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CHAPTER 1


Tuesday, April 1st, about 4 am


Jim Otis swung the heavy flashlight hard enough to smash the bulb and bend the shaft. Unfortunately, the big guy on the receiving end of the blow had a Kevlar skull. Visibly irritated, he turned on Otis. He was holding a tire iron in a way that suggested a familiarity with its myriad functions.


“Shit,” said Otis, but not conversationally. He was talking to himself.


Before the big guy could raise the tire iron to retaliate, Otis was sprinting. His car was parked on the fringe of the S&S Truck Terminal on the far eastern edge of an insignificant town called Hercules. As Otis ran, he listened for the heavy footfalls of the big guy, whom he had spotted trying to break into a 53-foot wedge trailer loaded with gourmet meat and bearing the logo of Hogshead Provisions.


When he realized the giant wasn’t chasing him, Otis reduced his pace to a casual canter.


He dove into his car, a 2001 Sentra he’d gotten off Vernier’s used-car lot for $1,500 he could hardly afford, and dialed Earl Schober on his mobile phone. They had worked together when Otis was police chief. As Otis listened to the phone ringing away, he peered over the steering wheel at the row of parked semi trailers, all detached from the great tractors that hauled them along the interstates. The big guy was there, staring toward the Sentra, possibly deciding whether he should descend on Otis, smash a window and pound him into cranberry sauce.


Otis owned a vintage .44 Colt revolver, left behind in his cabin. He didn’t feel comfortable keeping company with a lethal weapon in nonlethal circumstances. Until this moment, he had rarely regarded his sentry duties, guarding dormant highway freight, as possibly life-threatening.


Another, smaller, burglar joined the big one behind the Hogshead trailer. Lit vividly by the floodlamps that Sam and Stella Tanenbaum had installed all around the lot, the thieves began to converse animatedly. Viewed from inside the Sentra, the dialog was pantomime.


“Hey, chief, izzat you?” Earl Schober had answered his phone.


“Don’t call me that, Earl. Where are you?”


“The usual graveyard patrol. I’m just cruisin’ past the ranger station.”


This put Earl on the opposite side of town on Highway 33. Earl was at least eight minutes away. Otis said, “I got a couple of mopes poking around one of the trucks out here at S&S, Earl. Do me a favor, buzz the staties. See if they’ve got anybody close by.”


“I doubt it, chief.”


“Me, too,” said Otis. “Get over here quick as you can. I’ll… well, shit. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”


“Nothin’ stupid, chief.”


“I’m not the chief anymore, Earl.”


He hung up and watched the burglar team. The giant was working on the back door of the trailer, which contained $300,000 worth of gourmet charcuterie. Sam and Stella were insured for losses larger than three hundred grand, but a claim that big would trigger a premium increase that could force them out of business.


Otis wasn’t supposed to let that happen.


With a creak and a crack that echoed across the parking lot, the giant snapped the hasp.


“Shit,” said Otis, again to himself.


His flashlight was busted but he, like the giant, also had a tire iron. Otis exited the Sentra, popped the trunk and found it. The smaller burglar was just climbing into the trailer when Otis started back toward the scene of the incipient crime, shouting.


“Goddammit. Get the hell out of there!”


The big one turned to stare malignantly at Otis. “You talkin’ to me?”


Otis proceeded toward the burglars, slapping his palm with the tire iron. He knew that this rash intercession was a move Earl Schober would define as “stupid.” Earl wasn’t exactly an honor student, but he knew stupid.


“C’mon, guys. Cops are on the way,” said Otis, trying to sound both authoritative and accommodating. “If you split now, no harm, no foul.”


“Fuck you,” replied the giant.


“Yeah, fuck ya,” added the smaller guy, who was wearing a decrepit Brewers jacket and a watch cap. He was wiry of build and too young for his goatee to properly fill out.


The giant started slapping the bludgeon against his palm, matching Otis’ rhythm. The small guy snickered and said, “Bring it on, rent-a-cop.”


This stung.


Otis moved in and stopped just beyond the giant’s range. He did a quick study of his opponent. The big guy’s muscles were turning to fat and his gut was big enough to accommodate a family of beavers. But he was nonetheless scary. He was wearing faded jeans baggy around the ass, and work boots. The outer pockets of his dirty plaid shirt-jacket held only a pack of cigarettes. The inner pockets showed no bulge that might suggest a gun. If he was heeled, Otis figured, the weapon was tucked in the small of his back. If it was, Otis was in mortal danger as soon as he made a move on Kong.


Oh, well, he thought, nothing ventured.


He raised his left hand, a sign of surrender, and let the hand holding the tire iron go limp by his side. “Listen, guys, I don’t want any trouble.”


“Oh yeah?” growled Kong. He fondled his crowbar, regarding Otis in a way that suggested it would break his heart not to hit someone with it.


“Yeah,” said Otis. “Jeez, I’m just here to babysit these trucks, y’know?”


The giant glowered. The Brewer fidgeted.


“I mean,” said Otis. “I don’t get paid enough to risk my ass.”

The giant smirked. “Well, then,” he said.


Otis sensed his opening. He knew better than to go for the big guy’s skull a second time. Instead, he targeted the sweet spot on Kong’s knee, between meniscus and kneecap. Otis knew the pain would be shocking, enough to crumple anyone to the ground.


One quick stride, followed by a seemingly casual flick of the tire iron dropped the giant.


As soon as Kong was down, clutching his knee, Otis, reluctantly, broke the guy’s elbow. Then he turned on the other burglar. Before the Brewer could move, Otis hit his ankle hard enough to fracture it where it joined his fibula. The burglar fell off the truck and curled up in pain.


Otis took a peek behind the giant, assuring himself that there was no gun.


As it turned out, the little guy had the gun, which he was trying to yank from the pocket of his Brewers jacket.


“Oh, Jesus,” said Otis, swinging the bar and busting half the bones in the guy’s hand. The gun, a .25 pea-shooter, clattered to the pavement as the moron wailed in agony.


Otis stood surveying the mess. Neither of the burglars had expected any sort of resistance. They knew that the terminal had a million dollars’ worth of cargo parked overnight on a daily basis. They also knew it was located in Hercules, the capital of the middle of nowhere, and probably guarded by an unarmed hayseed who couldn’t stand up to Barney Fife.


All in all, Jim Otis, late of the Chicago Police Department’s vice squad and former police chief of Hercules, was more cop than Kong and Brewer had bargained for. Kong managed to assume a sitting position. He couldn’t seem to decide which of his wounds to clutch. He stared up at Otis with a mixture of resentment and surprise. Otis understood his feelings.


“Sorry,” said Otis. “Just doin’ my job.”


It was the big guy’s turn to say, “Shit!”


“You broke my fuckin’ leg!” squealed the Brewer.


“Shut up, Ernie,” said the giant.


Earl Schober pulled in, lights aglow but, thankfully, no siren.


“Holy shit, chief!”


Otis said, “That one over there is Ernie,” he said. “This one… what’s your name?”


“Fuck you.”


“Interesting name. I wish I’d known your mother.”


Otis turned to Earl. “Cuff Ernie, but gently. I think I busted his hand,” he said. “Keep an eye on Fuck You. I’m going to the car for my cuffs. Okay?”


“Sure,” said Earl, attending to the whimpering Ernie.


It took Otis and his former subordinate ten minutes to arrest, Mirandize and then tuck their suspects into the back seat of Earl’s cruiser.


“You’ll need to take these idiots to Emergency in La Crosse,” said Otis.


“No shit,” said Earl.


“Let’s be clear,” said Otis. “This is your collar. You spotted ’em. You subdued ’em.”


“Aw, c’mon, chief. You know I couldn’t—”


“That’s the official story, Earl,” said Otis. “Nobody has to believe it. You just have to stick with it. You’ve got the tire iron as evidence and the busted lock on the trailer.”


“Well, yeah, but why—”


“This caper’s gonna make the La Crosse paper. I don’t want to see my name there, not so soon after… you know.”


“Yeah, I get it, chief,” said Earl. “But jeez, I mean, look, this is like, TV-cop stuff, y’know?”


“It’s your collar, Earl. Take the credit and shut up—as a favor.”


“Okay, no sweat, chief.”


Otis noticed the gray cast to Earl’s complexion. There were bags under his eyes. “How’s it going, anyway?” he asked.


“Jeez. Don’t ask.”


Otis nodded. “Well then, later, okay? We’ll talk.”


“Yeah’d be good.”


Otis watched as Earl pulled out, twirling his lights, running the siren. “Hiyo, Silver,” said Otis to no one.


He secured the trailer, sent a text message to Sam Tanenbaum about the near break-in and looked at his watch. He knew it must be almost morning because he’d noticed a rim of faint light beyond the fresh-plowed fields on the other side of the county road.


April had arrived.


At six am exactly, Otis pulled out of the S&S lot and headed for Calamity Jane’s Diner, the social hub of Hercules. He wasn’t the first to arrive, but he managed to score a favorite corner booth, where he had the Wild Bill Hickok view of every customer and the entrance.


So, when Carol Demeter stepped inside at 6:20, he knew she was there. She knew, too, a second later, and smiled. It was a warm, glad, beautiful smile. As she approached, he stood to greet her—because his mother had taught him that a gentleman always gets the hell off his lazy ass when a lady enters the room.


Otis’ fleeting thought was that it was barely dawn, and she had already made his day.
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CHAPTER 2


In a town as small as Hercules, a high school teacher lives under a microscope, suffering the daily scrutiny of her students and the judgment of parents who are prone to trundle the smallest grievance to the school administration. Yet, for the past two months, Carol Demeter had carried on openly—“brazen” was a term bandied in some circles—with a defrocked police chief reputed to have an appetite for young girls.


Here she was, having brazen breakfast with the outcast excop, right out in public at Hercules’ most popular eatery.


“Doesn’t bother you?” asked Otis.


Carol sniffed.


She drew the line, however, at holding hands across the table. Otis stifled the impulse.


“Things are getting better for you, Fosdick,” she said.


“I don’t know how they could.”


Carol smiled and sipped coffee. “If nothing else, you’re getting the benefit of Snell fatigue.”


“Ah,” said Otis. “That.”


Leonard Snell, formerly the most avid Neighborhood Watch vigilante in Hercules, had backed into office as chief of police after Jim Otis was caught—by her mother—apparently kissing, fondling and undressing a sixteen-year-old cheerleader, Josie Dobbs, on her doorstep.


Leonard Snell had officially replaced Otis on the first of January. Since then, Lenny’s stewardship of law and order in Hercules had proven eccentric.


“He doesn’t know what he’s doing,” said Carol. “And he’s afraid to leave his office.”


“Well, that’s not my business.”


“The hell it’s not,” said Carol. “Those two burglars you caught last night…”


Otis had briefly outlined the capture of Ernie and the giant, leaving out any mention of tire irons and broken joints.


“… who knows what’s going to happen with them? Lenny is scared of having bad guys in his jail, for God’s sake! He might let ’em go, Fosdick.”


“No, I talked to Earl. Made sure he took them straight over to La Crosse, for arraignment. Lenny’ll never see ’em. The town is safe.”


“Safe? With Earl Schober as our only functioning policeman?” Carol said. “I love Earl, but he would lose a math quiz to a mushroom.”


“Luckily,” said Otis, “police work requires very little math.”


Carol opened her mouth, but was interrupted by Maisie Hopkins, Calamity Jane’s senior waitress.


“And what’ll it be for you folks?”


By the time they had ordered breakfast, the subject of local police administration had passed. To keep it from returning, Otis drew his phone from its holster and said, “I have to reach Nat before she heads to school.”


“Of course,” said Carol, who had encouraged Otis to call his daughter more often. “Is she still angry?”


“Thirteen is an angry age.”


“I’m talking about the boyfriend.”


“I don’t know,” said Otis, as he dialed. “Can you call a forty-year-old guy a ‘boyfriend’?”


Before Carol could compose a response, Natalie was on the line.


“Hey, Dad.”


“ ’Sup, babe?”


“I gotta get outa this place, if it’s the last thing I ever do.”


“You’re too young to know that song.”


“Dad, it was on that CD you sent me.”


“Oh, I forgot about that.”


“I love that disk.”


“Well, good,” said Otis. “How are you, really?”


“Oh, I’m managing, but God!”


“What do you mean by that?”


“He’s over here all the time, Daddy. I think he’s gonna move in. He’s gonna be sleeping in the next room, knocking on the bathroom door while I’m naked in the tub!”


“Nat, I don’t think—”


“And Mom hasn’t said anything to me. She won’t listen. She doesn’t give a shit what I think!”


“Hey, Nat, come on.” Otis was trying to sound soothing. “Your mom has her own life—”


“That’s got nothing to do with it, Dad. I know that! I don’t mind Mom going out with guys.”


“So, what’s—”


“It’s him, Daddy! He’s, he’s…”


“What about him, kid?”


“Daddy, I don’t think you’d—”


Carol reached out. “Hand me the phone.”


“What?”


“The phone!”


“Why?”


Carol plucked the phone from Otis’ grasp. A moment later, Carol and Natalie were deep into murmured confidences, Carol gesturing dramatically as Otis leaned in her direction to catch fragments of dialog. He was sitting on the sideline while a woman talked to a woman about another woman—Otis’ ex-wife, Connie—and he almost felt relieved. He knew he was in over his head.


He sat back. Maisie delivered breakfast, taking note of the phone conversation that had left Otis alone and palely loitering.


“Heavy stuff goin’ on there, chief.”


“Yeah. Well…”


Maisie patted him on the hand. Maisie was a rare member of Otis’ fan club in Hercules. She had scoffed at the rumors about the chief and Josie Dobbs. More important, Maisie had granted Otis free coffee forever after he cleared the name of Scott McKinney in a robbery and shooting the previous November at the Hercules Hardware. Scott’s mom, Adele, was Maisie’s best friend.


“Enjoy, chief,” said Maisie.


He was just biting into his English muffin when Carol handed the phone back. Otis grabbed it. “What was that all about?” he said to Natalie.


“You wouldn’t understand.”


“Nat, I’m your father.”


“I rest my case.”


In another moment, Natalie was on her way to school, in a Chicago suburb far far away, and Otis was staring, perplexed, at a dead phone.


“You should keep posted on the situation,” said Carol.


“I’m trying.”


“Try harder,” said Carol. “Natalie has a funny feeling about Paul.”


Otis shook his head, retired the phone, contemplated his eggs. “Look, I talked to Connie about the guy. She actually asked for my advice. You can’t imagine how hard that is for her. And I tell ya, so far, he seems totally kosher. I mean, the guy’s a professor. He taught one of Connie’s paramedic courses at Roosevelt. He’s the opposite of me. Stable. Smart. Steady job. Hell, if I was interviewing candidates to take my place in Connie’s bed, I might’ve picked him myself.”


Carol tsked. “Have you met him?”


“No.”


“So, you’ve never applied your cop radar to the guy?”


“There is no such thing—”


“It might be hereditary, you know.”


“What?”


“Maybe Natalie has cop radar, too.”


“Oh, f’Chrissake!” said Otis. “What has this guy done? What’s wrong with him? What’s bothering Nat so much?”


“Curiously, nothing,” said Carol. “She says he’s nice.”


“Well then—”


“Too nice.”


“Huh?”


“C’mon,” said Carol. “Doesn’t excessive niceness, especially in the male of the species, strike you as suspicious?”


Otis just stared at Carol.


“Think about it, Fosdick,” said Carol. “A guy starts keeping company with Natalie’s mom, and the kid can’t spot even one objectionable aspect to his personality. He’s completely nice.”


She stopped. Otis held his coffee cup halfway to his mouth.


Carol cocked her head. “Doesn’t this suggest that this might be some sort of act? That he’s masking his true self beneath a smarmy facade of counterfeit sweetness and artificial light?”


Otis sipped his coffee. “I hate it when you use big words like that.”


“I teach English.”


“Uh huh.”


“Do you see my point?”


“It’s a slim point.”


“Maybe. But your daughter’s a sharp observer. She learned it from you.”


Otis didn’t answer, but his face showed that Carol had hit the mark.


“Pay attention to her,” she said.


“I will,” replied Otis. “I mean, I do. Always.”


Carol smiled. “True.”


The remainder of the breakfast discourse turned to topics less sensitive than Natalie. Carol left Calamity’s first, blowing Otis a surreptitious kiss and heading to Hercules High. Otis lifted the Madison newspaper from a neighboring table and scanned the sports pages—where the Brewers were done with spring training and the basketball Badgers were licking their wounds after an uncharacteristically mediocre season.


It was a little past eight when Otis paid Maisie, who gave him a peck on the cheek. He headed toward his elderly Sentra.


He was driving up Main, bound for home, but had to stop when he saw A.J. Cartwright angrily slopping paint all over the door of his bar.
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CHAPTER 3


A.J. had started at the top of the door and was painting his way down.


After parking the Sentra and approaching the entrance of A’Jay’s, Hercules’ best tavern (at least in Otis’ opinion), Otis noticed that A.J. was trying to obliterate a message that had been spray-painted on his doorway. The only remnant still uncovered was part of the word “OUT!!” and a set of initials.


“What the hell, A.J.?”


“Goddamn fucking…!”


A.J. was uncharacteristically incensed. His bartender equanimity had crumbled.


“A.J., stop a minute. What’s going on here?”


A.J. threw the brush down. It bounced on the sidewalk, leaving a dark green splotch. He turned toward Otis, his face betraying an urge to swing a fist at anything or anyone who came within range.


Otis recoiled. A.J. noticed.


A.J. shook his head. “Hey, sorry, man.”


“Ain’t no big thing, Aje,” said Otis. “But what the hell’s goin’


on?”


A.J. swung a hand toward his door, now half-repainted in a forest green that roughly matched the original color. “Some racist son of a bitch sprayed my door. It said, ‘Nigger, get out.’”


“Really?” said Otis. “Who would do that?”


“Some racist—”


“Yeah, I know. But…” Otis left unsaid what both men knew. Outright bigotry was out of character in Hercules, where most everyone knew everyone else. Neither A.J. nor Otis believed the town was an island of brotherly love. All the prejudices that stirred the rest of the world abided in equal measure here. But folks kept their prejudices to themselves, mostly—Otis guessed—out of fear that their neighbors might be alarmed.


Otis had a thought. “Maybe it’s some sort of April Fool’s prank?”


The shudder of disgust that crossed A.J.’s face suppressed the theory.


Otis’ cop instincts kicked in. “Wait a minute, A.J. You shouldn’t be painting over that. It’s—”


“I know,” said A.J. “Evidence. I took pictures. But I couldn’t leave that shit on the public doorway of my fuckin’ livelihood.”


“Course,” said Otis. Besides, he wasn’t a cop anymore. “Let’s see the pictures.”


A.J. dug a mobile phone from his hip pocket and queued up the “before” photos of the door. In bright white paint, applied in a hand that suggested neatness and a rough sense of composition, someone had written, “NIGGER GIT, OUT!!” with a misplaced comma and two exclamation points. An apparent signature, “BB,” had been stenciled on the door.


Looking at the message restoked A.J.’s rage. “Goddammit, I’ve been in this town most of my life. Since I was fifteen, f’Chrissake. Get out? Get out!? Me?”


Otis stifled the urge to say “calm down,” because—in his experience—the easiest way to rile up someone who’s already pissed off was to say “calm down.” Instead he said, “Git?”


“Huh?” replied A.J.


“G-I-T,” said Otis. “Who on God’s earth doesn’t know how to spell ‘get’?”


“What’re you talkin’ about, James?”


“I’m talking about somebody who intentionally misspells a word to create the impression he’s dumber than he really is.”


He looked again. “And the comma’s in the wrong place.”


Otis had nudged A.J. from furious to puzzled. This was calmer. A.J. said, “Well, why would he do that?”


“No idea,” said Otis. “But it’s interesting.”


“Right,” said A.J., unimpressed. He looked around for his paint brush.


“And why even use a comma?” wondered Otis.


He watched A.J. ferociously obliterate the last vestiges of the assault on his door and his heritage.


“Wait a minute,” said Otis, grabbing A.J.’s shoulder. “BB?”


“Huh?”


“That’s a signature, A.J.,” said Otis. “It signifies something.”


“Yeah, well, it signifies to me that I gotta get it off my fuckin’ door.”


“Okay, paint it over. But think. C’mon, Aje. Who do we know with the initials BB?”


A.J. paused. “Beth Brunson.”


“Who?”


“One of my Saturday night regulars,” said A.J. “Fortyish, divorced. Works over at the creamery. She comes here to troll for GIs from Fort McCoy.”


Otis nodded. “All right, so this Beth. Does she hate Black folks enough to paint ‘nigger’ on your door?”


“Jeez, James. Far’s I know, Beth don’t hate any male man, at least not by category.”


“You sure?”


“Hell, I’ve driven her home a half-dozen times. Even tucked her into bed once,” said A.J. “Besides”—he looked at the monogram on his door—“that’s not her handwriting.”


“Aje, it’s not handwriting. It’s stenciled in block letters.”


“Whatever, James. Beth’s a buddy. She wouldn’t do this, dig?”


“Fine. So, how does she do with the GIs?”


A.J. smiled. “Well, she tends to strike out with enlisted men and officers. But she’ll score now and then with a lonely noncom—divorced, dumpy, lifer…”


Otis smiled back and returned to the issue. “A.J., this is a hate crime. You gonna report it?”


“To Lenny Snell?” A.J. dripped with sarcasm.


“He’s the law ’round these parts, pardner.”


“Jesus.”


Otis had a thought. “Yeah, well, do me a favor. Forward those photos to me.”


“Why?” said A.J. “You just said it. You’re not the law anymore.”


“Force of habit,” said Otis. “Humor me.”


A.J. nodded, picked up his brush and went back to work.


“Later,” said Otis.


Back in the Sentra, driving home, Otis bounced the two initials around his head. His immediate assumption was that the vandalism on A.J.’s door was kid stuff, probably committed by a misguided teenager mad at his parents or at the world in general. Chances are he was incited by a website or by a bitter online adult who tuned in to the kid’s natural state of adolescent nihilism. Otis could probably ask Carol Demeter to get a list of all the kids in the middle and high schools with the initials B.B.


The Hercules “street list,” in the Town Clerk’s office, would reveal every adult with those initials. But Otis saw the dead end in this quest. Beth Brunson, for example, wasn’t a B.B. at all, because her real first name was probably Elizabeth. And then there were a few dozen Williams and Roberts in town who were called Bill or Bob but weren’t street-list B.B.’s either.


Not to mention, he thought, anyone with a nickname like Buddy, Bo, Butch, Buster, Bebe or Babe probably has a Christian name that does not start with “B.”


“When is a B.B.,” he said to himself as he pulled up to his cabin, “not a B.B.?”


Besides, the stenciled monogram might not be a signature at all. It could be a false identity, a group, a message in code, like “88” or “WWG1WGA.”


Otis knew he needed more than a couple of cryptic initials. Or maybe nothing at all. Perhaps the message on A.J.’s door was no actual crime, just the worst April Fool’s prank in the history of Hercules.


Otis thought about crawling into bed, which was the sensible course after an all-night shift at the S&S Terminal. But he’d had coffee with Carol, and his encounter with A.J. had gotten his juices flowing. He wouldn’t be able to doze off ’til afternoon. So, he settled into his favorite chair and dialed Minnie Trout, his former dispatcher at the Hercules P.D.


The day Leonard Snell took over Otis’ office, Minnie had slammed her every desk drawer, filled a box with her plants and pictures, and marched out the door. She took with her almost the entire institutional history of the HPD.


Since that devastating departure, Lenny Snell had been begging Minnie to come back. But after a two-month vacation, Minnie set up an answering service, collecting and screening voicemails for local businesses. She was already making twice the money she’d earned as a town employee.


“Minnie, how are ya?”


“Hello, chief, are you all right?”


“Yes, why do you ask?”


“I heard about your run-in with those two mooks at the S&S last night.”


“How’d you know about that?”


“As the Beach Boys used to say, I get around.”


Otis laughed. “Listen, Minnie, I was wondering. Do you know many raving bigots in town who might have the initials ‘BB’?”


“Ah,” said Minnie. “That disgusting thing on A.J.’s door.”


Otis smiled. A.J. had painted over his door before most people were out of bed. But Minnie was on top of it.


“Nothing gets past you, Minnie.”


Minnie ignored this. She said, “Why ‘BB’?”


“I figured you might have some idea, Min.”


“Hell, chief. I don’t know everything.”


“My faith is shattered, innocence lost,” said Otis, smiling.


“About time, kid,” replied Minnie.


“Anyway, whoever wrote that nasty message is someone who goes by those initials.”


Minnie was quiet for a moment. “BB, the big bad bigot?” she said.


“That’s three B’s, Min.”


“Chief, we got bigots here. That’s for sure. But with those initials? And what if it’s nobody’s initials at all. Just some sort of lame sign-off, like SWAK or AMF?”


“I was thinking the same, Min,” said Otis. “But right now, it’s our only clue.”


Minnie was dismissive, “As clues go—”


The conversation ended suddenly. Minnie cut Otis off to take a call, promising to contact him if she got a brainstorm. “Don’t hold your breath,” she added.


Otis faced a long quiet day. Since detaching from the police department, he had lived a life of inactivity and indecision. He had few ties to Hercules and, except for a still uncertain relationship with Carol, little reason to stay. He was a Chicago guy, by birth, upbringing and a career in the Chicago Police Department. He still hadn’t fully faced up to the fact that he was out forever from the CPD, discharged for his love affair with Elena—a prostitute whose real name was Ana Muñoz, and whose real age was three years younger than she had told him.


Otis had broken a basic cop rule by getting personal with Elena, trying to rescue her from the street. He ended up so close to her that he fell in love. And she had loved him back, he thought, until she disappeared. With her went his job, his marriage and any future that he might have foreseen.


After drinking to suicidal excess for a while, Otis had landed in Hercules, appointed police chief by virtue of the previous chief’s death and the desperation of a mayor willing to overlook Otis’ rep for seducing underage girls.


A few months into the job, Otis had almost begun to envision a future in smalltown law enforcement. But the Josie Dobbs scandal queered that. Josie, now, was gone. She had enrolled early at Bryn Mawr and was tweeting back to her classmates at Hercules High tales of the Main Line social whirl and the cute professors she was already plotting to entice into her web.


Otis felt sorry for those unwary profs, but sorrier for himself. And he was downright heartbroken for Peter Yates, and for Jeff and Sheila Kozlowski, the three bodies Josie had left behind in Oak Grove Cemetery.
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CHAPTER 4


Sometime around noon, as Otis was dropping off to sleep, the telephone jarred him awake.


“Hi. It’s Minnie.”


“Oh.” Otis’ mouth was cottony, his mind fuzzy.


“Talked to the sheriff, ace,” said Minnie. “He’s one of my clients.”


“Uh huh,” said Otis.


“He’s after you, y’know.”


County Sheriff Theodore Ritter, who, of course, everyone called “Tex,” had contacted Otis within days after his separation from the Hercules Police Department. Since then, Otis had “advised” the sheriff’s office on a few investigations. He’d even gotten paid—which he needed—but Otis had resisted Ritter’s overtures about a full-time position.


“I know,” Otis said to Minnie. “It’s nice to be wanted, but I’m not sure I’m gonna stick—”


“Don’t tell me that, chief,” said Minnie. “You like it here. People like you.”


“No, they don’t.”


“The ones who know you do.”


“And the rest think I’m a pedophile, Minnie.”


“Better a pedophile than Lenny Snell.”


“What a disgusting thought.”


“I call ’em how I see ’em, chief,” said Minnie.


Otis was awake now. “Did you call to recruit me for a new job?”


“No no no,” said Minnie. “I was thinkin’ about our local bigots.”


“You know some, Minnie?”


“Can’t exactly avoid ’em, chief.”


“So, name a few.”


“Well, that’s the problem, chief—Just a second, I’ve got a call.”


Suddenly, Otis was on hold. This only lasted thirty seconds.


Minnie returned. “Okay, you know we’re not exactly the brotherhood of man around here. There are all kinds of folks in town who feel a little queasy when they have to buy their aspirin tablets from a brown lady wearing a hijab at the Walgreen’s cash register in Madison. I could tell you who they are. Every one of ’em.”


“But?”


“Right, chief. They’d still buy the aspirin and say thank you and tell the Muslim lady to have a nice day.”


“And they wouldn’t follow her home and spray-paint her door.”


“Exactly, chief,” said Minnie. “And they wouldn’t get organized, either. Far as I know, as long as I’ve lived here, there’s never been any groups who get together just to hate somebody else.”


“Not even the VFW?”


Minnie laughed. “Heck, chief, we don’t even have any outlaw bikers anymore, not since Peter Yates passed.”


“Peter was no outlaw,” said Otis, a touch of regret in his voice.


“I know,” said Minnie. “Down deep, he was a sweet kid.”


“Sweet?” said Otis dubiously.


“Well, I knew him since he was a baby,” sad Minnie.


Otis had known Peter Yates only since he was an aimless, violent punk tooling around the county on his Harley. In barely eighteen months, Otis had hauled him in a dozen times and developed a wary, grudging affection for the kid. Peter’s fatal blunder was falling in love with Josie Dobbs. She had teased and taunted him one drunken night into a reckless stunt, trying to leap the Bensonville quarry on his bike.


Peter’s bike, Eloise, with no one to claim it—no family, no friends—was still languishing in State Police impound.


“Anyway, chief,” said Minnie, “I just can’t picture any bunch of people around here who’d do such a thing, especially to A.J. I don’t think there’s a half-dozen folks who ever think of him as being any particular color at all. He’s just A.J.”


“Well, true. And that’s good, I guess,” said Otis. “But it just makes the message on A.J.’s door all that much more mystifying.”


“Well, chief, it could be just personal. Someone who got mad at A.J. Maybe he threw ’em out one night when they got drunk and rowdy.”


Otis nodded. “Could be,” he said. “I’ll ask A.J. about that.”


“Wish I could help more, chief,” said Minnie. “I thought I knew just about everyone in Hercules who hates someone else. But this one’s got me stumped. And worried.”


“Might be just April Fool’s?”


“Don’t be an idiot, chief.” Minnie hung up.


“Well, it was just a thought.”


Otis’ next wakeup call was from Sam Tanenbaum, with effusive thanks for saving the Hogshead load. Sam also said Otis wasn’t working that night, or the next. Maury Higginson—who doubled as Hercules’ only competent auxiliary policeman, had the duty.


Otis was almost asleep again when Natalie called. She was just out of school for the day and hanging at a corner Starbucks with her friends.


“Daddy,” she said, “it’s just this feeling.”


“About what?”


“Him!”


“You mean Paul?”


“Yeah, remember you told me once about how you’d be out somewhere on the mean streets investigating, like, a rape or a beating or something, and you’d be talking to someone who was, like, not even a suspect?”


“I talked about that sort of stuff? With you?”


“Oh yeah! Especially after a few beers, dad,” said Natalie. “Oh, wait, wait! Debbie wants to say hi.”


Suddenly, there was another voice on the line. “Hi, Mr. Otis. This is Debbie. You r’member me?”


“Of course I do. How are you, Debbie?”


“Oh, pretty good, except I want to kill my physics teacher.”


“What a coincidence. I actually killed mine.”


“Oh my God!” said Debbie. “Oh, Mr. Otis! You didunt!”


Natalie came back on. “Daddy, what did you say to her?”


“She’ll tell you, kid. Where were we?”


“Oh yeah, well, you said sometimes you’d be talking to this perfectly respectable, innocent person and you got this feeling, deep down, that there was something wrong with this guy.”


“Really?” said Otis. But he knew exactly what Natalie was talking about. It was a sixth sense that hit him occasionally when he was on the job. The feeling was disturbing and unsettling, because it was usually a groundless suspicion.


“And then you said you had to think all over again about the case. Because you had this feeling, deep down, about this innocent person who maybe wasn’t so innocent, y’know?”


“I said all that, huh?”


“And you were right, too. Weren’t you?”


“Well, sometimes. Not often.”


“Well, anyway, Dad, I got that feeling, too. About Paul. There’s something funny about ’im.”


“Could be just gas, kid.”


“Daddy!”


“Okay, here’s the thing, babe. I admit to the feeling. Once in a blue moon. But I never arrested anybody based on that. I might’ve followed a hunch once or twice, but hunches don’t solve crimes. Evidence does.”


“So, you want evidence?”


“Nat, I don’t want anything. I mean, this could just be your imagination.” This sounded weak and Otis knew it.


“Well,” said Natalie, her voice cold and resolute, “I’ll get some.”


Except for goodbyes, that ended the conversation. Otis did have a feeling deep down, but it was a sense of total inadequacy. He had betrayed his family for Elena, and now he was left, over the phone from 150 miles away, trying to decode and assuage his daughter’s fears about the man who had taken his place in her life.


Otis looked at his watch. He was wide awake and he craved a drink. The bottle of Glendalough that he kept on his coffee table was no longer pristine. He had cracked it after a year and a half to toast, with Carol, their discovery of each other. But he hadn’t touched the bottle again for more than four months. He kept it there as a reminder of how low he could sink and how lost he could become when he started to kid himself about himself.
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CHAPTER 5


Wednesday, April 2nd, 7 pm


“You heard what happened?”


Suffering from a severe case of cabin fever, Jim Otis had driven into town and set up shop at the corner of the bar in A’Jay’s. He was expecting Carol, but instead he got Maury Higginson, the auxiliary cop, who looked a little shaken as he killed half his pint of Leinie’s Red in one gulp.


“No,” said Otis after Maury set down his glass. “What happened?”


“They attacked Izzy’s grave,” said Maury. “Jesus!”


A.J. Cartwright, who had a bartender’s nose for news, was leaning on the bar across from Otis.


“Izzy Cooper?” said A.J.


Sometimes, Otis really hated being “new” in town. He knew nothing about anybody. In Chicago, he had a line on every important figure in the city dating all the way back to Dick Daley’s first term in office.


“Who’s Izzy Cooper?” he said.


“They painted a swastika right over his name, and then they tipped over the stone.”


Otis and A.J. stared at Maury, who drank off his beer, gasped for air and waved the empty glass. A.J. took the glass but held his ground.


“And then they bashed away at the gravestone, with a sledgehammer or something like that. Knocked big chunks out of it,” said Maury.


A.J. was tense with curiosity. “Spray paint?”


“Yeah.”


“What color?”


“Color?” said Maury. “White.”


“Aha!” said A.J. “Just like my door.”


Otis intruded. “Maury, is that it? Draw me a picture. The whole scene.”


“Okay, yeah,” said Maury. “Well—”


“Wait a minute,” said A.J. “I’ll get your refill, Maury. But don’t say a word ’til I get back.”


Maury obeyed, after a fashion. He didn’t offer Otis any more detail. But he talked. “Jeez, Jimmy,” he said, using a nickname that nobody in town ever used on Otis, “I never would’ve thought. Here? In Hercules? Everybody’s so, y’know, easygoin’. I mean, just the energy it took, to do somethin’ like that? I mean, jeez, that stone was fuckin’ heavy, man. Who does that kind of shit? Nobody I know.”


A.J. returned with Maury’s pint. Maury sipped this one delicately.


“Maury, you said there was something else?” asked Otis, a little impatiently.


“Oh, yeah, well, there were these initials sprayed on the—”


“BB?” asked Otis.


“Yeah, how’dja know that?”


“Aha!” said A.J. “We have a pattern.”


“Hi, guys,” said Carol Demeter, crashing the party.


A.J., who usually brightened at the sight of Carol, scowled righteously into her pale gray eyes. “They desecrated Izzy Cooper’s grave,” he announced.


“Who did? And who’s Izzy Cooper?” Carol was also fairly new in Hercules.


“Same sick fuckers who wrote ‘nigger’ on my door. Excuse my language,” said A.J.


“All words are good words,” said Carol.


“Even ‘nigger’?” demanded A.J.


Carol smiled, unshaken. “In context,” she said.


“Damn. I think I need somethin’ stronger than beer,” said Maury.


“Aren’t you on duty tonight at S&S, Maury?” asked Otis.


“I was, but Sam called me. He had a fight with Stella. Decided to spend the night in the car. Let her cool off.”


Everyone knew about Sam and Stella Tanenbaum’s fights. They rose up like tropical storms out of the clear blue, lasted 24 hours, then melted into sunshine and flying fish.


“So, Sam’s out there by his lonesome?” asked Otis.


“Yup,” said Maury.


Otis thought of Kong and the Brewer. “Check on him later, will ya, Maury?”


Maury smiled. “Course.”


The tale of Izzy’s grave had to wait while Carol got Otis’ attention long enough to kiss him wetly on the lips. After A.J. delivered a shot of Jack Daniel’s to Maury and a sauvignon blanc to Carol, more details emerged. The attackers had struck the night before. This wasn’t discovered ’til late the following afternoon, by Bertha Dillon, bringing flowers to her husband Darnell’s grave, which was adjacent to the Cooper plot. Police chief Leonard Snell’s dispatcher, his wife Sissy, then mishandled Bertha’s call and alerted no one, not even Lenny. Later, Bertha spotted Earl Schober in his cruiser on Main. She asked him if they’d found out who tipped over Izzy’s stone, to which Earl said, “Izzy Cooper?” followed by “What stone?” and then, “What the hell you talkin’ about, Bertha?”


Jim Otis, who knew Earl well, pictured this exchange and smiled.


Eventually, Bertha Dillon drove home her point. Earl rushed to Oak Grove Cemetery, along with Bertha, who had nothing better to do ’til suppertime.


Earl then called Maury to bring the police department camera to the cemetery.


“You took pictures?” Carol asked Maury.


“Yup.”


“You have the camera?” asked Carol.


“Oh yeah. In the car.”


“Get it,” said Otis.


“Guard my drink,” said Maury. He went to get the HPD official camera, a 35mm Nikon that Otis had begged and badgered the City Council into buying.


When he returned, five people including Kenny Kelly, the lush who spent all his waking hours and most of his sleeping hours at A’Jay’s, gathered ’round the Nikon’s three-inch screen and studied Maury’s photography. A.J. peered closely and said, “It’s the same pricks who did my door. Same paint, same fucking block letters. And that goddamn ‘BB.’”


“BB?” asked Maury. “What’s that all about?”


“Brigitte Bardot?” said A.J.


“Billy Budd?” added Carol.


“You’re both wrong,” said Otis. “This is serious.”


“I hate to be redundant, but—who’s Isidore Cooper?” asked Carol, looking at a shot of the battered stone.


Maury opened his mouth but A.J. claimed the floor.


“That’s the thing. Everybody loved Izzy,” said A.J. “My dad would drop into his shop on Saturdays just to shoot the breeze. Dad always looked forward to seein’ old Iz.”


“What shop?” asked Otis.


“Oh, Izzy was the town tailor. I mean, a real tailor. He didn’t just sell suits off the rack. If you wanted a custom job, he’d measure and cut and sew and try the suit on you. Then he’d look you over, take the suit back and he’d make alterations. Time he was all done, you’d look like Sammy Davis, Jr., takin’ a bow at the Stardust.”


“Y’know, Izzy was Jewish,” said Maury.


“No shit?” said A.J., with a note of sarcasm.


Maury missed the inflection. “Yeah, really. I think they were the only Jewish family in town, Izzy and Lena and the two kids. At least in those days.”


“Probably, yeah, but who knew from Jews,” said A.J. “I was in school with Izzy’s kids, Leo and Mimi. Nobody ever said, ‘There go the Jews.’ They were just other kids to us. And Izzy, I remember he always rubbed me on the head and talked too much, and he always gave me caramels when I was in the store. Goddammit, you know what I wish?”
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