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Praise for William Wells Novels

 


The Dollar-A-Year Detective

 


“Wells laces his story with humor, but not the
wise-cracking kind typical of much detective fiction... the book is
a detective story with the sensibility of a cozy, somewhat
reminiscent of the fine Mario Balzic series by reclusive novelist
K.C. Constantine”

—Bruce DeSilva, The Associated Press

 


“In Wells’s amiable sequel to 2016’s Detective
Fiction, Cubby Cullen, the police chief of Fort Myers Beach,
Fla., needs a favor from his friend Jack Starkey, a retired Chicago
cop who now lives on a houseboat and owns a bar called the Drunken
Parrot… John D. MacDonald fans will enjoy spending time with
Starkey.”

—Publishers Weekly

 


“Some readers may find a comparison to Donald
Hamilton’s Travis McGee in Jack’s choice of abode or Brett
Halliday’s Mike Shayne because of the Florida locale. Readers will
find the characters Jack encounters as rough or refined as any in
the aforementioned detective novels, from the suave but wily
politician to the taunting Russian hacker calling himself Peter the
Great. They’re also as dangerous as can be, even if their fangs
aren’t immediately on display.”

—Toni V. Sweeny, The New York Journal of Books

Detective Fiction

 


“The book is crammed with fascinating asides on
topics ranging from haute cuisine to high-tech weaponry to the sad
state of the Chicago Cubs…. Fans of Carl Hiaasen and John D.
MacDonald will find a lot to like.”

—Publishers Weekly Starred Review

 


“Wells has a brisk, breezy style that’s just right
for this tale, which blurs the line between fiction and (fictive)
reality. Prime entertainment.”

—Booklist

 


“Wells’s comic mystery is shouting “series,” which
would be perfectly fine with Carl Hiaasen fans.”

—Library Journal

 


“Wells playfully lampoons the detective genre by
juxtaposing the archetypal, loose-cannon detective with one who is
well-adjusted, patient, and at times, not nearly as exhilarating or
effective, it seems. He is clearly shooting for a realistic crime
novel. It feels fresh and unexpected.”

—San Francisco Book Review

 


“Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the
devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may
devour.”

1769 Oxford King James Bible

“Authorized Version” 1 Peter 5:8
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Chapter One

 


It was 8:00 p.m. on a cold winter night illuminated
by a bright full moon as Carl drove the stolen pickup truck along
the streets bordering the University of Minnesota campus.

Students were walking in groups of twos and threes.
He spotted one girl walking alone. He parked the truck at the curb
and began to follow her. She turned onto a path that led through
the Arboretum toward a quadrangle where there were dormitory
buildings. He knew the area well because he worked on the U’s
buildings and grounds maintenance crew.

He followed her into the Arboretum. No one else in
sight. Stupid girl. Didn’t she know what could happen to her,
walking alone at night through a secluded area? Some people chose
to be victims and so deserved what they got.

He walked quickly up behind her, grabbed her arm,
and said, “Don’t scream. I have a knife and I’ll use it.”

“Who are you?” she said. “What are you
doing?”

Scared, but also somewhat pissed off, to be grabbed
like that, he could tell. Good. He liked them to have some
spirit.

He pulled the knife out of it leather sheath on his
belt and held it up in front of her face. It was a big one, the
kind used to gut a deer, and he could see her anger turn to
terror.

“Don’t worry,” Carl told her. “I just want to talk
to you.”

Yeah, right, just a little chat, with this knife to
kick off the conversation.

“No!” she said, trying to pull away from his
strong grip. “Please leave me alone!”

Please.

Polite to the very end.

He let go of her arm and slapped his gloved hand
hard across her cheek, causing her to stumble and fall to the
ground. He bent over, grabbed her arm again, and pulled her to her
feet. He pulled her pink knit ski hat off her head, dropped it, and
looked her over. Long blonde hair, blue eyes, pretty face. He’d
lucked out. Not that he would have let her go if she was a brunette
or a redhead. Or black or brown or olive-skinned or Asian. He was
an equal-opportunity killer. But the blondes were his favorites.
Icing on the cake.

The girl was sobbing now and turning her head away
from his face. Maybe a policeman had come to her classroom and told
her and the other girls that, if they couldn’t identify an
assailant, he might let them go, so avoid eye contact if possible.
Or maybe she had read about that in a campus safety brochure. But
she could look at him all she wanted because it wouldn’t matter.
She’d never have the chance to ID him in a police lineup or photo
array. Never have the chance to do anything at all, ever again.

“Like I said, I just want to talk to you,” he told
her as he began to pull her back along the path toward the street
where his truck was parked. “If you do exactly as I say, you’ll be
okay.”

A big fat lie.

He knew that, in her fear and panic, she wanted to
believe him. Needed to believe him. Because, by now, she might be
realizing that her obedience was all that could save her, if
anything could. A life preserver in a stormy sea.

They reached the street.

“Now we’re going to walk together, just like a
couple out for a stroll,” he told her. He pushed his index finger
into her back, pressing hard through her fluffy pink goose down
parka. “This is the knife,” he said, even though it was back in the
sheath, just in case someone passed them and saw it. “So just come
along, nice and easy.”

As they walked along the sidewalk, cars rolled past
on the street. She did not resist.

“That’s a good girl,” he said. “You’re very
pretty, you know. Just come along with me, sweetie, and you’ll be
okay.”

Another lie.

Did she understand that she was about to die, and
that all of the possibilities she’d imagined for her life now would
never happen?

Around the corner and down the block they came to
the truck, a stolen black Ford F150, parked at the curb.

“Okay, darlin’,” he said, “Let’s go for a
ride.”

He shuffled her to the back of the truck, taped her
mouth, wrists, and ankles with the duct tape he had in the truck
bed. She was crying and gasping for air as he lifted her into the
bed and covered her with a tarp.

He had her purse in the front seat with him. He took
out her wallet and saw from her South Dakota driver’s license that
her name was Allie Kercheval. She was 19. Even the piss-poor DMV
photograph could not hide her beauty-queen good looks.

He drove south on I-35E, being careful not to speed,
then west on I-494, southwest on 169, exiting onto a road just
outside Shakopee that led into a wooded area, stopping at a place
he’d scouted out yesterday after work. He turned off the engine,
swung out of the cab, walked back to the truck bed, pulled off the
tarp and dropped it on the ground.

The look on Allie Kercheval’s face was one of
hopeless resignation, like an animal with its leg caught in a trap
from which, the animal could sense, there was no escape. He’d seen
that same look when, as a boy, he’d placed traps in a wooden area
near his house and amused himself by coming back every day to see
how long it would take the trapped animal—usually a squirrel or a
raccoon or rabbit—to either gnaw off its leg or die trying.

He dropped the tailgate, horsed her out, and stood
her up.

“Okay, Allie,” he said, “are you ready for our
little date to begin?”

This was, of course, a rhetorical question. He
opened his red-plaid lumberjack coat, took the knife out of the
sheath and used it to cut the duct tape on her wrists and ankles,
then pulled the tape off her mouth, and said, “Okay Allie, time for
you to undress.”

She looked at him with a terrified sadness and said
through gulping sobs, “Oh please mister, don’t do this to me. Just
let me go … I won’t tell anyone …”

Right. And a bear don’t shit in the woods.

“I know it’s cold, darlin’, but trust me, the
alternative is worse,” he told her.

Crying harder now, she shrugged off her parka and
let it fall to the ground, pulled her white turtleneck ski sweater
up over her head and dropped it, then stopped. He observed that she
was wearing a sheer black bra and that the cold had hardened her
nipples under the fabric.

He held the knife up, smiled and said, “Come on now,
let’s see if your panties match your sexy little bra.”

Trembling with fear and cold, she kicked off her
running shoes, unzipped her jeans, pulled them down to her ankles
and stepped out of them. The panties did match. Sheer and black,
clearly revealing her pretty little camel toe.

“Now take off your bra and panties and lie down on
the tarp. The ground is cold. Don’t want you gettin’ sick, do
we?”

His little joke.

She did as he ordered. He bent over, put the knife
on the tarp, shrugged off his coat but left his purple Vikings
sweatshirt on, kicked off his boots, unbuckled his belt, stepped
out of his jeans, pulled off his boxers, and straddled her nude
body.

She began to struggle against his 190-pound weight,
flailing at his legs with her fists, which he really liked, and
said, “Oh God, no, no, please don’t … Please don’t hurt me … I’ll
do whatever you want …”

“Okay, then, give me a world-class blowjob, Allie,
and maybe I’ll just leave you here, if you really promise not to
tell.”

He was thinking, fuck, it’s cold was a witch’s tit,
gotta wrap up this date in a hurry.

“I promise I won’t tell, I really won’t,” she
managed to gasp between heaving breaths, so it came out: I…
promise… I… won’t… I … really… won’t…”

He scooted up close to her face, aiming his erect
penis at her mouth. She stopped struggling, closed her eyes, parted
her lips, took it in, and began to suck—half-heartedly, in his
opinion. But there was no such thing as a bad blowjob

“Come on, Allie,” he said, “you’ve done a BJ
before. Just pretend like I’m your boyfriend.”


Chapter Two

 


An Alberta Clipper was howling down on us from
Canada, carrying with it sub-zero temperatures, razor-sharp winds,
and blowing snow that February morning. Despite the nasty weather,
the auditorium in the Performing Arts Center on the University of
Wisconsin campus was overflowing with students, faculty, university
administrators and staff, and townies. Walt Goodman, the Madison
Fire Marshall, would have frowned on this overcrowding, except for
the fact that he was in the audience, too. Everyone was here for my
annual presentation on the psychopathic personality, famously known
as “Professor Hamilton’s serial killer lecture.”

I am Ethan Hamilton: 48 years old; B.S.; M.S.; Ph.D.;
professor of psychology at the University of Wisconsin. My academic
specialty is abnormal psychology, with a sub-specialty in the
sociopathic and psychopathic personality. My books and papers on
the subject have gained national and international attention for me
and for my university. I sometimes testify as an expert witness at
criminal trials and appear on TV cable news shows, the only time I
wear makeup, when particularly attention-getting murders are being
reported upon.

Standing behind a lectern down front, I took a drink
of coffee from a mug bearing the likeness of Arthur Schopenhauer, a
gift from a student, and began the lecture as I always did:

“Beware: We are about to embark upon a journey into
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. The frail, the faint of heart, those
prone to nightmares, would do well to leave now. Knowing what’s to
come, I would not blame you.”

Here, I always pause, then add, “In fact, the
government requires me to give that warning, just like the actors
have to talk about possible side effects during drug commercials on
TV.” A guaranteed laugh line.

Pure, unabashed melodrama. No one had ever fainted or
run screaming from the auditorium during my hour-long talk,
although, over the years, a few people have walked out, because of
either disinterest, I assumed, or disgust, I knew, because members
of this latter group sometimes voiced their displeasure with my
presentation to the dean.

Perhaps the most terrifying part of my lecture was
the PowerPoint slide show of the faces of the most notorious serial
killers—a veritable rogue’s gallery of the worst of nature’s
behavioral mutants. It was always startling to the audience, and
even to me, how very normal these faces looked: there were
no horns, no fangs dripping with blood, no grotesquely contorted
visages. Nothing at all that would cause a person to know that a
deadly serpent was within striking range.

The Devil, it seemed, was a shape shifter, allowing
him to roam the earth incognito. Incognito, until his
surrogate-self began acting out grotesque and monstrous deeds. Only
then was it revealed that the Devil himself—Lucifer, the Old
Serpent, the Prince of Darkness, Beelzebub, The Antichrist,
Mephistopheles, et. al.—was more than a biblical myth.

When the bodies were discovered, stuffed into
basement crawlspaces, planted beneath the petunias, or mummified
behind the sheetrock of a bedroom wall, only then did friends and
neighbors and co-workers express shock and surprise that the man
now accused of such horrific crimes was anything but “a nice guy,”
one who was “polite,” “shy,” “quiet,” someone who “kept to
himself,” but “never caused any trouble.”

A real Boy Scout.

Translation: The fellow didn’t run around the
neighborhood or workplace brandishing an axe or a knife or machete,
all weapons that had been used in serial murders, foaming at the
mouth and shouting, “Run! Hide the women and children! Bolt your
doors and lock your windows! I want to eat your liver with some
fava beans and a nice Chianti!” Paraphrasing Hannibal Lecter
there.

My regularly assigned classroom in the Brogden
Psychology Building was much smaller than this big auditorium. When
my lecture subject was the Pavlovian response in dogs, or the
differing characteristics of siblings according to their birth
order, or some other less sensational topic than today’s, I’m lucky
if all 20 or 30 students in my class showed up, and luckier still
if they actually gave me their undivided attention, rather than
doing whatever young people did on their cell phones.

But once every year this particular lecture never
failed to draw a crowd, for the same reason, I think, that Stephen
King novels, vampire sagas, and slasher movies were so popular:
horror sells. You would never go broke catering to the public’s
appetite for the macabre. It was cathartic to confront pure evil
and survive. Horror was titillating—as long as it was someone
else’s horror.

Local interest in my presentation was enhanced, I
think, by the fact that we were in Wisconsin, a state that had
produced an inordinate number of serial killers per capita: the
likes of Ed Gein, Walter Ellis, Jeffrey Dahmer, and David
Spanbauer, and perhaps others as yet unidentified. Not to mention
all the weird and bizarre happenings in the little town of Black
Rivers Falls: murders and other violent events, madness, and
rampant eccentricities, as chronicled in the book and movie
“Wisconsin Death Trip.”

Why was Wisconsin known as the serial-murder capital
of the U.S.? I’ve studied the subject and found that no one really
knows why our state produces psychopaths in the way that Silicon
Valley incubates high-tech companies. Maybe it’s something in the
gene pool, or the water.

I looked up from the podium and noticed two people
standing in the doorway along the back wall. I recognized one of
them, Ed Reeves, the Madison police chief, in uniform. I knew Ed
only casually; Madison is a small town. The other was a woman, in
her 30’s, it appeared, with dark hair, cut short, wearing a
camel-hair coat, and holding a briefcase.

I took another drink of coffee, cleared my throat,
and continued: “I see that none of you has heeded my fair warning,
so I will proceed.” This said with a provocative smile and raised
eyebrow, an expression I sometimes practice in the mirror while
shaving. Oh vanity, thy name is Ethan.

“The nature versus nurture concept is a good place to
start,” I said. “Are sociopaths and psychopaths born or are they
made? For most of the twentieth century, the Freudians held sway,
contending that the abnormal personality was primarily the result
of an unhappy childhood or retarded sexual development. I looked at
the audience with an impish grin, also practiced, and added, “But
who among us can claim a perfect childhood and fully realized
sexuality?”

A woman in the front row raised her hand.
“Congratulations,” I said. “Sigmund and I salute you for your
impressive achievement!” More laughter. Maybe I could open for
Wayne Newton in Vegas.

I was giving a grossly oversimplified summary of
Freudian theory, but, as I said, this talk was more show business
than science. The university administration encouraged this
once-a-year breach of academic propriety because my visibility
helped secure research grants and alumni donations. The
administration knew I enjoyed giving this annual lecture, and they
were motivated to keep me happy. Not so motivated as they would be
if I were the head football coach, who made an exponentially higher
salary than the university president. I had no problem with this,
because the football program brought millions of dollars of revenue
to our school each year, some of which was actually used for
education.

Another perk of my job was that I could take time off
to write books, and to earn speaking fees by giving versions of
this lecture in venues around the country, and overseas. I was a
big hit in Mumbai last August. On the other hand, Coach Manny
Eilertson got a leased Mercedes, big expense account, and a
rent-free Victorian house on campus. His Badgers filled Camp
Randall Stadium. My appearances draw several hundred souls once a
year and, at all other times, fewer people than you would find
standing in line at one of the stadium’s hot dog stands on a
football Saturday. It was what it was.

“In the twentieth century,” I continued,
“psycho-logists and psychiatrists began to postulate that both
nature and nurture played a role in human development. Abnormality,
this line of thinking went, was a matter of individual
circumstance. Some sociopaths and psycho-paths were abused as
children, but others, despite coming from loving families, began
torturing animals at an early age for no apparent reason. This
approach seemed logical at the time and had empirical evidence to
support it.”

“But a recent, pioneering study of imprisoned
sociopaths and psychopaths may well tip the balance toward nature
over nurture. In that study, a sampling of 40 inmates, some serving
life sentences or on death row, others in institutions for the
criminally insane, showed that, to a man—we’ll get to why serial
killers are almost exclusively male in a moment—both the anatomy
and the chemistry of their brains were unlike those of most other
people.”

I modestly did not disclose that this pioneering
study was my own—although everyone in the university community knew
it—or that, partly due to the study, I was this year short-listed
for a Templeton Positive Psychology Prize, the highest honor my
profession could bestow.

Now it was time for the slide show. I turned a dial
on the podium to dim the house lights, punched a few keys on my
MacBook Pro, and there, 10 times larger than life, was the smiling,
boyish face of a sandy-haired young man.

“Jeffrey Dahmer,” I said. “Jeffrey lived just 79
miles east of here, in Milwaukee. He murdered at least 17 men and
boys between 1989 and ‘91 in a particularly gruesome way that
involved forced sodomy, necrophilia, dismemberment and cannibalism.
Perhaps stating the case for nurture over nature, Jeffrey said,
‘When I was a little kid I was just like anybody else.’ While
serving 15 life terms at the Columbia Correctional Institute in
Portage, Wisconsin, he was beaten to death with a broom handle by a
fellow inmate, Christopher Sarver, whose explanation was that “God
told me do it.”

I took another drink of coffee, then continued:
“Serial murder is not a new phenomenon, nor is it exclusively
American. There are references to such crimes around the world,
dating back to ancient times. Doctor Richard von Krafft-Ebing, in
his 1866 textbook Psychopathia Sexualis, described his
pioneering research into the minds and methods of killers. You can
trace the public fascination with these relatively rare crimes to
London in the late 1880s, when a fellow who identified himself as
Jack the Ripper sent letters to the police claiming that he was the
one committing a series of unsolved prostitute murders in the
Whitechapel area of London.”

I brought up another slide and began to read Jack’s
unedited prose:

“Dear Boss  I keep on
hearing the police have caught me but they won’t fix me just yet. I
have laughed when they look so clever and talk about being on the
right track. That joke about Leather Apron gave me real fits. I am
down on whores and I shan’t quit ripping them till I do get
buckled. Grand work the last job was. I gave the lady no time to
squeal. How can they catch me now? I love my work and want to start
again. You will soon hear of me with my funny little games. I saved
some of the proper red stuff in a ginger beer bottle over the last
job to write with but it went thick like glue and I can’t use it.
Red ink is fit enough I hope, ha ha. The next job I do I shall clip
the lady’s ears off and send to the police officers just for jolly
wouldn’t you. Keep this letter back till I do a bit more work, then
give it out straight. My knife’s so nice and sharp I want to get to
work right away if I get a chance. Good luck.

 Yours truly 

Jack the Ripper

“The murders stopped without Jack, or whatever his
name really was, being brought to justice,” I explained. “We don’t
know for certain how many murders he committed—five is the
generally accepted guess—or why he stopped. Maybe he was
apprehended for some other crime, or died, or just decided he’d had
enough, which would be unusual but not unique.”

I brought up another photo showing a handsome,
dark-haired man in his 30’s, smiling and waving at the camera.

“This is Ted Bundy,” I told the audience. “He was
born in Vermont and executed in Florida. In between, he murdered an
estimated 35 people. He would bludgeon his victims, then strangle
them, engaging in rape and necrophilia.”

Next came Albert Fish, a scowling grandfatherly-type
with a bushy mustache and thin face as furrowed as a Wisconsin farm
field.

“Albert Fish was born in 1870. He was known as the
Brooklyn Vampire. He boasted that he molested more than 100
children. He confessed to three murders and was a suspect in at
least two others. He was visited in prison by the mother of one of
his victims, Billy Gaffney, who wanted more details about her son’s
death. Fish told her: ‘I cut one of my belts in half, slit these
halves in six strips about eight inches long. I cut off his ears,
nose, slit his mouth from ear to ear. Gouged out his eyes. He was
dead then. I stuck the knife in his belly and held my mouth to his
body and drank the blood …’”
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