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Saturday, the last day of August, I started work before dawn. I did not witness mist burning off the grass or the sky turning brilliant blue. Steel tables were occupied by bodies all morning, and there are no windows in the morgue. Labor Day weekend had begun with a bang of car crashes and gunfire in the city of Richmond.


It was two o’clock in the afternoon when I finally returned to my West End home and heard Bertha mopping in the kitchen. She cleaned for me every Saturday and knew from past instruction not to bother with the phone, which had just begun to ring.


“I’m not here,” I said loudly as I opened the refrigerator.


Bertha stopped mopping. “It was ringing a minute ago,” she said. “Rang a few minutes before that, too. Same man.”


“No one’s home,” I repeated.


“Whatever you say, Dr. Kay.” The mop moved across the floor again.


I tried to ignore the disembodied answering machine message intruding upon the sun-washed kitchen. The Hanover tomatoes I took for granted during the summer I began to hoard with the approach of fall. There were only three left. Where was the chicken salad?


A beep was followed by the familiar male voice. “Doc? It’s Marino . . .”


Oh, Lord, I thought, shoving the refrigerator door shut with a hip. Richmond homicide detective Pete Marino had been on the street since midnight, and I had just seen him in the morgue as I was picking bullets out of one of his cases. He was supposed to be on his way to Lake Gaston for what was left of a weekend of fishing. I was looking forward to working in my yard.


“I’ve been trying to get you, am heading out. You’ll have to try my pager . . .”


Marino’s voice sounded urgent as I snatched up the receiver.


“I’m here.”


“That you or your goddam machine?”


“Take a guess,” I snapped.


“Bad news. They found another abandoned car. New Kent, the Sixty-four rest stop, westbound. Benton just got hold of me – ”


“Another couple?” I interrupted, my plans for the day forgotten.


“Fred Cheney, white male, nineteen. Deborah Harvey, white female, nineteen. Last seen around eight last night when they drove off from the Harveys’ Richmond house, on their way to Spindrift.”


“And the car’s in the westbound lane?” I inquired, for Spindrift, North Carolina, is three and a half hours east of Richmond.


“Yo. Appears they was heading in the opposite direction, back into the city. A trooper found the car, a Jeep Cherokee, about an hour ago. No sign of the kids.”


“I’m leaving now,” I told him.


Bertha had not stopped mopping, but I knew she had picked up every word.


“Be on my way soon as I finish up in here,” she assured me. “I’ll lock up and set the alarm. Don’t you worry, Dr. Kay.”


Fear was running along my nerves as I grabbed my purse and hurried out to my car.



There were four couples so far. Each had disappeared, eventually to be found murdered within a fifty-mile radius of Williamsburg.


The cases, dubbed by the press as The Couple Killings, were inexplicable, and no one seemed to have a clue or credible theory, not even the FBI and its Violent Criminal Apprehension Program, or VICAP, which featured a national data base run on an artificial intelligence computer capable of connecting missing persons with unidentified bodies and linking serial crimes. After the first couple’s bodies were found more than two years ago, a VICAP regional team, comprising FBI Special Agent Benton Wesley and veteran Richmond homicide detective Pete Marino, was invited by local police to assist. Another couple would disappear, then two more. In each instance, by the time VICAP could be notified, by the time the National Crime Information Center, or NCIC, could even wire descriptions to police departments across America, the missing teenagers were already dead and decomposing in woods somewhere.


Turning off the radio, I passed through a tollbooth and picked up speed on I-64 East. Images, voices suddenly came back to me. Bones and rotted clothing scattered with leaves. Attractive, smiling faces of missing teenagers printed in the newspapers, and bewildered, distraught families interviewed on television and calling me on the phone.


“I’m so sorry about your daughter.”


“Please tell me how my baby died. Oh, God, did she suffer?”


“Her cause of death is undetermined, Mrs. Bennett. There’s nothing else I can tell you at this time.”


“What do you mean you don’t know?” 


“All that remains is his bones, Mr. Martin. When soft tissue is gone, gone with it is any possible injury . . .”


“I don’t want to hear your medical bullshit! I want to know what killed my boy! The cops are asking about drugs! My boy’s never been drunk in his life, much less taken drugs! You hear me, lady? He’s dead, and they’re making him out to be some sort of punk . . .”


“CHIEF MEDICAL EXAMINER BAFFLED: Dr. Kay Scarpetta Unable to Tell Cause of Death.”


Undetermined.


Over and over again. Eight young people.


It was awful. It was, in fact, unprecedented for me.


Every forensic pathologist has undetermined cases, but I had never had so many that appeared to be related.


I opened the sunroof and my spirits were lifted somewhat by the weather. The temperature was in the low eighties, leaves would be turning soon. It was only in the fall and spring that I did not miss Miami. Richmond summers were just as hot, without benefit of ocean breezes to sweep the air clean. The humidity was horrible, and in winter I fared no better, for I do not like the cold. But spring and fall were intoxicating. I drank in the change, and it went straight to my head.


The I-64 rest stop in New Kent County was exactly thirty-one miles from my house. It could have been any rest stop in Virginia, with picnic tables, grills and wooden trash barrels, brick-enclosed bathrooms and vending machines, and newly planted trees. But there was not a traveler or a truck driver in sight, and police cars were everywhere.


A trooper, hot and unsmiling in his blue-gray uniform, walked toward me as I parked near the ladies’ room.


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, leaning close to my open window. “This rest area’s closed today. I’m going to have to ask you to drive on.”


“Dr. Kay Scarpetta,” I identified myself, switching off the ignition. “The police asked me to come.”


“For what purpose, ma’am?”


“I’m the chief medical examiner,” I replied.


As he looked me over, I could see the skeptical glint in his eyes. I supposed I did not look particularly “chiefly.” Dressed in a stone-washed denim skirt, pink oxford cloth shirt, and leather walking shoes, I was without the accouterments of authority, including my state car, which was in the state garage awaiting new tires. At a glance, I was a not-so-young yuppie running errands in her dark gray Mercedes, a distracted ash-blonde en route to the nearest shopping mall.


“I’ll need some identification.”


Digging inside my purse, I produced a thin black wallet and displayed my brass medical examiner’s shield, then handed over my driver’s license, both of which he studied for a long moment. I sensed he was embarrassed.


“Just leave your car here, Dr. Scarpetta. The folks you’re looking for are in back.” He pointed in the direction of the parking area for trucks and buses. “Have a nice one,” he added inanely, stepping away.


I followed a brick walk. When I rounded the building and passed beneath the shade of trees, I was greeted by several more police cars, a tow truck with light bar flashing, and at least a dozen men in uniforms and plain clothes. I did not see the red Jeep Cherokee until I was almost upon it. Midway along the exit ramp, it was well off the pavement in a dip and obscured by foliage. Two-door, it was coated with a film of dust. When I looked in the driver’s window I could see that the beige leather interior was very clean, the backseat neatly packed with various items of luggage, a slalom ski, a coiled yellow nylon ski rope, and a red-and-white plastic ice chest. Keys dangled from the ignition. Windows were partly rolled down. Depressed tire tracks leading from the pavement were clearly visible in the sloping grass, the front chrome grille nudged up against a clump of pines.


Marino was talking to a thin, blond man, someone he introduced as Jay Morrell with the state police, whom I did not know. He seemed to be in charge.


“Kay Scarpetta,” I volunteered, since Marino identified me only as “Doc.”


Morrell fixed dark green Ray Bans on me and nodded. Out of uniform and sporting a mustache that was little more than teenage fuzz, he exuded the all-business bravado I associated with investigators brand-new on the job.


“Here’s what we know so far.” He was glancing around nervously. “The Jeep belongs to Deborah Harvey, and she and her boyfriend, uh, Fred Cheney, left the Harveys’ residence last night at approximately eight P.M.  They were heading to Spindrift, where the Harvey family owns a beach house.” “


Was Deborah Harvey’s family home when the couple left Richmond?” I inquired.


“No, ma’am.” He briefly turned his shades my way. “They were already at Spindrift, had left earlier in the day. Deborah and Fred wanted to go in a separate car because they planned to return to Richmond on Monday. Both of them are sophomores at Carolina, and needed to come back early to get ready to return to school.”


Marino explained as he got out his cigarettes, “Right before they left the Harvey house last night, they called up Spindrift, told one of Deborah’s brothers they was heading out and would be arriving sometime between midnight and one A.M.  When they didn’t show up by four o’clock this morning, Pat Harvey called the police.”


“Pat Harvey!” I looked at Marino in disbelief.


It was Officer Morrell who replied, “Oh, yeah. We got us a good one, all right. Pat Harvey’s on her way here even as we speak. A chopper picked her up” – he glanced at his watch – “about a half hour ago. The father, uh, Bob Harvey, he’s on the road. Was in Charlotte on business and was supposed to get to Spindrift sometime tomorrow. As far as we know, he hasn’t been reached yet, doesn’t know what’s happened.”


Pat Harvey was the National Drug Policy Director, a position the media had dubbed Drug Czar. A presidential appointee who not so long ago had been on the cover of Time magazine, Mrs. Harvey was one of the most powerful and admired women in America.


“What about Benton?” I asked Marino. “Is he aware Deborah Harvey is Pat Harvey’s daughter?”


“He didn’t say nothing about it to me. When he called, he’d just landed in Newport News – the Bureau flew him in. He was in a hurry to find a rental car. We didn’t talk long.”


That answered my question. Benton Wesley would not be rushing here in a Bureau plane unless he knew who Deborah Harvey was. I wondered why he had not said anything to Marino, his VICAP partner, and I tried to read Marino’s broad, impassive face. His jaw muscles were flexing, the top of his balding head flushed and beaded with sweat.


“What’s going on now,” Morrell resumed, “is I got a lot of men stationed around to keep out traffic. We’ve looked in the bathrooms, poked around a little, to make sure the kids aren’t in the immediate area. Once Peninsula Search and Rescue get here, we’ll start in on the woods.”


Immediately north of the Jeep’s front hood the well attended landscaping of the rest stop was overcome by brush and trees that within an acre became so dense I could see nothing but sunlight caught in leaves and a hawk making circles over a distant stand of pines. Though shopping malls and housing developments continued their encroachment upon I-64, this stretch between Richmond and Tidewater so far had remained unspoiled. The scenery, which I would have found reassuring and soothing in the past, now seemed ominous to me.


“Shit,” Marino complained as we left Morrell and began walking around.


“I’m sorry about your fishing trip,” I said.


“Hey. Ain’t it the way it always goes? Been planning this damn trip for months. Screwed again. Nothing new.”


“I noticed that when you pull off the Interstate,” I observed, ignoring his irritation, “the entrance ramp immediately divides into two ramps, one leading back here, the other to the front of the rest stop. In other words, the ramps are one-way. It’s not possible to pull into the front area for cars, then change your mind and drive back here without going a considerable distance the wrong way on the ramp and risk hitting someone. And I would guess there was a fair amount of travelers on the road last night, since it’s Labor Day weekend.”


“Right. I know that. It don’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that somebody intended to ditch the Jeep exactly where it is because there were probably a lot of cars parked in front last night. So he takes the ramp for trucks and buses. Probably was pretty deserted back here. Nobody sees him, and he splits.”


“He may also not have wanted the Jeep found right away, explaining why it’s well off the pavement,” I said.


Marino stared off toward the woods and said, “I’m getting too old for this.”


A perpetual complainer, Marino had a habit of arriving at a crime scene and acting as if he did not want to be there. We had worked with each other long enough for me to be used to it, but this time his attitude struck me as more than an act. His frustration went deeper than the canceled fishing trip. I wondered if he had had a fight with his wife.


“Well, well,” he mumbled, looking toward the brick building. “The Lone Ranger’s arrived.”


I turned around as the lean, familiar figure of Benton Wesley emerged from the men’s room. He barely said “hello” when he got to us, his silver hair wet at the temples, the lapels of his blue suit speckled with water as if he had just washed his face. Eyes fixed impassively on the Jeep, he slipped a pair of sunglasses from his breast pocket and put them on.


“Has Mrs. Harvey gotten here yet?” he asked.


“Nope,” Marino replied.


“What about reporters?”


“Nope,” Marino said.


“Good.”


Wesley’s mouth was firmly set, making his sharp-featured face seem harder and more unreachable than usual. I would have found him handsome were it not for his imperviousness. His thoughts and emotions were impossible to read, and of late he had become such a master at walling off his personality that I sometimes felt I did not know him.


“We want to keep this under wraps as long as possible,” he went on. “The minute the word’s out all hell is going to break loose.”


I asked him, “What do you know about this couple, Benton?”


“Very little. After Mrs. Harvey reported them missing early this morning, she called the Director at home and then he called me. Apparently, her daughter and Fred Cheney met at Carolina and had been dating since their freshman year. Both of them supposedly good, clean-cut kids. No history of any sort of trouble that might account for them getting tangled up with the wrong type of person out here – at least according to Mrs. Harvey. One thing I did pick up on was she had some ambivalence about the relationship, thought Cheney and her daughter spent too much time alone.”


“Possibly the real reason for their wanting to drive to the beach in a separate car,” I said.


“Yes,” Wesley replied, glancing around. “More than likely that was the real reason. I got the impression from the Director that Mrs. Harvey wasn’t keen on Deborah’s bringing her boyfriend to Spindrift. It was family time. Mrs. Harvey lives in D.C. during the week and hadn’t seen much of her daughter and two sons all summer. Frankly, I have the feeling that Deborah and her mother may not have been getting along very well of late, and may have had an argument right before the family headed off to North Carolina yesterday morning.”


“What about the chance the kids might have run off together?” Marino said. “They was smart, right? Would read the papers, watch the news, maybe saw the stuff about these couples on that TV special the other week. Point is, they probably knew about the cases around here. Who’s to say they didn’t pull something? A pretty slick way to stage a disappearance and punish your parents.”


“It’s one of many scenarios we need to consider,” Wesley replied. “And it’s all the more reason I hope we can keep this from the media as long as possible.”


Morrell joined us as we walked along the exit ramp back toward the Jeep. A pale blue pickup truck with a camper shell pulled up, and a man and a woman in dark jumpsuits and boots got out. Opening the tailgate, they let two panting, tail-wagging bloodhounds out of their crate. They snapped long leads to rings on the leather belts around their waists and grabbed each dog by its harness.


“Salty, Neptune, heel!”


I didn’t know which dog was which. Both were big and light tan with wrinkled faces and floppy ears. Morrell grinned and put out his hand.


“Howya doin’, fella?”


Salty, or maybe it was Neptune, rewarded him with a wet kiss and a nuzzle to the leg.


The dog handlers were from Yorktown, their names Jeff and Gail. Gail was as tall as her partner and looked just about as strong. She reminded me of women I’ve seen who have spent their lives on farms, their faces lined by hard work and the sun, a stolid patience about them that comes from understanding nature and accepting its gifts and punishments. She was the search-and-rescue team captain, and I could tell from the way she was eyeing the Jeep that she was surveying it for any sign that the scene, and therefore the scents, had been disturbed.


“Nothing’s been touched,” Marino told her, bending over to knead one of the dogs behind the ears. “We haven’t even opened the doors yet.”


“Do you know if anybody else has been inside it? Maybe the person who found it?” Gail inquired.


Morrell began to explain, “The plate number went out over teletype, BOLOs, early this morning – ”


“What the hell are BOLOs?” Wesley interrupted.


“Be On the Lookouts.”


Wesley’s face was granite as Morrell went on, tediously, “Troopers don’t go through lineup, so they’re not always going to see a teletype. They just get in their cars and mark on. The dispatchers started sending BOLOs over the air the minute the couple was reported missing, and around one P.M.  a trucker spotted the Jeep, radioed it in. The trooper who responded said that other than looking through the windows to make sure nobody was inside, he didn’t even get close.”


I hoped this was true. Most police officers, even those who know better, can’t seem to resist opening doors and at least rummaging through the glove compartment in search of the owner’s identification.


Taking hold of both harnesses, Jeff took the dogs off to “use the potty” while Gail asked, “You got anything the dogs can scent off of?”


“Pat Harvey was asked to bring along anything Deborah might have been wearing recently,” Wesley said.


If Gail was surprised or impressed by whose daughter she was looking for, she did not show it but continued to regard Wesley expectantly.


“She’s flying in by chopper,” Wesley added, glancing at his watch. “Should be here any minute.”


“Well, just don’t be landing the big bird right here,” Gail commented, approaching the Jeep. “Don’t need anything stirring up the place.” Peering through the driver’s window, she studied the inside of the doors, the dash, taking in every inch of the interior. Then she backed away and took a long look at the black plastic door handle on the outside of the door.


“Best thing’s probably going to be the seats,” she decided. “We’ll let Salty scent off one, Neptune off the other. But first, we got to get in without screwing up anything. Anybody got a pencil or pen?”


Snatching a ballpoint Mont Blanc pen out of the breast pocket of his shirt, Wesley presented it to her.


“Need one more,” she added.


Amazingly, nobody else seemed to have a pen on his person, including me. I could have sworn I had several inside my purse.


“How about a folding knife?” Marino was digging in a pocket of his jeans.


“Perfect.”


Pen in one hand and Swiss army knife in the other, Gail simultaneously depressed the thumb button on the outside of the driver’s door and pried back the handle, then caught the door’s edge with the toe of her boot to gently pull it open. All the while I heard the faint, unmistakable thud-thud of helicopter blades growing louder.


Moments later, a red-and-white Bell Jet Ranger circled the rest stop, then hovered like a dragonfly, creating a small hurricane on the ground. All sound was drowned out, trees shaking and grass rippling in the roar of its terrible wind. Eyes squeezed shut, Gail and Jeff were squatting by the dogs, holding harnesses tight.


Marino, Wesley, and I had retreated close to the buildings, and from this vantage we watched the violent descent. As the helicopter slowly nosed around in a maelstrom of straining engines and beating air, I caught a glimpse of Pat Harvey staring down at her daughter’s Jeep before sunlight whited out the glass.



She stepped away from the helicopter, head bent and skirt whipping around her legs as Wesley waited a safe distance from the decelerating blades, necktie fluttering over his shoulder like an aviator’s scarf.


Before Pat Harvey had been appointed the National Drug Policy Director, she had been a commonwealth’s attorney in Richmond, then a U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia. Her prosecution of high-profile drug cases in the federal system had occasionally involved victims I had autopsied. But I had never been called to testify; only my reports had been subpoenaed. Mrs. Harvey and I had never actually met.


On television and in newspaper photographs she came across as all business. She was, in the flesh, both feminine and strikingly attractive, slender, her features perfectly wrought, the sun finding hints of gold and red in her short auburn hair. Wesley made brief introductions, and Mrs. Harvey shook each of our hands with the politeness and self-assurance of a practiced politician. But she did not smile or meet anyone’s eyes.


“There’s a sweatshirt inside,” she explained, handing a paper bag to Gail. “I found it in Debbie’s bedroom at the beach. I don’t know when she wore it last, but I don’t think it’s been recently washed.”


“When’s the last time your daughter was at the beach?” Gail inquired without opening the bag.


“Early July. She went there with several friends for a weekend.”


“And you’re sure she was the one wearing this? Possible one of her friends might have?” Gail asked casually, as though she were inquiring about the weather.


The question caught Mrs. Harvey by surprise, and for an instant doubt clouded her dark blue eyes. “I’m not sure.” She cleared her throat. “I would assume Debbie was the one wearing it last, but obviously I can’t swear to it. I wasn’t there.”


She stared past us through the Jeep’s open door, her attention briefly fixed on the keys in the ignition, the silver “D” dangling from the keychain. For a long moment no one spoke, and I could see the struggle of mind against emotion as she warded off panic with denial.


Turning back to us, she said, “Debbie would have been carrying a purse. Nylon, bright red. One of those sports purses with a Velcro-lined flap. I’m wondering if you found it inside?”


“No, ma’am,” Morrell replied. “At least we haven’t seen anything like that yet, not from looking through the windows. But we haven’t searched the interior, couldn’t until the dogs got here.”


“I would expect it to be on the front seat. Perhaps on the floor,” she went on.


Morrell shook his head.


It was Wesley who spoke. “Mrs. Harvey, do you know if your daughter had much money with her?”


“I gave her fifty dollars for food and gas. I don’t know what she might have had beyond that,” she replied. “She also, of course, had charge cards. Plus her checkbook.”


“You know what she had in her checking account?” Wesley asked.


“Her father gave her a check last week,” she replied matter-of-factly. “For college – books, and so on. I’m fairly certain she’s already deposited it. I suppose she should have at least a thousand dollars in her account.”


“You might want to look into that,” Wesley proposed. “Make certain the money wasn’t recently withdrawn.”


“I will do so immediately.”


As I stood by and watched, I could sense hope blossoming in her mind. Her daughter had cash, charge cards, and access to money in a checking account. It did not appear that she had left her purse inside the Jeep, meaning she might still have it with her. Meaning she might still be alive and well and off somewhere with her boyfriend.


“Your daughter ever threaten to run away with Fred?” Marino asked her bluntly.


“No.” Staring again at the Jeep, she added what she wanted to believe, “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible.”


“What was her mood when you talked to her last?” Marino went on.


“We exchanged words yesterday morning before my sons and I left for the beach,” she replied in a detached, flat tone. “She was upset with me.”


“She know about the cases around here? The missing couples?” Marino asked.


“Yes, of course. We have discussed them, wondered about them. She knew.”


Gail said to Morrell, “We ought to get started.”


“Good idea.”


“One last thing.” Gail looked at Mrs. Harvey. “You got any idea who was driving?”


“Fred, I suspect,” she answered. “When they went places together, he usually drove.”


Nodding, Gail said, “Guess I’m going to need that pocketknife and pen again.”


Collecting them from Wesley and Marino, she went around to the passenger’s side and opened the door. She grasped one of the bloodhounds’ harnesses. Eagerly, he got up and moved in perfect accord with his mistress’s feet, snuffling along, muscles rippling beneath his loose, glossy coat, ears dragging heavily, as if lined with lead.


“Come on, Neptune, let’s put that magic nose of yours to work.”


We watched in silence as she directed Neptune’s nose at the bucket seat where Deborah Harvey was presumed to have been sitting yesterday. Suddenly he yelped as if he had encountered a rattlesnake, jerking back from the Jeep, practically wrenching the harness from Gail’s hand. He tucked his tail between his legs and the fur literally stood up on his back as a chill ran up my spine.


“Easy, boy. Easy!”


Whimpering and quivering all over, Neptune squatted and defecated in the grass.




 2 


I woke up the next morning, exhausted and dreading the Sunday paper.


The headline was bold enough to be read from a block away:




DRUG CZAR’S DAUGHTER, FRIEND MISSING –
POLICE FEAR FOUL PLAY




Not only had reporters gotten hold of a photograph of Deborah Harvey, but there was a picture of her Jeep being towed from the rest stop and a file photograph, I presumed, of Bob and Pat Harvey, hand in hand, walking a deserted beach in Spindrift. As I sipped coffee and read, I could not help but think about Fred Cheney’s family. He was not from a prominent family. He was just “Deborah’s boyfriend.” Yet he, too, was missing; he, too, was loved.


Apparently, Fred was the son of a Southside businessman, an only child whose mother had died last year when a berry aneurysm ruptured in her brain. Fred’s father, the story read, was in Sarasota visiting relatives when the police finally tracked him down late last night. If there were a remote possibility that his son had “run off” with Deborah, the story read, it would have been very much out of character for Fred, who was described as “a good student at Carolina and a member of the varsity swim team.” Deborah was an honor student and a gymnast gifted enough to be an Olympic hopeful. Weighing no more than a hundred pounds, she had shoulder-length dark blond hair and her mother’s handsome features. Fred was broad-shouldered and lean, with wavy black hair and hazel eyes. They were a couple described as attractive and inseparable.


“Whenever you saw one, you always saw the other,” a friend was quoted as saying. “I think it had a lot to do with Fred’s mother dying. Debbie met him right about that time, and I don’t think he would have made it through without her.”


Of course, the story went on to regurgitate the details of the other four Virginia couples missing and later found dead. My name was mentioned several times. I was described as frustrated, baffled, and avoiding comment. I wondered if it occurred to anyone that I continued to autopsy the victims of homicides, suicides, and accidents every week. I routinely talked to families, testified in court, and gave lectures to paramedics and police academies. Couples or not, life and death went on.


I had gotten up from the kitchen table, was sipping coffee and staring out at the bright morning when the telephone rang.


Expecting my mother, who often called at this hour on Sunday to inquire about my well-being and if I had been to Mass, I pulled out a nearby chair as I picked up the receiver.


“Dr. Scarpetta?”


“Speaking.” The woman sounded familiar, but I could not place her.


“It’s Pat Harvey. Please forgive me for bothering you at home.” Behind her steady voice, I detected a note of fear.


“You certainly aren’t bothering me,” I replied kindly. “What can I do for you?”


“They searched all through the night and are still out there. They brought in more dogs, more police, several aircraft.” She began to speak rapidly. “Nothing. No sign of them. Bob has joined the search parties. I’m home.” She hesitated. “I’m wondering if you could come over? Perhaps you’re free for lunch?”


After a long pause, I reluctantly agreed. As I hung up the telephone I silently berated myself, for I knew what she wanted from me. Pat Harvey would ask about the other couples. If I were her, it was exactly what I would do.


I went upstairs to my bedroom and got out of my robe. Then I took a long, hot bath and washed my hair while my answering machine began intercepting calls that I had no intention of returning unless they were emergencies. Within the hour I was dressed in a khaki skirt suit and tensely playing back messages. There were five of them, all from reporters who had learned that I had been summoned to the New Kent County rest stop, which did not bode well for the missing couple.


I reached for the phone, intending to call Pat Harvey back and cancel our lunch. But I could not forget her face when she had arrived by helicopter with her daughter’s sweatshirt, I could not forget the faces of any of the parents. Hanging up the phone, I locked the house and got into my car.


People in public service can’t afford the accouterments privacy demands unless they have some other means of income. Obviously, Pat Harvey’s federal salary was a meager sliver of her family’s worth. They lived near Windsor on the James in a palatial Jeffersonian house overlooking the river. The estate, which I guessed to be at least five acres, was surrounded by a high brick wall posted with “Private Property” signs. When I turned into a long drive shaded by trees, I was stopped by a sturdy wrought-iron gate that slid open electronically before I could roll down my window to reach for the intercom. The gate slid shut behind me as I drove through. I parked near a black Jaguar sedan before a Roman portico of unfluted columns, old red brick, and white trim.


As I was getting out of my car, the front door opened. Pat Harvey, drying her hands on a dish towel, smiled bravely at me from the top of the steps. Her face was pale, her eyes lusterless and tired.


“It’s so good of you to come, Dr. Scarpetta.” She motioned for me to enter. “Please come in.”


The foyer was as spacious as a living room, and I followed her through a formal sitting room to the kitchen. Furniture was eighteenth century, Oriental rugs wall to wall, and there were original Impressionist paintings and a fireplace with beechwood logs artfully piled on the hearth. At least the kitchen looked functional and lived in, but I did not get the impression that anyone else was home.


“Jason and Michael are out with their father,” she explained when I asked. “The boys drove in this morning.”


“How old are they?” I inquired, as she opened the oven door.


“Jason is sixteen, Michael fourteen. Debbie is the oldest.” Looking around for the potholders, she turned off the oven, then set a quiche on top of a burner. Her hands trembled as she got a knife and spatula from a drawer. “Would you like wine, tea, coffee? This is very light. I did throw together a fruit salad. Thought we’d sit out on the porch. I hope that will be all right.”


“That would be lovely,” I replied. “And coffee would be fine.”


Distracted, she opened the freezer and got out a bag of Irish Creme, which she measured into the drip coffee maker. I watched her without speaking. She was desperate. Husband and sons were not home. Her daughter was missing, the house empty and silent.


She did not begin to ask questions until we were on the porch, sliding glass doors open wide, the river curving beyond us glinting in the sun.


“What the dogs did, Dr. Scarpetta,” she began, picking at her salad. “Can you offer an interpretation?”


I could, but I did not want to.


“Obviously, the one dog got upset. But the other one didn’t?” Her observation was posed as a question.


The other dog, Salty, had indeed reacted very differently than Neptune had. After he sniffed the driver’s seat, Gail hooked the lead on his harness and commanded, “Find.” The dog took off like a greyhound. He snuffled across the exit ramp and up through the picnic area. Then he tugged Gail across the parking lot toward the Interstate and would have gotten a nose full of traffic had she not yelled, “Heel!” I had watched them trot along the wooded strip separating west lanes from east, then across pavement, heading straight for the rest stop opposite the one where Deborah’s Jeep had been found. The bloodhound finally lost the scent in the parking lot.


“Am I to believe,” Mrs. Harvey continued, “that whoever was driving Debbie’s Jeep last got out, cut through the westbound rest stop, and crossed the Interstate? Then this person most likely got into a car parked in the eastbound rest stop and drove away?”


“That is one possible interpretation,” I replied, picking at my quiche.


“What other possible interpretation is there, Dr. Scarpetta?”


“The bloodhound picked up a scent. As for the scent of who or what, I don’t know. It could have been Deborah’s scent, Fred’s scent, the scent of a third person – ”


“Her Jeep was sitting out there for hours,” Mrs. Harvey interrupted, staring off at the river. “I suppose anybody could have gotten in to look for money, valuables. A hitchhiker, transient, someone on foot who crossed over to the other side of the Interstate afterward.”


I did not remind her of the obvious. The police had found Fred Cheney’s wallet in the glove compartment, complete with credit cards and thirty-five dollars cash. It did not appear that the young couples’ luggage had been gone through. As far as anyone could tell, nothing was missing from the Jeep except its occupants and Deborah’s purse.


“The way the first dog acted,” she went on matter-of-factly. “I assume this is unusual. Something frightened him. Upset him, at any rate. A different smell – not the same scent the other dog picked up. The seat where Debbie may have been sitting . . .” Her voice trailed off as she met my eyes.


“Yes. It appears that the two dogs picked up different scents.”


“Dr. Scarpetta, I’m asking you to be direct with me.” Her voice trembled. “Don’t spare my feelings. Please. I know the dog wouldn’t have gotten so upset unless there was a reason. Certainly, your work has exposed you to search-and-rescue efforts, to bloodhounds. Have you ever seen this before, the way the dog reacted?”


I had. Twice. Once was when a bloodhound sniffed a car trunk that, as it turned out, had been used to transport a murder victim whose body had been found inside a Dumpster. The other was when a scent led to an area along a hiking trail where a woman had been raped and shot.


What I said was “Bloodhounds tend to have strong reactions to pheromonal scents.”


“I beg your pardon?” She looked bewildered.


“Secretions. Animals, insects, secrete chemicals. Sex attractants, for example,” I dispassionately explained. “You’re familiar with dogs marking their territory or attacking when they smell fear?”


She just stared at me.


“When someone is sexually aroused, anxious, or afraid, there are various hormonal changes that occur in the body. It is theorized that scent-discriminating animals, such as bloodhounds, can smell the pheromones, or chemicals, that special glands in our bodies secrete – ”


She cut me off. “Debbie complained of cramps shortly before Michael, Jason, and I left for the beach. She had just started her period. Could that explain . . .? Well, if she were sitting in the passenger’s seat, perhaps this was the scent the dog picked up?”


I did not reply. What she was suggesting could not account for the dog’s extreme distress.


“It’s not enough.” Pat Harvey looked away from me and twisted the linen napkin in her lap. “Not enough to explain why the dog started whining, the fur stood up on his back. Oh, dear God. It’s like the other couples, isn’t it?”


“I can’t say that.”


“But you’re thinking it. The police are thinking it. If it hadn’t been on everybody’s mind from the start, you never would have been called yesterday. I want to know what happened to them. To those other couples.”


I said nothing.


“According to what I’ve read,” she pushed, “you were present at every scene, called there by the police.”


“I was.”


Reaching into a pocket of her blazer, she withdrew a folded sheet of legal paper and smoothed it open.


“Bruce Phillips and Judy Roberts,” she began to brief me, as if I needed it. “High school sweethearts who disappeared two and a half years ago on June first when they drove away from a friend’s house in Gloucester and never arrived at their respective homes. The next morning Bruce’s Camaro was found abandoned off U.S. Seventeen, keys in the ignition, doors unlocked, and windows rolled down. Ten weeks later, you were called to a wooded area one mile east of the York River State Park, where hunters had discovered two partially skeletonized bodies facedown in the leaves, approximately four miles from where Bruce’s car had been found ten weeks earlier.”


I recalled that it was at this time VICAP was asked by local police to assist. What Marino, Wesley, and the detective from Gloucester did not know was that a second couple had been reported missing in July, a month after Bruce and Judy had vanished.


“Next we have Jim Freeman and Bonnie Smyth,” Mrs. Harvey glanced up at me. “They disappeared the last Saturday in July after a pool party at the Freemans’ Providence Forge home. Late that evening Jim gave Bonnie a ride home, and the following day a Charles City police officer found Jim’s Blazer abandoned some ten miles from the Freeman home. Four months after that, on November twelfth, hunters in West Point found their bodies . . . .”


What I suspected she did not know, I thought, unpleasantly, was that despite my repeated requests, I was not given copies of the confidential sections of the police reports, scene photographs, or inventories of evidence. I attributed the apparent lack of cooperation to what had become a multi-jurisdictional investigation.


Mrs. Harvey continued relentlessly. In March of the following year, it happened again. Ben Anderson had driven from Arlington to meet his girlfriend, Carolyn Bennett, at her family’s home in Stingray Point on the Chesapeake Bay. They pulled away from the Andersons’ house shortly before seven o’clock to begin the drive back to Old Dominion University in Norfolk, where they were juniors. The next night a state trooper contacted Ben’s parents and reported that their son’s Dodge pickup truck had been found abandoned on the shoulder of I-64, approximately five miles east of Buckroe Beach. Keys were in the ignition, the doors unlocked, and Carolyn’s pocketbook was beneath the passenger’s seat. Their partially skeletonized bodies were discovered six months later during deer season in a wooded area three miles south of Route 199 in York County. This time, I did not even get a copy of the police report.


When Susan Wilcox and Mike Martin disappeared this past February, I found out about it from the morning newspaper. They were heading to Mike’s house in Virginia Beach to spend spring break together when, like the couples before them, they vanished. Mike’s blue van was found abandoned along the Colonial Parkway near Williamsburg, a white handkerchief tied to the antenna signaling engine trouble that did not exist when the police went over the van later. On May fifteenth a father and son out turkey hunting discovered the couples’ decomposed bodies in a wooded area between Route 60 and I-64 in James City County.


I remembered, once again, packing up bones to send to the Smithsonian’s forensic anthropologist for one final look. Eight young people, and despite the countless hours I had spent on each one of them, I could not determine how or why they had died.


“If, God forbid, there is a next time, don’t wait until the bodies turn up,” I finally had instructed Marino. “Let me know the minute the car is found.”


“Yo. May as well start autopsying the cars since the bodies ain’t telling us nothing,” he had said, trying unsuccessfully to be funny.


“In all cases,” Mrs. Harvey was saying, “doors were unlocked, keys in the ignition, there was no sign of a struggle, and it did not appear anything was stolen. The MOs were basically the same.”


She folded her notes and slipped them back into a pocket.


“You’re well informed” was all I said. I didn’t ask, but presumed she had gotten her staff to research the previous cases.


“My point is, you’ve been involved since the beginning,” she said. “You examined all of the bodies. And yet, as I understand it, you don’t know what killed these couples.”


“That’s right. I don’t know,” I replied.


“You don’t know? Or is it that you aren’t saying, Dr. Scarpetta?”


Pat Harvey’s career as a prosecutor in the federal system had earned her national respect, if not awe. She was gutsy and aggressive, and I felt as if her porch suddenly had turned into a courtroom.


“If I knew their cause of death, I would not have signed them out as undetermined,” I said calmly.


“But you believe they were murdered.”


“I believe that young, healthy people don’t suddenly abandon their cars and die of natural causes in the woods, Mrs. Harvey.”


“What about the theories? What do you have to say about those? I assume they aren’t new to you.”


They weren’t.


Four jurisdictions and at least that many different detectives were involved, each one with numerous hypotheses. The couples, for example, were recreational drug users and had met up with a dealer selling some new and pernicious designer drug that could not be detected through routine toxicology tests. Or the occult was involved. Or the couples were all members of some secret society, their deaths actually suicide pacts.


“I don’t think much of the theories I’ve heard,” I told her.


“Why not?”


“My findings do not support them.”


“What do your findings support?” she demanded. “What findings? Based on everything I’ve heard and read, you don’t have any goddam findings.”


A haze had dulled the sky, and a plane was a silver needle pulling a white thread beneath the sun. In silence I watched the vapor trail expand and begin to disperse. If Deborah and Fred had met up with the same fate as the others, we would not find them anytime soon.


“My Debbie has never taken drugs,” she continued, blinking back tears. “She isn’t into any weird religions or cults. She has a temper and sometimes gets depressed like every other normal teenager. But she wouldn’t – ” She suddenly stopped, struggling for control.


“You must try to deal with the here and now,” I said quietly. “We don’t know what has happened to your daughter. We don’t know what has happened to Fred. It may be a long time before we know. Is there anything else you can tell me about her – about them? Anything at all that might help?”


“A police officer came by this morning,” she replied with a deep, shaky breath. “He went inside her bedroom, took several articles of her clothing, her hairbrush. Said they were for the dogs, the clothes were, and he needed some of her hair to compare with any hairs they might find inside her Jeep. Would you like to see it? See her bedroom?”


Curious, I nodded.


I followed her up polished hardwood steps to the second floor. Deborah’s bedroom was in the east wing, where she could see the sun rise and storms gather over the James. It was not the typical teenager’s room. Furniture was Scandinavian, simple in design and built of gorgeous light teakwood. A comforter in shades of cool blue and green covered the queen-size bed, and beneath it was an Indian rug dominated by designs in rose and deep plum. Encyclopedias and novels filled a bookcase, and above the desk two shelves were lined with trophies and dozens of medals attached to bright cloth ribbons. On a top shelf was a large photograph of Deborah on a balance beam, back arched, hands poised like graceful birds, the expression on her face, like the details of her private sanctum, that of pure discipline and grace. I did not have to be Deborah Harvey’s mother to know that this nineteen-year-old girl was special.


“Debbie picked out everything herself,” Mrs. Harvey said as I looked around. “The furniture, rug, the colors. You’d never know she was in here days ago packing for school.” She stared at suitcases and a trunk in a corner and cleared her throat. “She’s so organized. I suppose she gets this from me.” Smiling nervously, she added, “If I am nothing else, I am organized.”


I remembered Deborah’s Jeep. It was immaculate inside and out, luggage and other belongings arranged with deliberation.


“She takes wonderful care of her belongings,” Mrs. Harvey went on, moving to the window. “I often worried that we indulged her too much. Her clothes, her car, money. Bob and I have had many discussions on the subject. It’s difficult with my being in Washington. But when I was appointed last year, we decided, all of us did, that it was too much to uproot the family, and Bob’s business is here. Easier if I took the apartment, came home on weekends when I could. Waited to see what would happen with the next election.”


After a long pause, she went on. “I suppose what I’m trying to say is that I’ve never been very good at saying no to Debbie. It’s difficult to be sensible when you want the best for your children. Especially when you remember your desires when you were their age, your insecurities about the way you dressed, your physical appearance. When you knew your parents couldn’t afford a dermatologist, an orthodontist, a plastic surgeon. We have tried to exercise moderation.” She crossed her arms at her waist. “Sometimes I’m not so sure we made the right choices. Her Jeep, for example. I was opposed to her having a car, but I didn’t have the energy to argue. Typically, she was practical, wanting something safe that would get her around in any kind of weather.”


Hesitantly, I inquired, “When you mention a plastic surgeon, are you referring to something specific concerning your daughter?”


“Large breasts are incompatible with gymnastics, Dr. Scarpetta,” she said, not turning around. “By the time Debbie was sixteen she was overendowed. Not only was this rather embarrassing to her, but it interfered with her sport. The problem was taken care of last year.”


“Then this photograph is recent,” I said, for the Deborah I was looking at was an elegant sculpture of perfectly formed muscle, breasts and buttocks firm and small.


“It was taken last April in California.”


When a person is missing and possibly dead, it is not uncommon for people like me to be interested in anatomical detail – whether it be a hysterectomy, a root canal, or scars from plastic surgery – that might assist in the identification of the body. They were the descriptions I reviewed in NCIC missing person forms. They were the mundane and very human features that I depended on, because jewelry and other personal effects, I had learned over the years, can’t always be trusted.


“What I’ve just told you must never go outside this room,” Mrs. Harvey said. “Debbie is very private. My family is very private.”


“I understand.”


“Her relationship with Fred,” she continued. “It was private. Too private. As I’m sure you’ve noted, there are no photographs, no visible symbols of it. I have no doubt they have exchanged pictures, gifts, mementoes. But she has always been secretive about them. Her birthday was last February, for example. I noticed shortly after that she was wearing a gold ring on the pinky of her right hand. A narrow band with a floral design. She never said a word, nor did I ask. But I’m sure it was from him.”


“Do you consider him a stable young man?”


Turning around, she faced me, eyes dark and distracted. “Fred is very intense, somewhat obsessive. But I can’t say that he’s unstable. I really can’t complain about him. I simply have worried that the relationship is too serious, too . . .” She looked away, groping for the right word. “Addictive. That’s what comes to mind. It’s as if they are each other’s drug.” Shutting her eyes, she turned away again and leaned her head against the window. “Oh, God. I wish we’d never bought her that goddam Jeep.”


I did not comment.


“Fred doesn’t have a car. She would have had no choice . . .” Her voice trailed off.


“She would have had no choice,” I said, “but to drive with you to the beach.”


“And this wouldn’t have happened!”


Suddenly she walked out the door to the hallway. She could not bear to be inside her daughter’s bedroom one moment longer, I knew, and I followed her down the stairs and to the front door. When I reached for her hand, she turned away from me as her tears fell.


“I’m so sorry.” How many times on this earth would I say that?


The front door shut quietly as I went down the steps. While driving home I prayed that if I ever encountered Pat Harvey again, it would not be in my official capacity of chief medical examiner.
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A week passed before I heard again from anyone connected to the Harvey-Cheney case, the investigation of which had gone nowhere, as far as I knew. Monday, when I was up to my elbows in blood in the morgue, Benton Wesley called. He wanted to talk to Marino and me without delay, and suggested we come for dinner.


“I think Pat Harvey’s making him nervous,” Marino said that evening. Tentative drops of rain bounced off his car windshield as we headed to Wesley’s house. “I personally don’t give a rat’s ass if she talks to a palm reader, rings up Billy Graham or the friggin’ Easter Bunny.”


“Hilda Ozimek is not a palm reader,” I replied.


“Half those Sister Rose joints with a hand painted on the sign are just fronts for prostitution.”


“I’m aware of that,” I said wearily.


He opened the ashtray, reminding me what a filthy habit smoking was. If he could cram one more butt in there, it would be a Guinness record.


“I take it you’ve heard of Hilda Ozimek, then,” he went on.


“I really don’t know much about her, except that I think she lives somewhere in the Carolinas.”


“South Carolina.”


“Is she staying with the Harveys?”


“Not anymore,” Marino said, turning off the windshield wipers as the sun peeked out from behind clouds. “Wish the damn weather would make up its mind. She went back to South Carolina yesterday. Was flown in and out of Richmond in a private plane, if you can believe that.”


“You mind telling me how anybody knows about it?” If I was surprised that Pat Harvey would resort to a psychic, I was even more surprised that she would tell anyone.


“Good question. I’m just telling you what Benton said when he called. Apparently, Broom Hilda found something in her crystal ball that got Mrs. Harvey mighty upset.”


“What, exactly?”


“Beats the shit outta me. Benton didn’t go into detail.”


I did not inquire further, for discussing Benton Wesley and his tight-lipped ways made me ill at ease. Once he and I had enjoyed working together, our regard for each other respectful and warm. Now I found him distant, and I could not help but worry that the way Wesley acted toward me had to do with Mark. When Mark had walked away from me by taking an assignment in Colorado, he had also walked away from Quantico, where he had enjoyed the privileged role of running the FBI National Academy’s Legal Training Unit. Wesley had lost his colleague and companion, and in his mind it was probably my fault. The bond between male friends can be stronger than marriage, and brothers of the badge are more loyal to each other than lovers.


A half hour later Marino turned off the highway, and soon after I lost track of the lefts and rights he took on rural routes that led us deeper into the country. Though I had met with Wesley many times in the past, it had always been at my office or his. I had never been invited to his house, located in the picturesque setting of Virginia farmland and forests, pastures surrounded by white fences, and barns and homes set back far from the roads. When we turned into his subdivision, we began to pass long driveways leading to large modern houses on generous lots, with European sedans parked before two-and three-car garages.


“I didn’t realize there were Washington bedroom communities this close to Richmond,” I commented.


“What? You’ve lived around here for four, five years and never heard of northern aggression?”


“If you were born in Miami, the Civil War isn’t exactly foremost on your mind,” I replied.


“I guess not. Hell, Miami ain’t even in this country. Any place where they got to vote on whether English is the official language don’t belong in the United States.”


Marino’s digs about my birthplace were nothing new.


Slowing down as he turned into a gravel drive, he said, “Not a bad crib, huh? Guess the feds pay a little better than the city.”
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