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BELLA GREENE LEFT HIS APARTMENT for what she knew was going to be the last time. He didn’t know that, would never believe his grip on Bella was so fragile after all the humiliations she’d gone through at his whim, but it was true. She wasn’t going back.

She was outside his apartment building, which she’d left without making eye contact with the concierge. He had a Stalin mustache that was always flecked with brown cigarillo fragments and leered at her when she buzzed up alone, once asking her, “How much?” Bella had spat on his desk, a nice thick gob on the marble. He’d laughed at her and wiped it up.

“Tell him when you go up, see if he believes you,” he’d said. Bella hadn’t bothered.

There was a dry fountain outside the building, turned off some arbitrary day toward the end of summer. Bella walked by it, picking up speed as she got farther from the building. When she was nine, her mom had caught her picking through the change in a fountain for the silver coins. She’d gotten a slap on the arm for that, in front of the other moms and Marianne, her best friend at the time, who betrayed her at the end of the fifth grade to hang out with Kelly Robinson, a tall girl whose parents had cable.

It was well past midnight, not much pedestrian traffic, but a slouching man coming out of a building identical to the one she’d just left smiled at her, and not just politely. Expectantly, like she had an offer for him.

“No,” Bella said, walking past. This was the problem: she’d never gotten to the point of effectively taking back from these guys who constantly wanted to grab from her. Something. Anything. For a while she’d liked the free drinks, then the free drugs, then she found that the longer she stayed around the clearer it was that neither was free. Especially the drugs.

That slouching guy was still following her. It had been half a block, Bella thought. He might just have been walking to his car, but there were eyes on her. She knew that. Had a sense for it. The guy upstairs, he was her first successful use: thought he was getting something out of her, some sort of bizarro sex challenge, but she was just pretending his pathetic desires and fantasies were extreme, going along with them as long as she felt she had to. Bella had needed a place to stay and someone stupid to talk to while she got free of it, the last piece of her old life: the people, the tapering grip of heroin, then methadone, even booze. She hadn’t had anything other than orange pekoe tea for three weeks. She’d shaken it—not just the stuff, but the life. She’d be in San Diego by the end of the week, out of Seattle and ready to invite her mom down for visits. Nice, normal, family visits, with none of the bullshit, the stealing. The lying.

Bella rolled the leaves of her silver bracelet on her arm and felt the eyes on her again, this time from her right. An alley, some sort of truck or big vehicle in the shadows. A man leaning on the fender.

“Keep looking,” Bella called out, walking on, before stopping and turning to face the guy again. He leaned his torso back, out of reach of the light, and laughed a little. Bella walked toward the alley.

“You get off on scaring women? You that kind of creep?” She came a step closer to the guy—he was wide across the chest, tall, his face still hidden. She didn’t expect him to be so fast. Guys that size never were.

There was a pain in her neck as he gripped her by the shoulder and his other hand whipped toward her throat, a feeling altogether unlike the punch she was expecting. Deeper than an insect sting, but the rush of injection afterward was profound, hot, almost calming. She’d never pierced that particular vein before.

Bella Greene didn’t fall to the pavement: the man caught her and lifted her backward, into the dark.
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CLEANING UP THE DIG SITE took longer than usual, leaving me little time to sleep. I grabbed two hours in my tent and was on the highway to Seattle by four a.m., with a thermos of coffee and some of those legal speed-drinks truckers use. I would have been at the club an hour ago, if the traffic had cared about getting my daughter from swim practice on time as much as I did.

I checked the rearview to make sure I’d ditched every piece of my equipment, and that only camping gear was visible in the back. Nothing was sticking through. My scrapbook was under, not on top of, the backseat where Kylie would throw her gym bag. Looking for traces of dirt or worse on the fabric of the seats, I almost missed an old Camry turning illegally across my lane. I tapped then slammed my brakes, accepting the honks from behind me and kept going, finally pulling up at the curb.

“You’re late,” Kylie said, falling into the front seat and throwing her gym bag overhand into the backseat, nicking my eyelid with the strap. She waved out the open door at Danielle, or Ramona, or one of the other fourteen-year-old girls on her team—after practice, they all looked eerily identical, with their wet hair gathered and tucked into wool hats and their collars pulled up. Sliding her schoolbag to rest at her feet, Kylie looked hard at me. Driving to the Seattle Athletic Club at five in the morning for half the week and five in the afternoon for the rest of it is only sane behavior under very specific conditions. Vanity couldn’t have gotten me to do it. Love, probably not—not the wife-kind of love I had for Ellen, anyway. For Kylie, I did it, sometimes to my own surprise. I’d been late eight times in the past two years, and this was the ninth.

There was enough resemblance between us—the dark eyebrows, light blue eyes—and between her and Ellen—the narrow nose and the wide mouth, equally suited to smiling or abrupt dismissal—that getting stared down by Kylie was like being in trouble with my wife and confronting a disappointed reflection at the same time.

“Leave before anyone sees you, Dad. Screeching tires.”

I pulled out at normal speed, but got the message. “Sorry. I drove right here from the campsite. Would have cleaned up at a truck stop if I knew I was going to embarrass you.”

“Where were you again?”

“Place near Tacoma. Beautiful.” I had indeed registered and paid in full for a slot at a campsite in Kent, near Tacoma, setting up a small tent there before setting off for my drive to California, just to have a paper trail if I got asked later, by Ellen or anyone else. Anytime I went on a dig it was a cash-only affair. Usually I “forgot” my phone charger, letting that GPS tracker we all carry fade to a dead-battery flicker by the time I was a few miles from the city. Other times, when I knew Ellen would be calling me, I disabled anything that would make me trackable. Twenty years of working in tech had left me with a skill or two, not just a bunch of money.

“You’re late, and you stink,” said Kylie.

“You stink, too.”

“Chlorine isn’t a stink. It’s a scent.”

“I smell of pines and fresh air and the glory of the outdoors, not the stuff they put in a pool to neutralize pee.”

“You smell like unwashed old man, Dad.” She was looking at her phone, and I was looking at the road, but I could feel her holding laughs in, just like I was. For the last year or so, this was what getting along had sounded like: an enjoyable exchange of insults, not much meant by either party. I’d never picked her up right after a trip to the field, and I was surprised how quickly one responsibility synched into the next. Next to the part I played in making Kylie, my digs are the best thing I’ve done with my life. Nothing that has happened since I started looking and finding has ever shaken me in that belief.

At the end of our block, I asked Kylie something I should have asked her back at the pool so I could prep.

“How’s Mom? Things were good while I was away?”

“Noooope,” Kylie said, popping in her fourth piece of the near-flavorless natural gum Ellen bought by the case in an attempt to keep aspartame and sugar out of the family’s bloodstreams.

“Oh,” I said. Ellen’s car, a VW from last year, was approaching the house from the other side, the sun coming down behind it and beaming orange light through the back window to silhouette her head. I slowed down and let Ellen get into the garage long before I hit my blinker and turned in.

Ellen was waiting for us inside, a grocery bag in each hand and the leather strap of her purse in her mouth. While Kylie deliberately took her time getting her stuff together, I got out of the Jeep and walked over to Ellen, hopping up the two steps to the door that opened into our house, feeling the stiffness in my legs and arms from the strain of digging for hours and then sitting down for a long drive. I took both grocery bags from her and she keyed us inside.

“Am I in for another high-tension week?” I asked Ellen, being quiet even though Kylie was still sitting in the Jeep and likely would stay there until her mom and I were in the kitchen and she could safely bypass us both on her way to the upstairs shower.

“Oh, I didn’t realize the point of all of this was to minimize impact on you, Martin. Real sorry.” She smiled midway through telling me off and gave me a kiss.

Ellen wasn’t good at maintaining the exasperated spouse stance, even if she’d had plenty of time to practice. She’d stopped being my girlfriend and started being my wife eighteen years ago.

“You stink,” she said.

“Your wonderful daughter said the same thing.”

“We got in a small fight on Saturday. Should have been a mini one but we were both tired and it got out of hand. She wanted to sleep at Jhoti’s house after they went for dinner. The dinner was planned, the sleepover wasn’t, so I said no.”

“Firm no?” I started emptying out one of the paper bags item by item, avoiding the tomato sauce spatter and sticky milk-glass rings on the counter: the tidiness of the kitchen, in particular, tended to fall off when I was away in the woods. Ellen was watching me, so I just upended the bag and let the produce tumble out for sorting. I’m good at faking carefree.

“With sleepovers or late nights out, all my no’s to her are firm, Mart, you know that. I didn’t think I needed to bicker about it with her or you anymore. It’s just the way it is.”

“Yeah.” I slit a small plastic bag of plums open with my thumbnail, which still had a rim of dirt under its white crescent, a leftover from disposing of the dig tools. I was always thoroughly gloved-up when I was doing the actual work, never leaving any of my skin free to flake over or touch my finds. The fruit tumbled into a wooden bowl on the counter, covering up a shrinking, aged lime. “But I think we’ll all have to talk again about this, and soon. She’s hitting fifteen in what—five weeks?” Before Ellen could answer, I added, “You were totally in the right, stick with the plan this weekend—not that you need me to confirm. What we need to talk about is if we can be more flexible on future plans for her, not last-minute changes. She’s not a kid.”

“I was less worried when she was a kid,” Ellen said, without the half-smile that I guessed most parents would add. She could tamp her fears down, but the worry was always there, a pressing anxiety I could feel as a static pulse in the room when she didn’t know where Kylie was. She was stocking the fridge, still wearing the wet waterproof shell that transformed her upper body into a rumpled cylinder, disguising the combination of elegant dress and ultrafitness she’d moved toward after Kylie was born. I hadn’t given birth to any figure-destroying children, but was the proud, or at least unashamed, guardian of a healthy gut I bottle-fed with pilsner every evening.

I heard Kylie’s feet on the stairs and took the chance to dodge out. “I don’t know if that’s true, but I get what you’re saying. Going to unpack the Jeep,” I said. “You two play polite until I get back so we can all fight together, okay?”

The camping stuff I stowed in various places in the garage. I always returned lighter than I had left, because I ditched the digging gear, probes, and metal detector in various dumpsters on the way back, after carefully treating everything with solvents, bleaches, and other corrosives fierce enough to chew through the paint on steel and definitely to destroy any genetic traces. Anything I camped in or sweated in and brought back never came anywhere near the actual site of a dig; my focus when I was at work out there was absolute, but the rush of being right, of finding what I was looking for, could get so powerful I had to have a strict procedure on every dig. That meant setting up camp at least three miles away from each site, digging from early afternoon into dusk, going more gently when I thought I was near enough to bring out the brushes. I’d never broken anything yet, and I was proud of that. It showed respect.

The garage was peaceful, as quiet as the air around me last night, when all I could hear was the silvery chop of my shovel cutting into the dirt above the bones I knew I was about to find. I rehearsed a few lines in my head for the call to the cops I’d be making later that night; I’d been running a few variants on the drive back, testing out what they sounded like in my own voice, a voice I could never let the police hear.

I folded and buckled the last bit of tenting and was left with just the ticking sound of our car engines, mine finally relaxing after the long haul from Northern California that had left me more tired than I could ever explain to Ellen. A syrupy can of Red Bull from the flats of canned goods on the shelves above my stowed camping gear would have to do the work of wiring me up. I opened up the back door of the Jeep and slid out the big, mid-2000s Apple PowerBook I used as my scrapbook, safely cased in a padded canvas slip.

Inside, I took the scrapbook to my enormous desk at the end of the hall and unlocked the bottom drawer. Slipping the scrapbook inside, I fought a deep compulsion to flip it open.

“Can you check if the City Light payment went through?” Ellen called, her voice curving around the hall from the kitchen, where she was probably sitting on the counter eating one of the plums, or rooting around in the little clothes basket she kept in there for quick postwork changes into comfort wear.

“Look on your phone,” I called back, locking the drawer and testing it with a quick, light pull.

“I don’t trust the stupid app. Just do it, okay? And when were you planning to throw this lime out?”

“That’s your lime,” I said. “I thought you were holding onto it. Any limes I buy I put in the fridge, which is where limes belong.”

“Smartass,” she called, then lapsed into silence, waiting for me to actually enter the room to go on with the conversation. I wasn’t ready yet. Talking to Kylie could pull me back into the world rapidly after a dig, and it had, but I still needed a second of total peace to reset my brain to domestic mode, my internal parallel to Ellen’s change of clothes. My desk faced a blank wall that I wouldn’t allow any paintings or photos to invade. No distractions, just me and that huge block of oak with its four canyon-deep drawers. Only the bottom drawer stayed secure to keep my scrapbook from prying eyes. Not that there were any of those in the household, other than my own. Ellen wasn’t into snooping. She was as trustworthy in our home as she was behind her desk at the credit union, and it didn’t occur to Kylie that her dad’s business could contain anything of interest. I shut my eyes, got where I needed to be, then stood.

“You seen my phone charger, the kitchen one?” I said, rounding the corner.

“It’s in here, genius. The kitchen,” Ellen said while I fumbled the plug off the counter and into the socket. “You going to be cooking?” I could feel the gaze and turned to it. She’d worked a regular eight-hour day but looked more tired than I was.

“I’m not, and neither are you.” As my phone buzzed back to life I pressed it onto speaker and dialed the Szechuan place in the strip plaza a few blocks away, a place that mainly did takeout but delivered for us, because I tipped twenty bucks. “Salt and pepper squid, yeah, ginger beef—”

“Lemon chicken,” Kylie almost screamed from the top of the banister, with a desperation that even got her mother to forget they were fighting for a moment and laugh.

“Lemon chicken,” I said into the phone, pretty sure the guy on the other end had heard her anyway. Kylie thumped back into her room, and I turned to Ellen with a look on my face that must have been apologetic.

“What?”

“I’m going out tonight. Meeting Keith for a beer,” I said.

“Cop Keith? So you’re out camping for two days, you come back, and we lose you right away to the police?” This time there was a slight pout in her voice, but it was still miles away from real complaint.

“We’ll have a good dinner and good talk, okay? And I have no plans of going anywhere for the rest of the week. Honestly, I’m pretty run down, but you know how Keith is. Feels like a bad idea to put off meeting him when he’s in one of his urgent moods.”

“I don’t feel like fighting with you and Kylie at the same time, so I’m going to pretend I’m fine with it until I actually feel that way.”

“I am sorry, Ellen, really.”

Ellen only knew about Keith at all because she’d spotted us having coffee a few years ago, across town from her work. She’d taken a half-day off to look for new curtains, and instead came across her husband having a nice midafternoon date with a policeman. I’d invented an elaborate but tight lie about meeting Keith in a long lineup at the post office one day: I talked him through various personal issues sometimes, in exchange for exciting cop-life stories. Ellen seemed to like the idea of me having a pal I helped out, since my social time was mostly spent with her, Kylie, or alone at home. Or in the woods.

I slid-walked over to her in my socks—we’d only put in the slick hardwood floors four months earlier, and I didn’t think I’d ever get sick of doing that Risky Business drift or rolling across the floor in my office chair when I got a beer or club soda from the fridge. When I reached Ellen, I pillowed my head on her shoulder and said, “Sorry.” She patted the back of my head, then gently pushed her fingertips against my forehead. Ellen always kept her own nails short, dispensing with what she called “manicure-bitch bullshit,” which she associated with a couple of loathed coworkers.

“Everyone will be in a much more forgiving mood if you take a shower. Immediately,” she said.

“Okay.” I took the stairs two at a time. Kylie’s bedroom door was closed, and a Drake song that had grown on me despite deep resistance pulsed through loud enough to be heard in the bathroom. I hummed and showered off the dirt and sweat, then took out as much of the muscle tension as I could with the high-pressure showerhead. When I came out the music was off and Kylie was standing at the head of the stairway.

“If you ever sing along to anything I love again, I’m going to move out,” she said.

“Be my guest. I’ll donate your trust fund to a chimp sanctuary if you do.”

“I love chimps.”

“It’s a deal, then, sure.”

Ellen was going for her purse, the delivery guy at the door, by the time we got downstairs. I pulled the wallet out of the inside pocket of my jacket, hanging on the rack by the door, and paid him off. He looked relieved to see me, the customary giver of the extra twenty.

“I was going to pay,” Ellen said when the door was closed.

“I know, I just got there first.”

“I was going to give your stupid huge tip, too. I hate it when you’re fiddly about money stuff, Martin.” She’d pulled on a U of W sweater, one she’d owned since I met her in class back when we were both in college. She barely looked older than Kylie, adrift in the enormous garment. I could remember seeing that sweater for the first time, an October afternoon two decades ago, when I followed Ellen back to her apartment building from class after I found out who she was, who her sister was. The fabric was rich purple then, not the grayed-out blue it was now. I was a professional at following, back then—Ellen didn’t see me, even when I was directly across the street, or right behind her, close enough to pluck the scrunchie out of her hair if I wanted to.

I did want to, but I controlled myself. And it paid off.

“Obviously you could have paid, I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t soothe me like a child, Mart.” She sighed, a short one, seemed to reorient herself. She did this sometimes, a sort of thinking-in-real-time thing that ran counter to the calculated way I had to do everything. I admired it. “Forget it. We have to talk about some bigger things this week. Along with whatever you want to float about Kylie, I need to talk to you about my career. I was going to do it tonight but I guess that’s not possible anymore.” We could hear Kylie clattering plates in the other room. She liked to undo the takeout containers and use them as the serving plates, but knew that when her mom or I dished out the food we used proper bowls. She set the takeout-table up much more quickly than she’d perform any other kitchen task.

“Yes. Soon. Whenever you want, just when I can give you my full attention.”

We sat down and started to eat, hard, the three of us. Kylie was refueling after a no doubt brutal swim practice, her coach screaming something about nationals and hustle no matter how far away they were. My heart rate was still up from the energy slugs and caffeine, and I needed the food to start flattening out again. Ellen chewed with quiet purpose, a little anger, and the suspense of the conversation we were about to have. I was going to start but Kylie did instead, with a little less elegance than I would have hoped.

“Mom still thinks I’m going to get murdered anytime I’m out of the house past ten.”

“Oh,” Ellen said, with an authentic pain that made Kylie wince, as her newly braces-free teeth nipped a piece of beef off her chopsticks. She’d been going for a fight, not an injury.

“Never say that again, Kylie. That would be past the line in any house, let alone this one,” I said.

“You’re right, Martin,” Ellen said. She’d put down her sticks, and looked like she was reaching for Kylie’s hand, then thought better of it and grabbed the bottle of Sriracha, making a red pool of the sauce at the edge of her plate. “I can’t believe you, Kylie. Yes, I do worry more than a normal mom would. I ask you to understand that, Kylie. My anxiety creeps up. And it’s not something pills can take care of. It’s a real leftover from a real thing that happened.”

“Tinsley,” Kylie said. Ellen had wanted to name Kylie after the vanished sister, but I’d asked her not to. It would just make things worse, I’d said, back when we found out she was pregnant, a little after I started ReeseTech and began digging seriously.

“Yes, Tinsley,” Ellen said. “Noises from the street talk to me when neither of you are here. Even when it’s totally quiet. I think about my sister, how strong and bulletproof she seemed, and then I think about you, and how no matter how strong I think you are or you think you are, there are men out there who want exactly that. A strong girl to hurt and crush and kill. I wonder if you get that.”

Kylie was quiet, so I winced for us both. I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt, but I hunched over my noodles, shoveling them in and listening closely. Ellen had never spoken this graphically about Tinsley to our daughter, at least not when I was around. At her most serious, Ellen could talk to you and make it seem like she was talking to herself, like you’d intruded on a truth she hadn’t intended to share.

“That fear I have when you’re out, when we haven’t planned where you are, when I don’t know where you are, Kylie? It’s a pretty legitimate way to feel, I think. Even if it was twenty years ago.” Ellen looked at me and I nodded, then looked at Kylie.

Twenty years. She had it right: next week would be the anniversary of Tinsley Schultz’s disappearance. I understood what Ellen lived with, the emotional intensity of her days and years after that vanishing. I still had my own leftovers to deal with when I saw a woman with a certain kind of hair or neck, or heard a laugh that had the right combination of unashamed enjoyment and elegance. I made a point of never looking for too long—I had to concentrate to make sure I never went back to the person I was in college, when I was following Ellen. But I kept every one of those impulses stored up for my digs.

“But we need to find a way that you can have a normal teenage life and that I can feel comfortable, is what your father is about to say, right, Martin?”

“I was gearing up for that. Look, can you two start eating so we can do this without knowing that the reward at the end is cold Chinese food?” This didn’t get a laugh, but there was a hairline crack in the tension, and chopsticks started moving again.

“The thing we need, all of us, is to talk in advance, premeditate, stay in touch. No last-minute plans for you, Kylie, and you have to make sure your phone is charged up and you text your mom back as quickly as you text Ramona back.”

“You can’t talk, Dad. We never hear from you when you’re out camping or whatever.”

“No one’s worried about me. We worry about you, okay?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not insane,” said Ellen. “Your aunt was kidnapped and murdered.”

“We don’t know that,” I said.

“I do. I know that. She would never have left us without saying why, and she would have come back to us by now. I just fucking worry about my daughter, okay?” For a second Ellen seemed to have forgotten that said daughter was at the table, because she never swore in front of Kylie.

“Mom. Mommy. I know. I just need to—we can organize it, I can make sure you know where I am when I’m not here. But someday I’ll be at college and then someday maybe in another city, so we have to start to find a way to make us both feel good about this, alright?”

Annoyed that Kylie had found a better way to put this than I had, but proud enough to mask it, I ate while they talked, checking my watch. I had an hour and ten. I was meeting Keith to get more files, ones he’d been hyping up for days as being the best ones yet. He said that every time, but I couldn’t resist being excited, anticipating what he’d have for me, who’d be inside those scanned pages. Ellen and Kylie were still talking when I left, about swimming, about a celebrity divorce, about an upcoming break from the rain, not about kidnapping and murder. Our greasy plates were still on the table, and my goodbyes were barely noticed.

I couldn’t stay patient about looking at my scrapbook any longer, though. I had to go back to my desk before I left. Leaving my family talking, I moved down the hallway, quietly keyed the drawer open and slid the scrapbook out. It powered up in a few seconds, the old software rustling to life, aided by the processor and the rest of the new parts I’d swapped into the machine, and I clicked open the ancient version of iPhoto where I’d dumped yesterday’s pictures before wiping my camera. I sat and rotated my chair so I could see both screen and kitchen doorway at once. It would just be a quick flip-through—I couldn’t allow myself to lose my grip on time, not with Kylie and Ellen so close by.

The first shot was of my shovel, as it always was, the blade of this tool I’d only use once before laying it to a dishonorable dumpster rest like its predecessors. My left hand had been just outside of the frame of this photo, gloved, ready to start, to seek her out in the earth that had hidden her for decades.

Then: the dig site unspoiled, if dirty with highway trash, shots of the markers I’d laid out, of the evidence of a small mound only a few feet away from where I’d estimated it would be from the case files. I looked up at the kitchen door and counted out five seconds with my right index finger on my left wrist, a trick I had to slow my pulse. I flicked through the rest of the pictures quicker, wanting to get to the end before the voices in the kitchen slowed and I had to stow the scrapbook and leave. I made it through the digging, the carefully arranged dirt, until I finally hit the first bone: an ulna, the thin forearm bone of a woman in her early twenties. The next few pictures uncovered the rest of her, showing how carefully I’d taken the dirt off her yesterday evening.
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I DROVE MY JEEP THROUGH the narrow, sloped streets around my home before surrendering to the traffic leading downtown. It wasn’t quite rush hour thick, and I was heading in the right direction, but progress was still slow. At least Seattle drivers can handle rain; throw more than three days of snow at the roads, and it begins to look like the least-fun bumper cars ride you can conceive of. I was heading for a 7-Eleven near the Pemberton, where I’d be meeting Sergeant Keith Waring after I finished what I had to do.

I’d gone to California to find the bones of Winnie Mae Friedkin, a hitchhiker who’d vanished in 1976. She’d been one of the many (fourteen, give-or-take) victims of Horace Marks, the dull truck driver who’d spent a year doing conventional pick-up-and-kills along the Pacific Coast Highway. If he had a refrigerated load, he picked up young women in Cali, did what he did, then threw them in the back and waited until reaching Washington State to get rid of them. Not exactly a brilliant strategy, but spreading the distance between kill and burial was a sure way of keeping some of those bodies in the ground forever.

Marks had supposedly forgotten most of the burial sites by the time he was arrested in a nearly botched operation that had eleven plainclothes female cops nervously extending their thumbs along that highway in 1977, trolling truck stops for rides from likely psychos, or just pretending to be lot lizards. Marks had picked up Officer Dana Brant just north of Newbury Park, and when he reached his strangling hands toward her, she took a Beretta out of her cowboy boot and shot him in the stomach. He’s still in jail, and still suffers from major digestive issues.

I parked a couple blocks away from the 7-Eleven and started putting on my non-disguise. No facial putty, no wig. Just a toque, glasses, and a hooded rain slicker over the top of my perfectly adequate Barbour jacket. The cut of the jacket was too good: expensive stuff looks expensive, even on a closed-circuit camera. The cops didn’t have the time to put much legwork into tracking the calls I made, but if they ever decided to dedicate hundreds of hours to scanning security footage at the stores that sold these phones, I wanted to be more or less covered.

I made a rainy dodge through alleys where a couple of bums were setting up lean-tos with their shopping carts and lengths of blue tarp, the construction-site discount versions of the expensive forensic plastics I used when I was out on my digs.

One called out “Change?” as I walked by. I passed him two loose dollar bills I had in the back pocket of my jeans. I couldn’t say what he looked like, and he couldn’t say what I looked like; he kept his eye on the cash and I kept mine straight ahead, walking in an unmemorable businessman stride through that dirty alley and then onto the suit-and-umbrella crowded pavement in front of the convenience store. I paid for a disposable cell, preloaded with the minimum number of minutes. I’d be using less than five. Maybe ten if pickup times at 911 were bad.

Winnie May was victim number eight, one of the five Horace Marks couldn’t locate for the cops when they drove him up and down the highway in the months leading up to his trial. The files Keith provided showed that even an idiot like Marks enjoyed the concealing game; he liked having the girls out there, in the ground, a hidden monument to what he’d done. The only time he came close to dropping a hint about one of the girls he supposedly couldn’t locate, it went right past Bobby Flowers, the lieutenant who was grilling Marks with decreasing patience. The transcript likely left out a few well-deserved beatings.

I bought Winnie ice cream. She wanted a sundae, hot fudge, only that. Not a cone. I let her finish it before I did her.

Not much in the way of a clue, but that’s the crucial thing about digging through old files. You have to look for things that cops, smart cops, missed at the time. There’s always at least one or two keen guys in the department who look through the file, scanning for details, hoping to amp up their careers by spotting something everyone else missed. But they’re looking for something important.

I’m looking for something so dull, so trivial and off-the-cuff, it escaped everyone’s ears at the time, and all the scanning eyes that looked at this same file until the cops stop caring about a given victim, when the perp has been in jail for long enough that he’s a memory, not a case. And the girl, the body in the ground, is remembered by barely anyone, just as a grainy picture on a true crime site. And by her parents, who won’t forget her until they’re dead as well.

Back in the car, I shed the extra gear and stuffed it in the backseat, then set up my scrapbook, cueing the voice program. I twisted the key in the ignition and started moving, starting the Jeep in a loop of downtown. I dialed the cell.

“911, what is your emergency?”

I didn’t even breathe into the phone, just set it snugly on top of one of the speakers, pressed the spacebar, and kept driving. The automated, dull voice talked through the operator’s questions, which I couldn’t hear, but were no doubt still happening.

That is the exact location of Ms. Winnie Mae Friedkin, lately of San Francisco, victim eight of scumbag Horace Marks, currently resident of San Quentin. I found her the way I found the others: by doing your job. She was in a cluster of trees—beech, I believe—about two hundred feet behind what used to be a Dairy Queen in 1976, and is now an out-of-business outdoor equipment shop. Glennis Camping, a victim of the recession. She was only shallowly underground. My metal detector picked up her zipper, her rings, her St. Christopher medal. It was a quick and easy dig. Tell her mother so. What you didn’t do to find her. Tell her mother that she can bury her daughter now, and it’s no thanks to you. Goodbye.

I waited until the coordinates were read out and the message had stopped playing, then clicked the cell off and put it in one of the cupholders, still circling blocks and driving around downtown until the most paranoid frequency in my mind had calmed, was sure that not even the most cunning satellite could triangulate the short call the cops had just received.

I pulled up to the Pemberton, an almost-dive in the lobby of one of the cheaper downtown hotels. A place I’d met Keith once before, about two years back. I got a perfect parking space right out front, but had to think for a second about which direction to angle my tires on the steep uphill incline. I got out, rain wicking off my jacket where it had beaded on the plastic piece of shit in the backseat of the Jeep. I slipped my new temp cell phone into a rain gutter by the rear tire and walked on.

Keith would be in one of the dark back booths, so I made my way past the small crowd around the bartender. Keith got drunk somewhere or other every night, from what I’d seen, but I’d made sure he’d kept the Pemberton off his list of regular stops since our first meeting here. On the nights I met up with him, he left the station a little early so he could start drinking sooner, as I’d be picking up the tab. I’d followed him carefully before the first few times we met, flipping on those old surveillance skills. I made damn sure he wasn’t trying to set me up before I started buying his files and putting them to use.

The Pemberton’s big hook to early drinkers is the steam trays of free food brought down in the early evening, the kind of perk you’re more likely to see in a strip club than a straight drinking establishment. It’s been ages since I’ve been to the strippers on one of the regular weekend expeditions the ReeseTech guys would goad me, the boss, into joining. I recall the shows seeming more like grim anatomy lessons set to music than entertainment. I also remember the food being a good sight better than the sweating microwaved tacos that sat in a sad pyramid on the Pemberton’s bar.

They keep the beer lines very clean, though, knowing enough to avoid tampering with their moneymaker. The crowd is dense on the frequent rainy nights, businessmen and construction workers bundled in together, waiting out a downpour they know won’t end before they absolutely have to set out for home, but that will encourage them to have another drink.

Despite the packed booths and maze of occupied barstools in my way, it wasn’t hard to spot Keith. Three hundred pounds of bulk with incongruous Paul Newman eyes embedded near the top. He was leaning back, watching for me, taking sips from his pint and eating a gherkin. “Always face the door,” he’d said solemnly during our first meeting. “Keep an eye on them, because you know they’re going to be keeping an eye on you.” I still wasn’t sure who “they” were, but I was soon entirely certain Keith was a complete idiot whose only worth was in the goods he had to sell me, and the cowardice that would always keep our secret safe.

“Have a seat, Mart,” Keith said, grandly offering me the damp and torn upholstery of the banquette opposite. As long as one of us was facing the door, we were apparently both okay. “I’ve brought treats and treats for you. How was California?”

Before I could get an answer out, he was flagging down the waitress and ordering a pair of Dead Guy Ales. Despite our business here, it wasn’t an ironic order. Keith lacked imagination, and Dead Guy tasted good.

“Haven’t been to California since I retired,” I said, suppressing my shock. “Silicon Valley douches wore me out. Ellen still goes down, though.”

“It hurts me when you bullshit your friend Keith. I know a direct hit when I get one. The guys were talking about the latest pile of bones before I left, thinking it was maybe an old deposit of that trucker guy’s. Guy who owns the lot came across the hole before you could make your little phone call. Probably just missed you by a couple hours.” Keith waited to see if I would fill in Horace Marks’s name. I filled my mouth with beer instead, and let him try his best grinning stare-down. The fact that I’d just missed being discovered by a couple of hours underlined what I’d been thinking for months: the next dig was going to be the last.

“Fair enough,” Keith said. “I’ll see if a certain someone has called in a certain find when I go in tomorrow. It’ll be all the answer I need.”

“What have you got for me, Keith? Anything? I’m pretty tired here.”

“Husbanding-and-fathering is tough even when you’re retired and filthy rich, right?”

“Yeah. Right, Keith.” I could see him getting annoyed, and since I wanted to at least see what he was going to offer me, I added a smile. Keith probably liked having a captive audience almost as much as he liked the money I gave him.

“Why did you retire, anyway, Martin? Your hobby’s not full-time stuff. Don’t you miss being a dot-com superstar?”

“Your terminology’s a little out of date, Keith, but I get what you mean. When Kylie was about eight, after a couple-month stretch where I’d been working minimum ninety-hour weeks, we took her on a trip to a cottage I used to own in Oregon. Kylie and Ellen and our nanny had been out a couple of times, but me, never. We were dozing on the beach by the lake, the three of us, then Ellen wakes up and starts screaming for Kylie. No one was around, it was a big property, and I started to panic, too, after a minute. Big flat beach, you could see everything for a mile on each side, but no Kylie. Then we heard her calling, and spotted her on this island in the middle of the lake. Must have been three football fields from shore. She’d just started swimming out there and kept going until she arrived, is what she said when we took our boat out and got her back. She just kept going.

“Anyway, I found out I didn’t know anything about what my daughter could do or what she was like, and I figured I’d made enough money for forever if I sold up ReeseTech. I wanted to make sure her childhood was as little like mine as possible, so I did.”

Nothing shut Keith up like sincerity. He’d looked progressively more uncomfortable as the story went on, and I could see the moment where he tuned out in order to search for an answer that could fit, either a brash brush-off or some kind of empathetic story of his own that would match. He settled on nodding, then unfolded the newspaper he had in front of him, revealing a USB key. I reached for it slowly, knowing he was going to put his sweaty, gravy-scented paw on top of it before I could get it. The hand came down.

“Why don’t you just hack in to the database if you want this stuff so badly, Mart?”

“It wouldn’t all be up there, now would it? That’s why they pay you to scan and archive it.” I had done the kind of hack Keith was talking about, in the late nineties, working from a Portland internet café and sweating as much as I ever had, downloading as much raw data as I dared before my backdoor portal was discovered. Security was laxer back then, and I’d never tried a law enforcement hack since. I preferred this method, anyway. It left less of a trail. Only the scanner and the wreck across from me knew what I’d received on CD-Rs and data keys over the past decade.

Keith lifted his hand up with a wink. I palmed the USB and put it into my wallet, removing a sheaf of bills I put under the newspaper. Keith would pick them up at the end of our liquid meal. These covert elements of our exchange, closer to corner drug-swaps than backroom espionage, were silly to me, but they let Keith feel important.

“Guess what’s on there,” he said.

“This is a funless game, Keith. Narrow it down, at least.”

“It’s a local. An hour-long interview session. Almost as long as your precious daughter-bonding story.”

“Kerr? Greg Roberts? Lewis Harper?” I tried.

“You’re just running down the list,” the big man said, his pissed-off expression changing as the booze arrived. I sipped as he gulped. Keith was proof that many cops are just civil servants, waiting for their paychecks and weekends in the exact same way City Hall receptionists do. He’d been promoted in the earliest days of his career for making a huge cocaine bust; it had happened when he pulled over a scared half-Asian kid who was supposedly just up from Orange County on a pleasure jaunt. My guess was that a mixture of racism and jealousy over the youngster’s late model BMW caused young patrol officer Waring to waylay him for driving twelve miles over the speed limit. The kid was crying by the time Keith reached his window, and the three pounds of coke in the trunk were cause for a few more years of weeping in a federal facility.

Keith got boosted to narcotics, then passed through the auto theft division and finally vice before everyone accepted that he didn’t have a clue, was unlikely to gain a clue, and would lose the clues for everyone else if he continued to have access to crime scenes. By that time, his never-trim figure had inflated to a size that made him unfit for patrol duty, so he ended up spending most of his career in a box-crammed portable unit off to the side of the main precinct. It looked like the type of building you’d see on the grounds of an underfunded elementary school, but it was where Keith had lived his working life, as part of the two-person team digitally logging old evidence files. For eight hours a day, Keith and his partner digitized audio and video tapes, scanned countless pages of unevenly scrawled and typed material, then put it all in a database that eventually, possibly, someone might give a shit about. These were all closed cases, files that had gone untouched for a decade plus. Even when the department shrank the initiative, shedding his partner and moving Keith back into the precinct, he worked in the policing equivalent of the dead letter office, and that’s exactly why he was useful to me.

“One real guess,” he said. “Come on, what’s on the key?”

“Your baby pictures. I don’t know.”

“Martin, you’re no fucking fun, especially once your wallet’s closed,” Keith said. “It’s Jason Shurn.”

I set my beer down too hard and it sloshed onto the newspaper. “Shurn only gave two interviews, both to the cops. And he only talked about the discovered victims.”

“Sure. But he did talk one last time, on the day he went off to ride the lightning. Or whatever cool term they have for lethal in—”

“Why hasn’t anyone heard these? Why hasn’t anything come of this?” I had to be careful not to whisper, because quiet voices carry farther than yelling in a room as full and as loud as that one was.

“Because he riddled his way through the answers like he was fucking Gollum. Wasn’t a scrap of sense to be found in that audio, and anyway, the pressure to look for more possible victims was off. Feels like the whole interview process was more of a favor to his murdering self than anyone else, really.”

I was quiet, and reached into my breast pocket to check on the USB bump in the joint of my wallet. Keith grinned at me. “You’re all personal about this guy—so sweet. Do you and your wife talk about him at night or something, get you heated up?” He leaned back and swallowed an entire pickle, like a fish deep-throating a hookworm. He disgusted me and pissed me off, all at once.

“He did take your sister-in-law off the surface of the planet, right? Tinsley Schultz, the missing Shurn victim. Forever chased by the honorable weirdo knight champion who managed to marry her sister. Like that was a coincidence.”

“Shut up, Keith.”

“Yeah, yeah, sorry.” Keith sulked with his face in the pint glass, then came up grinning. “Even besides this California find I’m pretty sure you made, you’ve been really active with that lil’ spade of yours in the past few years. Ramping up the pace of your finds and your cute calls. Working up to something, maybe? It’s almost your sis-in-law’s twentieth anniversary of being bye-bye, you know that?”

“Congratulations on the math,” I said, more than a bit surprised at Keith’s accurate, if nasty, guessing. “Someone helping you with your homework?”

“You better hope not. I did this all by my lonesome, boss.” Keith’s smile got bigger, and he started fumbling on top of the booth seat next to him. He brought up a sheet of paper.

He hadn’t brought me anything in print for ages, not since I’d told him I wanted to stick to off-line data. Minimize the physical trail. The paper was, of course, creased and a little damp at the corners, but Keith had probably done his sloppy best to keep it pristine. With a slow sense of ceremony, he passed it directly into my hands. Before I looked at it, I knew what it was going to be.

“Every file I’ve ever pulled for you, coordinated with the dates and times of the calls the department received about the skeletal remains of various victims being discovered all around Washington State. And outside of it.” Keith leaned back in the booth, crossing his arms, a British television detective addressing the aristocrat he’s just cornered with the murderous truth.

“Do you know how stupid it was to make this, Keith? Did you pull all the call times yourself or were you dumb enough to ask someone else to get the info?” I stopped talking then, knowing I was on the verge of screaming at him, of throwing my pint glass in his face.

“Contrary to what you think, tech-genius-millionaire-fuck, not all cops are stupid.” Keith waited for this to land, but I didn’t react, just looked back down at the paper. I didn’t think all cops were stupid. Just him. The rest of them were mostly too tired and underfunded to do all of their jobs completely.

I scanned the sites and names on the sheet. Spokane, Hoquiam, Lakewood. Belinda Cross, Cara Collingham, Jenna Roth. I saw my shovel poking the earth around Cara’s rib cage in Hoquiam, finding her place in that dense hillside thicket of trees while the smell of the Pacific, sharp and rich, melded with the soft smell of the earth Cara had been buried in for twenty-three years. My heart rate went up so high I thought I was going to pass out when I found her and touched her clavicle with latexed fingers. The excitement on the digs could start to overwhelm the calm, screaming through my lungs and chest and blanking out my mind entirely, until I shut my eyes and pressed fingers into the dirt, coming back to myself, to what I was doing. Cara Collingham’s dad thanked the anonymous discoverer of his daughter’s remains in the Post-Intelligencer: said he could sleep again. I made that happen, with Keith’s files. Me, no one else.

“I typed it on a typewriter, not a computer,” Keith said. “See? There’s a bunch of old ones at the department, electric, half of them don’t work. I know how picky you are about trails, so I pulled all the data by my lonesome, the times, places, and names, and wrote those on scraps of paper, and when I typed them out I got rid of the scraps. One copy for me, one copy for you.”

“Why?”

“To make it clear, Mart, that we’re in this together. And that I think it’s about time I started getting some of the credit. The, uh, accolades.”

A server walked by, and I found I’d lost my voice for a moment. I hailed him and gestured at our glasses, making a two-more motion. The dumbshow loosened my tongue. The noise of other drinkers behind us had become a looped racket of mocking chatter and laughing.

“You want to claim credit for all of this? All of these discoveries?”

“No one at the department wants to take a hard look at who does all of these calls. They piss cops off, Martin, with your shitty tone. But you’re doing something real police don’t have time for. That’s got a value to it. I want a piece of that value, for my career. And I want to be on TV.” Keith’s grin broke into a giggle, a small slight sound coming from his bulk. Our beers arrived and he buried his mouth before the laugh could break through the last defense I had against rage and send me across the table to his throat.

“How would you explain selling police files to a citizen, without going to jail?”

“Thought of that,” Keith said. “We say I did all the digs, told you about it recently, and you started to help. I think it makes a lot of sense—I’m a cop without an outlet for my, you know, justice instincts, you’re a citizen with a family and a wife who’s suffered a terrible loss. We could bring it all together for the anniversary. Of Tinsley Schultz going bye-bye.”

“No.”

“You know where she is, don’t you, Martin? You know where Shurn put her.”

If Keith hadn’t started out with a threat, I would have pitied him then. His little Hardy Boys plan of how he could whitewash misusing police files, explain pulling a citizen in for extracurricular cop philanthropy, that anyone would believe he had any concern for families that had lost people they loved, families that just wanted the remains of their daughters, sisters, mothers back. But I didn’t have any pity for him. I saved that for the people in the ground.

“Remember what you’re paid for. By me and the department both. You’re not a detective, Keith, so you can stow this plan right now. You’re Sergeant Secretary. You have the foresight and planning skills of a sandwich artist. There’s no chance you telling anyone anything lands us anywhere but prison. Both of us. So just stick to this very nice arrangement we have, enjoy the money and think very hard about what you’re going to say to me the next time we talk.” I put money down to cover our drinks and left the paper file on the table.

“Wait,” Keith said behind me. Then he said it louder, enough that one or two people turned around. In the interest of not being noticed, I walked back a step or two and did what Keith asked: waited.

“I know you, Martin Reese. You’re a sweet family man, you’re rich from a company brand no one quite remembers, but there’s something rotten under it, and I know about it. You know exactly what I mean. Calls, games in the dirt, it’s not public service. Not just public service, anyway. You do it because of what’s wrong with you. I can prove it. The names Misty and Darla ring a bell?”

“So you fished out the breaking-and-entering charge I caught that went nowhere from what, twenty-five years ago? Yeah. I grew up broke and stole a few times to eat and buy smokes, and yeah, I targeted the rich kids I went to school with. Then I stopped. So that’s it? We’re done?” Keith didn’t have anything else rehearsed, so he nodded. I walked out of the Pemberton into the licking, rainy cold and walked toward the Jeep.

I already had the Shurn dig planned for the coming weekend, as Keith had almost guessed. This lost interview I’d bought was icing, an ideal indicator that fate or time was running in my favor. Even Keith’s nonsense threats couldn’t distract me from that. He was another problem I could solve with the correct combination of dollars, apologies, and faked respect. Gripping the USB in my hand, I focused on the gorgeous luck of what I held, the confirmation it might hold of the contents of the site I was going to dig up. The body I was sure was Ellen’s sister.
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“WE GOT ONE OF YOUR pet phone calls, sandy,” Detective Chris Gabriel said, talking to Sandra Whittal over the divider between their desks.

“The name is never going to catch,” Detective Whittal said. “I won’t allow it. Let’s play a game where you make sure you never use it again and I make sure not to shoot you.”

“Come on. You can give me a nickname if you want.”

“Dumbass? Shitdick?” Sandra added a few more increasingly brutal ones to the list, bluing in the air the way she’d learned from her siblings and sharpened with satellite radio morning shows. Hitting hard and fast had kept the other animals in her division from going too far since her six-month-old promotion. She was thirty-two and lacked the penis that functioned as a skeleton key to acceptance, but she had the competence and could properly talk shit, which went a long way. Chris held his hands up as though she’d drawn on him.

“Okay, okay. Anyway. Computer-voice caller. Pretty sure it’s a genuine one, checks out with something that just went down in NorCal, a body found by sheer coincidence by a guy who owned the property. It had just been dug up, he says, because he was out there last week and it sure as hell wasn’t lying out in the open then.”

“Old one?”

“Yep. They haven’t made a solid ID yet, but according to Mr. Roboto, it’s Winnie Mae Friedkin. Do—”

“If you say ‘Domo Arigato’ I’m putting a bullet through the carpeted plywood bullshit we talk through and ending this forever.”

“Fine.” Chris got out from behind his desk and walked around to her desk. He wasn’t fat, yet, and maybe never would be. He had that three-years-after-college-football padded muscle, and was about forty now, so he might keep that look forever. His last name, Gabriel, had been a lot more Italian sounding before his grandfather lopped off the last syllable, but his complexion told you where he was from. He waved a USB key at Sandra.

“I know you’re technologically retarded, so here’s the call, nice and tidy in one little file for you. I’m going home.”

Sandra took the key. “Thanks.”

“Come over in two hours if you want. Probably making something nice tonight.”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll make it with seafood instead of beef if that’s a little more than maybe.”

“It’s more than maybe, but it’s not a for sure.” Sandra wasn’t dating Chris, and probably neither of them would consider anything more than uncomplicated sex with another cop, especially from their own division, but she said yes more often than not to his invitations. Lately he’d started talking quite a bit about his life outside of work. Ex-wife, family, an uptick in mentions of his nine-year-old son, Michael, who stayed with him three nights a week. Normal, good guy stuff. It was throwing Sandra off a little, so she was sure to keep sharp in their verbal exchanges and to withhold most physical contact and affection that wasn’t completely sexual in nature.

“Probably that shrimp pappardelle thing,” Chris said.

“Yum. See you, maybe.” Sandra Whittal put the USB into her personal laptop, violating department policy, then untangled her earbuds. She listened to the call through to the end: a precise coordinate, ready to be inserted into a GPS. This was repeated twice, in the computerized voice she had once associated with Stephen Hawking or generic PC voice programs, but that had become something else to her in the past few months, while she should have been focusing on the fresh homicides that had been placed on her desk. She’d solved those anyway, and figured she was owed this time. She clicked the audio file back to the beginning and listened to the voice again.

That is the exact location of Ms. Winnie Mae Friedkin, lately of San Francisco, victim eight of scumbag Horace Marks, currently resident of San Quentin.

There was something irritatingly British about the words the caller chose. It was one of many things that pissed Sandra off and skeeved her out, all at the same time. The room around her had almost emptied out. The guys on duty were next door, eating around the big interrogation table that subbed as a dining table on slow nights.

I found her the way I found the others: by doing your job.

This was as close as the caller got to a signature—on all of the recorded calls Sandra had excavated, there was some sort of finger-wagging admonishment of the police, of the FBI, of lazy law enforcement who were too busy preventing murders to roam the country looking for corpses. This, also, pissed Sandra off.

She was in cluster of trees—beech, I believe—about two hundred feet behind what used to be a Dairy Queen in 1976, and is now an out-of-business outdoor equipment shop. Glennis Camping, a victim of the recession. She was only shallowly underground. My metal detector picked up her zipper, her rings, her St. Christopher medal. It was a quick and easy dig. Tell her mother so. What you didn’t do to find her. Tell her mother that she can bury her daughter now, and it’s no thanks to you. Goodbye.

After the coordinates, the call ended with the rasp of plastic against metal, the sound of the phone against the surface of whatever spoke that voice, the voice orchestrated by the man finding these bodies, bringing them into the air, making a game of it. Saying it was all for the families. Anyone in the media who had picked up on the story over the years believed that, like the guy was some sort of postmortem Batman, setting the world right in a way the cops couldn’t, or weren’t willing to.

But his combination of showing off and secrecy—Sandra knew what that was. And it wasn’t innocent. This caller hadn’t killed any of the girls he called in, as the DNA and testimony and timings on all of his other finds could attest. Maybe he’d never killed anyone.

“Maybe,” Sandra said, talking to no one in particular. No one would listen, anyway. She took out the earbuds and thought about what was in her fridge for a minute before walking out to her car and driving to Chris’s apartment for dinner and what came afterward.

After sex, Sandra sometimes had to watch Chris as he did a set of chin-ups on the bar he had mounted in his bedroom doorway. It was a repeated, unnecessary bid to impress her, especially if his performance had been off in any way. She was glad he skipped his calisthenics tonight, choosing instead to lie half-slumbering in the bed as she pulled an old tablet from her purse and began playing the sound file of the call.
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