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For Gryphon. 
My first effort without you, old friend. 
I hope it measures up.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Do you remember 1985?


In 1985, I was working at the Bath Boutique in Rochester, Minnesota, selling designer toilet seats and ceramic rabbit toothbrush holders. I was two years away from selling my first book (The Trouble with J. J.), and three years away from its publication.


In 1985, Ronald Reagan was in the first year of his second term as president of the United States. Real women wore shoulder pads, permed their hair, and lusted after Tom Selleck and Don Johnson. Cell phones were the size of bricks and had to be carried around in a case with a handle. The Go-Go’s disbanded, Madonna was the hot new thing, and Bruce Springsteen was Born in the U.S.A.


As I began to develop the idea for Deeper Than the Dead, I knew the book would be set in the past. I thought this would be fun. Maybe I would dredge up some nostalgia for leg warmers and heavy metal hair bands (as in Van Halen and Mötley Crüe). It wasn’t until I got into the book that I realized something very inconvenient about 1985: In terms of forensic science and technology, it was the freaking Stone Age.


Imagine a sheriff’s department without computers on every detective’s desk. I can actually remember seeing law enforcement agency wish lists in the late eighties longing for such exotic items as fax machines and photocopiers.


Imagine no DNA technology. The first case adjudicated in the United States in which DNA evidence was presented was in 1987, and the science was considered controversial still for years after that. That’s hard to grasp today, in the days of the CSI effect, when juries expect DNA evidence and are often reluctant to convict without it.


In 1985, fingerprint examples were still matched by the human eye.


Now, I am by no means gifted in the technological sense. If it had been left up to me to harness electricity, we would all still be reading  by oil lamps. I have no clue how my computer works. I still haven’t figured out how all those tiny little people get inside my television.


And yet, compared with the 1985 Tami, I am a technology junkie. I am never without my iPhone or iPod. “Have laptop, will travel” is my motto. My DVR records every rerun of House. I even occasionally tweet on Twitter.


So, used to all this modern convenience, I found it a major inconvenience when I couldn’t have my detectives jump on the information superhighway to gather information. And no cell phones for instant contact? How did we live?


In fact, criminal profiling—so commonly used today and so familiar to law enforcement and civilians alike—was still something of a fledgling science in the mid-eighties. That was what we think of now as the golden age of the FBI’s Behavioral Sciences Unit. Those were the days of the Nine: nine legends in the making (Conrad Hassel, Larry Monroe, Roger Depue, Howard Teten, Pat Mullany, Roy Hazelwood, Dick Ault, Robert Ressler, and John Douglas) who came together in three or four different groups over that time span to bring profiling and the BSU to the forefront of law enforcement.


In 1985, the unit was housed at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia, in offices sixty feet belowground—ten times deeper than the dead—in what agents referred to as the National Cellar for the Analysis of Violent Crime.


Setting Deeper Than the Dead in 1985 gave me the opportunity to write about those days and to insinuate a character into that mythical circle of the Nine. It also gave me a chance to walk down memory lane and remember the days of Dallas and Dynasty, Michael Jackson’s  Thriller, and Members Only jackets.


We were all happenin’ in the eighties, and if anyone would have suggested then that we were living in an age of innocence, we would have thought them crazy. So much has happened in the decades since. Not all for the better, to be sure. Still, I’ll definitely take the advances made in forensic sciences, and I’ll definitely take my cell phone.
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My Hero


My hero is my dad. He is a great person. He works hard, is nice to everyone, and tries to help people.





His victim would have screamed if she could have. He had seen to it she could not open her mouth. There would have been terror in her eyes. He had made certain she could not open them. He had rendered her blind and mute, making her the perfect woman. Beautiful. Seen and not heard. Obedient. He had immobilized her so she could not fight him.



Sometimes he helps me with my homework because he is good at math and science. Sometimes we play catch in the backyard, which is really fun and cool. But he is very busy. He works very hard.





Her uncontrollable trembling and the sweat that ran down the sides of her face showed her terror. He had locked her inside the prison of her own body and mind, and there would be no escape.


The cords stood out in her neck as she strained against the bindings. Sweat and blood ran in thin rivulets down the slopes of her small, round breasts.



My dad tells me no matter what I should always be polite and respect people. I should treat other people the way I would like to be treated.





She had to respect him now. She had no choice. The power was all his. In this game, he always won. He had stripped away all of her pretense, the mask of beauty, to reveal the plain raw truth: that she was nothing and he was God.


It was important for her to know that before he killed her.



My dad is a very important man in the community.





It was important that she had the time to reflect on that truth. Because of that, he wouldn’t kill her just yet. Besides, he didn’t have the time.



My dad. My hero.





It was nearly three o’clock. He had to go pick up his child from school.
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Five Days Later



Tuesday, October 8, 1985


 





“You suck, Crane.”


Tommy Crane sighed and stared straight ahead.


Dennis Farman leaned over from his desk, right across from Tommy’s, his fat face screwed up into what he probably thought was a really tough look.


Tommy tried to tell himself it was just a stupid look. Asinine. That was his new word of the week. Asinine: marked by inexcusable failure to exercise intelligence or sound judgment. Definition number two: of, relating to, or resembling an ass.


That was Dennis, all the way around.


He tried not to think about the fact that Dennis Farman was bigger than he was, a whole year older than he was, and just plain mean.


“You suck donkey dicks,” Farman said, laughing to himself like he thought he was brilliant or something.


Tommy sighed again and looked at the clock on the wall above the door. Two more minutes.


Wendy Morgan turned around in her seat and looked at him with frustration. “Say something, Tommy. Tell him he’s a dork.”


“‘Say something, Tommy,’” Farman parroted, making his voice really high, like a girl’s. “Or let your girlfriend talk for you.”


“He doesn’t have a girlfriend,” Cody Roache, Farman’s scrawny toady, chimed in. “He’s gay. He’s gay and she’s a lesbo.”


Wendy rolled her eyes. “Shut up, Cockroach. You don’t even know what that means.”


“Yes, I do.”


“Because you are.”


Tommy watched the clock tick one minute closer to freedom. At the front of the room, Miss Navarre walked back to her desk from the door with a yellow note in her hand.


If someone had tortured him, held fire to his feet, or stuck bamboo shoots under his fingernails, he would have had to admit he was kind of in love with Miss Navarre. She was smart and kind, and really pretty with big brown eyes and dark hair tucked behind her ears.


“Twat,” Cockroach said, just loud enough that the bad word shot like a poisoned dart straight to Miss Navarre’s ear, and her attention snapped in their direction.


“Mr. Roache,” she said in that tone of voice that cut like a knife. “Would you like to come to the front of the room now and explain to the rest of the class exactly why you will be staying in the room for recess and lunch hour tomorrow?”


Roache wore his most stupid expression behind his too-big glasses. “Uh, no.”


Miss Navarre arched an eyebrow. She could say a lot with that eyebrow. She was sweet and kind, but she was no pushover.


Cody Roache swallowed hard and tried again. “Um . . . no, ma’am?”


The bell rang loudly, and everyone started to bolt from their seats. Miss Navarre held up one finger and they all froze like they were in suspended animation.


“Mr. Roache,” she said. It was never a good thing when she called someone Mr. or Miss. “I’ll see you first thing tomorrow morning at my desk.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


She turned her attention to Dennis Farman, holding up the note in her hand. “Dennis, your father called to say he won’t be able to pick you up today, and you should walk home.”


The second Miss Navarre dropped her hand, the entire fifth-grade class bolted for the door like a herd of wild horses.


“Why don’t you stand up to him, Tommy?” Wendy demanded as they walked away from Oak Knoll Elementary School and toward the park.


Tommy hiked his backpack up on one shoulder. “’Cause he could pound me into a pile of broken bones.”


“He’s all talk.”


“That’s easy for you to say. He hit me once in dodgeball and I didn’t breathe for like a week.”


“You have to stand up for yourself,” Wendy insisted, blue eyes flashing. She had long, wavy blonde hair like a mermaid’s, which she was always wearing in the styles of rock stars Tommy had never heard of. “Otherwise, what kind of man are you?”


“I’m not a man. I’m a kid, and I want to stay that way for a while.”


“What if he went after me?” she asked. “What if he tried to hit me or kidnap me?”


Tommy frowned. “That’s different. That’s you. Sure, I’d try to save you. That’s what a guy is supposed to do. It’s called chivalry. Like in the Knights of the Round Table or Star Wars.”


Wendy flashed a smile and wound one blonde braid into a shape like a cinnamon roll pressed against her ear. “Does that make me Princess Leia?” she said, batting her eyelashes.


Tommy rolled his eyes. They turned off the sidewalk and onto a trail that cut through Oakwoods Park.


Oakwoods was a big park with part of it clipped and cleared and set up with picnic pavilions and a bandstand and playground. The rest of it was more wild, like a forest with simple trails cut through it.


A lot of kids wouldn’t cut through the park because there were stories about it being haunted and homeless weirdos living in it, and someone claimed they once saw Bigfoot. But it was the shortest way home, and he and Wendy had been going this way since they were in the third grade. Nothing bad had ever happened.


“And you’re Luke Skywalker,” Wendy said.


Tommy didn’t want to be Luke Skywalker. Han Solo had all the fun, blasting around the galaxy with Chewbacca, breaking the rules and doing whatever they liked.


Tommy had never broken a rule in his life. His day-to-day existence was orderly and scheduled. Up at seven, breakfast at seven fifteen, to school by eight. School let out at three ten. He had to be home by three forty-five. Sometimes he walked. Sometimes one of his or Wendy’s parents picked them up, depending. When he got home he would have a snack and tell his mother everything that happened that day. From  four until six fifteen he could go out and play—unless he had a piano lesson—but he had to be cleaned up and at the dinner table at six thirty sharp.


It would have been a lot more fun to be Han Solo.


Wendy had moved on to other topics, chattering about her latest favorite singer, Madonna, who Tommy had never heard of because his mother insisted they only listen to public radio. She wanted him to grow up to be a concert pianist and/or a brain surgeon. Tommy wanted to grow up to be a baseball player, but he didn’t tell his mother that. That was between him and his dad.


Suddenly, behind them, came a blood-curdling war cry and what sounded like wild animals crashing through the woods.


“CRANE SUCKS!!!!”


“RUN!!” Tommy yelled.


Dennis Farman and Cody Roache came leaping over a fallen log, their faces red from shouting.


Tommy grabbed Wendy’s wrist and took off, dragging her along behind him. He was faster than Dennis. He’d outrun him before. Wendy was fast for a girl, but not as fast as he was.


Farman and Roache were catching up to them, their eyes bugging out of their heads like a gargoyle’s. Their mouths were wide-open. They were still yelling, but Tommy could only hear the pounding of his heart and the crashing sound they made as they bounded through the woods.


“This way!” he yelled, veering off the trail.


Wendy looked back, yelling, “FART-MAN!!”


“JUMP!!” Tommy shouted.


They went over the edge of an embankment and flew through the air. Farman and Roache came flying after them. They landed like so many stones, hitting the ground and tumbling.


All the colors of the forest whirled past Tommy’s eyes like a kaleidoscope as he rolled, until he finally came to a stop on a soft mound of dirt.


He lay still for a moment, holding his breath, waiting for Dennis Farman to jump on him. But he could hear Dennis moaning loudly somewhere behind him.


Slowly Tommy pushed himself up on his hands and knees. The ground he was on had been turned over recently. It smelled like earth  and wet leaves, and something else he couldn’t name. It was soft and damp and crumbly like someone had dug it up with a shovel. Like someone had buried something . . . or somebody.


His heart jumped into the back of his throat as he raised his head . . . and came face-to-face with death.
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At first, all Tommy could see was that the woman was pretty. She looked peaceful, like in The Lady of the Lake. Her skin was pale and kind of blue. Her eyes were closed.


Then slowly other things came into focus: blood that had drizzled down her chin and dried, a slash mark across one cheek, ants marching into and out of her nostrils.


Tommy’s stomach flipped over.


“Holy shit!” Dennis exclaimed as he came to stand beside the grave.


Cody Roache, dirt on his face, glasses askew, screamed like a girl, bolted, and ran back the way they had come.


Wendy was as white as a sheet as she stared at the dead woman, but, as always, she had her wits about her. She turned to Dennis and said, “You have to go call your dad.”


Dennis wasn’t listening to her. He got down on his hands and knees for a closer look. “Is she really dead?”


“Don’t touch her!” Tommy snapped as Dennis reached out a grubby finger to poke at the woman’s face.


He had only ever seen one dead person in his whole life—his grand-mother on his father’s side—and she was in a coffin. But he knew it just wasn’t right to touch this woman. It was disrespectful or something.


“What if she’s just asleep?” Dennis said. “What if she was buried alive and she’s in a coma?”


He tried to push up one of the woman’s eyelids, but it wouldn’t budge. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the woman’s face.


To Tommy it looked as if something had been digging at the grave. One of the woman’s hands was out of the dirt, as if she had been trying  to reach out for help. The hand was mangled, like maybe some animal had chewed on her fingers, tearing flesh and exposing bones.


He had fallen right on top of a dead woman. His head swam. He felt like someone had just poured cold water over him.


As Dennis reached out to touch the woman again, a dog stepped out of some bushes on the other side of the body and growled deep in its throat.


None of them moved then. The dog was mean-looking, white with a big black spot around one beady eye and over the small ear. The dog moved forward. The kids moved backward.


“He’s protecting her,” Tommy said.


“Maybe he killed her,” Dennis said. “Maybe he killed her and buried her like a bone, and now he’s back to eat the body.”


He said it as if he hoped that was the case, and he couldn’t wait to watch the next gruesome scene.


Then as suddenly as it had appeared, the dog stepped back into the bushes and was gone.


In the next second, a man in a sheriff’s deputy’s uniform appeared at the top of the bank the kids had tumbled over. He looked like a giant looking down at them, his hair buzzed flat on top, his eyes hidden by mirrored sunglasses. He was Dennis Farman’s father.


 





Tommy stood well back from the deputies who had come with yellow crime-scene tape to mark off the area around the shallow grave. He should have been home by now. His mother was going to be really mad. He had a piano lesson at five. But he couldn’t seem to make himself leave, and he thought maybe he wasn’t supposed to.


The light was fading in the thick woods. Somewhere out there was a mad dog, and maybe even a murderer. He didn’t want to walk home anymore.


The adults on the other side of the tape weren’t paying any attention to him or Wendy. Dennis hung around just outside the tape, trying to get a better look as the deputies did their jobs.


Cody Roache had run all the way back to the street and nearly got himself run over by Dennis’s father in his squad car. Tommy had heard the deputies telling each other. Mr. Farman had come straight to the scene, but Cody had not come back.


“I wonder who she is,” Wendy said quietly. She sat on the stump of a tree that had been cut down over the summer. “I wonder how she died.”


“Somebody killed her,” Tommy said.


“I think I want to go home now,” Wendy said. “Don’t you?”


Tommy didn’t answer her. He felt like he was inside of a bubble, and if he tried to move the bubble would burst and all sorts of feelings would wash over him and drown him.


People had come into the park to see what was going on. They stood up on the bank—teenagers, a mailman, one of the janitors from school.


As he watched them, Miss Navarre appeared at the edge of the group. She spotted him and Wendy right away and made her way down to them.


“Are you guys all right?” she asked.


“Tommy fell on a dead person!” Wendy said.


Tommy said nothing. He had started to shake all over. Inside his head all he could see was the dead woman’s face—the blood, the gash in her cheek, the ants crawling on her.


“A deputy came into the school and said something had happened,” Miss Navarre said, looking over at the place where the dead lady was. She turned back then and touched Tommy’s forehead and brushed some dead leaves out of his hair. “You’re really pale, Tommy. You should sit down.”


Dutifully he sat down on the stump beside Wendy. Miss Navarre looked as pale as either of them, but there was no more room on the stump.


“Tell me what happened,” she said.


The tale spilled out of Wendy like rushing water. When she came to the part where Tommy fell on the grave, Miss Navarre closed her eyes and said, “Oh my God.”


She bent down to Tommy’s level and looked him straight in the eyes. “Are you all right?”


Tommy gave the smallest nod. “I’m okay.”


His voice sounded like it came from far away.


“Wait here,” she said. “I’m going to ask the deputies if I can take you home.”


She walked over to the yellow tape stretched between the trees and tried to get the attention of Dennis Farman’s dad, who seemed to be the big shot on the scene.


The two exchanged words. Miss Navarre gestured toward Dennis. Farman’s father shook his head. They were arguing. Tommy could tell by the way they were standing—Miss Navarre with her hands on her hips, Mr. Farman puffing himself up and leaning over her. Then Miss Navarre raised a hand and ended the discussion.


She was angry when she came back, although she did her best to hide it. Tommy could feel it all around her like frozen air.


“Come on,” she said, reaching out her hands to them. “I’m taking you home.”


At ten Tommy generally considered himself too old to hold hands with an adult. He couldn’t remember the last time his mother had held his hand. Kindergarten, maybe. But he didn’t feel so grown-up now, and he took Miss Navarre’s soft, smooth hand and held on tight as she led them away from the terrible scene and out of the woods.


But the scene came with Tommy, stuck in his head; he felt sick at the idea that it might never go away.
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Anne Navarre felt herself shaking inside as she walked away from Frank Farman and the crime scene her students had stumbled upon—shaking from the shock of what she had just seen, shaking with anger at Frank Farman. He was too busy to deal with her. He would take care of his own kid in his own time—as if he thought letting his son watch the exhumation of a corpse would be good for him. Asshole.


She had already encountered Farman at a parent-teacher conference. He was the kind of man who only heard the sound of his own voice and would likely have gone to his grave swearing the sun rose in the west rather than agree with a woman.


Just like her father.


For the moment she couldn’t examine the deeper cause of the trembling: seeing a murder victim—a woman killed and discarded like a broken doll—and knowing her students had seen it too.


She led Wendy and Tommy out of the park and back to the school, where she sat them down in the office and used a phone to call their parents.


Anne told Wendy’s mother as little as possible, just that there had been an incident in the park and that she was bringing Wendy home.


The Cranes’ phone was answered by a machine. She left the same message with as little detail as possible.


The children were quiet as Anne drove. She didn’t know what to say to them. That everything would be all right? Their lives had just been changed. That was the truth. They would be seeing a dead woman’s face in their dreams for years to come.


Anne scrambled through her memory for some kind of guidance. Her studies in child psychology seemed gone from her head now. She  had never finished her graduate work, had never worked in a clinical setting. She had no frame of reference for this situation. Five years of teaching fifth grade hadn’t prepared her for this.


Maybe she should have been asking them questions, drawing them out, encouraging them to release their emotions. Maybe she was too busy holding on to her own.


Sara Morgan was waiting on the front step when Anne pulled into the driveway. Wendy’s mother was a tall and athletic adult version of her daughter, with cornflower blue eyes and a thick mane of wavy blonde hair. She was in a blue T-shirt and faded denim overalls with the legs rolled up to reveal white socks with lace cuffs. There were tears in her eyes and uncertainty in her expression.


“Oh my God,” she said as Anne and Wendy got out of the car. “My neighbor told me there was a murder in the park. He’s eighty-five and he’s in a wheelchair, and he listens to a police scanner,” she rambled. “Was Wendy there? Did she see what happened? Wendy!”


Wendy trotted into her mother’s arms as Sara Morgan dropped down on one knee.


“Are you all right, baby?” She scanned her daughter for any sign of damage.


“We were running, and then we fell down a hill, and then—and then—” Wendy gulped for air. “Tommy fell right on her! He fell right on a dead lady! It was so gross!”


“Oh my God!”


“And Dennis kept trying to touch her. He’s so sick!”


Sara Morgan looked up at Anne. “Who was it? How did she—Was she shot or—or what?”


“I don’t know,” Anne said. “I’m sure they won’t release any details for a while.”


“And there was this dog,” Wendy went on. “Like a wild dog. And he growled at us, and Dennis said maybe the dog killed the lady—”


“A dog?” her mother said. “What kind of a dog? Was it foaming at the mouth? Did you touch it?”


“No! It ran away.”


“It could have had rabies! Are you sure you didn’t touch it?”


“I didn’t touch it!” Wendy insisted.


Sara Morgan raked a handful of blonde mane back from her face and looked at Anne. “What’s going to happen? Will the police come?”


“I don’t know,” Anne said. “Dennis Farman’s father is a deputy. He said I could take Wendy and Tommy home. Maybe the sheriff’s office will call later. He didn’t say.”


“This is just awful. We moved here to get away from crime. And smog and traffic. I never think twice about letting Wendy walk home from school. Do you think the dog could have killed the woman?”


“That doesn’t seem very likely,” Anne said.


Sara Morgan turned to her daughter again. “If you touched that dog—”


“I didn’t touch the dog!” Wendy insisted, irritated.


“Should I take her to see someone?” she asked Anne. “My husband’s uncle’s ex-wife’s sister is a therapist in Beverly Hills.”


“Whatever you think is best.”


“I don’t know what to think,” she admitted. “There’s no chapter for this in the parenting manual.”


“No,” Anne said. “It’s not in the How to Be a Kid manual either.”


“No. God, I’ve never seen a dead person myself. When I have to go to funerals, I won’t look in the casket. The whole idea creeps me out.”


“I should get Tommy home,” Anne said. “I wasn’t able to reach his mother by phone.”


“I can call Peter at his office,” Sara offered. “He’s our dentist. He and my husband golf together.”


“If you don’t mind.”


“Not at all. And thank you for bringing Wendy home.”


Anne got back in her car and looked into the backseat where Tommy sat looking at his hands in his lap.


“Do you think your mom will be home by now, Tommy?”


He consulted his wristwatch. “Yes.”


“She’ll be worried about you.”


“I’m supposed to have a piano lesson,” he said looking worried. “Maybe we should go there instead.”


“I think your piano teacher will forgive your absence when he hears what you’ve been through.”


The boy said nothing.


“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Anne asked as they drove.


“No, thank you.”


Why would he share his feelings with her? She had been his teacher all of two months. From what she had observed of Tommy, he was by nature reserved. He was very bright but did nothing to call attention to himself. If anything he seemed to do his best to be invisible.


Anne wondered why. She had met his parents. His father, the dentist, was charming and outgoing. His mother was a little intense but had seemed nice enough at conference time. She was proud of her son’s talents and academic abilities. She sold real estate and served on charity committees. The Cranes were the All-American Yuppie Family.


They lived four blocks from the Morgans in a beautiful two-story Spanish-style stucco house with lush landscaping and a big spreading oak tree in the side yard. As daylight faded, lights glowed invitingly in the front windows and along the sidewalk.


Through one window Anne could see Janet Crane in a fuchsia suit, pacing, speaking into a portable phone.


Tommy got out of the car and lingered by the door. Anne reached out her hand to him, and he took it. He hung on a little too tightly as they went up the sidewalk together.


The door flew open before they made it to the front steps. Janet Crane’s eyes were a little too wide, the white showing all around the pupils.


“Where have you been?” she demanded, her fierce look on Tommy. “I have been out of my mind trying to find you! You knew you had a piano lesson—”


“Mrs. Crane—,” Anne started.


“Don’t you have any consideration for Mr. England’s time? For my  time?”


“Mrs. Crane,” Anne said more firmly. “Didn’t you get my message?”


Janet Crane looked at her as if she had only just appeared. “Message? What message? I haven’t listened to the messages. I’ve been trying to find my son.”


“Could we step inside, please?” Anne asked.


Tommy’s mother took a deliberate breath and calmed herself. “Of course. I’m so sorry. Please come in, Miss Navarre.”


Tommy still clung to Anne’s hand as they went into the foyer. His eyes were on the Mexican tile floor. No warm hugs from Mom. No concern for his welfare. Concern for the piano teacher.


Anne leaned down beside him. “Tommy, why don’t you go wash up while I talk to your mom?”


He went across the hall and disappeared into a powder room with wildly colored parrots splashed across the yellow wallpaper.


“I’m sorry,” Janet Crane said. “I’ve been out of my mind with worry. It isn’t like Tommy to miss a piano lesson. He’s always very punctual.”


As Anne was sure his mother was, as well. Punctual, buttoned up in her fuchsia suit with the big shoulder pads and crisp peplum. Her dark hair was bobbed, puffed up, and spritzed hard. The word “brittle” came to mind. The parent-teacher conference persona had cracked a little under the stress . . . of her son missing a piano lesson.


Anne went through the story of the kids finding the body in the park, Tommy having actually fallen directly on the grave.


Janet Crane’s eyes showed a lot of white again. “Oh my God!”


She turned abruptly and walked into a Better Homes and Gardens  living room, the heels of her pink pumps click-clacking on the tile. She perched herself on the edge of a sofa cushion. Her eyes darted around the room as if looking for help.


“I think Tommy is a little in shock,” Anne said. “He’s hardly said anything since it happened.”


“I-I-I don’t know what to do,” his mother announced. “Should I call a doctor?”


“He doesn’t seem to be physically injured, but you may want to get him some counseling.”


“Why didn’t someone call me?” she asked, trying to work up some indignation. She seemed more comfortable with anger than with concern. “Why didn’t Principal Garnett call? Why isn’t he here?”


“Mr. Garnett was out today.”


Tommy came to the doorway. His face and arms were clean, showing off the scrapes and scratches that had resulted from his tumble. He had wet and combed his brown hair as neatly as he could considering a couple of cowlicks. But his clothes were still dirty, and there was a tear in the knee of his jeans. Anne wondered if he would be allowed to sit on the furniture.


“Tommy!” his mother said, going to him. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea what happened.”


Anne watched her touch her son hesitantly, as if she were afraid of catching something from him as she examined his wounds.


Through the front window Anne watched a sleek, dark Jaguar pull into the drive beside her little red Volkswagen. Peter Crane got out and walked toward the house.


He was a handsome man, medium height, lean, well-dressed in dark slacks, a shirt and tie. He called out cheerfully as he came in the front door.


Sara Morgan hadn’t managed to catch him at the office, Anne thought.


Tommy turned abruptly away from his mother and went to his dad, hugging him around the waist. Peter Crane looked a little confused. His wife went into the foyer and told him what had happened.


Anne watched the shock cross his face.


“It was a terrible thing to see,” she said, moving into the doorway.


“Miss Navarre brought Tommy home,” Janet Crane said.


“You were there?” he asked.


“I went to the park as soon as I heard what had happened.”


“Oh my God,” he said.


“I’m going to go call Mr. England,” his wife said. “To let him know why Tommy didn’t make it to his lesson.”


She walked away and disappeared into the interior of the home, heels clacking.


“Things like this don’t happen here,” he said.


Anne had been born and raised in Oak Knoll, a town of twenty thousand (twenty-three when the college kids were in residence). It was a civilized, upscale town nearly two hours removed from Los Angeles. Home to a prestigious private college, the population tended to consist of well-educated professional people, academics, artists. Crime here ran along the lines of small-time drug deals, petty theft, and vandalism, not murder, not women buried in the park.


“Do they know who the woman is? Do they know what happened to her?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” Anne said. “I don’t know what to think.”


He sighed and shook his head. “Well, thank you, Miss Navarre, for bringing Tommy home. We appreciate your dedication to the kids.”


“If I can help in any way, please don’t hesitate to call,” Anne said. “You have my number.”


She leaned down to Tommy’s level. “That goes for you, too, Tommy. You can call me anytime if you need to talk about what happened. Try to get some rest tonight.”


Her mother’s cure for everything: rest. Bad day at school? Get some rest. Dumped by a boyfriend? Get some rest. Dying of cancer? Get some rest.


In all her life Anne had to say rest had never solved anything. It was just something to say when there was nothing adequate to take its place, something to do when unconsciousness was the best option available.


As she backed out of the driveway and turned for home, she hoped Tommy would have better luck with the concept than she ever had.
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“This is the third victim in two years.”


“It’s the second.”


“In our jurisdiction. The second vic was in the next county, but it’s the same perp. Same MO, same signature.”


“Signature?” Frank Farman said. “Where’s his signature? Maybe he left his address and phone number too.”


Sheriff’s Detective Tony Mendez clenched his jaw for a beat. Farman, chief deputy, was old-school and resented the hell out of him for being one of the new faces of law enforcement—young, college educated, a minority, eager to embrace all the new technology the future promised.


“Why don’t we consult a crystal ball?” Farman suggested. “No need for any legwork at all.”


“That’s enough, Frank.”


Cal Dixon, fifty-three, fit, silver-haired, uniform starched and pressed, had been county sheriff for three years. He had a long solid career with the LA County Sheriff’s Department before he had moved north to the quieter setting of Oak Knoll. He had campaigned for the office on a promise of progressive change. Tony Mendez was an example of his promise in practice.


Mendez was thirty-six, smart, dedicated, and ambitious. He had jumped at the chance to attend the FBI’s National Academy, an eleven-week course for senior and accomplished law enforcement personnel—not only from around the United States, but from around the world. Classes ranged from sex crimes to hostage negotiations to criminal psychology. Attendees went away not only with an advanced education, but with valuable contacts as well.


Dixon had seen sending Mendez as an investment that would pay off for his department in more ways than one. Mendez was happy to prove him right.


“MO is how he did it,” Mendez said. “The signature is his own thing, something extra he does for his own reasons.”


He pointed at the head of the dead woman as deputies and crime scene investigators worked around her, searching for anything that might resemble evidence. “Eyes glued shut. Mouth glued shut. See no evil, speak no evil. He didn’t have to do that to kill her. That’s what gets him off.”


“That’s all very interesting,” Farman said. “But how does that help us catch the bad guy?”


He wasn’t being sarcastic. Mendez knew there were still plenty of cops who doubted the usefulness of criminal profiling. Mendez had studied enough cases to feel differently.


They stood in Oakwoods Park. The sun was gone. There was a crisp chill in the October air. The area around the shallow grave was illuminated by bright portable work lamps. The stark light made the scene seem all the more surreal and macabre.


The body hadn’t been buried there for long. Maybe a day at the most. If the corpse had been there for very long, it would have sustained more damage from animals and insects. If not for the gash on her cheek and the ants crawling on her face, the young woman would have looked like she was sleeping peacefully—undoubtedly a far cry from the reality of her death, Mendez thought.


He believed they would find she had been strangled, tortured, and sexually assaulted. Just like the two victims who had come before her.


He had worked the first homicide—Julie Paulson—eighteen months ago, still unsolved. The victim had been found at a campground five miles out of town, eyes and lips glued shut. There had been multiple ligature marks on her wrists and ankles, some older than others, indicating she had been held somewhere over a period of time.


Nine months later he had spoken with the detectives in the next county when their vic had been discovered. He had looked at the photographs of that corpse—a body that had suffered considerably from the elements before being found by hikers, just off a popular trail. The mouth had been more or less gone, along with one eye. The other eye  had been glued shut. The hyoid bone in the neck been fractured, indicating strangulation.


“Neither of the others was buried,” Dixon pointed out. “Let alone displayed like this one.”


Their victim’s head was entirely above ground, propped up on a stone the size of a loaf of bread. Staged for maximum shock value. This was something new: the body left in a very public park, off the beaten path, but definitely in a place where it would be found.


“It’s risky,” Mendez said. “Maybe he wants attention. I think we’ve got a serial killer on our hands.”


Dixon took a step toward him, scowling. “I don’t want to hear those words coming out of your mouth again outside my office.”


“But this vic makes three. I can reach out to Quantico now.”


“Yeah, that’s what we need,” Farman said. “Some Feeb strutting around like the cock of the walk. Who the hell cares if this creep wet his pants when he was ten? What good is that? They’ll send some hotshot who just wants to be on the news to tell the world he’s a genius and we’re a bunch of stupid hicks.”


Dixon glanced over his shoulder at the crowd still gathered on the other side of the crime scene tape. “Nobody says shit about this crime possibly being connected to any other. Nobody says anything about the eyes and mouth being glued shut. Nobody mentions the letters  F-B-I.”


Mendez felt the word “but” lodge in his throat like a chicken bone.


“I’m sending the body to LA County,” Dixon announced, his stark blue eyes on the victim. “We need a coroner who isn’t an undertaker by day.”


“They’ve got bodies stacked on top of each other down there,” Farman said.


“I can reach out to some people. We can get priority.”


“Sheriff, if this guy has killed three, he’ll kill four, five, six,” Mendez said, keeping his voice down. “How many women did Bundy kill? He confessed to thirty. Some people think the number was closer to a hundred. Do we have to wait for some more women to die before—”


“Don’t piss me off, Detective,” Dixon warned. “The first thing we need to do is find out who this young woman was. She was somebody’s daughter.”


Mendez shut his mouth and reflected on that. Tonight some family  was missing a daughter. If they even realized she was gone, they would still have hope she could be found. They would still have the dread of uncertainty. In a day or two or ten—when this corpse was finally identified and given a name—their hope would become despair. The uncertainty would be over, replaced by the stone-cold fact that someone had taken her life away from them, brutally and without mercy.


And that someone was still out there, very probably hunting for his next victim.
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 “Why are we watching this? You know I hate the news at ten o’clock. The only people who think the news should be on at ten live in Kansas and have to be in bed by ten thirty so they can get up at dawn and watch the corn grow.”


Anne ignored her father’s complaining, making her reply with the remote control by turning up the volume. The station was local, the field reporters fresh out of junior college, the news anchor a failed Betty Ford Clinic alum. The lead story was the body in the park.


The reporter’s glasses were crooked, and his sport coat was too big for him, as if he had borrowed it from a larger relative. He stood near the Oakwoods Park sign, squinting against the glare of ill-positioned lights. Without a doubt, this would be the biggest story to date for a kid who usually covered town council and school board meetings.


“The corpse of a dead woman was discovered this afternoon by children playing in Oakwoods Park.”


Anne’s father, a retired English professor, cried out as if he had been wounded.


“Moron!” he shouted. “Could they have found the corpse of a living woman? Idiot!”


“Be quiet!” Anne snapped. “A murder trumps bad grammar.”


“No one said anything about a murder.”


“It was a murder.”


“How do you know?”


“I just know.” She hit the volume button again.


“The victim has not been identified. The cause of death is not known yet.”


“Not yet known.”


“I’m going to kill you,” Anne said.


“Fine,” her father said. “Then this jackass can report that my dead corpse has been found killed.”


“We should all be so lucky that he have the opportunity,” Anne muttered under her breath. She hit the volume button again as Sheriff Cal Dixon stepped up to speak with the reporter.


Dixon stated the basic facts. The victim was a woman who appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties. No identification had been found with or near the body. He could not pinpoint how long she had been dead. An autopsy would be performed, and he would have more to say as to the cause of death when the results came back.


Yes, it appeared she had been murdered.


The sheriff stepped away to confer with Frank Farman and a handsome Hispanic man dressed in slacks and sport coat. A detective, Anne assumed.


The news coverage broke for a commercial and an ad for mattresses came on, the salesman screaming at the top of his lungs. If the telephone hadn’t been on the end table directly beside her, Anne would never have heard it ringing. She picked up the receiver and cringed as a woman’s voice shouted out of it.


“Your television is too loud! People are trying to sleep!”


Anne hit the mute button. “I’m terribly sorry, Mrs. Iver. My father is so hard of hearing, you know.”


Her father glared at her even as he called across the room from his recliner. “Sorry, Judith! We were watching the news of that murder. You should keep your windows closed and locked. Would you like me to come over and check around your property for you?”


He would no more have gone out in the night dragging his oxygen tank along to see to the safety of Judith Iver than he would have flown to the moon. Anne held the receiver out away from her.


“Thank you, Dick! You’re so good to me!” Judith Iver shouted. “But I’ve got my nephew staying with me.”


“All right,” her father called out. “Good night, Judith!


“Her nephew,” he said with disgust as Anne hung up the phone. “That rotten hoodlum. He’ll slit her throat one night while she’s dreaming about him amounting to something, the stupid cow.”


The yin and yang of Dick Navarre: charming, handsome old gentleman  on the outside; nasty old bastard on the inside. Professor Navarre and Mr. Hyde. And if Anne had described him that way to his casual acquaintances, they would have thought she was mentally disturbed.


She handed the remote to him as she got up.


“I’m going to bed,” she said as she closed the living room window against the night chill and Mrs. Iver. “Did you take your pills?”


He didn’t look at her. “I took them earlier.”


“Oh, really? Even the ones that say ‘take at bedtime’?”


“The human body doesn’t know what time it is.”


“Right. And, I forget, what medical school did you attend in your free time?”


“I don’t need your sarcasm, young lady. I stay up to date on all the latest medical news.”


Anne rolled her eyes as she left the room and went into the kitchen to get his last round of medication for the day. Pills for his heart, for his blood pressure, for edema, for arthritis, for his kidneys, for his arteries.



I stay up to date on all the latest medical news. What crap.


At seventy-nine, her father spent his days with his golf cronies, arguing about politics. If they had been discussing migrant farm workers, he would have claimed he was up to date on all the latest immigration laws.


Anne had never bought into his bullshit. Not when she was five, not when she was twenty-five. She had always seen him for exactly what he was—an egomaniacal, narcissistic ass—and he had always known it and hated her for it.


They didn’t love each other. They didn’t even like each other. And neither made any pretense otherwise, except in public—and then only grudgingly on Anne’s part. Dick, the consummate actor, would have had everyone in town thinking she was the much-adored apple of his eye.


He had been the same way with her mother—putting her on a public pedestal, belittling her in private. But for reasons Anne had never fathomed, no matter how he had betrayed her, her mother had loved him until the day she died, five years and seven months ago.


Marilyn Navarre, forty-six, had succumbed to a short, brutal fight with pancreatic cancer, an irony that enraged Anne still. Her father’s health had been failing for years, yet he had survived a heart attack,  two open heart surgeries, and a stroke. He had been wounded in the Korean Conflict and walked away from a multiple-fatality car accident in 1979.


He suffered from congestive heart failure, and half a dozen other conditions that should have killed him, but he was simply too mean to die. His wife, a saint on earth nearly thirty years his junior, hadn’t lived four months after her diagnosis.


Sometimes Anne cursed her mother for that. She did so now as she went upstairs to her bedroom.


How could you do this to me? How could you leave me with him? I still need you.


Her mother had always been her sounding board, her voice of reason, her best friend. She would have told Anne she was being selfish now, but like any abandoned child, Anne didn’t care. Selfishness was the least she deserved.


At her dying mother’s request, she had left grad school and moved back home to care for her father. Instead of earning her doctorate and going to work as a child psychologist, she had taken the job of teaching fifth grade in Oak Knoll Elementary.


And now three of her students had found a murder victim.


The thought hit her as she turned on the bedside lamp. There should have been four.


Wherever Dennis Farman went, Cody Roache was right behind him. Anne had forgotten about him in the chaos and confusion of what had happened. Guilt washed through her now. Poor Cody, always an afterthought. But he had been nowhere to be seen in the park. Maybe he had never been there. Maybe he had gotten a ride home from school.


The children should all have been in bed by now, asleep and dreaming. Would they close their eyes and see the face of the dead woman?


Anne went to her window and looked out at the night and the lights in the windows of other homes. What would she see if she could look in the window of the Farman home? Frank Farman would still be at the scene of the crime with the sheriff. Would his wife be listening to Dennis’s excited account of what had happened?


Sharon Farman had struck Anne as being overworked and overwhelmed by life. She had a job, she had children, she had Frank Farman for a husband. Judging by Dennis’s disruptive behavior at school, Anne  guessed his mother did her best to ignore him in the hopes that he would simply grow up and go away.


She could easily picture Wendy Morgan and her mother, Sara, tucked together in bed with the bedside lights on. The Morgans appeared to have the kind of loving, well-adjusted family seen only on television. Wendy’s mother taught art for the community education program. Her father, Steve, was an attorney who donated his free time to helping underprivileged families in the courts.


Anne’s inner child envied Wendy her home life. Her own childhood had been lonely, standing on the outside of her parents’ relationship, watching the dysfunction unfold.


As warm and loving as her mother had been with her, Anne had always known that her place in her mother’s life was second to her father’s. Even now. Even in death her mother had chosen the needs of her husband over the needs of her child. Her mother would have been horrified to realize it, but then, she never had, and Anne would never have pointed it out to her.


Anne had been a quiet child, a watcher. She had taken in everything that had gone on around her, processed it, and kept her conclusions to herself.


She recognized those same qualities in Tommy Crane. He tended to stand back a little from those around him, taking in their moods and actions, reacting accordingly. Of the children to find the body, he was the most sensitive and would be the one most affected by what he had seen. Yet he would be the least apt to talk about it.


If she could have seen inside the Crane home, would Tommy be watching and listening as his mother spent the evening on the phone arranging for him to see doctors and therapists? Would his father be the one listening to the story of Tommy’s trauma, offering comfort and reassurance? Or would Tommy have gone off to bed on schedule, no trouble to anyone, left to deal with his bottled-up feelings by himself?


Anne’s heart ached as she stared out at the night, watching the lights in the windows of other houses go out one by one. A long day was over, but for Tommy and Wendy and Dennis, an even longer ordeal had just begun.
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Tommy sat alone at the top of the steps, listening. He was supposed to be in bed. He had taken a bath, like he did every other night of his life. He had put on his pajamas and brushed his teeth with his father supervising. His mother had given him his allergy medicine to help him sleep. He had pretended to take it.


He didn’t want to sleep. If he went to sleep, he was pretty sure he would see the dead lady, and he was pretty sure that in his dream she would open her eyes and talk to him. Or maybe she would open her mouth and snakes would come out. Or worms. Or rats. He didn’t know if he would ever want to sleep again.


But he didn’t dare to go downstairs either. First of all, his mom would freak out because it was twenty-seven minutes past his bedtime. It wasn’t a good thing to mess up the schedule. Second, because she was yelling—about him.


What was she supposed to do? What was she supposed to say when someone asked her about what happened? People would think she should have picked him up from school. They would think she was a bad mother.


His dad told her to calm down, that she was being ridiculous.


Tommy cringed. Bad move on Dad’s part. He should have known better. His mother’s voice went really high. He couldn’t see her from where he sat in the shadows on the stairs, but he knew the face she would be wearing. Her eyes would be bugging out and her face would be red, and there would be a big vein standing out on her forehead like a lightning bolt.


Tears filled Tommy’s eyes and he pressed himself against the wall and wrapped his arms around himself and pretended his dad was  holding him tight and telling him everything would be all right, and that he didn’t have to be afraid. That was what he wanted to have happen. But it wouldn’t.


Now his mother was going on about how they would have to take him to a psychiatrist, and how terrible that would be—for her.


“I’m sorry,” Tommy whispered. “I’m sorry.”


 





Sometimes he was a lot of trouble. He didn’t mean to be. He hadn’t meant to fall on a dead lady.


Very quietly, he stood up and went back to his room and crawled halfway under his bed to get his bear—which he was supposed to have given up by now. People would call him a sissy and worse if anybody knew he still slept with his bear. But tonight he didn’t care.


Tonight, with his parents still fighting in the room beneath him, and visions of a dead lady stuck in his head, he was feeling very alone and very afraid.


Tonight was a night for a bear.


 





Wendy snuggled next to her mother, listening to her sing a song.


“Hush, little baby, don’t you cry. Mama’s gonna sing you a lullaby . . .”


It was a dorky song, but Wendy didn’t say anything. Her mother had sung it to her all her life, whenever she was feeling sick or afraid of the dark. Even if she didn’t like the stupid song, she liked the sound of her mother’s voice. It made her feel safe and loved.


They were cuddled together in her bed, in her pretty yellow-and-white bedroom with all her stuffed animals and dolls looking on. The lamplight was warm and soft. What had happened that day in the woods seemed long ago and far away, like a scary story she might have read once but had started to forget.


Of course, she hadn’t forgotten. Not really. She just didn’t want to think about it, that was all. Not now.


She wondered if Tommy was thinking about it.


“Will you stay with me tonight?” she asked, looking up at her mother. She had asked this question a million times already. She only wanted to hear the answer again.


“All night long, sweetie.”


Wendy sighed. “I wish Daddy was here too.”


Her mother didn’t answer right away. “He’s in Sacramento on business,” she said at last.


“I know,” Wendy said. They had already been over this a million times too. “But I still wish he was here.”


“Me too, baby,” her mother whispered, squeezing her tight. “Me too.”


 





It was late when Dennis heard his father come in. His stupid sisters were asleep, but his mother was still up. She was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking cigarettes and watching TV. His dad would want supper now—even if it was practically the middle of the night—and she would heat it up and serve it to him because that was her job.


Dennis charged down the stairs, barreled into the kitchen, grabbed the back of a chair, and slid to a stop.


“Dad, Dad, what happened? Did you get to dig up the dead lady?”


“Dennis!” his mother snapped. “You’re supposed to be in bed. Your father had a long night at work.”


Dennis rolled his eyes. His mother was so stupid. His dad said so all the time.


“Yeah, they dug her up,” his father said, pulling a beer out of the refrigerator and popping the top.


“Was she all rotten? Was she a skeleton? Was she all hacked up with an axe?”


“Dennis!” his mother said again, her voice a little higher and a little louder than the last time.


Dennis ignored her, keeping his eyes on his father. His uniform was rumpled, but not dirty. He should have been dirty if he had dug up the dead body himself. He probably supervised. He was too important to have to dig up a dead body himself—even if he probably wanted to.


Dennis would have helped if he had been allowed to stay. But his father had lost his temper at him for being in the way and had sent him home.


Dennis had been really angry about it, but then he got to ride home in a squad car with another deputy, and that had been pretty cool. His dad didn’t let him get into his squad car. He didn’t want Dennis to mess  something up, was what he had said the first two thousand times Dennis had begged to play in the car. The two-thousand-first time Dennis had asked, his dad had lost his temper. Dennis hadn’t asked again.


“No, she wasn’t,” his father said, popping a couple of Excedrin from a bottle on the counter. “We put her in the hearse and they took her to the funeral home.”


Dennis’s mother scurried back and forth from the refrigerator to the stove, banging pots and muttering under her breath as she hurried to heat up a pork chop. His father picked up the cigarette his mother had left burning in the ashtray on the table and took a drag on it. The television on the counter was showing a guy spray-painting his bald spot.


“Mendez wants to call in the FBI,” his father said to no one in particular. “Prick.”


His mother said nothing.


“Why don’t you want the FBI, Dad?” Dennis asked.


“Because they’re a bunch of pricks—just like Mendez.”


“He’s a spic prick,” Dennis said, proud of his cleverness.


His father gave him a look. “Watch your mouth.”


His mother wheeled on him. “Dennis, go to bed!”


She looked like her eyes were going to pop out of her head, like in a cartoon when one character had his hands around the throat of another character, choking him.


His dad turned on his mother then. “Cook the damn food! I’m hungry!”


“I am!”


He looked at her like he was just now seeing her for the first time since he had walked in the room. His face twisted with disgust. “You couldn’t wear something better than that?”


Dennis’s mother grabbed her old blue bathrobe together just below her throat. “It’s the middle of the night. Was I supposed to put on a dress and makeup?”


“I’ve been at a murder scene all night. You think I want to come home and look at this?”


Dennis’s mother reached up and shoved a big messy chunk of hair out of her face and behind her ear. “Well, I’m sorry I’m not up to your high standards!”


His father swore under his breath. “Have you been drinking?”


“No!” she exclaimed, looking shocked. “Absolutely not!”


She yanked the frying pan off the burner, dumped the pork chop on a plate, and all but flung it at the table. “There. There’s your fucking dinner!”


His father’s face turned purple.


His mother’s face turned white.


Dennis turned and ran for the stairs. Halfway up, he stopped and sat down, grabbing the balusters and peering through them like he was behind bars. He couldn’t see much of the kitchen, but he didn’t need to. A chair scraped across the floor and thudded as it tipped over. A pan slammed against the top of the stove. A glass broke.


“Here’s my fucking dinner?”


“I’m sorry, Frank. It’s late. I’m tired.”


“You’re tired? I’m the one that’s been working all night. I finally get home and all I want is a little dinner, and you can’t manage that?”


His mother started to cry. “I’m sorry!”


There was a silence then that made Dennis more nervous than the yelling. He jumped a little when his father emerged from the kitchen, his expression dark, his hands on his hips. He turned and looked straight up at Dennis.


“What are you looking at?”


Dennis turned and ran up the stairs, stumbling twice, trying to go faster than his legs could possibly manage. He ran into his room and into his closet, pulling the door shut behind him and hiding himself under a pile of dirty clothes.


He lay there for a long time, trying not to breathe too loud, trying to hear over the pounding of his pulse in his ears, waiting for the door to fly open. But a minute went by and nothing happened. Then another minute . . . then another. . . until finally he fell asleep.







8


 Wednesday, October 9, 1985



 




“I can’t believe there was a murder and you didn’t call me!”


“I had a few other things on my mind,” Anne said.


They stood outside the door to the kindergarten room, on the patio near the sandbox where half a dozen of Franny’s charges were busy with toy dump trucks and shovels and buckets.


Fran Goodsell, her best friend. Thirty-nine, cute as a button, irreverent as he could be. She should have called him, she thought now.


Franny had a way of turning situations upside down. He would have somehow found a way to distract her from the horror of what had happened. He would have said something outrageous, made a completely inappropriate remark, found a way to give her a lighter moment.


That would have beat the hell out of lying awake all night, seeing every detail when she closed her eyes: the mangled hand reaching out of the ground, quietly begging assistance to rise up from the shallow grave.


“Don’t you watch the news?” she asked.


“Of course not,” he said, offended by the very idea. “There’s nothing good on the news.” His eyes went wide as he was struck suddenly with a possibility. “Did they interview you? Oh my God. I hope you weren’t still wearing that outfit you wore to school yesterday. You looked like a novice nun.”


True to form.


Anne gave him a look. “No, I wasn’t on the news, and thanks for the fashion advice, Mr. Blackwell.”


“Well, honestly, how do you expect to attract a man, Sister Anne  Marie? Image is everything.” Fran’s image: preppie with a twist. Today he wore khaki pants and Top-Siders, and an orange bandana at the throat of his blue buttondown oxford.


“I don’t expect to attract a man at school. Who is there to attract? Arnie the janitor?”


“Mr. Garnett.”


“I’m not interested in having an affair with our married principal.”


“His wife is sleeping with her yoga instructor. He’s as good as divorced, that’s all’s I’m saying,” which he said with an extra-thick Long Island accent.


Franny was originally from Boston. Number fourteen of fifteen Goodsell children. Irish Catholic to the tenth power. “Eight girls, seven boys; two fags, one dyke; six married and divorced, six got it right the first time,” was his standard description of the Goodsell siblings.


He had spent a number of years in New York City and the Hamptons, teaching brats of the rich and famous—his words, of course.


“You’re horrible,” Anne said without meaning it. “A woman was murdered. Three of my kids were there. I was there. It was terrible.”


Franny put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I know, honey. I’m sorry.”


“And what now?” she asked. “Am I supposed to say something about it to my class, then just carry on with the day’s lessons? They never prepared us for this in college.”


“No,” he said. “But they also never told me teaching kindergarten would make me sterile.”


Anne managed to find a chuckle at Franny’s famous line. He professed on-the-job experience had driven him to drink and had brought him a better understanding of why some species eat their young.


In truth, he was an excellent, award-winning teacher, and his kids and their parents loved him.


Anne glanced at her watch. “I’d better go. My kids will be coming in.”


“Come tell me if any of them get arrested.”


“You’ll be the first to know.”


 





Principal Garnett and the good-looking detective (she assumed) from the news coverage were waiting for her outside her classroom.


“Miss Navarre.” Garnett spoke first. He was a neat-and-tidy kind of guy—starched shirt, stylish tie tied just so. It had always been Anne’s suspicion that he would be more likely to fall for Franny than herself, wife or no wife. “This is Detective Mendez from the sheriff’s office.”


The detective offered his hand politely. Square-jawed, stocky build, dark complexion, macho mustache. His expression was guarded in a way she would come to recognize as being common to his profession. His grip was firm, but not trying to prove anything.


“Miss Navarre, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to speak to you yesterday. I wasn’t informed until later that you had been there at the scene.”


“Just to ask Frank Farman if I could take the children home to their parents.”


“Detective Mendez has asked to use my office to interview the children who found the body,” Garnett said. “He would like you to be there.”


“I think they’ll be more at ease with you there,” Mendez said.


“I think they’ll be more at ease if we aren’t in the principal’s office,” Anne said. “Going to the principal’s office is never a good thing for a fifth grader.”


“This is serious business,” Mendez said. “They should take it seriously.”


“I’m not going to let you bully ten-year-old kids,” Anne said, unconsciously standing up taller. “They’re upset enough as it is.”


Mendez looked a cross between perplexed and amused. “Don’t worry, Miss Navarre. I left my rubber hose at the office.”


Anne refused to be embarrassed. She turned to Garnett. “Could we use the conference room instead?


“It appears equally serious,” she said to the detective. “But less intimidating.”


“That’s fine,” Mendez said.


“I don’t know that those kids are even coming to school today,” Anne said. “I told their parents last night that if they needed to take some time—”


“The parents have all been contacted,” Garnett said. “They’re to bring their children here for the interviews. If they choose to take them home after that, that’s up to them.”


“What about the rest of my class?”


“I’ve called a substitute for the morning.”


“What about a counselor? Someone who can help them cope with what happened. I’m sure they’ve all heard about it by now.”


“I’m relying on you for that, Anne,” Garnett said. “You have some training in child psychology.”


“I know how to boil water. That doesn’t make me a gourmet chef.”


“You’ll be fine.”


Mendez looked pointedly at his watch. “The Morgan family should be here soon. I need to get set up.”


 





Setting up consisted of Mendez making sure his cassette recorder was working and that he had his notebook and pen ready.


Nothing would come of this, he was sure. The woman was already dead and buried when the kids found her. Unless one of them saw the killer leaving the scene, there wasn’t much they could tell him. But he would interview them, nevertheless, because that was the routine, and he prided himself on being thorough.


As he shuffled his stuff around, he glanced down the conference table at the teacher. Pretty and petite, she looked late twenties and very serious. She was uncomfortable, arms crossed defensively, pacing a little, frowning. Twice she reached up and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear.


“You have training in child psychology?” he asked.


She flinched ever so slightly at the sudden sound of his voice. “I took some courses in college. That’s not even close to having a degree.”


“But you know your kids. You can read them pretty well?”


“The school year just started. I’ve known them six weeks.”


“I don’t know them at all. Have you met the parents?”


“At conference time. An hour. One evening.”


“So tell me about . . .” He consulted his notes. “Wendy Morgan. What’s she like?”


That coaxed a little smile out of her—for Wendy, not for him. “Wendy is very self-assured. She has opinions and she won’t hesitate to tell you what they are. She’s the class feminist.”


“She’ll be an easy interview, then. Good. And the mom?”


“Sara. She seems like a very nice woman. Very caring of her daughter. She teaches community ed classes in art.”


“And the father?”


“Nice guy. He’s an attorney. Very busy. He does a lot of pro bono work in family court for the women’s center. I think he even does some lobbying for women’s issues in Sacramento.”


She huffed a quick sigh. “What is it you want me to do here, Detective?”


“Reassure them. Make sure I don’t break out the billy club.”


Anne Navarre scowled at him, unimpressed with his sense of humor. Looking back on it, his fifth-grade teacher hadn’t been impressed with him, either.


“When did you arrive on the scene?” he asked, hitting the Record button on the cassette player.


“The scene was already taped off,” she said. “There were deputies everywhere. Are you taping this?”


“Just making sure the machine is working,” he said, turning the thing off, rewinding, playing back the sound of Anne Navarre’s voice. She sounded highly suspicious of him.


“And where were the kids then?”


“Tommy and Wendy were away from the scene. Dennis Farman was right there, trying to see what was going on. His father was there. You know him, I suppose. Frank Farman.”


“Did any of the kids say they had seen anyone else in the woods?”


“No,” she said. “They talked about a dog.”


“I don’t think a dog buried her there.”


“That isn’t funny.”


“I didn’t mean for it to be. I was being sarcastic.”


“Nothing about this is funny,” she snapped. “And you weren’t being sarcastic, you were being facetious.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, looking away from him, crossing and uncrossing her arms. She reached up and tucked that strand of brown hair behind her ear again. “This situation . . . I’m a little rattled.”


“I understand. It’s okay.”


She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. She probably didn’t  mean for him to see it, but she was wary of him. He got that a lot. Even the most innocent people could become nervous around cops. It went with the territory.


“You’re not a suspect,” he announced.


The eyebrows snapped downward again. “Of course I’m not.”


She sighed again and looked at the ceiling, turning her head as if she was trying to get a kink out of her neck.


“Do you know who she is—was?” she asked.


“Not yet.”


“No one has missed her yet. How awful is that?”


The door opened then, and Principal Garnett ushered in a blonde woman and a little girl who was her spitting image in miniature.
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Wendy walked into the big conference room with its big windows and big table, and felt as if she were getting smaller and smaller. Even though she was way over having to hold hands with her mom, she was glad to be doing so in that moment.


Miss Navarre looked angry at first—she was looking at the man at the end of the table—but then she turned and smiled a little.


“Hi, Wendy. Hi, Mrs. Morgan,” she said. She had dark circles under her eyes, just like Wendy’s mom did. “How are you doing today?”


“I’m okay,” Wendy said. “I’m just weirded out, that’s all.”


“She had bad dreams,” her mother confessed. “So did I.”
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