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‘Very funny yet suspenseful … An hilarious mystery’
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‘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’

New York Times

‘Riotously funny and irreverent’
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‘Delightful characters and a clever plot created with thoughtful and skilled writing’
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To my Green Acres family, those still with us and those not


Bad Luck
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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


Trixie Snelling seemed to be working up to something over lunch this particular Tuesday, and really just killing time talking about scouring costume stores to find forehead ridges to please a client who liked to be dominated by a Klingon, but she never got to it because I had to take a call on my cell that my father had been eaten by a bear.


‘There were those two Klingon chicks in the series where the bald guy was the captain, right?’ Trixie asked me, because she knew that I was something of an authority when it came to matters related to science fiction.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Lursa and B’Etor Duras. They were sisters. They tried to overthrow the Gowron leadership of the Klingon High Council.’ I paused, then added, ‘Lots of leather and cleavage.’


‘I’m okay there,’ Trixie said, shaking her head at the useless information I had stored in my head. I wondered sometimes what important stuff gets crowded out when your brain is filled with trivia.


‘My closet’s so full of leather,’ Trixie continued, ‘I’m afraid it’s all going to congeal back into a cow. I should show you sometime.’ Even though Trixie was dressed, at the moment, in a dark blue pullover sweater and fashionable jeans over high-heeled boots, it wasn’t difficult to imagine her in full dominatrix regalia. I had seen her that way once – and not as a client – back in the days when we were neighbors. We’d kept in touch after Sarah and I and the kids had moved away, and even though we were just friends, and met regularly for lunch or a coffee, I never quite got over the novelty of what she did for a living.


She continued, ‘But getting these ridges onto my forehead, making them blend in with the rest of my head, then there’s the makeup that makes me look like I’ve fallen asleep at the tanning salon, I mean, getting ready for this guy is a major production. Where are the guys who just want to be whipped by the girl next door? Plus, he wants me to torment him without wrinkling his Starfleet uniform.’


‘He wears a Starfleet uniform,’ I said. ‘What rank is he?’


‘Captain,’ Trixie said. ‘There’s these little gold dots on his collar that supposedly denote rank, but he just tells me to call him Captain, so that’s fine. He’s paying for it. I’m just glad he doesn’t want me to call him Rear Admiral. Imagine what that might entail.’


‘I imagine that you are well compensated for your efforts.’


Trixie gave me a half smile. ‘Absolutely.’ The smile disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. Trixie picked at her spinach salad as I twirled some fettuccine carbonara onto my fork.


‘What’s on your mind?’ I asked.


She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’ She picked at her salad some more. ‘What’s going on with you? Things working out with Sarah as your boss?’


I shrugged, then nodded. I’d been working as a feature writer at The Metropolitan for more than a year now, having accepted the fact that I could not make a go of it staying home and writing science fiction novels. I’d been assigned to Sarah, whose responsibilities at the city desk included overseeing a number of feature writers, some neurotic, some egotistical, some neurotically egotistical, and then there was me, her obsessive, often pain-in-the-ass, husband.


‘Oh sure,’ I said. ‘I mean, she wants to kill me, but other than that, the relationship is working well.’ I had a bite of pasta. ‘I’m on the newsroom safety committee.’


‘There’s a surprise,’ Trixie said.


‘It’s no joke. We’ve got air quality issues, radiation off the computer screens, there’s—’


‘Let me see if I understand this. You work for a major daily newspaper, where they send reporters off to Iraq and Iran and Afghanistan and God knows where else, and they expose murderous biker gangs and do first-person stories about what it’s like to be a skyscraper window washer, and you’re worried about air quality and computer radiation?’


‘You make it sound kind of weenie-like,’ I said.


Again, Trixie gave me the half smile. ‘Sarah okay with you and me being friends?’


I nodded. ‘I were you, I’d be more worried about my own reputation, hanging out with a writer for The Metropolitan.’


‘And how was your trip? Didn’t you guys go someplace?’


‘That was months ago,’ I said. ‘A little trip to Rio.’


‘Good time?’


I shrugged. ‘I found it a bit stressful.’ I paused, then added, ‘I’m not a good traveler.’


‘How’s Angie?’ Trixie asked. My daughter was nineteen now, in her second year at Mackenzie University.


‘Good,’ I said. ‘Paul’s good, too. He’s seventeen now, finishing up high school.’


‘They’re good kids.’ Trixie’s eyes seemed to mist when she said it, and then she seemed to be looking off to one side, at nothing in particular.


‘I keep getting this vibe that there’s something on your mind,’ I said. ‘Talk to me.’


Trixie said nothing, breathed in slowly through her nose. If she needed time to work up to something, I could wait.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘you know the local paper in Oakwood? The Suburban? There’s this—’


And then the cell phone inside my jacket began to ring.


‘Hang on,’ I said to Trixie. I got out the phone, flipped it open, put it to my ear. ‘Yeah?’


‘Zack?’


‘Hi, Sarah.’


‘Where are you?’


‘I’m having lunch with Trixie. Remember I said?’


‘So you’re not driving or anything?’


‘No. I’m sitting down.’ My mind flashed to Paul and Angie. When you have teenagers, and someone’s about to give you some sort of bad news, you know it’s probably going to be about them. ‘Has something happened with the kids?’ I asked.


‘No no,’ Sarah said quickly. ‘Kids are fine, far as I know.’


I let out a breath.


‘So anyway,’ Sarah said, ‘there’s this stringer I use sometimes, Tracy McAvoy? Up in the Fifty Lakes District? She does the odd feature, breaking news when it happens up there and we can’t get a staffer there fast enough. Remember she did the piece about that seaplane crash, the hunters that died, last year?’


I didn’t, but I said, ‘Sure.’ However, I could recall seeing the byline, occasionally, in the paper. Fifty Lakes is about a ninety-minute drive north of the city, lots of lakes (well, about fifty) and hills, cabins and boating and fishing, that kind of thing. A lot of city people had cottages up there. My father, for one.


‘I just got off the phone with her,’ Sarah said. ‘She’s got this story about a possible bear attack. Pretty vicious.’


I could guess where this was going. Tracy was an okay reporter, she could file a basic story, but the city desk was wanting something more, some color, maybe a piece for the weekend paper. The sort of thing I was born to do. ‘Sarah, just get to it.’


‘Would you shut up and listen? It was in Braynor, well, in the woods outside Braynor.’


‘Yeah, okay. Braynor’s where my dad’s camp is.’


‘I know. Well, here’s the thing. They found this body, this man, and I guess there wasn’t a whole lot of him left to identify, and they found him right by Crystal Lake.’


That was the lake where Dad ran his fishing camp. A handful of cabins, rental boats. I mentioned that to Sarah.


‘I know, Zack. That’s where they found the body. In the woods by your father’s place.’


‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘I guess I should give him a call.’ I paused. ‘I can’t even remember the last time I talked to him. It’s been a while.’


‘Here’s the thing,’ Sarah said, hesitating. ‘Nobody’s seen your dad for a while. And they haven’t identified this body yet.’


A chill ran through me.


‘I phoned your dad’s place,’ Sarah added. ‘But there wasn’t any answer.’


I slipped the phone back into my jacket and said apologetically to Trixie, ‘Hold that thought. Something’s sort of come up.’




TWO


My parents would take me and my older sister Cindy up to Fifty Lakes when we were kids. I guess we went up there two or three summers in a row, when Dad took a week off from his job at the accounting firm. There was a camp that rented out spots to people with travel trailers – Airstreams and the like – before everyone started going to Winnebago-style RVs that you didn’t tow but drove.


We didn’t have anything as upscale as an Airstream. Dad had gotten a deal, from someone he worked with at the accounting firm, on a tent trailer, which looked like a flattened box while en route, hitched to the back of the car. When you reached your destination, the contraption opened up with a canvas top, high enough to stand in, a big bed at each end, and a little sink with running water. Cindy and I weren’t in our teens yet back then, so our parents had us sleep together on one side, while they took the other. I’d spend most of the night lightly running my finger along Cindy’s neck so she’d think her sleeping bag was infested with spiders, and when she’d awake at midnight, screaming, I’d pretend to have been roused from a deep sleep just like my parents, who’d shout at her to be quiet, sometimes waking other campers in nearby spots. The hard part then was trying to roll over and not pee myself laughing.


That was probably the most fun thing about camping. The swimming and the fishing, those things were okay. But Dad spent so much time enforcing rules of behavior to keep us from hurting ourselves, or any of our secondhand camping equipment, that the appeal of vacationing was limited. Zip up the door fast so the bugs don’t get in. Don’t lean on the canvas or you’ll rip it. Don’t run on the dock with wet feet. Put on your life jacket. So what if the boat’s still tied to the dock and the water’s only two feet deep, put on your life jacket. Watch those fish-hooks, for crying out loud, you get one of those in your finger and you’ll get an infection and be dead before dinner.


He was something of a worrier, Arlen Walker was, and I’ll understand if you find that amusing. His perpetual state of anxiety was as much of an annoyance for his wife and my mother, Evelyn Walker, as my conviction in the certainty of worst-case scenarios has been for my long-suffering Sarah.


‘For God’s sake, Arlen,’ Evelyn would say, ‘loosen your gas cap a bit and let the pressure off.’


While family trips seemed to be sources of great anxiety for Dad, he still enjoyed his time in Fifty Lakes, away from the city, away from work. There were rare glimpses of something approaching contentment in this man who seemed unable to relax. I remember seeing him once, his butt perched on a rock at the water’s edge, his bare feet planted on the lake bottom, water lapping up over his ankles. His shoes, a balled sock tucked neatly into each one, rested perfectly side by side on a nearby dock.


I approached, wondering whether I could get a couple of quarters out of him so Cindy and I could buy candy bars at the camp snack bar, and instead of reprimanding me for some misdeed of which I was not yet aware, he reached out a hand and tousled the hair on top of my head.


‘Someday,’ he said, smiling at me and then looking out over the small lake.


And that was it.


‘Someday’ came eight years ago. Mom had been dead for four years at the time, and Dad decided the time had come to make a change. He retired from the accounting firm, sold the mortgage-free house in the city my sister and I had grown up in, and bought a twenty-acre parcel of land up in the Fifty Lakes District, south of the village of Braynor, that had two hundred feet of frontage on Crystal Lake.


He hadn’t just bought a getaway property. He’d bought a small business, called Denny’s Cabins (named for the man who’d originally built them back in the sixties). There were five rustic cottages, a few docks, and half a dozen small aluminum fishing boats with low-powered outboard motors bolted to the back. There was always one available for Dad to go fishing whenever he felt the urge, which actually wasn’t all that often. He liked the tranquility of living at a fishing camp, even if he didn’t drop his line into the water every day.


I’d only been up there a couple of times, the first soon after he bought it, to see what he’d gotten himself into. There was a two-story farmhouse and barn on the property, a couple of hundred yards up from the lake, but Dad had chosen not to live in it, preferring instead to take the largest of the five cabins, fully winterize it and spruce it up with new furniture and flooring and appliances, and live year-round at the water’s edge, even in winter, when the lake froze over and the winds howled and the only people you were likely to see were lost snowmobilers and the guy who plowed the lane that wound its way in from the main road. Living in the farmhouse, with all that room to roam around in, would have been a constant reminder to Dad of how alone he was.


The second time I went up, a year or so later, I took Paul. He was eleven, and I’d had this notion that a father-son fishing trip would be the ultimate bonding experience, which it was not, because children who have grown up accustomed to blasting space aliens on a TV screen are ill equipped to sit in a boat for five hours waiting for something to happen. Anyway, I had phoned Dad and asked about renting a cabin for a weekend, not knowing that he’d berate me for two solid days about not getting our Camry rust-proofed.


‘You might as well take a power drill to it now, get it over with,’ he told me. ‘Honestly, you spend that money on a car and don’t get it rust-proofed, it’s beyond me.’


‘Dad, the new cars already have perforation warranties.’


‘Oh yeah, right, like they honor those things.’


We talked on the phone now and then, but not much. He’d actually bought himself a computer and occasionally I’d get an e-mail message from him, usually just a line or two to explain an attached photograph of some big muskie or pickerel he’d caught. For an old guy who was resistant to change, he’d embraced some of the new technologies with enthusiasm. I think it must have been those long, cold winters that brought him around. He was tired of being isolated, and his computer connected him to the world in ways he’d never imagined possible.


And now, from the sounds of things, he could be dead.


I quickly explained to Trixie what Sarah had said, and, after she’d hugged me, she had but one word to say: ‘Go.’


Once I was on the highway that led north out of the city, behind the wheel of our hybrid Virtue, pushing the little car as hard as it would go, I got Sarah on my cell again, asked her to tell me again what she knew.


The freelancer, Tracy, had learned of the incident about the same time as the authorities. She was being treated for a sore throat at her doctor’s, an elderly man who should have retired years ago but still practiced because it was hard to attract new GPs to an out-of-the-way place like Braynor. He did double duty in Fifty Lakes as a coroner, and Tracy was there when the call came in that a body had been found up by Crystal Lake, that it had been mauled pretty badly, and the first thing that had come to everyone’s mind was that a bear was to blame. Tracy offered to drive the doctor in her own car, and called The Metropolitan’s city desk when she figured she had a story that might appeal to an audience beyond the local paper she primarily wrote for, The Braynor Times. She’d had no idea, when she put the call in to Sarah, that there might be a personal connection.


Nobody knew for sure who the dead person was, but there was no sign of Arlen Walker.


‘So listen, Zack,’ Sarah said, a note of caution in her voice, ‘this has really just happened. They may not even have moved the body by the time you get there. In fact, I think Tracy has told them you’re coming, so they may leave things as they are so you can, you know, do an identification.’


‘Okay,’ I said. At the speed I was going, I’d probably be up there in a little more than an hour and fifteen minutes.


‘I’ll come up, too,’ Sarah said, and I knew she meant it.


‘Why don’t I get up there, find out what’s actually happened,’ I said, ‘and then I’ll let you know.’ Because I am not normally someone to look on the bright side, or wait for all the facts before panicking, I was already making a mental list of people to call. My sister. The funeral director. The lawyer. The real estate agent. Sarah would be good at helping with that sort of stuff.


‘What about Cindy?’ Sarah asked.


I said I would call my sister when I knew everything.


‘If I find out anything more, I’ll call you,’ Sarah said.


The landscape changed so gradually as I headed north that I almost didn’t notice it happening, but when I was about half an hour away from Braynor I noticed, even in my preoccupied state, that the hills had grown more steep, the forests of pines more dense, signs of civilization less prevalent, and the road frequently walled on both sides with jagged rock where the highway had been blasted through a rise in the terrain. Every few miles the scenery would open up as the highway skirted the edge of a lake, and taking my eyes off the wheel for a moment, I could see small boats in the distance, some moving at speed, others sitting with middle-aged men hunched over their fishing poles.


I saw a sign reading ‘Braynor 5’ and began looking for the lane into my father’s camp. I knew he was about three miles south of town, and before long I spotted the crudely painted sign up ahead, yellow letters painted onto a brown background, reading ‘Denny’s Cabins: Fishing, bait, boats. Next right.’


I slowed, saw the opening in the trees where the lane wound down from the highway, and turned in. It didn’t amount to much more than two ruts with a strip of grass growing in the middle, and I could hear the blades brushing along the bottom of the car as I navigated my way in. The grass on either side of the ruts was matted down, where drivers had pulled over when encountering a car coming from the other direction.


Not far down, the lane branched into two. You took the left to go to the farmhouse Dad had opted not to use, but I couldn’t have driven that way had I wanted to, because only a few yards ahead the lane was blocked by a wide wooden gate that was flanked on both sides by a neck-high chain-link fence.


The gate featured a collection of signs, some made from wood and sloppily printed, others commercially available metal signs, dimpled as though shot with BB pellets. They read ‘Keep Out!’ and ‘Private!!’ and ‘Beware of Dogs!’ That last one had originally said ‘Beware of Dog!’ but someone had painted a snakelike ‘s’ at the end to make it plural. As if all those weren’t enough, there was another that said ‘No Trespassing!’ and a homemade one reading ‘Tresppasers Will Be SHOT!’


I caught a glimpse of the two-story farmhouse and the large barn beyond it as I passed, taking the lane to the right and down over a hill, where the woods opened up and the five small cabins, lined up like little white Monopoly houses, presented themselves.


As did the police car, the ambulance, and a couple of other vehicles parked at random on the lane and on the lawn behind the cabins. The dome lights on the police car and ambulance rotated quietly.


As I pulled ahead, I saw several people gathered on the other side of the ambulance, a couple of them having a smoke, like they were all waiting for something. I parked, got out, my legs feeling a little rubbery not just from what I feared I was about to learn, but from the drive.


They turned and looked at me. Two were dressed in paramedic garb, there was a young dark-haired woman clutching a notepad I figured was the freelancer Tracy, a gray-haired man in a dark suit, tie, and wire-rimmed glasses who had to be the doctor doing coroner duty, three other men in plaid and olive civilian attire that suggested fishing, and a woman in her sixties in a kerchief, hunting jacket, and slacks.


Finally, there was the law. A man in his mid-thirties, I figured, black boots, bomber-style leather jacket, and a felt trooper hat. He took a step toward me.


‘Can I help you?’ he said. I had a closer look at him, his receding jaw, thin neck, eyes that blinked almost constantly. There was something about him, at first glance, that seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place it.


‘I’m Zack Walker,’ I said, and cleared my throat. ‘I got a call. This is my father’s place.’


The young woman with the notepad spoke up. ‘Mr Walker? Sarah Walker’s husband?’ She was bordering on cheerful.


‘That’s right.’


‘I’m Tracy McAvoy. This is the guy,’ she told the cop. ‘The one’s whose wife is the editor? At the paper?’


The cop held up his hand for her to stop, as if to say, ‘I get it.’ He extended a hand my way. ‘I’m Chief Thorne. Orville Thorne.’


We shook. His hand was warm, and damp.


I said, ‘I was told you haven’t been able to find my father, and that you have a body to …’ I seemed unable to find the words I needed. ‘That there’s, that you have …’


Thorne nodded, poked his tongue around the inside of his cheek, pondering, I guessed, whether I was up to the next step.


‘Mr Walker, we have had an incident. A man’s body was found in the woods just over there.’ He pointed. The trees looked dark and ominous. ‘One of the guests here was out for a walk and discovered him this morning. We haven’t been able to determine just whose body it is, you see, but all the guests here at your father’s camp have been accounted for. But,’ and Chief Thorne paused to swallow, ‘we’ve not been able to locate your father, Arlen Walker.’


‘Maybe he’s away,’ I said. ‘Did you consider that?’


Chief Thorne nodded. ‘There’s his pickup over there.’ I looked over by the first cabin, the one I knew Dad lived in, and spotted a Ford truck. ‘And there’s no boats missing, according to the guests here.’


‘I see,’ I said.


‘It’s an awful thing to ask, but maybe, if you wouldn’t mind, you could take a look for us.’ He tipped his trooper-hatted head toward the woods.


I felt weak.


‘Of course,’ I said.


He led me toward the woods, everyone else following, silently, like we were already in the funeral procession. As I began to be enveloped by trees, the air felt colder.


There was a small clearing, and on the ground, a tarp, maybe seven by four feet, with something under it that couldn’t be anything but a body.


‘Are you okay?’ the chief asked.


I definitely was not. I said, ‘Yeah.’


Chief Thorne approached one end of the tarp, gingerly grabbed the corner, and lifted it up, revealing a body, as best as I could tell, from head to waist.


Like they say, nothing prepares you.


What I saw under that tarp looked like something that had been dropped to the ground through the blades of a helicopter. Flesh ripped away, bone exposed, blood everywhere.


Some flies buzzed.


I turned away. I wondered if maybe I was going to be sick. For anyone to die that way, it was unimaginable. But for my own father …


‘I know it’s pretty impossible to tell,’ Thorne said. ‘But did you notice anything, clothing, anything at all, that would tell you whether that’s your father?’


The surrounding pines seemed to be waving back and forth, as if in a high wind, but there wasn’t even a slight breeze. The blue sky was below me, the grass above, and then, seconds later, everything was back where it was supposed to be.


‘No,’ I said.


‘We couldn’t find any sort of ID on him, so I was wondering …’


I came out of the woods like a man stumbling out of a burning building, desperate for air. I went to my car, threw my hands out and leaned over the hood, trying to catch my breath. One of the ambulance attendants was saying something to me, but I couldn’t seem to hear it.


There was the sound of a vehicle approaching, of rubber crunching gravel, and I looked up the hill I’d driven down moments earlier, and saw a blue sedan with a sign attached to the roof. I blinked, saw that it said ‘Braynor Taxi.’


It came to a stop behind my car, and a man I recognized got out of the back, came around to the driver, who had his window down, and handed him a couple of bills.


‘Thanks,’ he said, then turned and took in all the activity. The ambulance and police car, all the people standing around.


‘What the hell’s all this?’ he asked as the cab started backing up the lane. Then his eyes landed on me. ‘Zachary?’


I looked at him, stunned. ‘Hi, Dad,’ I said.


‘That a new car?’ he said, pointing at the Virtue that was still holding me up.


‘Fairly,’ I said, just now taking my hands off the hood.


‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘You didn’t bother to rustproof it.’


‘It’s got lots of plastic panels,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to.’


‘Yeah, well, we’ll see.’ Now he’d noticed Chief Thorne. ‘Christ, Orville, what’s all the commotion?’


‘Hi, Arlen. Jesus. Have to say, it’s a pleasure to see you today. Where the hell have you been?’


Dad bristled. ‘Uh, just in town, Orville.’ He sounded defensive.


‘How early did you go in? We been here some time now.’ Orville Thorne was sounding a bit defensive himself. ‘Did you, were you in town overnight?’


Dad sighed with annoyance. ‘Orville, I have to paint you a picture, for Christ’s sake? What the hell’s going on here?’


The others – the ambulance attendants and the doctor for sure – were looking at Orville with some disapproval, like maybe he’d missed something he should have thought of. He must have sensed it, because he coughed nervously.


‘Well, shit, Arlen, there’s something here in the woods you should have a look at,’ he said tentatively.


As Dad glanced toward them, Orville took his arm to lead him that way, but instead, led Dad right over his foot, and Dad tripped, one of those fluky kind of things, and went down.


He yelped, and when he tried to get back up, couldn’t.


‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘My goddamn ankle. I think I must have twisted my goddamn ankle.’


People shook their heads, rolled their eyes. ‘Nice one, Orville,’ one of the ambulance attendants said.




THREE


I rushed forward, but moved aside for the older gentleman in the suit and tie, who creaked like an old door as he bent down to assist my father. Dad was on his side, his craggy face twisted in pain, raising himself up with one arm and reaching back with the other toward his foot, even though he couldn’t get anywhere close to it. ‘Shit,’ Arlen Walker said. ‘Jesus, that hurts.’


‘Don’t try to get up,’ I said.


‘No chance of that,’ Dad said. ‘How ya doin’, Doc?’ he said to the man in the suit.


‘Just take it easy, Arlen,’ he said. He glanced up at me. ‘I’m Dr Heath. I’m your father’s regular doctor.’


‘Hi,’ I said, moving farther back so Heath and the ambulance guys could do their thing. I drew back up next to Chief Thorne, who was looking uncomfortable and embarrassed.


‘I’m really sorry, Arlen,’ he said. ‘It was an accident.’


‘Sure, Orville,’ Dad said, wincing. ‘I know. These things happen.’


‘I was just trying to help,’ the chief said. He suddenly looked very young to me, with soft white skin, a few freckles around his eyes.


The rest of the crowd was taking in the show. There was the sixtyish woman in the kerchief and hunting jacket, a guest I figured, her arm linked with a man of similar age, both of them on the short side. Her doughy face was clouded with worry, but he was a bit harder to read. Just watching. Next to him, only slightly taller, stood a man in a dark green felt baseball cap, with what looked like a basketball hidden under his unzipped windbreaker and striped pullover shirt. His clothes must have cost a bundle to make someone his shape look so good. Even in casual garb, he was the best dressed of all of us. I glanced back at the cabins, spotted a Cadillac STS parked at one of them, and knew that one had to be his.


Next to him, an old-man-of-the-sea. Tall, his face lined with deep creases, a toothpick dancing back and forth between his lips. He was dressed in olive pants and a plaid flannel shirt, and he smiled at me when our eyes met.


‘Bob Spooner,’ he said, extending a hand. I took it. ‘I’m glad your dad’s okay,’ he said.


‘Me too,’ I said.


I turned to Chief Thorne and said quietly, ‘Didn’t anyone call around to see if my dad might be in town? You two spoke to each other by first names, like you know each other pretty well. I had a two-hour-long heart attack driving up here, expecting the worst. You couldn’t have asked around?’


Thorne’s tongue poked around the inside of his cheek. He was taking his time to come up with an answer, like maybe he hadn’t expected this to be on the final. After a few seconds, he said, ‘We’re basically in the middle of our investigation here, Mr Walker. Our first concern was finding out who this man over here is, and when we couldn’t immediately locate your father, well, you can understand why we were concerned.’


‘You didn’t answer my question,’ I said. ‘Couldn’t you have made some calls?’


Thorne said, ‘We saw his vehicle over there, the boats were in, there was no reason to think he might be in town.’


‘And why would he have taken a cab back?’ I asked. ‘Why wouldn’t he have taken his truck into town?’


Thorne ignored that. A few steps away, on the ground, my dad said, ‘Christ on a cracker, that hurts!’


Thorne tipped his hat back a fraction of an inch and said to me, ‘I’m sorry if you’ve been inconvenienced, Mr Walker.’


‘Inconvenienced?’ I said. ‘Inconvenienced? Is that what you call dragging me into the woods to show me a corpse I had every reason to believe was my father?’


The chubby guy in the nice threads said, ‘Orville, didn’t you call your aunt, see if she might know where Arlen was?’


Thorne coughed again. I said, ‘Your aunt? Why would your aunt know where my father was?’


I suppose it didn’t make a lot of sense for me to be as angry as I was. I mean, I’d just learned that my father was alive. I should have been relieved, perhaps even joyous. Leaping about, even. But instead I felt enraged at being made to look at that body hidden under the tarp, to have been led to believe by this incompetent rube, for however briefly, that it was my father, looking like he’d been fed through a meat grinder. Maybe, too, I was reeling from the shock of it all. Losing a parent and getting him back all within a matter of minutes. How often did that happen?


Whatever it was, I was losing my cool.


‘Mr Walker,’ Chief Thorne said, trying to put some authority in his voice and placing a hand on my arm, ‘I think maybe you need to calm down and—’


‘Get your hand off me,’ I said, shaking it loose and – I honestly don’t know how the hell this happened – shoving Thorne away from me at the same time as he actually grabbed on to my arm, and his foot caught on a small rock, and then he was going down and taking me with him. The guy was a one-man tripping industry.


I was just going along for the ride at this point, but from Thorne’s point of view, I was attacking him, so he scrambled wildly to get out from under me, scurrying sideways like a crab, looking wild-eyed, his hat gone, and then, suddenly, there was a gun in his hand and he was shouting at me, his voice squeaking a bit, ‘Freeze!’


Well, I froze. Except for the parts of me that were shaking. I may not have actually appeared to be quivering, but I sure felt that way inside.


Thorne’s gun was visibly shaking. He put a second hand on the gun to help steady it, both arms outstretched, and there was something very Barney Fife about him at that moment. Not as thin and spindly, but equally erratic. He might not intend to shoot me but end up doing it anyway.


‘You just hold it right there!’ he shouted, glancing at me and then over to his hat and then back to me.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said, a bit winded from the fall. I shook my head back and forth slowly, raised both my palms to suggest a truce.


‘Christ, Orville, put that fucking gun away!’ my father shouted from the ground. ‘That’s my goddamn son, for crying out loud!’


‘He started it!’ Orville Thorne whined.


Even with a twisted ankle, my father had the energy to roll his eyes. ‘Orville, for God’s sakes, put that thing away before you hurt yourself.’


Thorne got to his feet, lowered the gun slowly and slipped it back into his holster, brushed himself off. I went over and got his hat and handed it to him.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


Thorne snatched the hat away and put it back on, shielding his eyes, unwilling to look at me after being scolded by my father.


‘Yeah, well,’ he said.


‘It’s just, I thought my dad was dead. And then he drove in. I guess I went a bit crazy, having just seen that body and all.’


‘Sure,’ he said.


I stuck out a hand. Without being able to see Thorne’s eyes, I wasn’t sure he saw it, so I took a step closer.


‘Go on, Orville,’ said Arlen Walker. ‘Shake his hand.’


He took my hand, half shook it, then withdrew. We both had reason to be embarrassed, I guess, but Thorne looked particularly red-faced.


‘Okay,’ said my father. ‘Now that that’s settled, could someone tell me what the hell is going on around here?’


Bob Spooner spoke up. ‘Arlen, there’s a body in the woods. A man’s body.’


‘Jesus,’ Dad said. ‘Who is it?’


‘We don’t know,’ Orville Thorne said. ‘It’s no one from here. Now that we’ve found you, everyone from the camp here’s been accounted for.’


‘For a while,’ I said, ‘everyone thought that it might be you.’


‘I wasn’t here,’ Dad said matter-of-factly. ‘I got a ride into town last night. I’d had a bit of wine with dinner so I didn’t want to drive.’ That would be Dad. As long as I’d known him, if he had so much as a drop of wine, he wouldn’t get behind the wheel.


‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘Where were you going? Who gave you a lift into town?’


He was up on one foot now, an ambulance attendant on either side of him, about to lead him in the direction of the ambulance. He winced instead of answering.


‘I bet I can guess,’ said Bob, a sly grin crossing his face.


‘Bob.’ My dad glared at the man, said his name like a warning.


Bob seemed unafraid. ‘I’m just saying.’


I noticed that the older woman and her husband had slipped back into the woods. I could just make them out, standing by the tarp. Then I noticed him holding up the tarp at one end so that his wife – I guessed she was his wife – could take a closer look.


Ghouls, I thought.


‘Hey, Doc,’ Dad said to Dr Heath as the paramedics moved him closer to the ambulance, ‘couldn’t I just go lie down and put an ice pack on it?’


‘Arlen, just come in to Emerg. We’ll get an X-ray, make sure nothing’s broken, confirm that it’s just a sprain.’ There was a small hospital in Braynor, I remembered.


‘But I gotta run this place,’ Dad protested. ‘I’ve got boats to get ready, firewood to cut. Place like this doesn’t run itself, you know.’


‘You’re not gonna be putting any weight on that ankle for a few days,’ Dr Heath said. ‘Longer, if it’s broke.’


Dad closed his eyes and grimaced. ‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘That’s just great.’


The words were coming out of my mouth before I realized it. ‘Don’t worry, Dad. I’ll look after things. Until you’re better. I can get a few days off.’


His eyes settled on me, weighing this offer. ‘It’s a lot of work,’ he said. ‘It’s not sitting around on your ass in front of a computer all day.’


Well. He likes my offer so much, he’s going to butter me up to make sure I don’t withdraw it.


I ignored the comment and instead returned his stare, waiting for an answer. He drew in air quickly, like the ankle was flaring with pain, and looked away.


‘Fine, okay,’ he said.


‘And I’ll come to the hospital with you.’


‘No, no, no, stay here. I’ll just be sitting around for hours down there. You look after things here, I’ll give you a call when I’m done, you can pick me up.’


I nodded my assent as they put Dad in the back of the ambulance. They said that once they had Dad admitted they’d come back for the body, which they’d now been cleared to remove, the coroner having had a chance to give it the once-over. The light on top was flashing, but the siren was off. We all watched as it went up the hill and went round the bend in the driveway.


‘Well,’ I said, standing next to my new friend Chief Thorne. ‘I guess that just leaves one thing.’


‘What’s that?’ said the chief.


I pointed back into the woods at the body. ‘Who the hell is that?’




FOUR


As if to answer that question, we all decided, like some collective alien intelligence, to return to the woods for another look. The one Denny’s Cabins guest who’d introduced himself, Bob Spooner, Tracy the reporter, the seemingly inept Chief Orville Thorne, Dr Heath, who’d chosen to stay here rather than accompany Dad to the Braynor hospital, and the portly but well-dressed guy with the Caddy.


The older couple were still in the woods, standing by the once-again-covered corpse, watching us approach. We were walking all over the place, matting down grass under our feet, making a mess of what might, under other circumstances, be considered a crime scene, but Thorne didn’t seem all that concerned. How much evidence did you really need to convict a bear, if it was, in fact, a bear that had done this, and not a band of rabid chipmunks?


I felt more up to it this time, since I now knew that the dead man under the tarp was not my father. Thorne gingerly took hold of the corner of the tarp and pulled it back, much farther than before, revealing all of the body this time, instead of from head to waist.


The woman in the kerchief glanced down again, not as repulsed as I would have expected, as if she was not unaccustomed to death.


‘Tell them,’ I heard her husband whisper to her.


‘Not my place,’ she whispered back, turning away. If anyone else heard their brief conversation, they gave no indication.


‘I’m going back to the cabin,’ she said, loud enough now that anyone could hear.


‘I’ll go with you, lovey,’ the man said, and they slipped away quietly.


A second look didn’t offer much more in the way of information. The man – as torn to shreds as the body was, its size and form did seem to indicate it was a male – looked about six feet tall. Much of his face was chewed away, as well as his neck, and his torso had been chewed at by something with considerable enthusiasm. Only his legs, below the knees, seemed largely untouched. The corpse wore a pair of black lace-up boots and camouflage-pattern pants. That didn’t necessarily make this some military guy, considering that kids were buying camo-style pants off the rack these days.


‘I don’t know, Orville,’ said Bob Spooner. ‘There’s not much there to look at, is there?’


Thorne said, ‘You come up here a lot, Bob. Doesn’t look like anyone you’ve ever seen?’


‘Don’t think so.’


‘And it’s nobody from here, we’re sure about that?’


Bob nodded. ‘I’m in two, cabin three’s unrented right now, the Wrigleys,’ and he nodded his head in the direction of the couple who’d walked away, ‘are in four, this gentleman here,’ and he pointed to the well-dressed heavy guy, ‘you’re in five, right?’


‘Yes,’ he said, agreeably. ‘I’m up here alone,’ he said to Thorne. ‘Fishing, and checking out some property for a project I have planned. I’ve got my eye on thirty acres just up the shore a bit, planning to put in a big resort for sport fishermen that will—’


‘Yeah, whatever,’ Thorne said, holding up his hand as if he were halting a car in traffic. ‘So, that’s everyone.’


‘Yup,’ said Bob. ‘I’ve been up here for three weeks now, gotten to know everyone who’s up.’


‘And no one was expecting any visitors?’


Everyone muttered no under their breath. ‘Well, that’s a puzzler,’ said the chief.


‘What about up there?’ I said, pointing up the road, where the farmhouse, hidden by trees from where we stood, sat beyond the gate with all the warning signs.


‘I don’t think it would be anyone from up there,’ said Thorne.


I thought, Huh? But I said, ‘How can you know that? Twenty minutes ago, we thought this was my father.’


‘I’m just saying, I don’t think it’s anyone from up there,’ said Thorne. ‘Doesn’t look like it to me.’


This was a baffler. A cop who didn’t want to make every effort, consider every possibility to learn the identity of a guy who’d been mauled to death? I kept pressing. ‘At least you should go up there and talk to whoever lives there.’


‘Orville,’ Bob said softly, ‘you’re going to at least have to ask them a few questions.’


‘What’s the deal?’ I asked. ‘I don’t understand. Why can’t you go up there and talk to them?’


Bob smiled sympathetically. ‘Last time Orville talked to those folks, they hid his hat on him.’


‘They did not!’ Chief Thorne said, putting his hand up to the top of his hat and shoving it down more firmly onto his head. ‘We were just horsing around, that’s all, no harm done.’


‘Orville, no one blames you. They’re a weird crew. Listen, I find them kind of intimidating, too. We can go up there with you. They won’t take your hat if there’s a bunch of us there.’ Bob tried to say this without a hint of condescension, but it still came off as a bit patronizing.


Even so, Thorne was mulling it over. It was clear that he didn’t want to go up there alone.


‘Okay, Bob,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you come along, too?’


‘I want to come,’ I said.


‘I don’t think that’s really necessary, Mr Walker,’ Thorne said, glancing at me, and there was something in his eyes then, just for a second, that looked familiar to me. It was the second time since I’d arrived that I felt I knew him from someplace.


I wanted to ask him if, by some chance, we’d met before, maybe when I’d been up to see Dad here before, but instead said, ‘This body’s on my father’s property, and in his absence, I think it’s appropriate for me to know what’s going on.’


This was, of course, bullshit. Thorne was the law, and he could take, and leave behind, anyone he damn well pleased. But, evidently, he wasn’t aware of that.


‘Okay, fine then,’ he said. The three of us started walking up the lane. No one spoke for a while, until Thorne said to me, in a tone that bordered on the accusatory, ‘So, you’re from the city.’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


Thorne made a snorting noise, as if that explained everything. Bob Spooner gently laid a hand on my back, then took it away. ‘Your father’s told me a lot about you,’ he said.


‘Really?’ I said.


‘Says you’ve written some books, whaddya call it, that science fiction stuff. Spacemen, that kind of thing.’


‘Some,’ I said. ‘But not so much these days; I’m a feature writer for The Metropolitan.’


Bob nodded. ‘Yeah, he told me that, too. Good paper. Don’t see it all the time, but when I do, there’s lots to read in there.’


We were coming round the bend now, approaching the gate decorated with its numerous warnings for trespassers.


‘I guess they don’t like visitors,’ I said.


‘They don’t like much of anything,’ Thorne said.


The three of us stood at the gate, Bob resting his arms atop it. About fifty yards away stood the two-story farmhouse, and it didn’t look much the way I’d remembered it from when my father first purchased the property. Back then, the shutters hung straight, there wasn’t litter scattered about the front porch, there weren’t half a dozen old cars in various states of disrepair, the lawn out front of the house was cut, the garden maintained. Now, none of that was the case. There was an old white van up near the barn, a couple of run-down pickups and a rusting compact out front of the house. There was an abandoned refrigerator shoved up against one side of the building, a rusted metal spring bed leaned up against it, a collection of hubcaps hanging on nails that had been driven into the wall, half a dozen five-gallon red metal gas cans scattered about.


‘Has my dad seen all this?’ I asked of either Thorne or Bob. ‘The place is a dump.’


‘It is a bit of a concern to him,’ Bob said. ‘And by “a bit” I mean huge. But he doesn’t exactly know what to do about it.’


‘How many live here?’ I asked.


Thorne said, ‘It depends on the day, I think. But right now, I think there’s the old man, well, he’s not that old, but he runs the family. Timmy Wickens.’


‘Timmy?’ I said.


‘And Timmy’s wife, Charlene, and they’ve got a couple of boys, early twenties. Arlen tells me they’re her boys, from some other marriage. I think their last name is Dunbar. And there’s a daughter, Timmy’s actual daughter, she must be about thirty, thirty-two or so. Her name’s May. She’s got a boy of her own, he must be about ten, he lives here, too. I think she’s got a boyfriend, lives here with the bunch of them, but I’m not sure. And they all got their like-minded friends, dropping in now and then.’


‘What do you mean, like-minded?’ I asked.


Thorne shrugged. ‘They just don’t like mixing with everybody else. I mean, look at the signs.’ He pointed to the ones we were leaning up against. ‘They think the world’s out to get ’em, I guess. And they’re not what you’d call fans of the government, large or small. They’ve had a few run-ins with other locals over things. Pissed so many people off the last place they moved that they had to come here. Sometimes, it’s just easier to leave them alone out here than have to deal with them.’


‘Why would my father have rented to them if they’re a bunch of whackos?’


Bob said, ‘I don’t think he had any idea. Timmy came to see him when he saw the house was up for rent, all cleaned up, looking respectable. Wasn’t till afterwards that your dad saw what he’d got himself into.’


‘Oh man,’ I said, still surveying the landscape. I spotted an old washing machine beyond the fridge. ‘So, are we going in?’


‘Why don’t we just try calling them?’ Thorne said. He straightened up, cupped his hands around his mouth, and shouted, ‘Hello!’ He waited a few seconds, then again, at the top of his voice: ‘Hello? Mr Wickens? Hello?’


The house remained quiet.


‘Can’t you just go up to the door?’ I suggested to Thorne.


He pointed to the ‘Beware of Dogs’ sign. ‘Can you read?’


‘I don’t see any dogs,’ I said. ‘And I know you’ve got a gun. Can’t you defend yourself against some puppies?’


Thorne said, ‘Let me try calling again.’ He took a breath. ‘Hello!’


Still no sign of action at the house. No one at a window peeking out. Nothing.


‘If you’re not going to go, I guess I will,’ I said. I had my foot on the bottom board of the gate, the other foot on the board above it, then a leg over the top in a couple of seconds. ‘I’ll go knock on the door,’ I said. I was feeling a bit wired still. The discovery of the body, the drive up, the mistaken identity, it all had me a bit rattled, and I was eager to get some answers. Also, there was a part of me that was enjoying showing up Chief Thorne in a way I found hard to explain.


‘Mr Walker, I think you’re making a mistake,’ Thorne said. But I had both legs over now, and had hopped down to the other side.


I had taken maybe a dozen steps in the direction of the house when, up by the barn, I saw two brownish-gray blurry things heading toward me. Blurry, because they were moving so quickly. They were low to the ground, galloping, coming at me like a couple of torpedoes, and as they closed the gap between us, I could hear their rapid, shallow breathing and deep-throated growling.


The sign was right. These were dogs.


‘Yikes,’ I said, stopping for maybe a hundredth of a second, then turning back and bolting for the gate. Never did such a few steps feel like such a great distance.


‘Hurry!’ Bob shouted. ‘Don’t look back!’


I leapt at the gate, had my arms over the top, my legs looking for a purchase. My chest was over the top as the two dogs threw themselves at the gate, a combined frenzy of snarling and barking. I looked down, only for a second, saw one brown beast, one black, a bristly ridge of fur raised along each of their spines.


My leg jerked back as one of the dogs grabbed my pant leg, down by the cuff. The dog must have been in midair as he bit into it, and his own weight dragged my leg back down. I kicked wildly, heard the sound of fabric tearing, and now Bob and Thorne had grabbed hold of my upper body and were pulling me to safety. I fell into their arms, didn’t even try to find my footing on the other side of the gate, then fell out of them and onto the gravel.


The dogs were going nuts on the other side, barking, biting at the wood, slobber flying in all directions as they tried to eat their way through the gate to get at me.


They weren’t even particularly huge dogs – they wouldn’t have come up much past my knee if I’d been standing next to them, which I had no intention of doing. But their boxy heads and ragged teeth seemed disproportionately large compared to the rest of their sinewy bodies. Their ears were short, their eyes large and menacing.


They were jaws on legs.


Thorne offered a hand to help me up, then pointed to the relevant sign again. ‘I told you not to go over,’ he said smugly.


The dogs had accomplished what Thorne’s shouts had not. The front door of the house was open now, and there was a man approaching, followed by another, younger one, stocky with black hair, and then a young woman. She had dirty blonde hair, and the down-filled hunter’s vest she wore over a plain blouse and jeans failed to hide her nice figure.


The man in the lead, late fifties I figured, was about six foot, broad shouldered, nearly bald with a glistening scalp, thick through the middle, 230 pounds, easy. He had the look of a football hero gone to seed. Not quite in the same shape he was thirty years ago, but still capable of doing a bit of damage. He trotted down in black military-style boots, and while not in camo pants like our dead friend in the woods, his pants and jacket were olive green.


‘Wickens,’ Thorne said quietly.


‘Gristle!’ he shouted. ‘Bone! Halt!’


The dogs kept barking, oblivious. As Timmy Wickens got closer, he shouted the names again, and the dogs, hearing him this time, stopped their yapping and looked behind to see where the voice was coming from. At the sight of their master, they became docile and stood, patiently, awaiting instructions.


‘Barn!’ Wickens said, pointing back to the structure, and the dogs immediately took off, charging back to where they’d come from. ‘Dougie,’ Wickens said, speaking to the young dark-haired man who’d come loping along behind him, ‘make sure they stay in there. Did you not close that door like I told you?’


Dougie looked down. His arms hung heavy and straight at his sides. ‘It might have slipped my mind. I was doing some other stuff.’


Wickens sighed. ‘Go do it now,’ he said, and Dougie turned and walked off as obediently as Gristle and Bone.


That dealt with, Wickens approached the gate with a relaxed swagger, like having the law and a couple of other men waiting to see him was no big thing. His eyes narrowed as he looked at the three of us, settling finally on Thorne.


‘Chief,’ he said, a somewhat bemused expression crossing his face. ‘What can I do for you today?’


‘Mr Wickens,’ Thorne said, nodding, removing his hat and tucking it firmly under his arm. Any other time, I might have interpreted that as a gesture of respect, but odds were he just wanted to hang on to it. ‘How are you today?’


‘I was pretty good up to a moment ago when you got my dogs all riled. Who’s this man was about to trespass on my property?’


I let Thorne do the talking. ‘This here’s Zack Walker, Timmy. He’s Arlen’s son. Arlen twisted his ankle, has been taken to the hospital, and Zack here is trying to help out. And you may know Bob here, he’s renting one of Arlen’s cabins.’


The woman – I guessed she was the daughter, May – inched forward, holding back a step or two behind her father.


‘Is this about Morton?’ she asked. ‘Has someone found Morton?’


Timmy Wickens turned and said, ‘Just hold on, May, and let me see what this is all about.’


‘Is someone missing?’ Thorne asked. ‘Who’s Morton?’


‘My daughter’s boyfriend,’ Wickens said, not yet appearing concerned about anything but my going onto his property, which, when you thought about it, it really wasn’t. This was all land rented from my father. ‘Morton Dewart. He’s been gone awhile, doing a bit of hunting.’


‘What’s he hunting for?’ Thorne asked.


Wickens ran a hand over his bald head, paused a moment as if to collect his thoughts, and said, ‘Well, there’s been a bear out there he’s been looking for. It’s been nosing around the house, Morton’s been saying he wants to teach it a lesson, make sure it don’t come around here no more. My daughter, she’s got a young son, Morton wants to make sure it’s safe for him to play outside. So he grabbed his shotgun and said he was gonna go looking for it.’


‘You’ve seen this bear?’


Wickens nodded slowly. ‘Big bastard.’ Another pause. ‘Has one ear missing, left one I think, like it got cut off, or he lost it in a fight with another bear, which is more likely.’
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