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 If all the worlds a stage,
 then God must be the head carpenter.
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CHAPTER 1







THE AID CAR WAS THERE, SITTING NEXT TO the railroad track with its red light flashing. But for the guy on the ground, the guy lying on his stomach with his face in the cinders and dirt beside the iron rails, it was far too late for an aid car. He didnt need a medic.


What he needed was a medical examiner. And a homicide detective.


Thats where I came in, Homicide Detective J. P. Beaumont, of Seattle P.D. I was there along with my pinch-hitting partner, Detective Allen (Big Al) Lindstrom. After working until midnight on our regular shift, we had been called back when the body was found. Now we were standing by, waiting for Dr. Howard Baker, King Countys medical examiner, to arrive on the scene.


Doc Baker isnt a morning person, and this was very early morning. It was ten to five on a cool summer day, just after the longest day of the year. Although the horizon was hidden from view by the Alaskan Way Viaduct directly above us, a predawn glow was breaking up the darkness around us, and the waterfront odor, heavy with wet creosote, filled my nostrils.


We waited in a small, hushed group until Doc Bakers dark sedan came tearing through the parking lot and jerked to a stop less than two feet from where we stood. Nobody bothered to move out of the way.


All right, all right, Baker grumbled, easing his more-than-ample frame out of the car and taking charge. What have we got?


Im betting on a drunk, Big Al told him. Some wino from up by the market who got himself clobbered by a passing freight train.


Al was referring to the Pike Place Market, which sat on the bluff directly behind us, a hundred or so steep stair steps above our heads.


The market is a popular Seattle tourist attraction during the day. At night, parts of it still maintain an upscale, touristy atmosphere. But there are other parts of it, dark underbelly parts, that do a Jekyll-and-Hyde routine as soon as the sun goes down. For instance, almost every night the blackberry-bordered parking lot beneath the market itself becomes a savage no-mans-land, a brutal setting for beatings, rapes, and muggings that is all too familiar to officers assigned to the David sector of Seattle P.D.


Doc Baker glowered at Al for a moment. The medical examiners shock of white hair was uncombed and standing belligerently on end. Well see about that, he said, grunting, and rumbled away, dragging a train of technicians as well as a nervous young police photographer in his wake.


A squad car stopped nearby. Two uniformed officers got out and walked over to us. Any luck finding out who reported it? I asked.


They shook their heads in unison. Not so far, one answered. The call came in to 911 from a pay phone down by the ferry terminal about three-fifteen. Near as I can tell, thats the closest public phone at that hour of the night. The caller was a woman, but she didnt leave a name.


I nodded. That figures.


Turning away, I looked back toward Doc Baker and his group of assistants. They were gathered in a small, closely knit clump around the body, which was sprawled within inches of the track itself. To one side yawned the entrance to the Burlington Northern Tunnel, a railroad tunnel that cuts through a rocky bluff and then burrows south and east under downtown Seattle, from Alaskan Way and Virginia to the King Street Station a mile away.


I felt the rumble of a train long before its warning whistle sounded or its bright headlight flashed from deep inside the tunnel. Doc Baker and his cohorts scurried out of the way.


The freight train emerged from the black tunnel like a slow-moving demon escaping the jaws of hell, with a heavy, evil-smelling cloud of smoke, laden with diesel fuel, boiling around it. Minutes after the caboose had disappeared from sight, the dense smoke still eddied around us like a thick, gritty fog.


As the haze began to clear, Doc Baker charged back toward the body. The photographer, a young woman in her mid- to late-twenties, seemed to hang back, but Baker ordered her forward with an imperious wave of his hand.


Al Lindstrom favored the photographer with a bemused grin. Shes a looker, all right, he commented, but I bet this is the first time shes taken pictures of a real body. Understand shes a journalism major who just graduated from Evergreen.


Evergreen College is an exceedingly liberal liberal arts school in Olympia. A journalism major! I croaked. Whats she doing working for us?


Im of the common law-enforcement opinion that anyone remotely connected with journalism cant be trusted. Even the good-looking ones. Especially the good-looking ones.


Jobs must be pretty scarce in the newspaper racket these days, I added.


By then the young woman in question was squatted next to the body, pants pulled taut across the gentle curve of her backside, a detail that didnt escape any of her appreciative audience, except maybe Doc Baker. Attempting to follow the M.E.s barked orders on angle and focus, she lost her balance and tipped to one side, scrambling to right herself in the railroad-track dirt and debris.


I didnt envy her. Its not so bad working with Dr. Howard Baker. He accords detectives a certain amount of grudging respect. But I think it would be hell on wheels working for him, especially as a lowly peon.


At last Baker got up off his hands and knees and strode over to us. By now our little group consisted of Al Lindstrom; the two uniformed officers; a pair of criminalists from the Washington State Patrol Crime Laboratory; Sergeant Lowell James, Seattle P.D.s night-shift Homicide squad leader; and myself.


Hows it going, Dr. Baker? Sergeant James asked.


James is a soft-spoken black man whose careful observance of protocol and keen instinct for detail has moved him steadily and deservedly forward in the department while his less able counterparts are still squawking about racial discrimination and quotas.


Have anything for us yet?


Baker shrugged. The officers found a wallet, probably his, on the ground next to the body. No money, but they tell me theres an uncashed payroll check. He has a pearl earring in his right ear.


Doesnt sound like robbery, then, Big Al put in.


Baker nodded. Youve got a drivers license for a change. Picture looks about right, although its hard to tell for sure. His face is pretty badly messed up. The name on the license and the paycheck is the same, Richard Dathan Morris. Address is 1120 Bellevue Avenue East.


I took out my notebook and jotted down the name and address. You handling this case, Beau? Baker asked.


Looks that way. Big Al and I wound up pulling call duty after we finished our regular shift at midnight.


The medical examiner nodded. All right. The paycheck is written on the account of some outfit called Westcoast Starlight Productions. We also found a union card from IATSE Local 15.


Wait a minute. Hold up. Whats the name of the union?


IATSE. International Alliance for Theater and Stage Employees.


And the other thing. What was that?


Westcoast Starlight Productions.


What the hells that?


Beats me, Baker replied. Youre the detective.


Anything else?


A matchbook from the Edgewater Inn. It was under the body. I cant tell yet if it was something that belonged to the victim or if he just happened to land on it.


Any ideas about the cause of death? Al asked.


No sign of booze. At least, no noticeable sign of booze or drugs, either one. He has some puncture wounds.


Knife? I asked.


Baker frowned and shook his head. Definitely not a knife. But Im not sure what. Ive never seen anything quite like it.


Is that what killed him, you think?


The punctures? I doubt it. None of those injuries look that serious.


So we wait for the autopsy? Al added.


Baker smiled a cantankerous, superior smile. You got it, he answered lightly.


And when will you schedule that? Sergeant James asked.


ASAP. The minute we get him into the office. Its too late to go back home to bed. If we finish up soon enough, maybe I can take off early this afternoon.


The photographer had completed her picture-taking and had moved quietly to the outskirts of the group. There she waited patiently for a break in the conversation.


I confess to some slightly lecherous mind-wandering when I looked at her closely. She was a small-boned girl, slightly built, but the curves were there in all the right places and proportions. She wore beige cords, cinched tight around a delicate waist. At first glance my thought was that a strong wind would blow her away. She had large, luminous gray eyes and a somewhat waiflike appearance. A beguiling smudge of dirt from the railroad bed darkened one cheek, and a meandering wisp of hair had broken loose from a supposedly businesslike knot at the back of her neck.


Im finished now, she said.


Doctor Baker wheeled on her. Well, its about time. He grunted as if the delay was somehow all her fault. I couldnt help feeling sorry for her.


Lets load him up and move him out, Baker continued, calling to his waiting technicians. No sense wasting any more time.


He turned and started toward the body, then stopped and looked back over his shoulder. You two will notify the next of kin? Baker asked, addressing the question to Al and me.


Well handle it, I told him.


With Bakers departure, the group disintegrated as the crime-scene team set about their business and the David-sector patrol officers returned to their squad car. Within seconds I found myself standing alone beside the photographer, who was busily stowing her equipment in a shoulder-strapped camera bag.


She looked young and vulnerable. I felt an awkward, middle-aged urge to smooth over the medical examiners brusque manners.


Im sure Doc Bakers bark is worse than his bite, I murmured. It was small comfort, tentatively offered.


Zipping the camera bag shut with a decisive tug, she glanced up at me, still with the dark smudge on her face but with a smile tickling the corners of her mouth. Dont worry about me, Detective Beaumont. Doc Baker doesnt scare me. Ive had my shots.


She turned on her heel and walked away, leaving me wondering how she had known my name when I didnt know hers. So much for being blown away by a strong wind.


So much for first impressions.


I tagged along after Sergeant James and Big Al, who were bird-dogging the crime-scene investigators. They were carefully surveying the area from which the body had been removed. By now the sun was well up, and it was easy to see that the entire length of railroad track was littered with loose garbage blowing this way and that in the early-morning freshening breeze off Puget Sound.


There were empty pizza boxes and paper cups still with plastic tops and straws attached. There were paper towels and napkins and more than a few used disposable diapers. There was the usual assortment of beer cans and wine bottles, some shattered and some not.


Nobody who ever worked crime-scene investigation thinks of it as glamorous. Its tough, painstaking, stinking, dirty work.


It requires persistence, skill, attention to detail, and a certain amount of luck. And judgment. Its always a judgment call to determine whether the jagged shards of a smashed cheap wine bottle should be picked up or ignored, to tell if one piece of junk is in its natural habitat, if it is somehow out of place, or even if its important.


Its human judgment, too, that sets up the limits of the crime-scene area, that decides how big an area should be searched.


Al and I were almost ready to leave to follow up on the Bellevue Avenue address when one of the Washington State Patrol criminalists gave an excited whistle. He was nearly a block away, standing next to a blackberry bramble that virtually covers that side of the bluff. He motioned us toward him.


What do you think of that? he demanded, pointing toward something on the ground.


I looked where he pointed. There, partially hidden in the foliage, was a shoe, a cobalt blue leather shoe with a five-inch stiletto heel.


That look like blood to you? he asked.


Dark splotches covered the heel and had wicked up onto the body of the shoe itself. It did indeed look like blood.


The second criminalist reached us and dropped down on all fours to examine the shoe more closely. Finally he straightened up, leaving the shoe where it was.


We have a bingo, he said quietly. That sure as hell looks like blood to me. And I think thats a human hair where the rubber tip should be.


Big Al Lindstrom caught my eye and shook his head. He musta done something that pissed her off real good, he said thoughtfully.


And she must be one hell of a handful, I added.















CHAPTER 2







BELLEVUE AVENUE EAST RUNS NORTH AND south along the western flank of Seattles Capitol Hill. It consists mainly of small- to medium-sized brick apartment buildings, four or five stories high, most of them carefully landscaped and well maintained. I was surprised, then, when we pulled up in front of 1120 and it turned out to be a single-family residence.


Actually, the house was little more than a cottage. There was an air of benign neglect about it. No one had deliberately destroyed anything, but the outside shingles were cracked and peeling, the grass had gone to seed, the low hedge surrounding the place was badly in need of trimming, and weeds had invaded what had evidently once been a prized rose garden.


From the looks of it, I would have guessed it was a house in search of gentrification, a forlorn relic someone was hanging onto, all the while hoping a developer would show up to buy it, preferably someone with a bottomless checkbook stashed in his hip pocket. There are lots of places like that around cities these days, areas where existing buildings fall into disrepair while greedy owners wait for the pot of gold at the end of some fast-talking developers rainbow.


The porch may have been sagging and peeling, but on that unusually summery June morning it was also warm and sunny. A well-fed, blue-eyed Siamese cat occupied a place of honor directly in front of the door. Ignoring us completely, he concentrated on washing one luxuriously outstretched hind leg. Only when I knocked on the door behind him did the cat give his head a disdainful shake, stand up, arch his back, and stalk off the porch. In the cats book, we were unwelcome interlopers who had invaded his private patch of sunlight.


The door was an old-fashioned one with horizontal wooden panels across the bottom and a frosted woodland scene etched into the glass window near the top. After knocking, we waited several long minutes, but there was no answer. I knocked again, louder this time, but still no one came to the door. Disregarding years of my mothers patient training, I pressed my face against the window in the door and peered inside.


Curtains covered most of the window, but toward the bottom, below the intricate frosted design, the curtains parted slightly. Through the narrow opening I could see the disorderly shambles inside. Clothes were strewn everywhere. Trash littered the floor next to an overturned garbage can. A wicker chair lay on its side near the door.


Ransacked, you think? Al asked when I stepped back from the window and told him what I had seen.


Cant tell. Maybe, or maybe Richard Dathan Morris was just a first-class slob.


We had no search warrant and no reason to disregard proper channels for obtaining one. Besides, searching the house was premature until we had at least verified Doc Bakers preliminary identification. We decided to canvass the neighborhood in hopes of gleaning some useful bit of information about Richard Dathan Morris.


We worked our way through a series of nearby apartment buildings one by one, including those on either side of Morriss house as well as the one directly across the street. No luck. Nobody knew anything, or if they did, they werent talking. We unearthed no connections between the surrounding apartment dwellers and their deceased neighbor in the derelict little house.


Shoe-leather work takes time. Walking and talking and fishing for information isnt an instantaneous process. An hour and a half or so later, we emerged from the semidarkness of the last apartment-building foyer and blinked our way into blinding morning sunlight. Walking side by side and squinting into the unaccustomed sunlight, we headed for the car, only to dodge out of the way of a speeding minivan. It almost took a chunk out of Als kneecap as it skidded to a stop in front of our vehicle.


Hey, watch it, Al cautioned the driver, who bounced out of the van and hurried around to the back of the vehicle, where he pulled open a cargo door.


Sorry about that, he said.


We got into our car. Al was driving. He started the motor and looked out the back window to check oncoming traffic. Meanwhile, I watched as the driver of the van and his helper removed a stretcher from the van and started purposefully toward the small house, carrying the stretcher between them.


Al, take a look at that.


They carried the stretcher onto the porch, knocked, and then stood waiting. Moments later the front door swung open and the cat sauntered outside. In our absence, someone had come home and let the cat in. The door opened wider, revealing a young man wearing a white uniform of some kind. There was a short conversation; then he motioned the two men to bring their stretcher into the house.


Wed better check this out, I said.


Al nodded and shut off the engine. We scrambled out of the car and were on the porch almost before the door finished slamming shut behind the men with the stretcher. When I knocked, the man in the white uniform returned to open the door.


He was maybe five ten or so, with short, clean-cut hair that reminded me of a fifties flattop. His narrow, handsome face had a gaunt look to it. Dark shadows under his eyes said he wasnt getting enough food or sleep or both. A name tag on the breast pocket of his white uniform told us he was Tom Riley, R.N.


Detective J.P. Beaumont, Seattle P.D., I said, holding out my ID.


Nobody called for any cops, Riley said abruptly. He turned away and slammed the door behind him.


Guess he doesnt care much for police officers, Al muttered.


Did you see that? I asked.


See what?


The mess. Inside. Somebody cleaned it up.


Maybe wed better try again, Big Al said. This time he knocked.


When the door opened the second time, I positioned myself so I could peer into the room over the shoulder of Tom Riley, R.N. Behind him I caught a glimpse of the driver and his helper busily dressing for what looked like a field trip into an operating room. Both had put on surgical masks and germ-free booties and were in the process of donning rubber gloves.


Im Detective Al Lindstrom with Seattle P.D.s homicide squad Al began.


The nurse cut him off. I already told you. We dont need any cops.


Were here concerning a homicide


This isnt a homicide, for Gods sake, Riley interrupted. Dont you understand plain English? He tried to shut the door again, but my foot got in the way. Thank you, Fuller Brush. I worked my way through college selling brushes door to door, and some of the training still proves useful.


Excuse me, the driver said, clearing his throat. Were a little pressed for time. If you could just show us where the deceased is, well get started.


For a moment, I thought maybe I was losing my mind. What deceased? Whose body? I was under the impression we had just bundled up Richard Dathan Morriss body and sent him off to the medical examiners office for an autopsy. How could he be in two places at once?


As though forgetting us entirely, Riley swung away from the door without closing it. He nodded slowly, making a visible effort to control himself. Right, he managed. This way.


He walked across the room and disappeared down a darkened hallway, followed by the two men and their stretcher. For a brief moment, Al and I paused on the front porch, exchanging questioning glances. We hadnt exactly been invited into the house, but we hadnt exactly been ordered to stay out either.


Al shrugged his shoulders. Why not? he said.


We hurried through the front door and followed the stretcher down the hallway. At the far end of the hall a bedroom door stood open.


Thats where we all ended up, inside that darkened bedroom. The room was incredibly hot and stuffy. The windows were shut and heavily curtained, and the stifling atmosphere was thick with the medicinal odors of long illness. Riley went to the window, raised the curtain, and opened the window itself, allowing a hint of fresh air into the room.


The sunlight hurt his eyes, he explained. And he was always so cold.


A hospital bed stood in the middle of the room, occupying most of the space. On it lay the blanket-covered figure of a man. The patient lay on his side with his face turned away from us. Seen from the doorway, he appeared to be asleep. It was only when I stepped to the foot of the bed so I could glimpse his face that I encountered the unnatural pallor, the open-eyed, slack-jawed, frozen mask that indelibly separates the living from the dead.


One thing was certain the moment I saw him: this dead man wasnt our dead man. Richard Dathan Morris was still safely in the hands of the medical examiner. That made me feel better. At least I wasnt slipping.


The driver looked at Riley. If youd like to go back out to the other room and wait he offered.


No. Im all right, Riley answered. Go ahead.


Totally focused, Tom Riley, R.N., stared at the corpse. A series of expressions played over the nurses face, a combination of sorrow, revulsion, and something else, some other ingredient I couldnt quite identify.


The driver turned to me, ready to ask Al and me if we were going or staying. Silently, I shook my head. We werent budging, but I didnt want him calling Rileys attention to us either. I dont think it had dawned on him yet that we were in the bedroom too.


Deliberately, cautiously, the two men placed the stretcher beside the bed. They approached the corpse warily, like little kids afraid of a bogeyman. It was almost as though they expected the dead man to jerk awake, sit up, and grab them.


Ive seen more than my share of mortuary types in my time. Theyre usually in and out in a jiffy; wham, bam, thank you maam, the less time spent the better. These two were taking their time, taking care, making sure each movement was slow and meticulous. Something was definitely out of whack, but I couldnt tell what it was.


Can we wrap him in these sheets? the driver asked, directing his query to Riley.


The nurse nodded. Sure. Go ahead.


Reaching down, the driver gently moved a pillow out from under the dead mans head, shoving it to the far side of the bed. It tottered there briefly, then fell to the floor.


My vast experience with pillows tells me that they usually fall silently. This one didnt. It landed on the rooms hardwood flooring with a resounding thump.


I was standing at the foot of the bed. I took one more step to the side so I could see the pillow. A plastic package of some kind had slipped halfway out of the pillowcase onto the floor beneath the bed, right beside Tom Rileys foot.


Instinctively, I moved toward the package. Cops are trained that way. If something doesnt make sense, check it out. Ask questions. Get answers. I was quick, but Tom Riley was quicker.


Enraged, he lunged at me, bellowing with anger. What are you doing here? I told you to get out!


That must have been the first moment he realized we were in the room. I saw him charge toward me, but it was too late to make any evasive maneuver. We collided in midair with such force that it knocked the wind out of us both. We fell to the floor in a tangled heap. Riley made one futile grab for my neck, but he came up empty-handed when Al Lindstrom lifted him bodily into the air.


Al shoved Riley against a wall and held him there with his feet dangling several inches off the ground. We dont call Al Big Al for nothing. His arms are thick as tree limbs, and hes as strong as the proverbial ox. He was evidently one hell of a wrestler in his youth. Even now hes no slouch.


As soon as I was sure Riley was permanently out of commission, I reached under the bed far enough to lift the pillowcase and uncover the package. It was about the size of an ordinary brick, wrapped in clear plastic, and carefully taped shut.


Ive never worked Narcotics, but Ive seen enough stuff to recognize drugs when I see them. It looked like cocaine, deadly, compact, powdery cocaine. It could have been powdered sugar, but people dont generally hide powdered sugar in their pillows. And they dont generally die over it either.


Riley found his voice again, sputtering over Als restraining arm. Dont you touch anything, you bastard. Youve got no right to be here. Get out, goddamn it! Out!


Studying the package, I ignored Rileys outburst. Looks like coke to me, I said to Al.


The guys from the mortuary stood watching us stupidly, as if we were a traveling vaudeville show there for no other reason than their personal entertainment and benefit.


Hey, Roger, one whined to the other. Are we moving this guy or not?


Not! I barked. You dont touch him or anything in this room until I talk to the medical examiners office.


At that Tom Riley renewed his struggle, kicking and fighting to get free of Al Lindstroms viselike grip. You do as you were told, he roared at the driver. The medical examiner already knows about it.


I walked over to where Al held Riley with his back to the wall, chinning him effortlessly on one solid forearm.


Doc Baker? How does he know about it? I demanded.


I called him. Almost an hour ago. As soon as I found the body.


Why isnt he here, then? It was hard to believe the medical examiners office was backed up that far. Surely they could have dispatched someone in less than an hour.


Because he doesnt have to be. Riley sounded calmer now, almost rational.


Since when is Doc Baker too good to check out an OD?


Riley stared at me incredulously. You think thats what it is? An overdose?


I answered his question with one of my own. Dont you? When we find a dead man with half a pound of cocaine hidden in his pillowcase, we can usually draw some pretty logical conclusions.


Something strange happened to Tom Rileys face then. It contorted suddenly. At first I thought he was going to burst into tears.


I was wrong. Instead he began laughing, a strangled, air-gulping, rib-breaking, all-consuming laugh.


As I stood in that stuffy, confining bedroom with a man dead on the bed behind me, Tom Rileys eerie, unnatural laughter made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.


At last he grew quieter and regained enough composure so he could talk. Jon didnt OD, he declared firmly.


He didnt? What did he die of, then? I demanded.


AIDS.


Tom Rileys single-word answer crackled through the silent room like heat lightning in a tinder-dry forest. Al Lindstroms stranglehold collapsed and Tom Riley, a limp, boneless rag doll, slipped silently to the floor.


AIDS! Holy shit! Big Al muttered, a stricken expression on his face.


Tom Riley took one look at Big Als face and began to laugh again.


Al Lindstrom didnt think it was funny.


I didnt either.
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