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      The man in the trunk of the car wouldn’t stop banging around. He kept kicking the inside of the wheel well or hitting his head against the trunk lid. In between were yells muffled by duct tape.

      “Should have hit him harder,” the driver muttered to himself, then wondered why he just hadn’t shot the bastard and saved all this trouble. But what fun would that be. He hadn’t driven across the country just to put a bullet in the guy’s brain. He had other plans. More complicated, but also more rewarding.

      The driver hit the high beams so as not to miss the turnoff he’d found the day before after hours of driving around in the north Georgia wilderness. He’d marked the turnoff with a stick and a bicycle reflector he’d purchased at a hardware store in Marietta two days earlier, along with the tape and a can of kerosene. At another store he picked up a flashlight and wire cutters. He got the latex gloves and plastic booties at a drug store before heading north. He’d used the wire cutters to get a ten-foot length of barbed wire off a fence around a cow pasture. Everything was neatly arranged on a blue plastic tarp covering the floor of the back seat.

      The driver checked the odometer. The turnoff he wanted was two-tenths of a mile ahead on the left. The road in front of him was a straight stretch of narrow asphalt leading into the Chattahoochee National Forest near the border of Georgia and Tennessee. A dirt embankment marked the right side of the road. Oaks, pine trees, and a dry drainage ditch marked the left. A full moon backlit the trees, casting spikelike shadows on the dark gray roadway. The road was too narrow for even a white stripe down middle, making it more like a golf course cart path.

      The digital clock on the dashboard of the copper-colored Cadillac said 2:07 a.m. The driver smiled. Plenty of time.

      When the headlights caught the reflector, the driver slowed, and checked the mirror for any headlights behind him. Nothing. Not at this hour and not out here in hell and gone. He slowed almost to a stop, turned left, and eased the car over a narrow, plank bridge across a scum-covered ditch. Safely on the other side, he let the car coast over the rutted dirt road, careful not to scrape the undercarriage. This was no place for car trouble.

      The clearing was five hundred yards into a stand of trees and brush. When he got there, he turned the car around, and reached under the seat. He pulled out the .45 caliber Glock G41, checked to make sure the safety was on, screwed on the silencer, and got out.

      With the car stopped, the man in the trunk started banging even more. The muffled yells turned to muffled screams that sounded something like “get me the hell out of here.” The driver popped the trunk, grabbed the man by the collar, and punched him in the back of the head as hard as he could. The body went limp. The kicking and screaming stopped.

      The driver walked around the passenger side of the car, opened the door, and began to undress. He neatly folded his white suit and white turtleneck, laying them carefully on the white leather of the front passenger seat. He took off his white shoes and white socks and set them on the floor mat. He thought about taking the large ring out of his pierced eyebrow but decided to leave it in. No reason to take it out. This wasn’t going to take long.

      After putting on the latex gloves and the booties, he took the things from the floor of the back seat. Spreading out the plastic tarp, he carefully laid out each item in the order he would need them, including the pistol. Then he grabbed the man, dragged him through the dirt to a small pine tree that was about fifteen feet tall and just over a foot in diameter. Using the barbed wire, he tied the man’s arms and legs around the tree then stood back to wait.

      The driver looked out into the trees. He could smell the moss, the rotting leaves, and sounds of critters moving through the thin underbrush. Not all forests were alike. This one had different kinds of trees, ones he’d never seen before. Not like Oregon where everything was pretty much some kind of evergreen. He didn’t know much about trees, certainly not their names. He just knew that, in the fall, the leaves fell off some, but not others.

      It was a warm night, so being naked didn’t bother him. Running his hand over his closely shaved head, the driver stared at the man hugging the tree. He was in his late sixties, a full head of gray hair, with a mean face and a wiry build. He wore jeans, T-shirt, a Carhartt jacket, and worn-out Nikes. He had dirty fingernails and callused hands. Mechanic, the driver thought. Maybe a backhoe operator. Not that it mattered. He could be an accountant or a lawyer, but things were still going to turn out the same.

      It hadn’t taken the driver long to find him, if he didn’t count the three-day drive from Oregon to Georgia. The guy was listed in the phonebook, which made things pretty easy. Once he found the man’s house and followed him to a bar in Marietta, it was just a matter of waiting for the right time.

      It came three hours earlier, in a dark parking lot. A quick shot to the head with a sock full of quarters, wrap him up in duct tape, toss him in the trunk, and here they were.

      When the man came to, he looked at the driver standing, naked, ten feet in front of him, the Glock dangling from his right hand. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he yelled, followed by a scream as the barbed wire dug into his wrists and ankles. “Fuck. Untie me, goddamn it. What are you doing? Who are you, some kind of pervert?”

      The driver picked up the flashlight, squatted down so they were face to face, and shined the light in the man’s face.

      “Are you scared, Charlie Boggs? I would be.”

      “Untie me, goddamn it.”

      “You are Charlie Boggs, right?” the driver said, smiling. “That’s what your driver’s license says. By the way, I took the two hundred bucks in your wallet just to cover expenses. Besides, you won’t be needing it.”

      “Fuck you. You have no right to⁠—”

      The driver shot him in the left kneecap.

      Charlie Boggs screamed again, only louder. His eyes rolled back into his head as he slumped forward, face against the tree trunk and vomited into the bark.

      “Do you know why I’m here, Charlie Boggs?”

      The man screamed again. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. You can’t do this.” His voice trailed off. He banged his forehead against the tree and struggled hopelessly against the barbed wire. Blood from his wrists dripped on his legs. More blood from his destroyed knee pooled in the dry dirt. He vomited again, this time on to his shirtsleeve.

      “You made someone very angry, and now it’s time to pay. That’s why I’m here. This is just a job. Don’t take it personally.”

      “I’ll pay you. Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll pay you more.” Boggs was begging, the anger gone, replaced by fear and confusion.

      “No, you won’t. Besides, it doesn’t work that way.”

      “Who sent you? Tell me. We can talk. Work this out. Jesus. My leg.”

      “You mean you don’t know? Really? Think about it, Charlie. Who would send a complete stranger to drag you out here into the middle of fucking nowhere, tie you to a tree, and almost blow your leg off?” The driver leaned closer until his face was inches from Boggs’s. “Any names come to mind?”

      Boggs started to cry. It began with a whimper and turned quickly to chest-heaving sobs. “No. No. No one would do this. I haven’t hurt anybody. I promise. Please.” He was losing blood. His words were beginning to slur, his face getting pale.

      “You’re sure?” The driver moved closer, pressing the barrel of the gun into Boggs’s forehead. “Think real hard.”

      “Yes. Yes. I’m sure. Don’t kill me, please. There must be some kind of mistake.” Then he stopped. His eyes grew big. “Wait.” Charlie Boggs shook his head as if trying to keep from passing out. He stared at the driver, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. “It can’t be. Tell me it’s not. Jesus, tell me it can’t be.”

      The driver smiled and stood up. “Bingo,” he said, then walked to the car and put the pistol back under the seat. He walked back to get the can of kerosene off the tarp.

      Boggs seemed to know immediately what was in the can. All he could say was “Oh God. Oh God,” as the driver poured half the kerosene over Boggs’s head. Boggs sputtered and screamed at the same time. “No. I can explain. It wasn’t what you think. Oh God! No! You can’t do this.”

      Done talking, the driver walked back to the Cadillac and got dressed. Checking his look in the car’s side view mirror, he went back for the can of kerosene.

      Boggs could barely talk. His whispers were more of the same begging and whimpering. He didn’t even raise his head as the driver threw the tarp at the base of the tree then poured the rest of the kerosene in a trail on the ground back to the driver’s side of the car. He threw the empty can into the woods and got behind the wheel. Charlie Boggs started screaming again, this time at the top of his lungs, most of it incomprehensible except the word “please” over and over again.

      The driver started the car, struck a match, and dropped it out the window. The path of burning kerosene streaked back across the clearing. As he drove away, he looked in the rearview mirror in time to see Charlie Boggs burst into a ball of flames.

      

      The driver stopped at a turnout two miles up the road to throw the wire cutters, gloves, booties, and duct tape into a drainage ditch filled with scum-colored water. He took the stolen Georgia plates off the car, sailed them into the woods, and put the Oregon plates back. It was a little after 2:45 a.m., three hours earlier in Portland. He got the cellphone out of the center console and dialed. A man answered on the second ring.

      “It’s done,” the driver said.

      “Problems?”

      “No.”

      The man at the other end of the phone didn’t answer. “Your reward is waiting in New Orleans. I’ll text you the number and the address. Everything is taken care of, including the money. It’s in your account. Enjoy yourself. Just don’t hurt any of the girls. The owner is a friend of mine. Oh, and thanks.”

      The driver put the phone away, dug the vial of cocaine out of his suit pocket, and snorted the powder off the back of his hand. He pulled the choke chain with the silver skull and cross bones out of the glove box and hung it around the rearview mirror. Eight hours to New Orleans. Should be about right. He pulled the Cadillac back onto the road and disappeared into the Georgia night.
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      John. The world’s most common name. John Smith. John Doe.

      John Q. Public. Dear John. Juan in Mexico and Spain. Ian in Great Britain. Giovanni in Italy. The name of four American presidents and twenty-three popes if you include the two John Pauls. The name whores give their clients and homeowners give their bathrooms.

      Standard. As in basic, normal, typical. The name of newspapers in Great Britain, Zimbabwe, and Montana. Standard time. Standard fare. A word that inspires neither greatness nor pity—only shallow feelings of something ordinary.

      That would be him, he thought. John Standard.

      Or at least the old him.

      Just a guy trying to knock out a living, writing declarative sentences with enough facts, figures, and quotes to satisfy low-paid editors at obscure websites and interest readers who confuse opinions with facts. Someone who used to get up in the morning to have coffee with his wife and drive into the city to a designated parking spot out of the rain. On weekends, it was a barbecue with the neighbors or season tickets to Trail Blazers basketball or University of Oregon football (Go Ducks).

      Then it all changed.

      No, change is too easy a word. More like meltdown, disintegration, total self-destruction, the lifestyle equivalent of genetic realignment. A descent to the bottom in the fraction of the time it took to get to the top.

      Standard’s job at a Portland, Oregon, daily newspaper was gone along with his wife, the Blazers and Duck tickets (Gone Ducks), and the house. That left him in a three-room apartment, with a view of an air shaft and on a first name basis with mice, centipedes, and sugar ants. His new best friend was a former circus midget turned website designer. His girlfriend was a receptionist who once did lap dances in a strip club on SE Foster Road. He wrote on a five-year-old laptop by the light of a 65-watt bulb, and cruised Costco for lunches of free samples of freeze-dried burritos served by women wearing hairnets.

      As bad as it sounded, Standard had persisted in pounding out a life that had achieved a certain comfortable rhythm and simplicity to it. A few bucks here and there from a wire service in need of a stringer, a magazine looking for a fanciful freelance travel piece, a website looking for fake news, or a company wanting to use editorial pages to defend itself against allegations of rat turds in its all-natural granola.

      And then she showed up.

      Just thinking about it made the whole thing sound like something a drunk would mutter to a bartender at closing time. Some poor schmuck with a sad, trite tale about a woman who screws up his life so bad he feels compelled to seek solace from an uncaring barkeep in a cross-town bar that catered to pathetic losers.

      It sounded that way because it was true.

      

      It started on a January day when the outside temperature hovered near freezing, turning the incessant winter rain into anemic flurries of sparse snowflakes that disappeared against the window. For Oregonians who didn’t ski or fish for steelhead, it was a day to hunker down and wait out the last two months of soggy winter, all the time hoping the rivers didn’t flood.

      Standard had wasted half a day struggling to turn a rainy weekend in a yurt in a state park into an airline magazine article that would appeal to passengers on a flight to Hawaii. Fortunately, the building’s furnace seemed to be having a better day, which meant the temperature in the apartment hovered around seventy degrees instead of the usual fifty. There was no in-between.

      He greeted the knock on the door with dread, expecting anything from a process server to a Jehovah’s Witness. Not even close.

      She was a stunning blonde with a small but mesmerizing gap between her front teeth, an intriguing flaw that added to her beauty and mystery. Revealed with a tight smile, the imperfection stood out in plain sight, proudly proclaiming: “This is what's wrong with me. What's wrong with you?”

      Plenty, Standard thought, but he didn’t like sharing his life with strangers.

      The tight smile disappeared and, just for a moment, it looked like she was going to apologize for bothering him. Instead, she remained rigid and elegant in her black cashmere coat, matching hat, and fur-lined boots. Standard got the impression that, if he touched her, she would either scream and run away or shatter into a million pieces.

      Finally, she looked past him into the dingy apartment then glanced in both directions up and down the hallway. He held back the urge to reassure her that the cockroaches, homeless winos, and other vermin didn’t come out much during the day.

      “Are you sure you’re in the right place?”

      “I am, if you’re John Standard.”

      She flashed frosty blue eyes. Sapphires on a white sand beach. She was tall, just half a head less than Standard’s six feet. He guessed her age at late twenties and her background as privileged. That meant Standard had ten years on her and might have once shared a similar lifestyle, probably in Dunthorpe, the West Hills, or maybe the same leafy southeast Portland neighborhood where he’d once lived.

      A knit cap dotted with raindrops covered the tops of her ears. She pulled it off to reveal a jumble of shoulder-length hair made limp and unruly by the weather. When she shook her head, large hoop earrings winked from behind the wheat-colored strands. The cold outside had colored her cheeks a red made more vivid by her pale skin. Her face had a sallow look, like a fashion model with no back teeth and a weeklong case of the flu. Her thin lips were a faded pink. “Would you like to come in?” She didn’t move.

      Standard made it a practice of never apologizing for the apartment’s condition. Most people didn’t understand the effort that went into finding tattered furniture, unframed movie posters, and threadbare rugs good enough to go with the dingy yellow wallpaper. Then there was always that difficult search for cement blocks and boards to make bookshelves. It wasn’t like Drexel Heritage carried this stuff.

      “Perhaps you’d be more comfortable somewhere else. There’s a wine bar on the corner. You’ll have to buy.”

      The offer hung in the air for a moment before the thin smile returned to provide another glimpse of the hypnotizing gap in her teeth. “No, this is fine.”

      Standard took a step back. She walked in and glanced at the furniture, carefully assessing each tattered piece before settling onto the orange, crushed-velvet couch. Standard pulled a chair over from the desk. They sat facing each other, locked in an awkward silence. She glanced around the room some more, her eyes wandering over to the computer, the battered office chair, the cluttered desk, and the ancient portable television on top of the cheap veneer dresser. If she had a verdict on him or the surroundings, she kept it to herself.

      She unbuttoned her coat but left it on. Underneath, was more black—a knit business suit that looked a size too big and hid her figure the way a sheet hides a chair in a closed-up house.

      “I assume you’re here for a reason?” Standard said.

      “I'm sorry. I don't mean to be rude. My name is Allison Shafer, but I like to be called Allie.” Her voice had a hint of a long-neglected southern drawl. Something far southeast, he thought. Alabama, Mississippi, or Georgia. She looked at him to make sure he’d signed on to the use of her desired nickname.

      “As in McGraw?”

      “No.” She spelled it slowly enough that Standard felt he should be taking notes. She settled back into the couch, apparently no longer afraid that it would bite back. The steam radiator in the corner let out a slow, patient hiss. “I’m going to do something, and I want you to help me with it.”

      Standard stared at her. He didn’t get much walk-in business, and certainly not from someone who looked or dressed like Allie Shafer.

      “And what would it be?” he asked.

      She pulled off her leather gloves, one finger at a time, to reveal a diamond tennis bracelet and graceful fingers with no rings. Her nails were professionally manicured, not the kind done at home on Sunday night while watching 60 Minutes.

      “Before I tell you, I need your absolute guarantee that, if you don't want to do what I ask, then you'll not tell anyone else that I was here or what we talked about.” She paused long enough to check for a reaction. Standard gave her nothing to check. “If you don't agree to that, then I'm afraid our business is concluded.”

      Standard’s first inclination was the same as with all ultimatums he’d received in his life: thank her for stopping by and show her to the door. But he didn't. Maybe it was the possibility of making a buck. More likely it was Allie Shafer, herself, and that damn gap in her teeth that kept calling to him. Maybe it was just that she was beautiful.

      “First, let's make it clear what I do. You did come here looking for a writer?”

      “I'm in the right place, but you are a hard man to find. Have you considered a listing in the Yellow Pages? Facebook? Maybe a website? Twitter?” His answer was an icy stare. “I wanted to find you because I remember reading your articles when you worked for the newspaper, and I've seen your stories in that local tabloid, Inside Oregon I think it’s called. I need someone who can write with passion and clarity, someone who can make people understand complicated things. I think you’re that person.”

      She was peeing on his leg. He couldn’t wait to find out why. “How did you find me?”

      “I called the newspaper where you used to work. I got somebody who knows you. He told me where you were.”

      “He?”

      “I didn’t catch his name.”

      “He probably didn’t give it to you. I’m not exactly remembered there with any great fondness.”

      “I wouldn’t know about that,” she said. “Anyway, I’m here.”

      “And why would that be, exactly?”

      “Do you agree to my conditions, to not say anything if you don’t want to do what I ask?”

      “Does it pay?”

      “I would think so, but that depends on you.”

      “Okay then. Let’s hear it.”

      “There’s one more thing we need to get straight first. I don't want my life turned into a circus, with lots of helicopters and television cameras or those anchor people with all that hairspray and false sincerity.”

      She wrinkled her nose to register her disgust. The move was cute. It made Standard that much more eager to hear what she had to say and see what made her think it was worthy of all the press attention.

      Time to play along.

      “I know,” he said. “I hate that, too. Especially that hairspray thing.”

      “I don't know what I'd do if word of this got out and reporters were hanging around outside my house. Do you know what that would be like, to have something personal become utterly public?” He nodded yes. “You do? Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      She shrugged and twisted her gloves. Her eyes took another lap around the apartment then stopped, apparently finding solace in the cheap The Maltese Falcon movie poster on the wall next to the desk. Standard waited, playing Humphrey Bogart to her Mary Astor.

      “What I want are things done on my terms, so that the world will understand why people in my position do what they do. I think you'll respect that. At least I hope you will.”

      “So, what are we talking about here?” he said, trying not to sound impatient.

      “I'm going to kill myself, and I want you to write about it.”
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      Back in the days when he had a six-figure household income and could go to poker night with more than paper clips and bottle caps, Standard would occasionally find himself as the third hand in a game of high-low. Looking at his cards, he’d get a pinching feeling in his balls. It was a message to fold, which, of course, he ignored and ended up the odd man out while the other two split the pot.

      A woman with champagne style showing up in his beer-bottle world produced that same pinching feeling. Everything about her screamed stay away, don’t get involved. Standard eventually learned to pay attention to his instincts, fold his hand, and get a cold beer. This, however, was different. There was money on the table, and he was a threadbare freelancer with maxed-out credit cards. With little to lose, he decided to hang in there and see one more card.

      “I'm sorry if I shocked you,” she said. “I didn't mean for it to come out that way, bluntly, I mean.”

      Standard need to know more. “You’d better start from the beginning.”

      She nodded then spoke slowly and deliberately, carefully choosing her words as if they were evening dresses at Saks, the constant twisting and untwisting of her gloves the only outward sign of nerves.

      “I came to you, Mr. Standard, because I'm dying.” She paused, bit her lip, and stared down at her gloves. “Two months ago, I was diagnosed with an advanced case of ovarian cancer. Rather than endure chemotherapy or radiation treatments, I've decided to make use of Oregon's physician-assisted suicide law and end my life. I'd like you to chronicle my last few days and write about it after I'm … gone.”

      “I'm sorry,” Standard said. It was an inadequate acknowledgment of her condition. He needed a cigarette, but sat still, afraid to light up in front of someone dying of cancer.

      Anyone who’d covered the news in Oregon in the last twenty years knew about the Death with Dignity Act. The law permitted capable adults with terminal illnesses to request life-ending drugs from their physicians, who were held harmless for prescribing them. The law went into effect after withstanding court challenges by conservatives and fundamental religious groups intent on running other people’s lives. Since then, one or two terminally ill patients had gone public with their stories, but none of them looked or acted like Allie Shafer.

      Standard ran through the mental list of magazines and other media outlets willing to pay good money for a heart-wrenching account of the last days of a beautiful young woman. The law had been around in Oregon long enough that it wasn’t big news anymore. Also, none of the dire consequences predicted by opposition groups ever happened. As a result, the law stayed on the books unchanged, and people used it. End of story. Still other states were considering it, and there had been very little written about the victims, particularly before they died. The story, if he decided to do it, held the promise of enough money for rent and groceries.

      “A simple business deal, then. In exchange for waiting until after your death, I get exclusive rights to publish your story.”

      “I want you to publish it wherever you feel it's appropriate. I'm an accountant, Mr. Standard. I know nothing about your world. It really won't matter to me where the story appears or how much money you make selling it. My only requirement is that nothing be published until I'm … until after.”

      “Then why do it?”

      “As I said, I want people to see why someone in my position would do this. If everyone understands that it's a personal choice, not one forced on me by laws or convention, then maybe they'll gain a greater appreciation of the importance of living and dying on your own terms.”

      “Pretty noble.”

      “This isn’t about nobility,” she shot back. “This is about people’s rights under the law.”

      Standard stared at her for a few moments before getting up and walking around the room. The cigarettes were on the desk next to the computer. They called out, but he left them there.

      “You'll have to forgive me. It's not often that stories walk in the door, let alone one like this.”

      “I understand. Coming here isn’t easy. None of this has been easy.” Her eyes glistened again with tears.

      “No doubt.”

      “If you know anything about physician-assisted suicide, then you’ll see that I’m the perfect candidate,” she said. “The evidence gathered so far shows that those who have used the law were single and they had a high school education or more. I’m all of those things.”

      “Statistics also show that most of them were quite a bit older than you, late sixties, if I remember right.”

      “Those same statistics show that most of those who took advantage of the law were white and had cancer. That makes me the rule, not the exception.”

      She sounded indignant, turning her head away to look out the window behind the desk. The weather had decided on sleet as a compromise between rain and snow. Icy drops exploded against the glass, like bugs against a car windshield. Rain with guts.

      Standard sat back down and leaned forward, forearms resting on his knees. He could smell her perfume. There were little anchor designs on the buttons of her dress. No signs of cat or dog hair. Nothing. She was single and didn’t even own a pet, at least not one with hair.

      “Do you have any family?” he asked. She avoided his stare. Looked at her gloves again and shook her head “no.”

      Standard took a deep breath. “Where are you in this process?”

      “I've made the first oral request. The deadline for the second oral request is tomorrow. I have an appointment with the doctor at ten in the morning. I plan to give it then. After that, I'll give the doctor the written request.”

      “So, you don't have much time left?” The law could only be used by those with less than six months to live, as if such things could be predicted with that much precision.

      She nodded then turned her face toward the window. She seemed to want to look anywhere but at him.

      “You know you can rescind the request at any time?”

      “My mind is made up. I've seen what cancer treatment can do to people. I'm not a fighter. I can't live that way.”

      That pinching feeling came back. Tell her no. Walk away right now. Go back to writing insurance company newsletters and op-ed pieces for corporate polluters. There were other freelancers at work in the city. He could give her half a dozen names, including a woman who might have a better understanding of Allie Shafer’s condition. At least one of them might not share his deep-seated discomfort with mortality. Let them have the money that could be made off her misery. Let them pay the rent and buy groceries by pimping her story to any magazine or cable show with a fat checkbook.

      Instead, he ignored his instincts.

      “I'll do it,” he said. “I assume we need to get started right away.”
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      Encased in the tanning bed, Benny Orlando looked like a six-inch hot dog in a foot-long bun.

      “How much longer?” Standard said, yelling to be heard over the machine’s deep hum.

      Benny stuck a tiny hand out from between the two halves of the bed and held up three fingers. Standard left to get a beer and poke around in Benny’s refrigerator for something to eat. When he got back, the machine was off, the lid up. Dracula had awakened. Benny’s miniature body was burned brownish red.

      “That thing isn’t good for you,” Standard said.

      “It’s all right if you’re careful. Besides, I got a great deal on it from this tanning salon that went bank-o after one of the employees got caught videotaping the female customers. It’s a pretty funny story. He was showing the pictures at this party. One of the women he’d taped was this other guy’s sister. Things got ugly. The DA indicted the guy the same day he walked out of the hospital with a broken nose and two fewer teeth.”

      Benny was a little over four feet tall, with a head a bit too big for his pudgy body. He was once Baby Benny, a clown who worked his way up to Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey before ending up with a small circus that toured the Southeast. After years of chasing other clowns around the big top and substituting in the freak show as the wild man from Borneo, he had retired five years earlier after his aunt died and left him the apartment building in which Standard had been living for the last eight months.

      Benny quickly sold the building to a development company, with the provision that he would stay as resident landlord, rent-free, as long as the building was there, which probably wouldn’t be that much longer. He used the money from the sale to start a successful business designing and maintaining Internet websites for circuses, theme parks and, lately, Indian casinos.

      Benny did most of his work late at night, hunched over one of the computer keyboards, with calliope music blaring in the background. His office was a back bedroom, with tinfoil over the windows to keep out the light. Sword swallowers, snake charmers, bearded ladies, hermaphrodites, and the world’s strongest man stared down at him from the posters that covered the walls.

      Standard’s friendship with Benny started the day he agreed to rent him an apartment after being turned down at two other places. His unexpected act of kindness helped forge a friendship that gave Standard access to Benny’s formidable computer skills.

      On those frequent nights when sleep seemed like something left behind in a past life, Standard would come down to Benny’s apartment to drink straight shots of cheap bourbon and watch him work. His tiny hands would fly around the keyboard, his eyes seldom leaving the screen. It was reminiscent of a mad scientist from some ’60s-era horror movie. Sometimes Standard would come and go, fortified with enough booze to promise a few hours of sleep, without Benny ever knowing he’d been there.

      Two weeks earlier, a local Indian tribe hired Benny to build what the tribal chief insisted on calling “the mother of all websites.”

      “Not only do these Indians pay well,” Benny said when he got the job, “but I get comped for everything if I want to go to their casino and gamble for a few days, which I don't. Not a bad concept, though, when you think about it. Pay someone a lot of money to do a job and then get it back at the crap tables by giving them the chance to stay in a suite for nothing.”

      Benny’s apartment was on the second floor, right above the front entrance to the building and four floors below Standard’s. His office was really two adjoining bedrooms with the wall knocked out to make one long room. The tanning bed fit right in with Benny’s three computers, a couple of printers, a router, and other pieces of unrecognizable high-tech equipment. Discarded laptops, desktops, keyboards, and CPUs filled the shelves at the far end of the room.

      Benny crawled out of the tanning bed, slipped on a robe then hopped toad-like onto an office chair. “You going to make the rent this month?”

      “I’ve been offered a couple of new jobs,” Standard said, sitting down on a stool next to the door. “One of them is with a newsletter for this conservative fundamentalist Christian outfit that’s set up shop out in Gresham. They want a profile of Jesus.”

      “How conservative?” Benny asked.

      “Very. I swear they get out of the shower to pee. I don’t think I’ll take the job.”

      “What’s the problem? It’s not like there’s a lack of material.”

      “I don’t feel worthy.” Standard set his half-empty bottle of beer on the floor and put a cheap lighter to a cigarette.

      “Try a new angle,” Benny said.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Say Jesus was gay. He never married. The Apostles were all guys, you know. Wasn’t Mary Magdalene a hooker? Hookers love gay guys.”

      Standard waved him off. “I’m sure they’d love that. Besides, I ran across something more interesting.” He described Allie Shafer, her condition, and the possibilities for selling the story of her death. Talking about it made him feel crass and mercenary.

      “Beautiful woman. Physician-assisted suicide,” Benny said. “Sounds like you could make a buck or two off that.”

      “That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? Making a few bucks off of someone’s misery and misfortune. Is this a great profession or what?” One of Benny’s computers beeped. Another e-mail message had come in from his network of circus freaks, computer nerds, and petty criminals. Benny ignored it.

      “Don’t you want to see what that is?” Standard said. “Maybe Betty the Bearded Lady wants some advice about opening that electrolysis shop.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass,” Benny said, giving the robe’s lapels an indignant tug. “So, how much do you think the story’s worth?”

      “Hard to tell. Eldon Mock at Inside Oregon will pay his usual fee, maybe more. I could rejigger the story a couple of times. Find a few more places to sell it. I think the Hemlock Society has a magazine of some kind, but I doubt it pays much.”

      “Just don’t take it out in trade,” Benny said, jumping off the chair. “Hang on for a few minutes. I’ll get dressed and we’ll go find something to eat. My treat.”

      

      A half-hour later they were in a small tavern, two blocks away on SW Jefferson, munching on bacon burgers and sharing a pitcher of beer. There used to be a porno theater next door. Sometimes, late at night when no one was playing the video poker machines, moans of pleasure could be heard coming through the wall. They talked football and politics. Benny did most of the talking, holding forth on the evils of instant replay in the NFL, the lingering effects of terrorist paranoia, and America’s fascination with guns.

      “Terrorists and guns are old news,” Standard said. “Finding them by spying on millions of Americans is the new news.

      “What happened to the banks, Wall Street, and CEO salaries?”

      “So yesterday.”

      Benny raised his beer in mock acknowledgment of a new reality.

      They were sitting across from each other. Benny’s face looked dark, thanks to the tanning machine and the New York Yankees’ baseball cap he wore everywhere he went. Two women in their twenties came in and took the booth across from them. Benny waved at one of them. She had frizzy, red hair, pale skin, Buddy Holly glasses, and a pierced eyebrow.

      “Didn’t you date her?”

      “About six months ago for a couple of weeks.” He had to use two hands to pick up his beer glass. Even with the telephone books the bartender put on his side of the booth, Benny still had to stand on the seat to drink. “She probably doesn’t remember me.”

      Standard stifled a laugh. “Yeah. Probably not, given all the eligible midgets in town.”

      Rain splattered against the windows. A streetlight backlit the occasional pedestrian, casting shadows that walked across the tables and chairs inside the bar. When they finished eating, the bartender cleared the table except for the half pitcher of beer. Benny filled both their glasses.

      “I thought you had a thing about death,” Benny said. “Didn’t you tell me once that you don’t like talking or thinking about it and that you always tried to avoid writing about drive-by shootings, traffic accidents, and suicides?”

      Benny was right. Death was not a subject Standard could write about with any confidence, which made the decision to accept Allie Shafer’s offer that much more mysterious. His parents were killed in a plane crash years earlier. He hadn’t seen that much of them before that. Their disapproval of his decision to be a reporter, instead of a lawyer, had lingered a lot longer than it should have. Then his brother died of AIDS five years earlier in Miami, but he’d been years older, and they were never close.

      High school in Salem, Oregon, led to a scholarship in journalism at a small Midwest college. After graduation, it was an internship at the Chicago Tribune followed by reporting jobs at daily newspapers in Des Moines and Minneapolis. The job in Portland came delivered on a platter by a college classmate who’d risen to editor. Reporting came naturally, and he always seemed to be in the right place at the right time with the right questions.

      In other words, Standard bobbed through life until a freak accident chewed him up and spit him out. In a split second he’d gone from gold to goat on a dark night on a rural road. His career died along with two small girls he’d run down after dozing off behind the wheel.

      The accident changed him. Fatalism replaced optimism, in large part because he became a victim of his own profession. The two girls who died were Hispanic. The local sheriff hinted to a television reporter that Standard had been drinking. He hadn’t, but it didn’t matter. Blood was in the water. Suddenly, he became the story. “Drunken Yuppie Mows Down Helpless Children.”

      Standard’s open and well-chronicled dislike for the superficiality of television news made the story payback time for the city’s four TV stations. The hunter had become the hunted. He awoke each morning to cameras outside his house. That was enough to send Christine, his wife, scurrying back to her parents in Arizona, and his editors to the publisher, demanding that he be fired.

      Christine found a new husband, and the newspaper found a new reporter. Standard ended up with a stack of legal bills, no place to live, and a suitcase full of dirty clothes.

      “Anyone in my place would have a thing about death,” Standard told Benny, “But Allie Shafer’s story is intriguing and as usual, I need the money.”

      “And she’s a babe.”

      “A dying babe.”

      Benny shrugged. A devilish look crossed his face. “Since when did you care?”

      “Don’t be an asshole. Remember Valerie.”

      “Oh, yeah. Where do things stand with you and the lovely Valerie Michaels.”

      “The usual.”

      “Usual with you two means you’re together, apart, about to get back together, or about to be apart.”

      “Apart. She’s in Cabo San Lucas with some of the girls she used to work with at that club.”

      “A covey of lap dancers loose in Mexico.” Benny gazed at the ceiling. “Let me ponder that one for a minute.”

      “Former lap dancer.”

      “Whatever.”

      Standard didn’t like talking about Valerie Michaels. Their on-again off-again relationship was too complicated. It didn’t make sense to anybody but them. All he knew was that she loved him, but he wasn’t sure why.

      After Benny paid for the dinner, they walked back to the apartment building. Standard moved slowly, hands stuffed deep into jacket pockets. It was after nine o’clock. The temperature hovered just above freezing, but at least the rain had stopped. Benny bounced along, working up a sweat despite the cold, trying to stay even with Standard’s long strides.

      “So, when do you write this story?” Benny said. He was starting to pant. His bandy legs moved three strides to Standard’s one.

      “I can’t write anything until she’s dead.”

      “How does that work?”

      “I do all the research and interviews ahead of time, probably write most of it. The deal is I can’t sell it until she’s gone.”

      “I don’t know.” Benny shook his head. They were back at the apartment building, standing in the foyer waiting for the elevator. “If I were you, I’d reconsider that Jesus thing. At least he’s already dead.”
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      Reuters called the next morning about a Japanese container ship that had pulled loose from its anchor during the night and run aground on the southern Oregon Coast. The bureau chief in San Francisco said it was hard on a sandy beach, next to a bird sanctuary, and leaking oil like an old Ford.

      “It’s empty except for thousands of gallons of bunker oil,” the bureau chief said. “It’s an environmental disaster in the making. Can you get down there? We don’t want to miss this. AP is all over it, and we’re hearing that the networks are on the way. We need someone there. Now.”

      “Usual fees?”

      “Of course, and then some.”

      Standard thought about turning it down. Allie Shafer’s story had caught enough of his imagination that even a stranded ship about to foul Oregon’s precious beaches seemed insignificant. Then there was the money. It was always about the money.

      “Byline?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I’ll leave right away. You sending a shooter?

      “He’ll meet you there. Name’s Grady.”

      A half-hour later, Standard was in his ten-year-old Jeep Grand Cherokee headed south on Interstate 5. At 9 a.m., and just north of Eugene, he called Benny from the car. The recorder was on. He left a message about what happened and not to expect him for a few days.

      Allie Shafer would be waiting for a call. The feeling that he was abandoning her nagged at him on the drive through the Coast Range.

      He called about noon from Reedsport, a small town a half-hour north of the stranded ship. No answer. He tried not to think about what that might mean.

      The grounded ship quickly became major news. Apparently, it had been anchored off the mouth of Coos Bay when, in the middle of the night, a storm came up and the anchor pulled loose. The vessel ran aground before the crew could pick up enough speed. The radio reports on the drive down left the impression that the ship’s captain probably hadn’t made the dean’s list at seafaring school.

      Reuters had arranged for a room at the local Red Lion. When he checked in, the clerk handed him a message to meet Grady, the photographer, at the Coast Guard Air Station in North Bend. Standard threw his bags in the room, got directions from the hotel clerk, and jumped back in the car.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was standing in a cavernous airplane hangar with thirty other reporters and a bank of television cameras. The hangar was electric. Questions echoed off the steel-beamed ceiling. Cameras flashed. Television lights brought the temperature up twenty degrees. Near the back of the hangar, Coast Guardsmen stood around their bright orange helicopters, laughing as a spokesman from the ship owner’s insurance company described some vague plan to get the ship off the beach without damaging the environment.

      Fat chance, Standard thought, but dutifully scribbled notes and shouted a couple of questions. The answers came back defensive.

      “You the stringer from Portland?”

      The question came from a ruddy-faced Irishman with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth. The Nikons hung around his neck like shrunken heads. He wore baggy pants and worn-out Nikes. A safari vest, filled with lenses, filters and other photography gizmos and whiz-bangs, hid a faded polo shirt.

      “Yeah. John Standard. You must be Grady.”

      “That’s me,” he said in a deep brogue. “I got pretty much everything I need. You?”

      Standard glanced over at the crowd of reporters still asking the same questions and getting the same answers. “Yeah, I’m good.” On the way out the door, Grady suggested he call in some quotes to the Reuters bureau in San Francisco.

      “Good stuff,” the desk man said. “Call back in an hour whether you got anything new or not.”

      Standard hung up, then tried Allie’s number again. She answered on the first ring. He told her where he was.

      “I’m watching it on television,” she said. “You’re actually there.

      How amazing!”

      “It may be a few days before we can talk.”

      “I think I can hang on ’til then.”

      The odd lightness in her voice made him feel like he was more concerned about her than she was about herself.

      He hung up and went back inside, where a Coast Guard officer was trying to explain why no media would be allowed anywhere near the grounded ship for the next twenty-four hours. It wasn’t going over well.

      Grady and Standard had no other choice but to set up shop on a ridge across the bay, amid the satellite trucks and blondes doing live stand-ups for television stations from Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. It was the best they could do.

      The ridge wasn’t far away from the Coast Guard station, so they left the car and walked. From a crowded vantage point, the mist-shrouded, black-and-red ship looked like a toppled skyscraper. Standard leaned against the fender of a satellite truck while Grady stood nearby, chatting up a young female reporter from Portland. Just before dark they were summoned back to the hangar to hear more reasons why the ship couldn’t be pulled off the beach.

      “There’s no fookin’ way they’re getting that fookin’ boat off that fookin’ beach,” Grady predicted after the press briefing. He stomped off, mumbling something about getting a ride on one of the Coast Guard choppers.The drama went on for two more days. Standard salted his stories with quotes from pissed off commercial crabbers, inconsolable oystermen, and outraged bird lovers. Politicians showed up to cast worried glances at the beached ship then left after promising to introduce legislation that would prevent this from ever happening again. He filed his stories on a laptop Grady brought with him from San Francisco.

      Standard thought he should be loving every minute. A good story, good pay, good equipment. Instead, Allie Shafer kept buzzing around inside his head. He tried to stay focused on the grounded ship and the paychecks that came with it. She and her story would have to wait. Still, a dying woman seemed suddenly more important than a threatened beach. Thinking about it made him impatient to get back to Portland.

      In the down time between news conferences and deadlines, he used the laptop and the glacial Internet connection at the motel to mine the Web for information about assisted suicide. It didn’t take long to figure out that the battle lines were sharply drawn with no middle ground. He used the notes he took to frame questions for Allie Shafer when the time came.

      Late at night, he and Grady smoked cigarettes, drank Early Times, and exchanged war stories. Grady had been to Iraq, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. It would be back to Iraq next or South Korea.

      “They’re lovin’ your stuff in San Francisco.” Grady poured each of them another drink. “They got fookin’ jobs down there, you know? Everybody’s bailing thinking bloggers are going to kill the news biz. Ain’t gonna happen. Those wankers will never get out of their mother’s basement. It’s a great life if you don’t want a fookin’ girlfriend, wife, or kids, and your parents are dead.”

      Standard promised to look into it. Who could resist an offer like that?

      He called Allie two more times, telling her the latest about the grounded ship and asking how she felt. She said she was fine but sounded depressed. The lightness in her voice during their earlier conversation was gone.

      The next afternoon, the ship had finally been hooked up to a giant tug that had come down from Seattle. The Coast Guard said the ship would be gone with the next high tide.

      It didn’t happen.

      About five in the afternoon on the fifth day, the towline that connected the ship and the tug snapped in a high wind. The steel cable bullwhipped back toward shore, killing a man who had volunteered to clean tar balls off the beach with a garden rake. He was an unemployed mill worker wearing bright yellow rain gear and ear buds. The pack of bored reporters went ballistic. Grady had caught the man’s death with a telephoto lens and an auto-drive.

      That night in the motel room, Standard scanned the pictures. They showed the man’s body exploding into a half dozen parts, as if it was an action figure. The faster he flipped through the pictures, the faster the pieces flew around the beach. The next day the dead man’s wife told the NBC affiliate that her husband had been laid off a year earlier from a local sawmill and was “just starting to get his life back in one piece.” Grady thought that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

      That night Standard called Allie Shafer again. She answered on the second ring.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he said. “Die, I mean.”

      “I think you mean are you sure you want to write about it.”

      “Death is not my favorite subject.”

      “Mine either, but at least you have a choice.”

      They talked for an hour without mentioning her cancer or her impending suicide. He told her about the ship, the dead man, and how he wanted it to be over. She told him about books she’d read and how hard it was to go to work each day and not tell anybody about what she was about to do.

      Somewhere in the middle of the conversation something changed. A beached ship and a chance to be a real reporter again seemed suddenly insignificant. He wanted to get back to Portland. To her.

      “When will you be back?” she said.

      “As soon as I can.”

      “Will you come see me right away?”

      “Do I need to hurry? Is there something wrong?

      “No. No. I feel okay. I’m looking forward to talking to you about this. You’re the only one who knows, other than the two doctors.”

      He searched her voice for a hint of something more than just wanting him to tell the world about why she killed herself. “Of course.

      You’re sure there’s no need to hurry?”

      “We have time.”

      

      Two days later, the ship was finally pulled off the beach and towed out to sea. The Navy used it for target practice for a few hours before a nuclear submarine, with nothing better to do, mercifully put a torpedo mid ship, sinking both the ship and the story. The drama was over in two minutes. The container ship disappeared below the whitecaps, to lie forgotten in five thousand feet of water.

      Standard got back to Portland at midnight with a stack of clips and enough money in stringer fees from Reuters to cover the rent, pay some bills, and buy a couple of dinners at one of the city’s eclectic food carts. Maybe that Ethiopian-Korean fusion place near Portland State.

      He was on a roll. “Keep it going,” he told himself.
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      Allie Shafer lived in a secluded neighborhood a couple of blocks off SW Barnes Road, near St. Vincent's Medical Center. Standard pulled into the driveway and sat in the car for a few seconds, struggling with the discomfort about what she was going to do and his desire to see her. The question kept coming: Why am I doing this? Was it really the money or was it her? Was it something else? Did she remind him of the life he once had? Was he just plain crazy?

      A neatly trimmed boxwood hedge lined both sides of the path to the front door. She answered before the doorbell’s echo faded.

      “Welcome back,” she said. “How was the battle?”

      “The Navy one, container ship zero.”

      “Any casualties?”

      “Four snowy plovers and a guy with a rake.”

      “How awful.”

      The inside of the low-slung, two-story house was dark and warm. The highly polished baby grand piano sat in the corner of the small living room. Thick carpet absorbed the usual house noises. A jazz station whispered from an unseen stereo system. Walnut bookcases, filled with hard-backed bestsellers, short story anthologies, and biographies, lined an entire wall of the great room. No television set, just expensive couches and hardwood coffee tables arranged for talking rather than watching. Standard imagined couples sipping expensive wine while casually discussing month-long forays to Tuscany. The kitchen had granite countertops and a gas stove. Copper pots and pans hung from a rack over a massive butcher’s block. The small dining room consisted of a large glass-top table with six highbacked chairs. Several dozen bottles of Barolo, from different Italian wineries, filled the wine rack in a carpeted alcove off the kitchen.

      “Let’s go outside,” Allie said.

      A cobalt blue sky had replaced the rain clouds that marred their first meeting. The sun hung low in the south, giving off light but no heat. The early afternoon temperature hit the low fifties, a kind of false spring that nature periodically used to torture sun-starved Oregonians before bringing on another three or more months of rain. They sat on the wooden deck under bare-limbed oak trees. Wind pushed gray leaves around the yard and up against an aging wooden fence.

      “I had you pegged for Dunthorpe or the West Hills,” Standard said.

      “Not me. I’m just a little girl from Georgia. Money and prestige make me feel like I’m putting on airs.”

      “It shouldn’t.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You should.”

      “I will, thanks,” Allie said. “So, where should we start?”

      She wore running shoes, heavy cotton sweatpants, and a bulky sweatshirt over a turtleneck. The green sweatshirt had a large University of Oregon logo on the front. The small logo on the collar of the turtleneck said, “Ventana Canyon.”

      They faced each other across the top of a round wooden picnic table, with a hole in the middle to hold the colorful umbrella that would come out during the summer. The heatless sun and bare trees made it feel like visitor's day at a women’s prison.

      “Let's just talk for a while,” Standard said and put a small, portable tape recorder on the table and turned it on. “Give you a chance to get comfortable with the idea of the tape recorder and of me.”

      She looked the same as before: no makeup, pale skin, splotches of red on her cheeks and nose, brilliant blue eyes. Only her hair was different. She had pulled it back into a tight ponytail. The gold hoop earrings had been replaced with large diamond studs that glittered prism-like in the harsh sunlight. She was the best looking terminally ill woman he’d ever met. Also, the first.

      “This is a little odd,” she said. “Maybe some wine would help.” She disappeared inside, returning a few minutes later with one of the Barolos from the rack in the dining room and two large wineglasses. “This should do it.” She poured healthy portions for each of them. “After all, it’s after five o’clock somewhere, isn’t it?”

      She swirled the wine in her glass, sniffed it then took a sip, giving it a silent nod of approval. “I hope you like this wine. It’s one of my favorites. You can also smoke if you like, Mr. Standard. It doesn't bother me as long as we're outside. Besides, cigarettes had nothing to do with my condition.”

      Standard smiled and took a sip of wine but left the pack of cigarettes in the pocket of his leather bomber jacket.

      “You can call me John.”

      “John it is.”

      They sealed the deal with more sips of wine.

      “You know your wine,” he said. “This is good.”

      “As they say, life is too short for bad wine.”

      It took a moment for what she had just said to sink in. He cut her off before she could say anything. “Tell me about yourself.”

      “You mean just the normal stuff? Height, weight, age. Things like that?”

      “If you like.”

      For the next quarter hour, she talked about what little she remembered of Georgia and then growing up in Kalispell, Montana; about a mother who never married her father and who died drunk in a traffic accident at age forty; about no brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, or grandparents; about putting herself through college by waiting tables in the winter and fighting forest fires in the summer; about becoming a certified public accountant and the chief financial officer for a small Portland-based corporation that owned several restaurants.

      While the tape recorder did the listening, Standard concentrated on the way she talked and acted. With Allie Shafer just a few weeks away from death, he needed to gain a better understanding of what that knowledge could do to someone. The preconceived notion was that she'd be either sad or angry at the prospect of having to take her own life at age thirty. She seemed to have none of that. Her voice was strong, emotions in check, hands steady around the fragile stem of the crystal wine glass. The attempts at humor were self-deprecating and laced with irony. Allie Shafer seemed ready to meet her fate with the faith and conviction of an Arab terrorist.

      “I was pretty happy with where I was in my life and where I was going,” she said. “It hadn't been easy, but all the hard work was starting to pay off.”

      “No husband? Children?”

      She shook her head but showed no regret. “That was on my list, but not anywhere near the top.”

      When Allie grew more comfortable with him and with the tape recorder, he pulled out a reporter's notebook and a pen. “My memory's not what it used to be.”

      She rested her chin in one hand and watched with amusement as he fumbled to find a clean page. “Do you like what you do?” Her smile offered another glimpse of the hypnotic gap in her front teeth.

      “Most of the time. Freelance writing takes some getting used to. Finding things to write about is easy. Finding someone to pay for it is a different story.”

      “Is this going to be a story that’s easy to sell?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      She accepted the answer with a knowing nod. “I told you about me. Are you going to tell me something about you?”

      Questions like that invariably led to why he lost his job at the newspaper and everything that happened before that and after. But there was something about Allie Shafer that made him want to tell her all about it. Still, he fought back the urge. Whatever he’d been through seemed inconsequential compared to what was happening to her. He had only fucked up his life. Allie Shafer was losing hers. He might get lucky and someday recover something that had been lost.

      Not her.

      “Let's talk about me later. Tell me about the last few weeks.”

      She swirled the wine in her glass. “It happened pretty fast, really. The company I work for started offering health insurance to employees. I was required to take a physical as a condition of coverage. That's when I found out.”

      “No symptoms prior to that?”

      “Some pains in my stomach and indigestion, but nothing serious, at least I didn't think so.”

      “Ovarian cancer is unusual in women your age.”

      A thin smile of admiration crept across her face. “You’ve been doing your homework.”

      “Am I right?”

      “Yes, but I've never been pregnant or had children. That increases the odds. Also, this was my very first physical. I just turned thirty. It didn’t seem like I needed one. We’re all supposed to be invincible at this age, right? That’s why we do things now that we don’t do when we’re fifty. Anyway, I guess I should have had a physical a long time ago, because if you don't detect this kind of cancer early, there's not much anyone can do.”

      “So, you blame yourself?”

      “Not really, but I guess there’s a lesson here about it never being too early to prepare for the worst.”

      “That must have been a difficult time, the day they told you.” Standard immediately regretted the hackneyed question. Still, she didn’t miss a beat.

      “It was very weird. I know that most people with terminal illnesses go through this process of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. I really didn't feel any of those things. I was just disappointed that this was all the life I would get to have, that I would never get to know how everything was going to turn out.” She poured more wine for both of them. “I always wanted to live on an island in the South Pacific. Not one of those fancy ones with big hotels, but a sort of quaint little island with palm trees, white sand, blue water. Some place where my accent is foreign. The kind you see on calendars or in National Geographic. You know, grass shacks and coconut bras.” She laughed at her own joke. “Places like that must exist somewhere, don’t you think?”

      She looked away for a few seconds to let her eyes well up then return to normal. “It's almost like I knew this was going to happen. Looking back, I can see things in my life that should have told me what was coming.”

      “Such as?”

      “You know, events. Being born illegitimate. My mother being killed just before I graduated from high school. Not having any other family. It's like some force in the universe decided that the Shafer family was an unsuccessful experiment, so let's get rid of the last one and move on to other things. Like the dinosaurs.”

      “Would that force in the universe be God?”

      “I’m not sure, but maybe I’ll find out.”

      “I take it, then, that you're not a religious person.”

      She gave a shy smile. “I'm quickly becoming one.”

      They talked for another hour. The conversation rambled between the past and the present. The future never came up. When it got late, they moved inside, out of the cold that came with the early sunset. Standard sat on one of the facing couches drinking wine. Allie bustled around the kitchen, putting together a plate of cheese, crackers, and fruit.

      “Tell me about your job,” he said when she brought in the food and sat down, her knees up and stocking feet on the coffee table.

      “I was a low-level accountant at a big firm downtown. One of my accounts was a guy with a small restaurant. Over time, the business grew to be pretty good-sized, and I kept the account because I was doing a good job with it and the owner liked me. Eventually, he offered me a full-time position with his company, the title of chief financial officer, a nice salary, and a small percentage of the gross. That was five years ago. I took it and it's paid off well. I bought this house and a car. Upgraded my wardrobe.” She nibbled at a piece of Tillamook cheddar. “I really don't want to drag them into this, though. This is about me, not them. Is that okay with you?”

      “You're not going to give me free rein on this story, are you?”

      She gave her head a slow, determined shake. There was no room for compromise.

      After another hour of mostly more small talk, Standard finally yielded to questions about his past, but gave her the short, clinical version that didn't come cluttered with bad memories about dead Hispanic girls, divorce, and being fired. The urge to tell her more was hard to fight back.

      Before leaving, she showed him the written request for the life-ending drugs. They were standing in the kitchen, leaning against the counter. Standard wanted to go but kept finding reasons to stay.

      “I need two witnesses,” she said. “I have one already. A nurse at the doctor's office. Would you be the second?”

      He hesitated. “I still haven't made my mind up about this. I don't know whether I agree with what you're doing or not.”

      “If this creates a moral dilemma for you, then I can find someone else.”

      “Of course, it creates a moral dilemma. If this doesn't, then what will? If we can't struggle over the moral implications of taking one's own life to avoid the indignities of dying, then why bother debating anything? Why bother arguing about abortion, racism, science versus religion, war versus peace, faith versus reason?”

      Allie stared at him for a few seconds. A smile came slowly across her face. “Or plastic versus paper?”

      They both burst out laughing at the same time.

      “I was right in coming to you,” she said. “My only regret is that I'll never get a chance to read what you're going to write.”

      She moved closer. Her hand went to his shoulder, fingers on his neck. When she kissed him, her lips stayed too long on his cheek before brushing against his ear as she pulled away.

      “Please,” she said.

      Standard nodded and signed the paper.
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      Two nights later, he saw her for the last time.

      His emotions had been slapping him around for the entire forty-eight hours. Nothing could get her out of his head. He wanted her. He wanted a woman who was dying of cancer and was going to kill herself because of it. A woman who wanted him to chronicle her death so other terminally ill women could feel better about what lay ahead. He felt like an asshole.

      “My house, tonight. In an hour,” she said when she called late on a rainy afternoon. “I have something to show you.”

      He arrived with what he thought was a good bottle of California cabernet. She smiled, set it on the kitchen counter next to the electric can opener, and got another bottle of the Barolo from the wine rack.

      “I’m fixing you dinner and then we have to talk,” she said as she opened the wine.

      “You’ve changed your mind? You’re going to seek treatment?”

      She laughed at the hopefulness in his voice. “No, but I’ll explain later. Let’s eat first.”

      Dinner was a rack of lamb, red potatoes roasted in butter and rosemary, and a salad dressed with walnut oil and vinegar. They ate at the dining room table set for two. Soft lights from the chandelier gave the room a mellow glow. Over espresso and Amaretto, the conversation turned to everything except the inevitable. Standard did more listening than talking, letting her lead the way to wherever the evening was going.

      “Why do I feel that you have something on your mind?” he asked finally.

      They were still at the dining room table. Lamb bones littered his plate. Allie had done more drinking than eating. She had cut her food into little pieces and hid them under the salad.

      “Okay. I guess now is as good a time as any.” She got up from the table, went into the bedroom, and came back with a small piece of paper. “I went to the doctor today. She gave me the prescription.”

      When she held out the pink piece of paper, Standard grabbed it. The squiggly lines that passed for the doctor’s handwriting spelled out a witch’s brew of barbiturates. He recognized one of the drugs, Tuinal. The others sounded even more ominous. It seemed so abstract and, in a very real way, nonchalant. Just scribble a few words on a piece of paper, hand them over, and, voila, death without punishment or recrimination. He looked at Allie. She was staring over the rim of her coffee cup.

      “This is what we’re celebrating?” he said. “Kind of creepy, Allie.”

      She ignored him, “I'm afraid the pills won't work.” There was an edge to her voice, like someone with an expensive new car and buyer’s remorse.

      “I don’t know much about prescription drugs, but this looks pretty lethal to me,” he said.

      “But what if something goes wrong? Most of the others died within thirty minutes of taking the drugs, but one lingered for nearly twelve hours. Twelve hours! Can you imagine? I don’t want that to happen.”

      He handed the prescription back to her. Offering advice on the correct way to take a deadly dose of barbiturates was out of his league. “What did the doctor say?”

      Allie held the prescription in her hand, reading the scrawled words as if they were secret runes unlocking age-old mysteries. “She said this would accomplish everything and to call her right after I take them.”

      “Then what?”

      “She'll come here to the house later. Declare me dead and take care of the arrangements.”

      “You mean she doesn’t even come here to be with you? You’ll be alone?” Allie nodded. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “You’re not the one with cancer.”

      Standard conceded the point with silence. With as much patience as he could muster, he said the whole thing made the doctor sound like a cleaning service that was going to stop by and pick up a soiled armchair while she was at work. “What do you do? Leave the key under the mat?”

      “I want it this way, John. I don’t want anybody here, anybody to talk me out of it or give me reasons to live when I know I won’t.”

      “I’m sorry. It just sounds too clinical, too clean.”

      “That's just me talking.” Allie was still staring at the piece of paper. “The doctor was much more professional and understanding. This is not a Kevorkian thing. There’s no machine for someone else to operate. It’s best this way.”

      He stared into the glass of Amaretto but didn't feel like drinking anymore. “You sure you want to do this?” How many times had he asked her that?

      Her smile showed more sympathy for his plight than for her own. “We’ve been all through this, John. I know you don't like the whole idea but understand that it’s the right thing for me. I'm not asking for your approval, only your compassion.”

      “Let's talk about something else for a while.”

      He started clearing the table, but she said to leave the dishes for later.

      “What about your story?” she said. “The one you’ll write about me. Do we need to talk some more? You can interview me again.

      We’ll do it in the living room.”

      “I've got plenty for my story.”

      When she went into the kitchen for more coffee, Standard got up from the table, wandered around the living room, then started rummaging around in her CD collection. Miles Davis, Etta James, Alicia Keys. Too downbeat. There was also some Pink Floyd, but the night was weird enough already. He forgot about the music, sat down on the couch, and leaned back to stare at the ceiling.

      Allie came with a cup of coffee in one hand and more Amaretto in the other. She slumped down next to him, her weight gently against his shoulder. She looked into her snifter as if it were a crystal ball through which she could see more of the future she'd already selected for herself.

      “I need to ask you something,” she said.

      “Anything.”

      “Do you have a fearless heart?”

      He saw what was coming like a train in the night. “Why would I need one?”

      “Because I’d like you to do one more thing before I go away.”

      Whatever was left of Standard’s precious detachment was about to be shattered into a million pieces. “Are you sure?” “That prescription I have also kills regrets,” she said.

      At least for you, he thought.

      

      They came together slowly at first, testing, exploring, finding what worked and what didn’t. Instinctively, with soft moans and gentle nudges, each learned what the other wanted. He watched Allie's face and body as she moved when he ran his hand across her breasts and down her stomach. It was as if she wanted to take as much as she could of him to the grave. Desperation, impatience, despair, triumph, and in the end, contentment in waves that left Standard wanting more of something that would soon be gone forever.

      It started in the bedroom on satin sheets, moved to the couch in the front room, the counter in the kitchen, and the tiled shower in the bathroom. It ended in frenzy on the glass-topped dining room table amid the lamb bones, potatoes, and half-eaten salad. Plates and glasses broke against walls and windows when she swept the table clean with her arm. Spilled red wine felt sticky against his back. It dripped over the edges of the table onto the chair seats and carpet leaving spots like telltale drops of blood at a murder scene.

      Their images mirrored back at them from the windows. The candlelight reflected off the ceiling and created a halo around her head. Dressed only in shadows, she held him inside her, eyes closed, smiling. She slowly rocked back and forth, softly whispering encouragement until she came. The strength of the shudders that rippled through her body left both of them in stunned amazement, the silence louder and more profound than anything either of them could have said.

      For Standard, it was like a key fitting into a lock and freeing the other half of his soul. Something different and powerful. Magical, even. There were moments when he felt completely lost in another world, where he was allowed to stay just long enough to appreciate its beauty, but short enough to leave a craving for more.

      What started out as a feeling that sex with her was, at best, an act of charity ended much differently. At worst, he was taking advantage of an emotionally vulnerable woman about to do something few could ever imagine. It was all he could do to keep from whispering promises that could never be kept.

      Her body showed no signs of disease or of the paleness that haunted her face during their interviews. Instead, she seemed to grow stronger, more confident, as they learned together what felt best. In the end, sitting in the warm water of her bathtub, her back against his chest, the smell of her hair filling his head. Death seemed like the last thing in the world.

      

      Standard left a little before six the next morning. A skiff of snow had fallen during the night. It clung to the dwarf evergreens near the driveway and covered the cracked asphalt on the narrow street in front of Allie's house. Lights were on in the house next door. A car idled in the driveway across the street, blue exhaust pumping out onto the ground, the defroster gradually melting the thin crystals of ice on the windshield.

      If he’d learned anything the previous night, it was how much passion had seeped out of his own life and how badly he wanted it back again, if for no other reason than shelter from the storm. Allie Shafer probably wanted no more than to get laid one more time before dying. Still, something about them together terrified him.

      During the night Allie had awakened him with a whisper. “Oh God, John, tell me this isn't happening.”

      At the time, he thought she was talking about her cancer and the decision she'd made to end her life. Suddenly, standing in the driveway, the cold wrapping itself around him, he wasn't so sure. Maybe, just maybe, she was talking about him, about them. Maybe it was the two of them she hadn't bargained for.

      He sucked the cold into his lungs. Leave now, the voice in his head screamed. Walk away. Get in the car and drive. Don’t look back. Forget the car. Run if you have to. She was determined to die. They could have more time together, more nights. In the end, though, it wouldn't make any difference. She’d still be gone. Get out of here. Now!

      He got in the Jeep. After a night out in the cold, the aged battery was barely able to turn over the engine. It caught on the third try. He slipped it into four-wheel drive.

      Drive faster. Don’t look back.

      Still, he waited to back out of the driveway to take one more look at the front door. Would it open? Would she come out and ask him not to go?

      Now, damn it. Get the fuck out of here.

      He stepped on the gas then slowed to look again at the front door. Drove away again then backed up and waited. Stepped on the gas again, easier this time. The Jeep moved slowly. The voice screamed in his head until he tromped on the gas. The tires whined in the ice.

      Within minutes he was sliding through the icy darkness down Burnside into downtown Portland, wondering if he would ever see her again. Wondering if he wanted to. Knowing that he had to.
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      Standard spent the morning hanging around Benny’s apartment, drinking bourbon-laced coffee and eating dry cereal out of the box.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Benny said.

      When Standard didn’t answer, Benny eyed him for a few seconds from across the room. He was sitting in an overstuffed chair, the morning paper looking like a bed sheet in his tiny hands.

      “You didn’t? Please, tell me you didn’t.” When Standard didn’t answer, Benny wadded up the paper and tossed it on the floor. “What a chump! Now you’re probably in love or some fool thing and she’s going to …”

      Standard was out the door before Benny said any more. This was not the time to be lectured by a midget who learned about sex from a trapeze artist. Back in the apartment, he snatched up the phone and dialed. Nothing. Again. More aggravating rings. She didn’t even have her recorder on. Attempts to start work on the article about Allie turned into a staring contest with the computer. He called a third time. Still no answer. Finally, he drove to her house. No one was home. After an hour waiting in the car in the driveway, he drove back to the apartment, paced up and down. Dialed her number a few hundred more times and even made one more trip to her house.

      Pissed off at himself, Standard decided to get out of the apartment, do something that might take his mind off Allie Shafer and what she was going to do or had already done. He had an early dinner in China Town then a movie at the Fox Tower. It didn’t work. He got up twice to go out to the lobby to call yet again. Still no answer.

      It was after eleven that night when Helen Badden, Allie’s doctor, called. Standard was sitting in the dark, smoking cigarettes. He knew what the call was about before picking up the phone. Still, he listened to the doctor’s clinical voice. Allie was dead. She’d been found lying face up on the king-size bed with Miles Davis' “Kind of Blue” on the stereo.

      He sat on the tattered sofa, dumbly listening to the doctor describe the scene as if it were a painting she’d seen in an art gallery. What she didn’t describe, he could imagine on his own: the glass that contained the milkshake-like mixture of deadly barbiturates sat empty on the nightstand. Next to it, the expensive bottle of champagne Allie had bought weeks before just for the occasion. She’d even showed it to him that first day at her house. Allie was wearing a short, red satin nightgown, cut low across her chest, and slit deeply up both sides. She kept it draped over the chair in her bedroom. She never put it on for him because he never gave her the chance. There were candles burning on the oak dresser, the flickering light dancing off the mirror onto the expensive fabric wallpaper. The curtains were open so Allie could see out the picture windows into the secluded backyard, with the giant Douglas firs and oak trees stripped bare by winter winds. Patches of snow that had fallen that morning perched atop soggy clumps of grass in the shaded areas next to the house.

      Standard started feeling sick as soon as he hung up the phone. He crawled into the shower, turned the water to hot, and sat on the floor of the small, tiled stall, sucking in the damp, steamy air that filled the bathroom.

      What had her last moments been like? He wanted to think that she lay there, peaceful and angelic, drifting off to sleep in a billowy haze of barbiturates. The drugs would first take away her anxiety then her life. The shallow gasps of air from weakening lungs were like passengers leaving a sinking ocean liner. One breath followed another until the ship was empty.

      But there were other images. Dark, disturbing pictures that made him squeeze his eyes shut and dig fingernails into wrinkled palms. He saw her arms flying up in front of her face in feeble attempts to fight off the inevitable. An overmatched boxer, maybe, cringing against the ropes, waiting for the bell that never comes. Her expression never changing, blank eyes focused somewhere no one would ever know about. Blood caked in a mouth that never closed. How long did she last? Hours? Minutes?

      Standard vomited into the drain.

      

      Each day afterward, the dueling images of how Allie Shafer died battled for supremacy, until eight months later when a Baptist minister from northeast Portland showed up to tell Standard that the whole thing could be a lie and that Allie Shafer might still be alive.
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      Even before Allie Shafer, Standard had come to expect that anyone who visited his office—slash—apartment brought bad news. Most times, the news didn't start out bad. It just turned out that way. Allie Shafer was special for who she was, not for what she did. At least that’s how he came to view things since her death.

      So, when the Reverend Elijah Folsom arrived unexpectedly on a sunny Tuesday afternoon in late September, Standard’s shields automatically went up.

      It was a little after two when Folsom's head appeared in the office door. The reverend's massive body was encased in a burgundy, three-piece suit, with horizontal stripes that resembled latitude lines on a globe that had grown hands and feet.

      “Afternoon, John,” he said after knocking on the door and coming into the cramped office before Standard could get out of his chair. When he smiled, the bright light from the window reflected off a gold incisor that gave off a pixie-like twinkle. Small, wire-rimmed glasses sat low on a nose that spread across a mocha-colored face. “You’re a hard man to find,” he said in that basso voice that had both scared and inspired a generation of northeast Portland churchgoers.

      Standard pushed the chair away from the desk and started to get up. “Reverend Folsom! Elijah!” He was both surprised by the visit and immediately cautious about the reasons behind it.

      “Stay right there,” Folsom said, “I need a place to plop these tired, old bones. Five flights of stairs and at my age. Just my luck that you'd live in a building with a broken elevator.”

      “I’m sorry. It was working just a couple of days ago. You should have called first. I would have come over to the church, or we could have met somewhere for lunch or coffee.”

      “It isn’t like I can look you up in the Yellow Pages under freelance reporter, or whatever you’re calling yourself these days. As it is, you wouldn’t believe the strings I had to pull just to get your address.”

      Folsom moved heavily across the room toward the chair in front of the desk. Standard reached out. They shook hands, Standard’s all but lost in Folsom’s.

      For the last fifteen years, Elijah Folsom had been the glue that held together Portland's small, but influential, African-American community. His stature, nearly six-and-a-half feet tall and well over three hundred pounds, and booming voice matched the role he played in making sure the city's power structure didn't forget the northeast corner of the city or that it was home to a substantial share of Oregon's minority citizens. Seldom did a Sunday go by that the Reverend Folsom didn't stand at the pulpit of his Baptist church, demanding equal rights for blacks, Asians, and everyone else of color. By the following morning, his stinging words were usually echoing through city hall and rattling the crystal in the mayor's office.

      Standard had met Folsom eight years earlier in front of the burned-out shell of his beloved church. The seventy-five-year-old structure was a smoldering pile of ashes, bricks, and broken glass. The only thing standing was the brick steeple, with its charred bell hanging from scorched timbers. A half-dozen of Folsom’s most devoted parishioners sadly poked through the rubble while the cinders hissed under a cold November rain. The conventional wisdom was that the church had been the victim of a white racist copying a string of similar fires that had destroyed black churches across the South. It eventually turned out that the blaze had been intentionally set by a black teenager trying to earn street cred with a local gang.

      Standard was still working at the newspaper then. For a few days, the church fire was a hell of a story that offered a rare glimpse into Oregon's suspect attitudes toward minorities. It wasn't a particularly flattering story, especially for the limousine liberals who lived in Portland's numerous white enclaves where they discussed the sad state of race relations in the United States while sipping Willamette Valley pinot.

      After a vigorous fundraising campaign that had Folsom popping in at every corporate headquarters in the metropolitan area, the church was quickly rebuilt. A year after the fire, the sound of raucous Sunday morning gospel music once again echoed off the surrounding buildings.

      Standard went to the first service in the new church. The polished pews and vaulted ceiling were as close as the builder could get to the original design. Along with the mayor, a couple of city council members, and a handful of local legislators facing reelection, he was one of the few white faces in the congregation. Folsom had been in fine form that day. His indignation over racism and black-on-black crime was muted, but not his praise for those with pockets deep enough to pay for the restoration of his beloved church.

      Between what Standard wrote and what Folsom preached, they forged a mutual respect for each other. Folsom was one of the few people to express in writing his disappointment and anger after Standard was fired from the paper. It was a gesture Standard always planned to acknowledge but had yet to write a thank you note or drop by for Sunday services.

      “I’m sorry about being so hard to find, Reverend, but now that you’re here, it's good to see you.”

      Folsom settled into the folding chair on the other side of the desk, letting out a grateful sigh of relief to be off his feet. “Elusive, reclusive, and exclusive. That’s the way you’ve always been, John. God made you that way. So, I’d be the last one to complain.”

      “And nothing has changed,” Standard said, sitting back down. “What's it been? A couple of years? You're looking … dapper.”

      “Three years in November, and don't be making fun of my suit. Sister Clara made it for me. Lovely woman. I'll be having supper at her house later today, and I'd sorely hate to disappoint her by not wearing it.” He brushed some lint off the lapels. “Although, it's not exactly something I would have bought for myself, you understand.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

      “Nice of you to say so. I’ll pass your kind words on to Sister Clara.”

      They exchanged updates on each other for several minutes until Standard said, “It’s not often I get a man of the cloth in my office.”

      Folsom’s massive head rotated to the left then around to the right before dark eyes peered over the top of his small glasses. “Looks like it isn't often you get anybody in here with a cloth.” He chortled at his own joke. “Nevertheless, this place makes your old office down at the newspaper look like The Ritz.”

      “Behold the difference between a self-employed freelancer and a slave to a corporate media giant. What is lost in style and income is made up in peace of mind.”

      “Amen. Amen.”

      Folsom pulled a starched handkerchief from his breast pocket, ran it around his face a couple of times before refolding it and carefully putting it back into the breast pocket of his suit. The three points posed perfectly against the burgundy material. “You miss working for the newspaper?”

      “Only when I look at my bank account. By the way, I never thanked you for the note you sent after I was let go. It was a tough time. Your words helped.”

      “I meant every word of it. I even wrote a letter to the editor, but they never printed it. When I called to ask why, the publisher said it was a personnel matter or something to that effect. Anyway, I know what it's like to be mistreated by the press. I remember one time when I was in Mobile … well, never mind about that now. Besides, I’ve probably told you that story, anyway.”

      Standard fired up a cigarette and waited for the preacher to get to the point of his visit. Folsom got the hint.

      “You probably already figured this out, but I came for a reason,” he said. “Those stories you did after the fire at the church turned around some attitudes in this city, at least for a while. I can't say they stayed that way, but race relations here are better than in most places this size. The thing is, you did a great service to the African-American community, and I'd like to return the favor. You being in the freelance business and all, I figure you could use a chance to make a little money.”

      “Amen,” Standard said, trying to look enthusiastic while secretly praying that Folsom wasn't going to ask for help with the church newsletter.

      Folsom fired back an enormous grin and wiggled his butt tighter into the chair, his large hands resting on his stomach. The diamond pinky ring looked lost amid sausage-like fingers. “I also figure I could give you a chance to save your sorry ass.”

      

      They both stopped smiling at the same time. As the room got a few degrees cooler, Folsom’s face turned a couple of shades darker.

      “Let me explain,” Folsom said. He cleared his throat.

      “Please,” Standard said.

      “A few months back, you wrote some articles about a Miss Allison Shafer.”

      It was the first time Standard had heard anyone mention Allie’s name in more than five months. He was almost to the point where the night they’d spent together had taken on a dreamlike quality. Left alone, he could begin to wonder if it ever really happened. Suddenly, Elijah Folsom had dragged everything back to square one. Once again, bad news had walked in the door, this time wearing a burgundy suit.

      “That’s the woman who ended her life using that physician-assisted suicide law the voters passed a few years back,” Folsom said. “I believe you also did some television interviews–CNN or one of those cable things.”

      “I remember.”

      “I don't doubt it. It's not something one could easily forget, I'm sure. I don’t support the law, myself, but I can see where some people would find comfort in taking matters into their own hands. Well, it's come to my attention that Miss Allie Shafer may not be dead after all.”

      Standard didn't move. His eyes stayed locked on a point in space somewhere between the Reverend Folsom and the top of the desk. The room got smaller, the air thicker. Standard had to remember to breathe.

      Folsom looked around the room again. “You got anything to drink? A soda would be most appreciated.”

      Standard got up and walked trancelike into the kitchen. A can of diet pop hid in the refrigerator, behind a head of lettuce that was starting to turn black around the edges. There was a reasonably clean glass in the sink and some ice in the freezer. As the cubes rattled into the glass, Standard stared out the window into the air shaft for a few minutes before walking back to the office on rubbery legs.

      “Diet. That's good,” Folsom said. “I'm diabetic, you know, or maybe you don't. Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, Allison Shafer. One of my wealthy and influential parishioners had a rather … close relationship with Miss Shafer. He was devastated by her death and by its circumstances. I was personally touched by his sorrow. I’ve known this man for a number of years, so I can attest to the fact that he is not prone to showing his emotions. His reaction to Miss Shafer’s death showed me a side of him I hadn’t seen. I spent several hours counseling him. We even prayed together, which was also a revelation, at least for him. Going to church is one thing. Praying is another. Anyway, he came to see me after last Sunday’s services to tell me that he’d recently acquired some evidence that appears to indicate that Miss Shafer is alive and well.”

      “Who is this person?”

      “I’ll get to that in a minute.” Folsom chugged half the soda then refilled the glass from the can. “I don't know what this evidence is, but needless to say the man is confused, frustrated, angry, and mighty interested in bringing her back into his personal fold, if you know what I mean.”

      When his cell phone rang, Standard quickly hit DECLINE. “Keep going, Reverend.”

      “He feels Miss Shafer’s death was a hoax. The problem for you, John, is that his anger is directed at those he feels were involved in this hoax. One of those, of course, is Miss Shafer herself. You would be one of the others.”

      Folsom let the statement sink in. Standard fought back the urge to defend himself. He needed to know more.

      “Why me?”

      “You were the chronicler of her last days. It's only natural that you'd be among those he'd like to talk to. The others on the list would be the two doctors who prescribed the drugs that were intended to end her life.”

      “I was one of the two witnesses to her sanity prior to her death. I signed a form.”

      “I’m not sure he knows that, but if he does then it would add to his already growing suspicion of your role in all of this.”

      Folsom finished the soda. He placed the glass and the empty can on the desk. Standard crushed out one cigarette and lit another.

      “You're convinced this evidence is legitimate.”

      “Doesn't make any difference what I think. He thinks it is, and that's all that really matters.”

      “Something tells me there's more.” Standard suddenly realized that he'd been holding his breath again.

      “The reason this person came to me last Sunday was to seek counseling and advice,” Folsom said. “When he mentioned your name, I was taken by surprise. I assured him of your good character and took it upon myself to volunteer to discuss the issue with you and perhaps work out an arrangement that might serve both your needs. That’s why I made the effort to find you and to walk up five flights of stairs.”

      Folsom sighed deeply, took out the handkerchief again, and ran it across his face.

      “I appreciate that.”

      “My pleasure, but I should tell you that this man is no one to trifle with. I did a little freelancing of my own and described you as someone who wouldn't take kindly to being bamboozled by anyone or participating in any kind of a hoax. That is the truth, as I see it, so it wasn't like I violated God's word or anything. Anyway, I figured that perhaps the two of you could reach a mutually beneficial … partnership.”

      “Partnership? I don’t do partnerships.”

      Folsom held up one of his huge hands. “Now, hold on there and hear me out. Maybe partnership overstates the case. We’re not talking a legal arrangement here. What I'm proposing is one less formal in nature. I believe it would involve finding Miss Shafer.”

      “What if I'm not interested in a partnership to find her?”

      Folsom picked up the glass. He sucked a couple ice cubes into his mouth then spit them back in the glass to rattle around like dice. “Then I believe you're going to have a difficult situation on your hands. As I said, this man is wealthy, influential, and angry. My guess is he'll do whatever it takes to find Miss Shafer and punish those who assisted her so-called death, if you know what I mean.”

      “Assuming the evidence he has is proof she's alive?”

      “Absolutely. My point is that proving the validity of that evidence may be just as important to you as it is to him. You catch my drift?” Standard leaned forward, elbows on the desk, cigarette smoldering in the ashtray. He wanted to get as close to Folsom as possible to make sure he understood what the reverend was suggesting. “In other words, this man thinks that the articles I wrote and the interviews I did about Allie's death were part of the hoax. He thinks Allie, the doctors, and I engaged in some kind of conspiracy to fake her death?” Folsom nodded slowly. “Now this man wants to take out his anger and frustration on the coconspirators, except Allie, of course.”

      Folsom produced the handkerchief a third time. He ran it around his face then folded it into a neat square that he held clenched between his hands. “Perceptive as always, John. Although I’m not totally convinced that Miss Shafer is immune from his wrath. My guess is that his feelings provide her with a certain amount of protection. However, his anger can be mighty.”

      “And I can assume that this man is not prone to idle threats and that my life, such as it is, is in danger?”

      Folsom's eyes became slits above his round cheeks. “That would be an excellent assumption, unless, of course, the two of you can work out an arrangement to either find Miss Shafer or prove she's really dead. If she is dead, then my guess is that his wrath would focus on those who sent him this so-called evidence.”

      “I see. And what would be my motive for joining in this conspiracy?”

      Folsom shrugged his huge shoulders. “That’s something you’re going to have to discuss with him.”

      All Standard could do was fall back into the chair, amazed by how life could go from bad to worse with so little effort. “It sounds like this man must be quite a challenge to you, from a religious aspect.”

      “I do what I can,” Folsom said. “I don't condone violence, but the struggle between the material and the spiritual has been a long and arduous one. I don't claim to have any greater success in officiating that conflict than any other man of God.”

      Standard looked at his computer screen. The first few paragraphs of an article for Sunset magazine on bed and breakfast inns in Central Oregon taunted him from the monitor. He glanced longingly at the delete button.

      “I appreciate your intervening on my behalf, Elijah. For what it's worth, I find it hard to believe she's alive. If there's a hoax here, it's got to be this evidence, whatever it is.”

      “I believe that’s a very distinct possibility and one the two of you should discuss, although I can’t admit to having as much knowledge of Miss Shafer’s circumstances as you do. Nevertheless, the questions created by the possibility that’s she’s still among the living is why I suggested that the two of you get together and work out an arrangement to find out the truth. If she is alive, then it’s in your interest to find her. If she’s not, then you have an equal interest in finding out who’s playing this dangerous game.”

      Standard suddenly got that pinching feeling in his balls again, odd man out in a high-stakes game of high-low poker. “So, who is it, Elijah?”

      Folsom paused like someone about to deliver bad news to a loved one. “It's Moses Blue. He owns The Blue Café. The blues club in the Pearl District.”

      “What’s the connection between Blue and Shafer, other than good friends?”

      “Miss Shafer was employed by Moses Blue. She was his accountant, among other things.”

      “Other things? Define other things.”

      “According to Moses, they were lovers.”
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      In the weeks after learning of Allie Shafer’s death, Standard did little more than sleepwalk from one day to the next. Nights were spent staring at the cracked paint on the ceiling over his bed or drinking beer with Benny. They watched enough old movies to reach the conclusion that Warner Oland made a better Charlie Chan than Peter Toler. The bottom came when he found himself sitting with Benny at eight o’clock on a Saturday night, watching the start of Alien Abduction Week on The Learning Channel.

      “Why would aliens travel halfway across the universe to snatch an insurance salesman from Pensacola?” Benny asked.

      Standard got up and left.

      The days were a succession of walks around town, with stops in corner bars that reeked of stale beer and burnt popcorn. Guidance came from staring into gallon jars of pigs’ feet and pickled eggs that sat on bars next to the beer taps. If there was anything to be proud of, it was that he didn’t even try to share his story with the bartenders. Looking back on the time with Allie Shafer was like an out-of-body experience. Detached somehow from actual events, he could see himself interviewing her, eventually being seduced by her, making love with her, and, finally, trying desperately to find her before she killed herself. When it was over, he had nothing left but to beat himself up for having failed to stop her.

      It was around that time that Reuters called again. An obscure Native American tribe on the Washington state coast had decided to revive its ancient whale-hunting tradition despite the protests of Greenpeace and other save-the-whale groups. Apparently, the tribe had traced its economic and health problems to the lack of blubber in its members’ diet. Standard reluctantly took the assignment for no other reason than a change of scenery. He spent several days standing on a rain-soaked jetty, waiting for the tribe to kill a small female gray whale and drag it up on the beach. News helicopters hovered overhead so the entire world could get a bird’s eye view of the kill that involved a token harpoon tossed from a wooden canoe before the speed boats moved in to mercifully shoot the beast in the brain with a high-powered rifle. In the end, it turned out to be a tragic parody of an ancient tradition.

      The only consolation for Standard was a paycheck and a chance to get his mind off Allie Shafer.

      Standard headed back to Portland, saddened by the grotesque spectacle but relieved that his life wasn’t so desperate that it required paddling around the ocean poking sharp sticks into dumb animals.

      Grady, the photographer, called the day after Standard returned home to say Reuters liked the whaling stories and was ready to offer him a job in San Francisco.

      “It’ll be fookin’ great working together again,” Grady said. “Things are heating’ up everywhere. The Middle East. Africa. Ukraine.”

      If ever there was a time to toss it in and head off to the jungles or the deserts with a crazed Irish news photographer, that was it. Still, Standard said no. He would have said the same thing to a limo full of Victoria’s Secret models. It would have meant doing something other than feeling sorry for himself.

      “Tell them thanks for thinking of me, but I like my current boss. If they ever need a stringer again have them call me.”

      “You’re making a big mistake,” Grady said, “but you got to do what you got to do. I’m sure we’ll hook up again someday. Good luck.”

      Bored with the city, Standard had taken long drives to the coast or along the endless miles of two-lane highways between distant towns in Eastern Oregon. The bars were the same, only the music different.

      Garth Brooks instead of Dave Matthews. If he slept at all on those trips, it was an hour or so in the back seat parked in a roadside rest area or campground. Tired of the bars, he went to the movies, mostly doleful films with characters whose lives were worse than his.

      Before long, Standard became convinced that Allie Shafer's death was symbolic of what life had become. All he wanted was to earn a few bucks selling a compelling story. What he got was some money and a deep, empty feeling inside. Eventually, he began to hate the memory of that night together as much as everything else he saw, touched, heard, tasted, and smelled.

      In late spring, he started to snap out of it. She was gone, her ashes spread over the Pacific Ocean from a small plane piloted by a funeral director who specialized in dumping people's remains out the window of his two-seater as it glided over windswept whitecaps. At least that’s what her doctor said. Determined and driven by the need to generate some sort of income, Standard eventually worked up the energy to write the article that Allie had wanted written.

      There were long, painful sessions staring into the blank, unforgiving face of the computer. The words came hard, but they came. Most of it in late-night cathartic sessions at the keyboard, with emotions made raw with the help of scotch or wine.

      The finished article appeared in Inside Oregon in early June. Publisher Eldon Mock immediately released it to the Associated Press. For the next three days, Standard did endless interviews with local radio and television stations. The two daily newspapers in Portland, both AP clients, refused to pick up the wire service story because of their long-standing prohibition against publishing anything that appeared in Inside Oregon. The national media, however, had no such ban. The story hit right in the middle of an effort by conservative Republicans in Congress to enact a national ban on physician-assisted suicide. The article generated a flood of telephone calls from producers for the network morning shows, as well as MSNBC, CNN, and Fox. Standard did each interview as calmly as possible, including the sensationalized versions aired by the more generous television tabloids. He accepted requests for articles from several newspapers and magazines asking how the experience with Allie Shafer had shaped his own views on physician-assisted suicide.

      The frenzy was over in less than a week. The story of Allie Shafer's cancer and the decision to take her own life, rather than endure the indignities of uncertain cures, had been fed to a hungry public and forgotten as quickly as a Chinese dinner. In the end, the income generated by the death of Allie Shafer lay somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty thousand dollars, plus an expense-paid trip to New York City. Standard had little choice but to accept the money. Still, depositing the checks left behind a feeling that he was betraying her memory. He rationalized that it was part of their agreement. Nevertheless, the whole thing felt sleazy and tawdry.

      By mid-June, Standard was back in the business of writing freelance magazine articles, newsletters for small school districts, and opinion pieces that would be published under the name of an executive for some beleaguered corporation caught doing something that was more of a public relations problem than a legal one. After all, down-and-out freelance writers were cheaper than double-breasted lawyers who moved more slowly the higher their hourly rate.

      Slowly, Allie Shafer had gone the way of all those who die and leave behind friends, families, and one-night stands.

      By early August, he’d stopped seeing her on the other side of the street, no longer walked faster to catch up with some woman who walked the way Allie did or had the same hair color or wore the same perfume. She gradually slipped into a dark corner of his memory, only creeping out after too many drinks or too little sleep to wreak havoc inside his head. She no longer wandered around in his dreams, banging on locked doors, demanding to be let back in so soon after willingly and capably downing the drugs that the law allowed her to take.

      Slowly, like a log being batted around in the surf, he worked back to the safety of the dry-sand beach that was Valerie Michaels.

      Now, thanks to Elijah Folsom, not only had the once-vanquished memories of Allie Shafer returned, but they came joined at the hip with a pissed off gangster.
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      Elijah Folsom was gone. It was just Standard at the desk, the mice in the walls, and the spiders around the light fixtures.

      He thought about calling Valerie. Maybe hearing a friendly female voice would help. He picked up the phone then put it down knowing he would only get her voice mail. He tried Benny instead. No answer. He left a message on the recorder to call back. That was pretty much the entire list of friends to call.

      Frustrated, Standard turned back to the computer and started searching his electronic files for the articles about Allie. A half hour later and he had nothing. All he could figure was that he'd deleted them in a subconscious effort to purge even her electronic legacy.

      Angry, Standard pushed open the window to let in the afternoon breeze. A late September heat wave was making up for what had been a no-show summer. All he could think of was what if Allie really was alive, then that first meeting with her took on an entirely different light. The careful choice of words and the restrained emotions had been nothing more than an elaborate act. The absence of makeup an attempt to create the gaunt look of a cancer victim.

      “No way,” Standard muttered. She was an accountant from Montana, for Christ's sake, not an actor. If a hoax was being played on Moses Blue, it had to be by someone other than Allie Shafer.

      Another search of the computer, in a vain attempt to find the electronic folder that contained the stories about her, produced the same result. Benny called just as Standard was about to give up on the computer files and start rummaging through the stack of paper file folders scattered across the apartment.

      Instead of hello, Benny asked “You ever read any books by George Chesbro?”

      Standard ignored the question. “I've got a problem.”

      “Does this problem have a name or are you behind in the rent again?” A beep in the background announced the electronic arrival of another e-mail coming into one of Benny's computers.

      “Moses Blue.”

      Benny sighed into the phone. “That's not a problem. Global warming is a problem. You're in shit city. Tell me more.”

      “Not right now. Would you mind pulling some information together onBlue? I'll be down later to tell you the rest.”

      Standard went back to looking for the Allie Shafer stories and the notes from the interviews with her. He finally found both, plus a cassette tape buried under a pile of folders. He recognized the cassette immediately. It was the day on the deck under the cold winter sun.

      The file with the sketchy notes smelled musty, each word a memory. The indelible way she described her emotions leading up to her decision to commit suicide. Maybe it was the calm way she went about the business of taking her own life. She was, after all, an accountant: dispassionate and obsessed with details. Looking back on that day, there was a certain element of adding up the debits and credits and deciding to file the ultimate bankruptcy.

      Still, there was nothing dispassionate about their night together. Obsessive, maybe, but not dispassionate.

      At one point while interviewing her, Standard had put away the pen and notebook and let the tape recorder take over. He just listened. She seemed to get lost in the need to justify her actions, to convince herself that her fate was sealed once she learned of her cancer. Maybe she was right, and she did see what was coming, that past events were harbingers of future ones.

      What Allie Shafer had said about dealing with her own death could've been nothing more than bullshit. If it was, then all she had wanted from Standard was a way of legitimizing her disappearance.

      Standard ran his hands through his hair and stared up at the ceiling. He didn’t believe it. She had to be dead. But the doubt was there, squirming around, refusing to go away. If Allie was dead, then he was smart. If she wasn’t, he was a fool. Simple as that.

      He found the tape recorder in the bottom drawer of the desk, pulled it out, set it on the blotter, and inserted the cassette. After staring at it for a few minutes, he turned it on, grimacing at the sound of his own voice, cringing at the sound of hers.

      

      Standard: “Let me play devil's advocate for a minute. There are those who believe that life is the gift of God and only God can take it away.”

      Shafer: “That would be the Thomas Aquinas school of thought, which goes back to the Thirteenth Century. Did you ever read the essays by de Montaigne? He came later, the Sixteenth Century, I think. Anyway, he was the first to argue that suicide is a matter of personal choice and rational, in some cases.”

      Standard: “You've done your homework.”

      Shafer: “Of course I have. I don't discount the seriousness of this issue, both for me and for society in general. Euthanasia, which is what we're really talking about here, is Greek for ‘good death.’ I would be the first to acknowledge that there are those who believe that no death is good unless dictated by God. I believe in God, but I also believe that God endowed us with the intelligence to make our own decisions. I don't believe it's a sin to make use of what God has given us.”

      Standard: “You obviously don't buy into the argument that, by suffering yourself, you're making a conscious decision to associate yourself with the sufferings of Christ.”

      Shafer: “I am not anyone's savior. I see no redemption in suffering.”

      Standard: “There are alternatives, you know? Hospice. Pain control.”

      Shafer: “I have no family, and, because of my condition, I couldn’t be denied coverage under the health plan that required the physical that discovered my condition in the first place, but what was the point? It wasn’t like they were going to save my life. I could pay for hospice care until my money ran out, but I choose not to. In Oregon, I have that right. If I lived in some other state, then I'd have to make other choices. Pain control means painkillers. I just can't bring myself to accept a life of constant drug use.”

      Standard: “Radiation? Chemo? Those aren't options either?”

      Shafer: “Of course they are. I could go through that, but I have an advanced case of cancer. They found this too late, so my options are limited.”

      Standard: “It appears you have your mind made up.”

      Shafer: “Are you still playing devil's advocate?”

      Standard: “What do you make of the argument that allowing physician-assisted suicide sends us down the slippery slope of deciding who lives and who dies?”

      Shafer: “You mean the idea that death squads of government bureaucrats are going to roam the halls of nursing homes and mental institutions, picking out those who get to live and those who get to die? Right-wing nonsense, scare tactics used by religious groups desperate to stop people from dying in a manner of their own choosing. It's nothing more than that. This measure passed because the babyI boomer generation is growing older and has lived in a society in which they were free to choose how they want to live their lives. It's only logical that the same generation would want to have the same freedom of choice in the way they want to end their lives. It doesn't mean everyone is going to use it. In fact, I believe there are very few people like me. I think the point is that people want to know the option is there in the event circumstances require its use.”

      Standard: “You don't think much of those who oppose physician-assisted suicide, do you?”

      Shafer: “I don't think much of hypocrites. Most of those who oppose physician-assisted suicide support the death penalty. They can't have it both ways. Life is either a sacred gift or it isn't. There was this one opponent of physician-assisted suicide who was quoted in the paper saying, ‘Killing sick people is bad medicine.’ How glib! How can anyone be taken seriously when they turn something like this into a bumper sticker slogan? The law works. None of the bad things that opponents predicted ever came true.”

      Standard: “Maybe suicide isn't the right word for this.”

      Shafer: “There are those who prefer the term self-deliverance. Either way, it doesn't matter. I know life is precious, and we should all fight to keep it, but I know where this is going to lead. I simply want to die with my dignity intact.”

      

      Listening to her disembodied voice on the recorder made Standard angrier and more humiliated. She'd been so sincere as he fed her one line after another, like softballs to Derek Jeter. Inside her head, she must have been laughing. No. He refused to believe it.

      Standard threw the recorder against the wall. It burst into a half dozen pieces, the tape coming apart to spill across the floor like the intestines of a small animal. Something didn't add up. She had a house, a career, money, and her entire life in front of her. So why fake her death? Why get him involved? What happened to her money? She went through a lot of effort to find him, to convince him of the advantages of getting the front row seat on the heart-wrenching story. It didn't make sense.

      There was only one answer: Moses Blue’s proof must be phony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 11


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      At four o'clock, Standard decided to walk downtown to meet Valerie Michaels when she got off work.

      Her office was in Old Town, in the northwest corner of the city. The fifteen-block walk would give him time to think before sharing his revelations with her on the way back. It wouldn’t be the first time. Talking with Valerie always made things clearer, even if it involved telling her something that would make most other women uncomfortable—or gone.

      The South Park Blocks were filled with a mix of students from Portland State University and leather-and-stud street kids. Two cops strolled under the late afternoon sun rousting the homeless dozing on park benches. The leaves on the elm trees looked brittle and tired of the season. Mount St. Helens, its peak turned into a graceful dome by the volcanic eruption in 1980, glittered white to the north. In the east, the gray-and-white spire of Mt. Hood stood bright against the blue sky.

      Standard headed down SW Ninth, past the Portland Art Museum and the wine bar at South Park. At SW Yamhill, he cut over to SW Park and into Nordstrom's, cruising the perfume counter for a few minutes before buying a small bottle of Valerie’s favorite fragrance. The clerk at the counter asked if n gift was for a special occasion. She was a young brunette with a lot of makeup. When he said no, she smiled.

      “You must be one of the good guys.”

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “I must be.”

      At Starbucks, on Broadway, he got a cup of black coffee to go, drinking it while strolling down SW Morrison past Pioneer Courthouse Square. At the east end of the street was the Willamette River, which ran north and south through the city, dividing it roughly in half. He traded the coffee for a beer at a bar on the MAX line before heading up SW First Avenue, under the Burnside Bridge, and into Old Town. He sat on the bench in front of the restored Blagen Building. MAX trains rumbled by at irregular intervals. Street people in rags and business types in pinstripes paraded by. Ten minutes later, Valerie Michaels came out the double glass doors, looking like someone just released from prison.

      When Standard met her, Valerie was working as an exotic dancer in a tittie bar on the east side of the city. He had just moved into an apartment on the other side of the airshaft from hers. She seldom pulled her drapes, so several nights a week, he'd sit in the dark smoking cigarettes and drinking cheap scotch while watching her rehearse in front of her mirror. She’d practice a new act, oblivious to his benign, half-lidded stare from across the way. As a result, he’d seen her naked no less than two dozen times before ever screwing up the courage to introduce himself. Once he did, he found someone experienced enough with life and men not to expect too much from either. They seemed a perfect match.

      Standard worked hard to distance himself from what she did for a living and what they did together. It wasn’t easy. The more comfortable they became with one another, the more curious Standard became about her life as a dancer. The curiosity lasted until one night when he went to the bar where she worked.

      He stayed back in the shadows, hidden behind the lights, while she stripped on a raised circular stage, swinging around a brass pole and spreading her legs for tips. When she disappeared into a mirrored alcove for a lap dance with a guy who looked like he couldn’t find a woman in a dress shop, Standard left and went home. He never told her he’d been there.

      They lived together for a few months, and he helped her find the receptionist job. It was tough convincing her that she needed to escape the nightclub and start earning about a fourth of what she did taking off her clothes, but she finally relented. After agreeing that their relationship would survive longer living apart, she'd moved into a place of her own. It was an agreeable parting. They swapped cooking dinner for each other two nights a week and staying over if the spirit moved them.

      Despite seeing every type of man imaginable, mostly from a narrow, harsh-lit dance floor, it never showed on her face, at least not so anyone could tell. She had every reason to be jaded and cynical but was outwardly unaffected. Standard, of course, knew better from the long conversations while lying in bed, trading dark, painful secrets. Except one. Standard had never told her about Allie Shafer.

      Valerie came along at a time when Standard needed things that were dependable and didn’t require a lot of effort. Knowing she had a special place in Standard’s life was more than enough to sustain her. In return, she had taught him that relationships were like water, eventually they found their own level, which more often than not is somewhere between triumph and tragedy.

      “Hey, sailor,” she said after seeing him sitting on the bench framed against a passing MAX train.

      “Beware of geeks bearing gifts.” He handed her the perfume.

      That earned a kiss on the cheek as they walked arm-in-arm back along SW First toward downtown.

      “Any special reason for the gift?” she said as she opened the perfume and took the top off to smell. They were under the Burnside Bridge near Skidmore Plaza.

      “The woman at the perfume counter asked me the same thing. I just wanted to do something to make me feel better about myself.”

      “Something tells me there's a story here. Either you’ve done something very good or very bad. Either way, I love it. Thank you.”

      Valerie was twenty-eight. She’d let the blonde hair she had when they met go back to its natural color, a tawny brown. It hung down her back and glistened in the sun reflecting off the glass store fronts along the street. When they made love, she let it hang down like a soft curtain Standard could hide behind. There were times when it was the only place he felt truly safe.

      Standard suggested a walk along the river at Tom McCall Park.

      “No way,” Valerie said. “I need a drink.”

      They headed instead up SW Washington, checking out store windows and fantasizing in front of travel agencies, before going into Pazzo's at the Vintage Plaza Hotel on Broadway. The bar was a little below street level. They got a small table in the corner, watching skirt hems and pants legs walk by outside. He drank Corona, while easing into a description of his day, including the visit with Elijah Folsom. Valerie, the perfect listener, hung on every word, especially the part about Allie Shafer.

      “In the time we've known each other, you've told me everything there is to know about you,” she said. “Except about her.”

      “I figured you’d notice.”

      “I figured you’d eventually tell me.”

      “She came to see me during one of the times we weren’t together. I think it was when you went on one of those vacations of yours with some girls from that club where you used to work.”

      “The trip to Cabo?”

      “That sounds right. You know me well enough to guess the rest.”

      “You mean how you like having your heart slapped around like a hockey puck?”

      “By women who are no good for me.”

      “That would be about right.” She sipped her drink, which was something called a Lemon Drop. “Did she remind you of your former life? The one with the trophy wife, the fancy house, and the season tickets to the Trail Blazers?”

      “You mean the life before my best friends were a midget and an ex-stripper?”

      She laughed. “That's the one.”

      Standard drained the Corona. “Why do you put up with me?

      “Because I love you. Now order me another drink.”

      “How about dinner? There’s some breathing room left on my credit card.”

      Valerie nodded eagerly. She loved eating out. Standard motioned to the waitress for two menus. He ordered a steak, rare. Valerie went for the seafood fettuccine and a bottle of Oregon chardonnay.

      “I wanted to tell you about Allie Shafer,” he said, finding himself more interested in the wine than the steak. “In fact, I could've used your help. You're much wiser about these things than I am. It was just that it took me a long time to find the words.”

      “I also read palms, tea leaves, and chicken entrails. It was part of an old act that had this kind of voodoo thing going.” She stopped when he held up a hand, signaling his dislike of stories about her days as a dancer. “So, what do you do now?”

      “Beats me. If she's alive, and I doubt she is, this so-called evidence is with some guy I don't even want to meet.”

      “You'll meet him.” Her face turned serious. Her plate of pasta forgotten for the time being.

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “You'll do it because that’s what you do. You’ll do whatever it takes to find out the truth. It's not because of your feelings for her, although that’s probably part of it. You'd play this out if she were some old lady with dentures and a walker. It's just the way you are.”

      Standard was less sure about his motives but didn't feel like arguing. “The wild card is Moses Blue. I don't know much about him other than street talk about his ties to organized crime. I asked Benny to check him out, but my guess is that I'm not going to like what I find.”

      “Didn't this Reverend Folsom run interference for you?”

      “If that's all I got, wish me luck. Moses Blue may go to church on Sunday, but it’s what he does the rest of the week that concerns me.”

      Standard paid the bill and they walked to the MAX stop across the street from Nordstrom’s.

      “How about you come home with me and stay over?” she said, hooking her arm inside of his. “I'll get out one of my old costumes, maybe the candy striper or the cowgirl.”

      “You amaze me. After what I just told you about Allie Shafer, most women would have dumped a drink down my pants.”

      “Now you know why you’d be a fool to let me get away. So, are you coming home with me?”

      He knew that turning down the offer would not hurt her feelings. “Tempting, but how about a rain check? I want to see what Benny came up with on Moses Blue.”

      “Then what?”

      “Who knows?” The train arrived. “I'm going to play this one by ear. All I know right now is that I'm not going to like this, no matter how it turns out.”

      She kissed him on the cheek. “Do I have a reason to be concerned about you and this Moses guy?”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      The MAX train was covered with advertising for the nightly news show on one of the local television stations. The doors opened, parting the huge faces of two blow-dried anchormen who were Portland’s answer to Siegfried and Roy. Valerie got on board, the door closed behind her, and the two faces reunited. As the train hissed away, she waved out the window at him. Standard walked home thinking life was not as bad as he sometimes made it out to be, which was always a sign to start being careful.
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      When Standard knocked on Benny’s door, the answer was a series of muffled bangs. It sounded like something that involved tools, which made him immediately suspicious. Benny may have the title of landlord, but he did very little in the way of real work other than write rent receipts. Anything else involved calling a handyman or threatening the complaining tenant with eviction.

      Leery, Standard turned the knob and pushed. The door moved a few inches before the banging started again, this time hard enough to crack the thin veneer of the door's center panel. He shoved again and let the door swing open. The two men standing in the living room looked like a couple of Benny’s offbeat friends who earned a living imitating the cast of Fargo at office parties.

      “Who are you and where's Benny?”

      One of them emitted a laugh that came out as a series of snorts. He was short, with long greasy hair and a triangular-shaped face. His close-set eyes, flat nose, full lips, and big ears reminded Standard of Mr. Potato Head.

      “My name’s Rico,” he said in a high-pitched, geisha-like voice. Just the sound of it pissed Standard off. “This is my associate, Carp.” He pointed to the man standing slightly behind him. He was twice Rico’s size. A refrigerator with arms, legs, and a shaved head. His left eyebrow was pierced with a gold ring large enough to hold a napkin. He was dressed all in white: suit, coat, and pants, turtleneck, socks, and shoes.

      “You Standard?” Carp said.

      “Me Standard. You Jane?”

      Rico let out a few more snorts then blew his nose with a gray-white handkerchief pulled from the breast pocket of his plaid, green sport coat. Standard decided that Rico was oily enough to have entered the apartment without opening the door. Carp could have destroyed it with a forearm.

      When the banging started again, Rico snorted out a few more laughs. Carp emitted a half-lidded stare that came out of a dark face with a hawklike nose, his jaw muscles flexing like a cat under a sheet.

      Standard swung the door shut and looked behind it. Benny was hanging on a coat hook by the back of his belt. His fat little arms flayed helplessly in the air, while he continued to kick the door with the heels of his shoes. A gym sock was crammed into his mouth, the toe end hanging out like a long, dirty-white tongue. Benny’s square face had turned dark purple. His angry demands for help reduced to little more than a muffled jumble of obscenities. Standard pulled out the sock then immediately regretted it.

      “Get me down from here, and we'll kick the shit out of these two assholes,” Benny yelled.

      Benny's use of the word “we” made Standard think again about unhooking the little man from the door. Taking on two men, one the size of a Volkswagen, with a retired circus midget for a partner didn't make a lot of sense.

      Not that Benny wasn’t formidable in a fight. One night in a bar downtown, a drunken businessman began making jokes about Benny’s size. Benny laughed off the first two. After the fourth joke, Benny hit the man so hard in the balls that even the women grimaced and crossed their legs in sympathy. But this was different.

      “What's this all about?” Standard said.

      “Goddamn it, Standard. Get me down from here.” The unmuffled Benny was yelling even louder, his feet banging more furiously against the door.

      Standard ignored him and concentrated on Carp. The big man’s face was blank, his eyes small and cruel with deep wrinkles at the corners. A tough guy in an immaculate white suit. This was going to end badly. Maybe not here and now, but one day.

      “Our boss would like to see you,” Rico said. He hiked up his pants. They were the polyester, beltless kind favored by professional golfers in the 1960s. “Now.”

      “And your boss is who?”

      “Moses Blue.”

      No surprise there, Standard thought. That Blue felt the need to send two goons and humiliate Benny in the process, however, was. Thanks to Elijah Folsom, a meeting was inevitable. Why not just call?

      “Standard!” Benny was yelling again. His face flushed, arms and legs flailing.

      “Your little friend didn't want to cooperate,” Carp said, his voice a deep, dumb monotone.

      “Yeah,” Rico said. “When he started being a pain in the ass, we decided to hang around and wait for you. Hang around? Get it?” He started laughing again and poked Carp in the ribs.

      Carp ignored him and said, “We need to go now.”

      Benny kept yelling and kicking the door. “Get me down from here, damn it.”

      “Just a second, Benny,” Standard said.

      Despite Benny’s determination to gain some measure of revenge against his tormentors or die trying, it was best to keep him hanging from the door for a while longer even though Standard knew it was not going to go over well. Benny was small in stature, but not in pride.

      The longer he hung there like a cured ham, the crazier he’d become.

      “What is he, some kind of dwarf or something?” Rico said.

      “I’m a midget, you moron. Dwarfs are different,” Benny yelled back. His eyes had gone dark. Spit flew in Rico's direction but hit Standard in the face. Reluctantly, he lifted Benny off the door then set him on the floor but kept a firm grip on the back of his shirt.

      “There’s no reason for this to get out of hand,” Standard said to Rico, but with one eye on Carp. “I’ll be happy to go with you. I was planning to call your boss anyway. This just makes things easier, but you need to wait outside until I get Benny calmed down. What do you say?”

      Rico and Carp looked at each other. Carp gave an almost imperceptible nod of his huge head.

      “Okay,” Rico said, “but be outside in ten minutes, or we’ll come back to get you. You wouldn’t want that, and neither would your little friend.”

      The threat made Standard wonder how tough Rico would be without the brooding Carp at his side.

      A growl came out of Benny’s mouth as he struggled like an angry pit bull against Standard’s grip. Rico growled back, snorting out another laugh, walked past the two of them, and out the door into the hall. Carp didn’t move. He glared at Standard, flexing his jaw muscles by grinding his back teeth. “Don’t be stupid, or I’ll fuck you up.”

      They locked eyes for another second before Carp followed Rico out the door.

      With Carp and Rico gone, Standard let go of Benny’s shirt and closed the door. “I'm sorry about this, Benny.”

      Benny sputtered for a few more minutes. The purple drained slowly from his face, and his voice returned to normal. “Sons of bitches. Tell them I don't care where they work or who they work for. I'm not going to forget this. I have friends in this town.”

      Standard got a beer from the refrigerator, twisted off the cap, and handed it to Benny. “Drink this and calm down. We can talk about this later. Right now, I need the short version of what you learned about Moses Blue. I don't want to walk in there without knowing something about this guy.”

      Benny grabbed the beer and stomped off toward his office in the back of the apartment, shouting obscenities and vowing revenge against “those fucking morons.” Standard followed him down the hall. Benny hopped into his chair, his short legs dangling over the edge, his tiny feet eighteen inches off the floor. Grabbing a rail that ran along the front edge of the long, curved desk, he pulled himself up in front of one of the screens.

      While Benny ramped up his computers, Standard rattled off a fast description of Elijah Folsom's visit and Moses Blue's belief that Allie Shafer was still alive. Benny gave a sympathetic look but stopped short of saying anything. There was nothing to say. Benny was not one to make an issue of it. Besides, he was still too pissed to care about Standard, Allie, or anyone else.

      “I went back and read the article I did for Inside Oregon, reread the notes I took during my interview with her and listened to a tape recording of one of my conversations with her. She was too convincing. If Moses Blue is right, and this is a hoax, then Allie Shafer missed her calling. She should be on Broadway.”

      “And what does that make you?”

      “The dumbest son of a bitch known to man.”

      “Let's hope not.” Benny pulled his way down the desk a few feet to where the printer was spitting out a sheet of paper. “Here's what I got on Moses Blue. His real name is Aaron Thibeaux Hutchins. Graduated from Jefferson High School twenty years ago and got a scholarship to UC Berkeley, graduated with honors, and went to law school at Georgetown. Graduated from there but never took the bar exam. He came back to Portland and opened a soul food restaurant in Northeast. The place was a hit with the limousine liberal crowd until they found something different. Still, he made money that, along with a hefty bank loan, went into renovating a building in the Pearl District that eventually became The Blue Cafe. His title is president and CEO of Native Tongue Enterprises, which is the holding company for The Blue Cafe, the soul food place, and a half-dozen other bars and restaurants in Seattle, Spokane, and here in Portland.” Did you pull all that off the Internet?”

      “Some of it, but most came from the Portland Black Chamber of Commerce newsletter. Four years ago, Blue was the chamber's businessman of the year.”

      “Native Tongue Enterprises. That's where Allie worked.”

      “So, she was more than just his accountant?” Benny said.

      When Standard nodded, Benny shook his head and turned his attention back to the printout. “Blue has been linked to everything from murder to importing endangered parrots from the rain forest. The police question him every time a parking meter expires, but so far, he hasn't been arrested or indicted for anything more serious than serving liquor to a minor. The Blue Cafe is a favorite hangout for some members of the Trail Blazers, which probably gives him a certain amount of immunity.”

      “Great.”

      “It gets better.” Benny handed Standard the sheet of paper. “Now it looks like you get to go meet him.”
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      The white leather interior of the copper-colored Cadillac smelled of cheap aftershave with a slight tinge of kerosene. A silver skull and cross bones dangled from the rearview mirror on a thick choke chain. Music from a heavy metal radio station pumped out of the speakers in the deck behind Standard’s head. Empty candy bar wrappers and soda cans littered the floor of the back seat.

      Rico fidgeted in the passenger side of the front seat. Carp used only his index finger to steer the big car up SW Clay. Rico popped a Tic Tac in his mouth then shook the plastic box in his hand like a baby’s rattle until Carp snatched it out of his hand and tossed it out the window into the side of a passing bus. Rico stared at his empty hand as if Carp had just performed a magic trick.

      At SW 10th, they turned right and headed north. A dozen blocks later, they crossed West Burnside into the Pearl District. The eclectic area of Northwest was home to trendy cafes, high-priced condos, and art galleries. No one spoke until Carp wheeled the Caddy into a no parking zone a half block off NW Hoyt.

      “In there,” Rico said, pointing to a black lacquer door set in the middle of fifty feet of red brick wall. Next to the door, in neon script, the words: “The Blue Cafe.”

      Standard followed Carp inside, Rico bringing up the rear. The interior was a rarity for Portland—a place to have a quiet drink and intimate talk, free of echoes or rattle of dishes found in most local places. The Blue Café had black enamel tables with leather barrel-backed chairs, worn leather couches set around glass-topped tables, a low bar with chairs instead of stools, and dark walls adorned with offbeat art illuminated by track lighting in the ceiling. The jazz coming from speakers hidden in the walls was just loud enough to appreciate without interfering with conversation. The black paint on the walls and ceiling gave the place a comfortable, intimate feel that made it seem smaller than it was.

      The sparse midweek crowd drank wine or beer and munched on finger food. A set of drums, some speakers, and a couple of microphone stands occupied the small bandstand in the corner. A poster-size sign on an easel read:

      
        
        Jazz

        Saturday Nights

        8 p.m. to Midnight

        $10 cover

      

      

      Carp led the way through the tables, toward the bar in the back. The area behind a glass partition resembled a sunken living room, with a leather couch a cut above the ones near the bandstand and the front door. The man sitting on one of the couches looked like he’d just finished a round of golf on a Saturday morning. He was in his early forties, with a square jaw, a neatly trimmed goatee, and a shaved head that reflected the glow of the dim lights like a polished mahogany tabletop. A burgundy-colored polo shirt with a Bacardi logo fit perfectly on a trim torso. Dark glasses and black pants completed the carefully groomed look of a man totally at ease with himself and his place in the world.

      “Mr. Standard,” he said, standing up. “I'm Moses Blue. Welcome to The Blue Café.” They shook hands. Blue's grip was weaker than Standard expected, like a rubber glove filled with half cooked macaroni. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me. Please sit down.” He motioned to a leather chair across from the couch and asked Standard what he'd like to drink.

      “Some kind of diet cola is fine,” Standard said. Blue nodded to Rico, who scurried off to the bar. Carp remained, tense and statue-like, a few feet away. “Do you mind if I call you Moses? Mr. Blue reminds me of that old song by The Fleetwoods. I always hated that song.”

      Blue smiled. “Of course.” He took off the dark glasses to reveal a left eye that resembled a flawed marble. There was no pupil, just a blank surface the color of coffee with cream. It was hard not to stare at it.

      Rico showed up with a diet cola. He set it on a brass coaster engraved with the initials MB.

      “We have a mutual acquaintance who speaks very highly of you,” Blue said. He was articulate, his speech smooth. Standard would've taken bets that the word “motherfucker” was not going to be part of the conversation and that he didn’t refer to women as “bitches.” Double or nothing that Blue didn't listen to much rap music.

      “Reverend Folsom is a great man,” Standard said. “I have a tremendous amount of respect for him.” Blue answered by raising his glass of what looked like brandy in a silent toast to their mutual respect for Elijah Folsom. “He made it very clear to me that you and I needed to talk. I assume he told you the same thing.”

      “Yes, he did. We talked on Sunday. He offered to find you and explain the … situation.”

      “If that was the case, then there was no reason to send Yogi and Boo Boo over to get me or to harass my friends.” When Blue looked confused, Standard gave a brief rundown of what happened at Benny’s apartment. Halfway into the story, Blue turned to look at Rico and Carp standing together just out of earshot. Carp had donned a pair of wraparound dark glasses that added to his ex-con imitation, which, Standard had decided, probably wasn’t an imitation at all. “All you had to do was call me. If you hadn't, I would have called you.”

      Blue mulled that over while swirling his brandy. “You're right. I apologize. Sometimes when we get so used to doing things a certain way, we don't consider alternatives, even ones that are easier and more obvious.”

      “I'll convey your apology to my friend,” Standard said. They clinked glasses to seal the deal. “It seems that we also have another acquaintance, Allie Shafer, which is why we need to talk.”

      Blue’s face went dark for a moment, then recovered. “Thank you for getting right to the point. I don't know how much Reverend Folsom told you, but my guess is that it was enough to make you understand why learning that she's still alive was upsetting, to say the least.”

      To both of us, Standard thought. “You mean that she may be alive.”

      “I’ll accept that for the time being, but right now I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

      Standard took it for granted that Blue had read his stories about Allie’s death. “She told me she was your accountant, but she said nothing about the personal relationship between the two of you. I learned about that from Reverend Folsom. In fact, Allie was very insistent that I not mention where she worked in any of the stories I wrote about her death or any interview I did. If you read those stories or saw those interviews, then you know I honored that request. She mentioned nothing about her personal life other than to say she was single and had no family.”

      “I did read the articles and I appreciate that you kept your promise to her,” Blue said. “That, however, is secondary. The real issue is that I have a great personal and professional reason for finding her.”

      Standard glanced over Blue's shoulder at the bar. A man, wearing a rust-colored polyester leisure suit over a black silk shirt, stood holding two buckets of ice and looking like he didn't know what to do with them. Glasses with thick, chrome frames covered tired eyes buried in a dark, brown face. A beret clung precariously to bushy, salt-and-pepper hair. Standard guessed his age at anywhere between sixty and eighty years. The bartender, a young blonde woman wearing a white shirt and black vest, took the buckets and poured the ice into the sink. Finished, the old man glanced up, caught Standard’s eye for a moment, then disappeared into a back room. Standard turned his attention back to Blue.

      “You’re convinced, then, she’s still alive?” he said.

      Blue shrugged. “It’s beginning to appear that way.”

      “Folsom said you have some evidence.”

      Blue picked up a manila envelope that had been sitting on the table and handed it to Standard. While opening it, Standard glanced at Rico and Carp still hovering nearby. Rico chatted up one of the waitresses, a black girl in a short skirt and the same white shirt and vest as the bartender. She was admiring Rico’s cheap, green plaid sport coat. Carp stood nearby looking like a wooden Indian that had lost his cigar store.

      Standard opened the envelope’s metal clasp. Inside was an eight-by-ten color photo of a half-dozen people sitting at a bar. They had drinks in their hands or on the counter in front of them. Five of them were men in T-shirts or tank tops, talking to each other, not paying attention to the camera. The only woman in the photo was in the middle of the group. She wore sunglasses and a large straw hat. Her tan shoulders made the spaghetti straps of her top look a brilliant white. The same was true of her tan face and white teeth, teeth with a small alluring gap in the middle that added to, rather than detracted from, her beauty.

      Standard’s stomach tightened.

      “Recognize her?” Blue said.

      Even with the hat and glasses, there was little doubt that it was Allie Shafer. Standard searched the photo for some clue as to where and when it was taken. With the clothing, tan, open-air windows, blue skies, and palm trees in the background, it clearly wasn't Oregon.

      His eyes kept coming back to Allie's face. It was healthy and vibrant. Her smile real and unposed for the camera as if she didn't know the photo was being taken. Standard had seen glimpses of that smile, but only on a pale face, never against a deep tan. The man next to her was looking directly at her. They were laughing as if sharing a private joke. He fought off competing feelings of jealousy, regret, and excitement. Maybe she was alive.

      “Do you know when this was taken?” Standard asked.

      “The date on the photo says three months ago, but that could have been when it was printed,” Blue said. He handed Standard a magnifying glass. “Take a look at the calendar just over her right shoulder.”

      Standard took the glass and peered through it at the thatched wall in the background. The image in the top half of the calendar showed a white sand beach with a palm tree drooping over a turquoise lagoon. Something typical of calendars and jigsaw puzzles. The bottom half read June of this year.

      “Photos can be faked,” Standard said. “Thanks to technology and the Internet, there's no truth anymore.”

      “Possibly, but let's assume for the sake of argument that it's real.”

      “Then who do you think took this?”

      “No idea. It showed up in the mail Saturday, five days ago, with no return address and a Portland postmark.”

      Standard laid the photo on the table. Face down. “Your first reaction was that she's alive and that her doctors and I were part of a conspiracy to fake her death. That right?”

      Blue nodded. “Not an unreasonable assumption.”

      “I agree, but why go to Elijah Folsom?”

      The black man in the leisure suit with frayed cuffs and lapels had appeared behind the bar again, this time minus the ice buckets. He headed toward the bandstand, walking stooped shouldered on arthritic knees through the tables to the jumble of amplifiers and microphone stands. He got one foot caught for a second in the gray cords that snaked across the floor. After moving one of the mikes to the front of the small stage, he clumsily wrestled a barstool from behind the speakers. Before sitting down, he pulled a shiny steel-faced guitar from a battered case at his feet.

      Blue didn’t pay any attention to the old man. “I've known Reverend Folsom all my life. I went to him for guidance and advice. I’ve done that before. It has always helped. I went to him this time because I was very attached to Allie, and he had helped me a great deal when she … died. I wanted the benefit of his wisdom before I started acting on my assumptions.”

      Standard picked up the photo again and glanced at the brown glow of Allie's face. God, he said to himself, don’t make me go through this.

      “Until this moment, I believed Allie Shafer was dead,” Standard said, still looking at the photo. “She may still be, but this photo makes it pretty clear that she's either alive or someone has gone through a lot of trouble to make you think she is.” Blue's face was expressionless. “That brings up two questions. If Allie is alive, why did she fake her death? If she's dead, why would someone want you to think she's alive?”

      Blue accepted the concepts with a casual nod.

      “Let's take the first one,” Standard continued. “People fake their deaths to get away from something, such as wives, husbands, taxes, debts, the law, or life in general. Maybe a boyfriend. Who hasn't wanted to chuck the rain of Oregon for some carefree life in a tropical paradise? But what would Allie want to get away from so badly that she'd arrange this elaborate plan? If she wanted to live on an island somewhere, why didn't she just pack up and go? She had money and she had skills. She could live on one for a while then on the other.”

      “And if she's dead?” Blue asked as he settled back into the cushions of the couch, his drink cradled gently in one hand.

      “Then someone thinks they can get something from you by making you believe she's alive. That's why you can't rule out the possibility that the photo is fake. You and Allie were more than just employer and employee. I didn’t know anything about that when she came to me and asked me to write about her death. Now, somebody thinks that by convincing you that Allie's alive, it's going to cause you to do something. Any idea what that might be?”

      While waiting for an answer, Standard reached for the diet cola, wondering how much Blue knew about Allie's last days or about the night he’d spent with her.

      The man at the bandstand sat on the stool with one bony knee crossed over the other. The guitar rested on one thigh. The long fingers of his left hand caressed the strings and frets. The music came out effortlessly. It was the loose-stringed twang of the delta blues. The first dozen notes were straight from the juke joints of Clarksdale, Mississippi. Standard recognized the tune as Robert Johnson's “Come on in My Kitchen.”

      Blue turned to look at the stage then motioned for Rico to come over. “Tell Skinny not tonight. I want to close early.” At the mention of the name Skinny, Standard turned one more time to look at the old man on the stage.

      Rico walked over and whispered to the old man. His eyes went first to Blue, who was looking in the other direction, then to Standard. With a slow shake of his head, he obediently put away the guitar and shuffled off the stage.

      “Allie was—is—a remarkable woman,” Blue said. “You met her, talked to her. I think we can agree that losing someone that remarkable could be extremely painful to anyone close to her. Allie and I were close. Draw whatever conclusions you want from that, but the exact nature of our relationship is no one’s business. I have led a very privileged and successful life so far. I include having known Allie as part of that. Getting her back would mean a great deal to me.”

      “I find it hard to believe she’s alive.”

      “Let's just say I'm not convinced she's dead. If she faked her death, I don't know why. I had no knowledge of any of the problems you mentioned in your articles about her. If she really had them, I believe she would have come to me. The last time I saw her, she seemed happy and well adjusted.”

      “And when was that?”

      “Two weeks before she died, if that’s what happened. She told me she wanted some time off to visit friends in Montana. She wanted me to go along but didn't think they were ready for an interracial couple. I agreed and she left. We talked twice on the phone. She called me and, both times, I thought she was still in Montana.” Blue finished his drink. Rico magically appeared to replace it with a fresh one. “The next thing I know, I saw your article in some weekly newspaper. I thought at the time that it was odd that Allie would tell her story to a stranger, but Allie always did things for a reason. Based on what I knew of her, I had every reason to believe that she wanted to share her story with others in the same situation. What I couldn’t understand was why she didn’t want to share it with me.”

      “So, you knew nothing about her cancer? About her illness being terminal?”

      “Not a thing.”

      A waitress appeared to shuttle drinks and bar food to the tables of customers who most likely lived in the Pearl District's condos and loft apartments. Some of them would glance at Blue, looking as if they wanted to come over to say hello but didn’t want to interrupt. The old guitar player was back behind the bar, this time with a load of clean glasses. The jacket of the leisure suit had been replaced with a stained apron and the white paper hat of a dishwasher.

      Standard leaned forward to make sure Blue could hear. “All I can tell you right now is that, if Allie's alive then, she duped me big time. I wrote articles about her death. I went on television to talk about what happened to her. People paid me a lot of money for it. That's what she wanted me to do. That was the deal she came to me with. She didn’t pay me a nickel. By taking the job, I was betting on the outcome, gambling that her story would earn me a few bucks. That’s why I took it, and that’s exactly what happened. End of story. No one is going to look like a bigger fool than me if she turns up among the living.”

      “That doesn’t help me much,” Blue said, “or you.”

      “I can see where my involvement in this looks suspicious to you, but you have my word that this photo is as big a surprise to me as it is to you.”

      Blue's face turned icy. His delicate features suddenly went hard around the edges. The milky eye became a white slit in a black socket.

      “Then prove it.”

      Standard’s answer was a confused look. “Prove it how?”

      “Find her and bring her back. Then it won't matter whether you were part of it or not.”

      “Then my word's not good enough for you?” When Standard reached for his glass, Blue’s hand was around his wrist. The blood to Standard’s fingers stopped like someone had turned off a faucet.

      “Your word isn’t worth squat,” Blue hissed. He’d gone from collegial to demonic, from nightclub owner to gangster, all between the anvil-like beats of Standard’s heart.

      “And if I don't deliver?”

      Blue’s lips barely moved when he talked. “Carp once killed a man by tying him to a crab pot and dropping him in Tillamook Bay. When he pulled him up three days later, he had a dozen legal-sized crabs and a thigh bone.”

      Standard felt the trap closing. There had to be a way out. He turned to look at Rico and Carp. “What's wrong with your boys over there? Why ask me when you have them?”

      Blue didn't even look at them. His grip turned tighter on Standard’s wrist. “Because this is the way I want it. You have something to prove to me. They don't. Rico is a barely functioning idiot with a big mouth and bad taste in clothes. He won’t do anything stupid as long as I don’t give him anything too complicated. He drives me around and fetches drinks. If I could find a basset hound to do the same thing, Rico would be living in the street.”

      “And Carp?”

      “An animal. He’d rip your eyes out and eat them if I told him to. He doesn’t know the difference between life and death, right and wrong.

      What’s nice is that he doesn’t care.”

      “You trust him?”

      “As much as any animal.” Blue let the words sink in. The confident look of a man holding all the cards rippled across his face. The grip eased. Blood started pumping back into Standard’s pale fingers with a harsh tingle. “The only thing you have in common with those two is that, if you fuck up, you die,” Blue said. “Same thing would happen to them. They know that, so they don’t fuck up.” Slowly, Blue’s features melted back into those of the genial host Standard met when he walked in. “Besides, in case you couldn't figure it out, finding beautiful women is not something they would be particularly good at.”

      Standard looked over at Rico and Carp again. Carp flexed his jaw muscles and took off the dark glasses. He hung them from the breast pocket of his suit coat. Rico blew his nose then looked into the handkerchief. Blue had a point.

      “What if I find out she's really dead?”

      “Then find out who wants me to believe otherwise.”

      “Same deal if I don't?”

      Blue smiled. The edges of his face softened a little more. His good eye brightening a bit. “Let me throw in an added incentive.”

      He motioned to Rico, who came over and leaned down to let Blue whisper something to him. Rico nodded and scurried off, disappearing through the door behind the bar. On the way by, he pushed the old man out of the way without so much as an “excuse me.” Blue and Standard sat in silence until Rico reappeared a few seconds later with an envelope. When Blue took it, Standard wondered if Rico would get a pat on the head and a dog cookie.

      “Here's fifteen-thousand dollars to help you save your own ass,” Blue said. “I'm giving this to you out of respect for Reverend Folsom and his faith in your honesty. This is to finance your search. I want to make sure that you have every chance to find Allie and that you're doing it as my employee. This provides you with a certain amount of protection, in the event you need it, and me with a certain amount of loyalty from you. Besides, you’re a freelance writer. Let’s say I just commissioned you to do an article for me. I paid in advance. You deliver when you’re done.”

      “Sort of puts a new twist on the idea of a deadline, doesn’t it?”

      Blue smiled. “That’s one way to put it. Now, when you learn the truth, you can keep what's left plus another fifteen thousand.”

      “And I don’t have to go crabbing with Carp?”

      “Precisely, but with one more requirement.” Standard held his breath again. “You never, never write another word about Allie Shafer, me, or anyone else involved in this. If you do, Carp, or someone just like him, will be the last thing you ever see.”

      Standard took the money with a sigh and shrug. “You got me, Moses. I don't have many choices here.”

      “I'm aware of that, and I respect your ability to recognize it. Now, let's seal this deal with a drink and you can start work.” On cue, Rico appeared with two glasses of brandy. “To Allie,” Blue said, holding up the glass. “Wherever she is.”

      Standard drained the brandy then thumbed the money in the envelope. It was all hundred-dollar bills. He counted out five of them, placed the bills in a neat pile on the table, and put the rest in his coat pocket. It was Blue's turn to look confused.

      “That should cover any damages,” Standard said, then got up and walked over to where Rico and Carp were standing. “Excuse me, Rico.” Carp moved closer as if protecting Rico. “Would you mind introducing me to that girl over there?”

      Standard pointed to the black waitress in the short skirt—the same one Rico had been hitting on earlier. When both men turned their heads, Standard reached out, grabbed the gold ring in Carp’s eyebrow, and jerked as hard as he could. Carp grunted. A stream of blood squirted onto his white suit coat and pants.

      Rico backed away. “Holy shit” was all he could say. He said it over and over again as he stared at the blood streaming down Carp’s face.

      Behind Standard, the people at the small tables started to twitter like a box of canaries.

      Carp grabbed his face with one hand. Blood ran out between his fingers, covered the side of his face, and quickly filled his lower lip. The drops that hit his shoulders turned dark purple against the white fabric. In a motion that would've made a magician proud, a gun appeared in Carp's right hand. Standard recognized it as military-type Glock.

      “Carp.” Blue's voice wasn't loud or firm. It was more like that of a hunter to a well-trained dog. It stopped Carp before his arm came up. The gun stayed close to his leg and pointed at the floor.

      Standard moved closer to slide the gold ring with the bloody chunk of eyebrow clinging to it into the breast pocket of Carp’s suit coat. The big man didn't move or speak. He just stared. The right side of his face began to twitch as if something inside was trying to get out. If hate had a face, Standard was looking at it.

      “I'll give Benny your best,” Standard said, picked up the photo of Allie Shafer, and left.
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