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In Loving Memory

Of Josephine “Jo” Hess

Beloved Wife

Closest Companion

Best Friend

Trusted Adviser

And Constant Compannion


 September 16, 1934–October 25, 2007






This book is dedicated to my dad and mom, Charles and Beatrice Hess, who are the most honest and industrious people I have ever known. Also to my daughter Candy, who has the heart of a lion and would have been a great investigator or agent. Further, to my daughter Chris, who does not care for the work I do or the people I associate with but loves me just the same. And for Steve Vought.

To my dearest wife, Jo, who supported me in every way, even when I was wrong (which was not rare), and lived with me several years on an island, twenty miles from the nearest human being.

And, most important, to the friends and families of all of Robert Browne’s victims.

—Charlie Hess
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Cops don’t like to talk about themselves.

I wouldn’t call it a code of professional conduct, or an unwritten rule, or anything like that. It’s just a habit we get into, a way of acknowledging that the work that each of us does is part of a greater effort. We’re part of a team, and being a member in good standing means you don’t take credit for doing the whole job.

I thought about that when I was first approached to write this book. After a lifetime in law enforcement, I’d learned the value of humility. There was no way I could have cracked the case of Robert Charles Browne by myself, and to say that I could have would have done a serious disservice to my colleagues. The last thing I wanted to do was to shine a spotlight on myself, to call myself a hero.

Don’t get me wrong. I believe that I was the right person in the right place at the right time. But that’s all because of the opportunities I’ve been afforded over the course of my career, the chance I’ve been given to develop my skills and hone my craft. I just got lucky. It comes with the territory. That’s something every cop knows, and it’s what keeps us humble.

There was something else that made me uncomfortable when I thought about writing this book. I wanted to make sure this wasn’t going to be just a whodunit. I wanted it to be about the real people whose lives were cut short in senseless and violent ways. They aren’t just characters playing parts in my story. In fact, it’s the other way around. I was the one who stepped into their lives—and their deaths. I had a responsibility to them, not just to bring their killer to justice but to do honor to their memory. If I was going to write this book, it wasn’t going to be about me. It was going to be about them.

When I first sat down with my collaborator, Davin Seay, these concerns were uppermost in my mind. And as we kept talking, not just to each other but to all those who were involved in the investigation, I began to realize that the further we dug into the details of the case, the less I could understand or explain my own part in it. I knew the facts—the when and where and how—but at the middle of it was a big question mark. It wasn’t Robert Browne. It was me.

That’s really not so surprising when you think about it. None of us are really sure what makes us tick. Others see us differently from how we see ourselves, and in that difference is where you can sometimes find out the truth about yourself. I come from a generation that never put much stock in self-examination. You did what you did, what you were told to do, no questions asked. I’ve always been comfortable that way, particularly as a cop.

The further we got into this book, the more I realized that the questions I’d never asked myself were the same ones that would make sense of what had happened and why. Let me give you an example: the one thing most people want to know about this story is how I could have befriended a guy like Robert. He’s a vicious killer, and I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t hesitate to add me to his list of victims if he had the chance. But I still considered him my friend: we shared some common interests; we enjoyed talking to each other; we remembered each other on birthdays and holidays.

It doesn’t keep me up at night, wondering how I could call Robert a friend. But I can see that that part of me was a factor in how this case was solved. Without my becoming his friend, he would never have told me his secrets during the course of our official investigation. And this story would have never made sense without my knowing how that happened.

It was my collaborator who suggested that this book didn’t have to be just about me telling my story from my point of view. It could be about stepping into the story, becoming a participant; one of the many whose life was changed—and cut short—by Robert Browne. I could stand back, watch the story unfold, add my two cents to those of many others, and together we could tell the whole story as completely as it could be told.

Along the way, I might get the chance to learn something about myself. What I don’t understand about what makes me tick, maybe others do. It could be a way to take the focus off me and put it where it belongs—on the victims of Robert Browne.

Davin and I worked hard to bring as many voices to this book as possible. Those voices knew things I didn’t. They were witness to things I wasn’t. They could make the judgments—about me and Robert and what brought us together—that I can’t. And in the end I could be just another character in a story with a lot of heroes. I could find my rightful place among them.

At least it was worth a shot.

—Charlie Hess








PART ONE










CHAPTER ONE

BLACK FOREST




In the brisk Indian summer of 1991, Black Forest, Colorado, was a high-end suburban enclave waiting to happen. With its spectacular mountain vistas and free-ranging alpine meadows, the wedge of land between I-25 and Highway 24, just north of the rapidly expanding reach of Colorado Springs, was a prime piece of real estate, a developer’s dream. Directly across the interstate from the United States Air Force Academy, Black Forest was poised to become the latest in a long string of upscale bedroom communities encroaching from Greater Denver, two hours to the north.

In the meantime, however, the 200,000 acres of unincorporated El Paso County clung stubbornly to their bucolic charms. Named by an early German immigrant for the similarity of its dark ponderosa pines to the forests of his native Bavaria, the land, teaming with wildlife, was ideal for camping, hiking, and horseback riding. Nearly 8,000 feet at its highest elevations, Black Forest was in fact largely given over to grasslands so spacious that most of the subsequent housing sites would be lopped off in sprawling five-acre parcels.

But there was at the same time something austere and desolate about this all-but-virgin land, especially now, as summer’s heat gave way to the first chill of impending autumn sweeping down off the towering reaches of Pike’s Peak and the Rampart range. Bisected midway by the crosshair intersection of Black Forest Road and Shoup Road, most of the region ran out along unpaved arteries, dead-ending at the horizon. Its high-end residential future notwithstanding, Black Forest seemed remote from the heartland bustle of nearby Colorado Springs, one of the most prosperous communities on the western edge of Middle America. It’s a region that literally embodies the nation’s faith and fighting power in a plethora of local military bases and an intense concentration of evangelical outreach organizations.

A pioneering spirit lingered across this windswept expanse of meadow and primeval forest, with homesteaders clearing space for double-wides down dusty roads from which, one day, McMansions and spacious residential streets would spring. Before it became one of Colorado Springs’ better suburbs, Black Forest was home to more than a few who cling to the outskirts of society.

Not that the Church family were outsiders. Far from it. Michael and Diane Church may have had few neighbors along their sparsely populated stretch of Eastonville Road, bounding the northern quadrant of Black Forest, but they were still citizens in good standing in the newly minted community. Their thirteen-year-old daughter Heather attended nearby Falcon Middle School, while two of her three younger brothers—Gunner, seven, and Kristoff, ten—were active in the local Boy Scout troop. The whole family regularly attended the area’s Mormon church, and they were an integral part of a tight circle of fellow Latter Day Saints and its built-in social and spiritual network. Black Forest was a good place to put down roots, and that’s just what the Churches had worked so hard to accomplish.

But the roots had withered. That summer Diane filed for divorce, marking the end of a thirteen-year union that the onetime college sweethearts both acknowledged had long since been over. For a time Diane had attended group counseling sessions for women. Michael, meanwhile, maintained his job as a metrologist at Atmel, a Honeywell offshoot, calibrating tolerances for semiconductors in the region’s fledgling high-tech sector. He had moved into town pending the dissolution of their troubled marriage, set to be finalized before the holidays. He left behind a forlorn aura that hung over the Churches’ home that September, a lonely, quietly bereft aspect that well suited its remoteness and seclusion. The couple had recently put the property up for sale.

Situated on a 5.8-acre lot a quarter-mile down a badly maintained track from the Eastonville Road and all but hidden from view by wooded bluffs, the Church residence was a small single-family home with four bedrooms, one of which served as a family den. Decked out in a lackluster southwestern motif with a flat roof and tacked-on exterior beams, its windows, trimmed bright blue against the peach-colored stucco walls, overlooked a vista of desiccated grasslands spiderwebbed by narrow roads. A low cinder-block wall sheltered a half-finished patio, and a small garden of mountain flowers was strewn with boulders and a de rigueur rustic wagon wheel. There were other houses scattered across the sward, but the inescapable impression was of a place well off the beaten track, a homestead stubbornly clinging to a bare patch of land and the fading dreams of the family inside.

It was 8:30 PM on the evening of September 17, 1991—the moist air presaging a damp night to come—when Diane Church put in a call to home. A petite, vivacious forty-one-year-old with auburn-tinged hair, Diane still had traces of a southern accent from the Ashland, Kentucky, upbringing she shared with her identical twin sister Denise. She had earlier driven Kris and Gunner to a Scout meeting at their local Mormon church some fifteen miles down the Black Forest Road and had stayed on to attend a women’s homemaking class, leaving her daughter Heather to watch over her five-year-old brother Sage, the youngest of the four Church children. Heather had been especially anxious to please her mother, volunteering to babysit and straightening her room without being asked, all because she had been granted permission to attend a school dance scheduled for that Friday.

After an hour of housekeeping dos and don’ts, the class was over. Diane stayed on to talk with friends. She took time out to check on Heather, concerned, she later recalled, because Sage had just gotten his multipurpose DPT vaccination shot earlier that same day, and she wanted her daughter to keep an eye out for any adverse reactions.

At thirteen, Heather Dawn Church still seemed a safe distance from the perilous shoals of adolescence. Measuring only five feet tall and weighing a slight seventy-eight pounds, her sharp oval face was dominated by the oversized front teeth she had yet to grow into and huge pair of brown-framed, thick-lensed glasses, magnifying her hazel eyes even as they seemed to diminish the rest of her already elfin features. She wore her light-brown hair shoulder length in the tight-permed fashion of the day, acknowledging her impending maturity only with the gaudy pairs of plastic earrings she often wore in her triple-pierced lobes. It was the unfinished countenance of a child, still waiting for all the pieces to fit together.

In some way similar, Heather was also assembling the first tentative elements of her own identity. Earnestly studying the violin, she was nonetheless concerned about her participation in a class talent contest and finally decided on handing out caramels to her schoolmates, announcing, “I don’t dance. I don’t sing. I don’t play a musical instrument. I don’t do cartwheels. But I sure do love candy.” An A and B student who had recently tested for Falcon’s eighth-grade gifted program, she had so far evaded drugs and alcohol and the other pressures of her peer group, thanks largely to her parents’ decision to avoid suburban snares by locating to this secluded area. It was a measure of the Mormon Church’s centrality to the family’s life that on a Sunday-school questionnaire asking where she wanted to be in ten years’ time, Heather had answered, “I’d like to be on my mission,” referring to the mandatory evangelizing work required from every member of the Church of Latter Day Saints. Australia was her choice of mission field, while Brigham Young, her parents’ alma mater, was the university she most hoped to attend. Yet even as she held closely to the family’s avowed articles of faith, she was also beginning, however hesitantly, to find herself. “Tall, blue-eyed, blond hair,” may have been the typical response to the question “What do you want your husband to look like?” but there were imaginative hints of individuality elsewhere in Heather’s responses, as when she was asked the name and number of children she would want to have. “One,” she replied: a girl, to be named, beguilingly, Persephone.

When Diane called in the mid-evening, Heather and Sage were settled in the family room watching the end of an episode of Home Improvement. It was past the boy’s bedtime, but as Heather explained to her mother, she had allowed him to stay up especially to watch the popular sitcom with its idealized family dynamics. Cautioning her daughter to keep an eye out for signs of a fever and reassured of her children’s well-being, Diane hung up. “I love you,” she would later remember telling Heather, promising to be home by ten.

It was only natural that Diane would have felt an extra measure of concern, especially where it touched Heather. Her oldest child had been born shortly after her marriage to Michael, who, more than a decade later, still had the fit and well-maintained physique that had initially attracted her. Heather had had the longest stretch of all her children to form a strong bond with her father and stood to suffer the most from the disintegrating marriage, since her siblings were still too young to understand fully what was happening to the family. Diane’s faith helped sustain her through this difficult transition, but she also suspected that prayer could go only so far in helping her daughter come to terms with the insecurity and guilt that were all too often the outcome of divorce for a sensitive child.

Yet, in the seven months since Diane’s husband had moved out, Heather hadn’t displayed any outward signs of trauma, thanks in part to the open visitation agreement she had arranged with Michael. To all appearances Heather had taken her parents’ separation in stride, and any overt reaction, from inappropriate anger to delinquent behavior, hadn’t manifested itself. Against the odds, Heather seemed to be a happy, well-adjusted young girl on the cusp of puberty. If the family crisis had wounded her, she was either hiding the hurt or had yet to face its reality.

Thanks to solicitous friends lending their ears and offering sympathetic advice on her troubles, Diane was fifteen minutes late arriving home that evening, at 10:15. In the back seat of the car, still in their Scout uniforms, Kris and Gunner were already drifting off to sleep as the headlights cut through the thick darkness of the high, empty vista that opened from the Churches’ front yard, already partially obscured by a gathering fog. Pulling into the driveway, the first thing she noticed was that most of the house lights were off: Either Heather and Sage were already in bed or, more likely, her daughter was watching television in the dark, as was her inclination. Trailed by the sleepy boys, she crossed the driveway to a pair of sliding glass doors at one side of the home, her house keys at the ready. But she didn’t need them: the patio door was unlocked, a fact that momentarily puzzled her, since on leaving at 5:30, she had made sure that all the doors on the property were secured. Still, the family had two cats, and it seemed likely that Heather had let them out for the night and forgot to lock the door behind her.

Inside, the house was in its usual lived-in condition yet still orderly enough for Diane to register that one of the dining-room chairs was tilted against the table. Not the way she’d left things, but kids would certainly be kids.

She first tended to Kris and Gunner, sending them off to the bedroom the two boys shared with their younger brother. Depositing her handbag and taking off her coat, she was heading down the hall to tuck them in and check on Sage when the pair returned to report that the youngster was not in his bed. Diane quickly investigated, only to find the boy hidden in a tangle of blankets and sheets. The mystery resolved, she next headed down the hall toward Heather’s bedroom in the northwest corner of the house. She was guided on her way by the brightness from the open door—as much as Heather liked watching television in the dark, she liked falling asleep with the lights on, particularly after reading Communion, Whitley Strieber’s frightening account of alien abduction.

But Heather wasn’t asleep in her bed. It was a fact Diane quickly determined after rummaging through the blankets as she had done in her search for Sage. A quick flash of concern escalated over the next hour as she turned the house upside down searching for her daughter. “I looked everywhere,” she later recounted. “The clothes hamper, the kitchen cabinets. I tore them up. I just thought that maybe she had seen something frightening and was afraid to come out.” After the brief scare with Sage, it was hard at first to credit that Heather was actually missing. It seemed she would just turn up at any minute, as her young son had done, appearing from the folds of a quilt with a sleepy smile on her face.

“When I couldn’t find her,” she continues, “I called some people whom I thought she might try to reach if there was a problem. They hadn’t heard from her.” One of her calls was to a friend, Jan Schalk; another was to a neighbor, Diane Pietras, who advised her to search around the perimeter of the house. “I went outside to look for her,” she recalls. “I walked around the property and took a look in the toolshed and the little playhouse we had for the kids.” Forcing herself not to give voice to her worst fears, she called back the Pietras residence, and her friend immediately volunteered to come over and help in the search.

While waiting for assistance, she put in another call, this time to the home of Amber White, one of her daughter’s closest friends. Amber had in fact received a phone call from Heather earlier in the evening but had not seen or heard from her since. The White family also immediately offered to come over and help locate the absent girl. After a brief moment of lingering uncertainty—What if she suddenly turned up? What if there was a simple, silly explanation for all this?—she dialed 911.

It was 11:30 that night when El Paso County Sheriff’s Deputy Les Milligan, responding to a missing person’s report, arrived at the Church home. By that time Michael Church had also been summoned, and the house was crowded with concerned friends and neighbors, including Claudia Gatti, the secretary at Falcon Middle School and another close acquaintance of the family. In the midst of the spiraling confusion, Milligan began methodically assessing the situation. Over the next few hours he painstakingly assembled as complete a description of Heather Dawn Church as her distraught mother could provide. Dubbed in the dry police terminology of the subsequent sheriff’s office narrative “the reporting party/victim,” Diane detailed everything from the small mole on the left side of her daughter’s mouth, to the scar above her right breast where she had once picked at a scab, to a patch of light skin on the small of her back. It was a heartbreaking inventory of physical characteristics suddenly seeming all the more poignant and precious in her absence.

It was also determined that Heather’s thick glasses, without which she would have had trouble navigating at night, had yet to be located and further that she had accessorized her small silver chain necklace with pairs of black, turquoise, and pink earrings. The last time her mother had seen her, she had been wearing black flower-print pants and a black blouse, which she subsequently found on her daughter’s bedroom floor near the clothes hamper in the course of her increasingly frantic search. The pair of black, ballet-like slippers—size eight to accommodate Heather’s gangly feet—which she had been wearing earlier in the evening had also been found by her mother, laid alongside a school outfit, including a training bra, which had been selected by the girl for the following day. It was a skirt-and-blouse ensemble that had been purchased earlier that afternoon and which Heather had been excited about wearing for the first time. With remarkable clarity under the circumstances, Diane Church had been able to ascertain that all of Heather’s shoes as well as all her coats and jackets were still in the house, but her daughter had too much underwear for her to make a full accounting. In fact, all that seemed to be missing from the child’s wardrobe was the white Mickey Mouse T-shirt she often wore to bed.

 

It was a little before noon on September 18, a late morning still heavy with thick, low-lying mountain mist, when an exhausted and overwrought Diane Church answered a knock at the front door to find Sheriff’s Detective Mark Finley, who had been assigned by Lieutenant William Mistretta to take charge of the case. By now the property, taped off at its perimeter, was buzzing with activity, mostly revolving around a search-and-rescue team that had arrived at sunup that morning with Dixie, a bloodhound, in tow. As Finley was introducing himself, Elinor McGarry, a sheriff’s laboratory technician, arrived and began photographing the premises and the outlying property.

The probing, circumspect, but relentless questioning continued over the next few hours. No, Heather had never run away from home before. Yes, she was a good student, well liked by her classmates and teachers. No, she did not seem unduly troubled by her parents’ impending divorce. Yes, she got along well with her father. No, Diane had noticed no unusual activity, unless you counted the real estate looky-loos who drove by the for-sale house on occasion. Yes, Heather had been instructed not to open the door to strangers without hearing a special pre-arranged code word. No, to her knowledge Heather did not have a boyfriend.

As the interview continued, Finley was, however, able to elicit the earliest intimations of what might, to his trained ears, eventually develop into leads. A bully who rode with Heather on the school bus had cursed and kicked her on occasion. A few months earlier, a skinny white man with long brown hair had responded to a service call for their broken well and, using a mirror, had shown the children the reflection of water from the bottom. A pair of young neighbor boys reported having seen a “long white car” following the school bus over the past two weeks. Still another car, metallic blue with rust spots, had been reported prowling near two other county schools, as well as a third in Colorado Springs.

Yet there was one aspect of the inquiry to which Finley paid particular attention: the abusive behavior of Michael Church. Acknowledging that it was the “basic reason” for their impending divorce, Diane nevertheless insisted that Heather and her father had a good relationship, despite the fact that she claimed he had, on occasion, “slapped Heather around.” As if to underscore his basically good intentions, she went on to reveal that her husband was attending a divorce recovery workshop at the nearby Presbyterian church.

Other intriguing fragments of the unfolding case continued to present themselves as the afternoon wore on. Finley’s questions were interrupted by the arrival of search-and-rescue supervisor Mike Collins, reporting that his team had discovered a small, rusted watch in the driveway to the west of the property. Shortly afterwards, near an old barn a half-mile from the house, another team had found two new dollar bills. Sergeant David Bartels, who was overseeing Dixie the search dog, debriefed Finley on their progress. Taking a scent from Heather’s pants and blouse, the canine alerted only in the immediate vicinity of the house, showing frustration when he was led beyond the driveway. Based on Dixie’s behavior, it was Bartels’s opinion that the girl had left the property in a vehicle, although when they subsequently searched around a small pond southeast of the home, Dixie once again alerted, despite the fact that there were no footprints in evidence.

By now it had been decided that the missing persons case was in all likelihood either an abduction or a kidnapping, and the phone company was contacted to put a trap-and-trace on the line. Finley also requested that a tape recorder be sent to the home to capture all incoming calls. At the same time, Detective Stan Presley was dispatched to the Colorado Springs apartment of Michael Church, who had returned with his three sons to await a possible call from Heather.

Lab tech McGarry also had her work cut out for her. A red stain directly inside Heather’s bedroom door aroused suspicion until her field test confirmed it to be a spill of Kool-Aid. Both the girl’s and her parents’ bedroom were dusted for prints, and scattered bits of anomalous evidence—a single gold hoop earring; the sheets and pillows from Heather’s bed—were gathered and tagged. The white Mickey Mouse T-shirt was at length discovered in Heather’s clothes hamper, and the conundrum of a pile of wet clothes in the laundry alcove was solved when Diane Church explained that the toilet had backed up that afternoon and the clothing had been thrown quickly on the spill to sop it up.

Detective Presley was, meanwhile, conducting a preliminary interview with Michael Church, who, he later reported, “appeared emotionally upset, spoke in a broken tone and began to cry several times.” Through his tears, Michael would relate the unexceptional circumstances of the proverbial “evening in question” up to the point when he received the fateful call from his estranged wife, shortly after 10:30 PM. It was a story that would effectively determine his whereabouts on the seventeenth, establishing what, to all intents and purposes, was an ironclad alibi. Leaving work at 5 PM, he had stopped for a work-out at the nearby Heath Matrix Gym, where he was seen by the sports center operator as well as by a young woman named Heidi Johnson with whom he had struck up a conversation. From there he drove to the First Presbyterian church, where he attended a divorce recovery workshop, the large gathering eventually breaking up into smaller groups, one of which he joined. The session was overseen by a staffer who would also attest to his attendance. The meeting ended at 9:30, and half an hour later he was back in his apartment, where he received a call from Heidi Johnson, continuing their conversation from earlier that evening at the gym. A half-hour later they were interrupted by an incoming call from Diane Church.

Back at the Eastonville Road home the press had assembled, assiduously digging for newsworthy facts in an unfolding case that, less than twenty-four hours after the initial missing person report, already seemed on the verge of stalling. “A million things could have happened,” Diane told reporters, reaching beyond the grim implications to lay hold of a fierce hope. “But I think she’s safe. It’s just a ‘mother’ feeling. She may be hurt, but I think she’s safe.”

Authorities had considerably less cause for optimism. “We’re going on seventy-two hours now,” Lieutenant Mistretta would remark on September 20, “and I don’t like it.” With the crucial three-day time frame for finding and following fresh leads rapidly expiring, the search for Heather had taken on a frenetic urgency. The FBI had joined the case on the nineteenth, eventually assigning almost thirty agents to the investigation, and there were persistent suggestions that the bureau was attempting to make good on its lackadaisical response to a pair of earlier missing children cases dating from the late eighties; in one, the disappearance of seven-month-old Christopher Abeyta, the FBI did not mobilize for several weeks, and the infant was never found. It was not a mistake agents intended to repeat, and they commandeered a helicopter from nearby Fort Carson to scour the Black Forest environs on the fourth day of the ever-widening search.

The Colorado Springs community had likewise rallied. Volunteers circulated more than ten thousand flyers all across the region known as the Front Range, from Denver south to Pueblo, as well as in several states where the Church family had relatives. The Center for Missing and Exploited Children announced plans to distribute posters in more than four hundred outlets throughout the region, while a local Boy Scout troop passed out photos and descriptions of Heather at an air show staged at Peterson Air Force Base over the weekend. As a second phone line was installed at the Church home to accommodate investigators and keep the main line open for an expected ransom demand, prayer vigils were being held in churches and sanctuaries around the county. “One of our young daughters—almost as if into thin air—has disappeared,” Bishop Willy Scott reported from the pulpit of Black Forest Mormon church. “There has been almost a void in information concerning where she might be,” he added before breaking down in tears. By early the following week, John Condren, a family friend and founder of a successful regional marketing company, had posted a $10,000 reward for information leading to Heather’s whereabouts, while a group calling itself the Friends of Heather Dawn Church continued to scour the arroyos of the Black Forest backcountry in the increasingly chill autumn air.

On September 26, a little more than a week after the disappearance, a rumor spread that Heather had been found. Several businesses took down the missing posters they had prominently displayed before the wildfire word of mouth was finally extinguished. Two days later, news came that bloodhounds had picked up her scent along a stretch of abandoned railroad tracks, but an extensive search of the area revealed no new clues. Before the month was out, the sheriff’s department found itself running down phone tips that hinted darkly at the involvement of satanic cults in the disappearance. One after another, the initial flurry of leads, tips, and sightings were dead-ending.

“There’s got to be a lead,” said El Paso County Sheriff’s Captain Willie Alexander, with a palpable air of desperation on the eve of a rally for Heather in Colorado Springs’ Memorial Park. “Anything. We just haven’t found it.”

In point of fact they had. Amidst the growing mountain of evidence, reports, and police narratives that comprised the files of the increasingly frustrating case was a brief reference by Detective Finley to a set of three elongated rectangular windows in the master bedroom. During a follow-up interview on the morning of September 18, Diane Church mentioned in passing her recollection of having left one of these windows cranked open four to five inches before leaving the house the previous evening. It was during her frenzied search of the home that she noticed the same window, now closed, with its attached indoor screen askew and its curtain hanging out of place. Further examination established that the screen had been placed backward in its track. Diane asked those who had assembled that night to help look for Heather but could find no one who remembered closing the window, much less removing the screen.

Lab technician McGarry was duly summoned to dust the metal frame of the wood-trimmed windows and was able to lift a remarkably clear set of three fingerprints. Finley’s next move was to submit the prints to the Automated Fingerprint Identification System on the assumption that a match might be found in the nationwide database. The result was negative. The searchers moved on.









CHAPTER TWO

DEAD MAN’S SHOES




“I’ve been told I have a reputation for never being wrong.”

Offering up the précis of a career approaching the half-century mark, Lou Smit seems comfortable indulging in a bit of hyperbole. He is, after all, on familiar ground, among kindred spirits.

Sitting opposite him in the Old Heidelberg, a fusty German pastry shop in a down-on-its-heels Colorado Springs neighborhood, are two of his oldest friends, Charlie Hess and Scott Fischer. The pair have heard Smit’s ruminations many times before, just as, over the years, he has heard theirs, sharing innumerable cups of coffee and sticky, sweet Bavarian pastries beneath the alpine vista of the café’s contact-paper decor.

The trio is something of a fixture at the Old Heidelberg; their regular spot in the back is a virtual round table of law-enforcement lore. In the long shadows of this cool afternoon they settle into an easy routine, talking and listening, nodding assent and murmuring asides. They are three seasoned cops, each with a lifetime of stories to tell and retell, yet among these equals it is Smit who is most often afforded pride of place.

It’s not surprising. At the age of seventy-one, Lou Smit has dedicated better than half his years to bringing killers to justice and in the process has racked up a record of success remarkable by any measure. Since joining the Colorado Springs Police Department in 1966, he has investigated over two hundred homicides, the vast majority of which he has solved with the characteristic combination of dogged determination and unerring instinct. It has made him a legend in the annals of Colorado law enforcement.

But Smit isn’t given to embellishment. Nor for a moment would he allow himself to claim credit unearned. A spruce, tidy, bald man with a warm smile, watery blue eyes, and a voice so soft that it seems to carry no further than the friends who sit listening, the veteran detective exudes a self-effacement bordering on invisibility. It’s what gives his assertions the unassailable ring of truth.

“Look,” he continues, as the day draws on, “I’m not saying I solved every case I’ve ever gone after.” His thin lips purse, and the parchment-thin skin of his face furrows as if making a mental inventory of the ones that got away. “But when it comes to sniffing out the bad guys, I get this gut feeling that I’ve learned to trust implicitly. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve interviewed a suspect and walked away knowing for certain that I’d just talked to the murderer. I can’t always prove it, but I’ve never been proved wrong.”

As an exemplar of a dying breed of quintessential shoe-leather and pencil-stub police sleuths, Lou Smit has dealt daily with proof and the procedures by which it is ascertained. Yet he also evinces a paradoxical ambivalence toward anything that smacks of the hard and fast in his line of work. If experience has taught him anything, he insists again and again, it is that as much as the art of investigation employs the science of forensics, catching criminals is all about vague feelings, hunches, and vibes. It’s a certain tingling of the skin and the erecting of short hairs that he has come to depend on and that, he asserts, has never let him down. With a respect for the law that seems all but genetically encoded, Smit is a by-the-book cop who has been around long enough to know how to read between its lines.

And like his comrades in arms in the Old Heidelberg, Smit has more than a few illuminating stories to illustrate his tried and true methodologies, stories he loves to tell, relishing each rendition and returning time and again to a leitmotif of cops and robbers who speak the same language, share the same code of honor, and dispense the same version of rough justice. “You’re always dancing right up to the edge of the cliff that divides good from bad,” is the way he describes it. “The trick is not to stray too far over, to become one of them. In order to do your job, you’ve got to learn to think and reason like a criminal—which, if you’re not careful, will bring you to that short step when you’re actually behaving like one yourself.”

For Lou Smit, the down-and-dirty business of making the world safe for solid citizens has been tempered over the years by the necessary knack of suspending judgment. “I’ve sat in a jail cell with my arms around a murderer, weeping with him just because, despite what he did, he was such a pathetic specimen,” he recounts. “You’re constantly face to face with the horrific things human beings do to each other and yet you can never forget that when it comes down to it, that’s just what they are, no more and no less: human beings.”

“He’s a straight shooter,” is the estimation of a reformed pimp whom Smit once sent to jail and who was later interviewed by the local newspaper in one of its periodic paeans to the detective. “If you get on the bad side of the law, he gets you no matter how good an outlaw you are, and I was good. But he’ll also use his own time to set you straight. I can’t tell you everything he did for me. I’ve turned into a pretty good person because of him.”

Known for spending his vacations driving around the country visiting victims’ families and inmates he helped put away, who often send Christmas cards, Smit’s intrinsic empathy—part of the attitude and outlook necessary for him to do his job—does not come without a cost. In his yellow-painted home on a leafy suburban street in Colorado Springs’ modest westside neighborhood, the retired police captain keeps an extensive database comprising decades’ worth of homicide cases: opened, closed, active, and moribund. They are files replete with the evidence of every conceivable variety of murder and mayhem. The light in Smit’s placid eyes seems to dim as he reviews the ghastly gallery of dismemberments and decapitations, stabbings and shootings, battery and bludgeonings. What replaces it is a kind of stubborn pride—in his lifelong role as society’s shield, in his ability to contemplate calmly the depravity of his fellow man, and in his disquieting disdain for the timorous qualms of clueless civilians. He peruses the coroner’s reports and crime-scene photos with a knowing squint, born of prolonged exposure that has inoculated this gentle and unassuming man, taking on a bit of the disease in order the better to eradicate it. If Lou Smit has never been wrong, it’s because he knows exactly what he’s dealing with, from the inside.

It’s a balancing act, he admits frankly, that would be impossible without a deep and abiding faith in God. In point of fact, Smit unwaveringly attributes divine guidance to the fact that he went into this line of work in the first place. “I start every case by saying a prayer at the crime scene,” he explains. “God has given me this job, and I need constantly to ask for the wisdom and guidance to accomplish His will. Then, at the end of every case, I say another prayer, one of thanksgiving, if possible at the graveside of the victim. It’s what keeps me centered and sane. I like to say that I’m an ordinary detective with an extraordinary partner.”

Smit’s dependence on supernatural agencies, whether divine intervention or his own sharply honed sixth sense, is all the more remarkable considering his affiliation with the Reformed tradition of Christianity. An offshoot of the austere Dutch Reform Church, it espouses the stern Calvinist formulation of the elect and the preterite, foreordained to salvation and damnation respectively, a stark division of good and evil that accords well with Smit’s chosen profession. Yet there is a subtle contradiction to his belief as well: as he pursues the damned and brings them to justice, he still sees in them that stubborn spark of humanity lighting the possibility, however dim, of redemption. As a servant of an implacable God, Smit indeed walks a fine line between doing His inexorible will and leaving room for the human agencies of grace.

It is that same God, he will tell you with utter certainty, who led him to his true calling in a moment when, on his knees and at the end of his tether, he experienced a moment of utter surrender and found a clear path forward. The God he petitioned was the same one he had first learned of in the church-run private schools, initially in Denver, where he was born into the home of second-generation Dutch immigrants, then in Chicago, where he moved with his family as a child.

He would bounce between the Midwest and the Rockies throughout his childhood as his father tried to support the family in the depths of the Depression. Yet the regular migrations of the Smit family never extended beyond the protective embrace of the mother faith. “Growing up,” he recalls, “I felt isolated from the world. Our life was very church-centered, very much influenced by my grandparents, who still spoke the native tongue.”

For a time Smit’s father, a failed Wisconsin farmer, earned a living as a harmonica teacher in local schools across Illinois and Indiana. “He was a virtuoso,” Lou recounts. “He’d put together these enormous harmonica bands using his students and put on concerts.” He pauses before answering the question left unasked by his companions. “I picked it up from him,” he admits. “I can play, but I’m not nearly as good as he was.”

As a teenager, Smit found himself back in Denver and at age seventeen joined the Navy. “I was stationed in Hawaii for four years,” he continues fondly. “They were some of the best years of my life. It was during that time that that I started corresponding with my childhood sweetheart Barbara, and in 1958 we got married.”

After his discharge and after earning a degree in electronics, Smit would go on to take a variety of less-than-fulfilling jobs, beginning at a Southside Chicago supply company working in a prototype lab on the initial Atlas space program. “I knew after a week what I didn’t want to do,” he recalls. “I just wasn’t cut out to go in one door at the beginning of the day and then out the same door at the end of the same day.” He would try his hand at selling bottled gas before rejoining his father, who had meanwhile started a Midwest tree business. “Two weeks after we got started, he had a heart attack,” Lou remembers. “I tried to keep the business going but I didn’t know a thing about trees.” With a family to support that would eventually include three children, he scraped together a backbreaking living running a stump machine for the next several years until coming back, this time for good, to Colorado.

“I had no prospects. Everything I’d tried up to that point had failed. But there was still a lot of pride in me. I was determined to do it my way, which was the example my brother John had set. We were very close, born four years apart to the day and married to sisters. He was a successful businessman, and when he died of a heart attack at forty-one, that changed the way I looked at life. Suddenly I wasn’t so cocky and confident anymore.”

Whatever it was that drove Smit to his knees, his prayers were quickly answered. “I’d been drifting for a long time,” he reveals. “The moment had come to ask for help, for a purpose to my life.”

It was a cousin, a Colorado Springs cop, who suggested a few months later that he apply to the force. Lou: “I had nothing to suggest law enforcement in my background, but I was drawn almost immediately to the prospect. I think it really did feel that my prayers had been heard. At least it seems that way in retrospect.”

Looking back, Lou attributes his decision to join the Colorado Springs Police Department in 1966 as the turning point in his life. “I’ve loved every day since,” he says. “I’ve loved it with all my heart.” Passing the entrance examination proved less of a challenge for the thirty-year-old than meeting the force’s height requirement. “The examiner said that I was a half-inch shy of five feet nine inches,” he recounts. “My cousin arranged to have me retested, and we thought up a bunch of ideas from elevator shoes to newspaper in my socks. I was sure they’d be up on all those tricks so I told him to knock me on the head with his nightstick. After a couple of tries we managed to raise a half-inch bump. I measured five feet nine and a half.”

It’s one of those stories he loves to tell, especially now, in the midst of a restless retirement, alone since the death in 2003 of his wife of forty-six years. The memories are a repository, evoking even more than the accumulated wisdom of a consummate professional, but a life lived doing God’s will.

“The academy lasted eleven weeks,” he continues. “Then they put you on the street as a beat cop for six months. I really learned the ropes, but it wasn’t until I made detective in 1972 that I really felt I was doing what I was meant to. I also knew it was something I could do, that I was naturally good at. At the same time, I was blessed to be able to learn from the best: experienced detectives who knew how to develop a lead and cultivate an informant.”

These two simple skills are, Lou insists, “the lifeblood of a detective.” He recounts a time when a two-thousand-dollar slush fund was available exclusively to facilitate “chumming.” “That’s what we called it,” he explains. “You knew these people because you’d see them out on the street every day. You’d even put some of them in jail. As unlikely as it may seem, that can create a bond, a place where your lives intersect. So you’d invite them out to lunch and give them twenty bucks if they were down and out. It was like making friends. Hell, they are your friends. You’re listening and they’re talking, and you want to keep them talking for as long as possible, about anything—their life story, their loves and hates, what makes them tick. You have to develop a light touch. For instance, I prefer, whenever I can, to do my interviews in a car. There’s something non-confrontational about it, sitting side by side, next to each other, just looking out the window.”

He continues. “I’ve learned how to eliminate the chaff from a case and look at every situation in its simplest terms. Murder isn’t really all that complicated. The motives are simple. People get carried away. Nine times out of ten, it’s a spur-of-the-moment thing, which means they haven’t thought through anything as premeditated as how to cover their tracks. Very rarely do you deal with a ‘whodunit.’ It’s usually pretty obvious who killed who and why. The trick is gathering enough information to make a case. That’s what a detective does: puts together bits and pieces until he’s got the whole thing. Knowing how to preserve a crime scene is a big part of it, but most of the job is organizing and accessing information.”

It’s a talent at which Smit excels. “I’ve got a mind for details,” he avers, “and I’ve learned how to keep a lot of data in my head at the same time.” He laughs. “I like to maintain my files and I can always tell the state of any case another cop might be working on. At first the file is front and center on the desk. As the case drags on, it’s moved to the side. Later still, it’s in a box on the floor and finally on a shelf in the archives. But almost any of those cases could be solved by simply going through that file, constructing time lines and networks of names and numbers. That’s where you find the leads, where, nine times out of ten, crimes are solved. It’s all in the details. As much as anything, it’s about patience.”

A description by an officer under whom he once worked aptly sums up Smit’s approach to police work. “He just grinds away,” retired Captain Gene Stokes would be quoted as saying in yet another newspaper profile of Smit. “He stays at it until he uproots the evidence,” he adds, purposely evoking the detective’s early career in stump removal.

As is the prerogative of any old-timer, Smit is critical, in his characteristically understated way, of many modern methodologies, especially when it comes to policies of manpower allocation. “These days, there’s so much rotation in and out of police jobs, it becomes very difficult to develop the skills you need to break cases. The best approach I ever saw for getting the job done was to assign three cases at a time to three-man teams. They each knew what the other was up to and they had the benefit of three perspectives on each case they had in common. By staggering the work hours, you’ve got someone on the job seven days a week. And it’s never about who gets the credit.”

Yet despite his nostalgia for the selfless camaraderie of a simpler time, it’s clear that Smit has earned his reputation single-handedly, the kind of individual prowess that lends even more authority to his unassuming demeanor. After eighteen years as a detective with the Colorado Springs Police Department, Smit was promoted to sergeant. “I lasted about two weeks,” he confesses. “I just couldn’t sit still behind a desk, regardless of how much more they were paying me. I asked to be bumped back to detective, the first time that had ever happened in the department.”

As a man who well knew his own capacities—his limitations as much as his talents—Smit’s surprising career move was a simple admission that he had long since found his niche. It was as far back as 1975, three years after first earning his detective shield, that Smit was handed his breakthrough case, bringing into play a flair for details and the slow, steady persistence he had painstakingly nurtured over his early years in the force. It all came together in solving the savage murder of Karen Alicia Grammer, doing much in the process to establish his near-legendary reputation as a natural-born investigator.

A lively, vivacious eighteen-year-old, the body of the Florida native was found that summer in Colorado Springs, where she had relocated after taking a year off from college. She had been stabbed in the throat behind the Red Lobster on South Academy Avenue. She broke away from her assailant and, running and crawling the length of a city block, had made her way to a nearby mobile home park before collapsing outside the manager’s front door, her bloody handprint a few inches from the doorbell.

Smit’s initial challenge was simply to identify the body. “She had nothing on her,” he recounts. “No purse, no wallet. Just a house key. We must have tried that key in a hundred doors around the area, but it didn’t fit any of them.” It wasn’t until a friend of the victim reported her missing a few days later that the detective tried the lock at Grammer’s apartment, opening the door and finally putting a name to the body. He would follow up by notifying her next of kin, in this case a twenty-year-old aspiring actor named Kelsey Grammer, who would, of course, go on to find fame as one of the regulars in the long-running television comedy Cheers and as the star of his own series, Frasier.

“There was a lot of tragedy in that family,” Smit mused. “Their estranged father had been gunned down outside his home in Bermuda, and their grandfather, the man who’d raised them, had also recently passed away. Karen’s death just underscored for me what a terrible crime murder really is. It takes away something precious and has an effect on the victim’s family that in some cases can last for generations.”

For the next several days, Smit would regularly begin his morning in the alley where the young woman had been killed, sitting in his car with a cup of coffee, studying the crime scene for any stray detail or overlooked clue—anything, however tenuous, that might turn into a lead. “After a while I noticed something that in retrospect seemed pretty obvious,” he continues. “The alley was a dead-end. It kind of begged the question of why anyone would pick it as a place to commit murder. There was only one way out. It was too easy to get boxed in.”

It was a speculation that next led Smit to an apartment complex opening on the back end of the cul-de-sac. “I figured that if it was too risky to make a getaway from the entrance of the alley, maybe the murderer had gone out through the back way, into one of those apartments. So I went to talk to the manager.”

As part of his investigation, the detective had familiarized himself with other crimes that had occurred at or around the time of the Karen Grammer murder. Among them was a botched robbery at a nearby Red Lobster restaurant by a trio of African Americans whose bearing suggested the radicalized militancy of the Black Power movement roiling the country at the time. What had immediately caught Smit’s attention was the fact that Grammer’s boyfriend worked at the same eatery. It was a tantalizing coincidence with as yet no thread to connect it to the homicide.

With nothing more than a vague description of the would-be robbers, Smit played a hunch and asked if any of the residents in the apartment units might fit the profile. The manager didn’t hesitate: three black soldiers from nearby Fort Carson had rented an apartment together before moving out a few days before Lou’s arrival. Searching the empty premises, Smit turned up a document bearing a name that set another bell ringing: a second recent murder victim, who had been shot twice in the face. It was a similar MO to yet a third homicide, this time of a hotel kitchen worker, killed execution style a few weeks before Karen Grammer’s death:

“I never would have put this all together if I hadn’t done my homework,” Smit asserts. “I had to read a lot of files and study the police reports on cases that didn’t seem in any way related to what I was working on in order to connect the dots. Hollywood stereotypes aside, there’s not a whole lot of glamour in police work. Gathering information, sifting through it all to find bits and pieces of data that may or may not fit together—it’s tedious, thankless work. But that’s how it’s done.”

Eventually joining forces with a team of prosecutors that included Robert Russell, who would subsequently help to bring Ted Bundy to justice, Smit began assembling evidence against a vicious gang led by Michael Corbett, an army officer whom the detective would later call “one of the most dangerous men I’ve ever met.”

A textbook psychopath, Corbett had served a stint at Fort Carson, where he began his crime spree while still in the army, running over a fellow soldier with a tank to settle a grudge. “He was completely without a conscience,” Smit asserts, “and he could turn on and off like a switch. There was no telling what might trigger him. He was a very gung ho military type, who took his training very seriously and prided himself on his martial arts skills. That might be why the army brass accepted his story that the tank episode was an accident.”

Once discharged, Corbett began gathering a coterie of devoted followers, most notably his roommates Freddie Glenn and Larry Dunn, drawn as much by his cold-blooded charisma as by his addled rants of black empowerment. Also part of the gang was Winslow Watson—like the others, a former GI—who had ended up in the morgue after crossing Corbett by stealing a loaf of bread from some next-door neighbors. It was Watson’s name that Smit had found in the deserted apartment; one in a string of capricious killings carried out by Corbett and his crew. That growing list of victims also included Daniel Van Lone, the hotel cook, who, after being robbed, was summarily dispatched when the infuriated killer found only fifty cents in his pocket.

Smit and his colleague, a young prosecutor named Chuck Heim, had taken the first steps down a bloody trail left by the ruthless killers. “We had a couple of other cases—a cab driver killed at Fort Carson and another soldier gunned down at a rest stop ten miles from the base—but we were never able to make those stick,” he recalls. “As it was, we had plenty to keep us busy anyway.”

The investigation broke wide open in short order when Smit was able to elicit a confession from Larry Dunn, the gang’s junior partner, after persuading New Orleans authorities to arrest him on an unrelated crime. “We had seven murders we were looking at by that time,” Smit recalls, “and Chuck Heim offered Dunn immunity in exchange for his testimony. He told us the whole thing, sitting there in the New Orleans House of Detention, beginning with Van Lone, who had begged for his life as Corbett forced him to lie on the ground and then put a.38 to his right temple and pulled the trigger.” “Did you see that motherfucker jump when I shot him?” was Dunn’s recollection of Corbett’s exultant comment as they drove away.

A week later, according to Dunn, Corbett met a young soldier named Winfred Profitt on the secluded shoreline of nearby Prospect Lake, where Corbett had arranged to sell him some marijuana. Instead, Corbett stabbed Profitt in the chest with an army-issue bayonet. “He wanted to see what it felt like to stick one into somebody,” Dunn would later tell the cops, adding that Corbett had always seemed anxious to put his military training to use.

On July 1, Corbett was absent from the apartment he rented with Glenn, Dunn, and the doomed Winslow Watson, spending the night back at Fort Carson. But the cold-blooded example he had set for the others continued to assert its baleful influence. Freddie Glenn, especially, was eager to emulate his murderous mentor. According to the loquacious Dunn, Glenn had self-consciously adopted Corbett’s swaggering manner and was eager to prove himself committed to the savage racial recompense the gang leader espoused. Michael Corbett may have been absent that evening, but it was clear to the investigators that his malign spirit guided the evening’s ensuing mayhem.

On their own, Dunn, Glenn, and Watson decided to rob the nearby Red Lobster where Karen Grammer’s boyfriend worked, planning to raid the place just at closing time, when the day’s receipts would presumably be easy pickings from the walk-up window. It was perhaps an indication of the trio’s wannabe status that their plan went quickly awry when the restaurant’s employees told them the money was locked in the safe, neatly foiling the robbery before it began. As the night crew put in a call to the cops, the would-be robbers sullenly retreated. Karen Grammer had been sitting in the parking lot waiting for her boyfriend to finish his shift. Thinking she could identify them, the hapless gang kidnapped her, although Smit would assert another motive entirely to the horrific event that ensued.

“It was more basic than that,” he insists, “more primal. They were trying to prove they were as ruthless and vicious as Corbett. They had seen what he could do and wanted to believe they were capable of the same thing, particularly Glenn, who worshipped the guy. They wanted to have someone at their mercy, dominating them completely while they pleaded for their life. That someone was Karen Grammer, who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

While Grammer was still in the car, the trio robbed two convenience stores before returning to the apartment, where they took turns raping her over the next four hours before eventually telling her that they were going to let her go. It was, according to Dunn, their standard procedure for keeping victims cooperative and compliant; Corbett assured Van Lone, for instance, that no harm would come to him if he lay down on the ground and did what he was told.

“They took her blindfolded into a car and told her they were going to turn her loose,” Prosecutor Chuck Heim would subsequently reveal in his report. Driving around the block, they entered the blind alley, where Glenn dragged Grammer from the car and, standing behind her, stabbed her in the throat. “He just did it once,” Smit explains. “He got her real bad. Cut her carotid artery.”

Left for dead, Grammer broke away and staggered into the mobile home park. Her blood was later found on the screen-door frame of the trailer where she had gone for help. With nobody at home and her life quickly ebbing away, she made her way to the manager’s office, where she died as she tried to reach for the doorbell.

Based on Dunn’s immunized testimony and additional evidence gathered by the detective and the prosecutor, Corbett and Glenn were arrested, tried, and eventually convicted in separate trials on three first-degree murder counts apiece. Their death sentences were subsequently commuted to consecutive life terms following the Supreme Court decision overturning capital punishment.

While the Karen Grammer murder case did much to establish Lou Smit’s reputation for inspired police work—an instructive example of what he calls “keeping it simple”—it did little to resolve the basic quandaries of human nature that arise from his line of work: not simply the only-too-natural need to comprehend what motivates men to the furthest extremes of malice and cruelty, but the necessary expedient of seeing such individuals as still recognizably human. Throughout Smit’s life and career, that suspension of judgment, predicated on religious sensibilities that acknowledge both our utter depravity and our innate need for God’s grace, has remained a razor’s edge on which he would balance his whole moral and ethical foundation.

Facing Corbett in court, Smit recalled how the cop and the criminal got into a staring contest. “He was cold,” he says. “His eyes were really cold.” Yet over the years he has also seen Corbett come to terms, however haltingly, with his crimes. Converting to Islam after decades in prison, the multiple murderer would later tell a newspaper reporter, “I had no value or compassion for human life. I’m not the person I was twenty years ago today.”

“He has softened quite a bit,” allows Smit. “I will say that.” He is nevertheless assiduous in his efforts to keep Corbett behind bars, working diligently with DA Robert Russell to deny parole annually to “the most dangerous man I’ve ever met.”

During forty years in law enforcement, Smit, for all his practiced ability to understand and even extend compassion to those he hunts down, seems never to have lost sight of his essential role, assigned to him in a moment of intense spiritual surrender. Scattered about the same unassuming suburban home where he keeps his ghastly gallery of crime is a curious collection of knickknacks: porcelain and plastic and wooden shoes in all shapes and sizes, mounted on plaques and pediments. They are all gifts from his friends and colleagues, variations on the theme of the quiet detective’s personal motto, a bit of vintage police doggerel by which he has chosen to live his life.

“Shoes, shoes, dead man’s shoes,” the poem reads in part. “Who will stand in the dead man’s shoes?” From the evidence of a dedicated life, it is clear that Lou Smit knows where he stands. It’s a responsibility he takes as a virtually sacred trust, as evidenced in an essay he wrote on the theme for a law-enforcement journal in 1983, evincing in the process a flair for a vivid turn of phrase in sharp contrast to his innate diffidence.

“It’s 3:00 in the morning,” Smit wrote in his punchy noir style, “and we’re looking down at a lifeless corpse. Many things are racing through our minds: Who is he? How was he killed? Who did it? I don’t know why, but in almost every case my eyes are drawn to the victim’s shoes. When he put them on for the last time, did he suspect it would be the last? I remember something I read long ago, about how it’s the detective who stands in the dead man’s shoes, to protect his interests. It’s an awesome responsibility. It means becoming personally involved in the case, and with the victim; consoling relatives and friends; respecting that person’s integrity, regardless of past faults or reputation, always remembering that something has been taken from him which is priceless and irreplaceable—his life.

“It also means putting into the case a part of yourself, going that extra distance and striving for everything that the courts and the law will allow. It means never forgetting that you work for the victim and that someday, as you travel through eternity, you may meet him and, when you do, he will hopefully say, ‘Well done, friend.’”
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