wasn’t the first time she jumped him about his boozing. He responded further by raising his finger and doing his W.C. Fields impersonation: “My dear, as Napoleon Bonaparte said at the Battle of Bunker Hill, I have not yet begun to drink, ah yes.” He leaned toward her, snickered, and in the process swerved the Mustang over the centerline. 

“Look out!” she shouted.

Too late, Jack saw the Mankato police squad car pull up to the stop sign ahead of him as it came off a side street. He quickly pulled the Mustang back into the right lane and drove through the intersection, hoping he would be lucky, but it looked like his luck ran out tonight. In the rear view mirror, he saw the squad car turn in his direction. “Geez Louise, one of Mankato’s finest.” The emergency lights on the roof rack lit up and started to spin. “Shit! Here he comes!”

The officer pulled up right behind the Mustang and tapped his siren just enough to let Jack know that he should pull over, which he promptly did. “Quick! The peppermint and gum,” Jack said, pointing to the glove compartment. 

Marianne pushed the compartment latch and after digging around a bit, she pulled out a rubber. She held it up and grinned at him. 

“Water balloon?” he offered.

She shook her head.

“Well then, how’d that get in there? That must be yours, Marianne. Shame on you.”

She shook her head again. “Not hardly, bozo.”

He turned beet red and motioned to the compartment again. “Well, they taught me in Boy Scouts to always be prepared.” 

She dug a bit deeper and struck pay dirt, finding a roll of mints and some gum. 

“Open one of each,” Jack said. “I’ll take ‘em while he’s running the license check.”

After doing as requested, Marianne watched wryly while Jack crammed first the peppermint and then the gum into his big yap. Forget it, bozo. They got you nailed. She knew Jack was Dee Wee – DWI – Driving While Intoxicated, and he deserved a ticket. She tried to tell the smart alek, but oh, no! Now he could just pay a hundred dollar fine and by golly, she was darned if she would pay it for him either. There goes your graduation money, numbnuts. Maybe that’ll teach you something.
By this time the officer was out of his squad car and approaching the driver’s side window, so Jack rolled it down. “Your name, please?” asked the officer.

“My name, Jose Jimenez,” Jack replied. Marianne looked out her window and shook her head. 

“Yeah right, and I’m Bugs Bunny,” the officer said. 

“Pleased to meet you, Bugs.”

“Produce some identification, please.”

Jack dug into his billfold and withdrew his driver’s license. “Here’s my license. I know, I know, it’s an ugly picture, but what can a guy do?”

The officer took the license and studied it. “You’re right. It is an ugly picture. Butt ugly.”

Saying nothing, Jack looked at Marianne for support. The picture really looks THAT bad? She laughed silently back at him.

“You crossed over the center line back there, sir.”

“Yes, I know, officer.” Jack looked up into the officer’s face and studied him just as the officer was studying his license. “Marianne, my friend, here, dropped her purse on the floor accidentally and when I bent over to pick it up, well, I swerved a little bit back there.”

Lifting her purse out of her lap, Marianne plopped it back down as she listened to Jack’s tall tale. The look on her face would have told the officer it was all a bunch of baloney, but lucky for Jack, it was dark outside. Then Jack pulled out his trump card. “Say, aren’t you Lowell McCarthy?”

The officer glanced from the license to Jack. “Yes, I am.”

“I’m Jack Johnson.” He extended his arm out the window to shake hands with the officer. “Isn’t it a small world? You spoke at the Law Enforcement Career Day class at Mankato State a few weeks back.”

“Were you in that class with Doctor what’s-his-name?”

“Hale.”

The officer smiled. “Doctor Alan Hale, that’s right.”

“Look, I’m really sorry about this, Lowell,” Jack said, leaning further out the window in a gesture of camaraderie with Officer McCarthy. “Marianne and I just came from an organizational meeting for the police reserve. We’re, ah, we’re trying to get a chapter going on campus, you see. I haven’t been drinking, but I’d be happy to take a Breathalyzer Test, because I know how this must look.” He looked very sincerely at Officer McCarthy. “And I know you have a job to do and a quota of tickets to produce for the fine city of Mankato.”

Officer McCarthy flicked his flashlight on and shined the beam into the Mustang, looking for any sign of an open bottle. He saw nothing and looked at the license again. “No, that won’t be necessary, I guess,” he said, handing the license back. “I’ll let you go with a warning this time, but be more careful from here on out. By the way, your left turn signal is out. Best get it fixed.”

“I will, I promise. You can count on that,” Jack said.

“Oh, and the gum and the hint of peppermint on your breath is a nice touch. Is that Spearmint or Doublemint?”

“Doub…ah…hmmm?”

 “That’s what I thought. I can smell Doublemint over bourbon a mile away.” Officer McCarthy grinned at Jack. “Good evening.” He then tipped his hat and returned to his squad car. He knew the dude had been drinking, but with his memory of the class and his quick reflexes when he pulled over, he was still a good driver. He also had a clean driving record, which a DWI would do a number on, and it would shoot his insurance rates sky-high. The officer smirked to himself. The dude blew his cover on that statement about the gum, though. 

As Officer McCarthy walked away, Marianne put her elbow up against Jack’s ribs and hit her fist with her other hand. “That’s for dragging me and my purse into this mess, bozo.”

“Ouch!” Jack said, rubbing his side. “Abuse! When I tell them at the shelter what you just did, you’ll be sorry. You’ll have to go to court, and I’ll get damages for pain and suffering. This is going to cost you a pretty penny, Missy.”

Marianne ignored Jack’s babbling. “If he made you blow into a balloon, the hot air would’ve lifted you right off the seat.”

“I know,” Jack grinned, proudly. “His Breathalyzer would have melted. Bet I’m a point one five right now.”

Officer McCarthy, clearing the scene, pulled his squad car out into the traffic lane and Jack waved at him as he drove past. 

“Coming from an organizational meeting of the police reserve!” Marianne snorted as Jack also pulled out into the traffic lane. “You’ve really got crust! It’s a good thing you recognized him from class.”

Out came the Zippo as Jack lit up a fag and held the flame for Marianne to do likewise. “I didn’t.”

“What?”

“See, Mike Fletcher, you know Fletch, he told me this cop, Lowell McCarthy, was at class. I remembered it when I saw his name tag.” He yawned. “I didn’t feel like going that day. Stayed home and watched cartoons. Told mom I was sick.”

“If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe what just happened,” Marianne said. “You’re just plain ass damn lucky.”

 Jack looked at Marianne, disgusted. “Yes, I’m plain ass damn lucky, but watch your language, please. You’re speaking to a very sensitive soul here who’s highly offended by vulgarity, whether in speech or behavior, so there.” He belched from somewhere down around his knees. “Where was I?”

“You were bragging about how lucky you are,” Marianne said as she turned on the radio and switched it over to the college station. 

“Oh yeah, I’m plain ass damn lucky. It’s in my genes. My damn corduroy jeans, I think.”

“Sure, I have to watch my language, but you can cuss whenever you please,” she said. “What is the matter with you? Do you have Tourette Syndrome?”

Jack made his face jerk. He twitched his neck, made a ticking sound, and barked like a dog. “What ever gave you an idea like that?” He twitched again. “Hell, damn, fart, shit.” He said it in cadence, just like the Professor taught him in Abnormal Psychology class.

What a silly dork her Jackie boy could be. Marianne laughed even though she knew from experience that doing so would just egg him on. 

At her laughter, Jack decided to increase his Tourette profanity to get Marianne hot and just for the sheer pleasure of talking that way, but when a version of Greensleeves, the old English song attributed to one of the King Henrys, started playing on the radio, it interrupted him.  Jack forgot all about his fake syndrome and started to sway his head from side to side as he hummed along with the majestic tune. He took another drag off his cigarette and smiled at Marianne. This was my day, all right. Loved every second, except for that thing about Dave and ‘Nam, and that fat lady in the fieldhouse, and Adam Nelson gassing everybody. As he pulled the Mustang into the parking lot behind Marianne’s apartment, he raised his eyebrows at her, giving her a rakish, come-hither look. Time for a little nooky.




Greensleeves was all my joy,




Greensleeves was my delight,




Greensleeves was my heart of gold,




And who but my lady, Greensleeves?

Marianne smiled back, reflecting on the fun she had at the bar. It concerned her, however, that he drank so much tonight. The bozo was darn lucky that he didn’t get a ticket. Studying him, her smile faded as Jack parked the Mustang behind her apartment. She wondered if he would luck out and get that probation job over there in Hawkins County. She also wondered what the future held for them as a couple. She was ready for marriage, was ready to settle down and start a family, but was he? He had never talked to her about marriage. Did he love her? The thoughts disturbed her even as the majestic Greensleeves played on.


Chapter 3

The well man, Jim Morgan, fixed the pump this morning, so the O’Connors had running water again. After Jim left, Pat heated some water and washed the piled up dishes in the sink. He even washed four loads of duds in their old gas operated washing machine. The clothes had already dried on the clothesline, and he had put them neatly away. All these chores took him the better part of the day.

As the afternoon shadows drew long, Pat sat by the window and watched for his dad to come home. When Stacey was still gone at 5:30, Pat figured he either was working overtime at the quarry or had stopped at the bar, since today was payday. Even so, the boy waited until six o’clock before he put two wieners on to heat. When the water began to boil, Pat took the franks off the stove because he hated eating split hot dogs. There were several slices of bread left, so he made buns out of them, slathered them with mustard, and wolfed down the meat. He also ate half a bag of potato chips, a big apple, and washed it all down with a glass of milk. After doing the dishes, he resumed his watch at the window.

By 6:45, there was still no Stacey. Not wanting to spend the evening alone, Pat decided to hitch a ride into Tuckerville and see what was happening in that part of the world. There was little traffic past his place at this hour so he ended up having to walk about half of the three miles to town. 

When he finally got to Tuckerville, he made the short hike up to Ernie’s Arcade. Before he went in, he hid behind a tree across the street looking for cops, but neither Doug McCoy, the police chief, nor Jeff Hrdlichka, the nervous part-time patrolman whom everybody called Barney Fife, seemed to be on duty tonight. Indeed, the Tuckerville patrol car was gone from the main street entirely. Pat figured maybe they had the night off or were out drinking coffee somewhere. The Hawkins County Sheriff’s squad cars also passed through town regularly while they were out on patrol, however, they weren’t in town tonight either. He watched Old Grandma Perkins walk by with her shopping bag, but even with her thick glasses, she missed seeing Pat as he stood behind the tree. Lenny’s motorcycle was in front of the HideAway Bar where it sat most of the time. After watching two Fords, a Chevy, three Dodges, and an old pickup pass by and still no cops, Pat decided it was safe to enter the arcade.

Toke Watson, Dana Lee, and Sam Lutes were loitering around a wrestling video game with a picture of Jesse Ventura on it. Pat leaned against the wall for a few minutes and enjoyed watching the three boys, especially Toke, who really got into his video games. 

“All right, Jesse,” Toke said as he worked the controls. “Give old Connie Lucas the Piledriver. Run his head right through the mat. It won’t hurt it any. His head, I mean.” 


 Sam and Dana said nothing, but watched the game intently as they puffed on their cigarettes. A few seconds later, the machine went dark except for the enticement lights.

 Toke was about to plug in another quarter when he saw Pat. “Hey guys, look who’s here.”

“I got a new Helen Keller doll,” Dana said as the teenagers crowded around Pat.

“Oh, you’re playing with dolls now?” Pat said. “So, what does it do?”

“It’s really keen,” Dana said. “You wind it up and it runs into the wall.”

“Dumb,” Pat said.

“Say, Pat, did you know that Detroit has come up with a new car for next year’s lineup?” Toke asked.

“Really?” said Pat. “Far out!”

“Yeah. It’s’ a cross between a Mercury Comet and a Plymouth Valiant. They’re calling it a Vomit, cuz it has a throw-up hood.”

“Oh, geez,” Pat said, realizing Toke slickered him once again. As for Dana and Sam, they each licked their fingers and gave Toke five points on their imaginary blackboards.

“Toke told us all about you outrunning Connie,” Sam said. “That’s really neat.”

“Connie and Mister Goettl, right?” Dana said.

“Ah, it was nothing,” Pat said. “Those fat old blubbers can’t run.”

“I about split a gut when I checked in at Goettl’s office yesterday,” Toke laughed. “Any time one of us dirts scores against the pigs, it’s super cool.”

“I guess so,” Pat replied.

“We’re going out to the trestle,” Toke said. “I got some weed. I know you don’t use, but do you want to come along?”

Pat shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, why not?” Watching his friends get stoned on pot ranked low on Pat’s ten most favorite things to do, but it was the price he had to pay for their companionship. 

The trio was about to depart when three Tuckerville empty-noggins, Mary Jane, Mags, and Karen, burst through the arcade door. Dawn Lundin was with them too. Dawn was a girl whose very presence could light up the eyes of any teenaged boy, that’s how cute she was. She came right over to Pat and slipped her arm through his. 

“Hi Pat,” Dawn said. “I heard all about you ‘n Sheriff Lucas.”

Pat looked down at his sneakers. “Aw, it was nothing.”

“No way are they ever going to catch Pat,” Toke said. “Not in my lifetime, anyway.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Dawn replied. “You and Dana and Sam got to go to court, because Connie caught you drinking out at the campground.”

“Luck, pure luck,” Toke replied.

“So, what’s up with you dudes?” Dawn asked.

“We’re going out to the trestle,” Toke replied. “Do you babes want to come with?”

“Sure,” said Mary Jane, a platinum blonde this week.

“Neat, sweet, keeno,” Mags added. Before she could say any more, Mary Jane gave her noogies. 

“That’s neat, sweet, petite, you airhead!” Mary Jane said.

Mags pouted and rubbed her head. “Oh, kiss my grits!”

“You guys got any stuff?” Dawn asked.

“See this bulge?” Toke said, rubbing his crotch. “I got a baggie of fresh grass tucked in there.”

“Gross!” Karen said, wrinkling up her nose.

 “You mean it was fresh grass!” Mary Jane added.

“It’s probably all full of skid marks by now,” Mags said.

“Well, are you chicks coming or not?” Toke said, highly offended. “If all you want to do is talk smart, you can stay here and feed the machines. Us guys’ll just go and do this grass by ourselves.”

Dawn moved over to Toke and rested her hands on his shoulders. “Why, sure we’re coming with, you big hunk,” she cooed. “We’d follow you to the ends of the earth, wouldn’t we, girls?”

“Sock it to me,” Mary Jane said.

“Yup, yup, I’m ready.” Mags bobbed her head. “Beam me up, Scottie.”

“There’s no intelligent life down here anyway,” Karen said.

The gang headed for the door and tried to crowd out all at the same time, but as big as Toke was, that proved impossible. Pat lingered back and watched as Toke went first, followed by Mary Jane, Mags, and the two boys. Dawn went last, smiling over her shoulder at him and blowing him a kiss before she stepped outside.

 Geez, she’s a fox! Pat liked the very pleasant ache he got inside whenever Dawn did that. He cautiously approached the door and peered out, both up and down the street. When satisfied that the coast was clear, he headed out onto the sidewalk where Dawn slipped up alongside him again. “Say Pat, did you know that a Pollock came into the Pizza Palace last night and ordered a pizza?”

Pat wanted to bust out laughing right then rather than waiting for the punch line, so flattered was he that Dawn was paying this much attention to him. He found the strength to restrain himself, though. “Um, no, Dawn. Tell me more.”

“He ordered this pizza pie, see.” She frowned and screwed up her mouth. “Pepperoni, olive, sausage, and mushroom it was, the large size, or was it a medium? Nope, it was a large. Anyways, the clerk asked him if he wanted it cut in six pieces or twelve. He says, ‘Better cut it in six pieces. I could never eat twelve.’”

“Better cut it in six, I could never eat twelve.” Pat’s blue eyes twinkled as he laughed and shook his head. “Dawn, you’re too much! Where do you come up with those funny jokes, anyway? I have to remember that one. Toke, did you hear that?”

“Oh, ha, ha, ha!” grumped Toke. “That’s a real knee-slapper, Dawn.”

“You really need to do grass, Pat,” Sam said.

“Yeah, have more fun, like you’re doing now,” Dawn said.

“It mellows a guy right out,” Dana said. “You really should try it sometime.”

“Being with you guys mellows me out enough,” Pat said. “I don’t need grass.”

The gang walked down the street a ways until Dana, smitten with the beauty of the motorcycle parked in front of the bar, ran over to the bike and hopped on, releasing the kickstand as he did so. “Wow, super keen! Vroom, vroom,” he said, working the hand throttle. “A Harley hog! Far out!”

“Yeah, that’s a crotch rocket if I ever saw one,” Sam said.

The machine was a beauty to be sure, a classic Harley Davidson, midnight blue with black saddlebags and a windshield. The saddlebags had silver studs with conches on them. Black leather fringe streamed out of the conches and even out through the handlebar grips. Its polish had such a high luster that it shone in the sunlight, and even the chrome trim cast a reflection.

“You better get off there Dana,” Karen warned. “That’s Lenny Hodapp’s bike. If he catches you sitting on it, you’re dead meat.”

Dana revved the throttle. “I ain’t afraid –”

“Hey, you little potlicker, shag your butt off my bike!”

Lenny Hodapp stepped out of the HideAway Bar, beer mug in hand, and stood on the threshold as he glared at Dana. Lenny stood six-foot-seven, and even on a cloudy day, that was big. He was wearing a black Harley T-shirt that showed off the curled python tattoo on his left bicep and the eagle over the anchor on his right. He wore tent-sized baggy jeans held in place by a black Harley belt slung beneath his protruding belly. A black Harley cap with a visor that partially covered his hair, and black Harley engineer boots, size eighteen, completed his wardrobe. He had a Harley billfold tucked in his back pocket that attached to his belt by a Harley chain. The cigarette folks had their Marlboro Man, but Harley Davidson was one up on them. They had Lenny Hodapp.

Lenny braced himself and wiggled his finger at Dana. “Come over here you little twerp,” he growled. 

 The truth of the matter was that Lenny was all bluff. He was a slow walker and running was totally out of the question. His ticker was bad, so he even got short of breath counting from one to ten. The gang knew none of this about Lenny, however. They just knew he looked big and mean.

 “Oh-oh,” Dawn said.

“Let’s boogey,” said Mary Jane.

Dana jumped off the Harley and in the process forgot he put the kickstand up. As he turned and ran toward the gang, the magnificent machine fell over onto the street and scraped the fender on the curb with a sickening crunch.

Lenny watched in dismay as his pride and joy went crashing to the ground. It hit the pavement so hard the rear view mirror snapped off and bounced a little further into the street. “Hey! Look what you did to my bike! I’m going to kill you, you dumb stupid little dork-faced potlicker, you!” 

Lenny stopped there because he didn’t know any more adjectives to modify the noun, “potlicker.” Striding out to the curb, he set his beer down then lifted the motorcycle upright, grunting and wheezing as he did so, and reset the kickstand. He also stuffed what was left of the rear view mirror into a saddlebag. That done, he turned around and prepared to make mincemeat out of Dana Lee, the little potlicker et cetera who caused all this.

However, Dana was gone. In fact, all those little potlickers were gone. Lenny looked both up and down the street, but the gang was nowhere in sight. He walked up the street in the direction he thought they went, but still no luck. Where in God’s green earth did they all go? 

While mulling this over, Lenny worked up a full head of steam. His face turned red, and the veins bulged in his neck. “Ah-h-h-h!” he raged in a classic primal scream just as he saw them do in the movies. Getting mad always made Lenny thirsty, so he picked up his beer mug again and took another swig. He then headed back toward the bar, but before he went inside, he squinted around again. “Armageddon to all of you, you blasted little potlickers!” 

Lenny heard someone say Armageddon in the bar a few minutes ago and although he didn’t have the foggiest idea what it meant, he liked the way it sounded. It described the final battle with the gang from which he would emerge the victor, and although there was a lot of symbolism in the statement, that escaped him too. He also never realized the gang was scarcely a hundred feet away from the sidewalk as he roared. They had ducked around the corner into the alley behind the bar and were watching him, snickering to each other as he paced but careful to be quiet lest big Lenny hear them. 
“There’s the highway department’s ace traffic control technician,” Dawn whispered, smirking. 

“Yeah,” Sam whispered back. “He stands around all day leaning on a sign that says ‘slow’ on one side and ‘stop’ on the other, and has to turn it around when the road crews are taking the frost heaves out of the pavement. Gets seven bucks an hour for that.”

“It’s seasonal,” Pat said. 

“Yeah,” Dana said. The rest of the year he’s at the HideAway,  collecting unemployment, with a barstool stuck up his butt.”

The gang all chuckled and Lenny, thinking he heard something, turned in their direction. They had ducked out of sight, however.    

 It finally dawned on Lenny that nobody was out there with him, and that he was talking to himself on the sidewalk. He wondered if he looked like a nerd as he stood out there, but quickly concluded that he was the essence of a cool stud rather than a dumb nerd. He looked around again, took another pull on the mug, belched, cleared his throat and spit on the sidewalk, shuffled around a bit until he ripped ass, wheezed, shook his head, and walked back inside the HideAway, slamming the door behind him.

Maybe it was all the bodily noises Lenny made, or maybe it was the Charlie horse the man developed in his leg, but as the gang spread out from their hiding place and dismissed Lenny with a wave of their hand or a flip of their finger, something caused the man to let out with a groan loud enough that the gang could all hear it. They turned at the sound and peered into the bowels of the alley. Right off, Pat recognized the 1955 Chevy station wagon with its dome light on and door hanging open. Just then, Stacey’s grey head popped into view.

 “Pa, you’ve gone and done it again,” Pat said. He left the others and moved over to the driver’s side of the station wagon.

“Hey Pat you coming?” Toke hollered.

“Nope, I got to take dad home.”

“Come on Pat, he’ll sleep it off all right,” Dana said. “It’s warm out tonight.”

“Yeah, this isn’t the first night he’s slept in an alley,” Sam said.

The gang all laughed at Sam’s remark. All except Pat. He turned around to face them and even in the darkening shade of the evening, they could tell he was hopping mad. The laughing stopped abruptly. “I said no! This is more important. Go on without me if you want to, but I sure could use some help here.”

“All right, don’t get your water hot, but we ain’t coming with you,” Toke said, turning to the rest of the gang. “Geez, he’s touchy about his old man. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

The gang, except for Dawn, moved away from the entrance to the alley. She held back and looked at Pat and him at her and for a moment, she thought she would help him.

 “Dawn, are you coming?” Toke hollered. Dawn looked at the group and back at Pat again as though undecided, then she hurried after the gang.

Pat slid behind the steering wheel, picked up the pint of rotgut still lying on the seat, and saw it was nearly three quarters empty. He tossed it out against the brick wall of the bar as hard as he could and heard the glass shatter when it broke into pieces. “Move over dad, we’re going home now.”

Stacey did as Pat told him. “Patty, is that you?”

“Yeah dad, it’s me.”

“I’m sorry about this, Patty.” As the realization of what his life had become hit him, Stacey began to cry. 

“It’s okay, Pa,” Pat said. “Like Dana says, a guy has to mellow out sometimes.”

“I got to thinking about your mother, Patty. I sure wish she hadn’t gone away.”

 “But she did, Pa. She ran out on us, and nobody put her up to it.” 

The story of his mom was one Pat heard a million times, always from Stacey when he got slobbering drunk. Those who knew Joyce O’Connor remembered her as a frail woman who never smiled. She looked old before her time, although when she took off, she had barely turned thirty. Stacey found out about it when he came home from work that night, but by then she was long gone on the westbound Greyhound. Later he learned she ran off to California where she had family. She never responded to the letters he sent to her in care of his in-laws. 

The boy often wondered why his mother left them. Maybe she stopped loving them or never loved them to begin with. Maybe she hated living up on Hawkins Ridge, for it really was quite a desolate place. For whatever reason, fifteen years ago, when he was still in diapers, she up and left without telling a soul. He was so young at the time that Pat had no recollection of her at all, and after she left, it was just he, Stacey, and his sister Clarice still on the farm. 

Pat remembered Clarice as an angry girl who didn’t like him or Stacey much and always had a pack of boyfriends hanging around her. It seemed like she spent most of her time in the back seat of whatever guy’s car stood in the driveway, and he remembered how one time she had to go away for a while to some place in the twin cities. One day in ’65, the year of the big flood, Clarice up and left with a nigger, a black guy who showed up wearing flashy clothes and driving a big fancy car. She never came back and nobody ever knew for sure what happened to her, although the consensus was that she turned hooker and was living in Minneapolis.

“I’m sure sorry about this Patty,” Stacey said again.

“It’s okay,” Pat said. He reached for the keys and started the Chevy. “I sure hope there ain’t any cops out and about.”

“Cops?” said Stacey, looking around. “Why?”

The clutch was going bad, so as Pat pulled the shift lever towards him, it growled and shook until it dropped into first gear. “Should I grind you a pound while I’m at it?” He looked at his father and grinned. “Cuz I ain’t got a license, that’s why.” Stacey shared a chuckle with his son, but his head was already starting to throb pretty badly, so he rubbed it as Pat steered the station wagon out of the alley and pointed it toward Hawkins Ridge.


Chapter 4

It seemed impossible to Jack, but a month had already flown by since graduation. He applied for the probation officer job, the one Dave Martin told him about, and scored an interview scheduled for today in Jefferson City. After pulling the Mustang up to the curb in front of the Hawkins County Courthouse, he removed his sunglasses and checked himself out in the mirror.

 He turned his head from side to side. His face was smooth and hairless but even so, he had doused himself with so much aftershave lotion that today even the honeybees would love him. He ran his fingers through his hair to get the center part straight. It just covered his ears and feathered back nicely along the sides, shimmering like gold in the sunlight. He opened the door and stepped to the sidewalk.

The courthouse was a stately old building. Constructed of limestone and granite, it had a fancy copper-clad dome holding Lady Liberty and the Scales of Justice on top. He heard that in the old days they hung outlaws in the domes of the courthouses and wondered if a bandit ever swung into eternity in this one.

He glanced down at himself one more time. The powder blue leisure suit he wore today was a wonder of polyester with permanent creases in the pants legs. He had polished his penny loafers to a high shine and put brand-spanking new pennies in them. Jack thought about wearing a gold chain, but at the last minute changed his mind. There was no sense in shocking the local yokels. Satisfied that his package was as good as it was going to get, which he allowed was pretty darn good, he ascended the steps to the double doors of the courthouse. 

Once inside, he could smell the familiar heavy odor of floor wax that all public buildings had. He glanced around until he saw an oak door with frosted glass on top that read: CLERK OF COURT. Jack knocked lightly, entered, and walked up to the counter.

 “May I help you?” said a smiling, plump-faced woman about his mom’s age.

“Yes, please. I’m Jack Johnson, and I received a notice that I have an interview today with Judge Halloran about the probation officer job.”

The clerk picked up the schedule and leafed through it as she approached the counter. “Yes, I see your name here, Mister Johnson.” She glanced up at the antique Regulator clock on the wall. “The Judge will be here shortly, but he has three juvenile hearings right off. After that, he’s free to meet with you until 11:00 when he has a wedding to perform. You may take a seat at one of the court benches in the hall.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” 

The clerk eyed him as he went out. She thought he looked to be a nice young man, about the same age as her son, and she admired the sharp leisure suit he was wearing. But she thought it needed something…yes, a gold chain would go nicely with the open collar and highlight his blond hair.

Jack saw  two long benches in the hallway, one on either side, facing each other. At the end of the hallway, another frosted glass door said PROBATE COURTROOM on it. Seated on the bench alongside the door were Toke Watson, Sam Lutes, Dana Lee, and their mothers. The boys were dressed sloppily in jeans and T-shirts and their mothers were only slightly better, dressed in their factory work clothes. All three women had to take off work today to appear in court with these jackasses they claimed as their own, and none of them was one bit pleased about it. 

In fact, Lucille ranted and raved at Toke all the way from Hawkins Ridge about how it was costing her four dollars and seven cents an hour in lost wages to be here. Toke lacked sympathy with her plight though. He told her to shut up and stared sullenly out the window as he puffed on a cigarette.

Dana Lee’s mom was equally upset. She told her son what a nincompoop he was, and how he never thought about anybody but himself. “Is there no shame in you?” she declared. She concluded by shaking her fist under his nose and saying that she brought him into this world and by golly, she could take him out of it just as well. 

Dana shook and acted as if he was terrified. He pretended to gnaw his fingernails down to the bone, and then he laughed in her face and told her to mind her own beeswax.

Mrs. Lutes used the silent approach. She said virtually nothing on the way to court, but sighed frequently and cried into a tissue. She hoped it would make Sam feel guilty, not only for what he had done, but also for the grief he was putting her through. Since it was just the two of them in the car, he turned to her and offered his hand. 

“Mommy, would you pull my finger, please?” he said with an innocent smile that highlighted his dimples and made him look like a sweet little kid again. 

The last time Sam referred to his mother as “Mommy” was so many years ago that it caused her to melt. It struck her that nobody could help but like such a dear, charming boy. When she made the mistake of doing as he requested, he rapped off a loud fart that smelled so awful that she had to roll her window down. 

“Ha! Ha! I sure faked you out.” Sam chuckled, knowing that now he had given his old lady a reason to stick her nose in a tissue.

 A boy dressed in preppy style school clothes, but who looked to be about the same age as the other three, occupied the opposite bench. Jack sat at the same bench and lit up a cigarette. He sat there about five minutes when Ron Korthius, an elderly white-haired gentleman with a gold star metal badge attached to his blue blazer, came out of the courtroom. “Are you boys a-lookin’ fer Yudge Halloran, then?” The bailiff motioned toward the three boys and their mothers as he said it. His heavy accent sounded Swedish to Jack, who guessed the man was probably second generation over from the old country.

“No, but he’s sure a-lookin’ fer us,” Sam replied.

The three delinquents made Jack grin. He took a last drag off his cigarette and ground it out in the tall, sand-filled ashtray next to the bench.

“Vell, da Yudge vill be here real soon now, okey-dokey?” the bailiff said.

None of the boys had any respect for their elders, least of all this old foreigner. They began to laugh amongst themselves as they baited the old man further. They also had Jack’s attention now, and although no one knew him or what he was here for, they felt an obligation to show off for him too.

 “That’s okay Ole, you can tell old holy Halloran there’s no rush,” Dana said. “In fact, we don’t care if we never get in to see him.” All three boys laughed loudly at Dana’s profound humor and Jack, he laughed the loudest of them all. 

The bailiff, however, hid his amusement very well. “Mind yer manners,” he growled. “My name’s not Ole, and its YUDGE Halloran to you!”

Being a quick study, Jack wiped the grin off his face and sat up straight as he looked at the angry bailiff. He missed seeing Judge Halloran himself, the man of the hour, enter the courthouse carrying a copy of the book I’M OK, YOU’RE OK tucked under his arm. Once inside, the Judge stopped to observe the hallway scene between his bailiff and the boys. The Judge was about 45, impeccably dressed in an expensive three-piece suit, and very well groomed. He wore his hair short in a military style.

“Sure Sven,” mocked Toke, “do-on’t gets your arteries hard, by yiminy.” He turned to Dana and snickered. “That old guy strokes out every time.” 

The other two boys thought this was hilarious, although their mothers looked at them as if they had two heads. All three mothers thought the whole situation was about as funny as Erica Kane on that daytime soap opera, All My Children. 

 The kid sitting on the opposite end of the bench from Jack had pulled out a western paperback, Toby Ryker, and was reading it. Jack was familiar with the novel too and knew it was a fine read. The kid had good taste in westerns. The boy was so engrossed in the story that he ignored all the shenanigans going on around him. 

“Brats!” replied the bailiff. “Yust vunce, I’d like ta crack a two by four over all yer hetts! Ya do-on’t respect any-ting or anybody, yust drink, smoke the dope, and steal.”

Sam’s mom, noticing the Judge standing in the hallway, nudged her son so he would keep his big mouth shut and at least look like he was contrite. 

Before Toke noticed the Judge, he jumped up and glared at the bailiff. “Oh, suck my fat one, you old bastard!”

“Hold it!”

While everyone looked down the hallway at Judge Halloran, Toke leaned over to Dana and whispered, “Here come da Judge, here come da Judge.”

Before Dana could decide if he should laugh or not, Judge Halloran was upon them. He approached Toke, eyeball to eyeball, and tapped his book against the big boy’s chest. Jack looked at the title and for just a moment thought it read: I’M OK, YOU’RE NOT SO HOT.
 “Earl Watson, apologize to my bailiff and do it right now!”

“My friends call me Toke,” he said defiantly as he actually tried to stare down the Judge for a few seconds.

 The Judge leaned even closer to Toke until he was right in the big boy’s face. “I am not your friend,” he said, crisply. “Now apologize.”

“I apologize,” Toke mumbled as he looked down at the floor.

“What was that?” The Judge put his hand to his ear. “Speak up! I doubt that Bailiff Korthius heard you. He’s an older gentleman, you know.”

Without looking at either the Judge or the bailiff, Toke raised his voice. “Sorry! I said I’m sorry and I apologize.”

Pointing toward the courtroom door, the jurist said, “Now, all of you, go inside, sit down, and be quiet.” 

As the boys and their moms trudged into the courtroom, Judge Halloran poked Mike in the ribs, good-naturedly. He also glanced at the man sitting at the other end of the bench, but since he never met Jack before, he turned to the bailiff. “Where is Mister Goettl?”

“He iss already a-vaitin’ inside, yer honor,” Ron said.

“Thank you, Bailiff Korthius,” the Judge replied.

Wide-eyed, Jack stared at Judge Halloran as the man walked past and into the courtroom. Wow, that Judge really has balls. What if one of those dorks had taken a swing at him? Porky Pig over there looked like he was really pissed off.  When the Judge disappeared into the courtroom, the bailiff closed the door behind him and then continued down the hall. Since juvenile hearings were confidential, not even the bailiff could to be present. 

Jack glanced down the bench at the boy seated at the other end. “Are you waiting for a court hearing too?”

“No, I’m not one of those pukes.” The boy put down his book somewhat reluctantly because Toby Ryker was such a fascinating story. “I’m Mike Halloran, the Judge’s son.” He smiled at Jack. “When he’s free, I need to talk to him about getting into the Air Force Academy.”

“What a coincidence,” Jack said, sliding down the bench to sit next to the boy. “I’m here to see your dad too, about the probation officer job. My name’s Jack Johnson.”

After the two shook hands, Mike said, “If you really want that job, you’ve got to talk rough to him.”

“What?” Jack said, wondering if he heard the boy right. 

“Talk tough about crime and act real cool. He likes that. He’s looking for a real redneck to fill this probation officer job of his.”

“A redneck, huh? Well now, I don’t know about that.”

“I mean it,” Mike said. “Don’t let him think you’re soft, whatever you do. He hates that.”

“Aw, come on now,” Jack said. “Are you pulling my leg?”

“No, I am not. Remember, he’s my dad. I know what he wants.” Mike looked Jack straight in the eye. “I know what he doesn’t want, too. He’s looking for somebody who’s really tough.” He eyed Jack’s leisure suit. “Not a wimp.”

So, the Judge wants a tough guy, somebody to kick ass and take names, huh? Jack knew he could gear himself up to act that way if he had to. As he thought about what the boy just said, Mike got up and went down the hall. Before he returned, the court hearings were over, and Toke, Dana, and Sam, looking subdued, filed out of the courtroom followed by their mothers and by Ken Goettl. A short time later, Mike returned and took his place next to Jack again. “Had to take a leak,” he said, certain Jack was wondering.

“Mister Yohnson, Yudge Halloran vill see you now,” the bailiff said as he opened the courtroom door. Jack wondered how the bailiff managed to get into the courtroom. As he headed toward the bailiff, Mike grabbed his arm. 

“Remember, be tough. Really lay it on thick.” 

Nodding wisely, Jack patted Mike on the shoulder as he walked past and into the courtroom. He missed the sly smile on Mike’s face just before the door closed.


Chapter 5
“Come in, Mister Johnson, and have a seat.” Judge Halloran, standing near the judicial bench, was removing his black robe as Jack walked in. 

Jack noticed the bailiff close the door behind him, and for just a second, he imagined this must be what Daniel felt like as he walked into the lion’s den. Looking around, he figured the courtroom would be fancier than this. The judicial bench stood in the center of the room, backed by a large window arched at the top. There were two tables about eight feet long, each with two chairs, one for the prosecution and one for the defense. These sat immediately in front and to the right and left of the judicial bench. Behind them was a railing with a swinging gate in the middle that extended from one side of the courtroom to the other. Behind that, in the gallery, there were five double rows of wooden armchairs separated by an aisle down the center to the gate. A single chair stood against the right wall, and in front of it, on a stand, was a reel-to-reel tape recorder. The witness chair sat immediately to the right of the judicial bench on a platform about a foot off the floor. It was enclosed on the back and both sides by 36-inch wooden rails, with the open front facing the gallery. Microphones stood before the Judge’s chair, on both of the tables, and at the witness stand. The ceilings were ten feet high, and the floors made of oak, as were all the other door and window frames in the courthouse. Wainscoting, which extended from the floor to about three feet up the walls, surrounded the entire room. Despite the room’s official plainness, it looked like a place where things got accomplished.

“You may come up to the prosecutor’s table,” Judge Halloran said. “We can sit here and talk.” With that, the Judge removed a chair from the gallery and set it facing Jack.

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate the opportunity to interview with you,” Jack said, sitting at the table. From there, he could see an open doorway leading to the antechamber and beyond it, the bailiff entering from still another door that led to the hallway. So that’s how the bailiff gets around! 

As the bailiff closed the antechamber door to the courtroom, the Judge returned to the judicial bench and drew down a briefcase. He placed it on the table, removing a manila folder from it before he sat down also. “I meant to review your resume before you came in today, but these juvenile matters were scheduled instead.” The Judge smiled at Jack. “The court calendar takes priority.”

“Yes, I saw the little pukes when I came in.”

The Judge, who began paging through the resume as Jack spoke, stopped and looked at him. “Little what, did you say?”

“Pukes. You know, JD’s. Dirtbags.”  Jack wore a cocky smile now.

“Mister Johnson, we refer to them as juveniles, or youths, or kids, or by their given names. We do not refer to them as pukes.”

Am I coming on too strong? Then Jack remembered what Mike had said. The Judge was looking for a redneck, and if he came across any other way, the position as Hawkins County Probation Officer would be lost to someone else. Nope, going to tough this one through.  “Right, sir. Anyway, you don’t have to look any further for a probation officer. I got a Bachelor’s in Sociology from Mankato State.” Spying the document in his resume, he added, “See, there’s the sucker, all signed and everything.” He leaned back in the prosecutor’s chair. “I’m your red – ah, I’m your man.”

“You have no idea how happy I am that you have ended my search,” replied the Judge. “Tell me, besides your degree, what other attributes do you possess that makes you my logical choice?”

“Well, I like the little jerk offs, ah, the kids, I mean. I relate to them extremely well, and most importantly, I have a deep and abiding respect for the law. I also have a realistic view of the causes and cures for juvenile delinquency. While Glasser’s Reality Therapy is popular right now,” he leaned toward the Judge as he delivered the coup de grace, “I’m a Behaviorist in my theoretical orientation.”

“I see. And what do you think the causes are?”

“Bad seed, primarily,” Jack said as he shrugged his shoulders. “Rotten parents have rotten kids.”

“Rotten parents have rotten kids. What an interesting perspective. Tell me, Mister Johnson, how would you go about correcting such a situation?”

“Oh, that’s not too difficult, really. I’ll simply teach the parents contemporary social values so they’ll be more effective at raising their kids. I’ll also tutor them in the basics of behavior modification techniques.”

“Why do you think that will be so easy to do?”

“Because the parents of most delinquents come from the lower socioeconomic class of society and to put it bluntly, they’re pretty doggone stupid. It won’t be any strain for me to outthink them, to stay one jump ahead of them, so to speak. I’ll also point out that I got a college degree and that I’m an expert in the field of juvenile corrections and Behaviorism following the paradigm of B.F. Skinner. Once they realize I’m a whole lot smarter than they are about the principles of behavior modification, they’ll gladly follow my advice.” Jack winked at the Judge. “I’ll probably develop quite a following of grateful parents.”

The Judge was staring at Jack, giving him his undivided attention as the young man spoke. His jaw went slack as Jack concluded his tirade, and for a moment, there was dead silence between the two men. The Judge then covered his mouth with his hand to try to stifle the smile forming there. Clearing his throat, he said, “You would outfox them, eh? What a fascinating concept. Tell me, would you use trickery to supervise the juveniles as well?”

“Nope, no way,” Jack shook his head and laughed. “Kids are a lot smarter than adults that way. They’d see right through it. Nope, what I’ll do is be tough. I’ll take a hard line with them, but I’ll be very honest. I‘ll lay down the rules and if they screw up, I will zap them.”

The Judge blinked. “Zap them?”

“You got it. I’ll haul them off to jail, or drag their asses, ah, return them back here to court. It’s called immediate consequences, and it’s very effective for extinguishing unwanted behavior.”

“Why would you be so tough?”

“Because kids need to know right from the start that probation is their last chance, and that continued illegal behavior won’t be tolerated.” For emphasis, Jack slammed his fist on the table as hard as he could. Geez Louise, that smarts! He wanted to shake the tingle out of his hand but did not, because a redneck would never even think of doing that. 

As he considered his next question, Judge Halloran tapped a pencil on the tabletop a few times. “Now, let me see if I understand all this. You would be tough but straight with the juveniles, and you would con the parents. Is that right?”

“That’s about right, yeah.”

“Why?”

Jack sighed. “Because I have legal control over the kids on probation, that’s why. I have the power of the court to back up what I tell them to do. But since I have no real control over the parents, I need to con them to go along with my supervision plan for their little darlings.”

“You said before that you like kids,” the Judge said, continuing to page through the resume. “Have you ever done any volunteer work with delinquents?”

“Nope, but delinquents are just kids. There’s nothing special or mysterious about them.”

The last page of Jack’s resume caught the Judge’s eye. “I see by your references that you know Fred Jackson. How do you know him?”

“He was my neighbor when I was growing up in Mankato,” Jack replied.

“Fred was a probation officer out here several years ago.”

“Yes, I know he was. That’s why I gave him as a reference.” Jack’s leg started to jiggle. Warm in here…wish I could have a fag.

The Judge closed the resume and stood up. “You really feel that you are fully qualified to work here, for this court and this county, don’t you?”

Jack also stood up. “Oh, I’m sure there’s a few things I –”

“Sit down, Mister Johnson.”

Although Jack complied immediately, the Judge remained standing. This forced Jack to look up at him, putting the jurist in an even greater power position. “As I was saying,” Jack gulped, “there are a quite a few things I need to learn yet I’m sure, like court procedures and such, but as far as delinquency is concerned, there’s nothing mysterious about it. Anyone can work with the little...” he caught himself and reconsidered his choice of words, “youths,” he said the word slowly and with special emphasis, “if they just have some basic training and some common sense.”

“It is easy for you, then.”

“Yeah, it’s no big deal.”

The Judge strolled over to a side window that faced the jail and gazed outside. He put his finger to his lips and nodded his head as though deep in thought. After what seemed like five minutes but in reality was about 45 seconds, Jack started to wonder if the Judge was a somnambulist. He cleared his throat loudly. “Is there anything else you need to know?”

For a few more seconds, the Judge continued to look out the window. He watched as one of the sheriff’s squad cars passed by and pulled into the parking lot behind the jail before he turned to face Jack. “No, I have heard quite enough. Can you report to work a week from Monday?”

“Why, yes, I believe my calendar’s open that day.” Jack grinned broadly and added, “Are you convinced I know enough about delinquency to handle this job?” It was time for this Judge to gush about what a redneck he was.

With a briskness that surprised Jack, the Judge moved back to the table, leaned on it, and responded to the smiling face of his new probation officer. “I am convinced that you are a pompous, conceited college punk who knows very little about juvenile delinquents and their problems other than what you have read in a book or heard in a class. You have never walked in their paths, never volunteered your talents, which may be considerable, to helping youths with maturation problems, probably because you consider such efforts to be beneath your dignity.”

“But Judge, I –”

“But Judge nothing!” Judge Halloran snapped. “I am not finished yet! I am convinced that even the most mediocre attorney could put you on the stand under oath and rip your credentials apart.”

The smile disappeared from Jack’s face as he looked down at the table. His leg was jiggling so bad now that he figured if he had to talk, his voice would shake.

“In short, Mister Johnson, you have convinced me that you have a lot to learn, that you have barely begun to understand juvenile problems, and that it will be some time before you are a good probation officer.” He tapped Jack’s shoulder. “You got work to do.”

 Moving back to his chair, the Judge sat down again and folded his hands on the table. His voice softened a bit without losing any of its commanding air. “The position pays six hundred and seventy seven dollars a month gross plus fringe as per the pay scale of the Minnesota Department of Corrections. In addition, the county will reimburse you for meals, mileage, and expenses at the Hawkins County rate. You will be on duty twenty-four hours a day excluding Saturdays, Sundays, and legal holidays, unless you are taking vacation leave, sick leave, or comp time as approved by me. I expect you to be here at 8:00 a.m. sharp. You will be given a half hour lunch break, two fifteen minute coffee breaks, and will end your workday at 4:30 p.m. sharp.”

What gives here? Interview me, offer me the job, then chew me out, tell me what a dipshit I am, and offer me the job again. Jack regained the courage to look at the Judge.

“And get rid of that leisure suit and those penny loafers. A suit, preferably black or grey, white shirt and tie, and lace shoes, either black or brown, are the standard in my courtroom. I will allow a sports coat and slacks provided they are muted and in good taste. No flashy prints. I will allow wingtips if they are not unsightly. One final thing. I expect you to take lodging within the county borders. You are not to commute from Mankato. I will introduce you to Mister Goettl, who will work with you and get you set up in the office. The county board is meeting the week you start, and I will introduce you to them, too. You will have an interview and an orientation with the Minnesota Department of Corrections. After that, you will be on your own. Of course, I will be here in chambers if you need to discuss a case with me. Am I understood?”

In actuality, what the Judge said was still sinking in. Jack heard that he got hired to be the new Hawkins County Juvenile Probation Officer, would be paid more money than he dared dream possible, and that he had a dress code while on duty. It was very confusing. “Judge, after all you said, why are you still offering me this job?”

“There are many reasons.” The Judge stood up and motioned for Jack to do likewise. “First off, you have a good head on your shoulders and can think on your feet, assets that will serve you well in this position. You possess good communication skills, written and verbal, as evidenced by how you completed the job application and how you interviewed today. I suspect you have a vivid imagination and are prone to exaggeration, which is okay if you hold it in check. Second, you are young and handsome. That is both an asset and a curse. The delinquents will tend to relate to you as an older sibling, like a big brother rather than as an authority figure. They will be more receptive to your counseling. It is a curse in that the parents will pay little attention to what you say, because you look so young. They will consider you to be just a college punk, and it will be the same way with law enforcement. You will have to earn their respect. As for the girls, they may try to seduce you into a compromising position, both because their ideas of boundaries are poorly defined, and just because they enjoy using their charm as a power tool against you. You must watch this very carefully. Third, there is no better reference in my mind than Fred Jackson. He is first class, and if he says you are good, I believe him. Finally, it is because I was like you once myself – young, energetic, confident, and self-assured.”

Now that the official interview was over, the two men chatted easily while they walked toward the door. “You still come across very self-assured to me,” Jack said.

The remark amused the Judge. “Appearances can be deceiving, even in a Judge. Anyway, confidence and even humor are good attributes to bring to this job, Mister Johnson. You impress me as witty and fun loving, and you will see days when a sense of humor is all that keeps you going. The full support and authority of this court goes with you in all that you do while on duty. You were right about that in the interview, but you will soon discover that authority carries with it an awesome responsibility that can weigh heavily.” The Judge opened the door for Jack and followed him out into the hallway.

“Your confidence came through in the interview, Jack, but I also thought you were trying to impress me with how tough you are.” The Judge shook his head and chuckled. “Take a tip from me and never do that in an interview. Who taught you that, anyway?”

Rather than answer, Jack looked at Mike. “Hello again, Mike,” the Judge said. “Meet Jack Johnson, my new probation officer.”

Since his dad was unaware that they had already introduced themselves, Mike got off the bench and shook hands with Jack again. He thought it would be fun to pretend as if they were strangers. “Hello, Mister Johnson. Welcome to Hawkins County,” he said with his sly smile.

“Let me duck back into chambers and get Ken together with Jack, then I will be right with you, my boy.” The Judge also shook Jack’s hand. “Jack, let me join my son in welcoming you to the Hawkins County Juvenile Justice Team. I suspect this is a ride you will long remember, and be assured that I will make a probation officer out of you yet.”

“Thank you, sir,” Jack replied.

After the Judge re-entered the courtroom, Jack glared at Mike. “Be tough, you said. Act like a redneck. Thanks a lot!”

“What’re you complaining about?” Mike said. “You got the dumb job you were after, didn’t you?”

Out of habit, Jack opened his mouth to reply, but Mike had left him speechless. Judge Halloran returned from chambers and filled the void. “Ken Goettl will be right –” he looked down the hallway. “Good, here he comes now. Ken, meet Jack Johnson, the new probation officer. Show him the office, okay?” 

“Sure thing, Judge,” Ken replied.

Putting his arm around his son, the Judge said, “Now, what’s on your mind, Michael, my boy?”

After the old probation officer exchanged greetings with Jack, he began to chatter. He seemed to be genuinely excited, probably because he knew he could dump the whole Hawkins County juvenile caseload on Jack’s shoulders and could see the light at the end of the tunnel. He told Jack that he supervised all juvenile cases in both Hawkins and neighboring Pike counties for sixteen years, six months, fourteen days, and to date, five hours and sixteen minutes, and looked forward to working only one county from now on. Pike County was his home, and the commute had long ago grown tiresome.

Ken took Jack into each office on the main floor, introducing him to everyone from the department head down to the secretary. Jack pumped so many hands that his arm got sore, and he wished they could just go to the probation office and get it over with. However, they also had to visit the entire second floor of offices. 

“I want you to meet Rick,” Ken said. “He’s one of the social workers here that handles kid cases, and he’s really a character, to be sure. But although he moans and groans about it a lot, there isn’t a finer social worker anywhere, and he’ll always come through when you need a placement.” Ken opened yet another oak door with frosted glass on top, this one reading: WELFARE OFFICE. 
The receptionist was gone from her desk. In fact, it looked like nobody was in the office, period. Ken glanced at Jack, nervously. “Yoo-hoo!” he hollered. “Is anybody holding down the fort?” Hearing a noise coming from the director’s office, they entered it and found Rick Shumaker, a rotund, thirties-something social worker paging slowly through a business calendar. He was concentrating so intently on his task that he never realized Ken and Jack came in. 

“What’re you doing, Rick?” Ken said. “For a minute, I was afraid you guys had shut down and gone home.”

The social worker jerked and put his hand to his heart. “Oh for cripes sake, Ken, don’t ever sneak up on a fat man. Everybody but me is out at the office picnic at the lake, so I was just peeking at the boss’s calendar. See, he quizzes us at every staff meeting about a selected case, and we never know who he’s going to call on the carpet. However, I’ve discovered his little secret. He marks in his calendar not only whom he’s going to nail during the next staff meeting, but also what case he wants a report on. Therefore, when I see my name and the case come up, I scurry to get the file brought up to date. That’s pretty smart thinking, eh?”

Both Jack and Ken chuckled. “Yup, a person has to get up pretty early in the morning to get ahead of you, Rick,” Ken replied. “Ten, maybe eleven o’clock.”

“I’m thinking, always thinking,” Rick said, tapping his head. “By the way, who’s the fresh young meat you got here?”

The social worker was a very likable fellow. Yes, he seemed like a character all right, but Jack sensed he was a real human being, a kindred spirit who believed in having a little fun on the job. “Jack Johnson is my name, Rick, but you don’t have to call me Johnson. You can call me Big J, or you can call me JW, or you can call me Jackie boy, or you can call me Jack Junior, or you can call me just plain Junior, but you don’t have to call me Johnson.”

The take-off on the nightclub routine was so familiar to Rick that he started laughing part way through Jack’s tirade. As for Ken, he had never seen Raymond Jay Johnson Jr. perform on TV so was unaware of what the two workers were talking about.

“Anyway, Jack starts a week from Monday, and the week after that, I’m history,” Ken said.

 “Best of luck to you, Ken,” Rick said. “Oh, and by the way, we have a farewell party planned for you in the coffee room next week. Nothing fancy, just the Air Force Thunderbirds flying over the courthouse in formation, that’s all. But if you tell anyone I told you, I’ll ruthlessly hunt you down and kill you, and then I’ll cut up your body and dispose of it, after I’ve sold your usable internal organs, that is.” Rick dropped his partial plate and stared at Ken with his two front teeth missing, laughing maniacally. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Ken said. “He’s all yours, Jack. He’s like a bad haircut. It’s impossible to do a thing with him. The county even tried electric shock treatments but unfortunately, the brain damage is too severe.”

 Jack shook hands with the social worker, who slipped his partial plate back into place and looked normal again. “It’s a pleasure meeting you, Rick,” he said.

“Yes, I’m sure it is,” Rick replied. “And seriously, I look forward to working with you and to help you bring peace and tranquility to Hawkins County. But now, if you’ll excuse me, I got to paw through the rest of my boss’s desk and see what other secrets lay here.”

“I have to start Jack’s orientation anyway, so we’ll see you later,” Ken said. 

“If you’re lucky and play your cards right,” Rick said.

Leaving Rick to his snooping, Ken began the orientation as he and Jack headed down the hallway toward the probation office, which was located in the basement of the courthouse. “We’ll start today with a general overview. When you actually begin working here, we’ll review the files, and I’ll take you around and introduce you to the police and the school counselors. You’ll want to meet with them monthly to get the low-down on what the kids in each town are doing. They’re your eyes and ears in the community.” When they got to the probation office, Ken pushed the door open. “Well, here we are, home sweet home.”

The probation office was sparsely furnished. It contained two wooden desks with swivel chairs, old but serviceable, an electric typewriter, one of those fancy IBM’s with the swivel ball, a bookcase with resource materials and office supplies stored in it, and a four-drawer filing cabinet. Four metal folding chairs with Property of Hawkins County stamped in black letters on the back faced the desks. A Stenorette Dictaphone machine on a small metal cart, and of course, a telephone, was also there. There was no outside window, for offices so equipped were at a premium in the courthouse. “It isn’t much, but it’s a place to hang your hat,” Ken said. “You’ll find that you’re out on the road most of the time anyway. This place is mainly for dictation and report writing and for interviews after court hearings.”

 Ken pointed at a large map that hung on the wall between the two desks. “Hawkins County was named after Jonathan Hawkins, the first white settler in this area. He homesteaded here back in 1849. Later, he went on to become the governor of the state.” 

Neither Jack nor Ken saw Sheriff Conrad Lucas approach the probation office door and stand there, listening, as the orientation lecture continued. 

“The county covers two hundred and fifteen square miles, most of which is prime farmland. There were 22,364 residents countywide as of the 1970 census. Your caseload will average between 35 and 40 kids, most coming from the seven towns in the county. They are,” he pointed the towns out on the map, “Jefferson City, the county seat, where we are now, Tuckerville, Fox Hollow, Mazaska, Newtons Mill, Dovetail Falls, and Brownsdale. There’s also a little spot in the road called Hawkins Ridge, up in the bluffs, but all that’s left there now is a general store with a gas pump out front. It doesn’t even have a post office. The mail to the area goes through Tuckerville. Newtons Mill and Mazaska have transient populations with very little economic base. They lost their school systems due to consolidation. They’re bedroom towns and they’re your hot spots, experiencing what Durkheim called Anomie, or loss of community identity and behavioral norms.” Ken looked at Jack. “You probably know that term from school.”

“Yeah, sure do,” Jack nodded. Actually, he never heard the term before. He guessed he must have been home watching cartoons that day, although he remembered an old TV show by that name – Amos and Anomie.

“Once in a great while, you’ll get a farm kid coming through court, but not very often. They’re kept much to busy with farm chores to have time to get into trouble.”

“I’m impressed, Goettl,” the sheriff said. “After sixteen years of living off the county taxpayer, you sound like you finally know what’s going on around here.” Entering the office, he removed his hat as Jack and Ken turned to greet him. He was a big, beefy man who had a reputation for dealing with law violators the old-fashioned way. So the stories went, he dispensed justice right out on the street, justice that was certainly swifter than that inflicted by the court. In spite of his tough reputation, however, the citizens of Hawkins County liked their sheriff. He always won re-election by a landslide.

“Oh hi, Connie,” Ken said. “I’m just teaching the new kid, ah, probation officer, the ropes. Glad you stopped over.” He looked at Jack and gestured to the sheriff. “Jack Johnson, meet Conrad Lucas, the Hawkins County Sheriff.”

The sheriff extended his arm to Jack. “Pleased to meet you, Jack.”

“Sheriff Lucas,” Jack said as the two men shook hands. 

Jack was impressed with the sheriff, for he was a legend, even in Mankato. The most famous story about him was the definition of a Sheriff Lucas search warrant. Sheriff Lucas and his son, Chief Deputy Conrad Lucas Jr., whom everybody called CJ, would go to a house at night. CJ would go around to the back of the house, and Connie would pound on the front door. When CJ heard the pounding, he would holler out, “Come on in, the door’s open!” At this point, Connie would kick the front door down, walk into the house, and make his arrest – no muss, no fuss, and no paperwork.

Connie enjoyed the stories about him. In fact, he started quite a few of them himself, because they helped to build his reputation as a tough, no-nonsense sheriff. “I was particularly impressed with Ken’s remarks about the low rate of crime and delinquency in the rural areas.” Connie grinned at Jack, smugly. “My office patrols out there, you know.”

“That’s right, Jack,” Ken said. “Why, the man standing here before you, this legend in his own mind, ah, I mean, this legend in his own time, has single-handedly brought truth and justice to the outback of Hawkins County.”

The sheriff put his hat back on and waved his hands toward himself, clearing the way for Ken to heap more praise upon him. “He’s held in such high esteem that the local Indians call him ‘Nahdah,’ which in the Native American tongue means...”

The sheriff heard this one before. His smile faded as he glared at Ken and made a fist. It looked to Jack like he was ready to belt the old probation officer.  They start fighting, I’m out of here. Too young to get my face smashed in.
 Ken, however, acted playful as he pointed at the sheriff’s boots. “Well, by golly, will you look at that? There’s some Nahdah now!”

“Very funny, Goettl,” the sheriff said. He still looked angry.

“Connie!” Ken said, laughing, “Have you been following Oscar Nelson’s heifers around again? You know, you really have to keep that little perversion of yours under control. Folks will tell it around if they see you.”

“I’m personally going to escort you to the county line on your last day of work, Goettl,” Connie said. Then he also burst out laughing and motioned to Jack. “I sincerely hope that your replacement will bring some much needed class to the probation office.”

As all three men shared a chuckle, Jack figured it was going to be a real experience to work alongside the likes of Sheriff Conrad Lucas.

“If I may get serious for a moment,” the sheriff said. “I just missed Pat O’Connor again the other night.”

“O’Connor? That little...” Ken turned to Jack. “I had a full head of black hair on my head until I ran into Pat O’Connor. I wish you luck on that one.”

“What’s the story on this O’Connor kid?” Jack asked.

“Well, Pat isn’t really that heavy duty a punk,” Ken said. “In fact, he isn’t heavy duty at all. I got him on the caseload a while back for Obstructing Legal Process, after the Sheriff arrested his dad for drunk and disorderly. Pat was there when it happened, and he tried to stop Connie’s deputies from taking the old man to jail. But really, there’s only been one problem with Pat since the arrest.”

“What’s that?”

“Truancy. The kid refuses to go to school.”

“Is that so bad?” Jack said. “Why’s skipping school such a big deal?”

Ken and Connie looked at each other, surprised. “The law says a kid has to stay in school until he’s sixteen,” Ken said.

“Yeah, so?” said Jack.

“Pat O’Connor won’t be sixteen until August,” Connie said.

“Okay, now I get it,” Jack said.

“So,” Connie continued, “the school filed a truancy petition against him and he didn’t bother to show up for court. I’ve had a probation violation arrest warrant out on him for several months now.”

“If he would just go to school,” Ken said. “We haven’t had any other trouble with him.”

“But we can’t catch him,” Connie added. “He lives on a ten-acre place over on Hawkins Ridge, and let me tell you, he can run and hide and live off the land, and when he gets in the woods, he just disappears. I’ve never seen anyone like him. Whenever we do close in on him, his drunken father comes charging to the rescue and protects him from us.”

“He runs around with a gang of kids from Tuckerville,” Ken said. “They’re bad news. All dopers, and Toke Watson, the leader, is a burglar besides. But whenever they do get busted for something heavy, Pat isn’t around.”

“Does he run away?” Jack asked.

“I don’t think so,” replied the sheriff. “From what I’ve heard about Pat, he’s straight as an arrow when it comes to drugs or thievery.”

This made no sense to Jack, but the story of Pat O’Connor intrigued him. “So, why does the gang put up with him, if he’s such a nerd?”

“Because the gang thinks it’s real cool to have a warrant out on you, that’s why,” Connie said. “And Pat has managed to stay on the streets for a long time, even though everybody is on the lookout for him.”

“I know I can’t catch him,” Ken said. “I’ll have to turn that problem over to you, Jack.”

“One thing for sure, it’d be a feather in the cap of the person who captures Pat O’Connor,” the sheriff said.

“Do you think Judge Halloran would be impressed?” Jack wondered aloud.

“You bet he would,” Connie replied. “You bet he would.”

After Connie left, Ken spent about ten more minutes explaining how the Dictaphone worked and what kind of filing system they had. He told Jack that the State supplied many of the official forms they used. The Minnesota Department of Corrections supervisor in Mankato provided more when the stock ran low. He also pointed out a book in the reference materials written by the Commissioner of Corrections on writing the Pre-sentence Investigation Report. It was required reading of all probation officers.

Since the Judge told him to move into the county, Jack asked Ken about housing. Ken suggested that he go across the street to the Coffee Cup Café and check out the newspaper. If there were any places available, they would be in either the paper or busybody Doreen would know about them. The outgoing and incoming probation officers shook hands after agreeing to meet again on Jack’s first workday.

There were several copies of the Jefferson City Leader, the weekly paper, for sale at the café. Jack ordered a cup of coffee and plunked down thirty-five cents for a copy. In scanning the want ads, he saw one for a sleeping room for twenty-four bucks a month. That was a good price so he asked the waitress, Doreen, about it. 

Doreen eyed him warily and asked a whole bunch of questions back, like who he was, where he came from, what he was doing in town, that sort of thing. When satisfied that Jack wasn’t some young pervert on the prowl, she confided to him that the room was a nice one in a house owned by an older widow lady in town. It was an upstairs bedroom with lots of extra storage, and the owner, Lizzie, even had a black and white portable TV in the room. She looked at her watch. “Lizzie’s home now, if you want to stop over there. She doesn’t go to her card party for another two hours yet. Knock on the side door, not the front, because she keeps the front door locked.”

For a moment, Jack debated even looking at the room, because Doreen told him everything he needed to know about it already. Then he decided what the heck, he might as well swing by the place on his way back to Mankato and check it out. He found it easy enough; it was only about three blocks from the courthouse as the crow flies, which was handy, too. He knocked on the side door, not the front one.

Lizzie came to the door and greeted Jack with a smile. He introduced himself, said he was the new probation officer in town, and needed a place to stay. He explained that he saw her ad in the paper, and that Doreen at the Coffee Cup recommended her.

“Doreen is a sweetheart,” Lizzie said as she looked him over. “I’ll have to thank her for sending you. Say, is that one of those leisure suits? I’ve never seen one except in the catalog. It’d look even spiffier with a gold chain, you know.” When Jack assured her that it was a genuine leisure suit, she invited him in and offered him a chocolate chip cookie and a cup of coffee. She had been baking, and the whole house smelled yummy.

They chatted a bit about the University over in Mankato, and then they started on the Vietnam War. Jack explained about Dave Martin, how he was about to be deployed over there in a month or so, and how worried he was about Dave’s safety. Lizzie had a nephew in Vietnam also, and agreed that it was a sad state of affairs.

“They ought to kill all those gooks,” she declared. “Those jungle bunnies are more trouble than they’re worth. I wish the President would just blast them all to smithereens. What in tarnation is he waiting for, anyway?”

Hearing her talk that way surprised Jack, because little Lizzie, with her apron on and her white hair done up in a bun, didn’t appear to be such a bloodthirsty person. He wondered how many guns she had tucked away in the house, and if she went out with the weekend warriors and drove a tank for them or something in her spare time. He fought back a smile as he visualized her in camouflage fatigues and combat boots. For a moment, he thought about challenging her attitude, but he fought off the urge. There was no sense getting his new landlady worked into a sweat. 

When Lizzie finally got around to showing Jack the room, it was nice and cozy. For a start, it would work out just fine. Jack liked Lizzie, too. She seemed like a sweet little pumpkin, a lot like his Grandma Westerville, so he gave her a deposit to hold the room. He told her when he would move in, and when he thanked her for the cookie, she gave him another one for the road.

It had been quite a day. As Jack headed back toward Mankato, he lit up a cigarette, turned on the radio, and got to thinking about Pat O’Connor again. If he could somehow latch onto the kid, that would sure give him brownie points with the Judge. The sheriff even said so. As he pondered the situation, he turned the radio over to WDGY out of the cities just as Del Shannon began to sing Runaway. The tune suddenly took on a new meaning, and it made him smile.


Chapter 6

“Slut.” 

Dawn Lundin snarled the words at her image while practicing her sexy stare in her bedroom mirror.  Being a slut at least made her something, and since that was her destiny, she was determined to be a good one. She knew she was a weird piece of work and that even though just sixteen, she carried enough emotional baggage for a person three times her age.  Most of that she blamed on her mom and stepdad, because they never raised her to be decent. Of course, her folks were weird, too. Running her tongue over her lips, she allowed herself to smile provocatively as she recalled the story of how Robert and Sandy Lundin got together. The story was one that she heard countless times ever since she was little. Robert and Sandy each had their own version, but others told her the story as well. The Lundins were the town trash, and the gossips fed on them.

Her mom, a walking hormone named Sandy Shores, produced Dawn when she was 15. Sandy was boy crazy from the time she turned twelve, and by thirteen, she already had a reputation. Her main squeeze at the time, John Collier, was a big Tuckerville High football star whose father owned Collier Construction Company. The Colliers were a hoity-toity family who lived in the new subdivision on the east side of town. 

At first, John was very concerned when he found out that Sandy was pregnant. Although marrying her was totally out of the question, she being who she was and he being who he was, he did promise to do right by Sandy and pay child support. The promise was as far as it went, for poor Sandy never saw a dime from the jock.

To make matters worse, Sandy’s folks kicked her out of the house when she told them about her condition. Luckily it was a mild summer, because there for a while she was living on the street, and some nights she even had to sleep under the railroad trestle. Sandy heard about some welfare money, Aid for Families with Dependent Children, AFDC they called it, that she would be eligible for, but as she delicately explained to John, she couldn’t apply for it until she popped. 

Before long, everybody knew her mom had locked thighs and done some trusting thrusting with John the jock, so the boys gave her a wide berth. The truth was that they were scared to death of her. They figured if they were even nice to her, she would glom onto one of them and then they would be stuck not only with a tramp, but with a tramp’s baby as well. Towards the end of August, Sandy started getting desperate; she had to find a place to stay, at least through the winter months.

Her stepdad, Robert Lundin, was born with a clubfoot, so he walked funny, and the kids in his school teased him a lot. Since his vision left a lot to be desired, he wore dorky black horn-rimmed glasses that, along with his buckteeth and big ears, made for quite a face. At sixteen, as soon as it was legal to do so, he dropped out of school and went to work. 

The girls paid scant attention to Robert. Whenever he tried to flirt with them, they looked right through him and continued on their way. He met Sandy at the outdoor theater the first weekend in September. He drove out there dressed in his jeans, engineer boots, and white t-shirt with the cigarettes rolled up in the sleeve, cruising for chicks. He hoped to meet a girl who was half-blind because she might think that he looked like the late, great, James Dean and find him attractive.  It was intermission time when Robert first saw her at the concession stand and smiled at her, because even though she was starting to show, she still was a cute young thing. He almost fell over when Sandy smiled back and struck up a conversation about the whys and how-comes of absolutely nothing of significance. They jabbered all the way up to the popcorn stand where he offered to buy her a soda. Sandy accepted, and Robert, on a roll now, got a soda and the large tub of popcorn, buttered, for the two of them to share. When she asked him where he parked his car, Robert had an inkling that he’d finally got his own chick.

Robert needed to think this one through, so he handed the snacks to Sandy, excused himself, and went to the bathroom. He stood in front of the mirror and ran a comb through his ducktail, which was soaked in so much oil that if it was 30-weight he could have lubed his engine with it, and then returned to the concession stand, half-expecting Sandy would be gone. She was still there and she was still smiling at him. Granted, it was one of those thin Mona Lisa smiles, but it was a smile just the same. They sat in his car for the rest of the movie, Love Me Tender, starring a young singer named Elvis Presley, who seemed to have a hard time controlling his hips. Robert figured this Presley fellow was only so-so and predicted to Sandy that in a year or two, nobody would even remember his name. 

 If her mom’s pregnancy bothered Robert at all, he kept it to himself. He took Sandy out for pizza after the movie and as they slurped their cherry cokes, they told each other as much of their life stories as they felt they needed to. Then they drove over to his place. 

Sandy saw Robert as comfortable. He was 19, had his own car, a 1949 Nash, the kind that looked like a tipped over bathtub on wheels, and had worked his way up to the night manager position at a 24 hour gas station and convenience store in Mankato. With overtime, he was hauling in a whopping eighty bucks a week. 

That really turned Sandy’s crank. With that kind of money, she and her soon-to-be rug rat would make out like bandits. If she could catch him, that is. When he casually suggested she move in with him, she almost beat him to the door.

Robert stood by Sandy when Dawn was born and for a while thereafter, the three of them had some semblance of a family life. Then Sandy started nagging him about getting married, however, not until she threatened to take Dawn and move out did he take her seriously. He went to the courthouse with her, got a marriage license, and even forked over twenty bucks to the Justice of the Peace so they could get hitched. Although he promised to, Robert never did get around to adopting Dawn. He gave her his name though, which was something.

There were garter snakes with more maternal instinct than Sandy, for once the birthing was done, she lost interest. Before Dawn was five years old, she got a waitress job at a country-western bar in Mankato. It only paid minimum wage, but the tips were good, and her real money came from the cowboys she slept with on the side. She also quit sleeping with Robert about that time, not that it bothered him any. After all, he had Dawn.

Dawn moved over to her window and looked outside. As she thought about Robert and what he did to her, she felt dirty. The sight of the deformed, hairy body, the smell of sweat, all came back to her. Hastening to the bathroom, she scrubbed her hands, hard, with soap and water. 

It was when Dawn turned five and started kindergarten – “kiddy-garten” she called it – that Robert lost the struggle to the beast within him. It seems he liked little girls but not the way a father should. By now the gas station job was history; they caught him dipping into the till, so he got fired, lost the contract on the house, the whole shebang. The three of them ended up moving into a dumpy rental house on the wrong side of the tracks in Tuckerville. For the past three years he worked at the Tuckerville grocery store where he called himself the assistant manager. The boss called him that too, but in truth, Robert needed help even managing to catch a cold. 

Over the years Robert developed a flexible schedule and convinced the boss that a couple days a week, he needed to go home early to babysit. After one of their sessions, he told Dawn that since he was a man, what he did was normal. He convinced her that what happened was all her fault, because she was a flirt. He warned her that if she told anybody, even Sandy, she would be stuck in a foster home with mean old parents.

At first, Robert’s chastisement bothered Dawn so much that if she knew what flirt meant, she would stop being one, because she wanted to be daddy’s good little girl. However, the guilt eventually wore off when she realized that Robert would buy her toys and candy if she pleased him. It was her first lesson in power – not love, not even sex, but power – a lesson she learned very well.

After Sandy went to work, she started giving Dawn a hefty allowance, much more than the girl needed, because it kept the child out of her hair and eased whatever maternal feelings Sandy was able to muster. Dawn took to the streets and alleys of Tuckerville and was a street urchin by the ripe old age of seven. When she wasn’t at home entertaining daddy Robert, that is.

Daddy Robert dropped over dead just last year, which was probably a blessing, but by then he had already done the damage to Dawn. He died of a massive coronary in aisle two at the grocery store, between the whole kernel corn and the canned beets, while pushing a grocery cart. The cart ran into the display of stewed tomatoes he just finished stacking and knocked the cans all over the floor, but Robert was unaware of it because the coronary happened so fast he never knew what hit him. He told Sandy once that when he died he wanted his body donated to a medical school or used for transplants. They talked to their doctor about it who commented that Robert was too abnormal even for the medical schools. He suggested wryly that they try Ripley’s Believe It or Not.

Fortunately for Sandy, Robert had a good life insurance policy through the store that paid for a headstone and the funeral expenses. There was even enough left over for her to buy a 1956 Ford, white over blue, with duel exhaust and a V-8 engine under the hood. Robert Lundin, 1937-1970, Husband and Father, is what the stone read. When Dawn went with her mother to order the stone, she wondered why they left Child Molester off it.

Dawn grew up to be as cute as a bug’s ear, and she reveled in it. By the time she was 15, she was 5’6” and weighed 110 pounds, had a nice figure, sultry blue eyes, and long, fine, blonde hair, and knew how to use all of them to her advantage. The allowance she received from Sandy allowed her to become a clothes freak. She always dressed to the nines because it made her feel pretty and because she learned early on that it paid to advertise. Something else she learned was that, like daddy Robert, boys treated her nice if she teased them just right and that gave her power over them. They would buy her gifts and give her weed if they had any to spare, and hug and kiss her in the back seat of their cars and tell her how cool she was. By the age of 16, drugs, boys, and the quest for power took over her life.

The only boy she ran around with who knew more about power than she did was Mike Halloran. Even though she never saw him use it himself, he always had marijuana. He would sell it to her, but treated her like scum and always insisted on sex in addition to the cash for the weed. Dawn tried everything to beat him at his own game, but when it came to power, Mike always came out on top. Always, except for that one time about six months back.

The incident was one she enjoyed reliving in her mind. Dawn thought about it now as she plopped onto her bed and turned on a tape of Patches by Dickie Lee, her favorite oldies song. It was about a girl from the wrong side of the tracks like her. As she listened to the tune, she recalled how she planned the whole thing out a long time ago, but had to wait until everything was just right.

“Dawn, honey, I’m heading out for work now, all right?” Sandy hollered up the stairs.

“Bye mom, have fun!” Dawn hollered back through her bedroom door then added under her breath, “You old whore.” Hearing Dawn talk that way about her mother was chilling, because Sandy was hardly what you would call old. Dawn watched out the window as her mom trotted down the sidewalk and climbed into the ’56 Ford. Tonight was dress up night at the bar, so Sandy had on her tight jeans, western shirt with the pearl buttons, and cowboy hat and boots. She still looked nice and had a dynamite figure, but then, she was only 31. Dawn knew Sandy would stay away from home all night strumming the old banjo and various other things with some guy named Tex that she would pick up at the bar.

In the incident with Mike, she recalled how he took her out to the sand pit in his ugly 1962 Rambler Classic. The car was so ugly that when the big boss of the carmakers told his engineers to develop an ugly car, the Rambler Classic became the prototype – even worse than the Studebaker Lark, if that were possible. The metal on the dumpy looking car was so thin that when you sat on the hood, you made a dent in it. Mike’s car was a kind of a bronze color, the color of a burial vault. A sensible four-door sedan, it got fair gas mileage, which was a plus. The big plus, however, was in the seats. If you pushed one lever and slid the front seat as far forward as it would go, then pushed another lever, the back of the seat would lay down. Not just tilt back; it would go all the way down, flat. The truth was that the 1962 Rambler Classic was a bed on wheels if you wanted to go to the trouble of making it into one, and Mike had demonstrated how it worked to Dawn on more than one occasion.

That Saturday night, Mike called her and said he would pick her up in the alley back of the arcade. He said he had some pot to sell her and then they would go out to the sand pit and do the tango. She went with him and after she bought a baggie, rode out to the pit and watched as Mike lay down the seats. When he dropped his pants, she remembered how vulnerable he looked sitting alongside the steering wheel with his skinny white legs splayed out, and how he even leaned too far over at one point and set the horn to honking, much to her delight and his embarrassment. 

A few minutes later, when Dawn had him so hot she could fry an egg on him, she teased him with the promise that she would take him to glory land. About the time he started to see fireworks exploding and heard the Halleluiah Chorus building to a crescendo in his head, she pulled away and leaned against the back seat cushion.

“Aw, Dawn, come on,” Mike whined. “I’m so swollen that I’m really hurting here.”

“That’s your problem,” she said as she laughed at him.

“I’ll sell you some weed.”

“I already got some. Remember?”

“But Dawn, it’s not my fault. You got me this way.”

“I did not.”

“You did too.”

“Did not, you’re the one who’s horny all the time, not me.” She laughed at him again.

Mike decided that maybe an approach other than whining might work better. “Dawn, get over here right now or I’ll kick your butt out and you can walk home.”

“Oh, I don’t think so.” She held up the car keys and dangled them in front of his face. He made a grab for them but she was much too quick and yanked them away.

“Dawn! Get over here right now! Give me those keys! I’m not kidding around. If you don’t, I will definitely kick you out, you bitch.”

 Dawn smiled at the reference. “No, you won’t, and that’s Miss Bitch to you, Halloran.”

“Yes, I will, too.”

“No you won’t. You’re just saying that, Mikey. You’ll keep another 24 hours, and I want you to do something for me first that’ll be lots of fun.” She leaned toward him, careful to hold the keys out of reach, and ran her tongue over her lips while she batted her eyelashes at him. “If you’re a real good boy and do as I say, we can come back out here tomorrow night after it’s done and have a little party all by ourselves.” She pushed her sweater against his face. “I’ll take you to the mountaintop, Mike. I’ll make you so hot.” She leaned even closer and did the lip thing again, and kissed him. “I’ll take you to the peak, and just when you think you can’t stand it, I’ll take you even higher. When I finally take you over the top, the pleasure will be so intense, you’ll scream.” She was close enough to him now that he could smell her perfume and see her pulse beating in her neck. She stuck her finger into her mouth, sucked on it, pushed it up against her cheek, and snapped it out with a loud pop, all the while staring deeply into his eyes.

Mike loved it when Dawn did that. The girl sure knew her metaphors. Her double-entendres weren’t bad, either. In a moment of weakness and because he didn’t know what else to do, he agreed to go along with her plan. She clapped her hands excitedly, helped him put the seats back up on the Rambler-bed, and spelled out what she wanted him to do. 

The next night when Mike picked her up, Toke Watson, Sam Lutes and Dana Lee were already in the car. Toke borrowed or stole an extension ladder and a set of top carriers, which the boys mounted on the roof of Mike’s car. Dawn brought the green paint and the brushes and after she was sure they had everything, she climbed in next to Mike. The timing was important now, but she allowed for that. 

They took off for Brownsdale, a town on the edge of Hawkins County whose claim to fame was that a local canning company headquartered there had developed a nationwide promotional campaign. They even advertised during the commercial breaks on the Tonight Show with their logo that featured a giant cartoon man who was all green and dressed in pea vines. He was a happy fellow who stood over the cartoon fields, and when the backup singers sang about the valley of the jolly green giant, he would say, “ho, ho, ho!” Brownsdale sat right next to highway 169 which went from north of Minneapolis and St. Paul all the way south through Mankato and down into Iowa. It was a busy four-lane highway, so it had tons of traffic on it each day.

The canning company put a billboard of the gigantic cartoon man on a hilltop overlooking the company and the town. He was thirty feet high and faced highway 169 to the north. The green giant was spread-eagled, had his hands on his hips, and had a dazzling smile of bright teeth that were so white they just had to be capped. His job was to greet all the southbound motorists as they descended the hill into his valley. He was visible not only during the daytime hours, but also at night when floodlights came on and lit him up to the world. Dawn had Mike drive right up to the base of the billboard and supervised as the boys unloaded the ladder. They hoisted it into place so that it was slightly above waist high on the giant and a little off to the right side as they faced it. Since Dana was the artist of the bunch, he agreed to ascend the ladder with the paint while the other three boys butted it to keep it from tipping over. Dawn then instructed Dana, aka “Vargas” Lee, what to do, and he followed her directions to the letter.

As Dana went about his work, Dawn stood back and looked up at the billboard. At one point, she had the boys adjust the ladder by moving it further out from the giant’s torso. She giggled and bounced on her tiptoes as the project began to take shape. When they finished, it was just starting to get dark, so they loaded up the supplies and hid the ladder in some weeds behind the billboard. Dawn knew the floodlights, which attached to a light sensor, would be coming on soon, so they drove across the highway to the Dairy Queen that sat off the southbound lane and sat in the parking lot where they had a front row seat. At the appointed time when the floodlights came on, Dawn and the boys gasped as they gazed at their handiwork.

There stood the jolly green giant cartoon man, spread-eagled, hands on hips, with that dazzling smile and now, sporting an eight-foot woody that jutted out from his crotch to the right and bowed toward his knee. Even his pea vine outfit was unable to contain the monster, and the green color matched his skin perfectly. Dawn looked up at the giant’s face and she could swear he winked at her and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” For the first time in his cartoon life, the giant really had something to smile about. His smile seemed to be wider than ever as he proudly displayed his assets to the drivers on the southbound lane of highway 169. “Ho, ho, HO!” 

The boys were super-impressed. “Wow, far out!” Mike said.

“Far enough,” Dawn giggled as she clapped her hands.

“Jolly Green’s got quite a monkey there,” said Sam.

“It ain’t a monkey, it’s a weenie,” said Dana.

“It’s Jolly Greenie’s weenie,” said Dawn as she giggled again.

Toke was so flabbergasted that he had a hard time thinking of anything to say. After staring at the billboard for the longest time, he suddenly started to laugh until the tears ran down his face. “That’s too much!” he croaked.

“That’s not what the giant thinks,” Dawn said. “He thinks it’s just about right.”

The boys, even Mike, gave Dawn more points than she could count. The gang was still more amazed as they watched the reactions of the motorists driving past them on highway 169. Most slowed down as they stared at the giant, who was smiling down at them from the brightly lit billboard. Several motorists pointed out their windows at the sign and some pulled off onto the shoulder of the highway. Dawn saw most of their shoulders shake as they viewed her creation. Those with driving companions turned to them, said something, and nodded their heads. It looked like they were laughing. Dawn said “All right!” as a guy with a fancy camera pulled over and took several pictures.

The next morning, the local newspaper plastered the giant’s picture all over the front page under the headline: CANNING COMPANY BILLBOARD VANDALIZED. Unbeknownst to the gang, the photographer was a freelancer, so the story made it to the Associated Press and from there, the local radio and TV stations got hold of it. 

“Frank, honey?” No response. “Franklin Allen Reynolds-Travis! Come in here a minute, will you, dear?” Emily Reynolds-Travis said. 

“Damn Windsor knots.” Franklin tucked the long end of his necktie, which was supposed to be the short end, inside his shirt. He headed toward his wife’s voice. “If I’d realized what taking your last name would do to my initials, I never would have let you talk me into it,” he grumped. Entering the kitchen, he and Emily listened to the report on the radio about the desecration of the giant. 

While Emily tittered, Franklin began to fume. He was the president of the canning company and they were laughing at his cartoon man! Hurriedly finishing his dressing, he jumped into the car and headed off to work. 

As soon as he arrived, Franklin called a staff meeting where he and his ad writers tried to capitalize on the unfortunate incident. They discussed creating an advertisement that promoted eating a low fat diet with lots of vegetables, saying it was good for your circulation and would improve your love life.  They crossed off that idea when they realized that they would have to change their logo to a green giant with a boner, and that would never fly. After some more brainstorming that produced nothing, they hopped into a couple of the company cars, drove out to the billboard, walked right up under the sign, and gazed up at it. Sure enough, the jolly green giant was hot and ready for action. 

Most of the staff thought it was a hoot, but had the good sense not to let on in front of the man who signed their payroll checks. Instead, they tsk-tsk’d and said, “My word!” and “Who would do such a thing?” to try to soothe the boss, but Mr. Reynolds-Travis was still very upset. He stormed back to headquarters and called the Brownsdale police to report the shameful deed. 

The cops drove out to the sign and took several more pictures, but decided it was out of the town limits and beyond their jurisdiction. They issued a statement to the press, however, about vandalism being a crime and said the guilty parties should step forward and pay restitution.

By this time, the newspapers picked up the story. The major papers were cautious about how they wrote it up, but some of them still had fun with it. The Mankato paper ran it on the local page along with the picture under the heading: WHAT GOES UP MUST COME DOWN. The Minneapolis paper took up the story under the title: THE HIGH AND THE MIGHTY – very sanitized, one you needed to think about – but decided not to run the picture for fear they would offend the commercial accounts that paid big bucks to put advertising between their pages.  

The campus papers and the avant-garde underground press really had fun with it though, publishing both the pictures and text of their own under captions such as LOOK MA, NO HANDS and HEY HONEY, I’M HOME! One paper drew a cartoon sketch of the picture and placed it under the caption: THERE’S SOMETHING NEW SPROUTING IN THE VALLEY, and all the while the giant smiled on, happily exposing his enhanced manhood to anybody heading south on highway 169.

The press called the Hawkins County Sheriff’s Office because the billboard was within the county and therefore, Connie did have jurisdiction over the matter. Connie took the call but just said the incident was under investigation. In truth, he did not intend to investigate it at all. There were always several issues going on in Hawkins County and his staff had to work overtime to begin with. He needed to choose his battles and set his priorities, and the size of the jolly green giant’s pecker ranked at the bottom of the priority list. It was nothing more than a prank, and Connie figured that the less said about it, the better. Making a big deal out of the giant’s big deal would just make the big deal even bigger. Besides, he had a pretty good idea who was involved and knew that he or his deputies would get the word off the street in due time.

That afternoon, Connie and his wife Beverly did take the Mercury up to the Dairy Queen and inspected the giant’s very public privates for themselves, though. They sat in the Mercury and studied it as they shared a hot fudge sundae that Connie bought at the Dairy Queen for the two of them. “It looks like yours, the way it bends,” Bev said as she laughed into her hand.

“Nah, mine’s bigger, but it isn’t green,” Connie said.  They got to laughing so hard that Connie snorted some of the ice cream up his nose, which got him to sneezing hot fudge, so finally they called it quits and drove back to the office. Connie did telephone the canning company, though, and told Franklin Allen Reynolds-Travis to have the sign repainted before the guardians of the public morals got outraged over it.

This turned out to be Dawn’s moment of glory, her day in the sun. That night after Mike dropped off the guys, he and Dawn headed out to the sand pit and the Rambler rocked for about an hour. Even Mike was nicer to her, and she liked that, because deep down, as deep as Dawn could go, that is, she had a crush on Mike. Many times thereafter, he told her how amazed he was that he let her talk him into doing something that risky. If the Judge found out he were hanging out with her and the gang, to say nothing about his part in modifying the giant’s anatomy, he would be dead, that Mike knew for a fact. The rules still applied, of course. He still only saw her on the sly and he still only sold her pot, but at least he admitted she got one up on him. Mike would admit it to her, but not to anybody else.

For a time, Dawn allowed herself to dream that she had entered Mike’s world, a world of money and power, instead of realizing Mike simply had lowered himself into the muck that was hers. Like her hero, Patches, she would never escape the wrong side of the tracks. She was destined to spend the rest of her life in old shantytown.


Chapter 7

“When asked where he got the beer, Marvin said he and Ned spotted it in the ditch, period.” Jack took a puff off his cigarette as he flipped his notebook to the next page. “Ah, let’s see here…This officer asked him where exactly the beer was, period. He explained that he and Ned were driving down county road 21 coming into Fox Hollow about 11:30 that night, period. He said they just left the Happy Milkers 4-H Meeting when they saw it in the ditch about 30 feet from the road, period. This agent then asked Marvin if the beer was cold or warm and if it was in cans or bottles, period. He said they were cold, comma, in brown bottles, comma, and there were twelve of them just laying there, period.” 

Jack took another drag off the fag. “This agent commented that Marvin and Ned had exceptional vision, comma, if they could see twelve brown bottles of beer lying in high weeds thirty feet away from their car when it was dark outside, period. Further, comma, that it was nice of whoever stashed the beer there to ice it first, period. When asked if he would tell the truth about who supplied the beer, comma, Marvin shrugged his shoulders and smiled, comma, but had no further comment, period, and end of report.”

Lisa said, “Hi, boss,” as she walked in from the coffee lounge. 

“Hi Lisa, got some dictation here for you.” Jack pulled the tape reel off the Stenorette and handed it to his secretary, who put it in her machine and donned her earphones. He heard the click-click of the foot pedal as she advanced the tape and started listening. Then he saw her yank the earphones off and toss them on her desk.

“What’s wrong?”

“This thing’s skipping. I’m getting about every third word.”

“Maybe there’s dirt on the heads.”

“Yeah maybe,” Lisa said as she pulled a q-tip out of the desk, dipped it in something, ran it along the recording heads of her machine, rewound the tape, and listened again. “Nope, no good, it’s still skipping.”

“Best call the store,” Jack said. “Have a service man come out. Have him check my unit, too. I could be recording wrong.”

“Okay,” Lisa said. “You might as well find something else to do for the rest of the day, because I doubt Merle will be out until late afternoon.”

“Oh shucks, you mean I can’t sit here in this musty old office and sip stale coffee?” Jack looked at her and pouted. “You’re making me go out into the sunshine and fresh air?”

“Okay, wise guy, don’t rub it in,” Lisa grinned as she pointed toward the door. “It’s a dirty job, but somebody has to do it. That’s why you’re getting paid the big bucks.”

“It’s five minutes of twelve,” Jack said, looking at his watch. “Guess I’ll go over to the Coffee Cup and do lunch with Rick and the gang then touch base with you afterwards.”

A few minutes later, he was sitting at a table at the Coffee Cup Café with Rick, Margaret, the supervisor, and Paula, the social worker who covered the other half of Hawkins County. Rick was shaking the dice cup with Paula. “Four six’s,” he said. “Beat that.”

Paula picked up the cylindrical rubber cup and threw the five dice into it. Glaring at Rick as though somehow that would change his score, she rubbed her hands together and blew into the cup for luck, shook it, and rolled out the dice. She ended up with three two’s, a five, and a six. “Two’s are wild,” she said.

 “Two’s are wild,” Rick scoffed. “Nice try, Paula.”

“You win then,” she said as she stood up and bounced every one of her dice off Rick’s head, one at a time.

“You have anger issues,” he said.

Margaret puffed on her cigarette, red on both ends now from the burning ember and from her lipstick on the filter, and coughed. “You’ll never beat Rick,” she said. “I don’t know how he does it, but he’s the luckiest dice roller I ever seen.”

“I live the pure life, that’s how I do it,” Rick said. “Virtuous living always pays off in the end.”

“There’s got to be another explanation,” Margaret said as she took another puff and coughed.

“Jack, it’s up to you now,” Rick said, collecting the dice off the floor and handing the cup to the probation officer. “Best two out of three.”

Never being good with dice, Jack rolled them but his luck was no better than Paula’s was. Rick won the rounds easily with just three three’s. 

“Thank you, Jack,” Rick said as he picked up the menu and looked over the daily specials written in longhand and paper-clipped there. He motioned for Doreen, the waitress. “I’ll have the number two with coffee, please, and give the bill to Jack. He lost.” He glanced around the crowded café and shouted, “Jack Johnson lost, everybody!” He grinned at Doreen, “Again.”

“The dork cheats, has a set of loaded dice,” Jack said as he looked glumly at Doreen. “I guess I’ll have the same thing.” He wedged the menu in between the napkin holder and the sugar canister in the center of the table. The salt and pepper shakers – green Jadite, pretty in a feminine sort of way – and the fake half-and-half single servings sat on the other side of the napkin holder.

This had become a regular thing for Jack. Whenever he was in town over the noon hour, he got together with other Hawkins County staff for lunch. Like everyone else, every time he rolled the dice against Rick, it was uncanny how lucky the social worker was. Rick seldom lost, and Jack seldom won. When the huge beef commercials served on steak platters were set in front of the two men, they could almost see the 3,000 fat calories swimming around in the gravy. Jack was only on the job six weeks and already had to go out a notch on his belt.

After lunch, Jack checked in with Lisa once again. “Well Lisa, you little devil you, since you broke my Dictaphone, guess I’ll just have to go out this afternoon and rub shoulders with the common clay.”

“The common clay,” Lisa said. “How poetic. Did you get that out of the Reader’s Digest column on more picturesque speech?”

“Nope,” Jack said as he tapped his head, stuffed his notebook into his county plat book and headed toward the door. “It came right out of the old bean. It’s a gift, a talent, what can I say.” Had he been honest, he would have told Lisa how he picked up the phrase from the movie, Blazing Saddles, but nobody said he had to be honest with Lisa.

 “You’re amazing, boss,” she said. “Anyway, with you gone, now I can screw around all afternoon.”

Jack would have responded, but he had already cleared the doorway and was heading toward the parking lot. He stopped first in Jefferson City, visited with the high school counselor, and went over the list of kids who were in summer school and on probation. They were getting along fairly well, so his next stop was with the local police – nothing new there either. They suspected that Timmy Sinclair and Hope Robertson were messing around out back of the Farmers Elevator some nights, though.

From there he headed out of town to Newtons Mill where he planned to repeat the process with Charlie, the town cop. There was no high school in town – they had consolidated – so no summer school kids to check on. Charlie was at home when Jack arrived. He was just a town constable, not a real cop, not licensed or anything. The town was too poor to provide him with a squad car, so he scrounged an old surplus cherry top and a spotlight from Sheriff Lucas that he mounted on his black ’52 Buick. 

Charlie was a friendly old geezer, liked to pass the time of day, and was surprisingly aware of what everybody in town and their dog was up to. He did tell Jack that he thought the Dover twins, Larry and Gary, were smoking cigarettes the other night. It was hard to know for sure, but whenever he drove past them, it looked like they were cupping something in the palm of their hands while they leaned up against the storefront.

Sheriff Lucas told Jack that the constable job was more of a hobby that got Charlie out of the house than anything, for he was officially retired and drawing Social Security. It also got him away from his wife who enjoyed thumping on Charlie every now and again, but he was afraid to do anything about it. He went out on patrol in the evening, but at the first sign of trouble, he would take off in the Buick and head for the other end of town. If any real trouble broke out – like a fight in the bar – he simply went to the fire hall, called the Sheriff’s Department, and let them handle it.

After bidding Charlie good-bye until next month, Jack drove over to Tuckerville. He stopped outside town and opened the county plat book he got from the auditor. “Let’s see here, Hawkins Ridge Township, Route one, Tuckerville. Connie said it was out here someplace, three miles south of town and off on the bluff road.” He set the Mustang’s odometer and drove the three miles from Tuckerville. Sure enough, he came to a gravel road that turned toward the Minnesota River Valley. 

About a mile and a half down, he came to a mailbox that had “O’Connor” painted on it in red letters, and under that, “Route 1 Box 18, Tuckerville.” The driveway was full of ruts and wound a ways toward an old house that was partially hidden in the trees. “This must be the place,” he said, driving into the yard.

 Since Stacey was at work, Pat was home alone, contemplating what Hell would be like. He was lying upstairs on his bed, petting his dog and paging through his Playboy magazine, the one Toke gave him. Although a year old, it was still a neat magazine. He just finished re-reading that educational article about the women of Israel, the one with all the keen pictures of sand dunes and camels in it. Those naked women were okay, too. They were pretty, but not like Barbara, the playmate of the month from Alaska. He turned to the centerfold and tilted it toward his dog. “Check out those boobs, Killer. I’d like to fiddle with them for a while.” 

Still, impure thoughts were sinful, were signs of the devil at work, and thinking impure thoughts would land a guy in Hell, that was for darn sure. Sometimes Pat tried to block the thoughts from his mind, but doggone, they popped right back into his head again. Even the wind blowing in the trees made him horny, and the wind blew all the time up on Hawkins Ridge. He sighed. Life was sure a lot simpler before puberty knocked him for a loop. 

Pat heard the car drive in and set aside the magazine. He jumped off the bed and went over to the window, followed by the dog. “Hell might be okay after all, Killer. Maybe it gets a bad rap. Besides, all my friends will be there so I’ll have company.” He looked down at Killer. “Hey, maybe even Barbara from Alaska will be there!”

Pulling aside the curtain, he saw a cool red ’66 Mustang pulling into the yard. A young man just got out of it. At first he thought the dude was a church person, but they usually traveled in pairs or even small groups and carried pamphlets with them. This fellow carried nothing and looked too spiffy to be a church person anyway. He must be a salesman. Whoever he was, Pat figured he would just ignore the knock on the door rather than deal with him.

 The house, even at a distance, was in sad shape. Up close, Jack thought it looked even worse. Once painted green, it was a stucco house with the roof now patched, chunks of stucco falling off the walls, and trim that was badly in need of paint. It was a coon’s age since anyone mowed, so the yard was thick with weeds. There was an old row of lilac bushes on the perimeter, and Jack saw a patch of pie plant, as folks called rhubarb, in one spot. Some dead elm trees, sawed down and cut into pieces, still lay in the yard. He could see no car around. The place looked abandoned, although there were new hinges affixed to the screen door as if someone repaired it recently. 

Jack knocked and waited about 15 seconds, but hearing nothing, knocked again, louder. This time, he thought he heard something inside like claws scratching on linoleum. What in the heck is that?
 A super-keen idea hit Pat after the first knock. “Hey Killer,” he whispered to the dog beside him. “I got a job for you.” He grabbed the German shepherd by the collar and went downstairs through the kitchen to the side door where he leaned down and petted the dog. “Bad man out there,” he said, opening the door. “Sikk ‘em!” Once the dog was outside, he ran back to the top of the stairs and peeked out through the window to watch the fun.

When he heard it, like a low growl of some sort, Jack turned and glanced around the yard again and into the woods toward the rear of the house. It sounded bad, whatever it was. He looked around the other side of the house and saw a large, very mean looking German shepherd stalking toward him. 

In a flash and with a speed that surprised even him, Jack turned and ran for the Mustang. He wished he was running faster though, because he heard the dog behind him and felt it nip at his heel once. He started to stumble, but luckily he caught himself. When he got to the Mustang, he was somehow able to jump in and shut the door. A split second later the dog reared up, slammed its paws against the roof, and barked at him through the driver’s side window. Saliva dripped off its fangs as it snarled angrily. Jack thought that if he had left his window rolled down, that monster would have ripped him apart by now.

Rather than fire up the Mustang and race away from there, Jack turned on the radio, reached into the glove compartment, and drew out some treats. At the movement, the dog grew even more agitated and drooled saliva on the window. 

“Hold on there now, fella,” he said in a calm, firm, low voice. The dog hesitated as Jack continued speaking to it. “You don’t mean that, and we both know it.” The Carpenters started to sing, Close to You, so Jack cranked up the volume and dropped the window a hair. He sang along with the tune as he looked out the window at the wolfish-looking animal.

Tiring, the dog dropped to the ground and sat on its haunches, still glaring at Jack. The growl was lower in its throat now, so Jack dropped his window just a crack more and threw out some treats. The growl grew louder as the dog stood up and began to patrol in front of the door, but soon it sidetracked as the treats started pelting against the ground. It nosed them a bit, then began to eat them, ravenously. Jack threw out another large handful. “There ya go, fella, eat ‘em up. They taste a hell of a lot better than I do. Of course, they don’t do your lovely teeth any good, so I hope you’ve got a good dental plan.”

The mutt was actively gobbling up the treats now and for the moment seemed to ignore Jack, so he rolled his window all the way down. When the dog finished, it sat on its haunches again. This time, rather than growl, it panted and did a dog smile and stared intently at Jack. He slowly, lest he spook the dog, upped the latch and stepped out of the car and stood by the door, then tossed some more treats.

 “See, you can’t be mad at good old Jack. Why, I’m just a good old boy, like you. I’m the candy man.” He smiled as James Taylor began to sing You’ve Got a Friend, and continued to speak to the dog in low, soothing tones, knowing it was more important for the dog to associate his voice to him as a person than what he actually said to it. What did dogs know about dental plans, anyhow?

“I’m a friend to beautiful and horny women, a confidant to judges and sheriffs...” The dog started to growl again, so Jack put another treat in his hand. “Oops! Sorry fella, forget the law.” Holding the treat out toward the animal, he said softly, “This one you’re going to have to come and get yourself, old boy.” The dog cocked its head to one side and rolled its ears toward Jack as it crept up to him and gingerly took the peppermint out of his hand. “And a special friend to flea-bitten old mutts,” he concluded as he leaned over and petted the dog on the head. “Take some of these after you’ve been drinking. The cops will never know.”

The dog’s tail wagged and it fell into step alongside Jack as he moved to the front of the car. Then Jack spotted the window on the second floor and saw the pulled back curtain. While he stared at it, the curtain dropped back into place, so he looked down at the dog sitting at his side. He scratched its ears then knelt down and rubbed its jowls, playfully. “I was hoping to meet your master, but I guess that isn’t going to happen. Not today at least.” He took another piece of candy and raised it over his head. With his other hand, he tapped the dog’s paw, then lifted it and shook it. “Shake, shake,” he commanded, as he fed the treat to the dog. He repeated this three more times. The fourth time, at the command of “Shake,” the dog lifted its paw and waited for its reward. 

“Pavlov calls it a primary response pooch, but what does he know. B.F. Skinner calls it positive reinforcement, and he’s more on target. But you and me, we just call it treats and loving.” Jack petted the dog one last time before walking to the car where he paused and looked back at the curtain. It was still in place. He got in, started up the Mustang, and headed down the driveway. 

Jack failed to see Pat pull back the curtain once more and stand in the window, watching silently, as he turned onto the gravel. Then Pat looked at Killer. The dog, ears cocked forward and tongue hanging out, began to whine and raised its paw until the car disappeared around a bend in the road. 


Chapter 8

Irritated beyond words, Marianne scowled while pushing her cart down the aisle at the Super Value Center. She ended up working overtime this afternoon, and now was way behind schedule. The ingredients for the fondue lay in the bottom of her cart. As a special treat, she also picked up some garlic toast, but she still had to get home, put the pot on, and fill it with peanut oil so it could heat up enough to cook. It was five o’clock by her watch. Jack might be at the apartment already, because he got off work at 4:30, and some days he even fudged on that.
When Marianne got home, Jack wasn’t there yet, so she went in and turned on the radio to keep her company. Theme from a Summer Place, her favorite, the oldie but goodie by Percy Faith, was playing. She lit up a cigarette, one of those with two filters, a regular one and a charcoal one that tasted like she was smoking air, and hummed along with the tune as she prepared supper.

An hour later, Marianne was still smoking but without a cigarette in her mouth. Where in the dickens is Jack, anyway? He working late? Did he get in a hassle with one of those Hawkins County hoodlums? Get beat up, maybe? Was he in a car accident? Does he have on clean underwear? The thoughts made her uneasy.

As she paged through a copy of TV Guide trying to decide what to do, the ringing of the telephone interrupted her. “Hello? Oh, hi, Mark. No not much, just waiting for my boyfriend to show up. You haven’t met Jack yet. He’s the new Hawkins County Probation Officer.” She lit up another fag and grinned as Mister Big Stuff began to play on the radio. “I got a fondue on and all ready to go, but it looks like he got a better offer. Hmmm…oh yeah, sure, that sounds fine. I hate to see all this good food go to waste. In about fifteen minutes? That’ll work out just super. See ya then, bye-bye.”

Actually, it only took Mark Sherwood ten minutes to get to Marianne’s house. He was a year older than Marianne, and she thought he was a nice young guy. After serving a hitch in the army, he went to college and graduated with an accounting degree, the same as Marianne. The manager hired him on at the bank as a Junior Loan Officer a couple months back, a job he saw as a stepping-stone in his career. Mark neither smoked nor used drugs; he never picked up those disgusting habits. He was very clean cut, had a lot of class and a great future ahead of him.

The way things worked at the bank, Marianne was actually Mark’s supervisor. She worked as a Personal Loan Officer at the First National Bank in Dovetail Falls for a year and a half already and had seniority. Warren Brubaker, the bank manager, was a super guy to work for and she enjoyed helping young people secure loans for their futures. “Hi, Mark, come in,” she said as she opened the door.

“Man, that smells good,” he said, placing a bottle of wine on the table next to the pot. “I thought this’d go good with the fondue. Chilled and everything, even has a cork in it. Strictly top shelf. Do you have a corkscrew?”

Marianne rummaged through her kitchen drawer where she kept all the odd utensils. “Not a regular old corkscrew but I got one of these do-hickys. Do you know how to work it?”

The do-hicky had a metal handle on top attached to two plastic prongs that slid in between the cork and the bottle. “Yeah, I think I know how this works.” Mark set the bottle on the table and pushed the longer of the two prongs beside the cork first, followed by the shorter one on the other side. By rocking them back and forth under pressure, he was able to walk the prongs down to the bottom of the cork. A second later the cork was out, and all in one piece.

“Wow, a regular Renaissance man,” Marianne said. “I’m impressed.”

“Yup, I learned this while I was in college. This wine isn’t as good as Mad Dog, but it gets the job done.”

“Mad Dog?” said Marianne. “Did I say you’re a Renaissance man? Forget that!”

The two shared a chuckle as they sat down to their feast, making light talk as they worked their way through the meat and potatoes and the mushrooms. “Warren came and visited me today,” Mark said as he speared another cube of sirloin tip onto his fondue fork and set it into the bubbling oil.

“Oh?” Marianne said. “He usually doesn’t come out of the front office.”

“Right you are,” Mark replied. “So when he does come out to visit with us peons it’s usually bad news.”

Marianne took a bite out of her garlic toast. “So, what’s it all about, Alfie?”

“It’s about the economy and the high interest rates and the fact that people are backing away from home loans.” Mark took the sirloin tip out of the oil and forked it onto his plate. “Mmmm, this is good steak.”

“Yeah, Super Value has good steak sales,” Marianne said. “But you got to clip the coupons and get there early or the selection isn’t the best.” She took another bite out of the garlic toast and crunched away. “You don’t really think your job is on the line, do you?”

“Afraid so,” Mark replied. “Warren gave me my notice. He gave it to me ahead of time, said my job was good for another 90 days, which was nice of him. But if loans don’t turn around by then, he’s letting me go.”

A knock at the door interrupted them. “Excuse me, Mark. That’s probably Jack now, and I warn you, unless he has a good explanation, this could get ugly. I may have to kick some butt.”

Mark laughed as he popped a radish into his mouth and watched Marianne open the door.

“Hi Marianne, it’s me.”

“Rosie!” Marianne said. “What a pleasant surprise. Come on in.” Marianne thought Rosie looked positively radiant as she entered the kitchen.

“Oh I’m sorry,” Rosie said when she saw Mark sitting there. “I didn’t know you had company.”

“No problem,” Marianne said as Mark stood up to greet her. “I planned a fondue for Jack and me tonight, but he stood me up so Mark came over instead.” She motioned to Mark and back to Rosie. “Mark Sherwood, Rosie Martin.”

“Hi Rosie, nice to meet you,” Mark said.

“Hi back,” Rosie said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”

“So, what brings you over?” Marianne asked.

Rosie giggled. “I’m so excited I just had to tell someone.”

“What, Rosie? What is it?” Marianne said.

“Did you win the Reader’s Digest sweepstakes?” Mark said.

“Not Publisher’s Clearinghouse,” Marianne added.

“Nope, you’re both cold,” she said and giggled again. “The rabbit died.”

“The rabbit…Oh, Rosie, you mean you’re pregnant?” Now Marianne knew why Rosie looked so radiant.

“Wow! Congratulations,” Mark said.

“Thanks guys,” Rosie said. “I started getting sick in the mornings when I first got up, but I figured it was the flu. Then I started to get cravings, you know, for stuff I don’t normally eat. Last week I missed the curse and that’s when I went in to see Doctor Schneider. He got the test results back today and sure enough, I’m PG.” She looked at the table. “Is anybody going to finish that steak?”

This was exciting news. Both Marianne and Mark deferred to Rosie as she gobbled up the last of the fondue and had a couple pieces of garlic toast. When Marianne opened the refrigerator, she spied the dill pickles and ate two of them.  After she finished, they went into the living room and sat down to visit. 

“So, when did it happen?” Marianne asked.

“Doc Schneider says I’m about ten weeks along, which puts us back to the night of Jack’s graduation party,” Rosie replied. “Dave and I had a romantic time of it after we closed the bar down.”

“Well, this is just fabulous,” Mark said.

“Yes it is and I’m thrilled, I really am,” Rosie said, starting to cry. “But now Davy’s over in ‘Nam. The timing here is so lousy!”

“Just settle down, honey bunch,” Marianne said as she handed Rosie a Kleenex.

“I’m going to have to go this all alone,” Rosie sobbed.

“Will they give Dave an early out because of this?” Marianne asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Mark said. “It isn’t considered a hardship case.”

“He’s right,” Rosie said. “He has to finish out his full two year hitch in ‘Nam.”

“Bummer,” said Mark.

“Yeah,” Marianne agreed.

By this time, Rosie had composed herself. “I’m thrilled about it. I really am, even though you wouldn’t know it by these mood swings. I talked transoceanic to Dave today so he knows too, and he’s very happy about it.”

They put on some records and visited into the evening. Marianne told Rosie she would help her out every step of the way, and Rosie explained how Doctor Schneider already had her on a special diet. Because he felt obligated to do so, Mark went on to explain his situation at work to Rosie. He told her he would stand by her as long as he was around, but said he felt that in all honesty he should tell her that if he lost his job, he might have to move out of the area. 

Marianne watched him as he spoke, so sincere, so concerned, and was impressed by it all. Mark was really a nice guy, a very nice guy. He was bright, had his college degree, and was sincere, helpful, and concerned. For just a moment, she imagined herself to be Mrs. Mark Sherwood. It wasn’t an unpleasant thought.

The person conspicuously absent tonight was Jack. Marianne thought it should be him here, giving them encouragement, helping them make plans, not Mark. It made her angry. She decided she needed to talk to Jack and fast.

She only waited a short time. The next afternoon at quarter to five, Jack walked into the bank. Marianne normally was gone by now, but today she agreed to stay late and close out Teller 2 who left early for a shampoo and rinse appointment. Jack walked up behind her and slapped his hands on the granite countertop. “Hi babe,” he chirped.

“What are you doing here?” Marianne said.

“What do you mean, what am I doing here?” Jack looked around to see if Marianne was talking to somebody else. “I stopped at the apartment but you weren’t there. I figured you must be still here at work. We have a date, remember?”

“Wrong answer, hot shot,” Marianne said, putting the cash and currency from Teller 2 into the vault and giving the tumblers a spin. “Our date was last night.”

“Last night?” Jack scratched his head. “What do you mean, last night? We made a date for Thursday night and unless we’ve been transplanted to the other side of the earth, that’s what this is.”

“Wrong again, Jackie boy,” Marianne said. “Our date was for Wednesday night.”

“Wednesday night? Oh geez, I’m sorry, Marianne.”

“That you look,” Marianne grumped. “Well, it’s your loss. You missed a fabulous fondue. I don’t have anything left of it to feed you, so now you’re going to have to take me out for supper.”

Jack held up his finger and became W.C. Fields. “All is not lost my little chickadee. Let’s go over to the lounge and have a few bumps. Then I’ll take you out to Mack and Don’s for a burger and fries. If you’re a good girl, I’ll even get you a malted milk for dessert, ah, yes.”

A few minutes later Jack and Marianne were sitting at the lounge. They got there during happy hour so the bar was selling two-fers. Marianne ordered two screwdrivers that she nursed, but not so with Jack. He ordered two bourbon sours that he slammed down in about five minutes. Then he ordered two more sets of two. After lighting a cigarette and holding out the Zippo for Marianne to light up also, he took a big gulp out of his drink and began to tell war stories about his new job. A half hour later he was still at it. Seeing Jack drink so much got Marianne stroking, too.

“Then there’s this other kid who sikked his dog on me,” he said as he shook his head. “He has a big moose of a German shepherd, scared the crap right out of me, I got to give him that, but I talked him down, Marianne, I did. You would’ve been impressed.” He took a last puff off his cigarette and dropped it in an empty glass as he looked at Marianne and grinned. She said nothing, just played with her straw and looked preoccupied. It finally occurred to Jack that maybe something was amiss. 

“Marianne, is anything wrong?” he said.

“Oh, I guess not,” Marianne said. She dropped her straw on the table and sighed. “Things are slow at the bank, that’s all. Warren’s thinking about doing some layoffs.” She was going to tell him about Rosie’s pregnancy but changed her mind. The dumb turd probably couldn’t care less anyway.
“Not you, I hope,” Jack said. “You’ve got to keep working. We need the money.”

“Seniority will save me, but Mark Sherwood, he’s our Junior Loan Officer, he’s real worried.”

“Is that all that’s bugging you?” Jack laughed. “Well, to heck with Mark Jerkwood or whatever his name is.” He pulled a ring case out of his pocket. “Your worries are over.”

“What’s this?” Marianne said as she stared at the case.

“Go on, open it,” Jack said, offering it to her and smiling into her eyes.

The three rings, an engagement diamond and two wedding bands, made Marianne gasp as she lifted the cover of the ring case. It was a marvelous set. “Oh, Jack!” she said as she started to cry. “They’re beautiful!”

“Try it on.” Jack took the diamond ring out and slipped it onto Marianne’s finger. “I can have it resized if we need to. They’re all paid for and everything,” he said proudly. “I started saving for them as soon as I got my job.” He straightened up. “Now that I’m a high-ranking government official, I assume you wouldn’t object to marrying me.”

“I-I don’t know. This is all so sudden. I need time to think.” Marianne dabbed at her eyes with a Kleenex as she studied the ring for several moments longer. Is he ready to settle down? Am I good for him? Will I get in the way of his career? Something didn’t feel right to her. That job is all he talks about, and he’s drinking like a fish. Abruptly, she removed the ring and put it back in the case.

“Marianne, you and me, we’ve been a couple for so long, and you know I love you.” Jack looked bewildered. “I thought…isn’t this what you wanted, too?”

“I don’t know what I want right now,” she replied. “I just don’t know.” Without looking at him, she could tell he was staring at her.

Are you nuts? The combination of the booze and the pain he felt because Marianne turned him down flat on his proposal caused Jack to turn ugly. “Well, this is sure a fine how do you do,” he said as he threw down another drink and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “What in hell’s the matter with you, for crying out loud?”

“I’m going home.” Marianne slung her purse strap over her shoulder and got up from the table.

Right away, Jack felt guilty for talking that way to Marianne. “How about supper?” Aren’t we going to Mack and Don’s?”

“I’ve got chicken salad in the fridge,” she replied.

“I’ll give you a ride,” he offered.

“Don’t bother,” she said, pointing toward the remaining drink on the table. “You’re much too busy here, Mister Big Stuff. I’ll walk home.”

Jack stared after her as she strode out of the bar then leaned on the table, rubbed his eyes, and ran his fingers through his hair. He slipped the ring case back into his pocket, slammed down the final drink, muttered something about Marianne being closely related to a dog, and threw a dollar tip on the table. 

As he pulled the Mustang out onto the street, he saw her standing at the traffic light waiting for it to change and thought maybe he should go over there and try to talk some sense into her pretty head. Then he decided the heck with it. He didn’t need the grief and right now, she wasn’t worth the bother. He sighed. Women! Well Missy, your loss. Peeling out into the street, he screeched away in the opposite direction. If he had looked at her more closely, he could see she was crying as she watched him drive away.

With nothing better to do, Jack drove around, listening to the radio for a couple hours. Then he went over to Mankato to see if Fletch was available. Maybe he would like to hit the bars. Fletch was working though, so Jack headed up to see his mom and dad. They were home and pleasantly surprised to see him, it being mid-week and all. Jack told several stories about the job, but said nothing about Marianne, for she was still too sore a topic for him. 

Growing restless after an hour or so, he went cruising again. He happened to glance at the gas gauge, down there to a quarter of a tank he was, so he pulled into the gas station and told the attendant to fill her up. As the tank was filling and the attendant was checking the oil, he went inside the station and lit up his last cigarette.

When the attendant returned, Jack ordered another pack of cigarettes. The smoke from the one between his teeth drifted into his eyes as he fished his billfold out of his back pocket. It was one of those cool western ones that zipped up on three sides, had a coin purse inside, and a hidden flap to stick your dollar bills behind so nobody could see them. Small gold lettering on the base read: “Genuine Cowhide.” There was a tooled western saddle on the cover, too. The billfold, which Marianne got him for his birthday, was just too cool for words. “What’ll that come to?” he asked as his eyes turned bloodshot and started to tear up.

The attendant punched the figures into the cash register. “Ten point six gallons of gas and forty cents for the ciggy-butts,” the register ground away and a bell rang. “That’ll be four dollars and eighty cents.”

“Gas is going out of sight,” Jack said, handing over a five-dollar bill.

“Yeah,” replied the attendant as he handed Jack his change, the sound of boredom in his voice. “Probably it’ll hit a half a buck before the end of the year. We ain’t seeing any of the money though. Everybody thinks we’re getting rich off it but we ain’t. It’s all going to them OPEC sheiks over there in camel land.” He had this verbal exchange with so many customers lately, he could say it in his sleep. Sometimes he did. A bell dinged loudly twice as another car pulled up at the pumps and ran over the pressure hose that lay across the drive. The attendant headed out the door to start his routine all over again.

It was already dark when Jack arrived back in Jefferson City. He glanced at his watch – just a few minutes after ten. He headed down to Lizzie’s place and pulled onto the driveway, but rather than get out, he just sat there a few minutes, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. He was still restless, agitated about the scene with Marianne, and knew if he went to bed now he would end up staring at the ceiling anyway. Instead, he drove over to the courthouse and parked out front. He shut off the lights and looked at it for a while.

The courthouse stood in a glow of floodlights that bathed it from several angles. It was a cool old building, he thought. The limestone took on a soft hue from the floodlights and looked almost like skin. The folks in Hawkins County were obviously proud of their county government. The building sat right in the middle of the town square, next to an equally impressive sheriff’s office and jail, and was the highlight of the whole town. 

It pleased him to know he had an office in that building. Yes, he, Jack Johnson, was now the Hawkins County Juvenile Probation Officer! He went to the front door, fished his master key out of his pocket, and unlocked it. The door made a hollow sound as it clunked shut behind him that echoed throughout the darkened, empty building, making him shiver and the hair stand up on his neck. The interior of the courthouse, only dimly lit from the emergency lights mounted over the fire hoses, forced him to pick his way along the corridor. He opened the door and flipped on the light to the office – his office – and turned on the radio and the Dictaphone. 

The local DJ was playing Green-eyed Lady, which made him think of Marianne, so he turned to another station. They were playing Band of Gold, which reminded him how Marianne refused to accept his ring, so he turned to the clear channel out of Mexico and listened to Wolfman Jack. The Wolfman was playing Candida, which reminded him of nothing in particular, although he thought candida was a fungus – candida albatross or something like that. He decided to give the Wolfman a listen as he pulled Pat O’Connor’s file and picked up the Dictaphone wand.

“Hello Lisa, Jack here. Jack who? No, not Jack shit, Jack Johnson. Settle down, Lisa. I have a letter for you to Pat O’Connor, Route 1, comma, Ticker, Tucker...blalalala! Oh shit!” He clicked off the record button on the dictating wand and rewound it to its pre-set space on the tape, then clicked play and listened. “...down, Lisa. I have a letter for you to Pat O’Connor, Route 1, comma....” he stopped the tape and clicked record. “Box 18, comma, Tuckerville, comma, you have the zip. Dear Pat, comma, I’m sorry I missed you the other day but I did enjoy meeting your dog, period. I hope that we can get together the next time I stop out, comma, which will be in a few weeks, period. Sincerely, comma, Jack Johnson,” he smiled as he said it, “Probation-Parole Agent, Hawkins County.”

He laid the Dictaphone wand on the desk and leaned back in his chair. He reached into his pocket, took out the ring case, set it on the desk in front of him, removed the engagement ring, inspected it from all sides, and wiggled it to make it shine. The Wolfman started to play I’ll Never fall in Love Again as Jack continued to study the ring. Picking up the Dictaphone once more, he clicked it to record. “And Lisa, get this letter out right away, please. I’m sure Pat will be anxious to receive it since it comes from such a high-ranking government official.”

After he shut the Dictaphone off, Jack picked up the ring case again and inspected the rings a few more seconds, then snapped the case shut and tucked it back into his pocket. He got up, shut off the radio and the lights, and quietly exited the stately old courthouse. When he got into the Mustang and headed for his bed at Lizzie’s, the sound of the Dionne Warwick song was still echoing in his ears.


Chapter 9

A court case involving two teenagers, Bertha Matechek and Dick Weed, took up the better part of Jack’s morning. Bertha and Dick, both sophomores over at Tuckerville High, got into a fight in front of the lockers in the school hallway. This occurred in May, several weeks back, just before school let out.

Bertha was a big-boned girl. She was 5’10” and 217½ pounds of pure muscle. A farm girl, her folks were big hog farmers who lived on Hawkins Ridge about five miles down river from Pat O’Connor. Just last week she was named the Pork Queen at the Hawkins County Fair because her champion Duroc barrow won a blue ribbon and took top honors. As a Hawkins County representative, she would take it to the State Fair in August, but after that, the pig would have to be sold. She thought about it a long time and decided no way could she sell the barrow to those impersonal strangers at the packing plant.

She raised it from the time it was weaned. It imprinted on her. She fed it, cleaned its pen, brushed it, and combed it. She exercised it, gave it baths, and even put a radio in the barn by the pen so it could listen to soothing elevator music. She fastened a collar around its neck with a little bell on it that tinkled when it walked. She named it Westley. Nope, those strangers at the packing plant would have to make do without her pig. After putting all that work into the dumb thing, she planned to butcher it herself.

Dick Weed thought he was something special, but he was sadly mistaken about that. A beanpole at 140 pounds and 5’8”, somewhat shorter than Bertha, Dick’s only claim to fame was that he could toss a basketball fairly well during high school games and usually even toward the correct hoop. He did it well enough to be in the starting lineup on the Tuckerville High School team. Dick also thought he was quite a humorous fellow, and he enjoyed teasing the girls. His first mistake occurred when he picked on the soon-to-be Hawkins County Pork Queen.

The incident occurred in front of Bertha’s locker. Dick made her jump when he came up behind her and tickled her under her arms as she was sorting out the books for her next class, Home Economics with Miss McGillicuddy. When she turned around, he told her that for a fat girl she sure didn’t sweat much. Then he said he heard that she was taking her barrow to the county fair and thought pushing an empty wheelbarrow was just a waste of time.

At first, rather than react to Dick, Bertha simply crossed her arms and stared him down. Unable to read her body language because it was so subtle, Dick took this as an invitation to pursue her further. To be honest, Dick Weed liked Bertha Matechek more than a little, but he was unsophisticated in the ways of courtship. In an effort to make her laugh, or smile at least, he made his second mistake when he stuck his tongue out at her.

“Oh you, Dick Weed!” hollered Bertha as she shoved him up against the locker. “Apologize, Dick Weed, or you’ll be picking your teeth out of your butt with a broken arm!” She said it so loud that Mister Phillips heard it two flights up in the Principal’s Office.

If Dick Weed had a lick of common sense, he would have apologized and hung it up, which was his third mistake. Instead, he stuck his thumbs in his ears and wiggled them at her, and then stuck his fingers in his mouth and stretched his lips out wide and looked at her cross-eyed. When he made the oink-oink sound, though, that was the straw that broke the camel’s back. 

Bertha Matechek turned her full wrath on her tormenter. She lifted him off the ground with one arm, and with the other, she opened his locker. There, in front of the students who had congregated and Mister Phillips, she took Dick Weed, crammed him into the locker, and slammed the door so tight that it jammed. “Oink-oink, yourself, Dick Weed,” she yelled at him through the louvers. “How do you like them apples?” She slapped her hands together as one does after a job well done, picked up her books, and stomped off to Miss McGillicuddy’s room. As for Dick Weed, it took the janitor and a crow bar 35 minutes to pry the locker door open and free the boy.

All of the above was contained in the police report submitted to Brian Fitzsimmons, the county attorney. Mister Phillips reported the matter to the Hawkins County Sheriff, because the Principal was afraid that the school had liability if he failed to report it. Dick was too embarrassed to say anything about the incident to the investigating officer, but Bertha was more than happy to fill in the details. Brian called Jack before he did the paperwork and said an unusual situation had come up. He asked Jack to stop at the office and when he arrived, gave the probation officer a copy of the police report. He watched Jack read the report and laughed right along with him at the end. It was the funniest case either of them had ever seen.

Still, Brian thought maybe they should petition Bertha if it would set better with the school. He drafted a petition of delinquency against Bertha Matechek for Destruction of Public Property because of the damage she caused to the locker door. 

Bertha came to Juvenile Court with her folks, and when Judge Halloran asked her if she did it, she said she sure did, and if she had to do it over again, she would do it in a second. She said if Dick Weed ever tried another stunt like that, he would wish all she did were to stuff him in his locker. 

The Judge liked Bertha. Like Mary Tyler Moore on that TV show, the girl had spunk. He placed her on a 90 day continuance and referred her to the probation office.

Right after court, Jack conducted the interviews with Bertha and her parents. He told Bertha that in his opinion she gave Dick Weed no more than what he deserved. He did suggest she pay for the damage to the school locker in the amount of $36.52, which she readily agreed was fair and well worth it at twice the price. To Jack’s surprise, she plunked the money down on his desk right then and there, so he wrote her a receipt. Jack then asked if she thought she should write an apology letter to her victim.

“Apologize to that Dick Weed?” she said. “When donkeys fly, that’s when I’ll apologize to him.”

Rather than push the issue, Jack told her he thought she was a good girl and he saw no need to check on her. He gave her his card though, and said if she wanted to call him about anything, she should do so. Bertha smiled at Jack and asked him if he would like to buy some pork chops direct from the farm after the State Fair. Jack graciously declined, but Bertha said thanks anyway as she left with her folks.

That was one case, one of many. Sheriff Lucas’s men also busted a beer party of high school seniors at the county park back in late May, before Jack was hired. The deputies arrested eleven of them and hauled them all to jail that night along with the keg of beer, which they took as evidence. The eight boys and three girls all appeared in court for their initial hearings and Judge Halloran put most of them on a 90 day continuance. Just the same, Lisa had to open a file on each one and Jack had to provide supervision to them, even if it was minimal. Three of the eleven got busted once before for drinking, and those three ended up on indefinite probation. It caused Jack’s caseload to swell to 57 cases, much more than he was supposed to have. 

Jack also had a YO at the Saint Cloud Reformatory, about a hundred miles to the north of Hawkins County. YO’s were Youthful Offenders, guys between the ages of 18 and 21 who committed felonies and were sentenced to serve hard time at the Reformatory, which was really nothing more than a prison. When finally released on parole, the Juvenile Probation Officer in the county of residence had to supervise them. The good part about YO’s was if they screwed up, all the probation officer had to do was write a violation report on a state form 245, and submit it to the Youth Conservation Commission. The YCC would jerk the parolee back to the joint so fast it would make his head spin. Eventually the Morrissey vs. Brewer decision would change all that but for now, supervising YO’s was not that tough a job. 

A couple juveniles on Jack’s caseload were serving time at the State Training School at Red Wing. Both of them were thieves who appeared before Judge Halloran on countless occasions, but they crossed over the line late one night when they burglarized a church and sprayed graffiti on the walls and stole the gold candlesticks and chalices that were part of the religious ceremonies. Not only were they thieves, they also desecrated a place of worship. That angered the Judge, so he shipped their sorry carcasses off to Red Wing, the juvenile joint. Jack had to attend regular staffings on them, also. 

All this, plus his regular rounds and reports, left Jack up to his ears in work. He was much too busy to think about Marianne for several weeks to come. That was okay with him; he figured if she was too stuck up to accept his ring, the heck with her.

After lunch, Jack returned to the office and dictated some more. He finished about two o’clock and told Lisa he was going out to the O’Connor place and try once again to locate Pat. Before leaving town, he drove over to the grocery store and picked up a bag of dog biscuits and some more peppermint. He pulled into the O’Connor yard about 2:30 and saw an old ‘55 Chevy station wagon in the yard with the hood up and a battery charger sitting on top of the engine. A heavy-duty yellow cord ran from the charger into the house. The driver’s side door was hanging open and the dome light was on, so Jack walked over and closed the door. Anybody knew that a dome light could drain the battery even while the charger was on. 

While so engaged, he heard a growl. The German shepherd was loose and came charging out after him like before, barking and growling, and sent Jack running back to his car again. He went through his routine, this time with the doggie treats, until the animal settled down. “Hey there fella, you forget me already? That’s not a good sign. Senility could be setting in.” He held up a biscuit in one hand and the other out for the dog’s paw. “Shake, come on, shake, boy.” 

The dog soon associated Jack’s voice to Jack and the treats again. It was close to a month since Jack was there the last time, so it was no wonder the mutt needed a refresher course. It raised its paw and allowed Jack to shake it, then took the biscuit from him and gobbled it down. Jack petted the dog as it walked beside him, but when he got to the door and knocked, the dog took off around the corner and out of sight.

The yard was even messier than last time. Off to his side, on an old clothesline, hung three freshly skinned animal pelts. Two of them were raccoons and one was a red fox. Jack stepped closer to the door and as he knocked again, something on the ground bumped against his shoe. When he looked down at it, he immediately jumped backwards. It was a huge, ugly turtle of some kind, although it looked to be dead.

 “Coming, I’m coming!” Stacey O’Connor peered out through the door and saw some young dude standing out there. Unkempt, unshaven, and dressed in his bib overalls, he opened the door and shuffled to the screen. Because the battery was dead, he stayed home from work today; otherwise, the place would be as deserted as it looked. Stacey squinted as he eyed Jack up and down. He saw the guy, so young it was a waste of time for him to shave, jump backwards and stare at the ground. “Judging from the looks of you, you’re either a pots and pans salesman or a Jehovah’s Witness. Which one is it?”

Rather than answer him, Jack pointed to the lump at his feet. “What in blazes is that thing, anyway? It’s like no turtle I’ve ever seen.”

“Snapping turtle,” Stacey replied. “They’re mighty good eating if you can just get the darn head cut off.”

“Why’s that a problem?” Jack asked. “It’s dead.”

“Yeah, but the nerves ain’t. Watch this.” Stacey turned around and rummaged through the junk on the porch a minute, then came back with a length of old broomstick and stepped outside. When he jabbed the stick at the turtle’s mouth, Jack was amazed to see the turtle open its jaws and snap onto the broomstick, locking its jaws on it so tightly that Stacey could lift the seven-pounder clear off the ground. “If this stick was a guy’s finger, it’d be just a stump now.” Stacey eased the turtle back onto the ground and smiled at Jack. “Who are you, anyway?”

“My name’s Jack Johnson, from over at Jefferson City.” Jack held out his hand to shake with Stacey, but the old man just looked at him. “I’m the new probation officer who replaced Ken Goettl.” He put his hand back down.

“You’re the new probation officer, huh?” Stacey’s smile turned to a snarl. “What in hell’s the matter with you, anyway? Come barging into a man’s place uninvited and bothering folks. Who do you think you are?”

“Hey wait a minute, hold the phone,” Jack said, holding his hands up in a conciliatory gesture. “That was before my time. I don’t know anything about that. I’ve only been out here once before looking for Pat and I never set foot in your house.” He looked at Stacey, offended. “I wouldn’t think of doing such a thing.”

Stacey would have none of it. “Well, ya ain’t a-gonna find him. I sent him out to California to go to school and live with his sister, Clarice.”

“There’s a probation violation warrant for truancy hanging over at the sheriff’s office.” Jack stared a hole through the old man’s eyes. “He hasn’t been going to school.”

“Ain’t ya got ears?” Stacey hopped around he was so mad, and then he raised the broomstick over his head and threw it down on the ground. “I just done told ya, Pat ain’t skipping school! He’s living in California with his sister! Didn’t they bother to tell you that over there in Jefferson City?”

After staring at the angry old man a moment, Jack slapped himself in the head in mock surprise and went into his dumb blond routine. “He is? Wow! Super-duper! This’ll be so easy then.” He rapped on the side of his head a few times. “Duh, hello Jack,” he said as he smiled at the man and giggled a couple times for effect. “Geez Louise, if I’d known that, I wouldn’t have driven all the way out here for nothing and bothered a busy man like you. When’s Pat due back here?”

 Stacey was so flabbergasted at Jack’s animated reply that he responded with the only thing that came to mind. “Huh?” 

 “I asked when Pat’s coming back to Minnesota. Or is he planning to stay in California indefinitely?” Jack continued to smile pleasantly at the man.

“Ah no, no, he’s coming back home soon, about the time of his birthday. Actually, school is out there now, but he and Clarice are down at the ocean.” He searched Jack’s face. “They’re, um, they’re doing some deep sea fishing, just the two of them, for dolphins. They’re fishing for dolphins.” That reminded Stacey of a joke so he added, “They’re mighty good eating if you can just get the darn head cut off.” He paused for the anticipated laughter, but it never came. Jack just looked at Stacey real goofy like and blinked his eyes like he was a few bricks shy of a load.

“Um, he wanted to go to California to go to school, see,” Stacey continued. “They got a real good school system out there. A lot better than here in Minnesota.” He hooked his thumbs behind his suspenders. “He wanted to take Cybrics, or Cybronics, I forget the word. They don’t offer it here in Minnesota, so-o-o, he went to California.” He smiled back at Jack now, proud of the whopper he just thought up.

 “Cybronics, huh? Isn’t that where they stick dead bodies in a solution of nitrogen until they can find a cure for what killed them?”

Stacey thought for a moment. Dead bodies? “No, I don’t think that’s what it is.”

“Well then, what is Cybronics, anyway?” Jack said as he dug out the Zippo and lit up a cigarette.

The old man gulped, scratched his butt through his bibs, and looked off into the woods. “Um, Cybronics is a new kind of space research they do nowadays. Yeah, that’s right, that’s what it is, space research.” 

Slapping a mosquito, Stacey flattened it, bloody, against his arm. Flicking the dearly departed bug off his arm and onto Jack’s sports coat, he looked at Jack and smiled. “They use them computers and everything, them there whatchamacallems, them Uni-vacuums. And when he comes home they’ll even transfer the credits here so Pat can put them toward his edji – toward his edji-ca-shun.”

“Do you mean, toward his education?” Jack offered as he peeled the bug off his sleeve and dropped it on the ground.

“That’s what I just said,” Stacey replied.

“Terrific! Well, I’d really appreciate it if you tell Pat to get in touch with me when he gets back home. I’ll do up the paperwork so he can enjoy the peace and serenity of this pristine setting without being hassled.” Jack shook his head in disgust. “They busted into your house? That isn’t very nice.” He leaned toward Stacey and confided, “It’s probably just as well that old man Goettl got put out to pasture.” He smiled and took another drag off his cigarette as he looked around the yard again. “The pelts, are you going to tan the hides and make moccasins? Do you chew on them to soften them up, like the Indians did?”

 “Moccassins?” Stacey scoffed. “Nah, we just skin ‘em, that’s all.  We sell ‘em to the tannery over in Oshua Township. They’re paying a hefty price for hides this year.” 
Jack eyed Stacey up and down. “Those are really nice looking bibs. They accentuate your, um, your gut so nice, and those vertical stripes make you look so trim. You have a real eye for fashion.”

“They do?” Stacey looked down at the dirty bib overalls he was wearing. “Gee, thanks.” Stacey smiled, patting his stomach.

“You have a nice place out here,” Jack said, motioning to the jungle of a yard and dump of a house. “Quaint. It has a certain…” he closed his eyes as he searched for the right word, “ambiance.”

Stacey looked around too and sighed. “Well, maybe I can spray for that.”

It occurred to Jack that maybe he put Stacey through enough for today. “Well sir,” he said, offering his hand to Stacey who this time took it and shook it. “I’d best be getting back to Jefferson City. It’s a real pleasure meeting you, I must say. I enjoyed our visit and look forward to chatting with you again.” He reached into his billfold and dug out a business card. “Have Pat contact me, okay? Here’s my card.”

“Sure, okay, I’ll have him do that,” Stacey said.
As Jack approached the Mustang and ground out his cigarette on the driveway, the German shepherd came around the corner of the house and ran right between Stacey’s legs, nearly toppling the man. The dog bounded up to Jack, wagging its tail and panting happily. It sat down without prodding and offered its paw. Jack got another doggie treat out of the car and handed it to the mutt as he shook its paw and petted its head. He looked up at Stacey and smiled. “This is a nice friendly dog you have here, Mister O’Connor.”

Another mosquito lit on Stacy’s face, so he slapped it and then scratched his stubble of a beard. “I don’t understand that at all. Killer never shines up to strangers.”

“Killer?” Jack blinked, stupidly. “His name’s Killer? This cream puff? Yeah, right, and I’m Attila the Hun.”

Who did he say? Gorilla Monsoon, the wrestler on TV? Stacey had a hard time hearing Jack, standing a ways away as he was. The guy talked funny, too. He fished the card out of his bibs. Name’s Jack Johnson. Stacey snorted.  What’s he talking about?  

“Good bye, sir,” Jack said as he fired up the Mustang. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”

“Yeah,” Stacey looked at the card again then waved it at the departing car. “And you, too.”

Long after Jack was gone, Stacey stood in the driveway trying to figure him out. The young whippersnapper talked funny, but he seemed nice enough. He knew nothing about hides though, and heck, he even asked what a snapping turtle was while he was gawking at one. He certainly was no threat to Pat, just a harmless busybody, another one of those college brats that are taking over the world nowadays. He shook his head as he tucked the card back into his bibs, headed back to the house, and went inside. Man alive, did he ever have a story to tell Pat when the boy got home!


Chapter 10

The next night about 6:30, Pat O’Connor left the house and began the hitchhike into Tuckerville. Since the battery on the station wagon worked again, his dad could have driven Pat into town and maybe bought another pint, but he still had a couple tucked away. Besides, his back was hurting and he just felt like staying home. This time though, Pat only walked about a hundred yards before he lucked out. Mildred “Millie” and Elmer Rosenbloom, neighbors to the O’Connors, were on their way into town. Elmer stopped their red 1956 Ford pickup, three speed stick on the column, six cylinder, no radio or air, when they saw the boy walking along the gravel.

This was bingo night at Our Lady of Perpetual Indebtedness Church. Millie and Elmer treated themselves by going every week just as faithfully as they attended services on Sunday mornings. Bingo was their fun, and it got them out of the house. Elmer was a successful farmer during his heyday, owning and working 640 acres, a section of land, back in the days when folks considered a Farmall M to be a big tractor. For several years, he hired laborers to help him with the crops and tend to his large dairy herd of purebred Holsteins that always took top honors at the State Fair. At one time, he was even a Hawkins County Commissioner, served one term then said the heck with it. He was used to making his own decisions, and all that debating and having to vote on everything cramped his style.

Several years ago, Elmer and Millie retired from active farming. Since then, they rented out their acreage for a percentage of the crop, although they still lived in the old foursquare farmhouse on the home place. All their kids were raised and gone, so it was just the two of them putzing around the place nowadays. As Millie slid over next to Elmer to give Pat room to sit, she bumped her knee on the shifting lever. If just she and Elmer were in the truck, she would have cussed, said “darn it all,” maybe, or even the “f” word, “fudge,” but Pat was just a boy. As it was, she just said, “Mercy me,” and rubbed the circulation back into her leg.

Elmer was losing it. Alzheimer’s disease was what the doctors called it. Elmer called it Old Timer’s disease, when he could remember, that is, and when he could remember, he thought it was really funny. “Yessireebob, I got me a case of the Old Timer’s disease,” he would say to folks whether they asked or not. He was still able to drive, which was handy, so long as he took the same route back and forth from town.

“Hi Pat,” said Millie. “We haven’t seen you for a spell. What are you up to, and how’s your pa?”

“Hi, Missus Rosenbloom,” Pat replied. “I’m just heading into town to hang around with my buddies a bit. Dad’s at home. His back’s been bothering him something fierce lately. That work in the quarry’s no good for him.” The Rosenblooms, Pat guessed, were like the grandparents he never had, and he enjoyed their company. Sometimes he went over to their place on a Sunday afternoon just to sit and chat. They knew neither that he dropped out of school nor that he was on probation. Pat kept that news to himself, because he thought if they knew, they’d be scared of him and wouldn’t want him coming to their place anymore.

“We got two new calves in the barn,” Elmer said. “Angus they are, black as the ace of spades. When they grow up,” he ran his finger across his throat and made a scratching noise, “hamburger and steaks.”

“Now Elmer, they’re not ours,” Millie said. “They’re Jim’s, and they’re heifers anyway. He’s going to breed them, not butcher them.”

“Eh? What’d you say?” Elmer looked over at Millie as the pickup headed in that direction, too. Elmer was also going deaf. He twisted the volume control on his hearing aid up to full blast and winced as it squealed at him, so he backed the volume down a bit. The pickup changed its mind and wandered back toward the left ditch.

“You’re at the edge of the gravel, Elmer.” Millie pointed at the side of the road, Elmer’s side. “See?”

Elmer’s eyebrows went up as he looked into his ditch and saw the reflection of his truck in the still water. He also saw his own reflection looking back at him. “Who’s that?” he said as he swerved back into the right lane. “Holy mackerel there Andy, don’t want to go down in there, nosirreebob!”

His neighbors made Pat smile. That Elmer was a handful and was really kind of funny without even trying to be. Sometimes when Pat was around him, he thought the old man wondered whom he was, and then other times, he seemed just fine. When they got to town, he asked Elmer to let him out on the street corner, which he did. He wanted to watch for the cops before he went into the arcade, but refrained from telling the Rosenblooms that. As he opened the door, Millie reached into her purse and handed him a dollar bill. “Get yourself an ice cream cone, Pat,” she said. “It’s a warm one out today.”

“Thanks, Missus Rosenbloom,” Pat said, taking the dollar. “I think I’ll get a chocolate.” One time a few months back he declined the offer, because he didn’t want to take the Rosenbloom’s money, but he could tell Millie was very, very hurt by that. He bent over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “This is real nice of you. I appreciate it.”

Millie and Elmer nodded at Pat and Millie blushed a bit. “Well boy, have a good time,” Elmer said as Pat got out.

“I will,” Pat said. “I hope you win at blackout, Mister Rosenbloom.” Elmer seemed not to hear Pat as the boy slammed the pickup door. He waved to the old couple and watched while Elmer downshifted to second gear and took off from a dead stop. The pickup lurched and sputtered, so Elmer raced the engine. It jerked, screeched, and almost laid a small patch of rubber – it would have if it were in first gear like it was supposed to be – then it put-putted on down the street. Pat heard the transmission grind as Elmer tried to shift into third gear without bothering to step on the clutch. “Elmer!” he hollered. “A tranny can’t hold up under that!” Elmer must have thought to depress the clutch because the Ford finally went into third gear and picked up speed.

Once the Rosenblooms were out of sight, Pat went to his favorite hiding tree across from the arcade and observed the goings on in greater metropolitan Tuckerville. There were many cars on the street, mostly people shopping at the A & P, but quite a few at the gas station too, and coming and going from the Legion Club. Then Pat remembered they were having a fish fry at the Legion tonight, a fundraiser, so that explained the extra traffic. He didn’t see Lenny’s Harley parked in front of the HideAway Bar as it usually was. Maybe Lenny was in the Legion and eating batter-fried fish and parked out back. It was all you could eat for three bucks. Pat grinned to himself. They’d lose money on Lenny, that’s for darn sure.

The Tuckerville squad car passed down the street and for a moment, Pat thought Chief Doug McCoy had spotted him. He hugged the tree even closer and breathed a sigh of relief when the police car continued by. When it was out of sight, he crossed the street and entered the arcade. He stood inside and looked around for a few seconds until he got used to the light. 

The place contained the same batch of losers that was in here most weeknights. On weekends, some of the classier high school kids came in to try their luck with the games and impress their girlfriends or just to hang out, but most of them nowadays would rather go over to Mankato to cruise or to the outdoor theater to make out with their chicks. Like many small town stores, Ernie’s place was losing business and one day would close its doors forever.

 He saw Toke Watson sitting in a road racer machine while Sam Lutes and Dana Lee looked on. Someone else was there, too, on the other side. He smiled as Dawn Lundin walked into view. The guys he expected, but Dawn, she was a pleasant surprise. 

Dawn saw Pat, and as he walked toward them, she came over and slipped her arm through his. “Hi, lover boy, whatcha doing?” 

“Yeah, hi, Pat. What’s happening?” Toke said, climbing out of the road racer machine.

Dawn’s “lover boy” comment was still rattling around in his head, so loudly that Pat never heard Toke. I wish I were your lover boy, Dawn baby. “Oh, nothing much, I just came into town to hang out with you guys.”

Leaning over toward Pat, Toke said, “Grandma Watson found a stash of weed while she was cleaning the church yesterday. It was in the confessional, in the part where the priest sits.”

“Dear, sweet Grandma Watson,” Pat laughed. “I suppose the priest needed a little weed to settle down after hearing Grandma Watson’s confession. She’s a wild one, she is.”

Sam, Dana, and Dawn crowded around Pat and Toke and started giving them points while they continued their game of one-upsmanship.

“I wish Grandma would stop giving head in the alley,” Toke said. “She’s giving us Watson’s a real bad name.”

“Toke, you can give the Watson’s a bad name all on your own,” Pat replied.

“Yeah, sure can,” Toke said.

“But I heard,” Pat countered, “that when she takes out her teeth she can really get that old suction going. There’s an article about her in the paper, in the entertainment section.”

“She’s running an ad this week, two for the price of one,” Toke said.

“She’s doing two-fers? That’ll keep her busy,” Pat said.

“She gives green stamps, too,” Toke said.

“You ought to be proud,” Pat said.

“I am, and she’s popular at the rest home, too,” Toke said.

“She’s doing the rest home too? She’s branching out. I thought she just stuck to the bingo crowd,” Pat said.

By this time Grandma Watson, who died three years ago, was rolling over in her grave her ears were burning so bad. As for Pat, he never would have defamed the dead, but she was Toke’s grandma, not his, and besides, he started it. Toke was the first to break it off, but by now the scorekeepers had given them each so many points they had to start a second row.

“Got some more stuff on the way,” Toke said. “We’re going to the trestle again. Do you want to come?”

“Yeah, you finked out last time,” Dana said.

“And I really missed you,” Dawn said. “Really, really, really I did.” Pat felt the steam coming out of his ears as she ran her tongue over her lips.

“Toke’s even got the limo tonight,” Sam said.

“I guess I can come, but we got to be careful,” Pat said. “There’s still a warrant out on me, you know.”

“You worry too much,” Toke said. “The dumb cops around here couldn’t even find their own butts with a mirror much less find you.”

“Yeah, you got to loosen up,” Sam said.

“They’re right,” Dawn said. “You really ought to do weed, Pat. It makes you feel studly.”

“Being with you makes me feel studly enough.” Pat worked up the nerve to put his arm around Dawn. “I don’t need dope.”

“Speaking of dope, here comes Mike,” Toke said.

“He-e-er’s Mikey!” said Dawn.

As soon as he opened the door, Mike Halloran saw the gang. He was dressed in a preppy outfit like usual, but also was wearing a bulky pullover sweater that made him look like he had a beer belly. Totally ignoring the gang, he walked over to an arcade game and dropped in a quarter.

“Let’s make it go down, dudes,” Toke said, signaling for a huddle. “Dawn, you and Sam stay here and keep your eyes open. Pat, you and Dana come with me.” The three boys walked toward the back door of the arcade.

It took only a few minutes for Mike to lose his quarter to the pinball machine. He never did have the knack of playing those dumb games anyway, so he struck out in a couple of minutes. Seeing that Toke was gone, he glanced at Dawn and motioned to the back door. When Dawn nodded, he headed that way.

Toke and Dana were already smoking cigarettes by the time Mike opened the back door. Pat stood off a ways, close enough to observe the action, but far enough away that he could see the end of the alley and serve as a lookout. Mike walked up to Toke, looked around, reached under his sweater, and withdrew three baggies of marijuana. Two he tossed to Toke, the third he tossed to Dana and watched as they tucked the pot into their jackets. “You’re paid,” Mike said.

“Hey Mike, we’re going out to the trestle,” Pat said, rejoining the group. “Why don’t you come along?”

“Are you kidding?” Mike looked down his nose at Pat and snorted. “I don’t want to be seen with you scum balls.” 

Scum ball? SCUM BALL! Mike’s words lit a fuse in Pat. “Who’re you calling a scum ball, Mike?” Pat ran up to the larger boy and grabbed him by the shoulders, slamming him against the rear wall of the arcade. “You fence the stuff Toke steals and pay him off with weed. You’re as big a scum ball as we are, even bigger.” He cocked his arm and was all set to pop Mike a good one in the snoot when Toke waddled up and pulled him away, pinning his arms behind him.

“No Pat, don’t slug him,” Toke said. “It’ll always be this way. It has to be.”

After Mike straightened his sweater, he approached Pat, grabbed his cheeks, and squeezed, hard. “Don’t you ever lay a hand on me again, you ugly, red-headed sack of shit.” He glared at Toke. “Keep him away from me, Toke. I mean it!”

Luckily, Toke held him off; otherwise, Pat would have kicked Mike in the groin. As it was, Mike headed toward the door. “Don’t follow me in, any of you greasers.”

As soon as Mike went inside and slammed the door, Pat jerked away from Toke. “Who does he think he is, anyway? I hate him!”

“Now Pat, that’s just the way Mike is,” Toke said. “He’ll never change so there’s no sense getting mad about it. But as long as I deliver to him,” he patted the baggies in his jacket, “he delivers to me.” He motioned to Dana. “Come on, the coast is clear. Let’s go in.”

Once inside the arcade, Dana scurried ahead and gave Sam his famous Curly Howard impression. It was famous to him, anyway. “Nyuk! Nyuk! Nyuk!” he said. “Party time!”

Sam put his hand on top of his head and tried to flap it the way Curly Howard did. All he managed to accomplish was to mess up his hair. “Wo-wo-wo-wo, soitenly!”

The four teenagers headed out the front door, leaving Pat to bring up the rear as usual. He spotted Mike at the front of the arcade talking to a kid in a letter jacket and a girl Pat knew only as Becky. The leather-jacketed boy, who was big and bulky and looked like he could be Hulk Hogan’s kid, was a heavyweight wrestler on the Tuckerville high school team. Hulk Hogan Jr. just won an intramural match, so he and Becky were out celebrating. They looked totally out of place here tonight as did Mike, who was bragging to the pair about his exploits. Pat paused and glared at Mike, who deadpanned back at him like he was a total stranger.

“Dad talked to Senator Wilkins, and he agreed to write a reference letter for me to get into the Air Force Academy,” Mike said. “I’m a Second Louie in the Civil Air Patrol now, which will help too. If my grades don’t slip, and there’s no reason to think they will, it should be a done deal.”

“Oh, Mike, you can be so proud,” Becky gushed.

“Thank you,” Mike said as he broke his gaze with Pat and smiled at Becky.

“Hey Pat, get the lead out,” Toke said as he stuck his head back inside the arcade. Pat left Mike with his fan club and walked outside.

Toke’s set of wheels was a black 1952 Cadillac hearse. The huge vehicle, called a first call car in the funeral trade, actually was an ambulance designed to transport a body from the place of death to the funeral home for embalming. As such, it had no sliding tray in the back compartment for a casket.  It had suicide doors on either side behind the driver’s compartment and jump seats that folded down into the floor. There was a decal under the door that said “Body by Fischer,” which Toke found amusing considering what the vehicle was designed for. The rear interior had plush red carpet under a snap down plastic covering, and the front compartment was red leather and loaded with chrome. It was almost too pretty to be a body buggy. The hearse had long since been retired from service and even all these years later it only had thirty thousand on the odometer. Toke bought it from a kid out of the cities who played in a rock band and used it to haul instruments around to their various gigs.

Toke, Dawn, and Pat jumped into the front driver’s compartment. Dana and Sam threw open the suicide doors and squatted in the rear, sliding the glass partition separating the front from the rear to one side so they could hear the radio. Everybody laughed as the theme song from The Munsters played in the background. When they got to the trestle, Toke pulled over to the side of the road.

The trestle sat next to the highway. It had much less use since the passenger train stopped running through to the cities, but freight trains still came through every few days or so. It spanned a stream that flowed into the Minnesota River and beyond the stream, the river itself. During the springtime, there was a lot of water runoff from the surrounding bluffs that swelled the creek to overflowing, but this time of year the creek was almost dry. The gang made their way under the trestle where they pulled out their pipes and crowded around Toke to get some weed. 

“Here, put this in your smipe and poke it,” Toke said. He enjoyed juxtaposing the letters in that sentence and used it all the time when he was passing out weed. While the others were packing their pipes, Pat looked the place over. There were lots of empty beer cans and two spots where campfires had been built.

“Hey Pat, we saw that new probation officer, that Johnson guy who Goettl wrote to us about when he quit,” Toke said. “I didn’t know who he was until Mike Halloran told me about him.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “He was applying for the job with old holy Halloran the last time we went to court.”

“He was wearing one of those fancy leisure suits,” Dana said. “He looked like a queer and had on so much aftershave you could smell him a block away, but he sure thought he was spiffy.”

“Oh, really?” said Pat. “Well, do any of you guys know how many PO’s it takes to change a light bulb?”

“Hmmm, how many PO’s does it take to change a light bulb?” Toke intoned as he massaged his chin. They all heard this joke in one form or another countless times, but since Pat was the one telling it, they played along with him.

“Seven?” asked Sam.

“Eighteen?” asked Dana.

“Nope,” Pat said as he leaned against the trestle. “Do you give up?”

“Yeah, we give,” Dawn said as she inhaled some weed. “Please tell us, I beg you. I won’t be able to sleep tonight unless I know.”

“Three. One to hold the light bulb and two to turn the ladder,” Pat cackled as he delivered the punch line.

The gang laughed at the lame joke. Actually, they laughed as much at Pat’s mirth because they knew he enjoyed telling it so much. “Yeah?” said Dawn as she slipped her hand through Pat’s arm again, “Well Pat, did you know Ole once was a highway patrolman?”

“A highway patrolman, huh,” said Pat.

“Yeah, Ole was a highway patrolman see, and he pulled Lena over to the side of the road and said, ‘I need ya ta show me yer driver’s license.’ And Lena, she looked at him and said, ‘Vell, I do-on’t know vat it looks like.’ So Ole, he says to her, he says, ‘It’s rectangle-shaped and it has a picture of ya on the top, do-on’t ya know.’ So Lena, she digs around in her purse and pulls out her compact case, opens it, sees herself in the mirror, see, and she looks at Ole, and says, ‘Is this it, then?’ And Ole takes the case, looks at it, and says, ‘Yup, dat’s it.’ Then he studies it some more and he looks at Lena and says, ‘Vhy didn’t ya tell me ya vas vit the Highway Patrol then?’”

Pat laughed so hard that he just about had a spasm. He bent over, slapped his knee, spun around, and almost tripped over an old beer bottle. “Vhy didn’t ya tell me ya vas vit the Highway Patrol? Dawn, you’re too much! I gotta write that one down.” 

The other guys gave Dawn a courtesy laugh. They thought it was an okay joke, but not nearly as hilarious as Pat found it to be. But then, they knew Pat tended to act a little strange when Dawn was around. 

“Say guys,” Sam said. “Did you know Ole fell in love with Lena that day of the traffic stop and a few days later asked her to marry him?”

“No, I didn’t know that,” Toke said. He looked at Dawn and Pat. “Did you guys know that?”

“Uh-uh,” Dawn said. “I didn’t know that.” She looked at Pat. “Did you know that?”

“Um, no, actually I didn’t know that either,” Pat said. “Dana, did you know that?”

“Know what?” Dana asked. 

The gang surrounded Dana and started slapping him on the head. Sam put him in a headlock and held him while Dawn gave him noogies. They all shouted, “DID YOU KNOW THAT OLE ASKED LENA TO MARRY HIM?”

“No! No!” Dana screamed as he broke away to escape being the victim of further brutality. “Nobody ever told me that! How was I supposed to know that?”

“Well, he did,” Sam said. “And Lena said okey-dokey, so they went and got married, see. Then they got in Ole’s Studebaker pickup and headed off to Minneapolis on their hornymoon. Ole got as far as Fort Snelling but by that time, he was so dang horny he pulled the truck over to the side of the road and stopped it and started hugging and kissing Lena. After a few minutes of Ole nibbling on her Lena got horny too so she says to Ole, she says, ‘Ole, ya do-on’t have to stop.’ So Ole, he starts up the pickup and drives to Duluth.”

The whole gang got a chuckle out of that one. A joke about sex! Things were looking up! 

Not to be outdone, Dana stepped up to bat. He looked around at the gang, seriously, until he had their undivided attention. “Two maggots are sitting on a big fat turd. One of them cuts a long, loud, greasy fart. The other maggot looks at him and says: ‘Hey, do you mind? I’m trying to eat here.’” So saying, Dana took a deep bow to his audience. 

The gang hooted and guffawed. 

“Gross!” said Dawn, laughing.

“Crude!” said Sam, chuckling.

“Love it!” said Toke, shaking with laughter.

Pat laughed too but said nothing, shaking his head.

“Well, I sure hope Johnson is a better PO than Goettl was,” Sam said, finally regaining his composure.

“Ah, they’re all the same,” replied Dawn. “Just a bunch of swinging dicks.”

“He didn’t seem so bad,” Pat said it almost to himself.

“You saw him?” Toke asked.

“Yeah, he came out to the house a few weeks back,” Pat said, smiling at the gang. “I sikked my dog on him.”

“Far out!” said Dana.

“But there’s more,” Pat beamed. “He came out again and dad told him I was in California.”

“Groovy!” Sam laughed. “Did Killer scare him off?”

“No, he talked Killer down and made friends with him right there in the yard.” Pat shook his head. “I never saw anybody do that before.”

The gang fell silent as they puffed on their pipes and contemplated the significance of it all. How in blazes did the new PO know how to tame Killer, anyway? It was uncanny. The pause also gave them the opportunity to inhale a lot more weed.

 A Hawkins County sheriff’s squad car slowed on the highway as it approached the trestle. CJ – Chief Deputy Conrad Lucas Jr., the sheriff’s son – and Deputy Wally McGuiness, who were riding on patrol together, spotted the hearse and pulled in behind it. They peered into the vehicle for any sign of activity. Seeing none, they heard the gang laughing and talking under the trestle. CJ reached in, pulled the keys out of the Caddie’s ignition, and slipped them into his pocket, grinning at Wally as he did so. The two officers proceeded to advance, quietly, toward the trestle.

Pat was looking off toward the river when Dawn came up behind him. “What’re you thinking so hard about?” she asked.

“It’s Mike,” Pat replied. “Why does he act the way he does, anyhow? He buys from Toke, pays him off in weed and then pretends he’s better than we are. That makes me mad. He’s got no right to act that way.”

“I heard the Judge is hard on him,” Sam said. “The Judge expects a lot and doesn’t give him much money.”

“Why doesn’t he just get a job?” Pat said. “Geez, with his connections, I bet he could make fifty bucks a month just working part time. I know that’s what I’d do if I had the chance.”

“Fifty a month?” said Dana. “Really?”  It sounded like a fortune to him. 

“Bet he could,” Pat said.

“He doesn’t do it, cuz he’s lazy,” Toke said. “Mike wants his money to come fast and easy. He doesn’t want to work for it, and believe me, he makes a lot more than fifty a month. That’s where I come in, and a few other guys, too.” He took another hit off his pipe. “He’s even got connections in the cities buying from him. He knows his business, though. He pays me in cash sometimes when I tell him he has to, but usually he pays me off in pot, cuz he knows he can get my stuff cheaper that way.”

“This weed’s heating me up,” Dawn said as she held her arms out to Pat. “Come over here, lover boy. Plant one on me.”

“Knock-knock,” Dana said.

“Who’s there?” Sam replied.

“Bisquick.”

“Bisquick, who?”

“Bisquick, your pants are on fire.”

The serious talk about Mike bored Dana almost as much as watching Pat make out with Dawn, so he changed the subject. He, Toke, and Sam were very stoned now and were doing a fine job of entertaining themselves. Pat put his arms around Dawn and moved in to kiss her, their first kiss, when he heard a tree branch snap. Jerking around, he peered toward the road. “Somebody’s up there. It’s probably the cops.”

“Police Officers, hold it right where you are!” 

The male voice came out of the darkness as two light beams flashed down upon the gang. There was a moment of mass confusion as the kids bumped into each other while they tried to make their way up to the road. Sam and Dana went around one side of the base of the trestle and Toke, Pat, and Dawn went around the other. Deputy Wally jumped down the embankment and grabbed Dana and Sam. “The party’s over, boys,” he said.

About halfway up the other side, Pat, followed by Toke and Dawn, looked into CJ’s flashlight. “That’s right, children. Come to papa,” CJ said. 

Pat feinted to the right, which CJ followed, then feinted to the left when CJ was just about upon him and charged on past him, knocking him off balance in the process. It caused the chief deputy to lose his footing and slide past the three as they continued to climb the embankment. When CJ hit the bottom, he moved over to help Wally rather than chase the other three. Since he had the keys, he figured they wouldn’t get far.

Although neither Sam nor Dana was a scrapper, they still tried to struggle against Wally. Before they were able to pull away, CJ ran up and pushed them against the trestle base. “Get up against the wall! Spread em!” he commanded as he and Wally began to frisk the two boys.

“Oh-oh, those are bad touches, Wally,” Dana said. He laughed as Wally pulled his hands away. “You have such soft, lovely hands and such a gentle way about you. I didn’t know you cared.”

“A little lower and to the left, please,” Sam said to CJ. Then he added, “Book ‘em, Dano.”

Being the newest deputy at the Sheriff’s Office, Wally carefully followed the standard police protocol when conducting the frisk. Even so, Dana’s words unnerved him enough that he looked over at CJ, questioningly. Without being asked, CJ said, “Don’t fret about it, Wally. Dana’s just talking to hear his head rattle.”

“Rattle, rattle, rattle,” Dana laughed. He knew he had struck a raw nerve though, and that Wally was someone he could toy with. Wally was not like CJ, who had been playing this game for several years now and knew all the tricks.

As the officers continued the frisk, CJ pulled a buck knife out of Sam’s pocket and held it up in front of him. “Why Sammy Lutes, you worthless little hunk of crap, look what we have here.”

“I resemble that,” Sam replied. “I ain’t little.”

Dana looked under his left arm at Wally. “Hey Wally, I got a fabulous knock-knock joke. Start it out, okay?”

“Sure, why not?” Wally said. “Knock, knock.”

“Who’s there?” 

Wally rolled his eyes when he realized he had been suckered in. Dana and Sam cackled as the officers cuffed them behind their backs.

“Dana, you’re a regular comedian,” CJ said. “You ought to be on the stage. The next one leaves town tomorrow morning.”

 By this time, Pat, Dawn, and Toke had made their way to the hearse. Toke jumped behind the wheel as Pat threw open the side suicide door and helped Dawn climb in, then climbed in after her. He heard Toke up front, fumbling around in the dark. “My keys,” Toke said. “The pigs got my keys!”

“Oh-oh,” Dawn said. “Now what’ll we do?”

“Don’t worry,” Toke said. “I got another one here under the dash in a magnet box.” He reached under the dashboard and held up the box. “See?”

“Well, the key isn’t doing us any good there,” Pat said. “Get it out and let’s get out of here.”

“Yeah, make like a tree and leave,” Dawn giggled.

Toke fumbled with the box and started laughing as he dropped it. It was then that Pat realized how out of it Toke was. “You’d better let me drive, Toke,” Pat said. “You’re stoned.”

“No no-o!” Toke replied. “This is my limo. I got us here and I’ll get us away, too. Just watch this!” He stuck the spare key in the ignition, flipped on the headlights, and spun a cookie right there on the highway before screeching off in the opposite direction from the trestle.

 At the sound of the hearse throwing up gravel, CJ looked toward the highway. “He must’ve had a spare key.”

“Yeah, sounds that way,” Wally said.

“I’m going after them,” CJ said. “Toke’s a road hazard in his condition. You wait here with Sam and Dana. They’re cuffed, they aren’t going anywhere. I’ll radio the Tuckerville squad and have McCoy come pick you up.”

“Sure, okay,” Wally replied as CJ hastened up the embankment toward the squad car. “You two boys are going to detention.”

“Can’t, got a big history test tomorrow in summer school,” Dana said. “Got to go home and study for it.”

“You poor boy,” Wally said. “If you blow that test, you won’t be at the head of your class anymore.”

Sam laughed. “Dana spends more time standing in the corner of his class than at the head of it.”

Both boys smirked as Wally made them sit down on the embankment. Dana thought about how he suckered Wally with that knock-knock joke and laughed aloud. 

“You two are both higher than kites, aren’t you?” Wally said. “Maybe spending the night in jail will sober you up.”

 The hearse was weaving from side to side as Toke tore down the highway. Pat and Dawn were bouncing around in the rear compartment like two bobbers during the crappie spawn. “Toke, you’re driving crazy,” Pat hollered as Toke swerved clear over onto the left hand shoulder, the third time he had done so in the last two miles. “You’re making me sick to my stomach back here!”

“Oh yuck Pat,” Dawn said “You aren’t gonna puke, are ya?”

“Don’t you dare barf in my limousine,” Toke hollered as he swerved again. He flipped on the radio and cranked up the volume full blast. Tell Laura I Love Her filled the air. 

“I mean it, Toke,” Pat yelled. “Pull over and let me drive!”

“I got us here and I’ll get us away, too,” Toke said. “I got 352 under the hood, and I’m just getting started.”

“Toke, you’re crazy! Pull over! I’ll drive!”

“Don’t worry,” Toke said. “I can make this baby fly. And I can handle my grass, too. They don’t call me Toke for nothing.”

About a half a mile up ahead, Pat saw car lights advancing toward the highway from a side road. When the lights reached the highway, he saw the vehicle turn in their direction and immediately dim its high beams. Toke, who was also on high beam, continued to swerve and went over onto the left shoulder again, then straightened out in the left lane and floored the big Caddie. Pat saw the speedometer climb to 70. He looked ahead as the car lights drew closer.

“Toke, look out!” Pat screamed.

“Don’t worry...”

Pat’s eyes widened as the headlights drew down upon them. The last thing he heard was the sound of broken glass and the sickening crunch of metal on metal as his head snapped back hard. His world started to spin and he felt himself floating just before everything went black.


Chapter 11

“Oh, Rosie, they’re so-o cute!” Marianne said, holding up the yellow baby sleepers.

“I thought so too,” Rosie giggled. “They were on sale at Goldfines in Mankato last week. Half price, and they have a good ranking in Consumer Report. I just couldn’t pass them up.” She patted her stomach. “I think I felt a kick today, but I know it’s too soon.”

“Yeah, this is a little early. It’s probably just gas.” Marianne held up the sleepers and admired them some more. “You did well with these, Rosie, and yellow is a nice, neutral color, so even if you’re carrying a little Martha around in there instead of a Marty, the sleepers will work just fine.” Marianne looked at the calendar. “It’s been ten days since I had a fag.”

“Ten days? Marianne, you haven’t smoked for ten days?”

“Yup, it took you and Dave getting pregnant to make me realize now’s as good a time as any. I don’t want you having to breathe my smoke.”

“I really appreciate you helping me through all this,” Rosie said. “Has it been rough for you?”

“After I’ve eaten and whenever I have alcohol, that’s when it’s the worst.”

“I’m glad I never started smoking. It’s a tough habit to break,” Rosie said.

“Yes, it is,” Marianne agreed. “Nicotine is very addicting.”

“Dave and I talk back and forth about the baby,” Rosie said. “He’s so excited. He’s saying how we’ll fix up the apartment, and he wants me to check out the cribs and baby furnishings. He’s starting to sound like a daddy already.”

Marianne smiled at Rosie’s excitement. “Well, he is a daddy.”

After Rosie thought for a second, she put her finger gun to her head and pulled the trigger. “Bang!” she said. “Yeah, I guess he is at that.”

The phone rang twice. Before the third ring, Rosie answered it. “Hello? Yeah, I’ll hold.” She put her hand over the mouthpiece. “It’s Davy.”

Refilling her coffee mug, Marianne watched Rosie visit with Dave. They went through the normal exchanges, Rosie saying everything was fine, that she was feeling good, about the checkups and the insurance, all like that. Dave must have started the lovey-dovey stuff then, because Rosie did more listening than talking and giggled a lot.

They visited about Dave some more after Rosie hung up the phone. As a Green Beret assigned to lead a group of Vietnamese guerillas, Dave spent a lot of time fighting in the jungles. They went out for several days at a time before he got the chance to come into base for R & R, which was the case today when he called her. “He said one of his men stepped on a punji stick last week,” Rosie said.

“A punji stick?” said Marianne, looking at her, questioningly. 

“It’s made from bamboo,” Rosie said. “They cut it off and sharpen it, then cover it with dung and stick it in the ground. Whenever somebody comes along and steps on it, he has a major infection like right now.”

“Oh ick!” Marianne said, shivering. “I don’t even want to think about it.” 

They visited about Dave a while longer, and then Rosie asked how things were between Marianne and Jack. 

“I’m not sure,” Marianne said. “He offered me an engagement ring a while ago.”

“All right!” said Rosie as she looked at Marianne’s fingers. “Where is it? Can I see it?”

“There’s nothing to see,” Marianne said, looking at her fingers also. “I didn’t accept it.”

“You didn’t? Why not? Marianne, you and Jack are made for each other.”

“I thought so too, until that Hawkins County job came along. Now I’m not so sure. He called a few times, but it’s been ages since we’ve been out a date. I think he’s found something in Hawkins County he likes more than me. When we do get together, all he wants to talk about is his job. That and drink.” Marianne looked out the window. “I don’t think he cares about me anymore.”

“Well, he’s on a new job and that’s stressful,” Rosie offered. “He has to meet those Judges and lawyers and the cops and all, to say nothing about getting acquainted with the kids on his caseload. It takes a while.” She sipped her coffee. “It’s a tough job. I know I couldn’t do it. When my shift is over at the hospital, I can come home and don’t have to think about the place for another day, but Jack, he doesn’t have that luxury. He never gets away from it, not even on weekends, and when he isn’t around, there’s nobody to fill in for him. 

“Yeah, I suppose,” Marianne said. “Maybe I should go over to Hawkins County and do something naughty. I might be able to see him more often him that way.”

“There’s a thought,” Rosie laughed. ”You could always vandalize a church. I read where the Judge over there doesn’t think that’s funny at all.”

“Yeah, I suppose so,” Marianne said. She sighed, looked at her ring finger, and stared out the window again. 

As she watched her sitting there, Rosie realized how low Marianne was feeling and thought that maybe she needed some cheering up. “Say, how about taking in a movie tonight? There’s a Clint Eastwood spaghetti western in town. You can take out your frustrations about Jack by watching Clint take on Eli Wallach, that scuz bucket.”

“Eli Wallach!” Marianne put her hands to her breast. “What a dreamboat.”

“What?” Rosie said. “What’s in this coffee? You’d pick Eli Wallach over Clint Eastwood?”

“Just kidding, Rosie,” Marianne said. “And yes, you’re on. I really need to get out of the apartment and have some fun, but I just saw Eastwood in Play Misty for Me. How about Love Story? It’s playing at the Town Theater in Mankato.”

“With Ryan O’Neill and Ali McGraw?” said Rosie. “I’d love to see it.” 

“Good, I’ll pick you up about five-ish and we can grab a bite at Mack and Don’s before the show.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Rosie said.

 “I’d best be getting back to the bank,” Marianne said, looking at her watch. “It’s about that time.” 

“Yeah, I suppose,” Rosie said. “I just came off the night shift at the hospital so I got the next two days off.”

“Lucky you,” Marianne said, hugging her. “You can relax the rest of the day.” 

“Think I’ll play the Green Beret album by Barry Sadler,” Rosie said. “It helps me think about Dave.” 

“Good plan, bye-bye,” Marianne said, heading for the door.

It was a short walk from Rosie’s apartment to the bank, so Marianne got back to work in no time at all. As she was going through her messages, Mark Sherwood came over to her desk with another one. “Hi Marianne, this one came in for you just after you left for lunch.”

“Thanks Mark,” Marianne said. “I was over at Rosie’s for lunch. She got a call from Dave over in ‘Nam while I was there.”

“That’s neat,” Mark said. “I sure hope everything goes well for them. They deserve the best.”

“Yes they do,” Marianne agreed. Then she got a wild hair. “Say Mark, Rosie and I are going to the movies tonight. Love Story is playing in Mankato. Would you like to come along?”

Marianne inviting him on a double date flattered Mark. He hoped this was the start of something because he liked Marianne and had ever since he started working at the bank. “I’d love to, but are you sure this is okay with Rosie? I don’t want to intrude on your friendship.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Marianne said, looking at him very seriously. “Your mission, Mister Phelps, if you choose to accept it, is to bring a box of Kleenex. This movie will be a ten hankie job for us gals.”

The reference to Mission Impossible made Mark smile. “Okay, but I just got paid. I could get a fancier brand if you prefer.”

“No, Kleenex is just fine,” Marianne said.

“Tell ya what, I’ll pick you and Rosie up after work and treat you to supper at the Cat and the Fiddle café. We can go to the movie and have a few drinks after.”

“Sounds good, I’ll call Rosie and tell her,” Marianne said.

For the moment, they were all alone in the bank except for Warren, who was up front puffing away on a stogie and talking on the phone. Mark leaned over, kissed Marianne, and was pleased when she kissed back. “You’re really sweet, do you know that?” he said.

“So are you, Mark. So are you,” she said as the phone rang. “First National Bank, how may I help you?” Marianne looked up as Mark moved away from her desk and headed toward the elevators. On the way, he turned toward her and blew a kiss. She waved at him as he disappeared around the corner. That Mark, except for his hair pie, he was darn near as cute as Ryan O’Neill. Not quite, but darn near.

 Mark and the two girls headed over to Mankato for supper right after work. Both Rosie and Marianne had the Brontosaurus burger and fries with a soda, but Mark ordered the all-day breakfast. He ordered whole-wheat toast to go with it because, as he explained to the girls, he wanted to eat at least something healthy lest he turn into lard before their very eyes. They washed it all down with several cups of coffee before heading out to the movie. Mark made good on his promise. He bought supper for all three of them and even bought the tickets to Love Story. Since it was mid-week, they got right in rather than battling the lines to view the popular flick, the top moneymaker of 1971.

They adjourned to the Capri Lounge and Bowling Alley after the show where Mark paid for the first round of drinks. He and Marianne got a pitcher of tap beer that they shared. As for Rosie, because of her condition, she slapped her head and said, “Wow! I’m going to have a V8!” 

No band was playing tonight, but the jukebox had a bunch of neat tunes on it. Marianne played one of her favorites, Run, Run, Run, by the Gestures, the same group that played at the Legion the night of Jack’s graduation party. Marianne said she liked the Gestures and thought they were Mankato’s answer to the Beetles. After that, they played some country-western. The first up was Marty Robbins doing El Paso. Rosie wanted to hear that one because she planned to name the baby Marty, and because she liked the ballads. Mark knew the words so he sung all the verses along with the jukebox.

Next, Mark and the girls analyzed the movie. They all agreed it was very poignant. At the last scene where Oliver came to see Jenny on her deathbed, even mark choked up and needed a Kleenex. Mark was troubled by the “Love means never having to say you’re sorry” line, though. When Oliver, portrayed by Ryan O’Neill, left the hospital and ran into Ray Miland, who was portraying his father, and told him Jenny had just died, Ray Miland said he was sorry. That is when Oliver replied that loves means never having to say you’re sorry. However, the problem, Mark explained, was that Ray Miland wasn’t one bit sorry. He only pretended to like Jenny and made that very clear throughout the movie. True, he came around a bit at the end, but he still had no love for Jenny, so why in blazes did Oliver say that line to him? 

“What’s your point, Mark?” Marianne said.

“Yeah, What?” asked Rosie as she started on her third V8.

“Oh, I don’t know, it just seemed kind of a dumb thing for Oliver to say to his dad, that’s all. It was, um, it was hypocritical.”

“I can see that,” Marianne said. “There’s some internal inconsistency there.”

“What does hypocritical mean?” Rosie asked. 

“It’s a derivative of a Greek word which means a pretender,” Mark said as he pulled out a pocket dictionary. “Let’s see here, Webster defines a hypocrite as a person who pretends to be what he is not. One who pretends to be better than he really is, more pious, virtuous, without really being so.”

Rosie and Marianne raised their eyebrows. “You always carry a dictionary around with you?” Marianne asked. 

“Well yeah,” Mark said, blushing. “It’s small, and you never know when one will come in handy.”

“Do you think Oliver was a hypocrite then?” Rosie asked.

“No, not Oliver, Oliver’s uppity father, Ray Miland,” Mark explained, patiently. 

The girls looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. They had already heard way more than they wanted to about the line, “Love means never having to say you’re sorry,” as it applied to Oliver or Ray Miland or whomever. It was a good movie, they had a good cry over it, and enough said, so they excused themselves and went to the powder room, leaving Mark to agonize over that line all by himself. 

“I heard a new blond joke the other day,” Mark said as the women returned. “That is, if you aren’t offended by them.” He sipped his beer. “Or unless you want to further analyze the movie.”

“No, absolutely not!” both women said in unison.

“Let Ali McGraw rest in peace,” Rosie said.

“You mean Jenny,” Mark corrected her.

“Whomever,” Rosie said.

“Since neither of us are blondes, I guess it’s okay,” Marianne said as Rosie nodded her head. “I know a few of them myself.” She took a swig of beer and licked the foam off her lip.

“Here goes,” Mark said. “This blonde was pulled over by a traffic cop who asked to see her license. She looked at him disgusted and said, “Well duh, you guys just took my license away from me last week and now you want me to show it to you again? Get real!”

The girls enjoyed that one. “I heard one the other day too,” Rosie said. “But it’s kind of dumb.” 

“That’s what makes them funny,” Mark said.

“Especially if you have a warped, sick sense of humor like we do,” Marianne said, patting Mark’s arm. 

“Well see,” Rosie said, “this blonde was speeding down 169 when a traffic cop pulled up next to her. He – ”

“Was it the same cop who stopped my blonde?” Mark asked. Saying that was a mistake, because Marianne had just taken another mouthful of beer and started to choke. She was able to turn her head and swallow a little of the beer but the rest she sprayed all over the floor. Then she started to cough and laugh hysterically.

“No, it wasn’t the same cop,” Rosie said after pondering the question for a moment. “Yours was city, mine was highway patrol.” Marianne finally had to use a Kleenex to wipe the tears of laughter from her eyes. 

“Oh, okay, I needed to clarify that.” Mark said it very seriously but with a twinkle in his eye. 

“Anyway,” Rosie continued, “ this cop pulled up next to her and was shocked to see that the blonde was knitting while she was driving down the highway. He put on his siren, but she just kept on truckin’. When he realized she wasn’t paying attention, he rolled down the window, pointed his bullhorn at her and hollered, ‘Pull over!’ She heard that and looked at the officer and smiled and hollered back, “No, Afghan.”

Both Marianne and Mark liked that one. Marianne finally got over the giggles, but then she developed a nicky-fit more intense than any she had had in days. It was the alcohol that brought it on, so she volunteered her contribution to the world’s repertoire of blonde jokes. Focusing on something else helped ease the craving. “This blonde pulls into a gas station with her fancy BMW. It’s coughing, sputtering, and running very poorly, so the mechanic comes out and opens the hood and takes a look at it. Pretty soon he has it purring like a kitten, it’s running so smooth. ‘So, what’s the story?’ the blonde asks. ‘Just crap in the carburetor,’ the mechanic says. ‘And how often do I have to do that?’ the blonde asks.” 

That one got them all going, and Marianne forgot about having a fag. And so it went right up to last call. They told blonde jokes, moron jokes, Pollock jokes, Ole and Lena jokes, the whole bit, as the beer and the V8 flowed and the jukebox played in the background. 

By last call it was going on 1:00 a.m., so they went up to Schulte’s Inn for coffee and pie. Marianne started to fade soon after they arrived, but Mark and Rosie were still having a lively time of it. Marianne was content to sit and sip some coffee as she listened to the pair, who got to talking about the baby. Mark was very interested in the child and volunteered his advice whenever he felt it was proper. They talked about the prenatal classes and Mark still said he would like to go through them with Rosie if he was around.

Marianne studied the two. Under different circumstances, they would have made a great couple, she thought. Rosie hit it off with Mark and obviously enjoyed his company, and they seemed to share the same interests. Mark, so sincere, so concerned, so helpful, would make someone a great husband and father. Just like Jack.

Jack.

The realization hit Marianne that she really did love the new Hawkins County Juvenile Probation Officer. Oh sure, Jack was a bozo, but he was her bozo, and he had a good heart and good intentions. He was working long hours and saving his money, and there he went and bought that nice ring set all on his own to surprise her. She knew it must have set him back a pretty penny. He was so proud of himself when he brought it over to her that night, and so deeply hurt when she refused to accept it. If only he understood how she felt – that his job seemed more important to him than building a life with her. It was just that he had to get his head out of his ass and get things in their proper perspective. Being a probation officer was a job and that’s all it was, but he allowed it to take over his life. He was faithful to her, that she knew.  She looked at Mark, and for a moment, she felt a twinge of guilt.

The drive from Schulte’s back to Dovetail Falls took about twenty minutes. Mark dropped Rosie off at her place and walked her up to the door to make sure she got in all right, and while he did that, Marianne switched the car radio over to the Wolfman. Staff Sergeant Barry Sadler was singing the Ballad of the Green Berets when Mark pulled up behind Marianne’s apartment and shut off the lights.

Fighting soldiers from the sky




Fearless men who jump and die




Men who mean just what they say




The brave men of the Green Beret

Mark moved toward Marianne and put his arm around her shoulders. She smelled his sweet spearmint gum breath and felt the heat of his body. Before she could say no, he kissed her. “Did you have a good time tonight?” he asked.

She snuggled up to him. “Yes I did, Mark. The best I’ve had in a long time, thanks to you.”

Silver wings upon their chests

These are men, America’s best.

One hundred men will test today

But only three win the Green Beret.

As they embraced and savored a lingering kiss, Marianne saw the image of Dave Martin, dressed in his combat uniform, appear in her mind’s eye. He had red spots on his uniform and looked to be in great pain. The image was there for a good fifteen seconds before it faded into oblivion. It made her feel uneasy.

“Do you mind if I stay the night?” Mark asked.

“I wish you would,” she blurted out. For some reason she wanted someone else to stay in the apartment with her tonight rather than being here alone. When they got inside, Marianne fixed up the couch for Mark and brought out a patch quilt, a classic double wedding ring design that Grandma Frederick had made, for him to cover up with. They said their good nights and each went to bed. She would soon discover that she wasn’t the only one who was visited by a spirit that night, for Mark had a similar experience.
The next morning, Marianne was up early and finished her bathroom chores before Mark woke up. She fixed coffee and a couple pieces of toast for breakfast, which they took out onto the deck and enjoyed. It was a dark, cloudy morning and the radio said that later it was going to rain. Marianne liked having Mark as her guest and told him so. It occurred to him that he forgot to bring even a toothbrush along, so he returned to his place to shower and freshen up for work. 

Now that she was alone, lingering over another cup of coffee, the uncomfortable feeling she had last night returned to her. What was there about the Ballad of the Green Berets anyhow? There was a link between Barry Sadler’s song and Dave, that she was sure of, but what? On a hunch, she pulled her old college Physics book out of the bookcase, checked several references, and nodded thoughtfully before she put it away again and headed off for a busy day at work.


Chapter 12

It was a busy day for Jack also. Rather than stop at the office, he headed directly to the Reformatory at St. Cloud, knowing it would take a good two hours to get there. About mid-way, he stopped to gas the Mustang and got a coffee and doughnut to go. A thunder-boomer started when he was still about five miles from the joint, and by the time he arrived, it was raining heavily. There was thunder and lightening as he pulled into the parking lot in front of the Reformatory and shut off the car, so he decided to sit a minute before he opened the door. He thought it was ironic that Johnny Cash started singing Folsom Prison Blues on the car radio as he watched the rainfall all around him.

He was up here to attend a staffing and get the information he needed for a pre-parole report, so after gathering up his notebook and case file, he stared at the prison complex. Built of grey granite, it was huge with high walls all around the cellblocks and the courtyard. He could see the water tower in the yard and knew from his last trip just after he was hired and given a tour that there were several shops and prison industries buildings within the enclosure. The joint was built in the 1880’s on a granite quarry and it was built to last. The rain temporarily lifted so Jack flipped off the radio and made a dash up the walkway and the granite steps to the main entrance. 

Once inside, the lobby area contained several chairs and benches and to the rear, a guard sitting inside a glassed cage who controlled the set of three huge iron-barred doors that led to the cellblock. Jack handed the guard his probation officer ID card, saying he was here to see the caseworker for a staffing on Clyde Thompson. The guard telephoned the casework office, and a guy came down to the gate about ten minutes later. He was a longhaired fellow who looked like a left over beatnik from the 60’s and he vouched for Jack. The guard came out and opened the first cell door, or main gate as he called it, clanging it shut with a dull thud that echoed and re-echoed throughout the cavernous enclosure. A huge bolt of lightening and a sharp crack of thunder followed the clanging of the door, which Jack thought was creepy. 

“Welcome to Thirteen Mockingbird Lane,” the caseworker said as they headed toward the bullpen.

“You got that right,” Jack said, looking around and up at the high granite ceilings. “Is Grandpa Munster hanging upside down from one of those beams up there? I can about imagine what some young punk would be thinking if he came in here for the first time today to start serving time.”

The caseworker laughed. “He’d think two words. Oh, shit!”  

He led Jack through a small bullpen in which seven or eight unruly prisoners were milling around. About a third of these inmates just came out of solitary and most of the rest were on their way into the Hole as punishment for various rule infractions ranging from fighting, to disobeying orders, to having contraband inside the walls.

 ”Hey doll face, come on over here,” one of the inmates said as he whistled at Jack.

Oh-oh, here’s trouble! Best stay away from this spook. Rather than reply, Jack ignored him and followed along behind the caseworker. They needed to get to a flight of steel steps that led to a second level where the casework offices were located. 

“Hey boy, I’m talking to you!” the inmate roared. His voice echoed off the granite as he swaggered over and blocked Jack’s path. “You want to come to my bunk, pretty boy?”

The caseworker ran back and got into the inmate’s face. “Bruno, you creep, now you can crawl back into the same hole you just crawled out of.” He motioned for the guard at the cell door to telephone for assistance.

Holding up his hand to the caseworker, Jack went head to head with the big, burly inmate. He later would learn that the man was queer as a three-dollar bill, a quarter Spanish, a quarter Indian, and half Black, so as far as minority status went, he pretty well had all the bases covered. “It’s okay,” Jack said to the caseworker, but guards were already starting to trickle up to the cell door of the bullpen as Jack smiled sweetly at the surly inmate.

 “I would love to, Bruno, but it wouldn’t be fair to you.” He looked the inmate up and down, all ugly six-foot-three, 253 pounds of him. “You’re a real hunk of burning love, I can see that, and I’m sure you’d show me a good time, but unfortunately once you got a taste of me, none of your other boyfriends in here would be able to satisfy you. Then what would you do?” He shook his head in sympathy. “There’d be a lot of lonely, frustrated nights, my man.”

The inmate glared down at Jack and clenched his fists. His nostrils started to flare, but when Bruno noticed four guards with mace and nightsticks were now standing in the gateway to the bullpen awaiting further orders, he abruptly backed off. “Ha-ha-ha-ha!” he laughed, deep and throaty. “Man, you got more bullshit in you than I do!”

“Thanks,” Jack said. “I work hard at it every day. Bullshit can be very good if you spread it around.”

Big ugly Bruno laughed some more as he slapped Jack on the shoulders. He started to do that fist bounce thing on the top and the bottom and twisting your fingers together stuff, but Jack never understood that jive so he just waved at Bruno and gave him thumbs up. 

“You’re okay for a whitebread honky,” Bruno said. Then he looked around at the other inmates. “He’s all right, you hear me? You leave him be, or you’ll have me in your face.” He accompanied Jack the rest of the way through the bullpen. “Hang in there bro, you’re all right, man.”

“Rest assured that I shall hold today’s encounter in my highest esteem,” Jack said.

“Highest esteem,” Bruno repeated it and laughed some more. “Where you come from, anyway?”

“Hawkins County,” said Jack.

“Hawkins...is that down there by Jefferson City?” Bruno asked.

“That’s the place,” Jack said.

“Do you know my buddy, the preppy?”

The caseworker and the guards were getting antsy and Jack wanted to avoid being caught in a tangle between the good guys and the bad guys. “I got to go now, Bruno. Write when you got time and send me a mug shot that I can frame and put beside my bed, okay?” 

Bruno liked that one. “See ya, little bro.” His show would cost him three more days in the Hole, but he figured what he gained was well worth it.

When Jack got upstairs, the caseworker filled him in on Bruno. “You got guts Johnson, got to give you that. Bruno is a tough nut. He knifed a couple of inmates in here already. Runs with the gangs out of the cities and is involved with the chop shops and drugs big time.”

“I thought about that before I talked to him,” Jack replied. “Maybe if I was an inmate or if you and the guards weren’t around, Bruno would’ve crowned me his homecoming queen and taken me to the prom, or tried to anyway. But Bruno isn’t stupid. He knows what he’d face if he actually attacked me.” 

Jack pulled out a cigarette and gave the caseworker one too, then lit them both up with the Zippo. “Besides, I had to make a statement and you can bet your bottom dollar old Bruno will get the word out that I’m not to be messed with. If I showed fear, that would have made the rounds too. It’s all part of the rite of passage I need to go through because I’m the new probation officer on the block, but it’ll serve me well in my future visits to your little fantasy island here.”

“You’re right about all that,” the caseworker agreed. “He also was grandstanding for the other inmates. Bruno has to do that every so often to remind everybody what a bad dude he is and that he’s the enforcer who controls his cellblock. He put on that little show as much for them as for you. But it still took guts to do what you did.”

“I’ll wash out my shorts when I get home. And thanks for backing me up.” 

They went on to interview Clyde Thompson who was one of the inmates in the bullpen, something Jack had not known at the time. Both Jack and the caseworker noticed, though, how respectful Clyde was during the interview and knew it was all because of how Jack handled Bruno. Jack got the information he needed for his pre-parole report and then some. When they were finished, he shook hands with the caseworker, who walked him to the main gate and authorized his release. As Jack drove back to Hawkins County, he thought about his close encounter with Bruno and wondered whom he meant when he asked about the preppy. Who in blazes is the preppy?
That night when Jack got back to Jefferson City, he stopped at the office and picked up a copy of the probation list Lisa had typed for the coming month. He walked it over to the sheriff’s office and entered from the rear door, by the garages. When he got to the dispatch area, he was surprised to find Sheriff Lucas standing there.

 “Connie, don’t you ever take off that uniform?”

Connie moved over to the counter. “Only when I take a bath, or when I’m doing the dance of love for Bev.”

“Once a month huh?”

“All right, wise guy,” the sheriff said, motioning to the list. “What do you have there?”

“The Hawkins County Juvenile Probation Office all-star lineup for the month of August,” Jack said. “I thought you’d like to hang it up somewhere.”

“You have no idea how handy these are for us, what with the addresses on them and all,” Connie said as he took the sheets from Jack. “But you didn’t have to deliver them tonight. You should be out with a pretty girl on a nice night like this, not hanging around a musty old jail.”

Rather than respond to the comment, Jack lit up a cigarette, looked down at the floor, wryly, then back at the sheriff. “Say, I did mean to tell you that I finally met Stacey O’Connor the other day, out at his place?”

“S-t-a-c-e-y O’C-o-n-n-o-r-r-r,” the sheriff said it very slowly. “Did he take a poke at you? Did he sikk his dog on you? You really have to be careful about going out there unescorted, Jack. That guy’s sick in the head. He belongs in the nut house.”

“It seemed to work out all right,” Jack said.

“Unit one, unit six, over.”

The police radio in the sheriff’s office crackled as Chief Deputy Conrad Lucas Jr. depressed the talk button on the microphone in his squad car. It crackled again as he released it. Connie hurried over to the big console radio and motioned for Jack to be quiet. “Yeah CJ, what you got?”

“I’m in pursuit of a vehicle, a 1952 Cadillac hearse, Minnesota license plate Boy Robert Sam 206, containing suspect juveniles in a drug incident. They’re driving like crazy!”

So that he could hear it better, Jack ducked under the counter and moved closer to the radio. “A Cadillac hearse? That sounds like Toke Watson’s set of wheels.”

“What’s your 10-20?” Connie glanced at Jack. “It’s Toke.”

“County road 16, between Tuckerville and Newtons Mill. Oh lord!”

“Six, what’s wrong?” Connie leaned closer to the radio. There was a period of static on the airwaves when they heard CJ’s voice faintly in the background, but not well enough to be understood.

“Six?”

“Sorry, I had to pull over. The suspect vehicle just collided head-on with another car. It looks bad. Best get Deike out here pronto.”

Dragging the microphone along, Connie moved over to the huge Hawkins County map posted on the wall. He tilted his head back and squinted at it through his reading glasses. “10-4, are you near the Straight River Bridge?”

“At the intersection of 16 and...6, 10-4,” the radio faded again.

“10-9 CJ, do you mean county roads 16 and 36?”

“10-4,” said CJ. “16 and 36, about two miles from the Lone Tree Corner and this side of Newtons Mill. We got a 10-52 here, big time!” He was coming in much clearer now.

“I’ll alert Harris Ambulance and meet you there,” Connie said. He set the microphone down and grabbed his hat and jacket. “I got to go, Jack.”

“Would you like some company?” Jack said.

“Are you sure?” Connie said. “This could be real bad.”

“I’m sure,” Jack said.

“There could be fatalities, and it could be dangerous with other traffic,” the sheriff replied. “There’ll probably be lots of blood.” 

“I know, but I have the power of arrest and I know the juveniles involved,” Jack replied. “I can authorize detention if it comes to that.”

“All right, meet me by my squad, the Mercury by the garage,” Connie said. “I’ll be right out.” 

Crushing out his cigarette, Jack ducked under the counter again and headed out the back door as Connie returned to the radio. “Harris Ambulance, this is the Hawkins County Sheriff.” He clicked off the transmit button. There was no immediate response. “Come on, Deike, Come on!”

Jack barely got settled in the squad car when he saw the big shadow of Conrad Lucas running toward him. Connie jumped behind the wheel, fired up the Mercury, and activated the emergency lights and siren. A second later, Jack felt the adrenalin rush hit him as they raced off into the night.


Chapter 13

An urgent call from Rosie Martin transferred to Marianne’s phone shortly after she arrived at work. “Marianne, I saw Dave in a dream last night. Something horrible has happened to him, I just know it,” Rosie cried.

“Was he hurt? Was he in pain?” Marianne learned a long time ago not to take these things lightly. Visions, premonitions – whatever they were called – were no strangers to her either. She recalled the time back in ’63, when she dreamed about a man in a convertible with blood all over him. A few days later, JFK was assassinated in Dallas.

“Maybe,” Rosie sobbed. “I-I don’t know.”

That Rosie was in a bad way, Marianne could tell right off, and she feared more for Rosie than for Dave at the moment. “Dave can take care of himself, honey bunch, but you have the baby to think about. You need to settle down.”

“I can’t settle down,” Rosie said. “This is so awful!”

“I’m coming right over, okay? You just sit tight.”

“Okay, but I’m afraid to say goodbye, so I’ll just hang up the phone.”

As Marianne hurried through the lobby toward the parking lot, Mark Sherwood joined her and grabbed her by the arm. “Whoa there, what’s up?” he said.

It’s Rosie,” Marianne said. “She saw a vision of Dave last night, and she’s very upset. She thinks something’s happened to him. You know, it’s odd, but I had a disturbing vision of him last night too, in your car when we were parked behind the apartment. It happened when Barry Sadler’s Green Beret song was playing on your radio. What do you make of that?”

“Maybe it was those Brontosaurus burgers you two gals had for supper at the Cat and the Fiddle café,” Mark grinned.

“No, I don’t think so,” Marianne said, seriously.

“Huh,” he said, grasping Marianne by the hand. “You know, come to think of it, something weird happened to me last night too.”

“What was that?”

“Well, after we sacked out, sometime in the night, I don’t know what time it was, but I couldn’t see daylight outside, I felt a breeze move past me.”

“A breeze?” said Marianne. “You felt a breeze?” 

“Yeah, like a light wind or chill. I know you didn’t have any windows open, and the air conditioner was off, so it wasn’t coming from there. It was like someone walked next to me. “I thought maybe it was you getting up to get a drink of water, but it wasn’t you.”  

“Something’s going on here,” Marianne said. “Rosie, and me, and now, you. This is just too much of a coincidence.”

“Do you want me to come over to Rosie’s with you?” Mark asked. 

“No, I’ll check this out myself, but I’ll keep you posted,” Marianne replied, heading out the door. 

Although Rosie’s apartment was a short distance away, Marianne drove her International Scout over there anyway, having no idea what she would get involved in once she arrived.

 At times like this, Rosie wished her folks were close by, but they had retired to one of those senior citizens communities in Florida a few years back. Her dad passed away of complications from a stroke after just six months, which left only her mom in their condominium. She decided to stay down there rather than returning up north, but even if she had moved back, her home area was in Wisconsin, not Minnesota. Rosie grew up in western Wisconsin where her dad worked on the railroad. It was she who relocated to southern Minnesota to go to school on a scholarship, which is where she met Dave and where she lived ever since. Being an only child, once her folks moved away she only had a few uncles and aunts and some cousins around, and they were scattered all over the place. Now, her only tie to Wisconsin was the Green Bay Packers. She was a big fan and still went a little crazy watching them whenever they played on TV.

 As for Dave Martin, he came from a large family of successful farmers in the area. Rosie spent a lot of time with them after Dave left for ‘Nam, but she was afraid she would become a burden to them. That is why she felt so close to Marianne, who was about her own age. She actually met Jack first because of his connection to Dave and felt close to him too, until he ended up so wrapped up in his work that he ignored them both.  

“Come on in, the door’s unlocked,” Rosie hollered as Marianne knocked on the door.

“So, tell me more about this,” Marianne said, removing her jacket and tossing it on the couch. She listened as Rosie explained how she saw Dave in a dream and how it looked like he was in great pain, but was shocked when Rosie then clutched at her abdomen, cried out, and fell to the floor. 

 The first thing Marianne did was help Rosie to the couch. She was uncertain what to do next, but figured Rosie needed to be checked over by a doctor because of her pregnant condition. After getting Rosie calmed down, she got Doc Schneider’s number from her and called his office. The doctor told her to call the ambulance and when she did, Deike Harris himself answered. Marianne explained the situation and said the doctor wanted to see Rosie at the hospital. Deike asked for the address and said he would be right over.

She knew this was going to take some time, so Marianne called Warren at the bank, told him what happened, and asked for the rest of the day off as sick leave. Warren was surprisingly understanding about the whole thing, being a grandpa himself, and told Marianne he would cover her two afternoon appointments. It seemed she barely hung up the phone when Deike pounded on the door. He had raced all the way from Mankato, siren and flashing lights on, and had made the trip in under ten minutes. 

“So, what’s going on here, Rosie?” Deike said as he and an attendant wheeled a stretcher into the apartment. He knew Rosie from the hospital and admired her because she was so cool under pressure. 

Rosie explained about the pregnancy, but said nothing to Deike about Dave and the dreams because he had never met Dave anyway. “I feel so silly,” Rosie said. “I’m sorry I’m such a baby about all this.”

“Think nothing of it,” Deike said. “That’s what we’re here for.” As he and the attendant bundled her onto the stretcher, Deike added, “Now, if you’re a good girl, I’ll let you work the siren on the way into Mankato.” 

 It was the break in tension the girls needed. Marianne could visualize pregnant Rosie going all the way to Mankato, sitting next to Deike and operating the siren rather than lying on the stretcher in back. It got them to laughing.

The ambulance went so fast that it quickly disappeared from sight as Marianne tried to follow it to Mankato. When she arrived at the hospital, Doctor Schneider was already examining Rosie. The nurse told Marianne she should wait in the lobby and that Doctor Schneider would probably do an ultrasound on the baby to be on the safe side.

Marianne paged through Good Housekeeping while she waited and read an article on interior decorating that caught her eye. After a half hour or so, she suddenly got such a craving for a cigarette that she thought about going out and buying a pack. It would be so easy, she thought. There was a service station not even a block away. But she fought down the urge. Instead, she picked up another magazine, Modern Farming, which was a handy distraction, and was a third of the way through a fascinating article on how she could increase the milk production of her dairy herd if she had one, when the nurse came out to talk to her.

 “Doctor Schneider is going to keep her under observation for a few hours,” the nurse said. “You are welcome to go up to the room if you’d like. She’s on fifth floor, room 514B.”

 “Thank you,” Marianne said, heading for the elevator. 

“Hi, honey bunch. Are you feeling better?” Marianne asked as she entered the room.

“Yes I am, but Doc Schneider was glad I came in. He did the ultrasound. Guess what?”

“It’s a girl,” Marianne said.

“Nope, it’s a boy,” Rosie giggled. “And he’s perfect in every way, as near as Doc can see.”

“That’s wonderful,” Marianne said. “I’m surprised they went to the expense of doing an ultrasound.”

“It’s a fringe benefit of working in a hospital,” Rosie said. “The medical benefits and the insurance are number one. A fifty dollar deductible is what I got, so when something like this happens, I’m covered.”

“The ambulance ride is covered too?” Marianne asked.

“Yup,” Rosie said.

“Good deal,” Marianne said. “I was a bit nervous about that. I thought about bringing you over here in the Scout, but as bumpy as that thing is, you would’ve delivered for sure.”

“Doc also gave me something to settle me down,” Rosie said, yawning. “In fact, I think I’ll take a little snoozel-loozel before he comes back. He’s going to check in with me again about three.”

“Tell you what, you just relax here,” Marianne said. “I’ll go out, do my shopping, and get the oil changed on the Scout. I need to do that anyway. It’s been five thousand miles and I usually don’t let it go that long. Think I’ll stop up and see mom for a bit and then I’ll be back, okay? If you can go home, I’ll stay with you tonight and we can decide what we want to do about supper.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Rosie as she yawned again.

 “I’ll be back about four,” Marianne said, heading for the door.

While the oil change took place on the Scout, Marianne went to the dime store and got a big yellow ribbon to wrap around the tree in front of Rosie’s apartment. Then she used the pay phone and called Jack’s office to tell him to get over here and help out.

Jack was out of in the office, however. Lisa said he was in the Brownsdale area checking on the kids on his caseload and may not be back this afternoon. Marianne thought about leaving a message with Lisa about Rosie’s condition, but decided against it because he needed to hear this first hand from her. Instead, she left the message for Jack to call her as soon as possible. 

By the time Marianne returned to the hospital, Doc Schneider had already checked on Rosie again. He felt she was okay to leave so he wrote a prescription and authorized her discharge. He told Rosie it was a good idea if Marianne could spend the night with her, and also told her she should take a couple sick days from work and just take it easy.

After Marianne got Rosie settled in the Scout, they drove over to the drug store and filled the prescription. She was cautious how she drove and purposely avoided the bumps in the road lest she jostle Rosie too much. When they got to Dovetail Falls, Marianne helped Rosie into the apartment and then put the yellow ribbon on the tree out front. When Marianne asked about supper, Rosie said to surprise her so she took that as carte blanche to plan the menu. 

She went to the Super Value and got the fixings to make Rueben sandwiches. At the last minute she picked up some more dill pickles too. She smiled as she picked out the pickles because Rosie had already eaten a ton of them and was well on her way through the second ton. Marianne knew if she ate that many dill pickles, she would be puckered up like a prune by now.

After supper they watched TV while they did the dishes. Sonny and Cher were on, a new show featuring a couple of young singers, husband and wife, who sang and clowned around on stage. It was quite a popular show and did well in the ratings. Marianne then brewed up a pot of decaf so they had something to sip on while they discussed what was really on their minds.

“Tell me about your dream,” Marianne said.

“It wasn’t very long,” Rosie said. “I went out like a light after Mark dropped me off and sometime in the night I saw the image of Davy, dressed in his battle fatigues, floating in space above the bed. His eyes were closed, although sometimes he grimaced like he was in pain, and I heard a popping sound like gunfire in the background. When he opened his eyes, he looked at me,” she started to choke up, “and smiled, and reached out to me, and said how much he loved me.”

“There, there, honey bunch,” Marianne said, putting her arm around Rosie and hugging her.

“Anyway, something very odd about it was that he was looking at me through a bunch of squares,” Rosie said as she sniffed back her tears. “He was reaching through squares, too.”

“Squares?”

“Yeah, like this.” Rosie used her thumbs and fingers to make a square design.

“Could it have been a cage?”

“Well,” Rosie thought a moment, “it could’ve been a cage, I guess.”

“Look, I’m not going to pooh-pooh what happened to you,” Marianne said. “I’ve had experiences similar to yours and know how real it is, and I believe spirits can communicate that way.” She paused. “I saw Dave last night, too.”

“You did?” Rosie’s eyes widened. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“As busy as we were today, there wasn’t time,” Marianne replied. “But last night after we dropped you off, Mark took me home and before we got out of the car, this song came on the radio. It was the Ballad of the Green Berets, you know, the one by Sgt. Barry Sadler.”

“Oh yeah, I know it very well,” Rosie said. It reminds me of Dave.”

“Well, I thought of Dave when I heard it, too,” Marianne said. “As I listened to it, I saw a vision of Dave in his camouflage uniform. There were red spots all over him.”

“Red spots?” Rosie put her hands to her mouth.

“And that’s not all. Mark stayed over and felt something, or someone, move past him in the night when he was sleeping on the couch.”

“Was it a ghost, a poltergeist?” Rosie asked. She shivered a bit and felt the hair stand up on her neck as she glanced around the room.

“I don’t think so. Poltergeists are usually spirits of children. Sometimes they’re playful and mischievous but this vision didn’t act that way. My guess is that Dave’s spirit visited all of us last night.” Marianne sipped some coffee. “Have you ever heard the expression, Energy can be neither created nor destroyed?” 

“I guess I remember hearing that in school,” Rosie replied.

“Well, it’s a law of Physics, and when you get right down to it, our souls, our spirits, are nothing more than electro-chemical energy within our bodies,” Marianne said. “Doctors can see it on an EEG brain scan and can even see it leave a human body, which is one way they know a person is dead. But they can’t measure it beyond that point as the energy enters another dimension.”

“So, do you think Davy’s in that other dimension now?” Rosie whispered. They both looked at the window as the wind whistled around the corner and made it rattle.

“Yes I do,” Marianne replied. “But it’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“You said you saw red spots on his uniform,” Rosie said. “What do you think they were?”

“I think they were bloodstains, Rosie, and hard as it is for me to say this, I believe Dave’s been killed,” Marianne said. “If his spirit isn’t restricted to his body anymore, he isn’t limited by any natural laws. That’s why he’s able to communicate with us by telepathy. We’re receptive to him. I think he’s somehow communicating with us through that Barry Sadler song.”

Where’s his spirit, do you think?” Rosie asked.

“I confess, I don’t know,” Marianne replied. “I just know that Dave’s spirit still exists out there someplace. Religious people call it heaven or hell or the hereafter. Others call it reincarnation. As for me, I call it Ultimate Justice. I believe once life is created, no matter how unfairly it is treated or abused thereafter, either by the human caretaker of that life force, that energy, that spirit, or by others, it exists forever in some form. It survives the death of the human host. To think otherwise would be to deny a fundamental law of Physics.”

 Rosie paused a moment as she pondered Marianne’s words. “My heart wants to accept what you said as true,” she said, “but my mind is having a difficult time grasping the concept.” She paused again, pushing her tongue against her cheek. “Of course, being a nurse, I’ve witnessed brain death as measured on an EEG machine many times myself. I’ve seen the brain waves flat line at the moment of death, and oddly enough, the waves, the life force, exits through the brain. And I’d be the first to agree that a dead patient is missing a life force and even appears different than a live one.”

“So, where did that life force, that energy, go, since it can’t be destroyed?” Marianne asked. 

“It’s something to think about,” Rosie agreed. “I’ll have to sleep on this one.” A short time later, she excused herself and went to bed. 

 The next morning, Rosie was up at first light. She filled the tub and had a good soaker so by the time Marianne got up to get ready for work, she was feeling refreshed. They put on the coffee and had toast for breakfast. Since Rosie was staying home from work today, she was still lounging in her bathrobe. She seemed different to Marianne somehow, very calm and serene. 

“How’re you feeling this morning?” Marianne asked.

“Fine, just fine,” Rosie doodled with her finger on the tabletop as she said it, then looked at Marianne and smiled. “My soul mate visited me again last night.”

“Rosie! You saw Dave again?”

“Yes, I did, and I know Davy’s where nobody can ever hurt him again,” Rosie replied.

“What makes you think that?” Marianne said.

“He came to me and he smiled and whispered how much he loved me and that I should take good care of our son. He even knows our baby is a boy, Marianne. Then his spirit entered me and gave me a sense of peace like I’ve never felt before. What you said about telepathy is right.”

“He’s a hero, you know,” Marianne said, then broke down and started to cry.

It was Rosie’s turn to comfort Marianne now. “Don’t cry, Marianne. There’s a purpose to all of this. You have to believe that, like I do.”

“I remember how he looked at Jack’s graduation,” Marianne said. “He was so handsome in his uniform.”

“Yes he was, and he enjoyed that evening so much,” Rosie said.

“That’s how I want to remember him,” Marianne said. “Are you going to be okay here today? I’ll stay with you if you want me too.”

“No, I’m fine, at least for now, although I’ll probably have a tough time of it later,” Rosie said. “You go on to work. I actually would prefer to spend some time alone.”

“I’ll be back here right after work, honey bunch,” Marianne promised as the two women hugged.

“Okay, I’ll be here,” Rosie said. 

After Marianne left for the bank, Rosie went over to the stereo and pulled out the Ballad of the Green Berets album again. She took it out of its jacket, dusted it, and put it on to play. 

Silver wings upon their chests

These are men, America’s best

      


One hundred men will test today

      


But only three win the Green Beret

 Moving over to the window, Rosie sipped her coffee as she glanced out over the city. The sun was up, shining radiantly. She could see the hustle and bustle of people and cars as they hurried about their daily affairs and as they went to begin their jobs in the factories and shops. The power plant was in full operation, belching a column of white steam high up into the air. She looked over at the bluffs along the river. The trees were thick with green leaves and she could make out some wildflowers growing along the highway out front. Marianne was visible from a distance as she walked into the bank. It looked to Rosie like everybody’s life was the same as yesterday, but she knew her life would never be the same again. As she sipped her coffee and listened to Sergeant Barry Sadler, she dreamed of her Dave, and of what might have been.


Chapter 14

 When Sheriff Conrad Lucas and Probation Officer Jack Johnson arrived at the accident scene, they saw a brand spanking new copper-colored Chevrolet Impala sitting sideways in the westbound lane. It sat upright, but with the hood and engine compartment accordioned back to the blown-out windshield. CJ was on the scene, looking at something off the left shoulder of the road, however, from where they parked neither Connie nor Jack could see anything there. The Chief Deputy’s squad car faced the Impala with the twin cherry tops flashing, casting an eerie red light on an already eerie scene.

As soon as he got out of the car, Jack smelled gas and oil and burnt rubber. There were patches of wet stuff on the pavement, some red, like blood, but he thought most of it was transmission and brake fluid. Although a light mist had started to fall, the moon was still sometimes visible through the low-hanging clouds. He saw Connie head straight for the trunk of the squad car, open it, and withdraw a large first aid kit with a red cross on it. As he walked over to CJ, Jack could hear the crunching of broken glass chips under the sheriff’s boots. He also heard a groaning sound coming from the Chevrolet, but other than that, the scene was quiet.

“I have five injured parties here, dad,” CJ said. “Two in the Chevy and down there in the hearse, there’s three more.” He pointed off the left shoulder at a black form sitting clear down at the edge of the cornfield. “The driver looks to be real bad off. It’s Toke Watson. Pat O’Connor and Dawn Lundin are lying in the back end. I don’t know about them.”

“Pull your squad back to the Lone Tree Corner and route any traffic coming this way south, through Newtons Mill,” Connie commanded. “I want you back here just as soon as I can get you relieved.”

“10-4,” CJ said, getting into his squad car. In a moment, he had turned around, activated his siren, and was speeding toward the lone tree.

The hearse was lying on its side and was scarcely visible in the blackness of the night. Had this been a one-car rollover, Jack knew for a fact he would have driven right past it in the dark and never even seen it. When he walked closer, he saw a lot of torn up sod going down into the ditch, and would later learn that the hearse rolled two and a half times before coming to rest where it was. The engine compartment was smashed in and there were heavy dents all along the side and top. Jack saw that the windshield was gone and as he peered at it, he could make out the form of a figure slumped behind the steering wheel. The moon shining on the scene made the large figure, which he knew was Toke, look pale. 

Off in the distance somewhere, he heard the faint sound of a siren and felt himself getting queasy. Man, sure hope I don’t puke out here. Moving back to the front of Connie’s squad car, he leaned against the grill and crossed his arms, protectively.

 From the layout of the scene, the sheriff figured he needed to clear the occupants of the Impala before aiding those in the hearse. He saw an old man behind the wheel who was bleeding from his scalp, and next to him, a woman. Before he did anything more, he returned to the squad car and approached Jack. “That’ll be Deike,” Connie said of the siren. He looked at Jack closely, studying him, and realized the probation officer was very shaken up. Maybe bringing him out here was not such a good idea after all.

 The sheriff kept talking, trying to get an understanding of how aware Jack was of his surroundings. “There are five victims here, Jack. We don’t know how serious their injuries are, but Toke, down there in the hearse, looks to be real bad off. Pat O’Connor and Dawn Lundin are in the back. You don’t know Dawn. She was on paper once for shoplifting and also was the chief surgeon for some plastic surgery on the jolly green giant. Remind me to tell you about that some time.” He motioned to the squad car. “Jack, pull the Mercury cross-wise in the road, will you, please? And leave the engine running for the lights.”

“O-Okay,” Jack said as he stumbled on shaky legs around the car to the driver’s side. After he positioned the squad car as requested, he returned to the front of it and leaned against the grill again.

By this time Connie had the driver’s side door of the Impala open. “How are you folks doing in there?” he asked, pulling a compress out of the kit and applying it to the old man’s head.

“Hi Connie,” the man said. “Momma, Connie’s here. Everything will be all right now.” He looked at the woman sitting next to him. She appeared to be dozing and did not respond.

The sheriff looked closer at the man as he continued to wrap gauze around his head. “Rufe? Rufus Wilfahrt, is that you?”

“Yeah, it’s me and Mary,” Rufus replied.

“You’re related to Whoppee John Wilfahrt, the polka player over in New Ulm, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, ‘Whoppee John Wilfahrt and his band will play’ is his slogan,” Rufus said, laughing. “He played at the Gibbon ballroom tonight. That’s where we’re coming from. He’s my second cousin on my dad’s side.”

“When did you get the new Chevy? The last time I saw you two, you still had the green pickup.”

“Just last month,” Rufus said. “Retired the pickup. It’s sitting in the shed over to home. This is the first new car we ever had but boy, we sure got bunged up this time.” He motioned to the hearse. “Who’s driving that blasted thing anyway?”

“Sorry I didn’t recognize you at first,” Connie said.. “A juvenile, Rufe, a kid, and he’s pretty bunged up too. How’s Mary doing over there?”

Rufus turned to Mary and shook her shoulder. At his touch, the woman woke up and let out with a scream. “Rufus, that’s my sore arm!” she yelled. Mary went on to call Rufus every name under the sun, to curse him, and to question his parentage. She tried to reach over and slug him, but her arm was too painful. “Give me a cigarette, you shithead!” The cigarette part was Mary; her vice was smoking the strong, unfiltered kind.

Mortified, Rufus blushed as Connie finished the bandaging. “She seems to be all right, else’n she wouldn’t be so feisty,” Rufus said. “Such filthy talk! When we get home I’ll have to wash her mouth out with soap. Mama, shame on you!” 

The behavior of the woman worried the sheriff. He had known the couple for over ten years now, and Mary was shy, not aggressive. She always let Rufus do the talking for the two of them, and he never heard her swear like a sailor on shore leave before.

 “I’m not so sure about that, Rufe,” the sheriff said. “I think she may be hurt inside her head.”

“You really think so?” Rufus looked from Connie to Mary and back to Connie again.

“I think so,” Connie replied.

“Well, she did bang her noggin on the dashboard a couple times.”

“Her shoulder doesn’t look right, either.” As Connie gazed at Mary, she started to doze off again. “Keep her awake, okay, Rufe?”

“Yeah, sure, Connie, if you say so.”

The new Cadillac ambulance Deike just added to his fleet last week pulled onto the scene. In a flash, he and the attendant pulled out the stretcher and headed over to Connie, who explained what they had here. Deike moved to the passenger side and tried the door, but it was so dented around the hinges that it would not open. He told Connie they might need one of those newfangled Jaws of Life to extract Mary.

 “You’ll need the other ambulance out here too,” Connie said. “That hearse down there next to the field has three more injured parties in it.”

“Okey-dokey,” Deike said. “I’ll call out the backup unit. Get a wrecker here with the Jaws, will you? We need to pop that door on the Chevy.”

Returning to the squad car, Connie grabbed the radio microphone, stretching the curled spring cord out through the window. “KRS-206, this is Connie.”

“I read you, Connie.” The signal was loud and strong because Connie was now on the receiving end of the big transmitter tower that stood behind the jail annex in Jefferson City.

“Hi Bev, got the coffee on?”

“Yes, but it won’t do you any good. What do you want?”

 Beverly Lucas had gotten out of bed to operate the radio because she knew that with an accident, communications needed to be maintained. She was a light sleeper, heard CJ’s voice on the radio, and knew what was going on. She and Connie lived in the sheriff’s office, upstairs, under the turret, so she was used to being pressed into service. It all went with being married to a sheriff.

“Has the Tuckerville squad arrived with the two JV’s?”

“That’s a 10-4, Connie. They’re here right now.”

“Once they’re cleared there, send them out to relieve CJ at the Lone Tree Corner. I need him here.”

“10-4.”

“And contact Swanson’s wrecker. Get them out here with haligan tools or the Jaws of Life if they got one, and tell the hospital in Mankato we’re bringing several in. Going to bypass Brownsdale on this one. They may even have to airlift to Mayo in Rochester.”

“It’s that bad, huh?” Bev said, noting the concern in her husband’s voice. 

There was a pause on the other end of the radio. “Yeah, we’re talking a 10-54 here, maybe even more than one.” Connie went on to tell Bev the names of all the victims involved in the crash and asked her to try to contact the next of kin.

“10-4, unit one, KRS-206 is 10-8.”

 Luck was with Deike and his attendant, for using a crowbar, they were able to jimmy the passenger door on the Impala enough to get it partway open. They removed Mary as gently as they could, but bumped her arm as they put her on the stretcher. “Ouch!” Mary screamed as she rubbed her arm. “Geez, this sucker hurts, watch what you’re doing, you stupid...” then she launched into a tirade against Deike that was even worse than what she had said to Rufus.

“She’s really a salty character, isn’t she?” Deike said as he moved over to Connie. “The shoulder is separated. We can secure that all right but I don’t know about her head. Something’s happened there.”

“Do what you can,” Connie replied.

Blood started to seep out of Mary’s nose and some even ran into the whites of her eyes as Deike returned to the stretcher. She let out with a long, painful wail and tugged at her arm then started to jerk and twitch. After that she lay still, but she was still awake and looking around.

 “I don’t like this,” Deike said. “She may have a fractured skull.” He ran to the back of the ambulance and brought out a portable oxygen unit, hoping he could stabilize Mary’s condition before he moved her further.

Rufus trudged along fairly well under his own steam and knelt beside the stretcher, as did Connie. It occurred to him that his Mary might not be going home to have her mouth washed out with soap, and he was sorry he said it. “It’ll be okay, mama,” he said, gently.

“It’ll be okay, mama,” she echoed him. Mary looked out at Jack, who was still standing in front of the squad car. Sometimes he glanced back at her, but most of the time he stared off in the other direction. “Who’re those two jackasses over there gawking at me, anyway?”

“There’s only one jackass, ah, I mean, one person over there Mary, and he’s not a jackass,” Connie replied, motioning to Jack. “That’s Jack Johnson, the new probation officer. He’s one of the good guys, and he’s a friend of mine.”

The smell of gas was stronger now as Mary eyed Jack up and down again. “That little squirt’s too scrawny to keep anybody in line. Rufus, give me a cigarette!”

“Best not right now, Mary,” Connie said. “Let them check you over at the hospital first.”

“Oh, I suppose.” Mary looked at Jack again through eyelids that had grown heavy. “He’s kind of cute, though.” She turned to Rufus, but it was obvious that the movement caused her pain. “Is that Tommy?” Her breathing was labored.

“No mama, that’s not Tommy.” Rufus looked up at Connie and shook his head.

More blood leaked out of Mary’s head and now some was visible as it drained out her ear. She let out with another long wail. “Emma? Is that you?” She felt Rufus’s hand in hers but was unable to see him anymore.

“Emma was her mother,” Rufus explained. Then he pressed his face onto his arm and wept as Mary let out with a cry, threw her head from side to side and lay still.

It caused the sheriff to swallow hard as he looked down at Mary. He knew from sad experience that she was about to pass over. Deike had the oxygen unit there now and was about to place the mask over her face, but first he checked her pulse for several seconds. He shook his head at Connie as he tossed the mask back on top of the oxygen unit. For a moment, Deike looked down at the glass-strewn pavement. “I’ll take her in and have her pronounced,” he said, quietly.

  Look at all that blood! She dead? I’m gonna puke! Here it comes! The fresh blood leaking out of Mary made Jack feel so sick that he ran around to the rear of Connie’s squad car and threw up. He stayed back there a while before he returned to the front of the squad and by that time, Deike had loaded both Mary and Rufus into the ambulance. When he headed down the highway, Deike did not bother to use the siren.

Watching them leave, it never ceased to amaze Connie how two people, riding in the same car, the same seat even, could end up with such vastly different injuries. Rufus had a scalp wound and that was about all, whereas the person less than three feet away from him was dead or dying. However, such was the nature of collisions; they were very unpredictable. Turning his attention to Jack, the sheriff put his hands on the probation officer’s shoulders. “Jack, I’ll need your help now. We got to get those kids out of that hearse. I smell a gas leak over there, don’t you?”

“Hmmm?” Jack tried to focus on Connie, looking at him through blood-shot eyes from the strain of vomiting. Off in the far distance, the sounds of sirens pierced the air from both directions up and down the highway.

 “Jack, I need you now,” Connie said again. Jack was unresponsive, so the sheriff shook him. “Jack! Let’s go.” The probation officer was still staring at him, blankly, so Connie slapped him lightly on both cheeks. “Jack!”

The stimulation was what Jack needed. “Yeah, okay,” he said as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “Let’s get over there and help those kids.” 

The two men hastened to the overturned hearse. Connie pulled on the passenger side door, but it was stuck solid. Jack jumped onto the side and depressed the latch on the upturned suicide door. It gave, and after readjusting himself for better leverage, he hoisted the door open. “I can get in here,” he said as he dropped inside the rear compartment.

Blood covered Dawn Lundin from her head to her waist. She was slammed up against Pat O’Connor who was resting against the side of the hearse. Jack moved quickly to Dawn’s side and gently touched her. “Dawn? Dawn? Just lie still. Everything will be okay. The ambulance is on the way.”

At the sound of Jack’s voice, Dawn opened her eyes and looked around. She winced as she looked at her feet and wiggled her toes inside her sneakers. “My legs are so stiff.”

“Okay, just lie still. They might want to put you in traction for the ride to the hospital.” Jack noticed her wrist was twisted and it looked like a bone was pushing up against her skin. The sight made him queasy again, but he fought it down.

 Dawn noticed all the blood on her, and then she saw Pat. He was moving feebly and covered with blood. “Pat!” She began to cry as she shook him. “Oh, my God! Pat!”

“Dawn, settle down,” Jack said, holding her back. “Don’t move him.” 

At her touch, Pat opened his eyes and looked around. He smiled at Dawn and Jack and rubbed his head. What Dawn thought was Pat’s blood was mostly hers, for she had numerous cuts from the busted windows and splinters of glass covering her.  

“We’ll get you out of here okay, I promise,” Jack said.

Behind the wheel in the front compartment, Dawn saw Toke Watson squashed up against the steering column. His head was thrown back and his mouth hung open. Blood trickled from the corner of it and ran down his neck. His shirt was soaked a bright crimson. His eyes stared vacantly at the roof, but they flickered once or twice and occasionally he moved his head a little bit. He was breathing shallow and his chest made a sucking sound. 

 “Toke!” Dawn screamed then looked at Jack, terrified. “Look at Toke! He’s got a hole in his chest!”

Again, Jack held Dawn in place. The sounds of the sirens were deafening now, and as he looked around, he saw the second ambulance approach the scene. He hugged her gently as he picked a few glass chips out of her hair. “We’ll help Toke also,” he said, calmly. “Just take it easy now. Everything will be all right. I promise.” He looked down at himself. He, too, had Dawn’s blood on his hands and on his clothes.

 “The ambulance is here, Jack. Climb on out of there and give them room,” Connie said as he peered through the doorway. At the same time, CJ came screeching onto the scene to block traffic from the opposite direction.

“No, don’t go,” Dawn said as she clung to Jack. 

“It’ll be okay,” Jack said. “I’ll be right outside. The ambulance people will have you out of here in a jiffy.”

“I’ll help with her,” Pat said, fully awake now.

“Good,” Jack said. “She shouldn’t be moving around until the doctor can check her over.” He looked at Pat. “Or you either, for that matter.” 

After he climbed out of the hearse, Jack ran back to the road where Connie now stood. He watched as the attendants moved quickly to the hearse and placed Dawn onto the stretcher. Pat’s head popped out through the door a moment later. The boy climbed out of the hearse and jumped to the ground, following the attendants as they took the stretcher to the ambulance.

“Toke is impaled on that steering wheel,” Connie said. “I don’t know about him, Jack.”

 “You’re so cool, you know just what to do,” Jack said, casting his gaze on the ground. “Me, I’m worthless out here.”

“You did just fine,” Connie replied as he put his arm around Jack’s shoulders. “You calmed the Lundin girl, and that helped a lot. Are you going to be all right now?”

“Yeah, I think so. It’s just that all the blood, the screams, the sirens...it gets to a guy, you know?”

Taking off his hat, Connie wiped his forehead. “I know. I’ve seen dozens of these in the last fifteen years, and I’m still not used to it either.”

The attendants brought Dawn to the road and slid her stretcher into the back of the ambulance. After they had her secured, they raced back to the Caddie with a second stretcher, extracted Toke through the windshield, and hurriedly plopped him onto it. “Gas line’s ruptured! She’s going to blow!” one of them yelled. 

Before they made it to the ambulance, the hearse exploded into flames, billowing black smoke into the air. Several engine parts blew off but luckily, they flew toward the cornfield so nobody was hurt.

“That was a close one,” Connie said. “I’ve seen those things do major damage. They’re just like a grenade when they blow.” He saw the wrecker headed their way with the cherry top flashing. The Jaws of Life were unnecessary after all, but the vehicles still needed towing from the scene.

“Can you take me home?” Pat asked the attendant.

“Best ride in with us and get checked out,” the attendant said as he handed Pat a gauze compress. “Hold this against the bump.”

“Yeah, okay,” Pat said, rubbing his head. “It hurts a little bit but I don’t remember bumping it.”

“What do you want me to do now, Connie?” Jack said.

“Ride in with the ambulance. Help them unload at the hospital.” Connie looked around the scene again. “I need to stay here and get the volunteers out for the fire. I’ll meet you at the hospital later.”

Just before he climbed into the ambulance, Pat saw Mike Halloran’s Rambler parked at the roadblock by CJ’s squad car. Mike sat there looking bored with his window rolled down and his arm resting on it, casually viewing the wreckage. Next to him sat Becky, the girl from the arcade. She had dumped the high school wrestler and joined Mike instead.

Tossing the compress onto the ground, Pat saw red as he ran toward Mike’s car. Mike saw him coming and for a second was terrified but before he could react, Pat was upon him, grabbing him by the hair and trying his best to drag him out through the window. “Toke couldn’t handle that weed, you bastard!” Pat yelled. “You caused all this, you asshole! We’re lucky you didn’t kill us all!”

CJ saw the commotion between Pat and Mike and ran over to Mike’s car. “Whoa there, what’s going on here?”

“I might as well tell you I guess,” Pat replied. “This shithead is Mike Halloran, the Judge’s kid. He supplied the weed tonight. It got Toke so high he didn’t even see the other car. I mean, he saw it, but he was so stoned he didn’t even know what he was looking at. This dumb ass fences the stuff Toke steals and pays him off in weed and he’s been doing it a long time.”

“Is that right?” CJ said. “Well now, I think Sheriff Lucas will want to know about this.” He opened the door of the Rambler. “Mike, step out here, please.”

“Hey, I object to this harassment,” Mike said. “I want to talk to my dad.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” CJ said. “I think we’ll all talk to your dad.” He grabbed Mike by the arm. “Now get out here!”

As CJ put the handcuffs on Mike, the boy glared at Pat. “You narcked on me, Pat. That was dumb, really dumb.”

“I ain’t scared of you or your dad or your doper friends either, you stupid moron,” Pat said. 

“You talk real tough now,” Mike replied. “We’ll see how tough you talk later.”

“I’d advise you to keep your big mouth shut, Mister Halloran,” CJ said. “Save it for the interrogation. And you might want to talk to your dad about hiring a lawyer. This is serious stuff we’re talking about here.” He motioned to Becky. “You come along too, Miss.” He steered Mike over to his squad car and stuffed him in the back seat.

“What about my car?” Mike whined.

“I’ll have it towed,” CJ replied as he looked at Becky. “Get in on the other side, Miss.”

Becky did as she was told. The sheltered, naïve, not overly bright girl, who would never see a scholarship offer from St. Scholastica in Duluth or anywhere else for that matter, who thought weed was what everybody sprayed herbicides for, fence was what her pa used to keep his cows from running away, and stoned…she thought that’s how they killed the martyrs in the olden days, wondered what that cool, redheaded boy who cussed so neat was even talking about. She did know her parents would have to come down to the sheriff’s office to pick her up though, and man, were they ever going to be mad        about that. Ground her for life, probably. She got into the rear of CJ’s squad but said nothing and refused even to look at Mike. Instead, she just stared out the window.

CJ motioned to the ambulance. “They’re ready to go, Pat.”


Chapter 15

The ambulance siren revved to a high pitch as Pat scurried into the back while Jack jumped into the passenger’s side. The driver looked in the rear view mirror just before he headed out. He saw the other attendant monitoring Toke Watson with a stethoscope. Dawn Lundin was strapped to a flat board that lay on top of her stretcher. Since her arm was starting to stiffen up, they splinted it and put a traction collar on her neck. Pat O’Connor sat on the edge of her stretcher, watching her and Toke, as the ambulance raced away down the highway.

As soon as Toke was placed in the ambulance, the attendant elevated the head end of the stretcher to let gravity assist with his breathing efforts. Pat saw the attendant frown as he moved the stethoscope from place to place on Toke’s chest and abdomen. Toke’s chest still occasionally made a sucking noise when he breathed, but his breathing was so shallow that sometimes, Pat was unable to tell if he was breathing at all.

 “Is he alive?” Pat mustered the courage to ask.

The attendant sighed. “Just barely.”


Bev Lucas got through to the hospital by phone so when the ambulance arrived, the medical people were already waiting. Jack helped move Toke into the ER and onto a gurney. Dawn was also brought in and placed on an examining table. Pat brought up the rear, accompanied by an orderly.

“I see you bonked yourself there,” the orderly said.

The spot on his head was tender as Pat reached up and touched it. He could tell it was swollen and figured it was probably black and blue. “It hurts more now and it itches too, and feels warm.”

“Yeah, there’s edema,” the orderly replied. “You’re lucky you didn’t fracture your skull like that woman they brought in. If you busted your gourd, all your brains would leak out. We’d have to scoop them up, run them through a blender, and pour them back in through your ear.”

“Is that how it’s done?” Pat grinned.

“Yup, but that’s a medical secret so don’t tell anybody,” the orderly said. “Anyway, we’ll have the Doc take a look at you, too, but there’s no charge for my diagnosis. It’s on the house.”

“You’re very kind,” Pat said.

“I’ll get my reward some day,” the orderly replied. 

The physician on duty entered the emergency room and examined Dawn as Pat looked on. He checked her pulse and blood pressure and moved her arm a bit, which caused her pain. “Give her a glucose IV and get her up to X-ray,” he said to the nurse.

Next, he moved over to Toke. After cutting the boy’s shirt off with a scissors, he gasped as he pulled the bloody rag away from the wound. Pat saw the doctor check the pulse in several places just like the attendant did earlier in the ambulance. “Get him up to the OR stat! And call in the surgeon and the anesthetist. He’s hemorrhaging something fierce!”

“Is he strong enough to withstand the surgery?” the nurse asked.

The intern looked at her a moment, uncertain, and checked Toke’s pulse again. “Let’s hope so. We got to go in. Get him started on IV fluids and a blood transfusion.” After a moment he added, “And get a blood test on all three of these kids while you’re at it.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

At the last, the intern came over and talked to Pat a few minutes. He flashed a little light into his eyes, and after inspecting the lump on his head, told the nurse to apply another compress. The intern also gave him a few samples of an anti-inflammatory and wrote a prescription for some more. 

 The sheriff’s wife reached Harold and Lucille Watson by phone and told them that Toke was en route to the hospital, so they were already in the waiting room when Jack walked in. Jack knew Lucille from his home visits, but this was the first time he met Harold. After the three shook hands, they sat down to begin the vigil for Toke. 

A while later Pat came out of the emergency room with a small compress taped to his head. Each arm had a gauze bandage wrapped just above the elbow.

  “Are you going to be okay?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, I bumped my head a little. Dawn’s going to have a cast on her arm.” He pointed to the bandages on his arm. “This one’s a glass cut. They cleaned it. This other one’s where they took a blood test. They got one from Toke and Dawn, too.”

“By the way, I haven’t introduced myself,” Jack said, standing and extending his hand. “I’m Jack Johnson.”

“The new probation officer. I know,” Pat replied as he returned the handshake.

 Sheriff Lucas parked the Mercury in front of the main entrance on the other side of the hospital from the Emergency Room and went inside. A doctor told him that Rufus and Mary Wilfahrt were moved to another wing of the hospital and confirmed that Mary passed away shortly after her arrival. Connie hurried down to the room, and when he got there, Mary was lying in a bed with her face still uncovered. Rufus sat looking at her, holding her hand. She looked like she was sleeping there, for the pain was mercifully gone from her face. Connie removed his hat as he entered the room. 

“I’m so sorry, Rufus.”

“Mama’s gone,” Rufus said without looking up. “She’s gone and left me behind.”

“You got a wrongful death lawsuit here if you want to pursue it,” Connie said. “I know an attorney who can help you with that.”

It was a tough decision. Rufus looked at his companion of 45 years for a long time before he answered. “No, I guess not. She’s gone and it’s over for her. A lawsuit won’t bring her back and no amount of money will replace her. If this went to court, I’d have to drag her memory through the courtroom and even the newspapers and she’d have to die over and over again.” He looked up at Connie and sighed. “I don’t think I could stand it.”

“As you wish, and I know what you mean,” Connie replied. 

The sheriff became aware of someone standing behind him in the doorway and noticed the mortician from the funeral home who came to pick up Mary. Connie stepped aside as the undertaker entered the room with an adjustable stretcher and jacked it up to bed height. He unzipped the black plastic body bag that lay on top of it and pulled out a neatly folded white sheet. After he pulled the covers off Mary, he wrapped her in the sheet right there in front of Rufus. Then he slid her body onto the stretcher and slowly zipped up the bag until she was just a form encased in plastic. He dropped the stretcher to its lowest level and prepared to leave the room.

Although Rufus was passive at first, the sheriff could tell the old man was growing increasingly agitated. When the mortician started for the door with Mary, Rufus began to follow and to cry out her name, and then he grabbed onto the stretcher with such strength that the mortician was unable to move it. 

Connie took hold of him gently. “No, Rufus let them do their work,” he said, pressing the button on the cord beside the bed to summon a nurse. A few seconds later a nun dressed in a white habit appeared at the door. “He needs something,” Connie said.

The nun left and Connie heard her at the end of the hall talking on the phone. Shortly thereafter, she returned with a hypo and injected it into Rufus. It worked fast and soon he was calmed down enough for the mortician to wheel the corpse out of the room. 

After the body was gone, Connie helped the nurse put Rufus into the bed across from where Mary died. As Rufus dozed off, the sheriff tucked him in, and even held his hand. 

Had anybody seen him there in that hospital room in the middle of the night, they would have understood that rough, tough, Conrad Lucas was really a big-hearted softy who cared deeply about the citizens of Hawkins County. As it was, only the nun saw him and he knew she would keep it to herself. When he was satisfied that Rufus was resting peacefully, he left to find Jack and the others.

 Close to an hour after Jack Johnson, Pat O’Connor, and Harold and Lucille Watson entered the waiting room, a host of medical people came down the hall pushing Toke on a hospital bed. His upper body was elevated and he was cleaned up and wearing a hospital gown. IV tubes ran into his arm and he wore an oxygen mask. Jack saw another tube running from his lower body to a bag on the side of the bed that contained some yellow fluid. His eyes were closed now and he didn’t move. His chest was heavily bandaged. They wheeled Toke into a trauma room across the hall from the waiting area, and a short time later the surgeon, still dressed in his scrubs, came along and entered the room. 

Looking bone-tired, the surgeon came out ten minutes later. He approached Harold and Lucille as Pat and Jack listened in. “Hello. Mister and Missus Watson,” he said, shaking their hands. “We stopped the bleeding, but he lost an awful lot of blood before he got here. And of course there’s the tissue damage, which is extensive.”

“Can we see him now, Doctor?” Lucille asked.

“I’m afraid not. The next few hours will be critical as he comes out of shock.”


“He’ll be all right, won’t he?” Harold asked.

“It’s too soon to tell,” the doctor replied. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”

Starting to cry, Lucille buried her face against Harold, who tried to soothe her. 

Pat got up as the doctor left and went behind the nurse’s station and out of view. “Missus Watson, Toke’s my best friend. I want to wait here with you.”

“Isn’t your dad waiting up for you?” Jack asked.

“Dad probably passed out three hours ago,” Pat said. “No, I’ll stay.”

“Thank you, Pat,” Lucille sobbed. “Earl will like that.”

“I’ll wait a while too,” Jack said.

The sound of clomping cowboy boots caused Pat to look around and see Sheriff Lucas walking down the hall toward him. He knew he was busted. The long weeks and months of hiding out were over and frankly, it gave him a sense of relief. Being on the run got old a long time ago. He turned to Jack. “I suppose you’re taking me to the slammer for probation violation.” Before Jack could answer, Pat moved over to the sheriff and held out his wrists to await the cuffs. “I’m ready, Sheriff Lucas. You win.”

 “This isn’t a game with winners and losers, Pat.” Connie put his hands on his handcuff case but just rested them there as he looked at Jack. This one was the probation officer’s call.

During the exchange between the boy and the sheriff, Jack studied Pat intently. “If I let you go home, will you stay there? And show yourself when I come to visit?”

“Home?” said Pat, smiling at Jack. “Why, sure I will!”

“All right, I will trust you. The trust has to start somewhere. But if you’re lying to me, it’s your failure, not mine.”

“Are you sure?” Connie said, winking at Jack. “We’ve been looking for him for a long time now. He’s a real desperado, you know.”

“No, if Pat says he’ll stay put, I believe him,” Jack said, still studying Pat.

“Okay then, stop over to the office and cancel the warrant. I’ll notify J Edgar Hoover, and we’ll pull the wanted posters out of the post offices.”

“Right,” Jack said as he winked back at Connie. “Say, do you know what happened to Dawn and the old folks?”

“Dawn didn’t have to stay over,” Connie said. “The doctor put a cast on and they said her mom came and picked her up. As for the Wilfahrts,” he paused and removed his hat and wiped his forehead, “there’s only Rufus now. Mary died.”

Neither Pat nor Jack said anything but Jack lit up a cigarette. Approaching Harold and Lucille, Connie took their hands. “My prayers are with you folks.”

“Thank you, Connie,” Lucille said. “That’s very nice of you.”

“Yes it is, thanks, Connie,” Harold said.

“Jack, I need to go back to the scene and help with the cleanup, what with the fire and all,” the sheriff said. “I’ll have CJ come by and get you and Pat just before change of shift.”

“Okay Connie, that’ll be fine,” Jack said as the sheriff turned and departed. 

He and Pat waited with the Watsons about another hour when suddenly they saw several nurses and the surgeon come running into Toke’s trauma room. The door was left ajar as they examined Toke. It looked like Toke was still in the same position as when he was wheeled into the room earlier. He was hooked up to a heart monitor that beep-beeped, steady at first, but then it started to slow down and skipped some beeps. While the surgeon listened to Toke’s chest, the beeping stopped entirely, and then made a long, steady tone. 

 Pat watched the doctor pound on Toke’s chest but after a few minutes, he turned off the machine, came back out of the room, and closed the door. Pat knew that Toke Watson, his Hawkins Ridge buddy with insecurities, had smoked his last weed and taken his last drive. 

Everyone got up as the doctor slowly approached the Watsons. “I’m very sorry. We did all we could.” Lucille and Harold began to weep as the doctor guided them into Toke’s room and closed the door.

 Pat stared at the door for a long time before he returned to his chair. Then he noticed that Jack had moved over next to the window and was smoking another cigarette. The reflection of his face was visible in the window while the probation officer gazed out into the night. He was just standing there, staring, but his jaw clenched several times and his leg jerked a little bit. Pat thought he was a cool dude for not locking him up and because he didn’t bawl when he found out Toke was dead. He wished he had a big brother just like him. After a few minutes, Jack turned around and motioned to Pat. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” said Pat, looking up at him, hesitantly.

 “Home. Remember our deal?”

“With what?” Pat asked. 

 “Our ride’s here.” Jack motioned down the hallway at CJ.

“Hi, Jack,” CJ said. He looked around the waiting room. “Where are the Watsons?”

As Jack shook his head, Pat stared at the floor. 

“Oh,” CJ said.

“It’s been a long night,” Jack said, crushing out his cigarette. “Take us home, okay?” 

Pat and Jack rode together in the back seat of CJ’s squad car on the way back to Hawkins County. For a long time neither one spoke. “Toke lost it on pot tonight like he always did,” Pat said at last.

“I’m afraid he lost everything tonight,” Jack replied. “A person’s life should be worth more than that.”

“Well, I’m not going to end up like Toke did. Smoking dope or drinking myself to death like my dad…it’s no good to live that way.” Pat looked at Jack. “It isn’t really living, anyway.”

“If you mean what you just said then maybe there’s some value in Toke’s death,” Jack said. “Maybe he didn’t die in vain after all.”

Pat pondered that one but he didn’t reply.

Hawkins Ridge was on the way to Jefferson City anyway, so CJ swung by Pat’s place and dropped the boy off. The faint pink rays of sunrise were just beginning to glow on the eastern horizon as the squad car pulled into the jail parking lot. Jack drove over to Lizzie’s and as he pulled into the driveway, the Pete Seeger song, Where have all the Flowers Gone was just ending on the radio.







  Oh, when will they ever learn? 

Oh, when will they ever learn?

Jack wondered that too.


Chapter 16

When the alarm clock went off two hours later, Jack rolled over and shut it off without even realizing that he did so. The next thing he heard was Lizzie slamming the door as she left the house. He looked at the clock and bolted up – it was 10:15 in the morning. He figured he was lucky there were no office appointments or court hearings this morning, or his ass would be grass and the Judge would be the lawnmower. As it was, he could take compensatory time off for the long hours he put in yesterday. From start to finish with the trip to the prison and that accident last night, he worked 22 hours straight through. Getting up, he showered and headed for the courthouse.

Upon his arrival, Rick Shumaker was holding court in the coffee room with Lisa, Jack’s secretary, Susan, who was Judge Halloran’s secretary, and a clerk from the Treasurer’s Office. After pouring some coffee, Jack listened as Rick expounded to Susan about how she needed to expand her literary horizons. He suggested she begin by reading such classics as Rolvaag’s Giants in the Earth. Susan listened as Rick went on to add that presently he was reading Under the Grandstand by Seymour Butts, and he would gladly loan it to her when he was finished. 

Susan appeared somewhat less than enthusiastic. She smiled politely, but the thrill of Rick’s offer did not cause her to stand up and do a cartwheel or anything like that.

“I just started reading Fifty Yards to the Outhouse by Willy Makit,” Lisa said.

“Wasn’t that book illustrated by Betty Dont?” Susan asked.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Lisa said.

“Is the forward written by I.P. Daily?” Rick asked.

“Yes,” Lisa said. “Gosh, have you read that one, too?”

 “Many years ago in American Literature class,” Rick said. “It’s a classic, comparable to The Grapes of Wrath.”
“Comparable to The Grapes of Wrath?” Jack said. “Go on!” 

“Yes, I spoke out of turn,” Rick agreed. “The Grapes of Wrath is in a class all by itself.”

“There’s a new title out there that I’m working my way through,” Jack said. “It’s called Cat’s Revenge by Claude Balls. It has lots of action in it and reads fast. Of course, it isn’t a literary work like you guys are into.”

“Strictly pulp fiction,” Rick said it with a haughty air. “You wouldn’t catch me reading that crap.”

“I suppose not, connoisseur of the printed word that you are,” Jack said, tossing his Styrofoam cup basketball style toward the wastebasket and missing it as usual.  “Mister Hemingway, if you’ll excuse me, I need to check my messages.” He smirked at Lisa as he said it so she suspected he was up to something.

The first thing Jack did when he got to his office was pull out the whoppee cushion hidden in his bottom drawer, the one he bought in Mankato some time back but told no one about. A whoppee cushion is a heavy rubber bladder about eight inches in diameter with a thick spout, and when inflated and suddenly compressed it makes the gosh-awful sound of agonizing flatus. Jack decided to use it on Rick now, since he had an audience. If Jack had used it on Rick when just the two of them were together, it would have been much less embarrassing for Rick, and that was the whole point; the more humiliation inflicted upon the victim the better. 

Once the bladder was inflated, he held it behind his back and returned to the coffee lounge, telling Rick that his supervisor called down looking for him and needed to see him right away. After Rick left he filled the girls in on what he was about to do. Since most everybody in the courthouse had been on the receiving end of Rick’s practical jokes at one time or another, they were more than happy to see the social worker receive his comeuppance. 

Lisa recalled how, when she started working at the courthouse, Rick convinced her that one of the other women working there had the first name of Bologna, which he pronounced “Bah low’ nah.” He further pointed out it was Czechoslovakian for “princess,” and since the woman’s last name was a Czech one, it made sense to Lisa. Actually, her name was Leona, but Lisa was unaware of that so she began calling the woman Bologna right to her face. After a few weeks, Leona explained that Bologna was Rick’s idea of a joke and told Lisa what her real name was.

Jack set the whoppee cushion, partially hidden by the tablecloth so it was barely noticeable, on Rick’s seat. Then he poured another cup of coffee, lit a cigarette, and sat with the women to see how Rick handled this one. 

A few minutes later, Rick came back and announced, disgruntled, that the call was a false alarm. He grabbed another cup of coffee and a second doughnut while he was at it and slid in front of his chair. “May we live all the days of our lives,” he intoned, raising his cup in a toast. Then he sat down.

 The practical joke worked like a charm. It sounded like Rick ate three cans of baked beans and a half a dozen green apples for breakfast. As the bladder deflated it let out with toots and groans and so surprised Rick that he jumped up, spilled coffee on himself, slipped, and fell to the floor. Jack and the girls laughed so loudly that the other officials could undoubtedly hear them in the offices upstairs.

The social worker was undaunted though. He picked himself up, wiped off the coffee, grabbed the bladder, and threw it into the wastebasket. “Small children shouldn’t play with these things, Jack,” he said. “They are a choking hazard.” Then, raising his hands over Jack, he placed the hex. “May your balls fall off the night of your wedding, Mister Johnson.”

“Oh, you don’t have to call me Johnson, you can call me Big J, or you –” 

“Shut up!”

The clerk from the Treasurer’s office, laughing, gave Jack five points. “Oh yeah?” said Rick as he turned on the clerk and eyed her up and down. “Who picked out your clothes this morning anyway? Ray Charles?”

“That was really a good one, boss,” Lisa said, smiling at Jack.

“Traitor,” Rick said as he placed a hex on Lisa, also. “May every one of your teeth fall out the day before Thanksgiving.”

As he headed over to the sheriff’s office, Jack recalled the event and laughed aloud. He knew though, just as surely as summer follows spring that the social worker would sometime, somewhere, get even. When Jack arrived at the jail, Sheriff Lucas was in the dispatch area sipping from a mug of coffee while Annie, his secretary, was busy at the typewriter. 

“I’ll take that hold order on Pat O’Connor now, if you have it handy,” Jack said.

“Okay,” Connie said, unpinning the single sheet of paper from the bulletin board. “Here you go.” In handing over the order, Connie managed to splash some coffee on the counter. “Oh, for crying out loud! Bev, come in here, please.”

While Bev cleaned up Connie’s mess, Jack looked at the hold order. It was so old it had yellowed from cigarette smoke, and it had Ken Goettl’s signature on it. But this was Hawkins County; the order was good until Connie decided otherwise.

 “I finally get him in here and I can’t keep him,” Connie said, nodding toward the interrogation room. 

The interrogation room door was open when Jack walked in but he paid no attention to it. He looked in now and saw Pat O’Connor sitting at the table. Pat smiled and waved at Jack, who waved back. 

Jack leaned over to Connie, seriously. “What’s he doing here?” he whispered. “Is he in more trouble already?”

“Oh no, nothing like that,” Connie said. “He just came in to give me a statement about Mike Halloran, that’s all. His dad dropped him off.”

“Whew!” Jack said. “For a minute there I was worried. How does it look?”

“A pretty good case,” said Connie. “We weren’t able to confiscate any of the pot that Halloran sold to Watson because it disintegrated when the hearse exploded. After Annie gets the reports typed, I’m meeting with Brian Fitzsimmons. We’ll see what he says.”

“What about Mike Halloran?” Jack asked.

“CJ brought him in last night and called Judge Halloran,” Connie replied. “The Judge came in and reamed CJ a new one. Said Mike would exercise his constitutional right to remain silent and took him home.”

“Mike didn’t give a statement then?”

“Nope, and he’s not going to, either. The Judge did all his talking for him. He thinks Mike is being set up on this whole deal by Pat and the rest of us.”

Jack whistled. “Wow, this is going to be touchy.”

“Isn’t that the truth? By the way, CJ told me about Toke. Bet you wish now that you hadn’t gone on the ride-along last night.”

“It was a long night,” Jack agreed. “I didn’t get to bed until almost five this morning but was able to sleep in until ten.”

Removing his reading glasses, Connie rubbed his eyes. “I haven’t been to bed at all yet.”

“Connie!” Jack said. “You must be dead on your feet!”

“Yes, being sheriff is more than a job, it’s a lifestyle,” Connie said. “But look at the benefits. I get to drive new Mercury sedans every year, I get to wear this nice uniform, and I get to wear this shiny badge.” He turned to the side to give Jack a profile view. “I think it makes me look distinguished, don’t you? A lot like John Wayne.”

“You could be the Duke’s brother.” Jack motioned toward Pat. “Are you done with him?”

“For now,” Connie said as the telephone rang. “Sheriff’s office...You do? Good, I have a squad in the area that’ll pick it up.”

“Do you mind if I take him home?” Jack said after Connie hung up.

“Take who home?” Connie yawned as he said it.

“Pat.”

“Yeah, fine. It’ll save me a trip.”

“Then you better get some sleep old timer,” Jack said.

“Okay mom, if you say so,” Connie replied.

While Jack went into the courthouse to tell Lisa where he was going, Pat waited in the Mustang.  As they headed out towards Hawkins Ridge, they both enjoyed the scenery, which this time of year was mile after mile of corn and soybean fields. Jack turned on the radio and switched to station WDGY out of the cities. He learned early on that kids liked to listen to the radio while they were being transported, which Jack also enjoyed because he, too, liked listening to the tunes. 

When the Beatles began to sing Paperback Writer, both Jack and Pat looked off the page at the author. Jack nodded, pointed at the radio, and gave the author thumbs up. Pat was too shy to do that, so he just smiled, respectfully. The author, who was a little vague anyway, just kept plunking away at the typewriter, oblivious to what was going on. 

“Corn was knee-high by the Fourth of July this year,” Jack commented.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Pat replied. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” Jack said, lighting up a cigarette. “Everybody always told me that corn should be knee high by the Fourth of July. Nobody ever told me why.”

“Um, okay.”

They drove on another mile or so, dwelling on the significance of corn height as it related to the month and the day and the myriad of implications contained therein. 

“So, where’ve you been all these months?” Jack asked, tired of thinking about corn.

“At home,” Pat said, squirming uncomfortably in his seat. “Dad said I was in California but it was a lie.”

“Speaking of your dad, where is Stacey?” Jack said.

“Had to work. He dropped me off at the sheriff’s office on the way to the quarry.”

“He made you go through this all alone? I bet that was awfully hard for you.”

“He had to work, otherwise he’d be here,” Pat replied as he looked at Jack. “My dad’s really not such a bad guy, you know.”

“What do you mean? He’s a damned old drunk! You said so yourself just last night.”

Pat looked out the window while he formulated his answer. “Last night was me talking about my dad and that’s different. Sure, he drinks. He drinks a lot, but his back’s real bad from working in the quarry. Some mornings he’s so stiff and sore he can hardly move and the booze helps with the hurting.” Tears began to form in the boy’s eyes. “But you got to remember that ever since I was little and mom and Clarice ran off it’s been just him and me. He raised me, bought my clothes, taught me to hunt and trap, and it hasn’t been easy for him. He could’ve dumped me years ago, stuck me in a home or something, but he didn’t cuz he loves me. That’s more than I can say for you or for anybody else for that matter.” He stared out the window. “So, don’t you dare say anything bad about my old man.”

The boy had chastised him and Jack knew he had it coming. His leg started to jiggle. “Sorry, Pat, I had no right to say what I did.”

“You’re damn right you didn’t, so why don’t you just shut up.” Pat crossed his arms and stared out the window with tears streaming down his face. 

Pat just brought Jack down a peg or two and gave him a valuable lesson in social work. Jack tried to think of something to say, to defend himself, but he knew there was no excuse for what he said. They drove the rest of the way to Pat’s house in silence and when they got there, Pat jumped out and slammed the Mustang’s door as hard as he could. He ran into the house without so much as a backward glance.


Chapter 17

The Hawkins County Attorney, Brian Fitzsimmons, dug out his handkerchief and honked his nose into it. This time of year with the pollen count so high, his allergies were giving him fits. He nodded as he sat in his small office in the courthouse, read the police reports, and listened to Sheriff Conrad Lucas. Being a part-time county attorney, Brian also maintained an office in uptown Jefferson City from which he conducted his private practice.

“As for the three L’s, Lundin, Lutes, and Lee, I think we should give them a Warn and Release this time,” Connie said. “Lundin got a broken wrist out of the deal. Maybe that will teach her something. Lutes and Lee spent the night in my jail and got a lecture from Bev this morning that singed their hair. If they don’t learn anything by it, we’ll get another crack at them later, I’m sure. As for Becky Dolan, she comes from a strict farm family that lives outside of Mazaska. They’ll never let her forget this and will be harder on her than the court ever thought about being. Besides, she wasn’t involved in this incident; she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. As for Rufus, I advised him he has a wrongful death suit he can pursue civilly if he so chooses, but he’s already indicated that he’s going to leave well enough alone.” 

The sheriff leaned against the county attorney’s desk. “The one at the center of this whole mess is Mike Halloran because he supplied the dope. And the bottom line is, because of his actions, there’ll be two funerals in Hawkins County in the next few days.” Connie’s eyes blazed as he tapped his finger on Brian’s desk. “Somebody has to pay, Brian.” He leaned back in his chair and nodded a challenge at the county attorney. “Somebody has to pay.”

“Did you find any marijuana?” Brian asked.

“No,” Connie replied. We searched all parties and both the Halloran and the Watson cars, but there was no marijuana found. Of course, any in the death car disintegrated in the explosion.”

“Well, in spite of that, based on the information you’ve provided here and with the testimony of the O’Connor boy, Mike Halloran can be charged with two felony counts. I see solid evidence of Possession of a Controlled Substance, and Possession of a Controlled Substance with Intent to Sell. The blood test will confirm that the Watson boy was high on THC, I’m sure, but that still doesn’t tell us where the drug came from.”

“What about Pat O’Connor’s statement, Brian? He’s an eyewitness to the whole thing. He saw the deal go down.”

“Yes, he’s an eyewitness and our entire case will revolve around his testimony,” Brian said. “That’s what scares me.”

“Speaking of blood tests,” Connie said, pulling three folded sheets of paper from his folder, “here are the certified test results on Watson, Lundin, and O’Connor.”

“I see Watson had a very high level of THC, as did Dawn Lundin.” The county attorney looked at Connie. “Still, I hate to charge him out.”

“Why not, it’s all there.” The sheriff stared at the county attorney. “You said so yourself.”

“Connie, do you realize what we’re saying here? We’re saying Mike Halloran, the son of the Hawkins County Probate Judge, is dealing dope. And we’re basing our entire case on the word of one person, who’s a minor and a juvenile delinquent at that.”

“You can explain yourself better than that, Brian.”

“Pat O’Connor runs with that bunch,” Brian said. “Maybe it was his pot Toke and Dawn were smoking that night.”

“Yeah, that’s what Judge Halloran thinks, but you’ve got O’Connor’s blood test there,” Connie said. “He was clean as a whistle that night. The kid doesn’t use and he will testify.”

“Sure, he says that now but will he say that in court when the pressure is on?” Brian said. “And even if he does testify, will he be believed? After all, this O’Connor kid has appeared as a delinquent before Mike Halloran’s father. The defense can make a good argument that O’Connor has a grudge and is trying to smear the Hallorans or that he’s trying to cover his own butt.”

“Do you mean a cover up?” Connie asked.

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe that for a minute and frankly, I don’t think you believe it either.”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe. It’s what the court –” 

The county attorney paused as Judge Halloran appeared in the doorway, staring first at the sheriff and then at him. 

“Brian, I assume you are considering the drafting of a petition of serious delinquency against my son,” the Judge said.

“I’m considering it,” Brian replied.

“I’m here to say, Brian, to do what you believe is right. That is what you were elected to do, as was I. If you have the facts to support a case, do not hesitate because it is my son we are talking about. I will, of course, have Judge Miller hear the case because of conflict of interest.”

“Thank you Judge, I needed to hear that,” Brian replied. “I think we need to have the District Court Administrator make the judicial assignment, however.”

“That would be the proper procedure,” Judge Halloran said. He moved into the office and leaned over Brian’s desk, threateningly. “This does not mean that I will allow my son to take these charges lying down, Brian. What you charge you damn well better be able to prove because I am going to make you prove it. My son will admit to nothing.” The Judge rapped his knuckles on the desk then turned and strode out of the office toward his chambers.

The sheriff and the county attorney looked at each other a moment. “This isn’t going to be easy,” Brian said. “If the O’Connor kid folds under this, we’ll all look like fools.”

“I’d rather risk looking foolish once in a while than to look like I’m sweeping this under the table because it’s the Hallorans we’re talking about here,” Connie replied. “You know the word is already out on the street, Brian. Folks are watching us to see how we handle it.”

“You got me there,” Brian agreed. “After I review this information with outside counsel, I’ll draft the petition.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Connie said, feeling himself nodding off. “Now, I’m going to take a good soaker and get some sleep.”

 After his exchange with Brian Fitzsimmons, Judge Halloran went directly to his chambers. When he entered the antechamber, he barely acknowledged Susan’s presence, which was not like him at all. He simply grunted something at her before he went into his chambers directly behind the antechamber and slammed the door. Susan, reading the handwriting on the wall, knew the Judge was ticked off and decided to give him a wide berth until he calmed down. She was about to file some court orders when Jack entered the antechamber with his casebook.  

“Hi Susan, how’s he today?” Jack said, adjusting his tie. 

“So uptight he squeaks,” she said.

“I was afraid of that,” Jack said, knocking on the chambers door. “Here goes nothing.”

“Come in.”

 “Good afternoon, Judge. I’m here for the monthly case reviews.”

“Ah, Mister Johnson, do come in.” The Judge’s face smiled but his eyes didn’t. “Is it that time already? It seems like we just did reviews.”

“I could come back later if this is a bad time,” Jack offered.

The Judge sighed. “I have had nothing but bad times lately, so we might as well do them now and get it over with.”

“All right, sir,” Jack said, moving into the large chambers office. Its bookcases on three of the four walls were stacked from floor to ceiling with law books. Sitting in a chair facing the Judge’s desk, Jack began, “The first review is on Robert Blake, who prefers to go by the nickname of Baretta. Bob’s on indefinite probation for stealing three bottles of hair oil from the Brownsdale drug store. This is his second offense. A year back he stole some hair oil from the same store.” Looking at the Judge, he smiled. “Bob has a difficult time managing his hair. Between that and managing his life, it’s pretty much a full time job.”

Judge Halloran leaned back in his swivel chair and looked at Jack without comment. Clearing his throat, Jack continued, “Well anyway, I met with Bob at the A and P where he’s still employed part time. They were taking inventory the day I stopped so we just visited a few minutes. He seems to be getting along well and was friendly the day of my visit, probably because he knew I wouldn’t be there very long. I also did a home visit with his mom. She says he’s getting along better at home and isn’t picking on his little brother quite so much. I talked to the cops that same day and they haven’t had any trouble with him. Restitution is paid in full and he’s completed ten hours of community work service as well as written an apology letter. If his adjustment continues to be this good, I’ll be recommending an early discharge after he gets settled down in school this fall.” 

The Judge was gazing off at the wall when Jack looked up, obviously concentrating on something other than Jack’s comments. “Judge, is something wrong?”

“I was just thinking that in a little while you may have a sheet on Mike in there,” the Judge said, pointing to Jack’s casebook.

 “Judge, I’ve been thinking about that too,” Jack said, leaning toward his boss. “I know you must be hurting inside. It’s natural, and you have a right, but don’t bottle it up inside. That’s no good. Talk to somebody about it.”

As he listened, the Judge’s face tightened up. He clenched his jaws and tapped the pencil on his desk a few more times then moved to an upright position and threw the pencil down. “Thank you for those profound words of wisdom, Mister Johnson.”

“I meant no disrespect.”

“Never mind,” the Judge snapped. “I do not need to be patronized by my probation staff. You may go. We can finish this another time.”

“Look, it’s obvious to more people than me that you’re upset about this, as well you should be,” Jack said. “Being a Judge doesn’t make you superhuman so quit trying to act like you are.”

His chair slid back and banged against the wall as Judge Halloran jumped to his feet. “Why you pompous–”

“I’m pompous!” Jack declared. “Well now, I guess that’s the pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it?”

The Judge scurried around the desk until he stood in front of Jack. “I ought to throw you out of here!” he hollered, raising his arm and pointing at the door.

“Oh yeah? For what?” Jack hollered back, jumping up also. “For telling you the truth? The Judge Halloran who hired me wouldn’t do that.” He worked up the guts to shove the Judge’s shoulder. “Are you still that man? Huh?”

“Get out!” The Judge fairly shook with rage. “Get out, or so help me, I WILL throw you out of here!” 

The two men were so keyed up now that they both glared at each other, breathing heavily. Abruptly, Jack snapped his casebook shut, shoved the Judge’s arm aside, and stomped out, slamming the door behind him. When he got to the antechamber, he leaned against the windowsill and glared out into the parking lot, trying to regain control of his emotions. 

Susan put her dictation down. “I couldn’t help but overhear.”

“You are so right Sue, he is uptight,” Jack said when his breathing returned to normal. “And I’m afraid I didn’t help matters any. If I don’t see you again, it’s been grand.”

The remainder of the afternoon was a fiasco. Jack managed to dictate a couple reports around the pack of fags he smoked in just over two hours. He flicked the Zippo so often he even had to refill it with lighter fluid and by the time the courthouse closed for the day, he felt the nicotine burning in his throat. 

He went across the street to the Coffee Cup and ordered a burger and fries, which he washed down with several cups of coffee. There were few others in the café at this hour, just two old retired farmers drinking coffee and playing a game of cribbage in one of the back booths. He made light conversation with the waitress while he ate but because he was still so worked up from the day’s events, he gulped his food and left in about ten minutes. Right now, the way he felt, even the sight of the courthouse bothered him. 

He went back to Lizzie’s and watched a bit of TV, hoping it would calm him down, but no such luck. The deal with the Judge this afternoon and his confrontation with Pat this morning was really working on him, and he was still tired from the accident last night. He knew he was on probationary employment and as ticked off as the Judge was, maybe he would get fired. The thoughts gnawed at Jack’s guts. Geez Louise, what in tarnation will happen next?  


Chapter 18

It had been ten days since the accident. Because Mike was Judge Halloran’s son, prosecuting him created a serious legal complication for the County Attorney. Brian Fitzsimmons talked to the county board about it and they agreed that an outside law firm should be retained to prosecute the matter. They contracted a few times in the past with the firm of Highe and Magnuson out of Minneapolis and were pleased with their work. After considerable discussion, the board finally decided by unanimous vote, which they put in the minutes, that Brian should review the case with the firm. 

On the scheduled day, Brian took the file to Minneapolis and sat down with Miles Highe to review the case. Miles agreed that the evidence was sufficient to charge Mike with two felony drug counts. The lawyer also felt it would be a travesty of justice and minimize the seriousness of the offenses if Halloran wasn’t charged. Miles had a break in his schedule and agreed to prosecute the case. He said that he would bill the county board at his hourly rate not to exceed ten hours and expenses.

Judge Halloran, true to his word, stepped down from the case due to conflict of interest. The District Court Administrator in Mankato appointed Judge Donald Miller to hear the Halloran case and Mike quickly entered a denial to the delinquency petition allegations against him. The Judge scheduled a court trial for several weeks down the line.

 This afternoon after work, Jack grabbed a quick bite at the Coffee Cup and checked in at Lizzie’s by 6:00 p.m. He was antsy as he lay on his bed and watched Ironside with Raymond Burr on TV. Since his confrontation with Judge Halloran, he made it a point to lie low and even purposely neglected to go back to reschedule the case reviews. 

The accident bothered him, too. The deaths, the blood, the crash scene – there was nothing he could say or do to change it. Shit happens, and two people are in the ground. If I’d supervised Toke stricter, would he still be alive? Am I responsible for all this? He went to the wake for Toke and saw Pat O’Connor and Dawn Lundin there, but neither he nor they spoke to each other. 

Then there was Pat and how clumsy he had been when he misspoke about his father, Stacey. One of the fundamental tenets of social work is that you never talk negatively about a parent to the child, no matter how screwed up the parent is. He knew he handled that situation poorly and wondered if he would ever regain the boy’s trust.

Finally, there was Marianne. It was nearly six weeks since he got down and funky with her, although they talked on the phone a few times. He had been very busy, he told himself, and a lot of that was true. However, he also had to admit to himself how hurt he was when she told him he could put the engagement ring where the sun never shined and that was a big part of why he stayed clear of her. He had yet to return her phone call from the day after the accident even though Lisa told him about it.

Marianne. 

The desire to see her, to talk to her, to hold her, gnawed at him relentlessly. He messed up everything else, had he messed up his chances with her, too? He decided right then and there what he was going to do. 

It took Jack three more hours to get to her place because first he had to go to Mankato and pick up his dry cleaning. They were able to get Dawn Lundin’s bloodstains off his sports coat and slacks and for that he was grateful. He took his duds up to his folk’s place where he showered and changed into his leisure suit, and by golly, he even put his gold chain on. After saying goodbye to Esther and Senior, he headed toward Dovetail Falls, but made one last stop along the way.

“Tonight shall be ours, my queen,” he said as he parked the Mustang behind Marianne’s apartment. By this time, it was almost dark outside. He smiled to himself as he got out of the Mustang, knowing what a surprise this would be for Marianne, but since the Scout was there, he knew she was home. There was also a Plymouth Barracuda in the lot that he figured probably belonged to some guy having a beer at the tavern around the corner. He opened the passenger side door and removed the bouquet of long-stemmed roses that he picked up on the way. 

As he ascended the steps, he took the cigarette butt out of his mouth and flicked it into the bushes alongside the house. After he rang the doorbell, he got to wondering how good an idea that was. Dry as a popcorn fart out here…don’t want to start a fire. Marianne wouldn’t see the humor in that. 

He worked his way back down the steps and into the bushes where he ground out the cigarette and while he was down there, the outside light to the apartment came on. He glanced up and smiled as he saw the outline of a person standing in the doorway. He checked the bouquet and ran his fingers through his hair one last time as he ascended the steps. 

“Yes, can I help you with something?” a voice said as the screen door opened. It was a man’s voice, a voice he never heard before. Jack looked up at the man, puzzled, and checked to make sure he was at the right apartment. Her radio was playing in the background. Yeah, this is Marianne’s place, all right, but who’s this butthead?
 “Um, I came to see Marianne. Is she home?”

“She might be, but it’s late,” the man replied. “Why?”

It was starting to register with Jack. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to be Mark by any chance, would you?”

“I could be. Who’re you?”

“Who is it, Mark?” As she stepped into the living room and toward the doorway, Jack could see Marianne combing out her hair and noticed she was dressed in her shorty pajamas. Combing her hair was all right, but being dressed that way in front of this other dipshit was not okay at all. When Marianne saw Jack, she froze. “Jack,” she said. “This is a surprise.”

“Yeah, for me too,” Jack said. “A dork, I mean, a guy comes to see his lady and finds another dork, I mean, another guy here ahead of him. It is quite a surprise! Should I have called for an appointment? Taken a number? How many other studs are coming through tonight? Are you seeing one every half hour?” He looked at his watch. “Your time is about up buddy. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.” In the background, he heard the radio playing Hit the Road, Jack, and that irritated him, too.

“I don’t need this!” Marianne declared. “Here it’s over a month since I’ve seen you and when you finally do show up, you’re sarcastic and insinuating things.” She moved up behind Mark, who put his arm around her, protectively. “Look, you don’t have any strings on me,” she said. “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

Mark kissed Marianne lightly on the cheek and looked up at Jack. He too was very defensive although he had no reason to be. “Look, dude, whoever you are, I don’t think my friend wants you here, so why don’t you just turn around and go back where you came from.”

The jock was well built and looked to Jack like a fellow who might just end up slugging him if he got mad. All this was very confusing. Jack raised his arm to wipe the sweat off his forehead and noticed the bouquet again. It was beginning to make sense, although he did not like the sense it was beginning to make. 

“Um, sure guy, everything’s cool. I’ll leave.” Jack looked past Mark to Marianne. “I’m so sorry Marianne. I had no right to intrude. I didn’t know you had another boyfriend.” He held out the bouquet to her as the tears formed in his eyes. “Here, Ma-Marianne, please accept these along with my deepest apology.”

Taking the flowers, Marianne smelled them and then looked at Jack sadly. “Thanks, Jack,” was all she said.

“Maybe we can get together for a cup of coffee sometime.” Jack knew it was a stupid thing to say, but lately, he felt like stupid had become his middle name. He felt himself getting more flustered, more embarrassed, knowing not only that he lost Marianne’s love to this other man, this Mark gonad, but that it was his own fault, not hers. It was just one more thing he screwed up. Before he broke down in front of them, he ran back down the steps to the Mustang and took off.

 Marianne put her head on Mark’s shoulder as she watched Jack leave. A tear ran down her face and she began to cry as Mark shut the door. He cuddled with her and tried to soothe her.

 “I don’t care who he thinks he is,” Mark said. “He doesn’t have any right to talk to you that way. If I had a girlfriend as sweet as you, I’d never treat her like that.”

“Oh, that’s just Jack,” Marianne said, defending him now. “He doesn’t mean it, any of it, and he’s been so busy over there in Hawkins County lately that he doesn’t have a clue what’s been going on. He doesn’t know about Dave Martin, and he doesn’t even know Rosie’s pregnant. And he doesn’t understand that you and I are just friends and nothing more. You don’t know this, but I refused his engagement ring a few weeks back. I should have accepted it but I didn’t. He doesn’t understand that either.”

Mark held Marianne out at arms length and looked at her, realizing that tonight he lost her to Jack and not the other way around. Still, he could be mature about it. There were other trees in the forest. “Sure kiddo, but you’d better go after him. He’s in a bad way right now.”

“I hope he’ll be all right,” Marianne sobbed. “If anything happened to him, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“He’ll be okay until you find him, and after that he’ll be just great.”

“Thanks for all your understanding,” Marianne said, kissing Mark on the cheek. “I think I know where he went. Whenever he gets down in the dumps there’s a few haunts he goes to, so I’ll start looking there.”

“It’s getting late,” Mark said. “I’d better run.” He kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

“Okay, Mark, and thanks again for understanding and for caring like you do.”

“No problem. You’re easy to care about,” he replied.

 He felt so hopeless about Marianne and everything else crashing down around him that Jack raced away from the sight of her and that dude who looked like one of those men on the cover of a romance novel. He hit the nearest bar, but after throwing down two bourbon sours and listening to the country western group on stage sing The Streets of Larado, he decided something livelier than songs about dying cowboys was what he wanted tonight.

 Driving over to Mankato where the action was more to his liking, he headed straight for the Libido Club, a working class bar that featured go-go girls, scantily clad women who danced on a small stage. He parked the Mustang in the lot off the alley in back, and when he got out, he saw a guy, drunk on his ass, puking his guts out in the alley with a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.  Now there was a fellow who really knew how to have a good time!

Entering the bar through the back door, Jack saw that the place was packed. He paused to let his eyes adjust to the dim lighting. Margaritaville was playing on the jukebox, the part where it said some people thought women drove men to drink but that men drank because they wanted to and it was their own damn fault. Oh sure, that applies to me, too, but hey, who gives a rat’s ass. The way he felt right now, nothing mattered to him. It was party time! Smiling, he took in a deep breath of stale beer and cigarette smoke and moved up to the bar where he planted it on a stool next to a guy. Because he really didn’t feel like visiting and just wanted to get polluted, he hoped the guy would leave him alone, but it wasn’t meant to be. 

“Hi there,” the fellow said. “That’s sure a nice looking leisure suit you got there.”

Jack sighed. “Yeah, it’s kind of a uniform. I’m in a very specialized line of work.”

“Oh? What do you do?”

“Lobster rehabilitation, I’m a therapist for Lobsters-R-Us.”

“Lobster rehabilitation?” the guy said. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“Well, what I do is, I travel around the country rehabilitating those lobsters you see in the water tanks in the grocery stores, the ones with their claws taped shut.”

 “Are you shitting me?

“I wouldn’t shit you man.” You’re too big a turd. 

“Man, that’s cool! How does it work?”

“Well, I take the lobsters, see, and I train them to do domestic work. I teach them to hand mail to their owners, or reach into their purses and find their credit cards, hand them the leash so they can walk the dog, that sort of thing. And when not engaged in such activities they make good door stops and book ends, so even at rest they are productive.”

“I never thought lobsters were that smart.”

“A lot of people make that mistake,” Jack replied. “My company’s tested some that are in the MENSA range.”

“Really?” the guy said. “Well man alive, what will they think of next?”

“Yeah, it’s very rewarding, and the company is growing by leaps and bounds. We went on the New York Stock Exchange a month ago. Walter Kronkite did a story on us just last week.” 

The guy looked at his watch. “Oops, got to run. Wait ‘til I tell Shirley about you.  She isn’t going to believe this!”

“Few people do,” Jack replied. 

“Good luck to you,” the guy said, draining the last of his beer and climbing off the bar stool. 

“Yeah, same to you, and have a nice night.” 

After the guy left, Jack took out his billfold, the cool one with the zipper on three sides and the tooled western saddle on the front, dug around in the bills section, and dragged out eleven one dollar bills that he arranged neatly, face up, and slapped down on the bar top. The twenty spot he kept hidden from view behind the secret flap. 

The bartender, big and swarthy, smelled the money and shuffled over to Jack. His expressionless face with a cigarette hanging out of it was one of those faces that looked like if he ever cracked a smile the whole thing would shatter. Staring at Jack, he held up his index finger. 

“Bring me a bourbon and sour,” Jack said. “And keep them coming. I plan to close this joint tonight.”

Without saying a word, the bartender wandered off to fill the order. When he returned, he held it in front of Jack. 

“Muchos grassy-ass mein sewer,” Jack said, determined to impress the bartender with his command of foreign tongues. He just threw Spanish, German, and French at the guy and all in the same sentence even. At least, he thought that was what those languages were. 

The bartender, however, said nothing, which surprised Jack. He must have been impressed with the display of linguistic fluency he just heard, but the guy’s self-restraint was amazing because he pretended like he was more impressed with the sight of Jack’s money than what Jack had said. He was probably overwhelmed, rendered speechless by the awesomeness of it all. Yeah, that had to be it. The guy was overwhelmed. The bartender shoved the drink in front of Jack with his left hand and simultaneously slid a dollar bill off the stack with the other. The fellow had amazing dexterity. Jack had to give him that.

As he sipped the drink, Jack lit up a cigarette, looked around the joint, and smiled. The last time he was in here was right after final exams at the University. He and Fletch came down to celebrate sliding through one more quarter at college. A stripper was here that night too, a fat old broad who was fifty if she was a day and went by the billing of Dickless Tracy. Her act consisted of waddling up on stage and shaking her cellulite for about ten minutes. Then she would return to the bar, hustle drinks for the next twenty minutes, toss down a few, and then start her routine again – waddle, shake, waddle, shake. Towards the end of the night she passed out in a booth, and as far as he and Fletch knew, they let her sleep it off until the next morning. She did have a big set of jugs on her if you were impressed by such things, which Jack never had been, for he was always more attracted to the working end of the female anatomy. Fletch commented that any cleavage you were unable to fit in your mouth was just waste anyway, and Jack had to agree with that assessment. Fletch was quite a philosopher, he was.

“And now ladies and gentlemen for your viewing pleasure how about a big hand for Heton.” At first, Jack wondered where the voice came from, but then realized the bartender had delivered the sentence into a microphone back of the bar. Jack also realized this was the first time he heard the guy speak and with a dull voice like he had, it probably was best that he kept his big yap shut. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the dancer step out of the rest room that said “DOES,” on the front, right next to the one that said “BUCKS,” and head his way toward the jukebox.

A tall, slender girl, Heton was in her early 20’s and dressed all in black - a black bikini, black mesh nylons, and black patent leather high heels. She also had a black mesh veil that she wore like a boa. Her hair was long and jet-black like Marianne’s had been and she had a pretty face and green eyes like Marianne’s had been. She smiled at him as she walked past and started plugging quarters into the jukebox. Two quarters, six songs, that would be her set. He smiled back at her as she turned and walked toward the stage. 

 As she approached, she winked at him and brushed her veil against his arm, allowing him to smell her exotic mixture of hair spray and dime store perfume. She paused and eyed him up and down as she rested her hand on his thigh. She thought he was cute in a fresh, innocent, choirboy sort of way. “Hi honey, my name’s Heton,” she said. “What’s yours?”  

 That this guy had women problems, Heton could tell right off. He was here, alone, not with the boys, getting sloshed to try and forget. When will he learn it won’t solve a thing, because tomorrow morning when he looks in the mirror, he will still be him? Although it remained hidden in his hip pocket, she would bet her bottom dollar he had a tooled leather billfold that zipped up on three sides, too. The leisure suit and the gold chain were overdoing it, though. Although he was trying to look suave and cool, he obviously was anything but a playboy.  She smiled at him and hoped his girlfriend would be gentle, for he seemed like a nice enough guy. 

“Jack Johnson here, Heton, to service you, ah, at your service, I mean.” Was it his cool leisure suit that attracted her, or the cool gold chain around his neck, or the studmuffin enclosed in the entire package that was turning her on? Can see it in her eyes. They’re dilated. She’s hot to trot. Jack knew dilated pupils could also mean eye drops and a problem with contact lenses, but he didn’t think that was the case here. No, she’s definitely hot for me, all right. Any idiot can see that.  He wondered if she did any hooking on the side.

“Good bye, Mister Johnson,” Heton said, moving toward the stage. “I hope you enjoy the show.”

He thought about going into his “You don’t have to call me Johnson” routine again because it was such a turn-on for a woman, but by then, Heton was already halfway across the bar. She looked back at him and smiled when she got to the base of the stage so he gave her thumbs up. The Stripper by David Rose started to blare as she ascended the steps and began her dance.

 The bartender was standing in front of him with another bourbon and sour so Jack finished off the one he was holding and exchanged it. The bartender did the slide-the-drink-slide-the-dollar bit again – amazing, just amazing. He noticed that the bartender forgot to give him change from his first dollar and watched him also deposit the second dollar into the till and slide it shut. 

What gives? Drinks are 75 cents, not a buck. Then he remembered that drinks were 75 cents when there was no go-go girl for entertainment. Whenever a dancer went up on stage, drinks went up a quarter right along with her. 

“Hey! Garson! My drink no longer spilleth over.” Jack sloshed down the last of his drink and tapped his glass on the bar top. He giggled as Mister Personality brought him another drink. How long he sat here he knew not, but he kept smoking, watching the stripper, and tipping the bourbon cokes. When he counted his bills, he was down to three bucks, so he knew he had been here quite a while. 

About an hour back a bunch of rowdies, working class types in khaki pants and blue denim work shirts, crowded into the place. They looked like factory workers, probably second shift from one of the local manufacturing plants, and they were off duty. After they bought their beers they moved right up to the base of the stage, hollering and whistling as they cheered Heton on to do her best. She grinned down at them and upped the pace a bit, which they liked. Jack could see some of them stuff dollars behind the waistband of her bikini panties, leaving the bills to hang out over the side. 

As he watched, the guys crowded around the stage so tightly that he had a hard time seeing Heton. Emboldened by the liquor, Jack slid off his bar stool. He stuck his cigarette in his mouth, grabbed his drink, and stuffed his change into his pocket as he worked his way through the men.

When he got to the base of the stage, Jack looked up at Heton and smiled, lustily. Because she wanted him so bad, she came right over to him and planted her hands on the top of his head. With the stripper music blaring from behind him, Heton started to grind away at his face, bumping and humping, closer and closer. She finally got so close that Jack took the cigarette out of his mouth, fearing he would set her panties on fire. He wanted her hot but not that hot. For a moment, he imagined her lying on a bed humping into him like that, and thought about the twenty bucks cleverly tucked away in the hidden compartment of his billfold. Twenty bucks would probably be more than enough, he figured. Geez, she wants me so damn bad that she’ll  probably pay me. Ah, it’s a gift, what can I say? 
The workers who crowded around Jack were really enjoying the show and started to whistle and slap him on the back. He glanced around at them for just a second as he inhaled their tantalizing aroma of sweat and sawdust. One was singing, snapping his fingers, and swaying to the beat of the music. Another one was singing and swaying to the beat of the music. A third one was just swaying. “Go for it, man,” one of them hollered, and on his other side, a guy belched in his ear. 

Turning around, Heton bent over until she touched the floor and then wiggled her butt in Jack’s face. The workers really liked that, cheered as if they never saw the maneuver performed before. She had a nice, tight butt, that Jack enjoyed, but as she turned, he also saw a dime-sized hole in her nylon mesh stocking high on her left thigh with two runs going down almost to the back of her knee.

For some reason, the sight of that hole grossed him out. It certainly broke the spell. To him, Heton was no longer an erotic fantasy, an object of desire. She was just another working girl out on the circuit like all the others, here to bring paying customers into the bar, and nothing more. She was dancing for salary and tips, and next week she would be in another town, another dive, doing exactly the same thing. Jack looked down at himself and glanced around. What was he doing in this dump, anyway? He turned away from the stage and headed off to a corner booth where he sat down and faced the wall. As for Heton, she was a real pro. As soon as Jack left, she moved on to the next guy and started her bumping and grinding all over again.

While Jack sat there, the vision of Marianne obsessed him. Marianne, who he realized now, too late, was the love of his life. He lost her forever and like the song said, it was his own damn fault. I treated her like dirt. No wonder she gave me the toss. Now she’s got that other guy, that Mark asshole. Never find another class act like her. Not even close. Sure blew it this time. He took a drag on the cigarette and threw down the last of the drink then tossed the cigarette in the empty glass as a hand reached out and touched his arm. Am I dreaming? She even looks like Marianne. How many drinks have I had?  He rubbed his eyes and squinted at her again. She was still there smiling down at him.

“Marianne, what’re you doing here?”

Marianne pointed at his glass. “I could ask you the same question but I think I know the answer.”

The bartender arrived and looked at them both as Jack held out the empty glass. “Another one of these please, and a screwdriver for the lady.”

“No, please,” Marianne said as she clutched Jack’s arm. “You said something earlier about a cup of coffee. I’m ready for mine now and I think you are, too.”

“She’s right,” Jack said, nodding to the bartender. “Another time, maybe.” He pulled the three dollars out of his pocket. “Give this to the girl. Tell her to buy a new pair of nylons.” 

The bartender took the money and returned to the bar as Marianne and Jack crawled out of the booth, leaving those remaining to cope with life as best they could. Neither of them saw Heton smile as they went out the door together.

They went to an all night café where they sat huddled together with steaming coffee mugs in their hands. Jack got weepy, which was odd for him because he rarely cried about anything, preferring to stuff his emotions. Maybe it was the booze but whatever it was, he got a real crying jag going.

 “Are you all right?” asked Marianne, the concern evident in her voice.

“Yup, I sure am,” said Jack, nodding his head. “Nope, I sure am not,” said Jack, shaking his head. “But I don’t blame you. I’ve been so wrapped up in myself lately that if I were you, I wouldn’t have waited for me, either.”

“Jack?” she whispered. “I’ve never seen you like this before.”

 Trying to fight back the tears, Jack sobbed, “I’ve never seen me like this before either, but a lot of things happened lately that don’t make any sense. I got into a fight with the Judge and might end up getting my skinny white ass fired. I finally connected with that runaway kid I told you about and when I had him in the palm of my hand, I said something that bummed him out so bad that he’ll probably never speak to me again. And the worst was going to a car accident, Marianne. An old lady died on the scene and what did I do? Did I help out? Offer comfort? No, I barfed all over the place like a dumb idiot! And later that night, at the hospital, a kid died, Marianne, a kid I was supposed to be supervising, and it’s all my fault he’s dead.”  He pounded his head with his fists. “And it was all so stupid!  I can’t believe I did all that.”

“I read about it in the paper,” Marianne said. “There was a picture of the accident.”

“He was all hopped up on pot,” Jack said. 

“Did you supply the drug? Did you tell him to use it?” Marianne said.

“Well, no, but –”

 “Hello, Jack Johnson!” Marianne set her coffee mug down with a loud clunk. “It sounds to me like you’ve finally realized life isn’t one big joke revolving around you. It’s not your fault there was an accident. It’s not your fault those two people died. Sure it’s sad, but you can’t control what other people do. You can’t control the decisions they make. You aren’t God, you know.” She massaged his shoulders gently and softened her voice. “Jack, don’t beat yourself up over this. Nobody expects you to have all the answers. You did what you could.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re right, I don’t have all the answers.” Jack ran his fingers through his hair. “In fact, I don’t think I have any of the answers.”

“Hey now, sport, buck up,” Marianne said as she hugged him. “We’ll take this slow, and we’ll get through it okay.”

“What do you mean, we?” Jack looked at her, surprised. “What about you and Mark Jerkwood?”

“There’s no me and Mark Sherwood,” Marianne said. “I had a migraine today and went home early. Mark came over this evening to have a cup of coffee with me like you and I are doing now. We’re just friends, Jack. That’s all.”

“But I thought he was your new boyfriend.”

“Oh, I admit, I thought about it with Mark or with somebody else,” Marianne said, removing a Kleenex from her purse and dabbing at her eyes. “I thought about it because I figured you didn’t need me anymore. You got so wrapped up in Hawkins County that I felt like I wasn’t part of your life anymore, that I was just excess baggage. I don’t want that for you and I don’t want to hold you back from becoming what you want to be.”

Kissing her hand, Jack moved closer to Marianne. “That’s the biggest and dumbest of my mistakes and was never my intention at all. Can you ever forgive me?”

After she composed herself, Marianne looked at the pathetic looking young man sitting next to her. “I doubt it. Seeing you squirm is a real blast.” 

Rather than say anything, Jack just stared at her, so Marianne held out her left hand and studied it. “There’s something you can do to make things right, though.”

“You’re in the driver’s seat. Just tell me what you want.” He gestured to her. “Just tell me and I’ll do it.”

“Do you, ah, do you still have those rings around someplace?”

“Marianne, would you?”

“Yeah,” she said as she wiggled her fingers, “this hand definitely needs something, and I think that engagement ring will fix it up just fine.”

Breathing a deep, jerking sigh, Jack’s eyes grew misty again. “You’re the most wonderful person in the world, and I don’t deserve you.”

“That’s right, you don’t.” 

Marianne grinned, but Jack just gazed at her, as a frightened, lost child would look at his rescuer. 

“What? No jokes?” she said.

He snuggled up to her and rested his head against her breast. “No jokes, just me.”


Chapter 19

The Mustang followed the Scout home that night and stayed there all the next day. Jack called in some compensatory leave time and when Marianne got home from work, he gave her the engagement ring. They went out for supper to celebrate and then it was back to the apartment where they celebrated some more. Jack called Lizzie that evening and thanked her for inviting him into her home and then explained that he made other living arrangements out of county. Lizzie was gracious about it, but subdued. 

Jack knew that the Judge would be very upset, but tough bounce.  “Property of Hawkins County” was stamped nowhere on him like it was on the folding chairs in his office and if the Judge thought he had the power to dictate where he must live, the Judge had another think coming. Jack knew his rights and knew he was not a slave of Hawkins County.

For the next several days, Jack went to work as usual, but every day, he set his sights on getting back to Marianne in the evening. Now that they were engaged, there was a lot of planning to do. One day he attended a seminar on burnout held in Mankato and something the instructor said struck a chord. “Work to live, don’t live to work,” the instructor said, and Jack knew he was right. That was one priority he finally worked out in his head.

The details about Rosie Martin and about Dave being missing in action were news to him. Rosie’s pregnancy was fabulous, and Jack rejoiced with her, but Dave being MIA, that one was hard to believe. Dave always had been the strong, silent type, had looked out for not only himself but also for his family and friends, and the possibility that something horrible happened to him took a long time to register. Jack readily grasped the concept of telepathy and of energy being neither created nor destroyed, but when Rosie and Marianne told him about their dreams and how certain they were that Dave was dead, he went into denial.

Several days later, two uniformed Army officers came to Rosie’s door and confirmed that David Martin died in a military action. They told her his body was recovered deep in the war zone and would be shipped back to Fort Bragg, the home base of the Green Beret. From there it would be flown to Minnesota for the funeral and burial at Fort Snelling National Cemetery. The casket would arrive in about a week, which left a lot of work for Rosie to do. 

That evening, Marianne and Jack went over to Rosie’s apartment and when they arrived, Jack was surprised to see Mark Sherwood there. Marianne told Mark about the situation while at work and he took it upon himself to come over and offer whatever support he could. As they sat and drank coffee, Jack observed him for the first time since their confrontation at Marianne’s place. At first, he resented Mark’s presence, but as the evening wore on, he came to appreciate that Mark was an okay person after all.

“I want to fly my mom up from Florida,” Rosie said. “She can stay here with me and I can drive her around and monitor her meds.”

“There’s a nonstop flight from Orlando,” Mark said.

“Yeah, and I’ll drive up to the cities and pick her up when she comes in,” Jack offered.

“I’ll go with you when you talk to Dave’s family,” Mark said.

“Thank you, Mark, I really appreciate that,” Rosie said. 

She went on to explain the other information the two soldiers told her about how Dave was killed. He and the Vietnamese regulars he was assigned to were pinned down by a small band of Viet Cong guerillas. The fighting was intense with many casualties and wounded amongst Dave’s men, but he stayed in the lead and was helpful in guiding the Hueys into the area so they could airlift the wounded to safety. They offered to take Dave out on the first trip, but he knew if he abandoned his post, the rest of his men would be sitting ducks out there in the field and surely would be massacred. Instead of airlifting out, he opted to stay until the next Huey came in. The fighting picked up as the first chopper took off and it even sustained some damage, but it was still able to fly to safety. When the Hueys came back, three of them the second time, Dave was nowhere to be found.

It was later determined that Dave was captured by the Viet Cong. They stuck him in a cage like ones containing several other American soldier prisoners of war (POW) whom they had imprisoned in a small jungle compound. The Viet Cong kept him there for three days while they decided if they should kill him outright or use him to trade for their own POW’s on the American side. During that time, Dave received water but very little food. He was able to catch a snake, about four feet long or so, that crawled near his cage and after killing it, he ate some of the raw meat. The rest he shared with the prisoners around him. At least it kept them from starving. 

The decision was made for the Viet Cong on the third day when the American forces launched an air and ground strike against the compound. Army Intelligence received a tip on where they were located and knew that besides Dave, several other POW’s were held captive there as well. Dave as senior ranking prisoner was removed from his cage and used as a human shield, actually taking a bullet to the shoulder from friendly fire in the process. In the ensuing struggle, he escaped from his captors and seized a rifle from one of the dead Viet Cong that he turned on those who remained. The Viet Cong pulled back and for a while, Dave was in a no-man’s land between the two forces, but at least, he had the weapon and some extra ammo. As the American ground troops advanced, Dave shot and killed a Viet Cong who was about to lob a grenade at some unsuspecting soldiers moving toward him. The Viet Cong made a rush and when they caught up with Dave, they turned their rage against him, stabbing him several times before they dragged him back toward the compound. 

The struggle, witnessed by the American troops, was so inspiring to them that they launched another counter offensive and this time, the American forces were successful in over-running the compound. They freed the remaining prisoners and as they secured the area, found a mutilated corpse with Dave’s dog tags on it lying bloody in the weeds. For this act of bravery and heroism, the two soldiers told Rosie that Dave would be posthumously awarded the Purple Heart and given a hero’s burial with full military honors.

Dave’s dead? He can’t be! The details of Dave’s death were so deeply disturbing to Jack that he just sat quietly and listened to Rosie tell the story. He also said nothing while he and Marianne drove back to the apartment and Mark and Rosie went out to tell Dave’s folks the news. Once home, Jack popped a beer, lit up a cigarette, went out on the back deck and just stood there alone, staring off at the bluffs. Marianne noticed his leg starting to jiggle and thought about going out there to be with him, to console him, but decided not to. She knew him well enough to know he needed some quiet time.

A few days later, the Mankato newspaper called Rosie and offered to do a feature article on Dave. She told Marianne and Jack that she would handle the interview by herself and met with the reporter at her apartment. After telling the story, she posed for a picture and gave the reporter a picture of Dave in his dress uniform. The next day it made the front page.

Mister Haskall from Haskall Furniture and Funeral Home in Mankato called the early evening of the eighth day, telling Rosie he picked Dave’s casket up at the airport. It was at the funeral home and she needed to come in and discuss the arrangements. Rosie called Marianne and the three headed over to Mankato in the Mustang. Upon their arrival, Rosie told Mister Haskall that she wanted to see Dave. 

“All right, that can be arranged.” Mister Haskall said. “The body is out of the prep room now, but I must warn you, the remains are severely damaged. We cannot have an open casket for the reviewal.”

 It was Mister Haskall referring to Dave as “the body,” and “the remains,” that drove home to Rosie that what she was about to see was just a thing rather than her Dave anymore. She felt her knees buckle and was grateful Jack steadied her and saved her from falling to the floor. “Will you guys come with me?” she asked. “I got to see him or I’ll never have closure to this.”

“I don’t think I can do it,” Marianne replied. “I want to remember him like I last saw him at Jack’s graduation.”

“I’ll come in with you,” Jack said. “I can’t believe it until I see him, either.”

Mister Haskall escorted Jack and Rosie into a small viewing room where Dave’s casket rested against one wall. It was a steel one, military issue, and was closed, but in a few seconds, the mortician had the lids propped open so Dave’s body could be viewed in its entirety.

The corpse was clothed in a dress uniform with Dave’s nametag pinned on it. The military embalmers did a decent job, really, considering what they had to work with. It rather looked like Dave, but the face was badly swollen and black and blue and there were numerous sutures upon it. The hands were folded over the chest and rested on the abdomen, held there by a rubber fastener that went over the thumb but hidden from view. The eyes and mouth were glued shut and the face was heavily reconstructed with wax and makeup. Under the uniform, the body was twisted, distended, and it was obvious that this was a violent death. A small amount of fluid had leaked from the back of the head and left a light stain on the pillow. Jack noticed that Mister Haskall had graciously left the room.

“Dave, oh my darling Dave, look what they did to you,” Rosie cried, moving up to the casket and looking down at the body. She put her hand on Dave’s hands and noticed that two of his fingers were missing. Recalling the lyrics of the Ballad of the Green Berets, the part that said these men were America’s best, she knew that Dave had given all he had to give and truly deserved to be counted amongst them.  

Jack accompanied Rosie to the casket and held onto her elbow as he looked grimly at the mutilated body. She dissolved into tears and turned to Jack, crying against his chest.  He kissed her on the head and hugged her but was unable to cry, for he had gone numb.

Wiping the tears from her eyes, Rosie looked back at Dave and recalled the night of Jack’s graduation. She remembered how much fun they had, and how later that night they shared their love. It was a very tender moment, a private memory she would cherish forever, and out of that love was soon to be born a child, a boy, to carry on the family name. She decided at that moment to christen the baby David Martin Jr. in honor of his brave father, who fought and died so others might live in freedom. She figured that was only right.

Viewing Dave’s body also drove home the reality of death to Jack. Dave, the man who was invincible, the quiet man, the selfless man who always put the needs of others before his own, was no more. Indeed, he owed the man his career because graduation night Dave steered him towards the probation officer job in Hawkins County. 

He also recalled graduation night, the fun, the tunes, the teasing and the stories, and was glad Dave could be there to share them. He had looked so neat in his Green Beret uniform, the same uniform that clothed his body now, that Jack felt proud just to sit with him and enjoy the evening. He smiled. Dave also brought the vodka used to spike the punch bowl. It was his contribution to the graduation celebration, but he kept it a secret even from Rosie. Jack recalled saying how easy it would be to rip off the government through the GI bill and he felt bad about saying it, for Dave would never do anything like that. “Yeah, I guess,” was all Dave had said.

On the way back to Dovetail Falls, Rosie asked Jack if he would say a few words at the funeral on behalf of the family and because Dave always thought so much of him. 

At first, the idea scared Jack. He hated speaking before a crowd, always had, but after he thought about it a while he agreed, knowing it was the last thing he could do to honor his lifelong friend. When they got to town he dropped Marianne off at the apartment and went over to Rosie’s, where the two of them drank coffee and talked far into the night. They listened to the Barry Sadler album while they planned the eulogy and sure enough, Dave’s spirit came and visited them both.

The next night at the wake, Jack was amazed as he looked at all the flowers and wreaths covering the flag-draped casket and the floor around it. A few of the names on the cards he recognized, but he knew many of the flowers came from people who never met Dave personally but heard about him and wanted to honor him. At 7:30, Father Donavan came down from the Newman Center on the college campus and led the rosary.

Early the following morning, Mister Haskall moved the casket up to the Newman Center chapel. That way, those who were unable to come to the wake could view it and sign the guest book before the funeral service at 11 o’clock. 

The weather was downright lousy. The weatherman predicted thunderstorms for the morning hours and for once, it looked like he got it right. 

When Jack and Marianne arrived, there were already over five hundred mourners present who quickly filled the small chapel and spilled over into the auditorium and even out into the street. Loud speakers were hastily set up so those not in the chapel could hear the services as they were being delivered. The college radio station carried it live. The press was there as was the military honor guard and all manner of others. At 11 o’clock, a lone bell began to toll in the chapel belfry.

As the funeral service began, Jack and Marianne went through the prayers, responding to Father Donavan until it was time for the eulogy. Jack stood up, took a deep breath, and headed for the podium. It was now or never and he hoped what he prepared would be adequate. He pulled out his note cards, laying them on the pulpit before him.

“We are gathered together here today to pay our last respects to a war hero. Some of us knew him as Sergeant Martin. Some of us knew him as David John Martin,” he motioned to Dave’s parents, “Will and Marcella’s boy.” His voice started to waver and grow weak. “Many of us, like me, knew him simply as, Dave.” Jack felt the emotion arise within him and it made him pause. Oh man, pull yourself together! This is Dave’s funeral, for God’s sake! Clearing his throat, he looked around the chapel. 

There, on his left, in front, were Rosie and Mark and next to them, Rosie’s mother. Behind them were Dave’s parents and all his brothers and sisters and their kids. Marianne sat with her folks and Jack’s folks next to an empty space where he sat moments before. He scanned the rest of the chapel, picking out faces he recognized. Rick was there, smiling and nodding his head, supportively. To his surprise, so were Judge and Mrs. Halloran. Then he remembered that the Judge was an officer in the Army Reserve. The rest of the chapel contained military people, professors from the college, and students who knew Dave during his enrollment here. The panic he felt calmed within him, so once again he could speak.

“Dave was a quiet man, but a man very dedicated to his country and to his family,” Jack said, his voice gaining strength. “He didn’t think of himself as a hero and didn’t feel he was better than anyone else. But he was better than anyone else. He was my friend and he was a wonderful human being. He worked hard on the family farm to help out his parents. He was a dutiful son.” Jack nodded and looked around. “Like John Boy Walton.” 

A few people smiled and tipped their heads back at him. 

“When Dave and I were growing up together, he often talked about being a soldier and going to war. It was like fate had made that decision for him. I never could understand that, but then, few of us do understand what a hero is made of. Like Dave, I think you have to be born to it.” Jack felt his tears flowing freely now, but his voice remained fearless and strong. 

“After Dave graduated from high school, he tried college for a while. He discovered that the ivy halls weren’t for him though, for he was a man of action, not of books. Then he met Rosie.” He nodded at her. “They clicked.” 

Several of the faces smiled and a low rumble of laughter passed throughout the chapel. 

“I had the honor of being Dave’s best man at their wedding less than a year ago, an honor I shall always cherish deeply.” 

Jack reached under the pulpit and raised the Purple Heart award so all could see. “Sergeant Martin, Dave, has been awarded the Purple Heart for bravery above and beyond the call of duty. He received this honor because he single-handedly saved the lives of several of his fellow soldiers in battle, a heroic deed that cost him his life but helped to insure the freedom of us all. He was a patriot, a martyr who died for a cause, and that is the way he wants us to remember him. He once told me, years ago, that if he couldn’t be remembered for how he lived, he didn’t want to be remembered at all.” He put the award beneath the pulpit again.

“But to Dave, winning the heart of Rosie was worth more than any award. When I graduated, Dave was home on leave and he and Rosie were able to attend the ceremony and the reception. We had a few bumps, listened to some tunes, and later that night Dave became a father.” 

The crowd smiled broadly now. 

“Dave learned of this after he went to Vietnam and it became the center of his being. He looked forward to the day he could return to Rosie’s side and be a father to his child. But it wasn’t meant to be, for the Creator of us all determined that Dave’s work here on earth was done and called him home. Dave will never truly leave us though. He will live forever in a beautiful sunrise and in the advent of a new day, for now, he belongs to the Ages.” 

The sun burst forth from under a low-lying cloud and cast its rays upon the stained glass window above the entrance to the chapel, bathing both the casket and Rosie, sitting next to it, in a warm, red glow.

“I am pleased to announce that early next year, Rosie is expecting a son. His name will be David Martin Junior, in honor of his heroic father.” He held out his hands toward an obviously pregnant Rosie for the benefit of the crowd. Somewhere in the chapel, a person stood and began to applaud. Others began to join in until the entire church was standing and giving Rosie a spirited ovation. The joyful sound rose up through the rafters, joining a sunbeam as it accompanied Dave’s spirit on its journey into eternity.

“Dave is smiling down upon this gathering today,” Jack continued. “He is grateful for the support you have demonstrated to his family and to his country. In the last few days, Dave has told me what I should say to you on his behalf. For that, I am truly grateful, for I couldn’t have done it without him. But if Dave were able to speak to us today, I think this is what he would say.” 

With that, Jack turned on a tape recorder next to the pulpit and played the Ballad of the Green Berets by Staff Sergeant Barry Sadler:

Fighting soldiers from the sky




Fearless men who jump and die




One hundred men will test today




But only three win the Green Beret.




Silver wings upon their chests




These are men, America’s best




One hundred men will test today




But only three win the Green Beret




Trained to live off nature’s land




Trained in combat, hand-to-hand




Men who fight by night and day




Courage peak from the Green Beret.




Silver wings upon their chests




These are men, America’s best




One hundred men will test today




But only three win the Green Beret




Back at home a young wife waits




Her Green Beret has met his fate




He has died for those oppressed

Leaving her his last request

“Put silver wings on my son’s chest

Make him one of America’s best

He’ll be a man they’ll test one day

Have him win the Green Beret.”

After the playing of the ballad, Jack paused a moment and gazed down upon the flag-draped casket before him. The entire church was silent as every person within it reflected on the haunting words of Barry Sadler. The Green Beret sang the words, but David Martin lived and died them. It was as though the Ballad of the Green Berets had been written just for him.

“The family thanks all of you for your kindness and support at this difficult time. They request that any memorials in Dave’s honor be sent to the David Martin Junior, Educational Trust Fund that has been established at the First National Bank in Dovetail Falls. Graveside services and burial with full military honors will be held at Fort Snelling this afternoon at four o’clock. Thank you.”

Jack stood to one side as Father Donavan approached the pulpit and adjusted the microphone for a final announcement. Before he spoke, he cupped his hand over the microphone and whispered, “Excellent eulogy, Jack.” 

“Thank you, father,” Jack whispered back. Several mourners wiped tears from their eyes as Jack and the priest embraced. 

Father Donovan then addressed the congregation. “You are all invited to attend a luncheon in the church basement after the services.” The priest looked down at the casket as he made the sign of the cross and folded his hands in prayer. “And now, let us all observe a moment of silence in honor of Sergeant David John Martin, of this community. May his soul and the souls of all the faithful departed rest in peace, amen.”

Stepping down from the altar, Jack paused before the casket containing the mortal remains of Dave Martin, his lifelong friend. The church was hushed as he placed his hand on the flag covering the casket, bent low and said something only Dave could hear, then moved quietly back to his place beside Marianne. 

After the funeral service concluded, Jack and Marianne stood together outside and watched as the pallbearers placed Dave’s casket in the hearse. “Dave’s still with us,” he said, smiling at her. “Energy can neither be created nor destroyed, you know.”  

“What did you say at the casket?” Marianne asked. She placed her hand in his and felt it tremble. 

“Timshel, a word from East of Eden,” he replied. “Dave heard it. That’s what’s important.”

Marianne studied him as Jack watched the hearse depart for Fort Snelling. He looked different somehow, stood a little taller maybe, looked wiser and certainly more distinguished. She raised his hand, kissed it, and smiled at him. Jack said Dave was the hero, but in her heart, he had just become hers.


Chapter 20

“Tony indicates he broke up with Darlene Bateman, comma, whom he now refers to as, quote, ‘Zitface’ unquote, because she developed a case of terminal acne, period, and end of report.” Jack clicked off the dictating wand and laid it down, then opened his desk drawer and began to rummage. He pulled out his set of handcuffs and tossed them on his desk. “Darn, I know there’s a cartridge pen in here someplace, but where the dickens is it?”

The handcuffs drew Rick from the coffee room like a magnet. “Ah yes, the cuffs, they do work fine, don’t they?” So saying, he picked them up and clicked one cuff over Jack’s left wrist.

“Hey!”

“Oh, be quiet.” Rick took the other end of the cuff and secured it to the right side armrest on Jack’s chair.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing, for crying out loud?”

“Put a whoppee cushion under me, will you?” The social worker turned and went to the door. Before he left he waved at Jack, crazy-eyed. “Bye.”

Jack surveyed his predicament. That dumb Rick. Now what? His left wrist was handcuffed to his right armrest. His handcuff keys were on his key ring in his left pants pocket. In order to retrieve them, he would have to somehow slide his right hand into his left pocket and dig them out. It was kind of like the Army Alpha test he took to qualify for the probation job, you know, if a locomotive has six sets of wheels, and the first set is going around counter-clockwise, what direction is the fifth set of wheels turning? As he tried to figure his way out of this one, Wally McGuiness stuck his head in the door.

 “Hi Jack.” Then Wally saw the cuffs.

“Hi Jack is right,” Jack grumped. “I’ve been hijacked. This is that dumb Rick’s idea of a joke. Could you help me out here please?”

“Um, I would, Jack, but right now, I’m on an official doughnut run for the sheriff’s office, and you know that’s a top priority for us cops.” Wally started to laugh as Bill, the old janitor, came up behind him. “Hey Bill, get a load of this.”

Bill had just walked thirty feet from the coffee room carrying an empty wastebasket, so with his emphysema, he was wheezing like a rusty pump and was due for a rest anyway. He was still smoking his unfiltered cigarettes though. He stuck his head in the doorway and also saw the cuffs. “Jack, what’s going on in here?” he said between breaths. “How’d you manage to do that to yourself?”

“Bill, old buddy, old pal, how about giving me a hand here?” 

Both Bill and Wally started to applaud.

 “Oh for cripes sake, not that kind of a hand,” Jack said. “Bill, I’ll make it worth your while. Please?”

“Oh no, I couldn’t possibly do that,” Bill replied. “It isn’t in my county job description. I wouldn’t want to get in trouble with the union.”

“Good one, Bill,” Wally said, patting Bill on the shoulder. Both men laughed at Jack again before they shook their heads and walked away.

The dilemma was one Jack knew he could figure out. He rested his right arm over his left one, and as he tried to concentrate, Lisa came in with a load of mail. She dumped it on Jack’s desk, but because he was positioned the way he was, the cuffs were hidden. “Got a bunch,” she said as she turned toward the coffee room. “Be back in ten.”

Alone again, Jack hit on an idea. He tried to stand up but failed, so instead, he reached his right hand over to his left pocket and slowly eased it inside. The key ring, of course, was at the very bottom of his pocket. He inched his way down until he felt the top of the key ring touch his fingers. Now, if he could just scissors them between his fingers and pull them out…For an instant, he thought it was going to work. Jack moved slightly to the left and half stood, with his tongue hanging out of his mouth. The strain was evident on his face as he eased the ends of his fingers around the ring and felt the keys move. The key ring started to draw slowly upward. Just when he was getting optimistic, it hit a fold and slipped back to the bottom of his pocket again. “Geez Louise!” He sensed someone in the doorway and looked up to see Pat O’Connor watching him.

Jack wiggled his fingers in a pathetic wave. “Hi Pat.”

“Hello, Mister Johnson.” Pat motioned toward the cuffs. “What’re you doing, anyway?”

“Oh, just sitting here cuffed to my own chair. We take turns here in the courthouse. This week it’s my turn to look stupid.”

Pat’s blue eyes started to twinkle. “Um, well, it’s working.”

“Say Pat, would you help me here? I need you to get my keys out of my pants pocket. They’re in the left side.”

“Sure. No problem.” Pat moved over to Jack’s left side and reached into his pocket, extracting the key ring easily. A few seconds later, the handcuffs were off and tucked away in the desk where they belonged. 

 “Bless your heart Pat, I really appreciate this.”

 Jack went on to tell what happened, because he felt he owed Pat an explanation. As he spoke, Pat looked at him, respectfully, and then combed his fingers through his wavy red hair. “Um, yeah, I guess, if you say so, Mister Johnson.”

“So,” Jack sighed, “seeing you today is a pleasant surprise. What brings you to town?”

“I came in with dad to pay his first half taxes.”

“Speaking of your dad, I’m really sorry about what I said after the accident,” Jack said. “It was uncalled for, and I apologize.”

“I’m all right with that,” Pat said. “I shouldn’t have lost it and spazzed at you either. You could’ve locked me in the slammer that night, but you didn’t.”

Lisa returned from the coffee room, smiled at Pat, and sat down at her desk where she started to type a form Jack had given her. 

“Oh, by the way, I see by the file you turned sixteen last week,” Jack said.

“Yeah, on Tuesday,” Pat said. 

The two stared at each other, uncomfortable with the noise the typewriter was making. “Come on, let’s go in the other room,” Jack said. 

The probation officer led the boy to a door that said COMMISSIONERS ROOM on it. “Hey, this is where the County Commissioners meet,” Pat said.

“Yes it is, but the commissioners know I’m the best Juvenile Probation Officer in the county so they don’t care if I use it when it’s empty. Just ask them, any one of them, if there’s a finer Juvenile Probation Officer in Hawkins County than me.” Jack opened the door, motioning to the long table with fancy leather high back chairs around it. “Do you want to be Chairman?”

“Sure,” Pat grinned as he sat at the table. “This is as close as I’ll ever get.”

After putting the Chairman nameplate in front of Pat, Jack sat next to him, pulled out a cigarette, and lit up. “Now that you’re sixteen, I’m going to ask the Judge to dismiss the probation violation against you. You don’t have to go to school anymore if you don’t want to. It’s your decision to make.”

“I’m glad about that,” Pat said.

“I do want to keep you on probation until this deal with Mike Halloran goes through court, however.”

“This thing with Mike isn’t going to be easy,” Pat said. “It scares me a lot.”

“But, Pat, you have to testify. The whole case depends on you.”

“I know, geez, do I ever know it,” Pat replied. “Part of me wants to forget all about it, but another part of me remembers that night in that old hearse, and Toke dying, and Mike Halloran’s pot causing it all. And for that matter, Dawn and I are just lucky we weren’t killed, too. I can’t let him get away with it, Mister Johnson. But, if I don’t speak up, no one else will either. That’s for darn sure.”

“You are right about that, Pat. If you don’t testify in court, the case will fold. You are the star witness.”

“Yeah, I know, Mister Johnson.”

“Jack. Call me Jack.”

“Okay Jack.”

“Where do you want to go from here?”

“Well, all I know is, I don’t want to go back to school,” Pat replied. “I hate school.”

“That’s fine,” said Jack. “It’s your decision to make, like I said. I don’t agree with you but it’s still your call. However, unless you want to break your back on a hard labor job for the rest of your life like your dad has to do, you’re going to need training of some kind.”

“I suppose, and I don’t like sitting around doing nothing. I want to get a real job and make some money.”

Jack snapped his fingers and pointed at Pat as he hit on an idea. “Say, you like to be outside don’t you? In the hills and the forests?”

“Yeah,” Pat grinned, “I can go for that any time. But how’d I get paid to do that?”

“I’d like you to take an aptitude test,” Jack said. “If half of what Sheriff Lucas said about you is true, you may just have some natural ability in the field of Conservation.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Pat said. “I’ve never been much good at tests.”

“But this is a different kind of test,” Jack said. “You can’t fail it. It just tells what kind of job you’ll be good at, that’s all.”

“Okay, Jack, if you think it’s a good idea, I’ll give it a try.”

“Good, I’ll set it up with the DVR counselor.” Wow, now we’re making headway! Jack prepared to get up and leave but sensed Pat had something more on his mind. “Is there anything else?”

“Well, no, I guess...well yeah, there is. Since this thing came up with Mike, and me having to testify, I’ve become real unpopular with the gang. They think I narcked on Mike and they don’t like it. The guys, they don’t bother me so much, but Dawn Lundin, that’s something else again.”

“Pat, do you love Dawn Lundin?”

“It’s been great with Dawn and me. I like her a lot. Yeah, I think I love her… sometimes…maybe.”

“It’s hard,” Jack said. “But I know you’ll do the right thing.”

“Well, dad’s waiting in the station wagon,” Pat said. “I’d better be going.”

Jack and Pat had just exited the Commissioner’s Room when Judge Halloran came walking by from the coffee room. He glanced at the two of them then did a double take and looked at them again. “Say, Mister Johnson, I wanted to say what a fine eulogy you delivered for Sergeant Martin the other day,” the Judge said.

 
“Thank you, sir.” Jack said, still uncomfortable around the boss since the case review fiasco. 

The Judge looked at Pat again and smiled at Jack. “Come up to chambers when you are finished here.”

“Yes sir.”

“Very well then, carry on,” the Judge said, moving off towards chambers.

After Jack and Pat said goodbye, Jack went out to the parking lot and had another smoke. He wondered what the devil the Judge wanted to talk to him about. It made him uneasy, but the Judge ordered him to report to chambers so he knew he would soon find out. “Hi Susan, how’s the boss today?” he asked as he entered the antechamber.

“Oh he’s fine,” Susan said. “A lot better, but how about you?”

“I never thought of it that way,” Jack said as he walked over to the chambers door and knocked.

“Come in.”

“Hello Judge, you wanted to see me?”

“Yes, Jack, come right on in. Sit down, sit down,” Judge Halloran replied from his chair behind his desk. He had a big smile on his face and did seem much more relaxed. Jack thought that was a good sign. “I wanted to say again what a marvelous eulogy you delivered. I can honestly say it was the finest I have ever heard.”

“Thank you, Judge,” Jack replied, sitting down and blushing. “That’s the hardest thing I ever did in my life. Dave was my best friend. I hope I never have to go through anything like that again.”

“The ability to speak well in public is a gift well worth cultivating,” the Judge replied. “What you said came from the heart which was evident to all who heard you.”

“Thanks again, Judge,” Jack said. “I appreciate it.”

“Say, speaking of speaking, I would like you to be my guest at the Rotary Club luncheon this week,” the Judge said. “We always start out with a bite to eat, tater-tot hot dish this time, I think, and then you can give a presentation about the probation office.”

“Sure,” Jack said. “I’ll put some stats together and stuff like that.”

“Keep it short,” the Judge replied. “About ten minutes will be fine, and there will probably be a few questions from the members.” He pointed a pencil at Jack. “You might consider joining the Rotary Club, Jack. It is a good place to get noticed and politically, that is a good idea.”

“I’ve never been much of a joiner,” Jack replied. “I don’t know about that.”

“Well, give it some thought,” the Judge said.

“Okay, I will.”

“I also want you to know that I met with the county board the other day, and you have successfully passed your probationary period. You passed it earlier than most, but I am comfortable with how you are doing your job.”

“Why, thank you, sir,” Jack smiled.

“Besides that, I negotiated a four percent salary adjustment for you, which will go into effect with your next payroll check.” He held up a piece of legal sized paper with typing on it. “I just signed the order.”

This was better than he could have imagined. A four percent bump worked out to better than $300 a year, a healthy increase. “Thanks a lot, Judge. This is great!”

“I’m glad to do it for you,” the Judge said. “You have earned it and then some.” He looked down his nose at Jack. “I also understand you moved out of county. I have to tell you that I am not pleased with that.”

Oh-oh, here it comes. Figured this was too good to be true. Jack’s face fell and he felt his guts start to tighten up. “Yes sir, I’ve moved out of county.”

“That is not good, Jack. You are a public official now, as I am. This is your county. This is where you work. You are on call around the clock. The taxpayers here pay your salary and they expect you to live here so they can get some return on their investment in you. I am talking about taxes, housing, and so forth.”

“I don’t think that’s legal,” Jack retorted. “Sure, I work for Hawkins County but they don’t own me. As I recall, Lincoln freed the slaves.” 

When the Judge just looked at him without responding, Jack continued, “Yes, I’m on duty around the clock, I agreed to that when I took this job, but I can be reached by telephone and except when I’m on vacation, I’m always in the area. And another thing, Hawkins County isn’t picking up the full tab for my services. Fifty percent of my salary and expenses are reimbursed to the county by the state, as per MSA 260.”

The Judge raised his eyebrows at Jack, surprised.

“And don’t forget that I have an obligation to the state, also. I’m required to supervise their Juvenile and Youthful Offender parolees, which is very time-consuming. So, you see, Judge, I wear more than one hat around here.” He shook his head. “Hawkins County doesn’t own me and requiring me to live here isn’t legal.”

“Technically you are right,” the Judge said. “I have to give you that and I am surprised that you understand as much about the law as you do. However, I would caution you, as a person who is not learned in the law, by that I mean you are not a licensed attorney, not to go around quoting statutes. You are not qualified to do so. I am an elected official and I have to live within my constituency, but you are appointed and legally you do not have that requirement.”  He smiled. “You have done your homework.”

Jack nodded.

“But what we are talking about here is not so much about the letter of the law as it is about county politics,” the Judge explained. “Small counties like Hawkins have certain expectations of their employees, and that is how they view you, as a county employee. All I am saying to you is that in the long run, things will go a lot smoother,” he leaned toward Jack and softened his voice, “including future salary increases and promotions and so forth,” then rested back in his chair again, “if you live within the county. Just give it some thought, okay?”

“Well, okay,” Jack conceded.

“That is all I ask, and again, congratulations on having passed probation,” the Judge said as he stood up and shook Jack’s hand. “That will be all for now. You may return to work.”

When Jack got back to his office, Lisa had already left for the day. That was fine with him because he had some more reports he wanted to dictate for court next week. As he opened his notebook and picked up the Stenorette dictating wand, a stranger walked into the room. He was a middle-aged fellow, slightly on the pudgy side, with a ready smile. He held out a calling card to Jack.

“Bernie Hudson. Allow me to congratulate you on your upcoming marriage.”

“Jack Johnson,” he answered, as he picked his jaw off the floor and shook hands. How did this guy know about him and Marianne? She just accepted the ring a few days back. Then he remembered that he mentioned it in the coffee room and even said he moved out of Lizzie’s place. As the Judge already demonstrated, there were few secrets in Hawkins County.

“I’m the real estate agent in town. Dropped by to tell you there’s a nice mobile home for sale over in the court. Right across from Margaret’s place. I‘d like to show it to you when you have the time.”

“I already have a place to live,” Jack replied. Margaret was Rick’s supervisor. Is that how Bernie heard about him?

“Yes, but it’s out of county,” Bernie replied. “Judge Halloran doesn’t like that.”

“But, but-”

“But, but, but, woo, woo,” Bernie replied as he made like a train and chugged around the room, grinning at Jack.

“Look, ah,” Jack glanced at the card again. “Mister Hudson –”

“Bernie.”

“Mister, ah, Bernie, I have a place to stay, and yes, it’s out of county, but requiring me to live here isn’t legal.”

“Well, I don’t know anything about the legal part, but I know the Judge wants you to live here,” Bernie replied. “If I were you, I wouldn’t push the issue.”

“How’d you know I moved out of county?” Sounds more like Margaret all the time.
“From Judge Halloran,” Bernie said. “We’re in the Rotary Club together. He told me about it the other day. Said he heard it in the coffee room.”

“Ah,” Jack smiled. “This is beginning to make sense.” Good old Margaret spilled the beans to the Judge. The snitch. “Well, my fiancé, Marianne Frederick, and I, we  –”

“Marianne Frederick, the gal over at First National in Dovetail Falls? I’ve closed some loans through her. Nice gal. She’s a real nice gal.” He smiled and held out his hand to shake with Jack again. “Congratulations on your upcoming marriage, Mister Johnson.”

Didn’t we just go down this road? “Thank you.” Jack looked at his calendar and sighed. “Oh, what the heck, I don’t suppose it hurts to take a look at the place.” He turned the next few pages. “How about seeing it tonight after work? My fiancé will be off duty,” he looked up at Bernie, “Marianne –”

“Marianne Frederick, over at First National, I know,” Bernie interrupted. “She’s a nice gal.”

 Jack chuckled. You know what color underwear I put on this morning? You know everything else about me. “Well anyway, I’ll give Marianne a call, and we’ll meet you over there say, about five thirty-ish?”

Pulling out his appointment book, Bernie glanced at the day’s schedule. “Five thirty looks just fine. I’ll wait for you out front by my sign. You can’t miss it. Bye.” Bernie waved as he disappeared through the door.


Chapter 21

The appointment to tour the trailer worked out okay with Marianne, too, so she agreed to meet Jack at the probation office after she got off work. It was so nice out that they hiked the three blocks to the trailer court rather than drive over. Sure enough, they came to a house for sale sign that said HUDSON REALTY, JEFFERSON CITY, MINN, the phone number, and the slogan: “Your home town realtor.” Bernie was sitting in his car out front.

 “Hi Marianne, how’s life treating you?” Bernie asked as Jack and Marianne approached.  

“Fine, just fine,” Marianne replied.

“How’s my old buddy Warren getting along? Is he treating you right?”

“Oh, Warren’s just hunky-dory,” Marianne said. “Yeah, he gave me a nice raise the first of the year.”

“Well, that’s nice,” Bernie said. “If that old scallywag ever gives you any trouble, any trouble at all, just let me know. I’ll come over there and set him straight.”

“Gee, thanks, Bernie,” Marianne said.

“Well kids, here she is,” Bernie said, putting the key in the door and turning the lock. “It’s a 1970 model. It’s 14 by 68, almost a thousand square feet. It’s all set up here on this lot. The skirting and the utilities are connected. The owners bought it new last year. That’s when they moved to town to manage the hardware store. Jake and Katie McGrath,” he paused from his staccato presentation. “Maybe you know them?”

“Nope,” said Jack.

“Uh-uh,” said Marianne.

“Oh. Well, anyway, they paid over ten grand for this beauty when they bought it new. Ordered it direct from the factory in Wisconsin. Had extra insulation put in the walls. Had a heavy-duty roof built with the studs closer together. That’s to handle the heavy snow loads we get here some years.” He motioned around the yard. “There’s off-street parking. That storage shed out back...” He was pointing at nothing. “Where is that dumb thing? The shed, I mean. Well, you can’t see it from right here. but its back there someplace. And this,” he jumped up and down on the steps, “if it doesn’t bust when I bounce on it, you know it’s solid.” He slapped his ample butt. “Here’s where fifty years of eating potatoes every day ends up. Anyway, these steps go with the place. There is more secure storage underneath them. I can put you into this beauty for $6950.”

“Can we see the inside?” Jack asked.

“Oh sure, sure,” Bernie pushed the door open. “Go right on in, kids.”

The foyer inside the door was a small entryway with a hall closet for coats on the left and on the right a spacious, carpeted living room. “There’s a nice sized living area here,” Bernie said as he pointed around the room, trying to pick out the highlights. “There are the windows. They all crank out.” He looked at the floor. “The carpet.” He looked at the walls. “Paneled walls.” He turned toward the kitchen. “Over here on the left is the kitchen.”

“I like the dark Mediterranean paneling,” Marianne said, still viewing the living room. “And the avocado drapes are nice.”

“Yeah,” Jack agreed. “They go with the avocado rug.” He pointed at the kitchen. “And with the avocado stove and refrigerator.”

“Avocado is a popular color. There’s no doubt about it,” Bernie said. “We moderns like that color. I got an avocado floor mat in my car.”

“What brands are the stove and fridge?” Jack asked.

“Um, let me see,” Bernie said as he squinted at the labels. “It looks like GE. Well, the fridge is GE I see. I think the stove is too. There’s some lard on the logo. I can’t make it out too good.” He looked at Marianne. “Honey, you take a gander at it. Maybe you can make it out.”

Pulling a Kleenex from her purse, Marianne made a swipe over the logo on the stove. “Yup, it’s GE too.”

“Both are name brands,” Jack said. “That’s good.”

“Did I tell you that the stove and fridge go with the unit? Nope, I didn’t tell you that. Well, they do, along with the balance of the warranty. They’re included in the price. That’s the nice thing about managing a hardware store. Jake was able to get them at cost. Where was I? Oh, yes, continuing on...” Bernie moved toward the hallway as Marianne and Jack tagged along.

“Here on the right is a laundry compartment. It has hookups for a full size washer and dryer. Jake took his units with him. But here it is, all set up for you when you want it. And the kitchen linoleum is a classy brick design.” He looked at Marianne. “No wax.”

“What ever happened to the McGraths?” Jack wondered aloud.

“The McGraths...oh, you mean Jake and Katie?”

Jack looked at Marianne. “Yeah, I think that’s what you said their names were.”

“Well now, there’s a story about that,” Bernie said as he leaned up against the hallway paneling. “See, after Jake and Katie moved in here, they decided to build a house out in the new subdivision.” He smiled at the kids. “My subdivision. I developed it. I can put you in a brand spanking new three-bedroom rambler. $29,900. Seventy-five by one hundred and fifty lots. You pick out the flooring and the window treatments. That’s something you might want to keep in mind for a few years down the line. So anyway, Jake and Katie moved into their new home last month. Now they have to dump, ah, I mean, now they have to sell this one.”

“I don’t know,” Jack was skeptical. “I heard these trailer houses–”

“Mobile homes,” Bernie corrected him.

“Huh?”

“It’s a mobile home. These units are called mobile homes nowadays. Nobody calls them trailer houses any more.”

“But that’s still what they are, aren’t they?”

“Well, yeah, but they’re called mobile homes.”

“Well anyway, I heard these things will blow over in a tornado.” Jack looked at Marianne. “That isn’t good.”

“No, I wouldn’t like that,” Marianne said.

“Let me tell you something, kids,” Bernie said. “That’s what homeowner’s insurance is for. And let me tell you something else. If that big courthouse over there took a solid hit from a tornado, it would blow over, too.”

“The courthouse would blow over?” Jack scoffed. “Go on! No way.”

“Well, Mister Johnson, I can see there’s no sense trying to fool you,” Bernie said. “No, maybe not the courthouse. But a standard house, built on a block foundation, yes. I’ve seen it happen. It occurred here back in ‘53 when a tornado passed through. It’s called an act of God in the insurance business. That’s what homeowners insurance is for.”

“He has a point there, Marianne,” Jack said.

“Yeah.”

“Moving south,” Bernie strolled further down the hallway and stopped at a door. He turned around and faced the kids with the smug smile on his face of one who knows a secret. “See this wall unit air conditioner?” He tapped it with his knuckle and jumped back as the cover fell onto the floor. “No problem.” He bent down, picked up the cover, put it back in place, and laughed at Jack and Marianne. “I don’t know my own strength. Anyway, Jake knew what he was doing. He mounted this wall unit air conditioner right across from the furnace unit.” He opened the wall door to reveal a furnace tucked neatly inside.

 “Now watch this.” Bernie pushed a button on the air conditioner. It came on with a roar. “It’s a little loud, but you’ll get used to it. The air conditioner is included in the price. The noise is free. Now, watch this.” He pushed a switch on the furnace unit. “I just pressed the air intake fan on. Waa-laa! You have central air conditioning. The air intake catches the cold air from the air conditioner and circulates it throughout the whole house. Pretty darn slick, huh?”

“That’s really keen,” Jack said, grinning at the furnace intake fan. 

Bernie turned the two units off again. “Continuing on, we have a full bath here on the left, avocado shag carpeting all the way down the hallway, and in this spacious back bedroom.” He walked into the bedroom with Jack and Marianne. “Two double wall closets, his and hers. Well, there it is.” He pointed out the back bedroom window at the storage shed. “There’s the shed. I knew Jake put one up. It’s good for storing equipment and tools, elevated off the ground and with a floor in it like that.” He leaned over to Jack for some man talk that Marianne would undoubtedly have a hard time understanding.

 “Jake had power tools out there. He did some woodworking as a hobby, made whirly-gigs for yard art. I remember he made one of a man sawing through a log, and another one of an old lady washing clothes on a scrub board.” Bernie laughed and slapped his thigh. “He even had one of a farmer milking a cow! And all of them were animated by wind power! Jake’s really very creative. Anyway, there’s no electricity in the shed. He just ran a power cord to the house.”

While Jack assimilated all these fascinating tidbits of information, Bernie took off again up the hallway. “Up here...” he turned around and realized he was talking to himself. “Where are you? Oh, there you are.” He wiggled his finger at them to get the lead out and catch up. “Here, next to the furnace, is a nice second bedroom or a den.” He looked at Marianne and smiled as they walked back to the living room. “Or a nice nursery.”

“So, what’re we talking about for payments?” Jack asked.

“I can put you in here for $950 down and the balance at eight percent for seven years.”

“That means,” Jack crossed his eyes and looked up into his head, “financing on $6,000 then.”

“You’re sharp,” Bernie said.

Blushing, Jack looked from Bernie to Marianne. “Yeah, well...”

“Eight percent isn’t a bad rate nowadays,” Marianne said.

“So, what’d our total monthly payments be?” Jack asked.

“Let’s see here,” Bernie reached into his pocket and dragged out a small book of amortization tables. “That’s six thousand at eight percent for seven years. You’re looking at P and I of $93.52 a month.”

“What’re P and I?” Jack asked.

“Oh, I forgot. You’re not aware of these financial terms like Marianne and I are, Mister Johnson. P and I mean principle and interest.”

“That’s right, I’d forgotten,” Jack recalled. “But we have other expenses to figure in, too, though, right?”

“You have your homeowners insurance and lot rent,” Bernie said.

“And there’s sewer and water, and lights and heat, and taxes,” Marianne said as she looked at Jack. “I don’t know, Jack.”

“There aren’t any taxes. That’s included in the lot rent,” Bernie offered. “And it’s the same with water and sewer. It’s included.”

“So what does that all add up to?” Jack said.

“Well let’s see, what did I say P and I were?”

“$93.52,” Jack said, smugly.

“He has a quick mind for figures,” Bernie looked from Jack to Marianne and winked.

“Oh yeah,” Marianne grinned, wryly. “He’s sharp as a tack.”

Smiling to himself, Bernie turned to the back of his amortization book again and began to scribble down figures. “$93.52, and thirty a month for lot rent. Let’s say, $17 a month for homeowner’s insurance. Carry the one...that comes out to $140.52 a month, kids. And then there’s a small bank fee, nothing much. And my commission, but that comes from the seller.”

“Yeah, and light and heat,” Marianne said. “I’m only paying $107.58 a month rent now.”

“But, that’s like water down the drain,” Bernie replied, shrugging his shoulders. “You are in a rental! You aren’t building any equity! In this place, you are. And remember, Jake and Katie have eaten the depreciation on this place already, so you don’t have to.”

“He’s right, Marianne,” Jack said.

“I guess.”

“And as far as heat and light, we’re paying that over and above at the apartment, too,” Jack added.

“And water and sewer, too, probably,” Bernie said.

“No we aren’t. Not water and sewer,” Marianne said.

“We aren’t paying water and sewer? Oh, I thought we were,” Jack said.

“Uh-uh,” Marianne replied.

Jack nudged Bernie in the side. “I guess we’re crapping for free.”

Both men fell silent as they stared at Marianne. She knew they had already decided and were just waiting for her to see the light. It was that male conspiracy thing. “Let us think it over, okay?” she said.

“Sure,” Bernie said as he tucked his book away and headed for the door. “Feel free to stay around for a while. Just be sure and lock the door when you leave.” He twisted the lock tab on the doorknob. “Like this. Make sure it’s horizontal, okay?” He looked at his watch. “Oh-oh, in an hour, mother and I are due at the dance over at Dovetail Falls. I play the kazoo. The boss, Fred, he says I got enough hot air in me to play two of them at the same time. Fred sings and plays the gutbucket. Anyway, got to run.”

“Okay, Bernie,” Jack said.

“See ya,” Marianne said.

“You know where to find me,” Bernie said as he slammed the door.

The couple strolled through the mobile home once again, from front to back. When they got to the air conditioner, Jack opened the furnace door and turned the air conditioner on. “Central air, that’s really nice,” he said.

“Yes, it is,” Marianne agreed. “But you have to remember that running it all summer will bump up the electric bill.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Jack said as he turned the unit off again.

“We’ll need a washer and dryer, unless we want to go to the Laundromat every week,” Marianne said.

“Um-hmm,” Jack replied as he turned the water tap on and smiled when water actually came out.

Marianne turned Jack to her, kissed him, and held his face in her hands. “You really want to buy this place, don’t you?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he lied as he looked around the place. “But it’d be ours, Marianne, and we could start building some equity. And the payments aren’t bad, and we have to pay utilities over and above at the apartment anyway so that’s a wash, and it’s only two years old so it’s maintenance-free, and it’s in the county, so I wouldn’t have any hassle with the Judge, and the stove and fridge and air conditioner comes with, and even the storage shed that’s back behind the bedroom, and the steps...I don’t know.”

“Well, I hope we’d have steps,” Marianne said. “Otherwise how’d we get in here?”

“You got me there,” Jack replied, hugging and kissing her back. “Of course, if you goosed me hard enough, I could probably fly in through the window.”

“Like this?” Marianne smirked as she performed the foul, unladylike deed.

“Woo!” Jack hollered, jumping a few inches to escape Marianne, that pagan temptress. “You’re pretty darn brave when we’re all alone here, Missy.”

“I can’t control myself,” Marianne laughed. “You’re such a hunk.”

“True, I see your point, but it’s a gift. I owe it all to my great-grandfather, Knute Johnson, a handsome Norske from Wisconsin.” He kissed her again then dropped the zipper on his pants. “Maybe we should initiate this place right now, here on the living room carpet. I’m game, if you’re not afraid of a little rug burn.”

“You are full of bullshit, you know that?”

“That’s what Bruno said.”

“Bruno? Who’s Bruno?”

“My date at the prison,” he winked at her. “Never mind, it’s a long story, and I wouldn’t want to make you jealous.”

“Eight percent is a good rate,” Marianne said, dragging them back to the present. “I’ll double check with Warren, but I doubt he can match it. Of course, we could always wait until the Fed Reserve Chairman lowers the prime rate and then we can probably get a home loan for five percent.”

“Five percent?” said Jack. “When’ll that happen?”

“When hell freezes over,” Marianne replied.

“Yeah, those days are long gone,” Jack agreed. “But at least the sellers took the hit on the depreciation so we’ll make a few bucks when we sell. Bernie said so.”

“Let’s buy it,” Marianne said. “And zip your pants back up, tiger. Let’s keep the stallion in the corral.”

“I’ll tell Bernie tomorrow,” Jack said, zipping up his fly. “He’ll be pleased. Oh, and it really turns me on when you talk like that.”

“Like what?” she said to him, coyly. “You mean about the stallion in the corral?”

“No,” he replied. “Interest rates and,” he kissed her passionately, just like Rhett Butler did to Scarlett O’Hara in Gone With the Wind, “the Federal Reserve.”

“Oh, you!” she slapped his arm as he chuckled. 

They looked the place over a while longer and when they departed, Jack slammed the door. A few seconds later, the handle turned to the left and the door reopened. Jack reached around and set the lock on the doorknob. He smiled as he glanced around once more and then slammed the door again. This time it locked as it was supposed to.


Chapter 22

“Probation office, Johnson speaking. Oh, hi, Scott... fine, fine, and you? That’s good. Yeah, its been a real cooker. You what? You can’t? What are you saying, Scottie?” Jack held the phone away from his ear, but could still hear the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation counselor babbling into the phone, like Miss Othmar on the Peanuts cartoons. “Yes, you darn tootin’ I want to talk to you! One hour? I’ll be there.” 

Jack slammed down the receiver and headed for the door, muttering how unfair it was that he had to do everything around here. It was one of Lisa’s days off so he had the office to himself. He turned off the light and slammed the door, setting the plastic “I Shall Return” clock for two hours out.

While all this was going on there also was action in Tuckerville. A big, late model Lincoln Town Car drove slowly through the tombstones at the Tuckerville cemetery, finally stopping at a freshly dug grave. The man who got out wore dark sunglasses, was slightly built, and was dressed internationally – a Hawaiian shirt, Burmuda shorts, and a Scottish tam. As he walked over to the grave he pulled out a cheroot and lit it with a paper match, which he then waved out and tossed onto the grass. A wreath of flowers, now brown and faded, with a ribbon that said “Son” lay on the mound. Viewing it, the man spit on the wreath. “Son of a bitch, you mean,” he muttered.

At the other end of the cemetery, a jogger in sweats, a headband, and wearing a backpack, bounced through the gate. After glancing around, he jogged right up to the Lincoln. 

The man wearing the tam glanced at him and took another drag off the cheroot. “So, this is where they planted the Watson kid. I guess for a dirtbag he wasn’t too bad.” He laughed. “He sure couldn’t handle his weed, though.”

“Toke Watson’s in Hell where he belongs,” the jogger, Mike Halloran, said as he glanced around again. “Give me the stuff so I can get out of here.”

The man wearing the tam moved over to the trunk of the Lincoln. He opened it, pulled out a false bottom made of plywood and extracted a large bag containing several smaller baggies of marijuana. “Green for green,” he said, handing the bag to Mike.

Mike pulled off his backpack, stuffed the marijuana inside, and threw a wad of money into the trunk. The man wearing the tam replaced the false bottom and slammed the trunk lid shut. “This might be my last buy,” Mike said.

“Your last buy? What’re you talking about?”

“I got busted for selling and have to go to court. Pat O’Connor, you know him, he lives over in the bluffs on Hawkins Ridge with his old man, he narcked on me.” Mike paused as he slid the backpack into place. “If he were wasted, there’d be no case.”

“That’s your problem, not mine.”

“Oh yes, it’s your problem too. If Pat testifies and I get sent to Red Wing, I’ll have a little talk with the cops about you. I’m not taking the fall on this one alone.”

The man reached into his pocket and fingered the snub-nosed .357 Magnum he kept there. “Don’t be dumb.”

“Don’t you be,” Mike replied. “Pat squealed on me. He deserves to be wasted. If you take him out, there won’t be a trial and I won’t have to say anything.” He looked at the man wearing the tam with his sly smile. “It’ll be back to business as usual.” Without waiting for a reply, Mike turned and started jogging toward the cemetery gate.

The man wearing the tam glanced around and pulled his revolver out of his pocket. He aimed it slightly to the left of Mike’s spine for a lung-heart shot that would drop him in his tracks like a deer.  Knowing what a kick the .357 Magnum had, he used his other hand to steady it. He closed one eye. He took a deep breath and held it. He pulled back the hammer. The cylinder clicked into position. His finger began to squeeze the trigger…slowly…slowly…

As the sound of a police siren pierced the air, he dropped the revolver to his side and looked toward the road. He realized that it would be dumb to kill this little snitch right in front of a cop even though he needed killing. Sure enough, a Hawkins County Sheriff’s Department squad car raced by and headed on into Tuckerville. By the time the man looked back at Mike, the boy was out of effective range for the snub-nosed gun. Removing the cheroot from his mouth, he tossed it on the grave, put the revolver back into his pocket, and clenched his jaws as he watched Mike jog out of the cemetery.

It never occurred to Mike how close he came to being Toke’s neighbor in the adjoining plot. Had he looked back he would have realized how much danger he was in, but then, Mike was always too cocky to worry about such things. It never occurred to him that he just threatened to do the same thing he accused Pat of doing – being a narck. And he just threatened the man wearing the tam, which was not a smart thing to do. Not smart at all.

 “I know, I’ve heard it a hundred times before,” Scott Richter said. “Everybody’s case is a good cause.” The pudgy counselor for the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation sat at his desk and faced Jack Johnson. He had three counties in his catchment area and Hawkins was the smallest of the bunch.

“Not like this one, it isn’t,” Jack said. “It took me several months just to get within talking distance of Pat O’Connor, and now he’s willing to be tested.”

“O’Connor?” Scott said. “That the family from out on Hawkins Ridge?”

“That’s the one.”

“I worked with his sister Clarice one time,” Scott said. “That is, until she got a better offer from a pimp in the cities. She makes more money lying on her back in one hour now than you and I do sitting behind our desks in a week. It’s pretty tough to compete with that by offering a two buck an hour labor job.”

“How do you know what she makes?” Jack asked.

“Oh, I have my ways.” Scott threw up his hands in despair. “Look, my budget has already been slashed fourteen thousand this year and who knows how much deeper they’ll hack. This kid doesn’t know what he wants to do. No sixteen-year-old kid knows what he wants to do. I’ve got disabled people lined up in the hallway who deserve a chance and you’re asking me to put a punk delinquent at the head of the list.”

“You’re darn right I am,” Jack replied. “Pat O’Connor is on hard times and before this trial is over, he’ll have it even tougher.” He pulled out the Zippo and lit a cigarette, holding the lighter out for Scott to do likewise. “The kid needs a break. You know as well as I do that by manipulating his reward system through funding and on the job training, we stand an excellent chance of shaping his behavior along socially acceptable lines.”

“Yeah, I know all about that contingency stuff,” Scott said. “A token economy and intermittent reinforcement works very well with the right subject.”

“Yes it does, and Pat’s that subject and he’s motivated. The timing here is perfect. If he gets some positive strokes from your test, maybe I can get him interested in GED testing, or even a return to school.”

Having grown weary of the battle, Scott looked into the small, round desk mirror before him. “I’m parting it different,” he said, running his hand over his balding head.

“That’s a wide part,” Jack said as he viewed Scott’s scalp. “It goes from one ear to the other.” He put his hand above his eyes to shield them from the glare. “Would you tilt your head back, please? God, it’s bright in here.”

“Aw, just you wait,” Scott huffed. “In a few years you’ll be polishing your dome instead of combing your hair, too.” He looked back into the mirror. “Maybe I should shave it all off.” He looked at Jack for encouragement. “You think I’d look like Kojak?”

“Oh yeah,” Jack said as he studied Scott’s head a second. “I didn’t see it until you pointed it out, but yeah, you’d look enough like Telly to be his stunt double.”

“They’d have to be pretty mild stunts,” Scott replied. “With these bowed legs I couldn’t handle any running scenes. Maybe I could lie on the ground or hide behind a tree while he’s being shot at by the bad guys.”

“You need to be careful about that,” Jack said. “TV is trying to be more realistic nowadays so they’ve started using live ammo.”

“Well, the lollipops are a plus. Say, why’d you come all the way over here, anyway?” Scott was looking into the mirror from a variety of angles rather than at Jack as he spoke. 

“I don’t know, to plan your career in Hollywood, I guess,” Jack replied. “Oh, yeah, it was about Pat O’Connor. You said you came up with a hundred grand to send him to Harvard.”

“Yeah, right, dipshit. Well, we’re probably worrying about all this for nothing anyway. He probably can’t even read the damn test questions. In fact, he probably won’t show up for the interview. That’s what happens with most of them.”

“A steak dinner on me if Pat doesn’t show,” Jack replied.

“And one for Deb too?” asked the counselor.

“You run a hard bargain,” Jack sighed. “Yes one for Deb, ah, Missus Kojak, also.”

“You’re on,” Scott said. “Tomorrow morning I’ll be here to test him at ten o’clock sharp and tomorrow night at six o’clock sharp, Deb and I’ll be sitting at Rafferty’s enjoying a steak dinner on you. Thank you very much, Jackie boy.” Standing up, Jack and Scott shook hands on the deal as each looked at the other, smugly.

 “Tests freak me out,” Pat said, while he and Jack headed toward Mankato in the Mustang. Jack picked the boy up early at his house this morning so that they got to the appointment with Scott in plenty of time. 

“You’ll do just fine,” Jack said. “And when Scott finds out how smart you are, he’ll be begging to help you out.”

“What happens after?”

“Well, if everything goes as well as I think it will, Scott will start searching around for some training money and for an on-the-job training site for you.”

“It’s worth a try, I guess,” Pat said.

The door to the back room opened as Jack sat in the office paging through a copy of Sports Afield. Scott walked out and Jack could see Pat sitting at a table with a test paper and a pencil in front of him. 

 Scott  had explained to Pat that it was one of those multiple choice tests that required a number two pencil – no other number would work, which added to the mystique – and Pat had to fill in the correct circle completely and was forbidden to go outside the circle at all. The counselor said nothing about what would happen if Pat did write outside the circle, for that was a secret known only to the test administrators. For all Pat knew, he would blow up the scoring machine if he went outside the circle, so he filled them in very carefully. It weighed heavily on his conscience and was one of the reasons he hated tests.

“How much longer?” asked Jack.

“Not long; he’s about done.” Scott closed the door, leaving the boy to his concentration. “I really meant it when I said my budget’s been cut to smithereens.”

“Corrections got trimmed back, too,” Jack said, “but you’ve got to admit that I haven’t burdened you with referrals. I thought about sending a few others but I didn’t figure they were as good a risk as Pat is.”

“We’re probably worrying for nothing,” Scott replied. “The kid probably doesn’t have any aptitude, anyway.”

“Don’t say that,” Jack replied. “You already lost two steak dinners over this deal.”

“Not really,” Scott said. “The reservations are made at Rafferty’s. The only difference is that I’ll be paying for supper for Deb and me tonight.” He looked into his mirror. The guy had gone ahead and shaved his head last night. He was bald as an egg. “There goes my beer money for the month.” He stuck a lollipop in his mouth and smiled at Jack.

“Cool, just too cool for words,” Jack said. “When Hollywood gets a look at you, they’ll probably tell Telly Savalas to take a hike and hire you instead.”

Scott smiled into the mirror again as he moved the lollipop from one cheek to the other.


Chapter 23

“Good morning, Lisa. The next report is on little Harry Dehl.” Jack smiled into the dictating wand. “That’s big Harry’s son.” The phone rang. Putting down the Dictaphone, he answered the telephone. “Probation office, Johnson speaking.”

“Jack? Scott.”

“Jack Scott? Are you related to that fine old western actor, Randolph Scott?”

“It’s me, you numbnuts.”

“Oh! Scott Richter! Well why didn’t you day so? He what? He did? That’s absolutely fabulous, Scottie. I’m going right out there and give Pat the good news. Bye.” Jack exclaimed, “All right!” as he hung up the dictating wand and headed out to the Mustang.

“I’ll take you to the mountaintop, Pat,” Dawn said, staring deeply into Pat’s eyes. This morning, Dawn Lundin beat Jack to the punch. She rode her bike out to his house and sat with him now on one of the pieces of elm log in the yard. Dawn was using her “I’ll take you to the mountaintop” routine to try to talk Pat out of testifying at Mike’s trial. She went through her full repertoire, teasing about all the deliciously wicked pleasures she would bestow upon his anatomy if he refused to go to court. 

“Mou-mou-mountaintop?” Pat stammered, feeling himself blushing. “I’ve never been to the mountaintop, Dawn baby.” He was more than receptive to her charms but wondered why she was so concerned about Mike Halloran all of a sudden. 

“I’ll make you so-o hot!” she cooed.

“It’s starting to work,” he replied. “I feel warm already.” 

Dawn rested her hand on Pat’s thigh. They were about to kiss when the red Mustang came bumping up the rough driveway into the yard. “Here comes that nerd, Johnson,” Dawn said, sliding away.  

Although Pat had grown quite fond of that nerd, he wished Jack’s timing was better and just watched as the German shepherd ran up to greet him. Without bothering to bark, Killer came trotting up, tail wagging. Jack petted the dog and held out a couple treats. “Come on, boy, shake!” Raising its paw immediately, Killer dog-smiled as Jack placed the doggie treats in his hand. The dog gobbled them up and held its paw up again, so Jack gave him another. That was one smart dog, although you would never know it by looking at the mutt. “There you go fella.”

“Your candy sweetened him up. He’s got a girlfriend, now,” Pat said, motioning toward the house. 

Jack looked up and sure enough, a smaller, white dog, probably part Scottie because she had a moustache, looked around the corner and wagged her tail. Somebody trained her because she came to Jack, sat up, and begged by pawing at the air. She even boing-boinged a couple of times, jumping straight up into the air, taking the treats Jack offered her right out of his hand. He bent down to Killer and whispered loud enough for the kids to hear. “Way to go, you sly, debonair guy, but I sure hope you’re taking precautions. That puppy support will kill you. They take your beer money and everything.” He smiled as he approached the kids. Pat smiled back but Dawn just rolled her eyes.

“Pat, I’ve got good news for you. Hi, Dawn, good to see you again. How’s the wrist?”

“Hi,” Dawn said, holding up her arm. “I need to keep the cast on for a while yet, but its feeling okay, I guess. When it gets warm, it itches in there. So, what’s the good news, anyway?”

“Did you hear from Mister Richter?” Pat asked.

“Yes I did and Pat, your scores for Conservation went right through the roof. You tested higher than anyone Scott ever worked with. Smokey the Bear could take a few lessons from you.”

“Far out,” Pat said. “That test wasn’t so bad. So, what happens now?”

“Now, we wait,” Jack replied. “Scott’s trying to line up some money for you to get job training someplace. And he’ll pay you a salary, too.”

“That’s fantastic,” Dawn said. “This is your big chance, Pat. Go for it and forget about testifying at that dumb trial.”

“Oh no, you can’t do that,” Jack said. “The county hired a special prosecutor and he’s counting on your testimony.”

“I know, and I’m going to testify,” Pat said. “Dawn, you were there that night. You watched Toke die just like I did.”

“Yeah, I watched him die and I cried at his funeral and I really meant it, Pat. But Toke lost it on pot that night like he always did. Mike didn’t force him to use the pot. He didn’t force any of us to.”

“Dawn, Mike killed Toke just as sure as you and I are sitting here,” Pat said. “We’re just lucky or we’d be dead, too. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“I’m sorry Toke died,” Dawn replied. “I really am, but hanging Mike out to dry isn’t going to change that. He’s still dead and buried.”

“Don’t you think Mike should pay for this?” Pat asked. “Or do we just walk away and forget about it and maybe let him kill someone else with that weed, like he killed Toke and that old lady in the other car. Do you want that to happen?”

“Hauling Mike through court won’t bring them back.” Dawn looked from Pat to Jack. “Well? Will it?”

If they were going to get Dawn’s cooperation here, maybe even talk her into testifying, both Jack and Pat knew they needed to do a lot better than they were doing right now. Pat already had asked her to testify and she refused flat out. Neither of them knew about Dawn’s crush on Mike, although Pat was starting to suspect something was going on. Before they had the opportunity to push the issue further, Dawn got up, hopped on her bike and took off. She gave them a dirty look and shook her head as she left the driveway onto the gravel.

“Well, maybe it’s just to argue, but at least she’s talking to you again,” Jack said, petting the dog. “Anyway Pat, I’m glad you got the guts to go ahead with this.”

“She’s really ticked off, but Jack, I can’t let Mike get away with this. If I don’t speak up, nobody else will, either. That’s for darn sure.”

“The prosecutor is a guy named Miles Highe out of the cities. He’s a very good attorney,” Jack said. “Listen to him. He’ll give you good advice and he’ll protect you when things get rough in the courtroom.”

“Okay, I will.” Pat watched Jack pet the dog. “Killer was a good watchdog until you came along.”

“Killer isn’t a bad dog. He isn’t even a mean dog,” Jack said. “He’s just like the rest of us. He appreciates being treated nice and he likes attention. But if I came after him with rocks or mace instead of candy, I wouldn’t be standing here petting him today.”

“Didn’t he scare you at all, even a little bit?”

“Oh, that first time I came out here, when he chased me back to the car, I admit I had to wash my shorts out when I got back home,” Jack said. “You remember that day, don’t you?”

“How’d you know I was here?” Pat said. “I stayed in the house the whole time.”

“I saw the curtain get pulled back upstairs,” Jack said. “So unless there’s a ghost in your house, I figure the person doing the pulling was you.”

“Why didn’t you just break in like Mister Goettl and the sheriff always did?” Pat said.

“Because that’s not the way I do things,” Jack replied. “Sure, I could’ve busted in, but what would it have accomplished?”

“You’d never caught me,” Pat replied. “I would’ve taken off on you.”

“Probably, and that’s just my point. If I broke in, you’d see me as your enemy and then do you think we would be sitting here right now, visiting like we are?” He pulled out a cigarette.

“Probably not. I’d be hiding out in the woods right now,” Pat said, laughing. “Dad can’t figure you out. The other night he got drunk and talked to me about you for two hours until he fell asleep.”

“Your dad probably figures I’m dumb as a box of rocks,” Jack said, lighting up the cigarette.

Pat nodded his head. “He did at first, but now he likes you like I do.”

“It’s all part of the plan. He knows now that I’m not a threat to you. It’s the way I do things. I had to prove to both of you that I’m here to help you, not make things harder for you.”

“Yeah, I guess I can see that.”

“Like the night of the accident,” Jack said. “Sure, I could’ve thrown you in jail but what would it have accomplished? You would have gone to court, but since you’re sixteen now and don’t have to go to school, all it would’ve done was make you trust me less and see me as your enemy. I got lucky and came along when you were almost sixteen. That’s an advantage Mister Goettl and Sheriff Lucas didn’t have. As long as you were legally required to go to school, they had to keep coming after you. It was part of their job because they had to enforce the truancy law.”

Jack took a drag off the fag and smiled at Pat. “But when you turned sixteen, I could forget about the truancy. I didn’t have to worry about trying to catch you anymore, which was to the advantage of both of us. Like I told you at the hospital, the trust has to start somewhere. If you’re willing to trust me, I can offer you opportunities. Then it’s up to you whether you take advantage of them or not. You know, there’s an old saying that you can catch more bees with honey than you can with vinegar, and I really believe that.”

“You mean like you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink?”

“Yup, it’s the same thing.” Jack was about to explain about token economies and positive reinforcement, how the job and the money from Scott could shape Pat’s behavior over time and how he could also model positive behaviors from his job training coaches,  but changed his mind. The boy might think Jack saw him as a guinea pig on whom he could experiment and that wasn’t the idea at all.

“Well, I’m glad you and Mister Richter are helping me out,” Pat said. “I’ve even thought about getting a GED.”

“A GED would be good and certainly better than what you have now,” Jack agreed, pleased at Pat’s comment. This was the wrong time to push it, though. It would be far better to let Pat come to some of these conclusions on his own. “Say, about the trial, would you like me to sit in court with you? I normally don’t get involved in the determining guilt stuff, that’s up to the Judge and the lawyers, but I’ll sit in with you if you want me to.”

“I’d like that, but what about you?” Pat asked. “After all, this is Halloran’s dipshit kid we’re talking about.”

Standing up, Jack threw his cigarette away. “Yes, the Judge and I talked about that, or tried to anyway, and I admit it’s a touchy subject. I’ll be glad when it’s all over.”

“Me too,” Pat said as he walked to the car with Jack. 

The dog came over and trotted along beside them so Jack gave him another treat. “One other thing,” Jack said. “Killer isn’t a good name for this dog. You should give him a decent name. How about Prince?”

“Prince is a horse’s name,” Pat replied. “We had a horse out here for a while named Prince but he got old and died.”

“That’s too bad, but think about it,” Jack said. “This dog’s no more a killer than you and I are.”

“Okay, and thanks again for helping me out with everything,” Pat said. “I just hope Mister Richter can find some money.”

“Scott needs to justify every dime he spends,” Jack said. “He needs to convince his boss that there’s a good chance the money they invest will pay off. You, young man, are a good risk. Scott will come up with the money. Trust me, he will.”

“I sure hope so,” Pat said. “See ya later.”

“Yup, bye now,” Jack said, getting into the Mustang. “I’ll keep in touch.”

After Jack was gone, Pat bent down and petted Killer. “Jack said you need a better name. How about Lucifer? That’s a nice name. I like that one.” He shook hands with the dog. “From now on you’re Lucifer. Okay, boy?”


Chapter 24

“Okay, Mister Kennedy, let’s see here, you’re still working for Herb Anderson laying sod at the Mazaska Floral and Greenhouse, right?” Jack said.

“Yeah,” Pete Kennedy said as he slouched in the chair so low that he was sitting on his lower back rather than on his rear end. He glanced around the probation office, bored, as he cracked his knuckles. Pete Kennedy was a 20-year-old Youthful Offender and it was time for his annual report.

“It’s green side up, right, Pete?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Have you had any further arrests since last time?”

“No.”

“How are you getting along at home?”

“Okay.”

“Have you taken your driver’s license test yet?”

“No.”

“When do you plan to do that?”

Pete shrugged his shoulders.

“Have you been hanging around with Lou Stoohls and the gang?”

“No.”

“Are you sure, Pete?”

“Uh-huh.”

“If I visited your house today, would I find any stolen property, Pete?”

“No.”

“Are you doing any weed, Pete?”

“No.”

“Are you depressed?”

“No.”

“Have you done any drinking?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Have you paid anything towards restitution since last year?”

“No.”

“I’m putting you on a restitution schedule of $20 a month, Pete. You can afford that and if you don’t pay it, I’ll violate your parole and you’ll have to go back to the joint.” Jack knew it was a bluff, because as crowded as the Reformatory was, Pete would never have his parole revoked for non-payment of restitution. Victims of financial loss had no clout in the corrections system.

“Okay.” 

Putting down his notebook, Jack looked at Pete. “Well, Pete, I’ll run a records check and if everything’s cool, I’ll be asking the YCC to continue you for another year, okay?”

“Okay.”

“What’s the capitol of Minnesota, Pete?”

“No.”

“Tabula Rosa, Pete?”

“Yeah,” Pete said as he looked at Jack through vacant eyes.

“Yeah,” Jack sighed. “Well, it’s always a pleasure visiting with you, Pete. I could write a book with all the information you give me. I’ll schedule our next appointment for…” he looked at his week at a glance calendar, “the 15th of next month, okay?”

“Okay.”

After writing the appointment time and date on the back of one of his business cards and handing it to Pete, Jack stuck his pen into the plastic shirt saver in the chest pocket of his white dress shirt. “See you next month and oh, try to relax a bit, Pete. You’re very hyper and life’s too short for that.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Two words in a row? Pete! Good for you! Next month we’ll start on nouns, okay?”

“Okay.”

The phone rang as Jack watched Pete shove the appointment card into his pocket. He willowed to a standing position, almost giving himself a whiplash, and slouched out of the room. “Probation office, Johnson speaking. Oh hi, Scott. When are we heading out to Hollywood?”

“I’ll have to put Telly on hold for a while,” Scott Richter said. “My agent got me a gig with the rodeo. I’ll be riding a Brahma bull.”

“How is a bull different than a bronco?”

“Well, there’s bucking bronco horses and there’s bucking Brahma bulls. I get paid more to ride the latter.”

 “To ride the ladder? I thought you said you were riding a Brahma bull.”

“I am. A bucking Brahma bull. Clean out your ears.”

“Well, you’re a natural for that,” Jack agreed. “Once you wrap your bowed legs around a bull, he’ll never buck you off.”

“I’ll probably make it to the Nationals,” Scott agreed.

“Maybe I could come along and get a job as the clown in the barrel,” Jack said, the hope rising in his voice.

“Yeah, you done up in whiteface with your skinny legs sticking out of the bottom of a barrel would bring a lot of laughs,” Scott said. “That is, if you’re strong enough to hold up the barrel, numbnuts.”

“True, that may be a problem,” Jack said. “Can you get me free tickets?”

“Consider it done. Say, are you ready to be serious now?”

“Oh, I suppose,” Jack said. “What do you have?”

“I’ve lined up some CETA money for Pat. That’s federal bucks from the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act. They’ll pay for three months of on the job training for Pat, minimum wage, and if all goes well, I can renew that for another three. There’s also a job waiting for him out at Chippewa State Park. He can start the first of the month. The Job Corps might be a possibility down the line.”

“That’s fantastic Scottie,” Jack said. “I don’t care if everybody from St. Paul to the Iowa border says you’re a horse’s ass. I think you’re a true miracle worker and a darn nice guy.”

“Thanks, moose breath,” Scott laughed. “But it isn’t all good news. I wasn’t able to line up any transportation money. Pat will have to get to and from the park each day on his own.”

“But, Scott, it’s twenty miles from Pat’s place to the park.”

“I know, but that’s the best I can do.”

“There’s got to be a way,” Jack said. “I’ll work on it from this end. And thanks again, Scott. I really appreciate what you’re doing and so does Pat.”

“Yeah, I’m a prince among men,” Scott said. “Keep in touch, will you, and I’ll do likewise.”

“You bet,” Jack said as he hung up the phone and looked at his watch. It was almost court time so he grabbed his notebook and headed for the door.

When he rounded the corner to the court benches, Pat and Stacey O’Connor were already sitting there visiting with Sheriff Lucas. This was the first time either of them were good guys, on the same side as the sheriff, which proved to be a pleasant experience for all three of them. Pat wore dress slacks with a leather belt and a white shirt and tie, which he had obviously ironed. He’d cut his hair and was neat and clean, although Jack had never seen him any other way.  He had shed his sneakers in favor of dress leather loafers and black socks. 

Stacey was even more of a picture. He too had a haircut although it looked like a homemade job, and he had shaved off his stubble. He was dressed in brand new bib overalls with a white dress shirt underneath and sported a tie. He nodded at Jack. “Johnson. Catch any snapping turtles lately?”

Jack shuddered. “Nope, the one I saw at your place is as close as I want to get to one of those ugly things.”

“Oh? Well, that’s a shame,” Stacey said. “Caught me a ten pounder out of the river last night and brought it over to you for a gift. I put it in your Mustang, so be careful where you sit.”

Jack looked at Stacey, wondering if he should believe him or not. The old geezer might just do something like that. Then he saw Pat sitting beyond him shaking his head. “Oh? Well, that’s okay. Guess I’ll just have to tame it like I did your dog.”

“You know, I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if you did,” Stacy laughed.

“Yes, Jack’s impressed quite a few of us with what he’s accomplished in such a short time,” Connie said, motioning toward Pat.

“I couldn’t do it alone, and you guys gave me lots of help,” Jack said. He was pleased at the comments made by Stacey and the sheriff, proving that secondary reinforcement worked on probation officers just like on everybody else. “Say Pat, I got another call from Scott just now. He lined up some money and a job for you at Chippewa State Park. The only problem is that there’s no money for transportation, so you’ll either have to commute on your own or else move into a foster home in Bayfield.”

“I’ll move.”

“You decided that awful fast,” Jack said, surprised.

“I said, I’ll move,” Pat repeated. “There’s nothing around home for me anymore, anyway.”

Jack sensed that there was more going on here than what was being said, but this was neither the time nor place to explore it further. Just then, the bailiff opened the courtroom door. “Mister O’Connor, Pat, Sheriff Lucas, da Yudge iss about ready to start. You can come in now, okey-dokey?”

As Pat and Stacey stood up, Jack looked at his watch. “You guys go on in and have a seat. I need to talk to Rick Shumaker a second and then I’ll be right back.” He looked at the bailiff. “I’ll be sitting in on this one too, Mister Korthius.”

“Ya can yust come right on in troo da antechamber, then,” Ron said.

“Okay Ron,” Jack said, heading for the stairs to Rick’s office.

The social worker sat at his desk studying a three ring binder that said “Welfare Regulations” on the cover. Margaret, his supervisor, with her customary cigarette hanging out of her mouth, entered the office. “Reading up on the Regs, eh? You sure know how to impress your supervisor, Rick.”

“A good social worker stays on top of the rules and regulations of this fine agency, Margaret,” Rick replied. “That’s what I never, I mean, that’s what I always say.”

“All right,” she said as she coughed and handed him a message. “This call came in for you.”

After Margaret left, Jack entered Rick’s office. As he did so, the Reg book Rick held slipped to the floor, revealing a fancy menu. 

“Ricky, are you being deceptive again?” Jack said.

“Sh-h, close the door!” Rick said. “I stole this last week from Valentino’s, in the cities.” He licked his lips. “Look at all this good stuff! Lasagna, ravioli, and the desserts...they’re gorgeous!” He looked up at Jack and leaped to his feet. “Let’s go up there right now!”

“Rick, it is ten o’clock in the morning.”

“Don’t we have any kids up there in placement that we need to see?”

“Just Paul Honetschlager, but his staffing isn’t until next month. I did come here to talk to you about a placement, though.”

“Oh no, no-o,” Rick moaned. “Haven’t you heard? The Welfare Department has no money. We’re so poor that they’re going to kick us out of the courthouse because we can’t pay our rent. We certainly can’t afford another placement.”

“No money at all?” Jack knew it was untrue. “Come on.”

“Yes, we’re broke,” Rick said. “Just today my director issued a new policy. Any juveniles in need of placement shall be put to sleep.”

“Oh gross! Well anyway, I need a placement in Bayfield for Pat O’Connor, and I need it right away.” Jack glanced at his watch again. “Got to run to court.” So saying, he closed the door and secured Rick inside his own office.

“Oh yeah?” Jack heard Rick holler at the closed door. “Well, don’t hold your breath, buster!”

 Rick sat down at his desk again and picked up the Reg book. “Where does it say young punk probation officer gives orders to seasoned social worker?”

Jack returned to the main floor and entered the courtroom. He spied Stacy and Pat and went over to their row, sitting next to them. Connie Lucas was sitting in front of him and across the aisle sat Mrs. Sheila Halloran. She was a high society woman – as high as society got in Jefferson City, that is. She was the pampered wife of a big fish in a little pond because she was married to the Judge. She was dressed in a business suit and looked like a professional woman, but in truth, Sheila was a ditz. 

Mike and Judge Halloran sat at the defense table, both dressed in three-piece suits. They were busy talking with their attorney, Dennis Howe, who was making some notes as he talked in a whisper. Jack knew him from other cases. He was a highly paid attorney from Mankato who often served the elite as defense counsel in hearings such as this and in the adult court division.

Miles Highe sat alone at the prosecution table reviewing his file. Like Dennis Howe, he was also making a few notes. He met yesterday with both Pat and Stacey when they became acquainted and went over the case. At Pat’s request, Jack sat in on the interview as well, but since Miles was looking for direct eyewitnesses to the drug sale, it was determined that Jack’s testimony was unnecessary.

The Honorable Donald G. Miller, dressed in a black robe, entered the courtroom from the antechamber. He turned on the tape recorder and walked briskly to the judicial bench. A husky Judge in his forties, he, like Judge Halloran, had his hair cut in a short military style. He looked like he played football in college. “Be seated,” he said as he sat in the leather, high-backed swivel chair.

After the participants were seated, Judge Miller opened the file before him. “Today’s hearing is a confidential contested hearing in the matter of the welfare of Michael Allen Halloran, a minor child.” He looked around the room. “My name is Donald G. Miller, and I’m a Probate Judge in Blue Earth County. The District Court Administrator assigned me to hear this matter due to conflict of interest. This is a contested hearing based upon two allegations, the first being that on July 23 of this year, Michael Halloran did possess a controlled substance, to wit, marijuana in excess of one ounce, and further, that he did possess a controlled substance, to wit, marijuana in excess of one ounce with intent to sell. Also present in the courtroom...” he glanced around again and at his file, “are the juvenile subject of the cause, Michael Halloran, and his father, the Honorable Charles Halloran. They are represented by competent, privately retained counsel, Mister Dennis Howe, of the law firm of Moskowitz and Howe in Mankato. Also on the defense side and present in the courtroom is Mrs. Sheila Halloran, the minor defendant’s mother. On the prosecution side is Mister Miles Highe, senior partner with the law firm of Highe and Magnuson, Attorneys at Law in Minneapolis, the special prosecutor appointed in this case. Also on the prosecution side are Sheriff Conrad Lucas of Hawkins County, Juvenile Probation Officer Jack Johnson of Hawkins County, Patrick O’Connor, a juvenile who is a prosecution witness, and his father and legal guardian, Stacey O’Connor.”

As Judge Miller went through the formalities, Jack and Pat sat expressionless. Not so with Stacey. When his name was mentioned, he smiled broadly and waved at the Judge. Stacey enjoyed being the father of a celebrity. Pat and Jack smiled at each other as they watched him.

“I wish to remind all participants that these proceedings are being audio taped. It is necessary for those offering testimony to speak clearly and distinctly so that their responses can be recorded. Also all parties present are reminded that they are not to speak unless under direct testimony and under oath. That said, are counsel ready to proceed?”

“The prosecution is ready, your honor,” Miles said.

“Yes, your honor,” Dennis replied.

“Very well. Mister Highe, you may call your first witness.”

“The state calls Sheriff Conrad Lucas,” Miles said. Arising from the gallery, Connie moved through the swinging gate to the witness stand.

“Raise your right hand, please,” Judge Miller said.

Having done this countless times before, Connie was way ahead of him. He elevated his right arm as Judge Miller recited the oath. “Relative to the cause now under consideration, do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?” 

“I do,” Connie replied.

“Thank you, Sheriff Lucas,” Judge Miller replied. “You may be seated.”

The witness chair, surrounded on three sides by a railing, provided cramped seating. The sheriff wedged himself into the chair, sat down, and crossed his legs.

With his file in hand, Miles approached the witness stand. “Would you state your name and title, please?”

“Conrad Lucas, Sheriff of Hawkins County.”

“Now, Sheriff Lucas, did you have reason to investigate a possible offense involving the minor defendant here?”

“Yes, I did,” Connie replied. “On July 23rd of this year.”

“And could you inform the court as to what transpired on July 23rd?”

“Yes. I was called to the scene of a traffic accident at the intersections of County Roads 16 and 36 in Hawkins County. I was accompanied by Jack Johnson, the probation officer in the courtroom today. When we arrived at the scene, Pat O’Connor, one of the victims, told my chief deputy that Mike Halloran had supplied marijuana to the driver of one of the veey-hicles that night, Earl Watson, who subsequently died of his injuries.” Connie, for some reason known only to him, referred to a vehicle as a veey-hicle whenever he was testifying under oath.

“Objection!” Dennis said as he jumped to his feet. “This testimony is running into hearsay and the condition of the victim, Earl Watson, is irrelevant to the case before the court.”

“Sustained as to the hearsay, overruled as to the reference to the deceased,” Judge Miller said. “Mister Highe, please instruct your witness to refrain from hearsay responses.”

“Yes, your honor,” Miles replied as he returned to establishing his foundation. “Now Sheriff Lucas, did you have cause to interview both Michael Halloran and Pat O’Connor after the accident?”

“Yes. I took Mike Halloran into custody that same night. He declined to be interviewed on the advice of counsel. The next day I interviewed Pat O’Connor at my office with the consent of his father and legal guardian, Stacey O’Connor.”

“And what did Pat O’Connor tell you?”

“He said Mike Halloran sold three bags of marijuana to Earl Watson that night before the accident.”

“Was it Mike Halloran’s marijuana that Watson ingested?” Even before he got the words out of his mouth, Miles realized that he would be challenged.

“Objection!” Dennis said, jumping up. “Counsel is calling for a conclusion on the part of the witness!”

“Sustained,” said Judge Miller.

“Sheriff Lucas, what did Pat O’Connor tell you about the marijuana that evening?” Miles asked.

“Pat said he was present and witnessed Mike Halloran sell and deliver three bags of marijuana to Earl Watson the night of the accident.”

“Were you able to confiscate any marijuana?” Miles asked.

“No,” Connie replied. “We searched, but there was no marijuana found at the accident scene in either the Halloran or the Watson vee-hicle, nor on the person of any of the parties.”

“I have no further questions of this witness at this time, your honor,” Miles said as he sat down.

“Does defense counsel wish to cross examine this witness?” Judge Miller said.

“Yes, I have a few questions, your honor,” Dennis said, approaching the witness stand. “Sheriff Lucas, you said under oath, I believe your words were...” he looked at his notes, “Mike Halloran sell and deliver three bags of marijuana to Earl Watson. Is that correct?”

“That is correct,” Connie replied.

“Tell me, Sheriff Lucas, did Pat O’Connor tell you how much money exchanged hands at this alleged transaction?”

“No, he didn’t.” Connie adjusted himself in his seat, knowing where Dennis was going with this line of questioning. “Pat said the marijuana was given to Watson in exchange for stolen goods–”

“No? Did I hear you say no?” Dennis twirled around with his hands outstretched and hunched his shoulders as he looked around at the courtroom participants, bewildered.

“Yes, you heard me correctly,” Connie said.

“So, no one actually saw any money exchange hands between my client, Mike Halloran, and Earl Watson or anyone else on the night of this alleged incident. Am I correct?”

“That’s correct.”

“Thank you, sheriff.” Dennis grinned up at Judge Miller. “I have no further questions, your honor.”

“Does the prosecution wish to redirect?” Judge Miller looked at Miles Highe, who was frowning and chewing on the end of his pencil.

“No, your honor, but the state wishes to reserve the right to recall this witness at a later time,” Miles said. 

“Noted,” Judge Miller said. “Sheriff Lucas, you may step down. Mister Highe, you may call your next witness.”

After Connie returned to his seat, Miles stood up. “The state calls Pat O’Connor to the stand.”

Pat took a deep breath as he got up and moved to the witness chair. After Judge Miller put him under oath, Miles Highe approached and smiled at him.

“Hi, Pat.”

“Hi, Mister Highe.”

“Now Pat, I’m going to ask you some questions. You just relax and answer them honestly, okay?” 

Pat nodded his head.

“It is necessary for the witness to give an audible response to any questions so that the response can be recorded,” Judge Miller said. He looked at Pat. “You have to answer the questions out loud, son.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Pat replied. He looked out at Mike, who smirked at him.

“Now, Pat, would you state your full name for the record, please?” Miles said.

“Patrick O’Connor, but I go by the name of Pat.”

“And where do you live?”

“Route one, Tuckerville,” Pat replied. “Over on Hawkins Ridge.”

“Thank you, Miles said. “Now, Pat, do you recall the night of July 23rd?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And what day of the week was that?”

“It was a Thursday, sir.”

“He sounds real good up there,” Jack whispered as he nudged Stacey.

“Yeah, he’s had lots of practice,” Stacey whispered back.

They looked up to see Judge Miller frowning at them because they were speaking in the courtroom. “The participants are reminded not to speak in court unless offering testimony,” he said, sternly.

“I’m sorry, your honor,” Jack said. “I apologize for my breach of courtroom etiquette.”

“Yeah, me too,” Stacey volunteered as he motioned to Jack. “What he said.” Then he smiled and waved at Judge Miller.

“Very well then. Mister Highe, you may proceed,” Judge Miller said as Jack looked at Stacey and put his finger to his lips. That Judge Miller was a tough old cob, all right. He ran his courtroom tight.

“Okay Pat,” Miles said, looking up from his notes. “And could you tell the court what you saw happen on the evening of July 23?”

“Yeah, I mean, yes, sir,” Pat said. “I went to the arcade that night and Mike Halloran came in. We went to the alley and he gave Toke Watson two bags of weed and Dana Lee one bag of weed, um, marijuana, I mean. Then he said to Toke, ‘You’re paid.’”

“Is this the Video Arcade in Tuckerville we’re talking about?” Miles asked.

“Yes, sir, Ernie’s place.”

“And the arcade is located in Hawkins County, I presume?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And when you refer to Toke Watson, is this a nickname for Earl Watson?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you. Now, again, Pat, what did Mike say after he gave the marijuana to Toke?”

“He said, ‘You’re paid.’” 

Nodding ever so slightly, Judge Miller looked at Miles, who nodded back.

“And what happened next?” Miles asked.

Pat was watching Mike now, who was glaring at him. At one point so no one but Pat could see, Mike put his first three fingers up to his face then abruptly dropped the first and third finger and waved his middle finger towards the witness chair.

“Then we all went out to the trestle.”

“Did Mike go to the trestle also?”

“Uh-uh, I mean, no sir,” Pat said. “We invited him but the dumb moron wouldn’t come with us.”

Dennis’s mouth dropped open as he listened to Pat. He turned and looked at Mike and Judge Halloran, indignantly. He was about to object, but before he could, Judge Miller rapped his gavel. “There is to be no name calling in this courtroom, Patrick,” he said. “If you need to refer to Michael Halloran, refer to him by name.”

“Yes, Judge, sir,” Pat said as he rubbed his eye with his middle finger so that Mike could see it. Although Mike caught the gesture, nobody else did because Pat did it so fast.

“Pat, to clarify, you are talking about the railroad trestle south of Tuckerville?” Miles asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“And, who all went to the trestle?”

“Toke, Dana Lee, Sam Lutes, Dawn Lundin, and I went in Toke’s hearse.”

“Was that a 1952 Cadillac hearse, license number BRS 206?”

“You know,” Pat said as he thought a moment. “I’m not sure what the license plate number was on Toke’s bomb, I mean on his...” he looked at Connie and modeled after him, “veey-hicle.” 

Connie gave him thumbs up.

“Okay,” Miles said. “And when you got to the trestle, what happened to the marijuana?”

“Well, the guys and Dawn all gathered around Toke. He dished out the grass, I mean, the marijuana, to everybody but me because I don’t smoke that stuff. They packed their pipes and lit up.”

“Did you actually see Toke, Sam, Dana, and Dawn receive, light, and ingest the marijuana?” Miles asked.

“What does ingest mean?” Pat asked as he looked at Mike again, who crossed his eyes and mouthed the word, “duh.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Miles said. “In this case, ingest refers to smoking and inhaling the marijuana.”

“Yes,” Pat said.

“And then what happened?”

“Then the fuzz, I mean the sheriff’s deputies, came. Toke and Dawn and I got away and took off in the hearse. After that, we had the accident and we all ended up in the hospital. Toke died there, and so did an old lady who was in the other car.”

“Thank you, Pat, you were a good witness,” Miles said as he approached the bench with some papers. “Your honor, I have here a sworn affidavit from the coroner, which I wish to enter into evidence. It confirms that both Earl Watson, the deceased, and Dawn Lundin, another victim in the death vehicle, had significant elevations of THC in their blood after the accident mentioned here. Defense Counsel has also received a copy of this affidavit. I have nothing further, your honor.”

As Miles returned to his chair, Judge Miller motioned to Dennis. “Does the defense wish to cross-examine?”

Looking at Judge Halloran and Mike, Dennis said, “Your honor, I wish to confer with my clients for a moment, with the court’s permission.”

“Very well,” Judge Miller said. “The court will take a brief recess.” He swung around in his chair with his back to the courtroom and looked out the window.

The trio at the defense table spoke amongst themselves in hushed whispers. From time to time Mike would glare at Pat, trying to intimidate him. Pat soon got fed up with that. He realized that Mike wanted him to blow his cool on the witness stand. He clenched his jaws a few times and flexed his fingers as he stared back at Mike.

 Glancing around and seeing that no one was looking, Mike stuck his middle finger up his nose, rotated it back and forth, and pretended to flick a booger at the witness stand. Pat countered by making a fist, resting his chin on it, and staring at Mike with a deadly calm, like a cat who was stalking a mouse. The way Mike broke eye contact, Pat knew that he won this round and it felt good. He sneaked a peek at his attorney and the others in the courtroom. 

Judge Miller was still looking out the window at something. He burped silently and patted his chest. Miles Highe was studying his notes. Judge Halloran and Dennis, of course, were busy whispering to each other. Stacey nodded at him and smiled, encouragingly. Pat figured Jack saw his nonverbal duel with Mike, though, because the probation officer looked back at him and nodded his head, pleased that he refrained from feeding into Mike’s mind game. Connie missed it all; in the silence, he had dozed off. Mrs. Halloran turned the page of her Readers Digest condensed book.  

“Yes your honor, I do wish to examine this witness,” Dennis said at last.

Judge Miller swung back his chair to face the attorneys and those in the gallery. “Very well, you may proceed.”

As he stood up with his notebook, Dennis Howe walked slowly toward the witness stand. He stopped along side it and placed his hand on the enclosure. “Hello Pat,” Dennis began. He smiled but rather than look at Pat, he looked out the window.

“Hello.” Pat thought Dennis’s smile looked phony.

“Do you know Judge Halloran, who is in court today?”

“Yes,” Pat said.

“And how do you know him?”

Pat looked at Judge Miller then down at the floor and did not respond. 

“Mister O’Connor, answer my question,” Dennis said.

“You must answer the question,” Judge Miller said.

“I had to go before Judge Halloran for Obstructing Legal Process,” Pat said. “I’m on probation for that right now.”

“You are a juvenile delinquent, then?”

“Yes,” Pat said, quietly.

“Do you also know my client, Mike Halloran?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And do you go to the same school with him?”

“No, he goes to private school,” Pat said.

“What school do you go to?” Dennis asked.

“Objection,” Miles said as he stood up. “This question is irrelevant to the cause before the court.”

“Sustained,” said Judge Miller.

As he listened to the special prosecutor, Dennis crossed his arms and put his finger to his lips. He looked like he was bored with Pat and with the whole affair. He turned back to Pat and smiled again, then looked at his notes. “Now Pat, you testified earlier, under oath, that you saw my client, Mike Halloran, enter some arcade and he then went to the alley and gave one Toke Watson and one Sam Lutes three bags of some kind of substance, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“Do you smoke pot?”

“Objection, the witness is being asked to incriminate himself,” Miles said.

Wide-eyed, appearing bewildered, Dennis looked around the courtroom again as he approached the bench. He shrugged his shoulders at Judge Miller. “Your honor, this witness says he saw my client possess and distribute marijuana. I am merely attempting to determine on behalf of the court if the witness knows what marijuana is.”

“Sustained as to self-incrimination,” the Judge said.

“I shall pursue another line,” Dennis replied. “Now, Pat, do you recognize marijuana when you see it?”

“Yes sir.”

“And do you know how it smells?”

“Yes sir.”

“Could you describe marijuana to the court?”

“Yes sir.” It’s green like alfalfa, and when it’s dried and burned, it smells awful.”

Dennis chuckled at this as did Judge Miller and Miles Highe. “And you maintain that my client gave this…” he turned toward the gallery and smiled as he raised his eyebrows, “this noxious weed to Toke Watson and others?”

“In return for stolen goods, yes,” Pat replied.

Turning back, Dennis leaned over the witness chair. “Ah yes, the stolen goods issue again. Tell me, Pat, did you ever see Toke Watson or anyone else give stolen goods to Mike Halloran?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, then, how do you know the marijuana was payment for stolen goods?”

“Because Toke told me so, lots of times,” Pat replied. “He’d been stealing for Mike for a long time, and Mike fences the stuff all over the place.”

Judge Halloran looked at his son and frowned.

“Isn’t it interesting that this information is based on what you heard from a dead boy who can’t be here to testify?” Dennis whirled and pointed his finger at Pat. “Or is this just a convenient story that can’t be checked?”

“You’re calling me a liar! I am not a liar,” Pat hollered.

Dennis moved in for the kill. “You’d love to stick it to the Judge’s son, wouldn’t you?”

This last remark by Dennis caused Miles to stand up. He was concerned for Pat even before this but knew he had to bide his time. Now that Dennis was attacking Pat’s credibility and trying to entrap him, he had clearly stepped over the line. “Your honor, I object to this blatant badgering of the witness.”

Dennis pretended not to hear the objection. Before Judge Miller could rule, he pressed further. “Your gutter friends will consider you a hero if you bring Mike Halloran down, won’t they?”

“Your honor, again, I strenuously object!” Miles said.

“Order, order in this courtroom!” Judge Miller said as he began to bang his gavel.

“Maybe it was your marijuana stash that Toke Watson and the others smoked.” Dennis cast an accusing finger at Pat. “Maybe you are responsible for Toke Watson’s death!”

“Objection!” Miles yelled.

Now that the testimony was heating up, Mike smirked openly at Pat. He pounded one fist into the other as he savored seeing Pat humiliated on the witness stand. He ignored his father, who was looking down at him now, horrified at the monster his son had become. 


“How did it feel to watch Toke Watson die and know it was your fault?” Dennis stared at Pat as though the boy was a psychotic killer of some kind.

 “Objection! The defense has no right to abuse my client in this way,” Miles said.

“I didn’t give him the weed,” Pat said, beginning to choke up. “Toke was my friend. Why would I do something to hurt him?”

“Why indeed,” Dennis pressed. “Thou shall not kill.”

“No!”

Bang. Bang. “Order!”

“Or maybe your drunken father told you to come in here today and say all this,” Dennis bellowed as he turned and pointed at Stacey. “This, this clown in bib overalls!”

“Objection!” Miles yelled again over the banging of the gavel as Stacey looked down at the floor, embarrassed at what the attorney said.

“Mister Howe, you are out of order!” Judge Miller bellowed back so loudly that he could be heard outside the courtroom. He banged his gavel so many times that the handle broke in two and the mallet head flew against the courtroom wall. Judge Miller was a big man and when he pounded, he pounded.

“You leave my dad out of this!” Pat screamed as he jumped to his feet. “My dad had nothing to do with this! You have no right!”

“Order in this court or I shall have the sheriff clear the courtroom!” Judge Miller yelled. The proceedings had gotten out of hand, and he knew he somehow had to restore order. He pointed his gavel at Dennis and then, realizing the head was gone, tossed the handle aside as well. He pointed his finger at the defense attorney. “Mister Howe, you are one smart remark away from a contempt citation!”

Reaching for his handcuffs, the sheriff stood up. If this uppity attorney wanted to make a fight out of it, he was ready. He even hoped to get in a kidney punch while subduing the lawyer.

“Wait, not this way!” Judge Halloran stood and grabbed Dennis by the sleeve. “If we cannot win this case honorably, so be it. I will not have you destroy Pat O’Connor in order to save my son.”

Mike slugged Judge Halloran on the shoulder. “Dad, what are you saying? Shut up, for crying out loud!”

The sheriff took a couple of steps toward the defense table but before he got close, Dennis pulled his arm away from Judge Halloran. He knew the performance was over. “I wish to apologize to the court,” he said pleasantly as he straightened his tie and ran a comb though his hair.

“Your apology is appropriate and is accepted,” Judge Miller replied. He, too, said it in a pleasant tone like he and Dennis were old friends chatting out on the golf course. They were, and they had. “Does the defense have any other questions for this witness?”

“No, your honor,” Dennis said as he sat down and motioned to Mike and Judge Halloran to do likewise.

“Does the prosecution have anything further?”

“No, your honor, the prosecution rests,” Miles said.

Does the defense have anything further?”

No, your honor, the defense also rests,” Dennis said.

“Very well then,” Judge Miller said. “Pat, you may step down and return to the gallery.”

“Thank you, sir,” Pat said as he returned to his place beside Jack and Stacy. He hugged his dad, who was still staring at the floor.

“Summation, counsel?” the Judge said.

“Yes, your honor,” Miles said, standing. The prosecution has proven beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant in this case, Michael Halloran, was not only in felonious possession of a controlled substance, marijuana, but also in felonious possession of marijuana with intent to sell by barter or trade. Thank you, your honor.” Miles sat down again. 

“Mister Howe?”

Dennis also stood. “Your honor, the prosecution has proven nothing other than that my client possessed a substance in an unknown quantity that may or may not have been marijuana.  No money was exchanged during the alleged transaction so there is no proof of a sale. There is evidence of a vendetta against my client by Pat O’Connor. Since the prosecution has failed to prove this case beyond a reasonable doubt, defense asks that these charges against my client, Michael Halloran, be dismissed. Thank you, your honor.” The attorney resumed his seat.

Judge Miller paused a moment, causing an awkward silence in the courtroom. He glanced at his file and studied the notes that he took during the testimony. Then, looking down at Mike, he intoned, solemnly, “Michael Halloran, this court finds by the evidence presented here today that you did willfully and wrongfully possess a controlled substance, to wit, marijuana in excess of one ounce and with intent to sell by means of barter or trade. I do hereby commit you to the custody of the Commissioner of the Minnesota Department of Corrections for placement at the State Training School in Red Wing, Minnesota.”

As the decision was given, Judge Halloran looked down and covered his face with his hands. As for Mike, he just stared at the Judge, trying to comprehend what was happening. “You have shamed both your father and your mother, who are good and honorable people,” Judge Miller continued. “You have profited by engaging in the possession and sale of illegal controlled substances. You have done this at the expense of others and in the case of the decedent, Earl “Toke” Watson, the cost was his young life. It is my sincere wish, Michael, that in the following months while you are confined, you will regain the sense of values that were instilled in you but that you have lost along the way.” 

“Your honor, the defense requests that the juvenile be released on his own recognizance to the custody of his parents,” Dennis said.

“Request denied,” Judge Miller replied.

“The defense wishes to advise the court that we are considering an appeal of this decision,” Dennis said. Mike continued to glare at Judge Miller as the anger built within him.

“I assumed as much,” Judge Miller replied. “Pending appeal, the juvenile is remanded to the custody of the Hawkins County Sheriff. The probation officer is directed to prepare a post-dispositional social history for the benefit of the officials of the Commissioner of Corrections.” He looked around for his gavel and since it was on the floor behind him, he pounded his fist three times on the judicial desk. “This court stands adjourned.” He stood and headed toward chambers.

Running over to Judge Miller, Mike blocked his way. “You can’t do this, don’t you see? I’m going to the Air Force Academy. We got it all lined up, and now, this! He began to shake with rage. It-it isn’t right to do this, to ruin me because of a doper like Toke Watson.”

Ice crystals formed on Judge Miller’s eyes as he looked at Mike. “I can do it, and I have done it.” He looked at Connie. “Sheriff Lucas, take this juvenile into custody this instant. If you need to put him in restraints, so be it.” He then moved off to chambers.

The sheriff grabbed Mike’s arm and steered him toward the hallway outside the courtroom. Mrs. Halloran followed behind as did Stacey and Pat. Miles motioned for Jack to approach the prosecutor’s table.

“We did just fine,” Miles said. ”If the adjudication is overturned on appeal, I may be looking at certification to adult court on this one.”

Jack looked over at Judge Halloran, who remained at the defense table, his hands crossed and his shoulders slumped as he stared out the window. “You go on ahead,” he said to the special prosecutor. “I want to try and talk to him.”

“Okay,” Miles said, glancing at the Judge. “I’ll follow up with you on this later.”

After Miles left, Jack approached Judge Halloran and sat by his side. He hesitated at first, but then he put his hand gently on his boss’s shoulders. At his touch, the Judge turned to him.

 “Judge, I know how difficult this must be,” Jack said. “If there’s anything, anything at all that I can do, just tell me.”

Sighing deeply, Judge Halloran looked into Jack’s eyes for a moment then down at the table. “No, no there is nothing. But you know, as I was sitting here, I got to thinking. I have dealt with hundreds of juveniles over the years and most of them have a happy ending. They get off probation, many get married and become taxpayers, and they go on to lead a productive life. I thought I knew my son…” he looked at Jack again, tears forming in his eyes, “but today during the contested hearing, I realized that the person I thought my son was never existed. Moreover, I dare to pass judgment on others. I even passed judgment on you a while back.”

“Judge, when you first met me, you had me pegged,” Jack replied. “I was so conceited and so naïve that I thought I had all the answers. Somehow, you were able to see beyond all that and recognized that I had the potential to be a good probation officer. I know I’m not there yet and I still have a lot to learn but at least, I think I’m headed in the right direction. And by the way, I took your advice and soon will be an official resident of Hawkins County.”

“Yes, I know,” the Judge smiled.

“Oh? How did –”

“Bernie told me, at the Rotary meeting.”

“Ah yes, Bernie. Anyway, I’ve seen your insight with the kids who come into court too. You give them two and three and sometimes even four chances to straighten out, and most of the time you are right about them.” Jack smiled at the Judge. “Don’t judge yourself more harshly than you judge others. That isn’t fair to you.”

“Thank you, Jack. I really appreciate your support.” Judge Halloran looked toward the courtroom door and composed himself. “Connie will be taking Mike over to the jail soon. I had better go and be there for him.”

The two men walked to the courtroom door and when they opened it, they saw Connie standing there with Mike and Mrs. Halloran. The sheriff was cinching the handcuffs behind Mike’s back as they approached.

 “There’s something I want to talk to you about, too,” Mike said to Connie.

As Sheila Halloran watched the sheriff secure her son like a common criminal, her mind began to whirl. She wondered what had brought her son to all of this. Was there too much sugar in his diet? And what in the world were the neighbors going to think? She hoped he would meet some nice boys at that place in Red Wing and maybe learn how to make birdhouses. Say, maybe they would even teach him how to make that fancy pottery with the red wing label on it! A religious woman, she decided to visit with Reverend Lancaster over at Our Saviour’s Lutheran about all this. He would know what to do.

 With Mike handcuffed, Connie started toward the courthouse door as Judge Halloran and Sheila followed behind. Outside and two hundred feet up the street, a pair of black gloves rested on the steering wheel of a Lincoln Town Car. The man wearing the tam could see all the comings and goings from where he parked. He watched Connie walk out of the courthouse with Mike then started the Lincoln and let the engine idle. He continued to watch as Judge Halloran placed a hand on Mike’s shoulder and saw Mike jerk away in anger.

When Mike looked up and saw the Lincoln, he forgot about his dad for a moment and the fact that the creep had sold him out. He figured the man wearing the tam came to waste Pat, although why was he doing it here in broad daylight? He must have his reasons, though, and if Pat were out of the way, there would be no one to testify if the case were retried. 

The jail was across the street and a half a block up. Mike and the sheriff were down the steps now, headed in that direction. The Judge and Sheila Halloran had their Cadillac parked at the curb and since Mike was acting like such a hardened criminal today anyway, the Judge decided to exercise some tough love. Rather than accompany him and the sheriff to jail, they got into the car and quickly drove away. Pat, Stacey, and Jack brought up the rear.

“Well, Pat,” Jack said. “You did a good job in there. Miles Highe is even thinking about taking Mike into adult court.”

Pat nodded but remained silent.

“How are you and Dawn?” Jack asked.

“You saw her the last time,” Pat said. “It hasn’t gotten any better. But that’s my problem, not yours.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jack said. “Maybe I should talk to her.”

“No! I said I’d handle it!” Pat shouted at the probation officer.

“All right, okay,” Jack said. “There’s no need for you to freak out.”

As soon as he said it, Pat was sorry. He knew Jack was there to help him and was not his enemy. “I’m sorry,” Pat said. “It’s just with the court and Mike and that lawyer and Dawn...it’s been a long day and I got a headache. I just want dad and me to go home now, okay?”

“Sure, Pat,” Jack said softly as he patted the boy on the back. “It’s okay.”

The Lincoln dropped into gear and began to pick up speed. Connie was just starting to cross the street to the jail when he heard the screech of tires and saw the Lincoln headed straight at them. Because Mike was cuffed behind his back, the sheriff grabbed the boy and threw him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry then raced across the street and collapsed on the lawn on the other side. The Lincoln went out of control and jumped the curb, slamming head on into a tree. 

Connie dragged Mike to his feet and walked him back across the street to the courthouse side. “Are you all right?” the sheriff asked Mike.

“Yeah, I g-guess so,” Mike stammered, shaken from the realization what almost happened. Connie left him on the boulevard and motioned to Jack who, along with Stacey and Pat, ran up to where Mike stood.

“You ain’t so tough now, are you?” Pat said, looking at the handcuffed Mike who was still too shaken from the incident to reply.

Jack saw Pat make a fist. “No Pat, don’t,” Jack said. “You’re a better person than that.” 

“You’re right,” Pat said as he stepped away from Mike. “He isn’t worth it.”

The sheriff ran over to the Lincoln and threw open the door. “Are you hurt?” Connie said. The man wearing the tam nodded his head. 

“Good,” Connie said. “I hope it hurts a lot. Can you limp over to the jail?” The man nodded again. “Plan on being my guest for a while.”  The sheriff ripped the sunglasses and the tam off of the man. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Sonny Beetch. I wondered where you’d been hiding out in recent months.”

Although Sonny Beetch was an adult offender, Jack recognized the name immediately. Sonny was on parole to Smith, the adult felony agent over in Mankato and was under the control of the Adult Corrections Commission. Once the ACC found out about this, Sonny would be toast. All Connie knew about Sonny, however, was that the crook was a big-time drug dealer who sold his poison all over the place. Connie pulled Sonny unceremoniously over to where Jack and the others were standing.

Regaining his voice, Mike pointed at Pat. “Why me? He’s the problem.”

“He’s your problem, preppy,” Sonny emphasized the word. “You were mine.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. Preppy? He nodded his head with the shrewdness of one who just figured out a deep, dark secret. Now he knew who Bruno was talking about when he asked about the preppy. Geez Louise, Mike Halloran is the preppy!

“But, but,” Mike stammered.

“No buts, quit your yapping, you narck,” Sonny snarled. “Once you got to jail, I knew I couldn’t get my hands on you, you little squealer.”

Connie snorted as he looked at Mike and Sonny in disgust. They both could benefit from a dose of Hawkins County street justice. He thought about bonking their heads together – that was necessary to get their attention – and probably would have, except it was broad daylight and he was standing next to the courthouse. Instead, he shoved them toward the jail. “We can sort all this out later,” he said.

Since the old Chevy station wagon was parked down the street a ways, Jack walked the O’Connors to it and waved to them as they drove off. He looked at his watch and shook his head. There was still another hour of work time, so he headed back into the courthouse. He could hardly wait to fill Smith in on Sonny Beetch’s little fiasco. Sometimes, being a snitch could be fun!


Chapter 25

The next week passed quickly. With Bernie’s able help, Jack and Marianne closed the sale on the mobile home. He was a wheeler-dealer to be sure, but he also felt a loyalty to his customers and made sure they got the best possible deal at the bank. When the day of closing arrived, he was even able to shave a quarter percent off the loan interest rate. That Saturday with the help of Fletch, Conrad Jr., Wally McGuiness, Mark Sherwood, a couple of old pickup trucks and a case of beer, they got all their stuff moved from the apartment in Dovetail Falls to their new mobile home in Jefferson City.

On Sunday, Mark Sherwood and Rosie Martin paid a surprise visit. Since they were uncertain what the new homeowners needed, they brought a twenty-dollar gift certificate from Goldfines in Mankato. 

When Jack looked at it, he pouted. He told them that if they were any kind of friends at all, they would have went into hock and bought a washer and dryer for the mobile home. 

“Jack, you should seriously consider changing your last name to Cass.” Rosie replied. 

A speechless Jack gave her five points. Mark appeased him, though, when he applauded Jack’s pouting ability and encouraged him to try it on his folks. Parents are very susceptible to feelings of guilt, he said, adding that they would undoubtedly fall for it and write a check for a washer and dryer on the spot. 

The couple also surprised Jack and Marianne by announcing their engagement. It seemed that they had developed a particular fondness for each other after Dave’s death and while spending so much time together with the prenatal classes. Mark just accepted a different position, one with some permanence and fringe benefits, at an accounting firm in Mankato and made the decision, with Rosie’s help, to pursue his Certified Public Accountant licensure. The two couples decided on a double wedding sometime after the first of the year. That way, little David Martin Sherwood would have a real live father when he entered this world.

Monday came around all too soon. Jack and Lisa were in the office most of the day when Rick Shumaker burst into the room. 

“Well?”

“Well, what?” Jack asked.

“Aren’t you going to thank me?” Rick said.

“Thank you? Oh, you mean you found a foster home for Pat O’Connor already?”

“You’re smarter than you look,” Rick replied. “But then, you’d have to be.”

“Too bad you don’t share that trait,” Lisa said.

The arrow Lisa just zinged into Rick’s heart went deep. He immediately pulled and pulled and finally used both hands, but Lisa had lodged that sucker in there good and tight.

“Ricky, you got the biggest dessert at Valentino’s coming, on me,” Jack said, ignoring the fact Rick was still wrestling with the arrow. It seemed to be okay, because at the mention of Valentino’s, Rick quit trying to remove the arrow and just left it stuck there.

 “Let’s go up right now,” Rick said.

 “Hold on now,” Jack replied. “I have to tell Pat the good news.”

“Whoa Tonto, I’m way ahead of you,” Rick said. “I stopped out to the O’Connor place this morning. They signed the paperwork and Pat will be waiting for you to pick him up tomorrow.” He handed Jack a scrap of paper. “The foster parents are Ray and Tina Jorgenson. Here’s their address. He teaches high school at Bayfield and she gets to drive a fancy pink car around town while she sells cosmetics.” He headed toward the door again. “Now, let’s go to Valentino’s.”

“Hold it!” Lisa heard enough. Slamming the file cabinet drawer shut, she whirled to face Rick. “I’ll squeal! This is still company time. Unless…”

“You have anger issues,” Rick whispered to her. “You and Paula need therapy.”

 “Oh-oh, I think we’re about to get blackmailed,” Jack said.

“Sh-h,” Rick said. “She’s a secretary! They rank right after the janitor with the county board.”

“You got that right, buster,” Lisa said, crossing her arms and glowering down at Rick. She was a tall girl, so Rick had to look up to her whether he wanted to or not. “Now here’s the deal. Bring me back a French silk pie in a plain brown wrapper and I’ll forget all about you two numbskulls for the rest of the day.”

“Bless you my dear,” Rick said, bowing to Lisa with his hands folded in prayer. “And may all your children be born infants.” He looked at Jack. “Come on, get the lead out! I have to make a stop at a treatment center up there anyway and sign some financial forms. I’ll get mileage. We’ll take my car.” 

All the kids scheduled to come in today had been interviewed and Jack still had some comp time to burn. He looked around the office and figured he was pretty well caught up. “You’re on,” he said.

The two men tiptoed to the doorway, snickering like two kids playing hooky. They continued to chatter as they made their way through the coffee room to the parking lot out back. As Lisa watched them go, she thought the pair did have their charm.

 The next morning, Jack stopped at the office just long enough for coffee and then headed out for Hawkins Ridge. When he arrived at the O’Connor place, Pat was already sitting out front on an old dented tin suitcase, waiting to go. He had tied it down with straps because the case was known to pop open on occasion. A smaller cardboard box sat at his feet with some personal stuff too bulky for the case. He was sitting there resting his chin in his hands with his elbows propped against his knees. Jack looked around for the German shepherd, and sure enough, it came bounding out to greet him. Jack petted it as he gave it a treat. 

“That’s Lucifer you’re petting now,” Pat said.

“Lucifer?” said Jack. “He went from Killer to Lucifer?”

“Yeah,” Pat said, proudly.

“Lucifer, huh? O-k-a-a-y-y. Say, where’s your dad?” Jack said, giving Lucifer the rest of the treats.

“Inside, getting drunk,” Pat said. “He doesn’t want to see me go.”

“But, I thought he agreed with all this,” Jack said. “He signed the papers and everything.”

“Oh, he does,” Pat replied. “He’s glad I got the job and all that. He just doesn’t want to see me leave home. It’ll leave him all alone out here and he’s lonesome already.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Jack said, heading toward the house.

Slumping down, Pat rested his chin on his hands again. “It won’t do any good.”

To announce his presence, Jack knocked lightly on the door but then walked right into the kitchen. Stacey looked up from the table where he sat with a pint in front of him, but said nothing to Jack. He felt like this whole situation with his son had gotten out of control. First his wife ran off and left him, then his daughter did likewise, and now, they were going to take his son away. He looked around the ramshackle house and thought that here he was, a tired old drunk with a bad back, and he’d end up stuck here all alone. It didn’t feel right and made him sad.   
  Jack motioned to the whiskey. “Bad day, huh?”

“Isn’t there some other way?” Stacey replied as he looked out the window at Pat.

“Sure there is,” Jack said, nodding his head. “You can drive him to and from the park everyday. Two round trips are only about a hundred miles.”

“It’s just that he’s so young,” Stacey said. “It’s been just him and me since he was a little boy.”

“Pat’s mature beyond his years,” Jack said. “I learned that about him in the past few months. That night of the accident and his testimony in court and the way he loves you…he’s a fine boy, Stacey, the kind who’d make any parent proud. I just hope that when I have a son, he’ll be half as good a boy as Pat is.” He rested his hand on Stacey’s shoulder. “Do you know something? You deserve a lot of credit for that. You brought him up right, Stacey.”

“Never thought I’d live so long as to hear a government man say anything like that to me.” Stacey blushed as he said it.

 “Well, it’s true. But there’s one more thing I want you to do for him before we go,” Jack said. “I want you to go out there and give him your support on this. It’ll make the whole program set well with him. That’s something he needs to hear only from you, not from me.”

The old man looked out the window again for a long time, studying Pat as the boy sat there on his dented old suitcase. He sighed. “You’re right. I should be thinking about him and the fact that he now has a chance for a future, instead of sitting here feeling sorry for myself.” He arose from the table and headed for the door, Jack following. 

When the porch door slammed, Pat stood up and turned toward it. His dad and Jack were stepping down from the porch. He watched as Jack leaned up against the house and lit up a cigarette rather than come any closer, and Stacey just stood in the sunshine for a second and looked back at him almost like he was shy. Stacey glanced down at himself, wiped some dirt off his bibs, and then back at his boy and smiled. Holding out his arms, he started to walk toward his son, who ran to him and hugged him. 

“I love you, Pa,” Pat sobbed.

“I love you, too,” Stacey said, kissing Pat’s red hair and pressing his cheek against the boy’s head. “And I’m so proud of you.” He wiped the tears out of his eyes and hugged Pat as he squinted at him. “And now, I want you to go with Jack over to that park and give them your best. Show them what us O’Connors are made of.”

“I will, Pa, I promise, and maybe I can come home on weekends sometimes. If they let me, I’ll come.”

“I’d like that, and I’ll come over and visit you, too,” Stacey said. “We can go out to the root beer stand and I’ll buy you lunch.”

“I’d like that,” Pat replied.

“It’s time we go, Pat,” Jack said, softly, as he approached the pair.

Sniffing back a tear and wiping his eyes, Pat hugged Stacey again and smiled up at him and then he petted Lucifer before heading for the Mustang. He grabbed his box while Jack picked up the suitcase and stashed it in the trunk. Pat paused a moment to look around the place, and after a final goodbye, they headed down the driveway. Pat waved out of the back window at Stacey and smiled when the old man waved back. “Geez, I got a real job!” he said as they turned onto the gravel.

“That you do, my man,” Jack replied.

“And dad said he’ll come visit me sometimes.” 

“I know. I was there, remember?”

“I don’t know what you said to dad, but whatever it was, I’m sure glad you did,” Pat said. “It makes me feel a lot better about leaving him here.”

“Glad I could help.” Jack took a final puff off his cigarette and tossed it out the vent window.

“I want to thank you, too,” Pat said. “You stuck with me, you didn’t give up, and you arranged for me to get this job. If it hadn’t been for you, none of it would be happening. You give probation officers a good name, Jack.”

Uncomfortable with the praise he was receiving from the boy, Jack flushed a bit. “Yeah, well, it’s all part of the service you receive from Hawkins County,” he joked. “But feel free to tell that to the Judge the next time I’m due for a raise, okay?”

“Okay, deal.”

“Tell you what, we’ll go to the Jorgenson’s first and unload your stuff and then I’ll take you out to Chippewa State Park and get you introduced around.”

“Sounds good,” said Pat.

“How’re things between you and Dawn?” 

It was like he threw a bucket of ice water on the boy. Pat’s smile faded and he stared out the window. “There is no me and Dawn. We broke up last night. She thinks I narcked on Mike and she finally admitted that she likes him more than me. She thinks I’m no fun anymore and says I’m a rat fink.” He paused. “Dawn’s like my mom. Women are no good.” He slipped on his shades and switched the radio to WDGY. “That’s fine with me. I got more important things to think about now than Dawn Lundin.” She was only Sixteen was playing on WeeGee, which thrilled Pat about as much as a poke in the eye with a sharp stick, but he listened to it anyway.

A half hour later they got to Bayfield, went right to the Jorgenson’s, unloaded Pat’s belongings, and met with Tina. She was a pleasant woman and was just about to go out on a cosmetics delivery run. It was teacher’s prep day at the high school so Ray was gone for a few hours yet. Tina said she would come and pick Pat up at the park when he was done, so Jack and Pat headed on out there.

Chippewa State Park was only a five-minute drive from the foster home. The entrance sat on top of a long, steep hill, the highest point in four counties. When Jack and Pat arrived, they drove right up to the entrance checkpoint and stopped in front of a large sign made of logs, painted a dull brown with yellow letters routed into it, which read: WELCOME TO CHIPPEWA STATE PARK. A very buxom female, athletic with a nice tan, dressed in a khaki blouse, shorts, and wearing a ranger hat, leaned against the sign. Jack smiled at her as she approached the Mustang. 

“Good morning ma’am. We’re here to see Karl Hanson.”

“If you’re Jack Johnson and Pat O’Connor, he’s waiting to see you guys too,” she said, pointing down the road. “He’s down there a ways with the brushing crew.”

“Thank you, Miss, ah...” Jack squinted at her name tag, “Miss Knowles, and may I say, you’re truly a credit to the corps.”

“Thanks, bye-bye,” she said, waving at them as she walked back to the checkpoint booth.

About a quarter mile into the park, Pat pointed through the windshield. “There’s the pickup.” A forest green, mid-1960’s pickup truck with the state park logo on it sat parked alongside the road. Jack pulled in behind it. He and Pat got out and stretched while they looked around, but they saw nobody.

“I wonder where everybody’s at?” said Jack.

“Hi, there,” a young voice said. 

Pat’s eyes widened as he turned toward the sound. A teenaged girl about his age, wearing a yellow baseball cap that matched her hair, stepped off a hiking trail, walked up to Jack and shook his hand. She was dressed in jeans, hiking boots, and a long-sleeved military issue green jacket. 

“I’m Jody Hall,” she said as she turned her smiling brown eyes on Pat. “And you must be Pat O’Connor.”

“Yeah, that’s me. Are you a CETA person too?”

“Sure am,” Jody said. “I live in Bayfield.”

“Really?” said Pat.

“Yup, what’s your sign?” asked Jody.

“Leo. What’s yours?”

“Capricorn,” Jody replied.

“Capricorn? Far out!” said Pat as he and Jody sized each other up. Suddenly, Pat wondered if there really was a Dawn Lundin somewhere. Dawn who?

“Hello folks.” 

Ranger Karl Hanson walked toward them from the hiking trail. When he got to them, he took off his leather work gloves and shook hands with both Jack and Pat. He was a thirty-something fellow with a pleasant smile. “I’m Karl Hanson. Welcome to Chippewa State Park.”

“I’m Jack Johnson, and this is Pat O’Connor,” Jack said. “You got a nice place here.”

“Thanks, we like it, and the campground is popular.” The ranger motioned to the girl. “Jody, how about taking Pat over to the supply shed and getting him outfitted then show him around the place. Okay?”

“Sure,” Jody replied. “Pat, walk this way.” 

Jody headed out at a nice long stride, swinging her arms, which caused her hips to wiggle. More than happy to follow the newest love of his life, Pat fell in behind her, walking and swinging his arms as she was. Pat turned and waved at Jack as the two of them turned onto the hiking trail.

“He looks like a nice boy,” Ranger Hanson said.

“That he is, and a hard worker, too. I think he’ll work out very well for you here.” Jack pointed at the ranger’s badge. “It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s wearing one of those in a few years.”

The two men shook hands again and Jack said he would swing by while on his rounds in the area and check on Pat every month or so. They said their goodbyes and Jack headed out to the park entrance, waving at Miss Knowles as he cleared the checkpoint. He lit up a cigarette, drove the Mustang down the steep hill to the highway, flipped on the radio, and after checking for traffic, turned toward Jefferson City.

He drove past Mud Lake. There were a couple of kids and a few old codgers standing along the shore. It looked like they were fishing for bullheads, but they were probably just taking their angleworms for a swim. The lake was still as glass and looked like a mirror reflecting the blue of the sky above. Dog days were already setting in, so the water was scummy. From a distance, though, it was hard to see that.

After the Mustang cleared the perimeter of the lake, the countryside changed to rolling cropland. The oats were already harvested and the straw was baled into bedding. The third cutting of alfalfa was stored away in the haymows for winter feed. The cornstalks had dried out as had the soybeans. They awaited the big combines that would soon harvest them. 

As he drove along, Jack began to reflect on the past several months. He thought about Dave Martin, his lifelong friend, the brave hero that went to war and gave his life so Americans could enjoy a day like today, and it made him proud. Using a technique Marianne taught him, he concentrated on Dave a few moments. Dave’s spirit appeared in his mind’s eye, smiled and said, “Hang in there, buddy,” and gave him thumbs up. 

He thought about Mike Halloran and Sonny Beetch and wondered how many other lives they destroyed, and it made him angry.

He thought about Toke Watson and Mary Wilfahrt and what a waste of life that was, and it made him sad.

He thought about Dawn Lundin and the jolly green giant, and about Bertha Matechek and Dick Weed, and it made him laugh.

He thought about Judge Halloran and Sheriff Lucas and Rick and all the others he worked with in Hawkins County, his county, and he realized that just six short months ago, he knew none of them. Now, his life would seem empty without them.

He thought about the trailer house, or rather, the mobile home, as Bernie called it, and his upcoming wedding with Marianne and with Rosie and Mark, and he realized how fortunate he was.

He thought about Pat O’Connor and what a brave boy he was. He thought about how his own intervention had helped to turn the boy’s life around. That satisfied him the most. Oh, sure, he knew there would be some rough times ahead because nothing ever runs perfect, but at least, the boy now had a chance to make a life for himself.

He thought about Marianne, the best woman in the whole wide world, the woman who agreed to share the rest of her life with him. Don’t know what I ever did to deserve her, but I’m sure glad it happened. The emotion of joy was so overpowering that it caused him to choke up and get tears in his eyes.

Up ahead and off to the right, he saw the outskirts of Jefferson City and realized he had driven twenty miles already. He could see the dome of the courthouse with Lady Liberty holding the Scales of Justice on top, and as he drove past the entrance to the trailer court, he could see his home. Switching to a local radio station, John Denver, who married Annie Martell, a local girl, was singing Take Me Home, Country Roads.
Somehow, that seemed appropriate.











