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TONI THORNTON

Steam swirled up from the coffee cup in front of Ava. Her eyes were bloodshot from long nights at the police station. Dark circles dipped onto her cheeks. It had been a crazy couple of weeks. She laughed under her breath and shook her head.

“You ok there, Brooks?” Charlie poked his head out of his office.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m fine, Chief.” Ava picked up her coffee cup and leaned back in her chair, “It’s just still kind of surreal right now.”

Charlie locked up his office door behind him, “We got him, kid. Go home and get some sleep, ok?”

“Yes, sir.” Exhaustion spread over Ava’s face as she sipped from her cup. Her coffee had made a ring around part of the morning paper’s headline: Green River Killer Captured.

The Maple Valley Police Department had been working closely with the King County Sherriff’s Office the past few years, but the murders had been going on for the past two decades. Young women murdered, their corpses violated. Some of the bodies still weren’t identified yet. Most of them had been prostitutes. Ava’s shoulders shuddered with a sigh of relief. The killer had been on the loose for most of her life. Even knowing he was behind bars, she still didn’t feel safe. A lifetime spent looking over her shoulder, peering into dark alleyways, always making sure to park under a light. Those habits were drilled into her now. The fear of the unknown didn’t vanish with a conviction. It lingered in the peripheral of her vision, waiting.

Patting her face to keep the delirium of sleep at bay, Ava grabbed her jacket and headed for the door. She paused in the doorway. The precinct was empty. Staplers were cockeyed on the corners of desks. Paperwork cluttered up baskets. The overhead lights buzzed softly. Ava leaned her forehead against the door frame and flipped off the light switch. She walked outside and locked the building behind her. The temperature was in the forties. Ava’s breath clouded around her. The sudden cold helped to wake her up a bit. Her fingers fumbled in her pocket to find her car keys. 

The key hole on the beat-up red Buick had a thin layer of frost over it. Ava shoved the key into the door and pried it open. It took a few moments for the frosted windshield to thaw. Her hands ached from the cold. She buried them between her legs for extra warmth until the car had enough visibility to drive. Streetlights pierced the night and burst in halos on the glass. She couldn’t see any stars.

Ava’s duplex was dark as she pulled into the driveway. Her neighbors were out of town for an early Christmas vacation. She scraped her boots on the door mat and flicked on the stained glass lamp to the right of the door.

“Hey, Simon,” the orange tabby weaved in and out of her legs leaving cat fur on her uniform. “Sorry I was out again so late.”

Ava poured some cat food in his bowl. She put her badge and gun on the counter next to a bowl of badly bruised bananas. A soft smile lingered on her lips as her eyes lit upon an old picture of her mother. It was a bittersweet moment. The wrinkles on her mom’s face showed a lifetime of hard decisions. Ava had never met her dad. As far as she knew he could have been any of the Johns her mom had to turn to put food on the table. She wasn’t proud of it, but she did what she had to in order to make sure she and Ava were taken care of. That’s why the Green River Killer had been such an important case. In every victim’s face, Ava saw her mother. Any one of those girls could have been a struggling single mom just trying to get by. 

Downing a beer from the fridge, Ava stumbled towards her bedroom. “Come on, Simon. Let’s hit the hay.” 

The two-day weekend went by way too fast. Monday morning, Ava geared up and headed back to the station. Simon sat in the living room window, tail flicking back and forth as she backed out of the driveway. The road to the station was clear of traffic. The city seemed more at ease after Ridgway was behind bars. Ava’s heart skipped a beat as she pulled into her parking space. The medical examiner’s car was parked out front. 

The bell dinged signaling her entrance, “Hey, Reyes, why is Mike here?” She peered across the office to where the medical examiner was spreading out some pictures on the back table.

“You didn’t hear yet?” Andre Reyes pushed out of his chair so he could talk lower, “Another body came up over the weekend.”

“Do they think it was another GRK victim?”

Reyes shrugged, “That’s the thing. Fits the pattern, but get this, M.E. places time of death two days after Ridgway was arrested.”

Ava’s face contorted in panic concern, “Do you think he wasn’t the real killer?”

“He confessed.” Reyes shook his head, “Most likely copycat killer or maybe an accomplice.”

Walking briskly, Ava approached the table at the back of the room where the Chief and a few other officers were looking over crime scene pictures with Mike. She picked up one of the pictures. A young woman, no older than twenty-five was tinged blue. Her eyes were wide open. A fly had landed on her pupil when the camera had taken the image. She was naked like the rest of the victims. The picture churned Ava’s stomach, “Why weren’t we called when it happened?”

“Sent it to the King County Sheriffs first to have the Green River Task Force take a look at it. Seemed like something they would want to know about.” Mike shook his grey head. “You know, I was hoping we were done with this now.”

Charlie patted him on the back, “Go get you some coffee. I’ll fill Officer Brooks in.”

Ava watched Mike walk away before she spoke, “Chief, what if we got the wrong guy?”

“He confessed, Brooks. Working on a plea bargain.”

“But this fits the pattern.”

Charlie massaged the worry lines on his forehead, “Except for one thing. Look at her closer. What do you see?”

Studying the pictures closer, Ava wracked her brain. “She’s clean.”

“Yup. The last few we found were buried. Ridgway said he started burying them so he wouldn’t be tempted to have sex with the bodies later. This one wasn’t buried.”

“Any DNA on her?”

“There was some vaginal tearing, but the culprit wore a condom, so no semen.” Charlie leaned his head to the side as a voice rang out over the radio on his shoulder.

“Charlie, I think you’re going to want to see this.” Static crackled over the radio.

“What is it?” The Chief held down the button on the side as he replied.

“We’ve got three more.”

Ava’s heart dropped into her stomach. The drive out to the river bank made her want to throw up. Four more girls had died since Ridgway had been off the streets. Boots squelched through the mud as officers combed the fallen branches at the river’s edge for any clues or evidence. Three girls were laying side by side near a pile of rocks. One of them still had pink in her cheeks. This was a fresh dump. 

“Son of a—” Ava kicked a half-rotted tree stump.

“Brooks, go take five!” The Chief yelled out admonishingly and pointed to where the cruisers were parked. 

Waving her arms in frustration, she stomped back to her car and paced along the side. This couldn’t keep happening! So many girls had died already, and they were so close to wrapping everything up. Now there was another killer on the loose. She couldn’t just sit here and watch this keep happening in her town anymore. It had eaten away at her for the last two years. Charlie had kept telling her the Task Force had the lead on this one. This was their territory. But now? The Green River Killer was behind bars now. This was a new killer. Up for grabs. 

“Brooks, you doing ok?” Reyes sat on the hood of her police car.

“I can’t keep doing this, Andre.”

“Well, what do you have in mind?” He ran his hand through his dark brown hair and looked at her while she moved frantically back and forth.

Ava pursed her lips, “I’m sick of us playing tag along. What if we’ve been going about this the wrong way? Going from body to body waiting on the next victim...We need to get in front of this. We need to get someone on the inside.”

“How?” There was a slight scoff to his voice.

“What if someone went undercover?”

“Who would be dumb enough—” Andre paused, “No. No way. You can’t put yourself at risk like that.”

“We put ourselves at risk every day!”

“Not like that. That would be walking into a lion’s den.” 

“I can’t sit on the sidelines anymore.” Ava bit her bottom lip and looked back towards the river bank, “Someone has to help them.”

Charlie was taking long strides in their direction, “You calmed down any?”

“Put me under cover.” Ava’s voice was brash and brazen. Her eyes shone out fiercely. Rocks rolled under her feet as she took a more authoritative stance. Feet apart, shoulders back. 

Wrinkles and bristly eyebrows matted across the Chief’s brow, “Ava, I know these cases are important to you.” His voice was gentle and compassionate, “But right now you’re too emotionally involved. I can’t put you out in the field like this.” He shook his head apologetically, “I can’t have that on my conscience.”

Charlie turned and walked back towards the river bank. Hot tears brimmed in Ava’s eyes. She could do this! She needed to do this. She felt sick in her stomach that she had put herself out on a limb and been turned down. It was like the Chief was telling her she wasn’t good enough. Her teeth ground into one another as she watched him walk away. She was strategically avoiding Andre’s gaze. If she made eye contact the dam inside her would burst, and her tears would overwhelm her.

They stood there in silence for a moment. The sound of rushing water mingled with the braying barks of the K-9 unit. A frigid breeze cut across their cheeks. Andre shifted his weight on the hood of the car, “You know he cares about you, right?”

“Sometimes I wish he didn’t.” Ava climbed in her police car and threw it in reverse. Andre leapt off of the hood and staggered a few steps away as she spun out of the gravel clearing driving back towards town.

Charlie had been like a dad to her even before her mom had passed away. She had lost count of how many times he had tried to get her mom to get her life together. She never brought the men home with her, so at least there was that, but between the bruises and the track marks Adeline Brooks had been fighting a losing battle. Charlie was the one who had come to the house the morning her mother died to break the news. Heroin overdose. Since then, the officers had been Ava’s second family. They made sure she was taken care of, and not long after her mom’s passing, Ava applied to the police academy. Fresh out of high school and determined not to make her mother’s mistakes, she sailed through the obstacle courses and classes. Years later she still felt like she had to prove she was worthy to be on the force. The chip on her shoulder from Adeline’s death still weighed heavily on her. If she had been a stronger daughter, maybe she could have helped her mom stay clean. If she had gotten an after-school job, maybe her mom wouldn’t have had to sell herself to pay the rent. Ava blamed herself for the depression that overtook Adeline and pushed her towards the dependency. A single mom with no support system. The pressure and isolation had eventually led to the overdose. 

Stopped at a red light in town, Ava saw a young woman dressed in skimpy attire duck around the corner of a building. She was getting off the street at the sight of the cruiser. Trying to avoid a confrontation. She had to be freezing in this weather. Smoke trailed up from a cigarette butt the girl had dropped on the sidewalk. When the light turned green, Ava passed the gap between buildings the girl had disappeared into. There were a few other girls in there with her. All of them were in short skirts and low-cut tops, shivering in the alley. Ava’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. She hadn’t been able to save her mother, but she could still save these girls.

Simon purred happily around her feet as she walked into the living room. Ava punched in Charlie’s number as she walked to her bedroom and flung open her closet. She flipped through the hangers holding her uniforms until she was at the far end. “Hey, Charlie, it’s Brooks. I was thinking about what you said earlier, and I think it might be good for me to take a few weeks off and clear my head.” Her fingers closed on a hanger holding a leopard print miniskirt. “Mmmhmm, ok. Thanks, Chief.” The line went dead. Ava pulled out the miniskirt and a button-up blouse.

The next day, Ava put on extra make-up and pulled the skirt into place. She was going undercover even if she had to do it on her own. She had dropped her cruiser off at the station yesterday. Today she opened the garage and backed her mom’s old, blue Toyota out. It was ancient, but less recognizable than her own red car. Dust coated the dash board, and the engine churned a few times before it started up. Adeline’s favorite radio station boomed to life. Ava turned the radio down and headed for a parking lot behind the old pool joint. Goosebumps scaled her skin as she stepped out into the cold and sauntered over to the alley near the side door that led into the pool hall. A girl with ratted blonde hair and sunken eyes was leaning against the brick wall.

“Hey!” The girl pushed off from the wall and made a beeline for Ava, “This is my spot. You go get your own!” The girl pulled a knife out of her bag and flicked it open.

Ava staggered backwards, “Whoa, hey. I’m just...I’m just trying to score some H, ok?” Ava made her voice raspy and slowed her normal speaking rate. “I just need some H or some cash so I can pay a guy.” She nodded her head down like she had seen her mother do countless times.

The girl paused and looked Ava up and down before putting her knife away, “You trying to get heroine?” 

“Yeah, yeah, that’s what I said, you know?” Ava’s heart was racing already. 

“Alright, ok. I’ll make you a deal.” The girl licked her lips. “You can stay, and any money we make will go to me. Any guy that’s got H, you can have it. And,” the girl scratched her arm, “if we don’t get any heroine, I’ll give you enough for your next hit, alright?”

It was a shit deal, but a junkie would do anything for the next fix, “Alright.” Ava nodded her head and smiled goofily. “I’m Ava, by the way.”

“Steph.” The blonde walked back over to the wall and leaned against it again. 

“How many guys you get a day here?” Ava fidgeted with her hair.

“Depends. Some days one or two. Some five or six. Business usually picks up around the holidays. Guys start feeling lonely and need a little extra comfort.”

Cars drove by on the street. Steph took a few drags off of a cigarette and crossed her arms. Ava watched her from the corner of her eye, “You got family?”

“Nah. Mom’s in jail for killing my dad. Only child. You?”

“Just my cat.”

“Ya know, maybe it’s better that way. Animals are the best kind of people.” Steph smiled with the cigarette between her lips. “What’s its name?”

“Simon.”

“Had a turtle once. Dad found it on the side of the road. That was the only pet I ever had growing up. Named him Soup.”

“You named your turtle Soup?” Ava laughed.

Steph shrugged her shoulders, “Dark sense of humor.”

A black car pulled up behind the pool hall and rolled down its window. Steph walked over to the window and leaned down. Ava saw her take a wad of cash and stuff it in her bag before opening the door. She looked over her shoulder and mouthed, ‘back in ten.’ Ava’s stomach churned. She didn’t want to let Steph go with this guy knowing there was a killer on the loose, but if she said anything she would blow her cover. Ava held her breath as the car pulled out of the parking lot. She memorized the license plate as he drove out of sight. 

It was unnerving that girls would just climb into a stranger’s car and perform sexual acts with them. This is what her mom had done. It made her sick to think about it. Maybe Charlie was right. Maybe she was too emotionally involved in this. Shaking her head, Ava took a deep breath to steady her nerves. She needed to fight down that urge to flee and hold on to her anger. 

Ten minutes seemed like an hour by the time Steph got back to the alley way. She pulled some lip balm out of her bag and rubbed it on her lips. She held out her hand and offered it to Ava, “Want some?”

“Uh, no thanks,” Ava shook her head disinterestedly. Guiltily, she pushed back the thought that she might get herpes if she shared ChapStick with this girl.

“Anybody come by while I was gone?”

“Nope.”

Steph tugged her skirt back down a little more, “Good.”

The sun was starting to go down. After-work traffic flooded the busy street on one side of the alley. Inside the pool hall they could hear balls bouncing off of tables, and rock music hummed through the walls. Ava’s arms and legs were numb. She and Steph had naturally huddled closer to one another to try and conserve body heat. Headlights reflected off of the side of a dumpster beside them. The driver flashed the lights. Steph’s teeth chattered as she walked over to the car. Ava could tell she and the driver were discussing something. Steph didn’t seem too happy about whatever it was. 

After a minute, Steph stood up and walked back over to Ava. “This guy wants to do doubles.” She looked as though she had taken a drink of spoiled milk, “Look, I haven’t ever done a double before, but he’s willing to pay extra for us both.”

Ava’s intuition was curdling at the sight of this car. She couldn’t see inside, but something felt off. She nodded her head and bit her lip. Steph couldn’t go off alone with this guy, “Ok, yeah.”

“Yeah?” Steph looked surprised and a little relieved.

“Yeah,” Ava repeated herself with more conviction.

The two girls walked to the car together. Ava fought her instinct to run. Steph climbed in the front seat as Ava slid in the back. The guy in the driver’s seat was wearing wire rimmed glasses. He had thick blonde hair combed over to one side. His face was more handsome than Ava had been expecting. She always thought of Johns as slightly overweight, balding, middle aged men. This guy was probably in his thirties. The interior of the car smelled of leather with a faint hint of fast food. His eyes locked on Ava through the rearview mirror. He adjusted his glasses. Trying to hide her discomfort, Ava massaged warmth back into her arms. The car’s heater was the only part about this that was even remotely comforting. Charlie would kill her if he knew she was doing this.

“Where are we going?” Steph tugged her seatbelt into a more comfortable position.

“Not far,” the driver’s voice was a soft tenner. The mildness of his tone caught Ava off guard.

They drove until they reached an abandoned lumber mill. He put the car in park, and Steph unbuckled her seatbelt. She reached over to his lap and started to undo his pants, but he grabbed her wrist. Ava’s heart beat quicker as she watched from the backseat. She didn’t want to see this, much less participate. What had she gotten herself into?

“Not here,” he placed Steph’s hand back in her own lap and climbed out of the car. 

“Well, where do you want to do this? It’s freezing out there!” The sun had almost disappeared as Steph tried to keep the rendezvous contained in the car.

“I want to go inside.” He jerked his head towards the door of the lumber mill, “I’m paying you well enough. Get your assess inside.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Steph rolled her eyes and shoved her door open with an exasperated sigh.

Ava opened her door warily. The dirt parking lot was packed solid. The temperature was dropping even more. The guy motioned for her and Steph to go through the rusted metal door. The hairs on the back of Ava’s neck were standing up. This was bad. There was little light in the building. Streams of fading sunlight crept through cracks in the walls. It smelled like sawdust and mold. Steph shuddered beside her
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