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To Frankie and Lawrence Fick.

Good citizens, witty company, generous parents.

The best of the best.
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P R O L O G U E

���

T
he treasure hunter hunched over the desk rifling through the leases 
and rent receipts piled higgledy-piggledy across it. He looked over 
and under the paper, scattering army souvenirs, watches, and jew-

elry as he searched. He was so intent on his quest that he didn’t see the ob-
server lurking behind the office door. Neither did he notice that the baseball 
bat—usually standing sentry on the wall behind the desk—was absent 
from its post.

In time, the offending clutter was parted and the treasure revealed. 
The man transformed from stooped desperado to exalted king. He raised 
the azure velvet box to the bare light bulb hanging just above the desk. He 
held it with tenderness and even a little reverence. If he’d been a man who 
could cry, he would have. He opened the tiny treasure chest. Its contents 
sparkled under the humble light bulb. The treasure hunter’s eyes sparkled 
too. So pleased was he with the glittering, glowing contents and the joy it 
would bring that he was oblivious to the lethal blow of the traitorous bat 
as it descended.







C H A P T E R  O N E

���

H
e should have seen it coming, but she was just so darn pretty. 
Love can make you blind like that.

Ann-Dee met up with Lew Sinclair in New Orleans a lit-
tle over a year ago. Lew’s keyboard player had a side gig over at Tipiti-
na’s. Lew and the rest of the band, the Gentlemen Cowboys, were in 
the audience having a few beers and enjoying the music. Ann-Dee, 
well, she asked Lew to slow dance. By the end of the night her demo 
was in Lew’s shirt pocket. He should have known right there what 
the story was, but it was already too late. He was that much in love.

And now she’d dumped him. Five minutes ago, to be exact. The 
day before the last stop of the tour. This was an important show for 
Lew too. It was at FallsFest, one of the biggest country-music festi-
vals in the world. With a third national tour under their belts and a 
new album, Lew and the Cowboys were poised on the precipice of 
stardom. This FallsFest appearance, in front of forty thousand of the 
world’s most enthusiastic country fans, could be the one to break 
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them. Now Ann-Dee broke his heart instead, just a day before their 
big chance.

Lew stared into his open suitcase. His white Stetson rested be-
side it on the unrumpled hotel bed. He shifted his gaze to the uneat-
en room service on the desk just beyond it. Two cups of coffee—one 
with Ann-Dee’s rose lipstick on the rim—just a few sips emptier 
than when they were poured. The air conditioner rattled on with the 
rusty metallic rasp of a trash can with a bad cold. Its uncoordinated 
rattle insulted Lew’s ear and sense of rhythm. Its cold blasts of air 
gave him shivers. He rubbed his hands to warm them, then tossed 
his lucky socks into a suitcase. They landed with an inconsequential 
thud.

Yeah, he should have known better. He’d kicked around the mu-
sic business for two decades honing both his Hank Williams covers 
and his Jimi Hendrix virtuosity in small venues and even smaller 
recording studios. By now his music was as natural as a cold beer on 
a sunny afternoon with a dog snoozing at your feet. He should have 
seen Ann-Dee coming.

He caught his reflection in the hotel mirror. You might call what 
he saw a hangdog face: turtledove eyes that had seen enough misery 
to belong to a cynic but enough love to nourish a romantic. Now, 
courtesy of Ann-Dee, they’d seen a little more of both.

Yes, he’d been foolish to think a woman as young and bewitch-
ing as Ann-Dee could really fall for a guy like him. Then again, he 
was not an unattractive man. And both of his grandfathers had been 
twenty-odd years older than their wives, so the age difference wasn’t 
an entirely taboo concept to him. Of course, that was another time, 
and those men had lived in small Texas towns where the dating pool 
was limited. If you fussed over a little thing like age, you might never 
get married at all.

So, Lew hadn’t thought twice about Ann-Dee’s affection. Of 
course she loved him. She said so. And of course he passed her 
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demo on to people he trusted who could do her some good. And 
now, of course, she didn’t need him anymore, so she’d called it quits. 
He should have seen it coming.

�� ��

Lew tipped his Stetson to the driver as he climbed into the Gentle-
men Cowboys van. Gary Schroeder, the ever-punctual bass player, 
was taking the first shift at the wheel on the considerable drive to 
the festival. Gary was a Germanic straight razor of a man, just as thin 
and not a rounded line on him. Lew sometimes startled when Gary 
reached overhead or bent low to handle luggage or a monitor. De-
spite the fact that the sensible Gary always lifted with his legs, Lew 
feared the youth would snap in two from the burden. It was an illu-
sion. Gary was actually quite sturdy. It was just his stature that made 
him seem slight, his head perched far up in the atmosphere like an 
eagle in its aerie or a fasting mountaintop saint. Lew chose the seat 
right behind Gary because the analytical thirty-three-year-old was 
clever at crossword puzzles. Lew removed his Stetson and placed it 
on the seat next to him. He opened his attaché case, removed a puz-
zle book, and settled back, hoping the crossword would distract him 
from his woes.

His concentration on forty-two down (his age and mood) was 
disrupted by the gleeful shouts of the band’s Irish drummer, Fin-
bar Mitchell, as he bounded toward the van. “Mitch,” as most people 
called him, wore a cheesehead, a large foam hat resembling a wedge 
of orange cheese popular with cartoon mice and Green Bay Packer 
fans. Flips and spikes of wavy hair stuck out from under the cheeseh-
ead. His chin sported a perpetual three-day growth of beard. He had 
that musician’s poetic scruffiness that many women find irresistible.

“Gary!” Mitch called to the bass player. “Look at my hat! A fan 
gave it to me last night after the show. Wisconsin is brilliant!” Mitch 



D. M. S. Fick

• 8 •

pulled a stick of string cheese from a pocket and began peeling strips 
from it and casting them at Gary and Lew through their open win-
dows. “And they’ve got confetti made out of cheese!”

“Mitch,” said Lew, “if I find string cheese in my collar when I get 
out of this van, I’m getting another drummer.”

“Aw Lew, you’ll never find another drummer like me.”
“That may be a good thing.”
“Naw,” said Mitch. He rounded over to the passenger side of the 

van and threw himself into the seat next to Gary. “You’ll not find an-
other drummer who can play the pipes the way I do. You’d never fall 
asleep on tour without me.”

It’s been said that the uilleann pipes will make the most gawd-aw-
ful sound known to man if played without skill, and that the banshee 
herself would have no need of wailing if she took up the instrument. 
Mitch, however, had the gift to conjure from the pipes ancient songs 
of longing and truth—songs so beautiful they caused Lew to weep, 
then fall back in his van seat, his hotel bed, his bar chair, and relax 
as he never could without those blasted pipes—or Mitch playing 
them. And Lew enjoyed the drummer’s antics. Within Mitch roiled 
the energy and joy of youth amplified by a true musician’s spirit and 
a vigorous imagination. Lew would certainly miss all those positive 
ions bouncing around their music and on the road. String cheese or 
no, Mitch had job security. A little chastisement from Lew was part 
of the game for both of them. It gave Mitch a challenge, and, mercy, 
who knows what would happen if there were no restrictions on his 
activity.

Boarding next was Slim Pontchartrain, the most gentlemanly of 
the Gentlemen Cowboys. He touched the brim of his straw boater to 
Lew and took the seat behind the Stetson. Slim removed the jacket 
of his oyster linen suit—it went so well with his sage silk tie—and 
gently put it to bed on the seat to his left, next to the baseball bat 
the band kept on the van for security. He kept his hat on. Slim rarely 
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removed it in public. For all Lew knew, Slim slept in the stylish top-
per. Lew suspected it was due to Slim’s bald pate. He didn’t consid-
er Slim vain at all, for, being the most gentlemanly of the Cowboys, 
Slim always removed the boater in the presence of women. Perhaps 
he was just an extreme fan of Maurice Chevalier. (Lew had heard 
him sing in French on occasion.)

Slim sat back and opened up a food-and-entertainment guide 
to the Twin Cities. St. Paul was an hour or two away from FallsFest. 
Slim had already mentioned to Lew that he might stop at that de-
lightful Thai restaurant by the Fitzgerald Theater—oh, and that su-
perlative jazz club just two blocks south. 

He thumbed through the guide.
Lew returned to forty-two down. Three letters. That should be 

easy. “To tease with a comb,” read Lew. He concentrated his thoughts.
“Lew! I’ve got some news for you!” Archie Grant, the band’s man-

ager, threw open a door and heaved himself into the seat next to Lew. 
Gary slid Archie some sinister side-eye.

“Want any coffee, Lew?” asked Gary. “I’m heading to the front 
desk.” Lew shook his head and Gary picked up a travel mug from the 
center console and departed for the hotel.

Archie shifted about. He zipped and unzipped his kelly-green 
track suit. He drummed his fingers on his thigh. He tapped his foot 
on the floor. Lew felt a bubble of indigestion.

“So I booked Ann-Dee into FallsFest.”
“Aw Archie, I wish you hadn’t done that. What day is she on?”
“Friday. The slot before you and the Cowboys.”
“Archie . . . Ann-Dee and I broke up.”
“Yeah, I know. Couldn’t be helped. The booking, I mean. I made 

it before you two were splitsville.” Lew often enjoyed the music of 
Archie’s East Coast accent. Sometimes he was so used to it he didn’t 
even hear it. But right now, it didn’t do Archie any favors. “And I 
can’t cancel it now. You don’t jerk those FallsFest people around, you 
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know what I’m saying? That owner, Morgan? He’s a tough nut, let me 
tell you. But if you show up and do a good show they’ll keep you in 
mind for other years. Book you kind of regular, so to speak. FallsFest 
is a very good audience for you, y’know? This could be the concert 
that pushes you right to the top of the old heap. So I don’t want to 
tick anybody off, see, especially not Gordon Morgan. Ann-Dee’s just 
gonna have to stay on the roster and that’s all there is to it. You un-
derstand.”

“You know we broke up?”
“Yeah. Ann-Dee told me. Sorry, buddy. But like I said, I can’t 

change the booking.”
“Ann-Dee told you . . .” Lew’s heart sank further than he thought 

it could sink. He realized he was possibly the second man to find out 
he’d been dumped. Slim reached a large dose of antacid tablets in 
between the seat backs into Lew’s receptive hand.

“You’re taking it too hard, Lew,” said Archie. “Forget about her. 
You’d be trading her in for a new model pretty soon anyway.”

“What?” asked Lew. “Archie, you know that’s not my style.”
“It’s every man’s style, Lew. You’re gettin’ to be that age. Midlife 

crisis, y’know? You can bet I know. I swear I got hot flashes.”
“Men don’t get hot flashes.”
“I’m telling you, I got an eye for the ladies five times what I used 

to. It’s the middle age. I think I’m losing my looks too. Old Archie’s 
gotta move in on the ladies while he still has a hairline. I got Bo-
tox last week. Can you tell?” Archie shoved his round face closer to 
Lew’s.

Lew looked out the window and wondered why he’d ever cho-
sen such a manager.

“What I’m saying is, it’s a great time for you and Ann-Dee to 
break up,” continued Archie. 

Lew whipped his head around to glare at Archie, nearly bump-
ing foreheads with him. Archie pulled his pumpkin cranium back.
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“Don’t worry about it. There’s gonna be babes aplenty at this 
FallsFest, Lew, and you are now free as a bird to enjoy them as you 
please.”

The heat in Lew’s glare did not reduce in temperature.
“Hey, don’t look at me like I said the Pope’s made of cheese,” said 

Archie. “FallsFest is where Gary met Nancy, ain’t it? And she’s a babe 
and a half, I tell you what. Hell, I’d look at her twice if she walked 
down the street, know what I’m saying?”

“Don’t let Gary hear you say that,” whispered Lew as if Gary 
could hear all the way from the hotel. “He’d knock you sideways 
back to Memphis. Anyhow, Gary first met Nancy at college in Bos-
ton. They bumped into each other at FallsFest the next summer.”

“Well he didn’t bump into her in church, did he? He bumped 
into her at FallsFest, ’cause that’s where the babes are—hundreds of 
’em. Doesn’t matter if you meet ’em at FallsFest or Timbuktu. All I’m 
saying is you oughtta take a look around. I know I would. Right now, 
I got the music business thing going for me, but someday, might be 
pretty soon, when the Botox wears off and the hairline leaves town, 
even that won’t turn a young filly’s head. I gotta make hay while the 
sun shines, maybe clinch the deal with some young thing before I’m 
totally bald. You’re lucky. You got hair. You got time.”

“If you don’t mind, Archie, I’d like to be alone right now. Break-
ing up with Ann-Dee and all.”

“Sure, Lew. Just don’t forget old Archie’s pearls of wisdom. 
There’ll be a quiz later. Oh, and I’m not riding with the band today. 
Gotta drive Ann-Dee. I figured you wouldn’t want her in the Cow-
boy-mobile, am I right?”

Archie slithered out of the van and strutted over to a scarlet 
Mustang convertible with its top down. He waved at Gary, who’d 
just emerged from the hotel with a now steaming travel mug. Ar-
chie waggled a thumb toward the Mustang. Gary tilted his head. 
Even from this distance Lew could see Gary’s jaw muscles tense up. 
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Gary looked at the van, at Lew. He gestured with the mug toward 
the van, then toward Archie. Coffee sloshed out of the mug. Archie 
skipped backward, saving all but his shoes from the scalding joe. 
Gary lunged at him, shoving the mug into Archie’s chest and knock-
ing him backward into the front seat of the convertible. Ann-Dee 
strolled out of the lobby. She looked at the Mustang, at the puddle of 
coffee. She glanced up at the van. She scowled in Archie’s direction, 
turned around, and strode back into the hotel.

Lew watched after Ann-Dee. He looked down at his flattened 
Stetson in the seat beside him vacated by Archie. It took a very in-
sensitive man, he thought, not to notice he was sitting on another 
man’s hat.

�� ��

Later, during the drive to Big Pearly Falls, Lew and Slim were the 
only two awake. Gary and Mitch, like infants, tended to fall asleep 
in the van when not driving, even on a bright day such as this one. 
Lew envied them. Slim had taken over the wheel, much to Lew’s 
relief. In between Gary and Slim had been Mitch, who made one 
too many jokes about not knowing which side of the road he was 
supposed to drive on. In addition to that, his pressure on the gas var-
ied depending on the beat of whatever song was on the radio. They 
nearly rear-ended a Volkswagen during Queen’s “We Will Rock You” 
as Mitch treated the accelerator like the pedal of a bass drum. But 
now that his good old, steady friend Slim was at the helm, Lew could 
relax, gaze out the window, and contemplate their set list for tomor-
row’s performance.

His thoughts were rudely and consistently interrupted, however, 
by a jumble of melancholy memories featuring Ann-Dee, and irk-
some remembrances of Archie’s tone-deaf handling of Ann-Dee’s 
booking and the breakup.
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Lew thought of sunny picnics with Ann-Dee, cozy weekend 
mornings with robust coffee, cinnamon-rich rolls, and the Sunday 
paper; helping each other write songs; tracing her dainty fingers 
over a tablecloth while candlelight limned wisps of her golden hair. 
He would miss watching her perform. He was so proud of her nat-
ural talent and how she practiced her craft. She could be a faerie 
singing enchanted songs when she was on stage. He saw how she 
could charm an audience. 

But now, for Lew, she’d been a siren luring him to the brutal 
rocks of heartache. How could Archie be so callous to have missed 
how smitten Lew was with her? Well, Archie was a pretty callous 
fellow—that or he was just plain dense.

Lew wouldn’t put it past his manager to have nudged the break-
up along. He’d seen him eyeball her, not caring who was in the room. 
Archie was never one to suspect his behavior was being observed 
or considered. Probably more than pleased to be her manager now. 
Well, Ann-Dee was a smart cookie. She might not want old Archie 
for a manager, let alone a paramour. Lew had a good mind to discuss 
sacking Archie with the other Cowboys. He was pretty sure Gary 
would be on board with that. And Archie had sat on Lew’s hat!

At that moment Lew noticed in the van’s side mirror a semi bar-
reling up to pass. It was a deep purple with flames painted on its 
hood and exhaust pipes growing out of the cab like metallic bull’s 
horns. It drew up next to the van and the noise it made caused the 
windows to tremble. Lew searched the cab but couldn’t see the driv-
er. Sweat gathered on his brow. The semi edged past the van, leaving 
a miasma of diesel in its wake. Without thinking, Lew began chew-
ing at a bit of his right thumbnail.

“You all right, Lew?” Slim met Lew’s gaze in the rearview mirror. 
“I don’t mean to nag, but if that’s a hangnail you’re nibbling at, you 
could end up with a sore thumb tomorrow. Not the best condition 
for a guitar player.”
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“Don’t know what I was thinking,” said Lew. “I haven’t bit my 
nails since high school. Broke that habit when I took up the banjo. 
Thanks.”

“Not at all.”
Lew wiped his brow. He leaned back in his seat and wished 

Mitch was awake and playing his pipes. He stared out the window at 
the rows of soybeans. The visual effect caused by the van rushing by 
them turned them into a continuous pair of running legs. Eerie. Lew 
thought about the driverless semi. He made a mental note to add 
“Ghost Riders in the Sky” to their FallsFest set.
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