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One

Birthday Surprise

The body isn’t the first thing I see when I step into the kitchen, it’s the length of rope, the knife and the handcuffs. They’re lying on the hardwood worktop, making the place look untidy. There’s a metallic tang in the air too, in this room that usually smells only of expensive coffee, a flush of open-window salt air or a $60 rosemary candle. Smell is the organ of memory and memory should be clean and reassuring by design, at least, if I have any control over it.

Nose twitching, I call out, ‘Eli? Are you home?’, stepping forward to put down my grocery bag. Looking at the knife, it’s obviously an ordinary Kitchen Devil, cheap in any hardware store, with no place in this streamlined workspace. New, unused, its gleaming incisored edge looks almost eager to be taken in hand, to enjoy its first bite when, by contrast, the handcuffs are well-used, a lattice of scratches around the keyhole.

The coil of rope is clearly new, gathered to a waist by a length of plush, red ribbon, its velvet splash bright on the back of my eyes as I think, Presents. From someone with strange taste, granted, but who’s still taken the trouble to plan a surprise. Someone who’s snuck inside to leave them just for me. Which explains the unlocked back door when I tried my key just now, brown bag hoisted on my hip, trying not to squash the box of cupcakes – Red Velvet, like the red ribbon – Tilly’s favourite, for her birthday tomorrow.

Tilly! Where is she? comes the hardwired reflex for her safety, but of course she’s not here. My soon to be eight-year-old daughter is at intermediate aikido ass-kicking class in the city with Anoushka, and I’m all alone, in this house, with the gifts. Except I’m not, my head reasons finally, my heart snare-drum jittering to the sudden threat. It’s been less than thirty seconds since I sailed down Shore Road in my little hybrid, pulled up in the yard and opened the door, but I’m already the familiar fool I swore I’d never be, the woman returning home to find a possible intruder in the house, frowning at the unlocked door, calling out, Anyone home? like a total idiot. I’m the one who freezes in the presence of lurking peril instead of firing her way out of it on her wits, when the suspicion becomes real. Like right now.

Without warning, a ticking fills the afternoon, a countdown reverberating around the winter-light kitchen in segments sharp and clear. As it divides the bursts of my breath, I know I should bolt, but there’s a delay between my brain and my anchored feet. It’s only when the sun slants in through the picture window, filling it with the glowing weight of the afternoon ocean at my back, that I see the figure on the floor.

It’s lying in a classic dead-body pose, invisible crime-scene tape around the one bent leg, one arm out, as if he’s sleeping on his stomach. But no one could nod off with that much blood pooling around their head, so much blacker than the red of the ribbon on the rope, a shiny, jet slick the exact shade the edges of my vision are turning. My grocery bag escapes disloyally to the floor, leaving me exposed, as I see by my left foot the blunt, metal baton Eli calls ‘the pewter penis’, my name etched on the plaque at its base, smeared with blood.

It’s not my husband lying there, thank God, felled by the ridiculous award he won’t let me stash out of sight in a cupboard. I know this, even though the face is hidden by its uncomfortable angle against the floor. Eli hasn’t popped home early with a bottle of chilled Pinot, his bear-like grin a prelude to Tilly’s rocket-launch into my arms, yelling Mommy, surprise! This man is much slighter and Eli would never be seen dead in stonewashed jeans with frayed hems. He’s wearing Converse trainers too, by no means a dignified outfit to take one’s final dive out of this world into murder-victim stillness.

So, who the hell is he? And what was he intending to do with all that weird stuff on the worktop? The answer arrives like an Amtrak train, exploding the shock that’s held me on the spot, and my feet start pumping towards the door, away from the gifts, from the body, from the knife-edge expectation of a hand on my shoulder.

In all honesty, I’m not that surprised. I’ve waited seventeen years for this moment, for the vice-like grip dragging me back, branding my flesh with four fingers and a thumb. Not like this though. This is not how I imagined it.

When the inevitable happens, it’s not with a hand clamped on the back of my neck, soft and exposed for the first strike. Instead, as I reach for the door handle, a shadow emerges from the family room. I don’t scream but the noise that comes from my mouth is a guttural cry, forming wordlessly, its meaning clear.

Not now. Not today. I’m not ready.

Then I’m wide-eyed before the face of a Lookout Beach cop, a blanched and hatless kid in the doorway, gripping me by the wrist, his gun drawn in his other hand as I fight for the freedom I’ve always known couldn’t last for ever.

‘It’s OK. Are you OK, ma’am? Are you hurt?’ he demands.

But I can’t answer. I am neither and both, intact, but also not. How can I explain to this uniformed boy that I’m terminally injured, have simply hung on and fought for seventeen years, pushing the sting of sickness back each day, swallowing it down? The fear that I am a bad person and will meet a bad end.

‘Is there anyone else in the house, ma’am?’ the cop shouts now, as his radio crackles, pushing me outside into the sunshine raining on the iron sea.

When I sink onto the grass, another officer is already there and, out along the shoreline, a siren song of emergency responders joins the fret of seagulls, unused to so much vulgar noise and flurry.

‘We’re here, now, ma’am. You’re safe,’ she’s saying, as if insistence can make it so, when the only words I hear in my head are from a season long ago and far away, from a face twisted with rage; a voice that spits, ‘Just remember, whatever I did to her, one day I’ll do to you,’ over and over again.




Two

Lucky Lady

An hour and a half later, and I’m sitting in the Lookout Beach Police Station that reeks of Ocean Breeze air freshener and veiled panic. It’s not a proper station, just a front desk with pamphlets and a couple of offices behind. The door’s locked, the blinds drawn to a squint and I’m adrift in the centre of the spot-lit sofa like a rat on a life raft. It could be worse though. Rats are good swimmers. So am I.

The policewoman has brought me a woollen shawl from the lost-and-found locker, as if cocooning me in scratchy angora will make me forget what I saw on my kitchen worktop earlier, on that curved piece of honeyed grain from a sustainable logging project in Lower Chehalis, a side of tree trunk older than this shoreline-stretched village. I wonder if there are scratches in its hand-polished, mirror shine now, and whether or not the blood will permanently stain the elegant parquetry of the kitchen floor.

Not that that matters, obviously. My mind is simply flitting about like a bat caught in headlights, bumping up against the familiar. I try to drop a mental blanket over it, hoping it will go to sleep. Bats are not really blind, of course, they just listen better than they see. I do both equally well, as the policewoman closes into a forehead huddle with my erstwhile boy-saviour at the counter.

They must think, because I’ve been unable to tell them anything useful about the scene at the house and have since fallen into silence, that I’m in shock, shooting sidelong glances at me, trying and failing not to stare, to assess, to judge. How do I appear to them right now? I wonder. Like a cat probably, one of those creamy Siamese ones with pale blue eyes, expensive, aloof, poised. Playing along, I sit a little more upright, resisting the urge to smooth my hair back from my eyes, as the woman stage-whispers, loudly, ‘Jesus, what in God’s name is going on? Must be a sex pervert, right? I mean, did you see the size of that knife?’

‘No shit! Course, there have been reports of prowlers in that area lately.’

‘That turned out to be the UPS delivery guy, Danny. You know the GPS problems we get here.’

‘Yeah, OK, Dolores, that one time, but it’s not the only one, right? You just never really think … I mean, in a place like this. That’s the sort of shit they get up to in the city, am I right?’

‘You are right. I mean, who knows what he had planned for her, if he hadn’t been disturbed? She’s one lucky lady.’

Their heads swivel in unison now, to detect the aura of all the good fortune I must possess, presumably not to have been trussed up, raped and gutted like a fish on my own bit of original feature flooring. Their faces are full of fuzzy, cottonwool sympathy, this pair who sound like a 1940s stage comedy act, in name if not in action – Dolores and Danny, partners in crime. Their expressions are exactly like those of the greyer, crumpled detectives I met years ago, in that 1960s-built, cement monstrosity of a police station, that banal nightmare of concrete walls, water-stained polystyrene ceiling tiles and long, lightless corridors.

They brought me a can of Coke that night, when they first questioned me, under caution, DI call-me-Maureen and DC no-first-name Davies. Then came the pints of tea and biscuits, the usual British lifesavers. In later days, the tea stopped and the questions grew dry and repetitive, their sharp edges sticking on my tongue, their sour taste filling the air, hours into the interviews, the never-ending spool of questions and recriminations.

At first Detective Inspector Maureen reminded me of a hamster, plump and cuddly, but those little buggers have sharp teeth. She always put sugar in my tea, even after I’d asked her not to; her eyes missed nothing and she was the one who first said, ‘You’re lying, aren’t you, young lady? You’ve done nothing but lie all along.’

When Lieutenant Andy, a familiar face from the friendly community events at Tilly’s school emerges from the back office, I raise my eyebrows expectantly. Andy always reminds me of a racoon, a ranger racoon in a flat hat, one who says ‘Go safe now, folks,’ as he chucks a salute. I bite back a smile, the three coffees I’ve been mainlining clearly making me twitchy, over imaginative, something no one will ever say about Andy, Dolores or Danny I suspect. If I could read his lips, I’d guess Andy Mackenzie, who I’ve never heard get even close to uttering a curse word when he hands out plastic police badges to the kids during ‘good citizen’ classes, is saying something like, ‘Holy shit. What a hot fucking mess!’

I check my text messages and voicemail for the tenth time, and, seeing no notifications, wonder if I should ring Bright Brothers again. Where the hell is Elias? I know he’s out on site in Portland today, checking the final touches to the housing project in Slabtown. I’ve instructed Bridgette to tell him to call me, urgently, the minute he resurfaces from approving the tweaks to the armadillo shields of solar panels that came with the zoning permissions. Why hasn’t he answered any of my messages? I need him here, now, while I sit like a fish caught on a hook, waiting to be stunned by a blow to the head or thrown back to the currents by Andy’s next words.

I’m not worried yet. I’m safe here, in more ways than one, my disguise intact – the one I refine every morning when I apply my nude lipstick and mascara, choose some subtle silver earrings and skinny jeans, throw on a pale blouse and pastel scarf. It’s carefully cultivated, this character, a work of performance art, years in the making. It says nothing to see here, nothing you’re not used to, nothing unexpected, move along.

Because I look exactly like everyone else in this blustery beach-front town and the ones like it, scattered like pebbles along the coast. I’m thirty-two and ‘in great shape’, a ‘well-groomed’ career woman with an impressive husband and two homes – a mom certainly, a MILF maybe, though no one here in this Oregon village would be vulgar enough to use a phrase like that.

To the easy eye, I belong here as naturally as marion-berry pie and Tillamook ice-cream, like Sasquatch and filberts (which I still think of as hazelnuts), as familiar as fried oysters and artisan beer. Nothing I do today will betray the intrinsic difference between the inside and outside of me, here on the Pacific Northwest shore, the far-flung edge of the New World, where America gives up, folds down on itself and falls into the sea.

This is the boot-edge of civilisation for thousands of miles, the ocean swelling onwards towards Japan with nothing in between, keeping its secrets. Here in the top left-hand corner of the U S of A, I concluded my own journey of discovery, not unlike the early nineteenth-century pioneers Lewis and Clark, who dragged their skinny arses from Missouri, through forest, flood, dysentery and starvation along the Oregon Trail, to find a passage west. Here they founded communities, hewing the heart out of the virgin forest, seeking freedom by shoving aside and squeezing past the peoples minding their own business for millennia.

Centuries later, it’s still a place people come to run away from the slavering things hot on their heels, to reinvent themselves. That’s why I’m here, in this linen, cashmere costume, in this method-actress performance, honed to hypodermic precision. If anything, only my vowels betray my original, alien Britishness, still there on the tip of my tongue, as I think of the best way to ask Lieutenant Andy when I can just get the bloody hell out of here.

Because I don’t want to sit on this sofa one minute longer, cornered, hemmed in. After all this time, any room can still feel like a cell if I’m told I can’t leave. I swallow the surge of anxiety that hurls my breath against my chest, worried it’ll overwhelm me if can’t get out of here soon. Not because I think he’s coming for me, of course. I know that now. That the things I saw in the bizarre tableau at the house earlier, and the things I did all those years ago, are not connected. How could they be?

I had a bit of a scare that’s all, a post-traumatic flashback, muscle memory flexing – a calf cramp to grit my teeth at, shake out and breathe through. I mustn’t over-react and drag everything from that murky past kicking and screaming into this polished present. I’m OK, right here, right now and I know what I want.

‘Andy, I need to get out of here. I need to go to Portland and get Elias, right away,’ I state, trying not to clench my hands into fists when he shakes his head and says, ‘Not a good idea, Mrs Jensen. You’re in shock. And you shouldn’t be alone right now.’

I’m not in shock, I want to correct, though I am shocked. But I know he means I shouldn’t be alone right now, when someone clearly came to my house to do bad things to me today and we don’t know who or why. He doesn’t say this, just explains, ‘We need to go over your statement again and some detectives are on their way out from the city. They want to talk to you.’

‘Can I call Mary-Kate, then?’ I counter. ‘I could go to the Project and they could talk to me there.’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea either.’

It seems I’m full of bad ideas tonight, like the one to skip out my husband and daughter to get home from the city a day early. But I can’t think of a better thing to do right now than collapse on the bony shoulder of Mary-Kate, my friend and neighbour along the loose string of beach houses on Shore Street. MK does not conform to Lookout Beach’s low-key aesthetic and neutral palette, dressing like a dizzying Dior convention mated with a pina colada at Coachella. She smokes real cigarettes too, loves dairy and red meat and does not wear SPF year-round. These are the last legitimate forms of rebellion in a community that thinks single-use water bottles are akin to satanism and meat is not just murder but the weapon of our own human genocide.

MK will make it all better. She’ll pour me a pint of Pinot to ‘help take the edge off’, make me laugh. She’ll make me feel lucky, tossing her balayage blonde mane alongside the words, that kinky bastard, about the man on the slick kitchen floor, got what was coming to him. That’s karma. Good job the cop was there to shoot his ass!

But that’s not what happened, not as I’d first assumed when the police surrounded the house earlier, that Officer Danny had somehow dealt with my intruder before I arrived. From listening to them talk, it seems he was merely responding to a routine call. He arrived moments before I did, found the back door open, and the man was already on the kitchen floor. So, who did the deed? Who killed him? And who brought the fun-time torture toys to the party?

‘I can’t stay here, Andy,’ I plead, squeezing a single tear from each eye by staring for as long as I can at the sweat beads on his temple, then blinking ferociously. It’s never been easy for me, turning on the waterworks. I’m not a weeper, a sobber, a snotter. I think DI Maureen thought it was a sure sign of my guilt. Look how cold she is. She hasn’t even cried! But I’ve developed useful techniques since then, adding, ‘I’m going crazy here,’ with a hitch in my breath.

Because Grace Jensen is a woman who’s never encountered this sort of vulgar crime before, never been a victim or otherwise. She’d be upset now that she has, wet-eyed and even a little hysterical. I add a tremble as I clutch Andy’s hot hand, pleading, ‘Please, Andy? I don’t feel so good. I need to lie down.’ To seal the deal, I soften my knees and incline to one side like a listing ship, until he gives in with, ‘OK, OK darlin’,’ anything other than having to watch me pass out on his couch and explain that, on top of everything else, to Elias when he arrives.

‘Maybe I can get someone to take you up there, to the new beach house,’ he offers. ‘The detectives can catch up with you there, if they want to. Danny … ?’

He summons my saviour, looking even younger in this fluorescent light, with the suggestion, ‘Why don’t you take Mrs Jensen to her new beach house, let her get some rest until we can locate Mr Jensen and the detectives get here. Stay by her side and stay in touch, yes?’

‘Thank you. Thank you,’ I say, aiming for somewhere between grateful and brave, ‘I just need some space to … process this,’ a useful phrase my American friends employ when they are, you know, ‘trying to deal’, aka trying to get a fucking grip.

‘Andy? Do you have any idea who the man is?’ I ask, sniffling. ‘Do you know who … I mean … what happened? Was he waiting for me? Do you think he was … ?’

‘We’re working on it, darlin’. We don’t know much yet. Best not to speculate,’ guiding me to the door, both of us glad I’m leaving.
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