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Acclaim For the Work of
MAX ALLAN COLLINS!

“Crime fiction aficionados are in for a treat…a neo-pulp noir classic.”

—Chicago Tribune

“No one can twist you through a maze with as much intensity and suspense as Max Allan Collins.”

—Clive Cussler

“Collins never misses a beat…All the stand-up pleasures of dime-store pulp with a beguiling level of complexity.”

—Booklist

“Collins has an outwardly artless style that conceals a great deal of art.”

—New York Times Book Review

“Max Allan Collins is the closest thing we have to a 21st-century Mickey Spillane and…will please any fan of old-school, hardboiled crime fiction.”

—This Week

“A suspenseful, wild night’s ride [from] one of the finest writers of crime fiction that the U.S. has produced.”

—Book Reporter

“This book is about as perfect a page turner as you’ll find.”

—Library Journal

“Bristling with suspense and sexuality, this book is a welcome addition to the Hard Case Crime library.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A total delight…fast, surprising, and well-told.”

—Deadly Pleasures

“Strong and compelling reading.”

—Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine

“Max Allan Collins [is] like no other writer.”

—Andrew Vachss

“Collins breaks out a really good one, knocking over the hard-boiled competition (Parker and Leonard for sure, maybe even Puzo) with a one-two punch: a feisty storyline told bittersweet and wry…nice and taut…the book is unputdownable. Never done better.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Rippling with brutal violence and surprising sexuality…I savored every turn.”

—Bookgasm

“Masterful.”

—Jeffery Deaver

“Collins has a gift for creating low-life believable characters …a sharply focused action story that keeps the reader guessing till the slam-bang ending. A consummate thriller from one of the new masters of the genre.”

—Atlanta Journal Constitution

“An exceptional storyteller.”

—San Diego Union Tribune

“Nobody does it better than Max Allan Collins.”

—John Lutz







Someone opening the door in the outer area brought me instantly awake. The bedroom was dark but for a bedside LED clock, which told me it was 8:13 P.M., with night now finding its way around where the curtains met. Had I heard that?

I had.

I slipped from the bed onto my stockinged feet, carefully made my way to the stand bearing my suitcase, my night vision not kicking in yet and my memory of the room’s layout limited. Mostly it was just the big bed where I’d thrown myself several hours before; but the odd bench or ottoman might betray me.

Then my legs were touching the stand and I slipped my hand into the invisible suitcase and carefully fished under the clothing for the nine mil.

With the gun in hand, I moved quick but careful to the connecting door. I put my back to the wall and, with my left hand, reached for the knob. Turned it, flung the door open and went in low.

A woman, in silhouette, was seated on the couch. She swung her head around and greeted me with a moist red smile and white teeth that almost glowed in the dark…
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“You can’t go home again.”
THOMAS WOLFE

“Murders are committed by those we know and love…
a chilling thought when you sit down to dinner with a family of five.
All those potential killers passing their plates.”
SUE GRAFTON








YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED
TO ATTEND THE FAIR VIEW, OHIO,
CLASS OF 1972
50TH HIGH SCHOOL REUNION



Quarry—a lodge owner

Jenny Means—daughter of Quarry’s high school flame

Mary Ann (Kemper) Means—Quarry’s high school flame

Regal Means—(deceased) founder of Regal Feeds

Virginia Means—deteriorating matriarch; Regal’s widow

Bobby Means—Regal’s son, Mary Ann’s ex-husband; left her for…

Suzanne (Shaw) Means—Bobby’s second wife; mother of…

Alex Means—Bobby’s son, dreamer; his grandmother’s favorite

Donna Means—Alex’s wife (Hispanic, to Virginia’s dismay)

Becky Hazen—had affair with Bobby; married…

Rick Hazen—classmate of Quarry’s and Mary Ann’s; inherited daddy’s bar

Don Kiser—burly bartender at Rick’s

Caldonia Jackson—lovely sculptress, Alex’s teacher and mentor







CHAPTER ONE

I hadn’t killed anybody for money, or for free for that matter, in a long time. So seeing her, and knowing that one option would be to snuff her out like a candle’s flame, I wondered what, if any, other options I had.

This is where I’m supposed to provide backstory, so I will, but I promise to make it as painless as possible. Take a deep breath.

I went to Vietnam right out of high school, became a sniper and got used to killing—at long-range anyway—then I came back to find my young wife in bed with a guy. To my credit I guess, I didn’t kill him then, but when a day later I confronted the bastard at his house, in his driveway where he was working under his sporty little car, I kicked the jack out. In my defense, he’d said, “I got nothing to say to you, bunghole,” and I had to reply, didn’t I? In my own way?

I got some publicity in my small Ohio hometown paper, and a little national play, too, which aided in getting me off. Which is what the guy under his car did to my wife, after all, got her off. Fair is fair.

I went to California, where I’d met my bride, who I didn’t kill by the way (I am not a monster), and did something I rarely do. I drank myself into numbness and stayed that way a while until the Broker looked me up.

The Broker was a businessman-type—scratch that, a businessman—who behind a smooth-mustached, silver-haired demeanor was the worst kind of agent you could find in Hollywood, which is saying something.

He brought me on board with his stable of professional contract killers, mostly ex-military—please do me the courtesy of not using the TV term “hitmen”—and I worked in two-man teams for five years or so, until the Broker decided I was doing too much thinking and tried to have me killed.

After I killed the Broker, I went into business for myself, using his list (think “database”) of my fellow hitmen (fuck!) and began using the list to track them one at a time, finding out who their next target was, then approaching that target, offering to save him or her from execution for a dollar. A figurative dollar.

I did this, with some success, for maybe twenty years (who’s counting?), working once or twice a year and living off fat payoffs, in an A-frame on a northern lake until somebody came looking for me, killed my then-wife, and got on my bad side. Consequently various people got removed but I wasn’t one of them, which I guess is self-evident.

You can breathe now.

The thought that I might have to kill this lovely woman—she was maybe forty, which is young to a guy pushing seventy (never mind from which side)—was somewhat of a knee-jerk reaction. After all, if she knew my real name, my original identity—and I strongly suspected she did—it could easily mean others knew too and I’d have to go on some kind of half-assed killing spree, which I was in no mood for at this stage of what was left of my life.

My killing years were largely over. My more recent vocation had been operating, and eventually owning, a couple of lodges on either end of Sylvan Lake in Minnesota. I got into that business through a Vietnam-era friend of mine, who I also decided not to kill when he recognized me, and later I bought in big-time thanks to my wealthy second wife, the sweet sexy ex-librarian I had once been hired to kill and didn’t.

Something had killed her other than a gun—Covid—and I was now sort of going through the motions of my life as a widower. If I’d ever thought about the widows I’ve created, back in the day, I might have had a guilty conscience. And I do have a conscience of sorts, though I try to keep it in check.

I should say this: anybody I ever killed was marked for it before I was part of the mix; they were already dead, essentially, just walking around, and all I did was facilitate the inevitable. And the two-man assassination teams I took out, they were just a bunch of lowlife killers.

So let’s just put that all behind us and get on with our story.

Sylvan Lodge is still open in November, and the fall colors, the passing reds and browns and oranges and vibrant greens, attract enough tourists to keep our cabins available, the rooms at the lodge filled, and our restaurant going.

I noticed her for three reasons.

First, she was beautiful—her auburn hair shoulder-length and sleek, her eyes big and dark, her nose pert, her mouth a little too small but serviceable.

Second, she kept stealing glances at me here and there around the lodge, and even smiling and summoning a smile or two from me in return, so we were obviously on each other’s radar.

Oh, and third, she was the spitting image of my high-school love, Mary Ann Kemper.

The resemblance was just too close to be a coincidence. If whoever her father was had contributed any significant DNA to her, it didn’t show in that pretty pan. So she was somebody—my Mary Ann’s baby sister or her daughter or first cousin or some damn thing—that connected my harmless present to my homicidal past.

Also notable was the lack of a man at her side or gal pals either, walking in tandem with her. She was always alone—seated in the restaurant, strolling along the blacktop strip that led to my two-story glorified cabin on the lake, poking around the gift shop, always when I was around. She seemed on the verge of saying, I don’t know, hello maybe.

Don’t laugh. At my ripe old age, I still got the eye, I’ll have you know, from older broads looking for a replacement husband, and younger ones who figured I was sort of well-off. For a guy who had open-heart surgery a few years ago, I was healthy and fit and lacked the usual older-male spare tire. I swam every day and my five-ten consisted of muscles and tendons and visible veins and one hundred and sixty-five well-managed pounds. My hair was steel-gray, kept short but not military, and that’s all the self-description I’m going to give you.

As for further description of the woman in question, she was shapely, her full breasts apparent despite the looseness of her orange ribbed turtleneck sweater. No bra under there, either, just kittens fighting in a bag. Her bottom traveled curvy and well in blue jeans, and her boots were a light tan, toes pointed, small and stylish. Anyway, that was how she was dressed on the afternoon when I was wondering whether I should kill her.

Now if you are frowning because the above description seems sexist, but had no trouble with my mulling whether I needed to kill her or not, you are even more fucked up than I am. No, I was not going to kill her. It had just sprung to mind as a sort of reflex action. All because her sweet face and shapely form made me think about Mary Ann Kemper, and in a carnal way. Sue me.

Fall foliage is a significant draw for visitors in the autumn months. Right now the weather was unseasonably warm—a cool warm, an Indian summer kind of thing. Sylvan Lodge was at about half-capacity, enough guests around to keep the Fitness Center hopping.

I swam some mornings, before the Fitness Center opened, but always at night, after hours, and this was one of those. Swimming had been a part of me for as long as I could remember. Even on the job, in my killing days (the civilian ones I mean), I made sure I stayed in a motel with a pool.

I didn’t care if the water was cold or tepid or warm—it was a respite from thinking when I needed it, and a way to quietly think if I needed that. My swimsuit wrapped in a towel, me wrapped in some sweats, I ambled up the lane and across the highway to the Fitness Center, where the lights were off. I had keys to open the place up and threw a few switches, and in under two minutes I was doing lazy laps.

I didn’t hear her come in.

I didn’t hear her at all until she said, somewhat timidly, “Excuse me?”

Her voice, even soft as it was, echoed in the big vertical room, most of which was taken up by the Olympic-size pool, a few wooden tables and beach chairs hugging its edges. The weight room was in back off to one side, the sauna on the other, neither in use. We were alone.

She was in a terry robe that ended at her knees, feet in flip flops, a rolled towel under one arm—presumably not with a nine millimeter Browning wrapped up in it, as my mine had. The brunette was brown herself, a nice tan unfaded by summer’s absence, her hair tucked under a floral-petal swimming cap as dark an orange as her ribbed sweater had been. It was like her hair was pleasantly on fire. She wore no makeup, not that her bruised lips needed any or that those big brown eyes required any help.

“I saw the lights on,” she said.

Her voice was like Mary Ann’s, too, husky but high-pitched.

“Door was unlocked,” she said.

Obviously.

“Didn’t know anyone was in here,” she added.

A lie.

I was treading water, breathing hard, not from exertion but her presence. Both our voices were echoing.

“I know it’s after hours,” she said, not far inside the door, where she’d planted herself awkwardly. Frankly apologetic, she said, “I can leave if you like.”

“No,” I said. “That’s okay.”

“You, uh…don’t mind my joining you, Mr. Keller? In the pool?”

“No. That’s fine. And make it ‘Jack.’”

Jack Keller was the name I lived under here.

“I’m Jenny.”

Soft as her voice was, it still raised some resonance in the high-ceilinged room.

She came over, in small, guarded steps with flip-flop punctuation. “I just find it relaxing, you know, helps me sleep. To grab a swim before bed.”

That held just the faintest hint of something.

She slipped out of her terry robe and draped it over the arms of a beach chair. Her one-piece suit was even browner than her eyes, so much a second skin that I could tell she shaved a certain part of her anatomy.

I took a quick breath—not to go back to my laps, but having a lapse. That curvy figure, that golden tan, those legs just long enough to complete a perfect female form, limbs not muscular but smooth…think Betty Grable, if you’re old enough.

I knew that figure well, though I had never met this stunning creature. It was burned in my memory like a wood carving: that was Mary Ann’s figure. What was this girl doing with it? Not a “girl,” of course, but a very young-looking woman in her forties.

She dove in at the end of the pool near the door she’d come in, barely disturbing the water, and swam a graceful but quick lap, cutting right past me like a car in the next lane. I went back to swimming my laps and sort of fell in alongside her, not too close, but enough for us to be in near sync.

We swam maybe a dozen of those, and I got out on the end near the sauna, catching my breath—keeping up with her had required some effort.

I said, “I’m taking some steam. Feel free to join me, if you like. If and when you feel like it.”

I slipped inside the sauna booth, taking my towel-wrapped Browning with me. Maybe I’d pretty much decided killing her was not an option, but I still didn’t know what her game was. And she clearly had one.

After ladling some water on the black rocks atop the tiny stove, I positioned myself on the upper softwood bench, letting the heat have me, wondering how long it would take her to get her nerve up.

Not long.

She stepped inside, took off the flower-petal bathing cap and shook her shoulder-length hair more or less into place, leaving it just tousled enough. The water had been coldish tonight so her nipples under the brown second skin were erect. So was I.

“Can I join you up there?” she asked.

“Be my guest.”

She hopped up and sat just a tad closer than necessary. “You have a wonderful place here.”

I gestured around the sauna booth. “It’s small but then so are my needs.”

That got a tiny, apparently genuine smile out of her.

“I mean this place,” she said. “Your lodge. Such a scenic setting. Do you ever get used to that lake view?”

“What lake is that?”

“You’re teasing me.”

I shrugged. “A little.”

“I’ve always…nothing.”

“What?”

“No, it’s too embarrassing.”

“Spill.”

“I’ve…I’ve always had a kind of…thing for older men.”

“Good to hear.”

She came closer. Sweat pearled her pretty face, delicate little diamond droplets. “That’s your house, on the lake, isn’t it? I’ve always loved A-frames. It’s really beautiful, rustic and modern all at once.”

I shrugged. “Once upon a time it was for guests with money. Then I came into money and now the only guests are invited ones.”

She frowned a little. “You’re not just the manager, then? You own Sylvan Lodge?”

Somehow I knew she already knew the answer to that.

“Yeah. I do now.”

“…now?”

I nodded. “My rich wife died during the pandemic. Left it all to me.”

Her voice in reply sounded different suddenly; more real. “My husband died, too. In a small plane crash.”

Not looking at me now.

“Sorry. Was this…?”

“Not recent, no,” she said, shaking all that auburn hair. “Fifteen years ago?”

She’d posed it like a question, which of course I couldn’t answer.

“Guess that makes us two lonely people,” she said.

“Guess it does. Two lost souls.”

“Huh?”

“On the highway of life. An old song. Before your time.”

She leaned close and kissed me. It lasted a while.

But it read wrong: her kiss was tight, forced, not the soft thing those bruised lips promised.

She tugged her swimsuit down and exposed two full lovely breasts, white from a bikini top having hidden them from the sun. Away from the chilly pool, the nipples, a chestnut brown, had gone pleasantly soft. But, oddly, so had I. Something was off here.

With her bosom hanging out, their dark tips looking at me like they wondered what was wrong with me, she gazed at me plaintively. Some of the jeweled droplets on her face hadn’t come from the steam.

“I…I need your help, Mr. Keller.”

Considering her swimsuit was gathered around her waist, that seemed strangely formal. But convincing.

“Who are you, honey?” I asked her gently.

“I…I told you. Jenny. Jennifer, but…Jenny.”

“No last name?”

“It’s Means. I’m Jenny Means.”

That last name went back as far into the past as the memory of Mary Ann Kemper.

“You’re her daughter,” I said, barely audible, “aren’t you?”

She swallowed, nodded, a small delicately knuckled fist rubbing away some of droplets. “My mother is Mary Ann Means.”

So the first female to break my heart was still among the living. What, had the bitch sent her daughter as a sexual sacrificial lamb, to get something out of me? Some kind of help?

Jenny must have read me, because she shook her head emphatically and said, “It’s not like that. Mother sent me, but not to…you know. I just…I thought maybe.…It was my idea.”

“Not a great one.”

Cheeks red now. “No. Not a great one.”

“Pull your top up and let’s talk. Talk about what it is you want my help with.”

*   *   *

We sat on the edge of the pool with our backs to the sauna booth. Our legs were in the water up to the knees. Jenny had her towel wrapped around her shoulders like a fighter at the end of a bout. I didn’t.

“Why am I someone,” I said, “your mother would send you to for help?”

“I don’t think she ever got over you,” Jenny said, oddly distant. That was a non sequitur of sorts, but she added, “She has a scrapbook.” Another non sequitur.

“Everybody needs a hobby,” I said.

The big brown eyes locked onto me. “You don’t understand—you are the subject.”

“Me. Not Burt Reynolds or Ryan O’Neal?”

“You. The front end is clippings of your swim meets. You were a championship swimmer. All-state. Freestyle.”

Somehow that pleased me. And alarmed me.

“The front end?”

Jenny nodded. “Yes. The middle is…it’s about you in Vietnam. In the Marines. About you winning medals, and doing…heroic things.”

“I didn’t know I’d made the Fair View Journal with any of that.”

“Didn’t your parents send clippings?”

“No. My stepmother didn’t like me and you could say poisoned my father against me. They’re long dead by now, I’d imagine.”

She frowned. “You don’t know?”

“Nope.”

“Haven’t they both been gone for maybe…thirty years?”

Again it was like a question.

“You tell me,” I said.

“It was in the scrapbook.”

“Really.”

Jenny frowned at me. “You make it sound like it doesn’t mean anything to you.”

“It doesn’t. That’s the front and middle of the thing. What’s the rest? Blank pages?”

She shook her head again; her hair had gone to tendrils from the sauna heat and her sweat flicked me. I didn’t mind.

“No,” she said. “Book reviews.”

The back of my neck tingled.

“What of?” I asked. But I knew.

“That book Sniper—The Killer Who Came Home? It was a bestseller.”

I knew, all right. A true-crime writer named Susan Breedlove had written it. Names had been changed to protect the guilty. But it was enough to have the Breedlove woman come looking for me, announce herself as my daughter, and now, after a travail or two, we were a two-person family. Not warm and fuzzy, maybe, living apart; but an actual father and daughter.

“Mother says the book is about you.”

“Does she.”

“And she found some paperbacks that seemed to be about you, too. About a hired killer called Quarry.”

A man has to do something with his time in his dotage.

“I don’t know anything about that,” I lied.

“I think you do. Mother has read all of those books. They’re on a shelf together with the Sniper book. Something like fifteen of them, sixteen. She says this Quarry has to be you. Those books are full of you.”

“I don’t read anything but Westerns.” I was on my fourth ride through the works of Louis L’Amour.

“She’s convinced it’s you and so am I. I read some of those books. They’re kind of…”

“Dirty?”

“Violent. But, yes, sometimes…the nice word is ‘erotic.’”

I was getting uncomfortable. “I think we’re getting off-topic. You had a problem you wanted me to help you with. I’m not the sniper or this paperback killer, so I don’t know what qualifies me for the job. Whatever it is.”

She was firm, her teeth tiny and white and clenched. “Mother said you’d help.”

“Did she send you to fuck me into doing that?”

She slapped me. It rang like an echoing gunshot in the big chamber. Hurt like hell, too.

“No,” she said tightly, chin crinkling. “I told you that was my idea. I thought you might need…motivation.”

“Motivation for what?”

She swallowed. Then: “Mother thinks someone is trying to kill me.”







CHAPTER TWO

Memories of my youth fall into two distinct categories: vague or vivid. The night of my induction into Fair View Senior High athletic awards is about as vivid, as distinct, as it gets for me. I was, after all, the Athlete of the Year, which covered all sports from football to track, from basketball to swimming. No swimming champ had ever been chosen for this honor. I was the first. No idea who, if anyone, came after.

The proceedings were held in the new gymnasium recently added onto the high school, which was built back in the postwar forties. This facility was so new it damn near glowed—the facing bleachers bright with the deep hues of the school’s purple- and-gold.

And those bleachers were packed. Parents in Fair View, Ohio, a river town of just under 30,000, were usually dedicated followers of whatever sport their kids were in, and often the rest of the school’s sports, as well. This year the stands were particularly packed as the basketball team had made it to the state playoffs, though Westlake had taken top honors.

That playoff spot made the idea that I might be chosen for the school’s top athletic honor a long shot at best. Still, I’d won the 100-yard butterfly, 100-yard freestyle, and 500-yard freestyle at the State Swimming Championship in Cleveland. Even my stepmother had been there for that, obviously at my father’s insistence. He was here tonight. She had a conflict. Actually she and I had a conflict in general.

The only person I really cared about who’d been present for this event was Mary Ann Kemper, the best-looking girl in FVHS. I’d carried the torch since grade school, and we got friendly in junior high, but it was high school where I’d really managed to connect with her—specifically, the last half of our final year.

We’d been going together for a good month, and things had advanced to a promising stage. I had got a hand under her bra a month or so ago (at the Hilltop Drive-in, during Vampire Circus), and my fingers found their way inside her panties a week ago at the same venue’s screening of What’s Up Doc?. I do not remember the second feature in either instance—my memory is only so good. Lately we’d advanced to what I will indelicately term the hand job stage.

Those particular memories were made in the front seat of my ’58 Chevy Bel Air, which I had bought for a song with money saved up from the gas station where I worked. I’d picked up some mechanical know-how and was able to rebuild the once-proud machine from a junker to the jewel that now gleamed red with a white top.

I think I was prouder of that ride than I was of my swimming prowess. But I was pretty proud of the latter, and was pleased, if not surprised, that I’d been nominated for Athlete of the Year. I knew I didn’t have a chance. The basketball team and its first string were beloved; they’d been rated Number One in the state and made it to the final four in the tourney, after all. The football team had several outstanding players who’d won statewide recognition. As far as track was concerned, nobody gave a shit.

Swimming at least had a modest following at the school, and all those wins of mine had been kind of a big deal.

All the nominees were on stage in folding chairs, the star quarterback wondering if the point guard would get the gold (and vice versa), while the various coaches at the lectern presented various awards, including Varsity Letters for lucky young jackets. Everybody was wearing the warm-up suits of their respective sport. I was on the far end, where a lowly swimming champ belonged. Most of the other nominees (all male—we weren’t honoring girls yet) were burly and/or tall and I was a sleek little fucker. They got more tail than Sinatra, all of them, while I’d been laid only twice. And even that had been no small task.

When my name was read—Jack Jamison, as we’ll say I was called back then—I couldn’t have been more astounded. My acceptance speech was not memorable. While I’d uttered “You’re shitting me” when I heard my name announced as winner, I managed to
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