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Chapter One

2002

On Tuesday, October 15th, somewhere around five-thirty p.m., my mother struck Thomas Randal Freeman across the back of the head with an iron fire poker as he sat on a bar stool at his kitchen counter watching a rerun of Seinfeld on his fourteen-inch colour TV.

A blaring tube, a mouth full of peanut-butter-jelly toast, and ginger hairs clinging to his sticky fingers revealed that Mama must have had a clear first shot. Absorbed in his show, mindlessly champing, stroking the tabby on his lap, nothing less than a screaming bout of intuition would have prompted her victim to sense Mama advancing from behind.

TRF had been to Prince’s Grocer forty minutes before the blow that sent him crashing to his kitchen floor. There he bought three tins of Nine Lives prime grill with beef, two packs of Marlboro 100s, one quart of low-fat milk and a twenty-five-foot roll of duct tape.

Mama was also in Prince’s Grocer at the time. She had left my townhouse ten minutes previously to pick up some milk for the scalloped potatoes we were to eat for dinner that night. That was the problem with being a working single parent, especially now that my son, Ryan, was four. I could pack his mid-morning snack, dress us both, deliver him to nursery and myself to work on time, squeeze in three calls home during the day, race to the bank on my lunch hour to pay a few bills – and then forget to buy milk on the way home.

Though I had offered to drive, Mama insisted on walking to the store. The walk would do her good, she told me. She said by the time I had Ryan dressed and buckled up in his car seat she’d be there.

She had a good point. The temperature had dropped to the low fifties for the last couple of nights and Ryan would have needed socks, shoes, sweater and jacket just to get him out of the door. I would have had to stop peeling potatoes. Put dinner on hold. Besides, when I poked my head into the living room where I had left Ryan watching Monsters, Inc. he was sound asleep in his burgundy bean-bag chair, head tilted upwards, mouth gaping. And it’s not like it was dark. I didn’t feel bad sending Mama three short blocks to the store. She had been to Prince’s plenty of times before with Ryan on the occasions she bussed down from Dartmouth, a 153-mile cross-state journey to my home in Helena, Montana, to visit.

The thing is that Lizzy Potter, a dime-eyed tubby redhead who has worked the evening shift at Prince’s from three p.m. to nine p.m. four days a week for the last three years, said it wasn’t Thomas Randal Freeman who was acting strange that afternoon. She said it was Mama.

According to Lizzy’s testimony Mama had approached the checkout counter, slump-jawed, berry-cheeked, pucker-browed, clutching a two-gallon plastic jug of milk. After Lizzy rang Mama’s purchase into the till and asked for $2.19 Mama shook her head and left the store empty-handed in somewhat of a daze.

‘At first I thought she just didn’t have enough money to pay,’ Lizzy told the police. ‘But the strange thing was she didn’t even look in her purse. Not once, like she had no intention of buying the milk. Just kept looking at the door the whole time.’

Mama had made an impression on Lizzy, to be sure. So much so that Lizzy described her perfectly from the waves in her shoulder-length sandy-grey hair to the tan leather loafers on her feet. TRF, on the other hand, had slipped by as so utterly unremarkable that all Lizzy could recall besides his average build and bland Caucasian face was the fact that his purchases had included the tape. When the police asked Lizzy if she thought it was a bit strange that he had bought duct tape her voice raised a defensive octave as though they were accusing her of something.

‘Of course not,’ she reported. ‘A lot of people buy duct tape, especially now after 9/11. Why, we’ve had so many people buying duct tape we’ve had to make a few special orders.’

Unfortunately she was right about that. It had become a household staple since President Bush suggested we all have plenty on hand to secure us against terror attacks.

So Mama was the weirdo. Mama was the one acting strange that late afternoon at the store, not psychotic serial child-killer Thomas Randal Freeman. He was every Caucasian male who had ever walked through the doors of Prince’s, so utterly normal as to be deemed unmemorable, his appearance wielding the power of a smudge on a grimy wall.

The question was how did Mama know for certain, certain enough to strike later with fatal accuracy, the man she saw reaching into the refrigerator possibly at the exact moment she did? (Did their fingers brush? Did their eyes meet?)

A picture; that’s how.

Not a photograph or a video clip, but an artist’s rendering. I worked as a police artist and I had drawn a picture from the coaxed memory of five-year-old Amy Wetherall. It was a drawing Mama had seen the night before the incident. It was a drawing I hadn’t yet released to the police, had left carelessly on a chest in the spare bedroom in a manila envelope. The bedroom Mama slept in when she stayed with us.

It hadn’t been released due to my uncertainty, my lack of trust in the memory. It was a drawing that might well not have been released at all but, as it turned out, was accurate enough to convince my mother one hundred per cent that the man she saw in the store was the same man who had taken Amy’s brother, Aaron. Accurate enough to have her follow TRF from Prince’s Grocer five blocks west to Fair-bourne Street in the middle-class Waylane district. To watch him from a side window, enter his home through an unlocked front door fifteen minutes later and bludgeon him to death with his own iron poker.

All of this was not particularly farfetched or insane behaviour on Mama’s part. Given her certainty of the identity of the suspect, the time allotted to make the decision to follow him, the fact that she spotted an opportunity to take action, it almost made sense, although she could have made other choices at that point. She knew where he lived, was sure it was the right man. She could have walked away, called 911, called me. But what she did next was understandable, inevitable even, given Mama’s past. How she crept stealthily into his house while his TV volume button was turned too high for him to hear her. How she picked up the fire poker to protect herself, how she approached him from behind while he stroked his cat, bit into his toast, possibly chuckled at the antics of Kramer. None of this was what you’d call unimaginable. What was, however,off-the-charts-incredible,give-your-head-a-rattle behaviour was that Mama didn’t stop at the first or second or even the third blow to TRF’s skull.That Mama,entering into some trance-like state,managed to turn his head into so much blender mush, stopping only when the adrenaline pumping through her veins failed to keep enough strength in her arms to enable her to lift the poker any longer.

It was explained to me by one of the young officers at the scene. Namely that the strength required to accomplish the extent of damage done to TRF’s head would have challenged a top bodybuilder. Mama, a 55 year old weighing in at just over one hundred pounds who has never lifted a dumbbell in her life, was invincible during those moments. She had become the mother of legend who lifts the school bus single-handedly to save her child who is crushed under it.

How many blows were there? Over fifty to be sure. Not only to the head, but to the neck, back and buttocks although the skull weathered the worst. And she had then forgotten everything because her actions were to her as incomprehensible as her strength.

While Mama didn’t remember anything about the incident she had enough awareness once her energy was depleted to walk over the blood-speckled floor and reach a trembling hand to a white push-button wall phone, to press the numbers 9-1-1 and recite to the receiving operator the exact address and a brief description of the pulverized body at her feet. When poice officers arrived Mama was facing the living-room door perched motionless on the very bar stool she had knocked TRF from, legs crossed, fingers tightly laced, eyes staring blankly into the space ahead of her. She didn’t seem to hear the loud thud at the door, the raised voices calling her. What appeared to have startled Mama awake was the sight of four stupefied police officers standing directly over the shattered corpse.

Sometimes being a single parent feels like I’m on an aeroplane and just as I begin to get involved in the on-flight movie I’m jolted back into reality.

So Mama’s visits were more than appreciated these days. They felt necessary. She consistently hinted that Ryan belonged in Dartmouth with her, at least until I was married, until Will and I could both get it together with our careers, until Ryan was in school full time or all of the above. But I wanted Ryan home with me now. It had been heartbreaking during college, too hard without him. I was able to do most of my criminal justice degree online, but in my last year hands-on experience was necessary, so off I went to Carroll College. I recall those unbearable weekend visits home, travelling two-and-a-half hours from Helena to Dartmouth, when he would either hide or ignore me, pretend he didn’t know me at all. Mama said it was a natural reaction and would be forgotten once we settled down together in Helena, and she was right – about Ryan that is. I’m the one who will never forget. I’m the one scarred for life.

It was a complete surprise when Mama’s partner, Richard, came up with a job for me immediately after graduation: a good job with decent pay and room to grow. I had been thinking I could relax for a year, be with Ryan, Mama and Richard. Be a family again. It was all happening so soon, but how could I say no to the exact job I’d been schooled for? Victim aide police sketch artist, to be precise. It was everything Mama had dreamed for me, and besides, Will was in Helena living on campus at the University of Montana doing his first year of an undergrad degree in business technology. I could see my boyfriend as much as I liked, rent a townhouse with a small yard, enrol Ryan in preschool, buy myself that Toyota Corolla I’d always wanted. I was the oldest, most grown-up nineteen year old on the planet…

This whole thing might not have happened at all had Ryan not conked out in his bean-bag chair during the Monsters, Inc. video. Had he been awake he would surely not have allowed my mother even to think about going to the store without him, and she, who has never denied him a thing in his whole life, would surely have been delighted to have his company. Mama might not have even been in the store at the same time as TRF had Ryan accompanied her. Walking anywhere with Ryan always took twice as long as when you were alone. Even if she had made it to the corner grocery store in time, even if my mother had noticed TRF, recognized him from the drawing, it would have been too risky to follow him home with Ryan chattering and singing the whole way there. And if she was really desperate and she did follow him with Ryan, my mother would then have scurried to the nearest phone to report the address, no more.

But Ryan did fall asleep during Monsters, Inc. because he’d been awake since six a.m. and I wanted him out of the kitchen so that Mama and I could plan dinner. And it was only after Mama and I had peeled a few potatoes that I realized there was only enough milk in the carton for a cup of coffee. So Mama did go to the store alone, she did recognize TRF, she did follow him home and she did enter his house and proceed to smash the devil back to hell.


Chapter Two

1989

We are a family with a hole blown through it, its edges tattered and flapping. It is a hole that must remain gaping lest my brother surface, the act of him walking through the only means of closure. My childhood memories consist of my mother preparing and waiting patiently next to that hole while my father and I tread different paths around it.

I am slipping down the wooden stairs that lead to the kitchen. It is early morning and I have just climbed out of bed. I am six years old. I know this because today is my brother Michael’s tenth birthday.

I also know our house is old because everything creaks: stairs, floors, cupboards, doors, particularly now at the beginning of summer. Pipes gurgle like mumbled voices. I can hear my parents’ words through the heating vent in my upstairs bedroom when they are all the way downstairs in the living room. I love our house. Its sounds are as comforting as a bedtime story.

I am wearing pyjamas: the kind with the feet in them that have tacky material on the bottom to save me from falling down the steps. They are pink, furry and a little too warm.

From the middle step I can see a block of golden-pink light on the floor that juts into the hall from the adjoining laundry-room window. When I reach the bottom step balloons appear, taped by their knotted necks along the door’s frame that leads to the kitchen. They are baby blue and white and wave hypnotically in some enchanting drift of air. There are matching blue and white streamers: long thin ribbons that curl like my ringlets.

When I peek into the kitchen a gentle wave of warm sweetness rolls over me, impels me forwards. I feel like a cartoon cat floating dreamily, a stream of aroma lifting my body, stretching my nose forwards. Angel-food cake. My brother’s favourite.

Mama is at the counter with a glass mixing bowl brimming with snowy hills of icing sugar. I watch from the doorway as she drenches and flattens the mounds with droplets of milk from a measuring cup. Next she cranks a metal beater into a buzzing, powdery flurry of action. It rattles and clanks against the glass. She sees me as I enter, and smiles.

‘Morning, hon.’ She sings her usual greeting over the knocking, whirring din.

Across the kitchen table there is wrapping paper spread wide from its tube weighted by unbreakable glasses on its corners. I was with Mama when she bought these tumblers from the hardware store downtown. There was a handsome man in the kitchenware department demonstrating their durability by using them to hammer thin nails into a plank of wood. Mama bought a whole set after she saw that, but it turns out they are breakable after all; when Mama accidentally dropped one on the cement floor of her work room it broke into a million pieces. I didn’t know something could break like that. The pieces weren’t even sharp. The glass transformed into tiny crystal marbles. Mama let me hold some because they wouldn’t cut my skin. They were so beautiful, glistening like gems in my palm, that Mama kept them. She says she’ll use them some day for her furniture creations. They now sit on one of her work-room shelves in a bright yellow margarine container.

Mama’s cheeks are pink from the oven heat and the exertion of vigorous whipping. I climb onto a stool and watch the powdery sugar miraculously transform into gooey snow-capped peaks. I wait with bone-to-dog anticipation knowing the creamy blades of the beater will soon be mine to lick.

My tacit expectancy is interrupted by a sudden series of raps. Mama and I can see the round, grinning face of our neighbour Mrs Brown peering through the small square of glass at the back door. I am closest so I run to open it. Mrs Brown is wearing the same delicately flowered summer dress I’ve seen her wear dozens of times since the weather warmed up. At first she seems surprised, then delighted, as her eyes spring from me to our kitchen of sweetness.

‘Happy birthday, Bethany!’ she squeals, brushing my shoulder warmly. I smile up at her.

‘Oh it’s not my birthday, Mrs Brown. It’s Michael’s.’

You’d think I’d kicked her right in the privates by the way her face changes, turns into a scowling stone. She leans down into my face and hisses. ‘That’s not funny, little missy.’

I turn to look for Mama, whose silence has become conspicuous. I see her stunned face, a deer caught in the glare of headlights, a clear wordless admission of shame.

Mama releases the beater in the bowl of icing then quickly leaves the room and I am stranded with Mrs Brown. I notice the cloaked basket in her hand for the first time. She passes it to me and I lift the square of white linen to investigate. There are cookies of various shapes nestling in a check cloth.

‘Are these for Michael’s party, too?’ I ask. But she doesn’t answer. Mrs Brown just pats the top of my head and walks away.


Chapter Three

2002

Lesson number one at the Helena Police Department: it was practically impossible to get an all-male veteran staff to take seriously anything a nineteen-year-old female grad had to say.

This I understood to be as much a part of the law as stopping at red lights. I appreciated I had a long way to go before earning their respect, but I also knew that about this particular point I was right. So I whined and pleaded and screamed and cried and hid the photo book and was eventually called into Police Chief Harrison Wathy’s office.

‘What in the devil is going on, Miss Fisher? I’ve been told the photo book has been misplaced.’ The chief was leaning into his desk, both elbows pressing down against a clutter of loose papers. His ruddy, angular face was wearily serious, eyebrows like tepees.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said, standing before him like a child in the principal’s office ready to justify my rebellious actions.

‘Do you know where the photos are, Miss Fisher?’

‘Yes, sir,’ I repeated. Neither his nor my sober expression changed.

‘Well, would you mind putting them back?’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said again. ‘I would.’

‘You would what?’

‘I’d mind putting them back, sir.’

‘Miss Fisher.’ The chief moaned. ‘Do you like your job here at HPD?’

‘Oh yes, sir. I love my job here very much, which is why I would mind putting those photos back and showing them to victims of crime before their own memories have had a chance to surface. With all due respect, sir, you might as well show the victims clown shots.’

The chief leaned into his winged office chair, and released an exasperated sigh.

‘Miss Fisher, we here at HPD have been using that very system of photo aides, successfully I might add, to jog the memory of victims of crime from a time before you were born.’

‘That’s exactly my point. Sir, if I may tell you a story.’

The chief had four kids of his own – all boys – so I took advantage of his soft spot for girls whenever possible.

‘A story? You think I have time for a…’

‘There was this little girl, see, and she watched her mother cook a rump roast.’

This soft spot of his went deeper than gender. None of his grown boys had followed in his footsteps. They seemed to have leaned as far away from police business as possible.

‘Miss Fisher, I am not in the mood for an anecdotal—’

‘And she asked her mother why she always cut the end of the rump roast off before she put it in the roasting pan.’

His eldest came out last year to announce his love of herbs and root vegetables and men. His youngest is an apprenticed carpenter, his middle two in college studying the arts.

‘Miss Fisher, I have a lot of work to do.’

‘And the mother said, “I don’t know, honey. That’s the way my mother did it. Maybe you should ask your grandmother.”’

Not that the chief had confided any of this in me. He was much too professional for that, but these well-known facts had made their way around the station like an unpleasant smell.

‘Can you please just find the missing photo book?’

‘So the next time the girl saw her grandmother she asked her why she cut the end of the rump roast off before putting it into the roasting pan. And do you know what the grandmother said?’

So not only was I the daughter he never had, but I was doing the work he’d dreamed of for his boys.

‘I couldn’t begin to guess.’

‘She said she didn’t know, that her mother used to do it that way.’

‘Please return the book to the exact place you found it.’

‘So one day the girl visited the nursing home where her great-grandmother lived and she asked her, “Why do you cut the end of the rump roast off before you put it in the roasting pan?” And the great-grandmother said, “Oh, sweetie, I cut it off because my roasting pan was too small.” ’

Then I turned and walked out of the police chief’s door, went directly to my office, pulled the photo book out from the bottom drawer of my desk and returned it to its original cupboard in full view of the chief and day staff. After lunch the chief called police officers and front-line workers together into the staff room to go over a few vitals.

‘Don’t forget to put your quarter in the tin if you drink coffee so Angela here can buy some more.’

The receptionist’s forty-something face produced a knowing sparkle behind thick glasses.

‘And I don’t want to hear any more public complaints about police officers parking in pick-up zones while they run into Baked to Perfection for their morning muffin.’ Abashed snickers all around.

‘Oh and one more thing, let’s give the Fisher kid a one-month try-out without the book. All crime victims will go directly to her without prior aid. We will continue or not based on results.’ He directed his gaze at me. ‘And we’ll see if the rump roast fits, so to speak.’ I couldn’t help but beam.

Amy Wetherall came to me, hair like curly fries, a tabula rasa, her icy traumatized stare transfixed on me. Positioned directly in front of her I could tell the five year old didn’t see me, could tell she didn’t see anything but the blank screen she’d pulled down over her mind. It was my job to ensure the images that eventually flickered across it were accurately represented. She came to me untainted, came to me first before the dicks got hold of her, before they implanted a thousand photographic images in her pristine memory. She was the experiment to see if the rump roast fitted.

In the beginning Amy and I talked about everything. Anything but the man who walked into her room in the middle of the night and took her brother Aaron from the lower mattress of the bunk bed they shared. During the first two weeks we played Scrabble, drew pictures or made puzzles in my office. In the following weeks I went to her house.

The Wetheralls lived in a three-bedroomed rancher on the west side of the city not far from my town home. Her young mother, Sharon, a grown-up version of her daughter, looked on with a kind of silent hope as Amy and I played with Barbies on the living-room floor, talked about her favourite videos, smeared Cheese Whiz over Ritz Crackers together in the kitchen. Finally Amy invited me into her room, a place her mother had told me she wasn’t able to sleep in since the incident. I asked her if we could play a card game on the bottom bunk but she refused, said it was her brother’s bed. When I asked her if we could ask her brother if we could play on his bed, she snapped, ‘He’s not here.’

‘Where is he?’ I asked.

‘He got tooken.’

‘Tooken? By who? Who took your brother?’

‘The fat man.’

‘The fat man?’

‘Yes, the ugly fat man.’

I doubted the ugly fat man was real. Anyone who took her brother was going to be ugly in her mind. The man who abducted her brother might have changed into an ugly fat man in her dreams. It was suspicious, but it was a start.

In the days to follow she changed her mind, told me her brother wouldn’t mind us playing on his bed.

‘How do you know?’

‘Because he’s not here so he won’t mind.’

‘What about the ugly fat man? Do you think he would mind?’

I didn’t want to scare her but I did want her to start thinking and talking about him again.

‘No,’ she said.

‘Why wouldn’t he mind?’ I asked.

‘Because he’s not here either. He’s with my brother.’

‘Where do you think they went?’ I asked.

‘I dunno,’ she shrugged.

‘Do you think he’ll bring your brother back?’

‘I dunno.’

This was all about Amy’s time, however long it took, whenever the right trigger would pull bits out of her brain, synapses click into place, when it was safe to come out. But it was also about what this five year old could express and how much knowledge she had.

That’s where preparation came in. I pulled out my bag of tricks, which included hundreds of wooden facial-feature shaped blocks to place on a face frame.

Amy learned the shape names including almond, oblong, rosebud, clover, crescent to complement the ones she knew already: square, circle, triangle, rectangle. In essence we were building sophisticated Mr Potato Heads.

Amy and I played What shape is it? I’d hold up an almond shape then, after accolades to her for the right answer, I’d ask her if my eyes were almond shaped. We’d do the same for all my features and hers using a mirror. Never did I ask her about the ugly fat man. It would be she who would introduce him into the mix when she was ready.

Amy did not disappoint me. On an ordinary day while we were hunched over a game of Go Fish on her bedroom floor she began to unravel the mysteries of TRF’s features. They came to her unsmudged, as clearly as if her small eyes had projected his image onto a wall…


Chapter Four

1990

Mama’s in her favourite chair, the one in the living room next to the window that overlooks our front yard. It is a brightly flowered rocker with thick fanning arms. She’s crocheting an afghan in various shades of blue. A yarn basket abloom with a jumble of blue balls is stationed at her feet. The circles of thread bobble and jerk every few seconds as she tugs for slack. The metre-and-a-half of finished product blankets her lower body. Her face is content and yet there is something in the wash of morning light that fades her. She hums as her fingers work. If you couldn’t see her moving hands she could be a photograph, greying and dated.

I am cross-legged on the carpet near her socked feet. I am sorting my collection of stamps. Not the kind you lick and attach to envelopes but the kind you press into inkpads and display on paper. I have three inkpads:red,black and royal blue. I have twenty-six rubber stamps, some with simple shapes (a star, a heart), some with messages (kiss me,my love), but my best are the collection of penguins: cute,fat penguins all different but clearly of the same clan.

They do different things: dance, skate, swim. I have a singing penguin floating in a circle of musical notes, but my favourite is doing something quite unextraordinary. She is reading. I imagine which book it is every time I see her. I can hear the words to Cat in the Hat,Snow White, or Gulliver’s Travels in my head.

‘I’m not crazy, you know,’ says Mama.

If Daddy were here I would think she was addressing him, but he’s in the garage, where he goes to fiddle with the engine of our Volvo. No, it’s just Mama and me here in the living room and this cool statement afloat between us. I look up. I see her face now gone serious like she’s told me to clean up my room or something. Her hands are motionless.

‘I know,’ I finally say. It seems like a long time ago that she said it.

‘They’ll try to tell you different,’ she states.

‘Who will, Mama?’

‘The kids.’

My face contorts. Despite my efforts to understand she might as well be speaking Swahili.

‘At school,’ she says with an edge of impatience. ‘Tomorrow at school. The first day is always the worst and you’ll hear all sorts of things.’

‘Like what?’

‘Untrue things. Hurtful things.’

‘I won’t let them,’ I say.

‘They’ll say your Mama’s crazy.’

‘I’ll tell them you’re not.’

‘And they’ll say Michael’s not coming home.’ Mama leans down closer to me, layers of crocheted blanket crinkling against the floor.

‘But don’t you believe any of it.’ Her voice transforms into a harsh whisper as though she is confiding a dangerous truth. ‘They don’t know anything. Only we know the truth. Detective Adams says every day is a day closer to finding Michael. You must always remember that, and when he does come home, in our hearts and in our heads and in every way, we will be ready.’

I know this is true. I know that if Michael comes home at Christmas or on his birthday or at Easter then we will be ready. That there will be gifts and cake and chocolate bunnies for him and I know if he comes home on an ordinary day he will receive all those things he’s missed out on.

Mama sits back in her armchair, resumes knotting lengths of yarn into Michael’s blanket. Yes, if Michael walks in the door this very minute, we will be ready.


Chapter Five

Mother Murders Monster

My mother.

A monster murderer.

She had done nothing less in the eyes of the media than slay a dragon. Because of my mother public safety went up a hundred notches. In the span of twenty-four hours, the time it took for the daily headlines to hit the streets, the TV airwaves to reach the people, Mama’s status went from murderess to heroine. Of course, it wasn’t quite that simple. There was still the nasty little business of this ordinary woman smashing TRF’s skull, grey matter stuck to walls thirteen feet away from the head it belonged inside, and let’s not forget the inescapable fact that something inside her shut down and decided to deny it all.

After Mama was escorted from the scene into a squad car in handcuffs, what the police found in TRF’s utility closet was a starved, bound (wrists, mouth, ankles), anally ravaged, four-year-old boy. Breathing. Alive.

He looked nothing like the plump, smiling Aaron Wetherall whose twinkling eyes reached out to the public on missing-children posters displayed on store windows and telephone poles throughout the city. He was a skeletal, ashen, pygmy version of himself when he was rushed to the emergency ward, where he would remain for five months and ascend steadily up the medical ladder from critical to steady to the miracle of good.

Because of Mama Aaron Wetherall would live, his broken body repaired, his crippled spirit revived through the glorious workings of love. Mama wasn’t able to save the seven children whose bones and skulls were carefully unearthed from under TRF’s basement floor and reassembled like some abominable jigsaw puzzle. Missing children dating back over a span of ten years. But what Mama did do was solve the mystery of their disappearance, close the door of hope for their families. Create resolution.

Richard and I watched through the two-way glass as officers McDowel and Dunny questioned Mama. She had been fingerprinted, photographed, stripped, medically examined and given an oversized navy prisoner’s uniform to wear. By now Mama had to know something was very wrong; yet she didn’t appear confused or frightened. She seemed serene, could have been sitting on a park bench, watching children play. Safely.

Freely. Maybe that’s exactly where she was in her mind, watching children from a distance, knowing somewhere deep down that it was she who had saved them. Freed them.

Mama may not have remembered the details of what she’d done, but it was clear to me that she knew exactly what had taken place. She had murdered a monster, slain a dragon, demolished her own demons.

Her hands were clamped between her crossed legs, something I thought nothing of until she reached for the cup of water officer Dunny had offered her. She brought it to her lips, the liquid sloshing over the sides of the Styrofoam cup leaving dark streaks across the front of her Helena police issued garb. The actions of a drug addict in the stages of withdrawal.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ she repeated, returning the half-empty cup to the table. ‘My arms are so sore, so weak.’

It was I who had called Richard at home with the news of Mama’s arrest from my place of employ after the chief had called me at home. The chief had asked me if Doris Fisher was my mother, reassured me she was OK, unharmed, but that I had better get down here, get a sitter for Ryan (thank God for Vivian next door) and talk to no one.

Awaiting Mama’s return, I had already worried myself sick, had worked myself up into a complete tizzy, as Mama would say, because by the time the phone rang she’d been gone for over three hours. Three hours to walk three blocks to the store and buy some milk. I was visibly trembling by the time I arrived at the station, was brought into one of the interviewing rooms where I had questioned so many victims. Now it was me sitting there on the wrong side of the table listening to the chief explain the scene officers had walked into less than three hours ago: the blood, the slaughter, the discovery of the little boy alive and Mama sitting there on that bar stool, waiting.

I called Richard before I called Daddy. I knew Richard would know what to say, know what to do. I knew even though it was his wife we were talking about that his detective instincts would override his emotional reaction temporarily; that his concern would be for Mama and me first.

Richard had always been there in the background of my life, a safety net for Mama and me even when Daddy was there, even when his own wife was alive, because Richard had always been our link to Michael. He was like a piece of Mama’s furniture waiting to be fully appreciated, waiting out his time, never asking for more. Big gentle Detective Adams, my step-dad even before my real dad left…

Richard told me to wait at the station with Mama, arrange for Ryan to stay the night with Vivian. He said he’d be there as soon as he could, as long as it would take for him to hang up, jump in his pick-up, go to my father’s house then get to Helena. If I thought the fifteen-minute drive from home to the station unaware of the truth was stressful, Richard’s two-and-a-halfhour jaunt from Dartmouth to Helena knowing the details must have been horrific.

I was glad I had waited to tell Daddy, glad I’d talked to Richard first. I was thankfull I’d listened to some sort of voice of reason before I was subjected to Daddy’s Oh, my Gods, listened to him repeat the unfolding of events to Lori followed by an onslaught of tears and Are you OKs .

I explained to Daddy that Richard would be there any moment. That they could come up with him if they wanted to, but that they didn’t have to, that there wasn’t much they could do anyway, that I was OK, that we’d get to the bottom of this, that I’d keep them posted. Lori had picked up the extension by this time and it was she, not Daddy, who said she’d come up with Richard. She said that she’d take care of Ryan, that Daddy would come up at the weekend because things were crazy for him at work right now.

I heard their doorbell ring through the phone line before I hung up, felt secure Richard would see them through. I was relieved too that Richard would have someone to talk to on the drive up.

Next I called Lucy, who was also ready to drop everything and come up to the city with Richard and Lori, but I insisted she stay at home until she had a break from school. My best friend was in the first-year culinary arts programme at Dartmouth College and to leave now would mean missing vital presentations.

I saved the most difficult call for last, the one I 
knew I couldn’t be strong for, the one I knew would break me apart. Will. I was bawling before he had a chance to say, ‘What’s going on?’

He listened to me blubber out the story. Told me he’d come down right away. Fifteen minutes later he was there, his arms spread for me to fall into, his heart swollen with compassion. We huddled in a sort of rocking embrace until Richard arrived. Richard had dropped Lori off at my place, where she relieved Vivian from Ryan duty. Will left, and Richard and I, as police staffers, were allowed to watch Mama’s interrogation through the two-way.

‘Why do you think your arms are aching?’ asked Dunny almost lovingly. The undercover detective, thin, nose like a hosepipe, sat next to Mama while McDowel paced and contemplated behind them. I was grateful Dunny was gentle with her.

Mama considered the question, her eyes drawing up to the left in her head.

‘I just don’t know,’ she shrugged, baffled by her own inability to recall. She thought about it again, hesitated, shook her head and repeated, ‘I just don’t know.’
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