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CHAPTER 1


Tuesday, the 17th of September


Gasping for breath, Jim Otis summoned the energy he would need to smash open Connor Schnase’s face with the barrel of his Colt .44 revolver. The gun, modeled after a frontier six-shooter, weighed a little over four pounds. Schnase lay helpless and breathless on the grass. Otis’ foot was planted on his chest.


Jim Otis had stalked killers before, but none he hated quite as much. This one had preyed on kids. Dumbass smalltown kids.


Otis bent over Schnase and tensed to deliver a blow heavy enough to render the son of a bitch toothless and brain-damaged.


Teddy Gilbert, who had knocked Schnase to the ground and prevented his escape, sprang to his feet. Teddy stared wide-eyed at his boss.


On the brink of battering Schnase, Otis peeked at Teddy’s face. Otis hesitated. Teddy was his new auxiliary cop, and he was promising. He was also young. Impressionable. Unlike almost everyone else in Hercules, Teddy looked up to Otis.


“Shit,” said Otis. He relaxed his arm. He holstered the Colt.


Smiling a little ruefully at Teddy, he said. “Cuff ’im, Teddy. Nice work.”


Teddy Gilbert grinned and went to work on Schnase, who was limp with fatigue and defeat.


It had been a long battle.


The Schnase quest had begun at the start of the school year, just after Labor Day. Otis’ first problem had been concealment. Connor Schnase, the punk who dealt poison to students at Hercules High and even the middle school across the street, plied his trade—by necessity—out in the open. The two campuses, facing each other on opposite sides of School Street, were broad, mowed and mostly treeless. There was nowhere to hide.


Schnase didn’t care about concealment. He had a strategy. He never got more than twenty feet away from his motorcycle, a Kawasaki Ninja. If he saw a threat impinging, either from school authorities or police chief Otis, Schnase was in the saddle and gone in twenty seconds, over hills and dales where a police car couldn’t follow.


The wide-open spaces around the school complex offered Otis no trees, no shrubs, no signs or billboards, not even a shadow where he could hunker unseen in his car and stake out Schnase’s drug bazaar. He solved the problem by requisitioning one of the seven coveted parking spaces in front of the middle school. This bumped the senior office lady, Celeste Abernathy, to the faculty lot behind the school. Thus, Mrs. Abernathy joined Otis’ long list of local enemies.


Otis’ personal ride, a battered 2001 Nissan Sentra, proved inconspicuous among the heaps driven by middle-school administrators and clerical staff. From the Abernathy space, Otis commanded an unobstructed view of Schnase’s perch, beneath two venerable oak trees the bulldozers had spared when the “new” high school was built a decade before. Hercules High School principal Dave Bengston had assured Otis that Schnase set up shop pretty much daily, dispensing weed, vials of crystal meth and packets of fentanyl-laced heroin to the high-hungry impulsives of the Herc High student body.


Otis had recruited Teddy Gilbert to pose as a customer. Twenty years old and still not shaving on a regular basis, Teddy was dewy enough to pass for sixteen. Since then, he had spent two weeks dressed like a delinquent teenager, hanging around the campus, waiting for Schnase to surface. But the dealer had disappeared, prompting Otis to wonder if one of Schnase’s patrons had tipped him off.


By and by, police dispatcher Minnie Trout advised the chief that Teddy’s per diems were beginning to eat a hole in the department’s budget. Otis didn’t care. He was ready to bankrupt the town if it meant nailing Schnase.


Otis was drinking a cup of bitter, tepid coffee from the middle-school teacher’s lounge when a familiar trickle of students emerged from the high school. This marked the end of first period. On nice days, some of the students with no second-period class came outside to read, make out, lounge on the lawn or, of course, smoke. Class breaks were Schnase’s business hours.


Schnase had several “runners” who made contacts inside the school. They delivered orders with payment to Schnase, who dispensed the drugs. The runners never held the drugs for longer than a minute. They stashed them in any of a hundred clever hidey-holes around the school. Occasionally, a teacher or student would find a baggie here, a vial there, but this was evidence without a source. For Schnase and his minions, the occasional intercepted delivery was the cost of a thriving and malignant trade. Every administrator in the school system, every Hercules cop and sheriff’s deputy knew about Schnase. They had watched him sell his goods. But no one had ever caught him holding. He and his Ninja were always a few beats too quick.


On this sunny Tuesday, after Otis had endured two weeks of frustration and mounting hostility from Celeste Abernathy, a motorcycle roared up School Street, bearing Connor Schnase. Otis almost felt glad to see him.


Schnase dismounted and leaned back on his bike, lighting a cigarette. For a moment, no one approached. Kids on the lawn quickly returned to studying, flirting, boasting, joking and smoking.


Otis knew Schnase by sight and reputation. Otis had looked him up and found no criminal record. Schnase was from one of the Milwaukee suburbs, more than a hundred miles east. Otis guessed he was close to thirty years old but younger-looking. He was fit, clean-shaven and well-dressed. After removing a leather jacket and helmet, he sported crisp khaki cargo pants, desert boots, a spotless blue Oxford shirt and a Western-style leather vest with turquoise trim. Schnase looked more like a Hercules High honor student than a drug dealer.


Otis spotted one of Schnase’s mules. Kyle Renfrew was fifteen, cunning but stupid, with vandalism and shoplifting already on his sheet. He was a trial to his mother, Kathy, a nice woman who worked as a night-shift nurse’s aide at the VA Hospital in Tomah.


As Kyle approached Schnase, a baggy-looking doper moving with the speed of desperation overtook him. Kyle Renfrew saw the intruder and stopped. He looked confused. Otis smiled. Teddy Gilbert, in undercover guise, was eerily convincing. Stocking cap covering his head and flip-flops on his feet, ragged jeans and a grubby sweatshirt inside-out, its sleeves ripped away. Teddy even had a tattoo—probably temporary—on one of his arms.


Otis watched.


Looking for all the world like the most strung-out junkie in the county, Teddy charged right up to Schnase and begged for a fix. Even from a distance, Otis discerned Schnase’s discomfort. Schnase never did direct sales. Middlemen like Kyle and Jerry Rothfuss were his interface with the buying public. But junkie Teddy, clearly, was too strung out for supply-chain formalities. Trembling in the throes of withdrawal, he appeared to be on the verge of a seizure. He reached out to touch the hem of Schnase’s garment. Schnase slapped Teddy’s hand away. Undeterred, Teddy pressed forward, sniveling and groveling.


Otis thought again about asking the city council to put on Teddy as a full-time cop. The kid was a keeper. As Otis watched, Teddy relentlessly chipped away at Schnase’s resistance, begging, weeping real tears, staging a drama that caught the attention of the students. If this kept up, principal Bengston might burst from the school and close Schnase’s market for the day. Schnase held up a hand in surrender. Teddy had prevailed.


“Wow,” said Otis to himself.


Schnase slid toward one of the trees. Teddy pursued, stumbling and falling. He pulled himself to his feet by leaning on Schnase’s Kawasaki.


Meanwhile, Kyle Renfrew remained frozen and irresolute, halfway between Schnase and the school. He waited for a sign from Schnase.


Enjoying the scene, Otis smiled.


Finally, after looking around furtively, Schnase slipped a hand into one of the big pockets of his pants, felt around inside and emerged with a plasticine packet. Teddy grubbed through his own pockets, removed a few crumpled bills and blundered into Schnase’s personal space. He placed the money gratefully, abjectly, in Schnase’s hand. He leaned forward, apparently to embrace Schnase. Schnase backed away, slapping at Teddy disgustedly.


Too eagerly, Teddy pulled from the small of his back his service gun, the Hercules Police Department’s standard-issue 9mm Glock. Technically, auxiliary police weren’t allowed to carry firearms, but Otis didn’t like his understaffed and overworked part-timers venturing out naked into a nation of Second-Amendment gunslingers. So he had modified the rules for situations like the Schnase stakeout, which posed a likelihood that the perp in question might be packing heat.


Schnase was packing heat.


Even before Teddy could level the barrel, Schnase drew a revolver from inside his cowboy vest.


“Aw, shit!” said Otis. He turned the key to start his Sentra. It groaned ineffectually. Another try, another groan.


“Goddammit!”


Otis leapt from his car and started toward the showdown. He considered how gunfire on the lawn of Hercules High would affect his resumé. He’d been on thin ice ever since his appointment as acting police chief eighteen months before. He had come to Hercules haunted by (true) rumors of his romance with an underage hooker in Chicago. Then, after being accused (unfairly) of molesting a high-school cheerleader, he had lost a shoo-in election as permanent chief. In the following spring, after intervening and defusing the historic standoff on Bastard’s Bluff, Otis had been restored—to the surprise of many townsfolk—as acting chief. A new election was scheduled in November. Otis was, so far, unopposed. However, if a stray bullet killed a Herc High sophomore on his watch, Jim Otis would probably never be a cop anywhere, ever again.


This all flashed through his mind and Otis felt a little ashamed. There he was, thinking about covering his ass while Teddy was about to get his ass blown off by Connor Schnase.


Otis cleared the curb and sprinted. As Schnase waved his gun and shouted, Teddy took cover behind the motorcycle—a smart move. A biker might be willing to shoot a hundred people on a whim, but he would never cap a round into his hog.


Otis thundered across School Street. He felt strangely pleased with his speed and length of stride. His daughter, Natalie, had nagged him into jogging in the morning. Occasionally accompanied by Carol Demeter, Otis had been doing about three miles a day for more than a month. Now, galloping to Teddy’s rescue, Otis could feel the endorphins percolating.


He shouted at Schnase to drop his gun. Schnase responded by firing at Otis.


There it was. Gunfire at Hercules High. Otis could only hope the bullet hadn’t gone through a window of the middle school and clipped a sixth-grader.


He barreled on, leveling his Colt at Schnase with no intention to fire. There were 250 high-school kids in range. Otis brandished his Wild West revolver menacingly and kept the safety engaged.


He was closing fast, near enough that if Schnase shot now, he would not likely miss. Teddy stood up behind the motorcycle and yelled at Schnase—his pitch more tenor than baritone, “Drop your weapon. On your knees!”


Schnase disregarded him. Cut off from his bike by Teddy, he fled on foot. Already running at full speed and confident of his conditioning, Otis lit out after Schnase.


But the punk was fast. After twenty yards, Schnase had added five yards to his lead. As Otis chased him past the high school and onto the football practice field, the gap widened. Otis, accustomed to loping along at a pace of about ten minutes per mile, started to flag. He could hear his breath rasping in his throat. Schnase didn’t look even a teensy-bit tuckered.


He was headed toward Memorial Park. Beyond was a scrubby patch of woods where he’d be almost impossible to catch. Otis strained mightily, hoping that Schnase would trip over something. Otis barely noticed that Teddy was beside him, then past him. He said, “Don’t worry, chief. I got ’im.”


Teddy was lubricated lightning. He caught up to Schnase just past the pitcher’s mound on the Memorial Park baseball field and brought him to earth with a flying tackle.


Gasping and angry, Otis reached the fallen drug dealer just as he was rolling over and sitting up. Pointing the Colt at Schnase, he pinned him to the ground with his foot. And he thought about John Wayne.


He couldn’t identify the movie, but the scene was clear in his head: John Wayne, pissed off, looming over some no-good galoot, and he says, “Somebody oughta belt you in the mouth. But I won’t. I won’t!” Followed by a pregnant pause, at which John Wayne roars, “The hell I won’t!” and he levels a haymaker that sends the guy tumbling downhill.


It was the pregnant pause, and the bruised gaze of Teddy Gilbert, that saved Schnase from a John Wayne pistol-whipping.


By the time Otis and Teddy had marched Schnase back to School Street, Earl Schober was on the scene with the town’s patrol car.


“Nice work, chief,” said Earl.


“It was all Teddy,” said Otis, shoving Schnase into the back seat.


Teddy blushed. Otis chucked him on the arm and shoved him into the cruiser beside Earl. Then he headed toward the middle school, to make sure Schnase’s stray bullet had not strayed into a little kid.
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CHAPTER 2


A shout halted Otis. He recognized the reedy voice of principal Dave Bengston.


“Oh, well,” he said, and turned. Behind Bengston, the entire student body—with teachers—was pouring out of Hercules High. There had been only one gunshot, but it was sufficient to an exodus.


“Dave, what the hell?” said Otis as the principal puffed into his orbit.


Bengston, a pear-shaped man of a certain age, replied, “Jeez, chief. I yelled at ’em. Stop, stop, go back to class. Y’know? But …”


Otis had doubts about Dave Bengston’s grip on authority.


“Uh huh,” said Otis. Set loose, the students were milling, chattering, horsing around. It would take a half-hour and a drover tougher than Dave Bengston to herd them back into the building. Adolescent crowd control was not, Otis thought gratefully, his problem. He scanned the throng for Carol Demeter.


The principal was holding out his hand. Otis, finally, noticed. Hastily, he gripped Bengston’s damp paw and shook it. “We did it, chief,” Bengston enthused. “We got ’im.”


“We got one of ’em,” Otis corrected.


“Yeah, but the big one,” said Bengston. “The head cheese.”


Otis bore into Bengston’s eyes ’til the principal had to look away. “Dave, I know you’re doing your best,” said Otis. “But you have at least three kids in there, maybe more, who are delivering poison to kids and collecting money. You know who the little shits are. Everyone knows.”


“Well, yeah, Jim, I know. But …”


“Dave, another Connor Schnase’s gonna come along. The next big cheese. They always do. It’ll be my job again to try and catch him. But he’s the supplier. Your students are the consumers and those three kids, Renfrew, Rothfuss and Kneedler, they’re the middlemen. They’re your responsibility.”


Otis had had this conversation before. Even if his police force were adequately staffed, he couldn’t patrol the halls of Hercules High. It was Bengston’s job to interdict the scholastic drug trade, to nail Kyle Renfrew, Billy Kneedler and Jerry Rothfuss, for something, anything.


The trouble was that Kyle, Billy and Jerry—not the brightest bulbs at Herc High—had nonetheless outfoxed Dave Bengston. They’d been stopped in the halls a hundred times. Their lockers had been rifled and re-rifled. The three mules were clean every time and five minutes later, they were delivering pills, dime bags and glass vials.


“Chief, I don’t know. I don’t know where they hide it. I don’t know how …”


Dave Bengston had a habit of trailing off.


“Hiya, chief.” Carol Demeter, English teacher, appeared, smiling brilliantly. Otis felt the glow and tried not to grin too obviously. By this time, everyone in town knew about Otis and Carol. Nevertheless, they strove to avoid outward display.


“Carol, hi,” said Otis. “We were talking about the Renfrew/Rothfuss/Billy Kneedler nexus.”


Carol cocked her head pensively. “Yes,” she said.


Bengston looked edgy. “Chief, listen. I gotta …”


He trailed off.


“Don’t worry about it, Dave. We’ll keep working at it,” Otis said. “I guess you better start roundin’ up the dogies.”


Bengston went into an odd spasm of jumping and flapping, then headed toward his student body.


Otis and Carol looked at each other. Lately, there had been something in those looks that confused Otis, but he didn’t know how to ask about their meaning—or if there was a meaning.


Carol said, “Look, the Renfrew kid, forget him. He’s in the fast lane to nowhere. Heck, I’m a teacher. I’m supposed to care about these kids. But Kyle? He’s useless. He’s like gum stuck under a desk. Same with Rothfuss. I’m happy to see both of them land in jail, where they belong, before they do any serious damage.”


“Ah, well …”


“But Billy Kneedler?” Carol went on. “He just needs …”


“What?”


“Someone to care,” said Carol. “He seems so all alone, reaching out.”


“Reaching out, right. With a baggie full of fentanyl.”


Carol smiled ruefully. “Oh God. I’m not justifying that. But Billy, well … he’s not, like, deep-down bad. He’s just—”


“Just does bad things?”


Carol held up her hands in surrender.


“What about tonight?” Otis asked.


“After the council meeting?”


“Jesus, I’m not looking forward to that.”


“I’ll be there,” she said.


“You and the lynch mob.”


“Now, now,” she said, looking toward teachers who were trying to guide the students back inside. “I better help with the roundup.”


“Tonight,” said Otis.


They pantomimed a kiss and Carol turned, pushing two boys twice her size toward the building.


Tonight, thought Otis.
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CHAPTER 3


The battle had raged for more than a half-hour. Nothing was settled.


“My motion,” intoned the Rev. Electra Grimes, councilwoman, “which has been seconded by the chair—”


“Only for purposes of discussion,” interposed the council chairman, R.J. Cedarfield.


“Why exactly did you do that, Digger?” asked councilwoman Sandra Rendell.


“As I was saying,” Electra Grimes began again, but louder, “the motion on the floor is a vote of no confidence in our lazy, insolent and amoral acting police chief, James—”


“Jesus Christ, Electra,” said councilman Charlie Luger. “Why do we have to revisit this same stupid vote every goddamn Tuesday night?”


“Mr. Luger, I deeply resent your language,” retorted Electra Grimes. “Mr. Chairman, I move that the council censure Mr. Luger for using the Lord’s name in vain in the presence of this august body.”


“Actually, Electra,” offered Charlie, “I don’t think your body is all that august.”


“Why, you—”


R.J. Cedarfield broke in again, pounding his gavel vigorously but reluctantly. “People, people, can’t we just …”


Carol Demeter, beside Jim Otis in the second row of seats in the sparsely populated City Hall council room, whispered, “I’ve never come to one of these things. Is it always like this?”


“Only when I’m on the agenda,” said Otis. He paused for a thought. “But then, I’m on the agenda every week now, thanks to Electra.”


“Well, what is her problem?”


“Josie Dobbs.”


“Oh my God.”


The Rev. Mrs. Grimes, pastor of the Little Red Church in the Vale, had launched her weekly indictment of police chief Otis. “He arrives in town morally unfit, having been forced off the Chicago Police Department—the most corrupt police force in the murder capital of the United States! This exiled malefactor comes to Hercules, having been driven from America’s latter-day Sodom and Gomorrah for behaving even more despicably than its disgusting denizens. And, my fellow council members, do you know why—”


“Actually, we know,” said Sandy Rendell.


“He was driven from that vast wasteland of corruption,” continued the Rev. Mrs. Grimes, ignoring her colleague’s remark, “for illicit, illegal, indecent carnal knowledge of a child— a child!—a little brown girl of Hispanic descent who was all of sixteen years old—sixteen!—when he had his way with her!”


“That’s not what happened,” Carol hissed to Otis.


Otis was calm. “Everybody knows that, Carol.”


“My God!”


Electra was rolling. “—driven not just from the depraved and dissolute midst of the Chicago Police Department, but driven from his home by a faithful wife who was shocked and shattered by his pedophilic infidelity, and hounded from the very city of Chicago, cast into the wilderness only to end up where? Where does this voluptuary child rapist go? He comes here! Here, to Hercules! To our town—small, peaceful, rural, unschooled in the debauchery and criminality, the lust and gluttony and whoring of the sodomite city. He comes to our town and what is the first thing he does? He attacks another little girl, this one white, pure, unspoiled and naive, a lovely and brilliant child, beloved of everyone in our little town. The pride of Hercules!”


“I move that we vote,” said Sandy Rendell, wearily.


“Second that!” said Charlie Luger.


“Wait!” cried Electra.


“All in favor of voting no confidence in Jim Otis and drumming him out of the police department?”


“Well, I never,” said Electra.


“All in favor?”


“Aye,” said Electra.


“All opposed?”


As usual, the vote was four to one. Electra Grimes seethed in her seat and glared out at Jim Otis.


“If looks could kill,” whispered Carol.


“At least she didn’t mention you this week,” said Otis.


“Me?” Carol straightened and reddened. “She talks about me?”


“Chief,” said chairman Cedarfield.


Otis stood.


“Anything you need to convey to the council?”


“Well,” said Otis. “We’ve made a little progress with the drug problem at Herc High.”


Electra snorted.


“Yes,” said councilman Abe Jaffe, usually the quietest member. “That was nice work, chief.”


“Otherwise,” said Otis, “just another peaceful week in Mayberry.”


Cedarfield smiled. “Thanks, chief.”


This was Otis’ cue to escape, which he did, tugging Carol along. She kept turning to look back squint-eyed at Electra Grimes, whose gaze followed Otis all the way out of City Hall.


They stopped outside the door.


“That sanctimonious bitch talks about me?” said Carol. “In public?”


Otis scanned the vicinity for eavesdroppers. There were none. It was a clear, cool evening in early autumn. At 8 p.m., a faint glow lingered on the horizon and the stars were just starting to twinkle. It had taken Otis more than a year to adjust to all this woodsy tranquility and to the inky darkness that descended at night.


“Well, everybody leaves that kind of stuff alone,” said Otis. “The girl reporter from the Tribune never quotes Electra when she starts up on you.”


“Well, why the fuck—” Carol stopped herself, took a deep breath, blushed and began again.


“Why,” she said softly, “would she start up on me? What have I ever done to her? I mean, I’ve never met the woman.”


“Well, as a teacher, y’see, you hold a position of great responsibility for the moral … um, indoctrination of the young people of Hercules.”


“I know that!” Carol snapped.


“Yeah but, well, you’re falling down on the job.”


Carol bristled. “What the hell do you mean by that?”


Otis raised his hands in surrender. “Not me,” he said. “Electra.”


Carol growled. “Well, what the hell does she—”


“It seems as though, according to Electra’s sources, you’re carrying on, in an openly sexual relationship—“


“I’ve never had sex in the open. Well, once …”


“—with a man who is not your husband.”


Carol looked puzzled. “I don’t have a husband. I just have you.”


“Exactly,” said Otis.


“Wait a minute. A teacher can’t have a private life? I can’t have a boyfriend?”


“Boyfriend? I hate that word.”


“Yeah, well, whatever you want to call yourself, Otis, what I do with you is my business.”


“Not the way Electra sees it, babe. You’re a sinner, flaunting your whoredom like Jezebel and luring your pupils into lives of sin that will plunge them into the lakes of fire in the bowels of Hell.”


“Bullshit.”


“Carol, it’s not about you,” said Otis. “She’s out to get me, and you’re, like, collateral damage,”


“This is supposed to make me feel better?”


“I don’t think so,” said Otis. “I’m sorry you got dragged into this. Electra has a fierce grudge against me. I’m the local representative of Satan. Anybody who associates with me is fair game.”


“Maybe I shouldn’t stand so close,” said Carol.


This shook Otis, but he didn’t show it.


Carol smiled. “Just kidding,” she said.


“Sorry about all this.”


“I guess it’s the price I have to pay for true love,” said Carol. She kissed Otis. “Right?”


They hurried away from the City Hall, on route to A’Jay’s Tavern on Main Street. In the car, Carol satisfied her curiosity, asking Otis, “Wait a minute. Where did she come from?”


“Electra?”


“Who else?”


“Well …”


Otis postponed Electra Grimes’ bio until he had settled on his stool at A’Jay’s, where he had the benefit of A.J. Cartwright’s encyclopedic knowledge of Hercules history.


“The Little Red Church,” said A.J., leaning across his proudly polished mahogany bar and looking into Carol’s eyes, “hasn’t always been a church.”


“Really?”


“It’s one of the oldest buildings in town,” A.J. went on. “I keep telling the council they should get it listed by the National Register of Historic Places. It was here before the town sprang up. Best guess is that it was built around the 1830s or ’40s, when the Ho-Chunk and Potawatomi outnumbered white people around here. That’s when this bunch of Dutch Lutheran homesteaders came along who didn’t want to associate with just about anybody. They killed a few Indians and the Indians killed more of them but the Lutherans stuck it out and built themselves a big-ass church way out past the river on what’s now Poseidon Road. Nobody’s sure if they expected the town to grow around them, or whether they settled out there amongst the hummocks and mosquitoes ’cause they didn’t want no goddamn town anywhere close to ’em. Trouble was, they picked a lousy place to settle. The soil out there is a lot of glacial rocks and gravel mixed together with pure saturated muck. They found out that farming out there was pretty much hand-to-mouth. The stiff-necked Lutherans could raise cows but they never had enough decent soil to grow the fodder to fatten up the poor bony things. Besides, they never really made peace with the Ho-Chunks, who gave up killing Lutherans in favor of stealing their heifers. When the town started growing up, to the north and west of their settlement, they couldn’t keep their kids on the farm. Eventually, the whole congregation just kind of petered out. Right around the time Hercules got a main street, the last of the Dutch Lutherans took off and headed west. They didn’t leave much in the way of tracks but they made it as far as Montana, where they pissed off the Blackfeet worse than they’d pissed off the Ho-Chunk. And the Blackfeet weren’t as tolerant. They rode over one day and massacred every Lutheran, down to the last page of Revelations. Meanwhile, back in Hercules, there was this empty church. It stayed that way for ten years or so and started fallin’ apart. That’s when a squatter took it over, painted it red and turned it into a barn, which didn’t last real long ’cause there’s no record of whoever it was slapped on all that red paint. The squatter—his name might’ve been Furlong, because the River Road crossroads out there used to be called Furlong’s Corner—well, he disappeared. After that, the place turned back into a church and passed through a whole series of religious groups, Free Methodists, Zwinglians, Holy Rollers. None of ’em lasted long, ’cause there was never a real settlement that grew up around the church. It probably had its best moment—at least ’til Electra Grimes came along—when it turned into a stop on the Underground Railroad, for escaped slaves from Arkansas and Missouri. It wasn’t ’til about 1890 when people started calling it the Little Red Church in the Vale. Course, as soon as that happened, it went out of the religion business again. This was around the turn of the century—the twentieth, I mean. That was when another damn-fool farmer, named Estes, bought the whole property, invested in a lot of modern farm equipment and took almost twenty years before he went broke and killed himself in the basement. He wasn’t found ’til six years later, nothin’ but a skeleton in the cellar with a hole in his skull.”


“Oh my God,” said Carol.


“Well, you have to remember,” said A.J., “for a long stretch of this state’s history, the two most popular causes of death were diphtheria and suicide.”


“I’ll remember,” said Carol.


“Anyhow,” A.J. rattled on, enjoying his lesson, “after they found Estes’ remains and gave him a proper Christian burial out behind the building, the local historical society took charge of the place, paying to keep it upright by holding square dances and Chautauqua meetings and such. That lasted ’til the historical society had a big fight amongst themselves and dissolved, in the mid-’80s, which left the building to start crumbling again. Kids went out there on their dirt bikes, broke all the windows and wrote a lot of moronic graffiti on the walls. A few scavengers stole most of the copper wiring and plumbing fixtures. Someone even tried to haul Estes’ antique farm implements out from underneath the building but gave it up because they were rusty beyond salvage and sunk so far into the ground that Archimedes couldn’t’ve pried ’em out. Then, eleven years ago, along comes Electra, takes one look at a faded old red pile of barnwood in the middle of the skeeter-infested woods and says to herself, ‘I’m home, praise the Lord, I’m home.’”


“And she’s been raising hell in Hercules ever since,” said Otis.


A.J. smiled. “I went out there one Sunday. Electra’s all fire and brimstone, which doesn’t really suit the town’s profile. From what I can tell, I doubt there’s more than two dozen folks from Hercules in her flock.”


“Well then, who?” asked Carol.


“Well,” said A.J., “old-time religion always draws, but you have to spread a bigger net. Electra’s congregation stretches out past the county line in four directions. That old barn’s a big place to fill, but I’ve seen cars parked all the way out onto Poseidon Road on a Sunday morning. If you ask me, Electra’s crazy as a crackhouse mouse, but she knows how to sucker the hayseeds, shame the sinners and sell bitter salvation.”


“And get elected to the city council,” said Carol.


“It’s a one-term thing,” said A.J.


“So we hope,” said Otis.


“I’m not consoled,” said Carol. “She’s using my name in vain, right now.”


“More wine?” said A.J., changing the subject.


Carol might have stuck to the subject, but Crystal MacDougal arrived with her usual flourish. Otis laughed at the sight.


“Crystal,” he said, “that thing you’re wearing looks like the dress Janis Joplin died in.”


Crystal MacDougal mounted a barstool and faced Otis, grinning coquettishly. “Horseshit!” she said, “Janis died buck naked, drinking Wild Turkey and humping Jorma Kaukonen on a polar-bear rug.”


“Not one word of that is true,” said A.J., as he delivered a snifter of Crystal’s usual, Johnnie Walker Blue. “She was actually humping the polar bear.”


Crystal MacDougal snorted at this and slipped off her stool. She threw her arms around Otis and kissed him violently on the mouth. He staggered backward. Carol, laughing, caught both of them before they could hit the floor.


Crystal MacDougal had burst upon Jim Otis at A’Jay’s long ago, on one of his first nights in Hercules. She’d been wearing a fluffy-sleeve peasant blouse under a voluminous pair of Oshkosh B’Gosh overalls, with Celtic-Green low-cut Chuck Taylors on her feet and a torn straw sombrero that looked like she might have swiped it off Pancho Villa’s horse. She was a hippie from the dying days of the counterculture who had missed the Hog Farm, the Merry Pranksters and Carlos Santana’s solo at Woodstock. She had tried being a Deadhead but didn’t particularly like the music and found the atmosphere at Dead concerts creepily religious. Her solution to having missed the Summer of Love was to wear nostalgic clothes, drive a motorcycle, memorize all of Laura Nyro’s lyrics and cling fiercely to her convictions. She’d worked as a nurse for Médecins Sans Frontières, and regularly sent large checks from her substantial family fortune to Planned Parenthood, the Southern Poverty Law Center and the Humane Society. She lived simply but elegantly in an old trader’s mansion on the pinnacle of Creed’s Hill. She kept a motorcycle and a red VW microbus in her garage and a small herd of technically illegal pygmy goats in her backyard. Crystal always smelled faintly of sandalwood and goat hair and, since she could afford it, she only drank—when she was at A’Jay’s—Johnnie Blue.


Eventually, everyone was rearranged on the end of the A’Jay’s bar. A.J. leaned across, appreciating Carol, whose beauty, at first blush, never failed to startle him. Crystal was sipping her Scotch. Carol had her second glass of New Zealand sauvignon blanc. Otis had opted to nurse an India pale ale from Karben4 in Madison.


Kenny Kelly left his usual perch in the booth nearest the door and sidled into the group. Kenny, who hadn’t been sober since the second Bush administration, had a sixth sense for trenchant conversation.


A.J. insisted that Otis report on the city council meeting. Otis tried to keep it brief but Carol embellished the tale, paraphrasing Electra Grimes’ tirade and waxing indignant over the councilwoman’s intrusion into her personal life.


“Electra is a compulsive scold,” said Crystal. “She prowls her parched acre, looking for targets so she can vomit moral indignation all over them. Thing is, she’s just a lonely old broad. You should chill, honeybunch. Nobody pays her any attention.”


“Except that bunch of kooks, outcasts and nomads who attend her church,” said A.J.


“Church, hah!” scoffed Crystal.


Jim Otis sighed. “Look, she was only elected to the council because she has a ‘Rev.’ in front of her name. Now that folks have gotten a taste of her, I don’t expect she’ll win again. With any luck, she’ll be out of our hair in another year.”


“As though you’ve got luck, James,” said A.J.


“The bad kind, Aje,” said Otis.


“Meanwhile,” said Carol, with a piercing cold squint into Otis’ eyes, “the bitch rags on me in front of the whole town.”


Otis shook his head. “Not the whole town. Like I said, what’s said in City Hall—at least by the Rev. Grimes—usually stays in City Hall.”


Carol scowled. “Easy for you to say. All I need is for a few paragraphs of Electra’s slander to leak out to my principal. Dave Bengston is not exactly a profile in courage. He’ll cover his ass with the nearest trashcan lid and run for cover. And I’ll be stuck in front of the school board, all by myself, trying to prove I’m not Miss Sadie Thompson in a slit skirt with a hip flask in my purse.”


Otis suddenly felt cornered. Everyone in the little group at the end of the bar was staring at him. Even Lester Forman, a lumberyard worker who was down the bar nursing a Miller Lite, had cocked an ear.


“Well, I don’t know, Carol,” he said. “You think you and I should cool it for a while?”


“Cool it? Cool what?”


“Well … you and me? Our, um …” He almost used the word, “relationship.” He bumbled on. “Maybe we should—”


“Jesus H. Christ!” Crystal exclaimed. “Men are such assholes.”


Otis was dumbfounded. “What did I—”


He was saved by his phone, which suddenly tootled. He snatched it from his shirt pocket and peered at the screen. He recognized the number as his ex-wife Connie’s landline in suburban Chicago. He punched the reception key.


“H’lo? Connie?”


Otis slid off his stool as he answered and maneuvered toward the door.


“No, it’s Natalie, dad.”


“Oh,” said Otis. “Why are you using your mom’s phone?”


“Because I wanted Debbie to use the extension.”


“Oh, Debbie’s there?”


“Hi, Mr. Otis.” This was the voice of Debbie Albright, Natalie’s best friend.


“Hi, Debbie. Isn’t it kind of late for you girls to be—”


“Debbie’s staying over, dad. Mom’s not here. She wanted me to have company.”


“Wait a minute. Your mother left you by yourself?”


“Daddy, I’m fine. I’m almost fourteen, for Pete’s sake. Besides, Debbie’s here.”


“Well, where the hell is your mother?”


“Dad, you shouldn’t say ‘hell’ in front of Debbie.”


Debbie giggled.


Otis tried to sound stern. “Nat, quit fooling around. Tell me where your mother is.”


“Y’know,” said Natalie, with a note of teenage blasé, “I got no idea.”


“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Otis. “What the hell’s going on?”


“That’s another ‘hell,’ dad.” Debbie chimed in with a fresh giggle.


“I’m serious.” This time, Otis actually did sound stern.


“Sorry, dad,” sad Natalie. “But I don’t know. Mom just said she needed to get away for a while. She’s been acting sort of funny.”


“Funny?”


“Yeah, ever since she kicked old perverted Paul out of the house,” said Natalie, referring to her mother’s former boyfriend. Paul Fazio had been banished after making a pass at Natalie.


Otis didn’t know what to say, so he held his peace.


“Y’know, mom never went back to school.”


“No. Really?”


“Yeah, she just sort of moped around, dad, which is weird,” said Natalie. “You know mom. She was always so wired and busy and pushy, and then, boink, she just sort of goes into, like, a shell.”


“And now,” said Otis, “she takes off and leaves you behind?”


“Oh, daddy, don’t get all parental. She said she’d be back. She just needed to be by herself.”


“Right, but where, f’Chrissake?”


“There you go again, daddy. Debbie, cover your ears.”


Debbie giggled, but added, “Don’t worry, Mr. Otis. Me and Nat are, like, inseparable. We’ve got each other’s backs.”


“Why am I not reassured?”


“Debbie’s right,” said Natalie. “Besides, we both live these horribly simple lives. Off to school, back home, off to school—”


“Why can’t you stay at Debbie’s house while your mom—”


“Oh, daddy. Ew! Debbie’s mom, like, hovers over us. She wants to be, like, my pal. And she’s, like, forty or something. Daddy, I don’t want an old lady for a pal.”


Otis thought about his age, and felt decrepit.


“So, you girls are okay?”


“Oh, jeez, dad. We’re just fine. We’re making cookies—oh! Debbie, Debbie! Quick. Check the oven. Daddy, I gotta go.”


“Wait! Call me in the morning. Before school.”


“’Kay. Bye.”


And she was gone.


So, when Otis returned to the end of the bar, was Carol. He looked at Crystal. “Where—”


“Tests to grade, she said,” Crystal said, raising a dubious eyebrow.


“I think the lady’s a little ticked at you, chief,” confided Kenny Kelly, who followed this with a fragrant belch.


“Wha’d I do?” Otis asked.


“Men,” said Crystal.


A.J. shrugged and retreated down the bar, toward Lester Forman.


Otis gave up the struggle, left half his beer and drove home to his cabin on Lake Hercules. Connie was there, asleep in his lumpy recliner.
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CHAPTER 4


Otis had always enjoyed watching Connie sleep. With all the tension and vigilance drained away, her body took on a sensuous languor that seemed to Otis its natural state. She was like a big cat after eating her kill.


He didn’t want to wake her. He needed to think. Quietly, he pulled one of his rickety wicker chairs closer and settled down—gingerly so the chair would not creak too much. Between Otis and his ex-wife, a pristine bottle of Glendalough single malt occupied the center of his coffee table, untouched and untouchable. Otis had enshrined it there as a reminder of his cowardly post-Chicago P.D. drinking binge. Connie was breathing softly, her expression uncommonly serene. He studied that face, remembering the thousand times he had kissed it, caressed her cheeks, held her hair in his hands and nuzzled at her neck.


How pale she was. Connie, her hair chestnut, her skin tawny, was an outdoor woman. She jogged—no, she ran—to burn away her angst. Otis could tell from her pallor and the softness of her figure that she hadn’t been running for a while. As she slept, he pondered the inner turmoil that had brought her here.


Turmoil had never been Connie’s style. She’d always known what she wanted and planned the shortest distance to that end. She never equivocated, she rarely hesitated and she always arrived ahead of time.


When she had learned about Otis’ affair with Elena, Connie needed only two days to file for divorce and barely a month to flush their marriage. In the process, she had spoken to Otis only when the law required. In two years since, Connie had battled both her ex-husband and daughter to keep them apart while scheming to recruit a new partner and restore to Natalie the nuclear family that Otis had sundered.


In her haste to fill Otis’ place, Connie had kept company with a man who contrived to rape her child. Otis guessed that Connie, stricken by that trauma, had confronted perhaps for the first time how tenuous her grip. Connie might have shrugged off Otis’ infidelity as typical male piggishness, but Paul Fazio’s home invasion was harder to dismiss. It had rattled her badly enough that she resorted finally to the only other man she had ever trusted.


In the last few months, she had called Otis dozens of times to ask about trivial issues—a leaky faucet in the kitchen, the name of Otis’ former commander’s wife, whether she should make Natalie’s birthday cake angel food or German chocolate. She wasn’t calling to actually discuss these trifles, but to hear the once most dependable voice in her life. Each conversation—reversing two years of almost unbroken silence from Connie—left Otis jumpy and unnerved. He wished he could help her, but was too far away and forbidden to venture closer. He hoped that Connie’s malaise was just the result of a short-lived shock. Soon, Otis hoped, she would revert to her familiar attitude of guilt-inducing contempt.


Natalie, who was on the phone almost daily with her father, kept him posted on Connie’s emotional state. The kid seemed unruffled. Notwithstanding the ironclad trust that Natalie placed in her mom, she was a girl with an independent streak, typified by her decision earlier that year to hitchhike from Chicago to Hercules and then singlehandedly breach the besieged Klinghofer aerie on Bastard’s Bluff. These unpredictable bursts of autonomy secretly pleased her dad, irritated Connie and seemed to immunize Natalie from the petty anxieties of the adults around her. Otis was tempted to scold Connie—now that she was handy—for leaving their daughter unattended. But, knowing Natalie could easily navigate one motherless night, he held his fire.


As Connie slept in his chair, Otis considered the incongruous sweetness in her recent demeanor. He could not easily abide, nor even understand, a needy, cuddly Connie. He had no history with this incarnation.


Connie’s eyes fluttered open. For a moment, they registered disorientation. But as she spotted Otis, she calmed and half-smiled groggily.


“Oh. Jim,” she said. “I didn’t mean to doze off.”


Otis watched as she uncurled from the chair and sat up. There was silk in her movements. It had always wilted him.


She shuddered once. “Oh, God. Jim, I left Natalie by herself.”


Self-reproach was not Connie’s style. It jarred Otis.


He answered quickly. “She’s got Debbie. I talked to her. They’re fine. They love it, having the run of the house.”


“Oh, Jim.”


“They’re burning cookies.”


Connie stumbled over to Otis. He stood. She melted into his arms, hugging him lingeringly. He said no more, just provided himself.


Connie drew back far enough to look up. “Can I sleep with you?”


He tried to hide his surprise, but Connie read him.


“No,” she said. “Not that. I just need someone—” She halted. “I just need you next to me.”


He cocked his head. “No problem.”


In bed then, wearing Otis’ Pink Floyd concert t-shirt, Connie sank swiftly back to sleep, spooned against his back. After her breathing became deep and steady, Otis rolled away from the pressure of her breasts and the heat of her thighs and managed to recover. But he slept fitfully.


He was up before Connie, shuffling toward his coffeemaker when Carol Demeter, dressed for school and sparking with wakefulness, came through an unlocked front door.


“Oh, I’m disappointed,” she said. “I was hoping to wake you up.”


He knew how she meant that.


“Um,” he said.


“Oh,” said Connie. She was standing in the bedroom doorway, looking rumpled and adorable in the too-big t-shirt. “Hello.”


Carol had already met Connie. She greeted her unexpected presence with an eerie equanimity.


“Oh,” said Carol, mildly. “I’m sorry.”


Connie was silent. The silence stretched out. Otis broke it.


“Um, uh,” he began eloquently. “It’s not what you think.”


Carol fixed Otis with a blank, penetrating gaze. “What do you think I think?”


Connie cracked the tension with a laugh. Carol smiled at that, approached Connie and took her hands. “Nice to see you again. How are you?”


“Oh, I’m fine.” Connie’s eyes widened. She shook her head. “No, I’m not. I’m not fine. That’s why I came up here.”


Carol nodded thoughtfully, holding Connie’s hands for another moment. “Yes,” she said. “I see.”


Connie smiled.


Otis watched the two women but couldn’t figure out what was going on. He needed coffee.


“Well, I barged in uninvited,” Carol said, detaching from Connie and swirling toward the exit. “I’ll barge right out. Chief, later!”


“Um,” said Otis.


Carol was gone.


“I like her,” said Connie. “You don’t deserve her.”


This was the most reassuring thing Otis had heard from his ex-wife in a month.


“You got that right,” he replied.
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