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The Year in Mystery: 2008

BY JON L. BREEN





While no year goes by in any field without the sadness of loss, the mystery world was especially hard hit in 2008, which must be dubbed the Year of Lost Masters. No fewer than five winners of the Mystery Writers of America’s Grand Master Award died during the year.

Short story wizard Edward D. Hoch, age 77, died suddenly on January 17. Phyllis A. Whitney, arguably the foremost American writer of romantic suspense, died on February 8 at the remarkable age of 104. Tony Hillerman, whose novels about the Navajo Tribal Police presaged a whole subgenre of detective stories about Native Americans, died at 83 on October 26. Police procedural pioneer Hillary Waugh, 88, died on December 8. Finally, on New Year’s Eve, Donald E. Westlake, master of crime fiction both grim and comical, died at 75. Where Whitney and Waugh had published their last books more than a decade ago, and Hillerman was known to have had numerous health problems in recent years, Westlake and Hoch were cut down while at the height of their powers. One of Westlake’s novels as by Richard Stark, Dirty Money, appeared in 2008, with a new title as Westlake announced for 2009, and Hoch’s 35-year record of appearing in every issue of Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine continued through the end of the year and beyond.

Also mourned in 2008 were Julius Fast, winner of the first Edgar Award for his novel Watchful at Night (1945); perennial bestseller Michael Crichton, whose Edgar winner A Case of Need (1968) pioneered the contemporary medical thriller; Gregory Mcdonald, whose first and most famous comic mystery was Fletch (1974); James Crumley, who took the private-eye genre in new directions, beginning with The Wrong Case (1975); Stephen Marlowe, who went from private eye Chester Drum of ‘50s paperbacks to hardcover thrillers and historicals in later decades; George Chesbro, creator of the memorable dwarf private eye Mongo Frederickson; and Janwillem van de Wetering, Dutch — born writer who wrote in English about the Amsterdam police team of Grijpstra and De Gier.

The centenary of Ian Fleming was observed by a trade paper reprinting of the whole James Bond saga, including all the short stories in one volume for the first time in Quantum of Solace (Penguin); several secondary sources, including Philip Gardiner’s The Bond Code: The Dark World of Ian Fleming and James Bond (New Page) and updated editions of James Chapman’s excellent License to Thrill: A Cultural History of the James Bond Films (Tauris) and Alastair Dougall’s James Bond: The Secret World of 007 (DK Adult); a new faux Bond novel, Devil May Care (Penguin), by Sebastian Faulk; and Daniel Craig’s second film outing as 007, Quantum of Solace. I’m sure there’s more — after all these years, the Bond industry remains nearly as hard to keep up with as the Sherlock Holmes industry.

It was something of a landmark year for serious consideration of non-fictional crime writing, with a major historical selection, True Crime: An American Anthology, edited by Harold Schechter (Library of America), and a highly praised critical study, Jean Murley’s The Rise of True Crime: 20th-Century Murder and American Popular Culture (Greenwood). While Schechter’s compilation was denied an Edgar nomination in the true-crime category, Murley’s work received an unprecedented nod in the biographical/critical category, usually devoted to studies of fictional subjects. In both these categories, edited collections of whatever excellence have been at a disadvantage.

The year’s major non-literary world news event, the financial meltdown, will inevitably have its impact on publishing, as on every other sort of commerce, in ways yet to be fully realized.

Best Novels of the Year 2008

Before unveiling the fifteen best new books I read and reviewed during the year, here’s the boilerplate disclaimer: I don’t pretend to cover the whole field — no single reviewer does — but if you have a better list of fifteen, I’d love to see it.

Benjamin Black: The Lemur (Picador). Booker Prize winner John Banville’s pseudonymous novel is notable for its style, characterization, brevity, and respect for mystery conventions.

Andrea Camilleri: The Paper Moon, translated from the Italian by Steven Sartarelli (Penguin). Sicily’s Inspector Montalbano is one of the great characters in European police procedurals.

Megan Chance: The Spiritualist (Three Rivers). This unpredictable and beautifully written historical gothic is set in the claustrophobic world of 19th-century Manhattan society associated with Edith Wharton.

Michael Connelly: The Brass Verdict (Little, Brown). The second novel about L.A. defense attorney Mickey Haller is nearly as good as his debut in The Lincoln Lawyer.

Patrick Culhane: Red Sky in Morning (Morrow). Writing under a pseudonym, Max Allan Collins tells a World-War-II sea story that is one of his finest novels.

Christa Faust: Money Shot (Hard Case Crime). Set in the pornographic film and “adult modeling” industries, this woman-on-the-run story combines sex, violence, humor, style, and humanity in an irresistible combination.

Arnaldur Indridason: The Draining Lake, translated from the Icelandic by Bernard Scudder (St. Martin’s Minotaur/Dunne). A masterful police procedural, with an old skeleton to be identified and Cold War flashbacks, is second only to Oates’s novel (see below) as this reader’s book of the year.

Asa Larsson: The Black Path, translated from the Swedish by Marlaine Delargy (Delta). Cold weather and Nordic gloom often make for great detective fiction. Among Scandinavian practitioners, Larsson strikes me as vastly superior to the more highly publicized Henning Mankell.

Steve Martini: Shadow of Power (Morrow). California lawyer Paul Madriani is back in court, courtesy of one of the very best legal thriller writers.

Joyce Carol Oates: My Sister, My Love (Ecco). This account of a child ice skater’s murder is my book of the year, an extraordinary semi-satirical novel of contemporary America and a genuine mystery, with solution.

Leonardo Padura: Havana Gold, translated from the Spanish by Peter Bush (Bitter Lemon). The brilliant Cuban writer never puts a foot wrong in his Mario Conde novels — but his translator needs to work on getting the baseball lingo right.

Justin Peacock: A Cure for Night (Doubleday). The best first novel I read in 2008 gives a realistic view of the public defender’s work.

Bill Pronzini: Fever (Forge). San Francisco’s venerable Nameless Detective continues in top form. Pronzini could as easily have been represented on this list by the non-series The Other Side of Silence (Walker).

Ruth Rendell: Not in the Flesh (Crown). Chief Inspector Reg Wexford, who debuted in 1964, has been around even longer than Nameless. His creator is still one of the best.

Fred Vargas: This Night’s Foul Work, translated from the French by Siân Reynolds (Penguin). Going gloriously over the top in plot and personnel, Vargas works her magic.

Sub-Genres

Private eyes. Among the sleuths for hire in commendable action were Laura Lippman’s Baltimorean Tess Monaghan in Another Thing to Fall (Morrow), Betty Webb’s Lena Jones in Desert Cut (Poisoned Pen), Ken Bruen’s Galway-based Jack Taylor in Cross (St. Martin’s Minotaur), and Domenic Stansberry’s San Franciscan Dante Mancuso in The Ancient Rain (St. Martin’s Minotaur).

Amateur sleuths. Non-professionals in good form included Bill Moody’s jazz pianist Evan Horne in Shades of Blue (Poisoned Pen), Parnell Hall’s faux Puzzle Lady Cora Felton in The Sudoku Puzzle Murders (St. Martin’s Minotaur/Dunne), Katherine Hall Page’s caterer Faith Fairchild in The Body in the Gallery (Morrow), Aaron Elkins’s bone detective Gideon Oliver in Uneasy Relations (Berkley), Kate Charles’s Anglican curate Callie Anson in Deep Waters (Poisoned Pen), JoAnna Carl’s chocolate shop proprietor Lee McKinney in The Chocolate Snowman Murders (Obsidian), and Barbara Allan’s (i.e., Barbara and Max Allan Collins’s) mother and daughter antique dealers in Antiques Flee Market (Kensington). Loren Estleman’s vintage film hunter Valentino made his novel-length debut in Frames (Forge); Carolyn Hart introduced heavenly emissary Bailey Ruth Raeburn in Ghost at Work (Morrow); and Toni L.P. Kelner’s Without Mercy (Five Star) unveilled a promising new character in entertainment journalist Tilda Harper.

Police. John Harvey featured a new male-female police team, Will Grayson and Helen Walker, in Gone to Ground (Harcourt). Reginald Hill’s Yorkshire sleuths Dalziel and Pascoe were involved in a completion of Jane Austen’s Sanditon in The Price of Butcher’s Meat (Harper), published in Britain as A Cure for All Diseases. Tennessee sheriff John Turner returned in James Sallis’s contemplative Salt River (Walker), while Bill Crider’s laid back smalltown Texas sheriff Dan Rhodes appeared in Of All Sad Words (St. Martin’s Minotaur). Also in action were Detective Superintendent Harriet Martens in H.R.F. Keating’s Rules, Regs and Rotten Eggs (St. Martin’s Minotaur), Peter Lovesey’s Inspector Hen Mallin in The Headhunters (Soho), Baantjer’s long-running Amsterdam sleuth in DeKok and Murder on Blood Mountain, translated from the Dutch by H.G. Smittenaar (Speck), Christopher Fowler’s Bryant and May in The Victoria Vanishes (Bantam), Stuart M. Kaminsky’s Russian Porfiry Petrovich Rostnikov in People Walk in Darkness (Forge), Ben Rehder’s Texas game warden John Marlin in Holy Moly (St. Martin’s Minotaur), and Linda Berry’s small town Georgia policewoman Trudy Roundtree in Death and the Crossed Wires, (Five Star).

Lawyers. In addition to the characters of Connelly, Martini, and Peacock in our top fifteen, counselors in jurisprudential trim included Martin Edwards’s Harry Devlin in Waterloo Sunset (Poisoned Pen), Paul Goldstein’s Michael Seeley in A Patent Lie (Doubleday), Sheldon Siegel’s Mike Daley in Judgment Day (MacAdam/Cage), Lisa Scottoline’s Mary DiNunzio in Lady Killer (Harper), and Michael A. Bowen’s Rep Pennyworth in Shoot the Lawyer Twice (Poisoned Pen).

Historicals. Anne Perry’s best recent case for Victorian cop Thomas Pitt was Buckingham Palace Gardens (Ballantine). Steven Saylor’s Roman Gordianus the Finder made a welcome reappearance in Caesar’s Triumph (St. Martin’s Minotaur). Jeanne M. Dams’s former servant Hilda Johansson has moved up in the world in Indigo Christmas (Perseverance). Sam Stall’s dosier-format Dracula’s Heir (Quirk) was set partly in the present, partly in the world of Bram Stoker’s classic novel. Gyles Brandreth’s Oscar Wilde and a Game Called Murder (Touchstone) featured many real people apart from the titular sleuth in a mystery of 1892 London. Steve Hockensmith’s Old Red and Big Red again practiced Sherlockian detection in the 1890s Old West in The Black Dove (St. Martin’s Minotaur). C.S. Harris’s Sebastian St. Cyr was in action in 1812 London in Where Serpents Sleep (Obsidian). Looking at times more recently gone by were David Fulmer’s The Blue Door (Harcourt), about the Philadelphia popular music scene circa 1962; Max Allan Collins’s Strip for Murder, illustrated by Terry Beatty (Berkley), set in the Broadway world of the 1950s; David Ossman’s The Ronald Reagan Murder Case (BearManor), set in 1945 Hollywood; and Carlo Lucarelli’s Via Delle Oche, translated from the Italian by Michael Reynolds (Europa).

Thrillers. I seem to have read more books that might be categorized as thrillers than in past years, but not everyone will necessarily share my definition (i.e., anything that doesn’t fit the other categories). Charles Ardai’s stunt novel to commemorate a milestone of his publishing line, Fifty-to-One (Hard Case Crime), proved a fine comic crime novel on its own merits. Larry Bein — hart’s Salvation Boulevard (Nation Books) took on political and religious issues. Insider knowledge of how a political campaign is run added to the merits of Ed Gorman’s Sleeping Dogs (St. Martin’s Minotaur/Dunne), while Robert S. Levinson’s In the Key of Death (Five Star) benefited from the author’s music industry background. Joe L. Hensley’s final novel was the remarkable account of the challenges faced by senior citizens, Snowbird’s Blood (St. Martin’s Minotaur). Mary Higgins Clark’s Where Are You Now? (Simon and Schuster) was a gem of deceptive plotting and cross-cutting structure. Karin Alvtegen’s Edgar-nominated psychological thriller Missing, translated from the Swedish by Anna Paterson (Felony & Mayhem), featured a homeless protagonist. Asa Nonami’s Now You’re One of Us, translated from the Japanese by Michael Volek and Mitsuko Volek (Vertical), was a gothic horror story of considerable power. Max Allan Collins provided a prequel to the rest of his novels about a killer for hire in The First Quarry (Hard Case). They don’t come much noirer than Ken Bruen’s Once Were Cops (St. Martin’s Minotaur).

Short Stories

Single-author short story collections, rather sparse in 2007, rallied in 2008. Walter Mosley’s The Right Mistake: The Further Philosophical Investigations of Socrates Fortlow (BasicCivitas) was the third collection about the guilt-ridden ex-con who may be Mosley’s greatest character. Others from major imprints included Henning Mankell’s The Pyramid and Four Other Kurt Wallander Mysteries (New Press) and Laura Lippman’s Hardly Knew Her: Stories (Morrow). Significant imports were Peter Corris’s The Big Score (Allen & Unwin), new cases for Australian private eye Cliff Hardy; The Edogawa Rampo Reader (Kurodahan), gathering eight short stories new to English along with ten essays by an iconic Japanese writer; and Christopher Fowler’s Old Devil Moon (Serpent’s Tail). Anton Chekhov’s A Night in the Cemetery and Other Stories of Crime and Suspense (Pegasus) included some early stories by the Russian master not previously translated into English. The extraordinarily prolific Ralph McInerny had a new collection about his famous priest detective in The Wisdom of Father Dowling (Five Star). Mixed collections of interest included F. Paul Wilson’s Aftershock & Others (Forge), Joyce Carol Oates’ Wild Nights!: Stories About the Last Days of Poe, Dickinson, Twain, James, and Hemingway (Ecco), and MWA Grand Master Stephen King’s Just After Sunset (Scribner).

As usual, small and specialty presses carried most of the load. New from Crippen & Landru were Mignon G. Eberhart’s Dead Yesterday and Other Stories; Peter Lovesey’s Murder on the Short List; Richard A. Lupoff’s Quintet: The Cases of Chase and Delacroix; Hugh Pentecost’s The Battles of Jericho; and Walter Sat-terthwait’s The Mankiller of Poojegai and Other Stories. Book of the year for C&G was actually a collection of stage plays: 13 to the Gallows by John Dickson Carr and Val Gielgud.

The extremely active print-on-demand publisher Ramble House offered Bill Pronzini’s Dago Red: Tales of Dark Suspense, James Reasoner’s Old Times’ Sake, Ed Lynskey’s A Clear Path to Cross, 1940s Australian writer Max Afford’s Two Locked Room Mysteries and a Ripping Yarn, and Fender Tucker’s Totah Six-Pack, adding three stories to the 2005 collection The Totah Trilogy.

Others from small presses included Michael Mallory’s second Sherlockian collection, The Exploits of the Second Mrs. Watson (Top); Dennis Palumbo’s From Crime to Crime (Tallfellow), inspired by Isaac Asimov’s Black Widowers; Hal White’s The Mysteries of Reverend Dean (Lighthouse Christian), and John M. Floyd’s Midnight (Dogwood).

There were also notable reprints and regatherings. Two volumes of early stories by Lawrence Block, previously published in limited editions by Crippen & Landru, were brought together in the trade paperback One Night Stands and Lost Weekends (Harper). Volume Six of The Collected Stories of Louis L’Amour (Bantam) was devoted to the prolific pulpster’s crime fiction. Ramble House reprinted Harvey O’Higgins’s 1929 collection Detective Duff Unravels It and, under the new Surinam Turtle imprint edited by Richard A. Lupoff, Gelett Burgess’s 1912 The Master of Mysteries, listed by Ellery Queen in Queen’s Quorum.

It was another good year for anthologies. Joining Akashic’s wide-ranging and seemingly endless original city noir series were Toronto Noir, edited by Janine Armin and Nathaniel G. Moore; Las Vegas Noir, edited by Jarret Keene and Todd James Pierce; Paris Noir, edited by Aurélien Masson (not to be confused with an earlier non-Akashic anthology of the same title edited by Maxim Jakubowski); Brooklyn Noir 3: Nothing But the Truth, a crossover into true crime edited by Tim McLoughlin and Thomas Adcock; Queens Noir, edited by Robert Knightly; Istanbul Noir, edited by Mustafa Ziyalan and Amy Spangler; and Trinidad Noir, edited by Lisa Allen-Agostini and Jeanne Mason.

The Mystery Writers of America’s annual anthology had a theme of the policeman’s lot: The Blue Religion (Little, Brown), edited by Michael Connelly. A star-studded line-up contributed forensic mysteries to At the Scene of the Crime (Running Brook), edited by Dana Stabenow. In Killer Year (St. Martin’s Minotaur), edited by Lee Child, established thriller writers introduced new stories by some younger colleagues. Another showcase for lesser — known writers was the Chicago Contingent’s Sin: A Deadly Anthology (Avendia). Notable Italian writers contributed to Crimini (Bitter Lemon), edited by Giancarlo DeCataldo. The six British writers known as the Medieval Murderers got together on The Lost Prophecies (Simon and Schuster UK/Trafalgar), which is either a group novel or a collection of linked short stories. Killers: An Anthology (Swimming Kangaroo), edited by Colin Harvey, was devoted to “speculative mystery,” crossing crime fiction with science fiction, fantasy, and horror.

As for the reprint anthologies, comparing selections of the best of 2007 reveals the usual disparity. The precursor to the present volume, A Prisoner of Memory and 24 of the Year’s Finest Crime and Mystery Stories (Pegasus), edited by Ed Gorman and Martin H. Greenberg, and The Best American Mystery Stories 2008 (Houghton Mifflin), from guest editor George Pelecanos and series editor Otto Penzler, had only one story in common: Michael Connelly’s “Mulholland Drive.” Joyce Carol Oates contributed to both books but with different stories. Maxim Jakubowski’s The Mammoth Book of Best British Mysteries (Running) was comprised of stories from 2006.

The Akashic Noir series has also branched out into reprint collections, including Manhattan Noir 2: The Classics, edited by Lawrence Block, and D.C. Noir 2: The Classics, edited by George Pelecanos.

Important volumes for serious genre scholars were Early German and Austrian Detective Fiction: An Anthology (McFarland), edited by Mary W. Tannert and Henry Kratz; Gang Pulp (Off-Trail), edited by John Locke, history and examples of a Depression-era magazine category of short duration; and LeRoy Lad Panek and Mary M. Bendel-Simso’s gathering mostly from 19th — century newspapers, Early American Detective Stories: An Anthology (McFarland). Recycling a familiar title while combining anthology standards with less familiar stories was The Rivals of Sherlock Holmes (No Exit), edited by Nick Rennison. While the older stories in Murder Short & Sweet (Chicago Review Press), edited by Paul D. Staudohar, have been reprinted over and over again, they would be a treasure trove for the newer reader who has never encountered them before.

Reference Books and Secondary Sources

Books about mystery and detective fiction had an exceptionally strong year. Mystery critic and veteran stage director Amnon Kabatchnik produced two superb references on theatrical crime: Blood on the Stage: Milestone Plays of Crime, Mystery, and Detection: An Annotated Repertoire, 1900-1925 and Sherlock Holmes on the Stage: A Chronological Encyclopedia of Plays Featuring the Great Detective (both Scarecrow). The creator of Rumpole of the Bailey, who died in early 2009, was the subject of a major biography, Valerie Grove’s A Voyage Round John Mortimer (Viking). Kathy Lynn Emerson’s How to Write Killer Historical Mysteries (Perseverance) was one of the best technical manuals for crime writers I’ve ever read. And yet, in a competitive year, none of these even managed an Edgar nomination.

By far the most prolific publisher of books about mystery and detective fiction, ranging from the lightly fannish to the heavily academic, is McFarland. Their 2008 highlights included two of the five Edgar nominees: Frankie Y. Bailey’s African American Mystery Writers and David Geherin’s Scene of the Crime: The Importance of Place in Crime and Mystery Fiction. Also on their extensive list were Jeffrey Marks’s Anthony Boucher: A Biobibliography; Dissecting Hannibal Lecter: Essays on the Novels of Thomas Harris, edited by Benjamin Szumskyj; Marcia Muller and the Female Private Eye, edited by Alexander N. Howe and Christine A. Jackson; the same Alexander N. Howe’s It Didn’t Mean Anything: A Psychoanalytic Reading of American Detective Fiction; Minette Walters and the Meaning of Justice: Essays on the Crime Novels, edited by Mary Hadley and Sarah D. Fogle; Nancy Drew and Her Sister Sleuths: Essays on the Fiction of Girl Detectives, edited by Michael G. Cornelius and Melanie E. Gregg; Mark Connelly’s The Hardy Boys Mysteries, 1927-1979: A Cultural and Literary History; Stephen Sugden’s A Dick Francis Companion: Characters, Horses, Plots, Settings and Themes; and James Zemboy’s The Detective Novels of Agatha Christie: A Reader’s Guide.

University press offerings included Leonard Cassuto’s Edgar — nominated Hard-Boiled Sentimentality: The Secret History of American Crime Stories (Columbia); and Sari Kawana’s Murder Most Modern: Detective Fiction and Japanese Culture (Minnesota).

For those interested in the intersection of fiction and film, Kevin Johnson’s The Dark Page: Books That Inspired American Film Noir [1940-1949] (Oak Knoll), a beautiful coffee table book originally published in 2007 as a $450 limited edition, became available for a mere $95.

Among the always plentiful Sherlockian volumes were Leslie S. Klinger’s Baker Street Rambles: A Collection of Writings About Sherlock Holmes, John H. Watson, M.D., Arthur Conan Doyle and Their World (Gasogene); Gary Lovisi’s Sherlock Holmes: The Great Detective in Paperback & Pastiche: A Survey, Index, & Value Guide (Gryphon) and Richard L. Kellogg’s Vignettes of Sherlock Holmes (Gryphon). A landmark volume had a 75th anniversary edition: Vincent Starrett’s classic 1933 study The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes (Gasogene).

A Sense of History

For all the high-quality new work being published, there is always plenty of past crime and mystery fiction that merits rediscovery. While the major publishers occasionally contribute something important to the process, most of the load is carried by proprietors of small and specialty presses.

Tom and Enid Schantz of Colorado’s Rue Morgue Press introduced important new names to their impressive list: John Dickson Carr with two classic locked-room mysteries, The Crooked Hinge and (as by Carter Dickson) The Judas Window; and Golden Age giant H.C. Bailey with a pair of books about Reggie Fortune, Shadow on the Wall and Black Land, White Land. They also added three early titles by contemporary traditionalist Catherine Aird, four 1940s spy novels by Manning Coles, two classical puzzles by American Golden-Ager Clyde B. Clason, two by quirky British novelist Gladys Mitchell, and single titles by Glyn Carr, Delano Ames, and Colin Watson.

Greg Shepard’s Eureka, California-based Stark House continued its two-to-a-volume reprinting program with titles by Gil Brewer (including the 1950s paperback writer’s previously-unpublished A Devil for O’Shaugnessy), Mercedes Lambert (Dog — down and Soultown), Wade Miller (The Killer and Devil on Two Sticks, with an introduction by surviving partner Bob Wade), Richard Powell, and Peter Rabe.

Then there’s Charles Ardai, whose Hard Case Crime alternates new material with important rediscoveries. In 2008, he revived Steve Fisher’s No House Limit, with an afterword by the author’s son; Lawrence Block’s A Diet of Treacle and Killing Castro, two of his many early novels originally published under pseudonyms; and Shepard Rifkin’s civil-rights-era novel The Murderer Vine.

A very specialized reprinter (limited to one author) is Hollywood’s Galaxy Press, devoted to reviving the pulp stories in various genres of Scientology founder L. Ron Hubbard. A sampling of his mystery and thriller fiction, including the novellas Spy Killer, The Chee-Chalker, and The Iron Duke, makes a strong case for his versatility and talent. Another pulpster paid new attention was Norvell Page, author of the short novels in The Spider: City of Doom (Baen).

Vampire fiction giant Bram Stoker got new respect in a couple of scholarly volumes: The New Annotated Dracula (Norton), edited by Leslie S. Klinger, and The Jewel of the Seven Stars (Penguin), introduced by Kate Hebblethwaite. Michael Dirda’s introduction to a new edition of Vladimir Nabokov’s The Real Life of Sebastian Knight (New Directions) highlighted that world-famous author’s connection to detective fiction.

At the Movies

In a weaker than average year for motion pictures generally, the crop of crime films was terrific. The Edgar selectors came up with an excellent slate, and there was no shortage of other viable possibilities.

First the five nominees, a group that reflected variety as well as high quality. The Bank Job, directed by Roger Donaldson from a script by Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais, was a British big caper in which the targeted bank was on Baker Street. The Coen Brothers’ Burn After Reading was an espionage spoof with an ex-CIA agent’s memoirs as the MacGuffin. Martin McDonagh’s In Bruges was a darkly comic hitman story. Guillaume Canet’s Tell No One (original French title Ne le dis à personne) was a Gallic adaptation of a Harlan Coben whodunit. Transsiberian, directed by Brad Anderson from a script by Anderson and Will Conroy, offered two sure-fire elements for a movie thriller: trains and snow.

But there were plenty of other films that might have been honored in a weaker year. Guy Ritchie’s RocknRolla was a welcome return to noirish comedy by the former Mr. Madonna. Director Clint Eastwood had two good films during the year: Changeling, scripted by J. Michael Straczynski, was a strong fictionalization of a notorious Los Angeles kidnapping case of the late 1920s, while the less obviously criminous Gran Torino, written by Nick Schenk from a story by Schenk and Dave Johannson, starred the director himself in a sort of coda to his Dirty Harry persona. Phillipe Claudel’s I’ve Loved You So Long (original French title Il y a longtemps que je t’aime), about a woman released from prison and the gradually revealed nature of her crime, starred Kristin Scott Thomas, who these days seems to do as many French as English language films. The Tom Cruise vehicle Valkyrie, directed by Brian Singer from the script of Christopher McQuarrie and Nathan Alexander about wartime attempts on the life of Hitler, turned out much better than its negative advance buzz suggested. Body of Lies, directed by Ridley Scott from William Monahan’s screenplay of David Ignatius’s novel, and Jeffrey Nachmanoff’s Traitor, from his story with Steve Martin, were good and very serious contemporary espionage thrillers. On the other hand, André Hunebelle’s OSS 117, written with Raymond Borel and Pierre Foucaud, was a broad and funny spoof of Jean Bruce’s novels about Bondish special agent Hubert Bonisseur de la Bath.

Two of the Oscar nominees for Best Picture arguably fall in the crime genre: the biographical film Milk, directed by Gus Van Sant from Dustin Lance Black’s script, concerned in part the murder of San Francisco supervisor Harvey Milk, brilliantly played by Sean Penn; while the mystery of a woman’s Nazi past is at the center of The Reader, directed by Stephen Daldry from David Hare’s adaptation of Bernhard Schlink’s novel.

John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt, adapted from his play, was overlooked by both the Edgar and Oscar Best-Picture selectors, but for me it was the best mystery film of the year. One could argue that the mystery isn’t really solved and indeed there may not have been a crime at all. But the author and the great performers give the viewer-detective plenty of clues, maybe more than the stage version did, as to whether Father Flynn (Philip Seymour Hoffmann) was actually guilty of the child molestation he is suspected of and exactly what Sister Aloysius (Meryl Streep) means in her final anguished speech.

Award Winners

Awards tied to publishers’ contests, those limited to a geographical region smaller than a country, those awarded for works in languages other than English (with the exception of the Crime Writers of Canada’s nod to their French compatriots), and those confined to works from a single periodical have been omitted. All were awarded in 2008 for material published in 2007. Gratitude is extended to all the websites that keep track of these things, with a special nod to Jiro Kimura’s Gumshoe Site.

Edgar Allan Poe Awards (Mystery Writers of America)

Best novel: John Hart, Down River (St. Martin’s Minotaur)

Best first novel by an American author: Tana French, In the Woods (Viking)

Best original paperback: Megan Abbott, Queenpin (Simon and Schuster)

Best fact crime book: Vincent Bugliosi, Reclaiming History: The Assassination of President John F. Kennedy (Norton)

Best critical/biographical work: Jon Lellenberg, Daniel Stashower, and Charles Foley, eds., Arthur Conan Doyle: A Life in Letters (Penguin)

Best short story: Susan Straight, “The Golden Gopher” (Los Angeles Noir, Akashic)

Best young adult mystery: Tedd Arnold, Rat Life (Penguin-Dial)

Best juvenile mystery: Katherine Marsh, The Night Tourist (Hyperion)

Best play: Joseph Goodrich, Panic (International Mystery Writers Festival)

Best television episode teleplay: Matt Nix, “Pilot” (Burn Notice, USA/Fox)

Best motion picture screenplay: Tony Gilroy, Michael Clayton

Grand Master: Bill Pronzini

Robert L. Fish award (best first story): Mark Ammons, “The Catch” (Still Waters, Level Best)

Raven: Center for the Book in the Library of Congress; Kate Mattes, Kate’s Mystery Books

Mary Higgins Clark Award: Sandi Ault, Wild Indigo (Berkley)

Agatha Awards (Malice Domestic Mystery Convention)


Best novel: Louise Penny, A Fatal Grace (St. Martin’s Minotaur)

Best first novel: Hank Phillipi Ryan, Prime Time (Harlequin)

Best short story: Donna Andrews, “A Rat’s Tale” (Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, September/October)

Best non-fiction: Jon Lellenberg, Daniel Stashower, and Charles Foley, eds., Arthur Conan Doyle: A Life in Letters (Penguin)

Best Children’s/Young Adult: Sarah Masters Buckey, A Light in the Cellar (American Girl)

Lifetime Achievement Award: Peter Lovesey

Poirot Award: Linda Landrigan, editor of Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, and Janet Hutchings, editor of Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine

Dagger Awards (Crime Writers’ Association, Great Britain)


Duncan Lawrie Dagger: Frances Fyfield, Blood From Stone (Little, Brown)

International Dagger: Dominique Manotti, Lorraine Connection (Arcadia Books)

Ian Fleming Steel Dagger: Tom Rob Smith, Child 44 (Simon and Schuster)

Best short story: Martin Edwards, “The Bookbinder’s Apprentice” (The Mammoth Book of Best British Mysteries, Constable, Robinson)

Gold Dagger for Non-fiction: Kester Aspden, Nationality: Wog; The Hounding of David Oluwale (Jonathan Cape; Random House)

New Blood Dagger: Matt Rees, The Bethlehem Murders (Atlantic)

Diamond Dagger: Sue Grafton

Ellis Peters Award (formerly Historical Dagger): Laura Wilson,

Stratton’s War

(Orion)
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Father’s Day

BY MICHAEL CONNELLY





The victim’s tiny body was left alone in the emergency room enclosure. The doctors, after halting their resuscitation efforts, had solemnly retreated and pulled the plastic curtains closed around the bed. The entire construction, management, and purpose of the hospital was to prevent death. When the effort failed, nobody wanted to see it.

The curtains were opaque. Harry Bosch looked like a ghost as he approached and then split them to enter. He stepped into the enclosure and stood somber and alone with the dead. The boy’s body took up less than a quarter of the big metal bed. Bosch had worked thousands of cases, but nothing ever touched him like the sight of a young child’s lifeless body. Fifteen months old. Cases in which the child’s age was still counted in months were the most difficult of all. He knew that if he dwelled too long, he would start to question everything — from the meaning of life to his mission in it.

The boy looked like he was only asleep. Bosch made a quick study, looking for any bruising or sign of mishap. The child was naked and uncovered, his skin as pink as a newborn’s. Bosch saw no sign of trauma except for an old scrape on the boy’s forehead.

He pulled on gloves and very carefully moved the body to check it from all angles. His heart sank as he did this, but he saw nothing that was suspicious. When he was finished, he covered the body with the sheet — he wasn’t sure why — and slipped back through the plastic curtains shrouding the bed.

The boy’s father was in a private waiting room down the hall. Bosch would eventually get to him, but the paramedics who had transported the boy had agreed to stick around to be interviewed. Bosch looked for them first and found both men — one old, one young; one to mentor, one to learn — sitting in the crowded ER waiting room. He invited them outside so they could speak privately.

The dry summer heat hit them as soon as the glass doors parted. Like walking out of a casino in Vegas. They walked to the side so they would not be bothered, but stayed in the shade of the portico. He identified himself and told them he would need the written reports on their rescue effort as soon as they were completed.

“For now, tell me about the call.”

The senior man did the talking. His name was Ticotin.

“The kid was already in full arrest when we got there,” he began. “We did what we could, but the best thing was just to ice him and transport him — try to get him in here and see what the pros could do.”

“Did you take a body-temperature reading at the scene?” Bosch asked.

“First thing,” Ticotin said. “It was one oh six eight. So you gotta figure the kid was up around one oh eight, one oh nine, before we got there. There was no way he was going to come back from that. Not a little baby like that.”

Ticotin shook his head as though he were frustrated by having been sent to rescue someone who could not be rescued. Bosch nodded as he took out his notebook and wrote down the temperature reading.

“You know what time that was?” he asked. “We arrived at twelve seventeen, so I would say we took the BT no more than three minutes later. First thing you do. That’s the protocol.”

Bosch nodded again and wrote the time — 12:20 p.m. — next to the temperature reading. He looked up and tracked a car coming quickly into the ER lot. It parked, and his partner, Ignacio Ferras, got out. He had gone directly to the accident scene while Bosch had gone directly to the hospital. Bosch signaled him over. Ferras walked with anxious speed. Bosch knew he had something to report, but Bosch didn’t want him to say it in front of the paramedics. He introduced him and then quickly got back to his questions.

“Where was the father when you got there?”

“They had the kid on the floor by the back door, where he had brought him in. The father was sort of collapsed on the floor next to him, screaming and crying like they do. Kicking the floor.”

“Did he ever say anything?”

“Not right then.”

“Then when?”

“When we made the decision to transport and work on the kid in the truck, he wanted to go. We told him he couldn’t. We told him to get somebody from the office to drive him.”

“What were his words?”

“He just said, ‘I want to go with him. I want to be with my son,’ stuff like that.”

Ferras shook his head as if in pain.

“At any time did he talk about what had happened?” Bosch asked.

Ticotin checked his partner, who shook his head.

“No,” Ticotin said. “He didn’t.”

“Then how were you informed of what had happened?”

“Well, initially, we heard it from dispatch. Then one of the office workers, a lady, she told us when we got there. She led us to the back and told us along the way.”

Bosch thought he had all he was going to get, but then thought of something else.

“You didn’t happen to take an exterior-air-temperature reading for that spot, did you?”

The two paramedics looked at each other and then at Bosch.

“Didn’t think to,” Ticotin said. “But it’s gotta be at least ninety — five, with the Santa Anas kicking up like this. I don’t remember a June this hot.”

Bosch remembered a June he had spent in a jungle, but wasn’t going to get into it. He thanked the paramedics and let them get back to duty. He put his notebook away and looked at his partner.

“Okay, tell me about the scene,” he said.

“We’ve got to charge this guy, Harry,” Ferras said urgently.

“Why? What did you find?”

“It’s not what I found. It’s because it was just a kid, Harry. What kind of father would let this happen? How could he forget?”

Ferras had become a father for the first time six months earlier. Bosch knew this. The experience had made him a professional dad, and every Monday he came in to the squad with a new batch of photos. To Bosch, the kid looked the same week to week, but not to Ferras. He was in love with being a father, with having a son.

“Ignacio, you’ve got to separate your own feelings about it from the facts and the evidence, okay? You know this. Calm down.”

“I know, I know. It’s just that, how could he forget, you know?”

“Yeah, I know, and we’re going to keep that in mind. So tell me what you found out over there. Who’d you talk to?”

“The office manager.”

“And what did he say?”

“It’s a lady. She said that he came in through the back door shortly after ten. All the sales agents park in the back and use the back door-that’s why nobody saw the kid. The father came in, talking on the cell phone. Then he got off and asked if he’d gotten a fax, but there was no fax. So he made another call, and she heard him ask where the fax was. Then he waited for the fax.”

“How long did he wait?”

“She said not long, but the fax was an offer to buy. So he called the client, and that started a whole back-and-forth with calls and faxes, and he completely forgot about the kid. It was at least two hours, Harry. Two hours!”

Bosch could almost share his partner’s anger, but he had been on the mission a couple of decades longer than Ferras and knew how to hold it in when he had to and when to let it go.

“Harry, something else too.”

“What?”

“The baby had something wrong with him.”

“The manager saw the kid?”

“No, I mean, always. Since birth. She said it was a big tragedy. The kid was handicapped. Blind, deaf, a bunch of things wrong. Fifteen months old, and he couldn’t walk or talk and never could even crawl. He just cried a lot.”

Bosch nodded as he tried to plug this information into everything else he knew and had accumulated. Just then, another car came speeding into the parking lot. It pulled into the ambulance chute in front of the ER doors. A woman leaped out and ran into the ER, leaving the car running and the door open.

“That’s probably the mother,” Bosch said. “We better get in there.”

Bosch started trotting toward the ER doors, and Ferras followed. They went through the ER waiting room and down a hallway, where the father had been placed in a private room to wait.

As Bosch got close, he did not hear any screaming or crying or fists on flesh — things that wouldn’t have surprised him. The door was open, and when he turned in, he saw the parents of the dead boy embracing each other, but not a tear lined any of their cheeks. Bosch’s initial split-second reaction was that he was seeing relief in their young faces.

They separated when they saw Bosch enter, followed by Ferras.

“Mr. and Mrs. Helton?” he asked.

They nodded in unison. But the man corrected Bosch.

“I’m Stephen Helton, and this is my wife, Arlene Haddon.”

“I’m Detective Bosch with the Los Angeles Police Department, and this is my partner, Detective Ferras. We are very sorry for the loss of your son. It is our job now to investigate William’s death and to learn exactly what happened to him.”

Helton nodded as his wife stepped close to him and put her face into his chest. Something silent was transmitted.

“Does this have to be done now?” Helton asked. “We’ve just lost our beautiful little — ”

“Yes, sir, it has to be done now. This is a homicide investigation.”

“It was an accident,” Helton weakly protested. “It’s all my fault, but it was an accident.”

“It’s still a homicide investigation. We would like to speak to you each privately, without the intrusions that will occur here. Do you mind coming down to the police station to be interviewed?”

“We’ll leave him here?”

“The hospital is making arrangements for your son’s body to be moved to the medical examiner’s office.”

“They’re going to cut him open?” the mother asked in a near hysterical voice.

“They will examine his body and then determine if an autopsy is necessary,’’ Bosch said. “It is required by law that any untimely death fall under the jurisdiction of the medical examiner.”

He waited to see if there was further protest. When there wasn’t, he stepped back and gestured for them to leave the room.

“We’ll drive you down to Parker Center, and I promise to make this as painless as possible.”

They placed the grieving parents in separate interview rooms in the third-floor offices of Homicide Special. Because it was Sunday, the cafeteria was closed, and Bosch had to make do with the vending machines in the alcove by the elevators. He got a can of Coke and two packages of cheese crackers. He had not eaten breakfast before being called in on the case and was now famished.

He took his time while eating the crackers and talking things over with Ferras. He wanted both Helton and Haddon to believe that they were waiting while the other spouse was being interviewed. It was a trick of the trade, part of the strategy. Each would have to wonder what the other was saying.

“Okay,” Bosch finally said. “I’m going to go in and take the husband. You can watch in the booth or you can take a run at the wife. Your choice.”

It was a big moment. Bosch was more than twenty-five years ahead of Ferras on the job. He was the mentor, and Ferras was the student. So far in their fledgling partnership, Bosch had never let Ferras conduct a formal interview. He was allowing that now, and the look on Ferras’s face showed that it was not lost on him.

“You’re going to let me talk to her?”

“Sure, why not? You can handle it.”

“All right if I get in the booth and watch you with him first? That way you can watch me.”

“Whatever makes you comfortable.”

“Thanks, Harry.”

“Don’t thank me, Ignacio. Thank yourself. You earned it.”

Bosch dumped the empty cracker packages and the can in a trash bin near his desk.

“Do me a favor,” he said. “Go on the Internet first and check the LA Times to see if they’ve had any stories lately about a case like this. You know, with a kid. I’d be curious, and if there are, we might be able to make a play with the story. Use it like a prop.”

“I’m on it.”

“I’ll go set up the video in the booth.”

Ten minutes later, Bosch entered Interview Room Three, where Stephen Helton was waiting for him. Helton looked like he was not quite thirty years old. He was lean and tan and looked like the perfect real estate salesman. He looked like he had never spent even five minutes in a police station before.

Immediately, he protested.

“What is taking so long? I’ve just lost my son, and you stick me in this room for an hour? Is that procedure?”

“It hasn’t been that long, Stephen. But I am sorry you had to wait. We were talking to your wife, and that went longer than we thought it would.”

“Why were you talking to her? Willy was with me the whole time.”

“We talked to her for the same reason we’re talking to you. I’m sorry for the delay.”

Bosch pulled out the chair that was across the small table from Helton and sat down.

“First of all,” he said, “thank you for coming in for the interview. You understand that you are not under arrest or anything like that. You are free to go if you wish. But by law we have to conduct an investigation of the death, and we appreciate your cooperation.”

“I just want to get it over with so I can begin the process.”

“What process is that?”

“I don’t know. Whatever process you go through. Believe me, I’m new at this. You know, grief and guilt and mourning. Willy wasn’t in our lives very long, but we loved him very much. This is just awful. I made a mistake, and I am going to pay for it for the rest of my life, Detective Bosch.”

Bosch almost told him that his son paid for the mistake with the rest of his life but chose not to antagonize the man. Instead, he just nodded and noted that Helton had looked down at his lap when he had spoken most of his statement. Averting the eyes was a classic tell that indicated untruthfulness. Another tell was that Helton had his hands down in his lap and out of sight. The open and truthful person keeps his hands on the table and in sight.

“Why don’t we start at the beginning?” Bosch said. “Tell me how the day started.”

Helton nodded and began.

“Sunday’s our busiest day. We’re both in real estate. You may have seen the signs: Haddon and Helton. We’re PPG’s top-volume team. Today Arlene had an open house at noon and a couple of private showings before that. So Willy was going to be with me. We lost another nanny on Friday, and there was no one else to take him.”

“How did you lose the nanny?”

“She quit. They all quit. Willy is a handful … because of his condition. I mean, why deal with a handicapped child if someone with a normal, healthy child will pay you the same thing? Subsequently, we go through a lot of nannies.”

“So you were left to take care of the boy today while your wife had the property showings.”

“It wasn’t like I wasn’t working, though. I was negotiating a sale that would have brought in a thirty-thousand-dollar commission. It was important.”

“Is that why you went into the office?”

“Exactly. We got an offer sheet, and I was going to have to respond. So I got Willy ready and put him in the car and went in to work.”

“What time was this?”

“About quarter to ten. I got the call from the other realtor at about nine thirty. The buyer was playing hardball. The response time was going to be set at an hour. So I had to get my seller on standby, pack up Willy, and get in there to pick up the fax.”

“Do you have a fax at home?”

“Yes, but if the deal went down, we’d have to get together in the office. We have a signing room, and all the forms are right there. My file on the property was in my office too.”

Bosch nodded. It sounded plausible, to a point.

“Okay, so you head off to the office…”

“Exactly. And two things happened…”

Helton brought his hands up into sight but only to hold them across his face to hide his eyes. A classic tell.

“What two things?”

“I got a call on my cell — from Arlene — and Willy fell asleep in his car seat. Do you understand?”

“Make me understand.”

“I was distracted by the call, and I was no longer distracted by Willy. He had fallen asleep.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So I forgot he was there. Forgive me, God, but I forgot I had him with me!”

“I understand. What happened next?”

Helton dropped his hands out of sight again. He looked at Bosch briefly and then at the tabletop.

“I parked in my assigned space behind PPG, and I went in. I was still talking to Arlene. One of our buyers is trying to get out of a contract because he’s found something he likes better. So we were talking about that, about how to finesse things with that, and I was on the phone when I went in.”

“Okay, I see that. What happened when you went in?”

Helton didn’t answer right away. He sat there looking at the table as if trying to remember so he could get the answer right.

“Stephen?” Bosch prompted. “What happened next?”

“I had told the buyer’s agent to fax me the offer. But it wasn’t there. So I got off the line from my wife and I called the agent. Then I waited around for the fax. Checked my slips and made a few callbacks while I was waiting.”

“What are your slips?”

“Phone messages. People who see our signs on properties and call. I don’t put my cell or home number on the signs.”

“How many callbacks did you make?”

“I think just two. I got a message on one and spoke briefly to the other person. My fax came in, and that was what I was there for. I got off the line.”

“Now, at this point it was what time?”

“I don’t know, about ten after ten.”

“Would you say that at this point you were still cognizant that your son was still in your car in the parking lot?”

Helton took time to think through an answer again but spoke before Bosch had to prompt him.

“No, because if I knew he was in the car, I would not have left him in the first place. I forgot about him while I was still in the car. You understand?”

Bosch leaned back in his seat. Whether he understood it or not, Helton had just dodged one legal bullet. If he had acknowledged that he had knowingly left the boy in the car — even if he planned to be back in a few minutes — that would have greatly supported a charge of negligent homicide. But Helton had maneuvered the question correctly, almost as if he had expected it.

“Okay,” Bosch said. “What happened next?”

Helton shook his head wistfully and looked at the sidewall as if gazing through a window toward the past he couldn’t change.

“I, uh, got involved in the deal,” he said. “The fax came in, I called my client, and I faxed back a counter. I also did a lot of talking to the other agent. By phone. We were trying to get the deal done, and we had to hand-hold both our clients through this.”

“For two hours.”

“Yes, it took that long.”

“And when was it that you remembered that you had left William in the car out in the parking lot, where it was about ninety-five degrees?”

“I guess as soon — first of all, I didn’t know what the temperature was. I object to that. I left that car at about ten, and it was not ninety-five degrees. Not even close. I hadn’t even used the air conditioner on the way over.”

There was a complete lack of remorse or guilt in Helton’s demeanor. He wasn’t even attempting to fake it anymore. Bosch had become convinced that this man had no love or affinity for his damaged and now lost child. William was simply a burden that had to be dealt with and therefore could easily be forgotten when things like business and selling houses and making money came up.

But where was the crime in all this? Bosch knew he could charge him with negligence, but the courts tend to view the loss of a child as enough punishment in these situations. Helton would go free with his wife as sympathetic figures, free to continue their lives while baby William moldered in his grave.

The tells always add up. Bosch instinctively believed Helton was a liar. And he began to believe that William’s death was no accident. Unlike his partner, who had let the passions of his own fatherhood lead him down the path, Bosch had come to this point after careful observation and analysis. It was now time to press on, to bait Helton and see if he would make a mistake.

“Is there anything else you want to add at this point to the story?” he asked.

Helton let out a deep breath and slowly shook his head. “That’s the whole sad story,” he said. “I wish to God it never happened. But it did.”

He looked directly at Bosch for the first time during the entire interview. Bosch held his gaze and then asked a question.

“Do you have a good marriage, Stephen?”

Helton looked away and stared at the invisible window again.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you have a good marriage? You can say yes or no if you want.”

“Yes, I have a good marriage,” Helton responded emphatically. “I don’t know what my wife told you, but I think it is very solid. What are you trying to say?”

“All I’m saying is that sometimes, when there is a child with challenges, it strains the marriage. My partner just had a baby. The kid’s healthy, but money’s tight and his wife isn’t back at work yet. You know the deal. It’s tough. I can only imagine what the strain of having a child with William’s difficulties would be like.”

“Yeah, well, we made it by all right.”

“The nannies quitting all the time…”

“It wasn’t that hard. As soon as one quits, we put an ad on craigslist for another.”

Bosch nodded and scratched the back of his head. While doing this, he waved a finger in a circular motion toward the camera that was in the air vent up on the wall behind him. Helton could not see him do this.

“When did you two get married?” he asked.

“Two and a half years ago. We met on a contract. She had the buyer, and I had the seller. We worked well together. We started talking about joining forces, and then we realized we were in love.”

“Then William came.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“That must’ve changed things.” “It did.”

“So when Arlene was pregnant, couldn’t the doctors tell that he had these problems?”

“They could have if they had seen him. But Arlene’s a workaholic. She was busy all the time. She missed some appointments and the ultrasounds. When they discovered there was a problem, it was too late.”

“Do you blame your wife for that?”

Helton looked aghast.

“No, of course not. Look, what does this have to do with what happened today? I mean, why are you asking me all this?”

Bosch leaned across the table.

“It may have a lot to do with it, Stephen. I am trying to determine what happened today and why. The ‘why’ is the tough part.”

“It was an accident! I forgot he was in the car, okay? I will go to my grave knowing that my mistake killed my own son. Isn’t that enough for you?”

Bosch leaned back and said nothing. He hoped Helton would say more.

“Do you have a son, Detective? Any children?”

“A daughter.”

“Yeah, well then, happy Father’s Day. I’m really glad for you. I hope you never have to go through what I’m going through right now. Believe me, it’s not fun!”

Bosch had forgotten it was Father’s Day. The realization knocked him off his rhythm, and his thoughts went to his daughter living eight thousand miles away. In her ten years, he had been with her on only one Father’s Day. What did that say about him? Here he was, trying to get inside another father’s actions and motivations, and he knew his own could not stand equal scrutiny.

The moment ended when there was a knock on the door and Ferras came in, carrying a file.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I thought you might want to see this.”

He handed the file to Bosch and left the room. Bosch turned the file on the table in front of them and opened it, so that Helton would not be able to see its contents. Inside was a computer printout and a handwritten note on a Post-it.

The note said: “No ad on craigslist.”

The printout was of a story that ran in the LA Times ten months earlier. It was about the heatstroke death of a child who had been left in a car in Lancaster while his mother ran into a store to buy milk. She ran into the middle of a robbery. She was tied up along with the store clerk and placed in a back room. The robbers ransacked the store and escaped. It was an hour before the victims were discovered and freed, but by then the child in the car had already succumbed to heatstroke. Bosch scanned the story quickly, then dropped the file closed. He looked at Helton without speaking.

“What?” Helton asked.

“Just some additional information and lab reports,” he lied. “Do you get the LA Times, by the way?”

“Yes, why?”

“Just curious, that’s all. Now, how many nannies do you think you’ve employed in the fifteen months that William was alive?”

Helton shook his head.

“I don’t know. At least ten. They don’t stay long. They can’t take it.”

“And then you go to craigslist to place an ad?”

“Yes.”

“And you just lost a nanny on Friday?”

“Yes, I told you.”

“She just walked out on you?”

“No, she got another job and told us she was leaving. She made up a lie about it being closer to home and with gas prices and all that. But we knew why she was leaving. She could not handle Willy.”

“She told you this Friday?”

“No, when she gave notice.”

“When was that?”

“She gave two weeks’ notice, so it was two weeks back from Friday.”

“And do you have a new nanny lined up?”

“No, not yet. We were still looking.”

“But you put the feelers out and ran the ad again, that sort of thing?”

“Right, but listen, what does this have to — ”

“Let me ask the questions, Stephen. Your wife told us that she worried about leaving William with you, that you couldn’t handle the strain of it.”

Helton looked shocked. The statement came from left field, as Bosch had wanted it.

“What? Why would she say that?”

“I don’t know. Is it true?”

“No, it’s not true.”

“She told us she was worried that this wasn’t an accident.”

“That’s absolutely crazy and I doubt she said it. You are lying.”

He turned in his seat, so that the front of his body faced the corner of the room and he would have to turn his face to look directly at Bosch. Another tell. Bosch knew he was zeroing in. He decided it was the right time to gamble.

“She mentioned a story you found in the LA Times that was about a kid left in a car up in Lancaster. The kid died of heatstroke. She was worried that it gave you the idea.”

Helton swiveled in his seat and leaned forward to put his elbows on the table and run his hands through his hair.

“Oh, my God, I can’t believe she…”

He didn’t finish. Bosch knew his gamble had paid off. Helton’s mind was racing along the edge. It was time to push him over.

“You didn’t forget that William was in the car, did you, Stephen?”

Helton didn’t answer. He buried his face in his hands again. Bosch leaned forward, so that he only had to whisper.

“You left him there and you knew what was going to happen. You planned it. That’s why you didn’t bother running ads for a new nanny. You knew you weren’t going to need one.”

Helton remained silent and unmoving. Bosch kept working him, changing tacks and offering sympathy now.

“It’s understandable,” he said. “I mean, what kind of life would that kid have, anyway? Some might even call this a mercy killing. The kid falls asleep and never wakes up. I’ve worked these kinds of cases before, Stephen. It’s actually not a bad way to go. It sounds bad, but it isn’t. You just get tired and you go to sleep.”

Helton kept his face in his hands, but he shook his head. Bosch didn’t know if he was denying it still or shaking off something else. He waited, and the delay paid off.

“It was her idea,” Helton said in a quiet voice. “She’s the one who couldn’t take it anymore.”

In that moment Bosch knew he had him, but he showed nothing. He kept working it.

“Wait a minute,” Bosch said. “She said she had nothing to do with it, that this was your idea and your plan and that when she called you, it was to talk you out of it.”

Helton dropped his hands with a slap on the table.

“That’s a lie! It was her! She was embarrassed that we had a kid like that! She couldn’t take him anywhere and we couldn’t go anywhere! He was ruining our lives and she told me I had to do something about it! She told me how to do something about it! She said I would be saving two lives while sacrificing only one.”

Bosch pulled back across the table. It was done. It was over.

“Okay, Stephen, I think I understand. And I want to hear all about it. But at this point I need to inform you of your rights. After that, if you want to talk, we’ll talk, and I’ll listen.”

When Bosch came out of the interview room, Ignacio Ferras was there, waiting for him in the hallway. His partner raised his fist, and Bosch tapped his knuckles with his own fist.

“That was beautiful,” Ferras said. “You walked him right down the road.”

“Thanks,” Bosch said. “Let’s hope the DA is impressed too.”

“I don’t think we’ll have to worry.”

“Well, there will be no worries if you go into the other room and turn the wife now.”

Ferras looked surprised.

“You still want me to take the wife?”

“She’s yours. Let’s walk them into the DA as bookends.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Good. Go check the equipment and make sure we’re still recording in there. I’ve got to go make a quick call.”

“You got it, Harry.”

Bosch walked into the squad room and sat down at his desk. He checked his watch and knew it would be getting late in Hong Kong. He pulled out his cell phone anyway and sent a call across the Pacific.

His daughter answered with a cheerful hello. Bosch knew he wouldn’t even have to say anything and he would feel fulfilled by just the sound of her voice saying the one word.

“Hey, baby, it’s me,” he said.

“Daddy!” she exclaimed “Happy Father’s Day!”

And Bosch realized in that moment that he was indeed a happy man.
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Walking the Dog

BY PETER ROBINSON





The dog days came to the Beaches in August and the boardwalk was crowded. Even the dog owners began to complain about the heat. Laura Francis felt as if she had been locked in the bathroom after a hot shower as she walked Big Ears down to the fenced-off compound on Kew Beach, where he could run free. She said hello to the few people she had seen there before while Big Ears sniffed the shrubbery and moved on to play with a Labrador retriever.

“They seem to like each other,” said a voice beside her.

Laura turned and saw a man she thought she recognized, but not from the Beaches. She couldn’t say where. He was handsome in a chiseled, matinee-idol sort of way, and the tight jeans and white T-shirt did justice to his well-toned muscles and tapered waist. Where did she know him from?

“You must excuse Big Ears,” she said. “He’s such a womanizer.”

“It’s nothing Rain can’t handle.”

“Rain? That’s an unusual name for a dog.”

He shrugged. “Is it? It was raining the day I picked her up from the Humane Society. Raining cats and dogs. Anyway, you’re one to talk, naming dogs after English children’s book characters.”

Laura felt herself flush. “My mother used to read them to me when I was little. I grew up in England.”

“I can tell by the accent. I’m Ray, by the way. Ray Lanagan.”

“Laura Francis. Pleased to meet you.”

“Laura? After the movie?”

“After my grandmother.”

“Pity. You do look a bit like Gene Tierney, you know.”

Laura tried to remember whether Gene Tierney was the one with an overbite or the large breasts and tight sweaters. As she had both, herself, she supposed it didn’t really matter. She blushed again. “Thank you.”

They stood in an awkward, edgy silence while the dogs played on around them. Then, all of a sudden, Laura remembered where she had seen Ray before. Jesus, of course, it was him, the one from the TV commercial, the one for some sort of male aftershave or deodorant where he was stripped to the waist, wearing tight jeans like today. She’d seen him in a magazine too. She had even fantasized about him, imagined it was him there in bed with her instead of Lloyd grunting away on top of her as if he were running a marathon.

“What is it?” Ray asked.

She brushed a strand of hair from her hot cheek. “Nothing. I just remembered where I’ve seen you before. You’re an actor, aren’t you?”

“For my sins.”

“Are you here to make a movie?” It wasn’t as stupid a question as it might have sounded. The studios were just down the road and Toronto had almost as big a reputation for being Hollywood North as Vancouver. Laura ought to know; Lloyd was always telling her about it since he ran a post-production company.

“No,” Ray said. “I’m resting, as we say in the business.”

“Oh.”

“I’ve got a couple of things lined up,” he went on. “Commercials, a small part in a new CBC legal drama. That sort of thing. And whatever comes my way by chance.”

“It sounds exciting.”

“Not really. It’s a living. To be honest, its mostly a matter of hanging around while the techies get the sound and light right. But what about you? What do you do?”

“Me?” She pointed her thumb at her chest. “Nothing. I mean, I’m just a housewife.” It was true, she supposed: “Housewife” was just about the only way she could describe herself. But she wasn’t even that. Alexa did all the housework, and Paul handled the garden. Laura had even hired a company to come in and clear the snow. So what did she do with her time, apart from shop and walk Big Ears? Sometimes she made dinner, but more often than not she made reservations. There were so many good restaurants on her stretch of Queens Street East — anything you wanted, Japanese, Greek, Indian, Chinese, Italian — that it seemed a shame to waste them.

The hazy bright sun beat down mercilessly and the water looked like a ruffled blue bedsheet beyond the wire fence.

“Would you like to go for a drink?” Ray asked. “I’m not coming on to you or anything, but it is a real scorcher.”

Laura felt her heart give a little flutter and, if she were honest with herself, a pleasurable warmth spread through her lower belly.

“Okay. Yes, I mean, sure,” she said. “Look, it’s a bit of a hassle going to a café or pub with the dogs, right? Why don’t you come up to the house? It’s not far. Silver Birch. There’s cold beer in the fridge, and I left the air-conditioning on.”

Ray looked at her. He certainly had beautiful eyes, she thought, and they seemed especially steely blue in this kind of light. Blue eyes and black hair, a devastating combination. “Sure,” he said. “If it’s okay. Lead on.”

They put Big Ears and Rain on leashes and walked up to Queen Street, which was crowded with tourists and locals pulling kids in bright-colored carts, all OshKosh B’Gosh and Birkenstocks. People browsed in shop windows, sat outdoors at Starbucks in shorts drinking their Frappucinos and reading the Globe and Mail, and there was a line outside the ice-cream shop. The traffic was moving at a crawl, but you could smell the coconut sunblock over the gas fumes.

Laura’s large detached house stood at the top of a long flight of steps sheltered by overhanging shrubbery, and once they were off the street, nobody could see them. Not that it mattered, Laura told herself. It was all innocent enough.

It was a relief to get inside, and even the dogs seemed to collapse in a panting heap and enjoy the cool air.

“Nice place,” said Ray, looking around the modern kitchen, with its central island and pots and pans hanging from hooks overhead.

Laura opened the fridge. “Beer? Coke? Juice?”

“I’ll have a beer, if that’s okay,” said Ray.

“Beck’s all right?”

“Perfect.”

She opened Ray a Beck’s and poured herself a glass of orange juice, the kind with extra pulp. Her heart was beating fast. Perhaps it was the heat, the walk home? She watched Ray drink his beer from the bottle, his Adam’s apple bobbing. When she took a sip of juice, a little dribbled out of her mouth and down her chin. Before she could make a move to get a napkin and wipe it off, Ray had moved forward just as far as it took, bent toward her, put his tongue on the curve under her lower lip, and licked it off.

She felt his heat and shivered. “Ray, I’m not sure… I mean, I don’t think we should… I…”

The first kiss nearly drew blood. The second one did. Laura fell back against the fridge and felt the Mickey Mouse magnet that held the weekly to-do list digging into her shoulder. She experienced a moment of panic as Ray ripped open her Holt Renfrew blouse. What did she think she was doing, inviting a strange man into her home like this? He could be a serial killer or something. But fear quickly turned to pleasure when his mouth found her nipple. She moaned and pulled him against her and spread her legs apart. His hand moved up under her long, loose skirt, caressing the bare flesh of her thighs and rubbing between her legs.

Laura had never been so wet in her life, had never wanted it so much, and she didn’t want to wait. Somehow, she maneuvered them toward the dining room table and tugged at his belt and zipper as they stumbled backwards. She felt the edge of the table bump against the backs of her thighs and eased herself up on it, sweeping a couple of Waterford crystal glasses to the floor as she did so. The dogs barked. Ray was good and hard and he pulled her panties aside as she guided him smoothly inside her.

“Fuck me, Ray,” she breathed. “Fuck me.”

And he fucked her. He fucked her until she hammered with her fists on the table and a Royal Doulton cup and saucer joined the broken crystal on the floor. The dogs howled. Laura howled. When she sensed that Ray was about to come, she pulled him closer and said, “Bite me.”

And he bit her.

“I really think we should have that dog put down,” said Lloyd after dinner that evening. “For God’s sake, biting you like that. It could have given you rabies or something.”

“Don’t be silly. Big Ears isn’t in the least bit rabid. It was an accident, that’s all. I was just a bit too rough with him.”

“It’s the thin end of the wedge. Next time it’ll be the postman, or some kid in the street. Think what’ll happen then.”

“We are not having Big Ears put down, and that’s final. I’ll be more careful in future.”

“You just make sure you are.” Lloyd paused, then asked, “Have you thought any more about that other matter I mentioned?”

Oh God, Laura thought, not again. Lloyd hated their house, hated the Beaches, hated Toronto. He wanted to sell up and move to Vancouver, live in Kitsilano or out on Point Grey. No matter that it rained there 364 days out of every year and all you could get to eat was sushi and alfalfa sprouts. Laura didn’t want to live in Lotus Land. She was happy where she was. Even happier since that afternoon.

As Lloyd droned on and on, she drifted into pleasant reminiscences of Ray’s body on hers, the hard, sharp edges of his white teeth as they closed on the soft part of her neck. They had done it again, up in the bed this time, her and Lloyd’s bed. It was slower, less urgent, more gentle, but if anything, it was even better. She could still remember the warm ripples and floods of pleasure, like breaking waves running up through her loins and her belly, and she could feel a pleasant soreness between her legs even now, as she sat listening to Lloyd outline the advantages of moving the post-production company to Vancouver. Plenty of work there, he said. Hollywood connections. But if they moved, she would never see Ray again. It seemed more imperative than ever now to put a stop to it. She had to do something.

“I really don’t want to talk about it, darling,” she said.

“You never do.”

“You know what I think of Vancouver.”

“It doesn’t rain that much.”

“It’s not just that. It’s… Oh, can’t we leave it be?”

Lloyd put his hand up. “All right,” he said. “All right. Subject closed for tonight.” He got up and walked over to the drinks cabinet. “I feel like a cognac.”

Laura had that sinking feeling. She knew what was coming.

“Where is it?” Lloyd asked.

“Where is what, darling?”

“My snifter, my favorite brandy snifter. The one my father bought me.”

“Oh, that,” said Laura, remembering the shattered glass she had swept up from the hardwood floor. “I meant to tell you. I’m sorry, but there was an accident. The dishwasher.”

Lloyd turned to look at her in disbelief. “You put my favorite crystal snifter in the dishwasher?”

“I know. I’m sorry. I was in a hurry.”

Lloyd frowned. “A hurry? You? What do you ever have to be in a hurry about? Walking the bloody dog?”

Laura tried to laugh it off. “If only you knew half the things I had to do around the place, darling.”

Lloyd continued to look at her. His eyes narrowed. “You’ve had quite a day, haven’t you?” he said.

Laura sighed. “I suppose so. It’s just been one of those days.”

“This’ll have to do then,” he said, pouring a generous helping of Remy into a different crystal snifter.

It was just as good as the one she had broken, Laura thought. In fact, it was probably more expensive. But it wasn’t his. It wasn’t the one his miserable old bastard of a father, God rot his soul, had bought him.

Lloyd sat down and sipped his cognac thoughtfully. The next time he spoke, Laura could see the way he was looking at her over the top of his glass. That look. “How about an early night?” he said.

Laura’s stomach lurched. She put her hand to her forehead. “Oh, not tonight, darling. I’m sorry, but I have a terrible headache.”

She didn’t see Ray for nearly a week and she was going crazy with fear that he’d left town, maybe gone to Hollywood to be a star, that he’d just used her and discarded her the way men did. After all, they had only been together the once, and he hadn’t told her he loved her or anything. All they had done was fuck. They didn’t really know one another at all. They hadn’t even exchanged phone numbers. She just had this absurd feeling that they were meant for each other, that it was destiny. A foolish fantasy, no doubt, but one that hurt like a knife jabbing into her heart every day she didn’t see him.

Then one day, there he was at the beach again, as if he’d never been away. The dogs greeted each other like long lost friends while Laura tried to play it cool as lust burned through her like a forest fire.

“Hello, stranger,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Ray said. “A job came up. Shampoo commercial. On-the-spot decision. Yes or no. I had to work on location in Niagara Falls. You’re not mad at me, are you? It’s not as if I could phone you and let you know or anything.”

“Niagara Falls? How romantic.”

“The bride’s second great disappointment.”

“What?”

“Oscar Wilde. What he said.”

Laura giggled and put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, I see.”

“I’d love to have taken you with me. I know it wouldn’t have been a disappointment for us. I missed you.”

Laura blushed. “I missed you too. Want a cold beer?”

“Look,” said Ray, “why don’t we go to my place? It’s only a top floor flat, but it’s air-conditioned, and…”

“And what?”

“Well, you know, the neighbors…”

Laura couldn’t tell him this, but she had gotten such an incredible rush out of doing it with Ray in her own bed that she couldn’t stand the thought of going to his flat, no matter how nice and cool it was. Though she had changed and washed the sheets, she imagined she could still smell him when she lay her head down for the night, and now she wanted her bed to absorb even more of him.

“Don’t worry about the neighbors,” she said. “They’re all out during the day anyway, and the nannies have to know how to be discreet if they want to stay in this country.”

“Are you sure?”

“Perfectly.”

And so it went on. Once, twice, sometimes three times a week, they went back to Laura’s big house on Silver Birch. Sometimes they couldn’t wait to get upstairs, so they did it on the dining room table like the first time, but mostly they did it in the king — size bed, becoming more and more adventurous and experimental as they got to know one another’s bodies and pleasure zones. Laura found a little pain quite stimulating sometimes, and Ray didn’t mind obliging. They sampled all the positions and all the orifices, and when they had exhausted them, they started over again. They talked too, a lot, between bouts. Laura told Ray how unhappy she was with her marriage, and Ray told her how his ex-wife had ditched him for his accountant because his career wasn’t exactly going in the same direction as Russell Crowe’s, as his bank account made abundantly clear.

Then one day, when they had caught their breath after a particularly challenging position that wasn’t even in the Kama Sutra, Laura said, “Lloyd wants to move to Vancouver. He won’t stop going on about it. And he never gives up until he gets his way.”

Ray turned over and leaned on his elbow. “You can’t leave,” he said.

It was as simple as that. You can’t leave. She looked at him and beamed. “I know,” she said. “You’re right. I can’t.”

“Divorce him. Live with me. I want us to have a normal life, go places together like everyone else, go out for dinner, go to the movies, take vacations.”

It was everything she wanted too. “Do you mean it, Ray?”

“Of course I mean it.” He paused. “I love you, Laura.”

Tears came to her eyes. “Oh my God.” She kissed him and told him she loved him too, and a few minutes later they resumed the conversation. “I can’t divorce him,” Laura said.

“Why on earth not?”

“For one thing, he’s a Catholic. He’s not practicing or anything, but he doesn’t believe in divorce.” Or more importantly, Laura thought, his poor dead father, who was devout in a bugger-the-choirboy sort of way, didn’t believe in it.

“And…?”

“Well, there’s the money.”

“What about the money?”

“It’s mine. I mean, I inherited it from my father. He was an inventor and he came up with one of those simple little additives that keep things fresh for years. Anyway, he made a lot of money, and I was his only child, so I got it all. I’ve been financing Lloyd’s post-production career from the beginning, before it started doing as well as it is now. If we divorced, with these no-fault laws we’ve got now, he’d get half of everything. That’s not fair. It should be all mine by rights.”

“I don’t care about the money. It’s you I want.”

She touched his cheek. “That’s sweet, Ray, and I wouldn’t care if we didn’t have two cents between us as long as we were together, honest I wouldn’t. But it doesn’t have to be that way. The money’s there. And everything I have is yours.”

“So what’s the alternative?”

She put her hand on his chest and ran it over the soft hair down to his flat stomach and beyond, kissed the eagle tattoo on his arm. She remembered it from the TV commercial and the magazine, had thought it was sexy even then. The dogs stirred for a moment at the side of the bed, then went back to sleep. They’d had a lot of exercise that morning. “There’s the house too,” Laura went on, “and Lloyd’s life insurance. Double indemnity, or something like that. I don’t really understand these things, but it’s really quite a lot of money. Enough to live on for a long time, maybe somewhere in the Caribbean? Or Europe. I’ve always wanted to live in Paris.”

“What are you saying?”

Laura paused. “What if Lloyd had an accident?… No, hear me out. Just suppose he had an accident. We’d have everything then. The house, the insurance, the business, my inheritance. It would all be ours. And we could be together for always.”

“An accident? You’re talking about — ”

She put her finger to his lips. “No, darling, don’t say it. Don’t say the word.”

But whether he said it or not, she knew, as she knew he did, what the word was, and it sent a delightful shiver up her spine. After a while, Ray said, “I might know someone. I did an unusual job once, impersonated a police officer in Montreal, a favor for someone who knew someone whose son was in trouble. You don’t need to know who he is, but he’s connected. He was very pleased with the way things worked out and he said if ever I needed anything…”

“Well, there you are then,” said Laura, sitting up. “Do you know how to find this man? Do you think he could arrange something?”

Ray took her left nipple between his thumb and forefinger and squeezed. “I think so,” he said. “But it won’t be easy. I’d have to go to Montreal. Make contact. Right at the moment, though, something a bit more urgent has come up.”

Laura saw what he meant. She slid down and took him in her mouth.

Time moved on, as it does. The days cooled, but Ray and Laura’s passion didn’t. Just after Thanksgiving, the weather forecasters predicted a big drop in temperature and encouraged Torontonians to wrap up warm.

Laura and Ray didn’t need any warm wrapping. The rose — patterned duvet lay on the floor at the bottom of the bed, and they were bathed in sweat, panting, as Laura straddled Ray and worked them both to a shuddering climax. Instead of rolling off him when they had finished, this time Laura stayed on top and leaned forward, her hard nipples brushing his chest. They hadn’t seen each other for a week because Ray had finally met his contact in Montreal.

“Did you talk to that man you know?” she asked after she had caught her breath.

Ray linked his hands behind his head. “Yes,” he said.

“Does he know what… I mean, what we want him to do?” “He knows.”

“To take his time and wait for absolutely the right opportunity?”

“He won’t do it himself. The man he’ll put on it is a professional, honey. He knows.”

“And will he do it when the right time comes? It must seem like an accident.”

“He’ll do it. Don’t worry.”

“You know,” Laura said, “you can stay all night if you want. Lloyd’s away in Vancouver. Probably looking for property.”

“Are you sure?”

“He won’t be back till Thursday. We could just stay in bed the whole week.” Laura shivered.

“Cold, honey?”

“A little. Winter’s coming. Can’t you feel the chill?”

“Now that you mention it…”

Laura jumped out of bed and skipped over to the far wall. “No wonder,” she said. “The thermostat’s set really low. Lloyd must have turned it down before he went away.” She turned it up and dashed back, jumped on the bed, and straddled Ray. She gasped as he thrust himself inside her again. So much energy. This time he didn’t let her stay in control. He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her over on her back, in the good old missionary position, and pounded away so hard Laura thought the bed was going to break. This time, as Laura reached the edges of her orgasm, she thought that if she died at that moment, in that state of bliss, she would be happy forever. Then the thermostat clicked in, the house exploded, and Laura got her wish.

TWO DOGS PERISH IN BEACHES GAS EXPLOSION, Lloyd Francis read in the Toronto Star the following morning. HOUSE — OWNERS ALSO DIE IN TRAGIC ACCIDENT.

Well, they got that wrong on two counts, thought Lloyd. He was sitting over a cappuccino in his shirtsleeves at an outdoor cafe on Robson Street in Vancouver. While the cold snap had descended on the east with a vengeance, the West Coast was enjoying record temperatures for the time of year. And no rain.

Lloyd happened to know that only one of the house’s owners had died in the explosion, and that it hadn’t been an accident. Far from it. Lloyd had planned the whole thing very carefully from the moment he had found out that his wife was enjoying a grand passion with an out-of-work actor. That hadn’t been difficult. For a start, she had begun washing the bedsheets and pillowcases almost every day, though she usually left the laundry to Alexa. Despite her caution, he had once seen blood on the sheets. Laura had also been unusually reluctant to have sex with him, and on the few occasions he had persuaded her to comply, it had been obvious to him that her thoughts were elsewhere and that, in the crude vernacular, he had been getting sloppy seconds.

Not that Laura hadn’t been careful. Lord only knew, she had probably stood under the shower for hours. But he could still tell. There was another man’s smell about her. And then, of course, he had simply lain in wait one day and seen them returning together from the beach. After that, it hadn’t been hard to find out where the man, Ray Lanagan, lived, and what he did, or didn’t do. Lloyd was quite pleased with his detective abilities. Maybe he was in the wrong profession. He had shown himself to be pretty good at murder too, and he was certain that no one would be able to prove that the explosion in which his wife and her lover had died had been anything but a tragic accident. Things like that happened every year in Toronto when the heat came on. A slow leak, building over time, a stray spark or naked flame, and BANG!

Lloyd sipped his cappuccino and took a bite of his croissant.

“You seem preoccupied, darling,” said Anne-Marie, looking lovely in a low-cut white top and a short denim skirt opposite him, her dark hair framing the delicate oval face, those tantalizing ruby lips. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” said Lloyd. “Nothing at all. But I think I might have to fly back to Toronto today. Just for a short while.”

Anne-Marie’s face dropped. She was so expressive, showing joy or disappointment, pleasure or pain, without guile. This time it was clearly disappointment. “Oh, must you?”

“I’m afraid I must,” he said, taking her hand and caressing it. “I have some important business to take care of. But I promise you I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“And we’ll look into getting that house we saw near Spanish Beach?”

“I’ll put in an offer before I leave,” Lloyd said. “It’ll have to be in your name, though.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I know. Tax reasons.”

“Exactly. Good girl.” It was only a little white lie, Lloyd told himself. But it wouldn’t look good if he bought a new house in a faraway city the day after his wife died in a tragic explosion. This called for careful planning and pacing. Anne-Marie would understand. Marital separations were complicated and difficult, as complex as the tax laws, and all that really mattered was that she knew he loved her. After the funeral, he might feel the need to “get away for a while,” and then perhaps Toronto would remind him too much of Laura, so it would be understandable if he moved somewhere else, say Vancouver. After a decent period of mourning, it would also be quite acceptable to “meet someone,” Anne-Marie, for example, and start anew, which was exactly what Lloyd Francis had in mind.

Detective Bobby Aiken didn’t like the look of the report that had landed on his desk, didn’t like the look of it at all. He worked out of police headquarters at 40 College Street, downtown, and under normal circumstances, he would never have heard of Laura Francis and Ray Lanagan. The Beaches was 55 Division’s territory. But these weren’t normal circumstances, and one of Aiken’s jobs was to have a close look at borderline cases, where everything looked kosher but someone thought it wasn’t. This time it was a young, ambitious beat cop who desperately wanted to work Homicide. There was just something about it, he’d said, something that didn’t ring true, and the more Bobby Aiken looked at the files, the more he knew what the kid was talking about.

The forensics were clean, of course. The fire department and the Centre for Forensic Sciences had done sterling work there, as usual. These gas explosions were unfortunately commonplace in some of the older houses, where the owners might not have had their furnaces serviced or replaced for a long time, as had happened at the house on Silver Birch. An accident waiting to happen.

But police work, thank God, wasn’t only a matter of forensics. There were other considerations here. Three of them.

Again, Aiken went through the files and jotted down his thoughts. Outside on College Street it was raining, and when he looked out of his window all he could see were the tops of umbrellas. A streetcar rumbled by, sparks flashing from the overhead wire. Cars splashed up water from the gutters.

First of all, Aiken noted, the victims hadn’t been husband and wife, as the investigators and media had first thought. The husband, Lloyd Francis, had flown back from a business trip in Vancouver — giving himself a nice alibi, by the way — as soon as he had heard the news the following day, and he was doubly distraught to find out that not only was his wife dead, but that she had died in bed with another man.

No, Lloyd had said, he had no idea who the man was, but it hadn’t taken a Sherlock Holmes to discover that his name was Ray Lanagan, and that he was a sometime actor and sometime petty crook, with a record of minor fraud and con jobs. Lanagan had been clean for the past three years, relying mostly on TV commercials and bit parts in series like Da Vinci’s Inquest, before the CBC canned it, and The Murdoch Mysteries. But Aiken knew that didn’t necessarily mean he hadn’t been up to something. He just hadn’t been caught. Well, he had definitely been up to one thing — screwing Lloyd Francis’s wife — and the penalty for that had been far more severe than for any other offense he had ever committed. He might have been after the broad’s money too, Aiken speculated, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to get that now.

The second thing that bothered Aiken was the insurance and the money angle in general. Not only were the house and Laura Francis’s life insured for hefty sums, but there was the post-production company, which was just starting to turn a good profit, and Laura’s inheritance, which was still a considerable sum, tied up in stocks and bonds and other investments. Whoever got his hands on all of that would be very rich indeed.

And then there was Lloyd Francis himself. The young beat cop who rang the alarm bell had thought there was something odd about him when he had accompanied Lloyd to the ruins of the house. Nothing obvious, nothing he could put his finger on, but just that indefinable policeman’s itch, the feeling you get when it doesn’t all add up. Aiken hadn’t talked to Lloyd Francis yet, but he was beginning to think it was about time.

Because finally there was the one clear and indisputable fact that linked everything else, like the magnet that makes a pattern out of iron filings: He found out that Lloyd Francis had spent five years working as a heating and air-conditioning serviceman from just after he left school until his early twenties. And if you knew that much about gas furnaces, Aiken surmised, then you didn’t have to bloody well be there when one blew up.

Lloyd felt a little shaken after the policeman’s visit, but he still believed he’d held his own. One thing was clear, and that was that they had done a lot of checking, not only into his background, but also into the dead man’s. What on earth had Laura seen in such a loser? The man had petty criminal stamped all over him.

But what had worried Lloyd most of all was the knowledge that the detective, Aiken, seemed to have about his own past, especially his heating and air-conditioning work. Not only did the police know he had done that for five years, but they seemed to know every job he had been on, every problem he had solved, the brand name of every furnace he had ever serviced. It was all rather overwhelming. Lloyd hadn’t lied about it, hadn’t tried to deny any of it — that would have been a sure way of sharpening their suspicions even more — but the truth painted the picture of a man easily capable of rigging the thermostat so that it blew up the house when someone turned it on.

Luckily, Lloyd knew they had absolutely no forensic evidence. If there had been any, which he doubted, it would have been obliterated by the fire. All he had to do was stick to his story, and they would never be able to prove a thing. Suspicion was all very well, but it wasn’t sufficient grounds for a murder charge.

After the funeral, he had lain low in a sublet condominium at Victoria Park and Danforth, opposite Shopper’s World. At night the streets were noisy and a little edgy, Lloyd felt, the kind of area where you might easily get mugged if you weren’t careful. More than once he’d had the disconcerting feeling that he was being followed, but he told himself not to be paranoid. He wouldn’t be here for long. After a suitable period of mourning he would go to Vancouver and decide he couldn’t face returning to the city where his poor wife met such a terrible death. He still had a few colleagues who would regret his decision to leave, perhaps, but there wasn’t really anybody left in Toronto to care that much about Lloyd Francis and what happened to him. At the moment, they all thought he was a bit depressed, “getting over his loss.” Soon he would be free to “meet” Anne-Marie and start a new life. The money should be all his by then too, once the lawyers and accountants had finished with it. Never again would he have to listen to his wife reminding him where his wealth and success came from

The Silver Birch explosion had not only destroyed Lloyd’s house and wife, it had also destroyed his car, a silver SUV, and he wasn’t going to bother replacing it until he moved to Vancouver, where he’d probably buy a nice little red sports car. He still popped into the studios occasionally, mostly to see how things were going, and luckily his temporary accommodation was close to the Victoria Park subway. He soon found he didn’t mind taking the TTC to work and back. In fact, he rather enjoyed it. They played classical music at the station to keep the hooligans away. If he got a seat on the tram, he would read a book, and if he didn’t, he would drift off into thoughts of his sweet Anne-Marie.

And so life went on, waiting, waiting for the time when he could decently, and without arousing suspicion, make his move. The policeman didn’t return, obviously realizing that he had no chance of making a case against Lloyd without a confession, which he knew he wouldn’t get. It was late November now, arguably one of the grimmest months in Toronto, but at least the snow hadn’t come yet, just one dreary gray day after another.

One such day Lloyd stood on the crowded eastbound platform at the St. George subway station wondering if he dare make his move as early as next week. At least, he thought, he could “go away for a while,” maybe even until after Christmas. Surely that would be acceptable by now? People would understand that he couldn’t bear to spend his first Christmas without Laura in Toronto.

He had just decided that he would do it when he saw the train come tearing into the station. In his excitement at the thought of seeing Anne-Marie again so soon, a sort of unconscious sense of urgency had carried him a little closer to the edge of the platform than he should have been, and the crowds jostled behind him. He felt something hard jab into the small of his back, and the next thing he knew, his legs buckled and he pitched forward. He couldn’t stop himself. He toppled in front of the oncoming train before the driver could do a thing. His last thought was of Anne-Marie waving goodbye to him at Vancouver International Airport, then the subway train smashed into him and its wheels shredded him to pieces.

Someone in the crowd screamed and people started running back toward the exits. The frail-looking old man with the walking stick who had been standing directly behind Lloyd turned to stroll away through the chaos, but before he could get very far, two scruffy-looking young men emerged from the throng and took him by each arm. “No you don’t,” one of them said. “This way.” And they led him up to the street.

Detective Bobby Aiken played with the worry beads one of his colleagues had brought him back from a trip to Istanbul. Not that he was worried about anything. It was just a habit, and he found it very calming. It had, in fact, been a very good day.

Not because of Lloyd Francis. Aiken didn’t really care one way or another about Francis’s death. In his eyes, though he hadn’t been able to prove it, Francis had been a cold-blooded murderer, and he had received no less than he deserved. No, the thing that pleased Aiken was that the undercover detectives he had detailed to keep an eye on Francis had picked up Mickey the Croaker disguised as an old man at the St. George subway station, having seen him push Francis with the sharp end of his walking stick.

Organized Crime had been after Mickey for many years now but had never managed to get anything on him. They knew that he usually worked for one of the big crime families in Montreal, and the way things were looking, he was just about ready to cut a deal, amnesty and the witness relocation plan for everything he knew about the Montreal operation, from the hits he had made to where the bodies were buried. Organized Crime were creaming their jeans over their good luck. It could mean a promotion for Bobby Aiken.

The only thing that puzzled Aiken was why? What had Lloyd Francis done to upset the mob? There was something missing, and it irked him that he might never uncover it now that the main players were dead. Mickey the Croaker knew nothing, of course. He had simply been obeying orders, and killing Lloyd Francis meant nothing more to him than swatting a fly. Francis’s murder was more than likely connected with the post-production company, Aiken decided. It was well-known that the mob had its fingers in the movie business. A bit more digging might uncover something more specific, but Aiken didn’t have the time. Besides, what did it matter now? Even if he didn’t understand how all the pieces fit together, things had worked out the right way. Lanagan and Francis were dead and Mickey the Croaker was about to sing. It was a shame about the wife, Laura. She was a young, good-looking woman, from what Aiken had been able to tell, and she shouldn’t have died so young. But those were the breaks. If she hadn’t being playing the beast with two backs with Lanagan in her own bed, for Christ’s sake, then she might still be alive today.

It was definitely a good day, Aiken decided, pushing the papers aside. Even the weather had improved. He looked out of the window. Indian summer had come to Toronto in November. The sun glinted on the apartment windows at College and Yonge, and the office workers were out on the streets, men without jackets and women in sleeveless summer dresses. A streetcar rumbled by, heading for Main station. Main. Out near the Beaches. The boardwalk and the Queen Street cafes would be crowded, and the dog-walkers would be out in force. Aiken thought maybe he’d take Jasper out there for a run later. You never knew who you might meet when you were walking your dog on the beach.
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