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Metropolitan newspaper writer Zack Walker has a knack for stumbling onto deadly stories. But
it’s one that his good friend Trixie Snelling doesn’t want told that’s about to unleash a storm of
trouble. As a professional dominatrix in the suburbs, Trixie has her share of secrets, but Zack
has no idea what she’s really hiding when a local newspaperman threatens to do an exposé on
her…not until Zack finds a dead body strapped to the bondage cross in her basement
dungeon.Now Zack is implicated in a murder, Trixie is missing, and everything he thought he
knew about his friend, his town, even his own marriage, reveals a darker side. Zack’s twisted trail
to the truth will lead to a long-unsolved triple homicide, bikers, drug wars, and a stone-cold killer
hell-bent on revenge. It’s a story that’s already cost him his job and possibly his wife, and, if
Zack’s not very lucky, it will cost him his life.

Praise for People of the Book:“There’s romance between Brooks and the world, and her writing
is as full of heart and curiosity as it is intelligence and judgement.”—The Boston
Globe“Intelligent, thoughtful, gracefully written, and original . . . Brooks tells a believable and
engaging story.”—The Washington Post“Intense, gripping . . . People of the Book, like her
Pulitzer Prize–winning previous novel March, is a tour de force that delivers a reverberating
lesson gleaned from history. . . . It’s a brilliant, innately suspenseful structure, and one that allows
Brooks to show off her remarkable aptitude for assimilating research and conveying a wide
range of settings. Also on full display is her keen sense of dramatic pacing.”—San Francisco
Chronicle“[A] marvelously intertwined narrative, with one strand tied to the contemporary world
and the other leading us back into European history, into wars and inquisitions and family
tragedies, all of this making up avidly narrated, powerfully emotional quest.”—The Dallas
Morning News“Richly imagined and at times almost unbearably exciting. . . . An ambitious book,
a pleasure to read, and wholly successful in its attempt to give a sense of how miraculous,
unlikely, and ultimately binding the history of objects can be.”—Star Tribune (Minneapolis)About
the AuthorGeraldine Brooks is the author of four novels, the Pulitzer Prize–winning March and
the international bestsellers Caleb’s Crossing, People of the Book, and Year of Wonders. She
has also written the acclaimed nonfiction works Nine Parts of Desire and Foreign
Correspondence. Her most recent novel, Caleb’s Crossing, was the winner of the New England
Book Award for Fiction and the Christianity Today Book Award, and was a finalist for the Langum
Prize in American Historical Fiction. Born and raised in Australia, she lives on Martha’s Vineyard
with her husband, the author Tony Horwitz.
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AUTHOREXCERPT FROM NO TIME FOR GOODBYEMiranda heard noises coming from the
bottom of the stairs. They were back. If they find me here, she thought, I’ll end up dead, just like
the others.It had to be them, downstairs in the bar. It was after hours, after all. Everyone else had
cleared out. The Kickstart had been closed, the girls had been sent home. They’d be coming
upstairs any moment now to finish up their business. It would be quite the day for them. Sell
some beer, some drugs on the side, get a bunch of guys laid, figure out what to do with three
bodies.Oh yeah, they’d kill her. Well, maybe not Leo. Chances were he wouldn’t kill her. Gary
would be the one to actually kill her. But Leo, he wouldn’t do anything to stop it. He always let
Gary take the lead in these things. I’ll end up as dead as the others, Miranda thought.If I don’t
get out of here right now.The others hadn’t been dead long.Only minutes, she guessed,
although it seemed much longer. It was true what they said, Miranda thought, about things
slowing down. Maybe that’s why, in the movies, when something terribly dramatic was
happening, they ran it in slow motion. Not just because it was a neat effect, but because it was a
reflection of human experience. Maybe your brain had to play tricks with time, give you a chance
to absorb what the hell was happening so you could figure out how to deal with it.Miranda felt as
though she’d been in this room with the three dead men for some time now. But maybe it hadn’t
even been minutes. Maybe it had only been a few seconds. She wasn’t sure. She wondered
whether she might be slipping into shock.All she knew for certain was that they were dead. All
you had to do was look at them. Sprawled out across the floor, not stirring, their shirts and pants
soaked with blood.Payne, dead. Eldridge, dead. Zane, dead.And only moments before, all
alive.Eldridge had been the last to die. He’d hung on long enough to look into her eyes and say,
“Gary…He’ll kill you…”She hardly needed the warning.Even as she’d heard Gary and Leo at the
bottom of the stairs, she’d tried to pull herself together, to think. Focus, she thought. Focus.For a



moment, she wondered whether she could talk her way out of it. Tell Gary he didn’t have to worry
about her, let her walk and she’d never breathe a word of the things he’d done, not even that he’d
killed the only man she’d ever really loved.Yeah, right. That was a plan.She poked her head out
the door and into the dingy hallway. To the left, the stairs. The smell of stale beer, human sweat,
and cigarettes wafted up. To the right, at the end of the hallway, a window that opened onto the
fire escape.Miranda grabbed her bag and ran for the window, pushed up on it. It didn’t want to
budge.The voices were getting closer. Maybe halfway up. She could hear their footsteps. She
pushed harder on the stuck window, and it rose an inch, just enough for her to slip her fingers
under it. She put everything she had into lifting it, opened it wide enough to get one leg out and
planted on the rusted metal grating. Then she swung her body through, her other leg.She caught
a glimpse of them entering the far end of the hallway as she pressed herself against the
building’s cold brick wall. And then, as if willing herself to be weightless, she descended the
metal stairs without a sound, and when she reached the bottom, ran off into the night.She knew
she’d have to get away and never come back. She couldn’t go to the police. They wouldn’t help,
wouldn’t guarantee her safety. Gary always found a way.She was on her own. She’d have to
disappear. She’d have to make it so no one ever found her.Because she knew he’d be looking.
And she knew he’d never give up.1“YOU HAVE TO EMPTY all the change out of your pockets,”
the uniformed woman told me. “And I need your wallet.”For a second, I thought about making a
joke. Maybe, under less stressful circumstances, I might have. A visit to a prison under normal
conditions—does anyone visit a prison under normal conditions?—would have been stressful
enough. But my reasons for being here were far from normal. And there wasn’t anything normal
about the guy sitting in the pickup truck, out in the prison parking lot, waiting for me to do what I’d
come here to do.If I’d just been here doing a story for the Metropolitan, when the female guard
asked for my wallet I might have said, What is this, a stickup? They don’t pay you enough? And
then I would have laughed. Ha-ha.But there was nothing to suggest that this woman, black, mid-
forties, built like a safe, wearing a shiny black belt with a riot stick attached, was feeling all that
jocular herself. Maybe working in a prison does that to you. You didn’t have to be an inmate to
feel the oppressiveness of the place.I’d already put my cell phone in the plastic tray she’d given
me. “Okay, I can see how change would set off this thing,” I said, nodding at the security portal,
like those ones they have at the airport, that I’d have to walk through to get any further into the
prison. “But why do I have to give you my wallet?”“You can’t take any money into the prison,” the
woman said sternly. “You’re not allowed to give money to the inmates.” For just a moment, her
hand rested on her riot stick. Honestly, I think it was an unconscious gesture, not intended to
send a message, but I got one just the same. Don’t give me a hard time. That was the message I
got.I am not a big fan of getting whacked in the head with a riot stick. But at that moment,
honestly, it’s hard to imagine how it could have made things any worse than they already were.I’d
never been in a prison before, let alone a women’s prison, and I’d only been at this one for about
five minutes, and already I was pretty certain it was not a nice place to be. I got that impression
as I approached the main entrance. I walked up to a ten-foot chain-link fence looped at the top



with barbed wire, and pressed a button on a small speaker mounted next to the gate.“Hello?”A
voice, no doubt coming from the building fifty feet beyond the gate, crackled, “Name?”“Uh,
Walker?” Like I wasn’t really sure. “Zack Walker?”Then, nothing. I stood by the gate a good ten
seconds, wondering whether I wasn’t on the list even though I’d phoned the lawyer—he was
supposed to have pulled some strings, called in favors, name your cliché, to get me in here. But
then there was a buzzing sound, which was my signal to push the gate wide. I glanced up at the
surveillance cameras as I walked up to the main building, which, without the fencing and barbed
wire, might have passed for a community college. Once inside, I approached the counter, where
I encountered the humorless guard with the riot stick.“So,” I said, trying to make conversation
and forget how grave the situation was while I fumbled around for my wallet, seemingly forgetting
that it was in my right back pocket, where it has been since I was fifteen, “is this where Martha
Stewart did her time?”Nothing.Wallet out, I glanced into it, counted seven dollars, before
dropping it into the tray with my cell phone. Seven dollars. Then, from the front pockets of my
jeans, I dug out fifty-seven cents. How much would $7.57 buy in prison? How many smokes?
Wasn’t that what everyone wanted money for in prison? Smokes?The guard slapped a short,
stubby key with a square of orange plastic at the end onto the counter, then pointed to a bank of
airport-type lockers against the far wall. “You can put your stuff in there,” she said. I took my tray
of belongings, found the locker that matched the number on the key, and stowed it. I had to print
my name in a book, then sign next to it, put down the time of my arrival. They ran a wand over
me after I stepped through the security door, making sure I wasn’t sneaking in with any
weapons.If only I had a weapon. I wouldn’t have to be here now.Once inside I was directed to a
room full of carrels, like you might find in a university library, where students could do their work
in private. But this carrel faced onto another one, the two separated by a sheet of glass. Each
side had a phone, or at least the handset. No keypad. You didn’t dial out for pizza from here.Just
like in the movies.Another guard, also a woman, said something behind me. “Everything okay
here?” I must have jumped. “Just chill,” she said, smiling. Then she looked beyond me. “Hey,
you’re set to go.”I nodded, swallowed, turned back to look at the glass, and there she was,
coming through the door of the room I was looking into. My friend Trixie Snelling.Another female
guard directed her to the chair on the other side of the piece of glass. She sat down, and I got
my first look at her since her arrest.I must have been expecting to see her in an orange prison
jumpsuit or something, because I did a bit of a double take when she showed up in jeans (minus
the belt), a pullover Gap shirt, and sneakers. Trixie, with her jet black hair, dark eyes, and trim
figure, could turn heads no matter what she wore. She certainly had no trouble holding
someone’s attention when, whip in hand, she donned her leather corset and boots, but that was
when she was on the clock. Outside of work, even in a pair of sweats, there was no getting
around the fact that she was a beautiful and alluring woman.But I could see that a couple of days
in jail had already taken a toll on her. She was without her usual makeup and her eyes were tired,
her dark hair less full. I guessed she’d been managing on a lot less sleep than usual.No surprise
there.Trixie had been a friend—and just a friend—for a few years now. We’d lived a couple of



doors down from her when we still had our house in suburban Oakwood. I was working from
home back then, and Trixie was operating a home-based business as well. I was naive enough,
at first, to think it was accounting. I was not, at the time, a person who was very good at picking
up the signals, and there were plenty of them—think of immense, flashing billboards—to
indicate that Trixie was not making a living doing people’s tax returns.We’d already established a
friendship when I learned the true nature of Trixie’s business, and for reasons I can’t totally
explain, we remained friends. I’m not exactly the kind of person who befriends people who live
on the edge of the law.It’s not that I think I’m better than them. It’s just that I’m the kind of guy who
panics if he hasn’t paid his parking ticket on time. Or I would be, if I weren’t the kind of person
who runs back to the meter five minutes ahead of time to plug in a few more nickels.Trixie tried to
smile as she reached for the phone, but she had to know that this was more than a social visit.
There had been some frantic calls in the last hour to allow this face-to-face meeting.“Zack,
Jesus, what are you doing here?”“Hi, Trixie,” I said.“I get this message, my lawyer’s setting up a
meeting with you, very urgent. What’s going on?”Her lawyer wouldn’t have been able to tell her. I
hadn’t been able to tell him. I’d had to convince him that he had to let me see his client without
revealing why. If Trixie wanted to tell him what I’d had to say, afterwards, that was her call.It
couldn’t be mine.“I have some things to tell you,” I said, “but I need you to remain cool when I
do.”“What?”“Are you listening? You have to stay calm and listen to what I have to say.”Her eyes
were darting nervously about. No matter how bad she might think what I was going to tell her
was, it was going to be worse.“Okay,” she said. “What is it?”“It’s bad,” I said, lowering my voice as
I spoke into the receiver. “They’ve got her.”The look in Trixie’s eyes told me there was no need to
be more specific. She knew exactly who I was talking about.Of course, I’m getting a bit ahead of
myself here. There were a whole lot of things that led up to this point.And a whole lot that
happened after.Maybe I should back up a bit.2“I NEED TWENTY BUCKS,” said Paul, our
seventeen-year-old.Sarah and I were at the kitchen table, the dirty dinner dishes cleared but still
sitting next to the sink, waiting to be dealt with. We had poured ourselves some wine. Sarah had
brought home a bottle of Beringer and we had filled our glasses to the top when our son popped
his head in.“What for?” Sarah asked after a large slurp of white zinfandel.“Just stuff,” Paul said.
“We might go to the movies or something.”“A movie isn’t twenty bucks,” I said. “Yet.”Paul sighed.
“Popcorn? You want me to watch a movie without popcorn?”I looked at Sarah. She said, “I
wouldn’t be able to sleep if that happened.”I said, “Didn’t I give you twenty bucks a couple of
days ago?”Another sigh. “It was three days ago.”“Okay,” I said. “So it was three days ago. Where
did that twenty dollars go?”“Screw it, never mind,” Paul said, and withdrew.“Hang on a second,
pal,” I said, and was starting to get up from my chair when Sarah reached over and grabbed my
arm.“Sit down,” she said. “Let him go.” I settled back into the chair. “Have some more wine.” She
topped up my glass. “He’s just being a D.H.” Parental shorthand for dickhead.“No kidding,” I said.
Paul’s in his last year of high school, and he’s a pretty good kid, all things considered. But
sometimes, I just wanted to ground him for a month or two, only at someone else’s house.I
sipped my wine.“Not like that,” Sarah said. “You’re drinking like a girl. Here, watch me.” She



tipped back her nearly full glass, polished it off in four swallows. She put the glass back down,
said, “Hit me.”I filled it.“We need to do this more often,” Sarah said. “It’s been kind of stressful
around here lately, in case you hadn’t noticed.”No kidding. I’d been home only a couple of days,
having returned from my father’s fishing camp, where, not to understate it or anything, all hell
had broken loose. It was the third time in as many years that I’d found myself in a pickle—now
there’s a word for it—for which I had no training, and where I was in way over my head.I had
promised Sarah, and myself, that no more would I allow myself to get sucked into dangerous
situations, not that I had wanted it to happen those other times. I wasn’t cut out for it. I was, and
am, a writer of so-so science fiction novels, paying the bills writing features for the Metropolitan
newspaper, where Sarah is, depending on the day, my editor. At a large daily newspaper, you
can get chewed out by so many people higher up the food chain than yourself that it’s hard to
narrow down the bosses to whom you report to just one person.“Yeah,” I said, “very stressful. But
he doesn’t make it any easier, acting like that. And I swear, he’s hitting me up for ten, twenty
bucks every day, it seems. And it’s just entertainment. Renting movies, seeing movies, buying
video games. I don’t spend what he does on enter—”“Drink,” Sarah said.I obeyed. “Do we have
another bottle of this stuff?” I asked. Sarah nodded. “Where’s Angie tonight?”Angie was in her
second year at Mackenzie University, but since the school was in the city, and we lived in that
city, she was not in residence.“Class,” Sarah said. “Evening lecture or something.”“I hardly ever
see her around here. Sometimes I don’t even think she comes home every night.”“She has a
boyfriend,” Sarah said. The comment hung in the air for a while, which gave me time to consider
its implications. “And she’s nearly twenty,” Sarah said. “If she boarded at university, if she’d gone
clear across the country somewhere, you’d never know when she came home and when she
didn’t.”I finished off my glass, got up, and went to the fridge. “Where’s the other bottle?”“It’s in
there, just look,” Sarah said. “Did I tell you about the foreign editor thing?”“What foreign editor
thing?”“They posted it. They need a new foreign editor. Garth’s going to the editorial board,
where he can write ‘on the one hand this, on the other hand that.’”“Are you sure there’s another
bottle?”“Do I have to come over there myself and embarrass you?”“Look, I’m either going blind
or there’s no wine in here at—hang on, here it is. Okay, so, you want that job?”“It’s a step up from
features editor. More staff, bigger stories, a larger budget to watch over.”“More headaches.”“It’s a
good step for me. If I ever want Magnuson’s job.” Bertrand Magnuson, the managing editor, who
gave every indication that he was barely tolerating me. I’d gotten some big stories since joining
the Metropolitan, but they’d had a way of falling into my lap. That didn’t count, in Magnuson’s
book.“You want that job?” I asked. “Magnuson’s?”“Eventually, why not? The paper’s never had a
woman managing editor, has it?”“I don’t think so.”“There’s only one little problem,” Sarah
said.“What’s that?”“I find it hard keeping all those foreign countries straight. All those -stan
places.”“That could be a problem,” I said, rooting through the drawer for the corkscrew.“What are
you doing?”“Where’s the fucking corkscrew?”“It’s here on the table, Sherlock.”I sat back down,
went to work opening the bottle. Sarah said, “You’re going to have to help me. Quiz me on foreign
events. I’ve been working with the Metro file so long, I don’t know what’s going on anyplace in



the world other than this city.”“Hitler’s dead,” I said. “And Maggie Thatcher? Not a prime minister
anymore. Oh, and there was that guy? The one who walked on the moon? The moon counts as
foreign, right?”“You’ll help me?” She wanted me to be serious for a moment.“I will help
you.”Sarah watched as I refilled our glasses. Then she asked, “When are you seeing
Trixie?”“We’re having coffee tomorrow,” I said.“What’s her problem?” Sarah asked.“I don’t know. I
called her up after I got back from Dad’s place. You know we’d had this lunch, she was about to
tell me something when I got that call that something had happened to my father, so she never
got into it. So when I called her after I got back, she said she was in some kind of trouble. She
didn’t want to go into it over the phone.”“What do you think it could be?”I shrugged. “No idea.”“I
mean, what could she possibly need your help with? What kind of problem could a professional
dominatrix have that would require your expertise?” She gave that a moment. “You’re no good at
knots.”“I told you, I don’t know. I must have insights in areas even we don’t know about.”Sarah
held up her wineglass and peered at me, as if she was looking at me through the rose-colored
zinfandel. “Why are you friends with her?”I pursed my lips. “I guess because she helped me out
a couple of years back when we got into that trouble in Oakwood. I got to know her before I knew
what she really does for a living. I don’t know. We just hit it off, I guess. Does it bother you? That
we’re friends?”“Bother me? I don’t think so. I mean, aside from the fact that she’s stunningly
beautiful and knows how to fulfill every man’s deepest, darkest fantasy, I don’t see any reason to
feel threatened by her.” She smiled. I started to say something, but she stopped me. “It’s okay. I
know you, and I’m not worried about you. I know what we have.”I smiled softly.“But I think I
understand what it is you like about Trixie,” Sarah said.“What?”“She’s dangerous.”“Come
on.”“No, that’s it, I’m convinced. You’ve lived your whole life being safe, playing it safe, locking the
doors at night, always changing the batteries in the smoke detectors, making sure the knives
don’t point up in the dishwasher. You know what you’re like.”I said nothing. My obsessions were
well documented.“But knowing Trixie, this woman with her dark side, who ties men up in her
basement and spanks them for money, just knowing a person like this, even if all you do is meet
her for coffee once in a while, this is your way of flirting with danger. Makes you feel that you’re
not so incredibly conservative.”“That’s what you think.”Sarah leaned forward across the kitchen
table. “That’s what I know.”“I think you’re full of shit,” I said to her.“Really.” She finished off another
glass. “You know what I was thinking I’d like to do?”“No, what were you thinking you’d like to
do?”“I was thinking I would like to take you upstairs and fuck your brains out, that’s what I was
thinking I’d like to do.”I felt a stirring inside me, and cleared my throat. “I think, if that’s what you
want to do, you should go right ahead and do it. I would not want to stand in your way.”“So like,
can I have twenty bucks or not?”Paul had reappeared. We both spun our heads around, and I
don’t know about Sarah, but I could feel my brain moving about half a second slower than my
cranium.“Uh,” I said, wondering whether Paul had heard the last part of our conversation, “we
vote no.”Sarah slowly turned her head back to look at me. “When did we have that vote?”“We’re
going to have it right now. All those in favor of giving Paul twenty bucks, raise your hands.”
Neither Sarah nor I raised our hands. “It’s settled, then. You have been turned down.”“Aw, come



on. There’s a bunch of us, we’re going to the movies.”“Have you given any consideration,” Sarah
said, speaking slowly so as not to slur her words, “to finding a part-time job someplace, instead
of hitting us up for spending money all the time?”“I second the motion,” I said.Paul definitely
looked pissed. “I thought you guys said I shouldn’t get a job because it would interfere with my
homework. That’s what you said. Didn’t you say that?”“I believe you may be correct,” I said, “but,
seeing as how you don’t do any homework now, I can’t see where it would make any particular
difference. It just means that instead of going to a movie or playing video games, you’d be
making some money.”“I don’t believe this,” Paul said. “Fuck, what kind of job am I going to
get?”“We look forward to finding out with great anticipation,” I said.Paul raised his hands in
frustration, then let them fall to his side. “I guess I’ll just hang out here then,” he said. “Maybe
there’s a game on.”I glanced at Sarah just as Sarah glanced at me. For Sarah’s recently
announced plan to be acted upon, it would be better if we had the house to ourselves.“Okay,” I
said slowly, reaching for my wallet. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll give you twenty bucks if
you promise that tomorrow you’ll start looking for some sort of part-time job.”Paul strode across
the kitchen, snatched the twenty I was holding up in my hand, and said, “Deal. I’ll be some
goddamn sorry-ass burger flipper if that’s what you want.” And he was out the door again in a
shot.I waited for it to swing shut, for the dust to settle, and then said to Sarah, “I’m beginning to
think we need to crack down on the kids’ language.”Sarah shook her head sadly. “That fucking
ship has sailed,” she said. “I think you have failed to set a good example.”She got up from the
table, reached out for my hand, and started leading me to the stairs.“What did they used to call
Myanmar?” I asked her.“Burma,” Sarah replied.“I think that’s right,” I said.Sarah, not even waiting
until we’d reached the second floor, was unbuttoning her blouse as she scaled the
stairs.“Dangerous,” I said, following her. “You’re the one who’s dangerous.”3I WAS SETTLING
BACK in at my desk at the Metropolitan, having just returned from the cafeteria with a coffee,
when I caught a whiff of something unpleasant behind me. That could mean only one of two
things. Either one of the photogs had just returned from covering a drowning in the sewers, or
our top police reporter was in the vicinity.Without turning around, I said, “What is it, Dick?”
Slowly, I spun my computer chair around to look at him.“How did you know it was me?” he asked.
Dick Colby is not only the paper’s best crime reporter, he’s also its most odiferous. His fellow
staffers are unsure whether it’s that he fails to bathe, or to do his laundry, or possibly a
combination of the two. He lives alone. I don’t know whether he’s ever been married, but I
couldn’t imagine a wife sending him out into the world this way. He’s a gruff, slightly overweight,
prematurely graying creature in his late forties, and I didn’t know whether he was aware that
most everyone referred to him, behind his back at any rate, as “Cheese Dick.”“Sixth sense,” I
said. I’d taken a deep breath before turning around and was slowly exhaling as I spoke. “You
want something?”“Your notes on the Wickens thing. Phone numbers, stuff like that. I need
them.”This request so took me by surprise that I breathed in suddenly, then coughed. “What the
fuck are you talking about?” I said.“I’m taking over the story,” Colby said. Just like that. As Paul
might say, Hold on, Captain Butter-Me-Up.“Oh, you just decided, ‘Hey, I think I’d like that story,’



and thought you’d come over here and I’d hand it to you?”Colby offered me a pitying smile. “Shit,
you haven’t been told, have you?”“Told what?”“Maybe you should talk to your wifey,” Colby said.
“After you’ve done that, you can give me your notes.”The blood was rushing to my head. I wanted
to grab Colby by the neck and strangle him, but I also knew that if I got that close to him I might
pass out. My stories on the Wickenses, a family of Timothy McVeigh–worshipping crazies whose
plan to kill dozens, if not hundreds, of people had blown up in their faces, if you will, had run in
the paper over the last couple of days. They had rented a farmhouse on my father’s property, and
I’d gotten to know them, in the last week, somewhat more intimately than I could have ever
wanted.“I don’t believe this,” I said, getting out of my chair and heading straight for Sarah’s glass-
walled office.She was on the phone as I strode in and stood on the other side of her desk.
“What’s this about Colby taking the Wickens story?”“Can I call you back?” Sarah said. She hung
up the phone. “What?”“Cheese Dick says he’s getting the Wickens story. Why the hell would he
think he was getting the Wickens story?”“Fuck,” Sarah said. “That fucking asshole.”“So it’s not
true?”“Noooo,” Sarah said, stretching out the word and shaking her head slowly in exasperation.
“I mean, yes. It’s true.”“Are you kidding me?”“It wasn’t my decision.”“Whose decision was
it?”Sarah tipped her head northward, in the direction of Bertrand Magnuson’s office.“Magnuson
pulled me off the Wickens story? I got the Wickens story. We played it up huge. It was my story.
I’m part of that story.”“I think that’s why Magnuson’s pulling you off it. Look, everyone knows you
did a great job on it. Fantastic story. Award material. Pulitzer stuff. But Magnuson feels, you know,
that you kind of, how do I put this…”“Lucked into it?” I said.Sarah screwed up her face. “Maybe.”“I
would hardly call it luck, having a run-in with that bunch.”“You think I don’t agree? You think I’d
call it lucky, what happened to you up there?” She took a breath. “But the managing editor feels
that it might be more appropriate that for the follow-up stories, like whether the Wickenses were
part of a larger movement, other crimes that they might have been responsible for, that that’s the
kind of thing that Dick is better equipped to handle, what with his contacts in law enforcement
and all.”I stared at her. Sarah broke away, pretended to be looking for something on her desk.
She was in management mode and couldn’t bring herself to look me in the eye.“Did you make a
case for me?” I asked. “When Magnuson made this decision?”Sarah swallowed. “Sure I
did.”“How hard?”She paused. “Pretty hard.”“It’s the foreign editor thing, isn’t it? You don’t want to
piss off Magnuson because you’re going for this new job and it’s his call.”“That’s bullshit. That’s
bullshit and you know it.”I didn’t say anything.“Look, it’s not fair, but the fact is, Colby, for all his
faults and aromas, has great contacts. He’s very experienced with this sort of thing, it’s not like
his background is in—” She stopped herself.“In what, Sarah?” My eyebrows went up,
questioning. “Writing science fiction novels? His background’s a little more respectable? Is that
what you were going to say?”She deflated. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. I was going to
say city hall, and photography. That’s what most of your newspaper experience has been
about.”I stood there another five seconds, then turned and walked out. “Zack,” Sarah called out.
“Zack, please.”I put my notes about the Wickens story and all relevant phone numbers into the
computer and e-mailed everything to Cheese Dick. Then I grabbed my jacket, slipped it on, and



started making my way out of the newsroom.“Hey,” Dick said as I passed within shouting
distance of his desk. I kept on walking. “Hey, Walker!” I stopped, looked over at him. “I need to
talk to you for a sec.”I took my time walking over to him. “I sent you the stuff,” I said.“Yeah, I see
that. Thanks. So Sarah, she explained it to you?”I nodded.“It’s not personal,” Colby said smugly,
enjoying immensely just how personal it actually was. “I’m just more suited to this sort of
assignment. When you stumble into something, like you did, it’s okay to write the first-person
story, you know, what happened to you, but after that, it’s really my area, you know? I mean, you
don’t see me trying to cover a Star Trek convention, do you?”I found myself thinking about what
constituted justifiable homicide. My definition of “justifiable” might, I feared, differ from the justice
system’s, so I decided not to act on an impulse to grab Colby’s keyboard and beat him to death
with it.“Anything else?” I asked.“Actually, yeah,” Colby said, looking for a piece of paper on his
cluttered desk. “Where is it…where the fuck is it?…Okay, here it is. Since I’m doing you a favor,
taking this story off your hands, maybe you could do this one for me. You’d have to get moving,
though. It’s in an hour.”“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”“Good story, man, could really use
your touch. And if you don’t want it, it just means I’m going to have to go over to Assignment and
tell them you didn’t want it and they’ll have to pull somebody off somethin’ else to do it and then
they’ll figure you’re some kind of fucking prima donna or something.”“Give it to me,” I said. It was
in Colby’s own handwriting, some notes he’d taken. I could make out “police union” and “stun
gun” and a time and location. “What is this?”“It’s a demo. Some new kind of stun gun. The cops
would like to have them; the police board’s been saying no fucking way. So this guy who sells
them is putting on a performance, just for some members of the police union. Some cops, they
might decide to buy one, even though stun guns haven’t been approved for use. They figure it’s
better to take heat for using one of those, blasting a guy with a few thousand volts and seeing
him get up again, than face Internal Affairs after pulling their regular guns and killing a guy. Photo
desk already knows about it.”“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I was pissed, and felt like walking out of
the building and not coming back, but I didn’t want to get a reputation as an asshole, either. Or
for those who already thought I was one, a bigger asshole.“Great,” Colby said, handing me his
notes. “Feel your way carefully, though. I heard about this on the Q.T. from a cop. The union may
not be crazy about you being there. The board won’t like it when they hear the cops have been
looking at these things.”The demo was scheduled for 11 a.m. I was still planning to meet Trixie
Snelling at 1 p.m., at a coffee shop only a few blocks from police headquarters. She was making
a trip in from Oakwood to see me, and I didn’t want to have to cancel on her. I didn’t think there’d
be a problem.On my way out of the building, I passed Magnuson’s office. The door was open
partway, and I could see the miserable bastard sitting at his desk, no doubt plotting ways to ruin
other people’s lives as much as he seemed intent on ruining mine.“What makes this stun gun
different from previous models, and what makes it the perfect tool for any properly equipped law
enforcement body today, is its simplicity,” said the man who had been introduced as Mr. Merker.
“Other stun gun models use two wires that are propelled from the weapon to the target. Once the
gun has been fired, you must rewind the wires and replace the gas cartridge within the weapon



that, basically, exploded when you pulled the trigger. So, you get one shot, then you have to
reload. It’s a bit like being a Minuteman with his musket.”There were a few chuckles among the
roughly two dozen cops who’d dropped by this meeting room in the police board’s offices to see
what was going on. A couple of them were clutching crudely produced flyers headlined “Stun
Gun Sale, Demo.”Lesley Carroll, the Metropolitan photographer who’d accompanied me to this
event, and I had encountered a bit of trouble getting in. A cop at the door said it was for union
members only, and I’d told him, as politely as possible, that if he didn’t let me in, my story would
have to say that the police had held a secret meeting to consider whether to arm themselves
with stun guns, and that might send the message that the police were acting as though they had
no police board, or public, to answer to. If he let me in, I argued, readers would see that the
police weren’t trying to pull any fast ones, but were hoping to open a debate on the issue of
whether officers should be issued these nonlethal weapons.The cop thought about it.
“Fine.”Once inside, Lesley, who was in her early twenties and interning with the paper, hoping to
get hired on staff in a few months, said, “Nice one.”Merker, a lean man with closely cropped
black hair, pointed chin, and piercing eyes, waved what looked like a plastic toy gun in his hand
as he performed for the officers in an open area at the front of the room. The floor had been
covered with gym mats, which suggested to me that a demonstration of some kind was
imminent.The gun in Merker’s hand looked as though it had been drawn by a cartoonist, with
fatter, exaggerated edges.“But with the Dropper,” he said, “instead of two wires coming out, two
highly concentrated streams of highly conductive liquid come out. Each stream contains a
different charge, if you will, and when they connect with the target, fifty thousand volts are
discharged, completely interrupting the ability of the brain to send any messages to the
body.”Someone in the audience quipped, “Maybe that’s what happened to the chief.” More
chuckling. Disputes between the chief of police and the rank and file were legendary.“Because,”
Merker continued, “there are no wires to rewind, no gas cartridges to replace, it means that you
can fire the gun more than once. Three times, to be exact. The unit needs no time between the
first and second, and second and third shots to recharge or be rewinded, what have you. You
can fire off three stun shots as quickly as you can pull the trigger. Now, this is not the first liquid
stun gun, but is the first to come in a handheld, manageable size.”There was some murmuring
among the police officers, about two-thirds of them male. A woman spoke up. “What about if we
drop somebody with one of these? Is there any chance they’ll die? And if they don’t, are there
any lasting effects? ’Cause, like, I don’t want to get my ass sued off.”“I wouldn’t want anybody
hurting that ass of yours,” a male cop said, and everyone laughed, including the female
cop.Merker shook his head confidently. “The subject is instantly incapacitated, for several
seconds, as his central nervous system collapses, but within about fifteen or twenty seconds, he
starts recovering. Allow me to demonstrate.”This caused even more murmuring, this time a bit on
the agitated side, as if the police officers in the room were worried that they might be
volunteered for a demonstration. But then, to everyone’s collective relief, a tall, lumbering, round-
shouldered man in the first row got to his feet and approached Merker.“I’d like you to meet my



associate, Mr. Edgars. He is, as you can see, a big, strapping individual, 240 pounds, six foot
four. It would take a lot to stop someone like him. Even an officer armed with a conventional
weapon would feel unnerved if someone like Mr. Edgars was charging him.”Edgars grinned.
Somewhat stupidly, I thought. He had a kind of “gentle giant” quality about him.“But not only will
the Dropper drop Mr. Edgars, it will leave him unharmed. Leo,” he said, addressing Edgars by
what was evidently his first name, “you’ve been shot with the Dropper, in demonstrations such
as this, how many times now?”Leo Edgars said, “Uh, I guess, I think…I don’t remember exactly,
Gary.”Before any nervous laughter could erupt, Gary Merker said, in the tone of a carnival
barker, “Twenty-seven times! That’s how many! Leo has been shot twenty-seven times and yet
remains undamaged in any way whatsoever.”Leo grinned again. “Actually, Gary, I believe it’s
twenty-seven times.”There were some nervous chuckles. There was the sense among all of us, I
think, that Merker’s assistant was a bit of a dim bulb who could benefit from a few more
volts.Merker smiled along with everyone else and then did something funny with his nose. He
twitched it, pulled on it a couple of times between thumb and index finger. He turned away from
the audience for a second to conduct some bit of nasal maintenance, then faced front again and
said, “The Dropper is an ideal tool for dealing with, for example, mental patients. A hardened
criminal, a rapist, a bank robber, you don’t lose too much sleep shooting one of those types even
if they never get up again. But a, you know, nutcase who can’t help being the way he is, that
doesn’t deserve a death sentence.”Some cops exchanged awkward glances.“Now, Leo, you
pretend to be a mental patient coming at me, with a knife, perhaps.”Lesley had slipped away a
few moments earlier and was off to the side, ready with her camera.“Sure.” Leo took a few steps
back, paused, put his fingers to his temples for a second, as if getting himself in the moment,
and then he charged.“Ahhh!” he shouted. “I’m crazy!”Lesley was taking pictures as Gary Merker
raised his Dropper stun gun and fired.The streams of water were so small, and came out so
quickly, that I almost didn’t see them. But the results were immediately apparent. There was a
brief crackling noise as they hit Leo, and his body went into an immediate spasm, dropping
instantly. Lesley moved in for a better shot. Given Leo’s size, there was quite a “fwump!” when he
hit the mat. Everyone recoiled, wondering whether Gary had just murdered his associate and we
would all be called upon as witnesses.“You see!” said Merker. “Instant capitulation! And if I
wanted to, I’d be able to shoot again immediately!”Leo just lay there. Lesley got off a couple
more shots.“Uh,” said the woman cop who’d asked a question earlier, “is he okay?”Leo was still
not moving.“Leo!” Merker shouted.His face still pressed into the mat, Leo said, “Errr.”“He just
needs another minute,” Merker said. Slowly, Leo moved one of his arms, then another, and then
he was slowly moving up onto his knees as most of his audience held their breath. With care, he
got back onto his feet and dusted himself off.Everyone, myself included, applauded. We were
just relieved, I think, that he wasn’t dead.“Of course,” Merker said, continuing his sales pitch,
“during the period when he was down, law officers would have been able to cuff Leo, to subdue
him. All you need is a few seconds to bring a suspect under control.” Merker walked over to Leo,
put a hand on his shoulder while Lesley got an “after” shot. Merker gave her an annoyed look.



“So, that’s twenty-eight times now. How are you feeling?”“Absolutely,” Leo said.A uniformed cop,
a tall black man, stepped forward. “Mr. Merker, I’m the president of this police association, and
we have a board that’s very hesitant about the use of these sorts of weapons. Has it been the
experience of many other large city police departments that while stun guns are designed to be
used in special circumstances to stop a suspect without actually killing him, once police have
them, they start using them indiscriminately on suspects? Because their use is not fatal, officers
aren’t just using them on dangerous psychiatric patients. Aren’t they using them on everyone
from kids playing hooky to jaywalkers?”It was an interesting comment, given who it was coming
from. The police union head seemed pretty skeptical.Merker was rubbing his nose again, one
nostril in particular, like something inside there was really annoying him. He set his eyes on the
questioner, almost accusingly. “Well, I guess if you’re saying that you think your own members
aren’t responsible enough to handle these things,…well, then I guess you’ve got a problem.”
There was some grumbling in the crowd, and I wasn’t sure whether it was directed at Merker or
the union president. “Listen, I’m just here selling the hardware. I can give you guys good deals on
these if you’re interested. If you don’t want them for yourselves, maybe you’d like to buy them for
members of your family.”Lesley was back beside me. “Got some awesome shots,” she said. “Did
you see that guy go down?”I nodded. “I thought he was dead there for a second.”Three or four
cops approached Merker after he finished his pitch, but I didn’t see anyone buying anything. As
long as the stun guns were not being approved by the police commission, the cops would have
to be buying them out of their own pocket.“What if I could save you another fifty bucks?” I heard
Merker tell one officer, but he still had no takers.We found ourselves standing behind Gary
Merker and his associate Leo Edgars at the elevator a couple of minutes later.Merker turned and
pointed to me. “You’re not a cop.”“We’re with the Metropolitan,” I said, and offered a hand. Merker
didn’t even look at it. “We came to cover your demonstration.”“I didn’t know the press was going
to be here,” he said. “I don’t think you should be doing a story about this.”I shrugged. “That’s
really not up to you,” I said. “The police let us in.”“Come on, Gary,” said Leo, who was in the
elevator and holding the door open. “I’m starving. You know gettin’ electrocuted makes me really
hungry.”Gary Merker was still steamed and shook his head in anger and frustration. Before
getting on the elevator, he slipped a finger in and out of his nose at lightning speed, then flicked
it at me. “That’s what I think of your fucking story,” he said.The elevator doors closed. Lesley
Carroll looked stunned. “Welcome to the newspaper biz,” I said to her.4“I’VE HAD BETTER
DAYS,” I told Trixie, who’d just been foolish enough to ask me how things were going. So I told
her.“Have you talked to Sarah since this morning?” Trixie asked.“No,” I said. “She tried me on my
cell but I didn’t answer it.”“That’s mature.”“I’m just pissed, okay? And I know it’s not her fault. It
was Magnuson’s call. He put her in an impossible spot.” I shook my head, looked into my crème
caramel decaf lattacino thingie. I had no idea what it was. Trixie offered to buy when we met at
the Starbucks, and I’d told her to surprise me. We’d grabbed a small table in the back corner and
had snared a couple of comfy, leather-covered chairs.“And we had such a nice time last night,” I
said, more to myself than Trixie.“What, did you go out or something?”“No, no, we stayed in. Cost



me twenty bucks, though.”“Really? Sarah makes you pay for it? That’s actually a very reasonable
price, you know, and if there were any extras, it was a real bargain.” She grinned slyly at me. She
was looking particularly fetching today, in a black cowl-neck sweater, black jeans and boots, her
black hair pulled back into a ponytail.I ignored all that and said, “She’s got this interview coming
up, for foreign editor, and it’s Magnuson’s decision, so she probably didn’t feel she could come
to my defense. Figured Magnuson would accuse her of not being objective.”“Because she
sleeps with the reporter in question. For twenty bucks.”“The money actually went to Paul,” I
said.Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s too kinky, even for me.”I took a sip of my drink. I didn’t
know what it was, but it was sweet, and pretty good. “Anyway, look, these are my problems, not
yours. When we spoke on the phone, you said you were in some kind of trouble.”“Yeah, well, I
did, didn’t I.”“Sarah was wondering what kind of trouble you could be in that would bring you to
call me. You need more chaos in your life? If that’s what you want, then I’m definitely your
guy.”Trixie smiled. “Sarah’s tough on you, you know.”I went into self-deprecation mode and
shrugged. “Look at what she has to put up with,” I said.“I could put up with you,” she said, without
a hint of sarcasm.“So come on,” I said. “What’s up?”She took a breath. “I figure, what with you
being the only person I know who works in journalism, that maybe you could advise me on how
to proceed.”“How to proceed with what?”“How to proceed with keeping some asshole from
writing a story about me.”“What asshole would that be?”Trixie hauled her purse, a good-sized
one, onto her lap and started rooting around. First, she pulled out a stack of mail and put it on
our table so that she could better see what she had in there. “Just give me a minute,” she said. “I
have a post office box, get as little mail as possible delivered to my home.” I noticed what looked
like a Visa bill, possibly a property tax notice from the town of Oakwood, something from a car
company labeled “Important: Recall Notice,” and a number of what appeared to be personal
letters, none with return addresses.I lightly thumbed them. “Fan mail?”“Hmm?” Trixie said. “Oh,
sometimes men write to me ahead of time, tell me what they want. They don’t want anything
showing up in the ‘sent messages’ in their Outlook Express, if you know what I mean, in case the
wife happens to read it.”“Sure.”She saw the recall envelope for, it seemed, the first time. “Oh shit,
not another. Never buy a German luxury car, at least not a GF300. I thought the GF stood for
‘goes fast.’ Now I think it’s for ‘get fixed.’ It’s been recalled for the fuel injection, a power seat,
cruise control glitches. Who’s got time to get all those things fixed? Open that, see what it’s for
while I try to find this thing.”I opened the envelope, pulled out the paperwork. “Let me see here.
Uh, okay, you’ve got extra-sensitive air bag sensors. Slightest hit on the front bumper can set
them—”“Here it is.” Trixie slapped a newspaper clipping onto the table, then scooped all her mail
back into the purse. I picked up the clipping. It was a column, with a guy’s head shot, and a name
in bold caps: “MARTIN BENSON.”The headline read, “Council Misses Boat on Harbor
Review.”“Something about the Oakwood harbor? What do you have to do with that?” I
asked.“Nothing. I don’t care about the story. I just wanted you to see who the asshole
was.”“Martin Benson.”“Yeah.”“What paper is this from?”“The Suburban.”Oakwood’s local,
community newspaper. Light on news but heavy on inserted ads, it was delivered free to most of



the town’s households.“I don’t remember this guy from when we lived there,” I said. When we
had a house in Oakwood, I’d at least turn the pages of the Suburban before dropping it into the
recycling bin.“He’s a new guy. Trying to make a name for himself. By fucking me over.”“Why don’t
you start at the beginning.”“Okay, this Benson guy, he hears through the grapevine what kind of
business I might be operating in my home.”“You mean, like, a house of pleasure and pain.”“I offer
pain. But some people do find that pleasing.”“Where do you think he heard about it?”Trixie
shrugged. “Any number of people know. Clients. Former neighbors.” She gave me a look.“Not
guilty,” I said.“He did a piece on Roger Carpington. He’s already out, you know. Maybe he told
him something off the record, like, ‘Hey, you know what goes on in your supposedly respectable
neighborhood?’”Carpington was a former Oakwood town councillor who’d lost his position after
being convicted of accepting money to vote the right way on a housing development. Carpington
had never been a client of Trixie’s, as far as I knew, but the man who’d been paying him off had
been. He might have told Carpington about his recreational activities before having the life
squeezed out of him by a python. (Hey, it’s a long story.)“But the thing is,” Trixie went on, “it
doesn’t fucking much matter where he found out. The fact is, he suspects something.”“Okay, so
how do you know that?”“He called me, says he wants to interview me. I say, what about? He
says he’s doing a column about Oakwood’s kinkier side, thinks I might be able to help him out
with that.”“Maybe he doesn’t want to write about you. Maybe he just wants a freebie.”“Yeah, well,
if I thought strapping him down and giving him forty whacks would keep him quiet, I’d do it. But I
think he’s the real deal. He wants to do a story.”“What did you tell him?”“I said I had no idea what
he was talking about and hung up.”I had some more latte-thingy. “So did that take care of
it?”Trixie shook her head. “He calls again, says he’d like to do the story even if I remained
anonymous. So he can still do his story about kinky suburbanites. So I tell him again, I’ve got
nothing to say. Then, after that, there’s a car hanging around the street, a little Corolla or
something, the sort of car a guy working for a paper like the Suburban could afford. I see it
enough times that I start to get suspicious, so I decide to go out there, see who it is, ask him
what he’s doing. As I get close to the car, I recognize him from his picture in the paper.”She
displayed the clipping, pointed to Benson’s face.“I’m about to ask him what the fuck he’s up to,
and he starts to hold up his phone, and I’m sure it’s one of those goddamn camera phones, so I
put my hands up over my face and run back inside the house.”“Well,” I said, “I’m sure that didn’t
look suspicious.”“So I’ve had to cancel all my appointments. I can’t have clients coming to the
house, having their picture taken, running the risk of it showing up in the paper. I haven’t
spanked a guy in over a week.” She spoke like someone who’d recently given up smoking.I
shook my head. “So just lay low for a while, then. He can’t spend all his time parked out front of
your house. He’ll give up after a while, go on to something else.”“I’m not so sure. I wish I knew
someone who could scare the shit out of him, but you never know with journalists.” She looked at
me and smiled. “Sometimes, when they’re threatened, they’re more determined than ever to
write their story. It’s like the only way to stop them is to kill them.”I guess I was supposed to laugh
at that, but when I didn’t, Trixie said, “That was a joke.”“I know. It’s just, I don’t really know what



you want me to do, Trixie. Maybe you’ll actually have to make a respectable living for a while as
an accountant. I mean, you are good at it. You know everything there is to know about balancing
the books.”“Or making them appear to balance even if they don’t,” Trixie said, like she was
remembering something that happened a long time ago. “And by the way,” she said, “thanks for
not judging.”“Huh?”“‘A respectable living,’ I believe you said. That I might want to consider one,
for a while.”“Trixie, don’t try to guilt-trip me. You operate outside the law. Like most places,
Oakwood has laws against prostitu—”Trixie jabbed a finger at me. “I am not a hooker, Zack. I do
not fuck these men. They don’t get so much as a handjob from me.” She became very serious. “I
do not cross that line. I provide them an entertaining, fantasy-like environment.”“Okay, but you
might have a difficult time persuading the authorities of that.”Trixie shook her head in frustration,
then leaned forward in her leather chair, which drew me in as well.“What I was thinking,” she
said, “was that you could talk to him.”“What?”“Just, you know, have a little conversation with him.
You’re a reporter with a big city newspaper. He probably wants to get on at a place like the
Metropolitan. You could tell him no one gives a shit about two-bit stories like this, that if he really
wants to make the jump to the big time, he needs to go after city hall. Politicians on the take, bad
cops, that kind of thing. Not some woman trying to make a living.”“Trixie,” I said. “Look, you’re my
friend. I’d help you any way I can. But you can’t ask me to do this. I can’t, as a reporter for one
paper, try to talk a reporter for another paper out of doing his job. I can’t begin to count the
number of ethical violations. There’s just no way, I can’t, I’m sorry, I really am.”She looked into my
eyes. “I thought you’d be willing to help me.”“I don’t want you to be in trouble, but what you’re
asking me to do could get me in trouble at the Metropolitan, where, evidently, the boss already
has it in for me. Imagine if he heard I was trying to persuade some community newspaper
columnist not to write about a dominatrix.”Trixie said nothing. Something caught her eye, and
she looked to the front of the Starbucks. A leather-jacketed guy with a heavy beard and
sunglasses strolled in. Outside, I could see a big motorcycle, a Harley-Davidson or something
like that with raised handlebars, parked up close to the door.Trixie shrunk back into the chair,
turned and looked away.“What?” I said. “What is it? You know that guy.”“No, I don’t.”“Then what’s
the problem? It’s just some biker or biker wannabe. He’s not bothering anyone.”“It’s nothing. You
know what, Zack, don’t worry about anything.” Her voice had turned snippy. “I’ll just handle my
own problems myself.”She was trying to make me feel guilty, so I decided to repeat what I
thought was sound advice.“Really, just lay low,” I said. “This Martin Benson guy will finally go on
to something else, and then you can get back to doing what it is that you do.”Trixie, her shoulder
still turned to the front of the coffee shop, folded up the clipping and shoved it down into her
purse. The biker already had his coffee in hand and was heading out the front door. “There, he’s
gone,” I said.Trixie relaxed, but only slightly. She slung the strap of her purse over her
shoulder.“You do not understand, Zack. I cannot have my picture in the newspaper. Not any
newspaper. Not even a piece of asswipe like the Suburban. They may be small, but they still
have an online edition too, you know. They run my picture and it’s all over the Internet.”“I can’t
imagine anyone outside of Oakwood is reading the Suburban online,” I said, trying to calm her.“I



can’t take that chance. I can’t have my mug shot showing up anyplace.”“Mug shot?” I said. “Why
do you call your own picture a mug shot?”Trixie blinked. “Figure of speech,” she said.He would
come in to see her at night, supposedly to tuck her in.But Miranda, with some tips from her older
sister, Claire, figured out a way to deal with this. She would tuck the covers in as tightly as
possible on both sides, then crawl atop the bed and slide under the sheet and bedspread from
the top.Once she was there, she felt trapped, like a leftover sandwich Saran-Wrapped to a plate,
but secure as well, because any attempts her father might make to touch his fifteen-year-old girl
could not be disguised as inadvertent. He was very good at accidentally brushing his hand
across her private places when getting her ready for bed. But those supposedly innocent
touches weren’t possible when she had herself so tightly cocooned. That, and pretending to
already be asleep, tended to thwart his efforts, most of the time.Sometimes Miranda almost
wished he’d be more blatant. She wished he could be as direct with his perversions as he was
with his violence. He made no attempt at excuses when he took out his belt to punish her or her
sister for some perceived misbehavior. At those moments, she could scream back, run out of the
house.But when he slunk into her room at night, he would hide behind pitiful slyness. He’d
camouflage baser motives with apologies about losing his temper. But she knew he felt no
regrets over that. If only he’d just admit that he’d come in to check on her progress at turning into
a woman, that he wanted a form of intimacy he knew to be inappropriate. Then maybe she could
react, holler at him to leave her alone. But his feigned innocence always gave him an excuse.
“You’re just sensitive,” he’d say. “What, a father can’t give his little girl a hug?”And there was no
use trying to talk to her mother about this. She numbed herself with scotch, cigarettes, and
television, but mostly scotch. What chance was there that she would come to the defense of her
daughters when she wouldn’t defend herself against her husband’s bursts of outrage and
backhanded slaps?It was older sister Claire she turned to. It was Claire with whom she shared
her secrets. It was Claire who told her how to cope.And it was Claire who begged her to leave
with her. But Miranda said, “You’re eighteen. If you go, they can’t make you come back. I’m just
fifteen. He’d call the police. They’d bring me back.”“I wouldn’t let them,” Claire said.But as much
as Miranda admired, worshipped, her sister, she didn’t believe she had those powers. She
wasn’t strong enough to protect her against her father and the authorities.One night, it was
Claire who came in to see her. Miranda pulled the sheets about her tightly, but when she heard
her sister whisper her name, she relaxed.“I’m going.” Claire said.STONE RAINA Bantam Book /
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noises coming from the bottom of the stairs. They were back. If they find me here, she thought,
I’ll end up dead, just like the others.It had to be them, downstairs in the bar. It was after hours,
after all. Everyone else had cleared out. The Kickstart had been closed, the girls had been sent
home. They’d be coming upstairs any moment now to finish up their business. It would be quite



the day for them. Sell some beer, some drugs on the side, get a bunch of guys laid, figure out
what to do with three bodies.Oh yeah, they’d kill her. Well, maybe not Leo. Chances were he
wouldn’t kill her. Gary would be the one to actually kill her. But Leo, he wouldn’t do anything to
stop it. He always let Gary take the lead in these things. I’ll end up as dead as the others,
Miranda thought.If I don’t get out of here right now.The others hadn’t been dead long.Only
minutes, she guessed, although it seemed much longer. It was true what they said, Miranda
thought, about things slowing down. Maybe that’s why, in the movies, when something terribly
dramatic was happening, they ran it in slow motion. Not just because it was a neat effect, but
because it was a reflection of human experience. Maybe your brain had to play tricks with time,
give you a chance to absorb what the hell was happening so you could figure out how to deal
with it.Miranda felt as though she’d been in this room with the three dead men for some time
now. But maybe it hadn’t even been minutes. Maybe it had only been a few seconds. She wasn’t
sure. She wondered whether she might be slipping into shock.All she knew for certain was that
they were dead. All you had to do was look at them. Sprawled out across the floor, not stirring,
their shirts and pants soaked with blood.Payne, dead. Eldridge, dead. Zane, dead.And only
moments before, all alive.Eldridge had been the last to die. He’d hung on long enough to look
into her eyes and say, “Gary…He’ll kill you…”She hardly needed the warning.Even as she’d
heard Gary and Leo at the bottom of the stairs, she’d tried to pull herself together, to think.
Focus, she thought. Focus.For a moment, she wondered whether she could talk her way out of it.
Tell Gary he didn’t have to worry about her, let her walk and she’d never breathe a word of the
things he’d done, not even that he’d killed the only man she’d ever really loved.Yeah, right. That
was a plan.She poked her head out the door and into the dingy hallway. To the left, the stairs.
The smell of stale beer, human sweat, and cigarettes wafted up. To the right, at the end of the
hallway, a window that opened onto the fire escape.Miranda grabbed her bag and ran for the
window, pushed up on it. It didn’t want to budge.The voices were getting closer. Maybe halfway
up. She could hear their footsteps. She pushed harder on the stuck window, and it rose an inch,
just enough for her to slip her fingers under it. She put everything she had into lifting it, opened it
wide enough to get one leg out and planted on the rusted metal grating. Then she swung her
body through, her other leg.She caught a glimpse of them entering the far end of the hallway as
she pressed herself against the building’s cold brick wall. And then, as if willing herself to be
weightless, she descended the metal stairs without a sound, and when she reached the bottom,
ran off into the night.She knew she’d have to get away and never come back. She couldn’t go to
the police. They wouldn’t help, wouldn’t guarantee her safety. Gary always found a way.She was
on her own. She’d have to disappear. She’d have to make it so no one ever found her.Because
she knew he’d be looking. And she knew he’d never give up.Miranda heard noises coming from
the bottom of the stairs. They were back. If they find me here, she thought, I’ll end up dead, just
like the others.It had to be them, downstairs in the bar. It was after hours, after all. Everyone else
had cleared out. The Kickstart had been closed, the girls had been sent home. They’d be
coming upstairs any moment now to finish up their business. It would be quite the day for them.



Sell some beer, some drugs on the side, get a bunch of guys laid, figure out what to do with
three bodies.Oh yeah, they’d kill her. Well, maybe not Leo. Chances were he wouldn’t kill her.
Gary would be the one to actually kill her. But Leo, he wouldn’t do anything to stop it. He always
let Gary take the lead in these things. I’ll end up as dead as the others, Miranda thought.If I don’t
get out of here right now.The others hadn’t been dead long.Only minutes, she guessed,
although it seemed much longer. It was true what they said, Miranda thought, about things
slowing down. Maybe that’s why, in the movies, when something terribly dramatic was
happening, they ran it in slow motion. Not just because it was a neat effect, but because it was a
reflection of human experience. Maybe your brain had to play tricks with time, give you a chance
to absorb what the hell was happening so you could figure out how to deal with it.Miranda felt as
though she’d been in this room with the three dead men for some time now. But maybe it hadn’t
even been minutes. Maybe it had only been a few seconds. She wasn’t sure. She wondered
whether she might be slipping into shock.All she knew for certain was that they were dead. All
you had to do was look at them. Sprawled out across the floor, not stirring, their shirts and pants
soaked with blood.Payne, dead. Eldridge, dead. Zane, dead.And only moments before, all
alive.Eldridge had been the last to die. He’d hung on long enough to look into her eyes and say,
“Gary…He’ll kill you…”She hardly needed the warning.Even as she’d heard Gary and Leo at the
bottom of the stairs, she’d tried to pull herself together, to think. Focus, she thought. Focus.For a
moment, she wondered whether she could talk her way out of it. Tell Gary he didn’t have to worry
about her, let her walk and she’d never breathe a word of the things he’d done, not even that he’d
killed the only man she’d ever really loved.Yeah, right. That was a plan.She poked her head out
the door and into the dingy hallway. To the left, the stairs. The smell of stale beer, human sweat,
and cigarettes wafted up. To the right, at the end of the hallway, a window that opened onto the
fire escape.Miranda grabbed her bag and ran for the window, pushed up on it. It didn’t want to
budge.The voices were getting closer. Maybe halfway up. She could hear their footsteps. She
pushed harder on the stuck window, and it rose an inch, just enough for her to slip her fingers
under it. She put everything she had into lifting it, opened it wide enough to get one leg out and
planted on the rusted metal grating. Then she swung her body through, her other leg.She caught
a glimpse of them entering the far end of the hallway as she pressed herself against the
building’s cold brick wall. And then, as if willing herself to be weightless, she descended the
metal stairs without a sound, and when she reached the bottom, ran off into the night.She knew
she’d have to get away and never come back. She couldn’t go to the police. They wouldn’t help,
wouldn’t guarantee her safety. Gary always found a way.She was on her own. She’d have to
disappear. She’d have to make it so no one ever found her.Because she knew he’d be looking.
And she knew he’d never give up.Miranda heard noises coming from the bottom of the stairs.
They were back. If they find me here, she thought, I’ll end up dead, just like the others.It had to
be them, downstairs in the bar. It was after hours, after all. Everyone else had cleared out. The
Kickstart had been closed, the girls had been sent home. They’d be coming upstairs any
moment now to finish up their business. It would be quite the day for them. Sell some beer, some



drugs on the side, get a bunch of guys laid, figure out what to do with three bodies.Oh yeah,
they’d kill her. Well, maybe not Leo. Chances were he wouldn’t kill her. Gary would be the one to
actually kill her. But Leo, he wouldn’t do anything to stop it. He always let Gary take the lead in
these things. I’ll end up as dead as the others, Miranda thought.If I don’t get out of here right
now.The others hadn’t been dead long.Only minutes, she guessed, although it seemed much
longer. It was true what they said, Miranda thought, about things slowing down. Maybe that’s
why, in the movies, when something terribly dramatic was happening, they ran it in slow motion.
Not just because it was a neat effect, but because it was a reflection of human experience.
Maybe your brain had to play tricks with time, give you a chance to absorb what the hell was
happening so you could figure out how to deal with it.Miranda felt as though she’d been in this
room with the three dead men for some time now. But maybe it hadn’t even been minutes.
Maybe it had only been a few seconds. She wasn’t sure. She wondered whether she might be
slipping into shock.All she knew for certain was that they were dead. All you had to do was look
at them. Sprawled out across the floor, not stirring, their shirts and pants soaked with
blood.Payne, dead. Eldridge, dead. Zane, dead.And only moments before, all alive.Eldridge had
been the last to die. He’d hung on long enough to look into her eyes and say, “Gary…He’ll kill
you…”She hardly needed the warning.Even as she’d heard Gary and Leo at the bottom of the
stairs, she’d tried to pull herself together, to think. Focus, she thought. Focus.For a moment, she
wondered whether she could talk her way out of it. Tell Gary he didn’t have to worry about her, let
her walk and she’d never breathe a word of the things he’d done, not even that he’d killed the
only man she’d ever really loved.Yeah, right. That was a plan.She poked her head out the door
and into the dingy hallway. To the left, the stairs. The smell of stale beer, human sweat, and
cigarettes wafted up. To the right, at the end of the hallway, a window that opened onto the fire
escape.Miranda grabbed her bag and ran for the window, pushed up on it. It didn’t want to
budge.The voices were getting closer. Maybe halfway up. She could hear their footsteps. She
pushed harder on the stuck window, and it rose an inch, just enough for her to slip her fingers
under it. She put everything she had into lifting it, opened it wide enough to get one leg out and
planted on the rusted metal grating. Then she swung her body through, her other leg.She caught
a glimpse of them entering the far end of the hallway as she pressed herself against the
building’s cold brick wall. And then, as if willing herself to be weightless, she descended the
metal stairs without a sound, and when she reached the bottom, ran off into the night.She knew
she’d have to get away and never come back. She couldn’t go to the police. They wouldn’t help,
wouldn’t guarantee her safety. Gary always found a way.She was on her own. She’d have to
disappear. She’d have to make it so no one ever found her.Because she knew he’d be looking.
And she knew he’d never give up.1“YOU HAVE TO EMPTY all the change out of your pockets,”
the uniformed woman told me. “And I need your wallet.”For a second, I thought about making a
joke. Maybe, under less stressful circumstances, I might have. A visit to a prison under normal
conditions—does anyone visit a prison under normal conditions?—would have been stressful
enough. But my reasons for being here were far from normal. And there wasn’t anything normal



about the guy sitting in the pickup truck, out in the prison parking lot, waiting for me to do what I’d
come here to do.If I’d just been here doing a story for the Metropolitan, when the female guard
asked for my wallet I might have said, What is this, a stickup? They don’t pay you enough? And
then I would have laughed. Ha-ha.But there was nothing to suggest that this woman, black, mid-
forties, built like a safe, wearing a shiny black belt with a riot stick attached, was feeling all that
jocular herself. Maybe working in a prison does that to you. You didn’t have to be an inmate to
feel the oppressiveness of the place.I’d already put my cell phone in the plastic tray she’d given
me. “Okay, I can see how change would set off this thing,” I said, nodding at the security portal,
like those ones they have at the airport, that I’d have to walk through to get any further into the
prison. “But why do I have to give you my wallet?”“You can’t take any money into the prison,” the
woman said sternly. “You’re not allowed to give money to the inmates.” For just a moment, her
hand rested on her riot stick. Honestly, I think it was an unconscious gesture, not intended to
send a message, but I got one just the same. Don’t give me a hard time. That was the message I
got.I am not a big fan of getting whacked in the head with a riot stick. But at that moment,
honestly, it’s hard to imagine how it could have made things any worse than they already were.I’d
never been in a prison before, let alone a women’s prison, and I’d only been at this one for about
five minutes, and already I was pretty certain it was not a nice place to be. I got that impression
as I approached the main entrance. I walked up to a ten-foot chain-link fence looped at the top
with barbed wire, and pressed a button on a small speaker mounted next to the gate.“Hello?”A
voice, no doubt coming from the building fifty feet beyond the gate, crackled, “Name?”“Uh,
Walker?” Like I wasn’t really sure. “Zack Walker?”Then, nothing. I stood by the gate a good ten
seconds, wondering whether I wasn’t on the list even though I’d phoned the lawyer—he was
supposed to have pulled some strings, called in favors, name your cliché, to get me in here. But
then there was a buzzing sound, which was my signal to push the gate wide. I glanced up at the
surveillance cameras as I walked up to the main building, which, without the fencing and barbed
wire, might have passed for a community college. Once inside, I approached the counter, where
I encountered the humorless guard with the riot stick.“So,” I said, trying to make conversation
and forget how grave the situation was while I fumbled around for my wallet, seemingly forgetting
that it was in my right back pocket, where it has been since I was fifteen, “is this where Martha
Stewart did her time?”Nothing.Wallet out, I glanced into it, counted seven dollars, before
dropping it into the tray with my cell phone. Seven dollars. Then, from the front pockets of my
jeans, I dug out fifty-seven cents. How much would $7.57 buy in prison? How many smokes?
Wasn’t that what everyone wanted money for in prison? Smokes?The guard slapped a short,
stubby key with a square of orange plastic at the end onto the counter, then pointed to a bank of
airport-type lockers against the far wall. “You can put your stuff in there,” she said. I took my tray
of belongings, found the locker that matched the number on the key, and stowed it. I had to print
my name in a book, then sign next to it, put down the time of my arrival. They ran a wand over
me after I stepped through the security door, making sure I wasn’t sneaking in with any
weapons.If only I had a weapon. I wouldn’t have to be here now.Once inside I was directed to a



room full of carrels, like you might find in a university library, where students could do their work
in private. But this carrel faced onto another one, the two separated by a sheet of glass. Each
side had a phone, or at least the handset. No keypad. You didn’t dial out for pizza from here.Just
like in the movies.Another guard, also a woman, said something behind me. “Everything okay
here?” I must have jumped. “Just chill,” she said, smiling. Then she looked beyond me. “Hey,
you’re set to go.”I nodded, swallowed, turned back to look at the glass, and there she was,
coming through the door of the room I was looking into. My friend Trixie Snelling.Another female
guard directed her to the chair on the other side of the piece of glass. She sat down, and I got
my first look at her since her arrest.I must have been expecting to see her in an orange prison
jumpsuit or something, because I did a bit of a double take when she showed up in jeans (minus
the belt), a pullover Gap shirt, and sneakers. Trixie, with her jet black hair, dark eyes, and trim
figure, could turn heads no matter what she wore. She certainly had no trouble holding
someone’s attention when, whip in hand, she donned her leather corset and boots, but that was
when she was on the clock. Outside of work, even in a pair of sweats, there was no getting
around the fact that she was a beautiful and alluring woman.But I could see that a couple of days
in jail had already taken a toll on her. She was without her usual makeup and her eyes were tired,
her dark hair less full. I guessed she’d been managing on a lot less sleep than usual.No surprise
there.Trixie had been a friend—and just a friend—for a few years now. We’d lived a couple of
doors down from her when we still had our house in suburban Oakwood. I was working from
home back then, and Trixie was operating a home-based business as well. I was naive enough,
at first, to think it was accounting. I was not, at the time, a person who was very good at picking
up the signals, and there were plenty of them—think of immense, flashing billboards—to
indicate that Trixie was not making a living doing people’s tax returns.We’d already established a
friendship when I learned the true nature of Trixie’s business, and for reasons I can’t totally
explain, we remained friends. I’m not exactly the kind of person who befriends people who live
on the edge of the law.It’s not that I think I’m better than them. It’s just that I’m the kind of guy who
panics if he hasn’t paid his parking ticket on time. Or I would be, if I weren’t the kind of person
who runs back to the meter five minutes ahead of time to plug in a few more nickels.Trixie tried to
smile as she reached for the phone, but she had to know that this was more than a social visit.
There had been some frantic calls in the last hour to allow this face-to-face meeting.“Zack,
Jesus, what are you doing here?”“Hi, Trixie,” I said.“I get this message, my lawyer’s setting up a
meeting with you, very urgent. What’s going on?”Her lawyer wouldn’t have been able to tell her. I
hadn’t been able to tell him. I’d had to convince him that he had to let me see his client without
revealing why. If Trixie wanted to tell him what I’d had to say, afterwards, that was her call.It
couldn’t be mine.“I have some things to tell you,” I said, “but I need you to remain cool when I
do.”“What?”“Are you listening? You have to stay calm and listen to what I have to say.”Her eyes
were darting nervously about. No matter how bad she might think what I was going to tell her
was, it was going to be worse.“Okay,” she said. “What is it?”“It’s bad,” I said, lowering my voice as
I spoke into the receiver. “They’ve got her.”The look in Trixie’s eyes told me there was no need to



be more specific. She knew exactly who I was talking about.Of course, I’m getting a bit ahead of
myself here. There were a whole lot of things that led up to this point.And a whole lot that
happened after.Maybe I should back up a bit.1“YOU HAVE TO EMPTY all the change out of your
pockets,” the uniformed woman told me. “And I need your wallet.”For a second, I thought about
making a joke. Maybe, under less stressful circumstances, I might have. A visit to a prison under
normal conditions—does anyone visit a prison under normal conditions?—would have been
stressful enough. But my reasons for being here were far from normal. And there wasn’t anything
normal about the guy sitting in the pickup truck, out in the prison parking lot, waiting for me to do
what I’d come here to do.If I’d just been here doing a story for the Metropolitan, when the female
guard asked for my wallet I might have said, What is this, a stickup? They don’t pay you enough?
And then I would have laughed. Ha-ha.But there was nothing to suggest that this woman, black,
mid-forties, built like a safe, wearing a shiny black belt with a riot stick attached, was feeling all
that jocular herself. Maybe working in a prison does that to you. You didn’t have to be an inmate
to feel the oppressiveness of the place.I’d already put my cell phone in the plastic tray she’d
given me. “Okay, I can see how change would set off this thing,” I said, nodding at the security
portal, like those ones they have at the airport, that I’d have to walk through to get any further into
the prison. “But why do I have to give you my wallet?”“You can’t take any money into the prison,”
the woman said sternly. “You’re not allowed to give money to the inmates.” For just a moment, her
hand rested on her riot stick. Honestly, I think it was an unconscious gesture, not intended to
send a message, but I got one just the same. Don’t give me a hard time. That was the message I
got.I am not a big fan of getting whacked in the head with a riot stick. But at that moment,
honestly, it’s hard to imagine how it could have made things any worse than they already were.I’d
never been in a prison before, let alone a women’s prison, and I’d only been at this one for about
five minutes, and already I was pretty certain it was not a nice place to be. I got that impression
as I approached the main entrance. I walked up to a ten-foot chain-link fence looped at the top
with barbed wire, and pressed a button on a small speaker mounted next to the gate.“Hello?”A
voice, no doubt coming from the building fifty feet beyond the gate, crackled, “Name?”“Uh,
Walker?” Like I wasn’t really sure. “Zack Walker?”Then, nothing. I stood by the gate a good ten
seconds, wondering whether I wasn’t on the list even though I’d phoned the lawyer—he was
supposed to have pulled some strings, called in favors, name your cliché, to get me in here. But
then there was a buzzing sound, which was my signal to push the gate wide. I glanced up at the
surveillance cameras as I walked up to the main building, which, without the fencing and barbed
wire, might have passed for a community college. Once inside, I approached the counter, where
I encountered the humorless guard with the riot stick.“So,” I said, trying to make conversation
and forget how grave the situation was while I fumbled around for my wallet, seemingly forgetting
that it was in my right back pocket, where it has been since I was fifteen, “is this where Martha
Stewart did her time?”Nothing.Wallet out, I glanced into it, counted seven dollars, before
dropping it into the tray with my cell phone. Seven dollars. Then, from the front pockets of my
jeans, I dug out fifty-seven cents. How much would $7.57 buy in prison? How many smokes?



Wasn’t that what everyone wanted money for in prison? Smokes?The guard slapped a short,
stubby key with a square of orange plastic at the end onto the counter, then pointed to a bank of
airport-type lockers against the far wall. “You can put your stuff in there,” she said. I took my tray
of belongings, found the locker that matched the number on the key, and stowed it. I had to print
my name in a book, then sign next to it, put down the time of my arrival. They ran a wand over
me after I stepped through the security door, making sure I wasn’t sneaking in with any
weapons.If only I had a weapon. I wouldn’t have to be here now.Once inside I was directed to a
room full of carrels, like you might find in a university library, where students could do their work
in private. But this carrel faced onto another one, the two separated by a sheet of glass. Each
side had a phone, or at least the handset. No keypad. You didn’t dial out for pizza from here.Just
like in the movies.Another guard, also a woman, said something behind me. “Everything okay
here?” I must have jumped. “Just chill,” she said, smiling. Then she looked beyond me. “Hey,
you’re set to go.”I nodded, swallowed, turned back to look at the glass, and there she was,
coming through the door of the room I was looking into. My friend Trixie Snelling.Another female
guard directed her to the chair on the other side of the piece of glass. She sat down, and I got
my first look at her since her arrest.I must have been expecting to see her in an orange prison
jumpsuit or something, because I did a bit of a double take when she showed up in jeans (minus
the belt), a pullover Gap shirt, and sneakers. Trixie, with her jet black hair, dark eyes, and trim
figure, could turn heads no matter what she wore. She certainly had no trouble holding
someone’s attention when, whip in hand, she donned her leather corset and boots, but that was
when she was on the clock. Outside of work, even in a pair of sweats, there was no getting
around the fact that she was a beautiful and alluring woman.But I could see that a couple of days
in jail had already taken a toll on her. She was without her usual makeup and her eyes were tired,
her dark hair less full. I guessed she’d been managing on a lot less sleep than usual.No surprise
there.Trixie had been a friend—and just a friend—for a few years now. We’d lived a couple of
doors down from her when we still had our house in suburban Oakwood. I was working from
home back then, and Trixie was operating a home-based business as well. I was naive enough,
at first, to think it was accounting. I was not, at the time, a person who was very good at picking
up the signals, and there were plenty of them—think of immense, flashing billboards—to
indicate that Trixie was not making a living doing people’s tax returns.We’d already established a
friendship when I learned the true nature of Trixie’s business, and for reasons I can’t totally
explain, we remained friends. I’m not exactly the kind of person who befriends people who live
on the edge of the law.It’s not that I think I’m better than them. It’s just that I’m the kind of guy who
panics if he hasn’t paid his parking ticket on time. Or I would be, if I weren’t the kind of person
who runs back to the meter five minutes ahead of time to plug in a few more nickels.Trixie tried to
smile as she reached for the phone, but she had to know that this was more than a social visit.
There had been some frantic calls in the last hour to allow this face-to-face meeting.“Zack,
Jesus, what are you doing here?”“Hi, Trixie,” I said.“I get this message, my lawyer’s setting up a
meeting with you, very urgent. What’s going on?”Her lawyer wouldn’t have been able to tell her. I



hadn’t been able to tell him. I’d had to convince him that he had to let me see his client without
revealing why. If Trixie wanted to tell him what I’d had to say, afterwards, that was her call.It
couldn’t be mine.“I have some things to tell you,” I said, “but I need you to remain cool when I
do.”“What?”“Are you listening? You have to stay calm and listen to what I have to say.”Her eyes
were darting nervously about. No matter how bad she might think what I was going to tell her
was, it was going to be worse.“Okay,” she said. “What is it?”“It’s bad,” I said, lowering my voice as
I spoke into the receiver. “They’ve got her.”The look in Trixie’s eyes told me there was no need to
be more specific. She knew exactly who I was talking about.Of course, I’m getting a bit ahead of
myself here. There were a whole lot of things that led up to this point.And a whole lot that
happened after.Maybe I should back up a bit.1“YOU HAVE TO EMPTY all the change out of your
pockets,” the uniformed woman told me. “And I need your wallet.”For a second, I thought about
making a joke. Maybe, under less stressful circumstances, I might have. A visit to a prison under
normal conditions—does anyone visit a prison under normal conditions?—would have been
stressful enough. But my reasons for being here were far from normal. And there wasn’t anything
normal about the guy sitting in the pickup truck, out in the prison parking lot, waiting for me to do
what I’d come here to do.If I’d just been here doing a story for the Metropolitan, when the female
guard asked for my wallet I might have said, What is this, a stickup? They don’t pay you enough?
And then I would have laughed. Ha-ha.But there was nothing to suggest that this woman, black,
mid-forties, built like a safe, wearing a shiny black belt with a riot stick attached, was feeling all
that jocular herself. Maybe working in a prison does that to you. You didn’t have to be an inmate
to feel the oppressiveness of the place.I’d already put my cell phone in the plastic tray she’d
given me. “Okay, I can see how change would set off this thing,” I said, nodding at the security
portal, like those ones they have at the airport, that I’d have to walk through to get any further into
the prison. “But why do I have to give you my wallet?”“You can’t take any money into the prison,”
the woman said sternly. “You’re not allowed to give money to the inmates.” For just a moment, her
hand rested on her riot stick. Honestly, I think it was an unconscious gesture, not intended to
send a message, but I got one just the same. Don’t give me a hard time. That was the message I
got.I am not a big fan of getting whacked in the head with a riot stick. But at that moment,
honestly, it’s hard to imagine how it could have made things any worse than they already were.I’d
never been in a prison before, let alone a women’s prison, and I’d only been at this one for about
five minutes, and already I was pretty certain it was not a nice place to be. I got that impression
as I approached the main entrance. I walked up to a ten-foot chain-link fence looped at the top
with barbed wire, and pressed a button on a small speaker mounted next to the gate.“Hello?”A
voice, no doubt coming from the building fifty feet beyond the gate, crackled, “Name?”“Uh,
Walker?” Like I wasn’t really sure. “Zack Walker?”Then, nothing. I stood by the gate a good ten
seconds, wondering whether I wasn’t on the list even though I’d phoned the lawyer—he was
supposed to have pulled some strings, called in favors, name your cliché, to get me in here. But
then there was a buzzing sound, which was my signal to push the gate wide. I glanced up at the
surveillance cameras as I walked up to the main building, which, without the fencing and barbed



wire, might have passed for a community college. Once inside, I approached the counter, where
I encountered the humorless guard with the riot stick.“So,” I said, trying to make conversation
and forget how grave the situation was while I fumbled around for my wallet, seemingly forgetting
that it was in my right back pocket, where it has been since I was fifteen, “is this where Martha
Stewart did her time?”Nothing.Wallet out, I glanced into it, counted seven dollars, before
dropping it into the tray with my cell phone. Seven dollars. Then, from the front pockets of my
jeans, I dug out fifty-seven cents. How much would $7.57 buy in prison? How many smokes?
Wasn’t that what everyone wanted money for in prison? Smokes?The guard slapped a short,
stubby key with a square of orange plastic at the end onto the counter, then pointed to a bank of
airport-type lockers against the far wall. “You can put your stuff in there,” she said. I took my tray
of belongings, found the locker that matched the number on the key, and stowed it. I had to print
my name in a book, then sign next to it, put down the time of my arrival. They ran a wand over
me after I stepped through the security door, making sure I wasn’t sneaking in with any
weapons.If only I had a weapon. I wouldn’t have to be here now.Once inside I was directed to a
room full of carrels, like you might find in a university library, where students could do their work
in private. But this carrel faced onto another one, the two separated by a sheet of glass. Each
side had a phone, or at least the handset. No keypad. You didn’t dial out for pizza from here.Just
like in the movies.Another guard, also a woman, said something behind me. “Everything okay
here?” I must have jumped. “Just chill,” she said, smiling. Then she looked beyond me. “Hey,
you’re set to go.”I nodded, swallowed, turned back to look at the glass, and there she was,
coming through the door of the room I was looking into. My friend Trixie Snelling.Another female
guard directed her to the chair on the other side of the piece of glass. She sat down, and I got
my first look at her since her arrest.I must have been expecting to see her in an orange prison
jumpsuit or something, because I did a bit of a double take when she showed up in jeans (minus
the belt), a pullover Gap shirt, and sneakers. Trixie, with her jet black hair, dark eyes, and trim
figure, could turn heads no matter what she wore. She certainly had no trouble holding
someone’s attention when, whip in hand, she donned her leather corset and boots, but that was
when she was on the clock. Outside of work, even in a pair of sweats, there was no getting
around the fact that she was a beautiful and alluring woman.But I could see that a couple of days
in jail had already taken a toll on her. She was without her usual makeup and her eyes were tired,
her dark hair less full. I guessed she’d been managing on a lot less sleep than usual.No surprise
there.Trixie had been a friend—and just a friend—for a few years now. We’d lived a couple of
doors down from her when we still had our house in suburban Oakwood. I was working from
home back then, and Trixie was operating a home-based business as well. I was naive enough,
at first, to think it was accounting. I was not, at the time, a person who was very good at picking
up the signals, and there were plenty of them—think of immense, flashing billboards—to
indicate that Trixie was not making a living doing people’s tax returns.We’d already established a
friendship when I learned the true nature of Trixie’s business, and for reasons I can’t totally
explain, we remained friends. I’m not exactly the kind of person who befriends people who live



on the edge of the law.It’s not that I think I’m better than them. It’s just that I’m the kind of guy who
panics if he hasn’t paid his parking ticket on time. Or I would be, if I weren’t the kind of person
who runs back to the meter five minutes ahead of time to plug in a few more nickels.Trixie tried to
smile as she reached for the phone, but she had to know that this was more than a social visit.
There had been some frantic calls in the last hour to allow this face-to-face meeting.“Zack,
Jesus, what are you doing here?”“Hi, Trixie,” I said.“I get this message, my lawyer’s setting up a
meeting with you, very urgent. What’s going on?”Her lawyer wouldn’t have been able to tell her. I
hadn’t been able to tell him. I’d had to convince him that he had to let me see his client without
revealing why. If Trixie wanted to tell him what I’d had to say, afterwards, that was her call.It
couldn’t be mine.“I have some things to tell you,” I said, “but I need you to remain cool when I
do.”“What?”“Are you listening? You have to stay calm and listen to what I have to say.”Her eyes
were darting nervously about. No matter how bad she might think what I was going to tell her
was, it was going to be worse.“Okay,” she said. “What is it?”“It’s bad,” I said, lowering my voice as
I spoke into the receiver. “They’ve got her.”The look in Trixie’s eyes told me there was no need to
be more specific. She knew exactly who I was talking about.Of course, I’m getting a bit ahead of
myself here. There were a whole lot of things that led up to this point.And a whole lot that
happened after.Maybe I should back up a bit.2“I NEED TWENTY BUCKS,” said Paul, our
seventeen-year-old.Sarah and I were at the kitchen table, the dirty dinner dishes cleared but still
sitting next to the sink, waiting to be dealt with. We had poured ourselves some wine. Sarah had
brought home a bottle of Beringer and we had filled our glasses to the top when our son popped
his head in.“What for?” Sarah asked after a large slurp of white zinfandel.“Just stuff,” Paul said.
“We might go to the movies or something.”“A movie isn’t twenty bucks,” I said. “Yet.”Paul sighed.
“Popcorn? You want me to watch a movie without popcorn?”I looked at Sarah. She said, “I
wouldn’t be able to sleep if that happened.”I said, “Didn’t I give you twenty bucks a couple of
days ago?”Another sigh. “It was three days ago.”“Okay,” I said. “So it was three days ago. Where
did that twenty dollars go?”“Screw it, never mind,” Paul said, and withdrew.“Hang on a second,
pal,” I said, and was starting to get up from my chair when Sarah reached over and grabbed my
arm.“Sit down,” she said. “Let him go.” I settled back into the chair. “Have some more wine.” She
topped up my glass. “He’s just being a D.H.” Parental shorthand for dickhead.“No kidding,” I said.
Paul’s in his last year of high school, and he’s a pretty good kid, all things considered. But
sometimes, I just wanted to ground him for a month or two, only at someone else’s house.I
sipped my wine.“Not like that,” Sarah said. “You’re drinking like a girl. Here, watch me.” She
tipped back her nearly full glass, polished it off in four swallows. She put the glass back down,
said, “Hit me.”I filled it.“We need to do this more often,” Sarah said. “It’s been kind of stressful
around here lately, in case you hadn’t noticed.”No kidding. I’d been home only a couple of days,
having returned from my father’s fishing camp, where, not to understate it or anything, all hell
had broken loose. It was the third time in as many years that I’d found myself in a pickle—now
there’s a word for it—for which I had no training, and where I was in way over my head.I had
promised Sarah, and myself, that no more would I allow myself to get sucked into dangerous



situations, not that I had wanted it to happen those other times. I wasn’t cut out for it. I was, and
am, a writer of so-so science fiction novels, paying the bills writing features for the Metropolitan
newspaper, where Sarah is, depending on the day, my editor. At a large daily newspaper, you
can get chewed out by so many people higher up the food chain than yourself that it’s hard to
narrow down the bosses to whom you report to just one person.“Yeah,” I said, “very stressful. But
he doesn’t make it any easier, acting like that. And I swear, he’s hitting me up for ten, twenty
bucks every day, it seems. And it’s just entertainment. Renting movies, seeing movies, buying
video games. I don’t spend what he does on enter—”“Drink,” Sarah said.I obeyed. “Do we have
another bottle of this stuff?” I asked. Sarah nodded. “Where’s Angie tonight?”Angie was in her
second year at Mackenzie University, but since the school was in the city, and we lived in that
city, she was not in residence.“Class,” Sarah said. “Evening lecture or something.”“I hardly ever
see her around here. Sometimes I don’t even think she comes home every night.”“She has a
boyfriend,” Sarah said. The comment hung in the air for a while, which gave me time to consider
its implications. “And she’s nearly twenty,” Sarah said. “If she boarded at university, if she’d gone
clear across the country somewhere, you’d never know when she came home and when she
didn’t.”I finished off my glass, got up, and went to the fridge. “Where’s the other bottle?”“It’s in
there, just look,” Sarah said. “Did I tell you about the foreign editor thing?”“What foreign editor
thing?”“They posted it. They need a new foreign editor. Garth’s going to the editorial board,
where he can write ‘on the one hand this, on the other hand that.’”“Are you sure there’s another
bottle?”“Do I have to come over there myself and embarrass you?”“Look, I’m either going blind
or there’s no wine in here at—hang on, here it is. Okay, so, you want that job?”“It’s a step up from
features editor. More staff, bigger stories, a larger budget to watch over.”“More headaches.”“It’s a
good step for me. If I ever want Magnuson’s job.” Bertrand Magnuson, the managing editor, who
gave every indication that he was barely tolerating me. I’d gotten some big stories since joining
the Metropolitan, but they’d had a way of falling into my lap. That didn’t count, in Magnuson’s
book.“You want that job?” I asked. “Magnuson’s?”“Eventually, why not? The paper’s never had a
woman managing editor, has it?”“I don’t think so.”“There’s only one little problem,” Sarah
said.“What’s that?”“I find it hard keeping all those foreign countries straight. All those -stan
places.”“That could be a problem,” I said, rooting through the drawer for the corkscrew.“What are
you doing?”“Where’s the fucking corkscrew?”“It’s here on the table, Sherlock.”I sat back down,
went to work opening the bottle. Sarah said, “You’re going to have to help me. Quiz me on foreign
events. I’ve been working with the Metro file so long, I don’t know what’s going on anyplace in
the world other than this city.”“Hitler’s dead,” I said. “And Maggie Thatcher? Not a prime minister
anymore. Oh, and there was that guy? The one who walked on the moon? The moon counts as
foreign, right?”“You’ll help me?” She wanted me to be serious for a moment.“I will help
you.”Sarah watched as I refilled our glasses. Then she asked, “When are you seeing
Trixie?”“We’re having coffee tomorrow,” I said.“What’s her problem?” Sarah asked.“I don’t know. I
called her up after I got back from Dad’s place. You know we’d had this lunch, she was about to
tell me something when I got that call that something had happened to my father, so she never



got into it. So when I called her after I got back, she said she was in some kind of trouble. She
didn’t want to go into it over the phone.”“What do you think it could be?”I shrugged. “No idea.”“I
mean, what could she possibly need your help with? What kind of problem could a professional
dominatrix have that would require your expertise?” She gave that a moment. “You’re no good at
knots.”“I told you, I don’t know. I must have insights in areas even we don’t know about.”Sarah
held up her wineglass and peered at me, as if she was looking at me through the rose-colored
zinfandel. “Why are you friends with her?”I pursed my lips. “I guess because she helped me out
a couple of years back when we got into that trouble in Oakwood. I got to know her before I knew
what she really does for a living. I don’t know. We just hit it off, I guess. Does it bother you? That
we’re friends?”“Bother me? I don’t think so. I mean, aside from the fact that she’s stunningly
beautiful and knows how to fulfill every man’s deepest, darkest fantasy, I don’t see any reason to
feel threatened by her.” She smiled. I started to say something, but she stopped me. “It’s okay. I
know you, and I’m not worried about you. I know what we have.”I smiled softly.“But I think I
understand what it is you like about Trixie,” Sarah said.“What?”“She’s dangerous.”“Come
on.”“No, that’s it, I’m convinced. You’ve lived your whole life being safe, playing it safe, locking the
doors at night, always changing the batteries in the smoke detectors, making sure the knives
don’t point up in the dishwasher. You know what you’re like.”I said nothing. My obsessions were
well documented.“But knowing Trixie, this woman with her dark side, who ties men up in her
basement and spanks them for money, just knowing a person like this, even if all you do is meet
her for coffee once in a while, this is your way of flirting with danger. Makes you feel that you’re
not so incredibly conservative.”“That’s what you think.”Sarah leaned forward across the kitchen
table. “That’s what I know.”“I think you’re full of shit,” I said to her.“Really.” She finished off another
glass. “You know what I was thinking I’d like to do?”“No, what were you thinking you’d like to
do?”“I was thinking I would like to take you upstairs and fuck your brains out, that’s what I was
thinking I’d like to do.”I felt a stirring inside me, and cleared my throat. “I think, if that’s what you
want to do, you should go right ahead and do it. I would not want to stand in your way.”“So like,
can I have twenty bucks or not?”Paul had reappeared. We both spun our heads around, and I
don’t know about Sarah, but I could feel my brain moving about half a second slower than my
cranium.“Uh,” I said, wondering whether Paul had heard the last part of our conversation, “we
vote no.”Sarah slowly turned her head back to look at me. “When did we have that vote?”“We’re
going to have it right now. All those in favor of giving Paul twenty bucks, raise your hands.”
Neither Sarah nor I raised our hands. “It’s settled, then. You have been turned down.”“Aw, come
on. There’s a bunch of us, we’re going to the movies.”“Have you given any consideration,” Sarah
said, speaking slowly so as not to slur her words, “to finding a part-time job someplace, instead
of hitting us up for spending money all the time?”“I second the motion,” I said.Paul definitely
looked pissed. “I thought you guys said I shouldn’t get a job because it would interfere with my
homework. That’s what you said. Didn’t you say that?”“I believe you may be correct,” I said, “but,
seeing as how you don’t do any homework now, I can’t see where it would make any particular
difference. It just means that instead of going to a movie or playing video games, you’d be



making some money.”“I don’t believe this,” Paul said. “Fuck, what kind of job am I going to
get?”“We look forward to finding out with great anticipation,” I said.Paul raised his hands in
frustration, then let them fall to his side. “I guess I’ll just hang out here then,” he said. “Maybe
there’s a game on.”I glanced at Sarah just as Sarah glanced at me. For Sarah’s recently
announced plan to be acted upon, it would be better if we had the house to ourselves.“Okay,” I
said slowly, reaching for my wallet. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll give you twenty bucks if
you promise that tomorrow you’ll start looking for some sort of part-time job.”Paul strode across
the kitchen, snatched the twenty I was holding up in my hand, and said, “Deal. I’ll be some
goddamn sorry-ass burger flipper if that’s what you want.” And he was out the door again in a
shot.I waited for it to swing shut, for the dust to settle, and then said to Sarah, “I’m beginning to
think we need to crack down on the kids’ language.”Sarah shook her head sadly. “That fucking
ship has sailed,” she said. “I think you have failed to set a good example.”She got up from the
table, reached out for my hand, and started leading me to the stairs.“What did they used to call
Myanmar?” I asked her.“Burma,” Sarah replied.“I think that’s right,” I said.Sarah, not even waiting
until we’d reached the second floor, was unbuttoning her blouse as she scaled the
stairs.“Dangerous,” I said, following her. “You’re the one who’s dangerous.”2“I NEED TWENTY
BUCKS,” said Paul, our seventeen-year-old.Sarah and I were at the kitchen table, the dirty
dinner dishes cleared but still sitting next to the sink, waiting to be dealt with. We had poured
ourselves some wine. Sarah had brought home a bottle of Beringer and we had filled our
glasses to the top when our son popped his head in.“What for?” Sarah asked after a large slurp
of white zinfandel.“Just stuff,” Paul said. “We might go to the movies or something.”“A movie isn’t
twenty bucks,” I said. “Yet.”Paul sighed. “Popcorn? You want me to watch a movie without
popcorn?”I looked at Sarah. She said, “I wouldn’t be able to sleep if that happened.”I said,
“Didn’t I give you twenty bucks a couple of days ago?”Another sigh. “It was three days
ago.”“Okay,” I said. “So it was three days ago. Where did that twenty dollars go?”“Screw it, never
mind,” Paul said, and withdrew.“Hang on a second, pal,” I said, and was starting to get up from
my chair when Sarah reached over and grabbed my arm.“Sit down,” she said. “Let him go.” I
settled back into the chair. “Have some more wine.” She topped up my glass. “He’s just being a
D.H.” Parental shorthand for dickhead.“No kidding,” I said. Paul’s in his last year of high school,
and he’s a pretty good kid, all things considered. But sometimes, I just wanted to ground him for
a month or two, only at someone else’s house.I sipped my wine.“Not like that,” Sarah said.
“You’re drinking like a girl. Here, watch me.” She tipped back her nearly full glass, polished it off
in four swallows. She put the glass back down, said, “Hit me.”I filled it.“We need to do this more
often,” Sarah said. “It’s been kind of stressful around here lately, in case you hadn’t noticed.”No
kidding. I’d been home only a couple of days, having returned from my father’s fishing camp,
where, not to understate it or anything, all hell had broken loose. It was the third time in as many
years that I’d found myself in a pickle—now there’s a word for it—for which I had no training, and
where I was in way over my head.I had promised Sarah, and myself, that no more would I allow
myself to get sucked into dangerous situations, not that I had wanted it to happen those other



times. I wasn’t cut out for it. I was, and am, a writer of so-so science fiction novels, paying the
bills writing features for the Metropolitan newspaper, where Sarah is, depending on the day, my
editor. At a large daily newspaper, you can get chewed out by so many people higher up the food
chain than yourself that it’s hard to narrow down the bosses to whom you report to just one
person.“Yeah,” I said, “very stressful. But he doesn’t make it any easier, acting like that. And I
swear, he’s hitting me up for ten, twenty bucks every day, it seems. And it’s just entertainment.
Renting movies, seeing movies, buying video games. I don’t spend what he does on enter
—”“Drink,” Sarah said.I obeyed. “Do we have another bottle of this stuff?” I asked. Sarah nodded.
“Where’s Angie tonight?”Angie was in her second year at Mackenzie University, but since the
school was in the city, and we lived in that city, she was not in residence.“Class,” Sarah said.
“Evening lecture or something.”“I hardly ever see her around here. Sometimes I don’t even think
she comes home every night.”“She has a boyfriend,” Sarah said. The comment hung in the air for
a while, which gave me time to consider its implications. “And she’s nearly twenty,” Sarah said. “If
she boarded at university, if she’d gone clear across the country somewhere, you’d never know
when she came home and when she didn’t.”I finished off my glass, got up, and went to the
fridge. “Where’s the other bottle?”“It’s in there, just look,” Sarah said. “Did I tell you about the
foreign editor thing?”“What foreign editor thing?”“They posted it. They need a new foreign editor.
Garth’s going to the editorial board, where he can write ‘on the one hand this, on the other hand
that.’”“Are you sure there’s another bottle?”“Do I have to come over there myself and embarrass
you?”“Look, I’m either going blind or there’s no wine in here at—hang on, here it is. Okay, so, you
want that job?”“It’s a step up from features editor. More staff, bigger stories, a larger budget to
watch over.”“More headaches.”“It’s a good step for me. If I ever want Magnuson’s job.” Bertrand
Magnuson, the managing editor, who gave every indication that he was barely tolerating me. I’d
gotten some big stories since joining the Metropolitan, but they’d had a way of falling into my lap.
That didn’t count, in Magnuson’s book.“You want that job?” I asked. “Magnuson’s?”“Eventually,
why not? The paper’s never had a woman managing editor, has it?”“I don’t think so.”“There’s
only one little problem,” Sarah said.“What’s that?”“I find it hard keeping all those foreign
countries straight. All those -stan places.”“That could be a problem,” I said, rooting through the
drawer for the corkscrew.“What are you doing?”“Where’s the fucking corkscrew?”“It’s here on
the table, Sherlock.”I sat back down, went to work opening the bottle. Sarah said, “You’re going
to have to help me. Quiz me on foreign events. I’ve been working with the Metro file so long, I
don’t know what’s going on anyplace in the world other than this city.”“Hitler’s dead,” I said. “And
Maggie Thatcher? Not a prime minister anymore. Oh, and there was that guy? The one who
walked on the moon? The moon counts as foreign, right?”“You’ll help me?” She wanted me to be
serious for a moment.“I will help you.”Sarah watched as I refilled our glasses. Then she asked,
“When are you seeing Trixie?”“We’re having coffee tomorrow,” I said.“What’s her problem?”
Sarah asked.“I don’t know. I called her up after I got back from Dad’s place. You know we’d had
this lunch, she was about to tell me something when I got that call that something had happened
to my father, so she never got into it. So when I called her after I got back, she said she was in



some kind of trouble. She didn’t want to go into it over the phone.”“What do you think it could
be?”I shrugged. “No idea.”“I mean, what could she possibly need your help with? What kind of
problem could a professional dominatrix have that would require your expertise?” She gave that
a moment. “You’re no good at knots.”“I told you, I don’t know. I must have insights in areas even
we don’t know about.”Sarah held up her wineglass and peered at me, as if she was looking at
me through the rose-colored zinfandel. “Why are you friends with her?”I pursed my lips. “I guess
because she helped me out a couple of years back when we got into that trouble in Oakwood. I
got to know her before I knew what she really does for a living. I don’t know. We just hit it off, I
guess. Does it bother you? That we’re friends?”“Bother me? I don’t think so. I mean, aside from
the fact that she’s stunningly beautiful and knows how to fulfill every man’s deepest, darkest
fantasy, I don’t see any reason to feel threatened by her.” She smiled. I started to say something,
but she stopped me. “It’s okay. I know you, and I’m not worried about you. I know what we have.”I
smiled softly.“But I think I understand what it is you like about Trixie,” Sarah said.“What?”“She’s
dangerous.”“Come on.”“No, that’s it, I’m convinced. You’ve lived your whole life being safe,
playing it safe, locking the doors at night, always changing the batteries in the smoke detectors,
making sure the knives don’t point up in the dishwasher. You know what you’re like.”I said
nothing. My obsessions were well documented.“But knowing Trixie, this woman with her dark
side, who ties men up in her basement and spanks them for money, just knowing a person like
this, even if all you do is meet her for coffee once in a while, this is your way of flirting with
danger. Makes you feel that you’re not so incredibly conservative.”“That’s what you think.”Sarah
leaned forward across the kitchen table. “That’s what I know.”“I think you’re full of shit,” I said to
her.“Really.” She finished off another glass. “You know what I was thinking I’d like to do?”“No,
what were you thinking you’d like to do?”“I was thinking I would like to take you upstairs and fuck
your brains out, that’s what I was thinking I’d like to do.”I felt a stirring inside me, and cleared my
throat. “I think, if that’s what you want to do, you should go right ahead and do it. I would not want
to stand in your way.”“So like, can I have twenty bucks or not?”Paul had reappeared. We both
spun our heads around, and I don’t know about Sarah, but I could feel my brain moving about
half a second slower than my cranium.“Uh,” I said, wondering whether Paul had heard the last
part of our conversation, “we vote no.”Sarah slowly turned her head back to look at me. “When
did we have that vote?”“We’re going to have it right now. All those in favor of giving Paul twenty
bucks, raise your hands.” Neither Sarah nor I raised our hands. “It’s settled, then. You have been
turned down.”“Aw, come on. There’s a bunch of us, we’re going to the movies.”“Have you given
any consideration,” Sarah said, speaking slowly so as not to slur her words, “to finding a part-
time job someplace, instead of hitting us up for spending money all the time?”“I second the
motion,” I said.Paul definitely looked pissed. “I thought you guys said I shouldn’t get a job
because it would interfere with my homework. That’s what you said. Didn’t you say that?”“I
believe you may be correct,” I said, “but, seeing as how you don’t do any homework now, I can’t
see where it would make any particular difference. It just means that instead of going to a movie
or playing video games, you’d be making some money.”“I don’t believe this,” Paul said. “Fuck,



what kind of job am I going to get?”“We look forward to finding out with great anticipation,” I
said.Paul raised his hands in frustration, then let them fall to his side. “I guess I’ll just hang out
here then,” he said. “Maybe there’s a game on.”I glanced at Sarah just as Sarah glanced at me.
For Sarah’s recently announced plan to be acted upon, it would be better if we had the house to
ourselves.“Okay,” I said slowly, reaching for my wallet. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll give
you twenty bucks if you promise that tomorrow you’ll start looking for some sort of part-time
job.”Paul strode across the kitchen, snatched the twenty I was holding up in my hand, and said,
“Deal. I’ll be some goddamn sorry-ass burger flipper if that’s what you want.” And he was out the
door again in a shot.I waited for it to swing shut, for the dust to settle, and then said to Sarah,
“I’m beginning to think we need to crack down on the kids’ language.”Sarah shook her head
sadly. “That fucking ship has sailed,” she said. “I think you have failed to set a good example.”She
got up from the table, reached out for my hand, and started leading me to the stairs.“What did
they used to call Myanmar?” I asked her.“Burma,” Sarah replied.“I think that’s right,” I said.Sarah,
not even waiting until we’d reached the second floor, was unbuttoning her blouse as she scaled
the stairs.“Dangerous,” I said, following her. “You’re the one who’s dangerous.”2“I NEED
TWENTY BUCKS,” said Paul, our seventeen-year-old.Sarah and I were at the kitchen table, the
dirty dinner dishes cleared but still sitting next to the sink, waiting to be dealt with. We had
poured ourselves some wine. Sarah had brought home a bottle of Beringer and we had filled our
glasses to the top when our son popped his head in.“What for?” Sarah asked after a large slurp
of white zinfandel.“Just stuff,” Paul said. “We might go to the movies or something.”“A movie isn’t
twenty bucks,” I said. “Yet.”Paul sighed. “Popcorn? You want me to watch a movie without
popcorn?”I looked at Sarah. She said, “I wouldn’t be able to sleep if that happened.”I said,
“Didn’t I give you twenty bucks a couple of days ago?”Another sigh. “It was three days
ago.”“Okay,” I said. “So it was three days ago. Where did that twenty dollars go?”“Screw it, never
mind,” Paul said, and withdrew.“Hang on a second, pal,” I said, and was starting to get up from
my chair when Sarah reached over and grabbed my arm.“Sit down,” she said. “Let him go.” I
settled back into the chair. “Have some more wine.” She topped up my glass. “He’s just being a
D.H.” Parental shorthand for dickhead.“No kidding,” I said. Paul’s in his last year of high school,
and he’s a pretty good kid, all things considered. But sometimes, I just wanted to ground him for
a month or two, only at someone else’s house.I sipped my wine.“Not like that,” Sarah said.
“You’re drinking like a girl. Here, watch me.” She tipped back her nearly full glass, polished it off
in four swallows. She put the glass back down, said, “Hit me.”I filled it.“We need to do this more
often,” Sarah said. “It’s been kind of stressful around here lately, in case you hadn’t noticed.”No
kidding. I’d been home only a couple of days, having returned from my father’s fishing camp,
where, not to understate it or anything, all hell had broken loose. It was the third time in as many
years that I’d found myself in a pickle—now there’s a word for it—for which I had no training, and
where I was in way over my head.I had promised Sarah, and myself, that no more would I allow
myself to get sucked into dangerous situations, not that I had wanted it to happen those other
times. I wasn’t cut out for it. I was, and am, a writer of so-so science fiction novels, paying the



bills writing features for the Metropolitan newspaper, where Sarah is, depending on the day, my
editor. At a large daily newspaper, you can get chewed out by so many people higher up the food
chain than yourself that it’s hard to narrow down the bosses to whom you report to just one
person.“Yeah,” I said, “very stressful. But he doesn’t make it any easier, acting like that. And I
swear, he’s hitting me up for ten, twenty bucks every day, it seems. And it’s just entertainment.
Renting movies, seeing movies, buying video games. I don’t spend what he does on enter
—”“Drink,” Sarah said.I obeyed. “Do we have another bottle of this stuff?” I asked. Sarah nodded.
“Where’s Angie tonight?”Angie was in her second year at Mackenzie University, but since the
school was in the city, and we lived in that city, she was not in residence.“Class,” Sarah said.
“Evening lecture or something.”“I hardly ever see her around here. Sometimes I don’t even think
she comes home every night.”“She has a boyfriend,” Sarah said. The comment hung in the air for
a while, which gave me time to consider its implications. “And she’s nearly twenty,” Sarah said. “If
she boarded at university, if she’d gone clear across the country somewhere, you’d never know
when she came home and when she didn’t.”I finished off my glass, got up, and went to the
fridge. “Where’s the other bottle?”“It’s in there, just look,” Sarah said. “Did I tell you about the
foreign editor thing?”“What foreign editor thing?”“They posted it. They need a new foreign editor.
Garth’s going to the editorial board, where he can write ‘on the one hand this, on the other hand
that.’”“Are you sure there’s another bottle?”“Do I have to come over there myself and embarrass
you?”“Look, I’m either going blind or there’s no wine in here at—hang on, here it is. Okay, so, you
want that job?”“It’s a step up from features editor. More staff, bigger stories, a larger budget to
watch over.”“More headaches.”“It’s a good step for me. If I ever want Magnuson’s job.” Bertrand
Magnuson, the managing editor, who gave every indication that he was barely tolerating me. I’d
gotten some big stories since joining the Metropolitan, but they’d had a way of falling into my lap.
That didn’t count, in Magnuson’s book.“You want that job?” I asked. “Magnuson’s?”“Eventually,
why not? The paper’s never had a woman managing editor, has it?”“I don’t think so.”“There’s
only one little problem,” Sarah said.“What’s that?”“I find it hard keeping all those foreign
countries straight. All those -stan places.”“That could be a problem,” I said, rooting through the
drawer for the corkscrew.“What are you doing?”“Where’s the fucking corkscrew?”“It’s here on
the table, Sherlock.”I sat back down, went to work opening the bottle. Sarah said, “You’re going
to have to help me. Quiz me on foreign events. I’ve been working with the Metro file so long, I
don’t know what’s going on anyplace in the world other than this city.”“Hitler’s dead,” I said. “And
Maggie Thatcher? Not a prime minister anymore. Oh, and there was that guy? The one who
walked on the moon? The moon counts as foreign, right?”“You’ll help me?” She wanted me to be
serious for a moment.“I will help you.”Sarah watched as I refilled our glasses. Then she asked,
“When are you seeing Trixie?”“We’re having coffee tomorrow,” I said.“What’s her problem?”
Sarah asked.“I don’t know. I called her up after I got back from Dad’s place. You know we’d had
this lunch, she was about to tell me something when I got that call that something had happened
to my father, so she never got into it. So when I called her after I got back, she said she was in
some kind of trouble. She didn’t want to go into it over the phone.”“What do you think it could



be?”I shrugged. “No idea.”“I mean, what could she possibly need your help with? What kind of
problem could a professional dominatrix have that would require your expertise?” She gave that
a moment. “You’re no good at knots.”“I told you, I don’t know. I must have insights in areas even
we don’t know about.”Sarah held up her wineglass and peered at me, as if she was looking at
me through the rose-colored zinfandel. “Why are you friends with her?”I pursed my lips. “I guess
because she helped me out a couple of years back when we got into that trouble in Oakwood. I
got to know her before I knew what she really does for a living. I don’t know. We just hit it off, I
guess. Does it bother you? That we’re friends?”“Bother me? I don’t think so. I mean, aside from
the fact that she’s stunningly beautiful and knows how to fulfill every man’s deepest, darkest
fantasy, I don’t see any reason to feel threatened by her.” She smiled. I started to say something,
but she stopped me. “It’s okay. I know you, and I’m not worried about you. I know what we have.”I
smiled softly.“But I think I understand what it is you like about Trixie,” Sarah said.“What?”“She’s
dangerous.”“Come on.”“No, that’s it, I’m convinced. You’ve lived your whole life being safe,
playing it safe, locking the doors at night, always changing the batteries in the smoke detectors,
making sure the knives don’t point up in the dishwasher. You know what you’re like.”I said
nothing. My obsessions were well documented.“But knowing Trixie, this woman with her dark
side, who ties men up in her basement and spanks them for money, just knowing a person like
this, even if all you do is meet her for coffee once in a while, this is your way of flirting with
danger. Makes you feel that you’re not so incredibly conservative.”“That’s what you think.”Sarah
leaned forward across the kitchen table. “That’s what I know.”“I think you’re full of shit,” I said to
her.“Really.” She finished off another glass. “You know what I was thinking I’d like to do?”“No,
what were you thinking you’d like to do?”“I was thinking I would like to take you upstairs and fuck
your brains out, that’s what I was thinking I’d like to do.”I felt a stirring inside me, and cleared my
throat. “I think, if that’s what you want to do, you should go right ahead and do it. I would not want
to stand in your way.”“So like, can I have twenty bucks or not?”Paul had reappeared. We both
spun our heads around, and I don’t know about Sarah, but I could feel my brain moving about
half a second slower than my cranium.“Uh,” I said, wondering whether Paul had heard the last
part of our conversation, “we vote no.”Sarah slowly turned her head back to look at me. “When
did we have that vote?”“We’re going to have it right now. All those in favor of giving Paul twenty
bucks, raise your hands.” Neither Sarah nor I raised our hands. “It’s settled, then. You have been
turned down.”“Aw, come on. There’s a bunch of us, we’re going to the movies.”“Have you given
any consideration,” Sarah said, speaking slowly so as not to slur her words, “to finding a part-
time job someplace, instead of hitting us up for spending money all the time?”“I second the
motion,” I said.Paul definitely looked pissed. “I thought you guys said I shouldn’t get a job
because it would interfere with my homework. That’s what you said. Didn’t you say that?”“I
believe you may be correct,” I said, “but, seeing as how you don’t do any homework now, I can’t
see where it would make any particular difference. It just means that instead of going to a movie
or playing video games, you’d be making some money.”“I don’t believe this,” Paul said. “Fuck,
what kind of job am I going to get?”“We look forward to finding out with great anticipation,” I



said.Paul raised his hands in frustration, then let them fall to his side. “I guess I’ll just hang out
here then,” he said. “Maybe there’s a game on.”I glanced at Sarah just as Sarah glanced at me.
For Sarah’s recently announced plan to be acted upon, it would be better if we had the house to
ourselves.“Okay,” I said slowly, reaching for my wallet. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll give
you twenty bucks if you promise that tomorrow you’ll start looking for some sort of part-time
job.”Paul strode across the kitchen, snatched the twenty I was holding up in my hand, and said,
“Deal. I’ll be some goddamn sorry-ass burger flipper if that’s what you want.” And he was out the
door again in a shot.I waited for it to swing shut, for the dust to settle, and then said to Sarah,
“I’m beginning to think we need to crack down on the kids’ language.”Sarah shook her head
sadly. “That fucking ship has sailed,” she said. “I think you have failed to set a good example.”She
got up from the table, reached out for my hand, and started leading me to the stairs.“What did
they used to call Myanmar?” I asked her.“Burma,” Sarah replied.“I think that’s right,” I said.Sarah,
not even waiting until we’d reached the second floor, was unbuttoning her blouse as she scaled
the stairs.“Dangerous,” I said, following her. “You’re the one who’s dangerous.”3I WAS
SETTLING BACK in at my desk at the Metropolitan, having just returned from the cafeteria with
a coffee, when I caught a whiff of something unpleasant behind me. That could mean only one of
two things. Either one of the photogs had just returned from covering a drowning in the sewers,
or our top police reporter was in the vicinity.Without turning around, I said, “What is it, Dick?”
Slowly, I spun my computer chair around to look at him.“How did you know it was me?” he asked.
Dick Colby is not only the paper’s best crime reporter, he’s also its most odiferous. His fellow
staffers are unsure whether it’s that he fails to bathe, or to do his laundry, or possibly a
combination of the two. He lives alone. I don’t know whether he’s ever been married, but I
couldn’t imagine a wife sending him out into the world this way. He’s a gruff, slightly overweight,
prematurely graying creature in his late forties, and I didn’t know whether he was aware that
most everyone referred to him, behind his back at any rate, as “Cheese Dick.”“Sixth sense,” I
said. I’d taken a deep breath before turning around and was slowly exhaling as I spoke. “You
want something?”“Your notes on the Wickens thing. Phone numbers, stuff like that. I need
them.”This request so took me by surprise that I breathed in suddenly, then coughed. “What the
fuck are you talking about?” I said.“I’m taking over the story,” Colby said. Just like that. As Paul
might say, Hold on, Captain Butter-Me-Up.“Oh, you just decided, ‘Hey, I think I’d like that story,’
and thought you’d come over here and I’d hand it to you?”Colby offered me a pitying smile. “Shit,
you haven’t been told, have you?”“Told what?”“Maybe you should talk to your wifey,” Colby said.
“After you’ve done that, you can give me your notes.”The blood was rushing to my head. I wanted
to grab Colby by the neck and strangle him, but I also knew that if I got that close to him I might
pass out. My stories on the Wickenses, a family of Timothy McVeigh–worshipping crazies whose
plan to kill dozens, if not hundreds, of people had blown up in their faces, if you will, had run in
the paper over the last couple of days. They had rented a farmhouse on my father’s property, and
I’d gotten to know them, in the last week, somewhat more intimately than I could have ever
wanted.“I don’t believe this,” I said, getting out of my chair and heading straight for Sarah’s glass-



walled office.She was on the phone as I strode in and stood on the other side of her desk.
“What’s this about Colby taking the Wickens story?”“Can I call you back?” Sarah said. She hung
up the phone. “What?”“Cheese Dick says he’s getting the Wickens story. Why the hell would he
think he was getting the Wickens story?”“Fuck,” Sarah said. “That fucking asshole.”“So it’s not
true?”“Noooo,” Sarah said, stretching out the word and shaking her head slowly in exasperation.
“I mean, yes. It’s true.”“Are you kidding me?”“It wasn’t my decision.”“Whose decision was
it?”Sarah tipped her head northward, in the direction of Bertrand Magnuson’s office.“Magnuson
pulled me off the Wickens story? I got the Wickens story. We played it up huge. It was my story.
I’m part of that story.”“I think that’s why Magnuson’s pulling you off it. Look, everyone knows you
did a great job on it. Fantastic story. Award material. Pulitzer stuff. But Magnuson feels, you know,
that you kind of, how do I put this…”“Lucked into it?” I said.Sarah screwed up her face. “Maybe.”“I
would hardly call it luck, having a run-in with that bunch.”“You think I don’t agree? You think I’d
call it lucky, what happened to you up there?” She took a breath. “But the managing editor feels
that it might be more appropriate that for the follow-up stories, like whether the Wickenses were
part of a larger movement, other crimes that they might have been responsible for, that that’s the
kind of thing that Dick is better equipped to handle, what with his contacts in law enforcement
and all.”I stared at her. Sarah broke away, pretended to be looking for something on her desk.
She was in management mode and couldn’t bring herself to look me in the eye.“Did you make a
case for me?” I asked. “When Magnuson made this decision?”Sarah swallowed. “Sure I
did.”“How hard?”She paused. “Pretty hard.”“It’s the foreign editor thing, isn’t it? You don’t want to
piss off Magnuson because you’re going for this new job and it’s his call.”“That’s bullshit. That’s
bullshit and you know it.”I didn’t say anything.“Look, it’s not fair, but the fact is, Colby, for all his
faults and aromas, has great contacts. He’s very experienced with this sort of thing, it’s not like
his background is in—” She stopped herself.“In what, Sarah?” My eyebrows went up,
questioning. “Writing science fiction novels? His background’s a little more respectable? Is that
what you were going to say?”She deflated. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. I was going to
say city hall, and photography. That’s what most of your newspaper experience has been
about.”I stood there another five seconds, then turned and walked out. “Zack,” Sarah called out.
“Zack, please.”I put my notes about the Wickens story and all relevant phone numbers into the
computer and e-mailed everything to Cheese Dick. Then I grabbed my jacket, slipped it on, and
started making my way out of the newsroom.“Hey,” Dick said as I passed within shouting
distance of his desk. I kept on walking. “Hey, Walker!” I stopped, looked over at him. “I need to
talk to you for a sec.”I took my time walking over to him. “I sent you the stuff,” I said.“Yeah, I see
that. Thanks. So Sarah, she explained it to you?”I nodded.“It’s not personal,” Colby said smugly,
enjoying immensely just how personal it actually was. “I’m just more suited to this sort of
assignment. When you stumble into something, like you did, it’s okay to write the first-person
story, you know, what happened to you, but after that, it’s really my area, you know? I mean, you
don’t see me trying to cover a Star Trek convention, do you?”I found myself thinking about what
constituted justifiable homicide. My definition of “justifiable” might, I feared, differ from the justice



system’s, so I decided not to act on an impulse to grab Colby’s keyboard and beat him to death
with it.“Anything else?” I asked.“Actually, yeah,” Colby said, looking for a piece of paper on his
cluttered desk. “Where is it…where the fuck is it?…Okay, here it is. Since I’m doing you a favor,
taking this story off your hands, maybe you could do this one for me. You’d have to get moving,
though. It’s in an hour.”“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”“Good story, man, could really use
your touch. And if you don’t want it, it just means I’m going to have to go over to Assignment and
tell them you didn’t want it and they’ll have to pull somebody off somethin’ else to do it and then
they’ll figure you’re some kind of fucking prima donna or something.”“Give it to me,” I said. It was
in Colby’s own handwriting, some notes he’d taken. I could make out “police union” and “stun
gun” and a time and location. “What is this?”“It’s a demo. Some new kind of stun gun. The cops
would like to have them; the police board’s been saying no fucking way. So this guy who sells
them is putting on a performance, just for some members of the police union. Some cops, they
might decide to buy one, even though stun guns haven’t been approved for use. They figure it’s
better to take heat for using one of those, blasting a guy with a few thousand volts and seeing
him get up again, than face Internal Affairs after pulling their regular guns and killing a guy. Photo
desk already knows about it.”“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I was pissed, and felt like walking out of
the building and not coming back, but I didn’t want to get a reputation as an asshole, either. Or
for those who already thought I was one, a bigger asshole.“Great,” Colby said, handing me his
notes. “Feel your way carefully, though. I heard about this on the Q.T. from a cop. The union may
not be crazy about you being there. The board won’t like it when they hear the cops have been
looking at these things.”The demo was scheduled for 11 a.m. I was still planning to meet Trixie
Snelling at 1 p.m., at a coffee shop only a few blocks from police headquarters. She was making
a trip in from Oakwood to see me, and I didn’t want to have to cancel on her. I didn’t think there’d
be a problem.On my way out of the building, I passed Magnuson’s office. The door was open
partway, and I could see the miserable bastard sitting at his desk, no doubt plotting ways to ruin
other people’s lives as much as he seemed intent on ruining mine.“What makes this stun gun
different from previous models, and what makes it the perfect tool for any properly equipped law
enforcement body today, is its simplicity,” said the man who had been introduced as Mr. Merker.
“Other stun gun models use two wires that are propelled from the weapon to the target. Once the
gun has been fired, you must rewind the wires and replace the gas cartridge within the weapon
that, basically, exploded when you pulled the trigger. So, you get one shot, then you have to
reload. It’s a bit like being a Minuteman with his musket.”There were a few chuckles among the
roughly two dozen cops who’d dropped by this meeting room in the police board’s offices to see
what was going on. A couple of them were clutching crudely produced flyers headlined “Stun
Gun Sale, Demo.”Lesley Carroll, the Metropolitan photographer who’d accompanied me to this
event, and I had encountered a bit of trouble getting in. A cop at the door said it was for union
members only, and I’d told him, as politely as possible, that if he didn’t let me in, my story would
have to say that the police had held a secret meeting to consider whether to arm themselves
with stun guns, and that might send the message that the police were acting as though they had



no police board, or public, to answer to. If he let me in, I argued, readers would see that the
police weren’t trying to pull any fast ones, but were hoping to open a debate on the issue of
whether officers should be issued these nonlethal weapons.The cop thought about it.
“Fine.”Once inside, Lesley, who was in her early twenties and interning with the paper, hoping to
get hired on staff in a few months, said, “Nice one.”Merker, a lean man with closely cropped
black hair, pointed chin, and piercing eyes, waved what looked like a plastic toy gun in his hand
as he performed for the officers in an open area at the front of the room. The floor had been
covered with gym mats, which suggested to me that a demonstration of some kind was
imminent.The gun in Merker’s hand looked as though it had been drawn by a cartoonist, with
fatter, exaggerated edges.“But with the Dropper,” he said, “instead of two wires coming out, two
highly concentrated streams of highly conductive liquid come out. Each stream contains a
different charge, if you will, and when they connect with the target, fifty thousand volts are
discharged, completely interrupting the ability of the brain to send any messages to the
body.”Someone in the audience quipped, “Maybe that’s what happened to the chief.” More
chuckling. Disputes between the chief of police and the rank and file were legendary.“Because,”
Merker continued, “there are no wires to rewind, no gas cartridges to replace, it means that you
can fire the gun more than once. Three times, to be exact. The unit needs no time between the
first and second, and second and third shots to recharge or be rewinded, what have you. You
can fire off three stun shots as quickly as you can pull the trigger. Now, this is not the first liquid
stun gun, but is the first to come in a handheld, manageable size.”There was some murmuring
among the police officers, about two-thirds of them male. A woman spoke up. “What about if we
drop somebody with one of these? Is there any chance they’ll die? And if they don’t, are there
any lasting effects? ’Cause, like, I don’t want to get my ass sued off.”“I wouldn’t want anybody
hurting that ass of yours,” a male cop said, and everyone laughed, including the female
cop.Merker shook his head confidently. “The subject is instantly incapacitated, for several
seconds, as his central nervous system collapses, but within about fifteen or twenty seconds, he
starts recovering. Allow me to demonstrate.”This caused even more murmuring, this time a bit on
the agitated side, as if the police officers in the room were worried that they might be
volunteered for a demonstration. But then, to everyone’s collective relief, a tall, lumbering, round-
shouldered man in the first row got to his feet and approached Merker.“I’d like you to meet my
associate, Mr. Edgars. He is, as you can see, a big, strapping individual, 240 pounds, six foot
four. It would take a lot to stop someone like him. Even an officer armed with a conventional
weapon would feel unnerved if someone like Mr. Edgars was charging him.”Edgars grinned.
Somewhat stupidly, I thought. He had a kind of “gentle giant” quality about him.“But not only will
the Dropper drop Mr. Edgars, it will leave him unharmed. Leo,” he said, addressing Edgars by
what was evidently his first name, “you’ve been shot with the Dropper, in demonstrations such
as this, how many times now?”Leo Edgars said, “Uh, I guess, I think…I don’t remember exactly,
Gary.”Before any nervous laughter could erupt, Gary Merker said, in the tone of a carnival
barker, “Twenty-seven times! That’s how many! Leo has been shot twenty-seven times and yet



remains undamaged in any way whatsoever.”Leo grinned again. “Actually, Gary, I believe it’s
twenty-seven times.”There were some nervous chuckles. There was the sense among all of us, I
think, that Merker’s assistant was a bit of a dim bulb who could benefit from a few more
volts.Merker smiled along with everyone else and then did something funny with his nose. He
twitched it, pulled on it a couple of times between thumb and index finger. He turned away from
the audience for a second to conduct some bit of nasal maintenance, then faced front again and
said, “The Dropper is an ideal tool for dealing with, for example, mental patients. A hardened
criminal, a rapist, a bank robber, you don’t lose too much sleep shooting one of those types even
if they never get up again. But a, you know, nutcase who can’t help being the way he is, that
doesn’t deserve a death sentence.”Some cops exchanged awkward glances.“Now, Leo, you
pretend to be a mental patient coming at me, with a knife, perhaps.”Lesley had slipped away a
few moments earlier and was off to the side, ready with her camera.“Sure.” Leo took a few steps
back, paused, put his fingers to his temples for a second, as if getting himself in the moment,
and then he charged.“Ahhh!” he shouted. “I’m crazy!”Lesley was taking pictures as Gary Merker
raised his Dropper stun gun and fired.The streams of water were so small, and came out so
quickly, that I almost didn’t see them. But the results were immediately apparent. There was a
brief crackling noise as they hit Leo, and his body went into an immediate spasm, dropping
instantly. Lesley moved in for a better shot. Given Leo’s size, there was quite a “fwump!” when he
hit the mat. Everyone recoiled, wondering whether Gary had just murdered his associate and we
would all be called upon as witnesses.“You see!” said Merker. “Instant capitulation! And if I
wanted to, I’d be able to shoot again immediately!”Leo just lay there. Lesley got off a couple
more shots.“Uh,” said the woman cop who’d asked a question earlier, “is he okay?”Leo was still
not moving.“Leo!” Merker shouted.His face still pressed into the mat, Leo said, “Errr.”“He just
needs another minute,” Merker said. Slowly, Leo moved one of his arms, then another, and then
he was slowly moving up onto his knees as most of his audience held their breath. With care, he
got back onto his feet and dusted himself off.Everyone, myself included, applauded. We were
just relieved, I think, that he wasn’t dead.“Of course,” Merker said, continuing his sales pitch,
“during the period when he was down, law officers would have been able to cuff Leo, to subdue
him. All you need is a few seconds to bring a suspect under control.” Merker walked over to Leo,
put a hand on his shoulder while Lesley got an “after” shot. Merker gave her an annoyed look.
“So, that’s twenty-eight times now. How are you feeling?”“Absolutely,” Leo said.A uniformed cop,
a tall black man, stepped forward. “Mr. Merker, I’m the president of this police association, and
we have a board that’s very hesitant about the use of these sorts of weapons. Has it been the
experience of many other large city police departments that while stun guns are designed to be
used in special circumstances to stop a suspect without actually killing him, once police have
them, they start using them indiscriminately on suspects? Because their use is not fatal, officers
aren’t just using them on dangerous psychiatric patients. Aren’t they using them on everyone
from kids playing hooky to jaywalkers?”It was an interesting comment, given who it was coming
from. The police union head seemed pretty skeptical.Merker was rubbing his nose again, one



nostril in particular, like something inside there was really annoying him. He set his eyes on the
questioner, almost accusingly. “Well, I guess if you’re saying that you think your own members
aren’t responsible enough to handle these things,…well, then I guess you’ve got a problem.”
There was some grumbling in the crowd, and I wasn’t sure whether it was directed at Merker or
the union president. “Listen, I’m just here selling the hardware. I can give you guys good deals on
these if you’re interested. If you don’t want them for yourselves, maybe you’d like to buy them for
members of your family.”Lesley was back beside me. “Got some awesome shots,” she said. “Did
you see that guy go down?”I nodded. “I thought he was dead there for a second.”Three or four
cops approached Merker after he finished his pitch, but I didn’t see anyone buying anything. As
long as the stun guns were not being approved by the police commission, the cops would have
to be buying them out of their own pocket.“What if I could save you another fifty bucks?” I heard
Merker tell one officer, but he still had no takers.We found ourselves standing behind Gary
Merker and his associate Leo Edgars at the elevator a couple of minutes later.Merker turned and
pointed to me. “You’re not a cop.”“We’re with the Metropolitan,” I said, and offered a hand. Merker
didn’t even look at it. “We came to cover your demonstration.”“I didn’t know the press was going
to be here,” he said. “I don’t think you should be doing a story about this.”I shrugged. “That’s
really not up to you,” I said. “The police let us in.”“Come on, Gary,” said Leo, who was in the
elevator and holding the door open. “I’m starving. You know gettin’ electrocuted makes me really
hungry.”Gary Merker was still steamed and shook his head in anger and frustration. Before
getting on the elevator, he slipped a finger in and out of his nose at lightning speed, then flicked
it at me. “That’s what I think of your fucking story,” he said.The elevator doors closed. Lesley
Carroll looked stunned. “Welcome to the newspaper biz,” I said to her.3I WAS SETTLING BACK
in at my desk at the Metropolitan, having just returned from the cafeteria with a coffee, when I
caught a whiff of something unpleasant behind me. That could mean only one of two things.
Either one of the photogs had just returned from covering a drowning in the sewers, or our top
police reporter was in the vicinity.Without turning around, I said, “What is it, Dick?” Slowly, I spun
my computer chair around to look at him.“How did you know it was me?” he asked. Dick Colby is
not only the paper’s best crime reporter, he’s also its most odiferous. His fellow staffers are
unsure whether it’s that he fails to bathe, or to do his laundry, or possibly a combination of the
two. He lives alone. I don’t know whether he’s ever been married, but I couldn’t imagine a wife
sending him out into the world this way. He’s a gruff, slightly overweight, prematurely graying
creature in his late forties, and I didn’t know whether he was aware that most everyone referred
to him, behind his back at any rate, as “Cheese Dick.”“Sixth sense,” I said. I’d taken a deep
breath before turning around and was slowly exhaling as I spoke. “You want something?”“Your
notes on the Wickens thing. Phone numbers, stuff like that. I need them.”This request so took me
by surprise that I breathed in suddenly, then coughed. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I
said.“I’m taking over the story,” Colby said. Just like that. As Paul might say, Hold on, Captain
Butter-Me-Up.“Oh, you just decided, ‘Hey, I think I’d like that story,’ and thought you’d come over
here and I’d hand it to you?”Colby offered me a pitying smile. “Shit, you haven’t been told, have



you?”“Told what?”“Maybe you should talk to your wifey,” Colby said. “After you’ve done that, you
can give me your notes.”The blood was rushing to my head. I wanted to grab Colby by the neck
and strangle him, but I also knew that if I got that close to him I might pass out. My stories on the
Wickenses, a family of Timothy McVeigh–worshipping crazies whose plan to kill dozens, if not
hundreds, of people had blown up in their faces, if you will, had run in the paper over the last
couple of days. They had rented a farmhouse on my father’s property, and I’d gotten to know
them, in the last week, somewhat more intimately than I could have ever wanted.“I don’t believe
this,” I said, getting out of my chair and heading straight for Sarah’s glass-walled office.She was
on the phone as I strode in and stood on the other side of her desk. “What’s this about Colby
taking the Wickens story?”“Can I call you back?” Sarah said. She hung up the phone.
“What?”“Cheese Dick says he’s getting the Wickens story. Why the hell would he think he was
getting the Wickens story?”“Fuck,” Sarah said. “That fucking asshole.”“So it’s not true?”“Noooo,”
Sarah said, stretching out the word and shaking her head slowly in exasperation. “I mean, yes.
It’s true.”“Are you kidding me?”“It wasn’t my decision.”“Whose decision was it?”Sarah tipped her
head northward, in the direction of Bertrand Magnuson’s office.“Magnuson pulled me off the
Wickens story? I got the Wickens story. We played it up huge. It was my story. I’m part of that
story.”“I think that’s why Magnuson’s pulling you off it. Look, everyone knows you did a great job
on it. Fantastic story. Award material. Pulitzer stuff. But Magnuson feels, you know, that you kind
of, how do I put this…”“Lucked into it?” I said.Sarah screwed up her face. “Maybe.”“I would hardly
call it luck, having a run-in with that bunch.”“You think I don’t agree? You think I’d call it lucky,
what happened to you up there?” She took a breath. “But the managing editor feels that it might
be more appropriate that for the follow-up stories, like whether the Wickenses were part of a
larger movement, other crimes that they might have been responsible for, that that’s the kind of
thing that Dick is better equipped to handle, what with his contacts in law enforcement and all.”I
stared at her. Sarah broke away, pretended to be looking for something on her desk. She was in
management mode and couldn’t bring herself to look me in the eye.“Did you make a case for
me?” I asked. “When Magnuson made this decision?”Sarah swallowed. “Sure I did.”“How
hard?”She paused. “Pretty hard.”“It’s the foreign editor thing, isn’t it? You don’t want to piss off
Magnuson because you’re going for this new job and it’s his call.”“That’s bullshit. That’s bullshit
and you know it.”I didn’t say anything.“Look, it’s not fair, but the fact is, Colby, for all his faults and
aromas, has great contacts. He’s very experienced with this sort of thing, it’s not like his
background is in—” She stopped herself.“In what, Sarah?” My eyebrows went up, questioning.
“Writing science fiction novels? His background’s a little more respectable? Is that what you
were going to say?”She deflated. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. I was going to say city
hall, and photography. That’s what most of your newspaper experience has been about.”I stood
there another five seconds, then turned and walked out. “Zack,” Sarah called out. “Zack, please.”I
put my notes about the Wickens story and all relevant phone numbers into the computer and e-
mailed everything to Cheese Dick. Then I grabbed my jacket, slipped it on, and started making
my way out of the newsroom.“Hey,” Dick said as I passed within shouting distance of his desk. I



kept on walking. “Hey, Walker!” I stopped, looked over at him. “I need to talk to you for a sec.”I
took my time walking over to him. “I sent you the stuff,” I said.“Yeah, I see that. Thanks. So Sarah,
she explained it to you?”I nodded.“It’s not personal,” Colby said smugly, enjoying immensely just
how personal it actually was. “I’m just more suited to this sort of assignment. When you stumble
into something, like you did, it’s okay to write the first-person story, you know, what happened to
you, but after that, it’s really my area, you know? I mean, you don’t see me trying to cover a Star
Trek convention, do you?”I found myself thinking about what constituted justifiable homicide. My
definition of “justifiable” might, I feared, differ from the justice system’s, so I decided not to act on
an impulse to grab Colby’s keyboard and beat him to death with it.“Anything else?” I
asked.“Actually, yeah,” Colby said, looking for a piece of paper on his cluttered desk. “Where is
it…where the fuck is it?…Okay, here it is. Since I’m doing you a favor, taking this story off your
hands, maybe you could do this one for me. You’d have to get moving, though. It’s in an
hour.”“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”“Good story, man, could really use your touch. And if
you don’t want it, it just means I’m going to have to go over to Assignment and tell them you
didn’t want it and they’ll have to pull somebody off somethin’ else to do it and then they’ll figure
you’re some kind of fucking prima donna or something.”“Give it to me,” I said. It was in Colby’s
own handwriting, some notes he’d taken. I could make out “police union” and “stun gun” and a
time and location. “What is this?”“It’s a demo. Some new kind of stun gun. The cops would like to
have them; the police board’s been saying no fucking way. So this guy who sells them is putting
on a performance, just for some members of the police union. Some cops, they might decide to
buy one, even though stun guns haven’t been approved for use. They figure it’s better to take
heat for using one of those, blasting a guy with a few thousand volts and seeing him get up
again, than face Internal Affairs after pulling their regular guns and killing a guy. Photo desk
already knows about it.”“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I was pissed, and felt like walking out of the
building and not coming back, but I didn’t want to get a reputation as an asshole, either. Or for
those who already thought I was one, a bigger asshole.“Great,” Colby said, handing me his
notes. “Feel your way carefully, though. I heard about this on the Q.T. from a cop. The union may
not be crazy about you being there. The board won’t like it when they hear the cops have been
looking at these things.”The demo was scheduled for 11 a.m. I was still planning to meet Trixie
Snelling at 1 p.m., at a coffee shop only a few blocks from police headquarters. She was making
a trip in from Oakwood to see me, and I didn’t want to have to cancel on her. I didn’t think there’d
be a problem.On my way out of the building, I passed Magnuson’s office. The door was open
partway, and I could see the miserable bastard sitting at his desk, no doubt plotting ways to ruin
other people’s lives as much as he seemed intent on ruining mine.“What makes this stun gun
different from previous models, and what makes it the perfect tool for any properly equipped law
enforcement body today, is its simplicity,” said the man who had been introduced as Mr. Merker.
“Other stun gun models use two wires that are propelled from the weapon to the target. Once the
gun has been fired, you must rewind the wires and replace the gas cartridge within the weapon
that, basically, exploded when you pulled the trigger. So, you get one shot, then you have to



reload. It’s a bit like being a Minuteman with his musket.”There were a few chuckles among the
roughly two dozen cops who’d dropped by this meeting room in the police board’s offices to see
what was going on. A couple of them were clutching crudely produced flyers headlined “Stun
Gun Sale, Demo.”Lesley Carroll, the Metropolitan photographer who’d accompanied me to this
event, and I had encountered a bit of trouble getting in. A cop at the door said it was for union
members only, and I’d told him, as politely as possible, that if he didn’t let me in, my story would
have to say that the police had held a secret meeting to consider whether to arm themselves
with stun guns, and that might send the message that the police were acting as though they had
no police board, or public, to answer to. If he let me in, I argued, readers would see that the
police weren’t trying to pull any fast ones, but were hoping to open a debate on the issue of
whether officers should be issued these nonlethal weapons.The cop thought about it.
“Fine.”Once inside, Lesley, who was in her early twenties and interning with the paper, hoping to
get hired on staff in a few months, said, “Nice one.”Merker, a lean man with closely cropped
black hair, pointed chin, and piercing eyes, waved what looked like a plastic toy gun in his hand
as he performed for the officers in an open area at the front of the room. The floor had been
covered with gym mats, which suggested to me that a demonstration of some kind was
imminent.The gun in Merker’s hand looked as though it had been drawn by a cartoonist, with
fatter, exaggerated edges.“But with the Dropper,” he said, “instead of two wires coming out, two
highly concentrated streams of highly conductive liquid come out. Each stream contains a
different charge, if you will, and when they connect with the target, fifty thousand volts are
discharged, completely interrupting the ability of the brain to send any messages to the
body.”Someone in the audience quipped, “Maybe that’s what happened to the chief.” More
chuckling. Disputes between the chief of police and the rank and file were legendary.“Because,”
Merker continued, “there are no wires to rewind, no gas cartridges to replace, it means that you
can fire the gun more than once. Three times, to be exact. The unit needs no time between the
first and second, and second and third shots to recharge or be rewinded, what have you. You
can fire off three stun shots as quickly as you can pull the trigger. Now, this is not the first liquid
stun gun, but is the first to come in a handheld, manageable size.”There was some murmuring
among the police officers, about two-thirds of them male. A woman spoke up. “What about if we
drop somebody with one of these? Is there any chance they’ll die? And if they don’t, are there
any lasting effects? ’Cause, like, I don’t want to get my ass sued off.”“I wouldn’t want anybody
hurting that ass of yours,” a male cop said, and everyone laughed, including the female
cop.Merker shook his head confidently. “The subject is instantly incapacitated, for several
seconds, as his central nervous system collapses, but within about fifteen or twenty seconds, he
starts recovering. Allow me to demonstrate.”This caused even more murmuring, this time a bit on
the agitated side, as if the police officers in the room were worried that they might be
volunteered for a demonstration. But then, to everyone’s collective relief, a tall, lumbering, round-
shouldered man in the first row got to his feet and approached Merker.“I’d like you to meet my
associate, Mr. Edgars. He is, as you can see, a big, strapping individual, 240 pounds, six foot



four. It would take a lot to stop someone like him. Even an officer armed with a conventional
weapon would feel unnerved if someone like Mr. Edgars was charging him.”Edgars grinned.
Somewhat stupidly, I thought. He had a kind of “gentle giant” quality about him.“But not only will
the Dropper drop Mr. Edgars, it will leave him unharmed. Leo,” he said, addressing Edgars by
what was evidently his first name, “you’ve been shot with the Dropper, in demonstrations such
as this, how many times now?”Leo Edgars said, “Uh, I guess, I think…I don’t remember exactly,
Gary.”Before any nervous laughter could erupt, Gary Merker said, in the tone of a carnival
barker, “Twenty-seven times! That’s how many! Leo has been shot twenty-seven times and yet
remains undamaged in any way whatsoever.”Leo grinned again. “Actually, Gary, I believe it’s
twenty-seven times.”There were some nervous chuckles. There was the sense among all of us, I
think, that Merker’s assistant was a bit of a dim bulb who could benefit from a few more
volts.Merker smiled along with everyone else and then did something funny with his nose. He
twitched it, pulled on it a couple of times between thumb and index finger. He turned away from
the audience for a second to conduct some bit of nasal maintenance, then faced front again and
said, “The Dropper is an ideal tool for dealing with, for example, mental patients. A hardened
criminal, a rapist, a bank robber, you don’t lose too much sleep shooting one of those types even
if they never get up again. But a, you know, nutcase who can’t help being the way he is, that
doesn’t deserve a death sentence.”Some cops exchanged awkward glances.“Now, Leo, you
pretend to be a mental patient coming at me, with a knife, perhaps.”Lesley had slipped away a
few moments earlier and was off to the side, ready with her camera.“Sure.” Leo took a few steps
back, paused, put his fingers to his temples for a second, as if getting himself in the moment,
and then he charged.“Ahhh!” he shouted. “I’m crazy!”Lesley was taking pictures as Gary Merker
raised his Dropper stun gun and fired.The streams of water were so small, and came out so
quickly, that I almost didn’t see them. But the results were immediately apparent. There was a
brief crackling noise as they hit Leo, and his body went into an immediate spasm, dropping
instantly. Lesley moved in for a better shot. Given Leo’s size, there was quite a “fwump!” when he
hit the mat. Everyone recoiled, wondering whether Gary had just murdered his associate and we
would all be called upon as witnesses.“You see!” said Merker. “Instant capitulation! And if I
wanted to, I’d be able to shoot again immediately!”Leo just lay there. Lesley got off a couple
more shots.“Uh,” said the woman cop who’d asked a question earlier, “is he okay?”Leo was still
not moving.“Leo!” Merker shouted.His face still pressed into the mat, Leo said, “Errr.”“He just
needs another minute,” Merker said. Slowly, Leo moved one of his arms, then another, and then
he was slowly moving up onto his knees as most of his audience held their breath. With care, he
got back onto his feet and dusted himself off.Everyone, myself included, applauded. We were
just relieved, I think, that he wasn’t dead.“Of course,” Merker said, continuing his sales pitch,
“during the period when he was down, law officers would have been able to cuff Leo, to subdue
him. All you need is a few seconds to bring a suspect under control.” Merker walked over to Leo,
put a hand on his shoulder while Lesley got an “after” shot. Merker gave her an annoyed look.
“So, that’s twenty-eight times now. How are you feeling?”“Absolutely,” Leo said.A uniformed cop,



a tall black man, stepped forward. “Mr. Merker, I’m the president of this police association, and
we have a board that’s very hesitant about the use of these sorts of weapons. Has it been the
experience of many other large city police departments that while stun guns are designed to be
used in special circumstances to stop a suspect without actually killing him, once police have
them, they start using them indiscriminately on suspects? Because their use is not fatal, officers
aren’t just using them on dangerous psychiatric patients. Aren’t they using them on everyone
from kids playing hooky to jaywalkers?”It was an interesting comment, given who it was coming
from. The police union head seemed pretty skeptical.Merker was rubbing his nose again, one
nostril in particular, like something inside there was really annoying him. He set his eyes on the
questioner, almost accusingly. “Well, I guess if you’re saying that you think your own members
aren’t responsible enough to handle these things,…well, then I guess you’ve got a problem.”
There was some grumbling in the crowd, and I wasn’t sure whether it was directed at Merker or
the union president. “Listen, I’m just here selling the hardware. I can give you guys good deals on
these if you’re interested. If you don’t want them for yourselves, maybe you’d like to buy them for
members of your family.”Lesley was back beside me. “Got some awesome shots,” she said. “Did
you see that guy go down?”I nodded. “I thought he was dead there for a second.”Three or four
cops approached Merker after he finished his pitch, but I didn’t see anyone buying anything. As
long as the stun guns were not being approved by the police commission, the cops would have
to be buying them out of their own pocket.“What if I could save you another fifty bucks?” I heard
Merker tell one officer, but he still had no takers.We found ourselves standing behind Gary
Merker and his associate Leo Edgars at the elevator a couple of minutes later.Merker turned and
pointed to me. “You’re not a cop.”“We’re with the Metropolitan,” I said, and offered a hand. Merker
didn’t even look at it. “We came to cover your demonstration.”“I didn’t know the press was going
to be here,” he said. “I don’t think you should be doing a story about this.”I shrugged. “That’s
really not up to you,” I said. “The police let us in.”“Come on, Gary,” said Leo, who was in the
elevator and holding the door open. “I’m starving. You know gettin’ electrocuted makes me really
hungry.”Gary Merker was still steamed and shook his head in anger and frustration. Before
getting on the elevator, he slipped a finger in and out of his nose at lightning speed, then flicked
it at me. “That’s what I think of your fucking story,” he said.The elevator doors closed. Lesley
Carroll looked stunned. “Welcome to the newspaper biz,” I said to her.3I WAS SETTLING BACK
in at my desk at the Metropolitan, having just returned from the cafeteria with a coffee, when I
caught a whiff of something unpleasant behind me. That could mean only one of two things.
Either one of the photogs had just returned from covering a drowning in the sewers, or our top
police reporter was in the vicinity.Without turning around, I said, “What is it, Dick?” Slowly, I spun
my computer chair around to look at him.“How did you know it was me?” he asked. Dick Colby is
not only the paper’s best crime reporter, he’s also its most odiferous. His fellow staffers are
unsure whether it’s that he fails to bathe, or to do his laundry, or possibly a combination of the
two. He lives alone. I don’t know whether he’s ever been married, but I couldn’t imagine a wife
sending him out into the world this way. He’s a gruff, slightly overweight, prematurely graying



creature in his late forties, and I didn’t know whether he was aware that most everyone referred
to him, behind his back at any rate, as “Cheese Dick.”“Sixth sense,” I said. I’d taken a deep
breath before turning around and was slowly exhaling as I spoke. “You want something?”“Your
notes on the Wickens thing. Phone numbers, stuff like that. I need them.”This request so took me
by surprise that I breathed in suddenly, then coughed. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I
said.“I’m taking over the story,” Colby said. Just like that. As Paul might say, Hold on, Captain
Butter-Me-Up.“Oh, you just decided, ‘Hey, I think I’d like that story,’ and thought you’d come over
here and I’d hand it to you?”Colby offered me a pitying smile. “Shit, you haven’t been told, have
you?”“Told what?”“Maybe you should talk to your wifey,” Colby said. “After you’ve done that, you
can give me your notes.”The blood was rushing to my head. I wanted to grab Colby by the neck
and strangle him, but I also knew that if I got that close to him I might pass out. My stories on the
Wickenses, a family of Timothy McVeigh–worshipping crazies whose plan to kill dozens, if not
hundreds, of people had blown up in their faces, if you will, had run in the paper over the last
couple of days. They had rented a farmhouse on my father’s property, and I’d gotten to know
them, in the last week, somewhat more intimately than I could have ever wanted.“I don’t believe
this,” I said, getting out of my chair and heading straight for Sarah’s glass-walled office.She was
on the phone as I strode in and stood on the other side of her desk. “What’s this about Colby
taking the Wickens story?”“Can I call you back?” Sarah said. She hung up the phone.
“What?”“Cheese Dick says he’s getting the Wickens story. Why the hell would he think he was
getting the Wickens story?”“Fuck,” Sarah said. “That fucking asshole.”“So it’s not true?”“Noooo,”
Sarah said, stretching out the word and shaking her head slowly in exasperation. “I mean, yes.
It’s true.”“Are you kidding me?”“It wasn’t my decision.”“Whose decision was it?”Sarah tipped her
head northward, in the direction of Bertrand Magnuson’s office.“Magnuson pulled me off the
Wickens story? I got the Wickens story. We played it up huge. It was my story. I’m part of that
story.”“I think that’s why Magnuson’s pulling you off it. Look, everyone knows you did a great job
on it. Fantastic story. Award material. Pulitzer stuff. But Magnuson feels, you know, that you kind
of, how do I put this…”“Lucked into it?” I said.Sarah screwed up her face. “Maybe.”“I would hardly
call it luck, having a run-in with that bunch.”“You think I don’t agree? You think I’d call it lucky,
what happened to you up there?” She took a breath. “But the managing editor feels that it might
be more appropriate that for the follow-up stories, like whether the Wickenses were part of a
larger movement, other crimes that they might have been responsible for, that that’s the kind of
thing that Dick is better equipped to handle, what with his contacts in law enforcement and all.”I
stared at her. Sarah broke away, pretended to be looking for something on her desk. She was in
management mode and couldn’t bring herself to look me in the eye.“Did you make a case for
me?” I asked. “When Magnuson made this decision?”Sarah swallowed. “Sure I did.”“How
hard?”She paused. “Pretty hard.”“It’s the foreign editor thing, isn’t it? You don’t want to piss off
Magnuson because you’re going for this new job and it’s his call.”“That’s bullshit. That’s bullshit
and you know it.”I didn’t say anything.“Look, it’s not fair, but the fact is, Colby, for all his faults and
aromas, has great contacts. He’s very experienced with this sort of thing, it’s not like his



background is in—” She stopped herself.“In what, Sarah?” My eyebrows went up, questioning.
“Writing science fiction novels? His background’s a little more respectable? Is that what you
were going to say?”She deflated. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. I was going to say city
hall, and photography. That’s what most of your newspaper experience has been about.”I stood
there another five seconds, then turned and walked out. “Zack,” Sarah called out. “Zack, please.”I
put my notes about the Wickens story and all relevant phone numbers into the computer and e-
mailed everything to Cheese Dick. Then I grabbed my jacket, slipped it on, and started making
my way out of the newsroom.“Hey,” Dick said as I passed within shouting distance of his desk. I
kept on walking. “Hey, Walker!” I stopped, looked over at him. “I need to talk to you for a sec.”I
took my time walking over to him. “I sent you the stuff,” I said.“Yeah, I see that. Thanks. So Sarah,
she explained it to you?”I nodded.“It’s not personal,” Colby said smugly, enjoying immensely just
how personal it actually was. “I’m just more suited to this sort of assignment. When you stumble
into something, like you did, it’s okay to write the first-person story, you know, what happened to
you, but after that, it’s really my area, you know? I mean, you don’t see me trying to cover a Star
Trek convention, do you?”I found myself thinking about what constituted justifiable homicide. My
definition of “justifiable” might, I feared, differ from the justice system’s, so I decided not to act on
an impulse to grab Colby’s keyboard and beat him to death with it.“Anything else?” I
asked.“Actually, yeah,” Colby said, looking for a piece of paper on his cluttered desk. “Where is
it…where the fuck is it?…Okay, here it is. Since I’m doing you a favor, taking this story off your
hands, maybe you could do this one for me. You’d have to get moving, though. It’s in an
hour.”“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”“Good story, man, could really use your touch. And if
you don’t want it, it just means I’m going to have to go over to Assignment and tell them you
didn’t want it and they’ll have to pull somebody off somethin’ else to do it and then they’ll figure
you’re some kind of fucking prima donna or something.”“Give it to me,” I said. It was in Colby’s
own handwriting, some notes he’d taken. I could make out “police union” and “stun gun” and a
time and location. “What is this?”“It’s a demo. Some new kind of stun gun. The cops would like to
have them; the police board’s been saying no fucking way. So this guy who sells them is putting
on a performance, just for some members of the police union. Some cops, they might decide to
buy one, even though stun guns haven’t been approved for use. They figure it’s better to take
heat for using one of those, blasting a guy with a few thousand volts and seeing him get up
again, than face Internal Affairs after pulling their regular guns and killing a guy. Photo desk
already knows about it.”“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.” I was pissed, and felt like walking out of the
building and not coming back, but I didn’t want to get a reputation as an asshole, either. Or for
those who already thought I was one, a bigger asshole.“Great,” Colby said, handing me his
notes. “Feel your way carefully, though. I heard about this on the Q.T. from a cop. The union may
not be crazy about you being there. The board won’t like it when they hear the cops have been
looking at these things.”The demo was scheduled for 11 a.m. I was still planning to meet Trixie
Snelling at 1 p.m., at a coffee shop only a few blocks from police headquarters. She was making
a trip in from Oakwood to see me, and I didn’t want to have to cancel on her. I didn’t think there’d



be a problem.On my way out of the building, I passed Magnuson’s office. The door was open
partway, and I could see the miserable bastard sitting at his desk, no doubt plotting ways to ruin
other people’s lives as much as he seemed intent on ruining mine.“What makes this stun gun
different from previous models, and what makes it the perfect tool for any properly equipped law
enforcement body today, is its simplicity,” said the man who had been introduced as Mr. Merker.
“Other stun gun models use two wires that are propelled from the weapon to the target. Once the
gun has been fired, you must rewind the wires and replace the gas cartridge within the weapon
that, basically, exploded when you pulled the trigger. So, you get one shot, then you have to
reload. It’s a bit like being a Minuteman with his musket.”There were a few chuckles among the
roughly two dozen cops who’d dropped by this meeting room in the police board’s offices to see
what was going on. A couple of them were clutching crudely produced flyers headlined “Stun
Gun Sale, Demo.”Lesley Carroll, the Metropolitan photographer who’d accompanied me to this
event, and I had encountered a bit of trouble getting in. A cop at the door said it was for union
members only, and I’d told him, as politely as possible, that if he didn’t let me in, my story would
have to say that the police had held a secret meeting to consider whether to arm themselves
with stun guns, and that might send the message that the police were acting as though they had
no police board, or public, to answer to. If he let me in, I argued, readers would see that the
police weren’t trying to pull any fast ones, but were hoping to open a debate on the issue of
whether officers should be issued these nonlethal weapons.The cop thought about it.
“Fine.”Once inside, Lesley, who was in her early twenties and interning with the paper, hoping to
get hired on staff in a few months, said, “Nice one.”Merker, a lean man with closely cropped
black hair, pointed chin, and piercing eyes, waved what looked like a plastic toy gun in his hand
as he performed for the officers in an open area at the front of the room. The floor had been
covered with gym mats, which suggested to me that a demonstration of some kind was
imminent.The gun in Merker’s hand looked as though it had been drawn by a cartoonist, with
fatter, exaggerated edges.“But with the Dropper,” he said, “instead of two wires coming out, two
highly concentrated streams of highly conductive liquid come out. Each stream contains a
different charge, if you will, and when they connect with the target, fifty thousand volts are
discharged, completely interrupting the ability of the brain to send any messages to the
body.”Someone in the audience quipped, “Maybe that’s what happened to the chief.” More
chuckling. Disputes between the chief of police and the rank and file were legendary.“Because,”
Merker continued, “there are no wires to rewind, no gas cartridges to replace, it means that you
can fire the gun more than once. Three times, to be exact. The unit needs no time between the
first and second, and second and third shots to recharge or be rewinded, what have you. You
can fire off three stun shots as quickly as you can pull the trigger. Now, this is not the first liquid
stun gun, but is the first to come in a handheld, manageable size.”There was some murmuring
among the police officers, about two-thirds of them male. A woman spoke up. “What about if we
drop somebody with one of these? Is there any chance they’ll die? And if they don’t, are there
any lasting effects? ’Cause, like, I don’t want to get my ass sued off.”“I wouldn’t want anybody



hurting that ass of yours,” a male cop said, and everyone laughed, including the female
cop.Merker shook his head confidently. “The subject is instantly incapacitated, for several
seconds, as his central nervous system collapses, but within about fifteen or twenty seconds, he
starts recovering. Allow me to demonstrate.”This caused even more murmuring, this time a bit on
the agitated side, as if the police officers in the room were worried that they might be
volunteered for a demonstration. But then, to everyone’s collective relief, a tall, lumbering, round-
shouldered man in the first row got to his feet and approached Merker.“I’d like you to meet my
associate, Mr. Edgars. He is, as you can see, a big, strapping individual, 240 pounds, six foot
four. It would take a lot to stop someone like him. Even an officer armed with a conventional
weapon would feel unnerved if someone like Mr. Edgars was charging him.”Edgars grinned.
Somewhat stupidly, I thought. He had a kind of “gentle giant” quality about him.“But not only will
the Dropper drop Mr. Edgars, it will leave him unharmed. Leo,” he said, addressing Edgars by
what was evidently his first name, “you’ve been shot with the Dropper, in demonstrations such
as this, how many times now?”Leo Edgars said, “Uh, I guess, I think…I don’t remember exactly,
Gary.”Before any nervous laughter could erupt, Gary Merker said, in the tone of a carnival
barker, “Twenty-seven times! That’s how many! Leo has been shot twenty-seven times and yet
remains undamaged in any way whatsoever.”Leo grinned again. “Actually, Gary, I believe it’s
twenty-seven times.”There were some nervous chuckles. There was the sense among all of us, I
think, that Merker’s assistant was a bit of a dim bulb who could benefit from a few more
volts.Merker smiled along with everyone else and then did something funny with his nose. He
twitched it, pulled on it a couple of times between thumb and index finger. He turned away from
the audience for a second to conduct some bit of nasal maintenance, then faced front again and
said, “The Dropper is an ideal tool for dealing with, for example, mental patients. A hardened
criminal, a rapist, a bank robber, you don’t lose too much sleep shooting one of those types even
if they never get up again. But a, you know, nutcase who can’t help being the way he is, that
doesn’t deserve a death sentence.”Some cops exchanged awkward glances.“Now, Leo, you
pretend to be a mental patient coming at me, with a knife, perhaps.”Lesley had slipped away a
few moments earlier and was off to the side, ready with her camera.“Sure.” Leo took a few steps
back, paused, put his fingers to his temples for a second, as if getting himself in the moment,
and then he charged.“Ahhh!” he shouted. “I’m crazy!”Lesley was taking pictures as Gary Merker
raised his Dropper stun gun and fired.The streams of water were so small, and came out so
quickly, that I almost didn’t see them. But the results were immediately apparent. There was a
brief crackling noise as they hit Leo, and his body went into an immediate spasm, dropping
instantly. Lesley moved in for a better shot. Given Leo’s size, there was quite a “fwump!” when he
hit the mat. Everyone recoiled, wondering whether Gary had just murdered his associate and we
would all be called upon as witnesses.“You see!” said Merker. “Instant capitulation! And if I
wanted to, I’d be able to shoot again immediately!”Leo just lay there. Lesley got off a couple
more shots.“Uh,” said the woman cop who’d asked a question earlier, “is he okay?”Leo was still
not moving.“Leo!” Merker shouted.His face still pressed into the mat, Leo said, “Errr.”“He just



needs another minute,” Merker said. Slowly, Leo moved one of his arms, then another, and then
he was slowly moving up onto his knees as most of his audience held their breath. With care, he
got back onto his feet and dusted himself off.Everyone, myself included, applauded. We were
just relieved, I think, that he wasn’t dead.“Of course,” Merker said, continuing his sales pitch,
“during the period when he was down, law officers would have been able to cuff Leo, to subdue
him. All you need is a few seconds to bring a suspect under control.” Merker walked over to Leo,
put a hand on his shoulder while Lesley got an “after” shot. Merker gave her an annoyed look.
“So, that’s twenty-eight times now. How are you feeling?”“Absolutely,” Leo said.A uniformed cop,
a tall black man, stepped forward. “Mr. Merker, I’m the president of this police association, and
we have a board that’s very hesitant about the use of these sorts of weapons. Has it been the
experience of many other large city police departments that while stun guns are designed to be
used in special circumstances to stop a suspect without actually killing him, once police have
them, they start using them indiscriminately on suspects? Because their use is not fatal, officers
aren’t just using them on dangerous psychiatric patients. Aren’t they using them on everyone
from kids playing hooky to jaywalkers?”It was an interesting comment, given who it was coming
from. The police union head seemed pretty skeptical.Merker was rubbing his nose again, one
nostril in particular, like something inside there was really annoying him. He set his eyes on the
questioner, almost accusingly. “Well, I guess if you’re saying that you think your own members
aren’t responsible enough to handle these things,…well, then I guess you’ve got a problem.”
There was some grumbling in the crowd, and I wasn’t sure whether it was directed at Merker or
the union president. “Listen, I’m just here selling the hardware. I can give you guys good deals on
these if you’re interested. If you don’t want them for yourselves, maybe you’d like to buy them for
members of your family.”Lesley was back beside me. “Got some awesome shots,” she said. “Did
you see that guy go down?”I nodded. “I thought he was dead there for a second.”Three or four
cops approached Merker after he finished his pitch, but I didn’t see anyone buying anything. As
long as the stun guns were not being approved by the police commission, the cops would have
to be buying them out of their own pocket.“What if I could save you another fifty bucks?” I heard
Merker tell one officer, but he still had no takers.We found ourselves standing behind Gary
Merker and his associate Leo Edgars at the elevator a couple of minutes later.Merker turned and
pointed to me. “You’re not a cop.”“We’re with the Metropolitan,” I said, and offered a hand. Merker
didn’t even look at it. “We came to cover your demonstration.”“I didn’t know the press was going
to be here,” he said. “I don’t think you should be doing a story about this.”I shrugged. “That’s
really not up to you,” I said. “The police let us in.”“Come on, Gary,” said Leo, who was in the
elevator and holding the door open. “I’m starving. You know gettin’ electrocuted makes me really
hungry.”Gary Merker was still steamed and shook his head in anger and frustration. Before
getting on the elevator, he slipped a finger in and out of his nose at lightning speed, then flicked
it at me. “That’s what I think of your fucking story,” he said.The elevator doors closed. Lesley
Carroll looked stunned. “Welcome to the newspaper biz,” I said to her.4“I’VE HAD BETTER
DAYS,” I told Trixie, who’d just been foolish enough to ask me how things were going. So I told



her.“Have you talked to Sarah since this morning?” Trixie asked.“No,” I said. “She tried me on my
cell but I didn’t answer it.”“That’s mature.”“I’m just pissed, okay? And I know it’s not her fault. It
was Magnuson’s call. He put her in an impossible spot.” I shook my head, looked into my crème
caramel decaf lattacino thingie. I had no idea what it was. Trixie offered to buy when we met at
the Starbucks, and I’d told her to surprise me. We’d grabbed a small table in the back corner and
had snared a couple of comfy, leather-covered chairs.“And we had such a nice time last night,” I
said, more to myself than Trixie.“What, did you go out or something?”“No, no, we stayed in. Cost
me twenty bucks, though.”“Really? Sarah makes you pay for it? That’s actually a very reasonable
price, you know, and if there were any extras, it was a real bargain.” She grinned slyly at me. She
was looking particularly fetching today, in a black cowl-neck sweater, black jeans and boots, her
black hair pulled back into a ponytail.I ignored all that and said, “She’s got this interview coming
up, for foreign editor, and it’s Magnuson’s decision, so she probably didn’t feel she could come
to my defense. Figured Magnuson would accuse her of not being objective.”“Because she
sleeps with the reporter in question. For twenty bucks.”“The money actually went to Paul,” I
said.Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s too kinky, even for me.”I took a sip of my drink. I didn’t
know what it was, but it was sweet, and pretty good. “Anyway, look, these are my problems, not
yours. When we spoke on the phone, you said you were in some kind of trouble.”“Yeah, well, I
did, didn’t I.”“Sarah was wondering what kind of trouble you could be in that would bring you to
call me. You need more chaos in your life? If that’s what you want, then I’m definitely your
guy.”Trixie smiled. “Sarah’s tough on you, you know.”I went into self-deprecation mode and
shrugged. “Look at what she has to put up with,” I said.“I could put up with you,” she said, without
a hint of sarcasm.“So come on,” I said. “What’s up?”She took a breath. “I figure, what with you
being the only person I know who works in journalism, that maybe you could advise me on how
to proceed.”“How to proceed with what?”“How to proceed with keeping some asshole from
writing a story about me.”“What asshole would that be?”Trixie hauled her purse, a good-sized
one, onto her lap and started rooting around. First, she pulled out a stack of mail and put it on
our table so that she could better see what she had in there. “Just give me a minute,” she said. “I
have a post office box, get as little mail as possible delivered to my home.” I noticed what looked
like a Visa bill, possibly a property tax notice from the town of Oakwood, something from a car
company labeled “Important: Recall Notice,” and a number of what appeared to be personal
letters, none with return addresses.I lightly thumbed them. “Fan mail?”“Hmm?” Trixie said. “Oh,
sometimes men write to me ahead of time, tell me what they want. They don’t want anything
showing up in the ‘sent messages’ in their Outlook Express, if you know what I mean, in case the
wife happens to read it.”“Sure.”She saw the recall envelope for, it seemed, the first time. “Oh shit,
not another. Never buy a German luxury car, at least not a GF300. I thought the GF stood for
‘goes fast.’ Now I think it’s for ‘get fixed.’ It’s been recalled for the fuel injection, a power seat,
cruise control glitches. Who’s got time to get all those things fixed? Open that, see what it’s for
while I try to find this thing.”I opened the envelope, pulled out the paperwork. “Let me see here.
Uh, okay, you’ve got extra-sensitive air bag sensors. Slightest hit on the front bumper can set



them—”“Here it is.” Trixie slapped a newspaper clipping onto the table, then scooped all her mail
back into the purse. I picked up the clipping. It was a column, with a guy’s head shot, and a name
in bold caps: “MARTIN BENSON.”The headline read, “Council Misses Boat on Harbor
Review.”“Something about the Oakwood harbor? What do you have to do with that?” I
asked.“Nothing. I don’t care about the story. I just wanted you to see who the asshole
was.”“Martin Benson.”“Yeah.”“What paper is this from?”“The Suburban.”Oakwood’s local,
community newspaper. Light on news but heavy on inserted ads, it was delivered free to most of
the town’s households.“I don’t remember this guy from when we lived there,” I said. When we
had a house in Oakwood, I’d at least turn the pages of the Suburban before dropping it into the
recycling bin.“He’s a new guy. Trying to make a name for himself. By fucking me over.”“Why don’t
you start at the beginning.”“Okay, this Benson guy, he hears through the grapevine what kind of
business I might be operating in my home.”“You mean, like, a house of pleasure and pain.”“I offer
pain. But some people do find that pleasing.”“Where do you think he heard about it?”Trixie
shrugged. “Any number of people know. Clients. Former neighbors.” She gave me a look.“Not
guilty,” I said.“He did a piece on Roger Carpington. He’s already out, you know. Maybe he told
him something off the record, like, ‘Hey, you know what goes on in your supposedly respectable
neighborhood?’”Carpington was a former Oakwood town councillor who’d lost his position after
being convicted of accepting money to vote the right way on a housing development. Carpington
had never been a client of Trixie’s, as far as I knew, but the man who’d been paying him off had
been. He might have told Carpington about his recreational activities before having the life
squeezed out of him by a python. (Hey, it’s a long story.)“But the thing is,” Trixie went on, “it
doesn’t fucking much matter where he found out. The fact is, he suspects something.”“Okay, so
how do you know that?”“He called me, says he wants to interview me. I say, what about? He
says he’s doing a column about Oakwood’s kinkier side, thinks I might be able to help him out
with that.”“Maybe he doesn’t want to write about you. Maybe he just wants a freebie.”“Yeah, well,
if I thought strapping him down and giving him forty whacks would keep him quiet, I’d do it. But I
think he’s the real deal. He wants to do a story.”“What did you tell him?”“I said I had no idea what
he was talking about and hung up.”I had some more latte-thingy. “So did that take care of
it?”Trixie shook her head. “He calls again, says he’d like to do the story even if I remained
anonymous. So he can still do his story about kinky suburbanites. So I tell him again, I’ve got
nothing to say. Then, after that, there’s a car hanging around the street, a little Corolla or
something, the sort of car a guy working for a paper like the Suburban could afford. I see it
enough times that I start to get suspicious, so I decide to go out there, see who it is, ask him
what he’s doing. As I get close to the car, I recognize him from his picture in the paper.”She
displayed the clipping, pointed to Benson’s face.“I’m about to ask him what the fuck he’s up to,
and he starts to hold up his phone, and I’m sure it’s one of those goddamn camera phones, so I
put my hands up over my face and run back inside the house.”“Well,” I said, “I’m sure that didn’t
look suspicious.”“So I’ve had to cancel all my appointments. I can’t have clients coming to the
house, having their picture taken, running the risk of it showing up in the paper. I haven’t



spanked a guy in over a week.” She spoke like someone who’d recently given up smoking.I
shook my head. “So just lay low for a while, then. He can’t spend all his time parked out front of
your house. He’ll give up after a while, go on to something else.”“I’m not so sure. I wish I knew
someone who could scare the shit out of him, but you never know with journalists.” She looked at
me and smiled. “Sometimes, when they’re threatened, they’re more determined than ever to
write their story. It’s like the only way to stop them is to kill them.”I guess I was supposed to laugh
at that, but when I didn’t, Trixie said, “That was a joke.”“I know. It’s just, I don’t really know what
you want me to do, Trixie. Maybe you’ll actually have to make a respectable living for a while as
an accountant. I mean, you are good at it. You know everything there is to know about balancing
the books.”“Or making them appear to balance even if they don’t,” Trixie said, like she was
remembering something that happened a long time ago. “And by the way,” she said, “thanks for
not judging.”“Huh?”“‘A respectable living,’ I believe you said. That I might want to consider one,
for a while.”“Trixie, don’t try to guilt-trip me. You operate outside the law. Like most places,
Oakwood has laws against prostitu—”Trixie jabbed a finger at me. “I am not a hooker, Zack. I do
not fuck these men. They don’t get so much as a handjob from me.” She became very serious. “I
do not cross that line. I provide them an entertaining, fantasy-like environment.”“Okay, but you
might have a difficult time persuading the authorities of that.”Trixie shook her head in frustration,
then leaned forward in her leather chair, which drew me in as well.“What I was thinking,” she
said, “was that you could talk to him.”“What?”“Just, you know, have a little conversation with him.
You’re a reporter with a big city newspaper. He probably wants to get on at a place like the
Metropolitan. You could tell him no one gives a shit about two-bit stories like this, that if he really
wants to make the jump to the big time, he needs to go after city hall. Politicians on the take, bad
cops, that kind of thing. Not some woman trying to make a living.”“Trixie,” I said. “Look, you’re my
friend. I’d help you any way I can. But you can’t ask me to do this. I can’t, as a reporter for one
paper, try to talk a reporter for another paper out of doing his job. I can’t begin to count the
number of ethical violations. There’s just no way, I can’t, I’m sorry, I really am.”She looked into my
eyes. “I thought you’d be willing to help me.”“I don’t want you to be in trouble, but what you’re
asking me to do could get me in trouble at the Metropolitan, where, evidently, the boss already
has it in for me. Imagine if he heard I was trying to persuade some community newspaper
columnist not to write about a dominatrix.”Trixie said nothing. Something caught her eye, and
she looked to the front of the Starbucks. A leather-jacketed guy with a heavy beard and
sunglasses strolled in. Outside, I could see a big motorcycle, a Harley-Davidson or something
like that with raised handlebars, parked up close to the door.Trixie shrunk back into the chair,
turned and looked away.“What?” I said. “What is it? You know that guy.”“No, I don’t.”“Then what’s
the problem? It’s just some biker or biker wannabe. He’s not bothering anyone.”“It’s nothing. You
know what, Zack, don’t worry about anything.” Her voice had turned snippy. “I’ll just handle my
own problems myself.”She was trying to make me feel guilty, so I decided to repeat what I
thought was sound advice.“Really, just lay low,” I said. “This Martin Benson guy will finally go on
to something else, and then you can get back to doing what it is that you do.”Trixie, her shoulder



still turned to the front of the coffee shop, folded up the clipping and shoved it down into her
purse. The biker already had his coffee in hand and was heading out the front door. “There, he’s
gone,” I said.Trixie relaxed, but only slightly. She slung the strap of her purse over her
shoulder.“You do not understand, Zack. I cannot have my picture in the newspaper. Not any
newspaper. Not even a piece of asswipe like the Suburban. They may be small, but they still
have an online edition too, you know. They run my picture and it’s all over the Internet.”“I can’t
imagine anyone outside of Oakwood is reading the Suburban online,” I said, trying to calm her.“I
can’t take that chance. I can’t have my mug shot showing up anyplace.”“Mug shot?” I said. “Why
do you call your own picture a mug shot?”Trixie blinked. “Figure of speech,” she said.He would
come in to see her at night, supposedly to tuck her in.But Miranda, with some tips from her older
sister, Claire, figured out a way to deal with this. She would tuck the covers in as tightly as
possible on both sides, then crawl atop the bed and slide under the sheet and bedspread from
the top.Once she was there, she felt trapped, like a leftover sandwich Saran-Wrapped to a plate,
but secure as well, because any attempts her father might make to touch his fifteen-year-old girl
could not be disguised as inadvertent. He was very good at accidentally brushing his hand
across her private places when getting her ready for bed. But those supposedly innocent
touches weren’t possible when she had herself so tightly cocooned. That, and pretending to
already be asleep, tended to thwart his efforts, most of the time.Sometimes Miranda almost
wished he’d be more blatant. She wished he could be as direct with his perversions as he was
with his violence. He made no attempt at excuses when he took out his belt to punish her or her
sister for some perceived misbehavior. At those moments, she could scream back, run out of the
house.But when he slunk into her room at night, he would hide behind pitiful slyness. He’d
camouflage baser motives with apologies about losing his temper. But she knew he felt no
regrets over that. If only he’d just admit that he’d come in to check on her progress at turning into
a woman, that he wanted a form of intimacy he knew to be inappropriate. Then maybe she could
react, holler at him to leave her alone. But his feigned innocence always gave him an excuse.
“You’re just sensitive,” he’d say. “What, a father can’t give his little girl a hug?”And there was no
use trying to talk to her mother about this. She numbed herself with scotch, cigarettes, and
television, but mostly scotch. What chance was there that she would come to the defense of her
daughters when she wouldn’t defend herself against her husband’s bursts of outrage and
backhanded slaps?It was older sister Claire she turned to. It was Claire with whom she shared
her secrets. It was Claire who told her how to cope.And it was Claire who begged her to leave
with her. But Miranda said, “You’re eighteen. If you go, they can’t make you come back. I’m just
fifteen. He’d call the police. They’d bring me back.”“I wouldn’t let them,” Claire said.But as much
as Miranda admired, worshipped, her sister, she didn’t believe she had those powers. She
wasn’t strong enough to protect her against her father and the authorities.One night, it was
Claire who came in to see her. Miranda pulled the sheets about her tightly, but when she heard
her sister whisper her name, she relaxed.“I’m going.” Claire said.4“I’VE HAD BETTER DAYS,” I
told Trixie, who’d just been foolish enough to ask me how things were going. So I told her.“Have



you talked to Sarah since this morning?” Trixie asked.“No,” I said. “She tried me on my cell but I
didn’t answer it.”“That’s mature.”“I’m just pissed, okay? And I know it’s not her fault. It was
Magnuson’s call. He put her in an impossible spot.” I shook my head, looked into my crème
caramel decaf lattacino thingie. I had no idea what it was. Trixie offered to buy when we met at
the Starbucks, and I’d told her to surprise me. We’d grabbed a small table in the back corner and
had snared a couple of comfy, leather-covered chairs.“And we had such a nice time last night,” I
said, more to myself than Trixie.“What, did you go out or something?”“No, no, we stayed in. Cost
me twenty bucks, though.”“Really? Sarah makes you pay for it? That’s actually a very reasonable
price, you know, and if there were any extras, it was a real bargain.” She grinned slyly at me. She
was looking particularly fetching today, in a black cowl-neck sweater, black jeans and boots, her
black hair pulled back into a ponytail.I ignored all that and said, “She’s got this interview coming
up, for foreign editor, and it’s Magnuson’s decision, so she probably didn’t feel she could come
to my defense. Figured Magnuson would accuse her of not being objective.”“Because she
sleeps with the reporter in question. For twenty bucks.”“The money actually went to Paul,” I
said.Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s too kinky, even for me.”I took a sip of my drink. I didn’t
know what it was, but it was sweet, and pretty good. “Anyway, look, these are my problems, not
yours. When we spoke on the phone, you said you were in some kind of trouble.”“Yeah, well, I
did, didn’t I.”“Sarah was wondering what kind of trouble you could be in that would bring you to
call me. You need more chaos in your life? If that’s what you want, then I’m definitely your
guy.”Trixie smiled. “Sarah’s tough on you, you know.”I went into self-deprecation mode and
shrugged. “Look at what she has to put up with,” I said.“I could put up with you,” she said, without
a hint of sarcasm.“So come on,” I said. “What’s up?”She took a breath. “I figure, what with you
being the only person I know who works in journalism, that maybe you could advise me on how
to proceed.”“How to proceed with what?”“How to proceed with keeping some asshole from
writing a story about me.”“What asshole would that be?”Trixie hauled her purse, a good-sized
one, onto her lap and started rooting around. First, she pulled out a stack of mail and put it on
our table so that she could better see what she had in there. “Just give me a minute,” she said. “I
have a post office box, get as little mail as possible delivered to my home.” I noticed what looked
like a Visa bill, possibly a property tax notice from the town of Oakwood, something from a car
company labeled “Important: Recall Notice,” and a number of what appeared to be personal
letters, none with return addresses.I lightly thumbed them. “Fan mail?”“Hmm?” Trixie said. “Oh,
sometimes men write to me ahead of time, tell me what they want. They don’t want anything
showing up in the ‘sent messages’ in their Outlook Express, if you know what I mean, in case the
wife happens to read it.”“Sure.”She saw the recall envelope for, it seemed, the first time. “Oh shit,
not another. Never buy a German luxury car, at least not a GF300. I thought the GF stood for
‘goes fast.’ Now I think it’s for ‘get fixed.’ It’s been recalled for the fuel injection, a power seat,
cruise control glitches. Who’s got time to get all those things fixed? Open that, see what it’s for
while I try to find this thing.”I opened the envelope, pulled out the paperwork. “Let me see here.
Uh, okay, you’ve got extra-sensitive air bag sensors. Slightest hit on the front bumper can set



them—”“Here it is.” Trixie slapped a newspaper clipping onto the table, then scooped all her mail
back into the purse. I picked up the clipping. It was a column, with a guy’s head shot, and a name
in bold caps: “MARTIN BENSON.”The headline read, “Council Misses Boat on Harbor
Review.”“Something about the Oakwood harbor? What do you have to do with that?” I
asked.“Nothing. I don’t care about the story. I just wanted you to see who the asshole
was.”“Martin Benson.”“Yeah.”“What paper is this from?”“The Suburban.”Oakwood’s local,
community newspaper. Light on news but heavy on inserted ads, it was delivered free to most of
the town’s households.“I don’t remember this guy from when we lived there,” I said. When we
had a house in Oakwood, I’d at least turn the pages of the Suburban before dropping it into the
recycling bin.“He’s a new guy. Trying to make a name for himself. By fucking me over.”“Why don’t
you start at the beginning.”“Okay, this Benson guy, he hears through the grapevine what kind of
business I might be operating in my home.”“You mean, like, a house of pleasure and pain.”“I offer
pain. But some people do find that pleasing.”“Where do you think he heard about it?”Trixie
shrugged. “Any number of people know. Clients. Former neighbors.” She gave me a look.“Not
guilty,” I said.“He did a piece on Roger Carpington. He’s already out, you know. Maybe he told
him something off the record, like, ‘Hey, you know what goes on in your supposedly respectable
neighborhood?’”Carpington was a former Oakwood town councillor who’d lost his position after
being convicted of accepting money to vote the right way on a housing development. Carpington
had never been a client of Trixie’s, as far as I knew, but the man who’d been paying him off had
been. He might have told Carpington about his recreational activities before having the life
squeezed out of him by a python. (Hey, it’s a long story.)“But the thing is,” Trixie went on, “it
doesn’t fucking much matter where he found out. The fact is, he suspects something.”“Okay, so
how do you know that?”“He called me, says he wants to interview me. I say, what about? He
says he’s doing a column about Oakwood’s kinkier side, thinks I might be able to help him out
with that.”“Maybe he doesn’t want to write about you. Maybe he just wants a freebie.”“Yeah, well,
if I thought strapping him down and giving him forty whacks would keep him quiet, I’d do it. But I
think he’s the real deal. He wants to do a story.”“What did you tell him?”“I said I had no idea what
he was talking about and hung up.”I had some more latte-thingy. “So did that take care of
it?”Trixie shook her head. “He calls again, says he’d like to do the story even if I remained
anonymous. So he can still do his story about kinky suburbanites. So I tell him again, I’ve got
nothing to say. Then, after that, there’s a car hanging around the street, a little Corolla or
something, the sort of car a guy working for a paper like the Suburban could afford. I see it
enough times that I start to get suspicious, so I decide to go out there, see who it is, ask him
what he’s doing. As I get close to the car, I recognize him from his picture in the paper.”She
displayed the clipping, pointed to Benson’s face.“I’m about to ask him what the fuck he’s up to,
and he starts to hold up his phone, and I’m sure it’s one of those goddamn camera phones, so I
put my hands up over my face and run back inside the house.”“Well,” I said, “I’m sure that didn’t
look suspicious.”“So I’ve had to cancel all my appointments. I can’t have clients coming to the
house, having their picture taken, running the risk of it showing up in the paper. I haven’t



spanked a guy in over a week.” She spoke like someone who’d recently given up smoking.I
shook my head. “So just lay low for a while, then. He can’t spend all his time parked out front of
your house. He’ll give up after a while, go on to something else.”“I’m not so sure. I wish I knew
someone who could scare the shit out of him, but you never know with journalists.” She looked at
me and smiled. “Sometimes, when they’re threatened, they’re more determined than ever to
write their story. It’s like the only way to stop them is to kill them.”I guess I was supposed to laugh
at that, but when I didn’t, Trixie said, “That was a joke.”“I know. It’s just, I don’t really know what
you want me to do, Trixie. Maybe you’ll actually have to make a respectable living for a while as
an accountant. I mean, you are good at it. You know everything there is to know about balancing
the books.”“Or making them appear to balance even if they don’t,” Trixie said, like she was
remembering something that happened a long time ago. “And by the way,” she said, “thanks for
not judging.”“Huh?”“‘A respectable living,’ I believe you said. That I might want to consider one,
for a while.”“Trixie, don’t try to guilt-trip me. You operate outside the law. Like most places,
Oakwood has laws against prostitu—”Trixie jabbed a finger at me. “I am not a hooker, Zack. I do
not fuck these men. They don’t get so much as a handjob from me.” She became very serious. “I
do not cross that line. I provide them an entertaining, fantasy-like environment.”“Okay, but you
might have a difficult time persuading the authorities of that.”Trixie shook her head in frustration,
then leaned forward in her leather chair, which drew me in as well.“What I was thinking,” she
said, “was that you could talk to him.”“What?”“Just, you know, have a little conversation with him.
You’re a reporter with a big city newspaper. He probably wants to get on at a place like the
Metropolitan. You could tell him no one gives a shit about two-bit stories like this, that if he really
wants to make the jump to the big time, he needs to go after city hall. Politicians on the take, bad
cops, that kind of thing. Not some woman trying to make a living.”“Trixie,” I said. “Look, you’re my
friend. I’d help you any way I can. But you can’t ask me to do this. I can’t, as a reporter for one
paper, try to talk a reporter for another paper out of doing his job. I can’t begin to count the
number of ethical violations. There’s just no way, I can’t, I’m sorry, I really am.”She looked into my
eyes. “I thought you’d be willing to help me.”“I don’t want you to be in trouble, but what you’re
asking me to do could get me in trouble at the Metropolitan, where, evidently, the boss already
has it in for me. Imagine if he heard I was trying to persuade some community newspaper
columnist not to write about a dominatrix.”Trixie said nothing. Something caught her eye, and
she looked to the front of the Starbucks. A leather-jacketed guy with a heavy beard and
sunglasses strolled in. Outside, I could see a big motorcycle, a Harley-Davidson or something
like that with raised handlebars, parked up close to the door.Trixie shrunk back into the chair,
turned and looked away.“What?” I said. “What is it? You know that guy.”“No, I don’t.”“Then what’s
the problem? It’s just some biker or biker wannabe. He’s not bothering anyone.”“It’s nothing. You
know what, Zack, don’t worry about anything.” Her voice had turned snippy. “I’ll just handle my
own problems myself.”She was trying to make me feel guilty, so I decided to repeat what I
thought was sound advice.“Really, just lay low,” I said. “This Martin Benson guy will finally go on
to something else, and then you can get back to doing what it is that you do.”Trixie, her shoulder



still turned to the front of the coffee shop, folded up the clipping and shoved it down into her
purse. The biker already had his coffee in hand and was heading out the front door. “There, he’s
gone,” I said.Trixie relaxed, but only slightly. She slung the strap of her purse over her
shoulder.“You do not understand, Zack. I cannot have my picture in the newspaper. Not any
newspaper. Not even a piece of asswipe like the Suburban. They may be small, but they still
have an online edition too, you know. They run my picture and it’s all over the Internet.”“I can’t
imagine anyone outside of Oakwood is reading the Suburban online,” I said, trying to calm her.“I
can’t take that chance. I can’t have my mug shot showing up anyplace.”“Mug shot?” I said. “Why
do you call your own picture a mug shot?”Trixie blinked. “Figure of speech,” she said.He would
come in to see her at night, supposedly to tuck her in.But Miranda, with some tips from her older
sister, Claire, figured out a way to deal with this. She would tuck the covers in as tightly as
possible on both sides, then crawl atop the bed and slide under the sheet and bedspread from
the top.Once she was there, she felt trapped, like a leftover sandwich Saran-Wrapped to a plate,
but secure as well, because any attempts her father might make to touch his fifteen-year-old girl
could not be disguised as inadvertent. He was very good at accidentally brushing his hand
across her private places when getting her ready for bed. But those supposedly innocent
touches weren’t possible when she had herself so tightly cocooned. That, and pretending to
already be asleep, tended to thwart his efforts, most of the time.Sometimes Miranda almost
wished he’d be more blatant. She wished he could be as direct with his perversions as he was
with his violence. He made no attempt at excuses when he took out his belt to punish her or her
sister for some perceived misbehavior. At those moments, she could scream back, run out of the
house.But when he slunk into her room at night, he would hide behind pitiful slyness. He’d
camouflage baser motives with apologies about losing his temper. But she knew he felt no
regrets over that. If only he’d just admit that he’d come in to check on her progress at turning into
a woman, that he wanted a form of intimacy he knew to be inappropriate. Then maybe she could
react, holler at him to leave her alone. But his feigned innocence always gave him an excuse.
“You’re just sensitive,” he’d say. “What, a father can’t give his little girl a hug?”And there was no
use trying to talk to her mother about this. She numbed herself with scotch, cigarettes, and
television, but mostly scotch. What chance was there that she would come to the defense of her
daughters when she wouldn’t defend herself against her husband’s bursts of outrage and
backhanded slaps?It was older sister Claire she turned to. It was Claire with whom she shared
her secrets. It was Claire who told her how to cope.And it was Claire who begged her to leave
with her. But Miranda said, “You’re eighteen. If you go, they can’t make you come back. I’m just
fifteen. He’d call the police. They’d bring me back.”“I wouldn’t let them,” Claire said.But as much
as Miranda admired, worshipped, her sister, she didn’t believe she had those powers. She
wasn’t strong enough to protect her against her father and the authorities.One night, it was
Claire who came in to see her. Miranda pulled the sheets about her tightly, but when she heard
her sister whisper her name, she relaxed.“I’m going.” Claire said.4“I’VE HAD BETTER DAYS,” I
told Trixie, who’d just been foolish enough to ask me how things were going. So I told her.“Have



you talked to Sarah since this morning?” Trixie asked.“No,” I said. “She tried me on my cell but I
didn’t answer it.”“That’s mature.”“I’m just pissed, okay? And I know it’s not her fault. It was
Magnuson’s call. He put her in an impossible spot.” I shook my head, looked into my crème
caramel decaf lattacino thingie. I had no idea what it was. Trixie offered to buy when we met at
the Starbucks, and I’d told her to surprise me. We’d grabbed a small table in the back corner and
had snared a couple of comfy, leather-covered chairs.“And we had such a nice time last night,” I
said, more to myself than Trixie.“What, did you go out or something?”“No, no, we stayed in. Cost
me twenty bucks, though.”“Really? Sarah makes you pay for it? That’s actually a very reasonable
price, you know, and if there were any extras, it was a real bargain.” She grinned slyly at me. She
was looking particularly fetching today, in a black cowl-neck sweater, black jeans and boots, her
black hair pulled back into a ponytail.I ignored all that and said, “She’s got this interview coming
up, for foreign editor, and it’s Magnuson’s decision, so she probably didn’t feel she could come
to my defense. Figured Magnuson would accuse her of not being objective.”“Because she
sleeps with the reporter in question. For twenty bucks.”“The money actually went to Paul,” I
said.Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s too kinky, even for me.”I took a sip of my drink. I didn’t
know what it was, but it was sweet, and pretty good. “Anyway, look, these are my problems, not
yours. When we spoke on the phone, you said you were in some kind of trouble.”“Yeah, well, I
did, didn’t I.”“Sarah was wondering what kind of trouble you could be in that would bring you to
call me. You need more chaos in your life? If that’s what you want, then I’m definitely your
guy.”Trixie smiled. “Sarah’s tough on you, you know.”I went into self-deprecation mode and
shrugged. “Look at what she has to put up with,” I said.“I could put up with you,” she said, without
a hint of sarcasm.“So come on,” I said. “What’s up?”She took a breath. “I figure, what with you
being the only person I know who works in journalism, that maybe you could advise me on how
to proceed.”“How to proceed with what?”“How to proceed with keeping some asshole from
writing a story about me.”“What asshole would that be?”Trixie hauled her purse, a good-sized
one, onto her lap and started rooting around. First, she pulled out a stack of mail and put it on
our table so that she could better see what she had in there. “Just give me a minute,” she said. “I
have a post office box, get as little mail as possible delivered to my home.” I noticed what looked
like a Visa bill, possibly a property tax notice from the town of Oakwood, something from a car
company labeled “Important: Recall Notice,” and a number of what appeared to be personal
letters, none with return addresses.I lightly thumbed them. “Fan mail?”“Hmm?” Trixie said. “Oh,
sometimes men write to me ahead of time, tell me what they want. They don’t want anything
showing up in the ‘sent messages’ in their Outlook Express, if you know what I mean, in case the
wife happens to read it.”“Sure.”She saw the recall envelope for, it seemed, the first time. “Oh shit,
not another. Never buy a German luxury car, at least not a GF300. I thought the GF stood for
‘goes fast.’ Now I think it’s for ‘get fixed.’ It’s been recalled for the fuel injection, a power seat,
cruise control glitches. Who’s got time to get all those things fixed? Open that, see what it’s for
while I try to find this thing.”I opened the envelope, pulled out the paperwork. “Let me see here.
Uh, okay, you’ve got extra-sensitive air bag sensors. Slightest hit on the front bumper can set



them—”“Here it is.” Trixie slapped a newspaper clipping onto the table, then scooped all her mail
back into the purse. I picked up the clipping. It was a column, with a guy’s head shot, and a name
in bold caps: “MARTIN BENSON.”The headline read, “Council Misses Boat on Harbor
Review.”“Something about the Oakwood harbor? What do you have to do with that?” I
asked.“Nothing. I don’t care about the story. I just wanted you to see who the asshole
was.”“Martin Benson.”“Yeah.”“What paper is this from?”“The Suburban.”Oakwood’s local,
community newspaper. Light on news but heavy on inserted ads, it was delivered free to most of
the town’s households.“I don’t remember this guy from when we lived there,” I said. When we
had a house in Oakwood, I’d at least turn the pages of the Suburban before dropping it into the
recycling bin.“He’s a new guy. Trying to make a name for himself. By fucking me over.”“Why don’t
you start at the beginning.”“Okay, this Benson guy, he hears through the grapevine what kind of
business I might be operating in my home.”“You mean, like, a house of pleasure and pain.”“I offer
pain. But some people do find that pleasing.”“Where do you think he heard about it?”Trixie
shrugged. “Any number of people know. Clients. Former neighbors.” She gave me a look.“Not
guilty,” I said.“He did a piece on Roger Carpington. He’s already out, you know. Maybe he told
him something off the record, like, ‘Hey, you know what goes on in your supposedly respectable
neighborhood?’”Carpington was a former Oakwood town councillor who’d lost his position after
being convicted of accepting money to vote the right way on a housing development. Carpington
had never been a client of Trixie’s, as far as I knew, but the man who’d been paying him off had
been. He might have told Carpington about his recreational activities before having the life
squeezed out of him by a python. (Hey, it’s a long story.)“But the thing is,” Trixie went on, “it
doesn’t fucking much matter where he found out. The fact is, he suspects something.”“Okay, so
how do you know that?”“He called me, says he wants to interview me. I say, what about? He
says he’s doing a column about Oakwood’s kinkier side, thinks I might be able to help him out
with that.”“Maybe he doesn’t want to write about you. Maybe he just wants a freebie.”“Yeah, well,
if I thought strapping him down and giving him forty whacks would keep him quiet, I’d do it. But I
think he’s the real deal. He wants to do a story.”“What did you tell him?”“I said I had no idea what
he was talking about and hung up.”I had some more latte-thingy. “So did that take care of
it?”Trixie shook her head. “He calls again, says he’d like to do the story even if I remained
anonymous. So he can still do his story about kinky suburbanites. So I tell him again, I’ve got
nothing to say. Then, after that, there’s a car hanging around the street, a little Corolla or
something, the sort of car a guy working for a paper like the Suburban could afford. I see it
enough times that I start to get suspicious, so I decide to go out there, see who it is, ask him
what he’s doing. As I get close to the car, I recognize him from his picture in the paper.”She
displayed the clipping, pointed to Benson’s face.“I’m about to ask him what the fuck he’s up to,
and he starts to hold up his phone, and I’m sure it’s one of those goddamn camera phones, so I
put my hands up over my face and run back inside the house.”“Well,” I said, “I’m sure that didn’t
look suspicious.”“So I’ve had to cancel all my appointments. I can’t have clients coming to the
house, having their picture taken, running the risk of it showing up in the paper. I haven’t



spanked a guy in over a week.” She spoke like someone who’d recently given up smoking.I
shook my head. “So just lay low for a while, then. He can’t spend all his time parked out front of
your house. He’ll give up after a while, go on to something else.”“I’m not so sure. I wish I knew
someone who could scare the shit out of him, but you never know with journalists.” She looked at
me and smiled. “Sometimes, when they’re threatened, they’re more determined than ever to
write their story. It’s like the only way to stop them is to kill them.”I guess I was supposed to laugh
at that, but when I didn’t, Trixie said, “That was a joke.”“I know. It’s just, I don’t really know what
you want me to do, Trixie. Maybe you’ll actually have to make a respectable living for a while as
an accountant. I mean, you are good at it. You know everything there is to know about balancing
the books.”“Or making them appear to balance even if they don’t,” Trixie said, like she was
remembering something that happened a long time ago. “And by the way,” she said, “thanks for
not judging.”“Huh?”“‘A respectable living,’ I believe you said. That I might want to consider one,
for a while.”“Trixie, don’t try to guilt-trip me. You operate outside the law. Like most places,
Oakwood has laws against prostitu—”Trixie jabbed a finger at me. “I am not a hooker, Zack. I do
not fuck these men. They don’t get so much as a handjob from me.” She became very serious. “I
do not cross that line. I provide them an entertaining, fantasy-like environment.”“Okay, but you
might have a difficult time persuading the authorities of that.”Trixie shook her head in frustration,
then leaned forward in her leather chair, which drew me in as well.“What I was thinking,” she
said, “was that you could talk to him.”“What?”“Just, you know, have a little conversation with him.
You’re a reporter with a big city newspaper. He probably wants to get on at a place like the
Metropolitan. You could tell him no one gives a shit about two-bit stories like this, that if he really
wants to make the jump to the big time, he needs to go after city hall. Politicians on the take, bad
cops, that kind of thing. Not some woman trying to make a living.”“Trixie,” I said. “Look, you’re my
friend. I’d help you any way I can. But you can’t ask me to do this. I can’t, as a reporter for one
paper, try to talk a reporter for another paper out of doing his job. I can’t begin to count the
number of ethical violations. There’s just no way, I can’t, I’m sorry, I really am.”She looked into my
eyes. “I thought you’d be willing to help me.”“I don’t want you to be in trouble, but what you’re
asking me to do could get me in trouble at the Metropolitan, where, evidently, the boss already
has it in for me. Imagine if he heard I was trying to persuade some community newspaper
columnist not to write about a dominatrix.”Trixie said nothing. Something caught her eye, and
she looked to the front of the Starbucks. A leather-jacketed guy with a heavy beard and
sunglasses strolled in. Outside, I could see a big motorcycle, a Harley-Davidson or something
like that with raised handlebars, parked up close to the door.Trixie shrunk back into the chair,
turned and looked away.“What?” I said. “What is it? You know that guy.”“No, I don’t.”“Then what’s
the problem? It’s just some biker or biker wannabe. He’s not bothering anyone.”“It’s nothing. You
know what, Zack, don’t worry about anything.” Her voice had turned snippy. “I’ll just handle my
own problems myself.”She was trying to make me feel guilty, so I decided to repeat what I
thought was sound advice.“Really, just lay low,” I said. “This Martin Benson guy will finally go on
to something else, and then you can get back to doing what it is that you do.”Trixie, her shoulder



still turned to the front of the coffee shop, folded up the clipping and shoved it down into her
purse. The biker already had his coffee in hand and was heading out the front door. “There, he’s
gone,” I said.Trixie relaxed, but only slightly. She slung the strap of her purse over her
shoulder.“You do not understand, Zack. I cannot have my picture in the newspaper. Not any
newspaper. Not even a piece of asswipe like the Suburban. They may be small, but they still
have an online edition too, you know. They run my picture and it’s all over the Internet.”“I can’t
imagine anyone outside of Oakwood is reading the Suburban online,” I said, trying to calm her.“I
can’t take that chance. I can’t have my mug shot showing up anyplace.”“Mug shot?” I said. “Why
do you call your own picture a mug shot?”Trixie blinked. “Figure of speech,” she said.He would
come in to see her at night, supposedly to tuck her in.But Miranda, with some tips from her older
sister, Claire, figured out a way to deal with this. She would tuck the covers in as tightly as
possible on both sides, then crawl atop the bed and slide under the sheet and bedspread from
the top.Once she was there, she felt trapped, like a leftover sandwich Saran-Wrapped to a plate,
but secure as well, because any attempts her father might make to touch his fifteen-year-old girl
could not be disguised as inadvertent. He was very good at accidentally brushing his hand
across her private places when getting her ready for bed. But those supposedly innocent
touches weren’t possible when she had herself so tightly cocooned. That, and pretending to
already be asleep, tended to thwart his efforts, most of the time.Sometimes Miranda almost
wished he’d be more blatant. She wished he could be as direct with his perversions as he was
with his violence. He made no attempt at excuses when he took out his belt to punish her or her
sister for some perceived misbehavior. At those moments, she could scream back, run out of the
house.But when he slunk into her room at night, he would hide behind pitiful slyness. He’d
camouflage baser motives with apologies about losing his temper. But she knew he felt no
regrets over that. If only he’d just admit that he’d come in to check on her progress at turning into
a woman, that he wanted a form of intimacy he knew to be inappropriate. Then maybe she could
react, holler at him to leave her alone. But his feigned innocence always gave him an excuse.
“You’re just sensitive,” he’d say. “What, a father can’t give his little girl a hug?”And there was no
use trying to talk to her mother about this. She numbed herself with scotch, cigarettes, and
television, but mostly scotch. What chance was there that she would come to the defense of her
daughters when she wouldn’t defend herself against her husband’s bursts of outrage and
backhanded slaps?It was older sister Claire she turned to. It was Claire with whom she shared
her secrets. It was Claire who told her how to cope.And it was Claire who begged her to leave
with her. But Miranda said, “You’re eighteen. If you go, they can’t make you come back. I’m just
fifteen. He’d call the police. They’d bring me back.”“I wouldn’t let them,” Claire said.But as much
as Miranda admired, worshipped, her sister, she didn’t believe she had those powers. She
wasn’t strong enough to protect her against her father and the authorities.One night, it was
Claire who came in to see her. Miranda pulled the sheets about her tightly, but when she heard
her sister whisper her name, she relaxed.“I’m going.” Claire said.
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Debra Hamel, “Zack Walker's Fourth Outing another Good Read. In Linwood Barclay's fourth
novel featuring trepid newspaper writer Zack Walker, Zack falls into two dangerous situations.
His friend Trixie Snelling, accountant turned dominatrix, calls asking for help with a reporter
who's been buzzing around her for a story. For reasons that later become clear, she's terrified of
having her picture printed in the paper. And Zack's son Paul takes a job as a fry cook, only to
discover that the trio of muscular Slavic women running the burger joint are serving up E. coli
with their fries. The two threads of the story eventually combine, with both sets of bad guys intent
on killing or maiming Zack, albeit with very different weapons. As usual, Zack's tendency to fall
into trouble and not come clean about it soon enough also gets him in hot water at home. But
what's unusual about this book is that the main story is punctuated by chapters detailing Trixie's
colorful back story. This is necessary for our understanding, but for me these were the low points
of the book. Frankly, I don't find Trixie a very interesting or sympathetic character. She's made a
number of mistakes in her life that have put her friends and family in danger. And while one can
try to exonerate her by saying that she was forced into them by her situation, well, she really
wasn't. Given at various times in life a choice of two directions to take, she has invariably made
the worse choice. So, I don't really care what happens to her. Barclay, however, tells a great
story, and he ties up the various strands of the plot very neatly at the end. Still, if there's to be
another Zack Walker novel, I'd prefer that the troubles Zack faces be closer to home. And,
generally speaking, the more we see of Zack's friend, the enigmatic private eye Lawrence
Jones, the better (provided that he, unlike Trixie in this outing, remains enigmatic).-- Debra
Hamel”

Shirl C., “Fabulous story!. Crazy wild ride! Mr Barclay really knows how to get readers involved
in the Walker's world. Sadly, there are only 4 books in this series! Wish we could get into many
more adventures with Zack! Many thanks to this awesome  author!!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Stone rain pour laughs and thrills. I am an unabashed fan of Linwood
Barclay's books. His character development is first rate, his plots are right in line with what really
happens in life stretched out just a tad and he is hysterically funny. His hero, Zack, (if one can
call an obsessive-compulsive worrier who lucks out when confronted with danger a hero) mirrors
the way our society is trying to protect everyone to the point that we take all the fun out of life. I
find myself laughing out loud at the twists and turns, Zack's interior monologues and ludicrous -
yet somehow logical- solutions to the problems he encounters. That's a rarity for me, because
most authors seem to try too hard for my taste. I wish someone would pick up these characters
and make a series or movie (as long as they do it well and are faithful to his voice), so more
people would read Barclay's books. If you like mysteries, love a laugh and want a fun read that
you can't put down, give Barclay a try. Start at the beginning with his first book, though, because



while they stand alone, there's more impact if you follow Zack from his very first encounter with
criminal behavior. Stone Rain is the fourth, and I have to wait months for the next in the series.Oh
no, now I'M worried other readers won't get Barclay's sense of irony. I guess Zack is a little
contagious!”

Kevin O'Connell, “Another good Barclay book, but a bit darker than his earlier works.. I have
read, and enjoyed many of Barclay's books, and this is the second Zack Walker book. As usual,
lots of witty observations about the newspaper industry, as well the ups and downs of Zack's
family life.However, this books has a bit of a darker element than some of his other books. I don't
want to alarm fans of the Zack Walker books too much, his wife and children come out fine, but a
couple of likable characters don't fare as well.”

luv2read, “Review. Another excellent book by LinwoodBarkley. I would highly recommend it to
everyone to read it was just beyond excellent!”

Cathy J., “Good fast, entertaining fun!. I've just finished this fourth installment of Zach's
experiences in becoming hopelessly entangled in misadventure. Barcaly's novels (I've now read
them all, boo hoo) are fast moving, entertaining, clever and fun! I enjoy the humor, the storyline
and the characters. Very entertaining! I just read all but one of the Zach series in a row. It was a
great feast but now, it's over, until Barclay's next book. I recommend them all. I also recommend
that the Zach series be read in order. I hope Barclay continues the series while writing his
independent books as well. More, more, more, please.”

Harsh Critic, “stone rain. Linwood Barclay is always a good read, nothing heavy but good light
entertainment perfect for the beach or distraction on a flight.”

B. J. Willing, “Linwood Barclay is a real discovery as an author and .... Linwood Barclay is a real
discovery as an author and this is one of a series that will not let you down.”

sewb, “Four Stars. Good Book have read all four now in the series and they got better with
subsequent books.”

sandra Ruddock, “Stone Rain. As usual, this is a really good book with good story line and very
in parts.  I can't get enough of Linwood Barclay”

annabella, “love linwood. I love Linwood Barclay the way he writes and this book was very good
for his earlier writing  keep it up Linwood”

The book by Richard Flanagan has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 342 people have provided feedback.
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