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My father explained it to me the first time when I was seven years old: The world is a system. School is a system. Neighborhoods are a system. Towns, governments, any large group of people. For that matter, the human body is a system, enabled by smaller, biological subsystems.

Criminal justice, definitely a system. The Catholic Church – don’t get him started. Then there’s organized sports, the United Nations, and of course, the Miss America Pageant.

“You don’t have to like the system,” he lectured me. “You don’t have to believe in it or agree with it. But you must understand it. If you can understand the system, you will survive.”

A family is a system.

I’d come home from school that afternoon to discover both of my parents standing in our front room. My father, a professor of mathematics at MIT, was rarely home before seven. Now, however, he stood next to my mother’s prized floral sofa, with five suitcases stacked neatly by his feet. My mother was crying. When I opened the front door, she turned away as if to shield her face, but I could still see her shoulders shaking.

Both of my parents were wearing heavy wool coats, which seemed odd, given the relatively warm October afternoon.

My father spoke first: “You need to go into your room. Pick two things. Any two things you want. But hurry, Annabelle; we don’t have much time.”

My mother’s shoulders shook harder. I set down my backpack. I retreated to my room, where I stared at my little pink-and-green painted space.

Of all the moments in my past, this is the one I would most like to have back. Three minutes in the bedroom of my youth. Fingers skimming over my sticker-plastered desk, skipping over framed photos of my grandparents, hopscotching past my engraved silver-plated brush and oversize hand mirror. I bypassed my books. Didn’t even consider my marble collection or stash of kindergarten art. I remember making a positively agonizing choice between my favorite stuffed dog and my newest treasure, a bridal-dressed Barbie. I went with my dog, Boomer, then grabbed my cherished baby blankie, dark pink flannel with a light pink satin trim.

Not my diary. Not my stash of silly, doodle-covered notes from my best friend, Dori Petracelli. Not even my baby album, which would’ve at least given me photos of my mother for all the years to come. I was a young, frightened child, and I behaved childishly.

I think my father knew what I would choose. I think he saw it all coming, even back then.

I returned to our family room. My father was outside, loading the car. My mom had her hands wrapped around the pillar that divided the family room from the eat-in kitchen. For a minute, I didn’t think she’d let go. She would take a stand, demand that my father stop this foolishness.

Instead, she reached out and stroked my long dark hair. “I love you so much.” She grabbed me, hugging me fiercely, cheeks wet against the top of my head. The next moment, she pushed me away, wiping briskly at her face.

“Outside, honey. Your father’s right – we have to be quick.”

I followed my mother to the car, Boomer under my arm, blankie clutched in both hands. We took our usual places – my father in the driver’s seat, my mother riding shotgun, me in the back.

My father backed our little Honda out of the drive. Yellow and orange leaves swirled down from the beech tree, dancing outside the car window. I spread my fingers against the glass as if I could touch them.

“Wave at the neighbors,” my father instructed. “Pretend everything is normal.”

That’s the last we ever saw of our little oak-dotted cul-de-sac.

A family is a system.

We drove to Tampa. My mother had always wanted to see Florida, my father explained. Wouldn’t it be nice to live amid palm trees and white sandy beaches after so many New England winters?

Since my mother had chosen our location, my father had picked our names. I would now be called Sally. My father was Anthony and my mother Claire. Isn’t this fun? A new town and a new name. What a grand adventure.

I had nightmares in the beginning. Terrible, terrible dreams where I would wake up screaming, “I saw something, I saw something!”

“It’s only a dream,” my father would attempt to soothe me, stroking my back.

“But I’m scared!”

“Hush. You’re too young to know what scared is. That’s what daddies are for.”

We didn’t live amid palm trees and white sandy beaches. My parents never spoke of it, but as an adult looking back, I realize now that a Ph.D. in mathematics couldn’t very well pick up where he left off, especially under an assumed identity. Instead, my father got a job driving taxis. I loved his new job. It meant he was home most of the day, and it seemed glamorous to be picked up from school in my own personal cab.

The new school was bigger than my old one. Tougher. I think I made friends, though I don’t remember many specifics about our Florida days. I have more a general sense of a surreal time and place, where my afternoons were spent being drilled in self-defense for first-graders and even my parents seemed foreign to me.

My father, constantly buzzing around our one-bedroom apartment. “What’d you say, Sally? Let’s decorate a palm tree for Christmas! Yes, sir, we’re having fun now!” My mother, humming absently as she painted our family room a bright shade of coral, giggling as she bought a swimsuit in November, seeming genuinely intrigued as she learned to cook different kinds of flaky white fish.

I think my parents were happy in Florida. Or at least determined. My mother decorated our apartment. My father resumed his hobby of sketching. On the nights he didn’t work, my mother would pose for him beside the window, and I would lie on the couch, content to watch my father’s deft strokes as he captured my mother’s teasing smile in a small charcoal sketch.

Until the day I came home from school to find suitcases packed, faces grim. No need to ask this time. I went into my room on my own. Grabbed Boomer. Found my blankie. Then retreated to the car and climbed in the back.

It was a long time before anyone said a word.

A family is a system.

To this day, I don’t know how many cities we lived in. Or how many names I assumed. My childhood became a blur of new faces, new towns, and the same old suitcases. We would arrive, find the cheapest one-bedroom apartment. My father would set out the next day, always coming home with some kind of job – photo developer, McDonald’s manager, salesclerk. My mother would unpack our meager belongings. I would be shuffled off to school.

I know I stopped talking as much. I know my mom did, too.

Only my father remained relentlessly cheerful. “Phoenix! I’ve always wanted to experience the desert. Cincinnati! Now, this is my kind of town. St. Louis! This will be the place for us!”

I don’t remember suffering any more nightmares. They simply went away or were pushed aside by more pressing concerns. The afternoons I came home and found my mother passed out on the sofa. The crash courses in cooking because she could no longer stand up. Brewing coffee and forcing it down her throat. Raiding her purse for money so I could buy groceries before my father returned from work.

I want to believe he had to know, but to this day I’m not sure. It seemed for my mother and me at least, the more we took on other names, the more we gave away of ourselves. Until we became silent, ethereal shadows following in my father’s blustery wake.

She made it until I was fourteen. Kansas City. We’d lasted nine months. My father had risen to manager in the automotive department of Sears. I was thinking of going to my first dance.

I came home. My mother – Stella, she was called then – was facedown on the sofa. This time no amount of shaking woke her up. I have a vague memory of racing across the hall. Of banging on our neighbor’s door.

“My mother, my mother, my mother!” I screamed. And poor Mrs. Torres, who’d never been granted a smile or wave from any of us, threw open her door, bustled across the hall, and hands flying to her suddenly wet eyes, declared my mother dead.

Cops came. EMTs. I watched them remove her body. Saw the empty orange prescription bottle slip out of her pocket. One of the officers picked it up. He gave me a pitying look.

“Someone we should call?”

“My father will be home soon.”

He left me with Mrs. Torres. We sat in her apartment, with its rich smells of jalapeño peppers and corn tamales. I admired the brightly striped curtains she had hanging on her windows and the bold floral pillows covering her worn brown sofa. I wondered what it would be like to have a real home again.

My father arrived. Thanked Mrs. Torres profusely. Ushered me away.

“You understand we can’t tell them anything?” he kept saying over and over again, once we were safely tucked back inside our apartment. “You understand we have to be very careful? I don’t want you saying a word, Cindy. Not one word. This is all very, very tricky.”

When the cops returned, he did the talking. I heated up chicken noodle soup in the tiny kitchenette. I wasn’t really hungry. I just wanted our apartment to smell like Mrs. Torres’s apartment. I wanted my mom to be back home.

I found my father crying later. Curled up on the sofa, holding my mother’s tattered pink robe. He couldn’t stop. He sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.

That was the first night my father slept in my bed. I know what you’re thinking, but it wasn’t like that.

A family is a system.

We waited three months for my mother’s body. The state wanted an autopsy. I never did understand it all. But one day we had my mom back. We accompanied her from the morgue’s office to the funeral home. She was put in a box labeled with someone else’s name, then sent into the fire.

My father purchased two small glass vials that dangled from chains. One for him. One for me.

“This way,” he said, “she can always be close to our hearts.”

Leslie Ann Granger. That was my mother’s real name. Leslie Ann Granger. My father filled the vials with ashes, and we put them around our necks. The rest of her, we turned loose into the wind.

Why buy a tombstone that would only cement a lie?

We returned to the apartment, and this time my father didn’t have to ask; I had packed our suitcases three months earlier. No Boomer and blankie this time. I had placed them in my mother’s wooden box and sent them with her into the flames.

Once your mother is dead, it is time to be done with childish things.

I chose the name Sienna. My father would be Billy Bob, but I would allow him to use B.B. He rolled his eyes but played along. Since I’d done the honors with the names, he chose the city. We headed for Seattle; my father had always wanted to see the West Coast.

We did better in Seattle, each in our own way. My father returned to Sears and, without ever disclosing that he’d worked at one before, was taken to be a complete natural who flew up the managerial ranks. I enrolled in yet another overcrowded, underfunded public school, where I disappeared into the nameless, faceless B-average masses.

I also committed my first act of rebellion: I joined a church.

The small Congregational church existed one block from our home. I walked by it every day to and from school. One day, I poked my head in. The second day, I took a seat. The third day, I found myself talking to the reverend.

Will God let you into Heaven, I wanted to know, if you were buried under the wrong name?

I talked to the reverend for a long time that afternoon. He had bottle-thick glasses. Sparse gray hair. A kind smile. When I got home, it was after six, my father was waiting, and there was no food on the table.

“Where were you?” he demanded.

“I got held late—”

“Do you know how worried I’ve been?”

“I missed the bus. I was talking to a teacher about a homework assignment. I’m . . . I had to walk all the way home. I didn’t want to bother you at work.” I was babbling, my cheeks flushed, not sounding anything like myself.

My father frowned at me for a long time. “You can always call me,” he said abruptly. “We’re in this together, kiddo.”

He ruffled my hair.

I missed my mother.

Then I walked into the kitchen and started the tuna casserole.

Lying, I’ve discovered, is as addictive as any drug. Next thing I knew, I’d told my father I’d joined the debate team. This, of course, gave me any number of afternoons I could spend at the church, listening to the choir practice, talking to the reverend, simply absorbing the space.

I’d always had long dark hair. My mother used to braid it for me when I was a child. As an adolescent, however, I had relegated it to an impenetrable curtain I let hang over my face. One day, I decided my hair was blocking the true beauty of the stained glass, so I walked to the corner barbershop and had it chopped off.

My father didn’t speak to me for a week.

And I discovered, sitting in my church, watching my neighbors come and go, that my oversize sweatshirts were too drab, my baggy jeans ill-fitting. I liked people in bright colors. I liked the way it brought attention to their faces and made you notice their smiles. These people looked happy. Normal. Loving. I bet there wasn’t a three-second delay every time someone asked them their name.

So I bought new clothes. For the debate team. And I started spending every Monday night at the soup kitchen – school requirement, I told my father. Everyone’s got to fulfill so many hours of community service. There happened to be a nice young man who also volunteered there. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Matt Fisher.

Matt took me to the movies. I don’t remember what was playing. I was aware of his hand on my shoulder, the sweaty feel of my own palms, the hitch to my breath. After the movies, we went for ice cream. It was raining. He held his coat over my head.

And then, tucked inside his cologne-scented jacket, he gave me my first kiss.

I floated home. Arms wrapped around my waist. Dreamy smile upon my face.

My father greeted me at the front door. Five suitcases loomed behind him.

“I know what you’ve been doing!” he declared.

“Shhhh,” I said, and put a finger to his lips. “Shhhh.”

I danced past my stunned father. I drifted into my tiny, windowless room. And for eight hours I lay on my bed and let myself be happy.

I still wonder about Matt Fisher sometimes. Is he married now? Has two-point-two kids? Does he ever tell stories about the craziest girl he ever knew? Kissed her one night. Never saw her again.

My father was gone when I got up in the morning. He returned around twelve, slapping the fake ID into my hand.

“And I don’t want to hear it about the names,” he said as I arched a brow at my new identity as Tanya Nelson, daughter of Michael. “Trying to get paperwork at a moment’s notice already set me back two grand.”

“But you picked the names.”

“They were all the guy could give me.”

“But you brought home the names,” I insisted.

“Fine, fine, whatever.”

He already had a suitcase in each hand. I stood firm, arms crossed, face implacable. “You picked the names, I pick the city.”

“Once we’re in the car.”

“Boston,” I said.

His eyes went wide. I could tell he wanted to argue. But rules are rules.

A family is a system.

When you have spent your life running from the Bad Thing, you have to wonder what it will feel like one day when it finally catches you. I guess my father never had to know.

The cops said he stepped off the curb and the speeding taxi killed him instantly. Sent his body soaring twenty feet through the air. His forehead connected with a metal lamppost, caving in his face.

I was twenty-two. Finally done slogging through an endless procession of schools. I worked at Starbucks. I walked a lot. I saved up money for a sewing machine. I started my own business, making custom-designed window treatments and matching throw pillows.

I liked Boston. Returning to the city of my youth had not left me paralyzed with fear. Quite the opposite, in fact. I felt safe amid the constantly moving masses. I enjoyed strolling through the Public Garden, window-shopping on Newbury Street. I even liked the return of fall, where the days became oak-scented and the nights cool. I found an impossibly small apartment in the North End where I could walk to Mike’s and eat fresh cannolis any time I wanted. I hung curtains. I got a dog. I even learned to cook corn tamales. While at night I stood at my barred fifth-story window, cradling my mother’s ashes in the palm of my hand and watching the nameless strangers pass below.

I told myself I was an adult now. I told myself I had nothing left to fear. My father had directed my past. But I owned my future and I would not spend it running anymore. I had picked Boston for a reason, and I was here to stay.

Then one day it all came together. I picked up the Boston Herald and read it on the front page: Twenty-five years later, I’d finally been found dead.
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Phone ringing.

He rolled over. Grabbed a pillow. Stuffed it over his ear.

Phone ringing.

He threw down the pillow, yanked up the covers instead.

Phone ringing.

Groan. He grudgingly peeled open one eye. Two thirty-two a.m. “Frickin’, frickin’, frickin . . . ” He slapped out a hand, fumbled with the receiver, and dragged the phone to his ear. “What?”

“Cheerful as always, I see.”

Bobby Dodge, Massachusetts’s newest state police detective, groaned louder. “It’s only my second day. You can’t tell me I’m being called out my second day. Hey.” His brain cells belatedly kicked to life. “Wait a sec—”

“Know the former mental hospital in Mattapan?” Boston Detective D.D. Warren asked over the line.

“Why?”

“Got a scene.”

“You mean BPD has a scene. Good for you. I’m going back to sleep.”

“Be here in thirty.”

“D.D . . . ” Bobby dragged himself to sitting, awake now in spite of himself and not feeling amused. He and D.D. went way back, but two-thirty in the morning was two-thirty in the morning. “You and your friends want to harass a rookie, pick on your own department. I’m too old for this shit.”

“You need to see this,” she said simply.

“See what?”

“Thirty minutes, Bobby. Don’t turn on the radio. Don’t listen to the scanner. I need you to view it clean slate.” There was a pause. More quietly, she added, “Bobby, keep it tight. This one’s gonna be ugly.” And then she was gone.

Bobby Dodge was no stranger to being called out of bed. He’d served nearly eight years as a police sniper with the Massachusetts State Police Special Tactics and Operations Team, on call twenty-four/seven, and inevitably activated most weekends and major holidays. Hadn’t bothered him at the time. He’d enjoyed the challenge, thrived on being part of an elite team.

Two years ago, however, his career had derailed. Bobby hadn’t just been called out to a scene; he’d shot a man. The department ultimately declared it justifiable use of deadly force, but nothing had felt the same. Six months ago, when he submitted his resignation from the STOP team, no one had argued. And more recently, when he’d passed the detectives’ exam, everyone had been in agreement: Bobby’s career could use a fresh start.

So here he was, a two-day-old Homicide detective, already assigned half a dozen active but not urgent cases, just enough to get his feet wet. Once he proved he wasn’t a complete and utter moron, they might actually let him lead an investigation. Or he could always hope to catch a case, be the lucky on-call suit who was roused out of bed for a major incident. Detectives liked to joke that homicides only occurred at 3:05 a.m. or 4:50 p.m. You know, just in time for the day shift to start early and last all night.

Midnight phone calls were definitely part of the job. Except those phone calls should be coming from another state police officer, not a Boston detective.

Bobby frowned again, trying to puzzle this one out. As a general rule, Boston detectives loathed inviting state suits to their parties. Furthermore, if a BPD detective honestly did think she might need state expertise, her commanding officer would contact Bobby’s commanding officer, with everyone operating with all the openness and trust you would expect from such an arranged marriage.

But D.D. had called him directly. Which led Bobby to theorize, as he dragged on his pants, struggled into a long-sleeved shirt, and splashed water on his face, that D.D. wasn’t looking for state help. She was looking for his help.

And that made Bobby suspicious.

Last stop in front of his dresser now, operating by the glow of the night-light. He found his detective’s shield, his pager, his Glock .40, and – the weapon prized most highly by the working detective – his Sony mini-recorder. Bobby glanced at his watch.

D.D. had wanted him there in thirty. He’d make it in twenty-five. Which gave him five extra minutes to figure out what the hell was going on.

Mattapan was a straight shot down I-93 from Bobby’s triple-decker in South Boston. Three to five a.m. were probably the only two hours a day 93 wasn’t a bloated snake of vehicles, so Bobby made good time.

He took the Granite Avenue exit and headed left down Gallivan Boulevard, merging onto Morton Street. He pulled up next to an old Chevy at a stoplight. The two occupants, young black males, gave his Crown Vic a knowing look. They pinned him with their best dead-man’s stare. Bobby responded with a cheery wave of his own. The instant the light turned green, the kids made a hard right and sped away in disgust.

Just another glorious moment in community policing.

Strip malls gave way to housing. Bobby passed side streets choked with rows of triple-deckers, each building looking more tired and dilapidated than the last. Huge sections of Boston had been revitalized in the past few years, housing projects giving way to luxury condos on the waterfront. Abandoned wharfs becoming convention centers. The whole city being strategically and cosmetically rearranged to fit the vagaries of the Big Dig.

Some neighborhoods had won. Mattapan obviously had not.

Another light. Bobby slowed, glanced at his watch. Eight minutes to ETA. He swung his car left, looping around Mt. Hope Cemetery. From this angle, he could peer out his side window as the enormous no-man’s-land that was Boston State Mental Hospital finally came into view.

At one hundred and seventy acres of lushly wooded inner-city green space, the Boston State Mental Hospital was currently the most hotly contested development site in the state. It was also, as former home to a century-old lunatic asylum, one of the spookiest damn places around.

Two dilapidated brick buildings perched on top of the hill, winking down at the population with windows gone crazy with shattered glass. Huge overgrown oaks and beeches clawed at the night sky, bare limbs forming silhouettes of gnarled hands.

Story went that the hospital was built in the middle of forested grounds to provide a “serene” setting for the patients. Several decades of overcrowded buildings, strange midnight screams, and two violent murders later, the locals still talked of lights that randomly came on the middle of the ruins, of spine-tingling moans that whispered from beneath the crumbling piles of brick, of flickering silhouettes spotted among the trees.

So far, none of the tales had frightened off the developers. The Audubon Society had secured one corner of the property, turning it into a popular nature preserve. Major construction was currently under way on a brand-new lab for UMass, while Mattapan buzzed with rumors of public housing, or maybe a new high school.

Progress happened. Even to haunted mental institutions.

Bobby turned around the far corner of the cemetery and finally spotted the party. There, in the left-hand corner of the site: Giant beams of light burst through the skeletal beech trees, pushing against the dense, moonless night. More lights, tiny pinpricks of red and blue, zigzagging through the trees as additional police cars sped up the winding road toward one corner of the property. He waited to see the outline of the former hospital, a relatively small, three-story ruin, come into view, but the patrol cars veered away, heading deeper into the woods instead.

D.D. hadn’t been lying. BPD had a scene, and judging by the traffic, it was a big one.

Bobby finished his loop of the cemetery. One minute to ETA, he passed through the yawning black gate and headed for the ruins on the hill.

He came to the first patrol officer almost immediately. The BPD cop was standing in the middle of the road, wearing an orange safety vest and armed with a high-beam flashlight. Kid looked barely old enough to shave. He arranged his face into a fine scowl, however, as he scrutinized Bobby’s shield, then grunted suspiciously when he realized Bobby was with the state police.

“Sure you got the right place?” Kid asked.

“Dunno. I plugged ‘crime scene’ into MapQuest and this is what it spit out.”

Kid regarded him blankly. Bobby sighed. “Got a personal invite from Detective Warren. If you got a problem, take it up with her.”

“You mean Sergeant Warren?”

“Sergeant? Well, well, well.”

Kid slapped Bobby’s creds back into his hand. Bobby headed up the hill.

The first abandoned building appeared on his left, multipaned windows winking back twin reflections of his headlights. The brick structure sagged on its foundation, front doors padlocked shut, roof disintegrated from the inside out.

Bobby took a right, passing a second structure, which was smaller, and in even greater disrepair. Cars were stacking up roadside now, parked bumper-to-bumper as detectives’ vehicles, ME’s van, and crime-scene technicians all vied for space.

The spotlights beckoned farther out, however. A distant glow in the shrouded woods. Bobby could just hear the hum of the generator, brought in on the crime-scene van to power the party. Apparently, he had a hike ahead of him.

He parked in an overgrown field next to three patrol cars. Grabbed a flashlight, paper, and pen. Then, on second thought, a warmer jacket.

The November night was cool, down in the forties, and frosted with a light mist. No one was around, but the beam of his flashlight illuminated the trampled path blazed by the death investigators who’d come before him. His boots made heavy tromping sounds as he went.

He could still hear the generator, but no voices yet. He ducked beneath some bushes, feeling the earth grow marshy beneath his feet before firming up again. He passed a small clearing, noticed a refuse pile – rotting wood, bricks, some plastic buckets. Illegal dumping had been a problem on the ground for years, but most of that was by the fence line. This was too deep in. Probably leftovers from the asylum itself, or maybe one of the recent building projects. Old, new, he couldn’t tell in this kind of light.

Noise grew louder, the hum of the generator building to a dull roar. He ducked his head into the collar of his jacket, shielding his ears. As a ten-year veteran patrol officer, Bobby had attended his fair share of crime scenes. He knew the noise. He knew the smell.

But this was his first scene as a bona fide detective. He thought that’s why it felt so different. Then he cleared another line of trees and came to an abrupt halt.

Guys. Everywhere. Most in suits, probably fifteen, eighteen detectives and easily a dozen uniforms. Then there were the men with the graying hair in the thick woolen overcoats. Senior officers, most of whom Bobby recognized from various retirement parties for other big guns. He spotted a photographer, four crime-scene techs. Finally a lone female – if memory served she was an ADA, Assistant District Attorney.

A lot of people, particularly given Boston’s long-standing policy of demanding a written report from anyone who entered a crime scene. That had a tendency to keep gawking patrol officers out and, even more important, the brass away.

But everyone was here tonight, pacing small circles in the glow of the blazing spotlights, stomping their feet for warmth. Ground zero appeared to be the blue awning erected toward the back of the clearing. But from this angle Bobby still couldn’t see any signs of remains or evidence of a crime scene even beneath the protective cover of the tarp.

He saw a field, a tent, and a lot of very quiet death investigators.

It made the hairs rise up on the back of his neck.

A rustling sound came from his left. Bobby turned to see two people entering the clearing from a second path. At front was a middle-aged woman in full Tyvek, followed by a younger man, her assistant. Bobby recognized the woman immediately. Christie Callahan from the OCME – Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. Callahan was the designated forensic anthropologist.

“Ah shit.”

More movement. D.D. had magically emerged from beneath the blue awning. Bobby’s gaze went from her pale, carefully composed features to her Tyvek-covered clothes to the inky darkness behind her.

“Ah shit,” he muttered again, but it was too late.

D.D. headed straight for him.

“Thanks for coming,” she said. They shared an awkward moment, both of them trying to figure out if they should shake hands, peck cheeks, something. D.D. finally stuck her hands behind her and that settled matters. They would be professional acquaintances.

“Wouldn’t want to disappoint a sergeant,” Bobby drawled.

D.D. flashed a tight smile at the acknowledgment of her new title, but didn’t comment; now was not the time nor place.

“Photographer’s already done the first round of shooting,” she said briskly. “We’re waiting for the videographer to wrap up, then you can go down.”

“Down?”

“Scene is subterranean, entrance beneath the awning. Don’t worry; we got a ladder in place, so it’s not hard to access.”

Bobby took a moment to let that sink in. “How big?”

“Chamber is approximately six by ten. We’re holding it to three people max, or you can’t move around.”

“Who found it?”

“Kids. Discovered it last night, I guess, while engaged in some recreational drinking and/or other hobbies. Thought it was cool enough to return tonight with a flashlight. They won’t do that again.”

“Are they still around?”

“Nah. EMTs gave them sedatives and took them away. It’s for the best. They were useless to us.”

“Lot of suits,” Bobby commented, eyeing the area around them.

“Yeah.”

“Lead detective?”

Her chin came up. “I’m the lucky duck.”

“Sorry, D.D.”

She grimaced, her face bleaker now that it was just the two of them. “Yeah, no shit.”

The sound of a throat clearing came from behind them. “Sergeant?”

The videographer had emerged from beneath the tarp and was waiting for D.D.’s acknowledgment.

“We’ll shoot again in intervals,” D.D. told the videographer, turning back toward the assembled masses. “Around once an hour to keep things up-to-date. You can grab a cup of coffee if you’d like, there’s a thermos in the van. But keep close, Gino. Just in case.”

The officer nodded, then headed for the van where the generator thundered away.

“All right, Bobby. We’re up.”

She started walking without waiting to see if he’d follow.

Beneath the blue awning, Bobby found a pile of Tyvek coveralls plus shoe booties and hairnets. He pulled the papery material over the top of his clothes, while D.D. exchanged her soiled booties for a fresh pair. There were two eye-and-snout masks lying next to the coveralls. D.D. didn’t take one, so neither did he.

“I’ll go first,” D.D. said. “I’ll yell ‘Clear’ when I hit the bottom, then it’s your turn.”

She gestured toward the back and Bobby caught the faint glow coming from a roughly two-by-two-foot opening in the ground. The top of a metal ladder protruded above the earthen lip. It gave him a strange feeling of déjà vu, as if he should know exactly what he was seeing.

And then, in the next instant, he got it; he knew why D.D. had called him. And he knew what he would see when he went down into the pit.

D.D. brushed his shoulder with her fingertips. The touch shocked him. He flinched; she immediately pulled away. Her blue eyes were somber, too large in her pale face.

“See you in five, Bobby,” she said quietly.

She disappeared down the ladder.

Two seconds later, he heard her voice again: “All clear.”

Bobby descended into the abyss.
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It wasn’t dark. Spotlights had been placed in the corner, moveable light strips hung from the ceiling; crime-scene technicians needed bright lights for their laborious work.

Bobby kept his gaze focused in front of him, breathing shallowly through his mouth and processing the scene in small bits.

The chamber was deep, at least six feet tall; it easily cleared the top of his head. Wide enough for three people to stand shoulder to shoulder, it loomed ahead of him for nearly two full body lengths. Not a random sinkhole, he thought immediately, but something intentionally and painstakingly made.

The temperature was cool, but not cold. It reminded him of caves he’d once visited in Virginia; the air a constant fifty-five degrees, like a walk-in refrigerator.

Smell, not as bad as he had feared. Earthy, laced with the faintest odor of decay. Whatever had happened here, it was almost done now, hence the presence of the forensic anthropologist.

He touched one earthen wall with his gloved hand. It felt hard-packed, lightly ridged. Not bumpy enough to have been dug with a shovel; space was probably too big for that kind of labor anyway. He would guess the cavern had originally been dug with a backhoe. Maybe a culvert that had been ingeniously reengineered with another purpose in mind.

He moved ahead two feet, came to the first support beam, an old, splintering two-by-four. It formed part of a crude buttress arching over the room. A second buttress appeared three feet after the first.

He explored the ceiling with his fingertips. Not dirt, but plywood.

D.D. caught his motion. “Whole ceiling’s wood,” she supplied. “Topped with dirt and debris except for the opening, where he left an exposed wooden panel he could plop on and off. When we first got here, it looked like random construction debris lying in the middle of an overgrown field. You’d never guess . . . You’d never know . . . ” She sighed, looked down, then seemed to try to shake herself out of it.

Bobby nodded curtly. The space was fairly clean, spartanly furnished: an old five-gallon bucket placed next to the ladder, lettering so faded with age, only dim shadows remained; a folded-up metal chair, corners laced with rust, propped against the left-hand wall; a metal shelving unit, spanning the length of the far wall, covered in bamboo blinds on the verge of disintegration.

“Original ladder?” he asked.

“Metal chain link,” D.D. answered. “We’ve already bagged it as evidence.”

“Plywood cover obscuring the opening, you said? Find any good sticks around?”

“One approximately three feet in length and an inch and a half thick. Bark worn off. Props up the plywood cover about as you’d expect.”

“And the shelves?” He took a step toward them.

“Not yet,” D.D. spoke up sharply.

He concealed his surprise with a shrug, then turned to face her; it was her party after all.

“I don’t see many evidence placards,” he said at last.

“It’s that clean. It’s like the subject closed it up. He used it. For a while, I’m willing to bet, then one day he simply moved on.”

Bobby studied her intently, but she didn’t elaborate.

“Feels old,” he commented.

“Abandoned,” D.D. specified.

“Got a date?”

“Nothing scientific. We’ll have to wait for Christie’s report.”

He waited again, but once more she refused to provide additional information.

“Yeah, okay,” he said after a moment. “It looks like his work. You and I only have secondhand details, though. Have you contacted the detectives who worked the original scene?”

She shook her head. “I’ve been here since midnight; haven’t had a chance to check the old case file yet. That’s a lot of years back, though. Whichever officers handled it, they’re bound to be retired by now.”

“November eighteen, 1980,” Bobby provided softly.

D.D. got a tight look around her mouth. “Knew you’d remember,” she murmured grimly. She straightened her shoulders. “What else?”

“That pit was smaller, four by six. I don’t recall any mention of support beams in the police report. I think it’s safe to say it was less sophisticated than this one. Jesus. Reading about it still isn’t the same as seeing it. Jesus.”

He touched the wall again, feeling the hard-packed earth. Twelve-year-old Catherine Gagnon had spent nearly a month in that first earthen prison, living in a timeless black void interrupted only by visits from her captor, Richard Umbrio, who had held her as his own personal sex slave. Hunters had found her by accident shortly before Thanksgiving, when they had tapped on the plywood cover and been startled to hear faint cries below. Catherine had been saved; Umbrio sent to prison.

The story should’ve ended there, but it didn’t.

“I don’t remember any mention of other victims at Umbrio’s trial,” D.D. was saying now.

“No.”

“Doesn’t mean he hadn’t done it before, though.”

“No.”

“She could’ve been his seventh victim, eighth, ninth, tenth. He wasn’t the type to talk, so anything’s possible.”

“Sure. Anything’s possible.” He understood what D.D. left unsaid. And it’s not like they could ask. Umbrio had died two years ago, shot by Catherine Gagnon, under circumstances that had been the true death knell to Bobby’s STOP career. Funny how some crimes just went on and on and on, even decades later.

Bobby’s gaze returned to the covered shelves, which he noticed D.D. was still avoiding. D.D. hadn’t called him at two in the morning to look at a subterranean chamber. BPD hadn’t issued red-ball deployment for a nearly empty pit.

“D.D.?” he asked quietly.

She finally nodded. “Might as well see it for yourself. These are the ones, Bobby, who didn’t get saved. These are the ones who remained down in the dark.”

Bobby handled the blinds carefully. The cords felt old, rotting in his hands. Some of the tiny interwoven pieces of bamboo were splintering, snagging on the strings, making the shade difficult to roll. He could smell the taint stronger here. Sweet, almost vinegary. His hands shook in spite of himself and he had to work to steady his heartbeat.

Be in the moment, but outside the moment. Detached. Composed. Focused.

The first blind rolled up. Then the second.

What helped him the most, in the end, was sheer incomprehension.

Bags. Clear plastic garbage bags. Six of them. Three on the top shelf, three on the bottom, positioned side by side, tied neatly at the top.

Bags. Six of them. Clear plastic.

He staggered back.

There were no words. He could feel his mouth open, but nothing was happening, nothing coming out. He just looked. And looked and looked, because such a thing couldn’t exist, such a thing couldn’t be. His mind saw it, rejected it, then saw the image and fought with it all over again. He couldn’t . . . It couldn’t . . .

His back hit the ladder. He reached behind, grabbing the cool metal rungs so hard he could feel the edges bite into the flesh of his hands. He focused on that sensation, the sharp pain. It grounded him. Kept him from having to scream.

D.D. pointed up to the ceiling, where one of the light strips had been hung.

“We didn’t add those two hooks,” D.D. said quietly. “They were already there. We didn’t find any lanterns left behind, but I would assume . . .”

“Yeah,” Bobby said roughly, still breathing through his mouth. “Yeah.”

“And the chair, of course.”

“Yeah, yeah. And the fucking chair.”

“It’s, uh, it’s wet mummification,” D.D. said, her own voice sounding shaky, working at control. “That’s what Christie called it. He bound the bodies, put each in a garbage bag, then tied the top. When decomp started . . . well, there was no place for the fluids to go. Basically, the bodies pickled in their own juices.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“I hate my job, Bobby,” D.D. whispered suddenly, starkly. “Oh God, I never wanted to see anything like this.” She covered her mouth with her hand. For a moment, he thought she might break down, but she caught herself, soldiered through. She turned away from the metal shelves, however. Even for a veteran cop, some things asked too much.

Bobby had to work to abandon his grip on the metal ladder rungs.

“We should go up,” D.D. said briskly. “Christie’s probably waiting. She just needed to fetch body bags.”

“Okay.” But he didn’t turn toward the ladder. Instead, he walked back to the exposed metal shelves, to a sight his mind couldn’t accept but already would never forget.

The bodies had turned the color of mahogany with time. They were not the dried, empty husks he’d seen on shows of Egyptian mummies. They were robust, almost leathery in appearance, each feature still distinct. He could follow the long ropy lines of impossibly thin arms wrapped around gently rounded legs, bent at the knees. He could count ten fingers, clasped at the ankles. He could make out each of the faces, the hollows of their cheeks, the pointy tips of their chins resting upon their knees. Their eyes were closed. Their mouths pursed. Hair matted against their skulls, long lank strands covering their shoulders.

They were small. They were naked. They were female. Children, mere children, crouched inside clear garbage bags from which they would never escape.

He understood now why the detectives above weren’t saying a word.

He reached out a gloved hand, lightly touched the first bag. He didn’t know why. Nothing he could say, nothing he could do.

His fingers fell upon a thin, metal chain. He plucked it from the pleated folds at the top of the bag, to discover a small silver locket. It bore a single name: Annabelle M. Granger.


“He tagged them?” Bobby swore viciously.

“More like trophies.” D.D. had come to stand behind him. She reached behind a second bag with her gloved hands and carefully revealed a small tattered bear hanging from a string. “I think . . .  Hell, I don’t know, but each bag has an object. Something that meant something to him. Or something that meant something to her.”

“God.”

D.D.’s hand was on his shoulder now. He hadn’t realized how hard his jaw was clenched until she touched him. “We have to go up, Bobby.”

“Yeah.”

“Christie needs to get to work.”

“Yeah.”

“Bobby . . .”

He yanked his hand away. Looked at them one last time, feeling the pressure, the need, to imprint each image into his brain. As if it would bring them comfort to know they would not be forgotten. As if it mattered to them anymore to know they were not alone in the dark.

He headed back for the ladder. His throat burned. He couldn’t speak.

Three deep breaths and he burst up through the opening, under the light blue tarp.

Back into the cool misty night. Back to the glow of spotlights. Back to the noise of news choppers who’d finally caught whiff of the story and were now whirling in the sky overhead.

Bobby didn’t go home. He could’ve. He’d come as a favor to D.D. He’d confirmed what she’d suspected. No one would’ve questioned his departure.

He poured a cup of hot coffee from the crime-scene van. Leaned against the side of the vehicle for a while, buffered by the white noise of the roaring generator. He never drank the coffee. Just twisted the cup around and around with shaky fingers.

Six a.m. arrived, sun starting to peek over the horizon. Christie and her assistant brought up the bodies, encased now in black body bags. The remains fit three to a gurney, making for two trips to the ME’s van. First stop would be to the BPD’s lab, in order for the plastic garbage bags that encased each body to be fumigated for prints. Then the remains would journey on to the OCME lab, where post-mortem would finally begin.

As Christie departed, so did most of the detectives. These kinds of scenes were run by the forensic anthropologist, so with Callahan gone, there wasn’t much left to do.

Bobby dumped out his cold coffee, tossed the cup in the garbage.

He was waiting in the passenger’s seat of D.D.’s car when she finally walked out of the woods. And then, because they had loved each other once, even been friends after that, he cradled her head against his shoulder and held her while she cried.
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My father loved old sayings. Among his favorites, Chance favors the prepared mind. Preparedness, in my father’s eyes, was everything. And he started to prepare me the minute we fled Massachusetts.

We started with Safety 101 for a seven-year-old. Never accept candy from a stranger. Never leave school with anyone, not even someone I know, unless he or she provides the correct password. Never get close to an approaching car. If the driver wants directions, send him to an adult. Looking for a lost puppy? Send him to the police.

Stranger appears in my room in the middle of the night? Yell, scream, bang on the walls. Sometimes, my father explained, when a child is deeply terrified, she finds it impossible to operate her vocal cords; hence, kick over furniture, throw a lamp, break small objects, blow on my red emergency whistle, do anything to make noise. I could destroy the entire house, my father promised me, and in that situation my parents would not be mad.

Fight, my father told me. Kick at kneecaps, gouge at eyes, bite at throat. Fight, fight, fight.

With age, my lessons grew more involved. Karate for skill. Track team for speed. Advanced safety tips. I learned to always lock the front door, even when at home in broad daylight. I learned to never answer the door without first looking through the peephole and to never acknowledge someone I didn’t know.

Walk with your head up, steps brisk. Make eye contact, but do not maintain. Enough for the other party to know you’re attuned to your surroundings, without calling undue attention to yourself. If I ever felt uncomfortable, I should catch up to the nearest group of people in front of me and follow in their wake.

If I was ever threatened in a public bathroom, yell “Fire”, people will respond to the threat of a fire before they’ll respond to cries of rape. If I was ever uncomfortable in a mall, run to the nearest female; women are more likely to take action than men, who often feel uncomfortable getting involved. If I was ever confronted by someone pointing a gun, make a run for it; even the most skilled sharpshooter had difficulty hitting a moving target.

Never leave the shelter of your home or workplace without having your car key in hand. Walk to your vehicle with the key protruding from between your curled fingers like a shank. Do not unlock the door if a stranger is standing behind you. Do not climb into the car without first checking the backseat. Once inside, keep the doors locked at all times; if you need air, a window may be cracked one inch.

My father did not believe in weapons; he had read that women were more likely to lose possession of their firearm and have it used against them. That’s why until the age of fourteen I wore a whistle around my neck for use in case of emergency and always carried mace.

That year, however, I knocked out my first opponent in a juniors sparring contest at the local gym. I had given up karate in favor of kickboxing, and it turned out I was quite good at it. The assembled crowd was horrified. The mother of the boy I flattened called me a monster.

My father took me out for ice cream and told me I’d done good. “Not that I’m condoning violence, mind you. But if you’re ever threatened, Cindy, don’t hold back. You’re strong, you’re fast, you have a fighter’s instinct. Hit first, question later. You can never be too prepared.”

My father entered me in more tournaments. Where I honed my skills, learned to focus my rage. I am fast. I am strong. I do have a fighter’s instinct. It all went well until I started winning too much, which of course garnered unwanted attention.

No more tournaments. No more life.

Eventually, I would throw the words back in my father’s face: “Prepared? What’s the use of being so prepared when all we ever do is run away!”

“Yes, sweetheart,” my father would explain tirelessly. “But we can run because we are so prepared.”

I headed for the Boston Police Department straight from my morning shift at Starbucks. Departing Faneuil Hall, I had only a one block walk to the T, where I could catch the Orange Line to Ruggles Street. I had done my homework the night before and dressed accordingly: low-slung, broken-down jeans, frayed cuffs dragging against the pavement. A thin chocolate-colored tank top layered over a black, tight-fitting long-sleeve cotton top. A multicolored scarf of chocolate, black, white, pink, and blue tied around my waist. An oversize blue-flowered April Cornell bag slung over my shoulder.

I left my hair down, dark strands falling halfway to my waist, while giant silver hoops swung from my ears. I could, and had on occasion, pass as Hispanic. I thought that look might be safer for where I would be spending my afternoon.

State Street was hopping as usual. I tossed my token into the slot, breezed my way down the stairs to the wonderful, rich, urinal smell that accompanied any subway station. The crowd was typical Boston – black, Asian, Hispanic, white, rich, old, poor, professional, working-class, gangbanger, all milling about in a colorful urban tableau. Liberals loved this crap. Most of us simply wished we could win the lottery and buy ourselves a car.

I identified an elderly lady, moving slowly with a teenage granddaughter in tow. I stood next to them, just far enough away not to intrude, but close enough to seem part of the group. We all regarded the far wall studiously, everyone careful to avoid one another’s eyes.

When the subway car finally arrived, we pressed forward as one cohesive mass, squeezing into the metal tube. Then the doors shut with a whoosh and the car hurtled into the tunnels.

For this leg of the trip, there weren’t enough seats. I stood, holding a metal pole. A black kid wearing a red headband, oversize sweatshirt, and baggy jeans gave up his seat for the elderly woman. She told him thank you. He said nothing at all.

I shifted from side to side, eyes on the color-coded transit map above the door, while I did my subtle best to appraise the space.

Older Asian man, working-class, to my far right. Sitting, head down, shoulders slumped. Someone just trying to get through the day. The elderly woman had been given the seat next to him, her granddaughter standing guard. Then came four black male teens, wearing the official gangbangers’ uniform. Their shoulders swayed in rhythm with the subway car, as they sat, eyes on the floor, not saying a word.

Behind me a woman with two small kids. Woman appeared Hispanic, the six- and eight-year-old kids white. Probably a nanny, taking her young charges to the park.

Two teenage girls next to her, both decked out in urban chic, hair in braids, oversize diamond studs winking from their ears. I didn’t turn but pegged them as worth keeping on radar. Girls are more unpredictable than boys, thus more dangerous. Males posture; females have a tendency to get straight in your face, then when you don’t back down, start slashing away with concealed knives.

I wasn’t too worried about the girls, though; they were the known unknowns. It’s the unknown unknowns that can knock you on your ass.

The Ruggles Street stop arrived without incident. Doors opened, I departed. No one spared me a second glance.

I hefted my bag over my shoulder and headed for the stairs.

I’d never been to the new police headquarters in Roxbury. I’d only heard the stories of midnight shootings in the parking lot, of people being mugged outside the front doors. Apparently, the new location had been some political bid to gentrify Roxbury, or at least make it safer at night. From what I’d read online, it didn’t seem to be working.

I kept my bag tucked tight to my side and walked on the balls of my feet, ready for any sudden movement. The Ruggles Street station was large, crowded, and dank. I wove my way swiftly through the mass of humanity. Appear purposeful and focused. Just because you’re lost is no reason to look that way.

Outside the station, down a steep flight of stairs, I spotted the towering radio antennae to my right and took the hint. Just as I headed down the sidewalk, however, a sneering voice yelled from behind me, “Looking good, Taco! Wanna try a burrito with real meat?”

I turned, spotted a trio of African American boys, and flipped them off. They just laughed. The leader, who looked about thirteen, grabbed his crotch. Now it was my turn to laugh.

That took some of the thunder out of them. I twisted back around and headed up the street, footsteps calm and even. I clenched my hands into fists so they wouldn’t tremble.

BPD headquarters was hard to miss. For one thing, it was a vast, glass-and-metal structure plopped down in the middle of crumbling brown housing projects. For another, concrete barricades were positioned all around the front entrance, as if the building were actually located in downtown Baghdad. Homeland security, brought to every government building near you.
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