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‘Barclay’s winning second comic caper … includes both long-term set-ups and well-hidden surprises’
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‘Mr Barclay is the master of what might be dubbed the Barclay Effect: that point in a column or novel when a reader, shanghaied by a well-planted gag, is forced to laugh out loud’


Wall Street Journal


‘Delightful characters and a clever plot created with thoughtful and skilled writing’


Washington Times


‘Though written with a light touch, the novel is gripping when it counts, and includes a very nicely handled twist ending … Bad Guys makes for a good time. More Zack Walker would be welcomed’


The Strand Magazine


‘Humour, realistic characters, a jaunty first-person narration, and fast pacing make for an enjoyable read’
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‘Some days, all you really want is for someone to tell you a wicked-good story. Linwood Barclay answers the reader’s perpetual prayer’
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INTRODUCTION


Back in 2008, when No Time for Goodbye was a Richard and Judy Summer Read and at the top of the bestseller lists, a lot of readers said, ‘Not bad for a first novel.’


Except No Time for Goodbye was not my first novel. It was my fifth. Before Terry and Cynthia Archer had their adventure, Zack Walker had four, which were published between 2004 and 2007 by Bantam Books in the United States.


Now, for the first time, they are officially being published in the United Kingdom and Ireland. I hope you think they were worth the wait, because I loved writing the Zack books, and I think they stand right alongside the best of my other thrillers.


But they are different.


The Zack books are lighter and funnier than No Time for Goodbye and the books that I’ve written since. Zack, an ex-reporter and the author of some unsuccessful science-fiction novels, is a quirky guy. He is an anal retentive, obsessive compulsive, anxiety-riddled individual, and I hate to tell you who he’s based on. He is, essentially, me unchecked. I threw all my fears and eccentricities into Zack, then multiplied them by about a hundred.


Zack is something of a safety nut. He changes the smoke detector batteries before they start to beep. He locks the doors before he goes to bed at night. He gets the oil changed in the Honda right on time. The problem is, Zack’s wife and two children are somewhat less obsessed about these issues than he is, and on occasion, Zack has gone to unusual lengths with them to drive home his point. What one might call ‘instructive theatrics’ which have a tendency to backfire rather spectacularly.


Given his fearful nature, Zack is the most poorly equipped person on the planet to go up against bad guys. And yet, that’s exactly what happens, starting with Bad Move. It’s in this debut novel that Zack moves his family from the city to the suburbs, believing they’ll be safer there. But it’s just possible Zack has delivered them into more danger than anyone could have imagined.


Zack learned a few lessons about curbing his behavioral excesses by the time his second adventure, Bad Guys, gets underway. But he’s as anxious as ever. (You may, at this point, be noticing a pattern with the titles …).


In Bad Luck (original US title: Lone Wolf) Zack finds himself pitted against his most formidable foe yet, and in Bad News (original US title: Stone Rain) Zack comes to the rescue of his neighbor in book one, Trixie Snelling, whose unconventional occupation and mysterious past have landed her in some very deep trouble.


Given that the first Zack book was written more than fifteen years ago, there’s a noticeable absence of texting and mobile phone photography, and getting all the clues off the internet. It was a simpler time.


Well, maybe not for Zack. It was nothing but BAD times for him.


Linwood Barclay




ONE


‘So, what are you asking me?’ Harley said. ‘Are you asking me for drugs? If you want drugs, there are drugs. There’s alprazolam – that’s your Xanax generic – or lorazepam; you’ve got your diazepam and—’


‘Diaza-what?’


‘Diazepam. It’s not a cooking spray. It’s Valium. There’s a huge list of anti-anxiety prescriptions out there, some better than others, some downright dangerous. We don’t use barbiturates anymore, too addictive, sometimes fatal. There’s various herbal remedies, if you’re into that sort of thing. Or, I don’t know whether you’ve considered something like this before, but you could just lighten the fuck up.’


Harley’s not your average doctor. He’s more of a friend, with a medical degree, and a successful practice, and an examining room, which I happened to be sitting in at this moment, somewhat under duress. Harley and I were buddies back in high school, then lost touch a bit while I went to college for an English degree and he went off to medical school. ‘Hey,’ I would say to him when we occasionally ran into one another, ‘just what kind of job do you expect to get with a medical degree?’


Years later, he became my doctor.


This appointment hadn’t been my idea. It had been my wife Sarah’s. And ‘idea’ is probably the wrong word. ‘Ultimatum’ would probably be a better one. ‘Go see Harley,’ she said, ‘or I’m going to call a divorce lawyer. Or smother you in your sleep.’


The threat about the divorce lawyer didn’t worry me that much. Sarah has a low opinion of the legal profession, and would probably choose sticking with me over engaging the services of one of its members. But the smothering-me-in-my-sleep thing, that seemed within her range of capabilities.


‘The thing is,’ Harley continued, leaning up against the paper-covered examining bed, ‘there’s a lot of shit to deal with in life, and sometimes that’s just what you have to do. Deal with it. You’re not the only one with a teenage daughter, you know. Mine’s twenty-two now, seems to finally have her head on straight, but two years ago she was too busy boffing some out-there art student to study for her midterms. The guy did a show of sculptures made from raw meat. You had to go early.’


‘I can’t seem to help it,’ I said. ‘I worry. I worry all the time. It’s the way I’m hardwired. Sometimes I’ve let it get the better of me.’


‘I know,’ Harley said. ‘I watch the news.’


‘And I’ve been trying to do better, honest to God, but this thing with Angie …’


‘How old is she now?’


‘Eighteen.’


Harley’s eyes rolled, remembering. ‘And what did you do, exactly?’


‘She’d promised to be home by one in the morning. She was going out with some guy from where she worked for the summer, at the pool store. She sold chlorine and algaecide and tested water samples, and there was this guy who worked there, young kid, who went around the neighborhood maintaining people’s pools for them.’


‘Yeah.’


‘So she started going out with Pool Boy.’


‘This is what you called him. Pool Boy.’


‘Not to his face, or to Angie. It was just a name I had for him, is all. Anyway, she was out with him one night, and I was already awake around midnight, and sometimes if I’m up that late, I’ll stay up to make sure she gets home okay. I’ll read. But if I read in bed, it keeps Sarah up, with the light on, so I went down to the living room, stretched out on the front couch right by the front door, so I’d be right there when Angie got home. Even if I nodded off, I’d hear her when she got in.’


‘Go on.’


‘Well, I guess I did doze off, and when I woke up, it was two-thirty in the morning, which meant Angie was way past curfew, way past when she said she’d be home. So I got up, went into the kitchen and called her cell, but couldn’t get an answer.’


‘So, knowing you, you did what you do best,’ Harley said. ‘You panicked.’


‘I did not panic,’ I said. ‘I went out looking for her. I knew where Pool Boy lived – he lives with his parents – and what kind of car he drove, so I drove over there, and the whole house is dark, except for one light in the basement.’


‘Not a good sign,’ Harley said, nodding slightly.


‘Yeah, well, I got out of my car, looked around his, then went up to the house.’


‘You knocked on the door at, what, nearly three in the morning?’


‘No, I kind of didn’t want to do that unless I knew for sure Angie was there, since I was probably going to be waking up Pool Boy’s mom and dad, so I thought I’d just have a look in the basement window. I had to get down on my knees – they’re these shallow windows, only come up about a foot from ground level.’


Harley sighed, closed his eyes.


‘There was a bit of a gap in the curtains, and I could see it was your basic rec room, wood paneling on the walls, old couch.’


‘And who was on the couch, I’m afraid to ask,’ Harley said.


‘No one,’ I said. ‘Look, you need to understand, I don’t want to violate Angie’s privacy, I know what kids are up to today, but it’s a safety thing, okay? I just needed to know that she was okay.’


‘So you didn’t see her in the window,’ Harley said. ‘Was Pool Boy there?’


‘Not inside,’ I said. ‘But when I got up from looking in the window, I noticed that he was standing next to me.’


‘Awkward,’ said Harley


‘And his dad was next to him. I guess the dad heard the car, his son was still up, they came out to investigate.’


‘Was this before or after they called the cops?’


‘After. But by the time they arrived, we’d sorted it out. I mean, they realized who I was. Pool Boy said he’d dropped off Angie around twelve-thirty, and asked if I’d checked her bedroom before I’d come to his place.’


‘Which you hadn’t.’


‘I was sure I’d hear her when she came in. But she says she tiptoed, didn’t want to wake me.’


‘How long ago was this?’


‘About a month. Before school started up again. Angie’s still hardly speaking to me. And the thing is, now I think she’s got some sort of stalker.’


Harley dropped into the other chair in the small examining room. He was looking pretty exhausted. I seem to have that effect on people at times. ‘A stalker.’


‘Not the Pool Boy. I think they’ve broken up.’


‘There’s a surprise,’ Harley said.


‘Is this part of the new medicine?’ I asked. ‘Crack wise while your patients open up to you?’


‘Of course not. Go ahead. I shall remain nonjudgmental.’


‘She calls him a stalker, but you know how kids talk. Anyone who’s interested in them they don’t like is categorized a stalker. But he calls her a lot, shows up unexpectedly wherever she is. I’m just worried this guy may be some kind of a nutcase. But I’m kind of in a bad spot now, what with the Pool Boy incident being so fresh in everyone’s mind, that anything I say or do looks like some kind of hysterical overreaction.’


‘Just because a guy calls her a few times and shows up where your daughter hangs out doesn’t make him a serial killer.’


‘I know that. But I get, jeez, I get this knot in my chest, worrying about my family. It’s not like we haven’t had some problems in the past.’


‘That was then. That was an isolated incident.’ Harley leaned forward a bit in his chair, like he wanted our conversation to be more intimate. ‘Zack,’ he said slowly, ‘I don’t want to put you on anything unless you feel it’s absolutely necessary. It’s better to work out your problems without medications.’


‘I totally agree,’ I said. ‘I’m not asking for a prescription. It’s not like I’m a hypochondriac or something, although, if you did diagnose something, I’d have to conclude it was fatal.’


‘Maybe you need to focus your attention on work, get your mind off what’s happening at home. What you’re going through isn’t any different than what every other parent goes through. We all worry about our kids, but we have to let them live their own lives, you know.’


‘Sure.’


‘So, when you’re writing, doing your work, doesn’t that help get your mind off other things? Isn’t that a good way to reduce your anxiety level?’


I nodded. ‘For the most part.’


‘So, what are you working on now? Another book?’


‘Well, I’m back with a paper now, The Metropolitan, doing features. You can’t exactly make a living writing books.’


‘I liked that one you did, about the guy goes back in time to kill the inventor of those hot-air hand dryers in men’s rooms before he’s born. That wasn’t a bestseller?’


‘No,’ I said.


Harley looked surprised. I continued, ‘I’m doing a feature right now on this private eye, and the last few nights, I’ve been with him on this, like, well, a stakeout I guess you’d call it, hoping to catch some gang that’s been smashing into high-end men’s shops, making off with hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of stuff.’


‘Sounds interesting,’ Harley said. ‘But I trust it’s not the sort of thing where you’re exposing yourself to any real risk. You’ve had enough of that.’


I smiled tiredly. ‘Don’t worry. From now on, I just write about stuff, I don’t get personally involved.’


‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘And what about the pharmaceutical option? You want a scrip for anything?’


I shook my head. ‘Naw, unless there’s anything else you can recommend.’


Harley got up, opened one of the stainless steel cabinets that held cotton balls and gauze and tongue depressors and bandages, rooted around in there and came out with a bottle of what appeared to be very expensive Scotch. He set it on the table next to him, found two small paper cups, and poured a couple of fingers’ worth into each.


‘I find this works well,’ he said.




TWO


‘I’m bored,’ I said.


Lawrence Jones ignored me. We’d been sitting curbside in his rusting ten-year-old Buick for nearly three hours now, on Garvin Avenue, half a block down from Brentwood’s, the expensive men’s shop owned by Arnett Brentwood, who had pooled his resources with some other proprietors to hire Lawrence and some other detectives to find out who was busting into their places of business at night and making off with their inventory. This was not some ‘lame-ass security gig,’ Lawrence had assured me. Arnett Brentwood and his fellow clothiers not only wanted to stop these guys, but find out who they were and get their merchandise back.


Lawrence sat behind the wheel, rarely taking his eyes off the storefront. It was probably the third or fourth time I’d suggested I was not being sufficiently entertained, and he was learning quickly that the best way to deal with me was to pretend I wasn’t there.


He was an ex-cop in his late thirties, black, fit and trim, slightly over six feet, and gay, which I thought explained why he was a much better dresser than I. After a couple of minutes of dead silence, he said, ‘Sorry.’


‘Hmm?’


‘Sorry this isn’t more exciting for you. If I could have, I’d have called these guys, told them to rob this place sooner, that you had to go to bed early.’


‘I appreciate the thought.’


We’d been watching the traffic, paying close attention to any vehicles that slowed down as they went past Brentwood’s. We were still in the city proper, but beyond the downtown. Few of the buildings around here got above two or three stories. Brentwood’s took up two floors, with an apartment on the third. Brentwood didn’t live there. He was doing too well to live above his shop and had a nice house in the Heights.


‘So, are we looking for any particular kind of car?’ I asked.


Lawrence did half a shrug. ‘Not sure. Probably a truck, something big like that. Middle of the night, they drive up, ram through the front window and into the store. You can’t do that in Civic. Guys run in and grab armloads of suits off the rack, run back into the truck, and they’re gone. Usually do the whole thing in under a minute.’


‘Neat. Maybe it’s a pit crew, those guys who can gas up a car and change the tires in ten seconds.’


‘Well, there’s a driver, at least two more guys running in and out, that would be my guess. Brentwood got hit once before, about three months ago, and his security cameras picked up some blurry images of guys all dressed in black with black ski masks, looked like a bunch of commandos. Some of the other places around the city, didn’t even have any cameras, but sounds like the same bunch. Cops promise drive-bys, but they’re not going to solve this unless they stumble onto some warehouse and find the suits by accident.’


Lawrence’s cell rang inside his jacket. ‘Yeah?’ he said. ‘Nothing happening here either. Yeah, right, at least I got company.’ He cast a sideways glance my way. ‘I’ll check in with you in half an hour.’


He slipped the phone back into his jacket. ‘That was Miles.’


‘Miles?’


‘Miles Diamond. I work with him a lot, pass stuff his way. He’s watching Maxwell’s. They haven’t been hit yet, but they’re just the kind of place these guys like. High-end stuff, Italian suits, right on the street, big window that goes right down to the sidewalk. Perfect.’


‘Miles Diamond,’ I said. ‘Now, there’s a name for a detective.’


‘It helps make up for the fact he’s this little bald white dude. He’s good on surveillance, ’cause you can hardly see him behind the steering wheel.’


‘You meet him when you were on the force?’


‘Miles is too little to ever make it as a cop. He’s always been private. And he’s got this gorgeous wife, she must be five-ten, spectacularly engineered. Saw them out dancing one time, he’s got his head nestled in between them there, looking very contented. Not my kind of thing, but hey, he’s happy.’


‘So, if it’s quiet at Maxwell’s, maybe our guys are going to hit here tonight?’ I suggested, ever hopeful. This wasn’t going to be much of a feature on the life of a private detective if all we ever did was shoot the breeze in a rusted-out Buick.


‘I should’ve got a coffee,’ I added. ‘Tomorrow night, we get coffee.’


‘Just makes you piss,’ Lawrence said.


I made a few notes in my reporter’s notebook, some color, how the street looked so late at night. Hardly any cars passing by—


‘Hold on,’ said Lawrence. ‘Big black pickup ahead.’


I looked up from my notes. It was one of those Dodge Durangos, with that front grill as big as a bam door. But it didn’t slow as it passed Brentwood’s, and there was no one inside but the driver.


‘Stand down,’ Lawrence said.


We were quiet for a while. When I felt it was time to attempt a bit of conversation, I said, ‘What do you do for anxiety?’


‘Anxiety?’


‘Yeah. You’ve got a stressful job, things to worry about, you make a living tracking down not-very-nice people. So how do you deal with that?’


Lawrence thought for a moment. ‘Jazz,’ he said.


‘Jazz?’


‘I go home, I put some Oscar Peterson, some Nina Simone, maybe some Billie Holiday or Erroll Garner on the stereo. Sit and listen to it.’


‘Jazz,’ I said. ‘So you don’t actually take anything. You listen to music.’


‘You’re not paying attention. Not just music. Jazz. And no, I don’t take anything. What the fuck would I take?’


I felt on the defensive. ‘I don’t know. Xanax? Herbal remedies?’


Lawrence smiled. ‘Yeah, herbal remedies. That’s me.’ He glanced at his watch, ‘Time to check in.’


Lawrence got out his cell again and punched in what I presumed was Miles Diamond’s number. He put the phone to his ear and waited. ‘Come on, Miles, pick up.’ There must have been time for a good eight rings. Lawrence gave up, held the phone in his hand, which he rested on the bottom of the steering wheel.


‘What’s going on?’ I said.


‘I don’t know.’ His cheek bulged out as he moved his tongue around. ‘Sometimes you just can’t answer your phone. I’ll give him another minute.’


We didn’t say anything for the next sixty seconds. Lawrence entered Miles Diamond’s number again, put the phone to his ear.


The phone probably rang only twice. ‘Hey,’ said Lawrence, and then something happened to his face. His eyes narrowed, grew sharper.


‘Who is this?’ Lawrence said. ‘No, why don’t you tell me who you are, and then maybe I’ll tell you who I am.’


I could hear, faintly, someone at the other end.


‘Fuck,’ said Lawrence. ‘It’s me, Steve. It’s Lawrence. What the hell’s happened to Miles?’


He listened quietly, then said, ‘I’ll be there in ten.’


He put the phone away, turned the ignition, and the Buick rattled to life. I just looked at him, waiting.


‘Nothing’s going to happen here tonight,’ he said to me. ‘But Miles got a little action.’


Lawrence put the car into drive, swung the car across Garvin so we were headed in the other direction, and drove a lot faster than that car had any business going.


We rounded the corner onto Emmett, a short but trendy street with several ritzy stores, including a jeweller’s, a shoe store, a place that sold rare art books, a couple of high-end ladies’-wear places, and one storefront that was nothing but shattered glass and splintered wood. Above what used to be the window was the name Maxwell’s.


There were three black-and-white police cars, and a couple more unmarked cruisers with their trademark tiny hubcaps, plus an ambulance, but the attendants weren’t doing any rushing around. Most of the attention seemed to be focused on something in the middle of the street.


Lawrence pulled the Buick up onto the sidewalk about a hundred feet back, and we both got out. A uniformed officer approached Lawrence, raising his hand up flat to press against his chest and keep him away from the scene, but before he could touch him Lawrence said, with some authority, ‘Where’s Steve Trimble?’


‘Over there,’ the cop said, lowering his hand and using it to point.


A tall white guy with short dark hair, glasses and a pencil-thin mustache, who was kneeling over the facedown body of a man a few steps away from the curb, glanced our way and got to his feet. He and Lawrence approached each other with an uncomfortable familiarity, like they knew each other but weren’t friends. Still, I thought maybe Lawrence would extend a hand, but he didn’t, and this Trimble guy didn’t either.


‘When he got hit,’ Trimble said, ‘at least it didn’t break his cell phone. When we heard it ringing inside his jacket, I grabbed it. What was he doing here?’


Lawrence looked over at the dead body of Miles Diamond. ‘He and I were watching different stores, thinking they might get hit. I guess his did.’


Trimble pursed his lips, nodded. ‘You friends?’


‘We each threw each other a bit of work. He was a good guy. He’s got a wife.’


‘I’ve seen her,’ Trimble said, grinning. ‘He was a lucky guy till now. Who’s this?’ he asked, tilting his head towards me.


‘Zack Walker. He writes for The Metropolitan.’


‘Hi,’ I said. Trimble glared at me briefly, then said to Lawrence, ‘What’s he doing, a piece on guys who couldn’t hack it on the force?’


Lawrence ran his hand over his mouth, like he was going to have to physically keep his comments to himself. He slipped his hand into his pocket and said, ‘Do you know what happened here, Steve?’


‘Mr Diamond appears to be the victim of a hit-and-run. We got a witness, guy walking his dog, about a block away, said this black SUV was backing out of Maxwell’s here after taking out the front of the store, and squashed our guy here. He must have got out of his car – that’s it parked over there – I don’t know, but he woulda been better off staying put.’


‘So they ran him down,’ Lawrence said. A vein I’d not noticed before was pulsing at the side of his head.


Trimble shook his head slowly. ‘Not sure. The dog walker, he said Miles was behind the SUV, one of those big tall ones, you know, and he was so short, they just might not have seen him when they were backing up. These SUVs, they should all go beep-beep when they back up, like trucks, you know?’




THREE


My daughter Angie was at the kitchen table, ignoring the buttered toast I’d put in front of her and fiddling with one of her nails instead, when her cell phone started chirping. She dug it out of her purse, looked at the display, and said, ‘Shit, my stalker.’


I made some coffee. I really needed some coffee. It had been nearly five o’clock when I’d fallen into bed, and even then I’d had a hard time sleeping. I’d nodded off around six, and now it was eight, and I’d been up half an hour, so do the math. I was hoping coffee would help, but was not particularly hopeful.


All I wanted to do was crawl back into bed, but it had been my plan originally to head into the paper with Sarah when she went in, and this particular week that happened to be around eight-thirty.


‘I can’t believe he’s calling me this early,’ Angie said. ‘Bad enough having a stalker. I have to get an early-bird stalker.’ The phone had rung six, seven times now, but I’d lost track, since I was counting out eight spoonfuls of fine-grind Colombian into the coffeemaker. Finally, the ringing stopped. ‘Now he’ll leave me a message,’ she sighed, brushing back some of the blond locks that had fallen across her face.


Her brother Paul, who at sixteen is two years younger than Angie, had his back to her as he looked into the fridge, but he’d been listening. ‘Five bucks says he phones the house next,’ he said as he struggled to get a yogurt from the back of the fridge without moving the milk and pickles and orange juice that blocked the way.


Angie took one bite of her cold toast. ‘Last night he phoned me five times. I never did answer it. So then I have to listen to all his creepy messages. “How are you? I was just thinking about you. Why don’t you give me a call? Do you want to get together?” Uh, I don’t think so.’


Paul, his head still in the fridge, said, ‘You’re so hard on everybody.’


I spilled the last spoonful of coffee before I could get it into the filter, and scooped it to the edge of the counter and into my other hand. I went to toss it into the wastebasket we keep under the sink, when I noticed a glass bottle sitting on top. It was an empty Snapple bottle that earlier, according to the label, had had apple juice in it. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Who’s tossing Snapple bottles in the regular garbage?’


Angie was still shaking her head over her unwanted phone call and Paul was peeling off the top of the yogurt container. I glared at him. He was the one who liked apple juice.


‘We have a recycling box,’ I reminded everyone, taking out the Snapple bottle, which had its metal cap screwed back on it. ‘Glass bottles, tin cans, plastic – that all goes into the box, not into the garbage. Are we interested in saving the planet or not?’


‘I could go either way,’ Angie said.


‘Is there, like, some Most Irritated Dad contest going on we don’t know about?’ Paul asked.


‘I didn’t get home till five,’ I said.


Paul, putting on his concerned face and adopting his mock-parent voice, said, ‘Maybe if you got to bed in good time, you wouldn’t be so grumpy in the morning.’


I ignored that and walked through the kitchen to the small alcove by the back door, where we keep the blue plastic baskets that hold glass and cans and newspapers for the recycling pickup. I dropped the Snapple container into the one reserved for bottles and cans, making it the only item there.


Sarah was coming into the kitchen as I returned, and Paul was bringing her up to speed. ‘Angie has a stalker.’


Sarah said, ‘Huh?’


‘The thing is,’ Paul said, ‘I think Angie actually likes him. He’s mysterious.’


‘Fuck you,’ Angie said to her brother.


‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Come on.’


Sarah let out a breath. ‘You got coffee going?’ she asked me. I pointed.


Paul said, ‘And Dad’s in training for the Irritable Olympics. Those are our main headlines this morning.’


‘Two days ago,’ Angie said, ‘I run into him at Starbucks. I’m there with my friends, we’re getting ready to go, and he walks in, like he’s my best friend, and he’s Mr Oh-So-Perfect Gentleman, helping me on with my coat, handing me my purse.’


‘Who are we talking about?’ Sarah asked. Good question, I thought. I might have gotten around to it eventually. A trained journalist, that’s me.


‘Trevor Wylie,’ she said. The name didn’t register with me immediately. Switching gears, Angie said, ‘Am I going to be able to get a car tonight?’


After waiting in line behind Sarah, I poured myself a cup of coffee, added some cream, spooned in two sugars. Sarah already had that morning’s Metropolitan in her hand and was scanning the front-page headlines, looking to see whether any of the stories she’d promoted at the newsroom’s budget meeting the night before had made it to the front page.


‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘They didn’t put the dead skateboarder on front. How many sixty-year-old skateboarders are there? He was sixty. That’s what makes it news. Assholes.’


‘Hello?’ Angie said. ‘I need a car tonight? Is anyone there?’


Sarah looked over her paper at me, and I looked at her. Without actually saying anything, we had entered consultation mode. We were asking each other, Do you need a car? And are we going to let her have a car?


‘Why do you need a car?’ Sarah asked.


Angie sighed, the I-told-you-this-before sigh, and said, ‘Remember, I’ve got all these evening lectures, and it’s a lot easier, and safer, coming home if I’ve got the car instead of taking the subway.’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Sarah.


‘I mean, you’re the ones who freak out about me taking the subway at night, so if you don’t want me to get raped, you should let me have the car.’


No pressure there.


Our kitchen phone rang. ‘That’ll be him,’ Paul said. ‘Betcha anything. He figures your cell is off or something.’


‘Don’t answer it …’ Angie said.


Paul looked over at our wall-mounted phone so he could read the call display. How he could see it from where he stood, without binoculars, was beyond me. ‘Shit, nope. I was wrong.’


Now that Paul was satisfied this call was not Angie’s stalker, he made no moves to actually answer the phone.


‘So who is it?’ Sarah snapped.


‘Paper,’ Paul said.


‘Could you get it?’ Sarah said, considering that Paul was two steps away while his mother was on the other side of the kitchen.


I took a long sip of coffee, let the warmth run down my throat. Caffeine, do your thing.


Paul grabbed the receiver. ‘Yeah? Sec.’ He handed the phone to his mother – ‘I told you it was for you,’ he said – as she strode across the hardwood kitchen floor, the newspaper scrunched into one hand.


‘I was sure it was going to be him,’ Angie said, her body relaxing as though she’d dodged a bullet.


‘Who is this guy again?’ I asked her. ‘Who’s phoning you?’


‘I just told you.’


‘Tell me again. I wasn’t taking notes earlier.’


‘Trevor Wylie.’


‘Isn’t that Paul’s old friend? The one with the zits?’


‘You gotta be kidding me,’ Sarah said into the receiver. ‘I filled in for him last night. He’s still sick?’


‘You’re thinking of Trey Wilson,’ Paul said defensively. ‘He’s the one with a face looked like a pizza. Trevor Wylie’s got a very pretty face, doesn’t he, Angie?’


‘Shut up. He wouldn’t even know me if he wasn’t running errands for you.’


‘What errands?’ I asked.


‘He showed up at our high school end of last year,’ Paul said, ignoring the question. ‘He’s this total loner kid, with the long trenchcoat, thinks he’s Keanu Reeves from The Matrix. Even wears the shades. Speaks in two-word sentences. Must have flunked a couple of times, like, he must be twenty. Moved from out west or something, don’t even think he has any parents. Like, out here. And he’s a total computer nut, and he’s helped me totally reformat my computer.’


‘He’s twenty and still at high school?’


‘Last year. If he goes to college next year, maybe he’ll pick Mackenzie, and he and Angie can commute together.’


Angie gave him her best death stare.


‘And why didn’t they use the skateboarder on page one? Who’s idiotic call was that?’ Sarah wanted to know.


‘So, is he dangerous, this guy?’ I said, sipping some more coffee. I was trying to be casual about it, working to keep the panic out of my voice.


‘He’s fine,’ Angie said.


‘I mean, I don’t think he’s going to shoot up the school or anything,’ Paul said, thinking that I’d find that reassuring. ‘But he really is a computer genius. I think he spends his spare time inventing viruses. You know when the Hong Kong stock market or something crashed? I think he did that. And the MyDoom virus? I’m betting that was him. His dad’s some software king, makes bazillions of dollars, but now that Trevor’s living on his own, I’m guessing this is his way to get back at his old man, to cripple the Internet or something.’


‘Where do you get this information?’ I asked.


Paul shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Sarah hung up. ‘I have to stay late again tonight. I’ve got to run the meeting again. Bailey’s still gone.’ Bailey was her boss, the city editor. ‘I was hoping to get tonight off, since they’ve got me going to this retreat later in the week.’


‘Retreat?’ I said.


‘Maybe I should write everything down for you,’ Sarah said. ‘You know, department heads, other management types from circulation and advertising, we all get together off-site and brainstorm about how to make the paper better and how we can all work as a team, improve employee relations, make everyone feel part of the process, and we draft some list of goals, then come back to the paper and forget it ever happened.’


‘Does that mean I can’t get the car?’ Angie said. ‘I have to have a car.’


We only had the one, an aging Toyota Camry. Before we moved back into the city, from Oakwood, we had a second car. Out in the suburbs, where there were no subways or decent bus lines, you couldn’t survive with just one vehicle. But our Honda Civic came to a grisly end one night (Sarah and I very nearly did as well, but that’s a long story, and I’ve already told it), and we opted not to replace it once we’d sold our house and returned to our old neighborhood.


We bought a house a few doors down from our former one, on Crandall, a couple of blocks from the subway and connecting streetcars, and we’d been managing with one car for some time now. Paul’s high school was within walking distance, but in the last few weeks Angie had started college, in town, and, as she’d just reminded us, a few of her classes were in the evening. That meant a walk of several blocks in the dark to catch the subway home, and Sarah was almost as paranoid as I on this issue. We wanted Angie walking alone at night as little as possible.


‘What time do you finish?’ Sarah asked.


Angie thought. ‘Eight? Eight-thirty?’


Sarah said, ‘You take the car, swing by the paper on the way home and pick me up.’


‘Then I can’t hang out with anyone after,’ Angie said. ‘I was thinking of getting a coffee with someone after the lecture.’


‘Who?’


‘Someone. I don’t know.’ She got all sullen. ‘Anybody.’


Which of course meant someone in particular. Sarah said, ‘You want a car, you pick me up.’


‘Jeez, fine, I’ll pick you up. I just won’t make any friends at college at all. I’ll go to school, come home, leave it to the people who live on campus to have lives.’


I wanted to steer the conversation in another direction, not only because I hated family arguments, but because my head was pounding. ‘What’s the class tonight?’ I asked.


‘Some psych-sociology male/female studies thing,’ she said. ‘I have to do some research paper for, like, ten days from now. About why men are so weird.’


‘Interview your father,’ Sarah offered.


‘And I need five dollars for parking,’ Angie said.


Sarah sidled up to me as she put in some toast. I said to her, quietly, ‘Maybe it’s time to think about getting another car.’


‘I can’t have this discussion now,’ she said.


‘We’re having these kinds of problems every day,’ I said.


I squeezed out of the way as she got some strawberry jam out of the fridge. This kitchen was about half the size of the one in our house out in the suburbs, and quarters were close. ‘We can’t afford another car now,’ Sarah said. ‘We’ve got Angie’s tuition, a mortgage—’


The phone rang again. I grabbed it instinctively, not thinking to look at who the caller was, and already had the receiver in my hand when Angie started to shout ‘Don’t answer it …’


But she cut herself off as I brought the phone to my ear, the mouthpiece exposed. Angie mouthed to me, ‘I’m not here …’


‘Hello?’ I said. At this point, I looked at the call display and saw ‘Unknown name/Unknown number.’


‘Hi. Is Angie there?’ Very cool. You could almost tell, over the phone, that he had to be wearing sunglasses.


‘Can I take a message?’ I said.


‘Is she there?’


‘Can I take a message?’ I repeated.


A pause at the other end. ‘Who’s this?’


Now I paused. ‘This is her father.’


Angie raised her hands up, rolled her eyes, mouthed, ‘Jeez …’


‘Oh,’ he said. ‘You wrote that book.’


That caught me off guard. ‘Yeah, I did. I wrote a few.’


‘SF stuff.’


‘That’s right.’


‘About the missionaries.’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘I like that kind of shit. You see The Matrix movies?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘First one was great, the other two sucked ass.’


I said, ‘Do you want to leave a message for Angie?’


Angie, in a loud, angry whisper: ‘I. Am. Not. Here …’


‘Tell her Trevor called.’ And he hung up.


‘God,’ I said, taken aback by the abrupt end to our conversation. ‘What an asshole.’


‘What did he want?’ Angie said. ‘What were you talking about?’


‘He was asking if I’d seen The Matrix, and if I was the guy who wrote that book, about missionaries.’


‘Did he say anything about me?’


‘Just wanted me to tell you he called. You think he read my book?’


Paul, finishing his yogurt, said to Angie, ‘I think he wants to enter your matrix.’


Angie gave him the finger. On her way out of the kitchen she said again that she needed five dollars to pay for parking at Mackenzie that evening. Sarah dug a bill out of her purse and handed it over.


The kitchen emptied out. Paul left for high school, Sarah went up to our room to finish getting ready for work. Angie, who didn’t have a class until midmorning, was in her room, probably fuming about what it was like to live with Third World parents who only had one car.


Sarah and I got into the car, I rode shotgun. We worked out a quick plan, that I’d drive the car home later in the day so that Angie, who was going to return home by way of public transit after her midday class, would have a car for going back to school in the evening. Every day, it was like planning the raid on Entebbe.


As was usually the case when Sarah was behind the wheel, we were attracting the finger from a cross section of motorists as she moved from lane to lane, tailgated, failed to signal. Sarah was what you might call an aggressive driver. The people in the other cars might be more likely to call her a maniac.


‘They call it rush hour for a reason,’ Sarah said, shaking her head as she got past those slowpokes and got some more in her sights. ‘How’d it go last night?’


I told her.


Her jaw dropped and she looked over at me. ‘This other detective, he’s dead? These guys, the ones you and this Lawrence Jones character were waiting for, they killed him?’


‘It may just have been because he was short. They might not have seen him when they were backing up.’


‘Fuck. Did you call the desk?’


The city desk. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘They said they’d call Cheese Dick and send a photog.’ Dick Colby, The Metropolitan’s police reporter, who smelled like old havarti. The paper’s editors might trust me to write a profile of Lawrence Jones, but a breaking news story, you couldn’t leave that to some writer from the features team. The desk would want the story covered by someone who could turn it in in under a week.


‘So this thing, it really will turn into a decent feature,’ Sarah said. The editor in her had taken over. Sooner or later, it might occur to her that if these guys could kill one detective, they could just as easily kill another, particularly one I was hanging out with.


‘Wait a minute,’ she said. ‘What if they’d shown up at the store you guys were staking out?’


‘I’m sure we’d have been fine,’ I said. ‘Lawrence seems to know what he’s doing.’


‘So they killed this Miles Diamond,’ Sarah said. ‘Did they also rob the store?’


‘Pretty much cleaned it out of Hugo Boss and Versace and—’


‘It’s a ch sound. It doesn’t rhyme with “face.”’


‘Okay, so I’m not familiar. It’s not the Gap.’


Sarah, in the middle of cutting off a Mustang, said, ‘Yeah, well, you haven’t even seen the inside of a Gap in years. You could use some sprucing up, some new clothes.’


‘I sure won’t be buying them at Brentwood’s. It’s very expensive Italian suits, designer stuff, silk ties, you get the picture.’


‘You’re right. That doesn’t sound like your kind of place.’


‘It’s Lawrence’s, though. Nice dresser. Why do gay guys always dress better?’


Sarah scowled, ‘You might be surprised to learn that there are heterosexual men who know how to look good in clothes. Does he never go by Larry?’


‘No. It’s Lawrence Jones, Private Eye.’ I used my TV announcer voice.


‘So, you got enough to write this piece? You’ve got color, there was the incident last night.’


‘You promised me a week. I’m going back out with him tonight, this’ll be night three.’


Now Sarah looked apprehensive. ‘You’ve probably got enough already.’


‘Look, don’t worry, I’m perfectly safe.’


At which point Sarah swerved from the middle to the inside lane to avoid a green Cutlass. ‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘Was he going slow or what?’


Now Sarah was taking the off-ramp that would lead us down to the Metropolitan building. The ramp was designed as a single lane, but Sarah was trying to squeeze along the inside, so close to a Mazda that if she put her window down she could hand the guy a coffee. I kept jamming my right foot into the floorboards, figuring if I shoved hard enough I could stop the car. There were a lot of things that made me feel anxious.


I said, ‘Do we have any jazz CDs?’


‘I hate jazz,’ Sarah said. There wasn’t a CD player in the Toyota; it was too old to have come equipped with one. But at home, she often slipped a disc into the stereo. Rock, lots of seventies stuff, Neil Young, Creedence Clearwater Revival. ‘Why you asking about jazz?’


‘No reason.’


This was a new wrinkle to our relationship, this business of having Sarah as my boss. Well, one of my bosses. At a newspaper, you had so many, it was hard to keep track. This was my first experience working for the same person with whom I slept. I had been back working at a newspaper for almost a year now, after spending a few years writing commercially unsuccessful science fiction novels. Okay, the first one did reasonably well, which had given me the confidence to quit a salaried job and write fiction full-time. But as most people who write fiction understand, unless they happen to be Tom Clancy, or a former president penning his memoirs, you can’t support a family and pay a mortgage without a regular job. And I was back at one.


The Metropolitan offered me a feature-writing position. Given my experience, coupled with the fact I’d written four novels, the editors in charge seemed to feel I had graduated beyond the level of general assignment. To my surprise, and Sarah’s, they put me among the stable of city feature writers who reported to her. Although she wouldn’t admit this to me, I’d heard through the newsroom grapevine that she’d fired off a memo to the managing editor, Bertrand Magnuson, expressing some concern, something along the lines of ‘I can’t get him to do anything I say at home, so what makes you think I can do it here?’


The problem was, the newsroom has a long history of people who sleep together – spouses, and non-spouses, and a few spouses with non-spouses – being thrown into the mix together, and Sarah’s superior probably wrote her back with a note consisting of three letters – ‘DWI’ – which in the Metropolitan newsroom meant ‘deal with it.’


Moving on, I said, ‘You know about this Trevor Wylie kid?’


Sarah thought a moment. ‘The one calling Angie? Not much. He the one had a face like a pizza?’


‘No.’


‘Then I don’t know anything.’


‘I just don’t like the sounds of this guy.’


‘Has he done anything?’


‘He’s calling Angie all the time, shows up where she is, like maybe he’s following her.’


‘You mean, like when you were interested in me?’


‘I just don’t like him. You should talk to Angie, find out more about this guy, tell her to be careful.’


‘You talk to her.’


‘I think she’s still mad at me, over the Pool Boy incident.’


‘Yeah, well, who can blame her. I can’t believe Harley didn’t give you a prescription. You ask me, you need to be on something.’




FOUR


The phone rang as I sat down at my desk. ‘Zack Walker,’ I said.


‘Lawrence here. You get any sleep?’


‘Not much. You?’


‘No. I ended up going back to the scene, talking to Trimble a bit more, trying for more information, but there wasn’t much to get.’


‘What’s the deal with you two? I didn’t sense a whole lot of mutual admiration there.’


‘We used to be partners. When I was still on the force.’


‘Partners? You were partners?’


‘Yeah, well, maybe sometime I’ll tell you all about it. We still on for tonight?’


‘Of course. I was afraid, after what happened to Miles, maybe you wouldn’t let me tag along.’


‘No, it’s okay. Meet me at ten, doughnut shop around the corner from Brentwood’s. Still too much traffic that time of night for anyone to try anything. Anything happens, it’ll be later.’


‘You think they’ll come out, the night after they hit a store and ended up killing a guy?’


‘Honestly, no.’


‘I hate to ask, but you go anywhere near Crandall on your way?’ If he wasn’t able to pick me up at home, I’d have to grab a cab, what with Angie needing the car.


Lawrence said nothing for a moment. He was probably consulting one of several mental maps he kept upstairs. ‘Yeah, sure, why?’


‘No car tonight. But if it’s out of your way, I can get a cab, bill the paper—’


‘No, no, that’s fine. Give me your address.’ I did. ‘See you round nine forty-five.’


We were parked in the same place we’d been the night before, on Garvin, half a block down from Brentwood’s.


Although we’d not had to meet at the doughnut shop, Lawrence and I still pulled in there. He still had the old Buick, what Lawrence called his ‘business’ car, at least the one he used when the business involved surveillance. When he wanted to make a better impression, he drove a Beemer or Jaguar or some other type of high-end yuppiemobile that he kept back at his apartment.


‘Don’t get coffee,’ Lawrence warned me. ‘You’ll be having to take a leak every twenty minutes.’


I ignored him and got an extra-large, triple cream with two low-cal sweetener packets, and half a dozen doughnuts.


‘That makes sense,’ Lawrence said. ‘Why don’t you get one more sweetener, and then you can get two more doughnuts.’


But later, sitting in the car, he said, ‘You got a double chocolate in there?’


‘Aren’t you the one who mocked me for buying these?’


‘You got one or not?’


I fished around, found a chocolate doughnut with chocolate icing slathered on top, and handed it to him with a napkin. Then I reached down for my coffee, tucked down in the cup holder, and had a sip. ‘Ohhh, my thanks to whoever invented coffee,’ I said. ‘This is the only thing that will get me through this.’


‘Yeah, well, when your bladder’s ready to burst, don’t think that you’re using my emergency kit,’ Lawrence said, nodding his head in the direction of the backseat, where he kept a plastic juice bottle with a screw top.


The juice container was, as Lawrence had explained to me on our first night out, a key part of his surveillance kit. When you’re on a stakeout, and expecting your subject to be on the move at any moment, and you’ve got to take a leak, you can’t strike off searching for the nearest men’s room or slip into the nearest alley.


Lawrence fiddled with the radio, located a jazz station, someone playing piano. ‘That’s Enroll Gamer. This is from Concert by the Sea.’ He kept the volume down, but loud enough that he could tap his finger on the steering wheel.


I thanked him for picking me up at home. ‘We’re having a bit of car trouble.’


‘Oh yeah? What kind?’


‘We need another one.’ I filled him in on the daily negotiations to try to get everyone where they had to be, and Sarah’s concerns about spending the money for a second vehicle.


‘Interesting that this problem of yours should crop up now,’ Lawrence said. ‘What are you doing tomorrow?’


‘Usual.’


‘There’s a government auction tomorrow, out Oakwood way. Where they sell off cars and other merchandise seized from drug dealers and other lowlifes, unclaimed stolen property – people already got their insurance payment, they don’t come looking for what they lost.’


‘Okay, so?’


‘I got my Jaguar at one of those for a song. You could probably pick up something reasonable, not much money. I know the people there, there’s a guy, Eddie Mayhew, knows what cars look good and what cars don’t. I was talking to him the other day, he said they’re selling off a bunch of merchandise that used to belong to Lenny Indigo.’


‘I know that name.’


‘He just got fifteen to twenty. Joint operation, local cops working with the feds, got him on trafficking, racketeering, half a dozen other things. They seized a few million in cocaine and took his cars and other toys at the same time. Indigo had his finger into everything in this town from drugs to table dancers and prostitution to robbery. Thing is, his organization is still around, some bozo’s trying to keep it together while he’s inside, but Indigo’s still trying to run the thing from the inside. Anyway, if you’re looking for a car with an interesting history, I know where you could get one.’


I shrugged. ‘Sounds worth going. Even to get a feature out of it. But I don’t think I’m in the market to buy anything. Sarah was pretty adamant this morning. It’s just not in the budget.’


‘Let’s just go, then. I’ve been, even when I wasn’t looking for a car, bought one, sold it a week later for five thou more. It’s just after lunch. I’ll pick you up.’


We sat for a few minutes quietly, watching cars go past Brentwood’s in both directions. The store window lights had been dimmed by half, casting soft shadows on half a dozen headless mannequins decked out in expensive menswear. ‘That where you get your stuff?’ I asked. Lawrence was dressed in a pair of black slacks, a dark silk shirt, and a black sports jacket that I guessed cost more than everything I had in my closet at home.


‘Sometimes. Brentwood promised me a new suit if I find out who’s been hitting his store, but now, after last night, I don’t know. It’s hard to feel we’ve been doing our job very well.’


‘You got anyone else helping you, now that Miles is …’ I hesitated, ‘gone?’


‘No. Thing is, they’re not going to be hitting Maxwell’s now. Next most likely target is here.’


‘Why aren’t the cops out here, too? After what happened last night?’


‘They promised to take a run by, step up patrols. Speak of the devil.’ A city police car approached, slowed as it went past Brentwood’s, then kept going. ‘But they haven’t got enough people to stake out every place that might get hit. So that’s why you and I are sitting here.’


Moments after the police car had disappeared, a red, lowered Honda Accord coupe with a set of flashy after-market wheels slowed as it drove by the store. The windows were tinted, making it impossible to make out who or how many were inside. ‘Anything?’ I said.


Lawrence looked thoughtful. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. But we’re really looking for a truck or SUV. Maybe this guy’s a lookout, cases the place, then calls his buds. Can’t even see with the dark windows.’ The Accord moved on. ‘Looked like just one guy, but I couldn’t be sure. It’s easy enough to remember, with the chrome rims, so if we see it again, might be worth checking out.’ He had a notepad on his lap and scribbled something down.


‘What’s that?’ I asked.


‘The Honda’s license plate,’ he said. The guy was quick. I hadn’t even thought to look at the plate.


That reminded me to dig out my own reporter’s notepad, make a few notes. I scribbled ‘red Honda’ and ‘waiting’ and ‘doughnuts.’


‘So, you were a cop,’ I said.


Lawrence nodded. ‘Went on my own about three years ago, still have plenty of friends on the force. They send work my way, help me out when I need a license plate ID, that kind of thing, which I’ll be asking them for in the morning.’


‘Why’d you leave?’


Lawrence kept looking out through the windshield, chewing on a bit of double chocolate, never taking his eyes off the scene in front of Brentwood’s. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Differences of opinion, I guess.’ He paused. ‘Hello.’


A big black SUV rolled past us. The windows were even darker than those on the Honda, and looked as black as the doors and fenders.


‘That’s one of those whaddya-call-thems,’ I said.


‘An Annihilator,’ Lawrence said. ‘They used them in the army, then regular folk wanted to get them. So they gussied them up with power steering, CD players, air bags, and now soccer moms can drop their kids off in something that could be used to launch surface-to-air missiles. Fucking ridiculous.’
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