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  REMEMBER:




  DIKES ARE SAFE AT PRESENT.




  YOU WILL BE WARNED IF NECESSARY.




  YOU WILL HAVE TIME TO LEAVE.




  DON’T GET EXCITED.




  —Statement issued by the Housing Authority of Portland to the people of Vanport, Oregon, on May 30, 1948.
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  P R O L O G U E




  Memorial Day, 1948




  Floyd Wright came bursting into Williams’s office, red-faced and out of breath, his clothes dusty from

  the speeder.




  “It’s bad,” Floyd said.




  Williams stood up at his desk. He took the news in stride. You didn’t get to be president of the Portland Union Stockyards without having an iron stomach. He’d known this could

  happen. It’s why he’d sent Floyd out on patrol. He was already calculating their losses, rerouting cattle cars on alternate lines. If the tracks were down for a few days, they could

  still get the butchers their meat.




  Williams’s secretary scrambled into the office after Floyd, but Williams didn’t want her interrupting. He motioned for her to wait, and she stopped a few steps inside the door.




  “What are we looking at?” Williams asked Floyd.




  Floyd held his hat in his hands. “It’s the west side,” he said. “Complete collapse. Fifty feet, at least.”




  Fifty feet? They had expected that the dike might spring a few leaks. Those could be repaired. A fifty-foot breach was something else entirely. There weren’t contingencies for that.




  “Oh my lord,” the secretary said.




  She was staring out the window, her hand covering her mouth.




  Williams had spent enough time at that window watching the cattle cars come in to know exactly what she was looking at.




  He stepped around his desk and moved quickly to her side, motioning for Floyd to do the same. It was a clear sunny day, seventy-six degrees. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The office was

  on the top floor. Beyond a hundred acres of wooden pens that held cattle waiting for slaughter, they had a good view of the city of Vanport, and to the east, the railroad tracks that formed the

  city’s eastern boarder. Seventy-six two-story apartment buildings were arranged in groups of four around utility buildings. A movie theater. An elementary school.




  The railroad bed functioned as a dike, holding back Smith Lake from the Vanport floodplain. The breach was visible even from the window. Brown water gushed from where the gravel and dirt had

  given way to the lake’s pressure, over the tracks and down toward the city.




  Vanport was going to flood, and fast. Williams felt his stomach knot. The stockyards were above the floodplain. The cattle, the buildings, the water wouldn’t reach them. But those people

  in Vanport. All those people.




  “Call the Vanport city manager,” Williams barked at his secretary. “Tell them there’s a fifty-foot gap in the railroad fill near the northwest corner of the

  project.”




  The girl hesitated. Her eyes looked wild.




  “Now,” he said.




  “Yes, sir,” she said, turning and running to her desk outside the office.




  Fifteen thousand people lived in Vanport. Working people. Families. Plenty less than lived there during the war. The apartments were cheap, but the walls were paper thin, and there wasn’t

  hot water or heat at night.




  “They don’t have telephones,” Floyd said. “Company decision.”




  As the minutes ticked by, the two men listened in silence for the emergency siren. Williams didn’t hear anything. He lifted the window. The smell of cattle and hay settled in the office.

  He could hear the moan of the cows, the tremble of their hooves on the bare beaten ground. But he still didn’t hear a siren.




  It was 4:35 P.M.




  His secretary returned.




  “Well?” Williams said.




  “I told them,” she said.




  Several more minutes passed. Williams began to fume. He picked up the pair of binoculars that he kept on the windowsill and aimed them out the window. The breach had widened, and was now nearly

  a city block long. The water from Smith Lake spilled through the dike like a gleaming brown waterfall. It was coming with such force that Williams could see it moving, see it spreading on the west

  side of the dike, a new lake forming, widening by the second, the muddy water transforming as it advanced, reflecting the calm blue of the sky, deceptively tranquil. He followed the water west with

  the binoculars, toward Vanport. A boy riding his bike in the two feet of water that had already collected on North Portland Road. A car driving up Victory Avenue. A couple walking together across a

  park.




  “What’s taking them so long?” Floyd asked.




  It was a good goddamn question.




  Williams put down the binoculars, picked up the phone on his desk, and fumbled with it, his palm slick with sweat. But he didn’t make calls. His girl did. He looked at her helplessly and

  she came around his desk and took the receiver and dialed, and then handed him the phone.




  “Hello?” a man’s voice asked.




  “For God’s sake,” Williams hollered into the phone, “alert those people.”




  It was a few minutes after that that the sirens finally started.




  Williams glanced at his watch. It was 4:47 P.M.




  The entire railroad bed had given way now, and the lake flowed freely over it. The railroad tracks, snapped in half by the surging water, the ground washed away beneath them, now seemed to hang

  in midair.




  The secretary began to cry quietly. Williams thought he should say something, but he didn’t know what. Floyd coughed. No one spoke. The three of them stood together at the window,

  wordless, as the water continued to swell. The binoculars sat on the sill. Williams didn’t want to look.
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  Present day




  Technically, the park was closed.




  But Laura knew a place where the wire fence was split, and she had let the Aussies through and then climbed over behind them. It looked like a pond. There was, in fact, no place muddier in the

  winter in Portland, Oregon, than West Delta Dog Park, and that was saying something.




  The dogs ran ahead of her in the standing water, splashing it behind them, already matted with wet dirt and dead grass. Occasionally they turned to look back at her, their warm breath condensing

  in the January air.




  Laura wiped her nose with the back of her hand. It was a terrible day to be out. Her rain pants were slick with rain, her trail runners were soaked. She’d spent the early morning

  sandbagging downtown and her back ached. The stress fracture in her foot stung. Stay off it for six weeks, the doctors had said. As if.




  The cloud cover hung so low that the tops of the trees seemed to brush it.




  She loved this.




  The worst weather, body aching. Nothing could keep her inside. Biking. Running. Walking the dogs. She was out there every day, no matter what. Not like all those poseurs who came out in the

  summer in their REI sun shirts and ran along the esplanade with their iPods and swinging elbows. Where were they in the dead of winter? At the gym, that’s where.




  God, Laura hated those people.




  Franklin glanced back at her, wagged his stubby tail, barked once, flattened his ears, and took off across the old road to the slough. It was their usual route. Penny, the puppy, stuck closer to

  Laura, zipping ahead ten feet and then circling back.




  Laura heard it then. She had heard it all along, but it had faded to white noise, an ambient sound, like a jet passing overhead.




  The Columbia Slough.




  She knew it would be high. They’d had a ton of snow in December. Then it had warmed up and started to rain. That meant snowmelt from the mountains. Lots of it. The storm drains were backed

  up. The Willamette was near flood stage. The local news was live with it day and night; they were considering evacuating downtown. But that was the Willamette. Miles away.




  As Laura rounded the corner, past the trees, where the old concrete pavilion sat sinking into the slough bank, she was aware of her mouth opening.




  In the summer, the slough was still and flat, blanketed by algae so thick it looked solid enough to walk on. That slough was so stagnant that Laura was surprised anything could survive in it.

  That slough looked like a bucket of water that had been left on the back porch all summer.




  This slough was alive. It moved like something angry and afraid, churning fast and high. Whitewater swept along the bank, pulling up debris and washing it downriver. Laura saw a branch get

  sucked into the water and lost sight of it in an instant as it was swallowed by the seething froth.




  Franklin was up ahead, nosing along the old concrete pavilion at the slough’s bank. He whined and gave her a look.




  She called his name and slapped her thigh. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.




  He turned to come to her. He’d been a rescue dog. Her husband had found him on the Internet. He’d been kept in some barn in Idaho, given little food and no human comfort. It had

  taken them years to teach him to trust people. And it filled Laura with pride to know that he had turned into such a good dog.




  Even with the noise of the slough, he’d heard her. He’d turned to come.




  And that’s when it happened.




  Did he slip? Did the slough rise up suddenly and take him? She didn’t know.




  He was looking right at her, and in a second he was gone.




  It took her a moment to move. And then she snapped into action.




  Her dog was not going to die. Not like this. She ran. She didn’t think about the stress fracture. The sore back. The raging river. She ran to the edge of the bank, scanning the water for

  him, as Penny barked fiercely at her heels.




  Her heart leapt. She saw him. A glimpse—a wet mound of fur struggling in froth. He was already moving down the river, but he was alive, his black nose just above water.




  She had several options.




  Maybe if Franklin hadn’t been looking her in the eye when it happened she would have considered more of them. She would have called for help, or run alongside the river, or tied a rope

  around her waist.




  She knew what happened to people who went into water after pets.




  They died.




  But Laura had seen something in Franklin ’s brown eyes. He’d looked right at her.




  “Stay,” she said to Penny.




  And she plunged into the cold water after him.




  Laura’s first sensation, in the rushing dirty sludge, was of not being able to breathe. She’d been hit by a car once, on her bike. It was like that. Like having all the air forced

  out of you by an impact of steel and concrete. Laura forced herself to take a deep breath, filling her lungs, and she tried to orient herself. Her head was above water, her wet braid around her

  neck. She was already turned around, already ten feet away from Penny, fifteen, twenty. The roar of the slough was unrelenting. Twigs and branches snapped against Laura’s face in the current,

  stinging her skin. Penny stood barking at the shore, pawing at the ground. Until Laura couldn’t hear her anymore.




  Where was Franklin?




  Laura struggled to see him, but at water level all she could see was more water. She was fifty feet away from Penny now. Sixty. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t see the shore. Just the

  sky, dark clouds, above her.




  Float.




  Cold water survival. You lost heat swimming.




  Just float.




  She took a deep breath and lifted her hands, already numb, foreign, like they belonged to someone else, and she spread her arms and bobbed on her back, and let the current take her.




  The current had taken Franklin.




  It would take her to him.




  Cold water filled her ears. They ached. Her teeth chattered, the sound lost in the roar of the slough. Her clothes felt heavy, filled with water, dragging her down.




  And then she heard him.




  Laura rolled over and used the last of her strength to fight her way through the current toward the whimper. He was there, caught against the roots of a fallen tree, the water trapping him. He

  saw her and his ears perked up, and his paws paddled in vain toward her.




  She got to him.




  She didn’t know how.




  She got to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He could have fought her. Animals did that. Panicked. But he didn’t. He went limp. He went limp into her arms, and she was able to use

  the tree as leverage and push her heels into the silt at the bottom of the slough, and she managed to somehow inch them both to the muddy riverbank.




  She collapsed beside him in the mud, still holding on to him, still not letting him go. Her heart was pounding. They were soaked. Franklin whined and licked her face.




  They’d made it.




  She rolled onto her back, almost giddy. They were alive. She’d like to see one of those fair-weather esplanade runners survive something like this.




  Franklin shook the water from his mangy coat and Laura turned away, lifting a hand over her face. “Hey, boy,” she said. “Easy.”




  He growled, his upper lip tightening. He was looking at something behind her.




  “What?” she said.




  Franklin’s eyes narrowed, still focused over Laura’s shoulder.




  She shivered. Whether it was from cold or fear, she didn’t know.




  Laura turned around.




  In the mud of the bank, partially exposed, was a human skeleton.
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  Susan Ward was singing along to “Smells Like Teen Spirit” when she almost hit the seagull.




  Portland, Oregon, was an hour from the ocean. But when it was windy at the coast, the seagulls were blown inland.




  Since the storms started two weeks ago, the city had been infested with them. They got into open Dumpsters, and shat on decks, and stood around on the sidewalk arguing in small groups like

  first-grade girls at recess. They were angry, bossy birds. But Susan figured she’d be angry, too, if she’d just been blown fifty miles.




  Susan laid on her horn, and the gull gave her an accusatory look and flapped off into the rain. He was a western gull—white with slate wings and a yellow bill. They were big birds,

  knee-high, and built like bouncers, not the scrawny gulls of the Atlantic. Susan didn’t know for sure he was male. It was just a theory. Something about the look he gave her.




  She spotted Archie’s unmarked police car on the last dry patch of asphalt in the parking lot and managed to squeeze her old Saab in beside it, then put the hood of her slicker up and

  stepped outside into the rain.




  It was early afternoon, but it looked like evening. That’s how it was in Portland in the winter. Permanent twilight.




  The rain on her hood sounded like grease popping in a skillet. It made her crave bacon.




  She looked down the hillside to where Oaks Park nestled up against the flood-swollen Willamette River.




  Susan felt about parks the way she felt about nature in general. She liked knowing it existed, but didn’t feel the need to partake personally. This was not a popular point of view in

  Portland. Port-landers, in general, took great pride in their parks, and felt compelled to visit them regularly, even in the dead of winter when it was dark and the grass had gone to mud and no one

  bothered to pick up their dog poop. There were wilderness parks, rose gardens, rhododendron gardens, Japanese gardens, classical Chinese gardens, skate parks, public plazas, parks with fountains,

  public art, food carts, tennis courts, swimming pools, hiking trails, monuments, and amphitheaters. There was even the world’s smallest park, Mill Ends Park, which was roughly two feet by two

  feet. Susan had always found that last one sort of ridiculous.




  Then there was Oaks Park. (“Where the Fun Never Stops!”) It had been around for as long as anyone could remember, which is to say about a hundred years. A couple dozen rides, a

  roller-skating rink, carnival games, picnic grounds. Wholesome good times for the whole family, punctuated by a few brief periods when it was the go-to place for drugs and a van quickie.




  A dead body had been found on the carousel.




  Susan smiled. Sometimes this stuff just wrote itself.




  She finished slogging down the hill and made her way through the pretty white wooden archway to the fairway.




  The cops standing around the carousel looked miserable. Hunched over, their black rain ponchos lifting in the wind, they reminded Susan of crows loitering around a carcass.




  All but Detective Archie Sheridan.




  He was standing away from the others, wearing one of those coats with fur-trimmed hoods that you get at army surplus stores before expeditions to the Arctic.




  It was fifty degrees. Practically tropical for January, but he had his hood up. She only knew it was Archie because of how he was holding himself perfectly still, one hand in his pocket, the

  other around a huge paper cup of coffee, just watching. And because he was alone.




  He looked over and saw her and held up the coffee cup in a sort of absentminded wave. His hangdog face was as creased as ever, crooked nose, heavy lids, but he had color to his skin again, and

  his eyes had more life. A green scarf covered up the horizontal scar on his neck. His brown curls poked in odd angles around his forehead.




  “Is it her?” Susan asked him.




  “Looks like it,” he said. “Robbins will issue an official ID from the ME’s office.”




  Stephanie Towner had been reported missing two days before. The cops had found her car in the parking lot at the Bishop’s Close, an estate garden along thirteen acres of high river bluffs

  on the west side. Portlanders liked to take peaceful walks there when they weren’t crouching to take pictures of plants with their iPhones. The cops had found Towner’s purse at the top

  of a slick of mud where it appeared someone had taken a header down the riverbank. You could blame Darwinism. Or you could blame the bottle of wine her husband had reported that she’d had

  before she left. Maybe a little of both.




  “I thought she drowned,” Susan said.




  The corners of Archie’s mouth went up slightly. It had taken Susan a year to recognize the expression as a smile. “I think she did,” he said.




  She followed his gaze to the carousel. It was housed in an octagonal-roofed pavilion that was open on all sides. Fifteen or twenty seagulls fought for space on the roof. They shifted their

  weight from one foot to another and squawked nervously. The iron fence that ringed the ride was open and Susan walked inside. One of the poncho-wearing cops put a hand out to stop her. “Not

  on the platform,” he said, jerking his head toward the muddy footprints on the carousel’s oak flooring.




  She nodded and peered forward from the platform’s edge. The corpse was positioned on an ostrich. The ostrich was beautiful, carved out of wood, brown with a red and gold saddle. His yellow

  legs stretched apart, as if frozen in a joyful skip. Stephanie Towner was posed as if riding the thing. But it wasn’t convincing. She’d slumped down, her chin now pressed against the

  base of the ostrich’s neck, her arms dangling on either side of its belly. Thankfully, her hair covered her face. Susan couldn’t see well enough to make out many details. But it was

  clear that she’d been in the water. Or at least in mud.




  Archie stepped up behind Susan. She could smell the coffee in his hand and the wet fur on his coat. The rain fell against the carousel roof. The seagulls squawked. “She was moved,”

  he said. “There’s mud and grass.” He turned to face behind them and motioned across the park to the picnic area at the river’s edge, where a chain-link fence lined the

  riverbank. “We found hair on the fence. Looks like the current washed her downstream and she got tangled up there. Then someone found her, got her over the fence, and dragged her here. Rain

  washed away any good footprints, but you can make out the drag marks in the mud.”




  Susan got out her damp notebook and wrote all that down.




  Archie was throwing her a bone and she knew it. He’d done that a few times over the last six months. It wasn’t his fault that she’d almost gotten herself killed a couple of

  times in his presence, but he didn’t seem to know that. So he gave her a heads-up on the weird stuff. Scoops. She was sure everyone at the newspaper thought they were sleeping together.




  “Who called it in?” she asked.




  “Crew working on the rink,” he said. “I think they’re doing something to the floor.”




  Susan had grown up roller-skating at the Oaks Park Roller Rink. Everyone celebrated birthdays there. All the kids skated around under the disco ball until someone inevitably broke a bone and had

  to go to the emergency room. The rink was now the home of the Rose City Rollers roller derby team, a bunch of tattooed, big-thighed, badass girls in short-shorts. “It floats,” she said.

  “The rink floor. It’s on pontoons. When the park floods they detach it from the foundation.”




  Archie shrugged and took a sip of coffee. “That’s clever. I guess.”




  Susan craned her head toward the roller rink, which was at the other end of the park, and tried to catch sight of the workers. “You think one of them . . . ?”




  “Doesn’t look like it,” Archie said.




  She turned back to the carousel. It was ringed by three rows of animals on ascending circular platforms. Jumping horses. Standing horses. A cat. A deer. A dragon. Zebras. Mules. Pigs.




  “Why the ostrich?” she said. Whoever had put the body there had gone through a lot of trouble. It couldn’t be easy getting a corpse over a fence. “It’s on the inner

  circle. Why carry her all the way in there?”




  “What do they call that color?” Susan heard Henry Sobol ask. He stepped beside Archie, grinning.




  Susan blushed and touched her hair, which she had recently dyed raspberry. “You are stealthy, for a large person,” she told him, tucking her hair back under the hood of her

  slicker.




  Henry was wearing a watch cap over his shaved head, and his salt-and-pepper mustache glistened with rain. “Professional training,” he said with a grin. His black motorcycle boots

  were caked with mud, probably from the picnic area where the body had originally washed up.




  “Let me guess,” Susan said. “You were a Navy SEAL.”




  “Doorman,” he said. “I learned how to lurk.”




  Susan never knew when he was kidding.




  But she didn’t let on.




  “I liked it purple,” he said. “What did you call that color?”




  “Plum Passion,” she said. “It’s Manic Panic. This one’s called Deadly Nightshade.”




  “Whatever happened to Clairol?” Henry mused to Archie, and Susan saw Archie smile.




  “Moving a body is a crime, right?” Susan asked.




  “Abuse of a corpse,” Archie said. “It’s a Class C felony in Oregon. People who really like abusing corpses go to California. There it’s only a

  misdemeanor.”




  “Figures,” Susan said.




  She’d already called the paper to get a photographer, but they were all out on assignment covering the flooding. The Herald would run a wire photo of the carousel, or a photo of

  Stephanie Towner in better days, if they ran a photo at all. Right now readers were more interested in whether their homeowner’s insurance covered mudslides than in women who fell into the

  Willamette and drowned. Even when they ended up on ostriches.




  “Third person who’s drowned in the Willamette in two days,” Archie said.




  “The city’s flooding,” Henry said, noticing the mud on his boots with a frown. “And people are stupid around water.”




  “Yeah,” Archie said.




  Henry gave Archie a look and tapped his watch.




  “You sure you can handle things?” Archie said to him.




  “Go,” Henry said. He pulled a handkerchief from somewhere in his coat, bent over, and dabbed it at his boots.




  Archie turned to Susan. “I’ve got a thing across the river,” he explained.




  He tossed his coffee cup in a park trash can, which was immediately beset by gulls, and then headed off in the direction of the parking lot.




  Susan watched him go. Past the Tilt-a-Whirl, past the children’s train, and past Oaks Park’s hottest new attraction: “The Beauty Killer House of Horrors.” She remembered

  when it used to be your standard haunted house: glowing skull, hologram ghosts, scary dark hallways. Now it was all Beauty Killer crime scenes. Susan had heard they even had a mannequin made up to

  look like Archie, strapped to a gurney, with an animatronic Gretchen Lowell, like a giant Barbie, torturing him with a plastic scalpel. When Gretchen pressed the scalpel into the mannequin’s

  chest, a stream of blood jetted out three feet.




  WEAR GOGGLES, a sign at the entrance warned.




  Everyone loved it.




  “Saw your column about the skeleton they found at the slough,” Henry said.




  “I thought you only read German poetry,” Susan said. But she was secretly pleased. She’d done a long story on the skeleton. In any other news cycle, it might have gotten more

  attention. She’d been disappointed when it hadn’t.




  Henry rubbed the back of his neck. “What do you know about Vanport?” he asked.




  She should have known he’d be critical. “What I wrote. The whole town was washed away in 1948. People died. Some bodies were never found. And the dog park where the skeleton was

  found is right where the town used to be.”




  “The skeleton’s been in the ground sixty years, so he must have died in the Vanport flood?”




  “I didn’t say he died at Vanport,” Susan said evenly. She’d had the same argument with her editor. “I said he died about sixty years ago, and was found smack-dab in

  the middle of the area that used to be the city of Vanport, before Vanport was washed away by a flood sixty years ago.”




  “Just be careful what you stir up,” Henry said.




  “I exude caution,” Susan said.




  Henry snorted.




  A hundred feet beyond the ride, the river churned chilly and brown, the current whipping debris by at a frenzied pace. A few seagulls circled above the water, but none dared to settle in it. The

  oaks at the bank were dead-looking, their tops disintegrating into the low wet mist that draped the city like muslin.




  Susan had a sudden feeling of dread.




  “What?” Henry said, looking up.




  She shook it off. “Nothing,” she said. “I just got cold.”
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  Any nightmares?” Sarah Rosenberg asked.




  A curtain of water fell outside her office window. Archie’s socks were sodden, his pants damp almost to the knees. More coffee would have been good. But Rosenberg only had tea.




  “I’m okay,” he said. His gun pressed into his hip.




  “Really?” she said. Her dark hair was knotted in back and held in place with a pencil, and she was wearing sweats. No makeup. She’d been thinking he wouldn’t show.




  “No nightmares,” he said.




  She raised a skeptical eyebrow.




  After what he’d been through, he could see why she didn’t believe him. “I know this is hard to fathom,” he said, “but I’ve actually been doing pretty

  well.”




  It had been three months since his last appointment with Rosenberg, six months since Gretchen Lowell had gone to prison the second time. He was back at work. He’d stayed off painkillers.

  His physical wounds had healed.




  “You haven’t been in touch with her?” Rosenberg asked, leveling her gaze at him.




  “No,” Archie said. “From what I hear, she hasn’t spoken a word since she was booked.” He glanced away from Rosenberg, out the window, where a gnarled plum tree

  glistened dark and wet, its last handful of yellow leaves a miracle against the wind. “She just lies there.”




  “Is she trying for an insanity defense?” Rosenberg asked.




  Archie shrugged, and returned his attention to the room. “She’s not crazy. She just likes killing people. She’ll get the death penalty this time.”




  A gust of wind shook the old house, and the windows rattled. Rosenberg’s mouth tightened. She reached out and centered the tissue box on the coffee table. Archie was no psychiatrist, but

  he’d been a cop long enough to know the heebie-jeebies when he saw them.




  “It’s just the wind,” he said.




  Rosenberg’s eyes flicked up. “What’s it like out there?” she asked.




  “Bad,” Archie said. It was only going to get worse.




  “I was surprised you came.”




  He hadn’t even considered canceling. He’d made a commitment. “We had an appointment.”




  He could see something shift in her shoulders, a glance at the clock on her desk. Their fifty minutes were up. “That’s it,” Archie said. Rosenberg nodded and followed him as he

  walked from the office to the front hall, where his rain boots sat dripping on the Oriental rug Rosenberg used as a front mat. He pulled them on, the rubber pressing the wet wool to his feet. They

  were useless anyway.




  “How’s Susan?”




  Archie glanced up, startled. “Why ask about her?”




  Rosenberg frowned innocently. “I read her column.”




  Archie knew Rosenberg never asked anything casually. He looked at her for a moment, then answered the question. “Working on her book, scrambling for stories. Same old thing.”




  “Uh-huh,” she said.




  Archie cleared his throat. “I’ll see you in three months, Sarah.”




  She held out her hand and he shook it. “You can come sooner, if you like,” she said.




  “Stay off the roads.”




  Rosenberg opened the heavy front door for him. “Henry said you moved,” she said.




  So Henry was still checking in on him. “I did.”




  “Where to?”




  Archie looked out at the rain and smiled. “Higher ground,” he said.
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  Susan’s desk at the Herald was on the fifth floor and if she got up and walked thirty feet and

  really squinted she had a view of The Heathman Hotel across the street. It wasn’t really worth the effort. Mostly Susan stayed in her seat, where she pounded out her quirky crime roundup

  column, in between searching for a new job on Monster.com and looking on eBay for the red velvet blazer that Tom Ford designed for Gucci in 1995. She’d agreed to write the column in a rare

  moment of job insecurity, and had been disheartened at how quickly it had taken off. It turned out that Oregonians loved themselves some gore, the weirder the better. Her first column was about a

  Ukrainian chemistry student who had a habit of dipping his gum in citric acid to make the flavor last longer, and then died after he accidentally dunked his bubble gum in the explosives he was

  using for his experiments. He blew off half his face. You couldn’t make this stuff up. She still got letters about that one.




  It was an easy job. She got the international stories off the wire or the Internet, and turned up the local horror herself. An old skeleton in a slough, for instance.




  Today’s headline? the dead girl on the ostrich.




  She’d just e-mailed it to her editor when the flowers came.




  Technically, the receptionists downstairs were supposed to call before they sent up a visitor. But they never did. Receptionists always hated Susan. She didn’t know why.




  Susan heard Derek Rogers cluck his disapproval from a few desks down before she even saw the flower shop guy.




  The Herald was that quiet—it was like working in a museum. Especially since all the buyouts and layoffs started. The city was flooding and the newsroom was so quiet that Susan could

  hear the toilet flush in the men’s room all the way over in editorial. Derek sat a few desks over from her, and she swore she could hear him when he swallowed. There was something about the

  acoustics of that place, that huge open floor plan, all that carpet. Miles of carpet. There were over a thousand chemicals used in the manufacture of carpet. Between the central nervous system

  damage from the fumes and the radiation from all the cell phones on that floor, Susan was waiting for the day they’d all start bleeding out their eyes.




  She straightened up and spun her task chair around.




  Don, the flower shop guy, looked like he’d just gotten off an Alaskan crab fishing boat: black fisherman bibs, rubber boots, and a yellow rain slicker. He had one of those full beards that

  all the men in Portland decided to grow about a year ago, and he was a giant, so he could sort of sell the fisherman thing. But Susan was still pretty sure he’d never been on a boat.




  His boots squeaked on the carpet.




  “It’s getting bad out there,” he said, wiping rain from a ruddy cheek. “No more deliveries.”




  “Your shop is across the street,” Susan said.




  He handed her the wet bouquet he was holding. There had been more ceremony the first few times he’d come.




  Susan looked down at the bouquet. It was prettily arranged in a square glass vase. Purple calla lilies, red berries, surrounding a few fist-sized balls of leaves. For a guy with fingers like

  sausages, he had a way with floral design. “Is that cabbage?” she asked.




  “Decorative winter kale,” he said with a sigh.




  “Oh.”




  “Seriously,” he said. “Tell your admirer to take a break until after the rain stops. The governor declared a state of emergency today.” He looked around at their sad,

  empty office. “Don’t you watch TV?” he said.




  “I read the Herald,” Susan said pointedly. Someone had to.




  He shook his head and trudged off toward the elevator, leaving a wet spot on the carpet where he’d been standing.




  Derek rolled his task chair next to Susan’s. The musk of his aftershave was overpowering. Stetson. He was the only guy in his twenties Susan knew who even used aftershave. “Leo

  Reynolds is bad news,” he said, pumping a finger toward the flowers.




  True, she thought. But I bet he doesn’t use Stetson.




  Leo Reynolds had sent Susan a bouquet at work every week for six months. The cards all said the same thing: To Susan, From Leo. A real formalist. The flower shop guy said that Leo placed

  the order by phone. He probably had an account at every flower shop in town. Leo’s family money had been made importing massive amounts of drugs into the West Coast, but Susan had to admit

  she liked the attention.




  “You never sent me flowers,” she said to Derek.




  “He’s rich,” Derek said. He lowered his voice and glanced around at the twenty or so people still in the office, all wearing headphones and staring blankly at their computer

  screens. “I make thirty-two thousand dollars a year,” he said.




  “Oh,” Susan said.




  “Oh?”




  “Just, oh.”




  Derek squinted at her. “How much do you make?”




  Susan made forty-two thousand. And the advance for her soon-to-be-released book about weird ways people die had been a hundred thousand. She shrugged. No point making him feel bad. “About

  that,” she said.




  “How’s the Gretchen Lowell book?” he asked. Susan’s skin prickled. He knew she’d given up on the Beauty Killer book. He was just being catty.




  “I’m kicking a new idea around ,” she said.




  “About?”




  “Fighting crime in Portland, Oregon.”




  “So, true crime?”




  Susan felt a twinge of embarrassment. “More like a detective story.”




  He blinked at her. He’d played college football. And those concussions add up. “So, fiction?” he said.




  “Creative nonfiction,” she said.




  He narrowed his eyes. “Who are the main characters?”




  Susan smiled resplendently. “A plucky girl journalist with a chip on her shoulder and a recovering Vicodin-addicted cop with a dark secret who solve crimes together.”




  “You’re writing a book about you and Archie Sheridan?”




  “My agent says it’s very marketable.”




  Derek lifted his hand and laughed into it until his eyes watered. “What does that make you?” He cackled some more, already pleased with what he was about to say. “Dr.

  Watson?”




  Susan gave him a hard look.




  His hand dropped and he cleared his throat. “Seriously. What if nothing exciting happens?”




  Susan reached up and touched the pea-sized scar on her cheek where a crazy masked murderer had stabbed her with a piercing needle. When she didn’t cover it with makeup, it looked like a

  huge zit.




  “Something exciting always happens,” she said.




  And then, as if Susan had willed it, her phone rang.
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  Stephanie Towner had been murdered. This was the only fact that Archie had been able to make out when Lorenzo

  Robbins had called him. It wasn’t even a fact; it was conjecture. But Robbins liked to be dramatic. Once, he had announced that an eight-year-old boy had been murdered by his ten-year-old

  sister. When he got everyone’s attention, he went on to explain that the sister had unwittingly passed along the parasite that had spread to the boy’s brain and killed him. So when

  Robbins reported this news about Stephanie Towner, Archie knew to follow up.




  “Define ‘murdered,’ ” Archie said, holding his cell phone to his ear with his shoulder. He unlocked the door to his apartment, walked inside, tossed that day’s mail

  in a pile of other unopened envelopes, and took off his coat. He’d left the lights on. It was something he did now. He hadn’t mentioned it to Rosenberg.




  There was noise on the phone line: voices, what sounded like furniture scraping. “I don’t have time to talk on the phone,” Robbins said, “just get down here as soon as

  you can.”




  The line went dead.




  Archie’s windows looked north, toward industrial Portland, where ships loaded with grain from the Midwest set off for Asia and then returned loaded with Toyotas. The port hadn’t

  flooded yet. That was something.




  Farther north was the Columbia River, and across it, Vancouver, Washington, where his family lived. “The ’Couve, as it was known, was one-third the size of Portland, and seemed even

  smaller. A lot of Portlanders had never been to Vancouver, except to drive through it on the way north to Seattle, or to chaperone a school field trip to historic Fort Vancouver. It was twenty

  minutes from Archie’s apartment to Debbie’s house, but it felt like another country.




  His kids liked Debbie’s new boyfriend. He worked in the wind industry. He’d gotten the kids composting. He probably recycled his used Q-tips.




  Archie punched Henry’s name on his autodialer.




  It rang once.




  “Yeah?” Henry said. There was always a trace of panic in his voice when Archie called, like it could only be bad news.




  “Robbins thinks Stephanie Towner was murdered,” Archie said.




  “The girl on the ostrich? She drowned. They found the skid mark. Open-and-shut.”




  “Except for the ostrich thing,” Archie said.




  “I’ll meet you down there.”




  Archie took off his sweater. It smelled like a wet dog. That’s what happened when wool got wet. It stank. Some people thought it smelled like a drenched sheep, some people thought

  barnyard, urine, mold. Archie liked the smell. It reminded him of when he was a kid, when that’s what Oregon had smelled like in the winter-one big wet dog. Now, with the advent of

  Polarfleece, everything had changed.




  He had a button-down shirt on under the sweater. He’d put it on ten hours earlier and its smell was not as pleasant as the wet wool. He unbuttoned it and tossed it in the laundry hamper

  that Debbie had bought him when he’d moved out. Then he got another button-down out of the drawer and put it on. He didn’t examine himself in the mirror anymore. His scars were as much

  a part of him as his eye color. The heart-shaped scar that Gretchen Lowell had left on his chest nearly three years before served only as a reminder of his failings. If he didn’t look at it,

  he could pretend it wasn’t there. He could avoid thinking about her. It was the only way he could function.




  He buttoned the second shirt as quickly as he could and pulled the sweater back on. He hadn’t eaten all day, but there was nothing to grab to go, and no time to make anything.




  Rain splattered the window, causing rivulets of seagull shit to run like white threads down the glass.




  Archie put his coat back on. He left the lights on when he went out.
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  The Multnomah County morgue was downtown, just across the Willamette from Archie’s apartment. Portland

  had a pretty downtown, with restored brick and sandstone storefronts, lots of public art, and bike racks and coffee shops on every corner. In the summer flower baskets were hung from the lampposts,

  in the winter the trees were strung with white lights.




  Most of the inner west side was laid out on a grid, numerical avenues parallel to the river, and alphabetical streets perpendicular. The blocks were short—dollhouse blocks, they called

  them—so the city founders could sell plenty of corner lots. The morgue was on Fourth Avenue, which meant it was four dollhouse blocks west of the river, uphill, well above flood stage.




  But it was also, as morgues tended to be, in a basement.




  It had flooded.




  Archie knew it the moment he arrived. The first-floor hallway was already filled with equipment and gurneys, boxes and computers. Two morgue employees, pathology assistants, red-faced and

  puffing, lugged a heavy steel device that looked like it had been stolen from a butcher shop. A bone saw sat next to a drinking fountain. An organ scale sat in front of an elevator. The hallway was

  tracked with wet footprints.




  “Where’s Robbins?” Archie asked the pathology assistants as they squeezed by him.




  “Downstairs,” one of them said. “Follow the screaming. And take the stairs, the elevator’s shorted out.”




  Archie worked his way through the obstacle course of hallway debris and found the stairs, where a dozen people had formed a chain to pass up contents from the morgue. Archie couldn’t help

  wondering what was sloshing around in the Tupperware containers that were being stacked at the top of the line. Someone’s lunch? Or someone’s stomach?




  Robbins bellowed up at him from below. “Get down here!” he said.




  Archie flashed his badge and ducked past the people on the stairs. Robbins was at the bottom, standing in a foot of water.




  “Can you believe this shit?” Robbins said.




  The lights must have shorted out, because the overhead emergency lights flickered, giving everything a sci-fi-green tint. Several alarms pulsed from various directions. Robbins was in his

  civilian clothes, no lab coat, his shirt unbuttoned to mid-chest. Sweat stained his pits. His pants were tucked into the tall black rubber boots that Archie had seen him wear at crime scenes. His

  dreadlocks, which he usually wore tied back with a rubber band, dangled loose against shoulders. The light made him look like he was vibrating.




  “Where are the bodies?” Archie asked.




  “I was thinking I’d stack them upstairs in the hall,” Robbins said, wiping his dark brow with a latex-gloved hand, “and then I remembered that thing about decomposition I

  learned in medical examiner school. We’ve got to keep them refrigerated. Gets real stinky otherwise. Emanuel and OHSU have offered to take them. We’re still figuring out the best way to

  transport them. Did you drive?”




  Archie thought of his police-issue Cutlass upstairs, and wondered if he could fit a corpse in the backseat. “Could I use the carpool lane?” he asked.




  Robbins smirked. Then his eyes flicked down to Archie’s feet, and he was all business. “Good, you’re wearing boots. Don’t touch the water.” He headed off, beckoning

  for Archie to follow him. “C’mon.” The water throbbed as Robbins plodded through it.




  A young man in a lab coat walked past carrying an aluminum roasting pan with a human skull in it. The skull was stained with age, almost the color of tea.




  Robbins took the pan out of his hands. “I’ll take that,” Robbins said. “Get the computers. The equipment. Biohazards. And make sure you get the TV out of my

  office.” He leaned in to Archie. “Flat-screen,” he explained.




  They heard a splash and both turned to see Susan Ward appear at the bottom of the stairs. She was wearing rainbow-striped rubber boots tucked into jeans and a knee-length yellow rain slicker. It

  was unzipped, revealing a blue T-shirt with white bubbly writing that read conserve water, shower together. She kicked at the water like a kid in a wading pool and grinned at them. Her lipstick was

  the same bright berry color as her hair. “Whoa,” she said. “Cool.”




  Robbins lifted his fingertips to his temple. “This is still a secure area, people,” he hollered up the stairs. He gave Archie a tired look. “You told her Stephanie Towner was

  murdered?”




  “Stephanie Towner was murdered?” Susan said. There was a series of splashes as she sloshed over to them. Her face glowed pink under her freckles.
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