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Praise for Murder Book:


‘A master of nail-biting suspense’
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‘Perry’s characters come to life with a single sentence.… He’s one of the greatest living writers of suspense fiction’


New York Sun


‘The pages melt away as the story maintains a breathless pace throughout. This is further proof that Perry is a dominating force in the world of contemporary suspense thrillers’
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Booklist (starred review)


‘A thrilling and suspenseful tour of crime-addled midwestern towns, Murder Book is signature Thomas Perry: a police procedural suspense thriller of a read with memorable characters, crisply-described action sequences and breathlessly tense plotting’
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1


Justine Poole sat at her desk in the middle of the big open office of Spengler-Nash Security and stared at her computer screen. The image was from a security camera on the corner of a house’s roof. It was in color and it was clear. The equipment was high-end and well-aimed, focused on the front gate. The house wasn’t visible from this angle, but it was obviously large, like the two houses partially visible across the street, and it had a high hedge that Justine guessed must keep it very private from the ground level. The gate was also high, flanked by brick stanchions with antique-looking lights mounted on the tops. This was during bright daylight, so the lights were off. The stanchion on the right had a keypad and intercom facing the driveway.


A young woman was pushing a baby carriage up the sidewalk outside the fence toward the house. Behind Justine, Rena Todar said, “LA Mother of the Year. That baby can’t be more than three months old, but Mom’s already wearing a crop top to show off her abs.”


“Yes,” Justine said. “I’m thankful that I have a lovely personality and don’t have to cheapen myself with exercise and sensible eating.”


“What is that, anyway?”


“Security camera footage Ben sent me to take a look at. It’s a follow-home. She’s about to get robbed.”


As the young mother pressed a code on the keypad at the gate, a car pulled up in the street behind her and parked. The gate’s electric motor rolled the gate open and the woman pushed the carriage into the driveway and punched in the code again. She turned to continue up her driveway as a man jumped out of the back seat of the car and ran to straddle the single track for the gate’s wheels. The woman pushed the stroller toward the house, but the gate didn’t close behind her.


“See?” Justine said. “He’s standing in front of the electric eye so the gate won’t close.” The gate reversed its motion to reopen the rest of the way, and the car swung to get its nose into the driveway and stopped. The woman took a few running steps up the driveway, pushing the carriage ahead of her.


“Nice car,” Rena said. “Brand-new Audi.”


Now that the car was blocking the gate, the man was free to catch the woman, which he did in three steps. He put one hand on the carriage’s push handle to stop it and kept his other hand in the pocket of his hoodie. He seemed to be holding a gun. The progress of the carriage resumed, but slowly, with the mother and the robber walking together toward the house. They passed under the camera and disappeared from its view.


The car’s driver remained at the wheel, but two other men wearing hoodies now emerged from the car with their hands in their hoodies’ pockets and walked quickly under the camera and out of sight. Justine said, “And that’s that. If you fast-forward about ten minutes you see the guys reappear carrying big trash bags, get in, and drive away. What do you think?”


“I think that’s a problem,” Rena said. “There’s a state law that you have to install the electric eye to keep a gate from closing if there’s anything in front of it, but it might be worth thinking about rewiring around it at our clients’ houses.”


“That’s a nonstarter.” Ben Spengler had come out of his glassed-in office to the open bay. “As soon as we do that, somebody’s kid is going to get squished in his parents’ gate.” Justine and Rena swiveled in their chairs to face the blond, heavyset man.


Rena said, “What good is having an unscrupulous employer if we have to follow rules like that?”


“Beats me,” Spengler said. “Any other ideas?”


Justine said, “So far all that occurs to me is to tell them to look over their shoulders every fifty feet, or hire us to do it for them.”


“That one sounds good. You can double my income. Which reminds me.” He held up a sheaf of papers in his hand and shook it to make a shuﬄing noise. “I’ve got some last-minute changes to the assignments for tonight. One’s for you, Justine. You’re going with Marcia Min tonight. She’s doing a surprise appearance at the Comedy Pit to try out new material. You’re alone on this one, but the bouncers there know you, and they’re competent.” He walked away across the big room and yelled, “Baker! Mitnik! Fresh assignments!”


Two hours later Justine drove up to Marcia Min’s building in her own small gray car. The policy at Spengler-Nash was that surprise appearances at clubs should be actual surprises, so the celebrity needed to be spirited in. Justine liked it, because anyone who might cause trouble would not have time to dream up something ugly and get ready to do it. Justine looked up and could see Marcia’s face in the window of her upper-floor apartment looking down at her. From so far away Marcia looked like a child—a sad, lonely one. She disappeared from the window and Justine returned her attention to the street, the sidewalks, and the nearby buildings. After about five seconds she talked into the speaker on her phone.


“This is Poole. I’m at the client’s home and we’re on schedule.”


A female voice said, “Acknowledged.” Neither of them said the client’s name or the address or the destination, any of which would be inviting company.


Marcia Min was dangerously popular right now. Two years ago, she’d had a big national stand-up tour and a streamed television special, and then spent last year in LA shooting two full seasons of a television show based on her comedy, called Shanghaied. That title had made Justine wince, but she supposed the only people the world could be sure had never shanghaied anybody were the people who lived there, and a hit was a hit.


The whole country wanted a third season, even though only the first one had aired so far. The network had given Marcia’s agent an opening offer for a third but it was insultingly cheap, so her agent had leaked a rumor that the show was being canceled. The resulting wave of online outrage had been so overwhelming that the network had been rocked back on its heels, but not so much that it forgot to use the public reaction as a chance to raise their advertising rates for the show’s already-shot second season. Justine suspected that Marcia’s sudden impulse to test new material at the Comedy Pit was actually a quiet reminder to the network that any time she wanted to go back to making a fortune on the live performance circuit, all it would take was asking her agent to hire a bus.


Justine saw Marcia come out the front entrance of her building wearing a pair of jeans and a leather jacket, trot to the car, and take the passenger seat. “Hey, Justine,” she said. “You know where we’re going, right?”


“Yep,” Justine said. “We’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I love that jacket, by the way.”


“If you let my enemies kill me, you can strip it off my body before the cops arrive. You can have the bullet hole patched good as new.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Justine said.


“Maybe we can even do a trade. I like those bodyguard suits you guys wear to some of these gigs. They have sort of an Anime Badass Motorcycle Emergency Sex thing going on.”


“That’s my world, all right,” Justine said. “Let me tell you what I’d like to do when we get to the club. The bouncers are saving a parking spot in back by the dumpster. There are two bouncers, I think both of them hired since you played there. Ali is a slim, dark man about forty who’s a lethal martial arts guy, but he looks normal. Bobby is a big guy, looks like a college linebacker. I’d like Bobby to go in ahead to block the view of you a little until we get to the stage. I’ll be right behind you, so nobody approaches you that way. You step right up onto the stage. Barry, the manager, will be acting as emcee. He’ll hand you the microphone and step away. The only lights will be on you, and I’ll be at the front table to your center left. If you see a problem from up there, point at it.”


Marcia said, “Sounds good.”


“Great,” said Justine. “Anything I should watch for tonight? Offended religious groups? Political stuff? Process servers?”


“Nothing so far, but it’s not even nine o’clock yet. Maybe a scorned lover or two and some angry wives.”


“If I see a couple of those, I’ll try to fix them up with each other.”


“That’s actually a pretty funny idea.”


“Consider it yours,” Justine said. “We’re six minutes out now. I’ll be quiet so you can think.”


Justine drove while Marcia devoted the time to scrutinizing her makeup, making tiny, invisible changes to it, and brushing her hair, but Justine knew her brain was running through what she was going to say.


Justine turned west on Sunset and pulled the car into the narrow driveway that led to the alley behind the Comedy Pit and into the small employee parking area behind the building. She parked in the only empty spot, and Ali the bouncer stepped up and opened the car door for her. “Hi, Ali,” she said. “I’ll leave the key in it.”


“Thanks, Justine.”


She looked to the side and saw Bobby beside the rear door of the building. He was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans. “Hi, Bobby. Are you going in first?”


“Sure. Unless—”


“Perfect,” she said. She looked back into the car at Marcia. “Ready?”


“Eager.” Marcia got out of the passenger seat and came around the front of the car. “Thank you for doing this, guys. I’ll just piss everybody off a little and we’ll be back out before the traffic light changes.”


Justine looked at her watch. “Okay, Bobby. It’s time.”


Bobby waited until Marcia Min was close behind him before he stepped in, and Justine followed a step behind Marcia. Ali shut the door behind Justine and stayed in front of it to be sure nobody else got in. Inside there was only a four-foot landing before the beginning of the stairway down to the “pit.” The walls of the staircase were red brick with the half-readable skins of peeled-off posters. The staircase was a dozen steps in a single flight. Five steps down the left wall ended, replaced by a stretch of open space with a steel railing, so Justine had a view of the crowd.


The thirty tables were packed with people, everyone’s chairs turned toward the little platform that served as a stage. Justine had several thoughts at once. There were too many people, almost certainly a violation of the fire regulations, but she decided that for the moment she should let it go, because her job now was protecting Marcia Min for an appearance that would probably be fifteen minutes. The crowd also made her think that Marcia’s surprise visit was a secret that had gotten out. This was a Monday night on a nothing week in mid-summer.


When she turned her eyes forward again, Bobby was taking the last of the steps down. He paused, standing straight and tall enough to obscure the two women behind him from the view of the audience. About three seconds later, the comedian on the stage gave a bow, said “Thanks for coming,” waved, and handed the cordless microphone to Barry, who was already there to receive it. Barry yelled, “Give it up for Danny Rastow!” There was a roar of applause that Justine suspected wasn’t entirely for Danny Rastow. It lasted a few seconds and grew as Danny Rastow jumped down from the low stage and out of the spotlight into near invisibility.


During the applause Barry stepped into the spotlight, leaving the area at his feet in shadow while a woman seated there got up and Justine slid into her seat. Meanwhile, Bobby the bouncer crossed the room in an aisle between tables, holding the attention of a percentage of the audience.


Barry said, “We have a pleasant surprise tonight. I just noticed that a dear friend of the Comedy Pit is here. Please welcome—Miss. Marcia.” The applause began and intensified, a couple of screams were added, and Barry shouted, “MIN!” The audience roared. Marcia Min took two running steps out of the shadows. Her third step was a leap up onto the stage and into the spotlight, where she accepted the microphone and said, “Thanks, Barry,” words that were simply tossed up against the wave of sound from the audience.


In the previous second, after seeing Marcia make it onto the stage without falling, Justine had already taken her eyes and mind off Marcia Min and turned them onto the audience. Her eyes were busy scanning the people at the tables and the bar, looking for facial expressions that were out of place or out of proportion, or for any physical movement that might reveal a problem was coming.


Justine didn’t listen to Marcia Min’s new anecdotes and observations, because she was making an effort to keep her ears tuned to the sounds that weren’t coming from Marcia Min. Her full attention was aimed outward from her spot in front of the stage, keeping the glare of the spotlight behind her so her pupils would be slightly dilated and sensitive to the shapes and movements in the audience and the periphery around and behind it, where trouble nearly always began.


The sets at the Comedy Pit were fifteen minutes. They might stretch it for somebody like Marcia Min, but not much, because it would take minutes away from somebody else’s fifteen. Justine was aware that Marcia was getting big laughs, bringing the audience with her into the complicated, surprising narratives she liked to tell in these intimate spaces.


Justine had been assigned to protect comedians many times since her first one just after she’d turned twenty-one. That night she had made a mistake and had been glad that Ben Spengler had been there to correct her. There was a heckler in the audience and Justine had stepped away from the wall where she’d been standing and begun to edge closer to him, preparing to distract him and signal for the bouncers. Ben was suddenly beside her and whispering in her ear, “Come back.” They had stepped back to the wall, the act had ended, and nothing bad had happened. Later he’d said, “Don’t bother with hecklers. Humiliating them is part of the comic’s trade. They practice it, test new put-downs, and so on. You’re just here so nobody gets hurt—physically, not psychologically.”


Justine saw something that held her attention and the memory was gone. There was a young woman with a black cloth bag between her feet under her table. Nearly every other face in the audience was up and looking at the stage, but hers was looking down. The man sitting beside her had the large-screen version of the latest iPhone, and he was looking at the screen. He must know that comedy clubs didn’t allow anyone to record performances, so what was he doing? Justine scanned the room to locate Bobby, but he seemed to have gone upstairs to the front door. She looked at the young woman and saw her pull both feet back beneath her chair to shift her weight to the balls of her feet. That was bad news. Justine brought her feet back, too, and moved to the edge of her seat.


The young woman made a sudden lurch forward, and now she held something in both hands as she charged the low stage. At the same moment her male companion stood, his phone’s camera following her advance. Justine sprang up, pushing off hard to pick up two steps on the young woman. The young woman had both hands palms-up to hold the object. Justine was only a half-step behind and gaining when she recognized the object as a cream-topped pie in a round foil pan. Justine’s left hand pressed down on the woman’s forearm so the pie tilted downward. The woman compensated by increasing her upward pressure, and Justine instantly lifted with both hands to amplify the woman’s effort. The pie arced upward into the woman’s face. The pan fell, leaving a mess of whipped cream and strawberry covering her hair and eyes, so she was forced to stop and paw at her face because she couldn’t see where she was going. Justine gently sat her down on the floor in front of the stage.


The man took a step toward Justine, but when Justine turned her head to look at him, something about her made him freeze and back up.


Above them, Marcia Min was laughing, so the audience laughed too. “You baked that for me, hon? That was really thoughtful. I’d lick your face, but my time is up and I’m afraid I’ve got to go. Thanks, everyone!” She curtsied and threw a kiss, and then spun, stepped off the stage, and climbed the stairs quickly. Justine stepped up behind her so nobody else could follow.


As they emerged from the back door of the Comedy Pit, Justine said to Ali, “Thank you, Ali.” She handed him two envelopes, one with “Bobby” written on it and the other with “Ali.”


He said, “You don’t have—”


“No, but Spengler-Nash does.”


She and Marcia got into her small gray car, and Justine swung out onto Sunset and drove off. Marcia was laughing. “That was insane. You’re just like a snake.”


“Thank you, I think,” Justine said. “Have you ever seen them before?”


“No, but since people learned I broke up with Allen last week a couple of online tabloids have been making a story out of it, saying he’s devastated and I’m a cold-hearted bitch and all that. What they don’t seem to know is that he was so heartbroken that he had to console himself in advance while he was in New York.”


“Really?”


“Yep, with three different women—two models and an actress. Any publicity is usually good, but I hope this pie thing doesn’t catch on.”


“No hard feelings? Real ones, I mean?”


“None on my side, and he gets to keep the models and actress until they read about each other.” She looked at her watch. “That was fun, but I’m tired. We’re doing a retake tomorrow and I’ve got to go in for hair and makeup at six A.M.”


“It takes the same time to get you home as it did to get you here,” Justine said. “We’ll be at your place in fifteen minutes.”
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Ben Spengler watched the dark blue Mercedes crawl past Mystique Restaurant for the third time. There were two young men in the front seat and at least two in the back, and maybe another between them. Spengler glanced at his watch. It had only been five minutes this time. The intervals were getting shorter. He suspected it was because they didn’t want to miss the moment when the high-value diners paid their checks and went home. Tonight, Jerry and Estelle Pinsky were in there meeting with some other charity donors about another idea for saving some part of the world, and the bodyguard keeping an eye on the Pinskys was Ben Spengler. He seldom gave himself client protection assignments anymore, but the Pinskys were old Hollywood, and they had been paying Spengler-Nash for security since practically his grandfather’s time. Giving them the boss’s personal attention was a courtesy.


The Mercedes was just all wrong. Those young guys couldn’t afford that Mercedes unless they were cryptocurrency speculators or a singing group he hadn’t heard of, and if they were, why the hell would they be circling Mystique? There were twenty clubs within a half mile that catered to people without gray hair, and at ten-thirty they were full of women who had made themselves beautiful to come out in twos or threes to meet somebody. He took out his cell phone and his finger moved down the contacts list toward the “P” for “Police.”


He could call them now, but he had always resisted calling them until he was watching the suspect make an unambiguous move. Calling the cops too soon only irritated them. They needed to know whether they were being asked to arrest a few young men because some older guy disapproved of their wardrobe and posture, or if they were being invited to blunder into an ambush by a squad of terrorists carrying machine guns. He looked at the word “Police” again, and then touched the name below it with his index finger.


“Poole,” said the familiar voice.


“Hey, Justine,” Spengler said. “I’m on the Pinskys. They’re in Mystique and I’ve got about four or five young guys in a Mercedes gliding past every few minutes. Have you still got Marcia Min?”


“I just took her home. She has a six o’clock call tomorrow. Where do you want me—the restaurant or the Pinskys’ house?”


“The house would be best.”


“I’ll see you there,” she said. “Let me know when they’re moving.”


“I will. Stay out of sight until we know what the plan is.”


Justine was in her car looking at her phone for the fastest route to the Pinskys’ house. She had been there a couple of times, but she was a night shift person, and she knew that sometimes the best route could be blocked by accidents or road repairs. Tonight, the GPS estimated the trip would take eight minutes.


The Pinskys lived in a big house in a part of Beverly Hills where nearly every house belonged to somebody who had screen credits, but theirs had been built forty or fifty years ago, before people had stopped feeling any discomfort about building a place that was as big as Justine’s high school. She had studied the Pinsky house the first time she’d been assigned to work a party there. The lot had originally been part of the director Miles Moncton’s ranch in the early 1920s, and she had seen an old picture of it online. There had been a few gentle hills covered with dry grass and a few California oaks scattered about fifty feet apart.


The hills were bulldozed flat at some point and the land cut into two- and three-acre parcels, but some of the old trees were still visible, probably spared to shade the houses. The road was now lined with fifteen-foot hedges like green walls, and at intervals there were iron gates blocking private roads.


She approached the Pinskys’ address and saw that neither Ben Spengler or the Pinskys had arrived. She pulled up to the gate, looked at her work phone, and found the four-digit gate code. She pressed the numbers and the gate rolled out of her way. She drove in, pulling her car up the driveway and around the garage to the parking lot that had been built there for party guests. She put on her utility belt, picked up her flashlight, got out, and walked around the house to the front.


The Pinsky house was a long, low structure that had been a typical wooden ranch house of the sort that celebrities of the 1970s still had until Jerry and Estelle Pinsky had become concerned about the fires that had burned through some Southern California neighborhoods. They had hired an architect to transform the ranch into a simulated Spanish colonial adobe rancho with a red tile roof, white concrete-and-stucco walls, and a yard that was carefully re-landscaped to ensure that nothing that could burn was within twenty feet of the house. The wooden doors and window shutters had been reinforced with steel, and the outer walls were raised to ten feet. Low desert gardens ran along the inner side of the perimeter walls. Much closer to the house were the pool, spa, patio, and tennis courts—all things that didn’t burn.


What Justine liked about it was that all the fireproofing had accidentally turned the place into a fortress. It was too bad that the rest of the world couldn’t afford to do that, but the rest of the world hadn’t produced three or four long-running television sitcoms and two dozen movies.


She knew exactly what the next step of her job had to be. She went past the front gate and moved along the perimeter to be sure that the crew stalking the Pinskys hadn’t sent friends ahead to secure control of the place. Her search told her she was alone. She left the gate open to make sure the Pinskys could drive straight in without waiting, continue up the long driveway to the door beside the garage, slip inside the house, and engage the locks.


Justine knew where she wanted to be—close to the front gate on the inner side of the perimeter wall. That was where the gate’s electric motor was, bolted to its own small concrete foundation and shielded from view by the gray steel housing that protected it from weather and dust. Justine stepped to the other side of the motor, sat down with her back against the outer wall, and looked at her phone. There was no message from Ben Spengler, which she assured herself meant that the Pinskys still hadn’t left Mystique and Spengler was watching over them.


She put the phone away and checked her gear. She had three pairs of handcuffs on her utility belt, along with her Glock 17 and two ten-round magazines loaded with 9-millimeter rounds. When she’d left the car, she had also brought the tactical flashlight with its brutal eye-searing glare. She’d had no use for any of this equipment or place to carry it earlier tonight while she had been watching over Marcia Min at the Comedy Pit. The thought made her remember Marcia joking about the black Spengler-Nash outfit she and the others sometimes wore. She wished she were wearing hers now, instead of street clothes. She would have been more comfortable and harder to see in the dark.


Justine hated this part of the job—the waiting when she knew the threat was real and she was putting the body she lived in, the creature that she was, at risk. She also loved this part, when she was crouching in a well-chosen spot, knowing things the adversaries didn’t suspect yet, and sure that the most crucial thing they didn’t suspect was Justine Poole. She could feel her heart gradually increasing its beat, like an engine warming up.


She knew she must not stand up or try to look out through the gate. She needed to see her opponents well before a confrontation happened, but she also had to be alert to the possibility of an advance scout sent ahead to detect the presence of professional security. Just today Ben had sent her security footage to help her learn how the latest group of follow-home robberies were being choreographed. They hadn’t had time yet to talk seriously about how to go about stopping one.


She knew that Spengler’s method tonight would begin by following the robbers’ Mercedes and taking good, clear pictures of it that showed the license plates. When the Mercedes reached the gate—closed or open—he would pull in behind it so he could block the robbers’ escape and do whatever would get their attention away from the victims while the police caught up. Why hadn’t he called her by now?


And here came the Pinskys. She watched the glow from their headlights moving along the canopies of the trees, but she heard only the whisper of the tires on the pavement as their electric vehicle approached. The car began its turn toward the gate and a slight brightening appeared in the driveway that allowed Justine to see the paving stones. The car completed the arc and straightened, and its headlights shone up the driveway and lit the garage door as the car kept going. Jerry must have pressed the remote control in the car because the electric motor beside Justine turned and the teeth of its main gear meshed with the chain and the gate began to close behind it.


Justine rose to a crouch, keeping her head low and on the safe side of the motor housing, and waited. The garage door at the end of the driveway started to rise.


The Pinskys’ car pulled ahead and its headlights illuminated the back wall of the garage. Justine could see their silhouettes through the rear window, Jerry’s head on the left side, and Estelle’s on the right. The lights went out. Get out, she thought. Get into the house. Didn’t they know?


Outside the wall there was an engine noise and more lights. Justine returned her attention to the gate. The Mercedes arrived and pulled forward, and the first man was already out and running. He stuck his leg into the space in front of the moving gate in time to interrupt the beam of light to the electric eye. The gate stopped instantly and then began to roll back in the other direction.


The three passenger doors of the Mercedes swung open and men sprang out and ran to join the point man in the driveway.


Everything felt unsettled, almost unreal. She thought, Act now or miss the chance to save this. She stayed low, drew her pistol, aimed at the first man and shouted, “Hold it! Stay where you are or I’ll shoot!” She held the tactical flashlight as far from her body as possible and pushed the switch, bathing the men in its wide, blinding glare. They all looked young and large, all wearing black masks and dark clothes.


The point man and one of his companions raised pistols she hadn’t seen in the dark, and fired at her light.


She fired back, the shot hitting the point man in the chest, and as he collapsed backward toward the ground, she shifted her aim to the second gunman and fired. He had been the driver, last out of the car, so he was closest to her. He fell too, dropping his pistol on the pavement. A third man fired at her and she felt the bullet cut the air a foot above her ear. She fired in response and he went down, but she was sure she had missed him and he was just ducking. She turned off her light and sprinted for the gate with the vague idea of using their own Mercedes as a shield. Even though it was probably stolen, they might hesitate before damaging their means of escape.


As she ran, a volley of wild shots ricocheted off the inner side of the wall where she had been, and when she dashed behind the Mercedes, she heard the front door of the house slam shut. She inhaled and felt her lungs swell in elation. The distraction must have done it. The Pinskys were inside. She kept running past the rear of the Mercedes, made it to the gate stanchion and twenty feet past it along the outer wall, pivoted, dropped to her belly, and aimed her pistol at the mouth of the driveway.


She used her left hand to take out her phone and thumb-dial 911, then returned her eyes to the open gateway.


“Nine-one-one, what is the location of your emergency?”


“Five-oh-seven Mirabella in Beverly Hills,” she said. “Five men with masks and guns are trying to pull a follow-home robbery of Mr. and Mrs. Jerry Pinsky, the residents. Two of the men fired shots at me so I had to defend myself. We’ll need two ambulances.”


“Your name, please?”


“Justine Poole, with Spengler-Nash Security. I have to hang up now.” She did and saw Ben Spengler’s car appear around the last curve in the road and then stop in the street blocking the Mercedes in the driveway. As he got out and crouched behind his car, Justine popped up, aimed her flashlight at the ground so he could see her, and waved. He waved back, so she advanced along the wall to within a few feet of him.


Spengler advanced to the other side of the open gateway and pulled out his pistol. He said, “I’m sorry, Justine. They looked like they were going to try to drive the Pinskys off the road for a carjacking, so I had to stay close, and then I got scraped from the side by another car trying to pull into my lane. What’s going on?”


“There are five of them. They kept the gate from closing, I yelled at them to stop or I’d shoot, but two of them fired and I had to shoot them. There are three more of them inside the gate. They fired too, but didn’t hit anything.”


“Did the Pinskys make it into the house?”


“I’m pretty sure. And I called the cops.”


“Good,” he said. “All good.” He edged up against the concrete-and-stucco wall and leaned out to get a view up the driveway where the two men she had shot were lying. “I see the two casualties. I don’t see the three who are still lively.”


They heard the scream of sirens in the distance. As the sound grew louder and more high-pitched, he said, “That sounds like good news. But this is where it might get hairy, so make sure they can see who the good guys are right away. Do nothing that might look like resistance.”


The sirens trailed off, and the street was awash in light—blue and red lights spinning to splash bands of alternating colors over everything, glaring white headlights, flashlights sweeping from place to place. Several spotlights found Justine and Ben and stayed on them. A voice shouted, “Put your weapons on the ground, step back from them, and lie down!” Four police officers emerged from the glare and ran to them with pistols drawn. One yelled, “Face down on the ground! Now!”


Ben and Justine both lay on the ground with their arms out from their bodies as two of the officers dragged their wrists behind their backs and handcuffed them. As soon as she felt the cuffs click Justine said, “I’m Justine Poole. I made the 911 call.”


Neither cop answered, which she supposed was an answer.


The cops frisked them and then helped them up. “All right, come with us. You’ll have to sit in a car while we clear the scene.” They took them to two different police cars and locked them into the caged rear seats.


Justine could see at least a dozen police officers gathered on both sides of the open gate where the Mercedes and Spengler’s car were stopped. She said to the officer who was with her, “There are five of them. Two opened fire on me, so they’re on the ground, wounded. I’m almost sure the Pinskys made it into the house while that was happening. They’re clients of Spengler-Nash, and we were here to protect them.”


The cop spoke into the radio microphone on his shoulder. “The female says there are five armed suspects inside the gate, and two are down. She thinks the intended victims are in the house.” That sounded accurate to Justine, so she remained silent.


There was radio chatter, which sounded to Justine like acknowledgments, and then an older male voice said, “We’re standing by for SWAT.”


The cop who was with her got out and walked to join the others at the wall. Now that she was sitting alone in the back of the police car, she began to feel the letdown after the adrenaline rush of the confrontation and gunfight. She felt exhausted, almost sleepy, but tears had formed in her eyes. She had no way to wipe them, so she had to endure the feeling and wasted no more time thinking about it. She leaned back in the seat and tried to turn in a way that would not increase the tension on her arms and handcuffed wrists. She could see into the side window of the other car where Ben Spengler was, and he seemed to have decided on a similar position. He had been in the bodyguard business since before she was born, so she supposed this was another of the thousands of tiny bits of knowledge he’d accumulated the hard way.


The SWAT truck looked a lot like a UPS delivery vehicle, but bigger and darker. The cops in battle dress and body armor streamed out of the back doors. They all carried M4 rifles except one, who had a marine sniper rifle with a big scope. They milled around behind their truck for a few minutes while their commander conferred with a couple of high-ranking cops in black uniforms who had been among the last on the scene. Then the SWAT team formed themselves into a single big cartoon creature with twenty-four legs, twelve heads, and rifle barrels pointing outward in all directions and shuﬄe-footed through the gate, up the driveway, and to the house.


Justine listened for gunshots but didn’t hear any, and she allowed herself to feel tentatively optimistic: the cops hadn’t been under fire, so maybe the Pinskys were safe. She waited, but she was at the wrong angle to see the front door open, if it did, and there was no noise. Silence could mean the Pinskys were dead, so she tried to prepare herself for that kind of outcome, but she couldn’t find a way of getting ready. They were a nice old couple who seemed to treat everybody kindly. Jerry had always called her “Kid,” and Estelle seemed to call everybody under seventy “Honey.” Maybe the closed doors of the police car had just kept her from hearing what was going on, and everything would all be okay.


The cops outside the gate began to move around, they holstered their pistols and spread into the street. Two SWAT team members, a man and a woman, came out of the driveway, each of them guiding one of the Pinskys to a waiting car, and then it pulled out and they were gone. Justine smiled, closed her eyes and whispered, “Thank you.”
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“. . . With live, late-breaking news. Tonight, television and film producer Jerry Pinsky and his wife were the latest victims of an attempted follow-home robbery in Beverly Hills. Police say the attempt was foiled by a member of the security company Spengler-Nash. The female agent fought off the alleged robbers in a gunfight while the couple took shelter in their house. Two of the suspects were hit by the agent’s bullets, and three others tried to escape on foot but were captured by police.”


Mr. Conger pressed the remote-control channel button, not because he thought the story would be better on a different channel, but because he couldn’t stand to listen to the news anchor’s comments. The disaster had happened. Hayzen and his squad of morons had let themselves be defeated by a lone bodyguard for celebrities and had run away to save themselves. For the first few minutes he had imagined the bodyguard and assumed he was a sixty-five-year-old retired male cop issued an old .38 revolver that usually served only to weigh down his belt so he needed to keep tugging up his pants. Mr. Conger had thought that was a devastating image, until he had learned who the bodyguard really was—a lone girl.


His people—and he—would shortly be this month’s joke around town. The shooter couldn’t have been anyone worse. Anybody else and the television stations would have reported the story once. Because this security guard was female, they had already started making her into a hero. They would repeat the story, and probably lead each broadcast with it, for weeks. Every time they did, people in town would have less respect for Mr. Conger. This woman would probably be the grand marshal of the Hollywood Christmas Parade.


Mr. Conger’s mind foraged for ways to make this all right again. He hoped Hayzen had been one of the two men shot, and that he would die. He thought about that for a few seconds. That wouldn’t be good enough. He wanted this never to have happened. The closest thing would be to erase the crew—have all of the ones who ran away killed. They would be gone then—nobody for him to think about and resent.


The cops had them, and they would interrogate them. They would be locked in a high-security part of Men’s Central Jail on Bauchet Street the rest of the time, so it would be almost impossible to get near them, and it would be completely impossible to take out all three at once, which was the only way to avoid scaring at least one into telling the cops everything.


The option of killing them just wasn’t available. Mr. Conger would have to make himself feel better some other way. He could assume the three failures would get their punishment in the natural course of things, without his controlling their fates. If one of the two men the woman shot died, he would have been killed during the commission of a violent felony. The other four would probably be charged with capital murder as though they’d killed him. The “felony murder rule” wasn’t a fair law, but it was the law. In a way, the unfairness made it a better punishment for embarrassing Mr. Conger. It would be excruciating for the four to go to prison for life because somebody else shot their friend.


There was one thing that Mr. Conger really had to do. From one point of view, it was just a loose end, but to Mr. Conger it was already more than that. This woman couldn’t be allowed to sit back now enjoying the admiration of the whole city just for ambushing two young men in the dark. Otherwise in a week there would be a GoFundMe page raising money to pay for therapy to soothe her rattled nerves or to send her to law school or something. He had to end this now. Killing her was the only way he could ensure that the three survivors would keep their mouths shut. He would show them that he was avenging their fallen friends, so he must care about them too. It also wouldn’t hurt to remind them that he hadn’t forgotten how to make people dead if they displeased him.


He thought about who would be right for this. It had to be somebody who didn’t look the part. It couldn’t be one of his thieves wanting to make extra money or some biker with tattoos on his face. Leo Sealy was the one who came to mind. He looked like a high school gym teacher or a personal trainer or something. Mr. Conger smiled to himself, because Leo Sealy had been both of those things—or pretended to be while he was doing a couple of jobs, anyway. In reality he was just a gym rat who didn’t mind getting his hands wet for a price.


It took Mr. Conger a few minutes to find Leo Sealy’s phone number, because it was one of those numbers that he had never put into a phone or a computer. He had to go to the bookshelf, take out the Bible, go to the annotations on the first book of Samuel—“S” for “Sealy”—and find the phone number he had written as chapter, verse, and lines. 21: 3:55 and 50: 0311 was 213-555-0311.


He took a burner phone out of his desk, inserted the battery, and called. He heard Sealy answer: “Yes?”


“Hi,” Mr. Conger said. “I’d like to talk to you in private tomorrow, early, if you’ve got the time. Recognize me?”


“I recognize you. Where and when?”


“Same place as last time. I’ll be there at seven.”


“See you then.”




[image: Illustration]





When Leo Sealy drove up Crystal Springs Drive into the parking lot for the Harding & Wilson golf course in Griffith Park, he saw Mr. Conger in the second aisle sitting behind the wheel of a black Land Rover with the motor running, presumably to power the air conditioning and the radio. As soon as Sealy pulled to a stop, Mr. Conger got out and walked to the passenger side of Sealy’s car. Sealy unlocked the door, and Mr. Conger got in. “Okay. Drive.”


Sealy drove out of the lot and up the road beside the fence along the edge of a fairway of the golf course, shaded by tall eucalyptus trees. There were only a few cars on the road this morning. Mr. Conger said, “Thanks for meeting like this. I’ve got a job if you want it. Last night two of the five guys doing a home invasion job for me got shot by a bodyguard at Jerry Pinsky’s house. It happened in time to make the eleven o’clock news. Did you see it?”


“No, but I always record the news. I’ll watch it later.”


“Well, I want the bodyguard dead. It doesn’t have to be fancy or clever, or look like an accident or anything like that. Just dead will do. Because you’re the best, and because the bodyguard apparently knows how to use a gun for something besides a paperweight, the pay is a hundred thousand. I should mention the guard is a woman. What do you think, Leo? Do you want this?”


“Do you have a name or address or anything?”


“No, it just happened last night. The name hasn’t been released, but she works for Spengler-Nash.”


“That figures,” Sealy said. “What are the terms?”


“Fifty right now, and the other fifty when it’s done and I see it on the TV news.”


“I’ll take it. Thanks for thinking of me.”


“Take me back to the lot. Your advance money is in my car.”


Leo Sealy drove to the vast parking lot of the zoo up the street to turn around and drive back toward the golf course lot, where he parked beside Mr. Conger’s car.


Mr. Conger took out his key fob and popped open his car’s back hatch. “There’s a golf bag with a few clubs in there. Take it home with you and count your money there.” He got out of Sealy’s car and walked with him to his own, watched Sealy lift the bag out and slip the strap over his shoulder. Then he closed the hatch.


“Thank you again,” Sealy said.


“Don’t mention it.”


The two men returned to their cars and drove out of the lot in opposite directions. Mr. Conger felt better as he followed the road south toward Los Feliz. The morning was still young, and he had already launched a solution to a problem that would have irritated him more as the sun rose higher. He had turned the task over to somebody who would be able to accomplish the job. He felt as though his will had already been done.
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