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    For Mom and Dad,
   
 
  
   
    who always said I should write
   
  
  
   

  
    
     THE CRAWL SPACE
    
  
  
   

  
    
     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    December 19, 2008
   
 
  
   
    If this were a movie, it would start with this shot: two men climbing out of an older-model brown car, dressed in cheap suits and cheaper shoes.
    
   
    One of them is wearing a hat, a black panama, and it makes him look a little like a time traveler from the 1920s.
    
   
    But this isn’t Prohibition and this isn’t Miami; this is Denver in the year 2008, and it’s cold outside, so the man in the panama looks foolish, although you wouldn’t tell him that, not if you want to keep your asshole firmly intact, because this man might look foolish but he’s also one mean motherfucker, you can tell that if you manage to get a good look at his eyes.
    
   
    You might think it was a woman who gave him the hat, who teased him into wearing it, telling him he’d look so handsome in it, so debonair, but you’d be wrong.
    
   
    This man’s name is Ralph Loren, a name that sounds like a bad joke but isn’t, because nobody teases Detective Loren, 
    nobody, even if they’re pretty and young with tits out to 
    there.
    
   
    Loren doesn’t have a sense of humor—it’s not that he has a weird one, or a mean one; he just doesn’t have one at all.
    
   
    He was born missing that part of his insides, and life is a hard row to hoe without a few laughs along the way, but you don’t miss what you never had.
    
   
    At least that’s how the saying goes.
   
 
  
   
    But it’s the second man you should watch, the one climbing out the passenger side, the tall man with the big shoulders and the beginning shadows of a beard.
    
   
    This man comes around the front of the car, not bothering to avoid the dirty snow piled up at the curb but plowing right through it.
    
   
    He’ll regret this later, when he’s back at his desk, his socks wet and cold and frozen between his toes.
    
   
    Paul Hoskins is that kind of man who doesn’t think too hard about what he does and regrets these decisions later.
    
   
    He’s always been that kind of man and he always will be, until the end of time, amen.
   
 
  
   
    “We’re finally doing it, huh?”
    
   
    Hoskins says, looking up at the house they’ve come to visit.
    
   
    It’s large and brick, a house taller than it is wide, with a big bay window over the front yard.
    
   
    It’s traditional, not the kind of house you’d normally find in Denver, but this housing addition was built back in the ’80s, thrown up quickly for the crowds rushing in from all over—California, mostly, if you listen to the locals, all those jerks and their terrible driving skills—and it doesn’t look cheap, not like some of the other houses on the street.
    
   
    There are trees and shrubs planted in tasteful clusters around the property, although the foliage is faded and brown now, with nets of colored Christmas lights wound through the branches.
    
   
    There’s a man-made pond out back too, with a slat-wood dock and a rowboat made for two.
    
   
    There are fish in that pond, and frogs, but the water’s covered over with a thin sheet of ice now, and Hoskins wonders if all that has to be replaced every spring, if a delivery truck swings by with foam coolers full of wildlife.
    
   
    “Time to get the bad guy?”
   
 
  
   
    Loren sighs, pushes back the flap of his jacket, and flips away the strap keeping the gun secured at his waist so he can get to it fast if he needs.
    
   
    These two are cops, detectives and partners; they’ve been together a long time and they’ll be stuck that way awhile longer, although neither one is overly fond of the other.
    
   
    But they’re kept together because they work well, they 
    click, and that doesn’t happen as often as anyone would like.
    
   
    A good partnership is a lot like a good marriage, and as anyone can confirm, a good marriage is hard to find.
   
 
  
   
    But even in the best marriage, things can go very wrong.
   
 
  
   
    “It’s about damn time,” Loren says.
    
   
    “If I never see this dipshit again, I’ll die a happy man.”
   
 
  
   
    They walk up the long driveway, which has been neatly cleared of snow by the kid next door for ten bucks, and up to the front door.
    
   
    It’s big and solid, oak, and the opaque sidelight is dark.
    
   
    It’s early, not quite seven in the morning, and everything is quiet.
    
   
    Inside the house looks dark, lifeless, but Hoskins catches a faint whiff of brewing coffee and his stomach growls.
   
 
  
   
    “Ready?”
    
   
    Loren asks.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah?”
    
   
    Loren says, mocking.
    
   
    “When’s your ball sac gonna drop?
    
   
    That high-pitched voice you got makes me want to punch you in the face.”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins doesn’t respond to this.
    
   
    He’s been taking this kind of shit from Loren for the last ten years, and he’s learned that it’s best not to respond.
    
   
    Safer.
    
   
    Loren can shovel it out to anyone who’ll listen, but he certainly can’t take it.
    
   
    The last time they had it out was three years before, when Hoskins made a smartass remark about Loren’s mother—that’s what you do, if you want to piss a guy off, you go right for his mom, even if you don’t know her, even if she’s dead—and Loren broke his nose.
    
   
    There’d been an investigation, and a reprimand.
    
   
    A few visits to the department psychologist.
    
   
    But they’d still been forced to work together.
    
   
    If Hoskins had learned one thing about his partner, it was this: Keeping quiet is better.
    
   
    It wasn’t that he was afraid of Loren, and he’d be able to hold his own in a fight, but if it came down to it, if you really got down to the brass knuckles (which is how Hoskins had thought the saying went since he was nine years old), he thought it was better not to speak if there wasn’t anything to say.
    
   
    His father used to tell him to keep his pie hole shut more often, and the old man was right: Silence often made things easier, kept it simple.
   
 
  
   
    Loren rings the doorbell, pressing his thumb down on the glowing button so hard his finger goes white above the first knuckle, and then immediately starts knocking.
    
   
    Loren is not a patient man.
    
   
    He’s a pot of water ready to boil over on the stovetop, a balloon pumped too full of air.
    
   
    His fists make a heavy, dull sound on the door that makes Hoskins’s head hurt, but he doesn’t say anything.
   
 
  
   
    It takes a bit—thirty seconds, maybe a few minutes, Hoskins doesn’t know—before the door is pulled open.
    
   
    Hoskins had thought Jacky Seever might be in a bathrobe at this time of day, or a pair of tighty-whities, stained yellow at the crotch, but instead he’s in a suit, same as always.
    
   
    Seever’s the kind of guy who’d mow his lawn in a suit; he probably sleeps in the damn things.
    
   
    Three-piece suits, all the same unvarying shades of slate gray or dark blue, slacks and a coat, a vest with a silver watch peeking from a pocket.
    
   
    The suits are all well tailored and pricey; they make Seever look like a man-about-town, and those suits may be the reason why Hoskins hates Seever so much, because he’d never be able to afford anything like that, not on a cop’s salary, but it’s not the only reason.
    
   
    It’s Seever’s suits, and it’s his fingernails, which he keeps neatly trimmed and buffed, and it’s his hair, parted on the right and sprayed until it’s as hard as concrete.
    
   
    And the glasses—Jesus Christ, it’s those glasses, wire-rimmed transition lenses that get darker in brighter light, that’s what Hoskins first hated about Seever—those fucking glasses.
    
   
    Anyone who wore those glasses of their own free will was an asshole.
    
   
    Hoskins grew up poor; he’s got a natural distaste for guys who strut around, flashing their bankrolls and Seever’s one of those guys, but he’s also worse, because he’s got money, but he’s also a snake in the grass.
    
    
     A phony-baloney
    , like his old man always says. 
    
     Or in Latin, phonus-balonus.
    
 
  
   
    “Officers?”
    
   
    Seever says.
    
   
    He asks everyone to call him Jacky, but Hoskins has never been able to do it.
    
   
    For him, this lousy fuck will never be anything other than Seever.
    
   
    “Early, isn’t it?
    
   
    Is there something I can do for you?”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, you fat bastard,” Loren says mildly, taking a step forward so Seever is forced back, has to make room to let them in.
    
   
    Seever’s a small man; he wouldn’t be able to keep them out if he tried.
    
   
    So he doesn’t.
    
   
    “You know why we’re here.”
   
 
  
   
    There’s powdered sugar dusted across the front of Seever’s vest, strawberry jelly smeared between his knuckles.
    
   
    Sloppy.
    
   
    He’s been eating more these days, and with greater frequency.
    
   
    They’ve watched Seever duck into restaurants and gas stations, come out with plastic carry-outs of steaming food, cases of Diet Coke.
    
   
    Seever eats when he’s under stress, and when he realized the police were constantly watching him, trying to nail his ass to the wall, he amped it up.
    
   
    Even in the last week he’s gained.
    
   
    His belly is softly ballooning over the waistband of his slacks, straining the buttons on his tweed vest.
    
   
    The whole getup would fit someone in better shape, it might’ve fit him before but it doesn’t now, and now the shirt doesn’t quite conceal the underside of his gut, which is covered in wiry black hair and purple stretch marks.
    
   
    Reverse cleavage.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins follows his partner into the house, pausing long enough to shove a slip of paper into Seever’s hands.
    
   
    A search warrant.
    
   
    It says they’re looking for marijuana, but they don’t give a shit about drugs.
    
   
    It wouldn’t matter to them if the kitchen wall were built with bricks of Mary Jane.
    
   
    But they needed a way to get into Seever’s house, they’d been spinning their wheels for weeks, trying to catch Seever at more than cramming food in his face and scratching his ass, and it’s the best Judge Vasquez could give them.
    
   
    The best any judge 
    would give them, because none of them liked Loren, not that Loren gave a flying fuck, but it sometimes made things difficult, so it was Hoskins who’d petitioned for the warrant, who’d had to put on his smiley face and explain the situation, Hoskins who’d had to beg for help.
    
   
    But that’s how it was with Loren, how it’d always been.
    
   
    Loren wanted what he wanted, and someone else had to get it for him.
   
 
  
   
    “Weed?”
    
   
    Seever says, the warrant pinched between his pointer finger and thumb.
    
   
    By the looks of it, he might’ve been holding a square of used toilet paper.
    
   
    He reads it, laughing, a sound that’s like glass breaking.
    
   
    “You’re not going to find any of that here.”
   
 
  
   
    “That’s all right,” Loren says.
    
   
    He’s smiling, or at least pulling his lips back from his teeth, although it makes him look more like a rabid dog than a man.
    
   
    “I have a feeling we’ll find what we’re looking for.”
   
 
  
   
    Seever closes the front door, shutting out the cold morning light, and Hoskins is blind for a moment.
    
   
    This isn’t good.
    
   
    The blinds are all drawn, the interior of the house is dark.
    
   
    His eyes haven’t had time to adjust.
    
   
    He wonders if Seever knows this, if he’ll take this particular moment to lose his shit, to try to kill the two cops who’ve come to put him away for the rest of his life.
    
   
    But Seever doesn’t move, only stands inside the door, his hands hanging down at his sides, because really, no matter how he acts or what he says, Seever is a coward.
   
 
  
   
    “Where do you want to start?”
    
   
    Seever asks.
    
   
    He’s pleasant, unconcerned.
    
   
    “Upstairs?
    
   
    Gloria’s at her mother’s place for the weekend, so you can—”
   
 
  
   
    “The crawl space,” Loren says.
    
   
    “I want to see that.”
   
 
  
   
    *
  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    December 29, 2008
   
 
  
   
    If there is one thing Sammie Peterson has learned over the years, it is this: Everyone thinks the pretty girl is a moron.
   
 
  
   
    That’s what they think of her, she knows, she can feel those thoughts coming off the men as they work, as if there are cartoon bubbles floating over their heads, right there for her to read.
    
   
    They’ve invited her to stay in the crawl space while they dig, to get a better sense of the crime scene, to watch what’s going on so she can report it all more accurately in her articles, but she doesn’t like it down there.
    
   
    It’s too small, too 
    close, even though they’ve ripped up most of the floorboards and moved out the washer and dryer, so the crawl space isn’t actually under the house anymore but a part of it, a place where the men can stand upright as they look at what Seever has left behind, their hands perched on their hips or folded across their chests.
    
   
    And they watch her when she 
    does venture into the crawl space, she can feel their gazes on her ass and her breasts and her mouth, but hardly ever on her eyes.
    
   
    She’s heard them talking, even though they’ve been quiet about it, whispering to one another while they’re smoking outside or walking to their cars.
    
   
    They don’t like her, not only because she’s from the 
    Post, and all cops hate a reporter snooping around, but also because of Hoskins.
    
   
    They’ve been careful in front of other people, acting like they hardly know each other, never touching, never talking, even when they could get away with it, but somehow everyone still knows.
   
 
  
   
    “Have you told anyone?”
    
   
    she’d asked, not that long before.
    
   
    They were in his bed, the TV on but muted.
    
   
    She likes having the TV on while they have sex, likes to have the room filled with flickering light.
    
   
    “About us, I mean?”
   
 
  
   
    “Why would I do that, princess?”
    
   
    he asked.
    
   
    “It’s none of anybody’s business.”
   
 
  
   
    “It—it feels like people know.”
   
 
  
   
    “Like who?”
   
 
  
   
    “Like everyone.”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s probably Loren,” Hoskins had said, and he’d been smiling, but there was nothing kind about that smile, nothing familiar.
    
   
    Hoskins was a good guy, and that smile didn’t belong to him.
    
   
    But then she blinked and it was gone.
    
   
    “That guy knows everything and can’t keep his mouth shut.”
   
 
  
   
    “Might be.”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s fine,” he said, reaching for the glass of water on his nightstand.
    
   
    She wished she could see his face.
    
   
    “You’re worrying over nothing.”
   
 
  
   
    But she’s not all that worried, except when she thinks about her husband finding out about Hoskins.
    
   
    Not that she’s afraid of Dean, or that he’d do something bad, but she doesn’t want to hurt him, doesn’t want to see the look on his face if he finds out.
    
   
    It’s 
    everyone else knowing that bothers her, because she knows what they’re all saying, she’s heard them say it.
   
 
  
   
    Slut.
   
 
  
   
    Whore.
   
 
  
   
    The men think she’s fucking Hoskins so she can get into Seever’s house, so she can watch the investigation firsthand and write her articles for the 
    Post and make them all look like fools, because that’s what the scum media does.
    
   
    The men all like Hoskins, they think he’s a hell of a good guy, but they’re not fools.
    
   
    They see exactly what’s going on.
    
   
    They’ve all seen the kind of tail Hoskins can typically pull, and Sammie’s pretty far out of his league.
    
   
    She’s a 
    dime, a solid ten, and she could do much better.
    
   
    She’s only fucking him so she can get in here, they tell each other.
    
   
    She’s only sucking his dick for a story.
   
 
  
   
    And it’s true.
    
   
    Some of it, at least.
   
 
  
   
    But Sammie wouldn’t admit this, not even if someone put a gun to her head and demanded the truth.
    
   
    It’s not exactly something that she’s proud of, that she lets Hoskins touch her, that she puts on a show for him and then goes home and tells her husband lies so she can one-up every other reporter out there, panting to tell a good story.
    
   
    Besides, no one understands the position she was in at the paper, how it was to be there, day after day.
    
   
    Writing boring book reviews and fluff pieces on the local dog show, when all she wanted was to write a good piece, one that 
    mattered.
    
   
    One that could make a difference.
    
   
    She’d hear her editor handing out assignments, but he’d pass right over her every time, and she’d go back to typing up her piece about the knitting club in Highlands Ranch that was donating their blankets to the homeless, or the dog with the prosthetic leg.
    
   
    She’d spent her whole life wanting to be a reporter, she’d thought she’d be big-time, that she’d be a glittering success, and when she’d been hired at the 
    Post, she was sure she’d made it.
    
   
    The rest would be simple.
    
   
    But nothing in life is simple, and so she’d been patient, and she’d waited, and when she saw an opportunity she took it.
   
 
  
   
    But it 
    does embarrass her that all the men talk about her, that they call her names and treat her coldly when all she’s doing is her job, in the best way she can.
    
   
    So what if it involves sex?
    
   
    If she were a man, no one would care.
    
   
    They’d probably congratulate her, give her an award.
    
   
    Her connection to Hoskins allows her to duck under the police barricade every morning while the rest of the journalists are stuck in the cold, standing on the street far back from Seever’s house, with their notepads and recorders and cameras, and some of them have set up trailers and folding tables with steaming urns of coffee and cold doughnuts.
    
   
    There are journalists out there, important people with household names, flown in from New York or L.A., they have tents built in some of the yards and they spend all day out there, in the hopes that something might happen.
    
   
    She’s heard that some of the neighbors are charging the media a day rate for squatting in their yards, a flat fee for every time one of them needs a toilet.
    
   
    But she gets to walk right past them, all of them, gets to see everything that’s happening inside, is already writing her next article in her head as another body is zipped up in a black bag and carried out of the house.
   
 
  
   
    This is something else Sammie has learned: If you’re going to fuck someone, at least make sure they’re important.
   
 
  
   
    So the men keep whispering to one another as they dig up more bodies, and Sammie keeps writing, and she keeps fucking Hoskins.
    
   
    Keep on keeping on, as they say.
   
 
  
   
    *
  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    January 5, 2009
   
 
  
   
    They’ve got a crew at Seever’s house, digging up the crawl space and cataloguing everything that comes out of the ground.
    
   
    It’s slow work, thankless.
    
   
    So far they’ve found eleven bodies, and that’s only one corner of the room, in a section a few feet square.
    
   
    Quadrant one, they call it.
    
   
    Nine of the victims are women, and one matches the description of a girl who’d gone missing in Fort Collins in 1988.
    
   
    Twenty years, Hoskins thinks.
    
   
    How many people could Seever have killed in twenty years?
   
 
  
   
    “I didn’t kill anyone,” Seever says.
    
   
    The three of them are together.
    
   
    Hoskins, Loren, and Seever.
    
   
    We are family, Hoskins thinks.
    
   
    I’ve got all my brothers with me.
    
   
    They’re in an interview room, one that’s so tight it’s claustrophobic, and the air vents blow out either hot or cold, but never a temperature that’s anywhere near comfortable.
    
   
    “This is all a big mistake.”
   
 
  
   
    “So those eleven people we’ve pulled outta your place are a figment of my imagination?”
    
   
    Loren asks.
    
   
    He’s sitting opposite Seever at the small metal table, a cup of coffee in front of him.
    
   
    He hasn’t offered Seever anything.
    
   
    Hoskins is by the door, his arms folded over his chest.
    
   
    He can’t stop thinking about the last victim they pulled out.
    
   
    She had twine wrapped around her wrists and a scarf around her neck, one end of it crammed in her mouth.
    
   
    She’d choked on it, the coroner said, sucked it in and it’d snaked most of the way down her throat.
    
   
    She’d drowned in watered silk, the fabric printed with blooming red poppies.
   
 
  
   
    “Is that all you’ve found?”
    
   
    Seever asks.
    
   
    He’s agreed to talk to them without a lawyer, isn’t all that concerned with his defense.
    
   
    He’s not stupid, just crazy.
   
 
  
   
    “So there’re more?”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, I’m sure.”
   
 
  
   
    “How many are we gonna find down there?”
   
 
  
   
    “Zero.”
   
 
  
   
    “How many did you murder?”
   
 
  
   
    “All of them.”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins rubs his fingers across his lips.
    
   
    They’re dry, cracked.
    
   
    His hands smell like the soap in the station’s bathroom—cheap and generic, but familiar.
    
   
    This isn’t the first interview they’ve done with Seever, and it won’t be the last.
    
   
    Not by a long shot.
    
   
    He’s a sanctimonious son of a bitch, and he likes to play games, to toy with them.
    
   
    He talks in circles, sometimes telling the truth, but most are lies, bullshit made up for his own amusement.
    
   
    Jacky Seever’s under arrest, he’s guilty, no one in their right mind could think otherwise—but he’s still all loosey-goosey, his hair slicked back from his forehead like he’s goddamn greased lightning, an easy smile on his face like he’s got nothing to worry about.
    
   
    Like he expects to be heading home soon, pulling up a kitchen chair and tucking into his dinner.
   
 
  
   
    “What’d you do with their fingers?”
    
   
    Loren asks, and it’s a good question, a valid one, because every victim that’s been carried out of the crawl space has been missing at least one.
    
   
    Left hand, right hand, it varied.
    
   
    Seever didn’t seem picky.
    
   
    It was a detail they hadn’t released, Hoskins had even kept it from Sammie because she’d run it in an article if she had the chance.
    
   
    He thinks he might love Sammie, but love doesn’t mean he’s stupid.
    
   
    Sammie believes people should be told everything, that nothing should be held back, but not for the common good—just her own.
    
   
    She would want to feed the detail of the missing fingers to the public, serve it up like a waiter carrying a silver platter and lifting away the lid with a flourish.
   
 
  
   
    “Fingers?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, dummy.
    
   
    You got some weird kink with fingers?
    
   
    Seems to me like you prefer the middle ones—you stick them up your ass to get off?”
   
 
  
   
    Seever smiles.
    
   
    He likes to talk, there are some times he won’t shut up, but Hoskins has a feeling they’ll never hear the truth on this, and maybe it doesn’t matter.
   
 
  
   
    “I have a question,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    It’s the first time he’s said anything, because Loren does most of the talking in these interviews; he’s better at it, he knows what to ask.
    
   
    Hoskins is more like window dressing, backup if it’s needed, a witness in case something bad goes down.
    
   
    Someone to keep an eye on Loren, make sure he behaves.
   
 
  
   
    “What’s that?”
    
   
    Seever asks.
    
   
    His eyes are greenish-brown, and there’s a bright spot of gold in his left one, under the pupil.
   
 
  
   
    “Why’d you bury them all in your crawl space?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks.
    
   
    If this interview doesn’t end soon, if he doesn’t get out of this room, he’ll be sick.
    
   
    He felt the same way in the morgue, looking at the victims so far, their bodies laid out on the metal tables with the raised edges, so if the bodies leaked or bled there wouldn’t be a mess to clean.
    
   
    “Why keep them with you?”
   
 
  
   
    Seever blinks.
   
 
  
   
    This is the million-dollar question.
    
   
    Sammie asked Hoskins this the night before, when they were in his bed.
    
   
    She had a bowl of trail mix balanced in the crux of her thighs, and even though he hates eating in bed, hated finding the sunflower seeds and nuts in his sheets after she was gone, he lets her do it.
   
 
  
   
    “If Seever hadn’t kept the—the dead people—”
   
 
  
   
    “The victims,” he’d corrected her.
    
   
    “Or the departed.
    
   
    That’s what you should call them.”
   
 
  
   
    “Why’d he bury them all under his house?
    
   
    It’s not like he has a good explanation for how all those bodies got down there.
    
   
    No one will ever think he’s innocent.”
   
 
  
   
    “He’s not trying to convince anyone he’s innocent,” Hoskins said.
    
   
    “He doesn’t deny anything.”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie was wearing one of his shirts, and the collar hung loosely off one shoulder.
    
   
    He ran his fingers along her chest, down into the dip above the delicate bone.
    
   
    She closed her eyes, tilted her head back so the fine line of her neck was exposed.
    
   
    He often wondered what Sammie was thinking.
   
 
  
   
    “Did you go down to your crawl space sometimes, pay them all a little visit?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks now, mildly.
    
   
    There’s a rushing sound in his ears, and it seems like he’s looking at Seever through binoculars, but through the wrong end.
    
   
    Seever looks so far away and tiny, although he’s on the other side of the table, only three feet away, but he thinks that if he were to reach out and grab at Seever, his fist would swipe uselessly through empty air.
    
   
    “You’d go down there and gloat and laugh and jerk off?”
   
 
  
   
    Seever swallows, his throat making a sharp clicking noise.
    
   
    Then he looks away.
   
 
  
   
    “How’d you do it?”
    
   
    Loren asks, and Hoskins can hear the impatience in his voice, the waspy hum of anger below the surface.
    
   
    Maybe Seever can’t hear it, but he hasn’t worked with Loren for the last ten years, hasn’t learned to gauge Loren’s temper like you would the temperature of bathwater before climbing in.
    
   
    “Where’d you pick them up?”
   
 
  
   
    Seever leans forward, his elbows on the table.
    
   
    He’s wearing one of the orange jumpsuits all the prisoners wear, and the front of it is filthy, smeared with dried food and dirt.
    
   
    Seever was always so particular about his clothing, and now that’s gone to shit.
    
   
    Incarceration isn’t nice for pretty boys.
    
   
    Seever props his elbows up on the table.
    
   
    He looks eager to talk, and Hoskins expects that they’ll get more lies out of him, more games and bragging, but instead, they get the truth.
   
 
  
   
    “I got them from all over, wherever I could,” Seever says.
    
   
    “I never attacked anyone.
    
   
    They all came home with me because they 
    wanted to.”
   
 
  
   
    “I guess you expect me to believe that they 
    wanted you to tie them up and kill them, too?”
    
   
    Loren asks.
   
 
  
   
    Seever doesn’t answer this, just laughs, that high-pitched titter that digs right into your brain and doesn’t let go, and that’s what sets Loren off.
    
   
    That’s what they tell the boss man later, that Seever had laughed, he was always laughing like a maniac and Loren couldn’t stand it anymore.
    
   
    But it’s more than the laugh, Hoskins knows.
    
   
    It’s the last seven weeks they’ve spent following Seever around, watching and waiting for him to slip up so they could finally arrest him.
   
 
  
   
    They were first led to him by an anonymous call; a woman gave them Seever’s name and address, said he was up to something, that she’d seen people going into the house and never coming back out.
    
   
    So they’d started watching him go to work and go to the bar and go home, peering at him through binoculars while he sat on the lip of his bathtub and clipped his fingernails into the toilet bowl.
    
   
    They started watching Seever because they had no one else to watch, no other leads, and they had to do 
    something; the city was screaming for an explanation.
    
   
    Twenty-three disappearances reported in the last seven years in the Denver-metro alone.
    
   
    People disappeared all the time, but not like this, without witnesses or bodies, and there were stories about cults and Satan-worshipping floating around, of white slavery.
    
   
    Hoskins had heard the stories himself, and he’d laughed, because it was all so stupid.
    
   
    There had to be an explanation for all the missing people, he can remember thinking.
    
   
    Something sane and reasonable.
   
 
  
   
    So they started following Seever, because of that one call, and they could’ve stopped at any time, but there was something that kept them after him.
    
   
    Because Seever was weird, there was something off about him, something 
    wrong.
    
   
    It was Loren who said this, who said Seever was hiding something, that he was up to no good, he wasn’t sure Seever was behind all the missing people, but the dude was bad news.
    
   
    And Loren was to be trusted, he had a nose for the work, he knew how to read people.
    
   
    Loren didn’t like Seever, didn’t like the way he’d shake hands and hold the sweaty grip for a moment too long, didn’t like the way he’d gel his hair so the rows left behind by the comb’s teeth were still plainly visible.
    
   
    Loren wanted to bust Seever for something, 
    anything, even if it wasn’t anything big, because he wanted to see the guy squirm, wanted to laugh in his face when they shoved him into a cell in his fancy suit and left him there to sleep on a cot and shit in a toilet with no seat.
    
   
    Oh, they could’ve busted him anytime for drinking—Seever liked to toss back a few at the bars most nights before heading home, they could’ve pulled him over a dozen different times—but Hoskins made Loren wait.
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know,” Hoskins had said.
    
   
    He was usually the one who plowed forward without a second thought—
    prepare for ramming speed, look away if you’re squeamish—but this was different, there was some niggling doubt, a pricking in his thumbs that told him to slow down, to wait.
    
   
    To watch.
    
   
    If Seever was guilty of something big—and as they spent more time watching him, Hoskins was sure this was the case—and they jumped on him too soon, he’d be lost.
    
   
    Seever had money, he had friends; people liked him.
    
   
    They could slap him with a DUI, but then they’d have to back off, because otherwise he could claim they were harassing him, that the police department was out for blood on an innocent citizen, and they’d never be able to get him for anything else.
    
   
    “It would probably be better to wait.”
   
 
  
   
    “Bullshit,” Loren had said, smacking his palm hard against the steering wheel.
    
   
    They were in his car, parked outside one of Seever’s restaurants, watching the shadowed figures moving behind the glass, eating and laughing and sometimes doing nothing at all.
    
   
    “We could have him behind bars tonight.”
   
 
  
   
    “That won’t get us into his house,” Hoskins said, drumming his fingers on the dashboard and staring out at the white stripes painted on the asphalt, as if he were bored.
    
   
    “Let’s say he is the one behind all these missing people.
    
   
    We’ll never know if we never step foot in his place.
    
   
    Then we’ll be the assholes who let this dipshit slip through our fingers.”
   
 
  
   
    Loren wouldn’t take orders, he didn’t like to be told what to do, Hoskins had learned that not long after they became partners.
    
   
    Loren would only go along with something if he thought it was his own idea, so Hoskins played the game; he was the one yanking the puppet strings, although it had to be done softly, with care.
    
   
    None of Loren’s other partners had figured this out; Loren had stomped all over them and none of them had lasted, not until Hoskins.
    
   
    Because a partnership can’t work with two snarling pit bulls—one of them has to play the part of the leash.
   
 
  
   
    So Loren considered, spent a day mulling the whole thing over, then went to Chief Black, said he’d thought about it, and he’d decided the best thing to do would be to wait, to keep watching Seever and look for a good time to sweep in and nab him, and the boss man agreed to give them more time.
    
   
    Later, people would congratulate Loren on having that kind of foresight, on knowing when it was best to pull back, on having such good 
    instincts, and Loren never once tried to correct anyone.
    
   
    Hoskins wasn’t mad—that was life with Loren, what he’d come to expect.
    
   
    You had to give a lot to Loren to get a little, and the glory wasn’t as important to Hoskins as it was to do his job the right way.
    
   
    The ends justify the means, or, like his father used to say, it doesn’t matter what you put in your mouth, it’s all shit in the end.
   
 
  
    
     Be vewy, vewy quiet
    , Loren would whisper when they were parked across from Seever’s house at night, struggling not to fall asleep. 
    
     We’re hunting wabbits.
    
 
  
   
    It was funny at first, and then later, not so much.
   
 
  
   
    Seven weeks of Elmer Fudd, seven weeks of watching Seever shovel food down his mouth-hole and stroll out to the curb to check his mail and chat with the neighbors, who all seemed to like Seever, who thought he was a pretty damn good guy.
    
   
    It was all going nowhere.
    
   
    Loren was persuasive but he wouldn’t be able to convince Chief Black to let them watch this one guy forever.
    
   
    They needed a break.
    
   
    And they got one: a nineteen-year-old girl named Carrie Simms, the only person who’d ever managed to escape the crawl space.
   
 
  
   
    But those seven weeks of Seever before Simms strolled into the station, fifty hours a week of him, sometimes more, there were nights Hoskins would dream about Seever slipping into bed with him, his hand hot and inviting when it snaked over his hip, reaching for his dick, and it didn’t matter how hard Hoskins fought, he couldn’t get free of him.
    
   
    They’d only been watching Seever, but he’d still managed to worm his way into their heads like a parasite, and Hoskins knew 
    that was the real reason Loren jumped out of his chair and punched Seever right in the face, making his nose crunch flat and blood spray everywhere.
    
   
    Loren didn’t do it because Seever was a killer—they’d arrested plenty of those before, men who’d done terrible things to their wives and children and complete strangers—but because Seever was like the chorus of a terrible song, set on infinite replay.
    
   
    He was the awful taste caught in the back of your mouth, the one that can’t be rinsed away.
    
   
    The bloodstain in the carpet that won’t ever come out.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins grabs the back of Loren’s shirt and hauls him back, the two of them stumbling clumsily together, and Seever’s shrieking, one hand clamped over his gushing nose, and he’s looking right at Hoskins, because Loren’s out of it, his eyes are closed and his lips are moving, counting slowly back from ten like the department psych told him to do when he felt ready to lose his shit.
   
 
  
   
    “This isn’t over,” Seever screams.
    
   
    His voice is thick and syrupy from the blood pouring down his throat and over his lips to the collar of his jumpsuit, but Hoskins can understand him perfectly.
    
   
    “It’ll never be over.”
   
  
 

  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    February 21, 2009
   
 
  
   
    Thirty-one.
    
   
    That’s how many bodies they have when the crawl space is all dug through and the backyard is plowed up and the concrete floor in the garage has been smashed to pieces and trucked away.
   
 
  
   
    “I hate that bastard,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    He’s tired, big bags hanging under his eyes.
    
   
    He’s been spending lots of time with Seever, hours and hours of interviews and questions, just the two of them, because Seever won’t talk in front of Loren anymore.
    
   
    Hoskins doesn’t tell her much, but she knows that Seever told him where to dig under his garage, and they’d found a skeleton there, that he’d been brought out to his house to show them the area in his yard where he’d buried another.
    
   
    “If I have to spend one more minute with that bastard, I’m going to lose my shit.”
   
 
  
   
    She doesn’t say anything to that, because she always liked Seever, she still can’t believe he’s a killer.
    
   
    But you can never know what one person is capable of, she thinks.
    
   
    Like her husband.
    
   
    Dean isn’t stupid; he knows something’s going on, he’s been watching her.
    
   
    He doesn’t trust her anymore, and that bothers her, although it probably shouldn’t, because why should he?
    
   
    Look what she’s doing—to him, to their marriage.
    
   
    And to Hoskins.
    
   
    She can’t forget Hoskins, who is tired and cranky most days, is not as often in the mood for sex but still clings to her.
    
   
    He’s the kind of man who needs a woman in his life.
    
   
    If they’d met years before, she might’ve ended up with Hoskins instead of Dean, but thinking that makes her feel idiotic, because why should she always think about her life in terms of men?
    
   
    But she’s never been without one, not since her first kiss in the seventh grade, and maybe she’s like Hoskins—she can’t live without a man in her life.
    
   
    But she doesn’t have one man, she has two, and something’s bound to give sooner or later, it’s only a matter of time.
    
   
    Dean’s asking questions and Hoskins is pressuring her to file for divorce, to move in with him, and she can’t commit either way, because someone’ll end up hurt, and is it so bad this way?
    
   
    It’s the first time in her life that she doesn’t want more, she’d be happy if things would stay the same, but then Hoskins makes the choice for her, says he’s met someone else, that it’s serious.
   
 
  
   
    “What’s her name?”
    
   
    Sammie asks.
    
   
    She hadn’t thought it would be this way.
    
   
    She should be the one breaking up with him, that’s how she’d always imagined it happening.
    
   
    Not this, over dinner, with another couple at the next table, eating silently, and she knows they’re listening, and there won’t be any tears or screams from her; Hoskins picked the perfect spot to do this, to escape unscathed.
    
   
    Without a scene.
   
 
  
   
    “That’s not important.”
   
 
  
   
    “It is to me.”
    
   
    But why should it be?
    
   
    she thinks.
    
   
    Isn’t this what she was looking for, this chance to step cleanly out of this relationship and back into her marriage?
    
   
    There’s no reason to hang on.
    
   
    There’s no reason to go to Seever’s house anymore; there are other stories to write, it’s time to let go.
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t like me seeing other women?”
    
   
    Hoskins says, smiling.
    
   
    “You go home to your husband but it’s not okay if I have a girlfriend?”
   
 
  
   
    “I never said that.
    
   
    I just want to know her name.”
   
 
  
   
    “If you don’t want me seeing anyone else, move in with me.
    
   
    Leave him.”
   
 
  
   
    “I can’t do that.
    
   
    You know I can’t do that.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yes, you can.
    
   
    Pack yourself a bag of clothes and leave.
    
   
    I can buy you whatever else you need.”
    
   
    This is Hoskins in a nutshell, she thinks.
    
   
    He wants to be the hero.
    
   
    If he lived in the Old West, he’d be wearing a white ten-gallon hat and she’d be hog-tied on the train track, screaming her fucking head off.
    
   
    “I’ll take care of you.”
   
 
  
   
    She doesn’t think there’s another woman.
    
   
    There can’t be.
    
   
    Hoskins has spent every moment of the last few months wrapped up in Seever, and in her.
    
   
    He hasn’t had time to meet anyone else.
    
   
    He’s making this up, she thinks.
    
   
    So she’ll get jealous and leave Dean.
    
   
    Hoskins wants to settle down, he’s told her that before.
    
   
    And she wonders why she always meets men like this, her whole life it’s been this way—men who want more than she has to give.
    
   
    Where are all the men who want nothing but sex, to have some fun and move on?
   
 
  
   
    “I need to go,” she says, yanking her napkin off her lap and cramming it right down on her salad, 
    smush, so she hears the lettuce leaves crack under the pressure.
   
 
  
   
    “Were you listening to anything I said?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    “And?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know.”
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t know what?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know.”
   
 
  
   
    “So that’s it?”
    
   
    he says.
    
   
    “You’re all done with me?”
   
 
  
   
    “No.”
   
 
  
   
    “Then leave him.
    
   
    Come home with me.”
   
 
  
   
    “I can’t.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t understand.”
    
   
    And he wouldn’t, she thinks.
    
   
    He doesn’t know what it’s like to be married to a nice man, a 
    good man who makes her happy most days, and then have Hoskins, who she might love, but she can’t leave Dean, because that choice would be irreversible, and what if it turned out to be the wrong one?
    
   
    It’s not as if she could take it back.
    
   
    She’s right in the middle, and it’s safe there.
    
   
    She has her cake and she eats it too, like her mother would say if she knew all this was going on, but her mother would die if she did find out.
    
   
    Die of shame.
    
   
    She’d never be able to show her face in church again, that’s what she’d say.
    
    
     I have a whore daughter and I’m never getting into heaven.
     
   
    “You got what you wanted, I guess?
    
   
    You got the story, you’re getting the good assignments, and now you’re done?”
   
 
  
   
    “No.”
    
   
    She shakes her head and bites on the pad of her thumb, but the truth is that she 
    is getting the good assignments, that now Dan Corbin considers her a 
    serious journalist.
    
   
    She gets calls from other reporters at other papers, hoping to squeeze information out of her, asking for her contacts, her sources, when it wasn’t all that long ago that she was the one making the calls.
    
   
    She owes it all to Hoskins, but there’s something inside her that hardens when she thinks about that.
    
   
    She’s a miser, loath to give up anything to pay her debt.
    
   
    Especially when she knows exactly what Hoskins wants—he wants her.
    
   
    “That’s not how it is.”
   
 
  
   
    “You’d lie to get anything you want,” Hoskins says, and he stands up fast enough that his drink knocks over, spilling water all over everything, and a waiter rushes forward, wanting to help, to save the meal, but that seems as if it’s happening far away, completely separate from this moment.
    
   
    “God, you’re an ugly bitch.”
   
 
  
   
    Later, at home, Sammie will cry over what Hoskins has said.
    
   
    It isn’t the part about being a liar that hurts, because she 
    is a liar, she already knows that.
    
   
    But who isn’t?
    
   
    Mostly it’s the ugly thing that’ll bother her.
    
   
    Because she’s 
    not ugly.
    
   
    Everyone, her entire life, has told her how pretty she is, how beautiful.
    
   
    It’s a part of who she is; it’s as much of her identity as her fingerprints or the freckle on her right hip.
    
   
    Her beauty has been the one thing she can count on, her fallback when everything else is going wrong.
    
   
    She has never had anyone call her 
    ugly, and it hurts, although a part of her thinks that Hoskins is right, that she 
    is ugly, that everyone sees it and tells her the opposite, she doesn’t know any better.
   
 
  
   
    “This isn’t over,” Hoskins says, vaguely, not really looking at her but over her shoulder, and it scares her—if they weren’t in public, if the couple beside them wasn’t openly staring now, not even pretending to mind their own business, if the waiter wasn’t hovering over the table, patting down the wet spots he can reach, she might’ve screamed.
    
   
    Because those aren’t Hoskins’s words.
    
   
    They’re Seever’s, that’s what Hoskins had told her, that Seever had said that, it was his catchphrase, he repeated it every time they spoke.
    
   
    “This’ll never be over.”
   
 
  
   
    Then he leaves, turns and walks off, out of the restaurant and into the warmth of the afternoon.
    
   
    The couple hurriedly go back to their meal and the waiter starts clearing the table, everyone is busy not looking at her, 
    Move along folks, nothing to see here, and she feels like she’s been slapped, stunned, and she wishes someone would look at her, even if it is with pity, but no one does.
    
   
    It’s like she’s not even there at all.
   
  
 

  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     GLORIA
    
 
  
   
    March 17, 2009
   
 
  
   
    On Tuesdays she goes to the grocery store, stocks up her fridge with plastic totes of salad greens and skim milk and ground coffee.
    
   
    She still hasn’t gotten used to shopping for one—it’s strange, not to buy all the things Jacky used to eat, the potatoes and cheeses and gallons of rocky-road ice cream.
    
   
    And all the red meat.
    
   
    She hardly ever eats meat now.
    
   
    There are even times she forgets to eat altogether, when she’ll come into the kitchen in the morning for a cup of hot tea and find it completely untouched, and she’ll realize that she didn’t eat at all the day before.
    
   
    This never fails to surprise her, because it doesn’t seem like eating is something a person could forget.
    
   
    She doesn’t buy much at the grocery for that reason, and even so it sometimes goes to waste, the lettuce leaves melting into black goo at the bottom of the produce drawer, the quarts of milk separated and sour.
   
 
  
   
    It’s Tuesday, but she’s not going to buy food.
    
   
    Instead she’s going home, to the big house on the northeast corner of Sycamore Street, the brick place on a quarter-acre lot with the thirty-foot evergreen planted right outside the front door.
    
   
    That tree cost a small fortune to plant, and the roots would break into the foundation and the sewage lines at some point, but she’d once told Jacky that she wanted to live in a house with a big tree right outside the front door, and he’d stored that information away, kept it for later.
    
   
    Jacky always had a good memory for those kinds of things, and he loved surprises, and she was surprised when he bought the house, even more surprised when she woke up to the sound of men planting the tree in the yard a week after they moved in.
    
   
    Jacky liked to make her happy, he said that was a husband’s main job.
    
   
    To make his wife smile.
   
 
  
   
    “I’m sorry for all the times I’ve made you cry,” he had said, a week before he was arrested.
    
   
    She was packing, carefully laying out outfits and rolling up socks to tuck into the shoes already in her open suitcase.
    
   
    They’d done a lot of traveling over the years of their marriage, and she’d become an expert at packing.
    
   
    Toiletries in gallon freezer bags, in case they exploded, which they were so apt to do when flying into Denver.
    
   
    A pillbox to keep her jewelry in, the compartments keeping the necklaces from getting tangled.
    
   
    Socks tucked into shoes to save space.
   
 
  
   
    “What was that?”
    
   
    She’d been busy with her packing, trying to keep all the last-minute details straight.
    
   
    She was going on a trip with her mother, to see the arch in St. Louis, or farther on, to Chicago.
    
   
    The trip had been Jacky’s idea, and later, she realized that he’d been so adamant about her going because he knew what was going to happen and he didn’t want her around to see him arrested.
    
   
    “I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening.”
   
 
  
   
    “I’m sorry for the times I made you cry,” Jacky had repeated, slowly.
    
   
    He was sitting in the armchair by the window, looking out on their quiet street.
    
   
    There was a car parked at the corner, the same place it’d been every day for the last few weeks, and she could see the shoulder of the man sitting behind the wheel, his fingers drumming on the dash.
    
   
    She hadn’t said anything to Jacky about the car and the men who were always around, but she knew he already knew, and that they were cops.
    
   
    She knew that by the clothes they wore, the way they wouldn’t meet her eyes when she drove by.
    
   
    They’d been married for almost thirty years but Jacky still thought she was oblivious, that she didn’t notice the little things.
    
   
    It was the running joke between them, and she’d always gone along with it, but she’d noticed the cops, their shifty eyes and their suit jackets that were cut too loose around the waists to hide their weapons, and she’d known something was going on.
   
 
  
   
    “What’re you talking about?”
    
   
    she’d asked, but he hadn’t answered her, that’s the way Jacky was sometimes, he’d move from one thing to another before she had time to catch up.
    
   
    He’d ignored her question and helped her pack, and she didn’t remember that he’d said it until he called her from jail.
    
   
    She 
    had spent a lot of time crying in the early years of their marriage, but after Jacky was arrested, she didn’t cry at all.
   
 
  
   
    But the house.
    
   
    Her house.
    
   
    Jacky had bought it because the restaurants were doing well.
    
   
    He said it was an investment in the future, that living in a rental was like flushing money down the toilet.
    
   
    It wasn’t a nice house to begin with—the carpets were filthy, the walls were covered in tacky wallpaper, and there were spiders living in the highest corners—but Jacky said that was her job, to spruce up the house, to call in the contractors and the cleaners, to shop for furniture and curtains and knickknacks.
    
   
    Fluffing their nest, that’s what Jacky called it.
    
   
    She’d thought they’d spend the rest of their lives in that house, they’d finally have kids and grow old and complain about having a second floor because of their stiff knees and they’d talk about selling, that’s all it would be—
    talk.
    
   
    But none of it happened.
    
   
    There was never a baby, no matter how hard they tried or how many doctors they visited, and here she is now, forty-nine years old, living in a dumpy furnished apartment while her husband sits in prison and her beautiful house is empty.
    
   
    It wasn’t the life she’d imagined for herself, but it’s what she has, and nothing is going to change it.
   
 
  
   
    She’ll never live in her house again, the police say.
    
   
    She’d spent so many years planning, so much time bringing home paint samples and walking slowly through furniture showrooms.
    
   
    It hurts her to think that she’ll never have a home that works so well at Christmas, when the dining room would be crammed with friends and family, the fifteen-foot tree glittering in the front window.
    
   
    Or those times during the summer, when they’d barbecue out back and neighborhood kids would be tearing around the yard, catching frogs in the pond and jumping off the dock Jacky had built, their tongues stained red from Popsicles.
    
   
    Her pastor always said that a person should let good memories of better times help them get through the bad, but that was before Jacky was arrested, before Pastor Ed had taken her aside and quietly suggested that it might be best for her to worship at home, that 
    He would always listen to her, no matter where she was.
    
   
    Turn the other cheek, that’s what she’d always been taught, so she didn’t go back to church again; she stayed at home and watched televised sermons on Sunday mornings and prayed quietly before every meal and bed, but she would’ve liked nothing better than to see them all dead, to see Him smite them all for turning their backs during her time of need.
    
   
    But she waited, bided her time, because He repays.
    
   
    Sooner or later, everyone gets what they deserve.
   
 
  
   
    “When will I be able to move back in?”
    
   
    she’d asked a few weeks ago.
    
   
    She was tired of the apartment.
    
   
    Corporate housing they call it, but it was as bad as staying at a motel.
    
   
    Worse.
    
   
    It kept her up at night, wondering how many people had slept in the bed, had used the chipped dishes in the cupboard and sat on the stiff sofa.
   
 
  
   
    “What do you mean?”
    
   
    the cop had asked.
    
   
    There were two of them, and they always traveled in pairs, like a matched set.
    
   
    They were the ones who’d sat in front of her house, and one was younger and handsome, but the other was mean.
    
   
    She could never remember either of their names, didn’t even try.
    
   
    She didn’t like them.
    
   
    “You can’t move back in there.”
   
 
  
   
    “What’re you talking about?
    
   
    That’s my house.
    
   
    I own it.”
   
 
  
   
    The two men looked at each other, seeming amused.
    
   
    She hated them for that.
    
   
    Like she was a child demanding a toy she couldn’t have, because she didn’t know any better.
   
 
  
   
    “The house is going to be torn down, Mrs. Seever,” the young one said.
    
   
    At least he was polite, not like the other one, who was always watching her, a weird smile on his face.
    
   
    “Completely demolished.”
   
 
  
   
    “No, it’s not.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, I’m afraid it is.”
   
 
  
   
    “Jacky said I could live there, even if he was in prison.”
   
 
  
   
    “Jacky doesn’t get a say in things these days,” the old one said.
    
   
    Loren, she remembered.
    
   
    Detective Loren.
    
   
    He was grimacing, his lips pulled back far enough that she could see every tooth in his head, and most of his gums.
    
   
    “You lose your vote when you murder a bunch of people.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t understand.”
   
 
  
   
    “The house has been sold.”
   
 
  
   
    “But I live there.”
   
 
  
   
    “I guess your sweetie-pie husband never told you that you’re dead broke,” Loren said.
    
   
    “He had his lawyer sell everything to pay for his defense.
    
   
    The house.
    
   
    His car.
    
   
    All your assets.
    
   
    You didn’t think that fancy lawyer-man was defending Jacky out of the goodness of his heart, did you?”
   
 
  
   
    She tightened her hands on her purse, her nails sinking into the leather.
   
 
  
   
    “But those all belonged to 
    me too,” she said.
    
   
    “He couldn’t have sold it all without me knowing.”
   
 
  
   
    “Technically, nothing belongs to you,” Loren said.
    
   
    “Your name wasn’t on anything, so Jacky was able to do whatever the hell he wanted.
    
   
    And he did.
    
   
    Without ever letting you know.”
   
 
  
   
    He was right, she realized.
    
   
    Jacky had always taken care of everything, all the finances, all the paperwork, and she’d never been involved.
    
   
    Not once.
    
   
    She’d never known how much money they had, how things were going, but it had always been easy to believe that everything was fine, because it always seemed to be, and she’d never questioned anything as long as her credit cards still worked and her checks still cleared without issues.
    
   
    He’d bought the house without her, as a surprise, and he’d always gone to the car dealership alone.
    
   
    The only paper she’d ever signed with Jacky was her marriage license, and that’s all he’d needed to bring her up in the world, then tear her down so low.
   
 
  
   
    “But the diners—” she started, but then paused.
    
   
    She hadn’t set foot in any of them since Jacky’s arrest, had never even called to check on them.
    
   
    There’d been so many other things to deal with, and Jacky had assured her that he had the managers running things, that she didn’t have a single thing to worry about.
    
    
     I’ll be out of here before you know it,
     he’d told her during one of their visits at the county jail. 
    
     You don’t have to lift one finger.
     
    
     Don’t worry.
     
   
    “Are they gone too?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yes,” said the young cop, shooting her a pitying look.
    
   
    She could’ve killed him for it.
   
 
  
   
    “Who bought the house?
    
   
    And the diners?”
    
   
    she asked.
    
   
    “I’ll buy them all back.
    
   
    They’re mine.”
   
 
  
   
    She regretted saying the words as soon as they left her mouth, because she thought—no, she 
    knew, she couldn’t afford to be na
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     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    May 18, 2009
   
 
  
   
    Carrie Simms, the girl who escaped Seever, doesn’t want to testify at the trial.
    
   
    She’s painfully thin and small, with a face like a mouse.
    
   
    She’s normally easy, agreeable to most anything, but not on this.
   
 
  
   
    “I can’t be in the same room with that guy,” she says.
    
   
    Her hair has grown out in the last few months, and she wears it hanging in her face, strands of it poking into her mouth so she seems to be gnawing on it, making her seem younger than she is, and shy.
    
   
    “Every time I see that bastard on TV I feel like passing out.”
   
 
  
   
    Simms had wandered into the station the third week of December, when the holiday decorations had already been up for long enough that Hoskins was sick of looking at them.
    
   
    He’d spent Thanksgiving watching Seever’s friends and family through the big front window, passing baskets of dinner rolls and slices of turkey breast around the dining-room table.
    
   
    They were having a good time in there, warm and laughing, and it was those situations that made Hoskins hate his job, because he should’ve been doing the same thing, he should have a wife and kids but instead he had nothing, his ex-wife had left because he was always so wrapped up in his work, he was never around.
    
   
    When he finally called it a day he stopped by his father’s house, but the old man was asleep in front of the television, kicked back in his La-Z-Boy with a can of beer nestled between the armrest and his thigh.
    
   
    And when Joe woke up, he didn’t seem to recognize Hoskins at first; he was nervous and a little scared, and that depressed Hoskins even more, because that was his life, sitting in front of a suspect’s house alone and then being forgotten by his own father.
    
   
    Even Loren had someplace to go for the holiday, although he wouldn’t tell Hoskins where.
   
 
  
   
    He expected it to be the same for Christmas.
    
   
    More watching Seever, alone, while everyone else was opening presents or drinking nog, and he was thinking about this as he looked at a sprig of mistletoe someone had stapled to the ceiling near his desk.
    
   
    He was just about to get up on his chair and rip it down when Simms came in, wanting to tell someone her story.
    
   
    He didn’t believe her.
    
   
    Not at first.
    
   
    Simms was a high-school dropout who’d fallen into drugs, mostly meth, and she’d been arrested for prostitution a few times, once for assault.
    
   
    She’d called police eight times in 2005, saying she’d been robbed, trying to file claims for TVs and stereos and expensive things she’d never owned.
    
   
    She was nineteen but looked forty-five, she was a junkie who needed a fix, and she said she’d ended up with Seever because she was more than willing to suck dick for cash, and that’s what she’d offered him.
    
   
    She’d climbed willingly enough into Seever’s BMW, he’d given her shots of tequila, a hit of coke, and a handful of pills, and then she’d blacked out.
    
   
    When she woke up she was naked and hog-tied, and the guy who’d been so friendly at the bar was suddenly a different person, and he had a big bag of all kinds of things, things you can’t buy in a store but only through catalogs that arrive in the mail wrapped in heavy black plastic so the mailman can’t see what kind of kinky shit you’re into.
    
   
    Seever had big plans, he was practically bouncing on his tippy-toes with excitement, like a kid at Christmas.
    
   
    It had gone on for days before Simms was able to escape, when the twine around her wrists was loose—partly because Seever was lazy and hadn’t double-checked his knots, but mostly because Simms was so damn skinny.
    
   
    She’d managed to wiggle free from the ropes and she’d run, not paying attention to where she was going or where she’d been, or even to the fact that she was only wearing panties and a ripped undershirt.
   
 
  
   
    “Why didn’t you come to us with this right away?”
    
   
    Hoskins had asked.
    
   
    “You said it happened—four months ago?
    
   
    Beginning of August?
    
   
    Why’d you wait so long?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know,” Simms said.
    
   
    A few minutes into their conversation she’d asked for blank paper and a highlighter, and she’d sat there, still talking, running the marker over the white sheet until it was completely yellow, and then she’d started on the next one.
    
   
    The pinkie finger on her right hand was gone, only a badly healed stump was left; she said Seever had cut it off, although she couldn’t remember him doing it, she’d been unconscious when it happened, woke up and it was gone.
    
   
    They didn’t believe this, not at first; it seemed like another lie, another fantasy.
    
   
    Simms was missing teeth and had the scabby skin of a meth-head, she had track marks all up and down her arms—on anyone else, a missing finger would’ve been startling, but on Simms it was barely worth noticing.
    
   
    Hoskins didn’t believe her story about Seever cutting off her finger until he saw the other victims being hauled out from under the house, their hands mutilated, the stumps sometimes still weeping with pus and blood and rot.
    
   
    “It’s not like I want to advertise that some dude spent two days jamming a dildo up my ass and talking about the hole he’s digging in the crawl space for me.”
   
 
  
   
    He didn’t believe Simms at first, mostly because she was the girl-who-cried-wolf and had called the cops so many times before.
    
   
    Simms was more comfortable with lies than she was with the truth; a lot of people were that way these days.
    
   
    They wanted to be involved but not 
    too much, they didn’t want to rock the boat, but still wanted justice.
    
   
    That was why the police station got so many anonymous tips.
    
   
    Everyone wanted a piece of the pie, but no one wanted to put their name on it.
    
   
    But Hoskins wasn’t sure, so he called Loren into the office to hear her story, even though he’d taken a long weekend for the holiday.
   
 
  
   
    “You called us after it happened, didn’t you?”
    
   
    Loren asked Simms.
    
   
    He was tipped back in his chair, his eyes halfway closed so he seemed half asleep.
    
   
    Hoskins had seen Loren raging and angry in the interview room, and he’d seen him cool and professional, but he’d never seen him like this.
    
   
    Bored, almost.
    
   
    “Did you make that anonymous call so we’d look at Seever?”
   
 
  
   
    For the first time, Simms laid down the marker.
    
   
    She wrapped the fingers of her right hand around her left wrist, so they looked cuffed together.
   
 
  
   
    “No.”
   
 
  
   
    “It had to be you who called.”
   
 
  
   
    “It wasn’t.
    
   
    I never called.”
   
 
  
   
    “What made you decide to come in now?”
    
   
    It was the same question Hoskins had asked, and it’d made her angry, sarcastic, but she reacted differently with Loren.
    
   
    It was strange to see, because most people were either scared of him or repulsed, but Simms was more at ease with him in the room.
   
 
  
   
    “I keep thinking about biting,” she said.
    
   
    Her head was ducked, her chin practically against her chest, so they could barely hear her words.
    
   
    “I want to bite down on soft things and make someone scream.”
   
 
  
   
    They loaded Simms into Loren’s car and drove her to Seever’s house, parked down the street.
    
   
    Seever was outside, walking down his driveway to grab the 
    Post, and Simms’s breath caught in her throat when she saw him.
    
   
    Hoskins didn’t believe her story until he saw her eyes bugging out of her skull and her fists crammed against her mouth, he thought she might be having a seizure but she was just terrified, trying not to scream.
   
 
  
   
    They still didn’t have enough to arrest Seever, but it was more than they’d had before.
    
   
    Years before, Jacky Seever had been detained for marijuana possession, and that’s what Hoskins told the judge they were looking for.
    
   
    Judge Vasquez knew the truth, Hoskins could see it written plainly on the man’s face, but they still got their warrant—not to look for murder victims, but to search the premises for marijuana.
   
 
  
   
    It was all they needed.
   
 
  
   
    *
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     THIS ISN’T OVER
    
 
  
 
   

  
   
    November 27, 2015
   
 
  
   
    After seven years, nearly everyone has forgotten about Jacky Seever.
    
   
    Except Carrie Simms.
    
   
    She’s spent every day of the last seven years thinking of Seever, of what he did over the days he’d kept her tied and gagged in his garage.
    
   
    Those kinds of things aren’t easy to forget, and sometimes she wakes up in the middle of the night, her head aching because she’s had her jaw clenched tight, trying to keep from screaming.
    
   
    A dentist gave her a hunk of plastic to stick in her mouth when she sleeps, like something hockey players wear to keep their teeth from shattering, but she doesn’t need a guard for her teeth, she needs one for her brain, to keep it quiet, to keep from dreaming about Seever.
    
   
    A dream-guard, that’s what she needs.
    
   
    Or a lobotomy.
    
   
    Carrie used to be the kind of girl who talked a lot, laughed loudly, but over the last seven years she’s become mostly silent, a woman who doesn’t want to be noticed.
    
   
    She’s only twenty-six, but her roots are mostly gray already, there are deep lines radiating from the corners of her eyes, and her hand sometimes aches, as if longing for the lost finger.
   
 
  
   
    But she’s alive.
   
 
  
   
    She sometimes thinks back to her life before Seever, or 
    Before Seever
    , 
    BS, as she likes to think of it, in big capital letters and bolded.
    
   
    She doesn’t remember much of that life, only that she was sometimes hungry and cold, and almost always stoned out of her gourd, and the people surrounding her were a constantly rotating cast of nobodies, people she’d see once and then never again.
    
   
    That was all 
    Before Seever, and she thinks that if she’d never met Seever in that bar, if she hadn’t gone home with him that night, she’d already be dead, from drugs or something, and it would’ve been her own fault, no different from suicide.
    
   
    Seever had meant to kill her, but in those few days she’d spent in his garage, her wrists and ankles tied together, an old rag stuffed into her mouth and sometimes one looped over her eyes, she’d learned an important lesson: She wanted to live.
    
   
    It sounds stupid, it sounds clich
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     MOVE ON
    
 
  
 
   

  
   
    December 1, 2015
   
 
  
   
    If this were a movie, you’d know time has passed because the words would be printed right there on the bottom of the screen for you to read: 
    Six years later.
    
   
    And this scene would open up over the city of Denver—the camera would sweep over downtown, taking in the strangely curved glass walls of the Wells Fargo building and the golden dome of the Capitol, and the snakelike curve of I-25 as it unfolds north and south.
    
   
    And the mountains, always the mountains, huge hills of purple and blue on the western horizon, their caps dusted with snow.
    
   
    We would see all this and dive down with dizzying speed, toward Colfax Avenue, where most of the city’s porno shops and the massage parlors are located, where there’s always graffiti and loud music, and if you know enough, if you’re desperate enough, you may know where to park your car and honk so the hookers’ll come out and show their faces, among other things.
    
   
    On Colfax, not far from the rush of the interstate, is a coffee shop, plunked right down in the corner of a Walmart parking lot like an accident, way out where the donation bins and the RVs sit, where the piles of papers are stacked for recycling, and on windy days it’s a hot-ass mess, a hurricane of smeary newsprint and words.
    
   
    The coffee shop looks like a refrigerator box thrown on its side, like a playhouse for a kid, but it’s a real, legitimate business where a customer can pull their car right up along the side and watch through a window as their coffee is being made.
    
   
    The coffee is overpriced and tastes like shit, and there aren’t many choices.
    
   
    No pastries or granola or protein packs.
    
   
    Nothing like that.
    
   
    Just coffee.
   
 
  
   
    But what the place lacks in options, it makes up for in other ways.
    
   
    The employees, mainly.
    
   
    They’re all women—girls, really—and they work their shifts in bikinis.
    
   
    Sometimes lingerie.
    
   
    It’s part of the concept, to satisfy the customer.
    
   
    Get some coffee, get an eyeful.
    
   
    Like a Happy Meal for adult men.
   
 
  
   
    Det. Paul Hoskins is a regular customer.
   
 
  
   
    “Same as usual, honey?”
    
   
    Trixie says, leaning out the window.
    
   
    She speaks with a Southern accent, but Hoskins knows it’s a put-on, nonsense she’s picked up from TV, because she occasionally slips right back into the flat, toneless drawl most people seem to have these days.
    
   
    She’s wearing a hot-pink bra and a black thong.
    
   
    Her tits look ready to tumble right out into the open, and he can see the beginning of a pimple in her cleavage, red and irritated.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
    
   
    The girls all know he’s a cop; they say it makes them feel safe to have him come through every morning.
    
   
    His coffee is always on the house.
   
 
  
   
    Trixie hands Hoskins a steaming foam cup—she must’ve seen him coming, got his drink ready.
    
   
    Large coffee, straight black.
    
   
    Loren always used to give him shit for drinking it like that, called him a 
    real man and asked him how much hair he had on his chest and then dumped three packets of sugar and a dollop of cream into his.
   
 
  
   
    “Thanks,” he says.
    
   
    “Slow morning?”
   
 
  
   
    “It’ll pick up,” Trixie says.
   
 
  
   
    “You got any big plans for the weekend?”
   
 
  
   
    “Not really.”
    
   
    There’s a sketch on the side of the foam cup, a cartoon mug with long, sexy legs sprouting from the bottom and big, juicy lips around the midsection.
    
   
    That’s their logo—a cup of coffee that looks ready and more than willing to give a blowjob.
    
   
    Hoskins sometimes wondered if any horny teenage boys jacked off to that logo.
    
   
    “Hey, I brought in some doughnuts this morning.
    
   
    You want one?”
   
 
  
   
    He doesn’t think Trixie’s her real name—what kind of parent would do that to their kid?
   
   
    —but he’s never asked.
    
   
    It gives the girls a sense of security to give out a fake name, although it’s a false sense, especially in this day and age, when anyone can find out anything.
    
   
    But he understands.
    
   
    Telling a little lie to make life easier.
   
 
  
   
    “What do you got?”
   
 
  
   
    “Couple powdered sugar.
    
   
    One—oh, two glazed.
    
   
    Something with filling.
    
   
    Looks like raspberry.”
   
 
  
   
    He’d found out about this place from a woman he’d dated, Vicki, or something like that, he can’t even remember her name, who’d read about it online and then went into one of her rants—she said that’s what the world was coming to, people would get their rocks off anyplace they could, even if it was their morning coffee.
    
   
    But Vicki was also the kind of woman who wished she could live back in the 1950s and wear an apron, and thought most men were perverts, any woman with a good body and a low-cut shirt was a whore.
    
   
    She had opinions, she had a big mouth, but she was mostly insecure.
    
   
    Insecure and needy, and he’d put up with it, not for any good reason but mostly because she kept coming back.
    
   
    He couldn’t even remember how they’d started dating, or where he’d first met her.
    
   
    She’d finally broken up with him, went through his bathroom cabinets and dresser drawers and packed up everything she’d left behind over the six months of their relationship, shouting that she was through with his 
    shit, that he was a bastard who’d never be able to hang on to a woman, that he’d never find anyone better than her.
    
   
    He’d heard it all before.
    
   
    She dumped him because he was 
    damaged, because being with him was like dating a robot, but he figured it was really because of the coffee cup he’d forgotten to throw away, Vicki had seen it and known he’d been going to 
    that place, and if there was one thing she wouldn’t put up with, it was a boyfriend who liked to stare at half-naked women while they poured his coffee.
    
   
    So Vicki had left, but she still sometimes texted him, wanting to 
    check in, she’d say, and he knew he could get her back, if he wanted.
   
 
  
   
    He didn’t.
   
 
  
   
    “Are you offering me a doughnut because I’m a cop?”
    
   
    he asks.
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,” Trixie says, the smile dropping right off her face.
    
   
    There’re two scratches on her shoulder, deep ones.
    
   
    Could be from a cat, although they don’t look it.
    
   
    “I thought you might like one.”
   
 
  
   
    He reaches through the window and touches her arm.
    
   
    It’s cold outside, and Trixie’s arms are studded with goose bumps.
    
   
    She looks unsure for a moment, and right below the uncertainty hovers another emotion: fear.
    
   
    He’s seen it plenty of times over the years, usually on women who get treated like punching bags by the men in their lives.
   
 
  
   
    “I was kidding,” he says.
    
   
    “Sorry, bad joke.
    
   
    I’ll take the raspberry one, if you don’t mind.”
   
 
  
   
    She smiles again, but it’s weak.
    
   
    He’d like to ask her out, to take her to dinner and maybe go to bed with her, to trace a finger down the length of her naked spine.
    
   
    But it’s not a good time to ask, it seems like it’s never the right time, but especially not when she looks like this, like he punched her in the belly, quickly, the ol’ one-two, knocked all the air from her lungs and left her green.
   
 
  
   
    “Have a good day,” she says, handing him the doughnut wrapped in a napkin.
    
   
    When she leans over, he sees the tattoo on her hip, above the lacy waistband of her panties.
    
   
    Five-by-five, he thinks it says, that old way of saying that everything was all good, but he’s not positive, it’s blurred and sloppy, the ink gone purplish and soft.
   
 
  
   
    “Thanks.
    
   
    See you in the morning?”
   
 
  
   
    “Nah, I’ve got the day off.”
   
 
  
   
    “Okay.”
   
 
  
   
    He pulls into traffic, turns right, toward downtown.
    
   
    It’s still early, the sun’s barely out, but his cell phone is already ringing.
    
   
    He grabs it out of the cup holder where he leaves it, glances at the screen.
    
   
    It’s Loren.
    
   
    He doesn’t answer.
    
   
    They’re not partners anymore, it’s been nearly two years since their split, but Loren still calls him plenty.
    
   
    To shoot the shit, Loren says, but that’s a joke, because when did Loren 
    ever just want to chat?
    
   
    Never, that’s the answer.
    
   
    No, Loren calls because he likes to remind Hoskins of what he used to have, what is now out of his reach.
    
   
    Or maybe he phones because he doesn’t have a partner anymore, there’s no one he can talk to these days.
    
   
    Loren’s been burning through partners left and right since Hoskins left, no one has ever been able to stand working with Loren and that hasn’t changed, something that Hoskins finds strangely comforting.
   
 
  
   
    So Loren rings every few days to tell Hoskins about his caseload, what’s going on.
    
   
    Most recently, his calls have been about the two women who were pulled out of the reservoir two weeks before.
    
   
    Neither of them had been weighed down, the killer either hadn’t thought of it or hadn’t cared, but they’d been tied together with twine, looped around each of their necks, keeping them tethered, so they’d be found at the same time.
   
 
  
   
    “Those gals used to hang out around Seever’s place before we arrested him,” Loren had said.
    
   
    “You remember those two?
    
   
    Said he’d hired them to weed the garden, to sweep his driveway?”
   
 
  
   
    “No.”
    
   
    But of course Hoskins does, they’d interviewed those girls after Seever’s arrest, along with anyone else who’d been associated with Jacky Seever, and those two, barely out of high school, were walking dynamite.
    
   
    After the interview was over, when Hoskins stood to show them out, the two of them had come right up to him, one on each side, making a Paul Hoskins sandwich, and offered to meet him after work, to let him have them both in bed at the same time.
    
   
    Either one of them—or both—could’ve ended up buried in Seever’s crawl space, but neither seemed overly concerned about it, and he’d thanked them for coming in and showed them out, but he’d been sweating as he did it, trying not to look at their ripe bodies and their puckered mouths.
    
   
    Did he remember them?
    
   
    God.
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, you do.
    
   
    These two were snatched off the street, they were kept alive for three days before they were dumped, Paulie.
    
   
    Tortured and raped.
    
   
    The bastard cut off their fingers, just like Seever used to do.”
   
 
  
   
    “Coincidence,” Hoskins said.
    
   
    But he was sweating, shaking a little.
    
   
    That’s how news about Seever made him feel—like a nervous kid.
    
   
    “They were in the wrong place at the wrong time.
    
   
    It happens.”
   
 
  
   
    “That suggestion makes you an asshole.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t care.
    
   
    I don’t want to hear about Seever, or any of this.”
   
 
  
   
    “You miss it.
    
   
    I know you do.”
   
 
  
   
    “No, I don’t,” he’d said, but was that true?
    
   
    Yes.
    
   
    Sometimes.
    
   
    “Leave me the hell alone.”
   
 
  
   
    It takes ten minutes for him to get to work, to the same building he’s been working in for the last twenty-two years.
    
   
    After Seever’s arrest, he got his own private office that looked out over downtown, one with big windows and a door with a lock.
    
   
    He was in that office for almost five years before he was told to pack it up and pound sand; he was punted off the eighth floor and down to the basement, to an office that’s dry and clean and decent, he’s lucky to still have a job, to still have a paycheck coming in, but it’s still the basement, down where you hide the things you no longer want to see but still want to keep around.
   
 
  
   
    *
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     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    Her phone rings on a Tuesday, although she misses the call, has to let it go to voicemail.
    
   
    Her cell is tucked into her bra, the screen pressed against the side-swell of her breast, and she feels it vibrate when the call comes through.
    
   
    She doesn’t get a chance to look at her phone for the next hour, because it’s not allowed when she’s on the clock, when she’s supposed to be working.
    
   
    Girls have been let go for less than that, and she needs this job.
   
 
  
   
    This is what happens when newspapers become obsolete, when your editor says there’s an 
    economic fluctuation and they can’t afford you anymore but you still have bills to pay—a mortgage and a car payment, groceries, you’re a grown-up, those things come along with the territory—and it doesn’t matter that you have a degree, a damn 
    master’s degree, because you aren’t the master of anything, especially not your own fate, and you can’t find any work writing, not if you’d like to make actual money.
   
 
  
   
    So you take what you can get.
   
 
  
   
    It’s been almost eight months since Dan Corbin laid her off, and she was unemployed for three months, ninety days of not knowing what to do with herself except sit in front of the computer twelve hours at a time and email her r
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     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    December 2, 2015
   
 
  
   
    His basement office is small and dark, and the fluorescent lightbulbs in the ceiling fixture are the kind that mimic daylight, but they seem too bright, overly fake.
    
   
    They hurt his eyes and give him headaches, they’re like something you’d put in a mental institution, or in a spook house, but he doesn’t complain.
    
   
    Even if he did say something, if he sent an email or a handwritten note up the ladder to administration, he’d be ignored.
    
   
    Once upon a time he was the golden boy, a rising star in Homicide who’d managed to bring down a serial killer.
    
   
    And then, in the blink of an eye, he was lower than dog shit, he was dismissed from his position and sent to work on cold cases, going through the old files that still needed to be put in the computer system, one by one, until his brain felt ready to explode.
   
 
  
   
    “Those cold cases are still open investigations,” Chief Black had said.
    
   
    He was trying to make the move sound appealing, but couldn’t manage to sound entirely convinced himself.
    
   
    “You’re still technically a homicide detective.
    
   
    You’re an extension of the department.”
   
 
  
   
    So here he is, two years after his fall from grace, plugging away on the cold cases, opening up the old brown folders with the creaky spines and the corners that had long ago splintered from age.
    
   
    Squinting at old photographs and deciphering the handwriting of detectives who’d retired before he’d even joined the force.
   
 
  
   
    February 26, 1970: A pretty cheerleader never made it home from a high school basketball game and was found raped and murdered six miles from her home the next day.
   
 
  
   
    June 23, 1979: A nineteen-year-old was shot in the head in Washington Park as he slept under a pine tree.
   
 
  
   
    October 28, 1996: A skeleton was found on the side of the road in north Denver, still bound with rope across the midsection and legs.
    
   
    The coroner guessed it had been there for over a year before being found.
    
   
    The body was never identified.
   
 
  
   
    If Hoskins were still up in Homicide, he’d be investigating those two girls pulled out of the reservoir.
    
   
    He can imagine what the two of them looked like, swollen with water, their tongues black and fat.
    
   
    Their eyes gone, because fish get hungry.
    
   
    He’d skimmed the article about them that morning, not that he could miss it, not right on the front page of the 
    Post, about the connection the two victims had to Jacky Seever, the possibility of Seever having a partner, someone who was still free, raping and killing.
    
   
    The whole thing was ridiculous—or maybe it wasn’t.
    
   
    Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction, Hoskins knows that for a fact, but he also knows this: Seever never worked with anyone.
    
   
    Not a lone wolf, Hoskins would never call him 
    that, but more like a weasel, a creature that seems harmless but will rip off your face if given the chance.
   
 
  
   
    At least, he thinks, the article wasn’t written by Sammie.
    
   
    There have been times over the years that he’d yank the newspaper out of its blue plastic sleeve and unfold it to find her face staring up at him, a tiny, blurry photo printed beside her byline that was still clear enough for him to make out the hard line of her jaw, the sarcastic twist of her lips.
    
   
    Enough to make something inside him give a lurch and then settle down to silence once more.
    
   
    He hasn’t seen Sammie’s face in the paper for a while now, but he’s still surprised that she wasn’t the one to cover these two new murders, that she wasn’t the one to connect their deaths to Seever.
    
   
    He wonders at it, but not too much.
    
   
    He’s finally reached a point when he doesn’t think about her all that often, and he’d prefer it to stay that way.
   
 
  
   
    “I’m gonna grab some lunch,” Ted Johnson says, sticking his head into the office and startling Hoskins out of his daze.
    
   
    Ted works in the next office over, and Hoskins isn’t sure what he does—something to do with the department’s computers, with the software.
    
   
    Tech stuff, the shit no one else seems to understand.
    
   
    He can usually smell the cheap cologne Ted always wears before he actually sees him, because the kid must bathe in the stuff.
    
   
    “Want me to grab you something?”
   
 
  
   
    “I’m good,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “Thanks for asking.”
   
 
  
   
    “You doing okay?”
   
 
  
   
    “I’m fine.”
   
 
  
   
    “You’ve been quiet, that’s all.”
    
   
    Ted takes a step into the office, and stops.
    
   
    He’s holding his wallet in his hands like it’s a purse, and Hoskins knows exactly what sorts of comments Loren would’ve made about 
    that.
    
   
    Hoskins guesses Ted’s in his early twenties, sports those tight jeans and the low-top sneakers all the kids seem to wear these days, and not even ironically.
    
   
    If the kid lived in San Francisco or Seattle, he’d be working at some tech company, changing the face of the Internet.
    
   
    But in Denver, Colorado, Ted’s another unseen cog in the wheel of the police force, hidden away underground.
    
   
    “You want to talk?”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins is stunned for a moment, and then laughs, actually 
    guffaws, because when was the last time he had anyone besides the department psychologist ask if he 
    wants to talk?
    
   
    He was partners with Loren for almost fourteen years, and he was never the kind of guy to 
    talk; if you started 
    sharing with Ralph Loren, he would’ve told you to stick your feelings right up your poop-chute.
   
 
  
   
    “What’s so funny?”
    
   
    Ted asks, frowning, and it makes Hoskins think of when he’d first been moved down to the basement and Ted had introduced himself.
    
   
    He’d asked Hoskins to call him Dinky, because that’s what his big brothers had always called him, and all his friends, and that had made Hoskins laugh, hard.
   
 
  
   
    “Why Dinky?”
    
   
    Hoskins had asked.
    
   
    “Out of every nickname in the damn world, why that one?”
   
 
  
   
    “You ever seen those vacation movies?
    
   
    You remember the dog that got tied to the bumper and dragged?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    “One time this kid hog-tied me to his bike,” Ted had said.
    
   
    “He dragged me down the street, and I lost most of the skin on my arms, had gravel ground into my face.
    
   
    The doctors had to pick it out with tweezers.”
   
 
  
   
    “Nothing’s funny,” Hoskins says now, wiping at his eyes.
    
   
    “You surprised me.
    
   
    Same shit, different day.
    
   
    You know.”
   
 
  
   
    Ted nods, still frowning, but Hoskins knows that Ted 
    doesn’t know, because he’s a kid; he’s still wet behind the ears and he doesn’t know shit about much of anything.
    
   
    Ted still lives at home with his parents, still drives the car they bought him for his sixteenth birthday, spends most of his free time with his eyes glued to the screen of his cell phone.
    
   
    He’s a nice enough kid, smart and hardworking and eager to please, but he’s also na
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     GLORIA
    
 
  
   
    There’s a peach tree in her backyard, stunted and small.
    
   
    It never bears any fruit, because the climate in Denver isn’t right for it—the summers are too short and never get hot enough, the winters are far too cold.
    
   
    The soil is too sandy and rocky.
    
   
    She sometimes wonders who planted the tree to begin with, what hopeful person flipped through a Burpee catalog and ran their finger along the slick pages and stopped on a peach tree, already imagining the taste of the fruit, the way the juice would explode from the flesh at the first bite and run down their arm, dripping all the way to their elbow.
    
   
    And then that tree came in a brown box, the roots wrapped up in a burlap sack, and it was planted in the backyard, in the sunniest corner, but it only grew a little every year, twisting and bending like an old man, and nothing ever bloomed on those scrawny twigs.
    
   
    And there it still is, right outside the dining-room window, bare branches shaking in the wind.
    
   
    She’s thought about having it cut down, clearing that spot and having a concrete pad poured, where she could put out some nice lawn furniture in the summer, but she never seems to get around to it.
    
   
    It’s not as if her schedule is crammed full, but she forgets the tree, doesn’t think about it again until a time like this, when the cold is creeping in through the cracks around the windows and the peaks of the mountains are covered in snow.
   
 
  
   
    She’s been in this house for the last seven years, creeping around like a mouse, hoping that no one in the neighborhood would recognize her, make the connection, and so far she’s been lucky.
    
   
    It would be easier to pick up and move to another town where Jacky wasn’t much more than a story on the evening news, a city where people didn’t accuse her of being some kind of dragon lady, and she’d tried to move, rented a house in California after Jacky was sentenced, drove out caravan-style behind the moving truck, through the mountains and desert and into a part of California that was so green it made her eyes hurt.
    
   
    The house she’d rented had a pool shaped like a kidney bean in the back, and the privacy fence was covered in a creeping bush that blossomed in great clouds of pink.
    
   
    It was all so quaint and normal, and no one recognized her; she never once heard someone mention Jacky’s name—Jacky’s case was national news, she still sometimes saw it mentioned, even so many miles away, but it wasn’t as bad, and California had plenty of its own problems.
   
 
  
   
    There was an elementary school down the street from her house in California, and in the afternoons Gloria would slowly walk past the chain-link fence and watch the kids playing, shouting and jumping, fighting.
    
   
    Their screams would give her a headache but she walked by anyway because it reminded her of Jacky, who’d always liked kids so much, especially the little ones in diapers, while she’d never had a knack for it.
    
   
    She still remembers the year Jacky dressed up as Santa Claus and went around to all their diners, carrying bags full of candy and toys for the kids, and how they’d shrieked when they saw him, sometimes in terror, but even then they’d refused to leave.
    
   
    And she’d come along, dressed as Mrs. Claus, but only because Jacky had insisted, and when he got an idea in his head there wasn’t any use arguing with him about it, he would never give in.
    
   
    And later at home, while Jacky was in the shower, singing Christmas carols in his off-key tenor, she’d looked through the handful of Polaroids deemed rejects because all the parents had passed on them, and saw that while Jacky was grinning like a kid in every one of them, her own mouth was screwed up so tight she might’ve been sucking air through a tiny straw.
    
   
    That was the difference between her and Jacky, though.
    
   
    He was always trying to be Mr. Good Times, always wanted to make everyone happy.
    
   
    Not that she didn’t want people to be happy, but she didn’t have the enthusiasm her husband did.
   
 
  
   
    She was in California five weeks when she decided to leave, to move back to Denver.
    
   
    California was too much.
    
   
    Of everything.
    
   
    The stores were always too crowded, the lines at the gas pumps were always too long.
    
   
    The sun was too bright.
    
   
    It was too warm, and what a waste that was, since half her wardrobe was for winter.
    
   
    And there were so many different people everywhere she looked, men booming in Spanish and tiny women with black hair and slanted eyes, and plenty of blacks, more blacks than she’d ever seen in her life, playing basketball on the streets and braiding one another’s hair and laughing, big whooping laughs that bounced off the walls and came back to her ears again.
    
   
    A gay couple lived in the house across the street, two black men who were very kind, but she couldn’t even speak to them about the weather without imagining what they did in bed, how they enjoyed each other, so she tried to be extra careful about when she went out, not wanting to get caught in an extended conversation at the mailbox.
   
 
  
   
    And besides, Denver was her home.
    
   
    She’d been born there, lived her whole life there.
    
   
    She hadn’t realized that a place could be a part of someone until she was in California, where everything seemed a smidge off, the brick in the wall that wouldn’t quite line up with the rest, and it was enough to make her miserable.
   
 
  
   
    And she still wanted to be close to Jacky.
   
 
  
   
    So she moved back.
    
   
    Bought a house in the Whittier neighborhood, where she was able to stretch the inheritance her mother had left her further.
    
   
    It was an area where the neighbors were less likely to care who you were as long as you didn’t cause trouble, where people still knew how to mind their own business.
    
   
    It wasn’t all that far from one of their diners, the original one her father had opened, although it wasn’t theirs anymore, or even hers, but had been sold off long before to pay for lawyers and fees and whatever else the courts had cooked up.
    
   
    She doesn’t leave the house all that often, and she tries not to drive past any of the diners if she can help it.
    
   
    She doesn’t want to see something that used to be hers and never will be again.
    
   
    So she stays home and watches the peach tree fighting for life in the cold.
   
 
  
   
    *
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     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    Lies Sammie regularly tells:
   
 
  
   
    That she wants to have kids.
   
 
  
   
    That she’s glad she doesn’t work at the paper anymore, that the stress was too much for her.
   
 
  
   
    That she’s considering going back to school.
   
 
  
   
    That she never eats dessert.
   
 
  
   
    That she always takes her vitamins.
   
 
  
   
    “Are you feeling okay?”
    
   
    one of the girls asks her.
    
   
    She should’ve had a coffee during her lunch break, something choked with caffeine, because this is an important question at this job.
    
   
    If you’re sick, you cover it up, make yourself radiant.
    
   
    You can’t sell makeup to anyone if you look like shit.
   
 
  
   
    “I’m fine.”
    
   
    Lie.
   
 
  
   
    “You sure?”
   
 
  
   
    “I’m just tired.”
   
 
  
   
    This is the truth, although she knows everyone will assume she has the beginnings of the flu, because it’s winter and it’s retail and no one uses enough hand sanitizer or sneezes into their elbows like they should.
    
   
    She’s tired, although she went to bed early and slept like the dead, and the truth doesn’t seem like a good enough excuse, but it’s all she’s got.
   
 
  
   
    “You didn’t get enough sleep?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know.”
    
   
    Sammie looks at her hands.
    
   
    The nail on her thumb is cracked all the way down to the bed, sore and swollen, but she can’t stop fiddling with it.
    
   
    She wishes the girl would shut up because her thoughts are all a jumble, she can’t get them straight.
    
   
    She wishes she were at home, looking through her files on Seever, figuring out what to write about.
   
 
  
   
    “Everything okay at home?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, everything’s good.”
    
   
    That’s the thing about working with all these women, she’s come to realize.
    
   
    They never shut up.
    
   
    They never stop asking questions.
    
   
    They want to know how you’re doing, if you’re angry, if they’ve done something wrong.
    
   
    And if there’s a juicy bit of gossip there, something they can use against you, they’ll do it.
    
   
    It’s like snake handling.
    
   
    You never know if the damn thing is going to turn on you, sink its fangs right into your hand, and watch you die.
   
 
  
   
    “You’re not sick?
    
   
    I have vitamin C in my purse.
    
   
    The chewy kind.”
   
 
  
   
    “No, I’m fine.”
   
 
  
   
    She folds a stick of gum into her mouth and turns away, heads back onto the floor.
    
   
    It’s been busy in the store, even before opening there was a line outside, customers waiting to be let in.
    
   
    There’s nothing worse, she thinks, than eager retail shoppers, pounding on the glass and foaming at the mouth to get at the merchandise.
    
   
    There’s something so embarrassing about it, so tacky, and she can’t stand to look when they first come streaming in, giddy with excitement.
    
   
    There’s a bigger crowd than usual today, because there’s a new line of products being released—eye shadows and lipsticks and blushes, all limited edition, which will work the crowd into a frenzy, because everyone wants what they might not be able to have.
   
 
  
   
    “I’d like to try that one,” one customer says, sitting down on Sammie’s stool.
    
   
    She’s wearing Crocs and pushing a stroller, and the baby inside is red and ugly and squalling.
    
   
    The woman’s pointing at a bright-blue eye shadow, one that she’ll probably buy and never wear again.
    
   
    “It’d be good for the office, don’t you think?”
   
 
  
   
    Some women are defined by their husband, some by their children, but Sammie had always thought she was defined by her work, by the words she’d put out into the world.
    
   
    And the Seever case—that’d put her at the top of her game, she’d had reporters from all over the country calling, wanting to horn in on her success.
    
   
    She could’ve gone anywhere after those days, should’ve taken one of the offers at the bigger papers in Philadelphia or New York, even L.A., but she’d stayed because she felt a loyalty to the 
    Post.
    
   
    Denver had become her hometown even when it wasn’t, because it was where she wanted to be.
    
   
    But instead of moving up she’d gone to this, one woman after another in her chair, every one of their faces running into the next, so there were times when she’d look around the shop and be unsure who she’d already spoken with.
   
 
  
   
    “What are you wearing?”
    
   
    the next customer asks.
    
   
    “You’re so pretty.
    
   
    What’s that lipstick you have on?”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s this one right here, one of my favorites,” Sammie says, picking up a tube.
    
   
    “Let’s put some on you.
    
   
    It’s called Liar
    .”
   
 
  
   
    Seever had made her career, and he could do it again.
    
   
    Remake her.
    
   
    She still thought about him often, still flipped through the scrapbook she’d made of all her articles on him, her name in bold print under her blurry photo.
    
   
    Thirty-one victims were found on his property.
    
   
    Twenty-six of them were female.
    
   
    Seever preferred women, but he’d happily taken whatever had come his way.
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t have something with fuller coverage?
    
   
    I can still see that scar.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t see anything.”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s there.
    
   
    Right 
    there.
    
   
    You’re not looking close enough.”
   
 
  
   
    Not all the victims had been identified, even after seven years.
    
   
    Eight of them had been buried without a name, without anyone to mourn for them.
    
   
    The cops guessed it was because his victims were from all over, not just Denver, and a lot of missing people were never reported.
    
   
    They were homeless, or prostitutes, or people no one gave a shit about.
    
   
    When they were gone, they stayed gone.
    
   
    And Seever had been on the road a lot, traveling for business, and his routes were nearly impossible to trace.
    
   
    He’d been at it a long time, before cell phones and credit cards, before surveillance cameras had appeared on nearly every building.
    
   
    He’d been a ghost.
   
 
  
   
    “I’d never wear that color lipstick.
    
   
    It’s fine for 
    you, but I’m a mother.
    
   
    You understand, right?”
   
 
  
   
    She’d interviewed most of the families, walked through their homes, sat at their tables and drank their coffee.
    
   
    They showed her photo albums and old stuffed animals.
    
   
    They’d cried, and she’d patted their backs, handed them tissues.
    
   
    They’d wanted to share their pain, and she gladly took it, turned it into words.
    
   
    She’d visited the families, looked at the photographs of the dead, inhaled the dirt that’d covered their bodies down in that crawl space.
    
   
    Those experiences were like thread, and she’d taken them, braided those threads together and pulled them tight, laid one perfectly against the next, and that weave became her stories.
   
 
  
   
    “I’ve had a terrible morning,” a woman says.
    
   
    She has hard eyes, a mean mouth.
    
   
    “I don’t want anyone to know there’s anything wrong.
    
   
    I want you to make me look good.”
   
 
  
   
    This is nothing, Sammie thinks.
    
   
    These women and their petty problems, their flaws they want covered, their little insecurities.
    
   
    They don’t know what real suffering is.
    
   
    They’ve forgotten their coupons or they don’t know what to make for dinner or they don’t like how their hair looks.
    
   
    They tell her all these things because they want someone to care, but she doesn’t, not after what she’s seen.
   
 
  
   
    “My ex-husband won’t leave me alone,” another one says.
    
   
    “He wants to fuck me again.
    
   
    One more time, he tells me.
    
   
    That’s all he wants.”
   
 
  
   
    She needs to talk to Hoskins.
    
   
    That’s where this all started, how she got going on this path to begin with.
    
   
    They haven’t spoken in almost seven years.
    
   
    She doesn’t want to see him, but she does want to see him.
    
   
    She feels both ways, neither.
    
   
    But if Weber’s information is right and the two women pulled out of the reservoir are somehow connected to Seever, Hoskins will know for sure, he’ll know exactly what’s going on.
   
 
  
   
    “How much does that cost?
    
   
    For one lipstick?
    
   
    Are you kidding me?”
   
 
  
   
    “Excuse me,” Sammie says.
    
   
    “I’ll be right back.”
   
 
  
   
    She goes to the bathroom, stands in front of the sink, and washes her hands.
    
   
    The light is dim and soothing, not at all like the glittering bulbs out on the floor.
    
   
    She wets a paper towel, presses it carefully to her eyelids so she doesn’t smear her eye shadow, the careful line of kohl.
    
   
    When she’d first been hired, she’d come in with nothing on her face at all, and she’d seen the shocked looks the other girls had given her, the disgust.
   
 
  
    
     We sell makeup,
     her boss had said. 
    
     I don’t think it’s too much to ask that you come in with some on your face.
    
 
  
   
    The bathroom door opens, and one of her coworkers comes in.
    
   
    It’s Kelly, Ethan’s girlfriend.
   
 
  
   
    “What’s wrong with you?”
    
   
    Kelly asks, letting the door shut and crossing her arms over her chest.
    
   
    She’s so young, and so stupid—the type who’ll always think that if she bullies and complains enough, if she screams the loudest, she’ll always get her way.
    
   
    And sadly, it usually works.
   
 
  
   
    “What do you mean?”
   
 
  
   
    “We have customers out there.”
   
 
  
   
    “I know.”
   
 
  
   
    “So what’re you doing?”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie looks at Kelly in the mirror.
    
   
    She hates this.
    
   
    Being questioned by a girl with shorn punk-rock hair who’s almost half her age.
   
 
  
   
    “Do you really need me to answer that?”
   
 
  
   
    “What I need you to do is get back to work.”
   
 
  
   
    There’s a cough from one of the closed stalls.
   
 
  
   
    “Right away, boss,” Sammie says, sketching a salute, wanting to end with flipping the girl the bird but resisting it.
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, you think you’re real funny, don’t you?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, I’m a real comedian.”
   
 
  
   
    “I hate it when bitches like you get hired,” Kelly says.
    
   
    “You think you’re so much better than the rest of us.
    
   
    You think you can do whatever you want and everyone will fall down at your feet and worship you.”
   
 
  
   
    “What’re you talking about?”
    
   
    Sammie asks coolly.
    
   
    But she knows, she’s seen the way Kelly’s eyes narrow when she sees them talking, the way she’ll immediately make her way over and butt into the conversation.
   
 
  
   
    “You’re not better than me.”
   
 
  
   
    “I never said I was.”
   
 
  
   
    Kelly considers this, leans back on the sink, and crosses her arms over her chest.
   
 
  
   
    “A guy came in the other day, asking for you,” she says.
    
   
    “He said you used to write for the paper, about all those murders that happened a few years back.
    
   
    He told me he wanted to talk to you about the case.”
   
 
  
   
    “Who was it?”
   
 
  
   
    “He never said.”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie sighs.
   
 
  
   
    “What did he look like?”
   
 
  
   
    “A real creep.”
    
   
    She smirks.
    
   
    “The kind of guy who’d sneak up on you in a dark alley and tell you what a pretty mouth you have.”
   
 
  
   
    “What did he want?”
    
   
    Sammie asks, puzzled.
    
   
    She doesn’t have a clue who’d show up here looking for her.
    
   
    Or who even knows she’s here.
   
 
  
   
    “I guess there’s so many men hunting you down you can’t keep track of them,” Kelly says.
    
   
    “And I bet all these guys have wives or girlfriends.”
   
 
  
   
    “What are you talking about?”
   
 
  
   
    “You’re so full of it.
    
   
    You should get down off your high horse before you fall and hurt yourself.”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie pushes past the girl to get out, gritting her teeth and resisting the urge to clap her hands over her ears because the girl is still talking.
    
   
    She isn’t crying, she’s not the crying type, but she’s angry, and it’s a few minutes before her hands stop shaking.
   
 
  
   
    *
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     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    He’d been in Homicide for all of a day when he pulled Loren as a partner.
    
   
    Luck of the draw, he was told, although later he’d find out that it was because no one else could stand to work with him, even though he was a good detective, he had more arrests under his belt than anyone else.
   
 
  
   
    “You like being a cop?”
    
   
    Hoskins had asked him once, not long after they’d started working together.
    
   
    They were sitting in Loren’s car, parked behind a dry cleaner, eating tacos.
    
   
    Loren turned to look at him, bewildered, and Hoskins turned red.
    
   
    It was a stupid thing to ask, like something a second-grader would ask the cop coming to talk about Chester the Molester and stranger danger, but he had to know.
    
   
    “I mean, you seem pretty good at it.”
   
 
  
   
    “I fucking hate it,” Loren said immediately.
   
 
  
   
    “Then why do you do it?”
   
 
  
   
    “Because I’m good at it,” Loren said, the ghost of a smile hanging around his hard mouth.
    
   
    Hoskins didn’t care much for that smile.
   
 
  
   
    “So?
    
   
    I’m sure you’re good at other things.”
   
 
  
   
    “Nope.
    
   
    This is it.”
    
   
    And Hoskins knew that a person could be good at something and also hate it, but after a while he realized that Loren loved police work, really got off on it, no matter what he said.
    
   
    It wasn’t serving the public and helping his fellow man that did it for him, and it wasn’t that he got to put one over on the dipshits of the world and parade around like a hero.
    
   
    And it certainly wasn’t the money, because cops make shit; teachers and cops, cleaning up everyone’s messes, got the shaft in the payroll department.
    
   
    No, for a guy like Loren, it’s not about the money or anything else.
   
 
  
   
    It’s about the hunt.
   
 
  
   
    Like one of their early cases together, looking for a man who’d raped and killed three women in their own homes in the middle of the day.
    
   
    There were no signs of break-in, no leads to go on, nothing.
    
   
    It took Loren some time to get going, three women were dead before he got geared up, but then it was on, 
    on like Donkey Kong, and the hunt started.
    
   
    Hoskins had never seen anyone operate the way Loren did, had never even heard of it; it wasn’t so much 
    investigating as it was 
    transforming, the way an actor, a good one, will become the character they’re playing.
    
   
    Loren didn’t do it very often, but when he did, when he hunted, he was all in, all or nothing.
    
   
    He changed his clothes, his voice, his habits, everything, so he became the person they were looking for.
    
   
    Loren called it 
    getting in his head, but to Hoskins it seemed like more of a metamorphosis.
    
   
    A butterfly struggling free of a cocoon and spreading its wings for anyone to see.
   
 
  
   
    Sometimes it was guesswork, sometimes they had nothing to go on, like that early case with the women killed in their homes.
    
   
    But Loren was watching, he was taking in everything, waiting until it felt right.
    
   
    And then he bought a suit at a department store and borrowed a Lexus from a local dealership, and he made Hoskins wait in the car when he went up to a nice house in a fancy neighborhood, not unlike the ones where each of the dead women had been found.
    
   
    A woman answered his knock, a housewife who was home alone, her kids were at school and her husband at work, and Loren had smiled and asked to use her phone because his cell had gone dead and he was late for an appointment.
    
   
    And even though Loren had the face of a rabid bulldog the housewife had taken one look at his nice suit and the Lexus parked at the curb and she’d let him in, had even closed the door behind him.
    
   
    Because money talks, even when its mouth is shut tight.
    
   
    And Loren could’ve done anything behind that closed door, he could’ve raped and killed the woman, or sat down for tea, but instead he called Hoskins, who pulled his vibrating cell from his pocket and stared at it for a moment, with the same expression he would’ve had if he’d pulled out a poisonous snake.
   
 
  
   
    “This is how he’s doing it, Paulie,” Loren said, his voice pleasantly low through the phone’s speaker.
    
   
    Hoskins tried to imagine what was going on inside, if the woman was standing by, waiting for him to finish his call, but Hoskins thought she’d probably turned her back, gone into the other room, wanting to be polite, even if it was her own home.
    
   
    “He doesn’t have to break in.
    
   
    They let him in.
    
    
     Invite
     him in.”
 
  
   
    And Loren was right, he always was, they went knocking on doors again and a neighbor of one of the dead women came forward and said they 
    did remember seeing a white car in the neighborhood around the time of the crime, a late-model Audi, something like that, and the man behind the wheel was handsome, with good hair.
    
    
     I didn’t think about him before,
     the woman said, spreading her hands and shrugging. 
    
     I guess he didn’t look like a criminal.
    
 
  
   
    So they brought out a sketch artist, and the neighbor did the best she could, although Hoskins thought “handsome with good hair” wouldn’t get them anywhere, it was about as useful as being told the guy was wearing fucking 
    pants, but the drawing and description of the car caught someone’s attention, and they arrested a guy a week later, a polite young man with a good job who drove an expensive car and liked to hurt women; his DNA matched that left at the scenes, the timelines matched, and it was case closed, everything was neatly sewn up.
    
   
    All because of Loren and his spooky ability, and his love of the hunt.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins never thought he’d be working in Homicide, never thought he’d be side by side with Loren again, and he’d thought he didn’t care so much, that being in the basement, eight hours a day, five days a week thumbing through dusty old files and plugging them into the computer wasn’t bad, but now, cranking the key in his car and listening to the engine labor in the cold, he thinks there’s a good chance that he misses the hunt too.
   
 
  
   
    *
  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    “You still sucking dick to make your deadlines?”
    
   
    Loren says.
    
   
    He’s chewing gum, smacking it in his jaws, enjoying it.
    
   
    “I can’t believe how fast you media assholes get the word out.
    
   
    It’s like bleeding in the ocean—you just have to wait, the sharks’ll show up sooner than you’d think.”
   
 
  
   
    “What the hell is all this?”
    
   
    she asks, pointing at the suit, the hair.
    
   
    She doesn’t like Loren, never has, but this puts him in a whole new light.
    
   
    She’s always thought there was something off about Loren, and Hoskins had told her about his tricks, that he liked to dress up like his suspects, that his investigation style was 
    strange, but it’s one thing to hear about it, and another to see it.
    
   
    She can’t get her heart to stop racing in her chest, or her hands to stop sweating, even though she knows this isn’t Seever standing in front of her, her brain knows it, only the rest of her body won’t listen.
    
   
    “What kind of sick fuck are you?”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, I love to hear a pretty lady talk dirty,” Loren says.
    
   
    “Make me bend over and grab my ankles, and I’ll bark like a dog for you.”
   
 
  
   
    “God, you’re disgusting.”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins hasn’t said anything yet, he still looks pale and shaken, like he’s seen a ghost.
    
   
    Maybe he has.
   
 
  
   
    “Want to see what a disgusting dog I can be?”
    
   
    Loren drags the word out, rolling it over his tongue, so it’s more like 
    daaawg.
    
   
    A disgusting 
    daaawg.
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t want to lose my breakfast, thank you,” Sammie says.
    
   
    “Your costume is quite enough.”
   
 
  
   
    “There won’t be a problem with you losing anything, if you take it up the—”
   
 
  
   
    “Jesus Christ, 
    enough,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    There are two spots of color high in his cheeks, bright red.
    
   
    He’s angry, she can tell by the color and the glitter in his eyes, and she also knows that Loren bugs the shit out of Hoskins, that they have the kind of explosive relationship that only the PD would get behind, because they’re both good cops, so wouldn’t pushing the two of them together make a dream team?
    
   
    “It’s too early to have to listen to this bullshit.
    
   
    Can you both shut up?”
   
 
  
   
    “Same old Paulie,” Loren says, dropping a hand onto Hoskins’s shoulder.
    
   
    “I missed you, 
    padnah.”
   
 
  
   
    “Isn’t this sweet?”
    
   
    Sammie asks, looking back and forth between the two.
    
   
    “I hate to break up the reunion, but I do have some questions—”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, I thought you knew,” Loren says, giving Hoskins’s shoulder another squeeze.
    
   
    “When you dump a guy, you stop getting whatever information you want for your shitty articles.
    
   
    So buzz off, lady.”
   
 
  
   
    “Get off me,” says Hoskins, shrugging out from under Loren’s hand.
    
   
    “Don’t touch me.”
   
 
  
   
    Loren frowns, pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose in a gesture so much like Seever that she stares at him for a long moment, fascinated.
    
   
    He’s good; he must’ve spent time practicing it, standing in front of the mirror and analyzing himself, wanting to be perfect.
    
   
    But it makes her wonder what kind of man mimics the appearance and gestures and voice and 
    everything of a man who was best known for being a monster.
   
 
  
   
    “You didn’t have any trouble finding the house, did you?
    
   
    You been out here before, Paulie?”
   
 
  
   
    “What?”
   
 
  
   
    “Where were you yesterday?
    
   
    Around this same time?”
   
 
  
   
    “Are you fucking kidding me?”
   
 
  
   
    “Just wanting to clear you as a suspect.
    
   
    A man can never be too careful.”
   
 
  
   
    “Chief Black called 
    me,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    His face is beet red.
    
   
    “He asked me to come out here.
    
   
    To help 
    you out.”
   
 
  
   
    “The 
    fuck he did,” Loren says.
    
   
    “I don’t need anyone’s help.”
   
 
  
   
    “Call Black, then.
    
   
    Tell him that.
    
   
    I’d be happy to head home, right now,” Hoskins says, crossing his arms over his chest.
    
   
    But he’s staring at the house, hard, and Sammie thinks he’s dying to get in there, to see what’s going on.
    
   
    To put on his Sherlock hat and poke around.
    
   
    “I’ve got plenty of other things I could be doing.”
   
 
  
   
    “Did someone else get murdered?”
    
   
    Sammie asks, and the two men look at her, as if surprised that she’s still there.
    
   
    “Is that what’s going on?
    
   
    Is it someone else connected to Seever?”
   
 
  
   
    She doesn’t have anything to take notes on, and that’s a damn shame, she thinks, because there’s something going on here, and she doesn’t see any news crews around, not yet.
    
   
    She’s first on the scene, but she’s unprepared.
    
   
    It won’t happen again.
   
 
  
   
    “Paulie, tell your girlfriend to go home,” Loren says.
    
   
    Hoskins’s face is pointed at the house, but he keeps glancing at Loren, like he’s afraid to look away for too long.
   
 
  
   
    “She’s not my girlfriend.”
   
 
  
   
    “Is Seever somehow orchestrating these murders from prison?”
    
   
    she asks.
   
 
  
   
    “Jesus,” Hoskins mutters, scuffing his shoe against a dirty pile of snow.
    
   
    “That’s what we need in the paper.
    
   
    A conspiracy theory about Seever playing puppet master from death row.”
   
 
  
   
    “Hey, that reminds me.”
    
   
    Loren snaps his fingers and turns to Sammie.
    
   
    “I go visit your old buddy Seever sometimes—he loves to run his mouth, and there’s not very many people who go see him these days.
    
   
    He’s got this list of visitors, you know, Seever had to okay it, the judge had to approve.
    
   
    They can’t just let anyone in to visit that jerk-off.
    
   
    I’m on it.
    
   
    Hoskins is too.
    
   
    His wife, his lawyer.
    
   
    And you’re on it.
    
   
    Samantha Peterson.
    
   
    Now, why would you be on the list, even after all these years?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know,” Sammie says.
    
   
    But she 
    does have a good idea—it was Dan Corbin who called Seever’s lawyer and got her put on the visitor list years before, thinking that she’d go out and visit, get a few quotes directly from Seever.
    
   
    It’d been a hassle to do, Dan had made sure to tell her.
    
   
    Lots of red tape, documents to sign.
    
   
    But she could never bring herself to visit, didn’t think she could stomach it.
    
   
    She hadn’t realized she was still on the list, but it’s something she can use to her advantage.
    
   
    Pay Seever a visit, get a direct quote from him.
    
   
    Access to Seever could open up all kinds of doors.
   
 
  
   
    “From the way Seever was talking about you, I think he was hoping you’d come by for a conjugal visit.”
   
 
  
   
    “Shut up,” she says, meaning to sound vicious, but instead her voice is too high pitched, they can probably hear the lie in her voice.
    
   
    She looks down, fiddles with her car key.
   
 
  
   
    “Sounds like you and Seever had some good times,” Loren says.
    
   
    He isn’t going to let this pass, he’s going to keep picking at it like a scab.
    
   
    God, she hates him, standing there in his Seever getup, grinning like a fool.
    
   
    “He’s got some good memories of you saved up in his spank bank.”
   
 
  
   
    “I didn’t think Seever would give you the time of day anymore,” Hoskins says to Loren.
    
   
    “And now you’re visiting him out at the prison?”
   
 
  
   
    A slow smile blooms on Loren’s face.
   
 
  
   
    “We’re good friends,” he says.
    
   
    “We have ourselves some nice, long chats.
    
   
    He’ll talk to anyone who’ll listen these days.
    
   
    About what he did, what he’d like to do.
    
   
    About 
    her.”
   
 
  
   
    “Stop,” Sammie says.
   
 
  
   
    “Does it turn you on to see me looking like this?”
    
   
    Loren says, brushing off his shoulder.
    
   
    “Is that why you’re blushing?
    
   
    Getting all hot and bothered at the sight of your old fuck buddy?”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie looks at him, horrified, and he drops a wink, slow and somehow indecent.
   
 
  
   
    “What the hell is going on?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks, looking back and forth between the two of them.
    
   
    “What are you talking about?”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, you didn’t know?”
    
   
    Loren asks.
    
   
    “I can’t believe she never told you.
    
   
    Of course, you might’ve thought twice about banging her if you’d known.”
   
 
  
   
    “Known what?”
   
 
  
   
    “Well, Jacky Seever knows Sammie pretty well.
    
   
    Biblically, you might say.”
   
 
  
   
    “What?”
    
   
    Hoskins says, but she can already see the realization dawning on his face, slowly creeping in.
    
   
    He looks the way people do when they get bad news, when they’re told someone they love has died.
    
   
    The knowledge comes slowly, and then all at once, like an avalanche pouring down the side of a mountain.
   
 
  
   
    “Seever and Sammie used to come together to perform acts of sexual congress.
    
   
    They were boinking.
    
   
    Shagging.
    
   
    Fucking.
    
   
    Whatever you want to call it.”
   
 
  
   
    “Is that true?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks, looking at her, and it doesn’t matter what she says, he already believes it.
    
   
    And the worst of it isn’t the truth—it’s the look on Hoskins’s face, the horror of the truth.
    
   
    She cringes away from the way he’s staring at her—like she’s dog shit stuck to the bottom of his shoe.
   
 
  
   
    “It was a long time ago,” she says weakly.
    
   
    “When I worked for him.”
   
 
  
   
    “Don’t worry, Paulie,” Loren says.
    
   
    “She was boning Seever long before you came around.
    
   
    But I’ve heard that when you have sex with someone, it’s like you’re going to bed with everyone they’ve ever fucked.
    
   
    Isn’t that gross?
    
   
    Imagine rolling around with Seever’s naked body pressed up against you.
    
   
    God, that makes my stomach turn.”
   
 
  
   
    “Black told me to come here and help, not to listen to your shit,” Hoskins says, pushing past her and Loren, heading for the back of the house.
    
   
    “I’ll meet you inside.”
   
 
  
   
    There are others back there, she can hear their voices, low and hushed, because it’s dark outside, it’s getting late, and they’re trying to be mindful of the neighbors, even in the face of a murder investigation.
   
 
  
   
    “Don’t worry.
    
   
    Paulie’s a big boy,” Loren says, watching Hoskins walk away.
    
   
    “He’ll get over it.”
   
 
  
   
    “You’re such a bastard,” she says.
   
 
  
   
    “And you shouldn’t be here.”
   
 
  
   
    “Why’re you dressed up like Seever?”
    
   
    Sammie asks.
    
   
    “What’s going on?”
   
 
  
   
    Loren looks down, as if he’d forgotten about the suit he was wearing.
   
 
  
   
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” he says, pulling the silver watch from its pocket and swinging it jauntily on the chain.
    
   
    “Maybe you 
    would like a ride on the ol’ baloney-pony, so I can pass the story on to Seever?
    
   
    Let him do some vicarious living before he meets his maker?”
   
 
  
   
    “Go to hell.”
   
 
  
   
    “And you should go home.”
   
 
  
   
    “I came to talk to Hoskins.
    
   
    I’m not leaving until I do.”
   
 
  
   
    Loren looks at the house, in the direction Hoskins disappeared, considering.
   
 
  
   
    “You’re gonna have a long wait.”
    
   
    Then he walks away, leaving her standing alone in the middle of the street.
    
   
    Farther down, a van pulls up, and a man jumps out with a big camera propped up on his shoulder, followed by a woman holding a microphone.
    
   
    It won’t be long before the street is crawling with media, every reporter in the city will be looking for a story.
    
   
    It’s a race against the clock now, so she scrambles, unlocks her car, and fumbles around in the dark, searching for a pen and paper.
    
   
    She’s going to find out what’s happening, even if it means standing out in the cold all night.
   
  
 

  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    “Why’re you doing this now?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks when Loren joins him in the yard behind the house.
    
   
    They’re standing ankle-deep in snow, looking at the house, at the police swarming in and out.
    
   
    “You never did that shit for Seever before.”
   
 
  
   
    “I never had a chance last time,” Loren says.
    
   
    “We didn’t have to hunt for Seever at all, he was practically dumped into our laps.
    
   
    You should see how the ladies drop their panties at the sight of these suits.
    
   
    Especially my powder-blue one.”
   
 
  
   
    “Very dapper,” Hoskins says dryly, but he knows Loren’s not giving him the whole truth, he’s holding something back.
    
   
    Loren doesn’t do anything without a reason, and he must think Jacky Seever is connected to all this, otherwise he’d be in his own clothes, without all the shitty gel in his hair.
    
   
    But Loren isn’t going to come out and say what’s going on, Hoskins knows him better than that—no, Hoskins will have to figure it out on his own.
   
 
  
   
    “Since you’re here, you might as well take a look,” Loren says, generously.
    
   
    He hooks a finger into the tiny pocket sewn onto his vest.
    
   
    The same way Seever used to do it.
    
   
    “I shouldn’t send you home without at least getting a peek of what’s going on.
    
   
    For old time’s sake, you know?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, right,” Hoskins mutters, following Loren as he steps out of the snow and onto the sidewalk.
    
   
    The crime scene isn’t in the main house but the tiny building behind it.
    
   
    It’s a guesthouse, a few hundred square feet built so the owner could take a tenant, make some extra income.
    
   
    The victim is just inside, but it doesn’t feel right to call her the victim; this is Carrie Simms, this isn’t like coming to a crime scene and seeing a stranger, someone you don’t know, someone you’ll 
    never know.
    
   
    It’s easy if you don’t know the victim, if you don’t recognize the freckle on the bridge of their nose or the amber color of their eyes, those little things can be easily dismissed if you haven’t seen them before.
    
   
    A corpse you don’t know is nothing.
    
   
    Less than nothing.
    
   
    It is something to study, to examine, to look over for evidence.
    
   
    It is stiff limbs and fingernails gone black and brittle, it is hair and blood and skin and organs, everything swept neatly into separate compartments, because it isn’t a person anymore, just a body.
    
   
    A thing.
    
   
    But this is different, because he 
    knows Carrie Simms, he’d recognize her voice if he heard it, he remembers how she laughed.
    
   
    This feels wrong somehow, seeing a girl he once knew like this, curled up on her side like a shrimp, her mouth filled with blood that’s gone clotted and black.
    
   
    She could be sleeping, except for the awkward angles of her arms.
    
   
    And the blood.
    
   
    Oh, all the blood.
    
   
    It’s not suicide, no, Carrie Simms didn’t do this to herself.
    
   
    This is murder, cold-blooded and vicious.
   
 
  
   
    “Looks like most of it occurred in the bedroom.
    
   
    How do you think she ended up in here?”
    
   
    Loren asks.
    
   
    He’s standing in the doorway that leads from the kitchen and out into the yard, out on the concrete stoop, the toes of his loafers barely on the other side of the door’s transition, he’s pulled a pack of cigarettes out and sticks one between his lips.
    
   
    “Dragged?”
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t have some ideas of your own?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks, pulling a pair of gloves from his pocket and smoothing the latex over his hands, making sure to work it down into the valleys between his fingers.
    
   
    He hasn’t been at a crime scene in a long time, but he’s still got the old habits, still keeps the trunk of his car stocked with everything he needs.
    
   
    “I thought you were letting me look around outta the kindness of your own heart.”
   
 
  
   
    “Don’t bust my balls, Paulie.
    
   
    I ain’t in the mood.”
   
 
  
   
    “Then tell me what I want to hear.”
   
 
  
   
    “What’s that?”
   
 
  
   
    “Tell me that you need me,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “Tell me you need my help with this.”
   
 
  
   
    Loren looks at him, quickly, to see if Hoskins is joking.
    
   
    He’s not.
    
   
    He wants to hear those words come out of Loren’s mouth, because Loren 
    does need him, Chief Black knows it, Hoskins knows it—hell, even 
    Loren knows it—but it’s one thing to know it, and another to say it out loud.
    
   
    It was true what he told Black—Loren’s a good detective.
    
   
    Maybe the best there is.
    
   
    But Ralph Loren is also a wild card; he needs someone to rein him in the way a naughty boy needs a strict mother, otherwise things get fucked.
    
   
    Like this.
    
   
    Loren’s dressing like Seever, picking up his behaviors, his quirks.
    
   
    The smoking, keeping that long cigarette pinched between his pointer and middle fingers, and the way he puckers his lips to blow the smoke out at the sky.
    
   
    Hoskins has seen Loren play this game of dress-up before, on a few other cases, but it was never this bad.
    
   
    This shit gives him the willies, to see Loren mimic Seever so effortlessly, so it doesn’t look like an act at all.
    
   
    If Loren had a partner, someone who’d noticed this, they would’ve sounded an alarm, raised some questions.
    
   
    But Loren works alone, he does what he wants.
   
 
  
   
    “You love to have me by the balls, don’t you?”
    
   
    Loren says.
    
   
    He’s sweating, even though it’s cold outside and there’s snow on the ground, there are beads of sweat standing on his forehead, on his upper lip.
    
   
    “You’re like a fucking woman.
    
   
    You never quit your nagging.”
   
 
  
   
    There is something terribly wrong here, because the Loren Hoskins knows would never act like this.
    
   
    Sweating and shaking, with a constipated look on his face.
    
   
    Wanting help, but not able to ask for it.
    
   
    The old Ralph Loren would’ve told Hoskins to go fuck himself, he would’ve laughed right in Hoskins’s face, flipped him the double bird.
    
   
    Loren’s sucking on that cigarette like it’s a pacifier, watching Hoskins with something like—desperation?
    
   
    It can’t be, but there it is, no one else might see it but Hoskins does, he was partners with this man for fourteen years—not 
    friends the way some partners were, they never hung out after work and had beers and watched football, but in some ways he knows even more about Loren because of that distance that always existed between them.
    
   
    He can see that Loren’s out of control, he’s in some deep shit, he’s right on the edge of a bottomless hole.
    
   
    The kind of hole you fling yourself into, and you never, never make it back out again.
   
 
  
   
    “I’ll give you a pass this time,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “You won’t get so lucky again.”
   
 
  
   
    Loren laughs roughly, shakes his head.
    
   
    Doesn’t look at his old partner, who’s now his partner again, but Hoskins thinks there might be some relief in that laugh, relief in the line of his shoulders.
    
   
    Or maybe he’s imagining it.
    
   
    You can never be sure with Loren, the same way you could never be sure with Seever.
    
   
    Two men, wrapped so deep in themselves that you can never know what’s true and what’s not, unless you’re watching closely.
   
 
  
   
    And Hoskins, now that he’s seen Loren like this, he’s paying attention.
   
 
  
   
    Loren asks everyone to clear out for a few minutes, so Hoskins can take a look around, and they’re all huddled in a tight circle, out in the dry cold by one of the silent patrol units, smoking their cigarettes.
    
   
    There are cops and technicians and photographers.
    
   
    The medical examiner.
    
    
     How many people does it take to solve a murder?
     
   
    As many as you can get.
    
   
    Someone had brought out a thermos of coffee, and Hoskins sees the steam wisping into evening sky before he ducks into the house, and he wishes he could be out there with them, shooting the shit, or in his basement office, nose-deep in an old file.
    
   
    Looking at the mess of it all, reconstructing the last few moments of Carrie Simms’s life, he’s reminded of how much he misses this work, and how much he hates it.
   
 
  
   
    There’s blood mashed into the carpet, a trail of it leading from the single bedroom before forming a small pool around Simms.
    
   
    Most of it had probably soaked through the carpet and into the pad beneath, and then into the concrete.
    
   
    It would always be there, it’d never go away.
    
   
    They’d have to destroy the house to get rid of it for good.
   
 
  
   
    “Judging by the marks, I’d say she crawled,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “She was probably out of it.
    
   
    Trying to get away.
    
   
    Running on survival instinct.”
   
 
  
   
    “Crawled out of the bedroom and into the kitchen.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yep.
    
   
    And he was following her.
    
   
    Watching her struggle.”
    
   
    Hoskins points at the bloody shoeprints.
    
   
    Most of the prints are in the wake of the blood trail, dried and messy.
    
   
    But there are two prints, off to one side and out of the way, like the guy had stepped clear of the mess, tried to get a good seat.
    
   
    He was a spectator.
    
   
    “They look about a size eleven.
    
   
    If you run them through the system, I’d guess they’re running shoes you can get at any mall in the country.”
   
 
  
   
    “She lost a lot of blood.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, she did.
    
   
    A lot of it before she died.
    
   
    I’d bet he finished her with the toaster over there.
    
   
    You see it?
    
   
    There’s blood and bone fragments smeared all over it.
    
   
    A lot of hair.
    
   
    He got tired of watching her struggle, started hitting her over the head until she was dead.”
   
 
  
   
    “Christ on a cross.”
   
 
  
   
    “No shit.”
    
   
    Hoskins doesn’t chew gum.
    
   
    Instead, he sticks a ballpoint pen in his mouth, and gnaws on the end until it’s too warped and broken to work anymore.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins stands up, his knees popping.
    
   
    Simms’s hair is thrown over her face, and he’s thankful for it.
    
   
    He’s seen plenty of dead over the years, but there’s always something awful about it, that final death grimace.
    
   
    Her left arm is thrown forward, her pointer finger stuck straight out, like she was trying to get them to look at something, although there’s nothing there except a blank wall.
    
   
    Her right arm is tucked under her body, out of sight.
    
   
    She’s wearing a white sleeveless undershirt, and one of those sweatshirts that zips up the front, but it’s pulled open and hanging loosely from her thin shoulder.
    
   
    It’s almost 
    flirty.
    
   
    Sexual.
    
   
    Her bottom half is naked, except for a pair of ankle socks that had once been white but are now a rusted brown from all the blood.
    
   
    There are marks around her wrists, red swatches cut deep in the flesh.
    
   
    Rope burns, but most likely twine judging by the width of the lashes.
    
   
    There are bruises all up and down her limbs, cuts in her skin.
   
 
  
   
    “It was twine on the other two, right?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks.
   
 
  
   
    “Yep.”
   
 
  
   
    “How long’s she been dead?”
   
 
  
   
    “Rigor’s passed, so about twenty-four.
    
   
    Not much more, though.
    
   
    We’ll have a better idea when we get her on the table.”
   
 
  
   
    “Rape?”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, definitely.”
   
 
  
   
    There’s a cut screen, a window that’d been jimmied open.
    
   
    Whoever he was, he’d crawled in and found Simms.
    
   
    Maybe she’d been sleeping, or in the shower, and he’d gotten in without her knowing.
    
   
    The last time anyone had seen Simms was four days before, when she’d gone to class at the community college.
    
   
    She hasn’t been dead long.
    
   
    So she’d been alive the last three days, trapped in her own home, wishing she were dead while cars drove by on the street, while people walked their dogs, not very far from where she was.
    
   
    And she’d known what was coming, because she’d been through it all before, with Seever.
   
 
  
   
    Christ.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins picks his way carefully around Simms, giving her a wide berth, careful not to put his foot down in any of the blood.
    
   
    He takes his cell phone out, snaps a few pictures.
    
   
    It’s an old habit, he’s always done it, years ago it was with the bulky old camera he carried around with him, and now with his cell, but it’s the same, he does it without thinking, and Loren doesn’t protest.
    
   
    He stands back, lets Hoskins do his thing.
   
 
  
   
    Simms looks so small on the kitchen floor, so thin and fragile.
    
   
    He remembers the first few victims being carried out of Seever’s crawl space.
    
   
    One of the boys had a woven bracelet around his wrist, something he’d probably braided for himself out of parachute cord, and that’s what made it real for Hoskins, that’s what made it worse.
    
   
    Because that boy had once been alive, he’d once decided that wearing a bracelet was cool, he’d played with it when he was nervous or excited, he’d spun it around his wrist until his skin was raw.
   
 
  
   
    “She’s had some fingers cut off,” Loren says casually, pulling the pack of cigarettes from his pocket and tamping them against his palm even though he’s already got one in his mouth.
    
   
    “Just the way Seever used to do it.”
   
 
  
   
    “She’s not missing anything on her left,” Hoskins says.
   
 
  
   
    “It’s her other hand.
    
   
    Seever got the pinkie.
    
   
    This guy got two more.”
   
 
  
   
    “I want to see it,” Hoskins says, and Loren motions to the group out in the yard.
    
   
    Two of the technicians break off, set down their coffees, and slip on latex gloves.
    
   
    They ease through the kitchen, step around Hoskins, careful because it’s so tight, so close.
    
   
    They’re both young and professional, their faces blank, even as they hoist Simms up off the floor and onto the stretcher they’ve brought in.
    
   
    Good at their job.
    
   
    There’s a loud sucking noise when they lift her, because the blood doesn’t want to let her go, and Hoskins turns away, fights back his rising gorge.
    
   
    He’s been to dozens of crime scenes, hundreds, and it doesn’t much matter—that kind of shit will 
    always be gross.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins grabs Simms’s right hand by the wrist, gently, holds it up so everyone can see.
    
   
    The hand is purplish-red and swollen, filled with blood from being trapped under the body.
    
   
    The pinkie is gone, but that’s nothing new, that’s how Simms came to them.
    
   
    Seever had already taken that part of her.
    
   
    Hoskins counts the fingers once, then again, even though it’s not necessary.
    
   
    Simms only has two fingers now, the pointer and the thumb.
    
   
    Her fingers make the shape of a gun, he thinks.
    
   
    A smoking gun.
   
 
  
   
    He slowly lays her hand beside her and turns away, rubs the back of his wrist against his eye, watchful of his gloved hands, covered in the muck of death.
    
   
    He needs some coffee, or a nap.
    
   
    And he needs to call home, check on Joe, make sure the nurse is still there.
   
 
  
   
    “This doesn’t feel like Seever,” Hoskins says, watching the techs carefully zip Simms into a black body bag.
   
 
  
   
    “What makes you say that?”
   
 
  
   
    “Seever kept his victims.
    
   
    Buried them under his house.
    
   
    He wanted them close, and he wanted to keep under the radar.
    
   
    But this.”
    
   
    Hoskins takes a breath, slowly, but not deeply.
    
   
    “This guy isn’t even bothering to hide the victims.
    
   
    He tied those last two together, he wanted them to be found at the same time.”
   
 
  
   
    “Okay.”
   
 
  
   
    “He’s targeting people, specific people.
    
   
    This guy wants us to find these women and immediately connect it to Seever.
    
   
    You saw that article this morning about Brody and Abeyta?
    
   
    People are already making the connection to Seever.”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s a lot of work to set up these murders so it looks like Seever’s involved,” Loren says.
    
   
    “Why would this guy go to all the trouble?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “I stopped trying to understand the shit people do a long time ago.”
   
 
  
   
    “You should see one more thing,” Loren says, putting the cigarette out against the side of the house before stepping inside.
    
   
    “Down here.”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins follows Loren, slowly picking his way out of the kitchen and down a hall—so short it could barely be called that, a few feet at most—and into the only bedroom.
    
   
    It’s small.
    
   
    A futon bed pushed against the wall takes up most of the room, a cheap dresser eats up the rest.
    
   
    There are textbooks on the dresser, a calendar tacked up on the wall.
    
   
    It’s probably a freebie from a bank, but the pictures are good.
    
    
     Scenes of Colorado,
     it says. 
   
    It’s open to November still, the photo of jagged red rocks jutting up out of snow-covered pines.
   
 
  
   
    The blankets are wadded at the end of the bed, caught in the no-man’s-land between the mattress and the frame, the bottom sheet covered in fans of dried blood.
   
 
  
   
    “Up there,” Loren says, and it takes him a moment to notice the words written above the flimsy metal headboard in heavy black letters.
    
   
    He wonders if the guy had written them up there while Simms was still alive, if she’d had to look up at those words as she’d been fighting, trying to survive.
    
   
    He hopes not.
   
 
  
    
     It’ll never be over.
    
 
  
   
    “There’s no way Seever’s in contact with anyone on the outside.
    
   
    He doesn’t write letters, he doesn’t have access to email.
    
   
    No one visits him anymore except his wife, and half the time he’s so drugged up he can’t find his own dick.
    
   
    I don’t see how he could have anything to do with this.”
    
   
    Loren sighs.
    
   
    “But then there are the fingers.
    
   
    No one ever knew about those.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, but there were plenty of guys working that crawl space.
    
   
    Any one of them could’ve let it slip, told someone.
    
   
    It was in the case files.
    
   
    There were photos taken.
    
   
    It could’ve gotten out a dozen different ways.”
   
 
  
   
    “What about this shit?”
    
   
    Loren asks, pointing at the words above the bed.
    
   
    “
    That never made it into any of the reports at all.
    
   
    That was between me and you and Seever.”
   
 
  
   
    “What’re you saying?”
   
 
  
   
    “How would this guy know to write those words up there, unless he’d heard them before?”
   
 
  
   
    “If you think I’m guilty of something, say it,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “Don’t be a pussy.
    
   
    Ask me.”
   
 
  
   
    “You never told anyone about him saying that, did you?”
   
 
  
   
    “No.”
    
   
    Hoskins answers immediately, without thinking, and realizes that’s a lie a moment too late.
    
   
    Because he 
    did tell someone—Sammie.
    
   
    “I never told anyone.”
   
 
  
   
    “I never told anyone either,” Loren says.
   
 
  
   
    Loren looks at him, then away.
    
   
    Another throwback to when they were partners.
    
   
    Being suspicious of each other.
    
   
    It’s hard being chained to one person for so long, and there were times they hadn’t handled it well.
   
 
  
   
    “You think I killed Carrie Simms?”
    
   
    Hoskins asks.
    
   
    “Is that what you’re getting at?”
   
 
  
   
    “Did you?”
    
   
    Loren asks.
   
 
  
   
    “You’re really going to ask me that when you look like Seever’s doppelg
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     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    Sammie barely makes it to the bathroom in time.
    
   
    She shoves back the metal door of the stall, hard enough that it bounces back and hits her shoulder, nearly knocking her over.
    
   
    The food that dredges up from her stomach and out of her mouth is thick, ropy.
    
   
    Some of it looks the same as it did when she ate it—strands of lettuce, hunks of salami, thick pieces of tomato.
   
 
  
   
    She flushes, washes her hands, and rinses her mouth, swishing to get all the sour taste out, even the stuff caught in the far back corners, the leftovers tucked between the fat of her cheek and her gums.
    
   
    She’s sweating, hot beads clinging to her upper lip and scattered across her forehead, and clawing through her purse, looking for gum or a mint, because she doesn’t want Hoskins to smell the vomit on her breath.
    
   
    If she ever gets to talk to Hoskins.
    
   
    There’s a stick of gum at the bottom of her bag, still mostly wrapped.
    
   
    It’ll have to do.
    
   
    If the bathroom were stocked with paper towels she’d press a wet one against the back of her neck to help with her nausea, but there are only the dryers that blow hot air.
    
   
    Global-fucking-warming, she thinks.
    
   
    Can’t even get a paper towel anymore.
   
 
  
   
    She’d still been waiting for Hoskins when he’d walked out of the house, she wasn’t going to let him get away without trying one more time, and she’d seen him shove through the people, there were so damn many, but she didn’t see what happened, only heard the screams and felt the push of the crowd.
    
   
    He attacked a young man, she heard someone say.
    
   
    For no reason at all.
    
   
    Grabbed him and threw him against a car.
    
   
    Tried to strangle him.
   
 
  
   
    Then an ambulance had shown up and scooped Hoskins up, and she’d followed it all the way to the hospital, and she’s been sitting around ever since, waiting for some word on Hoskins.
    
   
    She’d let the bored employee at the front desk know she was waiting for him, but the woman had seemed supremely uninterested and waved her off.
    
   
    So Sammie had sat in the hospital waiting room, watching 
    Divorce Court quietly act out its drama on the old TV hanging in the corner and outlining an article on the backside of a receipt she’d dug out of the trash.
    
   
    She doesn’t have anything to write about, nothing that Corbin would actually run, except 
    this, if only she can find out what happened behind that line of police tape.
    
   
    It has something to do with Seever, she knows it—why else would Loren be dressed up like that, why else would he bother visiting him in prison?
    
   
    She has to find out what it is before Chris Weber does, because he surely knows about her talk with Corbin by now, he must know he’s got some competition.
    
   
    Corbin probably called Weber as soon as she hung up, just to rub it in his face.
    
   
    But Corbin’s that type—he’ll do anything to flay a good story out of his writers.
   
 
  
   
    Of course, she thinks, it doesn’t much matter if she gets anything out of Hoskins.
    
   
    She has the story of the year, of the decade, if only she’d write it: 
    I slept with a serial killer.
   
 
  
   
    If she gets that desperate, she’ll do it.
    
   
    She’d put all her dirty laundry out to dry, write a big story about working in one of Seever’s restaurants, of the flirting that went on, the charged comments, until there was finally a night when they ended up alone in the restaurant, and they’d had sex on the stainless-steel counter in the kitchen.
    
   
    She was only nineteen when it happened, and Seever was older, much older, and she’d always been attracted to that, age and power and money, and she’d let it go on for months before she was offered a job at the university library that she couldn’t turn down, and she’d quit the restaurant and just like that, it was over.
    
   
    She didn’t see Seever in person again until his trial, and she’d always sit in the back of the courtroom, where there were plenty of people separating them and he wouldn’t be able to spot her.
   
 
  
   
    Oh, she could write about Seever, and she’d have a captive audience; people would be eating right out of her hands.
    
   
    She could write about the way he’d held her naked hips, the rough feel of his hands grabbing them so he could nudge in a little deeper.
    
   
    Or she could write about the way he’d liked to tie her up, or when he’d asked her to fix the sleeve of his shirt around his neck and choke him while he masturbated, but she can’t.
    
   
    She wants to write again, but her pride keeps her from going that far, because people would look at her and they’d 
    know, and Dean would too, and she doesn’t want to see the revulsion in his eyes.
    
   
    It makes her cringe, the idea that one day everyone could know these things about her, and how would she defend herself?
    
   
    By saying that she was so young, that she’d wanted a good time, that she hadn’t known he was a killer?
    
   
    And all those things are true, but no one will care, because all that matters is the juicy story.
   
 
  
   
    She’d been turning this over in her mind when her stomach had started churning, and she’d run for the bathroom.
    
   
    It’s because of Seever, she thinks.
    
   
    The vomiting.
    
   
    That’s all she can think, because it started after she started pursuing the Seever story, not long after she’d started sleeping with Hoskins, and it’s tapered off over the years since then, mostly disappeared.
    
   
    But still, even now, if she thinks about Seever, if she thinks about that period of her life, her tongue gets thick and heavy, and her stomach flops helplessly.
    
   
    When it first started, she’d attempted to diagnose herself, got online and looked up symptoms, tried to get in her own head and make sense of the cloying taste on the back of her tongue after meals, the way her throat would clench, and the strange pleasure of emptying her belly after filling it with food.
    
   
    Maybe, she thought, she did it because Seever got so fat as the years passed, or because Seever had such huge appetites—for food, for murder, for life—or maybe it was stress, because it was hard to write about a man everyone hated so much, even though she hid the difficulty, made it seem easy.
    
   
    Or maybe it didn’t have anything to do with the men in her life at all, or her job, it was just her, trying to make herself smaller somehow, to pare back everything she was, to shrink until there was nothing left of her at all.
   
 
  
   
    *
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     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    They go to McDonald’s, because that’s what she wants, and she’s driving, so he can’t put up much of an argument.
    
   
    She doesn’t want to go through the drive-thru and eat in the car, so they go inside and sit in one of the hard plastic booths.
    
   
    She orders four double cheeseburgers and a large fry.
    
   
    A gigantic cup that must hold a gallon of Coke.
    
   
    Hoskins only has coffee, and watches, bemused, as she spreads a napkin onto her lap and starts shoveling food into her mouth.
   
 
  
   
    “You’re going to eat all that?”
    
   
    he asks.
   
 
  
   
    “Watch me.”
   
 
  
   
    So he does, sits back and looks at her.
    
   
    There are smears of makeup under her eyes, her lipstick is bleeding at the corners of her mouth.
    
   
    Sammie looks older in the cheap fluorescent lighting, drawn.
    
   
    Some women gain weight as they age, put on a few extra pounds around their middle, but he thinks Sammie has actually lost weight the last seven years.
    
   
    He can see every vein crisscrossing the tops of her hands, every tendon.
    
   
    They’re ugly hands.
    
   
    Witch hands.
    
   
    She smells like oranges.
    
    
     Men love the smell of fruit on a woman
    , she used to say, but he’d always thought that she was talking about him, not other men. 
   
    She used to spray her perfume behind her ears, on her wrists, the soft spot where her thighs came together.
   
 
  
   
    Did Seever like it when she smelled like fruit?
   
 
  
   
    He doesn’t ask.
   
 
  
   
    “So who was killed in that house?”
    
   
    she asks, her mouth so full of food he can barely understand the words.
    
   
    “Is it connected to the other two women?
    
   
    Brody and Abeyta?
    
   
    Is it a copycat killer?”
   
 
  
   
    He picks up his plastic spoon, puts it down again.
   
 
  
   
    “I know why you attacked that kid, but it’s not him, Paulie.”
    
   
    That’s what Loren had said over the phone; he’d called when the doctor was looking him over and Hoskins had answered, even though they hadn’t wanted him to.
    
   
    There was a sign in the room—No Cell Phones—but that’s one of the perks of being a cop.
    
   
    You could ignore rules like that.
    
   
    “That kid—what’s his name?
    
   
    Ted?
    
   
    I checked.
    
   
    He was in Miami the weekend Brody and Abeyta went missing, his mom says he’s been home every night for the past week.”
   
 
  
   
    “Why did he run when he saw me?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know, padnah.
    
   
    Could it be because you’d just ripped his ass for going through the Seever files, and he didn’t want another helping?
    
   
    You got him pretty good, he’ll be out of work for a few days.
    
   
    Hopefully he won’t press charges.”
   
 
  
   
    And because the doctor was waiting, and the impatient nurse was staring, he couldn’t say anything, he couldn’t explain himself.
    
   
    “I didn’t know,” he said instead, that seemed to be the only thing 
    to say, and that made Loren laugh.
   
 
  
   
    “You haven’t changed, you know?”
    
   
    Hoskins says now.
    
   
    “All you reporters—you’re all the same.”
   
 
  
   
    “What’s that supposed to mean?”
   
 
  
   
    “You can’t stop pumping me for information for two minutes.”
   
 
  
   
    “That’s not true.
    
   
    I asked you how you’ve been,” she says, smiling.
   
 
  
   
    “Please.
    
   
    I know exactly what you want from me.
    
   
    You get your jollies off seeing your name in print,” he says.
    
   
    “If you had to choose between living in paradise for the rest of your life or seeing your piece on the front page, I know exactly what you’d choose.”
   
 
  
   
    “What?”
    
   
    Her smile is spreading, because she knows exactly what the answer is.
    
   
    It’s the words, the writing, it’s always been that way for her, like it was for almost every other reporter he’d ever met.
    
   
    They were like crackheads jonesing for another hit.
    
   
    There were times back at Seever’s house when they’d pull another victim from the crawl space and she’d known she’d have more to write, and he could see the sheer pleasure on her face.
    
   
    She’d take her notes and talk to the guys and snap some pictures and when the paper printed her piece she’d carry the damn thing around all day, and it wasn’t only that she was 
    proud, she was 
    high as a kite.
    
   
    After every piece was published she’d want to fuck; once it was in her own kitchen while Dean was at work, on the linoleum while the dishwasher hummed beside them.
    
   
    She’d lain on her back and propped her heels up on the seats of the kitchen chairs so she could lift her hips into him, and she’d bitten his shoulder when she came, until he’d bled.
   
 
  
   
    The back of his neck is hot.
   
 
  
   
    “I’m not asking for much,” she says.
    
   
    “Everyone’s going to find out sooner or later what happened in that house.
    
   
    I’m asking for a head start.
    
   
    A name.
    
   
    So I have something to turn in.
    
   
    I need this.”
   
 
  
   
    “We’re trying to keep people from getting scared,” he says.
    
   
    “I don’t want to read some article full of lies so you can sell a few more subscriptions.
    
   
    Like the garbage piece that ran this morning—I hate shit like that.”
   
 
  
   
    “That’s not the kind of stuff I write,” she says scornfully.
    
   
    “You should know me better than that.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, I know you.
    
   
    That’s the problem,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    “We’re trying to close these cases up as soon as possible.
    
   
    And honestly, the less the public knows about all this, the easier my job will be.”
   
 
  
   
    She hitches up one eyebrow.
   
 
  
   
    “People should know what’s going on in their city,” she says.
    
   
    “They 
    deserve to know.
    
   
    And if you don’t tell me now, it’ll get out sooner or later, it doesn’t matter how much you want to keep it quiet.”
   
 
  
   
    He could give her what she wants—and he could ask for sex.
    
   
    For a blowjob.
    
   
    Or one of those deals he’d heard some guys at work talking about once, when a woman sucked a guy off while he took a shit.
    
   
    A 
    blumpkin, that’s what it was called.
    
   
    He could have anything he wanted.
    
   
    Those were the terms they’d had before, although he hadn’t been in on the game back then—sex in exchange for information.
    
   
    He could insist they go back to that, he could ask her to do anything he wanted, every perverted thing that’d ever crossed his mind, he could tie her up and twist her nipples like radio dials and make her scream in pain, and she’d do it, he can tell by the look on her face.
    
   
    She’d agree.
    
   
    She wouldn’t like it, but she’d do whatever until she had what she wanted, and then she’d be gone.
   
 
  
   
    But in the end, he doesn’t ask for sex.
    
   
    He doesn’t ask for anything.
    
   
    He tells Sammie what she wants to know because she’s right, it doesn’t matter, it’ll all be out soon enough.
    
   
    And because he still loves her, even though he wishes to God he didn’t.
   
 
  
   
    “The victim is Carrie Simms,” he says, keeping his voice low, casual.
    
   
    There isn’t anyone sitting close by, but you could never be sure who was listening.
   
 
  
   
    “Carrie Simms?”
    
   
    Sammie frowns.
    
   
    “Simms?
    
   
    That name—oh my God.
    
   
    That’s the girl who got away from Seever.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    “What happened?”
   
 
  
   
    “Someone broke into her place.
    
   
    Tortured her, raped her.
    
   
    They made sure we’d connect it to Seever.”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie frowns, taps her fingers on the tabletop.
    
   
    He can see the wheels in her brain spinning frantically.
    
   
    Most women would be upset by this, be horrified, but Sammie has never been that way and he admires her for it.
    
   
    There’s something cold about her, calculating, and you don’t see that so often in women, at least not like it is with Sammie, who wears it all on her sleeve.
   
 
  
   
    “So that’s why Loren’s dressed like Seever,” she says.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    She’s excited, he knows by the way she’s chewing, the sparkle in her eyes.
    
   
    This is exactly what she wanted from him, all she’s ever wanted from him.
    
   
    But nothing in life is free.
    
   
    There’s gray hamburger meat stuck in her teeth, her lipstick is smeared all over the bottom half of her face from eating, so she looks a mess.
   
 
  
   
    She looks almost like a clown.
   
 
  
   
    “I have a question for you,” he says.
   
 
  
   
    “What is it?”
   
 
  
   
    “Did you really have sex with Seever?”
   
 
  
   
    She looks down, at the half-finished burger sitting in front of her, in the middle of the yellow wrapper with half a pickle sticking out of it, and puts her hand out, as if to pick it up and take a bite.
    
   
    But at the last minute she seems to think better of it, and drops her hand back on her lap.
   
 
  
   
    “Yes,” she says, softly.
   
 
  
   
    “Did you enjoy it?”
    
   
    he asks, leaning toward her, until the edge of the table is pressed into his chest, cutting a line into his skin.
    
   
    He doesn’t know why he’s doing this, why he suddenly wants to hurt her, but he can’t seem to stop himself.
    
   
    “What was it like, fucking him?”
   
 
  
   
    Sammie looks away from the hamburger, turns her gaze up to him.
    
   
    She has beautiful eyes, she always has: wide, innocent eyes, like you’d see on a girl.
    
   
    She looks like she might cry, but he doubts it, because Sammie’s tough, she takes shit and puts it right back out.
    
   
    No, she doesn’t cry, but Hoskins is surprised when Sammie leans over the side of the table and makes a belching noise, it sounds like a bullfrog, and then vomits, all the dinner she’d inhaled coming right back up, all that chewed hamburger and foaming soda, spreading over the clean tile floor.
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     GLORIA
    
 
  
   
    When Gloria was young, strangers would stop her mother on the street, call to her from their car windows.
    
    
     I think you might be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,
     they’d say, and her mother would nod and move on, her purse looped over one arm and her lips pressed tightly together. 
   
    And even if no one said anything to her mother, they’d still 
    look, sometimes throwing glances from under lowered lashes, but most times it was open staring, and every so often there were whistles and catcalls, lewd suggestions.
    
   
    Her mother never talked about it, never repeated the things that were said to her.
    
   
    It was as if none of it had ever happened at all, like it didn’t matter.
    
   
    Gloria couldn’t understand it, didn’t know how someone could shrug off a compliment.
    
   
    Maybe it was because she was so young, or because she was so ugly.
   
 
  
   
    “A man said Mama was pretty today,” Gloria once said.
    
   
    This was at the dinner table, when she was eight years old.
    
   
    They’d just sat down, the three of them at the table and the old dog curled up at their feet, snout on his paws, waiting for crumbs to drop.
   
 
  
   
    “And what did your mother say to that?”
    
   
    Her father put his fork down so carefully it didn’t make a sound when it touched his plate.
    
   
    Her mother, sitting on the other side of the table, didn’t move.
    
   
    Didn’t look up from her plate, even though they were both staring at her, waiting for her to say something.
   
 
  
   
    “She didn’t say nothing,” Gloria said.
   
 
  
   
    Her father was a tall man.
    
   
    Thin and wiry.
    
   
    When he came into a room it felt like he sucked all the air out of it, all the life.
    
   
    He wasn’t at all handsome, with the dark hairs sprouting from his ears and the smattering of blackheads on his nose, he wasn’t even handsome in the wedding photo that hung in the dining room, but anyone would look plain standing beside her mother, who was spectacularly gorgeous in her white gown, although she wasn’t smiling.
    
   
    Gloria had always wondered how her parents had found each other, how her mother had ended up cooking in the kitchen of her husband’s restaurant and cleaning the dreary little brick house on Ninth Street when she looked like a queen, but she never asked, not until years later, and her mother didn’t have an answer, said she couldn’t remember how it’d all happened.
    
   
    Her father could be mean as a snake, but he had his moments, he could be kind, and there were times she’d see her parents happy together, laughing and holding hands, kissing each other, her father bringing his wife coffee in bed and rubbing her feet, but things could turn fast, oh, her father’s temper was quick, and unexpected.
   
 
  
   
    “‘She didn’t say 
    anything,’” her mother said, correcting Gloria, her eyes not moving any higher than the mound of buttered peas on her plate.
    
   
    “That’s how you should say it.”
   
 
  
   
    “That man was right, you know,” her father said.
    
   
    He was staring at his wife, and there seemed to be heat in his gaze, hot and stifling.
    
   
    “Your mama’s so pretty, I might have to kill her before some other man steals her away.”
   
 
  
   
    And then he laughed.
   
 
  
   
    *
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    This is the place Jacky Seever used to live, the spot where his house once stood.
    
   
    It was the house where he lived with his wife, where he had an office off the dining room where he kept his account logs for the restaurants, and a desktop computer—the same computer where police had found hours and hours of pornography, some of it tame but most of it the kind where women are tied up and tortured and end up dead, although you can’t ever tell for sure, because the woman might be acting.
    
   
    Or not.
    
   
    This is where Seever ate dinner, built model cars in his free time, and murdered more than thirty people.
   
 
  
   
    But it’s all gone now, every brick has been torn down and trucked away, to be quietly used elsewhere or dumped and buried.
    
   
    It was done to keep the gawkers away, the sickos who come searching for a souvenir, some bit of Jacky Seever to take home with them.
    
   
    She doesn’t understand how people can stand it, to have a bit of a killer on display in their homes.
    
   
    It’s unsavory, she thinks.
    
   
    Distasteful.
    
   
    And it would drive her crazy, having that bit of Seever around all the time, making her think of him and things he’d done.
    
   
    She’s already reminded enough of him, isn’t she?
    
   
    Every day, all the time, she won’t ever be able to forget, not until the day she dies.
   
 
  
    
     What was it like, fucking him?
    
 
  
   
    She still smells like vomit.
   
 
  
   
    She’s not sure why she came here after she dropped Hoskins back off at his car, parked under a lonely streetlamp in front of this empty lot in the middle of this quiet neighborhood, except that this is where it all started.
    
   
    Oh, if she was completely honest, this isn’t where Seever’s story really starts—its real beginning is probably somewhere else, years and years ago, deep in his childhood, although no one would ever know the truth of it except Seever.
    
   
    But to her, this makes sense.
    
   
    This feels like the beginning.
   
 
  
   
    Carrie Simms.
    
   
    She wasn’t the beginning for Seever, she was the very end, the one who finally got him put away.
    
   
    If she hadn’t gotten away, if she’d died in that garage and been buried in that crawl space with all the others, Seever might still be free.
    
   
    And now she’s dead.
    
   
    Murdered in her own home, seven years later.
    
   
    Loren is dressing like Seever.
    
   
    Hoskins is quiet, withdrawn, different from how she’s ever known him.
    
   
    And Jacky Seever is locked safely away in prison.
    
   
    There’s something going on, she doesn’t understand what yet, it’s like she’s in the dark, groping around without knowing what she’s looking for.
   
 
  
   
    It looks strange, this empty lot in the middle of the other homes, even though the HOA is diligent about stopping the lawn from going wild, keeps the sidewalks clear of snow.
    
   
    Sammie wonders how long it’ll take before they put a playground in.
    
   
    A few park benches, a big sandbox, a nice water feature.
    
   
    Maybe it’ll happen.
    
   
    Maybe it won’t.
    
   
    Maybe this place is too damn sad to be saved.
    
   
    She hasn’t been here in a long time, not since before the house was demolished, when they were still pulling bodies out of the crawl space.
    
   
    She’s been parked out front for almost thirty minutes, and she’s seen only two people the entire time, a couple going for a late-night walk with their dog.
    
   
    When they see her, they stare.
    
   
    She waves, the start of a smile on her lips, but the woman pulls a face and yanks the dog away, the man flips her the bird.
    
   
    It doesn’t upset her.
    
   
    They probably get a lot of strangers on this street, morbid fucks looking for a thrill.
    
   
    She doesn’t take it personally, but she starts her car and leaves anyway, because the man is on his cell phone, he’s looking at her and gesturing, he seems upset.
   
 
  
   
    *
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    He goes straight to his car when Sammie drops him off, sits behind the wheel and watches what’s going on.
    
   
    The crowd has mostly dispersed, driven away by the lack of excitement, but there are still plenty of cameras, lots of media.
    
   
    Lots of cops going back and forth on the property, pairs of them walking down the street.
    
   
    They’re going to be at it all night, going door-to-door through the whole neighborhood, asking every resident for their whereabouts, if they’d seen anything suspicious.
    
   
    There is a process to catching a killer.
    
   
    There are steps.
    
   
    They’ve secured the crime scene; now it’s time to find a witness.
    
   
    That was always the part Hoskins hated the most—pounding the pavement, ringing doorbells and trying to coerce people to remember things.
    
   
    Most people walk through life wearing blinders; they don’t see much besides what’s in front of their own face, but it has to be done, because there’s always a chance that someone saw a strange car parked out front, or a guy they hadn’t seen around before.
   
 
  
   
    And there will be more cops inside, he knows, taking photographs and dusting for prints and looking for any bit of evidence they can, because it’s almost impossible for a perp to 
    not leave behind DNA, unless they’re incredibly careful.
    
   
    And this guy—he was careful, he’d kept Simms locked up with him for days and no one had suspected a thing, but maybe he hadn’t been careful enough.
    
   
    Loren had said the last two victims—Abeyta and Brody, Hoskins had to remind himself, because it’s so easy to think of them as 
    bodies—had both been raped, but the medical examiner hadn’t been able to pull anything off them.
    
   
    The guy could’ve used a condom, or their time in the water had washed everything clean.
    
   
    But this time it might be different, and he’d left something they could run through the database and hope for a match.
    
   
    But it might not matter if they find his DNA, because even if the guy left a fucking 
    bucket of semen on the front doorstep, if they don’t have him on file already, it’ll be a wash.
    
   
    It’s hit or miss, Hoskins thinks.
    
   
    Sometimes worth the trouble, but not typically a lot of help in making an arrest.
   
 
  
   
    A part of him wants to stay, to get back into the thick of things right away, but he’s spent so much of the last few years running from Seever that he can’t.
    
   
    Even if he tried, he doesn’t think he’ll be any more use tonight; it’d be best to go home, to nurse his sore head and bruised face, come back to the investigation in the morning, when he’s thinking straight, when he can do the job right.
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    December 3, 2015
   
 
  
   
    He tries to be quiet in the mornings so he doesn’t wake up Joe, creeping around his own house like a thief.
    
   
    He’s careful not to slam the bathroom door or to drop anything in the shower, and he usually shuffles around in socks and puts on his shoes last thing, but it doesn’t matter, it’s a shot in the dark, because there are times Joe is already awake, waiting at the kitchen table, his hands folded together patiently.
    
   
    Hoskins isn’t sure what he’s waiting for, and Joe doesn’t seem to know either—he was never the type of man who’d wait to be served, he’d never had a woman around to make coffee or iron his clothes—no, Carol Hoskins was a real flake, she’d been seventeen when Hoskins was born and she’d only put her life on hold long enough to marry Joe and shit out a baby, and then she was gone.
    
   
    As far as Hoskins knows, his parents are still married, and he sometimes wonders if Joe’s been waiting all this time for Carol to come back, to be ready to settle down.
    
   
    It doesn’t look like it’ll happen, though—she’s had forty years to come back and she never has—and Joe has gotten used to doing everything himself, but he still waits.
   
 
  
   
    Joe isn’t at the table this morning, though, and that’s good, because things are easier when the old man’s asleep.
    
   
    Like the thermostat.
    
   
    When Joe’s still asleep, that’s his first stop.
    
   
    It’s on the wall of the tiny dining room, which seems the stupidest possible spot to put a thermostat, but maybe that was the standard when the house was built.
    
   
    He doesn’t know.
    
   
    He changes the temperature every morning, at least for a little bit, because Joe always looks at the thermostat, at least once a day, usually in the mornings.
   
 
  
    
     Seventy-eight?
     
   
    Joe had shouted the first morning after he’d moved in.
    
   
    It was March, and even though it was spring the nights were still cold.
    
   
    Sometimes freezing.
    
    
     You stupid, Paul?
     
    
     Do you know how much the gas bill is going to be?
    
 
  
    
     You’re cold,
     Hoskins had said, but that only made his father angry, and Hoskins remembered all the times when he was a kid, when his dad would see how far into the winter season they could go before firing up the furnace, and then he’d keep the heat in the house so low they’d expel hazy clouds every time they let out a breath. 
   
    And if Hoskins kept the front door open a second longer than necessary when he was going outside, or if any of the plastic sheets taped up over the windows was peeling up at the corners, Joe would spend the rest of the day in a severe state of piss-off, and nothing would make it better.
    
    
     You need to be comfortable.
    
 
  
    
     I’ll put on another sweater,
     Joe said, so Hoskins ticked the thermostat down to sixty-three, what his father considered the perfect temperature, and watched as the numbers took a dive and his father huddled deeper into his wool sweater, his lips turning a gummy purple shade. 
   
    Hoskins didn’t argue.
    
   
    It wasn’t worth it, never was.
    
   
    Instead, he compromises, because that’s what he does, he’s always been that way.
    
   
    So he gets up early, turns down the heat so his father will think it’s been there the whole time, and then once the old man’s up and around, absorbed in something else, he cranks it back up again.
    
   
    It could backfire anytime, all his father has to do is walk over to the thermostat at any point during the day and he’ll see what’s going on, he’ll take a look at where the dial is sitting and know, but it hasn’t happened yet.
   
 
  
   
    He’s been meaning to buy a new coffee machine—he still has the old kind that uses the tissue-paper filters and a glass pot with the scorched bottom.
    
   
    One day, he figures, the damn thing’ll break and he’ll have to spring for a new one, one of those fancy stainless-steel jobs he’s seen that takes only plastic pods, and will make just one cup at a time.
    
   
    He turns the dial on the thermostat, then starts the coffee.
    
   
    He hates doing it—pulling out the filter, rinsing out the pot, dropping in fresh grounds—he tries to remember to do it at night before they go to bed, so all he’ll have to do in the morning is flip a switch, but he never manages to get to it.
    
   
    He’s rinsing the pot—the damn thing always has grounds swishing around the bottom of it, no matter what he does—when Joe shuffles into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes.
    
   
    The old man’s hair is wild, sticking in every direction, but he refuses to get it cut.
    
    
     They buzzed it all off when I enlisted,
     Joe always used to say. 
    
     I decided then I’d have long hair for the rest of my life.
    
 
  
   
    “Is Carol here?”
    
   
    Joe asks, scratching absently at his wrist, where the skin is raw and torn from being worked over by his nails.
    
   
    Colorado winters are hard and dry, and tough on the old man’s skin.
    
   
    He’s carrying the newspaper in his arm, cradling it like it’s a baby wrapped in a blue plastic sleeve.
    
   
    “I thought I heard her.”
   
 
  
   
    “Dad, stop,” Hoskins says, gently pulling his father’s hand away, and Joe looks at him, surprised, as if he’d forgotten his son was there at all.
    
   
    “You’re only making it worse.”
   
 
  
   
    “Where’s Carol?”
   
 
  
   
    “She’s not here.”
   
 
  
   
    “Where is she?”
   
 
  
   
    “Mom’s been gone a long time.”
   
 
  
   
    Carol’s not gone, not exactly.
    
   
    She’s not dead, but she definitely isn’t here, not anywhere near here, not if she can help it.
    
   
    The last he’d heard, Carol was out in Nebraska, running a pool hall with her latest boyfriend.
    
   
    Hoskins had last seen his mother when he was ten, and all he remembers from that visit is her long tan legs and her laugh, throaty and hoarse from cigarettes and late nights.
    
   
    She’d sometimes send postcards, or photos of her standing beside whatever guy she was fucking, and Hoskins had always hid those from his father, not wanting to see the hurt on his face.
    
   
    Once, she’d sent Hoskins a package for his birthday, but when he’d peeled the box open it was empty, and he’d never figured out if she’d done it on purpose, to hurt him for being born, or if she’d just forgotten.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, I guess she did leave a long time ago,” Joe said.
    
   
    He shakes the paper out of the sleeve and it falls open automatically, and there on the front page, in big black letters across the top, is a headline Hoskins never thought he’d see: 
    SEEVER IS BACK.
    
   
    So much for Chief Black’s wish to make an arrest before people can go nuts—if anything can push the public into a frenzy, it’s something like this.
    
   
    He scans through the article, quickly.
    
   
    It’s mostly about Seever, and how Carrie Simms was connected to him, and there’s a name for this new murderer, because that was what reporters always did.
    
   
    They liked to give killers snappy nicknames, and this one might be the worst he’s ever heard: “The Secondhand Killer.”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, shit,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    He’d known Sammie would write the story, that it would run, but not this fast, and not like this.
    
   
    This is fearmongering in the worst possible way, and she’d promised it wouldn’t be like that, and he’d taken her word for it, when he should know better.
    
   
    The story takes up half the first page, credited to Sammie and a guy named Chris Weber, although it’s only Sammie’s photo that’s been printed beside the byline—her old photo, the same one they always used before, the one that makes her look like Miss America.
    
   
    “You bitch.”
   
 
  
   
    “I think it’s about time you stopped being so pissed off about your mom.”
   
 
  
   
    “No, Dad.
    
   
    It’s not that.
    
   
    I don’t give a shit about her.”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, you do,” Joe says, sighing.
    
   
    There’s yellow splattered down the front of his shirt—eggs from the morning before.
    
   
    He’ll have to remind the caretaker woman to have Joe change his clothes.
    
   
    “We both do.”
   
 
  
   
    “Nope.”
   
 
  
   
    “Didn’t you say she’s running a strip club now?”
   
 
  
   
    “I think it’s a bar.”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh.”
    
   
    Joe starts to scratch the dry spot on his wrist again, but sees Hoskins watching and folds his hands together.
    
   
    “I bet she doesn’t wear a bra to work.
    
   
    That woman never did like to wear a bra.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    For a moment he thinks he might laugh, but then it passes.
   
 
  
   
    “Never a bra for Carol,” Joe says, sighing again.
    
   
    He leans back in his chair, closes his eyes.
    
   
    “I wish she was here.
    
   
    I’d like to see her.”
   
 
  
   
    “You still love her?”
   
 
  
   
    “Nah.
    
   
    I want to remind her that she’s old as fuck and shouldn’t let her tits hang out anymore.”
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    “What the hell is this 
    Secondhand Killer business?”
    
   
    Sammie says.
    
   
    She should be getting ready for work, putting on her makeup and fixing her hair, but she can’t focus, because Corbin has run her article like he promised, but he’s also made a few of his own additions, and added Chris Weber’s name to the byline, as if they’d worked on the piece together, like they were partners.
    
   
    She’d called Corbin first thing, let the phone ring until he finally picked up.
    
   
    “I didn’t put that in.”
   
 
  
   
    “I did,” Corbin says.
    
   
    “Actually, it was Weber’s idea.”
   
 
  
   
    “Weber?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, he’s been trying to come up with a nickname for this guy.
    
   
    You like it?”
   
 
  
   
    “No,” she says, trying to keep the angry tremor out of her voice.
    
   
    “If I’d known you wanted a name for this killer, I would’ve come up with something myself.”
   
 
  
   
    “Listen, I wanted to run the piece this morning, and I needed something fast.
    
   
    Weber had already worked it up.
    
   
    What’s the problem?”
   
 
  
   
    She bites her lip.
    
   
    Corbin’s amused, she can hear it in his voice, but she might be pushing her luck.
    
   
    It’s the first piece she’s had published in a year, maybe it’s better to let it go.
    
   
    It’s not so much about the name, although it’s bad—you might as well call him the damn 
    Sloppy Seconds Killer—it’s because Weber came up with it.
   
 
  
   
    “I was surprised,” she says.
    
   
    “You ran my stuff—does this mean I’m back on staff?”
   
 
  
   
    “You have a week to get me another piece,” Corbin says.
    
   
    “I’d take something sooner, if you could crank it out that quick.
    
   
    But I’ll need it soon—Weber’s got a lot of stuff lined up.
    
   
    Enough to print daily.”
   
 
  
   
    “You didn’t answer my question.”
   
 
  
   
    “I’m going to call you a freelancer for now.
    
   
    Prove yourself, I might bring you back on.
    
   
    Do this right, there’s an empty office down the hall from mine—it could be yours.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t give a shit about having an office.”
   
 
  
   
    “I’ll remember you said that.
    
   
    Weber’s been on the phone all morning, told me he’d scored an interview.
    
   
    Something good, I guess.”
   
 
  
   
    She looks at the clock, dismayed.
    
   
    She has forty-five minutes to get to work, and then she’ll be stuck there for at least six hours.
    
   
    She’d call in sick and spend the day pulling together another article, but she can’t afford to.
    
   
    They have bills to pay, they need to eat.
    
   
    That’s the problem with chasing a dream, she thinks.
    
   
    Reality is always right behind you, nipping at your heels.
    
   
    And its teeth are sharp.
   
 
  
   
    “A week?”
    
   
    she says.
    
   
    “Okay.
    
   
    You’ll have something in a week.
    
   
    Less than a week.”
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    “If you’re tired, we can go to sleep,” Gloria said.
    
   
    It was their wedding night, a year after their first date.
    
   
    It had been a long day—throwing a bouquet and dancing and cutting the cake and standing up in front of all those people, Jacky knew so many people and it seemed like he’d invited everyone he could, something her father wasn’t very happy about because he was footing the bill.
    
   
    It was finally over, and they were technically on their honeymoon, although they weren’t leaving Denver at all, just staying at the Brown Palace Hotel for a few nights, in the Roosevelt Suite, which had sounded awful fuddy-duddy to Gloria but had turned out lovely.
    
   
    “We don’t have to do anything tonight.
    
   
    Unless you want to.”
   
 
  
   
    “What do you mean?”
    
   
    Jacky was watching her from the foot of the bed, his bowtie flapping loose around his neck.
    
   
    He’d spent the entire wedding in a state of hyperactivity, he’d danced and talked and laughed more than she’d thought anyone was capable of, but now that they were alone he was quiet, looking at her in a way she didn’t quite understand.
    
   
    For a moment she thought it was fear, but that seemed silly, because why would he be afraid of 
    her?
   
 
  
   
    Oh, 
    she was afraid.
    
   
    Yes, she was.
    
   
    She was twenty years old and still a virgin, had never gotten to second base, even with Jacky, who didn’t seem to have all that much interest in petting.
    
   
    He’d kiss her when they went to the movies, but he’d pull away when things got too heavy, and he’d hold the popcorn on his lap, looking embarrassed.
   
 
  
   
    She gestured, lamely, tugging at the hem of her wedding dress.
    
   
    She’d heard about doing 
    it from girls at school, but it’s not as if hearing about it was the same as the actual act.
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know,” Jacky said.
    
   
    He looked at her, then at the door, and for a minute she thought he was going to run.
    
   
    She’d never seen him nervous before, even when her father had promoted him from dishwasher to head cook, with more promises of management.
    
    
     Owner
    , her father had said. 
    
     He’ll be running it all in no time
    .
 
  
   
    “Are you okay?”
    
   
    she asked.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    “Should I turn out the light?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know.
    
   
    Yeah, I guess.”
   
 
  
   
    He came to bed once the lights were out, came to her, his skin smooth and cold under her fingers.
    
   
    He was trembling, and finished fast, his breath hot in the cup of skin between her neck and shoulder.
   
 
  
   
    “I didn’t know,” he said.
   
 
  
   
    “Know what?”
   
 
  
   
    “Nothing.
    
   
    Nothing.”
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    December 7, 2015
   
 
  
   
    It’s quiet in the basement without Ted in the office next door, and it seems darker than usual.
    
   
    Probably a psychological thing.
    
   
    When he gets in there’s a manila folder on his chair; inside there’s a few handwritten pages of notes, done in Loren’s fancy Palmer script on unlined computer paper, and a yellow sticky note on top.
    
    
     Take a look?
     
   
    it says.
    
    
     This is the best the numbnuts on the task force could come up with.
     
    
     I’m out today, headed down to Pueblo.
     
    
     We got a call that Cole might be down there, hiding out.
    
 
  
   
    Hoskins shuffles through the pages, runs his fingers down the cover memo, and laughs.
    
   
    Numbnuts, Loren was right about that.
    
   
    If the task force can’t come up with a better list of suspects than this, the whole damn city is in trouble.
   
 
  
   
    The suspect is a man, the papers say.
    
    
     No shit.
     
   
    Age eighteen to fifty-five, which seems like a pretty big gap to Hoskins.
    
   
    Caucasian.
    
   
    A man with deep-seated sexual perversions and an inferiority complex, which Hoskins guesses covers most of the men living in Denver.
    
   
    After this is a list of suspects, men to check out.
    
   
    It’s a short list.
    
   
    Every investigation has to start somewhere, it’s not just something that 
    happens; a case is built, brick on top of brick, until another door opens up and a new possibility is revealed.
    
   
    But these names—they’re a joke.
   
 
  
   
    The first is Tom Bird, a local businessman in the running for the upcoming election for mayor.
    
   
    He’s been spending a lot of time shaking hands and kissing babies, and he’s done quite a bit of grandstanding about the crime rate in Denver, promising it’ll dip lower when he’s elected.
    
   
    Hoskins takes a pencil, draws right through this name.
    
   
    If Bird had gone to the trouble of murdering three women to draw attention to his platform, he should be running for the fucking president, not mayor.
   
 
  
   
    Next is Pastor Jack Pelton, who’d spent the last twenty years playing big-time to the Bible thumpers in town, until he was caught in an undercover sex sting involving underage girls not long before.
    
   
    His church had given him the boot, but Pastor Jack was on the rise again, because everyone likes a repenting sinner.
    
   
    Church attendance always went up when people were scared, and could Pastor Jack be trying to throw a scare into Denver just to get more asses in the pews?
    
   
    Hoskins drew a line through this name too.
    
   
    There were easier ways to fill the collection plate.
   
 
  
   
    Person of Interest Number Three: Frank Costello, Esq.
    
   
    Jacky Seever’s lawyer, who’d represented his client in court and collected his fee, but his business had gone down over the years.
    
   
    He’d had a good hike after Seever’s trial, and maybe that’s what he was looking for again—getting Seever’s name back out there would be advertising gold.
    
   
    But Costello is about seventy years old, and he’d broken his hip twice.
    
   
    Hoskins didn’t think the guy would be able to take down a toddler, much less a full-grown woman.
    
   
    Another strike.
   
 
  
   
    Next is Dan Corbin, the editor in chief over at the 
    Post.
    
   
    Circulation at the paper is down, hell, everyone knows that, the 
    Rocky Mountain News had disappeared a few years ago and the 
    Post looked like it was headed in the same direction.
    
   
    A huge story involving Jacky Seever, three dead women, with Sammie Peterson, former star reporter on the case—it was a wet dream come true for Corbin.
    
   
    But Hoskins has met Corbin—he’s a loser, the kind of guy who’d be too afraid to go skydiving so he’ll watch videos online about it instead.
    
   
    He was safe.
    
   
    A guy who’d deny that he ever jerked off and then go home and do it into a sock in the back of his closet.
    
   
    The kind of guy who’d spent his whole life hiding behind words.
   
 
  
   
    Another line, right through Corbin’s name.
   
 
  
   
    He knows what Loren and his team are thinking—that the Secondhand Killer is doing this for some kind of gain.
    
   
    Financial, maybe.
    
   
    Or notoriety.
    
   
    Seever’s name held a lot of weight in Denver, any mention of him makes people sit up and take notice.
    
   
    But Hoskins had been inside Simms’s house, he’d seen her body.
    
   
    He’d seen the marks left on her, those bloody shoe prints on the carpet.
    
   
    And the words.
    
   
    Simms makes him think of the time he’d gone out to a place in Texas, a couple hundred acres where corpses were left out to the forces of nature, so doctors and detectives and anyone who had a good enough reason could go to see how a human body decomposes.
    
   
    They called it the 
    body farm, which had struck Hoskins as a helluva awful name when he went out to visit.
    
   
    It sounded more like a strip club, and he doesn’t remember much from his time there, except for the dead woman laid out in a field of wildflowers, the hem of her dress fluttering in the breeze, the empty holes where her eyes had once sat pointed toward the sky.
    
   
    A cage had been put up around her, made out of chicken wire.
    
   
    To keep the animals out, someone had said.
    
   
    So she wouldn’t get dragged off.
   
 
  
   
    “Every one of these bodies has something to tell you,” the guy in charge had said during the tour.
    
   
    “You just have to figure out how to listen.”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins has six photos of Carrie Simms saved on his cell phone, mostly extreme close-ups.
    
   
    Looking at them makes his head pound, and he thinks it might be time for a break, time to go outside and walk a few laps around the parking lot.
    
   
    There’s one picture of the gashes around her wrists, left by the twine that’d held her, another of the backside of her skull, caved in like a hollow gourd.
    
   
    One of her right hand, the last three fingers missing.
    
   
    The others are the same, except the final one; he must’ve taken it by accident when he was moving, because it’s blurry, like a painting done with watercolors and then smeared when still wet.
    
   
    It’s Simms’s face in the photo, and it’s blurred enough that she still looks alive, she almost seems to be laughing, or maybe she’s screaming.
   
 
  
   
    What he thinks Simms is trying to tell him, what Loren and the task force are overlooking: The Secondhand Killer 
    might’ve started out killing for some kind of gain, whether it’s financial or personal, but it doesn’t seem that way anymore.
    
   
    There’s only one thing he seems to be looking for now—pleasure.
    
   
    No one tortures a person for days unless they’re getting their rocks off, and there was a sort of frenzied glee in Simms’s murder.
    
   
    Hoskins closes his eyes, thinks of the toaster sitting on its side, dented and covered with hair and bone, blood.
    
   
    Whoever Secondhand is, he’s had a taste of pleasure, and now he knows he likes it.
    
   
    He raped those three women, tortured and murdered them, he was cruel about it, he made it last.
   
 
  
   
    And he’s going to do it again.
   
 
  
   
    There’s one more name on the list, ridiculous, but somehow not.
   
 
  
   
    Jacky Seever.
   
 
  
   
    *
  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    “Every decision I’ve ever made has been the wrong one,” she said once.
    
   
    This was to Dean, after she’d lost her job at the 
    Post, when she was still upset and vulnerable, not considering the words coming out of her mouth before it was too late
    .
    
   
    “My whole life, I’ve never done anything right.”
   
 
  
   
    “You’ll find another job.”
   
 
  
   
    “Why don’t you make more money?”
    
   
    she’d asked, although she already knew the answer.
    
   
    Dean was a good guy, but he wasn’t good enough.
    
   
    He was smart, but not smart enough.
    
   
    In the grand scheme of things Dean was just another guy, forgettable, low on the totem pole at a marketing firm that was low on an even bigger totem pole, and he’d always be that way.
    
   
    He didn’t know how to move up in the world, and he didn’t have much interest in it.
    
   
    He was happy where he was, answering phones and building spreadsheets and whatever else he did—his title was Marketing Sales Coordinator, no one even knew what that meant, it was a mystery—he could never understand why she was always pushing for more, for herself, for him.
    
   
    “Every man I know makes enough money to support his family.
    
   
    Except you.”
   
 
  
   
    “Is that what you want?”
    
   
    He looked sick.
    
   
    It was wrong, she knew it was, she was hitting below the belt, making him feel like less of a man because of his salary; her mother had always warned her not to do that, not to belittle her husband, but it felt good.
    
   
    She couldn’t keep the words from spilling out of her mouth.
    
   
    “You don’t want to work?
    
   
    You want to stay here, be a housewife?”
   
 
  
   
    But she didn’t want to be a housewife, she’d never wanted that, she liked to work, didn’t mind it.
    
   
    And it wasn’t about the money but the 
    idea of it, although she didn’t know how to explain herself in a way that made sense.
    
   
    She wanted Dean to gather her up in his arms, to tell her everything was okay, that she’d been good at her job, that she wasn’t a failure—but instead, Dean seemed as scared as she was.
   
 
  
   
    “What I want is a man who can take care of me.”
   
 
  
   
    *
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     FULL CIRCLE
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     HOSKINS
    
 
  
   
    December 8, 2015
   
 
  
   
    He’s downstairs, back in his basement office.
    
   
    Mostly because there’s no office for him upstairs, and also because all those people bother him now, the hustle and bustle of the detectives running in and out, the pings of emails coming and the steady whir of the printer.
    
   
    He used to thrive on the chaos up there; he couldn’t think straight unless there was loud music while he worked, but things have changed, and now he prefers the cool silence of this windowless room.
    
   
    He should be upstairs to help with the Secondhand Killer case, but being up there all day is pointless, because he gets all the reports in emails, in group texts on his phone.
    
   
    Besides, Chief Black didn’t tell him to run the case, just to make sure everything was going well, and it is.
    
   
    Except for Loren dressing up like Seever, which doesn’t bother anyone but Hoskins.
    
   
    Loren’s always been a little off-kilter, he’s done a lot of crazy things, and this is another example of it.
   
 
  
   
    Despite Loren’s hijinks, the investigation is moving in exactly the way it’s supposed to—methodically, with each step on the list being checked off as it’s done.
    
   
    There is a team canvassing Simms’s neighborhood, another tracking down anyone who knew her.
    
   
    And a third team, calling and visiting anyone who’d once been connected to Seever, anyone who’d spent time in his company, because any of them could be a suspect, but any of them could be in danger too.
    
   
    This is how most murder cases are cracked, with questions and answers, with phone calls and knocks on doors, but Hoskins has to wonder if that’ll be enough this time.
    
   
    Sometimes you can follow all the rules, you can make sure every 
    i is dotted, every 
    t crossed, but there’s still a chance it won’t be solved.
    
   
    Hell, he only has to look around his office to know that, see all the murder cases that’ve gone cold, victims buried without justice, killers still on the loose.
    
   
    They’re running with the assumption that the Secondhand Killer knew Seever before he was arrested, that he’d known about the fingers, because it’s all they have now, they’re grasping at straws.
    
   
    Grasping at fingers, although Hoskins doesn’t think any of the detectives will find that so funny.
   
 
  
   
    He sits behind his desk, flips on the table lamp that he brought from home, because the overhead lights aren’t enough down here, not if you need to actually work.
    
   
    The batteries in the wall clock must’ve died the night before, the hands are frozen at twelve and one.
    
   
    He fires up his computer and opens a file folder.
    
   
    Shuts it.
    
   
    He hasn’t been able to stop thinking about what Loren had said the day before: 
    I hope this guy knows how much time we’re spending on his ass.
    
   
    Make him feel good, stroke his ego.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins turns away from the computer and picks through the pile of folders on his desk, shuffles through some pages.
    
   
    He ends up looking at one of the oldest cold cases they have on file in Denver—1952, a young woman left a cocktail party to run an errand and disappeared.
    
   
    She was found dead a month later, nearly thirty miles away.
    
   
    There are notes scrawled in the margins, left by other investigators over the years, some of them faded away to almost nothing.
    
   
    Hoskins runs his finger down them, tracing his nail along the words.
    
   
    There’s one that catches his eye, about halfway down on the right, written in blue ink.
    
    
     Based on this, I don’t think it’s his first rodeo.
     
   
    There’s an arrow beside this, pointing at a typed sentence from the medical examiner, stating the body had been carefully washed before being dumped, probably in water mixed with bleach.
    
   
    And that note was right on; it probably hadn’t been that killer’s first rodeo, he’d known what to do to keep from getting caught, nearly sixty years had gone by since then and the cops had never arrested anyone in connection to the murder.
    
   
    He was either dead by now or a very old man, and he’d stayed free because he’d known what to do, he’d probably honed his technique over several murders.
    
   
    His first kill had probably been sloppy, but he’d learned from it.
    
   
    Seever had done the same thing.
    
   
    His earliest victim had suffered a head wound, but she hadn’t died from it—the examiner thought she might’ve been buried before she was actually dead; she’d been smothered in the avalanche of crawl-space dirt shoveled over the top of her because Seever was still inexperienced, he’d probably been scared and nervous, but he’d learned, oh yes he had, and quickly, the same way a dog will learn not to piddle on the floor when you smacked him on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper.
   
 
  
   
    And that was the thing, wasn’t it?
    
   
    This Secondhand Killer—and it seems like that’s what he’s going to be called, whether any of them like it or not—was careful, he was thorough.
    
   
    He hadn’t let anyone see him, and he hadn’t left much, or anything, behind, although the tests are still being run on the samples they’d taken from Simms.
    
   
    He was good, very good; some people might say he was lucky, but over the years Hoskins had come to understand that a person makes their own luck, especially if that person is a killer.
   
 
  
   
    He turns to the first page of the file, looks at the photo of the woman who’d disappeared in 1952.
    
   
    She had dark hair and big eyes.
    
   
    A lush mouth filled in with lipstick, probably red, although he couldn’t tell in the black-and-white photo.
    
   
    Whoever killed her had been experienced.
    
   
    He’d done it before.
    
   
    And maybe, he thinks, it’s the same with the Secondhand Killer.
    
   
    Maybe he’d killed, and then he’d switched gears and decided to go after people connected to Seever, he’d even started doing it the way Seever did it.
    
   
    Why?
   
 
  
   
    Because he wants his ego stroked.
   
 
  
   
    Lots of killers crave attention, for people to sit up and notice them.
    
   
    They do it for the blood, they do it for the sex, but it’s also driven by the ego.
    
   
    It sounds like some crazy Freud shit, but it’s true.
    
   
    There was the Zodiac Killer out in California, BTK in Kansas, both had sent letters to the police, they’d taunted and teased, because they wanted the attention, like a kid screaming for candy.
    
   
    And Secondhand was sending them messages too, because he’d chosen to mimic Seever, but he wasn’t hiding the victims like Seever did—no, he was leaving everything out for anyone to see, because he wanted them to notice.
    
   
    He didn’t want to be caught, oh no, he wanted to stay free and keep doing what he was doing, but he wanted everyone to be talking about him, he probably went to bed at night smiling because he was so damn satisfied.
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins taps on his keyboard, wakes his sleeping computer back up.
    
   
    He’ll comb the database of unsolved murder cases involving a female victim that happened in the last five years, possibly even less.
    
   
    The last two years.
    
   
    There wouldn’t be too many—Denver is still a safe place to live, not safe enough to keep your doors unlocked at night, let’s not get crazy, but safe enough.
    
   
    He waits, hoping the computer will get its ass going, but it just sits there with a half-loaded page, not doing anything, even when Hoskins tries to reboot it.
   
 
  
   
    “I need a few things, it won’t be long,” Ted says, and Hoskins looks up in time to see the kid walking past his office door, his cell phone stuck against the side of his head.
    
   
    He hadn’t expected to see Ted anytime soon, he’d figured the kid would still be at home, but this is good, he wants to apologize, to clear the air, and besides, he needs his help.
    
   
    “Give me two minutes.”
   
 
  
   
    “Hey, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Hoskins says, standing in the office door.
    
   
    Ted freezes, then slowly looks over his shoulder.
    
   
    If a person could look like a scared rabbit caught in a snare, that person would be Ted.
    
   
    “I’m glad I caught you.”
   
 
  
   
    “I thought you were working upstairs,” Ted says, turning full around.
    
   
    There’s a clean white bandage crossed over an eyebrow, and a ring of purple bruises around his neck.
    
   
    The whites of his eyes are red from burst blood vessels.
    
   
    Hoskins winces, touches his own face.
    
   
    His upper lip is swollen, his nose sore, and there’s a lump on the back of his head, but Ted looks worse, and it’s bad because he was the one to do this.
   
 
  
   
    “No, I’m still working from down here.”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, okay.”
    
   
    Ted pulls a ring of keys from his pocket and unlocks his office.
    
   
    “See you around.”
   
 
  
   
    “Hey, wait.”
   
 
  
   
    Ted pauses, looks at him warily.
   
 
  
   
    “I’m sorry about what I did,” Hoskins says.
    
   
    He doesn’t have any problem with apologizing, never has—even when he doesn’t mean it.
    
   
    But this time he does mean it.
    
   
    “I saw you at the crime scene, and I lost it.
    
   
    It’s not an excuse, but I’ve always had a hard time dealing with things connected to Seev—to that particular case I worked before.
    
   
    Not an excuse, but that’s what it is.”
   
 
  
   
    Ted’s lips move but no sound comes out.
    
   
    He looks at the clock on the wall, then at Hoskins.
   
 
  
   
    “My mom thinks I should quit,” he finally says.
    
   
    “After what you did to me.”
   
 
  
   
    “Don’t do that, man,” Hoskins says, taking a step closer.
    
   
    He stops, holds up his hands when Ted shies away.
    
   
    “You’re good at this job.
    
   
    You work hard, and everybody appreciates you.
    
   
    Don’t let my stupid shit get in your way.
    
   
    I promise nothing like that will ever happen again.”
   
 
  
   
    Ted sighs.
    
   
    “I like it here.”
   
 
  
   
    “Then don’t quit.
    
   
    I can call upstairs if you want, see if they’ll move me to the other side of the basement.
    
   
    Or maybe you could go upstairs, get a nice office with a window.
    
   
    But don’t quit because of what I did.”
   
 
  
   
    “What you did to me, was it like before?”
    
   
    Ted says.
    
   
    “When you got kicked out of Homicide?”
   
 
  
   
    Hoskins pauses, lowers his hands to his sides and folds them up into fists.
    
   
    Of course Ted would know about that, everyone does.
    
   
    Not like it’s a big secret.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah, I guess it was like that time.”
   
 
  
   
    Ted looks down at the toes of his sneakers.
    
   
    Sighs again.
    
   
    There are some people who will hold a grudge their whole lives, coddle it, never spit it out, as if they’re holding a piece of steak in their mouth until the meat has gone gray and unrecognizable, a tasteless lump, but Ted isn’t one of those people.
    
   
    Hoskins can tell by the slope of his shoulders, by the crease between his eyebrows, that he wants to let things go back to the way they were before.
   
 
  
   
    “Okay,” he says.
    
   
    “Apology accepted.
    
   
    Honestly, I’ve been beat up worse by my brothers.”
   
 
  
   
    “Great.”
    
   
    Hoskins claps his hands together, and he’s glad to see that Ted doesn’t flinch away from the sound.
    
   
    “I’m glad you’re back, because I need your help with my damn computer.”
   
 
  
   
    Slowly, a smile spreads across Ted’s face.
   
 
  
   
    *
  
  What You Don’t Know 
  

 
  
 
  
  
   

  
    
     SAMMIE
    
 
  
   
    Corbin said she had a week to write another article, and it’s done, but she hasn’t emailed it over yet.
    
   
    Instead, she’s tinkering with it, moving around words, deleting, and then adding back in again, second-guessing herself, worrying that it might not be good enough, that it needs another tweak.
    
   
    She’s never felt this way, but she’s also never had to compete with anyone before, she’s only ever had to worry about keeping her own head above water.
    
   
    She’s on her lunch break, sitting in the food court with her laptop open, trying to ignore the crowds swarming all around her and pecking at the keyboard and wishing something bad would happen to Chris Weber.
    
   
    Not that she 
    really wishes for anything to happen to him, it’s more like when she’s driving and gets cut off, and hopes that the other driver will get pulled over and have to pay a big ticket while she lays on the horn and waves her middle finger around—that’s what she wishes for Chris Weber.
    
   
    That he’d suddenly take ill—nothing fatal, of course—or decide to give up writing altogether, and then her life would suddenly be easy, and Corbin would have to accept her work, no questions asked, and she could stop worrying.
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t look very happy,” Ethan says, pulling back the chair across from her and sitting down.
    
   
    He’s carrying a tray with his own lunch, it looks like he means to stick around, so she shuts her laptop and pushes it to one side.
    
   
    “How’s the writing going?”
   
 
  
   
    She crinkles up her nose.
   
 
  
   
    “It’s okay.”
   
 
  
   
    “What’s your next article going to be about?”
   
 
  
   
    She sighs, traces a finger on her laptop’s apple icon.
   
 
  
   
    “I visited Seever in prison,” she says.
   
 
  
   
    “You visited Seever?”
    
   
    Ethan says, impressed.
    
   
    “Like, sat down and actually 
    talked to him?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    “Wow.
    
   
    What did you talk about?”
    
   
    Ethan’s leaning so far over his food that his collar is nearly dipping into his bowl of clam chowder, his face is rapt, she’s definitely got his attention.
    
   
    It’s silly but it makes her feel good, because when was the last time she had anyone interested in what she had to say, so fascinated that it’s like they’re wearing blinders, like the rest of the world no longer exists?
    
   
    The last time anyone had listened to her the way Ethan is now was when she’d read her work out loud at the Tattered Cover, when the room had been so quiet except for the sound of her own voice and she could almost 
    feel the audience straining to hear her words, to catch every inflection, every breath she took.
    
   
    No one is all that interested in hearing her talk about her work these days, even Dean is uninterested, he’s a little 
    hostile about it, because he’s been through this before, he ended that period of his life with the knowledge that his wife had been unfaithful, so that’s to be expected.
    
   
    “Has he heard about the Secondhand Killer?
    
   
    What does he think?”
   
 
  
   
    “If I told you I’d have to kill you,” she says, teasing, and Ethan doesn’t like this, not at all, but she hardly notices because she’s looking over his shoulder, searching; it feels like someone is staring at her, hard, and her eyes skip right over him before snapping back, because Jacky Seever blends right in, he always has, that’s how he got away with killing for so long.
   
 
  
   
    But it’s 
    not Seever, it’s Loren, in a nice suit with his hair all slicked back, he’s already played this trick before, she should know better, but it’s not something a person can get used to, having him all dressed up like a man she’d once known, a man who she’d once held in her body, a man who’d killed so many.
    
   
    It would be an unpleasant shock if she’d caught only a glimpse of Loren dressed like this, making his way through the swelling crowd, shopping or eating, but this is worse because he’s staring right at her, he’s watching her, waiting for her to notice him.
    
   
    Loren winks when their eyes meet, slow and flirty, the way Seever always did it, and her arm jerks in surprise and knocks into Ethan’s tray of food, upends his bowl of soup, and there’s a moment of chaos while they clean, Ethan inhaling irritably as he mops up the mess, and when Sammie looks up again, searching, Loren is gone.
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     GLORIA
    
 
  
   
    They’re married for a few years when Jacky gives her a credit card, a rectangle of plastic to use instead of cash out of the bank account.
    
   
    She can use the checkbook too, if she needs it, but he prefers her to use credit, because it makes things easier.
   
 
  
    
     For accounting reasons,
     he tells her. 
    
     You don’t have to write anything down.
     
    
     I’ll look it over when the statement comes.
    
 
  
    
     How much can I spend?
     
   
    she asks.
   
 
  
   
    Jacky shrugs.
   
 
  
    
     Just don’t go crazy,
     he says. 
    
     You should be fine.
    
 
  
   
    At first, it’s scary to shop, to go up to the register and wait for the employee to ring everything through and then give her credit card a swipe, and then there’s a long moment of waiting while the computer hums and thinks and the cashier stares at the screen and Gloria thinks that this is it, this time the cashier will take out of a pair of scissors and cut up the card and tell her to get lost, that she doesn’t have enough money to pay for any of it, that she never will.
    
   
    It’s her worst nightmare, that second before the computer spits out the receipt for her to sign, when it seems like the whole world is made of glass.
    
   
    But the card never comes back declined, it always goes through and the cashier smiles and hands her a pen to sign and Gloria smiles back, more than relieved that everything is still okay.
   
 
  
   
    *
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     WE DON’T MAKE MISTAKES
    
 
  
 
   

  
   
    Six hundred thousand people living in Denver.
    
   
    Maybe it’s too damn many.
    
   
    Lots of people from California migrating in, that’s what residents say.
    
   
    All those West Coast people with their bad driving habits and their liberal ideas, taking over.
    
   
    That’s why this city is going to hell, the natives say.
    
   
    That’s why housing prices are going up, why people keep getting killed.
    
   
    Look at what happens out in Los Angeles, they say.
    
   
    All that violence.
    
   
    And now it’s happening here.
   
 
  
   
    But really, it can happen anywhere.
   
 
  
   
    For example: a quiet street in a suburb of Denver.
    
   
    The houses are small and older, mostly made of brick, and the lawns are big.
    
   
    There’s an elementary school a block away, and kids play outside without being watched too closely by adults.
    
   
    There are no children out today, because most of them are in school, and the others are inside, probably in front of the TV, because it’s too cold to be out.
    
   
    Many of the houses have Christmas decorations, lights and wreaths mostly, and one house has a plastic nativity scene in the front yard.
    
   
    It’s not life-size, but it’s pretty close, and the baby Jesus has been stolen and replaced with an empty milk carton wrapped in a blanket, although no one has noticed it yet.
    
   
    It’s a nice place to live, not too far from the glitter of the big city but far enough.
    
   
    A good neighborhood to raise a family.
   
 
  
   
    There is a man walking down the street—he 
    is a man, legally, twenty on his last birthday, although he has the acne-ridden face and scrawny arms of a boy.
    
   
    He is pale and small and his hair needs to be washed.
    
   
    He’ll beef up in the next few years, he’ll hit the gym and start lifting weights and eating plenty of protein, and he’ll wash his car with no shirt on so everyone can admire all his hard work.
   
 
  
   
    That is, it’s what he’d do if he lives that long.
   
 
  
   
    This boy is Jimmy Galen; he doesn’t have a car and has to walk everywhere, point his feet in a direction and go.
    
   
    He doesn’t like to walk on any of the main streets, tries to stick to the side roads and shortcuts, through neighborhoods and parks, over fences and along sewage drains.
    
   
    He doesn’t like anyone to see he doesn’t have a car, doesn’t like to think of the pitying looks he gets as people drive by, seeing his shoulders hunched up against the wind, his eyes squinted against the sun.
    
   
    So he takes the back routes, in the hopes he’ll never see anyone he knows.
   
 
  
   
    “Why does it matter what anyone thinks?”
    
   
    his mother asks when he complains about his lack of wheels.
    
   
    “So what if you have to walk?”
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t understand,” he says.
    
   
    “You don’t have to walk anywhere.”
   
 
  
   
    And she doesn’t, because she already has a car.
    
   
    He loves his mother, doesn’t want to fight with her, but how’s he supposed to get anywhere without a car in this city—how’s he supposed to get a girlfriend?
   
 
  
   
    “You’re still young,” his mother says.
    
   
    “Walking will do you good.”
   
 
  
   
    “You have a car.”
   
 
  
   
    “I have to get to work.”
   
 
  
   
    “So do I,” he says.
    
   
    “You could buy me a car, you know.”
   
 
  
   
    She snorts and waves her hand, goes back to watching the local news.
    
   
    That’s all she’s been watching the last few days, ever since that Simms girl turned up dead.
    
   
    It wasn’t all that long ago that she wouldn’t even talk about Seever, wouldn’t let anyone mention his name, because it could’ve been Jimmy buried in his crawl space, he could’ve been one of those poor kids on that long list of names.
   
 
  
    
     I only met him once,
     he’d say when she’d start in about those dead kids, usually after some wine, but she didn’t want to hear it. 
    
     We lived down the street from him for six months before we moved.
     
    
     I mowed his lawn twice.
    
 
  
    
     My Jimmy’s a lucky boy,
     his mother had told the nice lady reporter from the newspaper all those years before, when Seever’s trial was ongoing and everyone was talking about him, and his mother had been so pleased when her name had actually been printed, she’d clipped out the article and saved it. 
    
     Seever didn’t take a shine to him.
     
    
     He let my boy live.
    
 
  
   
    “You know we can’t afford another car,” his mother says now.
    
   
    “If your father was alive—well, that doesn’t matter.
    
   
    We don’t have the money.”
   
 
  
   
    Jimmy shrugs into a coat, not wanting to see his mother have another breakdown about his father, who fell asleep behind the wheel on the interstate and never even saw that tree coming.
    
   
    It’s been three years since then, and she still brings up her dead husband every time Jimmy asks for money, as if they’d be straight-up millionaires if her husband were still alive.
    
   
    He figures he’ll save up for a car, although it’ll be years before he has enough for something good.
    
    
     Tough titty, said the kitty,
     as his dad used to say.
 
  
   
    “I’m outta here,” he says, but his mother isn’t listening, she’s so caught up in the news about that girl.
    
   
    He thinks about ripping the plug out of the wall, reminding his mother that 
    he might be next, that whoever went after Simms might need another victim, that’s what the cops had said when they’d called that morning, that Jimmy and his mother should be careful, that they were contacting anyone who’d ever been connected to Seever, just in case.
    
   
    He thinks about telling his mom that she’d better drive him to work so he’d stay safe.
    
   
    But if he said that her imagination would start running wild, and then she’d be all over him, she’d want to take him to work every day, and then pick him up, and she’d sneak into his bedroom at night to check on him to make sure he was okay.
    
   
    So he doesn’t say anything, just shrugs into his coat and zips it up as far as it’ll go before heading outside, out into the cold.
    
   
    It’s the middle of the day, and the Second-Story Killer, or whatever they’re calling him, seems to be after only women, so he’s safe.
   
 
  
   
    Outside, it’s freezing.
    
   
    It often gets cold here, but this—this is something else.
    
   
    It hasn’t been cold enough for the schools to close yet, but they’ll probably be shut down tomorrow; they don’t want kids getting frostbite while waiting for the bus or walking to class.
    
   
    But at least they’re all inside now, not out here with him, trudging through the piles of snow his dickhead neighbors never bother to shovel off their sidewalks, and by the time he gets to work his feet’ll be soaked through and he won’t be able to feel them until they start to thaw and hurt like hell.
   
 
  
   
    It’s mostly the thought of his feet that makes him decide to take the bus, although he hates everything about public transportation.
    
   
    He hates the extra-long buses the city has, like two worms connected in the center by an accordion, and he hates the fact that even though most of them are brand-new, they still smell like piss.
    
   
    He doesn’t know why that is.
    
   
    The plastic seats are shiny and free of gum and the floors are mostly spotless, but they still smell.
    
   
    Like some guy stood in the middle of the bus, right in the springy thing that keeps the whole thing connected, and unzipped, spraying urine everywhere.
   
 
  
   
    But what does Jimmy Galen hate most about the bus?
    
   
    That anyone can see him riding it.
    
    
     Anyone.
     
   
    And riding a bus is even worse than walking, especially if your friends see you doing it, and they blast by while you’re waiting inside the clear plastic walls of the bus stop and shoot you the finger, screaming and laughing, because their parents bought them a car to drive, and you’re the fucking loser waiting to take a bus to your job at the mall, where you sell shitty sports memorabilia to lame kids or single old guys with nothing better to spend their money on.
   
 
  
   
    “If you signed up at the community college I might let you take my car to class,” his mother said that fall, after everyone went back to school and the streets seemed empty.
   
 
  
   
    “I just graduated.”
   
 
  
   
    “Two years ago,” his mother said, snorting.
    
   
    “If you want to get a good job, you have to go to college these days.”
   
 
  
   
    “You never did.”
   
 
  
   
    “Things were different back then,” she said.
    
   
    “Times have changed.”
   
 
  
   
    “I’ll think about it.”
   
 
  
   
    But he didn’t think about it, because he had no interest in college.
    
   
    College was for smart kids, kids with brains, and Jimmy isn’t all that bright.
    
   
    At least that’s what his dad had always told him, and that’s what the teachers in high school had said too.
    
   
    Actually, the teachers had usually said something about him not living up to his full potential, which in real-speak meant he was a fucking numbnuts, which was how his dad always put it.
    
   
    And even though his mom told him not to believe it, told him that no one understood him, he thought all those people were probably right.
    
   
    He’d spent an entire year in middle school wondering if he was retarded, like full-on short-bus retarded, but then realized he was stupid.
    
   
    Not stupid enough to actually benefit from the lack of brain cells, but pretty stupid.
    
   
    So why waste the money on college?
    
   
    He figured he’d stay at the store, work his way up.
    
   
    It wasn’t a bad gig, and he liked most of the other employees.
    
   
    They were nice to him, didn’t make him feel like an asshole.
    
   
    He doesn’t need those dipshits he went to school with, who just want a punching bag.
    
   
    He’ll make new friends, work his way up into management.
    
   
    Get an apartment, a girlfriend.
   
 
  
   
    He’s thinking about these things while he waits at the bus stop, huddled in a corner, the sleeves of his coat coiled over his hands and his face nuzzled into the collar, his breath leaving a damp patch on the fabric.
    
   
    He’s alone in the plastic booth, because everyone else is either too smart to be out on a day like this or has a car.
    
   
    He’s so occupied with this, so furious that his mother will spend hundreds of dollars on boxed wine every month and not even consider cosigning a car loan for him, that he barely notices the person come into the booth and sit right beside him, even though there’re three other metal benches, all of them empty.
    
   
    He doesn’t notice anything until there’s a sharp point digging into his side, poking all the way through his coat and T-shirt and into his skin.
   
 
  
   
    “What the fuck’s your problem, man?”
    
   
    he says, trying to jump up, but the guy has one hand on the back of his neck and the other pushing the knife deeper into his side.
    
   
    The year before, one of Jimmy’s friends had been accidentally stabbed in the thigh at a house party, and he’d told everyone that it’d taken a while to feel the pain, that he hadn’t felt anything until he looked down and saw the steak knife sticking out of his leg.
    
   
    But now Jimmy knows that’s bullshit, because the pain is immediate, even though the knife can’t be very far in, an inch, maybe not even that.
   
 
  
   
    “There’s no problem,” the guy hisses.
    
   
    “No problem at all.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t have any money, man,” Jimmy says.
    
   
    He’s sweating, big beads of it running down his back and into the crack of his ass.
    
   
    “I’ll give you my wallet, but there’s nothing in it.”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t want your money.”
    
   
    The hand tightened when Jimmy tried to turn his head, so he was left staring out at the falling snow.
    
   
    The guy’s breath smelled like cigarettes, and he was wearing a cologne that smelled familiar, or an aftershave.
    
   
    Jimmy didn’t know.
   
 
  
   
    “Then what do you want?”
   
 
  
   
    “Oh, you’ll see.”
   
 
  
   
    He’s going to piss in his pants.
    
   
    He’s never been so scared, and his bladder is about to let loose and soak his pants, run down his leg and into his shoes.
    
   
    Maybe, Jimmy thinks, he’ll laugh later, because he thought his socks would be wet from the snow, he couldn’t even imagine how bad things could get.
    
   
    Now, having a little bit of snow in his shoes sounds like a luxury.
   
 
  
   
    “This is what I get for taking the fucking bus,” Jimmy says.
   
 
  
   
    “Shut up.”
    
   
    The guy forces him to stand, makes him walk out of the shelter and back into the cold.
    
   
    There’s no one around, no one on the street so he can scream for help, there’s not even any cars driving past.
    
   
    It’s like everyone is dead and they’re the only two left alive on the who