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On the Oregon farm she ran,
Claire Logan hatched a plan.
She told the men they’d better hurry,
“Come out West and we’ll marry.”
But just how many did she bury?
One, two, three, four . . .


—A jump-rope verse from the 1970s





PROLOGUE



The girl remembered the snow and the evil that had come with it. She shuddered at the very idea of the velvety white shroud over a mountaintop—the drifts of cream around fence posts on the country lane of a Christ mas card. For many, such images brought to mind the beauty of the winter season and the holidays that hang from a frosty bow. But not for her. It wasn’t just the snow, of course. It was what came with it. Whenever she saw or felt the cold heart of winter, she thought of her mother.


A snow scene brought a thumping of her heart and the shadowy image of a woman in wine-colored coveralls and a navy-blue down-filled vest. Vapors formed a halo around the woman’s head, though the girl knew the irony of the image. She knew it was her mother. And her mother was far from an angel in every way that could be imagined. The face, however, was blank in her memory. The girl was unsure what color eyes her mother had or if her nose was straight or slightly crooked like her own. She knew their coloring was the same, but nothing more. Nothing she could swear to. She had done a good job of trying to forget just what her mother looked like. She stopped wondering if, as she approached her mother’s age, she looked like her. In her mind’s eye, the girl’s mother was bent over doing something in the snowy dark of a nighttime long ago. Pink bloomed on a white blanket. What was it? The girl allowed herself to try to peer into the space just beyond her mother’s shoulder. She strained to see. She wanted to tap her, to get her attention. Why are we doing this? But no action, no words came. And then, the fleeting image evaporated like the smoke from a candle.


The girl would grow into a woman. She’d marry. She’d become a mother herself. Yet she’d hold everything inside. She’d tell no one. What happened could be squeezed from her brain only by the force of her considerable will. She alone could release it. Still, she took no chances. She’d live a life away from the snow that chilled her heart and brought tears to her eyes. She’d keep a house free of powdered sugar, white granular laundry detergent, and anything else that reminded her of the icy darkness that she fought so hard to forget. No snow globes from airport gift shops. No ski trips to Vail. Nothing to trip a memory from rearing its breathless visage and reminding her of what she knew she had to forget.




 


 


 




BEFORE IT PUT US ON the map, we were a county known for tight-grained lumber and the finest run of Chinook that the Northwest had ever seen. Our schools were good; our roadways safe. But a decade after the incident, we’re left with a reputation that belies our hearts and our way of life. For Spruce County, this has gone on too long. It is time to bury this story and move on. We urge a “no” vote on the annexation of the Logan property for a possible public park and memorial.


—Editorial, Spruce County


Lumberman, ten years after








BOOK ONE



REUNION





CHAPTER ONE



The sun cut over the jagged edge of the San Gabriel Mountains. Sharp and bright, its rays hacked through the haze from the millions who crawled to work on the hot, gummy freeways of the Los Angeles basin fifty-five miles away. Magenta clouds of bougainvillea softened the chain-link fences corralling the cinder-block homes lining Cabrillo Avenue, the busiest street into Santa Louisa. As Hannah Griffin drove to work on a sunny August morning, a newsman’s voice droned on about the date being the anniversary of President Nixon’s resignation. Even at that hour, Hannah was not the first to pull into the parking lot of the Santa Louisa County Courthouse where she had worked in the crime investigations unit for the past five and a half years. She guided the burgundy Volvo wagon into a spot east of a stand of eucalyptus that ran along the median. Messy trees, ugly trees, she thought. But when the temperature hit the ninety-degree mark as had been warned by the weather man, shade would make a difference before the day was over. Hannah craned her neck and reached for a cardboard shield her husband had bought her to prevent the dash board from cracking in the heat. On one side was a pair of cartoon sunglasses with eyebrows arched over the lenses. On the other, foot-tall letters: Call 911! Emergency!


Santa Louisa County was an hour and a half northeast of Los Angeles. It was a world away from California’s most imitated and chided city. Santa Louisa, the county and the town that shared the same name, was nothing but a Southern California footnote. Santa Louisa’s biggest industry was agriculture. Flower seeds grew in a zigzag afghan that gave the monotony of the landscape a Crayola jolt with strawflowers and bachelor’s buttons. A welcome sign into town invited tourists to have a BLOOMING GOOD TIME. Hannah, her husband, Ethan, and their daughter, Amber, made the pilgrimage to the flower fields every spring. Amber looked like her father—at least Hannah thought so as she studied her profile. Amber’s nose was a slight ski jump, like Ethan’s. Her blond hair was wavy, as was Ethan’s. Whenever Hannah told Ethan their daughter resembled him, he’d exaggerate a cringing reaction. It was, Hannah knew, an act. In reality, Ethan was very handsome, and if Amber looked like him, she’d grow up to be a good-looking woman. That spring, as in the others, the couple took turns snapping photographs of their eight-year-old, up to her waist in yellow and blue.


“I promise this’ll be the last year,” Hannah lied as she framed Amber in one more gorgeous exposure. Then a quick second shot, too.


Of course, there will always be a next year. Hannah had an old Life magazine she had kept for years . . . the reason why it has followed her for two decades was not important, not now. In the back of the magazine there was a photo spread of a little girl posed in her father’s fireman’s uniform. Boots nearly swallow her stubby limbs; the helmet, an awning over her face. But as the years pass, the little girl grows into the uniform. By the end of the series, a pretty young woman stands next to her mother and father, helmet askew, grin as wide as the pages allowed. Hannah liked that kind of continuum. She’d always wanted that for Amber because it had eluded her.


Before getting out of her car, Hannah caught her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes were puffy, and she rubbed them with her forefinger. In her early thirties, she knew that popping out of bed after four hours’ sleep exacted a price. And yet with her dark blond hair streaked by the California sun, freckles across the bridge of her nose, and enormous brown eyes, she was lovely even on a bad day. Even so, she thanked Max Factor for cover-up stick as she walked across the lot. Ted Ripperton, CSI lead, met her by the door.


“You’re here early,” he said, a paper coffee cup in hand.


“No more than any other day this summer. Make that this year,” she said. “Glad you came in early yourself. I’m going to see Joanne Garcia this morning.”


“She expecting you?” Ripp asked, tilting his coffee awkwardly to suck the nipple-lid for the last drop.


“We talked last night,” Hannah answered. “At least, she listened.” She unloaded her briefcase and spread out the Garcia case file. The fourty-four-year-old investigator’s eyes darted around the room, more indicative of a person who couldn’t focus on a damn thing than a man who didn’t have the skills to do so. Hannah had gone to county attorney Bill Gilliand twice to register complaints about Ripp’s work—two times more than she had ought to have. Both complaints had been made in her first two weeks of service. She felt so foolish. She didn’t know Ted Ripperton’s wife’s maiden name was Gilliand. Geneva Ripperton had been born Geneva Gilliand. Ripp’s job was a family favor.


“I’m between things,” he said. “You want me to go out to Taco Trench with you?”


“Her home is in Valle los Reyes,” Hannah said, without giving Ripp the satisfaction of a glare.


He shrugged. “Well, they should raze the whole damn place.”


“Not everyone marries well or is handed a good job.”


“Don’t go there, Hannah.”


“Or you’ll tell?” She let a beat pass. “You know I’m only kidding,” Hannah lied as she studied the photo on the top of the file once more. A little girl’s eyes stared from a Polaroid. Mimi Garcia was five. She had sullen hazel eyes.


“We’re leaving at nine thirty,” she said, taking off an earring and reaching over to the phone. That was her signal to Ripp that he was to leave. Thankfully, he took the hint. Hannah watched him turn down the hall to the little room where coffee was brewed and lunches consumed by the lab staff and a few of the clerks who hadn’t learned that in the various legal professions everything is about association. Of course, Ripp didn’t care about that. He had a job for as long as voters kept his brother-in-law in office. And for as long as Geneva put up with him. Hannah knew it was only a matter of time and he’d be a school crossing guard on the west side of town. Maybe he’d even end up in Valle los Reyes? That, she thought, would be so sweet.


* * *


Hannah took a Dr Pepper from the vending machine, a bad habit she’d started when a case kept her coming into the lab in the wee hours before Lotta Latte on Cabrillo opened its drive-thru window for the morning commute. Her eyes scanned the break room’s notice board. A rental cabin at Big Bear beckoned, but the idea of the mountains chilled her so much she shuddered. A flyer for a cat that had been homeless had met with success. It had “Thank You, Katie Marino,” scrawled across it. Hannah smiled, flipped the top on her soda can, and shuffled off to her cramped office. She was beat, but resolute. The Garcia case was just the kind she loved to work. It would suck her in like a whirlpool until justice was done. She had some calls to make and reports to scrutinize—the benefit of being promoted into a supervisory job that no one else had really wanted.


Before taking her chair, Hannah saw a small box atop her heaping pile of incoming mail. It was addressed to her, but with a middle name that caused her pulse to jackhammer.


HANNAH LOGAN GRIFFIN


She tore at the brown wrapper with a nail file she retrieved from a tidy desk drawer. Logan. No one called her that. No one knew. Carefully, but quickly, she turned back the sealed edges of the box. A musty odor and a glimpse of dark, nearly winy, color startled her so much, that the container slipped from her hands and fell to the floor.


For a second, she could not take her eyes off the carton. She averted her gaze only long enough to glance through the narrow glass window that ran the full length of her office door and provided a view of the county crime laboratory. Please, no one come in. In one rapid movement, she swiveled her chair and picked up the brown wrapper that had enclosed the contents for shipping. The address was written in permanent marker in an odd combination of printed letters and cursive script. There was no return address. On the backside of the brown paper, Hannah could see that the sender had simply cut apart a grocery bag to cover the box for mailing. Red ink spelled out S-a-f-e-w. For a second, she wondered how the box could have been delivered to her desk in the first place. It could be anything, from anyone. Even a bomb.


But the instant she saw it, she knew. The package was not a bomb. It was something far worse.


Hannah brushed wisps of dark blond hair from her forehead. The office was warm, though she could hear the air conditioner hum through the overhead ducts. As tears rained from her eyes, she fumbled for a tissue. She blotted and then studied the tissue as though the tears had been blood.


The postmark indicated the package had come from Los Angeles. Jesus Christ, L.A. was only the second largest city in the country. Anyone could have dumped it into a bin and walked off to a job, a bus station, LAX. She felt the burning warning of bile rise in her throat, telling her to fight the urge to vomit, swallow hard, or look for a trash receptacle. Extending the tip of her shoe, Hannah peeled back the rest of the tissue concealing the contents of the box. She did so gingerly, the way one might gently kick a dead rattlesnake to ensure that the venomous reptile was no longer a threat. A swatch of black and brown caught her eye. Her stomach knotted. Her first glance had not misled her. Dear Jesus, sweet Jesus.


Just then Ted Ripperton pushed open the door and burst in, with all the grace of the interloper he was and always would be. Blank-eyed and reeking of cigarette smoke, he was oblivious to her tears.


“Ready?” he asked.


Hannah had barely caught her breath. “Don’t you knock?”


Ripp made a face. “Don’t you act like a bitch,” he said. “Kidding,” he added as quickly as he could, evidently recalling the time he’d been turned into Human Resources for saying something inappropriate to a surly file clerk. Surly was his adjective. “I mean, you look upset.”


It was true the color had drained from her face, but Hannah shook off his half-baked attempt at compassion and gave him some slack. That cobra basket on her floor had scared the hell out of her, and she didn’t wish to discuss it with the likes of Ted Ripperton.


“Let’s go. I’m fine and you’re stupid,” she said, letting a beat pass before she returned the favor: “Kidding.”


She reached for her briefcase, hoping that Ripp hadn’t noticed her slightly trembling hands.


Berto and Joanne Garcia’s mobile home was set amid the squalor of human-inhabited aluminum loaf pans called a “trailer-made community” by the owner/operator of the ten-acre tract that had once been a birdhouse gourd farm. Because the plant had readily reseeded, most of the hot boxes that residents called home were festooned with the bulbous gourds cut with portholes for swallows and, for the luckier, purple martins. It was flat land—the bottom of a broad valley. It had, at most, seven or eight palm trees to bring up the vertical space. They were the spindly kind of palms, each collared with aluminum bands to stop rats from nesting in their fernlike crowns.


Ripperton lurched his two-year-old Town Car in front of Space 22. They knew Joanne was home alone; Berto was a guest of the county—in jail on suspicion of child abuse.


“I’ll go in first,” Hannah said, swinging the passenger door open and brushing against a Big Wheel tricycle bleached to pale amber by the Santa Louisa summer.


Ripp pulled out a smoke. “I’ll sit tight and play radio roulette. Better not be long.”


As if his advice mattered. The fact was she wouldn’t be long regardless of Ripperton’s demands. Hannah wanted to interview Mrs. Garcia about her daughter and husband, and she knew if Mrs. Garcia was indeed ready to talk, Ripperton would be called inside anyway. He was as good a witness as she had to ensure the woman couldn’t back out of her story later. He provided the kind of pressure they’d need to take her into the courtroom.


A woman met Hannah at the door. She peered through the wire mesh of a tattered screen and introduced herself as Joanne Garcia. She was thirty years old, unemployed, a few months pregnant. Mascara clumped at the tips of her spiky eyelashes. She pressed her face close to the aluminum doorframe and warily regarded her visitor.


“Mrs. Garcia, I’m Hannah Griffin. I’m with the county, here to investigate your daughter’s case.”


“Oh, Miss Griffin,” Garcia said, pausing before muttering something that went nowhere. Her eyes traced Hannah from head to toe, lingering on a jade silk blouse and creamy white linen skirt that was the well-dressed CSI’s summer uniform. Not that it mattered. Inside the confines of the lab, Hannah was shrouded with a dingy lab coat anyway.


“I don’t think I have anything to say to you,” Garcia finally said.


Hannah inched closer. “That surprises me,” she said. “Yesterday you told me you had a lot to say. I understand that this is very, very difficult. But you know,” she paused, “you—more than anyone—can ensure that what happened to Mimi never happens again.”


Joanne Garcia’s tongue ran over cracked lips. “Yeah, but—”


“Don’t you realize that you are running out of options here? You have no choice but to do the right thing. I think you know that. Can I come in?”


Joanne Garcia hesitated as if she didn’t want to say much, but Hannah knew the woman in the trailer wanted to spill her guts. She knew it from all of the child rapes, the molestations, the neglect and abuse cases—the “chick cases,” as the jealous in the lab called them to demean her work. Guys like Ripp figured no case was worth working on unless it was murder with special circumstances—the grislier the better. Throw in a few sexual elements and they’d be in CSI nirvana, stomping around the lab like sand-kicking macho men.


“You’re letting all the air conditioning out of the house. Come inside for a minute,” Joanne said, flinging the screen open with her foot pressing against the metal spring that kept it shut. Light fell on her features with a blast of white. “Then you’ll have to go.”


Joanne wore a halter top with black-and-white cows printed on it, blue jean shorts that were doing battle with her fleshy thighs. Hannah didn’t doubt that the fabric—that odd kind of denim that looks too thin to be the real thing—and the woman’s increasing girth would be fighting to the finish. She led Hannah into an overloaded family room separated from the entry by a turned-knob room divider resembling Early American furniture. A spider plant spilled variegated green-and-white foliage over the salmon-colored laminate counter-top. A shiny yellow Tonka truck positioned on a shelf served as magazine holder. Old issues of Dirt Biker filled the back end of the toy.


“Sit here,” Joanne said, pointing to a pillow-strewn sofa. “But only for a minute. Like I said, I don’t have anything to say.”


Photos in Plexiglas frames lined a shelf behind the fake log fireplace that served as the focal point of the small room. Hannah recognized the face of the little girl with corkscrew pigtails. All of the photos were of Mimi.


“She’s a very pretty girl,” Hannah said. “How is she?”


Joanne made a face. It was a hard, angry visage, and it made her look older than her years. “How should she be? You’ve taken her from her home! Her father is in jail!”


The words were familiar to Hannah. A few said them with more conviction than Joanne Garcia did that morning in her mobile home. Some recited the words as though they’d rehearsed them in front of a mirror and knew that practiced indignation and outrage were but a small and necessary step in the direction toward a defense of some kind.


“How in the hell should she be? Her daddy didn’t do nothin’ and you’ve taken her away, lady!”


“To save her life.”


Joanne’s face was now blood red. “Her life didn’t need saving. It was an accident.”


“I’m sorry, but I don’t think so. Listen to me very carefully,” Hannah said, fixing her eyes on Joanne’s. “Woman to woman, mother to mother—I am a mother, too—your daughter’s life is in danger. Your job is to protect her.”


Joanne stood and spun around, grabbing a photograph of her daughter.


“You don’t know me, my husband, or anything about us.” She punched her empty fist into the air and held the photo to her bosom.


Hannah felt her stomach flutter slightly as though the woman was going to hit her. Instead, Joanne started to cry and held out a picture of the little girl that had brought Santa Louisa criminal investigators into her life.


“She is all I have. All we have! Don’t do this to us. Do not ruin this family. People like you are always trying to judge people like us.”


She set the picture back on the top shelf of the room divider.


“We’re not trying to ruin anything. We’re trying to help you and your daughter.”


“Right. Like I’m going to believe anything you say,” she said. “Get the fuck out of my house! Now!”


Hannah let the front door swing open on its squeaky spring and returned to the car. Her heels clacked on the cracked and patched sidewalk.


“Handled that one real smooth, Hannah,” Ripp said. His words dripped with his own brand of malevolent sarcasm. “Maybe I could coach you sometime?”


Hannah didn’t want Ripp to know that she’d been unnerved by the encounter in the trailer. She didn’t want him to know what was really on her mind, what she had boxed up in her trunk. Eat shit. She didn’t say the words, but she thought them. And she smiled back at him once more.


“Glad I got out of bed today,” she muttered.


The Santa Louisa County sheriff had been dispatched to Mucho Muchachos Daycare Center on the south end of Valle los Reyes the day before. An employee there had indicated a little girl had showed evidence of abuse. It was reported around noon, though the telltale signs of abuse had been evident at six in the morning. Mimi Garcia’s bottom had been hemorrhaging; a bloom of crimson had spotted her panties. The little girl paid it no mind, but a caregiver—a girl of seventeen named Nadine Myers—had noticed the bleeding when she served her breakfast snack.


“Did someone hurt you?” asked Nadine, a high school dropout with a smile that begged for braces and hands scarred from filing ragged edges while working in her father’s sheet metal shop.


Mimi shook her head as she picked out the shriveled black fruits in the raisin bran growing soft in a pink Tupperware bowl. Two other kids, a boy and a girl, both four, argued over the sugar bowl, and Nadine went to settle the dispute with promises of a frosted Pop-Tart.


A couple of hours later, Nadine was up to her neck in acrid disposable diapers when she returned to Mimi. She sat on the floor, Indian-style, crying. When Nadine pulled her to her feet, she revealed a small smudge of congealed blood.


“We have a problem with Mimi,” she called over the din of the TV.


Fifteen minutes later, a uniformed deputy and a Child Protective Services worker arrived, and Mimi Garcia was off to the Valley Medical Center. She was the possible victim of abuse, possibly sexual.


Hannah and Ripp arrived at the day care center just before 4 p.m. to talk with Nadine Myers, but the young woman was of little help. Her ignorance/evasiveness made Hannah angry, and after a few rounds of pointless responses, Hannah turned it around and beat her up with the questions. At least they wouldn’t leave any marks.


“If you were so worried about her, worried enough to ask, why didn’t you report it to someone?”


Nadine narrowed her eyes defensively. Dry skin creased her tight little mouth.


“Excuse me,” she said. “But if you had to report every little problem that comes in the front door every morning multiplied by twenty-eight kids, you’d find you were reporting every bump and bruise.”


“But this wasn’t just a bump, Nadine,” Hannah said.


Nadine bristled. “What do you expect me to be, a doctor? God, I don’t even make as much money as two of my friends who work at McDonald’s.”


“That’s all for now,” Hannah said. “We’ll be in touch.”


The girl seemed surprised. “Do you want my number or something?”


“No, thanks,” Hannah said as they turned to leave. “We know where to find you.”


“Did someone say McDonald’s?” Ripp asked. “I could use a burger about now. Maybe we could pull a drive-thru on our way back to the office?”


A drive by, maybe, Hannah thought, but said, “All right. If you must.”


“Need to gas up, too.”


Hannah shook her head. “Do you mind if we hold off on that? I have to get back. I can’t stop everywhere and you, you know, you need that burger.”


The truth was the smell of any petroleum product could send Hannah to near retching. The lawn mower had to be electric, because a more powerful gas one sent off fumes that made her ill even if Ethan did the work, or later, when they could afford it, a gardener. Vicks Vapo Rub made her sick. Forget pumping fuel at a service station. Hannah loved Oregon more than any state because it was one of the few that didn’t force people to fuel up their own cars; in fact, a state law prohibited anyone from self-service. This, like so many of her phobias, came from that terrible Christmas Eve.


When they suffered a power outage earlier in their marriage, Ethan produced a kerosene lantern and Hannah nearly went berserk. She caught herself before her rant went too far—first it was a safety issue, then she said it would be more romantic if they burned candles or just sat alone in the dark. Ethan took her to be in a romantic mood, but as they made love, the images of that night played in her mind. And though sex with her husband was the last thing on her mind, she was grateful for the diversion, but felt guilty that the moment held no more for her than a way to try to forget that night.





CHAPTER TWO



Her car still smelling of Ripp’s fast-food binge, it was after seven o’clock when Hannah returned to 1422 Loma Linda Avenue, the single-story stucco home she shared with her husband and daughter. It was a pretty little place with a thicket of bird-of-paradise by the front windows, twin date palms on the property line, and a sandbox made of old oil-soaked railroad ties that had some how morphed into a cat box in the backyard.


A ten-year veteran of the Santa Louisa County P.D., Ethan Griffin had parked his police cruiser in the driveway, leaving the garage open for his wife. Ethan was thoughtful that way. He was loading the dishwasher when she came inside. French fries and ketchup marked two plates. Ethan had brown eyes and black hair that had just started to fleck silver. His mustache (“part of the uniform,” he joked) was a bit of a problem. It turned somewhat skunk striped the year before, and rather than shave it off or live with the indication that, at forty-two, he was growing older, he dyed it black with one of the so-gradual-no-one-will-detect products.


“I promise you,” he told Hannah then, “I’m not running out to a gym or a tanning spa. I don’t have a girlfriend, and I don’t really care how I look. I could live with a little padding in the middle. It isn’t any of that. I just want to compete.”


Hannah smiled and warned Ethan not to let the concoction foaming above his lip drip onto the linens she kept folded by the sink.


“Stains like murder,” she had told him.


The Griffins had lived in the house on Loma Linda since Hannah’s first pregnancy, which, sadly, had ended in a miscarriage at a devastating twenty-one weeks. Amber, now eight, was conceived the year after her sister, Annie, had died. Despite their seemingly all-involving careers as a cop and a CSI, they made plenty of time for Amber. The little girl was never overindulged, but neither did she go without. Hannah was not among the growing group of mothers who sought to make her daughter into a “better me,” but she did want her child to have the opportunities that had eluded her.


Amber was engrossed in a television program when Hannah swooped down and pecked her on the top of the head. In her mind, Hannah repeated a phrase as she always did, “I’m sending all my love to you.” Amber murmured approval, but kept her eyes glued on the screen. A moment later, having heard his wife come in, Ethan emerged from the kitchen.


“Hungry?” he asked.


“Not really. Ripp made a stop at McDonald’s. I’m still dealing with the fumes.” She rolled her eyes.


Ethan thought his wife looked pale. “You okay?” he asked.


“Tough day, I guess.”


Ethan had heard about the Garcia mess over the week end. Hannah, as always, was obsessed about nailing someone—the mother, the father—for the abuse of a child. The Garcia case was the most recent in a long line of cases that consumed her. She was tired; her eyelids hooded, and her smile was plastered on. Ethan served her a slice of pizza and a glass of wine.


“I just need to unwind,” she finally said. She wanted to tell her husband about the special delivery someone had made to her office, about the box she carried in her car trunk. But she couldn’t. The time didn’t seem right. Amber needed to be tucked in and there was a chapter of Oz to read.


It wasn’t that Ethan Griffin with his kind and expressive brown eyes and massive, prickly haired shoulders wasn’t a smart man. He was. He’d advanced several rungs up the ladder at the sheriff’s office, and although no longer a wunderkid once he hit his fortieth birthday, he was still seen by many around the department as an up-and-comer. But what Hannah loved most about her husband had nothing to do with his ability as a cop, his intellect, or his wit at a social service fund-raiser. It was that above all, Ethan was a passionate man when it came to his family. His wife and his daughter were his world, the only world he needed. She admired Ethan for his total devotion. Sometimes she was even jealous of her husband’s capacity to be so devoted. She was always on the run.


In part, Hannah chose Ethan for her husband and the father of her children because she knew his family history was built on love and stability, things that despite the valiant efforts of her aunt and uncle, she had lacked for much of her growing years. Even so, though Ethan knew nearly everything about her life, there were still things she felt unable to share. Some things, she felt, were not to be disclosed. She did not view her refusal to tell him everything a betrayal or unjust secrecy. It was solely an issue of personal privacy. If things got difficult for her to deal with on the inside, she could always keep Ethan at bay by telling him that it was a case that was eating at her like a battery-acid drip. Now, following the receipt of the box in her office, Hannah found herself using such subterfuge. She was jittery and laconic whenever Ethan inquired about her frayed nerves.


Ethan saw that Hannah was preoccupied. But, he told himself, it was the Garcia case. He’d felt the brunt of such frustration over the years—be it the case of a seventeen-year-old slashed with a box cutter and raped in the back of a bookmobile. Or the time Hannah broke her seemingly ceaseless string of sex cases with the prosecution of a man who walked into a dry cleaner and forced two of the women facedown on the pressing machine while he robbed them at gunpoint. He knew that when a certain case came along, the kind in which an advocate was needed to work the details and press for justice, she’d be gone. She was the only one in Santa Louisa County who could do it.


“I know the Garcia thing is getting to you,” he told her as they slid under the covers. “Amber knows it, too.”


“I’m fine,” Hannah said. She kissed him and snuggled in his arms. For a second, she no longer seemed unsettled. She even appeared to relax. Hannah was some what adept at hiding her feelings. It came with practice.


This time Ethan wasn’t buying it completely. “You don’t look fine. You look like you’ve been drained. I’m half expecting that you’re going to keel over from stress or something.”


Hannah forced a slight smile. “You’re more likely to go into cardiac arrest than I. Twenty-to-one chances I’d say.”


“I’m worried, that’s all.”


“I know. Me, too.”





CHAPTER THREE



Hannah could no longer wait. She threw on her favorite white terry bathrobe and, without slippers on her feet, went down the hall. She flipped on the coffee pot, and went out to her Volvo. It was not the Garcia case that brought her from a warm bed with her husband, though the abused little girl weighed heavily on her mind. The contents of the car trunk had been gnawing at her like a mosquito bite that wouldn’t go away despite the pink crust of calamine that had been dabbed on to soothe it. It was there. It was outside, and tossing and turning and avoiding it wouldn’t do a damn thing about getting it out of her thoughts. Though she doubted anything could wipe it from her mind, she knew confrontation was the answer. She moved quietly across the garage, opened the driver’s door, and flipped the lever that released the trunk latch. Her breathing quickened. Beneath a Pendleton wool blanket she kept in the event that she was ever stranded on a chilly night, she found the box loosely wrapped in the grocery sack. She held it close to her thumping heart and returned to the kitchen.


The box sat on the table in front of her, and just as she’d done when it was delivered to her office, she fell back in time; the memories began flickering by. Even to think it was to conjure the worst images a brain had ever captured in the gray and pink folds of its tissue.


It was black, very black. And cold. The temperature had dipped well below freezing, a heavy layer of talc-like snow had tucked in all but the largest of the Douglas firs that marched up the mountain from the little house in the valley. Ice daggers hung from the corners of a farmhouse. A wisp of smoke, then a raging storm of fumes spiraled into the sky, then downward to the shed and the pump house to the carport. God had said never to forget, never to forgive. In the window, two little boys cowered in fear . . . the images flashed like old 8-mm film. Scratches of light cut through the images and in time, tears ran down her face.


“Hannah!” Ethan rushed into the kitchen, grabbing a hand towel off the oven door handle. A river of brown was flowing from the Krups coffeemaker down the face of the lower cabinets. He dropped a towel to the tile floor and it turned from white to brown.


“You forgot to put the pot under the filter,” he said, his words slowed as he noticed his wife hadn’t turned around despite the commotion.


“What’s that?” he asked, moving closer and looking over her shoulder at the box.


Hannah remained mute. Her eyes were fastened on what was in front of her.


“What is it?” he repeated.


“Shoes,” she finally answered. She looked up at Ethan and then back down at the table. She’d been crying. Her eyes were puffy and red. “I think they are Erik’s and Danny’s.”


Ethan was astonished by the sight of the scorched boys’ shoes. “Shit,” he said, because no other word came.


Erik and Danny Logan were Hannah’s little brothers and they had been dead far longer than they had ever lived. Even though their lives had been short, they had made their marks in ways that history’s footnotes often are constructed—through stories told by friends, family members, and in a handful of photographs that had survived. They’d become legend (a pop group from the UK called “The Dead Boys” had a string of hits in the late ’70s). But because of who his wife was, Ethan also knew what kind of boys they had been. Erik was somewhat bookish for a little boy; Danny was more of a cutup. Though the boys were twins, they were not identical in appearance at all. Most people who discussed the twins’ role in the tragedy assumed they had been identical boys when, in fact, they were fraternal. Erik was fair like his sister and Danny was somewhat swarthy and dark eyed. The boys had just turned six when they left this earth for what their Aunt Leanna would call “their great reward in heaven.” Leftover angel-food birthday cake from their party was still in the refrigerator when their young lives literally went up in smoke.


Hannah’s attention stayed on the small shoes: Buster Brown oxfords. One pair had survived the fire better than the other; its laces were intact and its leather still showed hints of the oxblood color that had once covered the surface with a mirror-like luster.


“Jesus, Hannah,” Ethan said. “Those can’t be the boys’ actual shoes?” He set the coffee-soaked towel in the sink and slid next to her.


“I think they are,” she said. She cradled the pair with the intact laces. Inside was a notation made in ballpoint pen. It read: “JB/12/25.”


Ethan put his arm around her.


“I don’t know for sure,” she continued. “I never saw them except for the times when Erik and Danny wore them. They look like their shoes . . . and the . . .” Her words fell flat. “They could be.”


“Where in the hell did they come from?”


“Someone sent them to me. At the office.” Her words came slowly.


“Who sent them?” Ethan asked again, rephrasing the question for which he most wanted the answer.


Hannah shook her head. She didn’t know who or why. She thought she’d call Veronica Paine, the prosecutor who’d guided her through the courtroom so many years ago. “I’ll ask her,” she said, her characteristic resolve finally kicking in. “I need to know if these are from the evidence vault and, if so, who took them and sent them to me.”


Ethan noticed the Life magazine that held the photo spread that inspired their annual photo of Amber in the flower fields was open to the story about “the incident.” There was a photograph of a burned-out farmhouse, the skeletal remains of a family’s life stuck in the mud and scattered across the black-and-white images. Smoldering rafters and floor joists jutted from an earth that had been soaked with water and melted snow. The headline read: HOLIDAY OF HORROR: OREGON MURDER FARM DIES A SMOLDERING DEATH. A second photo, inset into the two-page bleed of the burned building, depicted a volunteer fireman. Stuck on the butt of his axe was a little boy’s shoe.


“I think that’s one of Danny’s shoes,” Hannah said as she took the magazine and placed it on the top of the refrigerator, out of view.


Ethan put his arms around his wife’s shoulders. She seemed so small and very frail. She didn’t make a sound, but she sobbed.


“There’s something else,” Hannah said, finally, pulling away and reaching for her purse. She unzipped a side pocket. “I got this from the receptionist handling the phones during the lunch hour.” She held out a slip of pale pink paper folded in half.


Ethan fixed his eyes on Hannah and unfolded it. Across the top were the familiar words: WHILE YOU WERE OUT. Underneath were the date, Hannah’s name, and a box with “Called” checked. The message was only two words, but they were heart stopping.


Your mom.





CHAPTER FOUR



Despite her worries, unfounded as she knew they had to be, Hannah Griffin was about to find out that hell had frozen over. And that was a good thing.


Ted Ripperton hadn’t done anything right since 1993. And most of the observers in the Santa Louisa County Courthouse who were not related to him readily conceded as much. Ripp, with his leathery tan face and eyes popping from white rings of flesh left by tanning goggles, had his head so far up his ass that he needed a snorkel to breathe. At least most thought so. Hannah kept her opinions to herself, but she never defended him when others complained about his work ethic (as lax as could be), his personality (boorish and cocksure), even the way he dressed (Hush Puppies with black socks, khakis, white shirt, and a navy suit coat). Ripp was tolerated because he had to be. But a few days into the Garcia investigation he surprised them all, including Hannah. He stopped her in the hall on her way to the cluttered warren of cubicles and minuscule offices that were supposed to support the functions of the DA’s office, but really kept people apart like eggs in too-tight cartons.


He held up a manila folder. “Did you know Mimi Garcia had a little brother?” he asked. Coffee rings on the folder and powder from a bakery donut on his navy sleeves indicated what he’d had for breakfast.


Hannah didn’t know what he was talking about. Police interviews hadn’t disclosed anything about a son. Her brown eyes fixed on the white goggle-rimmed eyes of the county’s best, worst, and only full-time gumshoe.


“Here it is,” he said. Ripperton handed over the file slowly as though he was passing it on to a co-conspirator. He looked around. “And that’s not all. He’s dead.”


“Dead?”


“Yeah. Died of SIDS two and half years ago over in Landon. I found mention of it—I mean found mention of the kid—when I ran a DMV search on Berto Garcia. Came back that’d he’d been stopped for speeding and was cited for not having his son in a car seat.”


“His son?” Hannah fanned the pages and set her purse on the floor. “Jesus,” she said, “Joanne never said a word about a son.” Her mind flashed to the Tonka truck on the room divider. Too new to be Berto’s childhood relic; not played with enough to belong to Mimi. The toy, she thought, must have been the little boy’s.


“Nope,” Ripperton said, a smug smile now in place. He’d found something good and he knew it. “I guess she had reason to keep her mouth shut on that.”


Of course she did. Hannah Griffin had worked another case at the beginning of her career with similar facts. A child had been beaten up and hospitalized with a broken collarbone. X-rays revealed a previous fracture of the tibia that had healed long before, despite the fact that it hadn’t been set properly. The child survived, but further and long-overdue investigation by Hannah and her paralegal indicated he hadn’t been the first to suffer in the household. It turned out that the child’s older brother died three years before. Parents told friends and family members their son had died of SIDS. The hospital had been told the boy fell from a tree fort while playing in his backyard. No one—not the police, not the caseworker assigned to the family—bothered to check out the family’s residence. They lived on a treeless lot. There was no fort. Besides, what parent would allow a three-year-old to play in a fort off the ground in the first place? Furthermore, a SIDS case involving a three-year-old?


The little boy’s body was exhumed; charges were filed, and six months later, both parents were on paid vacations as guests of the California Department of Corrections.


Hannah sighed and read the report Ripp had given her. The little boy’s name was Enrique Garcia.


“The mother says her son turned blue and she was unable to revive him. Father was at home and made the call for emergency aid. Both parents reported that such an incident had never occurred previously . . .”


Hannah felt her arms draw closer to her own body. More than anything in her job she hated the prospect of an exhumation. Plowing the earth for the remains of the dead made the bile rise into her throat.


“I’ll get Judge Newell to issue the order,” she said stiffly. “We’re going to exhume Mimi Garcia’s little brother.”


By the end of the afternoon, Judge Bernice Newell lived up to her reputation as the DA’s best friend in the judiciary. Judge Newell almost never turned down a request for a warrant. It was true she dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s, and could seldom be faulted. Lawyers for the defense despised her. She was hardly impartial. She had a statue of Lady Justice on her desk. Super-glued across its eyes were reading glasses instead of a blindfold. It was kitschy and jokey, but it spoke volumes.


Hannah Griffin didn’t notice her as she left for the day. But a woman waited in the lobby of the Santa Louisa courthouse drinking a cup of black tea from a paper cup. She pushed her long, dark hair behind her ears and tapped her pointed shoes in time with the Muzak undulating over the marble floors. A Helen Reddy song, she thought. Maybe Cher? She smelled of White Shoulders perfume and spearmint gum. When Hannah walked by, the woman smiled and raised a hand as if to wave. But the friendliness of the gesture was not returned.


Hannah, of course, had no idea who she was. She had no idea of the hope the woman had for her. The hope that she’d bring her close to the one she’d loved and lost.


The next day before work, Hannah dropped Amber off at school, as she did nearly every morning at half past eight. She handed Amber a tissue from her purse as she drove.


“You missed a spot,” Hannah said.


Amber had worked the entire evening on an oil pastel of a lioness and her cub; smudges of rust and tan colored the bottoms of her palms. Hannah handed her a Wet-Nap left from a drive-in chicken place. She kissed her daughter good-bye as she pulled up to the bus turnaround. A school crossing guard opened the passenger door to let the girl out.


“I love you,” Hannah said with a warm smile.


In a habit she picked up from her mother, the eight-year-old rolled her eyes, more for the benefit of the crossing guard than any real statement of her affection for her mom.


“Love you, too,” she said.


As she watched Amber run off, her pastel drawing fluttering in the morning breeze, Hannah felt satisfied about her daughter in a way that she knew she had missed for herself. She was safe, without fear, and she was loved. Later that afternoon, like all the others, Ethan would take a late lunch break from the precinct and pick up their daughter for dance class.


And Hannah Griffin, lab coat over her linen suit, would do what she hated more than just about anything in the world. She was going to peer inside the dead body of a child.





CHAPTER FIVE



The exhumation at Green Lawn Rest Memorial Park in nearby Landon was delayed from two to three that afternoon because another family was burying their grandfather six plots down from two-year-old Enrique Garcia’s grave. Hannah arrived ten minutes late and parked by the chapel. The memorial park was a ten-acre emerald patch in the middle of an industrial compound adjacent to a ticky-tacky apartment complex that had sprung up around it. It was an old-fashioned cemetery with headstones that rose from the ground, instead of being flush mounted in that style the penny-pinching owners of such places prefer for easy mowing. A gentle breeze blew through the rows of granite markers. Crows called from the phone lines strung from the road to the apartments abutting the west side of the patch of green.


By the time Hannah joined the others gathered around the backhoe, Joanne Garcia had arrived. She bolted from her VW bug and ran toward the group of police officers, lawyers, and cemetery personnel. She didn’t even take the keys from the ignition or shut the car door.


“You’ll rot in hell for this,” she yelled at a cop blocking her from the grave site. Her veins popped as expletives convulsed into tears.


“Why would she want to be here?” muttered Ripperton. “Why would any mother want to see her kid after he’d been planted for a couple of years?”


“Ripp, you’ve got to be kidding. Haven’t you done this job long enough to know?” Hannah shot him a chilly look. “Because she’s his mother.”


Ripperton said nothing more. He smoked and kept his hand on his pager, as if holding it would make someone call and he could leave. There were a lot of things that could be said about Ted Ripperton. Strong-stomached, however, was not among them.


A yellow backhoe gently scooted a headstone affixed with Enrique Garcia’s name and a faded photograph of a sweet, but somewhat sullen, little boy. Hannah stood close to the wound in the lawn as the wheelbarrow-sized claw peeled off the sod. A few feet down, the big machine backed away, and a couple of cops felt the top of the cement liner with their shovels. A half hour later, the tiny casket was chained and strapped in preparation for its removal from the hole.


“I want video,” Hannah said, “every step of the way.” An officer with an overly eager-to-please manner framed the scene with the camera lens as he ambled closer to the slash of soil.


“As long as I have juice in the battery, you’ll have your video,” he said.


The casket had been flocked with a pattern of daisies, but groundwater or runoff from the sprinklers had weakened the glue. Sheets of fabric hung like a little curtain around the grimy edges. The box dripped fluid as it hung in the air for ten minutes. The county arranged for a hearse to take Enrique Garcia’s remains to the coroner’s office in Santa Louisa, but it never showed. Instead, after scrambling about, a cemetery pickup truck was loaded with the box holding the boy’s body. Hannah nodded to Ripp and walked to her car. A police escort blared sirens and flashed blue lights, and two hours after they arrived at the cemetery, they were gone.


Joanne Garcia yelled from the other side of the parking lot as Hannah got into her car. Her blue eyes flashed hatred and her mouth spewed vulgarities that had been absent from her exceedingly coarse vocabulary when they met at her mobile home. Joanne also looked older; her blond hair seemed white, almost gray.


“You have no fuckin’ right to do this!” Joanne yelled. “You have no idea what you are doing!”


Hannah felt a jolt of adrenaline and looked over at the red-faced woman with the battered daughter in foster care and the dead son just plucked from the earth like a turnip.


“We have every right to do so. The judge’s order says so. You’re making this more difficult than it has to be—and it’s damn difficult.”


“How would you like to have your baby pulled from his rest with God? You don’t know how this feels!”


Hannah shook her head. “But I do,” she said quietly, more to herself than to Joanne as she clicked the shoulder harness of her seat belt. In a few moments, she turned to look, maybe even to say something, but the woman with the dead baby was out of view.


“I really do,” she said once more inside her head.


* * *


An exhumation and the scientific, the clinical, procedures that follow it are nothing short of ghoulish. No one with a heart could say otherwise. The very idea of waking the dead with the scrape of a shovel is a revolting affair. No matter if it is part of one’s job. No matter whether it is clinical. Ripperton made an excuse, and Hannah stood alone with medical examiner Lina Kent as she and her assistant, an Asian man with the singsong name of Ron Fong, went about the business that was Enrique Garcia. Halogen lights blasted the boy’s little figure, a mummified body with sunken eyes and reptilian lips, drawn tightly in a peculiar smile. Body fluids had stained the shiny polyester fabric that had cushioned his lifeless frame. While M.E. Kent recorded each observation into a shoulder microphone, Fong, chomping on a mouthful of peppermints, snapped photographs with a Polaroid camera. Images spat out of the camera.


“Looking at the original autopsy report I see no mention of the crescent-shaped contusion on the subject’s right forearm. . . . Ron, take a close-up, please.”


The M.E., a sixty-ish woman with snowy hair and dimestore bifocals on a chain around her corrugated neck, stepped aside while Fong reloaded the camera and took three shots in rapid succession. Dr. Kent was so nonchalant about her request for the close-up that Hannah nearly missed its importance. She looked through the report. Nothing had been written about a crescent-shaped mark.


“What is it?” Hannah asked.


“Hard to say for sure,” the M.E. said slowly. “But I’d be willing to bet a cup of coffee that it’s a bite mark.”


“There’s no mention of any bite trauma,” Hannah said, flipping through reports and stepping closer to the little body stretched and pinned out like a butterfly on a corkboard.


Dr. Kent looked at the clock with the red sweep second hand. They’d been picking apart Enrique’s remains for two hours—longer than they thought they’d need, given the fact that he’d been autopsied before.


“So there’s no mention of bite trauma,” she said, repeating Hannah’s remarks. “That’s not really surprising. Dean Wallen was about the worst pathologist that ever made a Y incision on a cadaver.” She tossed her latex gloves into an empty stainless-steel drum marked for hazardous waste. “Cases like this make me wonder how many more we’ll have to dig up and review. Whenever something like this happens it invites more prisoners with half-good lawyers to call the evidence into question. I’ve done seven of these and I don’t want to do any more.”


“Retirement is next year,” Fong reminded her.


“Six months,” she said, pausing and adding with a smile, “and twelve days. Give me a calculator and I’ll give you the hours and minutes.”


While the M.E. and her young assistant refocused on the work at hand, Hannah stared at the body. She hadn’t noticed it before in the blinding light of late summer’s day, but the child’s skin was covered with the milky white of mold spores that resembled baby powder, or a light dusting of snow. She felt a chill deep inside. The eyes had sunken into their sockets, but other than that he was remarkably preserved. Though the image was oddly sweet in its own peculiarly horrific way, Hannah felt her stomach churn. The baby was a beautiful boy, she thought. Beautiful, and stiff, like some waxy doll no one wanted anymore. Beads of sweat collected at her temples, though the room was kept on the cool side. Rather than touch her hands to her face, she turned her head to her shoulders and wiped the perspiration. And though the stench of death hung in the air, it wasn’t the smell but the sight before her that gave her pause. It was familiar in its own cruel way.
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