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Epigraph

In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing Over the tumbled graves.

—T. S. ELIOT, The Waste Land
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Caroline Mabry was transfixed by falling water. For her, the river had other currents, pulling her to its banks when she was upset or distracted, when she wanted to lose herself. She did this most often at the falls—the dramatic series of rocky, churning rapids at the center of her city. Determined upstream, even languid and eddied in places, the Spokane River began to tumble here, to froth and roil, and eventually to fall.

Sometimes the river’s pull surprised Caroline. She would be running errands or jogging or riding her bike and suddenly find herself here, on the footbridge between the upper falls and the Monroe Street Dam. She was amazed by this place, by what it meant for a city to have at its heart a tumbling, roaring waterfall. Here, overwhelmed by scale, she could drift into epiphanies of scope and flow and believe that a river has a purpose more vital than transportation or power. The river cleansed the city, carried away its debris, its sump and its suicides. The river irrigated the long, gray wound of civilization. Over time she’d begun to bring her own chronic infections to the river, her random loneliness and cyclic despair, her isolation. And if she wasn’t cured by the falls, her jagged anxieties were at least dispersed, drowned out by white water, dwarfed by boulders that jutted like broken bones from the river’s skin.

Caroline paused on a footbridge over the falls, checked her watch, and finished crossing, pushing the baby stroller deeper into the park, over an embankment covered with people and blankets, Frisbees and Hacky Sacks, to a still arm of the river, dammed off from the rocky channel across the park as a place for ducks and park benches, for lovers and quiet contemplation. The Spokane River was steel and steady here, gray, moving like molten metal between its banks. Caroline wondered what it meant to be more comfortable with the airy roar of the falls than with this pleasant meandering, this stillness. But she blinked away her doubts and concentrated, wheeling her stroller along the sidewalk, finding her place. Waiting.

At thirty-six, Caroline Mabry looked ten years younger and felt ten years older, with round green eyes and short brown hair that softened her tall, athletic build. She stood next to the stroller at the base of a wide footbridge and leaned against a piling to tie her new running shoes. Looking up, she made eye contact across the bridge with a transient who had been in the park all day, a transient in new running shoes. Then, as if operating from a checklist, Caroline stretched, bent at the waist in her nylon running suit, pushed away from the piling, checked on her baby, put on her sunglasses, and surveyed the park.

The park that day had a strange but familiar feel, very much like a map on a wall, with pins marking the major players. But it was also tinged with a fleeting déjà vu, a sensation Caroline had always imagined was akin to losing one’s mind, attaching meaning to every movement. Looking around the park, she allowed herself to believe that none of it was real—not the Frisbees, not the dogs, not even the river, and certainly not herself, a young mother out for a walk on a sunny day in the park.

Across the bridge, a businessman on a park bench paused to look up from his two-day-old Wall Street Journal, caught her eye, and smiled. Her own thoughts seemed deafening, as if everyone would know what she was thinking, and wonder how she knew the businessman had been there all day and that he was wearing the same brand of ninety-dollar running shoes as the transient, the same as she was.


The three—Caroline with her baby, the transient with his pack, the businessman with his newspaper—made a sort of triangle around the wide footbridge, Caroline on one side, the other two across the bridge. In the middle of the triangle, just over the bridge on the side of the businessman and the transient, was a sinewy black kid in baggy carpenter pants, a white T-shirt, untied cross-trainers, and a New York Giants football cap. His name was Kevin Hatch, but he went by the street name Burn, a fact that Caroline knew as well. If someone did share her thoughts, that person would be amazed at the things she knew, the nearsighted omniscience she had in the park that day, like a god who knows everything except what will happen next.

A voice crackled in Caroline’s ear: “We’re good. Go on the next buy.”

Caroline sat down against a bridge piling with a paperback book and turned the page every minute or so. After five pages, she stood and checked her baby, then sat back down and turned more pages. Within ten minutes, a man had approached Burn, a man about forty, with shoulder-length hair, wearing khaki pants and a plain black T-shirt. He wore sunglasses, and Caroline was taken by the fact that she knew nothing about him. She watched Burn greet the man, first suspiciously, then warmly, as if the man had mentioned a mutual acquaintance to gain Burn’s confidence. The man spoke and Burn listened, nodding a couple of times.

Nearby, conversations rose and blended—a couple’s charmed declarations, teenage pleas, some hushed conspiracy from men in suits. On the other side of the bridge, the transient eased up from the ground and began moving forward as the sun edged away from thin cloud cover, lighting the park and river as if a curtain were being drawn.

They waited for Burn to reach out with a cupped hand to the man in khaki pants, a move repeated dozens of times each day—drugs going out in one handshake, cash coming back in the next. But it didn’t happen. They just talked, the man in khaki doing most of the talking, Burn adding a word here or there. Still, they watched, waiting for the deal. Finally, Burn put his hand in his pocket. Thirty feet away, the businessman folded up his old newspaper, stood, and reached into his jacket.

Caroline stood too, ready, but she was stopped by the nearby jangle of a cell phone, familiar but muffled. Had she left her phone on? It was in the stroller. She paused, looked around, then bent forward to turn the phone off. She wedged her hand beneath the bundle and grabbed the phone, but snagged the blanket too. She stood quickly and the blanket—tucked under the baby into the side of the stroller—went taut, like a slingshot. Or a rebounding trampoline.

It was an image she would have to compose later, because in that moment Caroline lost track of the sequence and sense of things. Disparate images crashed together, straining against the time required to process each event.

People screamed. The baby was launched into the air. A man reached out, but too late. The baby flew over the railing. People began rushing toward the bridge, to watch or to help, perhaps only sorting out their own motives later. The baby hit the water, barely breaking the surface, floating on its back in its swaddling blanket, pulled along by the slow gray mass as it eased through the downtown park. Like Moses.

Startled by the screaming, the drug dealer Burn and his potential customer in khaki pants looked up from their conversation in time to see two undercover cops, dressed as a transient and a businessman, handguns drawn, coming toward them, but momentarily caught up in the crowd coming toward the bridge to help the baby, or to watch it drown.

Caroline saw all of this from the other side of the river, frozen in place next to her stroller, and before she could form a full sentence—“No! It’s just—” a man in jeans and a sweatshirt had leaped over the footbridge and into the water.

“—a doll!” Caroline finished. As if for punctuation, her cell phone rang again.

“Suspects on the move!” someone yelled over the radio.

Caroline turned away from the river. Both men were coming toward her, the two detectives fifteen feet back and falling away in a crowd of gawkers. She reached behind her back for her gun, but there was too much commotion over the bundled doll floating downstream—people pulling at Caroline’s arms, pointing, trying to comfort her. Burn and the other man raced by, and she could only grab at their shirts. She managed to get a hand on the older man in khaki, but he swung wildly and hit her in the neck. She fell away.


Sergeant Lane, still dressed as a businessman, was there immediately, crouching to see if she was okay.

“I’m fine.” Caroline rubbed her neck and nodded in the direction the two suspects had gone, and Sergeant Lane ran after them, much to her relief. There was a ringing then, and Caroline realized the phone was still in her hand. She stared at it. Dumbfounded, she stood, brushed herself off, pressed the button, and held the phone to her ear.

“Hello.”

“Hey, babe.”

Joel.

“How’d the bust go?”

She turned the phone off.

Two other drug detectives came from the van, but they were too late and were coming from the wrong direction. Caroline couldn’t watch the thing unravel anymore and so she turned back to the water. In the calm stretch of river, the hero had reached the doll Caroline was planning to give to her niece, but he could do nothing except swim with it to shore and hold it up by a plastic arm. The people on the bridge applauded anyway and he shrugged, embarrassed.

As Caroline stood along the river, she thought she knew how the man must feel, crawling from the dark water. Was he still a hero, even if the baby wasn’t real? For herself the question seemed even more pointed: If the trappings weren’t real—the baby, the stroller, the jogging suit—then what about the feelings? The disconnection and the longing for something more. Were those things real?
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Riverfront Park covered a hundred acres surrounding Spokane Falls, spread over both banks of the river and a hilly island in the middle of the rocky channel. A onetime rail yard, the park had been transformed during the city’s 1974 World’s Fair into the centerpiece of a downtown that was forever failing to revitalize itself, a drunk constantly falling off the wagon. It was a safe, busy park with walking trails and footbridges, gazebos and carnival rides, a gondola, a clock tower, and a vintage carousel. There was so little crime in the park and it was such an open, public place that when a drug dealer set up shop near one of the footbridges, the narcotics detectives in the Special Investigations Unit figured a day of surveillance would be enough to arrest him.

But when the bust went to shit, the park became a liability. Hilly and covered with trees and brush, it could be entered or exited from at least a dozen places, and so the search for the drug dealer and his customer was scattered and maybe halfhearted. After an hour, the Special Investigations sergeant, Daryl Lane, called off the search, but he stalked around the park for another hour, still in the tight business suit he’d worn for the sting. Caroline was afraid to meet his eyes. The uniformed patrol officers were the first to leave the park, then the support detectives from other units, until it was just Sergeant Lane in his sweaty business suit and the homeless Gerraghty. And Caroline. Sitting on the steps below the carousel, she watched old people feed the ducks until Lane and Gerraghty came shuffling by, on their way to their cars.

“It’s not your fault,” Sergeant Lane said in a way that implied that it was. He stared at a spot just to her left, then snapped out of it. “We’re headed back,” he said. “I decided against using the dogs.” He and Gerraghty took a step away from her, leaning, as if whatever she had was contagious. Lane hesitated, though. “Look,” he said, “it was nothing. A day of planning. A few hours. Nothing.”

Caroline didn’t answer, and after a moment the sergeant turned again and walked away, joined in mid-stride by Gerraghty, who shuffled in his greasy pants and shirt. Gerraghty loved his undercover street-person outfit. His personality changed when he put on the filthy jeans and black T-shirt, when he let his hair out of its tight ponytail and pulled the loaded pack onto his shoulders. She supposed that was the biggest difference between herself and the other Special Investigations detectives. They loved dressing up, going undercover, fooling people. They liked the change in themselves.

She had thought she would like it too, although after two years in property crimes, anything had sounded more interesting than chasing down stolen car stereos. But she was simply wired differently than Gerraghty. Drug detectives were as sneaky and duplicitous as the desperate junkies they hounded; it was the reason more than a few lapsed into drug use themselves. Caroline could manage desperate, but she didn’t like the sneakiness, the pretending. More to the point, she didn’t like whatever might be the truth behind the pretending. The baby, for instance: She’d bought the doll for her niece in San Francisco and found the stroller in the property room. Caroline knew it was a bad cover, that it would have an emotional hitch that could distract her from what she was supposed to do. She had figured it would only be an internal ache, though, not this public slapstick.

Below her, on the steps, the baby stroller sat with its wheels pointed out, like a kid waiting to be scolded. Caroline gave it a nudge with her foot and the carriage turned over and spilled out onto the steps, the doll falling out for the second time today, this time coming up short of the river.

“Do I arrest you for littering or child abuse?”

Caroline turned slowly at the sound of his voice and squinted into the sun, which silhouetted Dupree in a way that made Caroline marvel at his impeccable sense of bad timing. “Hello, Sergeant Dupree.”

He stepped out of the sun and sat on the steps next to her, unable to contain his smile. It was especially jarring, that smile. He was so thin and wiry, his face was so angular, so vertical, that when he smiled, all those anxious, down-turned lines stopped and softened and his lagoon-blue eyes leaped out and she found herself wishing for things she didn’t believe she really wanted.

“Go ahead,” she said. “I know you’ve got something to say. Or didn’t you hear?”

“Oh, I heard. It’s probably in the guild newsletter by now. Pollard wet his pants when he heard.”

“Oh, good. That makes it all worthwhile,” Caroline said, “providing some entertainment for the lazy asses in Major Crimes.”

He leaned forward and looked at her over the rims of his small rectangular glasses. “You know,” he said, “only crazy people blame themselves for stuff like this. Guys who talk to themselves. People with Christ complexes.”

“I’m not blaming myself. I just feel stupid.”

“Yeah? You should. It was stupid.” He leaned back and stared out at the still river in front of them. “So forget it.” She glanced up at his profile, knowing that he was aware of her watching him. He had been her first patrol shift supervisor, in David Sector, downtown. Six years earlier, he’d been the first one on the scene the only time she ever fired her gun, when she reported to a domestic and shot and killed a man who was attempting to carve up his wife. There was a shooting review and Caroline had been cleared of any wrong-doing, but she had taken it hard anyway and might even have quit if it hadn’t been for Alan Dupree. Personally, his effect on her made her angry and unsettled because of the irrationality of her attraction. He had an awkward ropiness, was sinewy and balding, like an old movie cowhand. He was flippant in a way that irritated other cops and horrified civilians. He was constantly making inappropriate jokes to cover his anxiety. He didn’t know when to just be quiet. And there were plenty of other reasons that she shouldn’t be attracted to him. He had the tiniest damn feet. She had never trusted men with small feet. And he was married. There was that, too.

“What I didn’t hear,” he said, “was who called you.”

“Joel.”

He paused and she could feel the joke bubble up in him. She waited. Perhaps something about his penchant for working out. Dupree sometimes called Joel “Chippendale,” or simply “Meat.” But more likely, it would be about his age. Joel was twenty-four, twelve years younger than Caroline.

“He need a ride home from school?”

Caroline smiled. “That was actually funny. That’s unlike you.”

He stood then, picked up the doll, and put it back in the stroller, which he righted for her. “In a week,” he said, “patrol will pick up your little drug dealer sniffing glue in a park somewhere. Guys like that always float to the surface.”

“I suppose.”

“No supposing. It’ll happen.” Dupree looked over toward the carousel, and for the first time Caroline realized someone was waiting for him. She looked back and saw a guy wearing Dockers, a tie, and a ten-year-old sports coat—the uniform of newspaper reporters, community college professors, and new homicide detectives.

“Is that Spivey?” Caroline said grimly, forcing herself to smile and wave back. “Tell me that’s not Spivey.”

“They got me partnered with him for a while. Training him.”

“Chris Spivey made homicide detective?”

He shrugged again. “They make monkeys into astronauts.”

“Actually, I don’t think they do that anymore.” Caroline had requested a transfer to Major Crimes six months earlier and had been told that the only open position was going to be kept dark for at least a year. But apparently it had been given to Spivey.

“I just train ’em,” Dupree said. “I don’t pick ’em.”

She turned back to the river.

“Hey…” He reached out and squeezed her forearm, just above the wrist. “So how’s your mom doing, anyhow?”


“Fine.”

“Good.” He let go of her arm, nodded, and began walking back toward Spivey.

Caroline watched him go, then called out. “Say hello to Debbie.”

Dupree stopped and turned back. “Okay. Say hi to Joel.” He walked away, muttering just loud enough for her to hear, “You know, when he finishes his paper route.”

When he was gone, Caroline turned back to the river. She picked up the doll and turned it over in her hands. Fifty percent of babies are boys, but most dolls are girls. Ornaments and playthings. Caroline dumped the doll back in the stroller and began pushing it through the park. She checked her watch—almost five—and gave the stroller a big push, then walked to catch up with it, pausing alongside the steady river to replay the blown sting in her mind. Why hadn’t she just let the phone ring? She followed a walking trail up away from the falls and was about to leave the park when she stopped to look back over her shoulder at a stand of thick bushes. A woman in a tight dress and tennis shoes, a secretary walking home, stopped and bent over the stroller.

“Can I peek?” the woman asked.

Caroline couldn’t look away from the thick bushes. “No,” she said flatly.

“Why? Is she asleep?”

“No,” Caroline said. “Plastic.”

She left the woman with the stroller and walked toward the thicket, thinking about the second suspect’s khaki pants. She brushed aside the bushes with her arm and then all at once the world exploded around her, Burn and the man in khaki bursting forth from the stand of bushes like birds being flushed. Something, either the force or the surprise, knocked her back, and by the time she regained her balance the two suspects were ten yards away and moving quickly, the man in khaki pulling Burn by the arm.

Caroline ran after them, grabbing her cell phone off her hip and trying to punch in the numbers as she ran through the park. She followed the two men past the carousel and along the river, conscious of them pulling away. Caroline dropped her phone, but didn’t turn back for it, just kept running after the men, who crossed a wide footbridge over the still arm of the river and ran deeper into the park.

Caroline chased them across a parking lot, through an empty daycare playground and down a grass embankment, toward the thundering falls. Caroline knew this part of the park, and she cut behind them through a stand of trees, bursting down the hill as they did, now just a few steps behind. She dropped to a crouch and had her nine-millimeter out smoothly and quickly.

“Stop! Police!”

They were on the narrow, cable-suspended footbridge, the falls on their right—water blasting over and around boulders—and the dam downstream on their left. The two men stood smack in the middle of the bridge, too far to make a run to the other shore. They turned slowly. Mist from the waterfall lapped up against their legs as they stood before her, their shoulders heaving from the run. Caroline looked from one to the other and began edging toward them. Her eyes locked with the older man’s sly face and dead eyes. Without moving his head, the man’s eyes shifted to Burn.

“Lie down! On your stomachs!” Her voice sounded tinny in the crash of the falls and, two hundred yards downstream, the deep rumble of the dam and power plant that marked the end of the upper falls.

Slowly, Burn lifted his hands in the air. But the older man didn’t budge, didn’t even acknowledge her gun, just stood with his arms at his sides, his jaw set forward, his black eyes boring into hers.

Caroline stopped walking toward them. There was something eerily familiar in this man’s stare, like some desperate question she remembered hearing before: Is this where we are, you and me? She had the sense that something here was beyond her understanding, that there was more to this situation than these three figures on this narrow bridge. The air was heavy with mist and potential, and Caroline was surprised to hear her own chopped breathing within the roar of the falls.

“Get! Down!” she yelled again, gesturing at the ground with the gun. Burn nodded and began to lean forward.

That’s when the older man turned and, without changing his flat expression, put two hands on Burn’s shoulder, and Caroline realized what he was going to do just before he pushed Burn, which he did swiftly and seemingly without thought. Caroline cried out, the sound lost in the howling water as the young man tumbled, arms cartwheeling, over the bridge railing and into the river.

Caroline ran to the railing. The water beneath the falls was deep and churned with currents and undertows from the white roiling foam. Caroline found herself holding her breath while Burn was under, and when, finally, he surfaced in the darker water, she let out a gasping sigh. In the river, Burn was immediately pulled by the current toward the Monroe Street Dam. The man in khaki began to edge sideways, casually, without hurrying, like someone leaving a picnic. He watched her, his eyes placid and cold. She stared at him in horror and he stopped, turned slowly to the river, seeming to know that her eyes would follow his. He seemed curious to see what she would do with the terrible choice he’d just given her: Arrest the suspect on the bridge or try to save the one in the water.

There are moments as a cop, Dupree always said, that are sheer paradox, the world upside down. It was one of his many “theories,” the job punctuated by moments that are ludicrous on their face and to which any response is wrong; any reaction to an irrational event is bound to be irrational. Laughing at funerals. Crying at weddings. If you’d been a cop for long, you were always mixing up your laughing and your crying.

Caroline looked once more at the man in khaki and then went after Burn. She jumped the bridge railing and landed on the high bank, but it was too steep and rocky to negotiate. She watched Burn struggle against the surging flow and tried to gauge the angle he was swimming and the distance to the concrete spillway. He might make it if he didn’t panic. The trick would be to pull himself out of swiftly moving water onto the rocky bank. That, and not looking ahead. Caroline imagined what it would look like from the boy’s vantage point: A hundred yards from where he thrashed, water crested the concrete face of the dam and dropped into nothing. She looked back over her shoulder once, but the man in khaki was gone.

She climbed the embankment and sprinted through traffic across the busy street and around the old downtown power plant, leaving the riverbank and the boy for a moment. As she ran, she pictured Burn’s file from that morning’s strategy meeting, when they’d planned the simple, one-day undercover sting, part of a larger operation. Short surveillance, watch the kid make a few sales, bring him down during a deal. Suspect’s name: Kevin C. Hatch. Street name: Burn. Nineteen years old. A dealer and pimp with a long juvie sheet: burglary, assault, drugs. Nineteen.

When she could see down into the river again, Burn was gone. She ran her eyes back and forth over the river and the dam, and finally saw him just upstream, on the same bank she was on, gripping the rock wall that lined the river. Caroline ran down the riverbank, on concrete steps carved into the steep hillside, sprinting them two at a time.

Lungs aching, she reached the yard of the power plant next to the dam. Fifty yards upstream Burn was clinging to sheer rock, struggling to keep a handhold. The current pulled him away from the bank two or three times before he managed to haul himself up against the jagged river channel; his legs dangled in the water.

“Wait there!” Caroline called, but her voice was drowned out again, this time by the turbines and the endless sound of water slapping the spillway’s concrete face. She moved toward him, but Burn wouldn’t wait. He was trying to climb the rock wall and had pulled himself completely from the cold river.

“I’ll get a rope!” Caroline waved her arms and sprinted toward him, but the kid ignored her and continued climbing the rock wall, made slick by the mist from the falls. “Please! Wait there!”

Three feet above the water, his left foot slipped. He stepped desperately, like kick-starting a motorcycle. For a moment he seemed to right himself, then he was scratching at the wall with one of his hands and he fell back. Caroline watched helplessly as he bumped down the rock wall and into the river, slipping for a moment beneath its surface. He got another handhold briefly, but the water seemed to reach up and grab him by the legs, pulling him away from the rocky shore and into the current.

Caroline looked desperately around the yard of the power plant for a rope, or even a long stick, but found nothing.

She jumped a chain-link fence and stepped out onto the deck of the dam’s housing, the turbines rumbling beneath her. Six feet from the concrete spillway, a metal catwalk extended out over the water—four feet above the surging flow. Caroline crept to the end of the catwalk, which extended out over the river like a fire escape. She got down on her hands and knees and reached between the railings. But the catwalk was too high above the river and so she sat, wrapped her legs around the railing, took a breath, and dropped, hanging upside down like a kid on monkey bars, dangling by her knees above the raging flow.

Dizzied by the speed of the water, stung by its spray, Caroline swung from the catwalk. She fought the urge to pull herself back up. Upstream, just thirty yards away, Burn struggled against the increasing current. He looked over his shoulder and for a moment they made something like eye contact, only more desperate. She nodded once, encouraging, and as he was swept toward her he seemed to understand her ridiculous plan and kicked so that he was almost in line with her, Caroline holding her breath and concentrating on the tentative hold her legs had on the wet catwalk. Below her, the water rose in stinging, white fingers. Hanging there like a trapeze artist, she extended her arms downward, so that her own fingertips dangled just above the rough water.

Caught in the current and flying toward her, he reached up with his own hands, and for the second time that day, Caroline felt the world move faster than she could comprehend, felt herself as the only clarity at the center of a great whirling blur.

His left hand hit hers, a quick slap. She closed her hand and was snapped toward the dam with him, one of her legs coming off the catwalk. And then he was gone, sucked over the face of the dam and ground onto the concrete fifty feet below.

Caroline cried out, but couldn’t hear herself over the roar of the falls and the dam. She felt the thrum in her hand and tried to figure out if she’d ever had him. The force of his passing caused her to swing from the catwalk by one leg, and even when she stopped swinging Caroline hung there, in the place where the river momentarily flew and was bent and curled by gravity, where the water fell.
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“You know what awful means?” Dupree squinted into the sun.

Spivey considered for a minute. “Bad?”

Dupree rolled his eyes and held out a cup for a senior volunteer, who was pouring coffee for the officers searching for Kevin Hatch’s body. “Listen to the word. Awe. And full. Awful. Full of awe. Okay, how about wonderful?”

Spivey considered again. “Full of wonder?”

“Right. Full of wonder. Full of awe. You tell me, what’s the difference?” Dupree sipped his coffee and wrinkled his nose. “Awful and wonderful. You see what I’m getting at? It’s a theory of mine. We’re all just fixed points on a circle.” He dumped his coffee in the weeds alongside the road.

“Give you an example. Guy steps onto his porch and gets shot in the foot by a gangbanger doing a drive-by. He’s a victim, right? Next day, he goes and shoots the guy who shot him. Now he’s a criminal. Next day, the gangbanger’s friend shoots the guy again and kills him. Now he’s a victim again. Victim, criminal, victim. Fixed point on a wheel. Bet no one taught you that in college.”

They started back toward the remote stretch of riverbank again, where patrol officers, firefighters, senior volunteers, a troop of Explorers, and some Eagle Scouts with scanners were all trudging through the deep brush, searching for the body in the river. Dupree thought it was a waste of time to search for floaters below the falls. Kevin Hatch’s body would show up eventually at one of the dams farther downstream or snag somewhere on a branch or a rock. Of course, if it didn’t, the body could theoretically float all the way to the Columbia and—if it somehow made it through a dozen or so dams—all the way to the Pacific. Dupree thought it would be all right sometimes to let bodies float, an experiment to see how far they might go.

After he’d slipped through Caroline’s hands, Kevin Hatch—Burn—slid over the spillway, was bashed against the face of the dam, pulled under the water, then spit out into the last rapids, the water in his body joining the surge around it, flowing over and between rocks, then spilling out in the cool, calm water downstream, beyond the streets of downtown to a floodplain of old houses, vacant fields, and thick brush, where the river resumed its more gradual drift to the north and the west.

Since Burn had been pushed, his death was classified as a homicide, and assigned to Dupree and Spivey, who hacked through weeds and bushes and came into a clearing around an eddy where transients had recently camped, unmistakable because of the campfire, the cigarette butts, and the orderly piles of shit on the fringes of the campsite.

“The thing about a floater is that if you don’t find ’em right away, they can get right disgusting,” Dupree said. He turned to make sure Spivey wasn’t taking notes. It was one of the more irritating things about this kid. Dupree could be telling him which bathroom at Denny’s had the best toilet paper and Spivey would be making those tiny marks in one of his notebooks, like he had no memory of his own and could only process information he wrote down.

“Worst thing about a floater that’s been in the water a few days is the smell. That and the bloat. You don’t wanna see that bloat. Trust me. Takes away any respect you might have for the human body.”

Spivey hummed the same response to every one of Dupree’s bits of dispensed wisdom. “Mmm-hmm,” he said.


Dupree rubbed his thin hairline and looked downstream. Then he turned to Spivey. “Why don’t I look upstream. You check the Pacific Ocean.”

Spivey nodded and began walking west.

“That was a joke,” he said, but Spivey was already gone. He couldn’t figure out why the lieutenant was so high on this kid. When Spivey was out of sight, Dupree pulled out his cell phone and hit Caroline’s cell number. It rang four times before her voice mail came on.

When he heard the beep Dupree began talking quickly, nervously. “Hey, just wanted to see if you were all right.” He looked over his shoulder at the calm river. “By the way, the kid you”—he paused—“tried to save, you know, I talked to him six months ago on an assault. He was a shit.” He rolled his eyes at himself. That wouldn’t make her feel better. “I just wanted to tell you…you know…it’s amazing what you did…I mean…” He bit his lip. He was no good at this sort of thing, at making people feel better. Especially her. Too many feelings too close to the surface.

“Any idea what kind of bait a guy uses to catch a drowned drug dealer? You know, maybe a Cool Ranch Dorito? A ’78 Monte Carlo?” He had the sense that this message was going on too long. “All right. I just wanted to see if you could tell me anything else about the guy who pushed him. Looks like it’s my case. So call me later. When you get a chance.”

He tried her home number, got no answer, then turned the phone off and stared at it for a moment. Caroline had given her story to patrol officers and then had gone home, according to the patrol sergeant on duty. He could imagine how upset she was. He didn’t like her taking things so hard. A person had to find a way to disconnect, to find a buffer between himself and the world. How many times had he told her that?

Dupree walked for several hundred yards, through more transient camps and teenage hideaways. It occurred to him that people only came to this part of the river to get drunk, get high, or have sex with someone they weren’t supposed to have sex with. It was as if everything shameful about Spokane seeped down the valley, over the falls, and into this riverbed.

Someone screamed and Dupree spun around.


It came from farther upstream, just below the dam and the last part of the falls. At first he thought someone had found Kevin Hatch’s body, but the scream was harrowing, and he didn’t figure the kid’s body to be in a state to inspire that kind of scream. Not yet.

He loped along the riverbed, reaching back for his handgun, and came into a clearing where a young Explorer stood, pointing at something pressed up against the riverbank, partly covered with branches. There was no mistaking what it was, but Dupree had trouble seeing the whole, focusing instead on a single point, a dull white shining, not like a coin or a beer can, but something flat, barely reflecting the light at all.

Bone.

Dupree stepped past the young volunteer, who couldn’t put her arm down, and began pulling the branches away. The bone was part of a forearm, the forearm part of a decomposing human body. The smell was strong, but fading.

He felt a rising in his chest and pulled more branches away, then brushed off a thin layer of dirt. At the shoulder, darkened, leathery skin hung in place, shrink-wrapped around the bone, the flesh drying away. There was some skin attached still lower too, at the breast. He keyed his mike, but nothing came out of his mouth, and he knew he should stop, shouldn’t disrupt any more evidence, but he couldn’t stop, just kept pulling branches away, filled with the irrational fear that he might know who this was.

More branches came away, revealing a small head, already shrinking in on itself, features wearing away, patches of wiry hair. Female, her lips pulled tight over her teeth, as if she had eaten something sour, her eyes darkly socketed, drawn in on themselves. Dupree felt his mouth go dry. The things men do to women. He pulled the branches away, further disrupting the crime scene because even though he knew it wasn’t possible, he had to know this wasn’t his daughter or his niece or his wife. Or Caroline.

That night, another detective would tell him the body was that of a hooker and methamphetamine user named Rebecca Bennett, whom no one could recall having seen alive since April 1, four weeks earlier. No report had been filed, because it was assumed she’d gone back to Seattle or perhaps down to L.A., or perhaps had gotten married, or maybe had been abducted by aliens, or, more likely, no one cared enough to notice she’d gone missing. A disappearing hooker was not much of a magic trick, as it turned out. Her file could’ve had a hundred different names on it, the details were so basic: victim of a sexual abuse at eleven, drug charge at thirteen, runaway at fourteen, theft at fifteen, foster care, runaway again, another drug charge, another theft. When she was killed—strangled and then shot in the head—Rebecca Bennett was twenty-two.

As he crouched in front of her, Dupree couldn’t stop thinking of her as one of the women he cared for, especially Caroline. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, staring into the face of the decomposing young girl. It took far more strength than it probably should have for him not to reach up and brush the hair from the dead girl’s eyes. Instead he pulled a few more branches away until the girl’s other arm emerged, bones with patches of dried skin, and then a hand, still clutched around the thing that had drawn his eye: two folded, twenty-dollar bills.
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