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  For Carolyn Keene. I refuse to believe that you aren’t real.




  





  

    

      

        

          

            

              Sweet as sugar


              Hard as ice


              Hurt me once


              I’ll kill you twice.


                    —Unknown


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  CHAPTER




  1




  Archie Sheridan slept with the light on. The pills on his bedside table were Ambien. A year before they would have been

  pain pills. Vicodin. Oxycodone. A cheerful skyline of amber plastic bottles. Even now the table looked empty without the clutter. Just the Ambien, a cell phone, a week-old glass of tap water, and a

  red gooseneck lamp from IKEA.




  His kept his gun in the drawer. On the nights the kids weren’t there, he slept with it loaded.




  The Ambien prescription was untouched. Archie just liked to know it was there. Sleeping pills made Archie groggy, and groggy wasn’t a luxury he could afford. If the phone rang, if someone

  died, he needed to go to work.




  Besides, it wasn’t getting to sleep that was the problem. It was staying asleep. He woke up every morning at three A.M., and was awake for an hour. That was how it

  had gone since the flood. Now he just figured it in. Went to bed an hour earlier. Compensated. He didn’t mind it. As long as he controlled his thoughts, kept his mind from wandering to bad

  places, he was fine. Focus on the present. Avoid the dark.




  The gooseneck lamp stayed on, its red metal shade getting hotter by the hour.




  Three-ten A.M. Archie stared at the ceiling. The apartment was sweltering and his bedroom window was open. He could hear the distant grind of the construction equipment

  still working to clean up the flood damage downtown. They’d been at it in swing shifts for three months, and the city still looked gutted.




  If it wasn’t the noise from the construction, it was the trains he heard at night: the engines, the whistles, the wheels on the tracks. They traveled through Portland’s produce

  district around the clock.




  Archie didn’t mind the noise. It reminded him that he wasn’t the only one awake.




  Everyone had a cure for insomnia. Take a warm bath. Exercise. Drink a glass of warm milk. Eat a snack before bedtime. Drink herbal tea. Avoid caffeine. Listen to music. Get a massage.




  Nothing worked.




  His shrink told him to stay in bed.




  Don’t even read, she said. It would just make getting back to sleep harder.




  He just had to lie there.




  But his pillow was too flat. The used mattress he’d bought groaned every time he turned over.




  The heat made his scars itch. The new skin was tight and prickly, reminding him of every place her blade had sliced his flesh. His chest was knitted with scar tissue. Patches of dark hair

  sprouted around the thick pale pink gashes and pearly threads, unable to grow through the tough flesh.




  That sort of itching, in the middle of the night, can make a person crazy, and sometimes, while he slept, he scratched his scars until they bled.




  Archie ran a hand along his side, the scars pebbly under his fingers, and then over his chest, where his fingers found the heart-shaped scar she had carved into him with a scalpel. Then he made

  a fist with his hand, rolled over, and pinned it under his pillow.




  Four-ten A.M.




  Archie’s cell phone rang. He turned over in bed and looked at the clock on his bedside table. He’d been asleep ten minutes. It seemed like longer. His eyeballs felt gritty, his

  tongue coated. His hair was damp with sweat. He was on his stomach, naked, half his face smashed against the pillow. As he reached out and fumbled for his phone he knocked over the bottle of

  Ambien, which toppled and rolled off the bedside table and clattered to a stop somewhere under the bed.




  Archie brought the phone’s glowing LCD screen to his face and immediately recognized the number.




  He knew he should let it go to voice mail.




  But he didn’t.




  “Hi, Patrick,” Archie said into the phone.




  “I can’t sleep,” Patrick said. His voice was a strained whisper. Probably trying not to wake up his parents. “What if he comes back to get me?” Patrick said.




  “He’s dead,” Archie said.




  Patrick was silent. Not convinced.




  The official report had been death by drowning. A half-truth. Archie had held Patrick’s captor’s head underwater, and when he was dead, he had pushed his body into the current of the

  flooded river.




  The corpse still hadn’t surfaced.




  “Believe me,” Archie said. Because I killed him.




  “Will you come and visit me?” Patrick asked.




  “I can’t right now,” Archie said.




  “Can I come and visit you?”




  Archie rolled over on his back and rubbed his forehead with his hand. “I think your parents want to keep you close right now.”




  “I heard them talking about me. They want to give me medicine.”




  “They’re trying to help you feel better.”




  “I have a secret,” Patrick said.




  “Do you want to tell me what it is?” Archie asked.




  “Not yet.”




  Archie didn’t want to force it. Not after what Patrick had been through. “Okay,” he said.




  “Will you count with me?” Patrick asked. It was something Archie had done with his own son. Counting breaths to get to sleep. Patrick and Ben were both nine. But Patrick’s

  experience had left him changed. He was mature without being sophisticated.




  “Sure,” Archie said. He waited. He could hear Patrick getting settled and imagined him curled on his side on the couch in his family’s living room, the phone held to his ear.

  Archie had never seen that couch, that house, but he’d seen photographs in the police file. He could picture it.




  “One,” Archie said. He paused and listened as Patrick drew a breath and exhaled it. “Two.” Archie sat up in bed. Patrick yawned. “Three.” He put his feet on

  the floor. “Four.” Stood up. “Five.” The windows in his bedroom were original, made up of dozens of factory-style rectangular panes. If Archie ran his fingers over the

  glass, he could feel tiny waves and ripples on the surface.




  “Six,” he said.




  He made his way to the window. “Seven.” The light was on inside, and it was still dark enough outside that Archie could see his own mirror image in the glass. As he got closer, his

  reflection faded and the city appeared. Out his window the Willamette cut a curved path north, slicing the city in half. A sliver of light along the silhouette of the West Hills marked the first

  hint of dawn. The river was almost lilac-colored.




  “Eight,” he said.




  It was the truck’s backup alarm that caught his attention. The window was open, hinged along the top so that it swung out horizontally. Archie’s eyes flicked down to the street

  below.




  “Nine.”




  The streetlights were still on. The produce district had wide streets, built big enough for multiple trucks full of apples and strawberries. But the trucks didn’t run much anymore. The

  warehouses were now mostly home to used office supply stores, fringe art galleries, Asian antique stores, coffeehouses, and microbreweries. It was close in and cheap, as long as you didn’t

  mind the trains that barreled through the neighborhood every few hours.




  “Ten.”




  The truck down below had backed up to the loading dock of Archie’s building and stopped. A black sedan pulled up beside it. Two men got out of the cab of the truck and walked around to

  slide the back door up. A woman got out of the black car. Archie knew she was a woman the same way he knew that the men in the truck were men. It was how they stood, how they moved, the dark shapes

  of their bodies in the yellow glow of the streetlights. The woman said something to the men, and then took a few steps back and watched as the men started unloading large cardboard boxes from the

  truck.




  A U-Haul.




  Someone was moving into the building. At four in the morning.




  Archie had stopped counting.




  “Patrick?” he said.




  The other end of the line was silent.




  “Good night,” Archie whispered.




  He ended the call. It was 4:17 A.M. The bed beckoned. He could still get a few hours’ sleep before he had to head in to the office. As he stepped away from the window, he thought he saw

  the woman look up at him.




  





  CHAPTER




  2




  Jake Kelly only drank fair trade coffee. It guaranteed a living wage for coffee farmers, who otherwise might be slaving

  away for a price less than the cost of production, forcing them into a cycle of debt and poverty. Jake needed a cup. He needed the caffeine. But the center only had Yuban. He could smell the nutty

  aroma of French roast wafting from the brewing air pot. Was he tempted? Yes. But then he thought of the indigenous people of Guatemala, working for pennies in the coffee fields. Every choice a

  person made, what to buy or not to buy, what to eat and drink, had the power to change lives. You were either part of the solution or part of the problem.




  He focused on the task at hand.




  The trick to cleaning a griddle was kosher salt. Jake let the griddle cool and then scraped it with a plastic spatula. Charred pancake batter collected in satisfying little clumps. He’d

  brought his own yellow rubber gloves. The center didn’t have any, and it didn’t seem right to ask them to spend money on that sort of thing. He’d brought the kosher salt, too. It

  was Morton’s, in a blue box with the girl in the yellow dress carrying an umbrella on the label. He sprinkled some salt on the griddle. The coarse white granules bounced and scattered on the

  cast iron like hail raining down on a sidewalk. You didn’t want to use soap or detergent. Jake scrubbed the griddle with a pumice brick, grinding the salt against the surface until his

  fingers ached. Then he used a damp cloth to wipe up all the salt and muck it had loosened. It took five passes with the cloth until the surface of the griddle gleamed.




  He wasn’t done. He unscrewed the plastic cap of an economy-sized bottle of vegetable oil and drizzled a thread of it on the cast iron. Then he got yet another cloth rag and used it to work

  a thin coat of oil over the entire surface of the griddle. More oil. More rag work. Small circular motions. Start at the center. Work your way out.




  He was bent over, eyes even with the surface of the griddle, inspecting his work, when Bea, the center’s director, walked into the kitchen carrying a plastic laundry basket piled high with

  dirty linens. She was a sturdy woman, old enough to be Jake’s mother, with the wild hair and anxious eyes of someone who has just stepped out of a very fast convertible.




  “You’re still here,” she said.




  Jake glanced at the oven clock and realized that his shift had been over for an hour.




  “I’m seasoning the griddle,” he explained.




  She smiled. “You don’t have to do that.”




  “I don’t mind.”




  “The last volunteer just used paper towels and 409,” she said.




  “I’m sure they did what they thought was best.” He hadn’t known how to take care of a griddle, either. But he’d seen it on his orientation tour of the kitchen, and

  afterward he’d looked it up. He’d taken notes, copying down bullet points from various Web sites. People could get pretty passionate about the proper care of griddles. After reading

  some of what he found on the Web, Jake began to wonder if it wouldn’t be easier to just make the girls’ pancakes in a skillet. He thought about suggesting that, but he didn’t want

  to make waves.




  “I wish we had more volunteers like you,” Bea said. She blew a stray piece of graying hair off her forehead, adjusted her grip on the basket, and headed for the back door.




  Jake peeled off the yellow gloves, tucked them in his apron pocket, and ran after her to help. “What’s with the laundry?”




  “Washer’s broken. I was going to put this in my car so I don’t forget to take it home tonight.”




  Jake didn’t even hesitate. “I’ll take it,” he said.




  She frowned and raised an eyebrow. “Really?”




  Jake took the laundry basket from her hands. It was heavier than it looked. Or maybe she was stronger than she looked. “Let me take it home. I have to do laundry anyway tonight. I can

  bring it back in the morning.”




  Bea crossed her arms and shook her head with a smile. “You’re a blessing, Jake.”




  Jake beamed. “I’m happy to help.”




  “You want some help getting it to your car?” she asked.




  “I’ve got it, thanks.”




  Bea opened the back door for him anyway, and he lugged the basket out to his car. The center had a small parking lot, five spaces, just enough for staff and volunteers. Three of the cars in the

  lot were silver Priuses. Jake took the basket to his silver Prius and set it down on the pavement so he could open the trunk. He paused to look up at the sky. The morning sun on his face was warm

  and the cool summer breeze tickled the hair on the back of his neck. A white butterfly spiraled lazily through the air, dipping in and out of view. Not a cloud in the sky. Jake closed his eyes and

  put his face up to the sun. In the Pacific Northwest, days like this were precious.




  He smelled something—sandalwood? cloves?—and opened his eyes. The butterfly was gone.




  Then he heard a thud, like a baseball bat hitting a melon, and felt a searing pain in his head that knocked him off his feet. It took him a few seconds to realize that the two sensations were

  related. As he lay there on the concrete, slipping into darkness, the last thing he saw was the laundry basket beside him, a fine mist of blood settled on the dirty sheets like dew.




  





  CHAPTER




  3




  Human meat had a particular smell. It was blood and flesh, metallic and salty, feces and fat. Like the slaughterhouse

  stench of butchered animals, but different.




  Sourer.




  It was a smell that Archie had trouble describing, but always knew immediately.




  The dead man’s wrists and ankles were bound with rope and he was dangling from the lower branch of a cedar tree, his hands tied to the branch so he hung like a sick Christmas ornament, his

  bare feet a few inches from the ground. He appeared to have been skinned from the neck down. The beefy red muscles of his chest wall gave off a bloody gleam, and the lacelike threads of exposed

  yellow fat looked almost pretty against the raw meat of his flesh.




  The weekend summer sun was high and bright, and there was a cool breeze that belied the late afternoon heat to come. Rays of sunlight pierced through the cedar boughs. The corpse’s light

  hair fluttered gently along with the leaves. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, average height and weight. But it was hard to tell.




  At the corpse’s feet, already marked with an evidence flag, was a wilted white lily.




  Cedar needles covered the ground beneath the body, and where the cedar needles gave way to earth, the dirt had been raked clean with a branch, obscuring any footprints.




  Archie bent his ear to listen to the distant sounds of children playing echoing through the woods.




  Henry had arrived at the scene first, and his shaved head was already glistening with tiny beads of sweat. He looked off into the distance. “Playground,” he explained.




  Archie knew the park. Ben and Sara played there.




  They were on Mount Tabor, which was less of a mountain and more of an impressive hill with high aspirations. It rose up on Portland’s flat east side, a dormant volcanic cinder cone, its

  slopes covered with elegant historic homes nestled among ancient conifers. The top of Mount Tabor was a wooded park. There were hiking trails. Tennis courts. Picnic areas. A crenellated stone water

  reservoir. A popular playground. Every August hundreds of adult Portlanders built soapbox cars, dressed up in costumes, and raced from the top of the park, down the winding road to the bottom of

  the hill.




  “I’ll clear the area,” Henry said. He turned and headed off toward one of the patrol units on the road. He still walked with a limp, though Archie could tell that he tried hard

  to hide it.




  “How is he?” Robbins asked once Henry was out of earshot. Robbins had his medical examiner’s kit open, and had bagged the body’s hands. Now he stood with his fists on

  the hips of his white Tyvek suit, studying the corpse like a butcher sizing up a cut of meat.




  “Still weak,” Archie said.




  “Physical therapy?” Robbins asked.




  “Yep,” Archie said. Henry was supposed to work with a therapist twice a week. But it was hard to keep appointments as a cop. Homicides had a way of cropping up at inconvenient

  times.




  The soft bed of cedar needles on the ground under the body was soaked with blood, and as Archie inched closer to the victim he was careful to stay on the outside edge of it. Blood draining from

  a victim who is still alive will coagulate. It’s what stops people from bleeding to death every time they nick a finger slicing a bagel. Assuming you don’t open an artery, an open wound

  won’t gush; it will pour something red and thick and sticky, like honey. Coagulated blood still hung from the corpse’s feet in viscous strings.




  Standing there, Archie was almost eye to eye with the corpse. The killer had suspended his victim at that height intentionally, Archie thought, so that they could stand nose to nose. It put the

  killer at around Archie’s height, five-ten.




  It had not been an easy death. A makeshift gag had been stuffed in the dead man’s mouth, forcing his jaw so far open that his chin nearly touched his neck and his cheeks bulged. Rigor had

  caused his lips to peel back, so that his teeth and gums grinned madly around the gag, making his mouth appear all the larger. His face was frozen with pain, forehead muscles contracted, dark brows

  raised, crow’s-feet splintering into his hairline. His eyelids had contracted, revealing a flat, fixed gaze. With the exception of his head and arms, his entire body was glazed in blood.




  “Take a close look,” Robbins said.




  Archie leaned forward. He could make out brown body hair on the dead man’s shoulders. He let his eyes travel down the body and saw the same fine hair on the man’s thighs, thicker and

  curlier around his genitals. Walking in a slow circle around the corpse, cedar needles crunching under his feet, Archie saw, amid the rivulets of blood, freckles, patches of skin, surrounded by

  red. The man had not been completely skinned from the neck down. The killer had taken his pound of flesh only from the man’s chest and abdomen. The victim had then been allowed to bleed. A

  lot. Slowly.




  Archie was aware of Henry stepping back beside him. Archie had to fight his instinct to nursemaid Henry now that he was back on the job. He didn’t ask how he was doing every ten minutes.

  He didn’t ask if he was making his physical therapy appointments, or try to help him get out of the car. No special attention. That was how Henry wanted it. Now Archie gave his old friend a

  few moments to survey the scene. It didn’t take long for Henry to come to the same conclusion Archie had reached. Henry scratched the stubble on his head and adjusted his sunglasses. The

  bloody corpse was reflected in his mirrored lenses. “The amount of blood on the ground,” Henry said. “He was still alive when he was tortured.”




  “The wounds look premortem,” Robbins agreed. “He’s been dead four to six hours.”




  Archie batted away a fly. Cautious people didn’t kill in public places. Cautious people killed in rented apartments and on lonely roads and in the backs of stolen vans. It took a special

  kind of someone to commit murder. It took a special kind of special to commit murder in a public place, and to take time doing it. It didn’t bode well. People who didn’t make logical

  choices were hard to predict, which made them hard to catch.




  “Park closes at midnight, opens at five A.M.,” Henry said. “So if they came in a vehicle it was last night or this morning.”




  “You’re assuming they came in together by car,” Robbins said.




  “Maybe the victim came of his own free will,” Archie said. “Maybe they met in the park. Maybe they walked.”




  “Or cycled,” Robbins said. “On a tandem.”




  Henry ignored him. “No one matching his profile has been reported missing today,” Henry said.




  “Do they sweep the park at night looking for cars?” Archie asked.




  “They’re supposed to,” Henry said.




  It was a big park. A little recon to discover which areas of the park weren’t swept on that final patrol, and the killer could have driven his victim in, tortured and killed him, and then

  driven out after the gates went up in the morning.




  It was one forty-five P.M. The body had been found an hour before. Archie could make out the scars in the dirt where the cyclist had lost control and skidded ten feet

  before wrapping his mountain bike around the trunk of a cedar. The bike was still there, on its side, one wheel bent. A cracked rearview mirror had snapped from the handlebar and lay on the ground

  a few feet away.




  Underneath the darkened canopy of conifers, Archie counted the mounted spotlights of at least three television news crews. The cameras winked, light reflecting off the lenses. The police tape

  perimeter had been generous, but with a zoom lens and some creative angling, those cameras could get a shot of the body.




  “We need to get him down,” Archie said.




  “Just waiting for the word, boss,” Robbins said. He dug into his open ME kit, snapped out two pairs of latex gloves, and held them out to Archie and Henry.




  Archie stretched the gloves over his hands. Even after a year, the left one still looked wrong without a wedding ring.




  A few flies buzzed around the corpse’s head. One landed on his open eye, fluttered its wings for a moment, and then flew off.




  Robbins unrolled a white body bag on the ground and then unzipped it. Body-bag zippers did not sound like other zippers. The big plastic slider grinding against all those plastic teeth, down the

  side and across the bottom in a J-shape, carried a special menace. Robbins flicked open a medical-looking blade and handed it to Archie. “You cut,” he said. “I’ll

  catch.”




  “What about me?” Henry asked.




  “You stand there and if I shout that my back has given out, help me. Otherwise, try not to contaminate my crime scene.”




  There was a white plastic step stool already set up near the body, and Archie climbed up on it with the knife in his hand. The rope around the corpse’s wrists didn’t look remarkable,

  and neither did the knotting, but Archie still hesitated.




  “Photographed it from every angle,” Robbins said.




  Robbins was the best ME Archie had ever worked with. There was no more discussion. Archie gripped the branch with one hand and started to saw at the rope with the other. Robbins stepped behind

  the body and placed his gloved palms on the dead man’s back. When the rope gave, the dead man dropped an inch to the ground. He did not slouch back or crumple in a heap. He dropped straight

  down, like a lawn dart, his arms frozen straight up above his head, stiff with rigor, his toes pointed. Robbins eased him back into the waiting body bag, like a piece of furniture.




  Zip.




  Robbins stood up. His latex gloves and the arms of his Tyvek suit were smeared with blood. “Hands look okay,” he said. “I should be able to lift a good set of

  prints.”




  Archie unwound the rope from the branch and stepped back to the ground.




  “We’ve searched the immediate area. No sign of his clothes.”




  “Check the trash cans throughout the park,” Archie said. “And see if anything’s floating in the reservoir.”




  Henry held out an evidence bag and Archie dropped the rope in it.




  “Not exactly a cornucopia of clues,” Henry said.




  “There’s one more,” Archie said. He squatted alongside the body bag, and pulled open the zipper to expose the dead man’s head. Then he reached into the corpse’s

  gaping mouth, dislodged the gag, and pulled it out. It was a fist of white and yellow rubber, caked with dried saliva. Archie had to use both hands to carefully tug the ball open, turning it inside

  out and separating the two parts, the rubber peeling apart with a final sticky snap to reveal a pair of yellow kitchen gloves.




  Archie held the gloves out to Robbins. “Print them,” Archie said.
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  Susan Ward gave a great hand job.




  It hadn’t come easy. She had read books. She had practiced. It had been, at times, a slog. But she had overcome her general lack of manual coordination and mastered the technique.




  She pressed her palm flat against the fly of Leo’s slacks and held it, feeling the heat of his body under her fingers. He was wearing a skinny black Italian leather belt and she unbuckled

  it and unhooked the tab of his pants and slid her hand underneath his boxers.




  She loved this part, the promise of it—the control.




  He started to say something. “Shhh,” Susan said.




  The hallway to the bathrooms was dark. But Susan had positioned herself so that she could see back into the restaurant bar where they’d been sitting. She could see the massive dark wood

  countertop, the TVs above it, the lunch crowd perched on tall chairs, downing their tapas and wine. She’d see anyone coming. Then again, with her bright orange hair—a shade of Manic

  Panic called Electric Lava—they’d be sure to see her. That was part of the thrill, the tension that came with the possibility of public humiliation. It made Susan’s face hot and

  the arms of her skin prickly.




  Leo’s breathing quickened.




  God, he was pretty. He was the prettiest boyfriend Susan had ever had. She gazed up at his face, his pale smooth complexion and his dark hair, those eyelashes. She licked her lips and kissed him

  lightly on the chin, feeling a warm flutter move through her lips, down her neck and chest, to her center.




  She kept her hand moving—green glittery nails, bitten to the quick—teasing him. His face didn’t change. She liked that, his self-control. He watched her with his dark eyes,

  mouth turned up in a slight smile, his expression registering only the tiniest amount of surprise. But he was alive under her hands, his body responding to her touch. She used one hand to free him

  from his trousers, careful not to break rhythm, listening to her own internal metronome.




  Leo’s breaths came long and slow now, like he was concentrating on them, but his expression did not change.




  It took two hands to execute a hand job. She ringed her thumb and forefinger around the base of the target. A gay friend had taught her that. It heightened engorgement. But mostly it made the

  target look bigger, which, Susan had learned, was incredibly important to every guy on the planet. The other hand was trickier. Twist. Roll. Twist.




  It was not an easy maneuver. The first couple of times Susan had tried it, her arm cramped up and she’d had to ice it. Nothing breaks the mood like a freezer gel pack.




  But she had practiced since then, and could now Twist Roll Twist like a concert pianist, which is to say, elegantly and by body memory. In fact, she had found that it helped to not think about

  it, and to just let her hand Twist Roll Twist on its own.




  She breathed in Leo’s smell, the spice of his expensive aftershave, the tobacco of his occasional cigarette, the starch of the shirt. She felt light-headed and content. Leo swallowed hard

  and flattened a palm on the wall behind her.




  She could feel his rhythm. The target was on course. There was no turning back. He was all hers.




  Susan leaned her head contentedly onto his chest, her eyes just above his shoulder, looking out toward the bar. Making a guy come gave her an inordinate amount of satisfaction. She was pondering

  the psychological significance of that when the “Breaking News” graphics on the TV caught her attention. It had only been three months since she’d been fired from the

  Herald, and she still had a Pavlovian reaction anytime she saw those two words. Her pupils dilated. Her heart rate increased. Her muscles tensed.




  Leo put his hand on her breast.




  Susan pressed herself into his palm, still keeping one eye on the TV.




  Leo’s eyelids were heavy, his lips open. Twist. Roll. Twist. But the TV news headlines kept calling to her. Murder. Torture. Mount Tabor.




  There was a helicopter shot of a thicket of trees. Then a ground shot, taken from a distance, of a blurred body hanging from a branch. She saw Lorenzo Robbins next to the body, recognizable with

  his dark skin and white Tyvek suit.




  Leo came, catching her by surprise. His stomach muscles clenched and a spurt of hot semen shot between them through her hand.




  And at that exact moment, Susan saw someone else she recognized on TV. He was also standing next to the body. Something in the woods seemed to catch his eye and he looked up, right at the

  camera, right into the restaurant, right at her, standing there with Leo Reynolds’s dick in her hands.




  “Archie,” she said.




  





  CHAPTER




  5




  Archie stood in the parking lot feeling the sweat congeal on the back of his neck. It was mid afternoon now, and the

  heat was starting to radiate off the asphalt. The Life Works Center for Young Women was located in an old three-story house in Southeast Portland, in a neighborhood full of rambling old wooden

  houses, most of them long since converted to apartments. The front of the house was painted pastel pink, but the sides and back were lemon yellow, as if whoever had been painting the house had

  gotten busy, or distracted, or just forgot to come back and finish the job. The house had a big covered front porch, a front yard planted with overgrown vegetables, and a neighboring lot that had

  been paved over with black asphalt to create off-street parking.




  The blood-splattered basket of laundry was in the parking lot, between two silver Priuses. Priae? Archie didn’t know.




  Blood spatter came in three categories: passive, transfer, and projected. Passive bloodstains were caused by gravity. Blood dripping off a butcher knife, blood pooling around a body, blood

  dribbling down a chair leg. It was relatively neat and contained.




  Transfer blood spatter occurred when wet blood was transferred from a primary surface to a secondary one. Then it got tracked around on the nice clean carpet leaving boot prints, or smeared from

  a palm onto a windowsill, or wiped on someone’s jacket. Transfer blood was ugly and messy, but it meant clues—fingerprints, shoe size, a bloodstained item of clothing in the

  killer’s closet.




  Projected blood spatter was much more interesting. It was created by force, by impact, something greater than gravity, like, say, a fist, hammer, baseball bat, or car windshield. It spurted,

  gushed, sprayed, and misted—it made art.




  It told a story.




  The bloodstains on the white sheets in the laundry basket were projected spatter. Tiny drops of various sizes created a constellation of red on the white sheets, like paint flicked from a

  paintbrush. The drops were elongated, with rounded tips and tails, revealing the direction of the blow. The crime scene investigators would measure the length and width of the bloodstains, plug

  the results into trigonometry equations, and use a computer program to reveal the point of origin and the exact impact angle. Archie didn’t remember the trig he took in high school being

  nearly that interesting.




  The bamboo that formed a hedge between the house and an adjoining property swayed gently in the breeze, and the hollow stalks knocked together softly like a wind chime. The garden had been

  freshly composted and the air carried a faint smell of sun-baked manure. Overhead, the clear sky was streaked with jet contrails.




  “We haven’t touched it,” Bea Adams said. “If that’s what you’re thinking.”




  Archie had been quiet for too long. He did that sometimes. He knew it made people nervous, but he couldn’t help it.




  “Of course,” Archie said.




  Bea Adams was the director of the Life Works Center. Gray hair sprang from her head in electric spirals, and she wore a pocketed linen smock over a turtleneck even though it had to be

  ninety-five degrees. Her glasses had red plastic frames with orange stars on them. A red kabbalah string encircled one wrist. “Is it him?” she asked. “I heard the story on public

  radio. The body in the park. I thought Jake had gone home. Then I came out here and found this.” She fluttered a hand at the basket and then lifted it to her mouth. “God, he’s not

  dead, is he?”




  The blood spatter was significant, a hard blow, but not a fatal one. The body on Mount Tabor had skull damage. “When did you last see Mr. Kelly?” Archie asked.




  “A little after eight,” she said. “He volunteers in the kitchen for the breakfast shift. He stayed late cleaning up. I told him he didn’t have to.”




  Archie gave Henry a look, thinking of the rubber kitchen gloves they’d found at the crime scene.




  The time frame fit. Archie checked his watch. It was almost three P.M. “You didn’t notice his car was still here before then?” Archie asked.




  She looked around at the three silver Priuses in the parking lot.




  “Right,” Archie said. Every other car in Portland was a Prius or a Subaru.




  Archie heard his name and looked up to see Henry motioning for him to come over. “Excuse me,” Archie said to Bea, and he walked over to where Henry was lurking in the shade of the

  bamboo. Henry held up his cell phone and said, “Kelly’s not picking up his phone.” He added, “And I sent a unit over to his house, and he’s not answering the

  door.” A patrol cop came over and handed Henry a DMV photo printout. They could do that now—enter data in a dashboard computer and out spits a photo. Archie and Henry both looked at the

  image off of Jake Kelly’s driver’s license. The laser quality wasn’t great, but he could have been the man in the park.




  Archie scanned the eaves of the house for cameras. The center was a nonprofit group home for teenage girls. Some were court-referred for repeated minor offenses—shoplifting, fighting,

  property damage—others had been expelled from every high school in town, some had been kicked out of one too many foster homes. They were all, in one way or another, difficult. The center

  offered the girls a chance to get their GED and the possibility of a life that might not include prison.




  “Any surveillance?” Archie called to Bea.




  “No,” she said.




  Archie didn’t ask why. No money? A gesture of trust? It didn’t really matter. It was the same result: no photographic evidence. Robbins was comparing the corpse’s teeth to

  Jake Kelly’s dental records right now. But based on the evidence so far, Archie was fairly confident they’d have a match.




  “You do background checks?” Archie asked Bea.




  “Sure,” she said. “We get state funding. It’s required.” Kelly would have been fingerprinted for the check, but the state destroyed fingerprint cards after the

  applications were approved. Still, the forms would provide a wealth of other information. Next of kin, past jobs.




  Archie’s phone rang. It was Lorenzo Robbins. “Go ahead,” Archie said into the phone.




  “The dental records match,” Robbins said. “It’s Jake Kelly.”




  Archie slid a glance at Bea. She was pale, her gaze fixed on him. She fully understood what the content of the call had been. “I’ll call you back,” Archie said to Robbins. He

  hung up and put the phone back in his pants pocket. There was nothing good to say at this point, nothing that made things better. He had learned that a long time ago.




  “Well, shit,” Bea Adams said.
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  Are you mad at me?” Susan asked Leo. She took a sip of red wine, and let the pinot glass rest against her bottom

  lip. “No,” he said. “Guys love it when you say someone else’s name as they’re ejaculating.”




  Susan set her glass down on the wood bar. A half-moon of dark purple lipstick marked where her mouth had been. “It wasn’t like that,” she protested. “I saw him on

  TV.”




  Leo lifted his palm at her. “Just stop talking.”




  Their lunch had come and gone and Leo had barely said a word. Mostly he talked on the phone. He said he was working, but Leo was a lawyer with only one client—his father—and as far

  as Susan could tell his services mainly involved checking in on several strip clubs his father’s company had acquired. She took another swig of wine. It was the most expensive pinot they had

  by the glass on the menu—fifteen dollars, which seemed crazy, but Leo was paying, and he could afford it. Leo’s family was rich. And they’d made their fortune selling a product

  more addictive than lap dances. Seeing as being a drug dealer was one of the few professions from which being a lawyer was a step up, Leo had that going for him. Susan took another swig of wine. It

  didn’t taste any different from the stuff she bought for nine dollars a bottle. She’d wanted a cocktail. But it had seemed too early for vodka. If they stayed at that bar much longer,

  it wouldn’t be.




  There was a mirror behind the bar and Susan caught her reflection in it. Her hair was highlighter orange and it gleamed in the mirror like something radioactive. In the last two years

  she’d cycled through turquoise, violet, and pink. But the orange was different. It looked like an accident, like she had gone into a salon asking to look like Lucille Ball and had come out

  looking like one of those traffic safety cones. People didn’t understand she was going for traffic safety cone, that that was the point. She had almost died. She had lost her job at

  the newspaper. She was barely able to eke out a living as a freelancer. If it hadn’t been for her book about all the kooky ways people died, she would have starved. But she was alive. Archie

  Sheridan had saved her life just three months ago, when he’d pulled her half dead from the floodwaters. It had been two years since they first met, when she’d been assigned to profile

  him for the Herald—the cop who had caught serial killer Gretchen Lowell—and her life had not been the same since. She had told Archie Sheridan things that she’d never told

  anybody. And he had trusted her with the secret that had nearly destroyed his life. Yet somehow, every time they were together, one of them nearly ended up killed. She wanted her hair to say,

  Danger Ahead. Instead strangers on the street pursed their lips sympathetically and assured her that the color would fade. Susan thought about redyeing it. But that meant bleaching her hair

  out again, and her hair was already getting sort of fuzzy from all the dye jobs. She wanted to wait at least a month before she put it through another color change.




  “What are you thinking about?” Leo asked.




  “The Middle East,” Susan said.




  She let her eyes fall on the TV above the bar. The local news had cycled back to the murder in the park, and there was the helicopter shot again, the crime scene from above. The trees were

  mostly evergreen, with deciduous trees sprinkled between them. As the shot zoomed in, Susan could make out a sliver of crime scene tape, a clutch of people, and something else. . . .




  “The trees,” Susan said.




  “What?” Leo said.




  “I have to make a call,” Susan said.




  “Let me guess,” Leo said. “Archie.”




  Susan dialed Archie’s number. It went to voice mail. It went to voice mail a lot when she called Archie. “It’s me,” she said. “I saw you on the news.” She

  could have told him what she’d seen. But she decided not to. If he wanted to know, he could call her back. “I noticed something about the crime scene,” she said. “Might be

  important. You know how to reach me.”
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  Archie’s phone buzzed against his thigh. He usually carried it in his jacket pocket, but it was too hot these days

  for a jacket. The vibrating phone tickled his leg. He ignored it and followed Bea Adams into the living room, where she’d gathered the nine teenage girls who currently lived at the center.

  Like most places in Portland, the house didn’t have air-conditioning. A variety of ancient fans blew warm air noisily from points around the room. The sun coming through the window

  illuminated a billion specs of dust that swirled slowly in midair.




  Archie sneezed.




  “Gesundheit,” one of the girls said.




  He looked up. A fine mist of his saliva floated in front of him, sparkling in the light. Beyond it, on the other side of the sunbeam, was a couch, and on the couch sat four girls. The girl

  who’d spoken sat on the floor in front of the couch. The facial piercings were gone, and her hair had grown out and was bleached blond, with two inches of light brown at the roots. A colorful

  Indian skirt pooled around her legs. Tiny mirrors were sewn into the fabric and they reflected the sun, projecting bright spots above their heads onto the plaster ceiling, like a disco ball. Her

  thin round shoulders pushed forward and she smiled at him.




  She’d Tasered him once. The fifty thousand volts of electricity had dropped him to the floor.




  “Hi, Pearl,” Archie said.




  She was supposed to be in Salem, back with her foster parents. Archie wondered how long that had lasted before she’d run away again. A month? Two? She’d been sixteen when

  they’d met and already an epic pain in the ass. Archie was guessing that a year had not mellowed her.




  “You look old,” she said.




  Yes, still a pain in the ass. “I feel old,” he said. He cleared his throat and glanced around at the other girls. They gazed sullenly back at him. No tearstained cheeks. No

  histrionics. No loss of innocence at the violent death of someone they knew. These girls had already seen the bad the world had to offer. So they weren’t surprised. It would be different,

  Archie thought, if they had seen Jake Kelly’s mangled body hanging from that tree.




  Pearl was tapping a plastic pen against her front teeth, tap, tap, tap. The fans whirred and heaved. Archie’s eyes felt dry.




  “I’m Detective Archie Sheridan,” he said, for the rest of them. He skipped the usual get-everybody-comfortable small talk. It was too hot in there. “Did any of you see

  anything out of the ordinary this morning?” he asked.




  The girls shook their heads or shrugged, or stared blankly, which meant the same thing.




  “Did any of you see or talk to Jake Kelly?” Archie asked.




  More head shakes. “He works in the kitchen,” a girl with an orange Mohawk said, like it meant something.




  Bea Adams took a small step forward from her position against the wall and said, “The girls aren’t supposed to fraternize with the volunteers.”




  Especially the male ones, thought Archie.




  Pearl was chewing on the end of the pen now, working it between her teeth at the corner of her mouth like a dog with a strip of rawhide.




  “None of you saw him this morning?” Archie said.




  “I shuttled the food in and out of the kitchen,” Bea said. “The girls weren’t back there at all.”




  Archie returned his attention to Pearl. She caught him looking at her and stopped savaging the pen. “What?” she said. She lowered the pen to her lap, holding it between her first and

  second fingers, a substitute for the cigarette she really wanted.




  “Can I see your hand, Pearl?” Archie asked.




  She looked down at her hands and then back up at him, mouth uncertain. “Why?” she said.




  Archie smiled. “Just a hunch,” he said.




  Pearl considered this for a moment and then threw a defiant look around the room and shrugged. “Whatever,” she said. She held her left hand toward Archie. As she shifted forward, the

  disco lights reflecting off her skirt spun dizzily around the room.




  She’d been holding the pen in her right hand.




  “The other hand,” Archie said.




  Pearl hesitated; then extended her right hand, palm up.




  Archie stood, walked over to where Pearl sat, and knelt in front of her. Then he took her hand in his. It seemed tiny, the nails bitten to the quick. No rings. A tattoo on her inner wrist

  consisted of a single plainly printed word: lucky.




  “The news said that you saved that kid,” Pearl said. “Someone kidnapped him and you saved him. Patrick somebody. I heard about that.”




  Archie lifted her palm to his face. Her veins pulsed against the pale skin of her inner wrist, the tattoo still black, relatively new. He could feel her hand tense. She pulled it away. But not

  before he caught a whiff of what he was looking for.




  It was a bright, spicy scent, and instantly recognizable. “Cloves,” he said.




  Pearl tucked her right hand under her left armpit. “So what?” she said.




  “You can’t buy cloves anymore,” Archie said. “They’re banned. Along with all flavored cigarettes.”




  Pearl smirked. “I know a guy.”




  The smell was fresh. “You smoked this morning,” Archie said.




  Bea’s arms were crossed. “It’s not allowed in the house,” she said.




  “So you went outside,” Archie said to Pearl.




  “They’re not allowed to smoke on the front porch,” Bea said.




  “We’re not allowed to do anything,” the girl with the orange Mohawk said.




  Archie leveled his gaze at Pearl. “If I go to the side yard, by the parking lot, I’m going to find your cigarette butts. I’m guessing you’re the only one around here who

  smokes cloves. And I’m thinking I’ll find butts from this morning.”




  Pearl turned her head away. “I didn’t see anything. I saw him go by with the laundry.”




  A warm, dust-thick tunnel of air oscillated past from the fans, and Archie sneezed again. This time no one said gesundheit. They were all watching Pearl.




  “Then what?” he asked.




  “I came back inside,” she said.




  “What time?”




  She had the pen in her hand and was gripping it so hard, her slender fingers looked like they might snap it in two. Her arms had goose bumps. Everyone else was sweating. “Search me,”

  she said.




  “Pearl,” Bea said. “You need to tell him what you saw.”




  Pearl looked away. “I saw Jake,” she said. “I liked him. I talked to him sometimes. But I didn’t talk to him this morning, because he didn’t like me

  smoking.”




  Tears slid down her cheeks. She reached up and rubbed them away, and when she lowered her hand her face was smudged with ink. The pen had leaked.




  “Do you believe me?” she asked Archie.




  Sure, she had Tasered him, and when he’d come to he’d found himself hanging from meat hooks, but then again, she’d helped rescue him, too. Good times. “Yes,” he

  said. Pearl’s face relaxed. Inky tears streaked her cheeks. When Archie’s daughter was four, she got into his wife’s makeup, and ended up with eye shadow and mascara all over her

  face. She’d cried, too, that day. It was something kids learned to do when they wanted to get out of trouble. Archie leaned back and caught the attention of a patrol cop standing in the foyer

  of the house. “Get a CSI in here,” Archie told him.




  Pearl’s eyes grew large. “Why?” she said.




  “I want you checked for blood spatter,” Archie said.




  Pearl’s tough façade faltered. Archie tried not to smile.
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  The light was on in Archie’s apartment when he got home.




  He could see it from outside. It made him feel like he was coming home to something other than an empty place in a half-developed wasteland of warehouses and low-overhead retail. It was almost

  nine P.M., and still light. Daylight hung on hard in the Pacific Northwest in the summertime. The short dark days of winter unspooled into days that started early and stayed

  light long after dinnertime. It was still light out when kids were sent to bed, and already light out when the alarm went off in the morning. Everyone stayed up late and got up too early. Everyone

  was tired.




  Jake Kelly didn’t have a family. Archie had called his closest relative, a cousin in Iowa, and broken the news. So far they had turned up no leads, no witnesses, no trace evidence. The

  only clue they had was the flower.




  Archie looked up at his building from where he’d parked across the street. It looked a lot like every other building in the riverside produce district: six stories of weathered brick, with

  big factory windows and an old loading dock in front. The old glass reflected the dusk, so the building seemed to shimmer in and out of existence. Only a few lights were on inside. The developers

  were carving livable apartments out of the brick warehouse one apartment at a time, and only a few were occupied. When Archie saw the blonde, for a moment he thought she was inside his apartment,

  standing in his window, looking down at him. He had to remind himself that Gretchen was locked up. Then, after a startled second, he realized that she was standing in the window a floor below his.

  She was five stories up, but when she stepped back suddenly he was certain that she’d seen him looking up at her.




  It made him feel strange, like a peeper, when in fact hadn’t she been looking down at him?




  Another blonde. That was the last thing Archie needed.




  He kept his eyes on the ground and hurried across the street. It had been three months since the floodwaters that had damaged much of downtown had receded, but the smell of it still lingered, a

  wet rot that crawled down Archie’s throat and settled in his clothes. The heat only made it worse.




  The building had been built as a produce warehouse, with offices upstairs. Back in the thirties they had distributed apples from Oregon farms. Truckers from California would load up their trucks

  and then race back south. The first few loads got paid the most. After that, the novelty passed and the price dropped. Truckers died all the time on that route. They fell asleep at the wheel or

  took a turn too fast. These days most of the world’s apples came from China.
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