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  For Eliza Fantastic Mohan,




  who continues to live up to her name
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  The rest stop off I-84 on the Oregon side of the Columbia River was vile, even by rest-stop standards. Graffiti covered the white subway-tile walls; the paper-towel and

  toilet-paper dispensers had been emptied, their contents now strewn on the concrete floor. Two of the metal stall doors were pulled off their top hinges and hung at odd angles. It smelled like a

  parking-garage stairwell, that peculiar marriage of urine and cement.




  Eighteen miles from the nearest bathroom, and they end up at a rest stop trashed by hooligans. There was no alternative. Amy put her hands on her hips and stared at her eleven-year-old

  daughter.




  ‘Come on, Dakota,’ she said.




  Dakota’s blue eyes widened. ‘I’m not going in there,’ she said.




  This is what the whole road trip had been like. They had been making the annual drive up from Bakersfield to see Erik’s family in Hood River every summer since Dakota had been a toddler.

  She had always loved it. This year she had spent the whole trip texting friends and listening to her iPod. Maybe if Dakota hadn’t been such a little jackass for the last two days, Amy would

  have been more sympathetic.




  ‘Just squat over the bowl,’ Amy said.




  Dakota bit her lip, leaving a glob of pink lip gloss on her front tooth. ‘It’s gross,’ she said.




  ‘Want me to see if the men’s room is any better?’ Amy asked.




  Dakota’s cheeks flushed. ‘No way,’ she said.




  ‘You said you had to go,’ Amy said. In fact, after not going in the restaurant they had stopped at for dinner, Dakota had quickly begun insisting that her bladder was going to burst

  and that if it did she was going to use it to seek emancipated minor status under California law. Amy didn’t even know what the fuck that was, but it seemed serious. So here they were, at a

  rest stop in the middle of nowhere.




  There was a banging at the door. ‘What are you guys doing in there?’ Erik called. They were twenty minutes from his sister’s house. If they didn’t get there soon, Amy

  knew that Erik was going to lose it. He had already been white-knuckling the wheel for the past ten miles. Who was she kidding? She was the one who was going to lose it.




  ‘She doesn’t want to use any of the toilets,’ Amy called to her husband.




  ‘Then come outside and go behind a tree,’ Erik called back.




  ‘Dad!’ Dakota said.




  Amy pushed open the door to the last stall. It was cleaner than the rest, or at least less filthy. Toilet paper in the dispenser. No visible human waste. That was a start. ‘What about this

  one?’ Amy asked her daughter.




  Dakota took a few tentative steps up behind her and peered into the toilet bowl. ‘There’s something in there,’ she said, pointing limply to the pale pink water in the bowl.




  Amy didn’t have time to explain to her daughter the effect of beets on pee. ‘Just flush it,’ Amy said. She turned and walked over to the row of white sinks and waited. She

  heard the toilet flush and felt a little bit of the tension bleed from her shoulders. They would be on the road soon. Erik’s sister would have wine waiting. Erik’s sister always had

  wine waiting.




  ‘Mom?’ Amy heard her daughter ask.




  What now?




  Amy turned and saw her daughter standing in the stall, the metal door swung open. Dakota’s face was white, blank, her hands balled into fists. The toilet was overflowing, water spilling

  over the lid onto the floor, forming a puddle that seemed to almost have a tide. Only there was something in the water. It swirled with veins of red. It looked almost menstrual. And for a second

  Amy thought, Did Dakota get her period?




  The bloody water streaked down along the outside of the white toilet bowl, onto the floor, under Dakota’s sneakers, and towards where Amy stood frozen. There was something in the toilet,

  something that had bobbed to the surface and now sat at rim level. A piece of something raw. Flesh. Like some maniac had skinned and drowned a rat. It sat on the edge of the bowl for a moment and

  then slopped onto the floor and slid forward, skimming Dakota’s sneaker and disappearing under the next stall.




  Dakota shrieked and scrambled forward out of the stall into Amy’s arms, not even looking back when her iPod slipped from her hands and landed at the base of the toilet with a deadening

  splash.




  Amy forced herself to swallow the warm saliva that rose in her throat, marshalling her will not to gag. It wasn’t a rat. It was definitely not a rat.




  ‘Mom?’ Dakota said.




  ‘Yes?’ Amy whispered. The iPod was still playing. Amy could hear some tinny pop song coming out of the half-submerged white earbuds. Then, just like that, it stopped.




  ‘I don’t have to go to the bathroom any more,’ Dakota said.
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  Detective Henry Sobol lifted the evidence bag out of the rest-stop bathroom sink. The contents, four fistfuls of severed flesh, three of which had been plunged from the

  toilet, glistened under the clear plastic. It was heavier than it looked – dark, almost purple – and the large medallions of flesh were frayed, like they had been cut with a serrated

  blade. Blood and toilet water formed a triangle of pink juice at the corner of the bag. It didn’t have the sanitized look of the clean, plump, pink meat under cling film at the supermarket;

  something had been killed for this. Or someone had tried to make a kebab out of roadkill.




  ‘Tell me again where you found this?’ Henry said.




  The state cop who’d called him stood next to Henry with his ‘Smokey Bear’ hat in his hands. The bathroom’s fluorescent lights gave his skin a pale green sheen. ‘The

  john,’ the state trooper said, tilting his head towards an open stall. ‘Got a nine-one-one call. Family reported some blood in the bathroom. I responded.’ He shrugged.

  ‘Plunged it. That came up.’ Maybe it wasn’t the lighting, Henry thought. Maybe the trooper was green because he was sick to his stomach. The trooper swallowed hard. ‘Medical

  examiner thinks it’s a spleen.’




  The Hood River County medical examiner stared at Henry, nodding slightly. He was wearing a DaKine T-shirt and cargo shorts, and had the weathered skin that everyone in Hood River seemed to have,

  thick from snowboarding and windsurfing and whatever the hell else they did out here.




  Henry scratched the top of his shaved head with his free hand. ‘It doesn’t look like a spleen to me,’ he said.




  Claire Masland appeared next to him, her gold badge on a lanyard around her neck. Two hours ago they had been at his apartment. She’d had fewer clothes on then.




  The ME lifted his hands to his hips. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Let me clarify.’ He made a chopping motion with one hand. ‘It’s a spleen that’s been

  cut up. And jammed in a toilet.’




  Henry laid the gory package back into the sink.




  This is what it had been like over the past two months, since the Beauty Killer, Gretchen Lowell, had escaped. The Beauty Killer Task Force worked around the clock, tracking down tips. It had

  taken them ten years to catch her the first time. This time they knew what she looked like. The task force had doubled. And still Henry wasn’t sure they’d ever catch her. They wasted

  too much time following false leads. A suicide in the river. A drive-by in North Portland. It didn’t matter what it was, people thought that Gretchen Lowell was behind it.




  Henry knew it was hysteria. Gretchen didn’t have a victim profile. She’d claimed to have killed two hundred people. They’d convicted her of killing twenty-six, adding another

  twenty to the list once she was in jail. Men, women, black, white, it didn’t matter. Gretchen was an equal-opportunity serial killer. But she was also a megalomaniac, and she always left a

  signature.




  Claire wandered away. Henry was already thinking about getting home. Co-ed Confidential was on Cinemax at eleven and Claire had said she’d watch it with him. He cleared his throat.

  ‘Some kids probably bought an organ at a butcher shop,’ he said. ‘Thought they’d scare the crap out of someone.’




  ‘Maybe,’ the ME said. ‘Can’t tell until I get it back to the lab. But the size looks right to be human.’




  The state cop gripped his hat a little tighter. ‘We figured we should call you guys,’ he said.




  Gretchen had removed some of her victims’ spleens. Both pre- and post-mortem. But she left bodies in her wake, not organs. ‘It’s not Gretchen Lowell,’ Henry said. It

  wasn’t right. No body. No signature. ‘It’s not her style.’




  ‘Henry,’ Claire said. ‘Look at this.’




  Henry turned towards Claire. She was facing the opposite wall, past the stalls. There was seepage where the toilet had flooded onto the concrete floor and Henry had to navigate around it, his

  attention shifting between his new black cowboy boots and the reflection of his large frame in the puddle. When he got to Claire, he looked up.




  The graffiti was recent. Other pencilled and scratched musings had been marked over by the thick, neat red lines. The same shape, rendered over and over again. The hairs on the back of

  Henry’s neck stood up, his shoulders tightened. ‘Fuck,’ he said.




  ‘We need to tell Archie,’ Claire said softly.




  ‘Archie Sheridan?’ the state cop asked. He stepped forward, his black boots slapping through the puddle.




  Archie had run the task force that had hunted Gretchen. It had made him the most famous cop in the state. For better or worse.




  ‘I heard he was getting inpatient treatment,’ the ME said from the sink.




  Inpatient treatment, Henry thought. That was a nice euphemism for it. ‘Officially he’s a citizen until he gets his psych clearance,’ Henry said.




  ‘You have to call him,’ Claire said again.




  Henry looked back up at the wall. Hundreds of tiny hearts, executed perfectly with what looked to be a red permanent marker. They covered everything, obliterated everything. The heart was

  Gretchen’s signature. She carved it on all of her victims. She’d carved it on Archie.




  And now she was back.
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  It was long past visiting hours at the Providence Medical Centre psych ward. Henry rode the back elevator up to a small waiting room with a locked door, a telephone, two

  chairs, and a table with a sign-in sheet and a stack of Al-Anon brochures. He didn’t sign the sign-in sheet. No one ever did.




  He picked up the phone. It automatically connected to the nurse’s station inside and in a moment a female voice picked up.




  ‘Can I help you?’ the voice said. She didn’t sound like she meant it.




  ‘I need to see Archie Sheridan,’ Henry said. He didn’t recognize her voice. He didn’t know the night-shift nurses. ‘My name’s Henry Sobol. It’s police

  business.’




  There was an extended pause. ‘Hold on,’ the voice said.




  After a few minutes the door buzzed and then popped open, revealing a tired-looking woman in scrubs and a Peruvian cardigan. ‘I’m only letting you in because he said he’d see

  you,’ she said with a tight-lipped smile.




  ‘I know the way,’ Henry said. ‘I’m here three times a week.’




  ‘I’ll walk you anyway,’ the nurse said.




  There were no TVs in the rooms, but Henry could hear the Animal Planet channel blasting from the break room. Animal Planet was always on in the break room. Henry didn’t know why.




  The place had been shocking at first. Fluorescent lights, tile linoleum floors, patients in green scrubs. Everywhere you looked were reminders of suicide – the patients wore socks so they

  couldn’t hang themselves with their shoelaces, the garbage bags were paper so patients couldn’t pull the plastic ones over their heads, the utensils were plastic so patients

  couldn’t stab themselves in their jugulars, the mirrors in the rooms were metal sheets so patients couldn’t use the shards to fillet their wrists; there were no outlets in the rooms

  that could be used for electrocution, no electrical cords that could be used for nooses.




  Archie had now had two run-ins with Gretchen Lowell, each of which had left him near death. He was addicted to painkillers. She’d done a number on his psyche. Henry, more than anyone, knew

  he needed rehab, knew he needed a mountain of analysis. But what he hadn’t expected was that once Archie got in, he wouldn’t want to get out.




  The night nurse followed Henry into Archie’s room.




  Archie’s room-mate was asleep, snoring loudly, that particular kind of wet, choking apnea that was a product of being overweight and heavily sedated. It was the kind of thing that would

  drive you crazy, if you weren’t already crazy to begin with.




  The caged sconce over Archie’s bed was on and he was sitting up, on top of the white sheets, the wafer-thin pillow folded behind his curly brown hair, a thick biography open on his lap. He

  had graduated from scrubs the month before, and now got to wear his own clothes, a sweatshirt and corduroys, slippers instead of socks. He’d lost weight and from a distance he looked like the

  man Henry had met fifteen years before, good-looking, healthy. Whole.




  Up close, the furrows on Archie’s forehead and worry lines around his eyes told a different story.




  Archie’s dark eyes fixed on Henry, and Henry felt a strange unease. Archie’s affect had changed. Henry didn’t know if it was the meds they had him on, or the fact that

  he’d been high on painkillers for two years and now he wasn’t. It was like he had grown older, stiller. Sometimes Henry couldn’t believe he was only forty.




  ‘What’s happened?’ Archie asked.




  Henry shot a look up at the camera mounted in the top corner of the room. It still made him feel strange, being monitored like a prisoner. He pulled up the guest chair on Archie’s side of

  the room – light plastic, so you couldn’t hurt someone if you threw it – and sat.




  ‘Can I have a minute?’ Henry asked the nurse.




  ‘Don’t wake Frank,’ she said, and stepped out of the room. Henry looked at Frank. A sheen of saliva collected at the corner of Frank’s mouth.




  Henry swung his head back to Archie.




  ‘There’s a crime scene,’ Henry said. He reached into the front pocket of his black jeans and pulled out a pack of gum. ‘They found a spleen at a rest stop east on

  eighty-four. There are hearts drawn on the wall. I need you to come take a look.’




  Archie didn’t react at all; he just sat looking at Henry, not moving, not blinking, not saying anything. Frank made a gurgling sound like a dying chicken. A tiny light blinked red on the

  surveillance camera. Henry slid a piece of gum from the pack and unwrapped it and put it in his mouth. It was liquorice-flavoured, warm and soft from being in his pocket. He held out the pack to

  Archie.




  Archie said, ‘It’s not her.’




  Henry folded the gum back in his hand and repocketed it. He would never understand Gretchen’s pull on Archie. He knew about Stockholm syndrome. He’d read half a dozen books on it

  since Archie’s captivity. He understood his friend’s obsession. They’d hunted her for a decade, living and breathing her, working her crime scenes. Only to discover that she was

  right under their noses posing as a psychiatrist consulting on the case. It had been hard on all of them—hardest on Archie. ‘What if it is?’ Henry said.




  ‘She said she would stop killing,’ Archie said. The corner of his mouth twisted. ‘She promised me.’




  ‘Maybe she had her fingers crossed,’ Henry said.




  Archie’s eyes fell back to his book, and then he slowly closed it and set it on the table next to his bed. He lifted his chin. ‘You still there?’ he said in a loud voice.




  There was a split-second pause and then the night nurse appeared in the doorway.




  ‘They never go far,’ Archie told Henry with a faint smile. His eyes flicked to the nurse. ‘I’ll need to get a day pass,’ he said. And then, almost as an

  afterthought, ‘And shoes.’




  ‘He’s needed at a crime scene,’ Henry said.




  ‘You don’t have to convince her,’ Archie said. ‘I’ve been here two months. They want me out of here. Thing is, they can’t make me leave the ward until I tell

  them I won’t kill myself. And I’ve got excellent health insurance.’




  ‘A pass shouldn’t be a problem, Mr Sheridan,’ the night nurse said.




  ‘Detective Sheridan,’ Henry said. The night nurse looked at him, an eyebrow raised. ‘It’s “Detective”,’ Henry said. ‘Not

  “Mister”.’
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  Archie had been to that rest stop before. He remembered the brown picnic tables out front, where he and Debbie had sat, slowly getting soaked in the drizzle, while the

  kids ran in circles on the grass. They had been on their way up to Timberline Lodge, to take the kids up to see snow. Eighty-four was not the fastest route, but it was the most scenic. They had

  made it as far as Hood River when Archie got a call about another victim. A sixty-two-year-old black man had been found in a Target parking lot, filleted from sternum to pelvis, his small intestine

  stuffed in his open mouth. It was like Gretchen had known that Archie was going out of town and wanted to teach him a lesson.




  ‘Well,’ Debbie had said as they pulled around to head home. ‘It was a pretty drive.’




  There were nice rest stops along the Gorge, projects built under Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration that looked like stone cottages plucked from an enchanted forest. This

  wasn’t one of them. This rest stop was a breeze-block rectangle, painted Forest Service brown, an entrance for men on one side, women on the other. No free coffee here. There were two patrol

  cars out front, but they didn’t have their lights on. They had closed the women’s entrance off to the public, but the men’s room was still open. Archie counted four more cars in

  the parking lot. A man in a baseball cap headed into the men’s room. A woman threw a ball for her dog. A second woman, a blonde, got into a dark Ford Explorer. Archie felt his body stiffen.

  He was careful not to look back, not to let Henry notice him react.




  Sometimes a blonde was just a blonde.




  Beyond the boundaries of the blurry yellow light thrown by the rest stop’s floodlights was vast darkness: no cloud cover, no light from the city. The Gorge sky was filled with stars. An

  unyielding dry breeze moved through the trees, and the brown grass crunched under Archie’s feet. You never had to mow your lawn in August in Portland, unless you watered it. Two months ago,

  the grass had still been green.




  ‘Everything’s dead,’ Archie said to Henry. Henry was wearing black jeans, a black T-shirt, cowboy boots, and a black leather jacket. But he was a step ahead and didn’t

  hear him. Archie ducked under the tape and followed Henry into the rest-stop bathroom.




  A flash went off. Archie blinked, momentarily blinded. As his eyes refocused he saw a state trooper with a big digital camera. The trooper was in his late twenties, Archie guessed, his dark hair

  receding prematurely above each temple, his face a little doughy. But he had even features and straight teeth and the build of an ex-jock, and the silver, five-point badge pinned to his chest was

  polished to a high sheen. The state-trooper uniform was ridiculous – the big hat, the epaulettes, the blue pants with light blue stripes down the sides; they looked like park rangers

  who’d lost a fight with a blueberry. But this guy wore it well. He almost looked like a real cop. The trooper looked up and lifted his thick eyebrows at Archie. ‘Hey,’ the trooper

  said. ‘Hey, it’s you.’




  Archie tried to force his mouth into a friendly smile. It had been like that since Gretchen had taken him captive, this sort of morbid celebrity. There had been a paperback best-seller, The

  Last Victim, about his kidnapping, and a TV movie. Gretchen’s escape from prison and their subsequent second run-in had only made it worse.




  ‘Let him look around,’ Henry told the trooper.




  A leathery-skinned man dressed for a day hike stood by the sink.




  ‘Can I go now?’ he asked Henry.




  ‘A few more minutes,’ Henry said.




  Archie reached into his pocket looking for the brass pillbox of Vicodin he usually had. It was reflex. He knew it wasn’t there. They had taken it at the hospital, along with his cell phone

  and the belt Debbie had given him on their last Christmas together. He hadn’t known what to do with his hands since. He settled on putting both of them in his pants pockets and focused on

  taking in the scene. The bathroom was familiar. The scratched sheet-metal mirror. The too-bright white walls. The fluorescent lights. It was not unlike his room at the psych ward. With at least one

  noticeable difference. The bathroom had been trashed. ‘Malicious mischief’, they called it, a term that Archie had always liked. Of the six stalls, five had been deliberately clogged

  with toilet paper and faeces, a stew of brown sludge and disintegrating paper. The metal stall doors hung off their hinges. Someone had urinated on the floor. The porous concrete had absorbed most

  of it, but there were still a few standing puddles, reflecting the jumpy white fluorescents above. Pipe noise echoed in the room, water rushing, footsteps, everything louder, distorted. Archie

  leaned across the overflow to peer into the last stall, the one where they’d found the body parts. It was the cleanest of the stalls, the toilet seat still attached, the hinges intact. They

  had wanted someone to use that stall, to flush, to find the bloody surprise. They had wanted the drama.




  An iPod in a yellow jelly case lay facedown on the floor at Archie’s feet.




  Another flash went off. Archie turned to see the state trooper lower his camera. ‘Sorry,’ the trooper said.




  Claire Masland walked in. He hadn’t seen her in two months, but she didn’t let on. She smiled briskly, ran a hand through her short dark hair, and said, ‘Hi, Archie.’




  She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with a picture of a bear on it and black motorcycle boots. Archie took a step toward her and picked a cat hair off her shirt. Henry had cats. ‘Hi,

  Claire,’ Archie said.




  Claire broke the seal on a water bottle she had in her hand and took a slug. ‘You seen the wall?’ she asked.




  ‘Show me,’ Archie said.




  It looked like the hearts had all been drawn by the same person. The same shape, two plump humps, a sharp point. The marker line thickness was consistent. It must have taken whoever did it a

  while, because there were a couple of hundred hearts. Careful, methodical. Not the same person who’d torn apart the bathroom. Someone else.




  Another flash.




  If Gretchen had done this, there would be more. This was a woman who’d pulled a victim’s small intestine out with a crochet hook. Her aim was not to disturb. Her aim was to

  terrorize. A spleen in a trashed public toilet was gross. But it was not up to Gretchen’s pay grade. ‘Anyone check the back of the toilet?’ Archie asked.




  The others looked at each other. The state trooper shrugged.




  Archie went back to the stall, stepped over the iPod, and walked through the overflow to the toilet. Most public restrooms these days had tanks built into the wall, steel bowls, and lasers that

  could tell when you’d got off the pot so the automatic flusher could kick in.




  The great toilet-upgrade revolution had not yet reached this particular Gorge highway rest stop. This toilet had a tank on the back. Archie picked up the heavy porcelain lid and slid it over,

  resting it perpendicularly on the back of the tank.




  What he saw in the water made his stomach turn.




  Henry, Claire, the ME, and the state trooper all crowded in as close as they could get without getting their feet wet.




  ‘Well?’ Claire asked.




  ‘Hand me a container,’ Archie said. His voice was calm. He was glad he could still do that. He could see something horrible and not let it show. He’d learned a long time ago

  that the more dangerous the situation, the more crucial it was to remain in control.




  The ME disappeared for a moment and returned with a six-inch clear plastic tub, the sort of thing a deli might pack potato salad in. Archie stretched an arm back for the tub, and then lowered

  the tub into the back of the tank and scooped up a healthy amount of the contents.




  He held it up for the others to see.




  The state trooper lifted his hands to his face, scrambled to the next-door stall, and vomited.




  ‘Jesus,’ Claire said.




  It looked like eyeball soup. Archie had managed to scoop up four eyeballs, and he could see at least two more still in the tank. They had been cleanly removed from their sockets – whole,

  plump, iridescent white orbs, mottled with red tissue, each iris a pupilless pale blue. Some floated. Some just sort of hung in the water, like pearl onions in a jar.




  The plastic tub had a recycling symbol on it. Archie wondered if the ME would rinse it out and reuse it when they were done.




  He handed the tub to the ME. ‘Why don’t you keep an eye on this,’ Archie said.




  The trooper came back around, wiping his chin with a paper towel he must have picked up off the floor.




  Archie walked back over to the wall of hearts. No rapid pulse, his breathing normal. It must have been the anti-anxiety meds. Gretchen was out there. She was killing again. And he wasn’t

  afraid.




  Archie laughed.




  Two months earlier, in a hospital bed, his throat cut, nearly dead, he and Gretchen had made a deal. He’d tried to sacrifice himself to catch her. But once again, she’d managed to

  pull him back from the brink of pastoral darkness. She wanted him alive. So he agreed not to blow his brains out, and she agreed not to murder anyone.




  Now the deal was off.




  Archie felt Henry’s hand on his shoulder.




  No one moved. The only sound was the steady hum of one of the toilets running.




  ‘I shouldn’t have brought you here,’ Henry said.




  The ME held the plastic tub of eyes up to the flickering light. The eyeballs bobbed and spun.




  ‘So what do we do now?’ the trooper asked finally.




  ‘Seal the scene,’ Archie said. ‘Call in the task force.’ Archie looked around the bathroom. ‘See if you can turn up any more parts.’




  The trooper’s face glowed. ‘It’s her,’ he said. ‘Gretchen-fucking-Lowell.’ He slowly shook his head and tried to hide his lopsided grin.




  Archie had seen it before. The naked exhilaration young cops brought to the Beauty Killer crime scenes. Like they were in on something special. Like they might be the ones to catch her.




  ‘I didn’t mean—’ the trooper hesitated, his cheeks colouring, ‘—I thought it was exciting.’ He glanced down at his boots, then back up at Archie.

  ‘Did she do that to your neck?’




  ‘Yeah,’ Archie said, not moving. ‘She did that to my neck.’




  The trooper’s eyes darted away again, somewhere over Archie’s shoulder. ‘Sorry,’ he said.




  ‘Don’t be,’ Archie said. ‘I was unconscious.’




  The trooper’s hand went up past the knot of his blue tie, to the collar of his dress shirt, and Archie noticed a high-school ring. ‘You’re lucky,’ the trooper said. And

  then, after a brief pause, the trooper clarified, ‘To be alive.’




  Lucky. The trooper didn’t want to catch Gretchen. He just wanted to meet her. ‘You can ask me if you want,’ Archie said.




  ‘Archie, come on,’ said Henry.




  ‘No,’ Archie said. He beckoned with his hand. ‘Go ahead. Ask me.’




  Someone flushed a toilet in the men’s room on the other side of the wall and the tinny sound of rushing water filled the room. Archie could see Claire in the periphery of his vision give

  Henry a look. Henry didn’t move.




  The trooper’s cheeks were scarlet now. He looked down again, then up. His eyes shone. A high-school football player, Archie decided. A quarterback. You didn’t have to have a college

  degree to join the state cops.




  ‘What’s she like?’ the trooper asked.




  Archie stepped forward and took the trooper’s free hand in his and lifted it to his own neck. ‘Feel that,’ Archie said gently, guiding the trooper’s fingertips over the

  thick scar on his neck. The trooper didn’t pull away, didn’t cringe, instead he leaned forward, his eyes following the line of Archie’s scar, still raw and fibrous, still

  sensitive to the touch. Archie could see the pulse in the trooper’s neck quicken. Archie moved the trooper’s hand over an inch. ‘The jugular is here,’ he said, pressing the

  trooper’s fingers into his neck so he could feel the arterial cord pulsing beneath the flesh. ‘Gretchen knows where to cut,’ Archie said. ‘I didn’t get lucky. If

  she’d wanted me dead, I’d be dead.’ Archie let go of the trooper’s hand and the trooper slowly withdrew it. ‘What’s she like?’ Archie repeated softly. He

  put his hand on the trooper’s shoulder and leaned forward, so his face was inches from his. Gretchen was a beautiful, sensual, charismatic, manipulative bitch, the object of Archie’s

  sexual obsession, his torturer, and the person who knew him best in the world. ‘She’s a serial killer,’ Archie said. He smiled and gave the trooper’s shoulder an avuncular

  pat. ‘If you ever lay eyes on her, shoot her.’




  Archie turned to Henry. ‘I’m ready to go back to the loony bin,’ he said.
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  Susan Ward made her way quickly down the hospital corridor. It was 9 a.m. and she was already in a bad mood. There was something going on out in the Gorge and Ian had

  sent Derek Rogers to cover it instead of her. She’d already called Derek eleven times. This was number twelve.




  ‘What do they mean “body parts”?’ she asked him. She was having trouble holding her phone to her ear, keeping her paper cup of coffee from spilling, and digging through

  her purse for an Altoid to mask the taste of the cigarette she’d smoked in the hospital parking garage.




  ‘They’re not saying,’ Derek said. He had been out there most of the night and it sounded like the novelty was wearing off. ‘But they’ve got half the Beauty Killer

  Task Force out here and FBI and volunteers searching the woods.’




  It would be big news if there hadn’t already been so much Gretchen Lowell pandemonium. The Herald had run a front-page story about her every day since she’d escaped.

  She’d been spotted in Italy, Florida, Thailand, and Churchill, Manitoba. All the freaks who’d ever claimed to have been abducted by aliens were now claiming that they’d seen the

  Beauty Killer. Crimes all over the world were being attributed to her. If you believed the twenty-four-hour news channels, she’d murdered a family in Thailand and then made it to England to

  kill a fishmonger by sundown.




  ‘Keep me posted,’ Susan said. ‘I’m at the hospital.’




  ‘When are you going to give up?’ Derek said.




  Susan wedged the phone between her ear and her shoulder and managed to locate the Altoids tin in a purse full of balled receipts, pens, gum wrappers, and used tissue. ‘Maybe this week

  he’ll see me,’ she said.




  ‘If Ian finds out you’re working on a book, he’ll pop his ponytail,’ Derek said.




  Susan pressed the button for the elevator up to the psych ward. Ian had given Derek the crime beat after Susan’s mentor, Quentin Parker, had been killed. Susan told herself she

  didn’t care. She had some projects up her sleeve that might get her out of the newspaper business once and for all. The sooner the better, the way things were going. She just needed to get

  Archie to talk to her.




  ‘Hello?’ Derek said.




  ‘Did you know,’ Susan said, ‘that since 1958 over four hundred people have died of an allergic reaction to sperm?’




  There was a pause. ‘Uh, no,’ Derek said.




  The elevator dinged and the silver doors slid open. ‘I’ve got to go,’ Susan said. She popped an Altoid in her mouth and dropped the tin back in her purse. ‘I’m

  here.’
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  They wouldn’t let Susan in. They never did. Her name wasn’t on Archie’s list of approved visitors. But Susan buzzed and sent the nurse back to ask if

  Archie would see her, and when the nurse came back, like always, and said no, not today, but he says hi, Susan took a chair in the psych-ward waiting room. If she came often enough, and sat long

  enough, eventually, she hoped, Archie would relent.




  And if he didn’t, well, it was a nice quiet place to get some work done.




  There were two chairs, both pee-coloured moulded plastic, and Susan always sat in the left one. ‘Waiting room’ was generous. It was more like a waiting closet. No windows. Just five

  feet square, filled by two chairs and a card table stacked with mental-health brochures. Susan was halfway through her coffee and had taken a break from her laptop to read a leaflet about adult

  hyperactive attention deficit disorder when the elevator doors opened and out stepped Henry Sobol.




  He lifted his eyebrows when he saw her. ‘Purple, huh?’ he said.




  ‘It’s called “Plum Passion”,’ Susan said, touching her violet hair. It had been turquoise. Before that, pink. Susan threw a glance at the psych-ward door. If Henry

  was here to talk to Archie, maybe the thing at the Gorge did have something to do with Gretchen. ‘Are you here because of the rest stop?’ she asked.




  ‘Just visiting a friend,’ Henry said.




  Henry didn’t visit in the mornings. At least he’d never come while she was there.




  ‘You can trust me,’ Susan said. She knew that Henry didn’t believe her. And maybe it wasn’t even true. But Susan wanted it to be.




  Henry started to reach for the call button, but then hesitated and turned back to her. ‘You know what a journalist is?’ he asked.




  ‘What?’ Susan asked.




  Henry’s expression didn’t flicker. ‘A dead reporter.’




  ‘Ouch,’ Susan said.




  ‘I stole it,’ Henry said.




  Susan leaned forward. ‘You hear the one about the woman who got pulled over for speeding?’ she asked. Susan never remembered jokes. But she’d heard her mother tell this one so

  many times it had stuck.




  ‘Don’t tell it if it’s not dirty,’ Henry said.




  Susan brushed a lock of purple hair out of her eyes. ‘The cop asks why she is in such a hurry,’ she said, ‘and the woman explains that she is late for work. “I suppose

  you’re a doctor,” the cop says, “and someone’s life hangs in the balance.” “No,” the woman says, “I’m an asshole stretcher.”’ Susan

  giggled. Henry’s face clouded. It occurred to Susan at this moment that maybe Henry wouldn’t like this joke, but there was no turning back, so she went on. ‘“An asshole

  stretcher,” the cop says, “what’s that?” “It’s where you start with one finger,” the woman says.’ Susan lifted one of her fingers and wiggled it for

  effect. ‘“And then work in a second until you’ve got your whole hand in there.”’ Susan demonstrated, like she was stuffing a turkey. ‘“And then the other

  hand and you keep stretching until it’s about six feet.”’ She pantomimed it. ‘“What do you do with a six-foot asshole?” the cop asks.’




  ‘Let me guess,’ Henry said. ‘Give him a badge.’




  Susan dropped her hands back in her lap. ‘You’ve heard it,’ she said.




  Henry pressed the buzzer. ‘Mine was better,’ he said.




  ‘I can write a good book about this case,’ Susan said. ‘Something important even, maybe.’ They both knew what that meant. Not like The Last Victim. ‘Gretchen

  is a celebrity to some people. I want to explore that. I want to understand the cultural fascination with violence.’




  ‘Come on, Susan,’ Henry said, lifting his hand to the back of his neck. ‘Let him move on.’




  ‘You know what I’m working on now?’ Susan said. ‘It’s a bathroom book. A thousand weird ways people die. Like how many people a year are killed by falling

  coconuts.’




  ‘How many?’ Henry asked.




  ‘About a hundred and fifty,’ Susan said. ‘They’re really dangerous.’ She raised her finger again. ‘The point is I can’t do this Gretchen book without

  him.’ She gave Henry a pleading look.




  A female voice cracked over the intercom. ‘Can I help you?’ the voice said.




  ‘Finally,’ Henry muttered. ‘It’s Henry Sobol to see Archie Sheridan,’ he said.




  ‘I’ll be right there,’ the voice said brightly.




  Susan wasn’t ready to give up. ‘I watched her cut his throat,’ she said. She and Henry had both been there. Susan had held a dish towel on Archie’s neck, felt his warm

  blood soak the cloth. She blamed herself for Gretchen’s escape. She wondered if Henry blamed her, too. Susan had, after all, in a blaze of panic, provided Gretchen with access to a gun.




  Henry looked her up and down and then frowned. Susan thought he was going to say something snarky about her hair. But instead he squinted at her and said, ‘You take care of yourself,

  right?’




  ‘I take vitamins.’ Susan said.




  Henry sighed. ‘I’m talking about varying your route to work,’ he said. ‘Locking your door at night. That sort of thing.’




  The hair on Susan’s arms stood up. Henry would only ask her that if he thought there was a chance she might be in danger. ‘Oh, God,’ she said. ‘You think it might

  actually be her.’




  ‘Just take precautions,’ Henry said. ‘Can you do that?’




  A knot of anxiety tightened around Susan’s throat. Take precautions? She’d moved back in with her mother. They hadn’t locked the front door of their house for as long as Susan

  could remember, until two months ago. Since then, Susan’s mother, Bliss, had lost eight keys. ‘What happened out there?’ Susan asked. ‘Is there something you guys

  aren’t releasing?’




  The door opened and a nurse appeared.




  ‘I shouldn’t have said anything,’ Henry said to Susan.




  ‘You think I don’t think about her all the time?’ Susan said. ‘I see her face everywhere I go. It’s on every channel. I saw a kid downtown yesterday selling Run,

  Gretchen T-shirts. They sell these heart-shaped digital key chains that count the days since she’s escaped. In LA, you can get a Gretchen Lowell manicure. French pink with blood-red

  tips.’




  The nurse stared at Susan. Susan didn’t care.




  ‘If she’s back in the area,’ Susan said, ‘the people have a right to know. You have to go public.’




  Henry walked through the door.




  ‘I’ll wait here,’ Susan said. The door closed. Susan sank back in her chair. If Gretchen was back, she’d pick them all off one by one, just for fun.




  She called Derek again.




  He didn’t pick up.




  Susan dug into her purse, pulled out her car keys, and checked the digital readout on the key chain. Gretchen had been at large for seventy-six days and counting.




  If she made it a hundred, a bar downtown had promised to serve free Bloody Marys to the first one hundred blondes who walked through the door.




  If you were going to be murdered, you might as well be drunk.
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  The clay was the last thing on Archie’s mind, but he rolled it under his hand anyway, until it was a smooth ball. They were ten minutes into morning craft period.

  Archie was sitting across the table from his room-mate, Frank. Craft period. Gretchen was out there somewhere killing again, but safe inside the funny farm, he was playing with clay.




  Archie didn’t mind the craft projects. He didn’t mind Frank’s snoring, or the group therapy sessions, or the slippers. He had come to like being told when to eat and when to

  sleep. The fewer responsibilities he had, the less chance there was he’d fuck them up.




  He was locked up. And he was free. His team, the task force he’d led for the better part of his career, was out there looking for Gretchen Lowell without him. And for the first time in

  forever he didn’t care. If Gretchen wanted him dead, she’d kill him. It didn’t matter where he was. They wouldn’t catch her. Not unless she wanted to be caught.




  Then Henry walked in. And Archie felt, despite himself, a stirring of his old obsession.




  Henry dragged a seat over from another table and sat down with Archie and Frank.




  ‘Goat spleen,’ Henry said. ‘Human eyes.’




  Most of the other patients were outside on the caged balcony smoking, and, except for the TV blasting Animal Planet, the common room was quiet. Archie looked across the table at Frank. He was

  concentrating on his clay and didn’t look up.




  Henry leaned forward and tilted his head towards Frank. ‘Can I talk in front of him?’ he asked.




  ‘Frank and I don’t have secrets,’ Archie said. ‘Do we, Frank?’




  ‘Clay feels like babies,’ Frank said.




  Henry cleared his throat. ‘Okay, then,’ he said. He scratched his ear and looked at Archie. ‘The ME says we’ve got three pairs of eyes.’




  ‘Pairs,’ Archie said. ‘That’s good.’ He smiled at Henry. ‘Otherwise we’d be looking for pirates.’




  Henry continued. ‘All three appear to be a few years old. The ME thinks they were preserved in formaldehyde before they were dumped in the tank.’




  Archie continued to rotate his palm over the orb of clay on the table. ‘Match anything?’ he asked. He kept his face neutral and his eyes on his hand, trying to focus on the clay.




  ‘Nothing in the regional database. We’re looking wider. You thinking we’ll turn up some corpses to match?’




  ‘Gretchen never took out anyone’s eyes.’




  ‘Gretchen never did anything,’ Henry said, ‘until she did.’




  Archie rubbed his eyes with his hand. They’d given him a sedative when he’d got back the night before, and he still felt groggy from it. ‘Beef up Debbie’s protection

  detail,’ he said with a sigh. He didn’t think Gretchen would go after Debbie and the kids again. She had already terrorized him once with that trick, and she didn’t like to repeat

  herself. But the protection might buy his family some peace of mind.




  ‘Already done,’ Henry said. ‘Vancouver PD’s got a car outside her house. The kids get escorts to school. Everything we talked about.’ Henry spread his moustache

  with a thumb and forefinger. ‘I want you to consider leaving town.’




  ‘Boca Raton’s nice,’ Frank said.




  ‘Gretchen will find me anywhere I go,’ Archie said. There was no emotion to it. It was merely a fact.




  Henry folded his big arms on the table and leaned forward. ‘But the press might not,’ he said. ‘You don’t know what it’s like out there. The city council is

  considering a curfew. There’s a company that gives goddamn Gretchen Lowell tours.’ His neck reddened as he talked. ‘They’ve got these buses with her face painted on the

  side. Why do you think Debbie moved to Vancouver? Property taxes?’




  On Animal Planet, a vet was trying to save a cat who’d been hit by a car. Archie had seen the episode eight times before. The cat ended up dying.




  The killing wasn’t going to stop until Gretchen wanted it to.




  ‘I want to help,’ Archie said. ‘I’ll consult from here.’




  Frank hunched over the table across from Archie, working his clay into a two-foot-long roll the width of a thumb.




  ‘Leave town. I’ll find another bughouse for you, if you want. In New Hampshire. Somewhere far away.’




  The truth was, New Hampshire sounded nice. Far away sounded nice. But no one knew the Beauty Killer case files like Archie did. Henry needed Archie. And Archie knew it. ‘Call me if

  anything develops,’ Archie said. ‘I’m around.’




  ‘The last time I called,’ Henry said, ‘some woman told me she was going to get you and then wandered away and never came back.’




  There was only one phone patients were allowed to use. Incoming calls only. When it rang, everybody lunged for it.




  ‘They shouldn’t let crazy people answer the phone,’ Henry said.




  Frank looked up from his clay roll and smiled.




  ‘Crazy people are the only people here,’ said Archie.




  Henry leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and rested his chin on his chest. ‘So are you just going to hide out here the rest of your life?’ he asked.




  Archie didn’t have an answer.




  Henry watched him, jaw working, the muscle popping under the skin. Archie could almost see him trying out different arguments. ‘No one knows,’ Henry said finally. ‘You clear a

  psych exam you can come back to work. You’re still a fucking hero out there. Fucking Philip Marlowe.’




  Frank’s eyes shot up, alarmed, from behind his glasses. ‘No bad language here.’




  ‘Sorry, Frank,’ Henry said. He leaned forward and worked his jaw some more before continuing. ‘Don’t leave the ward,’ Henry said to Archie. ‘I need to know

  that you’re safe.’




  Archie had hospital privileges. He could roam anywhere he wanted, as long as he was back for evening meds. They called it Level Four. Archie had been a Level One when he’d checked himself

  in. He’d clawed his way up from high-risk to mildly disturbed.
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