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      I threw the gun into the woods, knowing no one would find it because no one would ever look.

      This place would never be a crime scene. There would be no patrol cars or ambulances, no flashing lights, sirens, or yellow tape. No forensic technicians in white suits and booties. No gurneys or bodies under blood-stained sheets. No one would ever be questioned, accused, charged, or convicted of any crime.

      Certainly no news conferences by police about “persons of interest” or “ongoing investigations.” No 800-numbers or email addresses scrawled on whiteboards. No press releases with vague explanations of what had happened. There wouldn’t be anything that qualifies as a cover-up, only silence about the events at the house at the bottom of the hill, the house that overlooked a steel-gray ocean rising and falling like a giant beast breathing in and out.

      I was the only one who knew the whole story—all of it, from beginning to end. Now it was over. I could walk away, confident no one would ever ask me how it all happened … or so I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Four years later

        Playa la Ropa, Zihuatanejo, Mexico

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      PLAYA LA ROPA, ZIHUATANEJO, MEXICO

      It took a while for John Standard to find out someone was looking for him.

      All he had been doing was sitting on the beach and soaking up the sun while word filtered down in slow subtropical fashion through a sleepy but reliable network of bartenders, waiters, and taxi drivers. The news was eventually delivered in person by a beach vendor named Aurelio who sold homemade cheese out of a plastic bucket to skeptical tourists. In broken English, Aurelio said he didn’t know who the man was other than a “norteamericano” who had been walking around town wearing a baseball cap, long-sleeved white shirt, slacks, and dress shoes.

      “Some say the man looks like an el empresario,” Aurelio said. “He carries a maletin. You know? Briefcase.”

      “What kind of businessman?”

      “No sé, Señor Juan,” Aurelio said. “Seguro, maybe?”

      That made no sense, Standard thought. Why would some insurance salesman from the States be wandering the streets of a Mexican beach town looking to sell him home-and-auto or term-life coverage?

      “Did he say why he wanted to find me?” Standard asked.

      Aurelio shook his head. “He only says he will give money to anyone who tells him where you are. No one has, so far.”

      “How long has he been here?”

      “Two days, I think. Soon someone will take his money and tell him where you are. What is it you Americans say? El dinero habla.”

      Standard sighed. “Yeah. I know. Money talks.”

      Since arriving in Zihuatanejo eleven months earlier, Standard had tried to do little more than mind his own business by hanging out on the beach or in bars and restaurants. While there had been a couple of brief moments of panic and violence, he’d managed to navigate all of it without getting himself or his girlfriend, Emma Parrish, killed or hurt. He’d just come close a few times.

      Now it was mid-October. The rainy season was over, the sun was out, and he was back to spending his days at his favorite beachfront hangout, an outdoor restaurant called The Tortuga. So far, the only people looking for him had been kids selling Chiclets, women hawking hand-painted plates, and an old man selling bootleg mescal.

      That an insurance salesman from the States was on his trail came as a surprise, assuming it was true. Chances were it wasn’t. Rumors in Mexico tended to take on a life of their own. Either way, there wasn’t much he could do about it. After all, Zihuatanejo was populated by a revolving cast of tourists fueled by liquor, shrimp, and gossip. Best just to wait and see what happened.

      He thanked Aurelio. “Let me know if you hear anything new.”

      With a polite “gracias,” Aurelio headed off in search of any adventurous tourists willing to take a chance on handmade cheese from a plastic bucket.

      Standard pulled a chair into the shade and took in the ever-changing scenery. Playa la Ropa, the half-mile beach that stretched along the east side of Zihuatanejo Bay, was empty except for a few elderly couples out for a morning stroll. He knew that would soon change. The tourist season was just getting underway. Hotels and condos, shuttered since the previous spring, would soon begin filling up. Same with the restaurants and gift shops. The city he came to know the previous winter was returning after enduring a scorching spring and a soggy, monsoon-drenched summer and early fall.

      His decision to stay in Mexico for the rainy season was more the result of inertia than a desire to endure two months of daily downpours. Emma thought he was nuts. In her fifteen years of living in Mexico, she had stayed for one rainy season with no intentions of living through another. After wishing him luck, she left in July to visit family in Montana. She was due back in another two weeks for her favorite Mexican holiday: Dia de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead.

      Left alone, Standard did little but idle away the days and nights in the palapa house the two of them shared in the jungle above the beach. He watched the rain while reading a few dozen humidity-soaked paperbacks and reaching level 875 on Candy Crush. With most of the restaurants closed, he was left to fend for himself. He cooked a few meals but switched to frozen dinners purchased at the supermarket rather than cope with constantly cleaning the kitchen to keep the insects at bay.

      Now, with the rain over and the skies clear, came rumors that an alleged insurance salesman was trying to find him. Maybe it didn’t have to change things for the worst, he thought. Maybe the guy wasn’t selling insurance. Maybe he wanted to deliver a check from a long-lost relative who’d died. Maybe it was the overdue and heavily litigated severance package from the newspaper back in Oregon that fired him five years earlier. No way could he be a cop. Standard hadn’t committed any crimes in the States that he knew of and certainly none that justified sending a one-man search party to an obscure Mexican beach town.

      Whatever it was, the more he thought about it the more it pissed him off. Who was this guy and where did he come from? What gives him or anyone else the right to track him down when all he wanted was to be left alone? He came to Mexico to hide out and put the past behind him. Was that too much to ask? Apparently, it was.

      He could only sigh, order another beer, and wait to see what happened.

      Two days later nothing had changed. Standard was still hanging out at The Tortuga, looking out at the same bay with the same sailboats bobbing in the same anemic swells working their way in from a placid Pacific Ocean. He ate the same breakfast, drank the same bad coffee, and ate the same stale bread served by Pablo, the same long-suffering waiter. At least the beer was cold and the tequila passable.

      He had ventured into town for a couple of hours to see how much of the sleepy city had come back to life. He went home after a few hours convinced that things were only a few days away from getting back to what he considered normal, which meant his favorite bars and restaurants would once again be open for business or close to it.

      Back at The Tortuga, even the people walking the beach were starting to look familiar, there were just a few more of them, only now they included a man who looked totally out of place.

      Even from fifty yards away, the gnomish figure with a doughy complexion and meaty midsection looked like he hadn’t taken a taxi to Playa la Ropa so much as jogged along beside it. The sleeves of his dress shirt were rolled up above his elbows. Rings of sweat stained his armpits. He had a big, friendly face—the kind found in photos of past presidents of the local chamber of commerce. It was flanked by large ears and adorned with thick glasses on a narrow nose. Taken all together it gave Standard the impression of someone who had just parachuted behind enemy lines.

      Insurance, Standard decided. Definitely insurance. Someone fun at the office Christmas party, but not much help in a bar fight.

      The man was sticking close to the wet sand, skirting the weak waves making scallop marks as they worked their way up the beach. He wore a bright-blue Seattle Seahawks cap. His dark brown dress pants rolled up to his knees revealed legs that resembled the white out-of-bounds stakes at a local nine-hole muni. He was barefoot, but holding a pair of sand-encrusted penny loafers in one hand. In the other, a well-worn leather briefcase.

      When he reached the beach in front of The Tortuga, he dropped the briefcase, pulled out a handkerchief, and ran it across his face as if trying to wipe away the weariness and frustration along with the sweat. When he took off his hat, he was bald except for a ring of thin, sweat-soaked graying hair that drooped over his ears and down the back of his neck. He ran the handkerchief across the top of his head and squinted into the sun as if looking for something or someone. Spotting the sign for The Tortuga, he picked up his briefcase and began slogging through the heavy sand above the waterline. When he saw Standard sitting in the shade of one of the restaurant’s thatch-roofed cabanas, a look of relief joined the beads of sweat running down his face.

      “Are you John Standard?” he said when he reached the table.

      “Guilty,” Standard said.

      “Thank goodness,” the man said with a look of relief. “Mind if I sit down?”

      Standard motioned to the chair on the other side of the plastic table.

      “Thank you.” The man sat down so hard he almost fell over backward. He dropped his briefcase in the sand next to his chair and went back to wiping away a new layer of sweat. He took off his smeared glasses and cleaned them with the same handkerchief. It didn’t seem to help. He put them back on and looked around. “I don’t suppose I could get a glass of water?”

      “The waiter will be around soon,” Standard said, “or maybe not.”

      “You’re a hard man to find,” the man said, stuffing the handkerchief in the pocket of his pants.

      “Apparently not hard enough.”

      “So you knew I was looking for you?”

      “Jungle drums.”

      “At least you’re not hiding out.”

      “Should I be?”

      “No. No. Of course not,” the man said. “Let me introduce myself. My name is Harrison Grimes. Most people call me Harry.”

      It was early afternoon on Playa la Ropa. The late October sun high in the western sky, the temperature a sticky eighty-five degrees. The gentle breeze coming off the waters of Zihuatanejo Bay wasn’t doing much in the way of cooling things off. Frigate birds circled overhead. Pelicans skimmed the surface of the water. Barefoot locals kicked around a soccer ball. Others sailed Frisbees back and forth. Little kids played in the surf. Further out, an elderly couple bobbed up and down in the bay’s gentle swells. The oily smell of suntan lotion mixed with the sweet scent of bougainvillea and wood smoke. Even though the rainy season was pretty much over, ominous dark clouds still hung on the mountain tops to the east, poised to invade the city at any moment.

      “How many bartenders did you have to bribe to find me?” Standard asked.

      Grimes looked surprised for a second, then smiled. “Not that many, actually. I met this nice man in a bar downtown. An American. He told me where I could find you. I gave him five-hundred pesos, although I’m not sure how much that is in U.S. dollars. The bills down here look a lot like Monopoly money.”

      “This nice man have a name?” Standard asked.

      “Yes. I have it right here.” Grimes reached down to dig around in his briefcase then pulled out a beer-stained business card. “Here it is. Donlan. Richard Donlan. Says he’s a vacation consultant and that you and he are a team. Something about having worked some cases together, although I’m not sure what that means.”

      Standard tried not to laugh. “You mean Itchy Donlan?” Grimes looked confused. “Short, a little pudgy, wears plaid shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and a trilby hat. Probably asked you to buy him a beer.”

      “Yes. Yes. That’s him, but he said his name was Richard.”

      Standard made a mental note to ask Itchy about the Richard thing, but only after learning why he ratted him out to a complete stranger for the U.S. equivalent of twenty-six dollars.

      “Mr. Grimes,” Standard said. “Itchy—or Richard, as you call him—and I are not a team and we haven’t worked on any cases.”

      Grimes shrugged then pulled the handkerchief out of his pocket, went back to wiping his face while desperately looking around for a waiter with some water.

      “People around here think you’re an insurance salesman,” Standard said.

      Grimes shook his head. “Actually, I’m an attorney. I’m here because I need your help.”

      Standard had heard that before, and it seldom turned out well. He never understood what there was about him that made other people think he could solve their problems. He’d spent most of his adult life as either a newspaper reporter or freelance writer, neither of which came with powers greater than the ability to ask questions, jot down the answers, and write declarative sentences. The rest of his time he’d spent trying to do nothing but stay out of trouble. He had been pretty good at the first part. Not so good at the second. As a result, at various times, he’d been stabbed, kidnapped, chased, shot at, and beaten.

      “I’ll explain,” Grimes said, “but that water would be nice.”

      When Standard raised his arm a second time, Pablo finally appeared. “Sí, Señor Juan?”

      “Una botella de agua, por favor.”

      Pablo hustled off.

      While waiting for the water, Grimes made small talk about the weather, how he and his wife were “Hawaii people,” that this was his first trip to Mexico, and he’d never heard of Zihuatanejo. “Although I did see Shawshank Redemption, if that counts.”

      “It doesn’t,” Standard said.

      “Is it really as dangerous here as they say?” Grimes asked.

      “Sometimes.”

      “But don’t drink the water, right?” Grimes said.

      “If you believe the beer distributors,” Standard said, doing his best not to sound impatient. It wasn’t working. “You’ve been here four days … Harry … wandering around town offering people money to tell you how to find me. Now you’re here. So what do you want?”

      Grimes smiled. “People here are very loyal to you, Mr. Standard.”

      “Except for Itchy Donlan. If it weren’t for him, you’d still be looking.”

      “True,” Grimes said. “So, I guess it’s best to explain. I’m a partner in the law firm of Talbot, Grimes, and Abbott. We’re headquartered in Seattle, but with offices in Portland and Boise. We represent a man named Nicolaus Adams, who goes by the nickname Nico. Interesting guy and sort of a character. He’s flown helicopters in Afghanistan, bush planes in Alaska, weather choppers in San Francisco, and corporate jets all over the world. He hasn’t had the best of luck, though. It seems he’s had to bail out of so many aircraft that he’s earned a second nickname—Parachute Adams, which, I understand, is a popular fly-fishing pattern.”

      When Pablo showed up with the water, Grimes thanked him then downed half of it, poured some in his handkerchief, and used it to take another lap around his face.

      “Anyway, earlier this year Mr. Adams was arrested by the DEA for smuggling drugs into the U.S. To be specific, he was caught using a helicopter to ferry cargo nets full of cocaine from a fishing boat off the Oregon coast to a remote beach near the City of Bandon.”

      “What’s this got to do with me?” Standard asked, still vainly trying not to sound impatient.

      Grimes held up a finger while he downed the rest of the water. “Four years ago, Mr. Adams was employed as the personal pilot for a wealthy businessman who died under somewhat … mysterious circumstances. Adams claims to have information about how this businessman died and is willing to divulge it in exchange for our help in getting him a reduced sentence. He told us that you can corroborate this information.”

      “This dead businessman have a name?”

      “Scofield. Proctor Scofield.”

      Standard could only stare at Grimes in disbelief, thinking: Here it comes again. That things had settled down over the summer and early fall made him believe life was returning to what passed for normal. The kinds of troubles that always seemed to find him had given up the search. Fine with him. He’d paid his dues more than once. He was hoping it was time for fate to cut him some slack. Then some lawyer shows up out of the blue with a name that Standard would have given anything to forget.

      “You a drinking man, Harry?”

      Grimes looked at his watch. “It’s only ten-thirty.”

      “Then we better get started.”

      Standard raised his hand again. When Pablo appeared, he ordered two bottles of Corona and two shots of tequila.

      Grimes gave a resigned laugh. “So, I take it you knew Proctor Scofield?”

      Standard chose his words carefully. “Everyone knew of him. Few actually knew him.”

      “Then you know that when he died, he was the fifth richest man in the world. A self-made multi-billionaire and notorious recluse. Some considered him a visionary, a pioneer who saw the coming of the age of technology before anyone else. Computers. The Internet. Software. Smartphones. He built a worldwide corporation that makes and sells everything from mouse pads to mainframes. His business skills had earned him the nickname Prince of Snakes, an image Scofield apparently liked so much he incorporated it into his company logo. He was eighty-five when he died.”

      Not the Proctor Scofield he remembered, Standard thought, but kept it to himself. “You can find that on the Internet,” he said instead.

      “True,” Grimes said, “But what I can’t find on the Internet is exactly how he died. Our client, Mr. Adams, thinks you killed him.”

      “Thinks?”

      “His evidence is thin and inconclusive. He saw you running away from Scofield’s house the day he died.” Grimes paused for a few seconds to check Standard’s reaction. “That’s his story. What’s yours?”

      “It was four years ago, Harry. Four long years, if you ask me. Not my favorite time of life. I’m not going to relive it to keep some drug smuggler out of jail. I don’t care where he served or who he worked for or how many planes he’s crashed. Proctor Scofield is old news. He’s dead and buried and so is what happened to him. Best keep it that way. You’ve wasted your time coming down here.”

      When the drinks showed up, Grimes sipped the tequila like he thought it might be poisoned then eagerly downed some of the beer.

      “We can make it worth your while,” he said.

      “You mean leave this beach, fly to Seattle, and spend a few soul-sucking days in the rain?” Standard laughed. “You don’t have that much money.”

      “As I said, we have an office in Portland. Since you’re from there, perhaps you’d like …”

      Standard shook his head.

      Grimes looked around the beach then at the restaurant and the homes and condos dotting the hillside to the south. A smattering of people walked the beach, playing tag with the anemic waves. Hang gliders sailed over the bay. The first banana boat of the season skipped across the water behind a speedboat. The sun hung in a pale blue sky, the air heavy and muggy. More frigate birds skimmed the surface of the water. Children laughed. Dogs barked. A quarter mile away, on the south side of the bay, wisps of smoke from the kitchen fires of the palapa restaurants along Playa las Gatas rose above the palm trees.

      “This seems like a nice place,” Grimes said. “We could stay here while you tell me about Scofield. It’s more important than anything I have going on back in Seattle.”

      Standard thought for a minute then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Harry, but you and your client are going to have to look elsewhere.”

      Grimes looked disappointed but made a few more lame attempts to change Standard’s mind, each one quickly rejected. Finally, he reached down to pull a business card and a manila envelope from his briefcase. He slid both across the table.

      “The envelope contains Adams’ deposition detailing what he saw and heard the day Scofield died,” Grimes said. “My cell phone number is on the business card. I’m staying just up the beach at the Casa Que Canta for the next few days. If you change your mind …”

      “Unlikely,” Standard said. “Enjoy the rest of your stay.”

      After a disappointed Harrison Grimes left to walk back up the beach, Standard spent the rest of the day nursing a beer and watching the sailboats on the bay. By mid-afternoon, a ketch and two trimarans arrived and anchored just off the beach, part of the annual in-migration of sailboats arriving for the winter. The pangas ferrying people across the bay from the city pier to Playa las Gatas and back again looked like targets in a shooting gallery. A passenger jet bringing more tourists to town flew low across the mouth of the bay, headed for the airport south of town.

      Just after four p.m. Standard put Grimes’s envelope and business card in his backpack, got an order of grilled shrimp and rice to go then walked home. The dirt track behind the beachfront restaurants was familiar territory after nearly a year of trekking back and forth between home and The Tortuga. Three of the four restaurants at the south end of the beach had just opened. Waiters, waitresses, and bartenders, back for another season, waved as he walked by. He waved back, thinking that when Emma got back, they would come down to one of the restaurants, have dinner, and watch the sunset. The sooner the better, he thought.

      The dusty turnaround with its waiting taxis and occasional bus from town was bustling with people leaving after a day at the beach. Others arrived for drinks and an early dinner. When he reached the path that led up the hill to the house, he thought about Emma again and counted the days until she returned—fourteen. The longer she was gone, the more he came to realize how much she meant to him, how desolate things were without her, and how much he relied on her to keep his demons at bay.

      Too bad she wasn’t here now, he thought. The arrival of Harrison Grimes and the name Proctor Scofield had made it harder for him to fight those demons on his own.

      When he got to the house, he showered, put on clean shorts and a T-shirt, and pulled a cold Corona out of the small refrigerator under the kitchen counter. He hit the hammock on the terrace. Five pages into a Philip Margolin novel, he nodded off. By the time he woke up, the sun was hanging on the horizon and sinking fast.

      He climbed out of the hammock and wandered into the kitchen. The Styrofoam box with the shrimp and rice sat on the counter. He took it over to the table, grabbed a chair, and started eating. Reluctantly, he pulled the deposition Grimes had given him out of his backpack. He had no appetite for reliving the events that led to the death of Proctor Scofield. That didn’t mean he wasn’t curious about what Grimes’s client had to say about what happened that day. Standard remembered Adams but didn’t know his name until now. Four years earlier he had been nothing more than a guy sitting in a helicopter warming up the engines. No way could he know who killed Scofield.

      Standard kept reading, deciding that most of what was in the deposition was true, up to a point. While putting Standard at the scene, Adams didn’t have any direct knowledge of what happened inside Scofield’s cliff-side house. He didn’t even name the other people who were there that day. Skimming through the rest of the deposition, Standard decided that Adams had heard very little and seen even less. The best he could figure was that Adams needed him to fill in the gaps because he knew none of the others would.

      With good reason, Standard thought, stuffing the deposition back in the envelope.

      After putting the food away and wiping down the wooden counters, he fired up his laptop and searched for the law firm of Talbot, Grimes, and Abbot. It was started thirty years earlier by three graduates of Stanford University Law School and specialized in labor law with occasional forays into criminal defense. In addition to the three partners, there were at least a dozen associates, most of whom did business from a high-rise overlooking Elliott Bay, Puget Sound, and Seattle’s bustling food-centric waterfront. He found a magazine article that said the firm hit it big representing national labor unions in lawsuits against right-to-work laws and public pension reform. The criminal work appeared to be pro bono and confined to cases that involved issues such as the Me Too movement, Black Lives Matter, or freedom of speech.

      None of what he read gave him any insight into why the firm had taken Nico Adams on as a client. Drug smuggling seemed a far cry from suing sexual predators, trigger-happy cops, and secretive government agencies. Standard could only guess that it had something to do with the connection to Proctor Scofield.

      Even though he’d been dead for four years, how Scofield died had become a treasure trove for the conspiracy theorists and trolls who haunted the Internet. Speculation ranged from his being alive and living in Havana to being kidnapped by the Russians and held hostage while he taught them how capitalism was really supposed to work. When he searched Nicolaus Adams, he found a short Associated Press piece about a major drug bust on the southern Oregon coast that netted several million dollars in cocaine, three members of a Mexican drug cartel, two rented U-Haul vans, three crewmen on a fishing boat, and Adams, the helicopter pilot. He couldn’t find any follow-up articles.

      Standard shut down the computer, even more sure that he wanted nothing to do with Grimes or his client. He just needed to make one call to cover all his bases. He picked up his phone. The number he wanted was stored in his contacts. His call was answered on the third ring. He listened and talked for fifteen minutes.

      “You’re sure that’s the way you want to go?” he said then listened again. “Alright. I’ll take care of it.” He hung up.

      The voice at the other end of the call echoed in his head for a few minutes. He’d made promises that, until now, didn’t require him to do much more than keep his own counsel about what happened to Scofield. Not anymore. Now that he’d committed to taking care of it, he just needed to figure out how. One thing he knew for sure: Leaving Harrison Grimes on his own to muck blindly around in the past was not an option, certainly not after who he’d just talked to on the phone.

      After an hour of staring into the jungle and downing a few shots of Patrón tequila, he called Grimes.

      “Our Lady of Guadalupe,” he said. “Ten a.m. tomorrow.”

      Our Lady of Guadalupe was a small, yellow-and-blue stucco Catholic Church on a street corner across from the artisan market and next to a raucous sports bar. Inside were rows of wooden pews and an ornate altar flanked by a statue of Christ on the cross and a painting of the Virgin Mary. At that time of day, the pews were empty except for a man praying over a handful of lottery tickets. Standard dropped ten pesos in the donation box near the front entrance then took a seat in the back and waited. Grimes showed up ten minutes later. He was breathing hard and sweaty.

      “I decided to walk here,” he said, wiping his face with what looked like a fresh handkerchief. “Is it always this hot here?”

      “Pretty much. Kind of a tropics thing.”

      Grimes looked around the near-empty church. “Beautiful little church. You a religious man, John?”

      “Not really. I just never saw the upside to being an atheist.”

      “I’m Episcopal myself. You know? Catholicism without the nuns or pedophiles.” He wiped his face again. “Can I assume that you’ve changed your mind about helping us out?”

      “I’ll tell you under one condition: You have to listen to the whole story. It will take a while.”

      “Is it worth the wait?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “If I’m going to be my own Boswell,” Standard said, “then we need to get out of here.” He stood up and headed for the door, Grimes two steps behind him. “This is not a story fit for a church.”

      Three blocks away at the city square, they found a seat in a shady corner of the bay-front basketball court. Behind them, old men sat around the open-air fish market guarding freshly caught Dorado, sailfish, snapper, and tuna that were laid out on the sand. Nearby, the fleet of pangas was pulled up on the beach, back from a night of fishing and ready for another. Across the sidewalk were restaurants, shops, and the only place in town that served lattes. Standard left for a few minutes, returning with two Styrofoam cups of coffee and a bag of churros, donuts.

      “I read your client’s deposition,” Standard said. “It was a little short on names and details. Other people were there the day Scofield died.” Standard handed Grimes his coffee and a donut. “Why are you talking to me and not them?”

      “Adams won’t tell us their names. We’re hoping you could help us with that. He seems to be afraid of them.”

      Thinking back to all the names that were connected to Scofield and his death, Standard decided Adams had good reason to be afraid.

      “So?” Grimes asked, smelling the greasy donut before taking a tentative bite.

      “It was August four years ago,” Standard said, taking a sip of coffee. “It began with a dead guy in an outhouse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      THE SOUTH PARK BLOCKS, PORTLAND, OREGON

      I’ve already told you, Harry, that the weeks leading up to the death of Proctor Scofield were not my favorite time of life. I wasn’t kidding. I had no job, no income, and, at one point, no place to live. What money I had came from selling my two-year-old Range Rover and buying a 12-year-old Honda Civic. In other words, my fall from grace, as it were, was worse than a head-first plunge into a bottomless abyss.

      Before that, life was good. I’d had a great job at a decent daily newspaper, a beautiful home in a trendy Portland neighborhood, a lovely wife with a trust fund, and covered parking for that Range Rover I once owned. There were occasional court-side seats for a Trail Blazers game, season tickets to University of Oregon football games, and the time and money to explore Portland’s food scene.

      Then it all fell apart. My wife left me. I ended up living in a run-down, two-room sparsely furnished apartment in a dumpy building where the stench of mildew mixed with the odor of hot grease and fried chicken from the dive bar around the corner. My landlord and only friend was a former circus midget turned website designer and part-time computer hacker. A stripper lived in the apartment across the airshaft from me. She practiced her new acts with the curtains open while I sat in the dark watching her and drinking cheap scotch. It was summer but seemed like it was dark all the time. I kept telling myself to suck it up. Move on. What happened, happened. Get over it. Things can only get better. Except I knew they never would.

      Then came the phone call that started everything.

      Looking back on it, Harry, I wish I would have ignored it. If I had never answered the phone that morning, things would have turned out differently for me. Just not for others. People would still have died, but at least I wouldn’t know who they were or feel responsible for what happened to them. That included Proctor Scofield.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I caught the phone in mid-ring just to stop the noise, then mumbled “Hello.” The first words I heard were: “Dead body. Portable toilet. State fairgrounds.”

      I grabbed a pen and reporter’s notebook. Cradling the phone against my shoulder, I flipped to the first blank page and sat poised to take notes. Then I realized where I was and how I got there. “Damn,” was all I could say.

      Get the picture, Harry? There I was, sitting naked in front of an open window. It was early, but the apartment felt hot and stuffy. I looked down at my stomach and legs. Not even a goosebump, let alone a shiver. My beard felt harsh against hands that had done nothing more than write in a notebook and type on a laptop. The reality of what my life had become settled in.

      Anyway, back to the phone call. It was from Alfred Gitchell, a detective with the Oregon State Police. He apologized for waking me, then explained that he’d run across something he thought I might be interested in. He described it as bizarre, but without additional details, suggesting instead that it might be fodder for one of the online tabloids I occasionally wrote for as part of my never-ending need to feel useful and earn some kind of living.

      The clock on the wooden milk crate that served as an end table read 5:08 a.m. I threw the notebook and pen on the floor and asked Gitchell to give me the short version.

      He repeated what he’d already said: Dead body. Portable toilet. State fairgrounds. When I agreed that it sounded like tabloid material, he laughed, called me “word man,” and said he was just trying to help. “If you want any more details you need to get to Salem as soon as possible. The body isn’t going to be here much longer.”

      Gitchell and I were friends, just not close ones. I hadn’t seen him in the three months since the verdict—the one that found me innocent of vehicular homicide and leaving the scene of an accident. There may have been other charges, but those were the ones that counted. In other words, Harry, I walked. With no real friends in court that day, I had found myself looking toward the back of the room after the judge released me and dismissed the jury. The old detective was standing near the door. He approved the decision with a slight nod in my direction. After that, he was swept into the hallway by a wave of reporters. Since then, we’d talked on the phone a few times, promising to get together for lunch, but never got around to it.

      Before that, Gitchell had been a source for an article about a serial arsonist. While working on the story, Gitchell had provided free access to everything about the investigation. It didn’t seem to matter to him that at the time I was free on bail and awaiting trial. Long hours in the car and over bottomless cups of bad coffee, Gitchell became an unlikely and sometime friend when I needed one the most. I figured his friendship was his way of saying thanks for giving him a prominent place in a story and credit for the eventual arrest. Now it looked like he was trying to do me another favor.

      I remembered leaning toward the window to get a better look at the sky. The city glow of downtown Portland illuminated the underside of a thin layer of clouds just visible above the air shaft. Clouds. Clouds meant rain. Rain meant relief from a week of ninety-degree temperatures, unseasonable for mid-July. An Oregonian praying for rain. I thought. Pretty bad. It was like a camel praying for sand.

      When I put the phone back to my ear, I heard Gitchell saying he’d fill me in on what happened when I got to Salem, then offered to buy breakfast afterward. It was hard to say no to a shot at something that might earn a few bucks. A free breakfast was a bonus. So, I promised him I’d be there in an hour, then hung up and slumped back into the chair to stare up at the ceiling with its water stains and peeling paint. Money, Harry, that’s what I needed. Money to get out of that place. There was a brief, but enjoyable period in my life when I didn’t need to worry about money. Now, it was all I worried about.

      If you haven’t figured it out by now, Harry, this was all pretty depressing. There I was, thirty-five years old and living hand to mouth like a college kid again. Could things get any worse? Yeah, they could and probably would. Not that it mattered. By then I was immune to the pain of continual disappointment with the way life was going.

      A radio turned low in one of the apartments further down the air shaft was playing Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Born on the Bayou.” The swamp-rock beat matched both weather and mood. I coaxed a cigarette from a pack on the arm of the chair, lighting it with a kitchen match scraped on the metal edge of the old milk crate. In the kitchen, I found a jelly glass in the clutter of dirty dishes in the sink. I poured ice water from a plastic pitcher and drank until the cold hurt my fillings. I propped my arms on the top of the refrigerator and let the cold air wrap around me. After that, I got dressed, found my car keys, and left.

      At that time of morning, the drive from Portland to Salem took less than forty-five minutes. On the way, the clouds kept their promise. Huge raindrops beat down on the hood of my car until I pulled into a visitor’s space near the main entrance to the state fairgrounds. Rummaging around in the back of the car, I rooted out a faded barn coat and a baseball cap then went off in search of Alfie Gitchell. A patrolman in a plastic slicker stopped me near the entrance to one of the exhibit halls. I gave him my name and explained the call from Gitchell. He checked my driver’s license then pointed toward the far corner of the grounds. I nodded thanks and splashed my way through the puddles.

      For what it’s worth, Harry, the state fairgrounds is about two hundred acres of parking lots, exhibition halls, and low-slung animal barns. It dominates the surrounding neighborhood of older homes and thriving canneries. Oddly enough, I’d been there two days earlier getting a close look at a gun show for an article I was doing for a Philadelphia magazine that wanted the wild-west view of the Second Amendment. I had negotiated a nice fee for a five-thousand-word article with photos by playing up the magazine editor’s misguided beliefs that all Oregonians cling defiantly to their guns. The whole package had to be in by the start of the following week.

      The gun show had been an eye-opener. I’d spent several hours talking NRA issues with those who bought, sold, and traded shotguns, deer rifles, semi-automatic weapons, and the occasional Uzi. There were plenty of quotes from high school dropouts about the evils of big government, how we would all be safer if everyone carried a gun, and interesting theories about the true meaning of a well-armed militia. When one of them started rambling on about fake school shootings, crisis actors, and homicidal immigrants, I left, convinced that the Philadelphia magazine with its eastern, big-city readership was going to love it.

      That I was back at the fairgrounds so soon, Harry, turned out to be a coincidence that would haunt me for a few weeks. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

      Anyway, I found Alfie Gitchell standing with two uniformed officers and a woman wearing a blue plastic jacket with “Crime Lab” stenciled in yellow on the back. They were gathered around a portable outhouse parked on a narrow stretch of soggy, brown grass between two livestock barns. High-powered lights had been left on under the dark morning skies. The din of police radios mixed with the hum of generators. A second soaked patrolman barely turned his head as I ducked under the yellow crime scene tape and elbowed my way through a half-dozen people to the front of the outhouse.

      Anything more than coffee for breakfast that morning and I would have lost it right there.

      Have you ever seen a dead body, Harry? I don’t mean at a mortuary or funeral with an open casket, but at a crime scene. Someone who’s been murdered or died in some horrific way. I hadn’t, at least not until then. I’ve seen plenty since. Too many. But this was my first time. No way will I ever forget it.

      Try picturing this. Inside the port-a-potty, sitting on the toilet, was a man with his pants around his ankles, a piano wire noose around his neck, and a tongue that looked like a tennis ball. His bulging eyes were a sickly yellow. His face was an indescribable color of red. All I could think of was a vulgar exhibit at a low-rent carnival or a scene out of a second-rate horror movie. If that wasn’t bad enough, there was the smell. It was the putrid funk of death, shit, and Lysol. I backed away, sucking in mouthfuls of rain-soaked air.

      Alfie Gitchell moved in beside me and asked if I was okay.

      The only thing I could tell him was that he lived in a sick world, to which he muttered something like “tell me about it.” He turned around, asked everyone else to get back, then grabbed my arm. He pulled me forward until we were standing side by side directly in front of the open outhouse door. Gitchell pulled a notepad out of his pocket and started reading.

      The dead guy’s name was Ivan Krychek, a private security guard, who had apparently been sitting on this crapper for about forty-eight hours. That meant he was killed sometime on Sunday, the last day of the gun show. Gitchell explained that even though the cause of death was obvious, there would still be an autopsy that wasn’t going to tell him anything he didn’t already know.

      This isn’t the last time Gitchell pops up in this story, Harry, so I guess I should describe him. Short, dumpy, and bald. Even a night standing in the rain couldn’t wash away the smell of a lifetime addiction to cigarettes. His nose was dimpled like a golf ball. His face round and cherubic. Dark blue blood vessels scattered across fat cheeks. Sad, brown eyes hidden under thick salt-and-pepper eyebrows had taken dead aim on a long-overdue retirement that was still a few years away. His raincoat was soaked from the night-long drizzle. His felt hat drooped on both sides, so water ran off in a steady stream onto his stooped shoulders. He delivered the information about the dead man between drags on a soggy cigarette.

      He handed me a surgical mask and motioned toward the back wall of the outhouse. Harsh lights shining through the thin walls and translucent roof made it look and feel like an aquarium. Flies buzzed around the body and beat against the fiberglass walls. I forced myself to look closer at the dead body. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties. Short, wiry build, thin light-brown hair, a patchy red beard, and a ruddy complexion. Horn-rimmed glasses hung from one ear. Dried blood caked the collar of his uniform and around the piano wire embedded in his neck. A patch on the uniform’s left shoulder read “Prestige Security.” It matched the cheap silver badge on his breast pocket. A second patch above the other pocket read “Krychek.” The pants piled around his ankles were the same brown as his shirt. Attached to his belt was a set of keys, a nightstick, and a cell phone. Gitchell showed me how the piano-wire noose around the guard’s neck was tied to a thin, nylon cord that ran up the back wall, through two eye hooks screwed into the translucent ceiling, then attached to the inside of the outhouse door.

      Gitchell’s theory was that the killer set Krychek up to look like some kind of puppet. Every time someone opened the outhouse door, the cord would make the body sit straight up. The movement would startle whoever it was. Then they’d close it, probably with an embarrassed ‘excuse me,’ and move on to one of the other toilets. Gitchell scratched his cheek. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen anything quite like it. Ingenious if you ask me.”

      We pulled our heads out of the door and removed the surgical masks. Gitchell nodded to the woman from the crime lab, telling her to take over. He led me around the corner into the shelter of the empty livestock barn. I asked him who found the body. He pointed toward the far end of the building at a man wearing a pair of heavily stained coveralls. He was standing next to a red tank truck with “Here’s Johnny” emblazoned on the door. He looked angry and impatient as he went nose to nose with an overweight man stuffed into a rain-spattered suit. Their voices echoed through the empty barn and off the wooden sides of the stalls.

      Gitchell shook his head, excused himself, and trudged toward the two men. I watched as he spoke to both for a few minutes, then came back, still shaking his head. It turned out that the man in the suit was another cop by the name of Daryl Butcher.

      Remember that name, Harry. You’re going to hear it again. More than once.

      Gitchell described Butcher as a “good cop,” but with a unique ability to piss off just about everyone he talked to.

      I looked at the two men again. The angry voices had been replaced by Butcher’s gestures with a small notebook and pen. His attempts at sudden patience and diplomacy looked forced. The man from “Here’s Johnny” stood with arms crossed in defiance. Butcher finally walked away shaking his head.

      While I jotted down notes, Gitchell gave me an expectant look and asked if this was a good story. Not wanting to disappoint him, I said it was good for today but skipped the explanation of what little value there was in a one-day dose of the bizarre and unusual. Instead, I told him I had been at the fairgrounds on Sunday working on another story. He shrugged as if it didn’t matter, then apologized for bringing me back so soon.

      After that came chapter and verse on Ivan Krychek. He was a twenty-five-year-old graduate student at Delaney College, a small private school set in a leafy corner of southeast Portland. He’d started working part-time five weeks earlier for Prestige Security which had just won the contract to provide security for events at the fairgrounds. The owner, a guy named Buck Mather, had told him that Krychek got married a couple of months ago and wanted to earn a little extra money to help make ends meet.

      Gitchell described Mather as “a real sweetheart.” A militia type. Hated the ATF and the UN. Called Oklahoma City a plot to discredit true patriots. Believed the government was behind 9-11 and Sandy Hook.

      Between drags on his cigarette, Gitchell said Krychek’s wife’s name was Anna. They lived in Beaverton, a suburb west of Portland. If he had parents or siblings, there had been no time to track them down. He wrote down the wife’s address, handed it to me while explaining that someone was there now breaking the news to her. I formed a mental picture of a grief-stricken, doe-like woman living in a cramped apartment and facing life without the paltry income her student-husband earned patrolling places like the state fairgrounds.

      As it turned out, Harry, I couldn’t have been more wrong. I’ll get to that later.

      When Gitchell paused to look awkwardly down at his feet, I knew what was coming. He was going to tell me how relieved he was about the verdict and that I shouldn’t have been prosecuted in the first place. I waited for him to get it out, including the excuse that with all the media attention I’d received, the district attorney had no choice. It was an election year, and I was the latest high-profile criminal that had earned too much airtime on local TV to avoid prosecution. You’re a lawyer, Harry. You know how this works. Anyway, I remembered the DA with her pinched face, permed hair, and pink blouses with little bows. It was not a great memory. My consolation prize was that not long after I was acquitted, she was defeated for re-election.

      “Anyway, I’m glad for your sake that it’s over,” he said.

      I thanked him but couldn’t help but add that it would never truly be over. “Two little girls are dead, Alfie,” I said, “and it was my fault.”

      Eager to change the subject, Gitchell reminded me of his promise to buy breakfast. I glanced at the outhouse then at the two men in blue jackets and white pants hoisting Krychek’s corpse into a body bag. When I said “rain check,” he nodded in agreement.

      As I turned to leave, he grabbed my arm. Now, I told you that I didn’t know Gitchell that well, Harry, but I knew enough to see that he had something else on his mind. When I asked what was wrong, he got this serious look that I hadn’t seen before. His words were hard to forget: “Don’t blow this off, John. This was no prank. There’s something else going on here.”

      With a cigarette firmly planted in the corner of his mouth, Gitchell waddled back out into the rain to supervise the impounding of the outhouse.
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      BAY FRONT, ZIHUATANEJO, MEXICO

      Harrison Grimes drained the last of his coffee then quickly waved off another churro. They were still sitting in the bleachers overlooking the basketball court. A couple of teenagers showed up to shoot hoops with a frayed basketball and play what Itchy Donlan liked to call “Juan on Juan.”

      “Everyone knows what happened to you. The accident, the arrest, and the trial,” Grimes said. “It even made the evening news in Seattle. I can see why it wasn’t your favorite time, especially the way the newspaper where you worked treated you.”

      Standard shook his head. “Let’s not go there. Not yet anyway.”

      Standard had agreed to talk to Grimes because of Proctor Scofield, not the freak accident in which on a dark night on a lonely highway he unknowingly ran down and killed two young girls. The verdict was just something on a piece of paper sitting in a file somewhere. Former colleagues from newspapers and television stations made his life miserable until after the verdict then quickly moved on in search for other crimes and criminals. None of that mattered. Standard would always feel guilty. Grimes bringing up his former employer didn’t help.

      Standard had a hard time getting over the bitterness when the newspaper he worked for refused to stand by him. He viewed the paper’s management as a collection of empty suits more worried about public perception than guilt or innocence. The way he saw things it was commitment without purpose; purpose without direction; direction without leadership; leadership without commitment. An endless circle. What happened to wisdom, compassion, and common sense? What happened to work hard and do the right thing? It had all been shattered in a millisecond of ill fate. Now, everything made him hate even more what had happened. Maybe hate wasn’t the right word. It was more like a deep, festering resentment mixed with the sadness that comes with killing two young girls.

      Grimes gave Standard a light jab with his elbow. “So, tell me more about this stripper.”

      Standard laughed, grateful for the change of subject. “She had nothing to do with Scofield.”

      “I figured that. Still sounds interesting.”

      Standard had named the stripper who lived across the air shaft from his apartment Vanessa the Undressa. He guessed that she worked at one of Portland’s numerous strip clubs, maybe one of the places on the east side that attracted the occasional NBA player in town for a game.
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