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The Innocent
 

A Ryan Lock Novel


 

 

 

Sean Black


About the Book
When college basketball coach Malik Shaw goes missing after a family tragedy, it looks like just another retired athlete gone off the rails. But Malik’s childhood friend, private security specialist Ty Johnson, quickly begins to suspect that there is more to it.

Chasing the truth, Ty and his business partner, Ryan Lock, begin to uncover a sinister conspiracy of silence in a sleepy Minnesota college town.

It’s not the crime that kills you — it’s the cover-up.

 
For Pat, mother-in-law extraordinaire.


One
Long Beach, California

July 1999

 

As a United States Marine, Ty Johnson had one advantage. He already knew what it was like to face down someone who wanted to kill you. Growing up in Long Beach in the nineties had taken care of that.

To Ty as a child, and then a teenager, violence had been commonplace. He’d seen people shot, stabbed and beaten to death. Sometimes they just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Others, someone had come looking for them. Not that it mattered much to the family gathered around the casket.

This time had been one of those wrong-time-wrong-place deals – a basketball court in early summer, playing a little one-on-one with his friend Malik Shaw. Ty had been standing with his back to the hoop: ‘Let me see what you got, Mr All Star.’

In front of him, Malik gave that easy smile of his. Ty spread his arms wide and bounced on the heels of box-fresh white sneakers that were already acquiring a dirty tideline from the hot asphalt of the playground.

‘What I got? Got you in my pocket for a start,’ said Malik.

‘That so?’ said Ty, flipping his left hand out to try to steal the ball.

With a flick of his right wrist, Malik spun it away from him. He took a step back. He feinted hard left, and then he was on the move, zipping past Ty, like he was a mirage, and moving toward the basket. Caught off balance by the feint, Ty tried to sort out his feet, almost falling over.

Malik must have pulled the same move a thousand times with him, but even though Ty knew it was coming, he could never stop him. He feinted left, and sometimes it wasn’t a feint. Other times it was. There was nothing in Malik’s expression to give Ty a clue. He just grinned at you, and then he was gone, springing up toward the hoop and slamming the ball through it. Meanwhile Ty would still be turning round in a futile attempt to stop him, but Malik would already have picked up the ball and thrown it back to him.

That usually irritated Ty, which would crack Malik up, so much so that sometimes Ty scored the next basket because Malik was doubled over, laughing.

‘Oh, man, don’t feel bad. I’m sure you must be good at something, Tyrone. I mean, girls like you. That’s got to be worth something, brother?’

Ty glared at him. Looking at the two sixteen-year-olds side by side without watching them play, a stranger might have figured Ty as the ball player. He was already six feet even, with huge feet and hands, like a German Shepherd puppy with oversized paws that hinted at further growth to come. By contrast Malik was only five ten, wide and broad-shouldered: a lot of players his age were skin and bones — they tended to fill out in college when they were pushed into a rigorous diet and training regime. At this age, though, it was all about raw talent, which Malik had to the extent that when their high school team played away the kids supporting their opponents would fall silent. Afterwards their coaches would crowd round him. In their high school, Malik was a rock star.

‘Just messing with you, man,’ Malik said. ‘You’re good at shit. Anyway, you got the Marines, right? You’ll be cold chillin’. Ain’t nobody be fighting no more. Hell, that probably make you smarter than my ass. Parade round in a uniform, pick up a pay check from Uncle Sam.’ Malik stopped, aware that his friend’s attention was elsewhere. ‘Hey? Ty?’

Ty was looking across the playground to a low-slung Pontiac that had just pulled up with four young black men sitting inside, all wearing red. Members of the bloods gang. Or, to be more precise, 18th Street Bloods.

Malik had seen them now. Ty saw the easy smile fall away from his friend’s face. Instinctively, Ty stepped to the right so that he was standing directly in front of Malik, shielding him from the barrel of the pump-action shotgun that the front nearside passenger was pointing at them.

Hard eyes peered out from the car. Ty could smell dope smoke in the air. The thump of the bass line from a rap song sound-tracked the scene. Neither Ty nor Malik was involved with a gang but that didn’t matter. Their neighborhood was blue, Crips territory. Their neighbors, their relatives, the kids and young men from their block were all Crips. And, as far as the gang-bangers in the Pontiac were concerned, that made Ty and Malik guilty by association.

Red and blue. Those were the two tribes in Long Beach. You were one or the other, even if you wanted no part of either. The fact that Malik wanted to wear the blue and white uniform of the LA Lakers, and the only blues Ty wanted to be seen in were US Marine Corps dress blues counted for nothing to the four young men staring at them.

Here, lives ended this way. A car pulling up. A window gliding down. The ratchet of a fresh round in the chamber. Then a burst of gunfire.

Ty met the gunman’s eyes. He turned his lower arms so that they were facing out and opened his fists, which had been clenched with fear and adrenalin, to reveal that they were empty. He didn’t stare but neither did he look away. As was the way with this place, the message didn’t require words.

Do what you gotta do
.

The barrel was raised and, for a split second, Ty thought the moment had passed, that they were going to take off. Then he saw the gang-banger’s right hand slip to the grip and heard the ratchet. He swallowed hard as the barrel was lowered back into position and he saw a finger fall to the trigger.

‘Get the fuck out of here, Malik,’ he said, not daring to glance back.

‘No, man. I’m staying.’

‘Do what I said. Take off. I mean it. How your momma gonna ever forgive me if I let you get shot?’

Malik didn’t move. Ty could feel him still standing behind him. The sour smell of fear was coming off him, the same as it was off himself.

All Ty could see now was the pad of flesh straining against the metal trigger of the shotgun. He closed his eyes, preparing for the blast, making his peace with God.

Whoop.

The sound of a siren snapped his eyes open. The barrel disappeared inside the car. The window went up. There was a squeal of tires and the roar of an engine as the car took off.

On the opposite side of the street a Long Beach Police Department black-and-white pulled a U-turn and stopped where the Pontiac had been only a few seconds previously.

Two patrol officers got out. They walked toward the two boys, the black sergeant’s thumbs hooked into his utility belt, like some pastiche of a gunslinger.

Walker. Everyone in the neighborhood knew Sergeant Walker. And everyone hated him – mommas, crackheads, grandmas, gang-bangers, churchgoers, people who didn’t break the law, people who did, even little kids. He was ten times worse than any of the white cops, even the old racist ones. Walker hated black people more than they ever could and even now, at his young age, Ty knew it was because Walker hated himself. But Sergeant Walker had one soft spot. He loved basketball.

Sergeant Walker looked past Ty, like he didn’t exist, hitched his belt over his gut and nodded from the road to Malik. 'They have a beef with you?'

Ty and Malik gave identical shrugs. They knew better than to say anything to the cops.

‘How’s that jump shot, Malik?’ Walker asked, acting like Ty wasn’t even there or that car full of armed gang-bangers hadn’t been about to shoot both of them dead.

Malik studied the ground. ‘Okay, I guess.’

‘Okay?’ Walker repeated, turning to his partner. ‘You should see this kid. He’s gonna go all the way.’ He turned his attention back to Malik. ‘What college you thinking about?’ he asked. ‘UCLA, right?’

Malik shrugged. ‘I don’t really know.’

Walker leaned over and slapped his shoulder. ‘Y’know, I played a little ball. I was pretty good too.’

His partner chuckled, and Ty saw Walker get pissed at his laughter. Ty wondered if that was what had made Walker like he was. Always being belittled. Always second class. Knowing he’d never be good enough, when being good enough in the LBPD still meant being white.

Walker straightened up. ‘Anyway, you take care now,’ he said to Malik.

Ty stood with his friend and watched the two cops leave. ‘You got yourself a fan,’ he said.

Malik spat on the ground. ‘I don’t need no fans like him.’

Ty smiled. Malik had always had an idealistic streak. If there was a kid being picked on at school, he would be the first to step in. But Malik couldn’t fight for shit, apart from on a court, so Ty would have to straighten out whoever Malik had a problem with. Even the toughest kids, the kids on their way to juvenile detention, the ones with big brothers already in the pen or who’d done time themselves in juvie didn’t mess with Ty. They didn’t mess with Ty because he was that much tougher. They didn’t mess with him because they knew he could hold a grudge. You might think he’d forgotten about you, but he never had. He’d bide his time, and when the moment was right, he’d mess you up in a way that meant you stayed messed up long enough not to tangle with him again.

Malik looked at him. ‘You’d really take a bullet for me?’

Ty hadn’t thought about it. He’d acted out of instinct. You protected those you cared about. That was Ty’s first rule. The second rule was you didn’t talk about it.

Part One
Two
Fourteen years later

Harrisburg, Minnesota

 

Malik Shaw climbed into the front cab of the Dodge Ram pick-up he’d bought to deal with the harsh Minnesota winter that lay ahead. He patted his lap, and the family dog, a six-year-old golden retriever called Flint, launched himself into the cab. The dog clambered over Malik’s lap and settled himself in the middle of the truck’s bench seat. As Malik started the engine, the dog nudged his elbow, as if to say, ‘Let’s get going already.’

Malik glanced down at the text message that had woken him less than fifteen minutes ago –
Prob at the stad
. The number had been withheld, but the message had been signed
Mike
. Mike was one of his assistant coaches.

It had taken Malik just a moment, as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, to decode the truncated message: ‘Problem at the stadium’. He had slipped out of bed, careful not to wake his wife, and called Mike. He went straight to voicemail. There had been nothing else for it but to get dressed and go check it out.

Taking his time, Malik backed slowly out of the driveway and turned the nose of the truck toward the end of the cul-de-sac, Flint beside him. He pulled out onto Buffalo Drive, skirting the University of Minnesota campus, with its red-brick buildings.

A lone campus-security patrol car slowed as it passed him in the opposite direction. Malik stopped, and pressed the button to lower his window. The officer, a doughy white kid who looked barely old enough to be driving, never mind in uniform, leaned out of his window, greeting him with a grin. ‘Hey, Coach! Tell me we’re going to win tomorrow.’

‘Bet on it,’ said Malik. ‘Hey, you get a call about something happening at the stadium?’

‘Nope. Everything’s quiet. Hey, you want me to come with you?’ the young cop asked.

‘No,’ Malik said quickly. ‘You’re good. It’s probably nothing.’ If it was a prank, the last thing Malik wanted as coach was the head of campus security, an officious overweight asshole called Tromso, getting involved and making a mountain out of a molehill.

‘Okay. Well, holler if you need us,’ said the cop, his window gliding back up as he took off.

Malik watched him go, taking a second or two to wonder at the power of sport. A lone black man driving around a Minnesota college town late at night could usually expect an encounter with law enforcement to play out a little differently. But make that black man the coach of the college basketball team and it was a whole different story. Not that Malik minded his celebrity status: he didn’t. It was just that he’d seen enough to know that it wasn’t about him. The real star was sport. He was just a lucky guy who got to bathe in its reflected glory.

He came to the intersection with Main Street. He drove straight ahead, past the administration building, and hung a left onto Wolf Road.

There was a Wolf Road in every town across America. It went by different names but the destination was always the same. It could be a small, open high school football field burning bright under Friday-night lights, or an indoor cavern of a basketball court, surrounded by ghetto-murder streets, or a college stadium vast enough to shame a pro team.

The names changed, the physical form of the battlefield varied, but the destination remained the same. At the end of the road lay a temple of hopes, dreams, failures and fight-backs. No towns worshiped more devoutly than those who had not much else to shout about. In these places, places like the one to which Malik had brought his family, defeat tasted more bitter than it did elsewhere, and victory sweeter.
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