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  Archie

  doesn’t know for sure that it’s her until that moment. There is a dull bloom of warmth in his spine, his vision blurs, and

  then he knows that Gretchen Lowell is the killer. He realizes that he has been drugged, but it is too late. He fumbles for his gun, but he is ham-fisted and can only lift it awkwardly from his belt

  clip and hold it out as if it were a gift to her. She takes it and smiles, kissing him gently on the forehead. Then she reaches into his coat and takes the cell phone, turning it off and slipping

  it into her purse. He is almost paralysed now, slumped in the leather chair in her home office. But his mind is a prison of clarity. She kneels down next to him, the way one might with a child, and

  puts her lips so close to his that they are almost kissing. His pulse throbs in his throat. He can’t swallow. She smells like lilacs.




  ‘It’s time to go, darling,’ she whispers. She stands then, and

  he is lifted from behind, elbows under his armpits. A man in front of him, red-faced and heavy, takes his legs, and he is carried into the garage and laid in the back of the green Voyager –

  the vehicle Archie and his task force have spent months looking for – and she crawls in on top of him. He realizes then that there is someone else in the

  van, that she wasn’t the one behind him, but he doesn’t have time to process this because she is straddling his torso, a knee pressing on either side of his waist. He cannot move his

  eyes any more, so she narrates for his benefit.




  ‘I’m rolling up your right sleeve. I’m tying off a vein.’ Then she holds up a

  hypodermic in his sight line. Medical training, he thinks. Eighteen per cent of female serial killers are nurses. He is staring at the ceiling of the van.

  Grey metal. Stay awake, he thinks. Remember everything, every detail, it will be important. He thinks: if I

  live.




  ‘I’m going to let you rest for a little while.’ She smiles and puts her flat, pretty

  face in front of his so he can see her, and her blond hair brushing his cheek, though he cannot feel it. ‘We’ll have plenty of time for fun later.’




  He cannot respond, cannot even blink now. His breath comes in long, shallow rasps. He cannot see her

  push the needle in his arm, but he assumes she has, because then there is only darkness.




  

    He wakes up on his back. He is still groggy and it takes him a moment to realize

    that the red-faced man is standing over him. In this moment, the very first moment of Archie’s awareness, the man’s head explodes. Archie jerks as the man’s blood and brain

    matter blow forward, splattering Archie’s face and chest, a vomit of warm, clotted fluid. He tries to move, but his hands and feet are bound to a table. He feels a piece of something hot

    slide down his face and slop on to the floor, and he pulls hard against the bindings until his skin breaks, but he cannot budge them. He gags, but his mouth is taped shut, forcing the bile back

    into his throat, making him gag again. His eyes burn. Then he sees her, standing behind where the man’s body has fallen, holding the gun she has just used to

    execute him.




    ‘I wanted you to understand right away how committed I am to you,’ she says. ‘That

    you are the only one.’ And then she turns and walks away.




    He is left there then to contemplate what has just happened. He swallows hard, willing himself to

    remain calm, to look around. He is alone. The man is dead on the floor. Gretchen is gone. The driver of the van is gone. Archie’s blood is pulsing so violently that it is the only

    sensation. Time passes. At first, he thinks he is in an operating room. It is a large space, walled with white ceramic subway tiles and well lit by fluorescent lights. He turns his head from side

    to side and sees several trays of instruments, medical-looking machinery, a drain in the cement floor. He strains again at his bindings and realizes that he is strapped to a gurney. Tubes are

    coming in and out of him: a catheter, an IV. There are no windows in the room and a faint earthy smell skirts the edge of his consciousness. Mildew. A basement.




    He starts to think like a cop now. The others had been tortured for a couple of days before she

    dumped the bodies. That means that he has time. Two days. Maybe three. They could find him still in that amount of time. He had told Henry where he was going, that he had a psych consult about

    the newest body. He had wanted to see her, to get her advice. He was not prepared for this. But they would connect it. Henry would connect it. It would be the last place to which he could be

    traced. He had made a call to his wife on the way. That would be the last point of contact. How much time had passed since he had been taken?




    She is there again. On the other side of the table from where the body

    still lies, thick, dark blood seeping on to the grey floor. He remembers when she had first introduced herself – the psychiatrist who had given up her practice to write a book. She had read

    about the task force and had called him to see if she could help. It had been hell on all of them. She offered to come in. Not counselling, she had said. Just talk. They had been working on the

    case for almost ten years. Twenty-three bodies in three states. It had taken a toll. She invited those who were interested to come to a group session. Just talk. He had been surprised at how many

    of the detectives had shown up. It might have had something to do with the fact that she was beautiful. The funny thing was, it had helped. She was very good.




    She pulls the white sheet covering him down so that his chest is exposed, and he realizes that

    he’s naked. She places a hand flat on his breastbone. He knows what this means. He has memorized the crime photos, the abrasions and burns on the torsos. It is part of the profile, one of

    her signatures.




    ‘Do you know what comes next?’ she asks, knowing that he does.




    He needs to talk to her. To stall. He makes a garbled noise through the duct tape and motions with

    his head for her to take it off. She touches her finger to his lips and shakes her head. ‘Not just yet,’ she says softly.




    She asks it again, a little more harshly. ‘Do you know what comes next?’




    He nods.




    She smiles, satisfied. ‘That’s why I prepared something special for you, darling.’

    She has an instrument tray beside her and she turns and withdraws something from it. A hammer and nail. Interesting, he thinks, amazed at his ability to detach from

    himself, to remain clinical. So far the victims have been seemingly random – male, female, young, old – but the torso damage, though it has evolved, has been notably consistent. She

    has never used nails before.




    She seems pleased. ‘I thought you’d appreciate some variety.’ She lets her

    fingertips dance up his ribcage until she finds the rib she is looking for and then she places the point of the nail against his skin and comes down hard with the hammer. He feels the explosion

    of his rib breaking and gags again. His chest burns with pain. He fights to breathe. His eyes water. She wipes a tear from his flushed cheek and caresses his hair, and then she finds another rib

    and repeats the process. And another. When she is done, she has broken six of his ribs. The nail is wet with blood. She lets it drop back on the instrument tray with an innocuous clink. He

    can’t shift his body even a millimetre without a searing pain, like none he has ever felt. His nasal passages have clogged with mucus, he can’t breathe through his mouth, he has to

    brace himself for agony with every lung expansion, and still he can’t make himself breathe shallowly, can’t slow the panicked, heavy pants that sound like sobs. Maybe two days was optimistic, he thinks. Maybe he would just die now.
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The scar on

his chest was pale and raised, the fibrous tissue no

wider than a piece of yarn. It began a few inches below his left

nipple, carved a naked path through his dark chest hair, arced, and

then arced again back down to its original point. It was shaped like

a heart.




Archie was always aware of it, the raised skin against the cloth

of his shirt. He had a lot of scars, but this was the only one that

still seemed to hurt. A phantom pain, Archie knew. A broken rib

that had never quite healed right, aching underneath. A scar

wouldn’t hurt. Not after all this time.




The phone rang. Archie turned slowly to look at it, knowing

what it meant: another victim.




He only got calls from two people: his ex-wife and his ex-partner.

He’d already talked to Debbie that day, so that left Henry.

He glanced at the caller ID on his cell phone and confirmed his

suspicions.




He picked up the phone. ‘Yeah,’ he said. He was sitting in his

apartment living room in the dark. He hadn’t planned it that way.

He had just sat down a few hours before and the sun had set and he hadn’t bothered

to turn on the light. Plus, the dingy apartment,

with its sparse furnishings and stained carpet, looked slightly less

sad cloaked in blackness.




Henry’s gruff voice filled the phone line. ‘He took another girl,’

he said. And there you had it.




The digital clock that sat on the empty bookcase blinked

insistently in the dim room. It was an hour and thirty-five minutes

off, but Archie had never bothered to reset it, he just did the maths

to calculate the time. ‘So they want to reconvene the task force,’

Archie said. He had already told Henry that he would go back if

they agreed to his terms. He touched the files that Henry had given

him weeks before. They were on his lap, the crime-scene photographs

of the dead girls tucked neatly inside.




‘It’s been two years. I told them you had recovered. That you

were ready to come back to work full-time.’




Archie smiled in the dark. ‘So you lied.’




‘Power of positive thinking. You caught Gretchen Lowell, and

she scared the crap out of everybody. This new guy? He’s killed

three girls already. And he’s taken another one.’




‘Gretchen caught me.’

A rectangular brass pillbox sat on the

coffee table next to a glass of water. Archie didn’t bother with

coasters. The scratched-up oak coffee table had come with the

apartment. Everything in Archie’s apartment was scarred.




‘And you survived.’ There was a pause. ‘Remember?’




With a delicate flick of his thumb, Archie opened the pillbox

and took out three white oval pills and tucked them in his mouth.




‘My old job?’ He took a drink of water, relaxing as he felt the

pills travel down his throat. Even the glass had been there when he

moved in.




‘Task-force

supervisor.’




There was one more requirement. The most important one.

‘And the reporter?’




‘I don’t like this,’ Henry said.




Archie waited. There was too much in motion. Henry wouldn’t

back down now. Besides, Archie knew that Henry would do almost

anything for him.




‘She’s perfect,’ Henry said, relenting. ‘I saw her picture. You’ll

like her. She’s got pink hair.’




Archie looked down at the files on his lap. He could do this.

All he had to do was keep it together long enough for his plan to

work. He opened the top file. His eyes had adjusted to the dark

and he could make out the vague image of a ghostly body in the

mud. The killer’s first victim. Archie’s mind filled in the colour: the

strawberry ligature marks on her neck, the blushed, blistered skin.

‘How old is the girl?’




‘Fifteen. Disappeared on her way home from school. Along

with her bike.’ Henry paused. Archie could hear his frustration in

his silence. ‘We’ve got nothing.’




‘Amber alert?’ Archie asked.




‘Issued a half-hour ago,’ Henry said.




‘Canvass the neighbourhood. Dogs, everything. Send uniforms

door to door. See if anyone saw anything along the route she would

have taken.’




‘Technically, you’re not on the job until morning.’




‘Do it anyway,’ Archie said.




Henry hesitated. ‘You’re up for this, right?’




‘How long has she been missing?’ Archie asked.




‘Since six-fifteen.’




She’s dead, Archie

thought. ‘Pick me up in a half-hour,’ he said.




‘An hour,’ Henry said after a pause. ‘Drink some coffee. I’ll

send a car.’




Archie sat there in the dark for a few minutes after he’d hung

up. It was quiet. No TV blaring from the upstairs apartment; no

footsteps overhead; just the pulse of traffic going by in the rain, a

steady blast of forced air and the rattled hum of the dying

refrigerator

motor. He looked at the clock and did the maths. It was just

after nine p.m. The girl had been gone for almost three hours. He

was warm and woozy from the pills. You

could do a lot of damage

to someone in three hours. He reached up, slowly undid the

top few

buttons of his shirt and inserted his right hand under the fabric,

placing it over his ribs, running his fingers over the thick scars that

webbed his skin, until he found the heart that Gretchen Lowell had

carved on him.




He had spent ten years working on the Beauty Killer Task

Force, tracking the north-west’s most prolific serial killer. A

quarter of his life spent standing over corpses at crime scenes,

paging through autopsy reports, sifting through clues; all that work,

and Gretchen had tricked him into walking right into a trap. Now

Gretchen was in prison, and Archie was free.




Funny. Sometimes it still felt like the other way around.
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Susan didn’t want to be there.

Her childhood home was cluttered,

and its tiny Victorian rooms reeked of cigarettes and sandalwood.

She sat on the gold thrift-store couch in the parlour, occasionally

looking at her watch, crossing and uncrossing her legs, twisting her

hair around her fingers.




‘Are you done yet?’ she finally asked her mother.




Susan’s mother, Bliss, looked up from the project she had

spread out on the large wooden wire-spool that served as a coffee

table. ‘Soon,’ she said.




On the same night every year, Bliss burned a likeness of Susan’s

father in effigy. Susan knew it was crazy, but with Bliss it was easier

to just go along. Bliss made the foot-tall father figure out of

bundled straw, wound round with brown packing string. It had

been an evolving process. The first year, she had used dead bear

grass from the yard, and it had been too wet and hadn’t burned.

Kerosene had been required to get the thing ablaze and sparks had

set the compost pile on fire. The neighbours had called 911. Now

Bliss bought straw ready-packaged at a pet-supply store. It came in

a plastic bag with a picture of a rabbit on it.




Susan

had said she wouldn’t come this year, but there she sat,

watching her mother wrap the packing string tighter and tighter

around the little straw man’s femurs.




Bliss cut the string, tied it in a knot around the straw man’s

ankle and took a drag off her cigarette. That was Bliss for you: she

drank green algae and smoked menthols. She embraced contradictions.

She wore no make-up except for blood-red lipstick, which

she wore every day without fail. She refused to wear fur except for

her vintage leopardskin coat. She was a vegan, but she ate milk

chocolate. She had always made Susan feel, in comparison, less

beautiful, less glamorous, less crazy.




Susan would admit that she and Bliss did have two things in

common: a shared belief in the artistic potential of hair, and poor

taste in men. Bliss cut hair for a living and wore her bleached hippie

dreads down to her waist. Susan coloured her own hair, dyeing her

chin-length bob colours like Green Envy or Ultra Violet or, most

recently, Cotton Candy Pink.




Bliss appraised her handiwork with a satisfied nod. ‘There,’ she

said. She got up from her cross-legged position on the floor and

bounced into the kitchen, her dreadlocks flapping behind her. She

reappeared a moment later with a photograph.




‘I thought you might want to have this,’ she said.




Susan took the colour snapshot. It was a photograph of her

as a toddler, standing in the yard with her father. He still had

his heavy beard and was bending down so he could hold her

hand; she was looking up at him and beaming, all plump cheeks

and tiny teeth. Her brown hair was tied up in messy pigtails,

and her red dress was dirty; he was wearing a T-shirt and

holey jeans. They were both sunburned and barefoot, and they appeared

completely happy. Susan had never seen the photograph

before.




She felt a wave of sorrow wash over her. ‘Where did you find

this?’ she asked.




‘It was in a box of his old papers.’




Susan’s father had died when she was fourteen. Now when

Susan thought of him, he was always kind and wise, a picture of

paternal perfection. She knew it wasn’t that simple. But after he

was gone, both she and Bliss had fallen apart, so he must have had

some levelling influence.




‘He loved you so much,’ Bliss said quietly.




Susan wanted a cigarette, but, after spending her childhood

lecturing Bliss about lung cancer, she didn’t like to smoke around

her. It seemed an admission of defeat.




Bliss looked like she wanted to say something motherly. She

reached up and smoothed a piece of Susan’s pink hair. ‘The colour’s

faded. Come into the salon and I’ll touch it up. The pink is

flattering on you. You’re so pretty.’




‘I’m not pretty,’ Susan said, turning away. ‘I’m striking. There’s

a difference.’




Bliss withdrew her hand.




It was dark and wet in the back yard. The back porch light

illuminated a half-circle of muddy grass and dead sedum planted

too close to the house. The straw man was in the copper fire bowl.

Bliss leaned over and set the straw on fire with a white plastic

lighter and then stood back. The straw crackled and burned and

then the flames crept up the little straw man’s torso until they

engulfed him fully. His little arms were splayed wide, as if in panic.

Then all human shape was lost to the orange blaze. Susan and Bliss burned Susan’s

father every year so that they could let him go, start

afresh. At least that was the idea. Maybe they would stop if it ever

worked.




Susan’s eyes filled with tears and she turned away. That was the

thing. You thought you were emotionally steady, and then your

dead father went and had a birthday and your crazy mother went

and set a straw doll on fire in his memory.




‘I’ve got to go,’ Susan said. ‘There’s someone I need to meet.’
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The club was

choked with cigarette smoke. Susan’s eyes stung from

it. She pulled another cigarette out of a pack on the bar, lit it and

took a drag. The music pounded through the floor. It snaked along

the walls and up the stools and tunnelled its way through Susan’s

legs and vibrated the copper surface of the bar. Susan watched the

yellow pack of cigarettes jump. It was dark. It was always dark

in that club. She liked the way that you could be there and hide in

plain sight from the person right next to you. She was good at

drinking, but she’d had one drink too many. She considered this.

It had probably been the blackberry martini. Or possibly the Pabst.

Her mind blurred from the booze and she placed a hand flat on the

bar until the sensation passed.




‘I’m going outside for some air,’ she said to the man next to

her. She yelled it to be heard over the music, but the club’s throbbing

baseline sucked the life out of all other sound.




The front door was on the other side of the dance floor, and as

she made her way through the Monday-night crowd, she compensated

for the drinking with a too-careful stride, head held high and

level, arms extended a few inches from her sides, eyes straight ahead, cigarette

burning. No one danced at that club. They just stood

around, shoulder to shoulder, nodding their heads to the beat. Susan

had to touch people to get them to part for her, a shoulder, an upper

arm, and they would melt a few inches back so she could pass. She

could feel their eyes follow her. Susan knew she attracted attention.

It wasn’t that she was pretty exactly. Her look belonged in the 1920s:

a wide face with a large forehead that tapered to a small chin, skinny

limbs, a rosebud mouth and a flat chest. Her chin-length hair and

very short bangs made her look even more like a deranged flapper.

‘Striking’ was definitely the word for it. Without the pink hair, she

might even have been beautiful, but it distracted from the sweetness

of her features, making her look harder. Which was sort of the point.




She got to the door, squeezed past the bouncer and felt the

crisp fresh air wash over her. The club was in Old Town, which up

until recently had been called ‘Skid Row’. Back when people still

called Portland ‘Stumptown’, there had been a thriving shanghai

business in that part of town, and thousands of loggers and sailors

had gone into a bar or brothel only to wake up in the hold of

a boat. These days, Portland’s biggest industries were tourism and

high-tech; many of Old Town’s weathered turn-of-the-century

brick buildings were being redeveloped as lofts, and you could tour

the shanghai tunnels for twelve dollars.




Everything changed eventually.




Susan dropped what was left of the cigarette on the wet cement,

ground it under the heel of her boot, leaned up against the brick

wall of the club and closed her eyes.




‘Do you want to smoke a joint?’




She opened her eyes. ‘Fuck, Ethan,’ she said. ‘You scared the

shit out of me. I didn’t think you heard me in there.’




Ethan

grinned. ‘I was right behind you.’




‘I was listening to the rain,’ Susan said, lifting her chin at the

glistening black street. She smiled slowly at Ethan. She had only

known him about two hours, and she was beginning to suspect

that he was smitten. He was not her usual type. He was in his late

twenties, in that particular punk-rock way. He probably wore cords

and a hooded sweatshirt every day. He lived with five other guys

in a crappy house in a cheap part of town. He’d worked in a record

store for eight years, played in three bands, listened to Iggy Pop,

the Velvet Underground. He smoked pot and drank beer, but not

the cheap stuff. ‘Do you have a one-hitter?’




He nodded happily.




‘Let’s walk around the block,’ she said, taking his hand, arm

swinging, leading him out into the steady spit of Portland rain.




He loaded the one-hitter as they walked and passed it to her

for the virgin drag. She took a hit, feeling the satisfying burn in

her lungs before she exhaled. She placed the one-hitter in his

mouth and guided him around the corner of the building they

were passing. There wasn’t much traffic in that part of town at

night. She put her face right in front of his. He was taller, so she

was looking up.




‘Do you want a blow job?’ she asked gravely.




He smiled that sort of dumb smile that guys get when they

cannot believe their good luck. ‘Uh, sure.’




Susan smiled back. She had given her first blow job at fourteen.

She’d had a good teacher. ‘Really?’ She tilted her head in an

exaggerated

expression of surprise. ‘That’s funny. Since you haven’t been

taking my calls.’




‘What?’




Their

noses were almost touching. ‘I’ve left you eleven messages,

Ethan. About Molly Palmer.’




His smile vanished and a coin-slot-shaped furrow appeared

between his eyebrows. ‘Excuse me?’




‘She was your college girlfriend, right? Did she ever tell you

about her relationship with the senator?’




Ethan tried to back up, realized he was against a wall, and

instead shifted awkwardly before settling on crossing his arms.

‘Who exactly are you?’




‘There’ve been rumours for years that the senator fucked his

kids’ teenage babysitter,’ Susan said. She stayed in front of him, not

giving up ground; she was so close that she could see the saliva

pooling in his slightly open mouth. ‘Is that true, Ethan? She ever

mention anything?’




‘I swear to God,’ Ethan said, stressing every syllable, looking

everywhere but at Susan, ‘I don’t know anything about it.’




The phone rang. Susan didn’t move. ‘Is that you or me?’ she asked.




‘I don’t have a cell phone,’ Ethan stammered.




She arched an eyebrow. ‘Must be me,’ she said, shrugging. She

reached into her purse, pulled out her cell phone and answered it.




‘Hello?’




‘I’ve got a job for you.’




She turned away from Ethan. Took a couple of steps. ‘Ian? Is

that you? It’s after midnight.’




‘It’s important.’ There was a pause. ‘You know those missing

girls?’




‘Yeah?’




‘There’s another one. The mayor had an emergency meeting

tonight. They’re reconvening the Beauty Killer Task Force. Clay and I are down

here now. I think this is big, Susan. We want you

to write it.’




Susan glanced over at Ethan. He was staring at the one-hitter

in his hand, looking sort of dazed.




‘Cops and serial killers?’ she said.




‘The mayor is going to let us have a press person on the ground

in the task force. They don’t want another repeat of the Beauty

Killer thing. Can you come down early tomorrow – say, six – just

to talk about it?’




Susan checked her watch. ‘Six in the morning?’




‘Yep.’




She looked over at Ethan again. ‘I’m kind of working on something

else,’ she whispered to Ian.




‘Whatever it is, this is more important. We’ll talk about it in

the morning.’




Her head was foggy from the liquor. ‘OK,’ she agreed. She

snapped the phone shut and bit her lip. Then she turned back to

Ethan. It had taken her months to track him down. She didn’t even

know if he still kept in touch with Molly. But it was all she had.

‘Here’s the thing,’ she said to him. ‘The media’s ignored the

rumours long enough. And now I’m going to find out what

happened. And I’m going to write about it.’ She made eye contact

with him and held it, wanting him to see her face, to see past the

pink hair, to see how serious she was. ‘Tell Molly that. Tell her

that I’ll keep her safe. And that I’m interested in the truth. Tell

her that when she’s ready to talk about what happened, I’ll listen.’

The rain had progressed from a spit to a half-hearted drizzle. She

pressed a business card into his hand. ‘My name is Susan Ward.

I’m with the Herald.’
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The lobby of

the Oregon Herald

didn’t open until seven-thirty a.m.,

so Susan had to use the loading-dock entrance at the south side of

the building. She was running on four hours’ sleep. She’d spent

an hour online that morning, trying to get up to speed on the latest

missing girl, forsaking a shower, so her hair still smelled vaguely of

cigarettes and beer. She’d tied it back and dressed simply in black

pants and a black long-sleeved shirt. Then thrown on some canary-yellow

sneakers. No point being completely boring.




She flashed her press pass at the night security guard, a plump

African-American kid who had finally made it through The Two

Towers and had just started reading The Return of the King.

‘How’s

the book?’ she asked.




He shrugged and buzzed her into the basement with barely a

glance. There were three elevators in the Herald building.

Only one

of them ever worked at one time. She took it to the fifth floor.




The Herald

was located in downtown Portland. It was a

beautiful downtown, full of grand buildings that dated back to

when Portland was the largest shipping port in the north-west. The

streets were tree-lined and bicycle-friendly, there were plenty of parks, and public

art on every block. Office workers on break

lounged next to homeless people playing chess in Pioneer Square,

street musicians serenaded shoppers and, Portland being Portland,

there was almost always somebody protesting against something.

In the midst of all this elegance and bustle was the Herald

building,

an eight-storey brick-and-sandstone behemoth that the good citizenry

of Portland thought was unsightly back when it was built in

1920 and had thought was unsightly ever since. Any interior charm

had been gutted during an ill-conceived renovation in the 1970s,

which must have been the worst decade in which to renovate

anything. Grey industrial carpeting, white walls, low panelled

ceilings,

fluorescent lights. Except for the framed stories that lined the

halls and the unusually cluttered desks of the employees, it could

have been an insurance agency. When she had imagined working

in a newspaper office, she had imagined bustling chaos and colour

and fast-talking colleagues. The Herald

was soundless and formal.

If you sneezed, everybody turned to look.




The paper was independent, meaning that it was one of the few

major dailies in the country that wasn’t part of a corporate chain.

A family of timber barons had owned it since the 1960s, having

purchased it from another family of timber barons. The new barons

had brought in a new publisher, a former public-relations executive

from New York named Howard Jenkins, to run the place a few

years before, and since then the paper had won three Pulitzers. It

was a good thing, Susan figured, because, newsprint aside, there

wasn’t a lot of money in being a timber baron any more.




The fifth floor was so quiet that Susan could hear the water-cooler

buzzing. She scanned the main room, where rows of low-walled

pens housed the Herald’s

news and features staff. A few of

the copy editors sat hunched over their desks, blinking sadly at

computer screens. Susan spotted Nedda Carson, the assistant news

editor, walking down the hallway with her usual large travel mug

of chai

in hand.




‘They’re in there,’ Nedda said, jerking her head towards one of

the small meeting rooms.




‘Thanks,’ Susan said. She could see Ian Harper through the

glass panel next to the door. He had been one of Jenkins’s first

hires, stolen from the New

York Times, and he was one of the

paper’s star editors. She walked over and knocked once on the glass.

He looked up and waved her in. The room was small and painted

white, with a conference table, four chairs and a poster encouraging

Herald

employees to recycle. Ian was perched on the back of one

of the chairs. He always perched like that. Susan thought it was

because the elevation made him feel powerful, but maybe it was just

more comfortable. News editor Clay Lo sat across the table from

Ian, his doughy head in one hand, glasses askew. For a minute,

Susan thought he was asleep.




‘Jesus,’ Susan said. ‘Tell me you haven’t been here all night.’




‘We had an editorial meeting at five,’ Ian said. He flung his

hand at a chair. ‘Have a seat.’ Ian was wearing black jeans, black

Converse sneakers, and a black blazer over a faded T-shirt with

a picture of John Lennon in front of the Statue of Liberty on it.

Most of Ian’s T-shirts were intended to communicate that he was

from New York.




Clay looked up and nodded at her, eyes bleary. A cup of coffee

from the commissary downstairs was on the table in front of him.

It was the last dregs from the air pot. Susan could see the grounds

around the lip of the Styrofoam cup.




She

sat down, pulled her reporter’s notebook and a pen out of

her purse, set them on the table and said, ‘What’s up?’




Ian sighed and touched the sides of his head. It was a gesture

intended to indicate thoughtfulness, but Susan knew he did it to

check that his hair was still tucked back into his neat, short

ponytail.

‘Kristy Mathers,’ Ian said, smoothing his temples with his hands.

‘Fifteen. Lives with her dad. He’s a cab driver. Didn’t know she

was missing until he got home last night. She was last seen heading

home from school.’




Susan knew all this from the morning news. ‘Jefferson High,’

she said.




‘Yeah,’ Ian said. He picked up a Herald

mug that sat in front of

him, held it for a minute, and then set it back on the table without

taking a sip. ‘Three girls. Three high schools. They’re adding a

police detail at each school for security.’




‘Are they sure she didn’t just go to meet a boyfriend or head to

a sale at Hot Topic or something?’ Susan asked.




Ian shook his head. ‘She was supposed to babysit for a neighbour.

Never showed. Didn’t call. They’re taking it pretty seriously.

What do you know about the Beauty Killer Task Force?’




Susan felt goose bumps rise on her arms at the very mention of

the infamous serial killer. She looked from Ian to Clay and back to

Ian. ‘What does the Beauty Killer have to do with this?’ she asked.




‘What do you know about the task force?’ Ian asked again.




‘Gretchen Lowell killed a whole bunch of people,’ Susan said.

‘The Beauty Killer Task Force spent ten years trying to catch her.

Then she kidnapped the lead detective on the task force. That was

over two years ago. Everyone thought he was dead. I was home

for Thanksgiving from grad school when it happened. She turned herself in. Just

like that. He almost died. She went to jail. I went

back to grad school.’ She turned to Clay. ‘They keep attaching

murders to her, though, right? I think they got her to give up

something like twenty more victims in the first year after she was

arrested. Every month or two, she cops to a new one. She was one

of our great psychopaths.’ She chuckled nervously. ‘ “Great”, as in

scary, brutal and cunning, not super-duper.’




Clay folded his hands on the table and looked at Susan meaningfully.

‘We gave the cops a bit of a hard time.’




Susan nodded. ‘I remember. They got loads of negative press.

There was a lot of frustration and fear. Some very catty op-eds. But

in the end, they were heroes. There was that book, right? And,

like, a thousand human-interest stories about Archie Sheridan, hero

cop.’




‘He’s back,’ Ian said.




Susan leaned forward. ‘Shut up. I thought he was on medical

leave.’




‘He was. They talked him into coming back to lead the new

task force. The mayor thinks he can catch this guy.’




‘Like he caught Gretchen Lowell?’




‘Without the “almost dying” part, yeah.’




‘Or the op-eds?’ Susan asked.




‘That’s where you come in,’ Ian said. ‘There was no access last

time around. They think that if they let us in on the process, we’ll

be less inclined to point and snicker. So they’re letting us profile

Sheridan.’




‘Why me?’ she asked sceptically.




Ian shrugged. ‘They asked for you specifically. You weren’t here

the last time around. And you’re a writer. The MFA makes them less anxious than

a J-school degree.’ He touched the sides of his

head again, this time finding a tiny stray hair and gliding it back

into place. ‘They don’t want a reporter. They don’t want digging.

They want human interest. Also, you went to Cleveland High.’




‘Ten years ago,’ Susan pointed out.




‘It’s where the first girl disappeared,’ Ian said. ‘It’s colour. Plus,

you’re a terrific feature writer. You do great at the series stuff.

You’ve got a knack for it. Jenkins is convinced this is our ticket to

another Pulitzer.’




‘I write quirky essays about burn victims and rescued pets.’




‘You’ve been wanting to do something serious,’ Ian said.




Should she tell them? Susan tapped her pen against the notebook

for a minute and then laid the pen carefully down on the

table. ‘I’ve sort of been looking into the whole Senator Castle

thing.’




It was like she had started masturbating right there on the table.

There was a moment of complete stillness. Then Clay slowly sat

up. He glanced at Ian, who sat on the back of his chair, hands on

his knees, back straight. ‘Those are rumours,’ Ian said. ‘That’s all.

Molly Palmer had a lot of psychological problems. There’s nothing

there. It’s a smear campaign. Trust me. It’s not worth your time.

And it’s not your beat.’




‘She was fourteen,’ Susan said.




Ian picked up his mug but again didn’t take a sip. ‘Have you

talked to her?’




Susan sank an inch in her chair. ‘I can’t find her.’




Ian gave a vindicated little snort and put the mug back on the

table. ‘And that’s because she doesn’t want to be found. She was in

and out of juvie. In and out of rehab. You think I didn’t look into this the moment I

got to town? She’s disturbed. She was in high

school and she lied to a few friends and the lie snowballed. Period.’

He frowned. ‘So do you want the serial-killer task-force dream

story, or should I give it to Derek?’




Susan winced. She and Derek Rogers had been hired at the

same time, and had been competitive from the start. She crossed

her arms and considered the rather appealing possibility of not

having to write another story about a police dog. But she had

hesitations. This was important. It was life-and-death. And while

she would never admit it to anyone in that room, she took that very

seriously. She wanted the story. She just didn’t want to be the one

to fuck it up.




‘We’re thinking four parts,’ Ian continued. ‘We’ll jump each

story from A-one. You follow Archie Sheridan. You write about

what you see. It’s your only beat. If you want it.’




The front page. ‘It’s because I’m a girl, isn’t it?’




‘A delicate flower,’ Ian said.




Ian had won a Pulitzer back when he worked for the Times.

He’d let Susan hold the medallion once. Sitting there now, she

could almost feel the weight of it in her hand. ‘Yeah,’ she said, her

pulse quickening. ‘I want it.’




Ian smiled. He was handsome when he smiled, and he knew it.

‘Good.’




‘So?’ Susan said, snapping her notebook shut in preparation to

stand up. ‘Where am I supposed to find him?’




‘I’ll take you over there at three,’ Ian said. ‘There’s a press

conference.’




Susan froze. Now that she had committed, she was dying to get

started. ‘But I need to see him working.’




‘He

wants some time to get organized.’ Ian’s expression didn’t

leave much room for discussion.




Half a day. It was a lifetime in a missing-persons case. ‘What

am I supposed to do until then?’ Susan asked.




‘Finish up all your other work,’ Ian said. ‘And learn everything

you can.’ He picked up the newsprint-stained tan telephone that sat

on the table and punched some buttons. ‘Derek?’ he said. ‘Can you

come in here?’




It took about a nanosecond for Derek Rogers to appear at the

conference-room door. Derek was Susan’s age, which she, in her

more contemplative moments, admitted brought out her competitive

instincts. He had gone to college in South Dakota on a football

scholarship and settled for sports journalism after an injury forced

him off the team. Now he split his time between the crime and city

desks at the Herald.

He still looked like a jock, square-jawed and

clean-cut, with that way of walking a little bow-legged, like a

cowboy. Susan suspected that he blow-dried his hair. But he wasn’t

wearing his suit jacket today, and his eyes looked bleary. Susan

considered that perhaps he led a more interesting life than she gave

him credit for. He smiled at her, trying to catch her eye. He was

always doing that. Susan remained evasive.




Derek was carrying a projector, a laptop and a box of doughnuts.

He slid the doughnuts on to the table and opened the box. A

sickly-sweet aroma filled the room. ‘They’re Krispy Kreme,’ he said.

‘I drove all the way to Beaverton.’




A girl was missing and Derek was buying doughnuts. Nice.

Susan glanced at Clay. But he didn’t launch into a lecture about

the grave nature of the situation. He took two doughnuts. ‘They’re

better when they’re fresh,’ he announced.




Ian

took an apple fritter. ‘You don’t want one?’ he asked Susan.




Susan did. But she didn’t want to make Derek look good. ‘I’m

fine,’ she said.




Derek fiddled with the equipment. ‘I’ll just get set up.’ He

opened the laptop and turned on the projector, and a square of

colour appeared on the white wall. Susan watched as the blur

focused into a PowerPoint title page. On a blood-red background,

a Halloween font read THE

SCHOOLGIRL KILLER.




‘The Schoolgirl Killer?’ Clay asked sceptically. White clumps of

doughnut glaze clung to the corners of his mouth. His voice was

fat with sugar.




Derek glanced down shyly. ‘I’ve been working on a name.’




‘Too literal,’ Clay said. ‘We need something snappy.’




‘How about the Willamette Strangler?’ Derek said.




Ian shrugged. ‘It’s a little derivative.’




‘It’s too bad he doesn’t eat them,’ Clay said drily. ‘Then we

could come up with something really clever.’




‘So the third girl’s been missing how long?’ asked Susan.




Derek cleared his throat. ‘Right. Sorry.’ He faced the group

authoritatively, his fists on the table. ‘Let’s start with Lee

Robinson,

Cleveland High. She disappeared in October. She had jazz-choir

practice after school. When it was over, she left the gym, where

practice was held, and told some friends that she was walking home.

She lived ten blocks away.’




Susan flipped open her notebook. ‘Was it dark?’ she asked.




‘No,’ Derek said, ‘but close. Lee never arrived home. When she

was about an hour late for dinner, her mother started calling her

friends. And then, at nine-thirty, she called the police. They’re not

thinking the worst yet.’




Derek

hit a button on the laptop and the title page dissolved

into the image of a scanned Herald

news story. ‘This is the first

story we ran, on the front page of Metro, October twenty-ninth,

forty-eight hours after Lee’s disappearance.’ Susan felt a jolt of

sadness at the sight of the girl’s school picture: flat brown hair,

braces, jazz-choir sweatshirt, pimples, blue eyeshadow, lip gloss.

Derek continued: ‘The cops asked anyone with information to call

a hotline. They got over a thousand calls. Nothing panned out.’




‘You’re sure you don’t want an apple fritter?’ Ian asked Susan.




‘Yes,’ Susan said.




Derek hit a key again. The story dissolved into another slide,

an image of the front page. ‘The November first story was front-page

news. “Girl Missing”.’ The school picture was there again,

along with a picture of Lee’s mother, father and brother at a

neighbourhood vigil.




‘There were two more stories after that, with very little new

info,’ Derek said. Another slide. This one was dated 7 November,

another front-page headline: MISSING

GIRL FOUND DEAD. ‘A

search-and-rescue volunteer found her in mud on the banks of Ross

Island. She’d been raped and strangled to death. The ME estimated

that she had been in the mud for a week.’




There was a story every day for the next week: rumours, leads,

neighbours remembering how lovely Lee was, classmate vigils,

church services, a growing reward fund for information leading to

the killer.




‘On February second, Dana Stamp finished up a Lincoln High

dance-team practice,’ Derek said. ‘She showered, said goodbye to

friends and headed to her car, which was parked in the student

parking lot. She never made it home. Her mother, a real-estate agent, was

showing a house on the east side and didn’t get home

until nine p.m. She called the police just before midnight.’ Slide.

ANOTHER GIRL MISSING

screamed the front page of the 3 February

issue of the Herald.




Another school photograph. Susan sat forward a little and

examined the girl on the wall. The similarities were striking. Dana

didn’t have the braces or the acne, so at first glance she seemed

prettier than Lee, but once you looked more closely, they could

have been related. Dana was the girl Lee was going to be, once the

braces came off and the pimples cleared up. They had the same

oval face, wide-set eyes, small, unremarkable nose and brown hair.

Both were skinny, with the awkward beginning of breasts. Dana

smiled in her picture; Lee didn’t.




Susan had followed the story. You couldn’t live in Portland and

avoid it. As the days slipped by without any clues as to Dana’s

whereabouts, they blended into one girl: DanaandLee. A grave

mantra repeated again and again by local newscasters, the lead story,

regardless of what was happening nationally or internationally. The

police would say publicly only that they were considering the

possibility that the two cases might be related, but in everyone’s

minds, there was no doubt. Their school pictures always appeared

side by side. They were referred to as ‘the girls’.




Derek looked dramatically from person to person. ‘A kayaker

found the body partially obscured by brush on the bank of the

Esplanade on February fourteenth. Nice, huh? She had been raped

and strangled to death.’




The slide dissolved to that day’s paper, 8 March. THIRD GIRL

VANISHES: CITY

RECONVENES BEAUTY KILLER TASK FORCE.

Derek summarized: ‘Kristy Mathers left school yesterday at six-fifteen after

a play rehearsal. She was supposed to ride right

home on her bike. Her father’s a cabbie. Works late. He stopped by

the house around seven p.m., after he wasn’t able to reach her

by phone. He called the police at seven-thirty. She’s still missing.’




Susan gazed at the girl’s photograph. She was chubbier than

Dana and Lee, but she had the same brown hair and wide-set eyes.

Susan glanced up at the round white clock that hummed on the far

wall above the door. The black minute-hand jumped forward. It

was almost six-thirty. Kristy Mathers had been missing for over

twelve hours. A cold chill folded down Susan’s spine as she realized

that there probably wasn’t going to be any happy reunion at the

end of this story.




Ian turned to Susan. ‘Your subject’s Archie Sheridan. Not the

girls. The girls are – ’ he ran his hand over his hair back to his

ponytail

– ‘background. You write this right, it’ll make your career.’




Derek looked confused. ‘What do you mean? You said that this

was my story. I was up half the night working on this presentation.’




‘Change of plans,’ Ian said. He shot Derek one of his handsome

smiles. ‘Nice PowerPoint, though.’




Derek’s entire forehead constricted.




‘Relax,’ Ian said with a sigh. ‘You can update the website. We’re

setting up a blog.’




Two perfect red spots appeared on Derek’s cheeks and Susan

could see his jaw tighten. He looked from Ian to Clay. Clay busied

himself with another doughnut. Derek looked balefully at Susan.

She shrugged and gave him a half-smile. She could afford it.




‘OK,’ Derek said with a resigned little nod. He snapped his

laptop shut and began to coil its cord around his hand. Then he

paused, the cord a strangled knot around his fist. ‘The After School Strangler,’ he

said. They all looked at him. He grinned, pleased

with himself. ‘For the name. I just thought of it.’




Ian looked at Clay, head cocked questioningly.




No, Susan thought. Don’t let this bozo name him. Not Derek

the Square.




Clay nodded a few times. ‘The After School Strangler.’ He

chuckled mirthlessly. ‘It’s corny. But I like it.’ His laughter faded

and he sat perfectly still for a moment. Then he cleared his throat.

‘Someone should write an obituary for the girl,’ he said softly. ‘Just

in case.’
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Archie counted out

the Vicodin. Thirteen. He placed two of the

white oval pills on the back of the toilet and nestled the other

eleven in the brass pillbox, padding them carefully in cotton so they

wouldn’t rattle. Then he put the pillbox in the pocket of his blazer.

Thirteen extra-strength Vicodin. It should be enough. He sighed

and pulled the pillbox out of his pocket, counted out another five

pills from the large amber plastic prescription bottle, added these

to the pillbox and dropped it back in his pocket. Eighteen Vicodin.

Ten milligrams of codeine and 750 milligrams of acetaminophen

in every dose. The maximum acetaminophen dosage human kidneys

could handle was four thousand milligrams in twenty-four hours.

He’d done the maths. That was 5.33 pills per day. Not nearly

enough. So he played at controlling his habit. He would allow

himself one more every few days, up to twenty-five, then he would

wean himself, break pills in half, get back down to the recommended

four or five a day. Then work his way up again. It was a

game. King of the Hill. Everyone took turns. Vicodin for the pain.

Xanax for the panic attacks. Zantac for his stomach. Ambien to

sleep. They all went into the pillbox.




He

traced his fingers along his jawline. He had never been good

at shaving, but lately he had become almost dangerous. He pulled

at a small piece of toilet paper that was stuck to a razor nick. It

came off, but the wound immediately started bleeding again. He

splashed some cold water on his face, tore another square of toilet

paper off the roll, held it to his chin and looked in the mirror.

Archie had never had the ability to appraise his own appearance.

His gifts were appraising other people’s appearances, empathy, recall

and an obsessive, dogged determination that required him to pursue

every possible outcome until, like a peeled scab, the truth was

exposed. It had rarely occurred to him, during his strange career

as a homicide detective, to pay attention to how he might appear

to others. Now he turned his eye for detail to his own image. He

had sad, dark eyes. He’d had sad eyes long before he’d heard of

Gretchen Lowell, long before he’d become a cop. His grandfather,

a defrocked priest, had fled Northern Ireland, and they were his

eyes: homesick, no matter how many people were around him.

Archie had always had sad eyes, but it was as if in the last few years

his other features had withdrawn, so now the eyes stood out more.

He had the strong chin from his mother’s side and a nose that had

been broken in a car accident, and cheeks that dimpled when he

permitted a lopsided smile. He wasn’t pretty. But he wasn’t

unhand-some,

if you liked sort of average-looking, depressed people. He

smiled at his image and immediately cringed at the result. Who

was he kidding? But he tried to make an effort. He tried to flatten

the cowlick at the front of his thick head of curly brown hair and

smooth his eyebrows. He wore a ridiculously professorial tan corduroy

blazer, and a brown-and-silver silk tie purchased by his ex-wife,

who he knew had good taste only because he had heard people comment on it.

The blazer, which had once fitted perfectly, now

hung too loose in the shoulders. But his socks were clean. He

appeared, to himself at least, to look almost normal. He hadn’t felt

rested in two years. He was forty, but looked at least five years

older. He was fighting a losing battle with pills. He could not bear

to touch his children. And he looked almost normal. Yes. He could

carry it off. He was a cop, he reminded himself. I can bullshit

beautifully. He pulled the toilet paper off his face and

tossed it in

the waste-basket under the sink. Then he gripped each side of the

basin and examined his reflection. The nick was barely noticeable,

really. He smiled. Lifted his full eyebrows. Hello! Good to

see you

again! Yep! Feeling fine! All better! He sighed and let

his face fall

back into its natural slack expression, and then absent-mindedly

picked up the two pills off the toilet and swallowed them without

water. It was six-thirty a.m. More than twelve hours had passed

since the last time anyone had seen Kristy Mathers.




The

new task force offices turned out to be in a former bank, which

the city had leased months before for overflow office space. The

cement-block building was a one-storey rectangle with few windows,

surrounded on all sides by parking lot. Its drive-through

ATM was still in operation.




Archie glanced at his watch: almost seven o’clock.




The night-time house-to-house had turned up nothing but

tired, scared neighbours. Henry had dropped Archie home at three

a.m. with the address of the new task force offices. ‘Get a good

night’s sleep,’ Henry had said. And they had both laughed.




Now Archie stood across the street, hands deep in his pockets, surveying the

spectacle. A cab had dropped him off – his compromise

to the pills. He was an addict, but he was a responsible one.

A smile passed his lips. A. Fucking. Bank. There were already three

local news vans parked in the lot around the bank building. ALL

THE NEWS WORTH KNOWING read a slogan on one of the vans.

No national news yet, he noticed. But if he was right, it would only

be a matter of time. He watched the reporters, clad in absurdly

warm and waterproof coats, confer with their bearded cameramen.

They lurched forward expectantly every time a car pulled up, then

settled back to cigarettes and thermoses of coffee when the occupant

became clear. They were waiting for him, he realized. Not the girls.

Not the task force. Not, to be fucking sure, a story. They wanted

him: the Beauty Killer’s last victim. The bones in his fingers went

cold. He ran a hand through his hair and noticed it was wet. He

had been standing in the slow rain for ten minutes. You’ll catch

your

death, he thought to himself. The words were not in his

voice, but

hers. Lilting. Teasing. You’ll catch

your death, darling. He took a

deep breath, pushed her, for a moment, from his mind, and started

towards his new office.




The mob of reporters swarmed around him as soon as his shoes

hit the wet concrete of the parking lot. He ignored the questions

and the cameras, walking as fast as he could through the gauntlet,

shoulders hunched against the rain. ‘How does it feel to be back?’

‘How’s your health?’ ‘Have you been in contact with Gretchen

Lowell?’ Don’t get distracted, he told himself. He fingered the

pillbox in his pocket, gaining solace from its presence. Just keep

moving.




He showed his badge to the uniformed officer at the door, and

slid in past the reporters kept firmly outside. The bank was full of people –

cleaning, tearing down the old transaction counter, moving

furniture. The air was dense with the dust of smashed drywall and

the hum of power tools. Archie’s eyes burned from the particulate

matter as he scanned the room. Henry was standing just inside the

door, waiting for him. He had shown Archie the ropes when Archie

made detective and he had been looking out for him ever since. A

large man with a gleaming shaved head and a thick salt-and-pepper

moustache, Henry could cut an imposing figure when he chose. But

his crinkled grin and kind blue eyes betrayed his warmer nature.

Henry knew both facades, and he used them to his advantage.

Today he was dressed in a black turtleneck, black leather jacket and

black jeans. He wore a hand-tooled black leather belt with a silver

and turquoise buckle. It was an ensemble Henry revisited with little

variation.




He was attentively brushing white dust off his black pants when

he saw Archie. ‘Make it past the local newsies?’ he asked with

amusement.






Archie had been the object of much more voracious press

attention, and Henry knew it. ‘That’s nothing.’




‘You would know,’ agreed Henry. ‘You ready for this?’




‘As I’ll ever be.’ Archie looked around. ‘This is a bank.’




‘I hope you’re not sensitive to asbestos.’




‘Does this seem odd to you?’ Archie asked.




‘I’ve always liked banks,’ Henry said. ‘They remind me of

money.’




‘They all here?’




‘They’re huddled together, waiting for you in the vault.’




‘The vault?’




‘Kidding,’

Henry said. ‘There’s a break room. With a microwave.

And a mini-fridge.’




‘Sure. It being a bank. How’s the mood?’




‘Like they’re about to see a ghost,’ Henry said.




A sink, fridge and countertop with cabinets dominated one wall

of the break room. Several small square tables had been assembled

to form an ad hoc

conference table. The seven detectives were sitting

or standing around it, many with travel mugs of coffee. Conversation

stopped dead when Archie entered.




‘Good morning,’ Archie said. He looked around at the group.

Six of them he’d worked with on the Beauty Killer Task Force, two

were new. ‘I’m Archie Sheridan,’ he said in a strong voice. They all

knew who he was, even the two he hadn’t met. But it gave Archie

something to start out with.




The new additions were Mike Flannigan and Jeff Heil, both of

medium height and build, one dark-haired, the other light-haired.

Archie immediately mentally dubbed them ‘the Hardy Boys’. The

other five were Claire Masland, Martin Ngyun, Greg Fremont,

Anne Boyd and Josh Levy. He had worked with some of these

detectives for years, night and day, and, with the exception of

Henry, he had not seen any of them since being released from the

hospital. He had not wanted to see any of them. They looked at

him now with a mixture of affection and anxiety. Archie felt bad

for them. He always felt bad for people who knew what he had

been through. It made them feel awkward. He knew it was up to

him to make them comfortable, so they could work effectively for

him, no distractions, no pity. The best tactic, he knew, was to act

as if nothing had happened, no time had passed at all. Back to work, just like

that. No emotional speeches. Show them that he

was up to speed, in control.
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