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I


PROFILE




Chapter


ONE


With every passing mile her heart fled a little more.


The girl, nine years old, sat slumped in the front seat, rubbing her finger along the worn beige armrest. The slipstream from the open window laid a strip of blond hair across her face. She brushed it away and looked up at the unsmiling, gray-haired man of about forty. He drove carefully, with his eyes fixed beyond the long white nose of the car.


‘Please,’ the girl said.


‘No.’


She put her hands into her lap.


Maybe when he stopped at a red light she would jump out.


Maybe if he slowed down just enough . . .


Would it hurt, she wondered, to leap from the car into the tall grass beside the road? She pictured herself tumbling through the green blades, feeling the cold sprinkle of dew on her face and hands.


But then what? Where would she run to?


The first click of the turn signal interrupted these thoughts and the girl jumped as if a gun had fired. The car slowed and rocked as it pulled into the driveway, aiming toward a low brick building. She realized that her last hope was gone.


The car eased to a stop, brakes squealing like a sob.


‘Give me a kiss,’ the man said, reaching over and pushing the buckle release. The seat belt retracted. She held on to the nylon like a lifeline.


‘I don’t want to. Please.’


‘Sarah.’


‘Just for today? Please.’


‘No.’


‘Don’t leave me.’


‘Out you go.’


‘I’m not ready!’


‘Do the best you can.’


‘I’m scared.’


‘There’s nothing to be—’


‘Don’t leave me!’


‘Look—’ His voice grew stony. ‘I’m going to be right nearby. Just over at Blackfoot Pond. That’s hardly a mile away.’


Her inventory of excuses was depleted. Sarah opened the car door but remained sitting.


‘Give me a kiss.’


She leaned over and kissed her father quickly on his cheek then climbed out of the car, standing in the cool spring air heavily scented with bus exhaust. She took three steps toward the building, watching the car pull out of the driveway. She thought suddenly about the Garfield toy stuck to the back window of the family station wagon. Sarah remembered when she’d placed it there, licking the cups before squeezing them against the glass. For some reason this memory made her want to cry.


Maybe he would catch a glimpse of her in the mirror, change his mind and return.


The car vanished behind a hill.


Sarah turned and entered the building. Clutching her lunch box to her chest she shuffled through the corridors. Although she was as tall as any of the children swarming around her she felt younger than them all.


Tinier. Weaker.


At the fourth-grade classroom she stopped. Sarah looked inside. Her nostrils flared and she felt her skin prickle with a rash of fear. She hesitated only for a moment then turned and walked resolutely from the building, buffeted and jostled as she forced her way through the oncoming stream of shouting, calling, laughing children.





Not thirty feet from where they had found the body last night, he saw the note.


The piece of paper, pierced by a wild rose stem the shade of dried blood, fluttered in the moist wind, sending out a Morse code in the low morning sunlight.


Bill Corde pressed toward the paper through a tangle of juniper and maple saplings and stubborn runners of forsythia.


Had they missed it? How could they?


He barked his shin on a hidden stump and swore softly but continued toward the scrap.


Corde was six foot two and his short hair was Persian-cat gray, which because he was just about to turn forty made him maybe seven-eighths premature. His skin was pale, the month being April and Corde having been fishing only twice so far that season. He looked lean from a distance but his belt curled outward more than he would have liked; Corde’s most strenuous sport these days was gentlemen’s softball. This morning as always his New Lebanon Sheriff’s Department shirt was clean and stiff as a sheet of new balsa wood and his beige slacks had razor creases.


Corde was by rank a lieutenant and by specialty a detective.


He remembered this place not twelve hours before – last night, lit only by the deputies’ flashlights and the edgy illumination of a half-moon. He had sent his men to scour the ground. They were young and austere (the ones trained in the military) or young and arrogant (state police academy grads) but they were all earnest.


Although they were virtuosos at DUI arrests and joyridings and domestics, what the deputies knew about murder they had learned mostly from pulp thrillers and TV, just like they knew about guns from stubbly autumn fields, not from the state pistol range up in Higgins. Still they had been ordered to search the crime scene and they had, doggedly and with fervor.


But not one of them had found the piece of paper toward which Bill Corde now struggled through thick brush.


Oh, you poor girl . . .


 . . . who lies at the foot of a ten-foot-high earth dam.


 . . . who lies in this chill wet dish of mud and low grass and blue flowers.


 . . . whose dark hair is side-parted, whose face is long, whose throat thick. Her round lips curl prominently. Each ear holds three wire-thin gold rings. Her toes are lanky and their nails dark with burgundy polish.


 . . . who lies on her back, arms folded over her breasts, as if the mortician had already done her up. The pink floral blouse is buttoned high. Her skirt extends so modestly below her knees, tucked beneath her thighs.


‘We got her name. Here we go. It’s Jennie Gebben. She’s a student.’


Last night Bill Corde had crouched down beside the body, his knee popping, and put his face next to hers. The pearlish half-moon was reflected in her dead but still unglazed hazel eyes. He had smelled grass, mud, methane, transmission fluid, mint from her lips and perfume like pie spices rising from her cold skin.


He had stood and climbed to the top of the dam, which held back the murky waters of Blackfoot Pond. He had turned and looked down at her. The moonlight was otherworldly, pale, special-effects light. In it, Jennie Gebben seemed to move. Not living, human movement but shrinking and curling as if she were melting into the mud. Corde had whispered a few words to her, or to whatever remained of her, then helped the men search the ground.


Now, in the morning brilliance, he pushed his way through a final tangle of forsythia and stepped up to the rosebush. With his hand inside a small plastic bag,


Corde pulled the paper from the russet thorns.


Jim Slocum called, ‘The whole shebang?’


Corde did not answer him. The boys from the department had not been careless last night. They could not have found this scrap of paper then because it was a clipping from the morning’s Register.


Slocum asked again, ‘The whole, uhm, place?’


Corde looked up and said. ‘The whole thing. Yeah.’


Slocum grunted and continued unwinding yellow police-line tape around the circle of wet earth where the girl’s body had been found. Slocum, after Corde, was the next senior New Lebanon town deputy. He was a muscular man with a round head and long ears. He’d picked up a razor-cut hairstyle in 1974, complete with sideburns, and had kept it ever since. Except for theme parks, hunting trips, and Christmas at the in-laws’, Slocum rarely left the county. Today he whistled a generic tune as he strung the tape.


A small group of reporters stood by the road. Corde would give nothing away but these were rural news hounds and well behaved; they looked all filled up with reporters’ zeal but they left the two officers pretty much alone, content to shoot snaps and study the crime scene. Corde figured they were sponging up atmosphere for tomorrow’s articles, which would brim with adjectives and menace.


Corde lowered the newspaper clipping, now wrapped in the plastic bag, and looked around him. From the dam, off to his right, the ground rose to a vast forest split by Route 302, a highway that led to the mall then to a dozen other county roads and to a half-dozen state highways and to two expressways and eventually to forty-nine other states and two foreign countries where a fugitive killer might hide till the end of his days.


Pacing, Corde looked over the forest, his lips pressed tightly together. He and Slocum had arrived five minutes before, at eight-thirty. The Register started hitting stores and porches at about seven-fifteen. Whoever had left the clipping had done so in the past hour.


Listening to the hum of wind over a strand of taut barbed wire, he scanned the ground beneath the rosebush. It was indented by what seemed like two footprints though they were too smeared to help in identification. He kicked over a log that appeared newly fallen. A swarm of insects like tiny armadillos scurried away. Striding to the top of the dam, he placed his hands on green metal pipes sunk into the dirt as a railing.


He squinted deep furrows into his forehead as he looked through the morning sunlight that crackled off the wind-roughed water of the pond. The woods stretched away from him, endless acres encased in a piercing glare.


Listen . . .


He cocked his head and pointed his ear at the stream of light.


Footsteps!


He gazed once again into the heart of the forest. He lifted his hand to his eyebrows to shade the sun yet still the light dazzled. It stung his eyes. He could see everything, and he could see nothing.


Where?


When he lowered his palm it came to rest on the grip of his service revolver.





She ran most of the way.


The route from New Lebanon Grade School to Blackfoot Pond was three miles along 302 (which she was forbidden to walk on) but only a half-hour through the forest, and that was the path she took.


Sarah avoided the marshy areas, not because of any danger – she knew every trail through every forest around New Lebanon – but because she was afraid of getting mud on the shoes her father had polished the night before, shiny as a bird’s wings, and on her rose-print knee socks, a Christmas present from her grandmother. She stayed to the path that wound through oak trees and juniper and pine beds of fern. Far off a bird called. Ah-hoo-eeeee. Sarah stopped to look for it. She was warm and took off her jacket, then rolled up the sleeves of her white blouse and unbuttoned the collar. She ran on.


As she approached Blackfoot Pond she saw her father standing with Mr Slocum at the far end of the water, two or three hundred feet away through the thickest part of the forest. Their heads were down. It looked as if they were searching for a lost ball. Sarah started toward them but as she stepped out from behind a maple tree she stopped. She had walked right into a shaft of sunlight so bright it blinded her. The light was magical – golden yellow and filled with dust and steam and dots of spring insects that glowed in the river of radiant light. But this was not what made her hesitate. In a thicket of plants beside the path she saw – she thought she saw – someone bending forward watching her father. With the light in her eyes she couldn’t tell whether it was a man or woman, young or adult.


Maybe it was just a bunch of leaves and branches.


No. She saw movement. It was somebody.


Her curiosity suddenly gave way to uneasiness and Sarah turned away, off the path, starting downhill to the pond where she could follow the shoreline to the dam. Her cautious eyes remained on the figure nearby and when she stepped forward her gleaming black shoe slipped on a folded newspaper hidden under a pile of dry leaves.


A short scream burst from her mouth and she reached out in panic. Her tiny fingers found only strands of tall grass, which popped easily from the ground and followed her like streamers as she slid toward the water.





Corde called to Slocum, ‘You hear anybody over that way?’


‘Thought I might have.’ Slocum lifted off his Smokey the Bear hat and wiped his forehead. ‘Some footsteps or rustling.’


‘Anything now?’


‘Nope.’


Corde waited four or five minutes then walked down to the base of the dam and asked, ‘You through?’


‘Yessiree,’ Slocum said. ‘We head back now?’


‘I’ll be taking a Midwest puddle jumper over to St Louis to talk with the girl’s father. Should be back by three or so. I want us all to meet about the case at four, four-thirty at the office. You stay here until the Crime Scene boys show up.’


‘You want me just to wait, not do anything?’


‘They’re due here now. Shouldn’t be long.’


‘But you know the county. Could be an hour.’ Slocum’s way of protesting was to feed you bits of information like this.


‘We gotta keep it sealed, Jim.’


‘You want.’ Slocum didn’t look pleased but Corde wasn’t going to leave a crime scene unattended, especially with a gaggle of reporters on hand.


‘I just don’t want to get into a situation where I’m sitting here all day.’


‘I don’t think it’ll—’


A crackle of brush, footsteps coming toward them.


The officers spun around to face the forest. Corde’s hand again fell to his revolver. Slocum dropped the tape, which hit the ground and rolled, leaving a long thick yellow tail behind it. He too reached for his pistol.


The noise was louder. They couldn’t see the source but it was coming from the general direction of the rosebush that had held the clipping.


‘Daddy!’


She ran breathlessly toward him, her hair awash in the air around her, beads of sweat on her dirty face. One of her knee socks had slipped almost to her ankle and there was a thick streak of mud along a leg and arm.


‘Sarrie!’



My sweet Lord! His own daughter. He’d had his hand on his gun and he’d been five seconds away from drawing on her!


‘Oh, Sarah! What are you doing here?’


‘I’m sorry, Daddy. I felt all funny. I got to school and I thought I was going to be sick.’ Rehearsed, the words stumbled out in a monotone.


Jesus Lord . . .


Corde crouched down to her. He smelled the scent of the shampoo she had received in her Easter basket not long ago. Violets. ‘You should never, never be where Daddy’s working. You understand that? Never! Unless I bring you.’


Her face looked puffy with contrition. She glanced at her leg then held up her dirty forearm. ‘I fell.’


Corde took out his sharp-ironed handkerchief and wiped the mud off her limbs. He saw there were no cuts or scrapes and looked back into her eyes. There was still anger in his voice when he demanded, ‘Did you see anyone there? Were you talking to anybody in the woods?’


The fall had not bought the sympathy she’d expected. She was frightened by her father’s reaction.


He repeated, ‘Answer me!’


What was the safest answer? She shook her head.


‘You didn’t see anyone?’


She hesitated then swallowed. ‘I got sick at school.’


Corde studied her pale eyes for a moment. ‘Honey, we talked about this. You don’t get sick. You just feel sick.’


A young reporter lifted a camera and shot a picture of them, Corde stroking a slash of blond hair out of her eyes. Corde glared at him.


‘It’s like I have pitchforks in my tummy.’


‘You have to go to school.’


‘I don’t want to! I hate school!’ Her shrill voice filled the clearing. Corde glanced at the reporters, who watched the exchange with varying degrees of interest and sympathy.


‘Come on. Get in the car.’


‘No!’ she squealed. ‘I’m not going! You can’t make me.’


Corde wanted to shout with frustration. ‘Young lady, get in that car. I’m not going to tell you again.’


‘Please?’ Her face filled with enormous disappointment.


‘Now.’


When Sarah saw her plan wasn’t going to work she walked toward Corde’s squad car. Corde watched, half expecting her to bolt into the forest. She paused and scanned the woods intently.


‘Sarah?’


She didn’t turn her head. She climbed into the car and slammed the door.


‘Kids,’ Corde muttered.


‘Find yourself something?’ Slocum asked.


Corde was tying a chain of custody card to the bag containing the newspaper clipping he had found. He signed his name and passed it to Slocum. The brief article was about last night’s killing. The editor had been able to fit only five paragraphs of story into the newspaper before deadline. The clipping had been cut from the paper with eerie precision. The slices were perfectly even, as if made by a razor knife.



Auden Co-ed Raped, Murdered was the headline.


The picture accompanying the story had not been a photo of the crime scene but was a lift from a feature story the Register had run several months ago about a church picnic that Corde had attended with his family. The cut line read, ‘Detective William Corde, chief investigator in the case, shown here last March with his wife, Diane, and children, Jamie, 15, and Sarah, 9.’


‘Damn, Bill.’


Slocum was referring to the words crudely written in red ink next to the photograph.


They read: JENNIE HAD TO DIE. IT COULD HAPPEN TO THEM.




Chapter


TWO


They climbed the stairs slowly, one man feeling the luxurious carpet under his boots, the other not feeling a single thing at all.


Outside the wind howled. A spring storm enveloped this lush suburb, though inside the elegant house the temperature was warm and the wind and rain seemed distant. Bill Corde, hat in hand, boots carefully wiped, watched the man pause in the dim hallway then reach quickly for a door knob. He hesitated once again then pushed the door inward and slapped the light switch on.


‘You don’t have to be here,’ Corde said gently.


Richard Gebben did not answer but walked into the middle of the pink carpeted room where his daughter had grown up.


‘She’s going to be all right,’ Gebben said in a faint voice. Corde had no idea whether he meant his wife, who was in the downstairs bedroom drowsy from sedatives, or his daughter, lying at the moment on a sensuously rounded enamel coroner’s table two hundred miles away.


Going to be all right.


Richard Gebben was a crew-cut businessman with a face troubled by acne when young. He was Midwestern and he was middle-aged and he was rich. For men like Gebben, life moves by justice not fate. Corde suspected the man’s essential struggle right now was in trying to understand the reason for his daughter’s death.


‘You drove all the way here yourself,’ Gebben said.


‘No, sir, took a commuter flight. Midwest Air.’


Gebben rubbed the face of his Rolex compulsively across his pocked cheek. He touched his eyes in an odd way and he seemed to be wondering why he was not crying.


Corde nodded toward her dresser and asked, ‘May I?’


‘I remember when she left for school the last time she was home, Thanksgiving . . . I’m sorry?’


‘Her dresser. I’d like to look through it.’


Gebben gestured absently. Corde walked to the bureau but did not yet open it. ‘Thanksgiving. She’d left the bedclothes all piled up. In a heap. After she’d gone to the airport, Jennie’s mother came up here and made the bed and arranged it just like that . . .’ Corde looked at the three pink-and-white gingham pillows on top of the comforter, a plush dog with black button eyes sticking his head out from under them. ‘My wife, she took a long time to arrange the dog.’


Gebben took several deep breaths to calm himself. ‘She . . . The thing about Jennie was, she loved . . .’


What was he going to say? Loved life? Loved people? Loved flowers kittens poetry charities? Gebben fell silent, perhaps troubled that he could at this moment think only of the cheapest clichés. Death, Corde knew, makes us feel so foolish.


He turned away from Gebben to Jennie’s dresser. He was aware of a mix of scents. She had a dozen bottles of perfume on the mirrored dressing table. The L’Air du Temps was full, a bottle of generic cologne nearly empty. He lifted it, looked at the label and set it down. His hand would retain for days the sharp spicy smell, which he recalled from the pond last night.


The bureau contained nothing but clothes. Above it a hundred postcards and snapshots were pinned to a corkboard. Jennie’s arm twined around the waists of dozens of boys, faces different, poses similar. Her dark hair seemed to be darker in summer though that might be a trick of Kodak convenience photography. She often wore it pinned back. Her sport was volleyball and a dozen pictures revealed her playing the game with lusty determination on her face. Corde asked if he could have one of these, a close-up of Jennie, pretty face glossy with sweat. Gebben shrugged. How Corde hated this part of the job, walking straight into the heart of people’s anguish.


Corde touched several recent snapshots of the girl with friends. Gebben confirmed that all of them were away at other schools – all except Emily Rossiter, who was Jennie’s current roommate at Auden. Corde saw: her high school ID card. Ticket stubs from a Cowboy Junkies concert, a Bon Jovi concert, a Billy Joel concert, a Paula Poundstone show. A greeting card with a silly cartoon rabbit on the front offered her congratulations on passing her driving test.


Corde pulled the chair away from her desk and sat. He surveyed the worn desktop in front of him, nicked, scratched, marked with her doodlings. He saw a bottle of India ink. A framed picture of Jennie with a scruffy cocker spaniel. A snapshot of her coming out of church one recent spring, maybe at Easter, blue crocuses at her feet.


She died on a bed of milky blue hyacinths.


In a lopsided clay cup was a chewed yellow pencil, its eraser worn away. Corde lifted it, feeling beneath the thick pads of his fingers the rough indentations and the negative space of Jennie Gebben’s mouth. He rubbed the wood, thinking that it had once been damp from her. He replaced the pencil.


He went through her desk, which held high school assignments, squares of wrapping paper, old birthday cards.


‘No diaries or letters?’


Gebben focused on the detective. ‘I don’t know. That’s where they’d be.’ He nodded toward the desk.


Corde again looked carefully. No threatening letters, no notes from spurned boyfriends. No personal correspondence of any kind. He examined the closet, swinging aside the wealth of clothes and checking the shelves. He found nothing helpful and closed the double doors.


Corde stood in the middle of the room, hands on his hips, looking around him.


‘Was she engaged? Have a steady boyfriend here?’


Gebben was hesitating. ‘She had a lot of friends. Nobody’d hurt her. Everybody loved her.’


‘Did she break up with anybody recently?’


‘No,’ Gebben said and shrugged in such a way that Corde understood the man had no idea what he was saying.


‘Anybody have a crush on her?


‘Nobody who knew Jennie would hurt her,’ Gebben said slowly. Then he added, ‘You know what I was thinking? Since I got the call I haven’t told anybody. I’ve been working up courage. For all those people – her grandparents, her friends, my brother’s family – Jennie’s still alive. For all they know she’s sitting in the library studying.’


‘I’ll leave you now, sir. If you can think of anything that might help us I’d appreciate a call. And if you find any letters or a diary please send them to me as soon as you can. They’d be very important.’ He handed Gebben one of his cheap business cards.


Gebben studied the card. He looked up, sloe-eyed and earnest. ‘It’s going to be all right.’


He said this with such intensity that it seemed as if his sole purpose at the moment was to comfort Bill Corde.





Wynton Kresge sat in his office in the main administration building of Auden University. The room – high-ceilinged, paneled in oak – was carpeted in navy blue, pretty much the same color as that in his Cutlass Supreme though this pile was twice as thick. His desk was a large mahogany piece. Occasionally when he was on the phone listening to someone he had no desire to be listening to (which was pretty often), Kresge would imagine ways to get the desk out of the office without knocking a hole in the wall. On particularly slow days he actually considered trying to remove it. He would have been a good candidate for this project: Kresge was six foot four and weighed two hundred and sixty pounds. His upper arms measured fifteen inches around, his thighs were twenty-four, and only a minor percentage of those dimensions was fat. (He had never lifted a barbell in his life but had retained much of the muscle he cultivated when he was a college linebacker for the Tigers; not the Missouri Tigers the Dan Devine Tigers.)


The top of the desk held one telephone with two lines, one brass lamp, one blotter, one leather desk calendar opened to this week, one framed photo of an attractive woman, seven framed photos of children, and one piece of paper.


The paper, held down by Kresge’s massive hand as if he were afraid it would blow away, contained the following words: Jennie Gebben. Tuesday ten p.m. Blackfoot Pond. McReynolds dorm. Lovers, students, teachers, robbery? rape? other motive? Susan Biagotti? Beneath this was an awkward diagram of the campus and the pond and the road around it. Kresge touched his earlobe with the butt of his Schaeffer sterling silver ballpoint pen, which he had polished just the night before, and considered what he’d written.


Kresge drew additional lines on the paper, crossing off words, and adding others. He was drawing a dotted line from the campus to the pond when a knock on the closed door made him jump. By the time his secretary walked into the room without announcing herself further the piece of paper was wadded up and slam-dunked into Kresge’s wastebasket.


‘She wants to see you,’ said the secretary, a pretty woman in her late thirties.


‘She does.’


The secretary paused then said, ‘You’re holed up in here.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


She said, ‘I used to think that that phrase was “hauled up.” Like they hauled somebody up in a tower so he could escape from the police or something.’


‘The police?’ Kresge asked.


‘But then I found out it was “holed up.” Like, go into a hole.’


‘I don’t really know. Now?’


‘She said now.’


Kresge nodded. He unlocked his top drawer and from it took out a dark gray Taurus 9mm semiautomatic pistol. He looked to make certain there was a full clip in the grip of the gun then slipped it in a belt holster. He left the room with what the secretary sensed, though Kresge himself did not, was a look of intense, almost theatrical, determination on his face.





This was how she would build the house: She would find some land – there, that beautiful field with the gold and white flowers in it, there through the window, surrounded by green-silver trees. She could see, from her cell, the tall grass waving in a breeze soft as a kitten’s lazy tail. Then she would call her friends the animals and—


‘Sarah, are you with us?’


Her head snapped away from the window and she found thirty-two children and one adult staring at her. Her breath escaped in a soft snap then stopped completely. Sarah looked at their eyes and felt her heart shudder then start to beat at a fast gallop.


‘I called on you. Come up here.’


Sarah sat still and felt the pure heat from her face flood into her arms and chest.


Mrs Beiderson smiled, her face as sweet as Sarah’s grandmother’s. Mrs Beiderson smiled a lot. She never raised her voice at Sarah, never shouted at her, never took her hand and walked her to the principal’s office like she did the boys that drew pictures on their desks or fought. Mrs Beiderson always spoke to Sarah in a voice like a pussy willow.


Sarah hated her more than anyone in the world.


‘Sarah, now come along. This is just practice. You’re not being graded.’


The girl looked at her desk. Inside was the pill her mother had given her. But it wasn’t time to take it yet.


‘Now, Sarah.’


Sarah stood, her hands at her sides, too heavy to lift. She walked to the front of the dungeon and turned to face the class. She felt Mrs Beiderson’s smile pelt the back of her neck like a whip of snakes. She glanced at the trees outside the window. Oh, the freedom of the trees! She could smell the bark, she could feel the fuzz on the bottom of an elf cap growing up through ivy, she could see the doorway to the secret tunnel in her house.


Looking out over her classmates’ faces, she saw Priscilla Witlock laughing, Dennis Morgan twisting up his fat lips into a mean grin, Brad Mibbock rolling his eyes. Laughter roaring so loud it struck her face and stung. She saw boys holding fists above their you-knows and moving them up and down, she saw girls with long red fingernails and dangling bracelets, girls her age but with round perfect breasts and sleek makeup and high heels, girls taunting her . . .


And Mrs Beiderson, who saw only the bored faces of her class and heard nothing but Sarah’s whimpering, said, ‘Sarah, your word is “clarify.”’


The sound hit Sarah with the jolt of a schoolyard punch. Her daddy had helped her with this word. But she knew it had several up-down letters, which were very hard for her. She began to cry.


‘You’ve done it before,’ smiling Mrs Beiderson said in her soft lying, cheating, snaky voice. ‘You’re not trying, Sarah. We all have to try.’ Mrs Beiderson touched the rose cameo at her throat. ‘“Clarify” is on the list. Didn’t you study the list?’


Sarah nodded.


‘If you studied the list then there’s nothing to cry about.’


Now everyone would know she was crying, even the students in the back.


‘I can’t.’


‘You don’t want us to think you’re being difficult, do you? “Clarify.”’


Between sobs, Sarah said, ‘C.’


‘Very good.’ The snake smiled.


Her knees quivered. ‘I don’t know. I don’t.’ More tears.


‘What’s the next letter?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Try.’


‘C-A . . .’


Mrs Beiderson exhaled a sigh. ‘All right, Sarah. Sit—’


‘I could do it at home—’


‘—Down. Anyone else?’


And Priscilla Witlock didn’t even rise from her seat but was staring right at Sarah, slinging out the letters, C, then L, then A, then R, spelling the word in the time it took Sarah to take a huge gulp of air to try to quench her fear.


And then she felt it. First a trickle. Then a flood, as her panties grew wet and she put her hand down-there to stop herself but knowing it was too late, the flowing warm moisture running around her leg and Mrs Beiderson saying, ‘Oh dear oh dear,’ and some of the class looking away, which was as bad as the rest of the class staring, as bad as knowing the story would be all over town and everybody would know even her grandfather up in heaven would know . . .


Sarah threw her arms around herself and ran to the door, pushing it open with her shoulder. The glass burst into a spiderweb of cracks. She leapt down the stairs two at a time and ran blindly down the corridor to the front door of the school, leaving on the linoleum the swirls and drips of her shame, like fragments of the letters that had beaten her once again.





The woman said, ‘Whatever has to be done and I mean it.’


Dean Catherine Larraby was fifty-five and, if you squinted, looked like Margaret Thatcher. Gray hair, round face, stocky. Reassuring jowls. Eyes tired but severe. A coolness around the edges that Bill Corde thought was permanent and had not arisen with the killing. She had not applied her makeup well and the powder had accumulated in the creases around her mouth and on her forehead.


He breathed deeply. He was still queasy from the bumpy flight back from St Louis and more so from the frantic drive from the county airport to make this meeting.


Through the windows of her breezy office Corde saw the manicured grass of the quadrangle, bordered with luminous green trees. Students walked along the sidewalks and paths; it seemed to Corde that they moved in slow motion. He remembered college as much more frantic. He was constantly hurrying, walking briskly into class, sweating, unprepared.


A man appeared in the doorway, a tall, heavyset black man.


‘Ah,’ the dean said, ‘Detective Corde. Wynton Kresge, head of campus security.’ Corde shook his callused wad of hand and did a double take when Kresge’s expensive suit coat swung open, revealing the no-nonsense automatic pistol.


The dean looked at Kresge but when she spoke it was to the sixteen thousand parents of her eight thousand wards. ‘We’ve got to catch this man. We’re going to catch him.’


Corde said, ‘I’d like to start interviewing Jennie’s friends and professors as soon as possible.’


The dean’s stubby fingers aligned a pen three times. ‘Of course,’ she said after a moment. ‘Is that necessary?’


Corde took out a stack of blank three-by-five cards. ‘I’d like to ask some preliminary questions. I have an address for her. McReynolds Hall. That’s correct?’


‘Right. She was GDI,’ Kresge answered; the dean frowned.


Corde began to write. He printed his notes and used only capital letters, which with their many curved strokes gave a vaguely oriental appearance to his handwriting. ‘GDI? That’s a sorority?’


‘No,’ Kresge explained, ‘GDI is what the dormies call themselves. People who aren’t in frat or sorority houses. It means God Damn Independents.’ The dean kept staring at him and Kresge said, ‘Well, that’s what they say.’


The dean said, ‘There are so many implications.’


Corde said, ‘I beg your pardon.’


‘We may get sued,’ she said. ‘When I talked to her father last night he said he may sue the university. I told him it didn’t happen on campus.’


‘It didn’t,’ Kresge said. ‘Happen on campus, I mean.’


Corde waited a respectful time for either of them to make some point then continued, ‘I’d like a list of all the residents and employees, handymen and so on, in that hall—’


‘It’s a very large dorm,’ the dean said. ‘That might cause, I don’t know, panic.’


‘—and also her professors and students in all her classes.’ Corde noticed Dean Larraby wasn’t writing any of this down. He heard rustling next to him. Kresge was jotting notes with a silver pen in a soft leather diary.


Corde asked, ‘I’d like to know if she was seeing a therapist or counselor. And I’d like a list of any employees of the school convicted of violent crimes.’


As icily as a deposed prime minister, Dean Larraby said, ‘I’m sure we don’t have any.’


‘You’d be surprised,’ Corde said.


‘I’ll find out,’ Kresge said.


‘I’ll guarantee you that we have no criminals on our staff.’


‘Probably not,’ Corde said agreeably. He turned to Kresge. ‘You’re going to be my contact here?’


‘Sure.’


Corde shuffled his index cards. He said to Kresge, ‘If you could get this info to me ASAP?’


‘No problem, Detective,’ Kresge said. ‘And I’d be happy to interview some of the students for you, or the professors. I know a lot of them personally and . . .’


Corde found he’d been ignoring Kresge. He looked up and smiled. ‘Sorry?’


When Kresge repeated his offer Corde said, ‘Not necessary, thanks.’


‘I’m just saying if you need a hand.’


Corde turned to the dean. ‘I’d like a room of some kind.’


Dean Larraby asked, ‘Room?’


‘For the interviews. We’d prefer to do it on campus.’


Kresge said, ‘The Student Union’s got a lot of activity rooms.’


Corde marked a note on one of his cards. ‘Book one for me, would you?’


There was a slight lapse before Kresge said, ‘Will do.’


‘Detective . . .’ The dean’s voice contained an element of desperation. Both men looked at her. She put her hands flat on the desk as if she were about to rise and lecture. Her fingers touched the wood with twin clicks and Corde noticed rings – a thick purple stone on her left hand, an even larger yellow one on her right. Presents to herself, Corde thought. ‘We have a contradictory problem here,’ she said. ‘You read the Register, you must know this school’s in the midst of a fiscal crisis. Our enrollment is the lowest it’s been in twenty-three years.’ She smiled humorlessly. ‘The baby boomers have come and gone.’


Corde did read the Register. He had no idea what shape the finances of Auden University were in.


‘It’s of course in our interest to find the man who did this as fast as possible. But we don’t want it to appear that we’re panicked. I’ve already gotten a call from one of the school’s benefactors. He’s quite concerned about what happened.’ Corde looked at her blankly. ‘When benefactors get concerned, Detective, I get concerned.’


Kresge said, ‘We’ve beefed up security patrols in the evening.’


Corde said that was good.


The dean continued as if neither had spoken. ‘We’re getting applications now for the fall term and they’re running much lower than we’d expected.’ She caressed her cheek with her little finger and missed an uneven streak of prime minister makeup by a millimeter. ‘Isn’t it most likely, Detective, that it was a drifter or somebody like that? Somebody not related to the school?’


Kresge said, ‘We can’t assume anything, Dean.’


The dean was ignoring Kresge too. She was his boss and could do a better job of it than Corde.


Corde said, ‘We just don’t know anything at this point.’


Kresge said, ‘One thing I wanted to mention. The Biagotti killing.’


The dean clucked. ‘Wynton, Susan lived off-campus. She was killed in a robbery attempt. Isn’t that what happened, Detective?’


‘Susan Biagotti? It seemed to be a robbery, I recall.’


The dean continued, ‘The school had nothing to do with it. So—’


‘It was never solved, Dean,’ Kresge’s baritone droned. ‘I was just speculating.’


‘—why bring it up?’


Corde said to both of them, ‘I don’t think there’s any connection. But I’ll look into it.’


‘There was no connection,’ the dean said sourly.


‘Yes, ma’am. I’m sure that’s the case. Now the sooner I get back to work, the sooner we’ll catch this fellow. You’ll get that information, William?’


‘Wynton.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Uhn, Detective, I wanted to ask you something. About motives for this type of crime. I—’


Corde said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m running pretty late. If you could just get me as much of that information as you can in the next hour or so I’d appreciate it. And the room. Don’t forget the room.’


Kresge’s spacious unsmiling face nodded slowly. ‘You’ll get it when you want it.’





Diane Corde pressed the phone tight against her ear. She still held a grocery bag in one muscular arm.


‘Oh, no . . .’ She listened for a moment longer then lifted the phone away from her mouth. She called, ‘Sarah? Sarah are you home?’


Silence, broken only by the click and whir of the refrigerator.


‘No. She hasn’t come back yet. When she’s upset sometimes she hides in the woods.’


Diane cocked her head as she listened to Sarah’s teacher explain how concerned they all were. Mrs Beiderson also added delicately that the girl had been daydreaming all morning before the practice test. ‘I sympathize, Mrs Corde, I really do. But she simply must try harder. She’s bringing a lot of these problems on herself.’ Diane nodded at the phone. Finally she said the words that seemed to end so many of these conversations: ‘We’ll talk to her about it. We’ll talk to her.’


They hung up.


Diane Corde wore blue jeans and a burgundy cotton blouse. With her high school graduation cross gold and glistening at her throat she looked like a pretty, born-again country-western singer. Her husband said she had thisaway hair because she wore it moussed up and brushed back. Wide-shouldered and thin-hipped, Diane had a figure that had pretty much withstood two children and forty-three years of gravity. On her forehead was a small scar like a crescent moon, which mimicked by half the end of the iron pipe she’d run hard into when she was four.


Diane set the groceries on the counter and returned to the back door to get her keys from the lock.


No keys.


She tried to recall – she had hurried inside from the car when she heard the phone ringing. She looked on hooks, on counters, at the bottom of her purse, in the freezer (it had happened more than once). On the off chance that she’d left them in the station wagon she walked outside and ducked her head through the open window. They hung from the ignition. She shook her head at her absentmindedness and plucked them out. She started back to the kitchen. She stopped cold, one foot on the doorstep.


How had she gotten inside without the keys?


The back door had been open.


The dead bolt was the only lock on the door and it could be secured only with a key. Diane clearly remembered locking it when she left for the A&P. Somebody had entered the house and left without bothering to relock the door.


Bill had been a cop for twelve years and had made his share of enemies; he’d instructed the children a thousand times always to lock the door when they left.


But Sarah of course could ignore a thousand stern warnings.


The girl had probably returned home to wash up after the incident at school then run outside to hide in her magic woods, forgetting to lock the door. I’ll have another talk with her . . . But then Diane decided, no, the girl had been through enough. No scoldings today. She returned to the kitchen, dropped the keys into her purse, and began to think about supper.





She sits in the woods, hugging herself, knees up to her lowered chin, in the circle of magic stones. Sarah Corde is now breathing slowly. It has taken hours to calm down. By the time she got here, running the entire two miles from the school, her dress and underpants were dry but still she feels dirty – as if a sorcerer had thrown a potion on her.


She is no longer crying.


Sarah lies back in the grass that she pulled out of the nearby field and spread in the circle like a bed. She lifts the hem of her dress up to her waist as if the sunlight will clean the poison completely away and she closes her eyes. Sarah is sleepy. Her head grows heavy as a stone and she feels that she is floating in the moat of an old castle. Beiderbug Castle . . .


Sarah looks up at the clouds.


A huge dog with wings big as the county, a chariot pulled by a flying fish, and there, there – a towering thunderhead – is a god carrying a fierce club. He wears golden sandals, magic shoes that carry him high above this terrible place, the earth . . .


As she falls asleep she pictures the god turning into a wizard.


When she wakes, an hour or more has passed. The chariot is gone, the flying fish is gone, the god with his club is gone.


But Sarah finds that she has had a visitor.


She sits up, pulling her skirt down, then reaches forward cautiously and picks up Redford T. Redford the world’s smartest bear, who sits beside her, the shaggy face staring at her with humorous, glassy eyes. She left him that morning propped on her bed after she hugged him a tearful good-bye and left for school. How he got here she has no idea. In the ribbon around his collar is a piece of paper. Sarah unfolds it, panicking for a moment as she sees that it contains words she must now read. But then she relaxes and takes one word at a time. After fifteen minutes of agonizing work she manages to read the entire note.


She is shocked and terrified by its message. Suspicious of words, she decides she must have read it wrong. She tries again and finds that, no, she read it correctly.


Her first thought is that she could never do what the awkwardly printed letters suggest.


But as the girl looks around her at the dense woods, where she has hidden so often after fleeing from school, the woods in which she feels more at home than in her own living room, that fear slowly fades.


And eventually becomes joyous anticipation.


Sarah rises to her feet, thinking that one part of the note certainly is true. There really is nothing left for her to do.




Chapter


THREE


The New Lebanon Sheriff’s Department was a small place. Four private offices – for the sheriff, for Detectives Corde and Slocum and for Emma, the radio dispatcher/secretary. The central room contained eight gray GI desks for the deputies. To the side was a long corridor that led to the two cells of the lockup. On the wall was a rack containing three shotguns and five black AR-15s. The room was filled with enough unread and unfiled paper to go head to head with any small-town law enforcement office in the country.


Jim Slocum – fresh back from the pond – looked up from his desk, where he was reclining in a spring-broken chair and reading the Register. Sheriff Steve Ribbon stood above him. Ribbon, solid and sunburnt red as the flesh of a grilled salmon, was slapping his ample thigh with a book. What’s the Pocket Fisherman want now? Slocum raised an eyebrow. ‘Damn mess.’ He held up the paper like a crossing guard with a portable Stop sign. It was folded to the article on the Gebben murder.


Ribbon crooked his head to say, yeah, yeah, I read it. ‘Come on into my den, would you, Jim?’


Slocum followed the sheriff five feet into his office. Ribbon sat, Slocum stood in the doorway.


This’s right clever, we just reversed positions.


‘Bill here?’ Ribbon asked.


‘He flew over to St Louis this morning to talk to the girl’s father—’


‘He did what?’


‘Flew up to St Louis. To talk to the girl’s—’


Ribbon said, ‘The girl was killed? That girl? Why’d he do that for? He think we’re made of money?’


Slocum chose not to answer for Bill Corde and said only, ‘He said he wants us all to meet about the case. At four, I think it was.’


‘We gotta watch our pennies, I hope he knows that. Anyway, I wanted to kick something around with you. This killing’s got me bothered. I hear it wasn’t a robbery.’


‘Doesn’t seem to be.’


‘I was noticing there were some parallels between what happened and a couple other cases I’d read about. It occurred to me that we might have a cult killer problem here.’


‘Cult?’ Slocum asked carefully.


The book dropped onto the desk. A paperback, fanned from bathtub or hammock reading. Bloody Rites. On the cover were three black-and-white photos of pretty girls over a color photo of a blood-spattered pack of tarot cards. ‘Whats is?’ Slocum picked it up.


‘I want you to read it. I want you to think about it. It’s about this Satanist down in Arizona a couple years ago. A true story. There are a lot of similarities between what happened here and that fellow.’


Slocum flipped to the pictures of the crime scenes. ‘You don’t think it’s the same guy?’


‘Naw, they caught him. He’s doing life in Tempe but there are . . . similarities.’ Ribbon stretched out the word. ‘It’s kind of scary.’


‘Damn, they were good-looking.’ Slocum gazed at the page of the book showing the victims’ high school graduation pictures.


Ribbon absently stroked his black polyester tie and said softly, ‘What I’d like you to do is get yourself up to Higgins. The state police have a psychology division up there. Follow up with them on it.’


‘You think?’ Slocum read a passage where the writer described what the Arizona killer had done to one co-ed. He reluctantly lowered the book and said, ‘I’ll mention it to Bill.’


‘Naw, you don’t have to. Just call up the boys in Higgins and get an appointment.’


Slocum grinned. ‘Okay. I won’t fly.’


‘What?’


‘I won’t fly up there.’


‘Why would you? – Oh, yeah, haw.’ The sheriff added, ‘We gotta make sure word gets around about this.’


‘How’s that?’


Ribbon said, ‘Well, we should make sure the girls in town are warned about it.’


‘Wouldn’t that kind of tip our hand?’


‘It’s our job to save lives too.’


Slocum flipped through the pictures again. Ribbon leaned forward and tapped the book. ‘Hang on to that. You’ll enjoy it. It’s a real, what do they say, page-turner.’





The Incorporated Town of New Lebanon reluctantly owned up to its mouthful of a name. By the time the village was chartered in the 1840s all the good names – the European capitals and harmonious-sounding biblical locales – had been taken. The final debate had pitted the New Lebanonites against New Luxemburgians. Because the former had a respectful ring of Old Testament, the vote was predictable.


The town was in Harrison County, named after William Henry, not because of his thirty-day term as president but for his tenure as Indiana Territory governor during which he decimated native Indian tribes (Tippecanoe, of campaign-slogan fame) and allowed counties like this his namesake to congeal into what they were today: mostly white, mostly Protestant, mostly rural. New Lebanon’s economy floated on milk, corn, and soybeans, though it had a few small factories and one big printing plant that did a lot of work for Chicago and St Louis and New York publishers (including the ever-scandalous and –anticipated Mon Cher magazine, scrap bin copies of which flooded the town monthly thick as shucked cobs at harvest).


Also located in New Lebanon was the only four-year college for a hundred miles. Auden University goosed the town population up to fourteen thousand from August to May and gave locals the chance to sit through performances of second-tier orchestras and avant-garde theater companies, which they boasted about being able to attend but rarely did. The NCAA was about the only real contact between Auden and the natives, virtually none of whom could afford the seventeen-thousand-dollar tuition, which bought you, times four, just a liberal arts degree and what the hell good was that?


The residents had ambivalent feelings towards the students. The school was a bounty, no denying: thousands of young people with nothing to do but eat out, go to movies and redecorate their dorm rooms, and what’s more there was a new brood of them every year just like hogs and veal calves. And some locals even felt a nebulous pride when Auden University Economics Professor Andrew Schoen appeared on Meet the Press or a book by English professor John Stanley Harrod was favorably reviewed in the New York Times, to which a grand total of forty-seven New Lebanonites subscribed.


On the other hand Auden was a burden. These money-shedding young people got drunk and puked and sneered and teepeed trees with toilet paper and broke plate glass. They shamelessly bought Trojans and Ramses in front of grade-school children. They walked around looking important as bankers. They burned effigies of politicians and occasionally a flag. They were gay and lesbian. They were Jewish and Catholic. They were Eastern.


Bill Corde was not a product of Auden though he was of New Lebanon. Born and reared here, he’d ventured away only for four years of service (standing guard with his M-16 over missiles in West Germany) and a few years in Missouri as a patrolman then detective in the St Louis Police Department. He returned to New Lebanon and after six months of feed and grain, teaching Sunday school and thinking about starting a contracting business, he applied for a job at the town Sheriff’s Department. His experience made him a godsend to Steve Ribbon, whose closest approximation to police training had been the Air Force (he and his rifle had protected B-52s in Kansas). After a year as the department’s oldest rookie Corde was promoted to detective and became the town’s chief felony investigator.


On the neat wall above his neat desk in the hundred-and-four-year-old town building were some framed documents: a diploma from Southwestern State University and certificates from the ICMA’s Police Business Administration Institute of Training in Chicago as well as one from the Southern Police Institute in Louisville. The proof was absent but he had also taken various FBI training seminars and courses in law and visual investigation analysis. He had just returned from Sacramento and a week-long session at the California Department of Justice.


The certificates he had proudly tacked up were simple vouchers of completion; Corde was a bad student. He collected words that described himself. He was persistent, he was industrious, he had sticktoitiveness. But Bill Corde was born C-plus material and that didn’t change whether the subject was one he hated (English, social studies) or loved (criminal psychology or link-analysis-charting techniques). He wrote slowly and produced leaden meat-and-potato reports, and although as detective his official hours were pretty much eight to six he would often stay late into the night muscling through an article in Forensics Today or the Journal of Criminal Justice, or comparing the profiles of suspects in his cases with those in the NASPD’s Felony Warrants Outstanding Bulletin.


Some people in town – that is to say, the people who worked for him – thought Corde took his job too seriously, New Lebanon being a place where the State Penal Code’s thousand-dollar threshold between petty and grand larceny was not often crossed, and four of last year’s six deaths by gunshot were from failing to open a bolt or breach when climbing over a fallen tree. On the other hand Corde’s arrest-per-felony rate was a pleasure to behold – ninety-four percent – and his conviction-to-arrest ratio was 8.7:10. Corde kept these statistics in a thirdhand IBM XT computer, the department’s major concession to technology.


He now finished reviewing the coroner’s preliminary report on Jennie Gebben and stood up from his desk. He left the sheriff’s office and strode across the hall to the lunchroom. As he walked a quarter materialized in his hand and he rolled it over the back of one finger to the next and so on, around and around, smooth as a poolhall hustler. His father had taught him this trick. Corde Senior made the boy practice it with his hand extended over an old well on the back of the family property. If he dropped a coin, plop, that was that. And his father had made him use his own two bits. Corde had seen a lot on TV recently about men’s relations with their fathers and he thought there was something significant about the way his father had taught him this skill. He had learned a few other things from his old man: His posture. A loathing of second mortgages. An early love of hunting and fishing and a more recent fear of the mind’s wasting before the body. That was about all.


Corde was real good at the coin trick.


He entered the lunchroom, which was the only meeting place in the town building large enough to hold five brawny men sitting – aside from the main meeting room, which was currently occupied by the New Lebanon Sesquicentennial Celebration Committee.


He nodded to the men around the chipped fiberboard table: Jim Slocum, T.T. Ebbans – the lean, ex-Marine felony investigator from the Harrison County Sheriff’s Department – and New Lebanon Deputy Lance Miller. At the far end of the table, surrounded by two empty chairs, was Wynton Kresge. Corde thought, Antsy as a tethered retriever on the first day of season.


He dropped the quarter into his pants pocket and stood in front of a row of vending machines. He was about to speak when Steve Ribbon walked in. Corde nodded to him and leaned back against the Coke machine.


‘Howdy, Bill. Just want to say a few words to the troops about this case, you don’t mind.’ The sheriff’s ruddy face looked out over the men as if he were addressing a crowd of a thousand. Ribbon scrutinized Wynton Kresge who represented two oddities in this office – he was black and he wore a suit. Kresge took the look for a moment, realized he was being asked a question then said, ‘I’m from the college.’


‘Oh. Well.’ Ribbon’s voice enlarged to encompass everyone. ‘I just want to put my two cents in. You all are the task force on this thing. Now Bill’s in charge.’ He looked at Ebbans. ‘Which I think is what Sheriff Ellison’s agreeable to.’


‘Yessir,’ said Ebbans. ‘I’m just a hired hand here.’


‘Now between all of you,’ Ribbon continued, ‘you got a flatbed full of investigating experience.’ His burdened gray eyes rose to Corde’s. ‘And I’m busier’n a dog in a fire hydrant factory . . .’


Corde nodded sympathetically. Trout’re running and there’s an election come November.


‘So I can’t get as involved in the case as I’d like. But keep remembering, people’re going to be watching us. They’re going to be real curious how we do on this one so I want us to be pretty, you know, aggressive. Now I’ve been doing some research and I’m pretty bothered by this cult business.’


Corde was silent. It was Ebbans who asked, ‘Cult?’


‘What I want you to do is first come up with a profile of our killer.’


Jim Slocum said, ‘In these situations that’s what you always have to do.’


Wynton Kresge wrote this down.


‘Absolutely,’ Ribbon said. ‘I know we haven’t had any of these kinds of killers here in New Lebanon before but I think it’s important for us to get up to speed. What you have to do with cult murderers is peg them. Find out what makes them tick.’


Kresge scribbled rapidly. Corde glared at him and he stopped writing.


Ribbon continued, ‘Now a profile should include two things. The physical description of our man, one, and what’s going on in his mind, two. Stuff like is he sexually repressed, does he hate his mother, does he have trouble, you know, getting it up, was he beaten as a child . . .’


Corde, who had a well-used NCAVC criminal profiling flowchart tacked up on his wall, nodded solemnly and let the embarrassment for his boss trickle off.


‘Sounds important,’ Miller said, and brushed his hand over his excessively short crew cut.


‘Absolutely,’ Ribbon said. ‘I’ve been reading up on investigations like this. One thing that’s troubling is this moon business. Think about it. She was killed on the night of the quarter moon. That could be lunar fixation for you. And this one’s particularly troubling, you know why? Because we’ve got two quarters and a full and a new. So that’s four potential strike windows—’


‘What’s that?’ Wynton Kresge asked the question that Corde had been about to.


Ribbon said patiently, ‘That’s the entire period when our man’s likely to kill again. In this case I’d say it’s from thirty-six hours in front of the full moon till thirty-six hours after.’


Corde and Ebbans, who’d worked together on investigations for four years, got to play the eye-rolling game.


‘Ah,’ Kresge said, and wrote.


Corde and Ebbans played the game again.


‘Well, that’s my two cents. I’ll let you boys be. Do me proud and go catch this sickie.’ Ribbon left the room.


Corde took center stage. He searched for something politic to say. ‘All right, I suppose we might be looking at the possibility of a serial killing here but I wouldn’t go spreading that around. We don’t want to give anybody any ideas.’ Slocum seemed about to speak but remained silent and Corde continued, ‘Now I’m going to give us ten days to get a suspect under. And I want an ID within two or three.’ From his St Louis days Corde remembered the forty-eight/four rule in homicide investigations: If you don’t identify the perp within forty-eight hours of a killing, the odds are it will take at least four weeks to find him.


‘Also,’ Slocum said, ‘the full moon’s coming up in seven days or so.’ He was scanning a Farmer’s Almanac.


Corde said delicately, ‘I think Steve’s got a good point. We’ve got to be aware of this moon business but we don’t want to drop other leads because of it. It’ll be something to consider, is all.’ Corde opened the envelope Kresge had brought and pulled out several sheets. ‘Wynton here was good enough to bring us some dope on the victim and I want to go over it now.’


Corde also opened an envelope of his own. He shook out the glossy photograph of Jennie Gebben on the volleyball court. It showed clear eyes, a competitive smile, patches of sweat soaking her T-shirt, more throat than a girl that age would want. He noticed in the photo two metal hoops in each ear. When had the third hole been added? he wondered.


Corde handed the photo around. Miller glanced quickly then passed it on.


‘No,’ Corde said solemnly. ‘Take a good look. Remember what she looked like.’


Miller was flustered for a moment then did what he’d been told.


When the picture had made the rounds Corde said, ‘I flew over to see her father this morning and he wasn’t much help. There were no diaries or letters I could find but he’s going to keep looking. He says he doesn’t know of anybody who might’ve wanted to hurt her but I put the bug in his ear and he might not know it but he’s going to be looking at people at the funeral, who’s there and who isn’t. Maybe he’ll remember a boyfriend or somebody who had a grudge against her.’


Kresge said, ‘That’s why you went this soon to see him? I was wondering why you did that.’


‘You were?’ Corde asked absently. He turned to the files that Kresge had brought. ‘Jennie Gebben was twenty. She was a junior at Auden. No loans or scholarships, so I guess Daddy paid for most of it. She was an English lit major. GPA two point nine seven. Say, I’d like you to take notes on this.’ Slocum and Miller picked up pens. Corde continued, ‘Treasurer of the Folklore Club. Meals on Wheels volunteer once a week early in the semester but she gave that up after a couple months. Worked three days a week in the office of the dean of financial aid.


‘Her classes this semester were French Reading III. Her professor was Dominique LeFevre. The Civil War to the Centennial taught by Randolph Sayles. Contemporary Literary Criticism, by Elaine Adler-Blum. Chaucer, by Robert . . . Ostopowiscz. Well, that’s a mouthful. And here’s another one: The Relation Between Psychology and Literature: The Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. Her teacher there, I mean, her professor was Leon Gilchrist. And a seminar group of that same class taught by Brian Okun. Finally The Roots of Naturalism, Charles Gorney.’


Corde wondered momentarily what the courses were about. Corde had graduated in the top half of his class because his school had plenty of engineering courses. He shuffled through the file Kresge had brought him then stapled the class roster sheets together. He set them aside.


Kresge said, ‘Excuse me.’


Corde glanced up. ‘Yes?’


‘Just wanted to tell you, I checked with the clinic. She wasn’t seeing a therapist and had only one visit this year. It was to get antibiotics for bronchitis.’


‘No therapist,’ Corde repeated. The fact was recorded neatly on a three-by-five card. He did not notice Slocum and Miller play a round of eye rolling.


‘Also,’ the security chief added, ‘Personnel has a policy of never hiring ex-felons. So if there are any on staff they lied about it on their résumés.’


Ebbans asked, ‘Was she ever up before the UDB?’


University Disciplinary Board. Kresge said she wasn’t.


‘Now,’ Corde said, jotting down these facts, ‘as for the murder: At around ten o’clock on Tuesday night she was raped and strangled, possibly by someone she knew.’


‘How could you tell that?’ Kresge asked and Corde glanced at him with irritation.


‘Look—’ Corde began.


Ebbans answered Kresge. ‘Because she didn’t run and because he got close enough to subdue her before she fought back.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘If she’d fought there’d be tissue under her nails.’


‘Kleenex?’


Slocum laughed. Ebbans said, ‘Skin. The man’s skin.’


‘Oh.’ Kresge added, ‘But then if she knew him, he probably wasn’t a, you know, cult killer.’


Slocum lectured, ‘Not so, Chief. A good percentage of sacrifice killers know their victims.’


‘Oh. I didn’t know that.’


The meeting was meandering away from Corde. He said emphatically, ‘We have a lot of unknowns here. Maybe robbery wasn’t a motive. But maybe it was. Maybe he got scared before he could take her valuables.’


Slocum laughed. ‘Bill, she had a diamond necklace. When he was through doing it to her he could’ve snatched it, just like that.’ He illustrated ripping a chain off his own neck. ‘Wouldn’t take more than two seconds.’


Ebbans said, ‘What’s the coroner say about COD?’


‘Just what it looked like. Traumatic asphyxiation. Pinpoint hemorrhages in the eyes. Fractured hyoid. Our man used his hands at first then he finished with a wire or rope. We didn’t find any weapons. The coroner said the man was a foot or so taller than her. He wasn’t so strong. He had to rearrange his grip on her neck several times. He did it from the front. Oh and the coroner guessed he wasn’t married. Or he had a bad sex life with his wife.’


‘Why’s that?’ Miller asked.


‘Quantity of the semen. Probably hadn’t had sex for four, five weeks.’


Jim Slocum said, ‘Then you mean he had a good sex life with his wife.’ Miller laughed out loud; the others except Corde snickered.


Corde looked at his cards, fanned some out. ‘Now what I want to do is focus on four areas. First, on the mall and on drivers along 302. I’d like you to handle that, Jim. It’s a tall order. But that’s a real busy road and we probably had some people coming home from the mall around ten that night,’ Corde jotted a note on an index card. ‘Oh, and check out if anybody picked up any hitchhikers.


‘Now, second, T.T., I was thinking maybe you could hit the houses around the pond.’


Ebbans nodded and Corde said, ‘Third, Lance and I’ll set up shop at the school and start talking to students and employees.’


‘Yessir.’ Even sitting, Miller seemed to be at attention. He reminded Corde of a color guard Marine. ‘What exactly—’


‘We’ll go over it later. I also want you to talk to the phone company and find out what calls went out from the phones in the dorm from last Saturday through Tuesday night.’


Miller whistled softly. ‘Must be a lot of students making a lot of calls, wouldn’t you think?’


‘You would,’ Corde said. ‘And we need a warrant for the dorm room. It’ll be pro forma but you’ve gotta do the paperwork.’


‘Right.’


‘And finally I want all the prints on everything we found at the scene matched against known sex offenders in the county. T.T., if you could coordinate that with your office?’


‘Will do. I’ll order the printout.’


‘Wynton, I don’t suppose you folk fingerprint students and professors?’


‘Been my dream and desire but no we don’t.’


Corde referred to his notes again and started to say something to Kresge then paused. He scanned everyone’s face. ‘One thing Steve said is right. The Register and WRAL are going to be looking at this thing real close. No talking to reporters. Refer everyone to me or Steve or Sheriff Ellison.’


Echoes of ‘yup’ or ‘uh-huh’ filled the room.


Corde turned back to the security chief. ‘You get us a room, William? Uh, Wynton, I mean.’


‘In the Student Union. Off the cafeteria. Room 121. You got it all week, next too if you let me know by Friday.’


‘’Preciate it.’


Kresge cleared his large throat with a snapping sound. ‘One thing I thought I should mention. I was driving past the pond on my way to work this morning. I just took a stroll around.’


‘What time?’ Corde noticed something challenging in his own voice. He wished he’d used more of it.


‘Six-thirty. I left about seven.’


‘You see anybody there?’


‘Yessir,’ Kresge said enthusiastically. ‘A Con Ed tent up the road forty yards past the dam. You know, the kind they use for emergency repairs and—’


Corde said, ‘They weren’t there last night. They set up at five a.m. Branch took down a line. I already checked.’


‘Oh,’ Kresge said with disappointment.


‘You see anybody else?’


‘No.’ He consulted his supple leather notebook. ‘There’s a whole ’nother thing I wanted to bring up. What you and I and the dean were talking about. Susan Biagotti.’


Corde and Ebbans exchanged looks but this time there was no eye rolling.


‘Who’s that?’ Miller asked. ‘Rings a bell.’


‘Auden student killed last year.’


‘Ah, right.’


Corde had been away on a joint county-state task force in Fredericksberg for a month. The case had landed in Ribbon’s lap and by the time Corde returned to New Lebanon, many leads had gone cold. They had never even ID’d a suspect, let alone made a case.


‘It’s my intention to look into it,’ Corde said abruptly. ‘Like I told the dean.’


‘I’ve got my own file on the case,’ Kresge said. ‘You want, you can have a copy of it.’


Corde smiled in a meaningless way. ‘I’ll let you know if we need it.’


As he rearranged his papers the plastic bag containing the clipping he had found that morning at the pond fell to the floor. He stooped and picked it up. He stood. His knee didn’t pop. Thirty-nine years of knee, five of it popping. He wondered if he’d gone and cured himself. He passed the clipping around the table. ‘This is another thing we have to consider.’


The deputies frowned with suitable concern as they read.


‘I’m sending it up to Higgins for analysis today. Unless we find prints though or the rest of the paper it came from in somebody’s back pocket I don’t think it’ll help. But you might want to keep an eye on yourselves and your families. You know most threats like this are just cranks but you never can tell.’


‘Most threats?’ Kresge asked. ‘You mean this happens a lot?’


Corde hesitate then said, ‘Actually it’s never happened.’


Ebbans looked up from the note then slid it back to Corde. ‘I know something else about this guy,’ he announced.


‘What’s that?’ Jim Slocum asked.


‘Well, you could nearly see the girl from the road even if you weren’t looking. Why didn’t he drag her behind the truck at least? Then he came back in the morning to leave that note? It was like he didn’t care if anybody saw him. That says to me he’s a real gutsy fellow.’


Corde lifted the plastic bag away from Miller. ‘Gutsy,’ he said. ‘Or crazy. Either way’s a problem.’




Chapter


FOUR


By the time she approached her house, Sarah had memorized the note, which now rested in her skirt pocket, along with the five twenty-dollar bills that had been wrapped in it.





Dear Sarah—


I heard you fighting with your daddy today, about school. I know he’ll keep making you go back. I want to help. I’m just like you, we both hate school. You have to leave. Get away! Go to Chicago or, St Louis. There’s nothing left for you to do. You’ll be safe. I’ll look out for you.


—Your friend





This idea is not new to her. Sarah had thought of running away a dozen times. Last March, the week before the arithmetic test, she had spent an hour at the Greyhound station, working up courage to buy a ticket to Grandma’s place, before her courage broke and in tearful frustration she returned home.


Running away . . .


Sarah paused at the front doorstep. On tiptoe she saw her mother in the living room. She ducked. The motion made the paper in her pocket crinkle. While she waited for her mother to leave the room she pulled out the money and studied the bills, cautiously rubbing them as if they were pages from a book of witch’s spells. She folded them tight again and put them back into her pocket.


Sarah Corde, nine years old, cared nothing for school, hopscotch, Simon Says, housework, Nintendo, sewing, cooking, cartoons on TV. But she believed fervently in magic and wizards, and she believed that this message was from a particular wizard who had been watching out for her for years. He was all-knowing and he was kind, and – with all the money – he was pretty darn rich too, it seemed.


Sarah was nobody’s fool. She was going to do exactly what the wizard suggested. She also noted to her vast joy that although she would probably take this advice and go to Chicago, he had given her enough money to surely take her halfway around the world.





The front door slammed and the feet were up the six stairs in three fast thuds before Diane could get to the front hall.


She dried her hands as she continued to the stairs, pausing beside the coat rack and a wooden plaque of a goose wearing a blue bonnet and scarf. She straightened it absently and called, ‘Honey! Sarrie?’


There was no answer.


A moment later: ‘Honey, come on down here.’


A weak voice said, ‘I’m taking a bath, Mommy. I’ll be down before supper.’


‘Honey, Mrs Beiderson called.’


Silence.


‘Sarah—’


‘I want to take my bath, Mommy. Can we talk about it, you know, later? Like, please?’


‘Come on out. She told me what happened at school.’


They continued this tug-of-war for a few minutes, Diane slowly edging up the stairs toward the girl’s room. There was no lock on the door but Diane was reluctant to invade her children’s territory. ‘Come on, honey. You can help me make dinner.’


‘I don’t want to!’ Sarah answered shrilly.


In these words Diane heard reason start to shatter. This was the time to back down. No hysteria, please. Not that. Sarah’s attacks nailed her mother with tearful pity. And they also made her seethe; unable to distinguish between the moments Sarah was truly panicked and the times she was faking, Diane invariably backed down.


Coward . . .


The phone began ringing.


She glanced at it. ‘All right, Sarah, we’ll talk later.’


As she walked into the kitchen Diane noticed that it was five p.m. She knew who the caller would be.


She was married to him.


Bill would ask about the kids and how Diane’s day had gone and then he’d get suddenly sheepish and tell her he had to work late. Again. Every other day for the past month he skidded home just as supper was landing on the table and on more than a few occasions he had missed the evening meal altogether.


And worse news: he now had a murder case.


She remembered seeing the thick black type of the headline in the Register and reading the scant words about that poor dead student and feeling a wave of utter regret – for herself as well as for the poor parents of the murdered girl. She knew she was going to see even less of Bill until the man was caught.


She picked up the beige phone.


It was not her husband.


She heard odd sounds in the background, like eerie electronic rock music, the sort she chided Jamie for listening to. She assumed it was one of his friends.


‘Corde residence,’ she said, wholly polite.


‘This’s Mrs Corde?’ The voice was tenor-pitched but it seemed smoother than an adolescent’s, more confident. She knew all of Jamie’s friends and this didn’t sound like any of them.


‘Yes, this is she. Who is this? Say, could you please turn that music down?’


The volume of the music diminished. ‘You’re Jamie’s mother?’


‘You want to speak to Jamie?’


‘I’m calling from New Lebanon High. I’m the senior advisor of the freshman section of the yearbook and – this is really a hassle – but we lost a bunch of the bio sheets of some of the students, you know. We’re way past the deadline and I’m calling people and filling in the forms over the phone.’


‘Well, Jamie won’t be home for another couple hours.’


‘Could you just give me some information about him?’


‘Well, I don’t know . . .’ Diane said. She knew the risks mothers ran making decisions for their teenage boys.


‘Today’s the last day we can get anything typeset.’


‘What do you want to know?’


‘Who’s his homeroom teacher?’


This seemed harmless enough. She said, ‘That’d be Mr Jessup.’


‘And is he on any teams?’ the advisor asked.


‘Wrestling. He also does gymnastics but he doesn’t compete. And he’s going to do the triathlon next year.’


‘Triathlon. So he’s a bicyclist?’


‘You can’t hardly keep him off it. He’d ride it to the dinner table if we let him.’


The boy laughed overloud at what he must have thought was a stupid joke. He then asked, ‘What kind of bike does he have?’


‘It’s Italian. A fifteen-speed. I don’t remember the name. Is it important?’


‘No, I guess not. What clubs is he in?’


‘Science Club and Latin Club. He was in Photo Club for a while but he quit that to spend more time working out. Say, will he have a chance to look this over?’


‘Not really, no. We’re going to press tomorrow. But he wouldn’t want just a blank space under his picture, would he?’


‘I guess not.’


‘What’s his favorite music video?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘His favorite movie?’


‘I couldn’t say.’


‘How about his favorite groups?’


‘Groups?’


‘Music groups?’


Diane was disturbed to find how little of this she knew. She said abruptly, ‘Can you wait a moment?’ then set the phone down and fled into his room. She picked up several handfuls of tape cassettes and hurried back to the kitchen. She read the labels into the phone. ‘Tom Petty . . . Uhm, Paul McCartney – well, I remember him of course.’


‘Ha.’


‘Then U2 and Metallica and Ice Cube and Run DMC, whatever that is. And he’s got three tapes of this group Geiger. I guess they’re from Germany.’


‘Everyone knows Geiger.’


Well, excuse me . . .


She continued, ‘I don’t know if those are his favorites. He’s got a lot of tapes.’


‘Could you make up a quote for him?’



No way. ‘I think that’ll have to be blank.’


‘I guess that’s okay. You’ve been a big help, Mrs Corde.’


‘When is the yearbook coming out?’


‘Won’t be long. Maybe I’ll bring Jamie’s by myself.’ The voice lowered a few tones. ‘I’d like to meet you.’


Diane laughed but silently; she understood fragile adolescent pride. ‘Well, that would be very nice.’


Hit on by a high schooler! Maybe you’ve got some of the old allure after all – even if it’s just in your voice.





When he got the note he’d been saying:


‘The phrase that some soldiers used was “horizontal refreshment.” Medical records tell us that at the height of the war, nearly ten percent of Union troops suffered from some form of VD . . .’


Associate Dean Randolph Rutherford Sayles took the slip of paper from the teaching assistant. He recognized Dean Larraby’s elegant scrawl, as distinctive as her ubiquitously disquieting choice of words summoning him immediately to her office.


Silence rose. He found he was looking past the paper, staring at the whorls and lines of the lectern, at an ink stain.


‘ . . . In Washington, D.C., the south side of Pennsylvania Avenue contained dozens of houses of prostitution – a locale where I believe a number of lobbyists now maintain offices . . .’


Sayles was in his trademarked posture: standing, both hands on the lectern, hunched forward. Sayles nurtured a classic professorial vogue, unkempt and preoccupied and tweedy, flaunting this style in the face of Brooks Brothers chic (passé on Wall Street but au courant in Cambridge, Hyde Park and Ann Arbor). He had sandy hair that he kept unruly and would grin like the absentminded scholar he had never been when it flopped into his face.


‘ . . . And more astonishing, there are hundreds of documented cases of women disguising themselves as soldiers and circulating among the men to provide sexual favors for a profit. Perhaps this is where the phrase “military service” arose . . .’


These tidbits sounded frivolous but the students, who had waited in line since six a.m. on registration day to sign up for The Civil War to the Centennial, loved them. Sayles had worked hard at perfecting his lecturing skills. Nothing was more important to him than bestowing knowledge. He was tenured at thirty, two years after his doctoral thesis was published and one year after his book, the Economics of Freedom, garnered a favorable Times review and started its record six-month run as number one on the National Association of Historians’ recommended list.
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