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INTRODUCTION


By Paul B. Kane & Marie O’Regan


We have both been fans of the crime genre for as far back as we can remember.


Our tastes have always been wide-ranging, as broad as the genre itself. From the mysteries of Agatha Christie to Colin Dexter’s Morse, from the hard-boiled detective stories of Raymond Chandler to the serial killer tales of Thomas Harris and Jeff Lindsay – over the years we’ve lapped them all up. Needless to say, they’ve also influenced our own work, from novels like The Gemini Factor to collections such as Nailbiters and In Times of Want …


And over the course of our careers in fiction, we’ve also been fortunate enough to meet a lot of our crime-writing heroes, whether it’s at conventions – some of which we’ve even run ourselves – or online, either through social media or just on email. This got us thinking, over a drink in a pub (drinking and thinking, just like all the best detectives), what if we were to try and put together an anthology of stories by some of our favourite crime writers, something we would love to read ourselves? After all, we’ve racked up a fair amount of experience between us compiling anthologies such as Hellbound Hearts, A Carnivàle of Horror, Phantoms and Beyond Rue Morgue (also by Titan and of interest to crime fans because it gathers together new stories featuring Poe’s detective Dupin).


But what should the focus be this time? As already mentioned, there’s such a wide scope to crime fiction; from psychological to procedural, from the armchair detective to hit-men and assassins, the genre takes them all in. There’s one thing you tend to find in a crime story, however, and that’s an exit of some kind. Sometimes it’s a death, an event that kicks everything off … or even ends it. Or it could be a case of someone going missing, leaving a family not knowing what happened. Or simply somebody skipping out on a marriage, or a deal, or even a country. Or it might be that a character has reached the point of no return and sees no option but to end it all themselves.


And, of course, an inevitable consequence of that exit or absence – whether it comes at the end or the beginning of a tale – is likely to be a wound of some sort. It doesn’t have to be physical, it can be emotional (sometimes those kinds of wounds are even worse). Put both of these ideas together and you have … Exit Wounds, the book you are holding in your hands and which we’re incredibly proud of.


Inside these pages you’ll find many varied tales of both exits and wounds, the topics left as wide open as possible for authors to deliver their very best work. And do we have some treats in store for you! From how the main character in Jeffery Deaver’s “The Bully” deals with the titular threat, to an overbearing mother in Fiona Cummins’ “Dead Weight”; from a certain famous painting in John Connolly’s “On the Anatomization of an Unknown Man (1637) by Frans Mier” to a journalist’s hunt for a story in Sarah Hilary’s “The Pitcher” and the depravities of love in Martyn Waites’ “Disciplined”.


Dennis Lehane, meanwhile, offers a cautionary tale about modern life in “The Consumers”, Alex Gray’s haunting “Voices Through the Wall” will give you pause for thought, as will Christopher Fowler’s affecting “Lebensraum”, and Lee Child’s jumping-off point is the sale of a house in “Wet With Rain”. We present Dean Koontz’s first ever published story here in the form of the shocking “Kittens”, mix mythology and crime in A.K. Benedict’s “Take My Hand”, and serve up a slice of good ol’-fashioned Texas noir in Joe R. Lansdale’s “Booty and the Beast”.


There’s a double helping of crime favourite Mark Billingham in the form of “Like a Glass Jaw” and “Dancing Towards the Blade”, plus a hard-hitting novelette from Paul Finch, “The New Lad”, and a subtly chilling look at suburban life in Louise Jensen’s “The Recipe”. All this and appearances from Val McDermid’s beloved characters Tony Hill and Carol Jordan in “Happy Holidays”, bounty hunter Lori Anderson (her first adventure, actually) in Steph Broadribb’s “Fool You Twice”, and Scottish detective Inspector McLean in James Oswald’s “Dressed to Kill”. All in all, a line-up that should please fans of crime in all its forms.


But now, it’s time for you to read; to be wounded by some real professionals.


And for us, the editors, to exit …


Paul B. Kane & Marie O’Regan


Derbyshire, 2018






THE BULLY


JEFFERY DEAVER


[image: image]







[image: image]


He’s here.


Hell.


I’m in the back of the Eagle Tavern, which at six thirty isn’t yet highly populated, and what customers there are aren’t three sheets to the wind. Mostly now it’s an after-work crowd and these imbibers will be driving on home after only a wine or beer or two. Later, the place will be bustling and Ubers and cabs and designateds will get the seriously impaired home for bed tuckee-in. That’s the kind of neighborhood this is.


I’ve been watching some of the action, just curious, but the minute I saw him, all my other thoughts vanished.


He’s getting a drink and talking to Sharee the bartender, a sweet African American girl not much over the legal drinking age. My impression is he wants to reach out his meaty paw and close his fingers around her arm or shoulder – her butt being inaccessible from where he stands. But as tough as he is, it seems she’s a notch tougher, being a bartender, and she’s not having any of his bullshit. He wears a shabby navy sport coat and tan slacks with explosive wrinkles radiating out from the crotch. His gray shirt clings tightly to a barrel chest.


For a moment – since he’s focused on Sharee – I think maybe I’ve got it wrong. He works around the corner, so maybe it’s just a coincidence he’s here.


But then his round head, covered with a shaggy blond pelt, turns slowly toward me and tips that creepy smile my way. He’s not surprised in the least to see me. It means that, oh yeah, he knew I was in the Eagle. Maybe he got off work and happened to see Larry and me stop by for a fast one. Or, also possible and more troubling, he followed me here.


My jaw tightens and heat swells around my face, which often happens whenever I see him. This is so unfair. I’m a twenty-six-year-old successful web designer, a good brother, a good boyfriend, a genial host at parties I throw for my clients and friends, a donor to NPR and animal rescue outfits. Objectively? I’m too old and too nice to have a bully.


But I’ve ended up with one. And what a bully he is: Stan Whitcomb, all six foot, three inches and two hundred and fifty pounds of him.


Being of diminished height and having had a horrifically embarrassing parent, I experienced bullying as a kid, plenty of it. I learned young that there’re people who become convinced it’s their mission to ruin your life for no better reason than that they think you did something they didn’t like, or there’s something about you – you’re fat, you stutter, you’re short (!) – that rankles them.


At the shadowy high-top, I sip my Diet Coke and debate next steps. I look around for Larry and spot him in the back room, by the digital jukebox. He’s struck up a conversation with a slim blonde in a cowgirl getup. I spend a fair amount of time with Larry – we met because of the Ambrose Avenue tornado. He was the insurance investigator who assessed the aftermath of the contest between a hundred-year-old oak tree and my garage (two months after I’d moved in, two!). And we started to hang out some after the claim was settled.


Larry’s trim, with dark hair and a great tan, since he’s outdoors most of the day. He’s not talkative and comes off a bit distant. My theory is it’s because he’s always sizing people up, a habit developed because there’re some who don’t think ripping off insurance companies is a crime; somehow their deep pockets make fake claims all right. So he comes off as standoffish and shy – though for some reason I tend to think of him as “bashful.” I’m not sure there’s a difference between those two, but the latter word seems to fit better.


This makes Larry’s search for a girlfriend an uphill battle. Witness now: I can see he’s struggling to make conversation with the cowgirl. She’s none too receptive. He’s trying hard, grinning – not a natural expression for Larry – and probably telling jokes she doesn’t want to hear, and that he can’t tell well. Also, it’s possible there’s another thought in the back of her head: the recent unsolved murders, women about her age in Auburn Hills, the town next to Mammoth Falls. The killer still being at large has put a crimp in the county dating scene. When I met Sarah and asked her out, she said sure but added – subtly – that, since I was new to town, she’d gladly be in charge of the itinerary. I realized later she set it up so that we were never alone that first night out. I called her on it later and she stammered for a moment, then broke into a blushing grin and admitted the truth. It’s been a private joke between us ever since.


Finally Larry’s cowgirl gives him one of those nice-talking-with-you-even-though-I-don’t-mean-it smiles. She feeds her own dollar into the jukebox, punches some numbers and walks back to her friends. Larry looks after her. His face isn’t defeated. Just blank. I feel bad for him but this is good news for me. Now that the bully, Whitcomb, has showed up, I want to get the hell out of here. If Larry had hooked up with Blondie, it would’ve meant staying for a while.


Now, at last, out of the corner of my eye I see Whitcomb push away from the bar and I know where he’s headed. Just then Larry too starts my way but, fast, I pull my phone from my pocket and glance at the screen, pretending I’ve gotten a call – you can’t hear ringtones because the cowgirl picked a loud Bruno Mars song. It’s not exactly being honest with Larry but I haven’t told him about the bully and want to keep it that way.


I hold up a wait-a-minute finger and lift the unit to my ear. Larry nods and moves to the pool table, watching a couple of ladies play. They nod in response to his greeting but then strike identical expressions: We’re ignoring you; why try?


Then the low voice rattles in my ear. “You’re not making a call.”


Whitcomb.


“Because, Little Hank, it’s your locked home screen. Anybody can see that. You’re faking.”


The “Little” is an obvious insult. The “Hank” part is because when we met the first time I said I preferred “Henry.” And, of course, he’s been calling me Hank ever since.


I sigh.


“That’s kinda pathetic, wouldn’tchya say? That crap with the phone. Hopin’ to avoid me. Like I’ll think, ‘Oh, the big man’s talking to some phone sex whore, so Stan won’t bother him.’”


I’d be amused that he’s misinterpreted the ploy if I wasn’t so upset.


“I just … I was going to make a call.”


“Really? Hm.”


“What do you want, Stan?”


“I like that we’re on a first-name basis, Hank.” He sips more of his liquor. “Oh, there’s nothing I want. Just came by to say hi. Who’s your girlfriend?”


For an instant I think he means Sarah, but then he adds, “That you sashayed in here with.”


Larry.


“Nobody. A friend. Come on, I don’t want any trouble.”


“Trouble? Trouble? You saying I’m trouble, Hank?”


Stan is a foot taller than I am. For some reason that damn grin makes him seem taller.


“I’m just having a drink here. Minding my own business is all.” I look away. There are some people glancing toward us now. Those watching mano-a-mano shit like this are like sharks noting blood.


“What’re you drinking?” He picks the glass up and sniffs. He laughs and sets it onto the high-top. The implication is that I’m not man enough for real liquor. Which he doesn’t bother to say out loud.


Of course, fighting isn’t an option. I’m not in bad shape. I bike everywhere – I ride fifty, a hundred miles on the weekends – and work out on the machines at a nearby health club. But I can easily imagine what would happen if I took a swing. Disaster. Still, the scene calls for me to push back in some way. “Why don’t you crawl back under your rock?”


He roars with a laugh. But then, in a clock click, his eyes narrow, just like I knew they would. He leans close and I back up, as far as I can. He rages, “Listen, prick, you’re mine. You know you are.” Whitcomb doesn’t touch me. He knows he can’t – I’ve complained to the Sheriff’s Department about him and they’ve issued a warning. But that doesn’t mean he couldn’t snap and pound me to a pulp, taking the consequences later. He’s not normal. There’s something wrong in his mind.


I smell his sweat and garlic and whiskey, and it makes me want to puke. I almost think I will, and wonder what he’ll do to me if I mess up his boots. Naturally, he wears boots. With pointy toes. They look like weapons.


“Hey,” a voice mutters. “Leave the guy alone. He wasn’t doing anything to you.” Here’s a stocky, broad-shouldered man, a construction worker or truck driver, in a plaid shirt and jeans. Big, bearded. He was on his way to the john and I guess he just didn’t like the looks of what was happening. In the testosterone dimension, whatever I’d done to Stan didn’t justify an uneven fight like this.


I give him a look: No, don’t do it, buddy.


In a half a second Whitcomb spins around and is right in the guy’s face. “You’re talking to me why?” And what’s really chilling is the calm tone. It would be less scary if he was shouting.


Neither of them moves for a brief moment, then the guy says, “I’m just saying.”


Whitcomb does not respond but I can sense his whole body tense. Vibrating, like a machine at high rpms. The worker probably outweighs Stan by twenty-five pounds but I know in my heart Stan would put him down, TKO, if not a real knockout, in minutes.


The worker walks on, not bothering to try to save face. Sometimes you just give up.


Whitcomb turns back, and, like I expected, he’s looking at me as if the encounter was my fault.


“Stan, look—”


“Oh, I’ll be looking. I’ll be looking for you, Little Hank. It’s my new hobby.”


He turns and strides toward the door, tossing a crumpled bill on the bar before stepping through outside into the cool April evening.


With a shaking hand I finish my soda.


I gesture to Larry, who’s missed the whole thing, it seems. I nod toward the door. He says a word of goodbye, I assume, to the two girls at the pool table. They ignore him even more than a moment ago, if there are degrees of ignoring.


We leave the Eagle and walk into the parking lot. The asphalt is still speckled with sand from last winter’s muscular snows and glass from the occasional break-in. Our footsteps are gritty and harsh. I look around for Whitcomb. No, he’s gone. Then I glance toward Larry, to try again to catch a clue as to whether or not he noted the bully. But I think not; it looks like he’s into his own thoughts. He can be moody. I wonder sometimes if he’s this way because all day long he investigates accidents – houses burning, people dying in car crashes, and, oh, yeah, garages squashed during tornadoes. Though it’s also possible he’s always been moody and he went into claims adjustment so he can spend his working hours outside, away from co-workers. Nature/nurture.


We’re different, Larry and me, but his company is easy. We go out for dinner a couple times a week, watch games – baseball more than football, soccer some. We’ve double-dated, though he’s never brought the same girl twice; they’re always pretty and quiet and strike me as insecure. We both like working for ourselves. And we’re both later-in-life orphans. His parents had health problems, unrelated, but they passed away around the same time. Mine? One I lost to drinking. The other to being with a drunk – a missed centerline and an oncoming tractor trailer.


Larry’s been a good guy to know. He doesn’t hesitate to do you solids. I’ll call him up and ask to borrow his car or to look for a dropped Fitbit near a bike trail when I’m stuck on Skype. And I pick up his mail and feed his goldfish when he’s out of town on a claim investigation; I’m his designated driver when he decides to have more than one or two.


We climb into our respective vehicles and caravan to the Heron Inn, one of the fancier places in town. Sarah’s a part-time hostess here. She’s pretty in a librarian sort of way. I mean, a librarian from old-time movies, black-and-white ones like my father used to watch hour after hour after hour, Mom being upstairs. She dresses conservative – high collars and longer skirts – and her hair is often held in place with pins. Glass, though they’re a rather unlibrarian red or blue. She’s tall – three inches over me – and voluptuous, and her hours at the gym are evident in her sculpted arms, thighs and tummy.


Larry and I park and walk inside and see Sarah at the hostess podium. Her eyes light up, and I’m sure mine do too.


“Hey, honey,” she says.


I wink – I’m a winking kind of guy – and kiss her on the cheek. Larry shakes her hand. It’s a funny, broad gesture, forearm pumping up and down, as if they’ve just concluded a business deal. His awkwardness rises once more, as he scans her long black skirt, white blouse and pearl necklace, then looks away.


Bashful …


Sarah Preston is blonde, slim and twenty-nine. Her passion is painting, sticking mostly to large-format acrylic abstracts. We met at a gallery in a redeveloped part of Mammoth Falls – the old warehouse district, which is less gentrified than artsy-fied (my word). I’m no connoisseur but I enjoy the creative arts and it’s fun to go to the galleries on Saturdays or Sundays and see what I can see. She and several other artists were having a show at the Fromer Gallery, one of my favorites, and I noticed her standing by herself, trying not to be embarrassed that nobody was looking at her work. I liked what I saw – the paintings and the painter. I complimented her work, saying that several reminded me of Willem de Kooning’s, which they did. That delighted her. I stayed until the show was over and the gallery was closing. I said to myself, go for it, and asked her out. The guess-he’s-not-a-killer date the next night was a lot of fun. We’ve seen each other a couple of times a week since then.


She seats a couple, and Larry and I wander into the chrome and mahogany bar and I have another Diet Coke. He has a vodka and tonic. It’s a slow night and Sarah joins us for a bit. Larry buys her a sparkling water. She thinks it’s charming. She calls him gallant, and he gives a faint laugh as this seems to put him at ease. He tells her about a video game he’s been playing, one of the online ones. I’m a geek by profession but I’m not into games, especially the first-person shooters that Larry likes. Sarah, I can tell, has no clue what he’s talking about but she’s polite and nods. I wonder if Larry talks about gaming when he tries to pick a girl up. I should tell him that’s probably not a great idea, unless, of course, you’re at Comicon and the girl you’re hitting on has purple anime hair and is wearing a Sailor Moon outfit.


Then Larry blurts, “Oh, that painting of yours? Old Woman at the Harvest?”


After I told him about her website, he would’ve looked her up. It sounds like he’s been waiting to drop into the conversation something he learned.


“You know it?” she asks, surprised.


“Yeah,” he says, gazing down at the bar. “I liked it. And I liked that sculpture too. Raven on the Beach.”


“‘Shore,’” she corrects.


He blushes and says, “Right. ‘Shore.’”


“Well, thank you, Larry.” She taps her glass against his. She tells him that working with clay doesn’t come naturally to her but she enjoyed the experiment. “It was a lark.”


Larry doesn’t get the pun – the bird thing – and Sarah nips the laugh fast, so he doesn’t feel stupid. I struggle not to smile either.


At eight, Sarah goes off shift and the three of us walk to the parking lot. I, of course, automatically scan the surroundings. Not that I expected Stan Whitcomb to follow me here, but apparently I can’t make assumptions like that anymore.


I’ll be looking for you, Little Hank. It’s my new hobby …


Larry says goodnight and starts to shake Sarah’s hand but she pulls him in for a kiss on the cheek, which surprises him. I think he might’ve gasped. He drives off and Sarah gets in my SUV – she carpooled to work, knowing we’d see each other tonight. And we head over to a new seafood place on Grand. It’s called Squids. Not the best name in the world. Not the best food either. They overcook the lobster and undercook the asparagus. But it doesn’t matter; we have fun talking and, since I’m driving, she has two big glasses of Chardonnay, which she loves.


I spend the night at her house and when I awake in the morning, I shower and dress quietly, leaving her in bed asleep, because in her case neither profession – art or food service – are pre-noon endeavors.


Unlike Sarah, I’m most productive in the mornings, and today I have to put the filigree, I call it, on two websites. They’re for clients who are my favorite kind: they have absolutely no knowledge of how to write code, so they leave all the technical stuff to me, and they have very, very large budgets.


But that will have to wait.


Because I have another errand.


The County Sheriff’s Department.


It’s nine when I walk into the functional government buildings – decked-out green-flecked walls, yellowing acoustic tile and scuffed linoleum. The main difference between here and, say, City Hall, is this receptionist – a uniformed officer – sits behind bullet-proof glass.


Lots of crazies in this world.


I get a little heebie-jeebie in the place, uneasy. The times I’ve been here before I haven’t been treated very well, like they didn’t believe me or take me seriously. But I control it and wearily explain to the sergeant or whatever her rank might be that I’m here to complain once again about Stan Whitcomb. She wearily jots notes, makes a call and nods to a bench. I sit. On the wall opposite are reward posters, including two seeking information about the young women – the ones stabbed to death in neighboring Auburn Hills. I wonder why the posters are here. It’s not like the deputies are going to say, “Goddamn, that’s right; I forgot all about those murders.” Nor would announcements here, in a dim civil servant corridor, reach a horde of good citizens, alerting them to be on the lookout for suspects.


After a five-minute wait, I end up at the desk of a uniformed minion and complain about the bullying.


“Bullying?”


In my earlier complaints – two of them – I don’t think I used that word before.


“Stan Whitcomb’s in my face all the time.”


“What’s ‘all the time’?”


“A couple of times a week.”


The young deputy – he looks to be about eighteen, though he’s probably my age – jots notes. “This was in the Eagle, sir? Had either of you been drinking?”


“He had. I hadn’t.”


“Did he physically touch you?”


What other way would there be to touch someone?


“No. But he’s in my face. I mean, inches away.”


“Were you at any time unable to leave the premises?”


I hesitate. “No.”


“Has he threatened you?”


“Not … not explicitly. But there’s this tone he has.”


“Tone.”


The deputy sits back.


I know what he’s thinking: that the office deals with real bullies: domestic abusers, child beaters, cops who’re racist and shoot unarmed civilians, kids who intimidate classmates into attempting suicide.


Somebody being “in your face” doesn’t exactly rise to that level of offense.


“Look, Officer … Deputy. This shouldn’t be happening to me. I haven’t done anything. I’m not guilty of anything. He’s got it into his head that I’m the devil incarnate. He’s making my life miserable.” My voice has risen – in pitch and volume.


“OK. I’ll give my supervisor this information.”


His clipped delivery tells me that the conversation is over.


“Thanks for your time.” I don’t try too hard to control the sarcasm, but he gives no indication that he notices. Maybe he doesn’t get it, maybe he’s just numb to irritated citizens.


Well, I’ve done all I can do. I head home to get the projects finished. After, I’ll hit the bike trail. I was planning on twenty miles. But as I drive past the Eagle Tavern I get mad again and I decide I’ll go for fifty.


* * *


Two days later, early Sunday morning, I’m sitting in my dimly lit, carefully ordered office. I haven’t seen Stan Whitcomb since the Eagle and I’m absently wondering if my complaint had some effect.


Third time’s the charm, which my father used to say all the time.


I hear the double chime from upstairs and I walk to the first floor. I open the door to find two somber people in suits – a man and a woman, both in their forties. The man is holding out an ID card. County Sheriff. Detective Terrence Stone. He’s slim and tall. He identifies himself by name. The woman is a detective too. Emily Fillmore. She has dry, blonde hair and has applied thick make-up over bumpy skin.


“Henry Larson?”


“Yes?” I’m frowning. “What’s this about?”


“Do you know a Sarah Preston?”


“I— Is she all right?”


“You do know her?”


My eyes widen. “What’s going on?”


“Do you, sir?” Detective Stone persists, but gently.


“We’ve been dating.”


I have to repeat this so they can hear. I swallow hard.


“Mr Larson,” Detective Fillmore says, her voice a bit stiffer than his. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this but Ms Preston’s been killed.”


I don’t say anything for a moment. Then: “No, there’s been a mistake. I saw her yesterday. We had lunch before her shift at work … I— No!”


Detective Stone says, “It happened last night.”


I look down. “But, no. I spoke to her, I don’t know … Seven thirty. After she got off work.”


“Yes, we saw your call on her phone – this happened about nine thirty,” Detective Fillmore explains.


“This happened? This? What?”


But before they can answer I’m spiraling to the floor, both of the detectives lunging, breaking the fall before my head cracks on the tile.


They get me more or less vertical and walk me to my living-room couch.


“No, no, no.” I lower my head into my hands and the tears flow. Fillmore has tissues in her purse and she unwraps the pack and plucks one from it. I take it and wipe my eyes and nose. “What happened?” I whisper. “Was it a robbery? Was she—”


They look at each other. Detective Stone asks, “Do you know a Lawrence Keddle?”


“Larry? He’s a friend. Sure. What— What is this?”


“Did he know Ms Preston as well?” From Detective Fillmore.


“Yes. They met through me.”


“Did either of them say anything to you about him going over to her house last night?”


“Larry? To Sarah’s? No.”


“Would he have known what time she’d be home?”


“Not really …” But then I tell them that he knew where she worked and could’ve found out her schedule. Now, my voice grows harsh. “Tell me what this is all about.”


Detective Stone says, “It appears that Mr Keddle went to see Ms Preston last night. She let him in. When she did he stabbed her but—”


“What?”


“Ms Preston fought back and got the knife away. She stabbed him several times and called 911 but, unfortunately, she expired before help got there. Mr Keddle died too.”


“Oh, Jesus, no.” I wipe at the tears.


Fillmore says, “Mr Larson, a crime scene unit went to Mr Keddle’s house. In his basement we found evidence linking him to the Auburn Hills murders. The two women who were stabbed to death. Some articles of clothing … Some other things too.” This is delivered with a softer, more reverent tone.


Meaning, I suppose, the body parts removed from the victims after they died.


“We had a DNA sample of the likely killer from the second murder but there was no match in the database. Our lab tested Mr Keddle’s DNA and it was his.”


I close my eyes briefly, breathing hard.


“Sir, can I get you some water?” Fillmore asks.


I hold up a hand.


“Do you have family in the area?” she continues.


I don’t respond. I simply stare at the floor, a stain in the shape of an hourglass on the old carpet in the entryway. I’d never noticed it before.


“Sir?” Detective Stone asks.


I blink and look up. “Family? I— My brother’s in Holcomb.”


“I think it’d be a good idea if he came over. Or you stayed with him. Are you OK to drive?”


“Yes, sure,” I whisper. “Oh, Sarah’s parents?” I say this with some hysteria in my voice. “They’re in Freeport.”


“There’re two detectives speaking to them now.”


I’m nodding. More tears, more tissues.


“I’ll call them. I should call them.”


“We’ll want to interview you some more about Mr Keddle. Just a few questions.”


“Sure, yes.” In a faint voice I say, “He was always quiet. I didn’t think anything of it. A little distant. But— Jesus.” My voice catches. “My fault.”


“What’s that, sir?” Detective Stone asks.


“This is my fault! He met her through me.”


“You can’t play the blame game,” Detective Fillmore says. “The first thing we learn in this business.”


I don’t respond.


They rise. Detective Stone says, “Give your brother a call, Mr Larson.”


“I will, yes. I’ll do it now.”


* * *


The following Wednesday I’m in the sheriff’s office once more.


No minions this time. I’m speaking to the sheriff himself. He’s a beefy guy, whose round belly swells drummingly over his taxed belt. He wears a brown uniform just like any other deputy, though he has more gingerbread on his chest and sleeve.


His name is Farrell, according to the name badge, and there’s an S in front of that, which I suppose stands for his first name, not “Sheriff.” He’s crew cut and tanned, and he’ll need a new wedding ring soon, if he keeps gaining weight. His wedding picture, on the desk, suggests the expansion has been recent and fast.


“First, Mr Larson, I’m so sorry for your loss. I understand Ms Preston was your girlfriend.”


I nod, and press a tissue into my red eyes.


“Now, this is, as you can imagine, a bit awkward. I wanted to tell you what our assessment of the situation is.”


Assessment.


Situation.


Another nod.


“I know that a few weeks ago you were, obviously, considered a person of interest in the Auburn Hills killings. Suzanne Humboldt and Karen Miller.”


“OK.” Now my eyes, which are indeed red, are cold and boring directly into his.


“We’ve been through this before, explained it to you, but I have to tell you again that at first we did have some reason to look into your whereabouts the nights they were killed. That’s why we asked you in for those interviews.”


Heebie-jeebie …


There was indeed some justification for what they’d done. It turned out that I used my ATM card about a mile from where the first victim was abducted. Every man who’d used a cash machine or credit or debit card within that mile also ended up on the lead investigator’s watch list for suspects. The list was huge but he interviewed every single one of them, and personally reviewed CCTVs in and around where Suzanne Humboldt lived and the bars and restaurants she hung out in. My face was identified in one of the bars.


Naturally, the authorities would do whatever they could to stop a serial killer.


They found no other evidence and took me off the list – without an apology.


The sheriff grimaces. “After Ms Preston’s death, we reviewed the earlier CCTV footage again. Yes, you were in one tape. But so was Lawrence Keddle.”


“He was a friend. We hung out a couple times a week.”


“And we saw him in other footage, too, in places where Suzanne and Karen were. He was apparently checking them out as targets. And we’ve gone back and looked at things more closely. We’ve found footage from the gas station on the corner near Suzanne’s house two days before she was killed. And we found Parks Department footage near the grove where Ms Miller was killed. He was looking for something he must’ve dropped as he fled the scene the night of her murder.” His lips tighten, then he adds, “And we got video from an ATM near the Heron Inn. He parked there one night this past week, near where he could see Ms Preston leave.”


I look down for a moment and dab tears.


“So, sir, we dropped the ball on this one.” The sheriff’s office phone rings and he answers, then listens. “OK. Send him in.”


The door opens and the lead investigator in the Auburn Hills killings walks in.


Detective Stan Whitcomb.


The big man is grim-faced. He walks up to me and I stand. I glare and he, clearing his throat, looks away. “Sir, I’ve heard what happened. I want to apologize. I was wrong to dog you the way I did. You were cleared as a person of interest but I ignored that.” He inhaled deeply. “See, sometimes I get an idea and it won’t let go of me. I can’t see the forests in the trees.”


The expression’s wrong but I don’t say anything.


“It’s an instinct. I think somebody’s guilty, I can’t get that thought out of my mind.”


“But sometimes the people you think are guilty aren’t.”


“That is correct.” He glances toward the sheriff, looking on coolly, and then says to me, “You’re not the first person this’s happened to. I’ve agreed to talk to somebody about it. How I behave, I mean. A counselor the Sheriff’s Office works with. I have an appointment. I should’ve done it sooner. You complained to the department, and they talked to me a couple of times.”


Three.


“But that only made me madder. And I wanted to get you, make your life miserable.”


I snap, “If you hadn’t been so focused on me, you might’ve kept looking for the real killer and stopped Larry before he killed Sarah.”


He swallows. “That is a likelihood, Mr Larson.”


No longer “Little Hank.”


He continues, “I’ll wear this one for a long time.”


I look from Whitcomb to the sheriff. “You know, I talked to a lawyer about this. He tells me I could have a case.”


The other two return my gaze with emotionless expressions but I’m sure if you dug down, you’d find two very nervous law enforcers.


“I might have gone forward with that, too. But, you know, that apology? That’ll be enough for me. I appreciate it.”


My bully digests this with surprise. He offers his hand. It won’t be a bone crusher, I know instinctively, and it isn’t. His huge paw encircles mine gently and we shake.


* * *


Back home, I pull my mountain bike from the rack in the garage, don my helmet and pedal onto the quiet street where I live. Soon I’m on the bike path that runs along the Albemarle Valley river. The afternoon is overcast and cool, and I have the path to myself.


I’m on autopilot, as I often am when riding; it’s at times like this that I do my best thinking.


When I have a web design assignment, I spend days planning, planning, planning. This is critical; one can never spend too much time getting organized before the work begins. Mistakes are unacceptable to me.


When at last I’m comfortable that every eventuality has been taken into account, I execute the plan. And then I assess. I call that the post-completion phase, which is not a very artful term, since if a project is complete, nothing should come after it, right? But I’ve found that my clients like that portion of the PowerPoint; they seem to think I’m giving them special added service.


And now, too, it’s time to assess how my present project has gone.


This post-completion analysis will have to be particularly diligent.


Since my life hangs in the balance; this state has the death penalty.


First, I think about Stan Whitcomb’s face when he offered his apology in the sheriff’s office. Was it the face of a man who truly believed his heart-set belief was wrong?


I think so.


Which is quite a coup for me, since he was, of course, one hundred percent correct about me and the murder of Suzie and, later, Karen.


A fluke of circumstance – that ATM glitch – put me on the list of persons of interest, and at my first interview Whitcomb decided I was guilty. An investigation didn’t turn up anything else and the other detectives running the case moved on.


But not Whitcomb.


I was his boy.


I found him intolerable, intimidating. But one man’s bully is another man’s bulldog, and his persistence in investigating me, pushing me, hoping to make me crack or make a blunder, was understandable … even laudable to an observer.


And he might very well have succeeded.


But now, replaying the apology, I do believe he’s convinced I’m innocent.


So, post-completion item one: the bully? Check.


But he’s not the only one running the case, of course. Should I be concerned about the other investigators?


I certainly have been careful. I don’t satisfy my addiction willy-nilly, an expression of my beloved father’s. Murder, of course, is a task, like anything else, and requires a disciplined approach – if you want to get away. Judging by the stupidity of some murderers, I sometimes feel that I’m in the minority. Maybe there are those who don’t care about ending up in prison for the rest of their lives. Not me. With my stature, I don’t think I’d be treated very well. Besides, I enjoy my job; web design is quite creative and rewarding. I really do enjoy art galleries, like the one where I met Sarah.


And my bicycles. Oh, I live for riding.


As I pump my way up a seven-degree hill, I’m wondering if I have in fact tricked them all.


Nowadays, you simply have to have the forensic stuff down cold. Goes without saying. Gloves, booties, caps (and even then, always mousse your hair up nice and sticky – all your hair, everywhere, so not a single strand finds its way to the crime scene). Don’t park near CCTVs or walk past them. Change clothes often, use disguises. And pitch every garment and shoe in dumpsters bound for landfills. Burning’s efficient but, my, how smoke where smoke should not be makes people curious.


Then bleach, bleach, and more bleach.


Car washes are your friend.


But if you own a TV you know how to do all that. Anybody who gets nailed on forensics isn’t worthy of being a killer.


You need to do more. Like moving from town to town often. After three victims in Ridgefield, Connecticut, I went to Toledo. Only one victim there but still I thought it best to pack up and head to lovely Mammoth Falls.


And you must always have a Larry.


That is, a sacrificial lamb.


When I’m scoping out the victims, I never go alone. I always bring along somebody I’ve befriended – to be my fall guy. Because there will always be witnesses and CCTVs and random selfies that catch your image, so I make sure that they also capture the buddy. I borrow his car, as I did Larry’s, and drive it past security cams near the victim’s house – wearing hat and sunglasses – or park it outside places like the Heron Inn, evidence of stalking Sarah.


I lift a hair or something else DNA-rich from the fall guy and plant it at the murder. Always DNA, never fingerprints, since very few people are in the CODIS database and many, many people have been printed.


It’s tedious work, setting up a stooge. But so is writing code in C++. So is composing symphonies. Do it right, or don’t do it at all, my father told me.


Here in Mammoth, after the suicidal oak tree incident, when I met Larry, I decided he’d be my insurance. (I smile at the word, since that was, of course, his job. A pun that he probably wouldn’t’ve gotten.)


When I was checking out the particulars of Suzanne, whom I’d decided would be the first victim of the man who became the Auburn Hills Killer, Larry was with me, at the same bar she staggered out of.


I even said to him, “Is that girl OK?” Nodding to the door. And, bless him, he went to look. Some witnesses, a camera or two, I’m sure, saw him do so.


He said, “She’s got an Uber.”


“Good for her,” I offered.


“Nearly tripped getting in.”


“Poor thing,” I said. But I didn’t mean it. That’s the answer, by the way. I’m convinced that I was born drunk, thank you, Mom. And while I can easily control any urge to drink alcohol, I cannot control the need to scratch the itch to get even. I was very close to my father and have never gotten over the belief that I’m sure he died with two instantaneous thoughts in his doomed mind: that his wife, behind the wheel of the family sedan, had snuck copious vodka into her Starbucks cup; and that the airbags were going to do zero good against a Peterbilt tractor trailer. A shrink could explain the warm satisfaction I get when I go to work on one of those sad, sad drunk girls, but the fact is that shrinks exist to do one thing: to cure. And a cure is the last thing I want.


So Larry was with me as I checked out Suzie, and he was with me as I checked out Karen, who was even more of a lush than her predecessor. He also was kind enough to do me the favor of looking for that nonexistent Fitbit near where I’d slashed Suzie to twitchy silence, just to get another image of his face: on the Parks Department CCTV.


While I always do this – plan, plan, plan – until now, I’ve never had to actually rely on a fall guy.


But until now I’ve never run up against a bully like Stan Whitcomb.


Because of him, the Larry Plan had to go into effect.


Which required one more player. The fall guy has to die and the least suspicious way to arrange that is for him to murder his last victim, who in turn dispatches him.


I picked Sarah Preston for this role. And, being charming and funny and not bad in the bedroom, I must admit, I started seeing her. She was perfect: pretty and sexy – the sort Larry would be drawn to. And in good shape, which proved important to the plot.


The day they were to die, I called Larry and asked him to meet Sarah and me at her house for dinner. He was surprised, but pleased, and muttered that it’d be cool. Later, I left my phone at home and biked, not drove, over to Sarah’s – always watch that GPS stuff.


Sarah and I were sipping wine and diet soda when the doorbell rang. She frowned and I said I’d get it. I pulled on the gloves on my way to the door to let Larry in.


Neither of them were expecting the knife work, so they both went down fast. Larry was more horrified than Sarah was, I think. She seemed bewildered, though not for long. I set up the scenario to fit the MO of the other murders. In this case, though, it seemed that Sarah slipped out of the zip tie and fought back, grabbing the knife and slashing Larry’s throat.


I used a few precious minutes – the time of death can be calculated very accurately nowadays – to plant some hairs and tissue from the first two murders in Larry’s trunk. A bit of dirt from the murder scenes as well.


I eliminated evidence of my presence that night, though not everything (we were dating). Then I used Sarah’s bloody finger to dial 9-1-1 from her landline and let the receiver fall. I bolted, heading to Larry’s house. I had his key – from the goldfish favor – and planted some more souvenirs from the other murders in his basement, as well as an SD camera card of pictures I’d taken clandestinely of Suzie and Karen and Sarah at the hotel. They were reencoded – no metadata from the camera I’d used was present. The police would also find on Larry’s computer visits to Sarah’s website and those of galleries she’d shown her work at – as I’d suggested he should do.

OEBPS/docimages/common1.jpg





OEBPS/docimages/common2.jpg





OEBPS/contents.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Contents



		Also Available from Titan Books



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Introduction Paul B. Kane & Marie O’Regan



		The Bully Jeffery Deaver



		Dead Weight Fiona Cummins



		Like a Glass Jaw Mark Billingham



		On The Anatomization of an Unknown Man (1637) by Frans Mier John Connolly



		The Pitcher Sarah Hilary



		Disciplined Martyn Waites



		The Consumers Dennis Lehane



		Voices Through the Wall Alex Gray



		Wet With Rain Lee Child



		Happy Holidays Val McDermid



		Fool You Twice Steph Broadribb



		Lebensraum Christopher Fowler



		Dancing Towards the Blade Mark Billingham



		Kittens Dean Koontz



		Take My Hand A.K. Benedict



		Dressed to Kill James Oswald



		Booty and the Beast Joe R. Lansdale



		The New Lad Paul Finch



		The Recipe Louise Jensen



		About the Authors



		About the Editors



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright and First Publication Information











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/docimages/title.jpg






OEBPS/docimages/cover.jpg
S\ LEECHILD
%% VAL McDERMID
v N DEAN KOONTZ
§ /— . "JOHNCONNOLLY
' DENNIS LEHANE

CEXIT
INCS

NINETEEN TALES OF S
MYSTERY FROM THE MODERN =
MASTERS.OF CRIME

PAUL B.KANE wo MARIE O"REGAN






OEBPS/docimages/common.jpg






