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CHAPTER 1


Thursday, the 30th of November


Jim Otis felt no particular pleasure in coldcocking Tommy Meineke with the barrel of his Wyatt Earp .44. The kid just had it coming.


The blow was hard enough that Otis could almost hear the kid’s brain bounce off the inside of his skull. But he hadn’t hit him as hard as he wanted. He didn’t even draw blood.


Knocked off the chair, Tommy hit the floor on his shoulder, unable to break the fall because of the handcuffs.


“Shit!” said Tommy. “You son of—”


“Don’t finish that, Tommy. I’ll hit you again.”


This was a lie. Otis was finished beating on Tommy Meineke. Normally, he wouldn’t have touched the punk. Lately, though, he was inclined toward angry outbursts. He grabbed Tommy under the arms and helped him back into the chair. The lump above the kid’s ear was swelling impressively.


“Christ, that hurts,” said Tommy.


During his time on the Chicago force, Otis had always left the room when his fellow officers were tuning up a suspect. Once or twice, he had even stepped in and stopped a beating. Tommy Meineke, however, had powers to bring out the brute in almost anyone. Francis of Assisi would have been tempted to kick him in the nuts. The kid’s latest outrage was ripping off two little girls who came up with the bright idea of selling hot chocolate at the ninth hole of the Hercules Hills Golf Course. There were still a handful of diehards playing the course—at off-season discount rates—during the snow flurries of mid-November.


Otis couldn’t understand golf, even on a sunny day in May. He agreed with Mark Twain’s judgment on the topic. He’d tried the game, but gave it up in his teens when he figured out he could throw the equipment farther than he could kick the goddamn ball. Jeff Kozlowski, one of Otis’ few friends in town, had tried to entice him out onto the course, but Otis never went further than meeting Jeff at the clubhouse for a beer.


“You’re lucky,” the police chief growled at Tommy, “I don’t just turn you over to those two little girls’ fathers.”


Tommy glowered up at Otis, but held his tongue.


“How much did you score, anyhow?”


“Score?”


“From the two little girls?”


“What two little girls?”


Otis swung his gun hand back, prepared to smack Tommy once more on the skull. Tommy cringed and cracked.


“They had a few bucks,” he said.


There was no evidence of this. Tommy was penniless by the time Otis had found him at the Red Rooster, a roadhouse bar east of town on Highway 33.


As Otis yanked Tommy to his feet, he heard a siren. The tone told him that it wasn’t Earl Schober, his deputy. This was an ambulance. A moment later, it flew screaming past the police station’s Main Street window. For an instant, the ambulance’s twirling light sent waves of garish crimson ricocheting around the walls.


“Goddammit,” said Otis.


He sat Tommy back down and fired up the radio.


“Earl! Earl! Where the hell are ya?”


No response. Earl was probably outside his cruiser, dealing with whatever sent the ambulance hurtling through downtown Hercules. Earl carried a mobile phone that was typically useless because he kept forgetting to charge it.


Jim Otis muttered to himself as he took hold of Tommy and led him toward one of the two cells in the rear of the station.


“Tommy, I’m leaving you while I go find out what the hell’s happening out there. You plan to do anything to piss me off while I’m away?”


“What the fuck can I do inside a fuckin’ cell?”


“Don’t ask. Don’t think about it, Tommy. Just lay there.”


“Yeah, well, fu—”


“Don’t say it, Tommy.”


“Shit.”


After slamming the cell door, Otis went back to the radio and tried Earl again. No dice. He left the office lights on but locked the door, and hurried to the ancient Ford SUV that served as the town’s spare patrol car.


Before following the ambulance’s path westbound on Main, Otis tried Earl’s cell phone.


After four rings, a surprise: “Yeah?”


“Earl!”


“Oh, hey, Jim!”


Otis waited a beat.


“Oh, shit, did I forget t’call in?”


Otis waited another beat.


“Hey, jeez, chief, I’m sorry. It’s just that—Jesus. It’s a real mess out here.”


“Out where, Earl?”


“Oh yeah, right. Hercules Hardware. There’s been a stickup! And a fire!”


Earl made this announcement with a sort of reverence, as though the Virgin Mary had descended from Heaven and landed on Highway 33. Hercules didn’t record many stickups.


“Armed?” asked Otis. He started the Ford and activated the lights, but left the siren alone. He hated the noise.


“Yeah, chief. Armed robbery! They used a gun!”


“Anybody shot?”


“Jesus, yeah! Jeff Kozlowski.”


Shaken by hearing the name of his friend, Otis banged the curb while doing a U-turn on the deserted main drag. He punched the accelerator. As usual, the old Ford responded reluctantly.


“Hurt bad?”


“Dunno, chief. He’s conscious and the EMTs just arrived.”


“Okay, Earl. Good. You know what to do. I’m there in five.”


Earl kept talking but Otis stopped listening. Earl’s bulb tended to flicker, but he had taken the basic forensics course from the State Police. He knew better than to touch anything or trample around in puddles of blood.


Otis pocketed his phone and radioed the state cops, sharing the news that they had a crime scene to investigate. Trouble is, Earl had mentioned fire.


Otis pushed the old Ford ’til the engine started knocking.


Halfway to Hercules Hardware, which Jeff Kozlowski had relocated from downtown to the new commercial strip out on 33, Otis passed an unmistakable motorcycle roaring in the other direction. He peered at it in his rearview, suspiciously, ’til it was out of sight. The biker, Peter Yates, wasn’t doing anything illegal—except going too fast. At this stage in his life, speeding was the least of the young man’s transgressions. Yates was a case of arrested development who regarded bar fights as humanity’s highest calling. He was also dabbling in the county’s main cottage industry—painkillers, cheap heroin and crystal meth.


In a town like Hercules, there were always kids—like Peter Yates and, for that matter, Tommy Meineke—who’d been set loose by indifferent parents forsaken by an overburdened school system, and hostile to almost any form of Christian outreach. Their management somehow always devolved to the local lawman, whose choice was to either step in as a kid’s last resort or join the forces of despair and put him in a cage. Peter was nineteen now and headed for Hell on his Harley. But Otis didn’t see him yet as a lost cause. In a way, he kind of liked Peter for his unflagging penchant for experimentation. The kid kept trying new ways to screw up, and succeeding at it. Eventually, Otis hoped that Peter would screw up a screwup so completely that he’d accidentally accomplish something positive.


Otis didn’t think that would happen tonight. Peter was driving dangerously fast and carrying a passenger. Otis couldn’t see who it was, only her hair whipping in the wind. But riding with Peter could get you killed, especially if you weren’t wearing a helmet, which the girl was not. This wasn’t illegal either. It was just stupid.


Peter Yates disappeared and Otis shrugged him off. Peter, tonight, was the least of Otis’ worries. Jeff Kozlowski might be dying out there.


The glow of fire and a dozen dome lights brought Otis back to focus. He pulled off Highway 33 into the Hercules Hardware lot. The LED bar on Earl’s cruiser was flashing away. All the ambulance lights were spinning epileptically. The Fire Department had responded with two engines. A mixture of permanent firefighters and volunteers were working to douse a blaze that looked—at first glimpse—as though it had consumed one entire outer wall of the building. Right behind Otis, Fire Chief Clete Thompson arrived, siren screaming, lights twirling.


“Shit,” said Otis, as he climbed out of the Ford, looking through the throbbing glare for his deputy. “It’s party time.”


Otis nodded at Chief Thompson, but that was all. Since the election, during which Clete had supported Leonard Snell, the two chiefs hadn’t been sociable. Even before the election, Thompson had been barely cordial to Otis. The fire chief was a born-and-bred Herculean. Otis was an outsider, from a big city, in another state, which rendered him triply dubious in Thompson’s eyes.


While Thompson scurried past Otis toward the smoldering fire, Otis went to the ambulance. Two EMTs were hooking Jeff Kozlowski onto an IV line. Jeff was conscious, but deathly pale and shocky-looking.


Otis leaned close.


“Jeff, it’s Jim Otis. How ya doin’?”


Jeff grunted, his eyes rolling, one arm pounding the stretcher weakly. The other arm was bandaged and bound. He had taken at least one round in the shoulder or upper right chest area.


“Who’s that?” said Jeff.


“He doesn’t recognize me,” said Otis.


“He’s in shock, dude,” said the junior paramedic.


“Yeah, I see,” said Otis. “Gonna die?”


“Not if I can help it, dude.”


“Call me ‘dude’ again and I’ll arrest you.”


“Oh, sorry, d—”


“Where you taking him?”


Roger Steinbeck, the Fire Department’s senior EMT, and a thorough professional, intervened. “The Mayo, in La Crosse.”


Otis nodded and climbed out of the ambulance. The Mayo was farther than the county hospital, but properly equipped to deal with gunshot wounds. He looked for Earl Schober.


When he found his deputy, just inside the entrance to the hardware store, he realized that the firefighters had, as he feared, wiped out any vestige of a workable crime scene. Otis muttered a curse.


“Sorry, chief.”


“Not your fault, Earl,” said Otis, scanning the toppled shelves, trampled floor and filthy puddles.


“Looks like our miscreants started the fire to destroy evidence,” said Earl.


“Miscreants?”


Otis waited. Earl went on.


“They shot Jeff and left him inside. He was unconscious,” he said. “He coulda burned up.”


“How did he get out?”


“He didn’t,” said Earl. “Not ’til I got here. The fire hadn’t got to ’im yet.”


Hearing no answer to this statement and sensing Otis’ impatience, Earl gave his report.


It wasn’t long. Earl said the robbery had been reported—to the firehouse—by mobile phone from someone driving by on 33. Apparently, the perp, or perps, had pushed into the store when Jeff was closing up, sometime after 9 pm. The cash registers were cleaned out. Earl had found Jeff on the floor, beside an office safe, still locked. Earl guessed that the robber, or robbers, had ordered Jeff to open the safe. He said no, prompting the gunman to panic and shoot the place up. Earl said there was evidence of at least five shots. One round hit Jeff in the right collarbone. Then, as the bad guy, or guys, sped away, they fired a couple of rounds into the LP gas storage cage outside the store.


“Lucky it was mostly empties,” said Earl. “They only blew up one full tank. Otherwise …”


“Yes,” said Otis. “Kaflooey.”


“Goddamn right.”


“So, Earl, your analysis?”


Earl smiled shyly, flattered that the chief of police was asking his theory of the crime.


“Well, sir,” said Earl. “A coupla guys passin’ through maybe, lookin’ for a soft touch, y’know?”


“Okay. Go on.”


“Well, they’re out here on 33, right? Not much traffic, ’cause it’s a weeknight. They see lights still on at the hardware and no cars in the parking lot, right? Maybe they see Jeff in there, all by his lonesome. They turn in, stick him up, shoot Jeff and, just for spite, blow the gas tanks as they’re pullin’ out.”


Jim Otis nodded. “Probably.”


Earl Schober swelled a little. Otis liked Earl too much to tell him he was full of crap.


If the job had been pulled by transient lowlifes, they’d want to be six counties away before anyone got wind of the heist. Otis checked his watch. It was 9:45, barely a half-hour since the alleged holdup. Otis’ call to the State Police had triggered an alert to every county force within a hundred miles. If the perps were in a car, on roads that led away from Hercules—of which there were few—they were inside a net they were unlikely to escape.


But there were no transient lowlifes and they weren’t on the road. Jim Otis knew that.


He wondered who, in Hercules, had reason to shoot Jeff Kozlowski, stage a fake robbery and set a fire that was probably intended to kill him. This was hard to figure. Jeff was one of the best-liked men in town.


But even nice guys have a little dirt under their nails.


Jim Otis walked the scene, went inside the smoky store for a quick look-see and stood with Earl Schober, watching the firefighters soak, bash and rip the hell out of Jeff’s livelihood. But no clues bounded over to Otis and wagged their tails. Otis told Earl to stick around ’til the last ash was cold. Then Earl should go home to bed.


Otis patrolled the length and breadth of the town before heading to his cabin. Nothing, as usual, was moving, except for the traffic in and out of the seven bars on Main Street.
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CHAPTER 2


Jim Otis, lately, was given to brooding. He was doing this as he pulled up in front of his cabin and looked around. Beyond the black willows on the shoreline, stripes of moonlight danced on the surface of the lake. If not for his mood, he would have smiled at the sight.


He should have left her, standing there outside the little stadium, shivering in the cold.


He thought about her as he entered the cabin. He flicked a switch and two weak living-room lamps lit up.


It wasn’t as though, beforehand, he even knew the girl. He knew of her, of course. But so did everyone else in town. There were barely 3,000 people in Hercules. Everybody knew everybody, and they especially knew her.


He remembered the first time he saw her. He had paused for a few seconds and just stared.


The cabin’s interior was rugged and cozy. One of the reasons he had taken this job in Hercules, besides sheer necessity, was the prospect of living in a cabin in the deep, piney woods. Growing up on the north side of Chicago, he had developed a romantic notion of cabins in the woods. The notion did not include mosquitoes and deerflies.


The football star who had left the girl there, freezing in her little cheerleader outfit, would have entertained second thoughts a few miles down the road. He would’ve come back to make up with her. Meanwhile, she would have shivered a little and survived.


Out of instinct, Otis studied the cabin’s interior. The furniture wasn’t much—just a sofa with bad springs, one good reclining chair, a coffee table, a pair of precarious wicker armchairs and two end tables, each with a lamp, all arranged on an ancient oval rag rug. The kitchen beyond was small, but big enough for a table and two chairs. A bay window, on the far wall, framed an idyllic beer-commercial view of the lake. A matching bay window provided Otis a view of his car and the woods that concealed, a hundred-odd yards beyond, Highway 33.


There was a bedroom, which Otis used a few nights a week. More often, he fell asleep on the recliner. He was meaning to get a TV.


Otis’ impulse, to take pity on the girl, was normal human chivalry. Even if her boyfriend—Butch Konicek (Jesus, thought Otis, this town is so small it still gives its male offspring names like Butch and Sonny)—circled back to rescue her, the boy still wouldn’t be off the hook as an asshole. Butch was, according to the available evidence, angry, thoughtless, probably drunk and possibly abusive. Otis figured the kid would sooner or later tame his hormones and outgrow all these flaws.


Otis had, more or less.


Butch’s maturation, however, wasn’t likely to blossom over the course of a half-hour on an October night in Wisconsin while a cold front spat stinging ice pellets and an Arctic wind blew up the girl’s ridiculously short skirt.


Otis’ eyes paused on the bottle. He kept it in the middle of the coffee table, flanked by two lead-bottom cocktail glasses. The bottle was sealed. It had been there long enough to collect a layer of dust.


Every drinker copes in his own way. Jim Otis’ method was to greet the bottle every night when he came home, and then leave it alone. He had chosen it carefully—a 13-year-old Glendalough single-malt that set him back eighty bucks. The mere price of the stuff was sufficient to trigger hesitation.


The two glasses were also significant. If he drank with someone else, with a guest, he would do so out of pleasure, warmth, hospitality. Not need.


Tonight, the urge to open the bottle was faint. Hercules Hardware was on Otis’ mind. Well, there was also the girl. Lately, there was always the girl.


He had watched her for at least five minutes. He could tell she wasn’t used to this much solitude. She was a cheerleader, a high-school queen, blonde and pretty—no. Beautiful? More than beautiful, she was lit from within—captivating. Otis supposed that she was surrounded all the time by friends and hangers-on, the sort of entourage exclusive to Hollywood stars and high-school royalty.


He thought, as he studied the girl, clutching herself and stamping her feet, that she must feel a little disoriented. Fending for herself, Otis suspected, was difficult for the girl to grasp. Ever since she’d flashed her first dimple, in the cradle, she’d been a princess in a world where everyone was starved for a glimpse of beauty and eager to wait on her. Otis supposed that if Butchy never came back, she would cut him dead, square her little shoulders and walk home, chilled to the bone but alive and vengeful. Hercules wasn’t so big that you could freeze to death, even without pants, while walking across town.


Otis was steady enough, this night, to find a towel in the kitchen, carefully dust the bottle of Glendalough and the two glasses, and then leave them alone. He settled into the recliner. He had a book beside him—he was rereading The Red and the Black—but he ignored it. He had to think.


He’d gone over the little drama a hundred times. The curtain went up when Otis pulled the old Ford into the parking lot an hour after the end of the game, a meaningless late-season win for Hercules High over Ontario. Fans cleared quickly on cold nights, bound for home or one of the seven bars on Main Street. Otis had stopped short, beneath an evergreen tree, when he saw the two silhouettes under a single light on the exterior of the old stone stadium. They were beside the boy’s car, arguing. Otis was too far away to recognize either one but, judging by his size and his crimson letter jacket, the boy was a football player. The girl was just as obviously a cheerleader. When they stepped into the light, he identified them—Todd “Butch” Konicek and Josie Dobbs. They were this year’s senior-class golden couple at Hercules High.


Butch was headed for the football team at the University in Madison as a “preferred walk-on.” Josie, according to the grapevine, had been accepted at Bryn Mawr.


Apparently, Josie had waited faithfully outside the stadium for Butch, who was, for some reason, last out of the locker room. Before they could motor off to the victory party, they had quarreled. The tiff seemed to be reaching a climax when Otis arrived. Neither Butch nor Josie saw the rusty Ford parked in shadow beside the tree. Otis chose not to intrude but—in the back of his mind—he wanted to be witness if the boy got physical.


Instead, Butch just shouted at her—the word, “bitch,” resounded in the crisp, frigid air—and drove off, right past Otis, not noticing him. The girl stood motionless, hugging her arms. He could feel her anger but he also sensed her fear and confusion. It wasn’t often that a boy ditched Josie Dobbs.


The cabin was warming up. In a while, he’d be too drowsy to think. Before that happened, he tried to focus on what he’d seen out at Hercules Hardware. The oddity that nagged at Otis was the fire. Whoever had robbed the store had pumped several rounds into the LP gas cage, triggering an explosion that would have been spectacular if more than one full tank had ruptured. As it was, the fire damage would keep Jeff out of business for weeks.


The fire was not the product of a sudden impulse. It seemed to Otis either vindictive or—on the other hand—coldblooded and calculated. Did someone really intend to roast Jeff Kozlowski inside his store?


Earl Schober thought the crime was the work of roving brigands who’d made a clean getaway, despite announcing their departure with a three-alarm conflagration. Otis was pretty sure the perp would be found right here in Hercules.


Or not. Jim Otis had five weeks left. After that, the case belonged to Leonard Snell, a man who couldn’t find his own dick in a box of popcorn.


Until the incident with Josie Dobbs, Otis had been unopposed for reelection.


He’d stayed in the warm Ford cab, watching and studying the girl. She was easy to look at. There was still no sign of Butch. Finally, Otis turned on his headlights and shouted, “Hey.”


The girl was startled. She peered fearfully toward the Ford. Realizing that she was blinded by the lights, Otis got out and hurried toward the girl, talking.


“It’s okay. I’m Jim Otis. Chief of police. You look like you’ve been left in the lurch, young lady.”


Otis cringed at himself. If his daughter, Natalie, had heard him use the term “young lady,” she would have kicked him in the shin.


“Oh,” said the girl, smiling hesitantly.


“I saw what happened,” Otis said. “And I waited. I thought Butch might come back.”


“Oh, he’s such a jerk!” Her voice took on strength and confidence with the knowledge that she had a fresh knight in armor to carry her off. “A big, dumb, muscle-brained slob!”


“Aren’t we all,” said Otis.


“Totally juvenile! I told ’im, ‘Piss off’ and—oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t talk like that. I’m so mad!”


“Well, kids today,” said Otis lamely. “No manners.”


“You’re so right, Chief Otis,” Josie replied emphatically. “You should go and talk to his parents. It’s their fault!”


“Well …”


Otis, with nothing to add, guided her to the Ford, an arm around her back. He muttered softly to her, in a “there, there” tone of voice. He knew where she lived. He knew—after a year and a half—where everyone in Hercules lived.


This was hardly Chicago.


The cab was still warm, but she was chilled through. Huddled in the passenger seat, she shivered, drawing her knees up. Otis started the engine and turned up the heat.


“Oh, thank you. Thank you so much, Chief Otis. I don’t know what I was going to do. It was so cold!”


“Well, you’re not exactly dressed for the weather.”


“Oh, this, yes!” said Josie. “Mr. Draeger, my soc teacher? He calls it my sex suit. Isn’t that awful? A teacher talking like that to a teenage girl? In front of everybody?”


Otis had no response for this.


“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” said Josie. “Mr. Draeger isn’t a dirty old man or anything. He just, well, he tells it like it is, you know. I mean, cheerleaders are sex objects, right?”


“Well, I never thought …”


Josie laughed. She was warming up. Otis pulled the Ford onto Highway 33. “Sure you did,” said the girl. “What about the Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders? Mr. Draeger calls them ‘America’s Wet Dream.’ ”


Otis had to smile at that. Josie noticed. “You see? You, too!”


“How about we change the subject, Josie?”


“You know my name?”


“Of course,” said Otis. “But don’t worry. You’re not under surveillance or anything like that. It’s my job to know just about everyone in town.”


“Oh, I see.”


“Besides, Josie. You’re something of a celebrity around here.”


“Oh God. Hardly!”


Otis awoke from a shallow sleep. His head had slumped forward and his neck hurt. He got up and shuffled toward the bedroom. He felt an almost overwhelming tiredness, as he had for weeks. But this was different. Tonight, his fatigue had nothing to do with Josie Dobbs.


Tonight, he was tired from work, from the all-day hunt for Tommy Meineke and the sudden challenge of dealing with the incident at Hercules Hardware. He felt a vague pleasant tingle of anticipation as he pulled back the covers. For the first time in months, Otis had an actual crime to solve. He needed to be wide awake in the morning.
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CHAPTER 3


Friday, the 1st of December


Up early the next day, Otis called Minnie Trout, the police dispatcher. She reported a call from Leonard Snell, who wanted to know how soon he could move his “stuff” into the police chief’s office.


“I hope you told him to go fuck himself,” said Otis.


“Not in so many words,” said Minnie.


“Feel free,” said Otis.


“Next time,” said Minnie. “I kind of like talkin’ dirty.”


After leaving Minnie a few instructions, Otis picked up a cup of coffee at the BP station on the edge of town and headed for the Mayo Clinic’s satellite hospital in La Crosse.


Jeff Kozlowski was sitting up in bed, picking one-handed at hospital food. When Otis entered, Jeff looked embarrassed, as though the robbery and fire were his fault. In his eleven years on the Chicago police, Otis had seen this look often. He never really understood. His best guess was that nobody likes to be pegged as a victim, as if getting mugged and beat up, shot or raped was some sort of character flaw.
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