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To Steve De Mars

literacy lifer





“There must be ghosts all the country over, as thick as the sands of the sea. And then we are, one and all, so pitifully afraid of the light.”

–Ibsen





CHAPTER 1

(Tuesday, the 15th of October)

Jim Otis sucked down the last few drops of Stoli and stood up. As he headed for the door, he waved at the bartender for a refill.

He passed the loudmouth at the bar without making eye contact. Otis was tempted to give him fair warning. But he stifled the urge. Otis kept his balance as he pushed out into the night’s chill and headed for a roadstained 2001 Nissan Sentra that had surprised him by making the round trip to the Twin Cities without upchucking its distributor and dying on the shoulder of I-94. Otis was still upright on two feet when he reached the car. He paused, planted his hands on the trunk and took in a half-dozen deep breaths.

He hadn’t been drunk in a long time and he was out of shape. In his drinking days, two pints of beer and three vodka doubles wouldn’t have stirred even a noticeable buzz.

Otis stood up and fumbled for his keys. He opened the passenger side. He flipped open the glovebox and gently withdrew his Colt .44, a gun he rarely heeled and never fired. Once in a while, he displayed it for effect. It looked pretty much like the gun that John Wayne and Clint Eastwood had used to blow the brains out of a hundred bad guys. For anybody who had ever been to the movies, a hogleg like this was a scary prop, especially when pointed at your face.

Otis checked the cylinder to make certain it was empty. He closed the glovebox and slammed the car door. Then, letting the .44 hang at his hip, he steered back toward the Red Rooster.

As he opened the door, he surveyed the joint.

“What a dump,” he muttered and almost smiled, picturing Bette Davis.

The bar, manned by Shea Stankey—known as “Stan”—was in front of Otis. To his left and right were rows of booths, their red leatherette cushions mostly worn threadbare or slashed, leaking their innards and patched with duct tape. Above the booths were high windows, each with a neon beer sign. Otis noted that in his booth, the third one down, a fresh vodka double awaited him. Thanks, Stan. There were six tables, most unoccupied, to the right of the bar, an area that also featured a jukebox overloaded with country music (blessedly silent at the moment) and a shuffleboard game. Even farther left was a dormant pool table that took quarters to let go of its balls. Beyond were rest rooms, lamely labeled “Hens” and “Roosters.” Just right of the bar, Otis sighted the door to storage and the Roost’s back room, where once luminaries of the Chicago mob reputedly gathered to play poker and plan bank heists. Stan perpetuated the legend by denying it vehemently. The floors were hardwood but never waxed, rendering a ragged surface of gouges, dips, inch-wide seams and fearsome splinters.

Otis reminded himself to summon the county building inspector out to the Roost to condemn the floor. He had already warned Stan, who—although a nice guy—neither saw, heard nor spoke an iota of evil.

True to his policy, Stan was keeping a prudent distance from the loudmouth at the bar, who was currently ragging Beth the barmaid because she didn’t know “the fuckin’ difference between a boilermaker and a depth charge.”

What an asshole, thought Otis.

He took a step toward the punk, thought twice and instead veered over to his booth. He laid down his .44 and drank the vodka, swirling it behind his teeth. As he held the alcohol in his mouth, letting it burn, he studied the punk, whom he didn’t recognize.

The kid couldn’t be 25, but he looked hard-used. He was wearing leather, which connected him to the dusty Harley in the parking lot. Otis knew every self-styled “outlaw” biker in town, but here was one he’d never seen before. This mock Hell’s Angel must be either passing through, dropping in or—worst of all—circling back home to Hercules. His hair was long and greasy, his build suggested the manufactured muscularity of too many wasted hours weightlifting in a gym or, maybe, in a prison yard. The kid was good-looking enough, with a strong chin, clear skin, a weak, reddish goatee and nice rounded edges. He could’ve been a real ladies’ man if someone had ever taught him any couth.

But he had neither couth, style nor cool. He began poking Beth in the breast with his finger, raving vaguely about the treachery of womankind. Beth was doing her best to calm the asshole as the barkeep started edging toward the telephone. Stan was clearly hesitant to intervene. If he tried to call for help, the troublemaker might decide to vault the bar and rearrange Stan’s face with a broken bottle.

Another finger poke was hard enough to send Beth staggering backward.

Otis swallowed the vodka. “That’s it,” he said. The asshole heard. He turned toward Otis. Suddenly steady, Otis crossed the slivered floor in three strides. The punk tensed to fight him. Otis preempted the bout, swinging the heavy .44 in a tight arc across the kid’s chops, opening a three-inch gash and bouncing him off the bar.

“Stan,” said Otis. “Call Minnie. Tell her to send Earl out here, stat.”

“Stat?” said the bartender.

“Right away.”

“Okay, Chief.”

Otis stood over the punk, who had slid to the floor holding his face, blood flowing between his fingers. He was conscious and his eyes, incongruously blue against his reddish windburn, glared at Otis, malignant and fearless.

As always happened when he gave in to his temper, Otis felt crummy and mean. Beth arrived with a towel and handed it to the kid, who placed it over the wound. The towel soaked up the blood, a guilty red stain spreading quickly.

Otis fought a wave of dizziness and spoke to the punk. “What’s your name?”

“None of your fuckin’ business.”

“No,” said Otis. “It is my business. I’m the police chief, and you just assaulted this woman.”

Beth touched Otis’ arm. “Oh no, Chief. He didn’t. I mean, I don’t wanna—”

Otis was still getting used to the fact that half the women in Hercules, Wisconsin, had never outgrown the1950s.

“Beth,” he said. “Your job is tough enough without a lot of drunks shoving you around. You leave this to me, okay?”

“Well, Chief, I …” And Beth trailed off.

Otis turned to Stan. “You know this shithead?”

Stan leaned over the bar. “Y’know, I guess I seen his face. But that woulda been a while ago. Can’t put a name to it now.”

Otis didn’t feel steady enough to yank the punk off the floor and frisk him for an ID, so he held his ground, pointing the .44, watching the towel turn red, hoping that Earl Schober wasn’t too far.

Otis felt a pang of relief when he heard the siren.





CHAPTER 2

“Haunted?”

The voice of school board chair Fiona Wills rose almost to a shout. It cracked between syllables. She needn’t have raised her voice. Rod Hillis, the Hercules High School athletic director, was directly across the table.

“Well …” said Hillis, softly.

“You’re saying our gym—our gym!—is haunted?”

“Oh God no,” said the athletic director. “No, I don’t think …”

Superintendent of Schools Karl Burnstad interceded. “Fiona, you’ve been in this town a lot longer than I have,” he said. “You know what people say.”

“What people say? What people say? Do you know what the school boards and superintendents and coaches around the league keep saying to me, when I attend conferences, when I go to games, when—”

“I hear the same things, Fiona,” said the superintendent. “Every year, when basketball season comes around.”

“They call it the Black Hole of Hercules,” said Chil Bannister, board member and president of the Hercules State Bank.

“I hate that,” said Art De Long, the board’s senior member and PTA rep.

“Well, then, why the hell don’t we do something about it?” demanded Fiona.

“Fiona,” said Hillis. “We’re try—”

“And dammit!” The chairwoman slammed the table. “I’m walking out of here! Walking right out if I hear anyone even thinking the name Roszak!”

With that, a nervous silence fell over the room. A few people, without moving, tried to peer over their shoulders. A chill seemed to sweep through the overheated library in the old high school.





CHAPTER 3

Fortunately for Police Chief Jim Otis, Earl Schober was doing a double shift. When Earl arrived, hurriedly and a little flustered, he helped the punk to his feet and handcuffed him. Earl took a close look at the gash upside the kid’s head.

“Maybe I should—”

Otis broke in, his voice too loud. “Take him by the ER at the Mayo on the way to lockup in La Crosse.”

“La Crosse?” asked Earl, all the more perplexed. “But—”

“Earl, I don’t want him overnight in our jail. We have no one to cover.” Otis fought against the fuzz in his brain and reminded Earl that auxiliary cop Maury Higginson was visiting his sister in Freeport and Teddy Gilbert, his department trainee, was boning up for a big criminology exam at the tech school in Fennimore. As usual, Hercules’ crimefighting manpower was down to bare bones.

“Right, Chief. Makes sense,” said Earl, studying Otis’ condition. “But I might not …”

“Don’t worry, Earl,” said Otis, careful not to slur his words. “I’m gonna drink a little coffee. Then I’ll do a sweep before I head home and sleep off this embarrassment.”

Smiling tightly, Earl said, “Got it, Chief.”

The punk tried to intercede, sticking his chin at Otis. “Who the fuck d’you think—”

He clammed as Otis raised the .44 once more, aiming the barrel at his nose.

“Shit,” muttered the punk.

Earl backed off from Otis’ breath. He said, “Chief, are you, um … okay?”

Otis laid a hand on his deputy’s shoulder. “I will be, Earl, before I leave here. I promise,” he said. “Handle this for me?”

“Oh sure, Chief. You got it.”

Otis instructed Earl to read the punk his rights and book him on several minor charges that Beth the barmaid would not press and which would fall apart when a judge saw the messy lump on the punk’s head. The only satisfaction Otis felt from this sordid ruckus was that the Roost, absent one disruptive asshole, had fallen sublimely silent.

By ten p.m., the Red Rooster was half-full of weekday drinkers who maintained a low rumble of conversation, accompanied by Loretta Lynn and Marty Robbins oldies on the box. The clientele scrupulously kept their distance from a police chief who had slipped out of character, got hammered and flattened a loudmouth with the barrel of a scary-ass gun. They could see him brooding in his booth, nursing a cup of crankcase coffee. They could see the .44 on the table. No one had the nerve to mosey over and suggest that Jim Otis unbreast his troubles.

Otis was coping poorly with a personal crisis that dated back to the Friday before. He had barely finished the ordeal of rescuing Carrie Crowfoot, a high-school girl who’d been kidnapped and stashed in a church basement by a compliant and gormless kid named Billy Kneedler. Poor Billy had ended up dead. Otis had ample reason to connect Carrie’s abduction and Billy’s murder to Josie Dobbs, a precocious seventeen-year-old who had become the police chief’s private curse. Seemingly, somehow, Josie had remained, throughout Carrie’s disappearance, a stationary freshman at Bryn Mawr College in far-off Pennsylvania. Otis knew better, but he had not a whiff of proof.

By the evening of her rescue, Carrie was recovering in a La Crosse hospital. Otis had retired to his cabin with Carol Demeter, the Hercules High School teacher to whom he had finally decided to propose marriage. Over dinner, Otis had reviewed his theory of the crime. Moments later, he was pouring wine and preparing to plight his troth to Carol. Then the phone rang.

“Santiago?”

A few years before, a young girl in Chicago—younger than she had ever admitted—had wormed her way into Otis’ affections. Before he met Elena, he had styled himself as a hardboiled vice-squad detective impregnable to the saddest of sob stories. But Elena wasn’t sad and didn’t sob. She had a childlike vivacity that, over time and a series of arrests, melted Otis’ shell. After losing track of her, finding and rescuing her three or four times from the streets, from pimps, drugs, fuckpads and sadists, he had fallen for Elena (alias Ana Muñoz). Inevitably, his superiors in the Chicago PD uncovered the affair and shuffled Otis summarily out of the department. On his last day, Otis’ longtime partner, Rich Raven, noted an irony: If Otis had killed Elena, instead of watching over and loving her, he would have been eligible for a commendation and a promotion. Otis’ wife, Connie, not only divorced him but took back her maiden name and strove, as much as possible within the law, to deprive Otis of the company of his daughter, Natalie. After a lengthy wallow in self-pity and heavy drinking, Otis had accepted the only job offer that came his way, as acting police chief in the quirky Wisconsin hamlet of Hercules. Since his arrival, he’d been hired, then removed from office for apparently molesting Josie Dobbs, but rehired after the FBI siege of Bastard’s Bluff. Elena, the girl who’d started Otis on his downward spiral, who had lied to Otis about her name as well as her age, had long since disappeared. She stayed gone for two years. But then, while Otis was coping with the Carrie Crowfoot crisis, Elena suddenly popped up again, in Madison, under the name Maria Cabrera. There—according to the police—she was a college coed who’d been sexually assaulted, allegedly, by an entire fraternity. Unable to leave well enough alone, Otis had rushed to Elena’s rescue. The Madison cops were ready to assemble a few lineups and arrest her fratboy rapists. But by the time Otis reached Madison, she had once more exercised her talent for vanishing into thin air.

Throughout his exile in Hercules, Otis had stayed mostly sober.

Elena had always called him “Santiago.”

When the phone interrupted his proposal to Carol, that one word from Elena sent him tumbling into a familiar turmoil. He had to go to her.

As Otis was stuffing underwear and shaving kit into a bag, Carol was at the foot of his bed, watching. She sighed.

She said, “Do you have to do this?”

“I owe her.”

“You owe her what?”

“She loved me. She trusted me.”

“She got you fired. She ended your marriage, and she dropped off the face of the earth.”

Otis paused in his packing. “I have to go,” he said.

“I understand, I guess,” said Carol, forlornly. “But I’m asking why. Do you love her? Now, after all that’s happened? After me?”

“No,” said Otis, weakly.

“You don’t love the girl?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so.” Carol said this flatly, not as a question but as an indictment.

Otis zipped the bag.

“Well then, why?” Carol pressed. “Do you really think you’re the only one who can help her? That she still can’t take care of herself? That girl—no, woman—she’s been on her own forever. Hasn’t she already survived through horrors and abuses that would’ve killed any normal person?”

Otis didn’t answer because Carol’s logic was accurate and unassailable.

“Is it all just about guilt?” she asked. This was the valedictory barb that sent Otis out the door, into the car. It worked its way under his skin all through the wild goose chase to Minneapolis.

Otis’ coffee had gone cold. He waved at Stan the bartender, who sent Beth over with a fresh cup. Stan made possibly the worst coffee east of La Crosse, but Otis sipped away stoically. It was his penance. Beth picked up his cold cup and asked, “Are you okay, Chief?”

He answered more honestly than Beth wanted to hear. “Hardly,” he said. “I’m probably gonna be alone for the rest of my life.”

Beth paled, faltered backward and fled.

“Shit,” said Otis to himself. “Sorry.”

He was sorry.

The drive to the Twin Cities was six hours. He’d gotten got there as the sun was just coming up on a Saturday morning. He wasted an hour tracking down the airport motel where Elena was staying. He discovered Elena had a roommate, a guy in a tan suit with a William Powell mustache named Jackie Gliem. He was at least thirty years older than Elena, who was now going by the name—she told Otis—of Consuela Cruz.

In separate cars, they had driven to the nearby Mall of America and rendezvoused at Starbucks. There, Gliem had explained that he was Consuela/Elena’s “manager.” He was also a “producer.”

Otis had asked, “Producer? Of what?”

Gliem had replied, “Oh, man, whatever needs producing. You name it.”

“Jesus,” Otis whispered to himself.

Elena gazed adoringly at Gliem while he gushed that her life story, although still not twenty years gone, was one of the most compelling and heartrending human sagas of our time. Gliem had already sketched out a “surefire” movie treatment that dramatized Elena’s career on the streets, her addictions and recoveries, her abuse by pimps, johns and drug dealers, her repeated rescues by a kindly and heroic Chicago detective, her exploitation by white college boys in Madison and her panicked flight, hitchhiking, mooching, sleeping outdoors and turning the occasional desperate trick, across the heartless heartland—until she stumbled, broke and hungry, into the tender clutches of Jackie Gliem. He rambled through parts of Elena’s life that Otis knew too well and others Gliem had made up out of balsa wood and airplane glue. Gliem wrapped up his power points by declaring that Elena was a “lock” to excite the interest of an independent studio in L.A. He already had a line on a crack screenwriter in Toluca Lake. All Gliem needed, he told Otis, was a modest grubstake, enough to set up Elena on the Coast in the style she deserved. She had all the talent any beautiful young woman needs, said Gliem as Elena blushed, to portray the plucky heroine in a movie about herself.

“She’ll be like Audie Murphy in To Hell and Back,” Gliem gushed, citing a sixty-year-old B-movie that hardly anyone, even in Hollywood, would remember.

Otis lifted a hand in front of Gliem’s face, halting his monolog. He looked toward Elena. “You called me for help,” Otis said. “You want money?”

Elena lowered her chin and looked at him beneath her eyebrows, with huge brown eyes. He knew the gesture well. “Well, money would help, Santiago,” she purred.

“How much?” asked Otis, forlornly.

“We’re thinkin’,” said Gliem, “twenty-five grand would be Consuela’s down payment on stardom.”

From that point, the conversation had deteriorated. It took Otis another hour to convince Gliem that he had never been a cop on the take, nor had he ever served as Elena’s sugar daddy. When it dawned on Gliem that Otis was a dry hole, he turned off the charm. He took Elena by the wrist and started to drag her out of the coffee shop. Otis’ last gesture was to brace Gliem and detach her. He said that if Gliem sold Elena out and put her back on the street, he would find out. He would locate Gliem and leave him permanently incapable of producing much more than a plaintive whimper.

Otis knew this was an empty threat but he had long since mastered the rhetorical skills that made it sound credible.

And they were gone.

The Red Rooster, east of Hercules on Highway 33, was one of two roadhouses outside of town. Otis had never frequented the Roost, except to break up one of its frequent bar fights. Now, languishing in his booth, surveilled warily by Stan the publican, he coughed up from his memory that last glimpse of Elena’s face. She had looked, as always, arrestingly beautiful and incongruously ingenuous, as though none of her life’s degradations had touched her. From the beginning, Otis had seen in Elena a silvery aura that melted doubt and promised boundless, childish love. Against his every instinct, ethic and second thought, he had succumbed to Elena’s illusion, rescuing her again and again. But in Minneapolis, across a table in the coffee shop, as she sat holding Jackie Gliem’s gnarly hand, Otis had perceived a dullness at Elena’s edges, as though the friction of a thousand indignities had finally sanded away the bright varnish that deflected the darkness.

Elena might call him again. She probably would. Otis wasn’t sure how he would answer, or if he would answer at all.

Otis had already confessed to Carol as much about Elena as he could. Carol understood Elena’s hold. Once, she said, “I’ve been teaching kids—Elena’s age—for ten years now. Some of them in situations almost as bad as hers—although, my God, she’s spent half her life lost in Hell. But in my experience, whatever the circumstances, there’s always hope for almost any kid. You can save her—or him. Trouble is, Jim, salvation’s not a part-time job. The kid has to have a steadying force in her life, someone who cares—someone she can lean on. She needs a direction she can turn to, that won’t disappear before her eyes. You see?”

Otis saw.

Carol plowed on. “From what you’ve told me about her, I get the feeling that Elena had the sort of inner strength to survive and come out mostly whole. But she had no reinforcement. She had no safe haven. She got passed along by a series of men whose only interest was to break her to their needs. You were the exception. You proved to her that men could be kind, generous, protective. You were—well, you could have been—the antidote to her miseducation. But where were you? You slipped in and out of her life—”

Otis broke in. “I couldn’t—”

“Of course you couldn’t. You had your own life, Fosdick. Elena understood that better than you. She didn’t mean to hurt you, but she did. Actually, you did, by falling in love. You let her pull you away from everything you cared about—except her. When the dust settled, she was all you had left. But she was already on the run.”

After a long pause, Carol had said, “She called you Santiago because you were her saint, her salvation. Without you, she couldn’t be saved. When you fell in love with her and lost everything, you couldn’t even save yourself. You weren’t there for Elena. You couldn’t be there. Without Santiago to lean on, she slipped back to the only way she knew to survive. And she ran.”

Her speech finished, Carol sighed and added an afterthought. “But she’ll be back.”

Otis had pushed Carol’s words as deep into his mind as they would go. Sitting alone at the Roost, they all came back. Staring into his tepid coffee, he realized that by answering Elena’s summons but then sullenly consigning her to the latest creep in her life, he had also probably lost Carol.

Otis kept an unopened bottle of twelve-year-old Glendalough on the coffee table in his cabin. He often sat staring at it ’til his eyes grew heavy and he fell asleep. He decided to depart the gloom at the Red Rooster, so he could go home and stare at his bottle.

He waved at Beth for his check.





CHAPTER 4

(Wednesday, the 16th of October)

Jim Otis didn’t get to the police station in downtown Hercules ’til after one p.m., whereat Minnie Trout, his dispatcher, peered over her glasses and said, tersely, “Paperwork’s been piling up, Jim.”

Otis replied, “My head hurts.”

“Serves you right,” said Minnie.

After that, Otis retreated to his desk to shuffle paper and rummage through drawers for an aspirin. A half hour later, his penance having been adequately served, Minnie produced a handful of ibuprofen and a glass of water.

“Oh, thank God.”

“Thank Minnie. And don’t you ever dare walk in here in this condition again. I’ll quit on you.”

“I can explain,” said Otis, weakly.

“Bullshit,” said Minnie.

She was right. Otis downed the pills meekly and tried to focus his mind on warrants, summonses and traffic tickets.

Earl Schober saved him. “Hey, Chief,” he said, bursting into the office. “We lost the kid from the Roost.”

Otis shook the cobwebs between his ears. “Say what?”

“The punk from last night,” said Earl. “The one you … um …”

Earl cast a cautionary glance at Minnie, who was listening closely. Hastily, Earl pantomimed Otis’ blow to the loudmouth’s skull.

“Oh,” said Otis. “Right.”

“Well, we lost ’im.”

“Lost?”

“Yeah, well, you know Judge Noon, right?”

“Yes, I do,” said Otis. Judge Royce Noon was the senior judge in county court at La Crosse, a pillar of integrity who brooked no mischief from either police, prosecutors or perpetrators. “He let the kid go?”

Earl sank into the chair that faced Otis’ desk. He related the contretemps between Judge Noon and La Crosse District Attorney Ed Rafelson. “Yeah, he saw the big bandage on the punk’s head and asked what happened to ’im. Ed tried to explain but Judge Noon asked was Ed the one who hit him or bandaged him or brought him into court and he said, no, and Judge Noon said who did, and Ed said, well that would be Officer Schober here, from Hercules, and …”

“And,” said Otis, “you stood up and ratted me out.”

“Oh, jeez! No, Chief! I didn’t say—”

A sort of half-snort, half-giggle came from the direction of Minnie Trout.

“But Judge Noon, I gather, did manage to squeeze from you the intelligence that you found the punk holding onto the bar for dear life, bleeding from a wound that suggested blunt-force trauma. And there I stood, drunk and ripshit, holding a .44-caliber peacemaker with blood on the barrel?”

“Well, jeez, Chief, not in so many words.”

Earl looked sheepish and guilty.

“But that was more or less the drift?”

“Well, I guess.”

“And you couldn’t produce any evidence or statements that the kid was a loud son of a bitch who was menacing Beth Zellmer and frightening the barflies.”

Otis did not phrase this as a question. Earl simply sank lower in his chair and shook his head.

Otis sighed. “Serves me right,” he said. He caught Minnie’s smile out of the corner of his eye.

“But,” Earl interjected, “it wasn’t a complete washout.”

“In what sense, Earl?”

“Well, we ID’d ’im,” said Earl. “Hell, I shoulda recognized ’im.”

Otis sat up straight. “You know him?”

“Well, not personally,” said Earl. He dug a notebook from his shirt pocket. “His name’s Clay Lutz. Age, twenty-one. Height, five—”

“Clay Lutz?!” exclaimed Minnie. She stood, left her desk and closed in on Earl. “He’s back?”

Otis said, “Could someone fill me in here?”

Earl opened his mouth, but Minnie was quicker on the draw. “Oh, Jim, he was a nightmare for Chief Neitzel. For the schools, too, especially when he got to Herc High. Young Clay lived way out west on 33, on this run-down rocky farm. No mother. She’d died when he was little, just wore out from work, poor dear. The old man was meaner than a cornered polecat. What was his name? Herman, I think. Yes. Herman Lutz. The man was full of hate. Passed his rotten disposition on to the boy, Clay, who was always spoiling for a fight. Some said Clay was smart but if he was, it didn’t show in school. Argued with teachers. Picked on kids. One time, Nate had to go over and disarm the kid when he brought a gun to school. The boy got held back twice, and then he was suspended in ninth grade for taking a swing at Gordy Corliss. Gordy’s the—”

“I know,” said Otis. “He teaches auto mechanics.”

“And electronics,” said Minnie. “But for all that trouble, the boy had a way with girls. You know the type—moody and mysterious. And then he got a motorcycle. I heard he worked all summer, hiring out to other farmers, minded his p’s and q’s, and he saved up enough to buy that damned Harley.”

“Wonderful,” said Otis. “Another dead-end biker rolling around town, scaring the chickens.”

“So, anyhow,” Minnie went on, “Chief Neitzel tried hard to help the kid, like I said. Clay Lutz must’ve spent twenty nights in the jail, right here. Nate would bring him in, give him a talking to, lock him up overnight. Never sent him over to La Crosse, even when he should’ve. I mean, that kid did some real harm to other kids, put one or two in the hospital. But Nate Neitzel was a softie for him. He blamed the boy’s father. Nate thought he could bring Clay around. I never saw it, though. Never heard the insolent little snot say ‘sorry’ for anything. He’d just sit there staring while Nate lectured him and jollied him and tried to reach him. The rotten kid kept spitting on my floor.”

Minnie paused. “I guess maybe it could’ve worked,” she said dubiously. “Maybe Nate could’ve got to him by the time he finished high school. But the whole project ended the day Clay Lutz bolted from town.”

“Wasn’t that after that thing with the girl?” said Earl.

“Ah, you remember that,” said Minnie.

“It’s comin’ back to me, Minnie,” said Earl softly.

“It wasn’t just that Lutz got the girl pregnant,” said Minnie. “That’s hardly anything new these days. But—”

“Yeah, I remember that, too, Minnie. The son of a bitch raped her,” said Earl, with a harder edge on his voice. “She was only fourteen.”

“Well, that was the rumor. Probably true,” said Minnie. “But the girl never said, even after Nate brought a social worker up from Madison. Talked to the girl for an hour. She just went mum. She didn’t even cry. And that was it. Her parents sent her away. Didn’t want all those other kids staring at her and talking behind her back for nine months. Besides, Clay stuck around. He stayed in school. He didn’t care if the other kids were calling him a rapist or anything else. He might’ve even hung on and graduated, but then his old man died. Old Herman had an accident in the barn, they said.”

Earl huffed. “Accident.”

Minnie smiled. “Earl, I know what you think. But I saw the State Police report. It said—”

Earl’s voice was raw. “Yeah, well, the staties took that case away from Sheriff Ritter and the Hercules PD and then they round-filed it. They didn’t want to waste their goddamn ‘investigative resources’ on a routine farm accident, so that’s how they wrote it up. They rushed the whole thing through and dropped it like a goddamn hot rock.”

“Earl?” said Otis.

“Excuse my French, Minnie,” said Earl.

“It’s fine, Earl. You’ve got the goddamn floor.”

“Well, the thing is,” said Earl, “I got a look at Herman’s body before they hauled him away. I barged right into that barn and there was Herman, stuck on harrow blades that went right through his belly and stuck out of his back. Some State Police investigator from Madison said Herman must’ve fallen from the hayloft. They found some rotten boards up there that broke through.”

“Who was the investigator?” asked Otis.

“Well, it wasn’t Ron Senegal, if that’s what you’re askin’.”

“That’s what I’m asking,” said Otis.

“Well, it wasn’t Ron.

“So, Earl, you don’t think it was an accident?”

“Hell, I don’ know, Chief. They hustled me away from there, said it wasn’t Hercules PD jurisdiction. But, well, Herman? I knew Herman. He was a lazy bastard who ran a nice little dairy farm into the ground. As soon as Clay was old enough to lift a pitchfork, Herman dumped the whole shebang onto the kid’s shoulders. Christ. Clay must’ve been thirteen. Course, he couldn’t handle it and he hated farming more than the old man, but Herman didn’t care, as long as he didn’t have to lift a finger and he could get by on his disability payments.”

“Disability? What was it?” asked Otis.

“Damned if I know,” said Earl. “He looked all right to me when he was drinkin’ the other rednecks under the table out at Jack’s or Better.”

“So, Earl, you were saying,” said Otis, steering back to the point. “You had doubts about Herman’s death?”

“Yeah,” said Earl, “because of that goddamn hayloft. If ya saw the layout you’d understand. Y’see, to get up there, Herman would’ve had to climb a ladder. And he would’ve needed a good damn reason to climb that ladder. And the only reason to climb up to that loft was to work. Like I said already, Herman Lutz was allergic to work. Up ’til the day the shiftless son of a bitch died, I promise ya, Chief, Herman hadn’t been up that ladder or worked a lick in that barn for goin’ on five years. Him goin’ up there, slippin’ off the edge and stickin’ himself on that harrow? I mean, shit. Makes no sense at all. Besides, not one of those know-it-all staties asked who turned the harrow upside-down?”

Otis looked puzzled.

Minnie intervened. “A harrow gets dragged behind a tractor, Chief. It has these long steel teeth that cut grooves in the soil. The teeth point down, not up.”

“Oh,” said Otis, trying to picture the device.

“But that harrow, it was an old rusty spring-tooth that hadn’t plowed a single furrow for maybe twenty years. The queer part was, the damn thing was tipped over—all the teeth pointing up,” said Earl. “Nobody tips over a harrow, Chief. There’s no reason. It’s dangerous, and it’s heavy as hell.”

“The state troopers didn’t wonder about the upside-down harrow?”

“Shit,” said Earl, “what does a state cop from Madison know about farm equipment?”

Earl, who rarely talked this much, took a deep breath.

Minnie took over. “The other thing,” she said. “Nobody was all that curious, one way or the other. Seems like most everyone was satisfied to have Herman Lutz six feet under.”

“Yeah,” Earl conceded. “Nobody missed ol’ Herman.”

“The man was like a fountain of hate. You saw him coming up the street and you steered away,” said Minnie. “Nobody went to the funeral.”

Otis said, “Well, Clay must have—”

“No, not even Clay,” said Minnie. “He was gone on his bike—God knows where—before old Herman was even in the ground.”

Minnie stopped.

Otis was getting the picture. “And now Clay’s back.”

“He’s gonna be trouble,” said Earl.

“He already is,” muttered Otis.

Minnie nodded meaningfully and returned to her post. Otis had a thought.

“What about the girl?”

Earl looked puzzled. He turned to Minnie. “What was her name?”

Minnie was ready. “She was one of the Clarks. Colm and Katherine. Quiet folks. Out toward the end of Venus Avenue. Very Catholic. They had an older son, Lawrence. He graduated and moved over to French Island. They were pretty embarrassed over the girl. Meryl, that was her name.”

“Right,” said Earl. “Meryl Clark.”

“Funny,” said Minnie. “That was what? Three years ago. She should’ve come back by now. But I haven’t heard—”

Otis smiled, “Y’know, Minnie, not everybody reports all their comings and goings to you.”

“Yes, but I usually—”

“I know you do,” said Otis. “In fact, since there seems to be a connection between this Lutz person and that girl, you wouldn’t mind looking into her whereabouts, would you?”

Minnie receded into her Cheshire-cat look. “Not at all, Chief.”





CHAPTER 5

Jim Otis postponed his visit to Hercules High School ’til the end of the school day. Normally, he looked forward to going there, where he could stroll past Carol’s classroom and stage a chance encounter. Now, though, he was unsure of his welcome. He pulled up in front of school after five p.m., when most of the faculty was already gone.

He found Bob Kroll, the guidance counselor, still in his office. Kroll had neither files for nor any memory of Clay Lutz, who had split from town before Kroll came to Herc High. Kroll suggested a talk with Gordy Corliss, who might be in the gymnasium. Corliss, whom Otis knew only as a guy who’d made an unsuccessful pass at Carol, was an assistant to basketball coach Cecil Klaus.

Otis didn’t mind visiting the gym. Hoop had been his only sport in high school. He had been a slow but burly forward who came off the bench as a senior, on a team that made the first round of the Illinois state playoffs. He still took pride in his low-post moves.

At first glance, the dimly lit gym seemed deserted. Otis turned to leave, but paused at a familiar sound.

One kid was there, working out in the gym’s semi-darkness, running “suicides” up and back on the court. Drawn by the sounds of the athlete’s steady, heavy breathing and the squeak of his shoes, Otis sat down on the end of the bleachers, of which a few rows had been pulled from the wall.

Whenever he came to this gym, Otis peered curiously upward, at the school board’s perennial headache. For years, other schools in the league had been complaining that Hercules had the dimmest gym not just in the league, but anywhere in the state. To remedy the problem, the board had bought three different lighting systems, installing banks of bulbs with enough candlepower to rival the sun. Despite all efforts and expense, however, the gym never brightened. Somewhere above the court, there seemed to hover an invisible, inexplicable and obstinate overcast. The plucky glow that penetrated was bright enough to play ball by. But the players on the court—especially from other schools—strained against the gym’s crepuscular gloom.

The school board had hired experts to analyze why light seemed to wane in its short trip from the rafters to the basketball floor. The experts had come away puzzled, always prescribing the same solution: stronger lights. Afterward, they were doubly befuddled when the brand new bulbs left the gym no brighter than before.

One lighting specialist bravely advanced the hypothesis that, “It’s not the lights. It’s something else.”

To which the senior school board member, Arthur De Long, replied, “No shit?”

Otis had heard the unnatural—or supernatural—explanation, from Earl Schober. “It’s haunted,” Earl said resolutely.

Otis shrugged at the ceiling and concentrated on the kid. He finished pushing himself through a set of at least six suicides, an ordeal also known as up-and-backs. He recovered by walking a lap around the court, humming a song that Otis vaguely recognized. He passed Otis without acknowledging his presence.

The boy then launched into a fresh round of torture. He started taking jump shots, one after the other, rushing to snag the ball before it could hit the floor. He would run to a spot, shoot, run to retrieve the ball, then dribble to a new spot. The kid kept up the routine at a grueling pace. Shoot. Run. Rebound. Run. Shoot. Run. Occasionally, when he couldn’t reach the ball before it bounced, he paused his rhythmic tune and muttered to himself. Otis tried to count the boy’s shots but lost track after a hundred or so. The kid was breathing hard but steady, pushing himself mercilessly. All the while, he kept intoning the same tune, barely above a whisper but maintaining a beat that matched his movements. The kid’s vocalizing reminded Otis of the marching rhymes sung out by soldiers.

After perhaps two hundred shots, the kid finally gave himself a break and strolled to the key, where he started putting up free throws.

Otis took the opportunity. He ambled over and said, “Mind if I rebound for you?”

The kid scowled. “I usually do my own,” he said.

Otis ignored this, collected the next shot—the kid never seemed to miss—and said, “I played in high school. But I couldn’t shoot like you.”

“I don’t shoot that well,” said the kid.

Otis shook his head. “I’m Jim Otis,” he said, fielding the ball and returning it to the kid with a crisp chest pass. “I’m the chief—”

“I know,” said the kid, focusing on the rim and launching another perfect shot. “I see you at Calamity’s.”

Otis rebounded and passed, thinking.

As the kid swished away and Otis returned the ball, it came to him. He had heard about this boy on the grapevine. Maury Higginson, the amiable auxiliary policeman who volunteered for security at high-school basketball games, raved about this black kid who choreographed every Hercules High game. His name was Stewart McCullough, known among his peers as “Stone.” He was a senior now. His mother, Bonita, was the manager at Calamity Jane’s. Otis had seen the boy, often greeted by his peers as “Stone,” working in the kitchen.

Stewy missed a shot.

“Shit,” he said, barely audible.

Otis fielded the ball, flipped it back.

“You can’t make ’em all,” he said.

Stewy paused and glared. “Why not?”

Otis had an answer. “Because we’re human.”

Stewy shrugged.

“They call you Stone,” said Otis. Stewy shot. Swish. “How come?”

Otis passed. The ball thunked into Stewy’s hands. “It’s a song I sort of hum, while I’m practicing,” he said. Stewy’s voice had lost some of its chill. He was allowing the stranger into his space.

Singing while he worked was probably second nature for this kid, Otis thought. He had heard fragments of the McCullough family history from A.J. Cartwright, proprietor of A’Jay’s Tavern. A.J., one of the town’s informal historians, kept close tabs on the few other black families in Hercules. A.J. told Otis that Stewy’s father had been Cole McCullough, a blues guitarist of no little renown. Ten years before, as Cole was returning to Hercules from a gig in Chicago, his car had hit a patch of black ice on I-90 and veered into a bridge abutment.

That was as much as Otis knew about the McCulloughs, as a family. But in Chicago, he had not only heard of Cole McCullough. He had heard him play a few times, usually while he was drinking alone at a back table in the Green Mill or Buddy Guy’s club.

Finally, Otis said, “What song?”

Stewy spun the ball and paused. “You wouldn’t know it,” he said. He took a shot. Swish.

“Ah, you’d be surprised,” said Otis. He passed the ball.

Stewy cocked his head. “It’s one of my mom’s songs,” he said. He shot again, scored again.

Otis thought about that. The boy’s father had been a musician, but his mother had her own songs?

As he gathered the ball from the net and cocked his arms to pass, Otis said to himself, Hm, stone, stone, stone … What song had stones in the lyric?

Nita McCullough was the new boss at Calamity’s, promoted eleven months before by the owner, Lorne Vovek. One of Nita’s first priorities had been to change the piped-in music. To replace the old loop, a soporific flow of synthetic pablum, Nita had mined her personal trove of golden oldies. Within a week after Nita took charge, Calamity’s customers were eating breakfast to the tune of John, Paul, George, Ringo and Otis Redding. Nita’s mixes went back as far as the Ink Spots and the Platters and were never more up-to-date than Stevie Wonder and Linda Ronstadt. Occasionally, as Otis was leaving the diner, he lingered in the doorway long enough hear the last few bars of “Peggy Sue” or “Be My Baby.”

Otis was still straining for the reason Stewy’s friends called him Stone. Laura Nyro came to mind.

As he snapped the ball back to Stewy, Otis said, “‘Stoned Soul Picnic’?”

Stewy smiled. He took a shot. “That’s a ballad,” he said. “No beat.”

Otis was stumped. He shrugged in defeat, and settled down to feeding Stewy the ball. After a few minutes, as he launched a shot, Stewy started to sing, softly, in a smooth tenor that came to Otis’ ear as vastly more sonorous than Bob Dylan had ever been.

“Well, they’ll stone you when you’re trying to be so good …”

“Ah!” said Otis, bouncing the ball to Stewy. “Of course.”

He listened to Stewy’s voice and summoned to mind the raw, thumping beat of Dylan’s masterpiece of sardonic rock, “Rainy Day Women #12 & 35.” Otis said, “I’ve heard this one at Calamity’s.”

Stewy nodded and shot.

“Y’know, that’s a good idea,” said Otis. He understood from experience that there is a rhythm to shooting. By setting his practice to an audible beat, Stewy was forcing himself into a metronomic flow, shutting out distractions.

Otis, of course, was a distraction.

“That’s a hundred,” said Stewy, dribbling once and tossing up a casual twelve-footer. He made it.

“You finished? asked Otis.

“Not yet,” said Stewy. He slid away from Otis and started his jump shot routine. Run, shoot, rebound, run …

This was Otis’ clue to leave.

“Well,” he said to Stewy’s back, “nice to meet you, Stewart.”

Otis turned to see if Stewy would hit one more shot before he left the kid alone in the gym. Nobody who has ever played the game can stand to leave the court on a missed shot.

Stewy was planted at the near elbow, eighteen feet from the basket. He lofted a jumper, true to the rim. As it descended, a foot from the net, there was a tick. Otis heard it. Startled, he watched as the ball hesitated—in mid-air—for a split-second, as though it had struck something solid. Its flight shifted. The ball hit the orange rim and bounced awry.

The singing stopped. For the first time since Otis had set foot in the gym, Stewy raised his voice above a mutter.

“Shit!”

Otis squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them. In defiance of physics, the ball had seemingly turned a corner in midflight. The gym was still and draft-free. There was nothing, eleven feet above the floor, to alter the ball’s trajectory. Nothing but air.

“Nah,” said Otis, denying his own senses.

Stewy tracked down the ball and grunted as he shot again, off-balance. He missed. Stewy sprinted for the rebound. Respecting the kid’s privacy, Otis hurried away. Stewy’s crooked shot stuck in his head.

“Weird,” he said.





CHAPTER 6

Otis had forgotten Stewart McCullough’s deviant jump shot by the time he got back to the police station. Minnie Trout was still there, tapping a foot and asking, “Where have you been?”

Otis answered question with question. “Why are you still here? It’s after six.”

“I should leave with nobody here and the door unlocked?”

“What’s to steal, Minnie?”

“Guns!”

“Minnie, you could’ve locked up. You have a key.”

Minnie Trout crossed her arms.

“Ah,” said Otis. “Something to tell me?”

“Something to ask,” replied Minnie.

“Yes?”

“What did you say to that lovely girl?”

“Which one?” This was an evasion and Minnie smelled it out.

“How many lovely girls,” she growled, “do you have in your miserable, lonely life?”

“Miserable?”

Minnie tapped again. Otis sighed, slid toward his desk and sat down in a heap. “It wasn’t so much something I said,” he admitted.

“Well then, what did you do?”

“I drove up to the Twin Cities,” he confessed, “to help out a friend.”

“Friend?” The word crackled with sarcasm.
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