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DONALD E. WESTLAKE STRIKES AGAIN! PRAISE FOR THE HOOK


“A clever ending that’s both surprising and inevitable.”

—New York Times

“THE HOOK is a heartstopping suspense novel from the pro of pros . . . full of nasty jolts and turns, including one of the most hair-raising murder scenes ever written. Westlake shines . . . and in this case he terrifies as well.”

—Stephen King

“A chilling tale. . . . You will be hooked right through the final chapter.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Without argument, Westlake is the dean of smart crime novels, and in THE HOOK he proves it with bells on. . . . Westlake is one of those uncommon writers who come up with deceptively simple plots that, when unraveled, leave you shaking your head in admiration and amazement.”

—Denver Rocky Mountain News

“A chilling conclusion. . . . Red herrings and skillful plotting make THE HOOK a satisfying confection.”

—Business Week

“Expert and merciless lampooning of modern, corporatized book publishing.”

—Washington Post Book World

“Brilliant.”

—USA Today


“THE HOOK begins with an agreement signed in blood and smoothly, unobtrusively, gracefully, relentlessly moves toward absolute devastation. This is Donald E. Westlake at the top of his form, writing with the power and confidence of a master and keeping the reader dazzled and agape all the way to the last sentence.”

—Peter Straub

“Fast moving. . . . [A] clever tale of crime and punishment in Manhattan and Connecticut exposes the dreadful bottom line that drives the publishing industry, while it reveals an insider’s knowledge of the writing life.”

—Boston Herald

“Haunting . . . Westlake’s spare writing keeps what could be a very cerebral story solidly grounded, using ordinary details of the two writers’ lives to reflect the stress and turmoil going on in their minds.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Another biting satire of our market-driven society, this time aimed directly at the publishing industry . . . moves so fast and works so well. . . . When it comes to mixing crime, satire, and desperate men, no one does it better than Westlake.”

—Denver Post

“In his latest work, Westlake once again proves himself a master storytelling craftsman. . . . Instead of romanticizing or sensationalizing Westlake brilliantly examines the psychological toll that it takes on every aspect of both men’s lives.”

—Library Journal

“Westlake writes tersely and moves his plot along briskly . . . a spooky and weird book. And I loved it.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“The insider’s view of the writer’s life and the publishing industry is Westlake at his most trenchant. . . . Trust Westlake to outthink you for a chilling, remorseless ending.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Ingenious. . . . Crime fiction as literature. . . . Wonderful insights into novel writing, story line and character development, and relationships between writers and editors. There is a neat twist at the end that is not entirely unexpected but chilling nonetheless.”

—Winston-Salem Journal

“Compulsive reading on every level. The suspense is overwhelming but the black humor is what really makes the book. This is a tale the great Alfred Hitchcock would have delighted in filming.”

—Romantic Times

“A rousing read that redefines the modern thriller.”

—Providence Sunday Journal

“Westlake always has a fresh twist for his funny and intelligent crime novels. . . . THE HOOK is vintage Westlake, one of his best.”

—Toronto Globe and Mail

“Another thrilling tale. . . . Westlake thoroughly explores the horrific psychological price exacted on both men when the scheme is carried out.”

—Abilene Reporter News

“Westlake ‘hooks’ the reader like a fish into this suspenseful novel and then slowly reels you in until the very end. . . . The last page is well worth reading for itself alone. It sent chills up my spine.”

—Salisbury Post
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To the memory of Gary Salt, fine friend, esteemed literary agent, West Coast pillar of strength, an ally for 22 years, dead of cancer at 53. I call that too young.
Goodbye, Gary.
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Bryce wrote: “Kyrgyzstan. Mineral wealth includes gold. 95% within Tien Shan mountain range. Capital: Bishkek.” Then he put his pen on the pad and turned pages in the book open before him on the table, looking for more about the Tien Shan mountain range. It sounded rugged, a good setting.


Around him in this research section in the Mid-Manhattan Library were dozens of other solitaries, studying books, making notes. It felt comforting to be among them.

A whisper at his ear: “Mr. Proctorr?”

Oh, well, he thought. Duty calls. He looked up and there he was, young, mid-twenties probably, skinny and pale, his face too small for those big eyeglasses, his smile tentative, afraid of rebuff: “You are Bryce Proctorr, aren’t you?”

Bryce nodded. “That’s me.”

“I love your books, Mr. Proctorr,” the fan said. “I don’t want to interrupt—”

“That’s okay.”


The fan’s lined notebook and ballpoint pen were extended: “Would you—? I’ll tape it into my copy of Double in Diamonds when I get home.”

“Well, fine, you do that,” Bryce said. He took the pad and pen. “What’s your name?”

“Gene.”

They agreed on a spelling, and Bryce wrote, “To Gene, All The Best, Bryce Proctorr.”

“Thank you, sir, thank you.”

“My pleasure.” He felt as though he were asleep through this, watching through closed transparent eyelids. Gene went away, and Bryce tried to search again for the Tien Shan mountain range, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t care about the Tien Shan mountain range.

This wasn’t working. He knew he was spinning his wheels, but he’d thought, to do some research, even to do some pretend work, would be better than to just sit in the apartment, watch old videotapes, certainly better than to go back to the empty house in Connecticut on a weekday. But he couldn’t feel himself, he was here but he wasn’t here, this crap he was doing was crap. There was no story in this.

He felt restless, a little lonely, as he moved through the library toward the exit, and then his eye was snagged by something familiar. Someone familiar, a familiar face, in profile, bent over a thick book, seated before a thick book, copying addresses into a small memo pad. A familiar face, out of the past. Bryce slowed, and the name came: Wayne Prentice.

He almost walked on by, but then he thought, Wayne. Whatever happened to Wayne Prentice? Twenty-five-year-old memories riffled, like a book of postcards, always groups, at parties, crowded into cars, at Jones Beach, in bars, the small living rooms of small underfurnished apartments. They were never close, but always friends, and then there was a day they didn’t happen to meet, and now it’s twenty years, more than twenty years, and whatever happened to Wayne Prentice? Didn’t he publish some books?

Wayne’s hair was thinner and neater than Bryce remembered, his face in profile fleshier; but I’ve aged, too, he thought. Both men were in chinos, Wayne’s tan, Bryce’s black, Bryce in scuffed big sneakers, Wayne in shabby brown loafers. Wayne’s windbreaker was dull green cotton, Bryce’s buff suede. We look like old friends, he thought.

Bryce veered toward the other man, his pen in his left inside pocket, notepad left outside pocket, smile on his face. Now that he was famous, recognized almost everywhere, he found it easy to approach people; they thought they already knew him. And of course Wayne already did.

“Wayne?”

He looked up, and his expression was haggard, eyes morose. He was what? Forty-four, Bryce’s age? Around there, but he looked older.

And of course he recognized Bryce at once, and his expression lifted, film lifting from his eyes, eager smile on his face as he jumped to his feet, losing his place in the book. “Bryce! My God, where did you come from? What are you doing here?”

“Same as you,” Bryce said with an easy grin, hoping this wasn’t a mistake. What if he asks me for money? “Library research. I keep telling my editor, I got into the fiction racket so I could make it all up, but no, everybody wants the details right.” Gesturing at the now-closed reference book in front of Wayne, he said, “You know what I mean.”

“Sure,” Wayne said, but he looked faintly doubtful.

He won’t ask me for money, Bryce decided, and if he does I’ll give him some and see the back of him. “Want to take a break?”

“Absolutely,” Wayne said.

“Let’s go have a drink.”

* * *

The bar was old-fashioned looking, with heavy dark maroon banquettes and fake Tiffany lamps turned low, as though the place had been designed for adulterers, but the dozen people in here at four in the afternoon on a Tuesday were all tourists speaking languages other than English. The waiter was an older man, heavyset, sour, who didn’t seem right in the job; as though he’d lost a more suitable position and this was all he could find. Bryce told him, “A Bloody Mary,” and explained to Wayne, “It’s a food.”

“Then I’ll have one, too,” Wayne decided.

The waiter went away, and Bryce said, “God, it’s been years.”

“I’ve been trying to think how many.”

“At least twenty. I think you’d just sold a novel.”

Wayne nodded. “Probably. I took that money and went to Italy for a year, to Milan, research for the next one. Lost touch with a lot of people, then.”

Their Bloody Marys came, they toasted one another, and Bryce said, “You don’t write any more?” Then, at the twisted expression on Wayne’s face, knew he’d been terribly stupid. “I’m sorry, did I—”

But Wayne was shaking his head. “No, no, don’t worry about it. It’s a good question. Am I writing any more?”

Bryce wasn’t used to feeling awkward, and was regretting this reunion. “I just, I don’t think I’ve seen your name for a while.”

“No, you haven’t.” Suddenly, Wayne gave him a beaming smile, as though the sun had come out. “By God,” he said, “I can tell you the truth! For the first time, I can tell the truth.”

Bryce’s regret grew more acute. “I don’t follow.”

“This won’t take long,” Wayne promised. “I didn’t write one novel, I wrote seven. The first one, The Pollux Perspective, did—”

“That’s right! I’ve been trying to remember the title.” And the subject; that part hadn’t come back yet.

“Well, it did better than anybody expected,” Wayne said. “So then I got a two-book deal at a much better advance, and both of those books did great.”

“This is all fine so far,” Bryce said, and wondered what the disaster would be. Drink? A bad marriage?

Wayne said, “Let me tell you the world we live in now. It’s the world of the computer.”

“Well, that’s true.”

“People don’t make decisions any more, the computer makes the decisions.” Wayne leaned closer. “Let me tell you what’s happening to writers.”

“Wayne,” Bryce said gently, “I am a writer.”

“You’ve made it,” Wayne told him. “You’re above the tide, this shit doesn’t affect you. It affects the mid-list guys, like me. The big chain bookstores, they’ve each got the computer, and the computer says, we took five thousand of his last book, but we only sold thirty-one hundred, so don’t order more than thirty-five hundred. So there’s thinner distribution, and you sell twenty-seven hundred, so the next time they order three thousand.”

Bryce said, “There’s only one way for that to go.”

“You know it. As the sales go down, the advances go down. My eighth book, the publisher offered twenty thousand dollars.”

“Down from?”

“My third contract was the best,” Wayne said. “Books four and five. I got seventy-five thousand each, with ad-promo money and a little publicity tour, Boston and Washington and the West Coast. But then the sales started down . . .”

“Because of the computer.”

“That’s right.” Wayne tasted his Bloody Mary. “My editor still believed in me,” he said, “so he pushed through an almost-as-good contract next time, sixty for the sixth book and seventy-five for the seventh, but no promos, no tours. And down went the sales, and the next time, twenty grand. For one book only. No more multi-book contracts.”

Bryce could comprehend all that, as something that might have happened to him, but had not. “Jesus, Wayne,” he said. “What did you do?”

“What other people already did,” Wayne told him, with a glint of remembered anger. “I got out of their fucking computer.”

“You got out? How?”

“I’ll tell you a secret,” Wayne said. “All over this town, people are writing their first novel again.”

It took Bryce a second to figure that one out, and then he grinned and said, “A pen name.”

“A protected pen name. It’s no good if the publisher knows. Only the agent knows it’s me.” Wayne had a little more of his Bloody Mary and shook his head. “It’s a complicated life,” he said. “Since I did spend that one year in Italy, the story is, I’m an expatriate American living in Milan, and I travel around Europe a lot, I’m an antiques appraiser, so all communication is through the agent. If I have to write to my editor, or send in changes, it’s all done by E-mail.”

“As though it’s E-mail from Milan.”

“Nothing could be easier.”

Bryce laughed. “They think they’re E-mailing you all the way to Italy, and you’re . . .”

“Down in Greenwich Village.”

Bryce shook his head, appreciating that as though it were a story gimmick. Then he said, “It’s worth it?”

“Well, you know,” Wayne said, “there’s got to be a downside. I can’t promote the book or go on tour or do interviews. I can’t develop any kind of personal relationship with my editor, which can be a drag.”

“Sure.”


“But there’s an upside, too,” Wayne told him. “I took that eighth book, the one my first publisher would only offer twenty thousand for, I switched it around enough so it wouldn’t be recognized, my agent sent it out, a different publisher offered sixty thousand.”

“Because it was a first novel.”

“Because it was good,” Wayne insisted. “It was an exciting story, and the writer didn’t have any miserable track record in the computers. So they could look at the book, and not at a lot of old sales figures.”

Bryce grinned. “I love a scheme that works,” he said.

“For a while, it went fine,” Wayne said. “One-book deals, because I wasn’t a pro, I was some antiques expert off in Italy. But the second book went up to seventy-five, the third to eighty-five. Sales on the third were slower, the fourth we went back down to seventy-five.”

“It’s happening faster,” Bryce said.

“Three weeks ago, the publisher rejected book number five. No deal at any price.”

Bryce could sympathize with that pain, though nothing quite like it had ever happened to him. “Oh, Wayne,” he said, “that’s a bitch.”

“My agent made some phone calls,” Wayne said, “but everybody knows everybody’s track record, and everybody has to sell through the same computers. Nobody wants Tim Fleet.”

“That’s you?”

“It used to be.”

“Wait a minute,” Bryce said. “The Doppler Effect?”

“That was the third one.”


“Your publisher sent me the galleys,” Bryce said, and offered a sheepish shrug. “I don’t think I gave you a quote.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Wayne looked past Bryce at nothing and said, “I’m not sure anything matters.”

“Well, what’s going to happen with the new book?”

“Nothing. I said to my agent, why don’t I put my real name on it, see what happens, and he said, the computer still remembers me, nobody’s in a hurry to bring Wayne Prentice back, and besides that I’ve been gone for seven years. The computer will remember me, but the readers won’t.”

“Jesus Christ, Wayne, what a shitty situation.”

“I’m well aware of that,” Wayne said. “Shall we do another round?”

“Not another Bloody Mary.”

“Beer is also a food.”

“You’re right.”

They called the waiter over and decided on two Beck’s, and then Bryce said, “What are you going to do?”

“I made a resumé,” Wayne told him. “I’m gonna try to get a teaching job somewhere. That’s what I was doing in the library, getting addresses of colleges.”

“Well, at least it’ll keep you going for a while.”

“I suppose.”

The beers were brought, and they sipped, and Bryce looked at Wayne’s unhappy face. He doesn’t want to teach in some college, he thought. He wants to be a writer, the poor bastard. He is a writer, and they’ve shot it out from under him.


What a stupid joke, to meet him at this point, when I’m not even a writer any more, when it’s dried up and I’m—

And he thought of it. He thought of the story, he thought of it as a story. For the first time in over a year, he thought in terms of story.

That had been the first element in his love for and fascination with the work of the novelist, that slow but unstoppable movement through the story, finding the story, finding each turn in it, each step forward. It was a maze, a labyrinth, every time, that you constructed and solved in the same instant, finding this turn, finding this turn, finding this turn.

That’s what had been missing from his brain for the last year, more than a year, the tracking through the story, discovering the route, surprised and delighted by himself at every new vista, every new completed step forward. His life had been frustrating and boring and interminable the last year and a half because that, the motor of his existence, had been missing from it. He hadn’t had that pleasure for such a long time, and now, just this instant, it had come back.

But not exactly a story, not something he would go home and write. Something else.

Wayne was looking at him, curious. “Bryce? What is it?”

“Hold it a minute,” Bryce said. “Let me think about this, let me think this through.”

Wayne waited, his brow furrowed, a little worried on Bryce’s behalf, and Bryce thought it through. Could he suggest it? Could it work? Was it the answer?


He thought yes.

“Bryce? You okay?”

“Wayne, listen,” Bryce said. “You know how you—You know, you’re working along in a book, you’re trying to figure out the story, but where’s the hook, the narrative hook, what moves this story, and you can’t get it and you can’t get it and you can’t get it, and then all of a sudden there it is! You know?”

“Sure,” Wayne said. “It has to come, or where are you?”

“And sometimes not at all what you expected, or thought you were looking for.”

“Those are the best,” Wayne said.

“I just found my hook,” Bryce told him.

“What, in the book you’re working on?”

“No, the life I’m working on. Wayne, the truth is, I haven’t been able to write in almost a year and a half.”

Wayne stared at him in disbelief. “You?”

“That’s how long I’ve been involved in this shitty shitty divorce. I should never have left my first wife,” he said, and shook his head. “I know how stupid that sounds, believe me, Ellen was Mother Teresa compared to Lucie. Lucie’s out to get everything, everything, it’s wearing me down, lawyers, depositions, accountants. She has half the copyright on everything I published during the marriage, and she wants a hell of a lot more, and it just won’t come to an end.”

“That’s awful,” Wayne said. “There I’ve been lucky. Susan and I are still together, no problem. I’ve known other people got into that kind of thing, and I really think it’s usually more the spite and the bad feelings than the money.”

“With Lucie, it’s the money,” Bryce assured him. “It’s the spite and the bad feelings, all right, but it is goddam well the money.”

“I’m sorry, man.”

“Thank you. I’m almost a year past my deadline on the next book, the editor’s calling me, little gentle hints, I’m lying to him, it’s coming along, wanna be sure it’s right. And meantime the lawyers and all the rest of it are eating up what money I have, and I don’t get the next big chunk until I deliver a manuscript.”

“You’ve got to have some kind of cushion.”

Bryce grinned at him. “You think so? Three kids in college at the same time, none of them with Lucie, thank God, plus the lawyers and the accountants and the alimony to Ellen and the house in Connecticut and the apartment in the city and the maintenance she gets every month.”

“Well, every divorce has to end sooner or later,” Wayne said. “This is only temporary.”

“Well, it seems permanent,” Bryce told him. “But now I’ve got my hook, my narrative hook. All of a sudden, I’ve figured it out. I know how to get past this place. And you’re getting past it, too.”

Wayne shook his head. “What do you mean?”

“You have a book and no publisher,” Bryce reminded him. “I have a publisher and I don’t have a book.”

“What?” Wayne half-grinned, saying, “You’re joking, you’re putting me on.”

“I am not. I remember The Doppler Effect, it was good, I remember thinking, this guy writes kind of like me. Suspense, action, but with the big picture. This manuscript of yours, what’s the story?”

“There’s a businessman,” Wayne said, “he’s had some dealings with a senator. Nothing shady, nothing important. But now a special prosecutor is investigating the senator, and his staff keep sniffing around the businessman, thinking he has something for them. He doesn’t, but he does have shady stuff elsewhere, environmental shit he’s pulling, and he doesn’t want them to find that when all they need is the goods on the senator, which he doesn’t have. He has to make the investigation go away.”

“So what does he do?”

“He kills the senator,” Wayne said.

Bryce shook his head. “That’s a short story.”

“It’s the first hundred pages. There’s a lot more, a lot about Washington, about deep-sea pollution, and Wall Street. Your book Two of a Kind, if you described the setup on that, anybody would say it’s just a short story.”

Bryce smiled. He knew it was going to be all right. “You see? We can make it work.”

“No,” Wayne said. “You aren’t serious about this.”

“Of course I am. Who’s seen your manuscript?”

“My wife and my agent and my former editor.”

“Send it to me,” Bryce said. “I’ll give you my card. Send it to me, and if it’s what I think it is, I’ll fiddle it around a little, send it in as my next book. Wayne, my advance is a million one.”

Wayne looked impressed, but nodded and said, “I thought it was in that area.”

“I split it with you,” Bryce said. “Before commissions and taxes and all that, we’ll work out all those details, that’s five hundred fifty thousand for each of us. That’s seven times what you would have gotten if your publisher had stuck with you.”

Wayne said, “Bryce, this is crazy.”

“No, it isn’t. Wayne, what does it matter to you what name goes on the book? You were never gonna be able to claim it anyway, it was gonna be Tim Fleet.”

“Yes, but—”

“This way, we both get a breather, we both have money in the bank, we both have time to organize our lives.”

“You’d have a book out there,” Wayne told him, “with your name on it, that you didn’t do.”

“I don’t give a shit,” Bryce said. “It wouldn’t be the first time in the history of publishing that happened, and it won’t be the last, and I don’t give a shit.”

Wayne sat frowning, trying to find objections. “If anybody ever found out . . .”

“That’s my worry, not yours.”

“I suppose, I suppose you could . . .” Wayne frowned and frowned, then shook his head and gave Bryce a quizzical grin as he said, “It could work, couldn’t it?”

“It’ll save my bacon. It’ll save your bacon.”

Thoughtfully, Wayne said, “I was never gonna be a good college teacher.”

“You’ll send me the book.”

Wayne nodded. “I’ll mail it in the morning.”

“And we have a deal.”

“We have a deal.”

“With one condition,” Bryce said.


Wayne looked at him. “There’s a condition?”

“Just one.”

“Sure. What is it?”

This was it, now. Bryce looked levelly into Wayne’s eyes. “My wife must be dead,” he said.


 

 




Two[image: art]





Susan wasn’t home yet, which was just as well. Wayne wanted to think some before he told her about today. He wanted a clear head. He wasn’t used to a Bloody Mary and a bottle of beer in the middle of the afternoon, it left him buzzy, with a vaguely upset stomach. And he also wasn’t used to offers like the one from Bryce Proctorr.


Did I like him, in the old days? He could barely remember the Bryce of back then, because of course he’d been so aware of the changing Bryce over the years. Book after book on the best-seller list, interviews on television, op-ed pieces in the New York Times. He’d done a magazine ad for BMW. So it was hard to remember back twenty years when they’d both been young writers in New York, scuffling, hanging out with similar friends, all of them in that soft world before the triumphs and the defeats.

Wayne hadn’t wanted to say so, but he’d read about Bryce’s marriage trouble in People, about eight months ago. There was a picture in the magazine of Bryce and Lucie “in happier times” sprawled grinning together on a red velvet chaise set out on the green lawn in front of their big white-columned Connecticut home. He’d thought then that Lucie, a narrow-faced blonde, looked beautiful but dangerous, as though she might be slightly unbalanced.

Wayne sometimes talked to himself out loud in the apartment, because Susan worked away and he worked at home, so he was alone a lot in these rooms, wandering around them when not at the computer, saying his thoughts aloud, sometimes surprised to hear what he was thinking, often not even bothering to listen. Now, walking through the apartment toward the kitchen, hoping there was some buttermilk left, thinking buttermilk would ease the jumpy stomach and help clear away the buzziness in his head, he said, “It takes a rich man to think that way. He’s a rich man now. And if you’re a rich man, you find somebody to do your dirty work.”

There was a third of a carton of buttermilk in the refrigerator; he drank it straight from the carton, standing in the middle of the kitchen. It was a large kitchen for Manhattan, in a rather large six-room apartment on Perry Street in Greenwich Village. Susan couldn’t have children, so it was really too big an apartment for them, but it was rent stabilized. If they went anywhere else, they’d pay more. And they liked having the space, having one room that was the equivalent of an attic, another rarity in Manhattan. When times were good, they saw no reason to move to a better place, and when times were bad—were they bad now? or not?—they hung on to this nice inexpensive roomy cave in the city.

Standing in the kitchen, holding the empty carton, looking at the neat array of spice bottles and boxes on the open shelf near the stove, alphabetized by Susan, Wayne said, “Why does he think I’d do a thing like that? He doesn’t even know me. I’ve never so much as hurt anybody, I don’t—When was the last time I even had a fight? Grade school, must be. I’m not the person for this! It’s insulting!”

He threw the carton away, in the bag under the sink, and when he straightened he saw himself in the window there. The kitchen and second bath were the only interior rooms in the apartment, both with windows onto the airshaft, six stories from roof to ground, they on the fourth floor of this walkup. By day, what they saw out this window was grimy black bricks and the window of another kitchen, that one always with its yellowish shade drawn. By night, they either saw the yellow light of that window or, if that other kitchen was dark, they saw themselves, reflected in the glass.

It was just dark outside, no one home in the apartment across the way, and Wayne saw himself. He looked frightened, like someone who’s been almost hit by a car. Or doesn’t know if there’s another car coming.

He turned away from that image. He never spoke aloud when he could see his reflection. Now, his back to the sink, he said, “He doesn’t know he’s insulting me. He doesn’t know or care anything about me. I’m just a tool he might use. What the rich man might use. Five hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

He shook his head and left the kitchen and moved on to his office, the smallest of the bedrooms, what the families in apartments like this called the nursery. He liked its snugness, the array of pictures and cartoons and notes and book jackets and oddments on its walls, the desk he’d made years ago out of two low metal filing cabinets and a solid door from the lumber yard.

He sat at his desk, and did nothing at first, simply absorbed the sense of the room. Then he switched everything on, and rested his fingers on the keys.



My wife must be dead.

What? What do you mean?

In order for this to work, Wayne, Lucie has to die. If she doesn’t die, the deal’s off.

Are you asking me—

Wayne, Wayne, no, I’m not asking or suggesting anything. But just this is the situation, Wayne. The divorce isn’t done yet, we’re still married. If I turn in this book, she’ll want half. The law says she gets half. And I’m giving you half. What does that leave me?

But—Why did you suggest it if you—If you can’t do it!

We can do it, Wayne. We can do it. There’s just one simple thing. Lucie has to go.

You want me to—

Wayne, I don’t want you to do anything but send me the manuscript. Then we’ll see if it’s possible to work something out, like I suggested.

But not if your wife’s alive.

There’s no point in it, Wayne, you can see that yourself.

(silence—long silence—Bryce looks at Wayne—Wayne tries not to look at anything)

I have to meet her. I have to talk with her.

Wayne? About what?

The weather. Connecticut. Anything.

Not to say, You know, Lucie, your husband just put a price on your head.

No, no, that’s not what I was thinking at all.

Then what were you thinking?

You say she’s a bad person, spiteful and greedy.

Oh, trust me, Wayne.

Well, no, I don’t want to. I want to know she really is as bad as you say.

You mean, if she’s the witch I think she is, it’d be easier.

Bryce, I don’t even know if it’s possible.

No, neither of us does. I understand this is a brand new thought for both of us, it isn’t easy.

I have to meet her.

I don’t think that’s a good idea.

Why not?

She’s everything I said, every bit the bitch I say she is, but she can come on like something else. Wayne, reflect a minute. I fell in love with her once. Maybe you’ll fall in love with her.

No.


How can you be sure?

Susan.

You’ve never—

Not for a second.

Not even thought about it?

What for? Were you catting around? While you were married to Lucie?

No, I wasn’t. But the instant she left, boy . . .

Susan isn’t leaving me.

You’ve been married, how long?

Nineteen years.

Kids?

No.

Just the two of you.

That’s all we need.

That’s wonderful, Wayne, I envy you that.

Thanks.

That’s what I want, next time. Do it right at last.

I wish you the best.

Thank you. I’ll figure out some way for you to meet her.

Good.

And send me the book.

Oh, I will.



Wayne read the dialogue over and over. Sometimes he read parts of it out loud, both his lines and Bryce’s. He made Bryce sound insinuating, manipulative. He made himself sound innocent, vulnerable. When he heard Susan’s key in the front door, he looked at the wall clock to the left of his desk. Six-fifteen. He’d been in here an hour and ten minutes. He moved the cursor to the X in the upper right corner of the screen, clicked. The boxed message appeared: “Do you want to save changes to Document 1?” Cursor to No: click.

All gone.

* * *

Susan worked for UniCare, a kind of umbrella organization for charities, funded mostly by New York State and partly by the tobacco companies. Not a charity itself, its job was to move the available funds around, to match resources with needs. The people with the money were for the most part soulless bureaucrats, who had no real interest in what they were doing, while the people running the charities were for the most part sentimentalists with their hearts on their sleeves, forever on the brink of tears at the thought of their “clients.” These two groups could not possibly talk to one another under any circumstances. Susan, who could talk to both sides without losing her temper, was invaluable. She’d started with UniCare as a secretary fourteen years ago, and was now assistant director; that invaluable.

She was also invaluable to Wayne. He knew that his life was devoted to fiction, to the unreal, and he thought sometimes, if it hadn’t been for Susan’s solid linkage to the factual, he wouldn’t have survived this long. He believed that might be the reason so many writers fell into drink or drugs; at the end of the day, they just didn’t want to have to go back to that drabber world where everybody else had to live.

“Hi, honey,” he said, appreciating her lithe slenderness as she came down the hall in her office jacket and skirt, fawn-brown hair bobbing at her cheeks.

“Sweetie,” Susan said, and paused in the hallway for a quick peck of a kiss. Her lips were always so soft, so much softer than they looked, that it always took him by surprise. Every day he kissed her, more than once, and every day he was surprised.

He followed her into the kitchen. Even though she had the job outside the house and he was in here all day long, she was responsible for dinner. They’d both grown up in traditional families, where women did the cooking and men famously didn’t know the first thing about cooking indoors but did all the cooking outside. There was no outside connected to a Greenwich Village apartment, so whatever alfresco culinary talents Wayne might have picked up from older male relatives around Hartford had certainly atrophied by now, and he had no interior chef talents at all. Susan too thought of cooking in a gender way, and after a few failed efforts on Wayne’s part, several years ago, to put together something that could look like the evening meal, she’d assured him she didn’t mind taking the responsibility, and apparently she didn’t.

What this meant, in practical terms, was that during the week she would bring home a meal already prepared by somebody else, which only required heating. Fortunately, in the Village there were a number of specialty shops that could provide meals a thousand times better than supermarket frozen foods, so they didn’t have to dumb down their taste buds to get through life. And frequently, on weekends, particularly if they were having friends over, Susan would actually cook, and was very good at it.

Now he followed her as she carried her white and green Balducci’s shopping bag into the kitchen and put it on the counter. Looking at the wall clock, she said, “Dinner after the news?”

“Sure,” he said.

“I’ll put it in during the first commercial.”

He also looked at the clock. The network news would be on in twelve minutes. He’d come into the kitchen with her in order to tell her about the meeting with Bryce Proctorr, the strange proposition he had to think about, but could they cover all that in twelve minutes? He wanted her undivided attention, because he really needed her thoughts on this. I should forget this craziness right now, he told himself, and I know I should, but I won’t be able to until Susan says so.

I’ll tell her after the news, he decided, which was a relief, because in fact he hadn’t figured out how he would tell her. How to lead into it? What spin to put on it? I’ll figure all that out during the news, he thought, and then tell her.

* * *

In fact, he told her over tonight’s cod fillets in cream sauce and broccoli and scalloped potatoes and Corbett Canyon chardonnay in the dining room, another rarity in this neighborhood. Candles were on the table, and only reflected electric light spilled in from the kitchen. “You won’t believe who I ran into today,” he began.

“Mmm?”


“I went to the library,” he explained, “to get college addresses. You know, for the resumés.”

“Mmm,” she said, without looking at him. He knew she wasn’t happy about that idea. She didn’t think a college campus was the right place for him, and she certainly didn’t want to have to give up her job and her home to go live in some small college town in Pennsylvania or Ohio. She’d let him know her feelings on the subject, as she always did, but she’d also let him know she understood he’d only go through with it if he absolutely had to, so whatever happened, she’d go along with him. But she wouldn’t get into animated conversation with him about college addresses and resumés.

He said, “Bryce Proctorr.”

She looked up. “The writer?”

“The famous writer. I used to know him years ago, before I met you. Before I went to Italy. Then I came back from Italy, and there was you.”

He grinned at her, still delighted that she’d entered his life. She knew what he was thinking, and grinned back. That was such a lascivious grin, which no one would ever see but him. He felt himself stirring, but he still had his story to tell, and the thought of the story deflected him entirely.

He said, “Anyway, he was in the library, doing some research. He saw me first and came over and said hello and we went for a drink together.”

“So he’s a regular guy.”

“I suppose. But he’s rich now, you know. He told me he gets a million one per book.”


“He told you.”

“Well, he had a reason.”

“Does he know about your problem?”

“I told him, yeah.”

“And he told you he gets a million one. Rubbed your nose in it.”

“It wasn’t like that, Susan. Let me tell you what happened.”

He described their drink together, and how he went first, telling Proctorr his problems, and then Proctorr telling him how his second marriage was ending in a very messy protracted divorce. “There was something about it in People months ago, remember?”

“Not really,” she said. “But you used to know him, so you’d have been interested.”

“He offered me a deal,” Wayne said. His heart was pounding now, and his stomach muscles were clenched. The food from Balducci’s was good, as it always was, but he couldn’t possibly swallow.

“A deal? What do you mean, a deal?”

“He’s been so emotionally caught up in this divorce thing, he hasn’t been able to work for a year and a half. He owes a book, and he doesn’t have one, and he needs the money. He wants to publish The Domino Doublet under his name. If,” he added quickly, “he thinks it’s good enough.”

Susan put down her fork and cocked her head, to hear him more plainly. “He wants to take your book? As though it’s his?”

“It’s a kind of a compliment, in a funny kind of way,” Wayne told her. “I mean, he already knows my work. He’s read The Doppler Effect, some of the others.”

“But Wayne, why would you want to do that?”

“For five hundred fifty thousand dollars.”

She sat back. “Oh.”

“I’m supposed to mail him the manuscript,” Wayne said. “If he thinks it’s good enough, he’ll put his name on it—his title, too, I suppose—and send it in as his, and we split the money. And nobody ever knows, not even his agent or his editor.”

“Oh, Wayne . . .”

“You know,” he said, “The Domino Doublet wasn’t going to be by Wayne Prentice anyway, it was another Tim Fleet.”

“But it seems so . . . strange,” she said.

“Famous writers have been ghostwritten before,” Wayne assured her, “when they had writer’s block, or they were drunk, or whatever. Publishing is full of the rumors, always has been.”

“Yes, I know about those,” she said, since she’d been around the publishing world for years, through him.

“So this is just that again,” he said. “I can’t get The Domino Doublet published myself, under any name. This way, instead of not being worth a nickel, it’s worth half a million dollars.”

“I guess . . . I guess you should say yes.”

“But there’s one extra kicker to it,” he said.

She waited. “Yes? What?”

“Something he wants.” It was very hard to actually say it in words.

“Something he wants?” That little leering smile again, and she said, “What does he want, droit du seigneur?”

He laughed, suddenly realizing how tense he’d become, as rigid as crystal; tap me, and I’ll shatter. “No, that would be an easy one, I’d just tell him to go to hell.”

“Good,” she said, still smiling.

He didn’t feel like smiling. He looked at his uneaten dinner in the candlelight, pale cod, pale potatoes, acid-green broccoli. “He wants me to kill his wife.”

“What?”

Now he looked at her astounded, disbelieving face. “Essentially, what it is, that way, I’d be getting her half of the money.”

“Wayne, what are you talking about?”

“If she’s alive, she gets half his advance for the book. If I get the other half, there’s nothing for Bryce, no reason for him to do it.”

“He’s paying you to kill his wife.”

“Yes.” Wayne shook his head. “And for a book.”

They were both silent, neither eating, she frowning at him, he miserably looking everywhere around the candlelit room except at her. The wall clock in the kitchen was battery-operated, and the minute hand clicked at every second’s jerk forward, a sound they almost never heard, but which both could hear now, as loud as a metal spoon being tapped on the table between them.

“What did you tell him?” Said so softly he barely heard it, above the ticks.

“I said I had to meet her.”


That surprised her. “Meet her? Why?”

“Well, he was describing how awful she was, greedy, nasty, a real bitch. If she was that bad . . .”

“It would be a little easier. Oh, Wayne.”

“I know, I know. But the point is, he agreed. He’s going to figure out a way for me to meet her. In the meantime, I’m supposed to send him the manuscript. Tomorrow.” He shook his head. “I’ll send out some of those resumés at the same time, might as well get back to reality a little bit.”

“No.”

He looked at her. “No? What do you mean, no?”

“Don’t send out any resumés,” she said. “Not yet.”

“Why not?”

She didn’t say anything. He watched her, waiting, and she said, “Wait till you’ve met her.”

His breath stopped. They gazed at each other, both unblinking, and he thought, she wants me to do it! He’d been so sure she would pull him back from the brink, sure of her solidity, her disdain for fantasy. They stared at each other, and he read the grim set of her jaw, and he said, “And if it turns out he’s wrong? She’s a decent woman, someone we’d like?”

“Then you send the resumés,” she said, and looked away from him, and said, “You’re not eating your dinner.”

“Neither are you. Susan, why do you want me to wait?”

She nodded, still looking away, then faced him again to say, “I’ve been feeling awful about this college idea.”


“I know you have. I have, too.”

“Wayne, it’s the end of the marriage, I know it is, but what could I say? What was the alternative? You can’t live on me. Of course, you could, but you can’t. The life you had for twenty years just dried up, and it isn’t your fault, I know it isn’t. The markets change, the rules of the game change, everybody knows that’s true, nobody ever thinks the ax is going to come down on him. But it comes down on someone, and this time it was you.”

“Not the end of the marriage, Susan.”

“We’d hate each other in Fine Arts Gulch, sweetie, you know we would. We’d hate ourselves, and we’d hate each other, and one day I’d pack up and come home, and you wouldn’t be able to.”

“But what we’re talking about doing here, I mean, you know, this is—”

“You don’t have to say the words, sweetie,” she said. “We know what we’re talking about.”

“Susan, I thought you’d—”

“I want us, Wayne. I want this apartment and this life. I want my job, I want what I do. I don’t want the world to be able to kick us apart like some sand castle.”

He looked down at his plate. He picked up his fork, but didn’t do anything with it. Then he looked up again, and Susan was watching him, impassive. He said, “What if she turns out to be a nice person?”

Her eyes glittered. “We’ll see,” she said.
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The Ambien wasn’t working. Bryce didn’t want to open his eyes, didn’t want to acknowledge that he was still awake, but finally boredom and exasperation and worry all combined in him with sufficient force to drive his eyelids up, and the red LED letters on the bedside clock read 4:19. Oh, damn.


If Isabelle could have stayed over, surely he’d be asleep now. With her beside him, somebody beside him, a warm and companionable body, the insomnia would not come back. But Lucie had hired private detectives—he’d have known that even if lawyer Bob hadn’t warned him about it—and there was only so much he dared do before the divorce was complete. He could date Isabelle, have dinner with Isabelle, but sleep alone, or not sleep, but alone, night after night.

Sometimes he got up and read, sometimes he got up and drank, sometimes he got up and watched a tape, but usually he just lay in bed and worried or raged or felt sorry for himself. Sometimes the sleeping pills worked, and then he would get up in the morning feeling fine, almost his old self. Sometimes they didn’t work. Tonight it wasn’t working.

And tonight he had a fresh worry to rasp and grate inside his brain, claw at him in the dark. What stupidity it had been to make that offer to Wayne Prentice! How could he have exposed himself that way, made himself so vulnerable to somebody he barely knew, didn’t really know at all?

What if Prentice talks? What if he were to go to Lucie? What if he were to decide the way to kick his career back into life was with publicity, telling everybody in the world that Bryce Proctorr had offered him half a million dollars to kill his wife? The theory of rocketry: you go up by pushing down. Wayne Prentice goes up by pushing Bryce Proctorr down.

It was as though he’d been plotting a story, making something up he could use as part of a book; but not a very good book. Prentice must have thought he was insane, and maybe he was. This sudden little scheme pops into his head, and he acts as though it’s real, for God’s sake. Plays out a scene. Behaves as though fiction could ever be fact. Leave that stuff in your office, he told himself, but it was too late.

Could he deny it? If Prentice went public, could he say, “What a stupid idea. I’d never make a suggestion like that, and certainly not to somebody I don’t even know, haven’t seen for over twenty years. The man’s just a publicity hound, that’s all, and if he repeats his accusations I’ll have to make a complaint with the police.”

Be stern, be confident, be outraged. I’m the star, he told himself. Who is Wayne Prentice? Nobody. Less than nobody. Not even Tim Fleet any more.

When the clock read 5:04, he got up and roamed around the apartment, turning on all the lights. From the spacious living room, decorated by Lucie and Bloomingdale’s, he could look out and down at Central Park, and the buildings of Fifth Avenue over on the other side. The dining room, at the southeast corner of the apartment, had the Central Park view as well, but also had the terrace on the south side of the building, fifteen stories up, looking down toward midtown.

He stepped out there, dressed only in his gray robe, barefoot, but there was a mean wind coming over from New Jersey, and tonight he didn’t like the sense of height, the proximity of empty air hundreds of feet above the pavement. If I ever kill myself, he thought, I’ll do it here, dive over that rail.

He wouldn’t kill himself, he had no need to, he never would, but tonight he could feel that draw, almost tidal, the tugging on his arms, the gentle push in the middle of his back. You’d sleep, he found himself thinking, and went back inside.

It was very bad to be this alone, for this long. It made him afraid of himself on his own terrace, a place he normally loved. It made him blurt out foolishness to a stranger, leaving himself open to God knows what.

The “study” was what he called the room that was part library and part entertainment center. His big-screen TV was hidden behind antique-looking mahogany doors, flanked by shelves of books, but the giveaway was the leather sofa against the opposite wall. Bryce wandered into the study, after coming in from the terrace, and opened the mahogany doors. Then he stood dull-eyed awhile, exhausted but not sleepy, looking at his dim reflection in the TV screen. Finally, he stooped to pull open one of the drawers under the TV where the tapes were hidden, and chose Singin’ in the Rain.

Partway through, he fell asleep.

* * *

For two nights after his blunder with Wayne Prentice, the insomnia was worse than ever, so that he roamed around all day feeling logy and sapped of energy. These were the times when he felt, Give her everything, bring it to an end, sign anything, agree to anything, let her have it all, the past and the future, I’ll start over with nothing, what do I care? But it couldn’t work that way, the lawyers and the judges wouldn’t let it work that way. The grindstone had to turn at its own slow pace.

Then, on the third day, he got two pieces of mail that changed his mood. The first was the manuscript, in a big manila envelope. Wayne had actually sent him the manuscript. Six hundred twenty-three pages, The Domino Doublet, by Tim Fleet. Dedication page: For Susan. That would be the wife. And an unheaded unsigned note on a blank sheet of typewriter paper:



I have to meet her.



He’s going to do it.

Bryce sat at the dining room table with his mail, sunlight on the terrace to his left, which had lost its menace. He’s going to do it, he thought, and saw that he had been astute, he’d chosen his man well, he’d made a brilliant move.

The other piece of mail that mattered was an invitation to the premiere of a play, off-Broadway, a little theater downtown on Grove Street. The play had been written by Jack Wagner, who was mostly a magazine journalist. He’d interviewed Bryce ten years ago, and they’d been casual friends ever since. This was Jack’s first produced play, about which he was very excited, though it was unlikely that so many as a thousand people would ever see it, and there was certainly no profit to be had from it, not for Jack and probably not for the theater either. But Bryce understood Jack’s pleasure and pride; profit wasn’t why you did it.

It was nice to get this invitation, but Bryce didn’t at first realize it was significant, nor that it was linked to the manuscript that had also come in today’s mail. Then he noticed that, in addition to the phone number printed on the invitation with its request for an RSVP, there was a hand written different phone number and note: “Bryce, Please call me before you reply. Jack.”

Now, why would that be? The nearest phone was in the kitchen. He went in there, pulled one of the ash-blond stools over from the island, and made the call: “Jack? It’s Bryce.”

“Oh, good. Listen, I don’t know if this is awkward or not, but I thought you ought to know.”

“Yeah?”

“Our director, Janet Higgins, is a friend of Lucie’s.”

The idea that Lucie could have friends never ceased to amaze. Bryce said, “Oh. You mean, she’s invited.”


“I’m sorry, Bryce, you know I want you there, but if it’s a problem . . .”

“Well, yeah, it is,” Bryce said. “I’ll come the second night, all right?”

“I’m sorry, I know what you’re going through.”

No, you don’t, he thought, but then he had another thought, and sat up straighter on the stool as he said, “Wait. Jack? Will you wait a second? I have to go get something, I’ll be right back.”

“Sure.”

Leaving the phone, he dashed next door into the dining room, grabbed the manila envelope the manuscript had come in, with its Priority Mail stickers on it, and carried it back to the kitchen.

“Jack?”

“Here.”

“There’s a guy I’d like to see the play, I think he’d be interested in it. He doesn’t know Lucie, so there’s no problem there. Could I ask you to invite him instead of me?”

“Well, sure, if you want.”

“Not instead of me, I don’t mean it like that. I’d just like you to invite him.”

“Fine. Who is he?”

“He’s a writer, a novelist, named Wayne Prentice.” He read Jack the return address from the envelope.

Jack said, “Do I know his work?”

“Maybe from some years ago. He’s been blocked for a while, poor guy.”

“Ooh.”

“Maybe you’ll inspire him.”


Jack laughed. “You mean, he’ll say, Christ, I can do better than that, and there he is, unblocked.”

“That’s it. Thanks, Jack.”

“No problem.”

“And thanks for the warning.”

“May you have better days soon, Bryce.”

Bryce looked at that name and return address on the envelope. “Maybe I will, Jack, thanks,” he said.

There was a Manhattan White Pages kept in the kitchen, under the phone. Wayne Prentice was in it, at the address on Perry Street. He dialed, listened to Wayne’s voice on his answering machine, and after the beep he said, “You’ll meet her. Accept the invitation to Low Fidelity.”

That night, the pill worked. He slept through until morning.
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When Susan came home, Wayne kissed her, but he was distracted. “I want you to hear something,” he said.


“What?”

She followed him into the kitchen, where they kept the answering machine, while he said, “I went out to the deli to get some lunch, and when I brought it back there was one message.”

He pressed Play: “You’ll meet her. Accept the invitation to Low Fidelity.”

“That’s Bryce Proctorr,” he told her. “That’s his voice.”

“Play it again.”

He did, and she listened with pursed lips, narrow eyes. “He sounds arrogant,” she decided.

“He isn’t arrogant,” Wayne said. “He could be, with his success, but he isn’t, not really. He’s just sure of himself.”

“Play it again.”


After the third time, she said, “It isn’t arrogance, it’s nervousness. He’s tense, and trying to hide it.”

“He doesn’t know if I’ll do it or not. He should have The Domino Doublet by now, that’ll tell him, at least, that I’m thinking about it.”

“What’s Low Fidelity?”

“I looked it up in New York,” he said, and gestured at the magazine he’d left on the kitchen table, propped open with a carving knife. “It hasn’t opened yet, it’s going to be in this neighborhood, over on Grove Street, opening next Thursday.”

She stood over the magazine to read the pre-opening notice. “A new comedy. Never heard of Jack Wagner.”

“Around three-thirty,” he told her, “I got a phone call from the theater. Nu-Arts, it’s called.”

That surprised her. “They called you?”

“I guess she was the cashier or a secretary, I don’t know. She said I’d been added to the guest list for the opening night at the request of the author, and I’d be getting an invitation in the mail, but since time is short they wanted to be sure I knew about it.”

“Bryce Proctorr waves his magic wand, and you get invited to the opening of a play.”

“Off-Broadway.”

“Still.” She looked at the notice in the magazine again, then gave Wayne a quirky smile as she said, “Do you suppose that’s his pen name? Jack Wagner?”

“Who, Bryce?” Wayne laughed. “No, why would he?”

“It sounds like a pen name.”

“Bryce Proctorr doesn’t use a pen name,” Wayne said, certain of that. “Besides, if it was something he wrote, she wouldn’t be on the guest list.”

“I suppose.”

The pre-opening notice offered very little, no plot summary, no previous history of the author or anybody else connected with the play, but Susan kept going back to it, as though it contained the answer to a problem that was puzzling her. Wayne watched her, then gestured at the answering machine: “Do you want to hear it again?”

“No. You’d better erase it.”

“Right.”

That was a strange feeling. You always pushed the Delete button to get rid of old messages, but this time it felt different, like being in a spy movie. Or a murder story, getting rid of the evidence.

Beep, said the machine: Your secrets are safe.

She was still frowning at the magazine, but after that beep she transferred her frown to him. “It’s so weird,” she said, “that he can just do that. Reach out and pluck someone.”

“He knows people, that’s all. Susan, we know people, too.”

“Well . . . You told her you’re going.”

“We’re going. The invitation’s for the both of us, or, you know, I can bring a guest, so I said I would.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “You do this on your own. Next Thursday? I’ll have dinner with Jill.”

Jill was a longtime friend, now divorced, a sweet, rather vague woman, with many small unimportant problems. Whenever Wayne had to be away or wasn’t available, Susan had dinner with Jill. Wayne’s equivalent was a friend from college called Larry, who’d been a crotchety old bachelor from the day of his birth, but whose sardonic sense of humor made him fun to be with, in small doses. Wayne and Susan had kidded a few times about getting soft Jill and hard Larry together, and what a disaster that would be!
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