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  When the steadfast Ruby Jane Whittaker drops out of sight, dogged ex-cop Skin Kadash sets out to discover what drove the woman he loves to leave her life behind so suddenly and without explanation.


  The discovery of a dead man in Ruby Jane’s apartment and an attack by a mysterious stalker send Skin from Portland to California—and into a charged encounter with her one-time love Peter McKrall.


  As questions mount and answers grow increasingly out of reach, Skin and Peter cross the country on a desperate journey deep into Ruby Jane’s haunted past—and toward an explosive confrontation which will decide their future.
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  No One Home


  To my credit, the first thing I don’t do is go stand in the street outside her bedroom window, iPod in my pocket and portable speakers raised above my head. Not that she has a bedroom window—nothing so prosaic for Ruby Jane Whittaker. The point is I show uncharacteristic restraint and so—lucky me—miss out on the chance to watch a man die.


  I’ve been away a month. Ruby Jane called it a retreat, a chance to get my head screwed on at last after a long winter brooding and recovering from a bloody confrontation which left three dead and me with a near-fatal gunshot wound. She’s the one who found The Last Homely House, an out-of-the-way bed-and-breakfast at the Oregon coast esteemed for a breathtaking ocean view and the curative powers of its hot springs. When I asked if she’d chosen the spot because it sat in a cellular dead zone in a dale on a precipitous headland, she laughed and told me I’d have to hike into town if I wanted to call her. Doctor’s orders were for lots of walking, but despite repeated marches down the mountain, I managed to reach her only a couple of times during my sojourn, the last a couple of weeks earlier. She hasn’t picked up since.


  Too long for me, maybe not long enough for Ruby Jane. She dropped me off, and had planned to pick me up again. But as radio silence lengthened, I arranged for an overpriced rental car instead.


  I dial her cell before getting on the highway. She doesn’t pick up. During the drive to Portland—ninety-three-point-nine miles according to Google Maps—I keep my hand on my phone as though I can pull a signal from the air through the power of touch. By the time I’m negotiating the vehicular chop on Route 26 through Hillsboro and Beaverton, I’ve succumbed to the urge to redial at least twice as often as I’ve resisted. Doesn’t matter anyway. Every attempt goes straight to voicemail.


  Self-delusion was easier in the days before caller ID and 24-hour digital accessibility.


  I pull up in front of Uncommon Cup at Twelfth and Ash shortly before seven. Her apartment is a few blocks away, but I’m more likely to find her at one of her shops. Through the window I can see a guy mopping. He’s mid-twenties, with dark flyaway hair and a five-day beard. As I watch, he spins and kicks one leg to the side. Fred Astaire with a mop handle. I don’t recognize him—no surprise. Ruby Jane employs a couple dozen people now. A lone customer sits at a table next to the window, a fellow thick with layers. Thermal shirt under flannel under a half-zipped hoodie under a denim jacket. He holds a ceramic cup under his nose. There’s no sign of Ruby Jane.


  As I get out of the car, the guy in all the layers looks up, then checks his watch. He unwinds from his chair and is coming out as I reach the door. Tall and lean, baby-faced, with blue eyes peeking out from inside his hood. “Quitting time, man.”


  “I won’t be settling in.”


  He slides past me out the door. Inside, I breathe warm air laced with the scents of coffee and bleach. The space is cast in dark wood, and sandblasted brick with mix-n-match tables and chairs from a half-dozen different diners. Barbra Streisand caterwauls from hidden speakers. The guy with the mop pauses mid-pirouette when he sees me.


  “Sorry, man. We’re closed.”


  “I’m looking for Ruby Jane.”


  He props himself up on the upright mop handle. His eyes gaze two different directions, neither at me. “Who?”


  “Ruby Jane Whittaker? The owner?”


  He sniffs. “Oh. Sure, Whittaker. I didn’t make the connection.” He looks around the shop as if he expects to catch her hiding under a table. “She’s not here.”


  “So I see. Is she at one of the other shops?”


  “How would I even know that, man?”


  I don’t like his tone, or maybe I don’t like feeling so out of touch. “Who’s the manager today?”


  He turns his back. “Marcy’s the only manager I know.”


  “Do you know where she is?”


  “She took off at five. Something about seeing a band.”


  I take a breath and finger my cell phone. Ruby Jane’s newest location, I haven’t been to this shop more than a couple of times.


  “Pal?” I look up. “I’ve got to finish up here, man.”


  Streisand gives way to Sinatra and I wonder what possessed this jackhole to tune in the Starbucks channel on the satellite radio. “Do you have Marcy’s number?”


  “Her phone number?”


  “No, her social security number.”


  “I don’t know you. I don’t think she’d appreciate me giving out her number to a stranger.”


  “I’m Skin Kadash.”


  “Am I supposed to know who that is?”


  My cheek twitches. “Who I am is a guy who has enough sway with the woman who signs your checks that you don’t want to keep fucking with me.” My fingertips run across a patch of red skin on my throat the color and texture of raw hamburger.


  His eyes come into sudden alignment and he ducks his head. “It’s just, well, I’m new here and I don’t know you.”


  Now I’m the jackhole. I lower my chin and turn my hands over, conciliatory. “How about you call Marcy? Tell her Skin needs to talk to her. I’ll be quick.”


  He considers that for a moment, eyes fixed on my hands. “Okay. Hang on a second.” He props the mop handle against a table and goes back behind the counter. I wonder if I can convince him to sell me a bagel, closing time or not. I haven’t eaten since morning. He checks a notebook from under the counter, dials a number.


  “Hi, Marcy. It’s Alvin … yeah, sorry, listen there’s some guy here—” He looks up at me. “What did you say your name was?”


  “Tell her it’s Skin.”


  His face blanches a shade or two. “He calls himself, uh, Skin—”


  He thrusts the phone my way. “Marcy, hey.”


  “Damn, Skin, where the hell you been? Been like a month since my last dose of bloodcurdling ugly.”


  “I was off scaring starfish and sandpipers.”


  “A month at the beach. Did you meet any nice lady sea monsters?”


  “The surf was crawling.” I clear my throat and change the subject. “Hey, you know what’s up with RJ? I’ve been trying to get hold of her, no answer.”


  “Shit, man. You didn’t know? She’s gone.”


  “Gone? Gone where?”


  “I’d have thought if anyone knew, it would be you.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “A couple of weeks ago, she asked me to manage the shops while she took care of personal business out of town.”


  “Did she say when she’d be back?”


  “About two weeks, so she’s due anytime.” There’s a slight pause, half a beat. “She didn’t call you?”


  I take a moment to respond. “Cell service was spotty where I was staying.”


  “She must not have been able to get through.”


  She could have left a voicemail, if nothing else. “You’ve no idea what’s going on?”


  “She said there was nothing to worry about, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “What do you think?”


  “This is RJ we’re talking about. I’m sure she’s fine.” I can almost hear her shrug through the phone. “Listen, I’m supposed to meet some people, but tell you what. I’ll be working at Hollywood tomorrow. Why don’t you come by? We’ll catch up.”


  “Okay. Thanks, Marcy.”


  “Good to have you back, Skin.”


  Then she’s gone. Alvin takes the phone, places it back on the charger behind the counter. “Find out what you need?”


  “Uh, yeah.” Ruby Jane, gone and out of touch, without explanation. Doesn’t make sense. In all the time I’ve known her, she’s taken only one vacation—a trip to Victoria with her one-time beau Peter and me. She fretted about the shop the whole time we were gone.


  “You need anything else, man? Call you a cab maybe?”


  Alvin’s color is coming back, his expression growing impatient. I don’t know if he senses my dismay or has recovered from the sight of my neck, but sudden heat rises in my chest. “Marcy told me to tell you to crack the register and sell me a bagel.”


  His lips form a line and a crease appears between his eyebrows. “Yeah. Sure. Fine.”


  “Sesame seed, with cream cheese. Toasted.”


  But when I reach for my wallet, my pocket is empty. Back straight, Alvin slices the bagel and drops it in the toaster.


  “Hang on a second, I need my wallet.” As I head for my car, I think about the guy in layers who brushed past me as I came in. I look up and down Twelfth. There’s no sign of him. My wallet is in the gutter beside the rental car.


  I sigh and head back inside.


  Alvin is waiting for me. “Everything all right?”


  “The guy who left as I came in, do you know who it was?”


  He ponders. “Like I said, I’m—”


  “New. Right. I got it.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Bastard picked my pocket. Took my cash and tossed my wallet in the gutter.”


  Alvin thinks for a moment, glancing at my neck as he wraps the bagel. “I hope he left your debit card.”
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  Bath Time


  I awake from a dream in which unseen figures toss bloody bones wrapped in cloth into my backyard during a rainfall. Always count on my subconscious for a little melodrama. I lie disoriented in the dark, no memory of turning off the light. Rain taps at the bedroom window. After a moment, I feel around on the nightstand for my cell phone. The light from the display is a splash of acid in my eyes. No calls, no messages. It’s not even eleven.


  I throw my forearm over my eyes, but restlessness flits through my belly with reckless insistence. The air in the room is stale and my pillow smells like dust. After leaving Uncommon Cup with my bagel, I’d stopped at Safeway for half-and-half and grape juice—plus some pocket cash—an errand remarkable only for the woman snacking from an open bag of Purina Beggin’ Strips in the checkout line. From there it was Hertz to drop off the rental car, then a ride from a taciturn cabbie whose only comment was “Yar” when I told him my address. You can’t prep too early for Talk Like A Pirate Day. Once home, I hadn’t bothered to do much more than put away the groceries and check my email—opportunities to earn hundreds working from home or to get unlimited hits to my web site. Lacking either a web presence or a desire to work, I deleted it all. The fridge yielded a sound, if wrinkled, pear and some aged cheddar with a little fur on it. I slumped on the couch with my snack and a short Macallan, where the second half of NCIS failed to grab my attention. Before the credits rolled, I roused myself enough to switch off the TV and head to my room, there to fall on my own bed for the first time in a month. I don’t remember stripping to my skivvies.


  Outside, the rain continues to fall and the phone continues not to ring. I slide my feet to the edge of the bed and let gravity make my decision. A few minutes later I’m dressed and pulling a ring of keys off a magnetic hook on the refrigerator. I’d like to think Ruby Jane planned to be back before I’d know she was gone—the timetable she gave Marcy allows for the possibility. But how hard would it have been to drop me an email or leave a message on my cell? As I drive my car through the rain-slicked Portland streets, I ponder any number of reasons why she might drop out of sight without a word, none of which make what I’m about to do a good idea.


  The original Uncommon Cup was in a building on a triangle block of Sandy south of Burnside. The Depression-era concrete block structure had been home to everything from small-scale manufacturing to warehouse-and-distribution to multiplex low-income housing. Ruby Jane had her own vision. She demoed the interior walls to create a large open apartment for herself in the rear, and remodeled the front for the café. A walnut bar salvaged from a long defunct tavern served as counter. Her first roaster, a refurbished cast iron beast from the prehistory of epicurean coffee, sat in a nook at one side.


  As her small coffee empire grew, first with the addition of a location on Hawthorne not far from my house in the lee of Mount Tabor, then with a larger shop near the Hollywood Theatre, she began to feel the pinch of her original space. When the shop on Twelfth and Ash became available, she saw it as an opportunity to decommission the mothership and create some distance between time on and time off. The new shop was close enough to allow her to retain her regulars, yet with a clientele of its own. Now the original space serves as home to a Probat five-kilo coffee roaster and her business office.


  By the time I arrive, the rain has stopped. The air feels warm and heavy as I climb out of the car and look around. Only the teal awning over the entrance remains from the original shop. The windows and glass door now feature vertical blinds for privacy and a small sign reading UNCOMMON CUP—BUSINESS OFFICE. No light peeps out from around the closed blinds, meaningless at this time of night. If Ruby Jane is home she’ll be in her apartment in the back.


  A car passes on Sandy, muffler popping. I heft the ring of keys in my hand, a spare set RJ gave me months before. They jingle overloud in the misty night air. My footsteps rasp on the sidewalk as I circle the block. A few cars are parked on Tenth Avenue near her side door, none RJ’s beater Toyota.


  She lives close enough to St. Francis church, with its daily meal service, that it’s not uncommon to see homeless men and women tucked under awnings or in doorways. Tonight, I see no one. The emptiness is unsettling. I round the block a second time. A row of dark windows runs between the roof line and the top of the door, too high to peep through even if the glass wasn’t frosted. I rap on her apartment door, too gently to be heard by anyone who isn’t alert for a knock. I take a breath and rap again, louder this time. No one comes. After compromising between a reasonable wait and eternity, I key open the door.


  The first thing I notice is the silence. Nothing, not even the security system warning beep. I reach for the light switch I know is near the doorway. The bulb overhead flares and pops. My hand jerks back and a tremor runs through me. I give my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. In the faint light filtering in from outside, I make out the alarm control panel on the wall. Something doesn’t look quite right. I ease my way into the foyer. The panel hangs off the wall by wires, many severed. I reach into my coat pocket for my phone. Someone has disabled the alarm.


  I listen, my breath tight in my throat. After a moment I hear a plop, a single drop falling into pooled water.


  Maybe I should be heading for my car and dialing 911, but my instincts tell me no one is home. The emptiness is too hollow, the air too still, the darkness too complete. I catch a dank, faintly noxious scent like spoiled milk. I don’t like the idea of backing away without first knowing what I’m backing away from. If someone has busted into Ruby Jane’s place, I want to know how much damage they’ve done.


  I want to know what’s causing the smell.


  RJ’s apartment is a single oversized room, the bare concrete floor covered by big braided rugs, the high ceiling an expanse of exposed girders and foam insulation. I can’t see anything, not the bed on its platform at the far end of the room, not the regulation basketball hoop opposite the kitchen, not the bookcases or plush sofas. From where I stand, the passage leading up front is to my right through a door. The kitchenette is to the left, separated from the room by an island counter with a butcher block top. Past the refrigerator, I know a couple of doors open onto the bathroom, a closet and a small utility room. The main space is straight ahead, a looming cavern. I take a single, tentative step forward. The short hairs on the back of my neck stand up at the touch of open air.


  A faint red light burns from the vicinity of the stove, an indicator of some type, providing no illumination. The dim glow shining through the high frosted windows on either side of the room is a little better. As my eyes adjust further, I make out the shape of RJ’s four-poster bed, and the sitting area with its two sofas facing each other across the broad coffee table. A basketball rests on the floor below the hoop. I’ve seen RJ drain three-pointers from any spot in the room, nothing but net.


  I take a few more jittery steps, wishing I’d brought a damn flashlight. An echoing droplet falls again—plop—into water. The sound comes from the center of the room. I see the clawfoot bathtub I know is there less as an object than a formless shadow. Before Ruby Jane moved in, the tub had been a lone, modest luxury in what was an otherwise dreary studio apartment. Ruby Jane liked it so much she left it in place. I have no idea how often she uses it, though she’s boasted of hot baths, candlelight, and loud music after a hard day’s work. The tub has always been empty during my visits.


  Not tonight.


  As I ease closer, the tub takes shape, the pale porcelain catching what little illumination steals through the translucent glass. I make out a shadow next to the tub, a pile of clothes or maybe a blanket. Inside the tub, the water’s surface is broken by a pair of dark humps at the midline and a round lump at the far end. Plop. Something is in the water, a figure, unmoving. I suck air through my nose and catch the stench of urine amidst the spoiled milk smell.


  I turn and stumble toward the wall, emit an involuntary keen. The one unconsidered, intolerable reason for Ruby Jane’s silence surges through my mind. The silence, the darkness, the still water in the tub all testify to my growing fear. I search for a light switch by touch, hands shaking—nothing—push along the cool wall until I pitch up against the refrigerator. Without thought I fling the door open. It crashes against the wall with a rattle of condiment bottles. A jar of pickles hits the floor and rolls to a stop against the island, trailing a thread of brine. The sudden light sears my retinas. I close my eyes and sag against the counter beside the fridge. I’m afraid to turn. Until I look, it’s not real—isn’t that how it works? As long as I hide behind Ruby Jane’s butcher block, eyes closed, the form in the tub remains but a faint, visual echo of my own fear.


  If I learned anything during my twenty-five years as a cop, it’s that the body can’t be wished away. Schrödinger’s cat only lives and dies in the symbols of an equation. I push myself off the counter, flex my hands against a burning tingle in my palms. My heartbeat pounds in my ears. The fridge casts stark, leaping shadows as I edge toward the tub. Most of the room remains dark, but there’s enough light to show me what I need to see. I draw a ragged breath and look down into the still water.


  Plop.


  The hair is a grey mat on the head, the body emaciated, the face a relief map of more years than my own five-plus decades. A man. It’s an old man.


  Relief floods through me like falling tears. I sag to the floor. It’s not my Ruby Jane. But now I’m left with a new question to go with the one I came with. Where is she, and who’s the old guy, naked and dead, in her bathtub?
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  Suspicious Circs


  After a moment, old instincts take over. I get up off the cold, bare floor and scan the walls. At the end of the kitchen counter, there’s a switch plate I skidded over moments before in the dark. I flick the switch and a cluster of emerald-shaded pendants cast a warm, yellow glow over the kitchen island. I put the pickle jar back and close the fridge, then cross the floor and turn on a couple standing floor lamps at either end of the couch.


  I’ve seen a corpse or two in my time, but it’s been a while since one gave me the squirrelies. I leave it for the moment and walk the grid. Nothing formal, it’s not my job anymore. Just checking things out. I don’t know who this old fellow is, but I assume he didn’t come only for a bath. As I move through the room, I see signs he’s been around for a while. Throw pillows on the floor and a old, ratty sleeping bag spread across one of the soft sofas. A squadron of empty soup cans and dirty spoons on the coffee table, a spilled tomato crust dried onto the cover of a volume of Sharon Doubiago poetry. A dead bag of blue corn tortilla chips on the floor among the pillows. Ruby Jane must have been out of salsa.


  Nothing else appears to be out-of-place. Ruby Jane’s not one for a lot of expensive gadgetry. The TV is a CRT model sitting atop a combo DVD/VHS player, both intact on their wooden stand. The small console stereo is on the sideboard. Books stand untouched in the pair of bookcases against the wall. Her microwave oven is still on the kitchen counter, her clock radio still on the bed stand. Behind the curtains of the four-poster, the bed is made. I wonder why the dead guy camped on the couch when he had a big comfortable queen-sized bed twenty feet away. Same reason he ate cold soup out of the can in sight of a stove maybe. The bathroom is a disaster, toilet seat up. He hadn’t bothered to flush. If it’s yellow let it mellow, maybe, but when it’s brown, flush that bad boy down.


  Plop.


  The body remains. A voice in the back of my head tells me it’s not my problem. I’ve been retired for nearly two years. Even if I wasn’t, it would be verboten to investigate a death so close to home. But nobody’s giving me orders anymore, no policy directives rule my life. I rub the bridge of my nose and turn my attention to the tub.


  No one looks their best after they stop breathing, but I’m guessing the last time this guy looked good Carter was still president. His dark, mottled eyelids are at half-mast, but I can see that post-mortem corneal clouding competes with ante-mortem cataracts. His skin is blotchy and yellow, and livid lesions streak his chest. An old scar below his left nipple reminds me of my own healed gunshot wound. Even after an untold period soaking, he looks filthy, from his greasy, dandruff-flecked hair to his gnarled fingers and toes. I place his age in the upper sixties, though I won’t be surprised if I’ve underestimated by a decade. The bath water seems to be cool, but I’m not dipping my hand in to find out for sure. His clothes heaped on the floor next to the tub emit the piss smell; the spoiled milk is all bathtub.


  I don’t touch anything. I’ve been Ruby Jane’s guest often enough my prints could be anywhere. Doesn’t mean I want them on some dead squatter’s heap of shit. I turn away from the tub, swipe my arm across my forehead. There’s more to see, but I don’t feel like I can delay the call to 911 any longer. Just because I didn’t see anyone on my way in doesn’t mean no one saw me. Some witness turning up with a suggestion I spent a suspiciously long time alone in a house with a dead body is the last thing I need. I pull out my cell. I tell the dispatcher there’s no rush.


  Even if the cavalry charges, I’ve got a few minutes. I head into the old shop through a short corridor with a unisex bathroom on one side and a nook on the other, home to the dish sterilizer during the coffee house days. Both are dark and empty. Up front, industrial shelves stacked with beans and miscellaneous inventory. I got through the office door beyond the roaster.


  Dust drifts in air tangy with the scent of raw coffee beans. The fluorescent light overhead hums. Ruby Jane’s desktop is clear, a rare sight. The message light blinks on the office phone. Pens and pencils poke out of an old coffee mug. Her laptop is gone, but her cell phone is plugged into its charger next to the office phone. I move around behind the desk and slump into her squeaky old chair. A spring prods my ass. I pick up the cell phone, turn it over in my hands. Its presence troubles me more than anything else I’ve seen tonight, including the dead bastard in the tub. For reasons I can’t fathom, she wants to be not merely out of touch, but out of reach. She could have avoided unwanted calls by not picking up. Leaving the phone behind suggests a more radical need.


  I don’t like the hollow anxiety tightening my chest, the sense of helplessness I feel. No note, no call. Nothing. I shake my head. The chair squeals as I stand up again. I pocket RJ’s phone, then glance through the desk drawers, at the notes on the cork board behind the desk. Ordinary shop stuff, schedules, invoices, payroll. Nothing which tells me why Ruby Jane has vanished.


  I turn off the lights, return to the apartment. The cops still haven’t arrived, but they won’t be long. I exit through the foyer and pull the door shut without latching it. The street is wet, but overhead I can see stars through shreds of cloud. The breeze smells fresh and clean after the stale, funky air inside. Across the street, a moving shadow catches my eye and I look up to see a figure moving away from me. Tallish, hoodie under a jacket. Familiar. I step off the curb as a patrol car rounds the corner from Sandy, light bar flashing. I turn back to the figure, but he’s gone. The car rolls to a stop a foot from my knees and a uniformed cop pops out.


  “You the one who called?” His hand rests on his weapon, a reflex gesture I hope. His expression is alert, without undue tension.


  “Yeah. I’m Kadash. The body’s inside.” I wave a hand over my shoulder toward the door behind me.


  “Anyone else in there?” A second unit pulls up behind the first and another uniform climbs out, cover for the first. He points a flashlight at the closed door.


  “No one.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yeah, I cleared the place.”


  “Cleared.” The covering uniform aims his light at my eyes.


  “I’m an ex-cop, retired.” You never lose the lingo. “Go through into the big room. You can’t miss him.”


  “All right. Please wait out here.”


  Half an hour later, the street is crawling. There’s more people than necessary for what I’m guessing will turn out to be a pretty routine D.B. I prop my ass against the hood of a patrol car, nannied by the first responders. They try to make small talk. I’m not feeling talkative, but they carry the conversation fine without me. One of them found some dope in his kid’s room. The other wonders if he’ll ever get another blow job. Maybe if you ask the chief real nice, I suggest. They laugh, but it’s uneasy. As an ex-cop, they’ll grant me permission to listen, but I’m not welcome to participate.


  The only surprise, such as it is, is the appearance of Susan Mulvaney—my former partner, now lieutenant in charge of Person Crimes. Slender and self-possessed in jeans, t-shirt, and a tailored jacket, Susan looks like she stepped away from a casual brunch with friends. She nods to me, then stops in RJ’s doorway to chat with the medical examiner as he rolls the gurney out. They talk quietly for a couple of minutes, then Susan approaches me.


  “Skin, if you have a moment, we’ve got a few questions.”


  No hello, no how are ya. I’m not surprised. Under normal circumstances Susan wouldn’t even get a phone call over a random stiff found in an empty apartment. She’s here as a courtesy to me, as is pretty much everyone else, but that doesn’t make it a social call. She guides me through the door and back into Ruby Jane’s apartment. A couple of homicide dicks I knew back in the day are waiting next to the tub. Empty now. The spoilt scent lingers.


  “What do you know, guys?”


  Moose Davisson doesn’t like me much and I guess the feeling is mutual, though the tension has never broken out into open hostilities. He glances at me from atop his mountainous frame then turns his attention to the girders and ductwork overhead. Frannie Stein, his partner, is less familiar, an up-and-comer as I was downward-spiraling. She regards me expressionlessly. Susan stops beside me. For a moment, no one answers her question, then Moose clears his throat.


  “Not much to know, Loo.”


  “What are your thoughts? Any reason to think homicide?”


  “Not yet, no. Probably not at all. The M.E. is leaning toward a natural manner of death, but we’ll know more in a couple of days. He’s not too backed up.”


  “Okay. Good.” Susan turns to me. “Skin, what brought you here tonight?” There’s a slight edge to her voice, and I wonder what the subtext is. If any. We haven’t been on the best of terms for some time now. I could be detecting nothing more than generalized Skin antipathy.


  “I was checking on the place for Ruby Jane.”


  “Bet the stiff was a surprise.”


  “I’d rather find a hundred dollar bill in my sock drawer.”


  “And you used your own key.”


  “We traded keys a while back.”


  “Where’s Ruby Jane now?”


  “She’s away.”


  “How long has she been gone?”


  A bolus of heat gathers in my belly. “What’s the story here, Susan? Do you know who this guy is or what?”


  She sniffs, then tilts her head toward Moose. He looks from Susan to Frannie, at last to me. I’m sure he’s wondering what he’s doing out in the middle of the night for this ticky-tack bullshit, and I can’t say as I blame him. He fishes his notebook out of his jacket pocket.


  “He had an expired Washington State driver’s license in his wallet. Name, Chase Fairweather. Picture matches, but we’ll confirm.” He eyes me. “Name mean anything to you?”


  I shake my head.


  “There were a couple of bucks in his wallet, no credit cards. Sixty-two years old. No evidence of trauma. We found a bottle of baby aspirin and some insulin in his cargo pants pocket, no needles. Homeless, from the looks of him.”


  “You thinking he knew the place was empty and broke in to get out of the weather?”


  “We’ll check at St. Francis tomorrow, see if any one remembers him. But, yeah, I’d guess he broke in, fixed himself a warm bath, and died of shock at being clean for the first time since he grew pubes.”


  I blink, trying to shake the sudden image of the body in the water. “How’d he get in?”


  “No obvious sign of forced entry, but you saw the security panel.”


  “Slick work, don’t you think?”


  “Not bad, no. Not like the system is state-of-the-art or anything, but he knew what he was about. There are scratches on the dead bolt too, though I can’t tell if they’re fresh or not.”


  “That old wreck was a lock-pick and an electronics wiz?”


  “This ain’t Fort Knox, Skin.”


  I chew on that for a moment, but I don’t know what to make of it. Susan lifts her chin. “Do we have an estimated time-of-death, Moose?”


  “The bath water confuses matters, but based on lividity and onset of rigor, the M.E. guessed between six and eight this evening.”


  I almost came over about then. I wonder if I could have done anything for the old bastard if I’d stopped by. Or how I’d have reacted if I found him in Ruby Jane’s place still breathing. Not with warmth and hospitality, I don’t imagine.


  “In the end, nothing to see here.”


  “Old homeless guys die all the time. Not usually in someone’s bath tub, but shit happens.”


  “How long do you think he was in here?”


  “Hard to say. Not long enough to make off with the TV. Do you know if anything has been stolen?”


  “Besides a half dozen cans of Progresso?” I suppose if she had a secret envelope stuffed with used, non-sequential hundreds, I wouldn’t know if it was missing. “I didn’t see her laptop.”


  “Wouldn’t she have taken it with her?”


  “Probably. Or, hell, it might be at one of the shops.”


  Susan studies me, her gaze pensive. “The cell phone charger in her office is empty. But she’d have that with her too.” I can feel the pressure of the phone in my pocket. “You never did say where she is.”


  “It’s a personal matter. She’ll be back soon.” I wonder if I manage to sound even remotely convincing.


  “Do you know how to reach her? We’d like to talk to her.”


  Most likely the M.E. will come back in a day or two with a final report—natural death, no suspicious circs—and the file will close. No need to pursue the break-in, since they have the perpetrator dead to rights.


  I look Susan in the eye. “Try her cell.”
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  Cartopia


  Moose and Frannie are gone before Susan and I finish talking. She stands at the foot of the tub with her hands in her pockets, casual and oblivious to the scent memory of Chase Fairweather’s passing. I lean against the butcher block. Ten foot buffer of dead air between us, we exchange the kind of congenial chatter you share with someone you’ve long since lost any significant link to. She asks how I’m doing in a way which makes clear she expects bad news. In the last two years, I’ve been brained with a flower pot, fought cancer to a standstill, and survived a bullet in my belly. Susan can’t be the only one who wonders how I manage to remain vertical. I assure her I’m as good as you might expect. She offers that her husband Eric is a law partner now, her daughter Leah anxious to finish middle school. About the time she’s ready to call it a night, I clear my throat.


  “I’ll be seeing what I can find out about this guy.”


  The year before, she’d offered me a job reviewing open case files. Not a sworn position, a stipend deal intended to take some pressure off her cold case squad. I hadn’t taken her up on it, but I knew she was still short of man hours.


  “I figured you would.”


  Tomorrow or the next day, she’ll glance over a memo, but far as Susan is concerned, the file on Ruby Jane’s trespasser is already closed. She leaves me to lock up.


  It’s past midnight. I’m not tired. What I am is restless and dissatisfied. Anxiety has taken root in my chest. I’m not a night owl; my evenings may run late, but they tend to run close to home. Marcy, in contrast, is someone I’ve seen close Uncommon Cup one day, go clubbing, hit the bars and after hours joints, then skip sleep to open shop again the next morning. Work a long day and do it all over again. She’ll be up.


  I take a seat behind the wheel of my car and roll down the window, listen to the crackling hiss of tires on wet pavement as cars pass. Then I pull out Ruby Jane’s cell phone. Unlike most every other electronic gizmo she owns, it isn’t hanging by a thread over the pit of obsolescence. But it’s nothing fancy either. I hit the power button.


  Enter Phone Pass Code: _ _ _ _


  The tiny screen is painfully bright in the dark car. I try four digits. Ruby Jane is too smart for my juvenile attempt: 7-3-8-3, the digits corresponding to P-E-T-E. She and Peter fizzled out over a year ago. I suppose I’m reassured his name doesn’t work, but I’m left with ten thousand possibilities. Knowing her, the code is random, a sequence of numbers she chose for their lack of personal meaning. It won’t be a play on Uncommon Cup, U-C-U-P, U-N-C-M, something like that. It won’t be the last four of her social, her childhood street address—not that I know either one—or her birth year. It won’t be S-K-I-N. As if to prove the point, I punch in 7-5-4-6.


  The screen clears.


  “Well. Hell.”


  A trill of pleasure runs through me, but I tell myself not to read too much into it. Probably thought she was being funny.


  I pull up the Contacts list, scroll through to the entry for Marcy. She picks up after three rings. “RJ! Oh my god! You’re back!”


  “Sorry, Marcy. Not nearly so pretty.”


  “Skin? Is that you?”


  “In the flesh.” In the background I can hear voices and music, laughter.


  “What are you doing with Ruby Jane’s phone?”


  “It’s complicated. Listen, I need to talk to you. Do you have a minute?”


  “I can’t hear you.”


  “Something’s happened at Ruby Jane’s apartment.”


  “Something happened to Ruby Jane’s apartment?”


  “No.” I hesitate, thinking. “Where are you? I could join you.”


  “I have an idea. Why don’t you come down?”


  From the sound of her, the smart choice might be to wait until morning. Except I’m in no mood for waiting. “Sure. Where are you?”


  “Cartopia, man.”


  “The food carts?”


  “You know, the food carts. Come get a pie, man.”


  Cartopia is at the corner of Hawthorne and Twelfth, a circle of trailers and panel trucks serving everything from authentic Mexican to crepes to southern barbecue and more. Before I got hurt last fall, Ruby Jane and I would grab dinner there after closing every week or two. RJ can’t get her fill of poutine. I prefer fish tacos or a fried pie.


  “I’ll be right there.”


  “Careful where you park. The tow truck has been prowling all goddamn night.”


  She’s at least half-drunk. I wonder if this will be a wasted trip. Still, I’m awake. Not like I have anything better to do.


  I’ve never been to the carts this late. The after-midnight scene is nothing like I’m used to. A manic energy pervades the crowd gathered in the open space between the carts. Clouds roll overhead in long strips, the lingering threat of rain doing little to dampen spirits. There are a pair of large canopies, one twice the size of the other, with picnic tables underneath, but as many stand under sky as under cover. Competing scents of hickory, deep fryer fat, and cigarette smoke hang on the air.


  As I weave through the crowd, the Whiffies girl recognizes me and beckons. My bagel is a fading memory, so I wander over and check the board.


  “Hi, Summer. Busy night?”


  “Picking up now that the weather’s getting warmer. We ran out of brisket.”


  “I’ll be throwing a tantrum now.”


  Gregg looks around from the back of the cart. “If we knew you were coming, we’d have saved you one.”


  “I keep forgetting to post my schedule online. Okay, start me a chicken pot pie, but don’t rush. I’m looking for someone.”


  “You got it.” Summer smiles and I hand her a five, then throw myself into the crowd.


  Under the small canopy, someone has set up a portable karaoke machine. A tall lanky fellow belts out a striking rendition of “Total Eclipse of the Heart.” Folks are clumped, not so dense I can’t wend my way through. I see hoodies everywhere and for a moment I think about the fellow outside Ruby Jane’s apartment. Portland is a city of layers, especially in the spring when we can go from rain to sun to wind storm over the course of a short walk to the coffee shop. Hoodies over flannel over long-sleeve T’s abound, many capped off with knit caps. For all I know, my wallet thief is right in front of me. I try to remember the sound of his voice as I scan for Marcy. “Quitting time, man.” Not much to go on.


  I find her at a picnic table under the big canopy, a funnel of pomme frites in front of her. She’s got a big red cup in her left hand, and a Marlboro sticks out from between two knuckles of her right. She uses it to point across the table at an Egyptian-eyed woman with teased and Dayglo’d hair. “If your idea of social media is to spam Twitter and Facebook with announcements of your skanky gallery openings, you’re doin’ it wrong!” Marcy’s arms are a tracery of tattoos, green-leaved vines and orange trumpet flowers.


  The other woman slaps the table top. “I only spam my skanky gallery openings on MySpace.”


  “MySpace is for douche bags.”


  “That’s where I found you, bitch.”


  I assume they’re friends. I drape an arm over Marcy’s shoulder. She looks up at me and grins. “You’re up late for an old puke.” Her eyes are a little wild. I glance at the cigarette in her hand. “Don’t tell Ruby Jane I’m smoking.”


  “As soon as I find her I’ll make a point of not telling her.”


  She blinks, then laughs, the joke catching up with her on the back side.


  “Whatcha up to, Skinster?”


  “I came from RJ’s apartment.”


  “Is she home?”


  “No. I was snooping.”


  She raises her cup in a mock toast. I catch a whiff of lemonade fortified with tequila.


  “There was a man there. He was dead.”


  Marcy blinks again. I’m beginning to see this was a mistake. “A dead man? Like, dead-dead?”


  “Yeah. Dead-dead in the clawfoot tub.”


  “That’s fucked up.” Her face loses a shade. “What’s a dead guy doing in RJ’s bath tub?”


  “It looks like he’d been staying there. Did she say anything to you about that?”


  She draws on her cigarette, releases smoke without inhaling. I lick my lips.


  “A man was hanging around the day before she left.”


  “What man?”


  “I don’t know. She didn’t introduce him. An old guy.”


  “How old?”


  “Old. Older than you.”


  “Did he arrive in a coffin?”


  “What?” She misses the joke. Maybe not so much a joke.


  “Did she talk to him?”


  “Yeah, for a bit. I think. She made him leave.”


  “Why? Was he causing a problem?”


  “Not that I noticed.” Suddenly she stands up and waves. Cigarette ash flutters over her bare arms, grey snowfall on entwined vines. “Fells! Hey, Fellsner! Over here!”


  I draw an impatient breath. “Marcy?”


  “Yeah?” She looks back at me as if seeing me for the first time.


  “Can we go somewhere a little quieter? It won’t take long, I promise.”


  She’s still waving to Fellsner, I think, but then she stops and turns to the woman with the red hair. “I’m gonna go buy some crack from my friend here. When I get back, my spot better be waiting for me.”


  “In your dreams, ho.”


  Marcy unwinds from the seat, grabs her cup. Her cigarette vanishes, I hope not down the back of someone’s shirt. She takes my arm and pulls me through the crowd. We head past Whiffies, where I see Summer waving to me from inside the cart.


  “Skin! Your pie.”


  Marcy shifts direction without breaking stride. “Man’s gotta eat.” I take my pie and thank Summer. Marcy choo-choos us through the redolent aroma of deep-frying pies and past the chemical tang of the port-a-potties. She pulls up short on the sidewalk at Hawthorne.


  I’ve known Marcy for a couple of years now. She was one of Ruby Jane’s first hires, came aboard not long before RJ opened her second shop. She started as a part-time barista, but through a combination of native talent and a work ethic rivaled only by Ruby Jane’s rose to become Uncommon Cup’s first official store manager.


  “What’s going on with RJ, Marcy?”


  “Seriously, man. I don’t know.”


  “Not even a guess, maybe from something she said? How was she when she was getting ready to leave?”


  She thinks for a moment. “Focused.”


  “She would be.”


  “I figured maybe she had a death in the family or something.” Her thin eyebrows furrow for a moment. “I didn’t think she’d leave him in her bath tub.” Her eyes appear to vibrate and her voice drops. “Do you think it could have been her dad?”


  “I don’t know. She’s never spoken of her parents.”


  “Her brother’s still in San Francisco, right?”


  “It wasn’t him.”


  I met James when he visited Portland a couple of years back. I don’t remember him well, but well enough to know he’d have had to come back in time from 2055 to be the fellow in the tub.


  “You’ve been running the whole shebang while she’s away?”


  “Yeah. It’s been a little hectic. I’m not used to taking care of three shops, but it’s been good, you know?”


  “And she hasn’t checked in?”


  “She said she probably wouldn’t get the chance.”


  No matter the emergency, it’s hard for me to believe she wouldn’t be on the phone at least once a day. Uncommon Cup is her baby.


  “Tell me about the old man.”


  “Not much to tell. He came in to Ash Street and they talked.”


  “Did you hear what they said?”


  “Only a little. The old dude was wheedling her about something he lost and trying to get her to buy his medicine. She hustled him outside and they sat at one of the tables outside for a while.”


  “And she said nothing about him.”


  “To be honest, I didn’t think much of it. You know how she is. Trying to save the world one hobo at a time.”


  Ruby Jane will talk to anyone. She’s generous with the homeless locals, donates ground coffee and cocoa packets to the St. Francis Dining Hall, provides hot water to people who show up at the shop with a tea bag and a cup. There on the street, I find myself inextricably on the verge of tears. In need of a distraction, I take a bite of my forgotten pie. It’s good. They’re always good. But even the buttery crunch of fried crust or the creamy chicken filling can’t penetrate my anxiety. Marcy clasps her bare arms across her chest, cup hooked on one finger. I can feel the chill in the air now that we’re away from the crowd. She tilts her head and looks sideways at me.


  “What’s up with you two anyway? You and RJ.”


  Her questions surprises me. “I’m worried about her. We’re friends.”


  “Break-into-her-apartment friends?”


  “I didn’t break in. I used a key.”


  “So you snooped. Fucking stalker, that’s what you are.”


  “Are you going to arrest me, Officer?”


  “I think I’ll let you off with a warning this time, kid.” She lifts her cup, looks at me over the rim as she drinks. Her eyes are amber with flecks of glinting gold. “She told me you kissed her.”


  My face grows hot. Even in the scattered streetlight glow, I’m sure my cheeks flash as red as a baboon’s ass. Crowd noise behind me seems to rise like a rushing wind.


  Marcy smacks her lips and grins. “I can understand why you’re in love with her.”


  “Who said I was in love with her?”


  “No one has to, dipshit.” Her grin morphs into a smirk. “You’re not going to ask me how she feels about you?”


  Jesus. I blink and look away, watch a tow truck cruise by. “She can tell me herself when I find her.” My voice sounds thin and reedy in my ears. Ruby Jane had four months to tell me before she sent me on my retreat—she chose instead to busy herself expanding the Uncommon Cup empire. A fine mist gathers around us. Not quite rain, but thinking about it.


  “Okay, think about this then. I’m twenty-three, turn twenty-four next month.”


  “Happy birthday.”


  “My mom is forty-five.”


  “When is her birthday?”


  She gives me a look. “My dad turns seventy-seven the day after I turn twenty-four.”


  I notice the uneaten pie in my hand. Summer and Gregg will be disappointed. I’ve failed to give my Whiffies the attention it deserves. “You think I’m thirty-two years older than Ruby Jane?”


  “God, I hope not. Gross.”


  “Marcy—”


  She reaches up and pats me on the cheek. “Go get her, tiger.”


  “You assume she wants to get got.”
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  Lot of Layers


  I don’t follow Marcy back to her table. She’s got trash-talking to do and I’d only cramp her style. She tosses the dregs of her drink into the street and leaves me with my cold pie in hand. The rain returns, a soft dribble from a sky less cloudy than star-filled. I hot-step it to my car, drop behind the wheel. According to the dashboard clock, it’s after two. I’m awake again, cycling back to restiveness from troubled fatigue. A wriggling itch marches across my shoulders. At home, half a bottle of Macallan and what’s left of the furry cheese and pear awaits me. Fuck that.


  This time I park right next to Ruby Jane’s side door. I don’t expect to see anyone, so it’s no surprise the night is empty of all but the rush of water over the edge of a clogged gutter down the street. Pockets of mist hang over the storm drains. In my trunk under a reusable New Seasons grocery bag I’ve never re-used I find a crushed and almost empty box of nitrile gloves, holdovers from my cop days. The click of Ruby Jane’s deadbolt behind me is a thin reminder of its inadequate protection.


  I cross the wide room to Fairweather’s campsite. The only sound is the refrigerator’s faint hum. I can smell his sleeping bag, a urea top note announcing a foundation of sweat and shit, finished by a basal fungal skank. The surest way to know someone is living on the street is to find yourself downwind from them. With no home to go to, your personal hygiene options are limited. Maybe you can take a shower at a shelter, assuming you can get into one. But a lot of street folks avoid the shelters, too often places to have their meager belongings stolen, to be beaten or raped. Chase Fairweather’s bath in RJ’s tub might have been his first in months, and this at the tail end of cold, damp weather when layers are the only protection. No telling how long he’d been marinating in his own secretions. In a way I’m lucky. His clothing will be worse than the sleeping bag, but they’re the M.E.’s problem.


  The cops left the rest of his detritus untouched. There isn’t much. I circle the coffee table, review the evidence. The empty cans, a dried splash of either soup or vomit on the floor between the sofa and the coffee table. The cable remote pokes up from between the seat cushions. The TV stand is at the end of the coffee table. Fairweather could lie back in his nest and watch the tube while slurping unheated soup. I grab the remote and press the power button. The TV comes to life, midstream of a looping movie preview: half-glimpsed tits, shirtless men with goatees, nonsensical dialog. I bring up the menu and navigate to the account history screen. The bastard had been watching pay-per-view porn on Ruby Jane’s dime for at least two days; he racked up over a hundred bucks in charges. I lift my gaze to the large framed print of Cézanne’s Bibemus Quarry which hangs on the wall over the TV. One of Ruby Jane’s favorites, purchased at the Museum Folkwang in Essen during a trip to Europe while she was in college. I wonder if Fairweather even noticed the painting’s contrasting green and russet hues. Too busy pounding the pud on Ruby Jane’s sofa. I shudder.


  “At least now we know how long your guest was visiting, darling.”


  My voice sounds flat in the big space. I switch to the Weather Channel and head for the utility room for cleaning supplies. The living room won’t be too bad, but the bathroom is another matter. Fairweather was a poor aim from either barrel. I’m grateful he didn’t spread out more. I snap on a pair of nitrile gloves and get to work.


  Thirty minutes later I escape the bathroom, sweaty and smelling of bleach—a radical improvement.


  The Weather Channel is running a scrolling list of forecasted highs and lows across the country to a backdrop of chirpy pseudo-jazz. I peel off my gloves to let my hands breathe. Los Angeles will be seventy-two and sunny, New York a cool fifty-one. Portland can expect the usual: sunny, rainy, cool, possibly warm. Wear fucking layers. I wonder if Ruby Jane’s whereabouts are represented on the list.


  A dark lump on the floor jammed under the end of Chase’s sofa catches my eye, a battered backpack. “Dead Chase, you’ve been holding out on me.” I pull on a fresh pair of nitrile gloves.


  To my relief, the pack’s contents aren’t limited to overly-scrutinized porn rags. A small plastic box filled with half-smoked cigarettes, a wad of mismatched socks and underwear, a P-38 can opener. Another bottle of aspirin and a few empty insulin vials from a pharmacy in Anacortes, Washington. He never bothered to dispose of his disposable insulin syringes.


  There’s not much else, empty packages of peanut butter crackers and shreds of unidentifiable paper. At the bottom of the pack I find a large Ziploc bag with a photo album inside.


  Jackpot. Maybe.


  The album is snapshot-sized and half-full. Most of the pictures are impersonal location shots. A sunny street café with a chalk menu board in Spanish, a stand of tall trees with open ground between them. An empty beach, the water grey and washed-out. I see few people in any of the pictures, and none who appear to be the subject of the shot. They appear to be random passersby caught on film by mistake. A few pictures have locations written below in pencil—Norman, El Paso, Matehuala—but most are anonymous. From the looks of them, the prints pre-date digital.


  The last photo differs from the rest. A boy and a girl sit together on a couch, a kidney-shaped table before them. An adult arm reaches from out of frame with a cigarette, captured in the act of flicking ash in an ashtray. The boy and girl sit hip to hip, the girl leaning away from the boy. His grin is exaggerated, the smile of a boy being told to say cheese. The girl isn’t having any of it. Her arms are folded across her chest, her lips pursed in annoyance. She’s maybe six or seven; I guess the boy at ten. Even though the color is faded, the focus soft, there’s no mistaking a young Ruby Jane. Her features are more angular, less defined than in the woman she’ll become. But it’s her, rangy reddish hair and round eyes, a hint of dimples too deep to be obscured by her annoyance.


  I return the album to the Ziploc bag. The picture of young Ruby Jane goes into my pocket. I stuff the rest of Fairweather’s crap in the backpack. Ruby Jane can decide what to do with the photo album when she gets back. I might offer a suggestion on the matter, but in the end it strikes me as something she needs to see. I have no hypothesis about who Chase Fairweather is, not one which doesn’t give me the willies, but he got that picture somewhere.
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