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Patrick:


You would’ve loved this one.




The worst prison would be a closed heart.


—Saint John Paul II




Unsolved Murders: “The Hatchet Killer”


Transcript of the original episode, four years ago


Host Robert Shackly: Tonight’s episode brings you the story of the unsolved murders of three young women, their bodies brutally dismembered and their suspected killer, Lucas Yates, missing. We have reconstructed the events of this story in precise detail in hopes that someone, somewhere knows the truth. Whenever possible, the actual community members and police officials involved in this case have participated in recreating these events. Join me for this episode of Unsolved Murders; the key to this crime could be in your hands.




PROLOGUE
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He stands with his back against the old hickory, staring at her window lit up like a gleaming spotlight on the dark stage of night. Her face is lifted to the stars, away from the murky shadows of tree-filled hills. Away from him.


Every nerve in his body is stretched like a taut wire as he watches her. Is it good, Kerry, to finally see the world outside of gray prison walls? Four years is a long time. Too long. Women harden in prison, there is no avoiding it. Her body is no longer round and soft, but a series of sharp lines and stringy muscles, her hair a mop of black razored edges like an anime drawing. Maybe someone should erase her and start again.


She steps back into the room, and he’s left alone in the dark, nothing but the clicking of tree frogs and buzzing of mosquitos. Come back, he longs to call out. He sighs and pulls out a piece of crinkled newsletter from The Hatchet Club that he’d found discarded. In the dark, he can’t make out the words, not that he needs to. He’s read it several times. But with Kerry back now, in her grandfather’s cabin only a few yards from him, he can’t resist reading it again. His pulse quickens as he pulls out his penlight and flicks it over the words: Reliable sources confirm that the killer’s wife, Kerry Grey, is returning to Joy to serve two years of parole, leaving members to wonder if her presence will draw Lucas from the depths of the Kootenai. Or does she already know where he’s hiding?


He shakes his head, Kerry, Kerry, Kerry. The wife of an accused serial killer, your story aired on Unsolved Murders to millions of viewers. How messed up is that? And poor Joey, what must it be like to be the young son of The Hatchet Killer?


He crumples the sheet in his hand and catches a movement at the window. She’s now pressed against the glass, looking his way. His breath catches, as if she can see him, as if she might come to him, tell him—


Suddenly she snatches the curtain and pulls it tight.


He kills the penlight and steps back into the trees.
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∼ PART I ∼


THE RETURN
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Unsolved Murders: “The Hatchet Killer”


Transcript of the original episode, four years ago


Host Robert Shackly: Joy, Montana, a sleepy mountain town with scenic views, quaint shops and lively bars, seemed like the perfect place to either take a break and cut loose before college classes started or to celebrate after the rigors of college. During the summer of 2014, three women, unknown to each other, two who were recent high school graduates and another who had just finished her nursing degree came to Joy to do just that. Samantha Brodie, Emily Lynn, and Abby Marshal traveled here from different parts of the country to hike the trails, swim in the glacier-fed lakes, and take part in the local party scene. But each mysteriously disappeared. And unfortunately, what should have been a normal rite of passage became a bloodbath of terror for these three innocent young women.




ONE
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Adam Nash


It’s Monday morning and still dark outside when I slip from bed and creep away from my sleeping wife to hide in the attic and watch, for the umpteenth time, my favorite episode of Unsolved Murders.


Lucas Yates, “the Hatchet Killer.” Three bloody murders, all in one summer. The year was 2014, and back then the story was a blip on my radar, news lost amid bigger headlines: ISIS, Robin Williams’s suicide, the Ebola outbreak . . . a dreary year in the news, but I paid little attention to any of it. At twenty-two, I lived a self-absorbed life thousands of miles away in Chicago, on break from my college classes, partying, and hanging with Miranda, my then girlfriend, now wife. What did Lucas Yates and the women he murdered in Joy, Montana, have to do with me?


Nothing. Until the story became an episode on Unsolved Murders.


I’m into true crime shows like some guys are into sports or online porn. A remnant of my childhood when I was weaned on syndicated episodes of America’s Most Wanted, seated on the sofa next to Mother while ash dwindled on cigarette after cigarette, her eyeballs bulging and lower lip gnawed raw as she ferreted clues from the show, and then squawked, “Adam!” (She named me after the original host’s son—Adam Walsh.) “Get me that phone and punch in 1-800-CrimeTV. I need to tell those idiots a thing or two about investigating crime.”


Her claim to her authority resulted from the day she called in a tip that led to the capture of Wayne Cox, wanted for the murder of two store clerks in Skokie. She’d recognized his profile in line at the local Gas Mart—“I’d know that birthmark anywhere”—and when he left, she’d followed him to the parking lot of a cheap motel down the street and called the cops. Turns out, she was right. He was holed up there, hidden in plain sight.


The story exploded in the news: Local Woman Helps Bring Killer to Justice. Reporters came to the house to interview Mother. I warm at the memory of the frenzy of activity, photos, and questions, and the man from the local news channel with a mic in his hand. We recorded the news that night on our VCR, and in the days that followed, I replayed the tape over and over, rewatching the part where Mama mentioned me on camera. “My little armchair detective,” she called me, like we were a team, like I’d helped somehow, and I was hooked. Obsessed, more like it. Mother never had much gumption, not enough to abuse me, nor enough to neglect me; we simply existed together, two bumps on the sofa, until that single moment when she’d coupled us in that public glory, sparking our relationship, the flame growing until a burning desire to please her raged inside me. Anything to recapture that fleeting gleam of pride in her eye. It’s the reason I became a cop. And the reason I eventually left the force, but that’s another story. Not a happy one, either. But in the end, when the cancer had about eaten up both of my mother’s lungs, I spent as much time as I could with her, watching another one of our favorite shows, Unsolved Murders.


“The Hatchet Killer” was the final episode we saw together. I’ll never forget what she said that evening as she coughed and wheezed, every breath an effort: “Oh, Adam, what I wouldn’t give for us to be the ones to find that damn killer.”


She died the next day. Since then, I’ve spent my free time collecting information on the case. Just like this most current news article I found on a late-night internet dive into the life of Lucas Yates. A tabloid piece about his wife, Kerry, written to generate clicks as it ruins lives. Trash reporting, and I feel slimy reading it, let alone printing it so I can reread it later, but finding Lucas Yates was Mama’s dying wish. And now it’s part of my new job.


Weird News Online


Your Source for Strange Stories


Wife of Notorious Serial Killer Left Holding the Bag


Accused Montana serial killer Lucas Yates is suspected of murdering at least three women during the summer of 2014, dismantling their corpses with a hatchet, and spreading their body parts across the Kootenai Forest. But before he was dubbed the Hatchet Killer, he was thought to be just a normal hard-working husband and father, married to Kerry Yates, a young waitress in Joy, Montana. Although Kerry claims she had no idea of her husband’s penchant for murder, the severed finger of his third victim was found inside a shopping bag in the back seat of her vehicle. With Lucas long-gone, Mrs. Yates was left holding the bag with this damning evidence, yet she still maintained her ignorance and her husband’s innocence. The court of law, however, sentenced her to six years for felony Accessory After the Fact. In a cruel twist of fate, Mrs. Yates is currently serving prison time, while her notorious husband has disappeared. He sure gave his wife “the finger” . . . in more ways than one.


Six years in Montana Woman’s Prison (MWP), four years served, and now for two years she’ll be on parole.


And I’m to be her parole officer.


I fold the paper, cram it into my pocket, and feel a pulse of anticipation. The thought of meeting Kerry gives me a rush like I haven’t felt for years. Something intensely cerebral yet primal. I can’t wait to get inside her head, pick apart her brain, see what makes her tick. How could you not know your husband was a monster, Kerry? Did you watch as he hacked away at their bodies? Did you help?




Unsolved Murders: “The Hatchet Killer”


Transcript of the original episode, four years ago


Interview with Kerry Grey’s former classmate: Kerry was always different, even back in grade school. I remember one time she came to school with a brown paper bag, and inside it was a skull of some sort of animal. She was proud of killing it with her own hands. Said she’d shot it with a rifle or shotgun or something. She was big into hunting and fishing, all that stuff. I think they lived in the mountains somewhere, preppers maybe. You know the type? She didn’t really fit in with the other kids at school, but I don’t think she cared. She was a loner.




TWO
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Kerry Grey


Coffee is still warm in the pot, so I pour two mugs, in case Pops wants another, and meet him outside by the creek. His shirt is off, and it’s the first time I notice just how much his bulky frame has diminished these past four years. He’s leaner, more angular. Still, at seventy, his arms move with sinewy precision as he hurls the blade into the wood . . . thwack, thud, thwack, thud . . . He sees me, stops, and flings the blade at the stump, burying the wedge to the haft.


“Thank you.” He reaches for the mug. “Just what I need. Got about a half cord of wood that needs splitting and bundling this morning.”


I nod and my gaze follows Boone, our dog, as he wanders over the gentle slope of our land, past Joey’s treehouse and the small barn for Pop’s woodworking, through a clump of blossoming fruit trees, and to the chicken house where he sniffs the perimeter. Beyond our land, the trees of the Kootenai line up like thousands of dark arrows piercing the sky. The quietness here is deafening. I rub my shoulders, roll my neck, and breathe in thin, pine-scented air, willing my nerves to calm. That spark of light I saw last night—


“Kerry?”


I blink. “Yeah?”


“I was asking how you slept.”


“Okay, I guess.” I look away again, shrug.


“I’m glad you’re home.” His voice is gentle. Quiet. The little girl in me wants to be engulfed in his arms, warm and safe. Instead, I say, “I’m only staying until I’m off parole. You know that, right? Everyone knows me here. It’s that damn show, everyone’s seen it. It’s too hard on Joey to have people talking about us all the time. I’m going to save some money and take him somewhere and start over again.”


“Forget about that show. Forget about other people. You know the truth. That’s all that matters.”


“Yeah, but Joey.”


“What about him?”


“His dad’s a deranged serial killer. All his friends know it, and everyone believes it except him. How many times has he said that his dad’s no killer? A lot, just since I’ve been home. Bet that’s what he says all the time. He does, doesn’t he? He can’t accept that his father killed those women.”


“I’ve heard it. School counselor says that he knows it’s the truth, but he’s not ready to admit it yet. She says not to push him.”


“School counselor?”


“Yeah. He sees her once a week.”


“Once a week? I didn’t know that.”


“Because I haven’t told you yet. It’s a new thing. Look, you just got back. Don’t try to take on everything right away.”


A faint chuff-chuff-chuff of helicopter blades beats the air, and Pops shields his eyes, squinting into the sky. “Lost hiker. Heard about it this morning on the radio.” He sips his coffee and we both stare at the woods quietly, looking anywhere except at one another. How did we get this way, Pops and me? Talking seemed easier before, behind plexiglass.


“I saw a light at the edge of the woods last night,” I finally say.


“Light?” He turns to me.


“Something small, glowing. Just for a second, then it was gone.”


“A trick of moonlight glinting off animal’s eyes likely. You’ve been locked up so long you forgot what night’s like on the mountain.”


“Maybe.” I suck in a ragged breath. There’s a cliff of fear I dangle over every time there is a news story about a woman gone missing, or a runaway girl. “They say he’s still out there. Some folks think they’ve spotted him. Others say it’s his ghost haunting the woods. And there’s this club in town—”


“Don’t pay attention to none of that. Stories, that’s all those are. It’s been over four years. Even if Lucas is still alive, he’s not coming back. Don’t you worry, honey.”


“Yeah, but if he does?”


His jaw tightens. “He’s not coming back. I know this isn’t easy, what with parole and being back here in Joy, all of this with Joey, but you got to stay positive. Look at the good things: you’re home, you got your son . . .”


“And you.”


“And me.” He smiles, and his smile pulls me back from that cliff. “Don’t get tripped up by your past. Thank the good Lord for what you have and look at this like the first day of the rest of your life. Okay?”


I mull that over. “The first day of the rest of my life.”


“That’s right. And you can start by getting Joey off to school.” He sets his coffee mug aside and picks up the splitter again. The conversation is over.


I toss the rest of my coffee into the weeds and take one final glance at the surrounding woods. I can’t shake the feeling that Lucas is still out there, lurking somewhere in the darkness of the Kootenai, watching me.


* * *


The ride to school was quiet. I tried, but Joey responded to my questions with barely more than a grunt, then asked to be dropped a block from the school. Now, as I push my way through the hall, I’m surrounded by students shouting, laughing, swearing even, intercoms buzzing, chairs scraping, lockers clinking, all cloaked in the smell of sweat, disinfectant, and bubblegum lip gloss. Suddenly, I’m seven again, back in Mrs. Sills’s second-grade room. It’s show and tell time, and I’m cross-legged on a colorful rug with a crumpled paper bag in front of me as I patiently wait my turn. I’m small and knobby with brown tangled hair and eyes too big for my face, and I always smell of woodsmoke and wind and stand out in my feedstore jeans and flannel shirts, but today I have something special to show. Something that will make the other kids like me better.


Finally, Mrs. Sills points to me, and I yank it from the bag, flashing it around the circle of scrunched faces: a skull with antlers. A small buck and my first shotgun kill.


All smiles, I ask, “Isn’t he a beauty? Killed ’im myself. Pops helped me skin and boil the head.”


One girl’s eyes, rounded with terror, flit between me and my prized trophy as she points and shrieks, “Killer Kerry.”


Soon the others join in until the whole room fills with chanting: Killer Kerry, Killer Kerry.


My new nickname.


It stuck and came back to haunt me years later over what others figured to be a much smaller souvenir—a finger. Still haunts me today: both the name and the finger.


A shiver threatens. Some claim that I’ve lived up to my childhood nickname. Even now, as kids look my way, bending their heads and whispering, I’m afraid I’ll hear that name. I don’t, but what I do hear are words like mother and prison and murder. They float through the air and hover like a dark cloud.


Updating Joey’s emergency contact information seemed like a simple task, but I underestimated Joy’s small-town mentality. Even some of the mothers slouch in the shadows of the hallway, lolling like dogs, their thumbs flying over their phones as they too shoot dark glances my way. Their texts I imagine to be far more cutting than any words I hear from the kids: OMG Killer Kerry’s back! WTF is she wearing? and Her poor son! The lead mom, the head of the pack, stands with her back against a locker, her eyes shredding me: my institution-cut hair, my supermarket clothes, my hardened face, and I’m reminded of my first time walking the prison yard, new and vulnerable, fresh meat . . . Careful, Kerry, turn your back and she’ll shank you. Or worse.


I lower my gaze and keep moving.


Inside the school office, the secretary stands guard behind the counter. She’s a round woman with puffy eyelids and a double chin. I tell her my name, and she flinches, her dark mauve lips popping into an “O” as she expels a squeaky gasp. I explain that I need to update Joey’s emergency contact information. She passes me the obligatory forms and, without a word, turns and disappears through the door marked Administration.


I finish the forms as the secretary emerges with a middleaged woman dressed in a navy-blue pant suit. “Mrs. Yates,” the woman says. “I’m Principal Dietrich. Thank you for coming in. There are a few things we should discuss.” With wet lips and shiny teeth, she explains school policy regarding parents with conviction records, more specifically felons convicted of violent crimes, and how I will not be allowed to volunteer in the school. No field trips, no classroom parties. She goes on and on as I peek at the watch dangling from the chain around her neck: 8:45.


I’m going to be late for my parole meeting with—


“Do you have any questions regarding this policy, Mrs. Yates?”


I look up. Her eyes glower with hate or fear, I’m not sure which. What does she see when she looks at me? A crazed killer?


I hand over the forms and leave without a word.


If there had been any doubts, they are gone now: there will be no second chances for me in this town. No matter. I only need to hold out twenty-four months, then I’ll be done with parole and completely free to take Joey and leave this town behind forever. I only have one unknown now, a fear that could dredge up my past and threaten my freedom again: Lucas.




Unsolved Murders: “The Hatchet Killer”


Transcript of the original episode, four years ago


Interview with Jack Foley, Lewis County Sheriff: The call came into dispatch at around 7:30 a.m. Early morning hikers discovered a severed leg positioned against trail marker #433 leading to Cling Back Mountain in western Lewis County. We contacted forest service personnel and met the caller at the trailhead. The leg was fully clothed and booted, severed at the hip. When I saw the way the victim’s leg was staged—propped up like a mannequin leg—I knew we were looking at something more than a bear or mountain lion attack. We secured the scene and brought in a forensics crew. Later the medical examiner identified the victim as Samantha Brodie. The medical examiner’s report showed that her leg had been dismembered with a hatchet. I sent search and recovery units into the area, and by noon the next day, we had recovered five more body parts. The killer was using my forest as his damn chopping block. Then came the kicker. The recovered parts didn’t just belong to Ms. Brodie, but to three different women. We were looking at something evil. “A human butcher.”




THREE
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Adam Nash


I wait with my newly purchased cowboy boots firmly planted in the middle of a five-by-five worn patch of linoleum inside the door of the town’s Justice Center, a two-story brick building at the end of Main Street. I was supposed to meet the sheriff in the entryway, but he’s late getting here, or maybe I got the time wrong. I turn, bend down, and peer through the window by the door, my eyeballs shifting back and forth, surveying Joy’s short and somewhat dusty main drag: a row of squatty brick buildings with various colored wood fronts, a café where Kerry used to work, a weedy green space with a red caboose, and at the very end of the street The Gold Bar, the last place Lucas Yates was seen before he disappeared.


I’ve stepped right into “The Hatchet Killer” episode, and Mama’s voice booms in the back of my brain: Get that damn killer, boy.


I shake my head to keep my mother’s voice away and shuffle toward the community bulletin board, immersing myself in the posted announcements: garage sales, the annual Tobacco Valley Arts Festival—Miranda, might like that—a Fourth of July Rodeo, and a notice for the weekly meeting of The Hatchet Club, dedicated to finding and bringing Lucas Yates to justice.


The door swings open, and a man steps inside sporting Wranglers, a khaki sheriff’s shirt, and gator boots with gold tipped toes. We’d never met, I’d interviewed over the phone, but before me stood Sheriff Jack Foley, dressed nearly as he had been in “The Hatchet Killer.” The thrill of a full immersion swallows me as if I’ve been dropped directly into the Unsolved Murders episode from four years ago.


He holds out his hand and smiles, narrow eyes folding into the creases of his weathered face. “Adam?”


I extend my hand. “Sheriff Foley. Good to meet you in person.” He’s thinner than he looked on the show. I suck in my gut as if the camera lens is on me now as well.


“I’m late,” he says. “Sorry. But we’ve got a hiker went missing on the PNT yesterday. Search and rescue’s been working through the night. Only got a few winks myself.”


I’m about to ask what PNT is, but he goes on, “Glad you’re here. The last PO. left a full case load. Couldn’t get any applicants for a while, so a bit of a backlog, too. Joy isn’t exactly a town most want to apply to. And then there’s the other thing we discussed.”


He glances quickly at me as if waiting for me to admit I’ve made a mistake. I smile back. He continues, “Anyway, we’ve shuffled some of the offenders down to Libby, but now that you’re here, we can get things back to normal.” His gaze shifts to the bulletin board. He curses and rips down the Hatchet Club flyer. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”


On the way up, he explains how the building was originally built in 1898 as a hotel, then served as a school for the deaf and blind. “After that,” he says, “it sat empty for years until the village voted to revamp it as a community building. What do you think of the area so far? God’s country, ain’t it? You been down to The Gold Bar yet? Best damn steaks in town.” He looks over his shoulder. “Not a vegetarian, are you?”


“No.”


“Good. Fish?”


“Yeah. I like fish.”


“No. Do you fish?”


“Haven’t had much of a chance, but—”


“That’s too bad. Well, here we are.” He points to a door with an open transom and Sheriff etched in gold letters on its frosted window. “We’re a satellite office,” Foley explains, motioning for me to enter first. “So, we’re fairly small, just a dispatcher and two officers . . . oh hey, Amber.”


A thin woman, dressed in jeans and a tank top, sits in front of a large monitor behind the counter, silver and turquoise rings clicking as she types. She looks up, removes her headset, and stands. “Hey, Sheriff. Been crazy for a Monday morning so far. That missing hiker has stirred up the wackos. There’s been one call after another coming in since I got here.”


“Hatchet Club people.” He tosses the crumpled paper onto the counter and looks at me. “That Unsolved Murders episode about Lucas Yates put our little town on the map. I heard now that the victims’ families are offering a reward for Yates. A hundred grand.”


The woman shakes her head. “Great. We’ll have every true crime nutcase in the nation here.”


The heat of exposure crawls up my neck, and I cover it with a small cough and quizzical turn of my head toward the dispatcher.


Foley blinks. “Oh, excuse me. This is Ms. Miller, our front desk and dispatcher. Adam Nash, the new PO.”


She leans over the counter, blue-inked eagle wings quivering across her cleavage as she shakes my hand. “Amber, not Ms. Miller. Welcome.”


I force my gaze off the eagle and upward, stammering a hello. She narrows her eyes.


Foley chuckles and claps me on the back. “Come on, Nash. I’ll show you the rest of the place.”


We turn down the hall, and I get a quick peek inside his office: a big desk, an oak bookcase, amazing view of the Whitefish Range, then to the next office with two desks flanking a file cabinet, a small bookcase, and a dirty window over an old steam heat radiator.


“McCulley and Bird’s office,” he says. “They’re down the hall now. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”


On the way he points to another door. “The loo. Just one stool, so be sure to knock.”


The next door is open, a couple guys leaning over a long table. Foley introduces us. Bird looks like his name, lithe and dark, two beady eyes perched on top of chiseled cheekbones. McCulley is his anthesis. A big ole’-teddy-bear type: heavy-set, waves of brown hair, and big round eyes. They’re looking at a map of the county, double-checking their grid strategy for the missing hiker search. Foley tosses out a quick introduction, exchanges a few words with them, and then we head back out to the hall.


I notice that we’re almost out of hallway. “Where’s my office?”


Foley rubs his chin. “Well, there’s a bit of a space crunch around here, as you can see, so we’ve put your office downstairs for now. This way.”


We go a few more steps and then take an abrupt right, which puts us on a landing to a very narrow staircase. He pulls a chain on a naked bulb, and we venture down two flights. My nose twitches from the smell of wet brick and mildew, and then finally we hit the last step. Foley pulls on another bulb, and I duck my head as we cross under a large wood beam and into a concrete block basement. Meager light floods in from a narrow band of windows running along the ceiling line. First thing I see is a large holding cell in the corner. It’s empty.


Foley points to a heavy steel door. “Fire exit. It goes out to the alley. It’d be best if parolees could come through that door.”


We cross to an area partitioned with portable cubicle walls arranged to make a large rectangle. Inside is a metal file cabinet and a matching dented desk paired with a swivel chair. “And here you are,” he says.


I’m speechless.


“Just temporary, remember. But if things work out, we might be able to get the council to spring for some more space. Hear the Public Works folks have an extra office they’re not using.”


I shrug out of my jacket, toss it over the back of what must be my chair since it is the only one, and check out the mugshots pinned to the cubicle wall. “What’s all this? My caseload?”


“No. Current parolees are in the file cabinet. Took the liberty of decorating for you. These are some of the county’s finest.” He laughs. “Reoffenders. Each and every one of these people screwed up and found themselves back in prison. Thought you could use them as an example, you know, like a deterrent for the new parolees coming in.”


As if a few photos would deter criminals. I recall my time serving Chicago’s 19 th District and the addicts and prostitutes I’d arrested over and over. These people need jobs, housing, support. “I’m hoping to lower the recidivism rate.”


“That’s what the last P.O. said. He didn’t last long.” He sighed and rolled back on his heels. “You’re seeing the Yates woman this morning, right? Sent you the file.”


“That’s right, but it’s Grey now. She’s gone back to her maiden name.”


He shrugs. “A different name doesn’t change anything. I give her a month, and she’ll be heading back. She shouldn’t have been released in the first place.”


I avoid shaking my head. “Sounds like you don’t believe people can change.”


“Maybe other people. But this Yates woman? No one can be married to a sicko like Lucas Yates and not be messed up. She’s gonna need more than we can give her.”


“True, but I’m hoping I can help her find the support she needs, she’s got a kid and—”


“Sure, I get it. I admire your attitude, but . . .” he reaches into his back pocket and takes out a folded sheet of paper, “just in case it doesn’t work out, here you go.”


I unfold the paper and stare down at Kerry Grey’s mugshot, my gut twisting with a strange brew of excitement and anxiety as Mama’s voice fills my head: Get that damn killer, boy.


And then the scream.


Desperately shrill, it cuts through me and ignites an adrenaline surge that propels me up the back steps. Foley is on my heels. By the time we get to the first floor and to the lobby, the scream has faded to small intermittent gasps.


It’s Amber, her features frozen between perplexity and horror as she stares at a large open box on her desk. McCulley and Bird are next to her. A wet penny smell coats the back of my throat. My stomach lurches.


“What’s going on?” Foley asks.


No one answers, so we cross the room to look for ourselves.


I gag, cupping my hand over my mouth and nose.


“It’s a leg,” McCulley answers. Blood-soaked and smothered in plastic wrap, tied off like a pork loin from the butcher.


For a second, I’m dazed, my brain processing the grotesqueness, the echoed words from that episode of Unsolved Murders crystal clear in my mind: The leg was fully clothed and booted, severed at the hip. Heart thumping, I hunch closer, and try to tease out its secrets: Young? Old? Female? Chopped or sawed? The Hatchet Killer’s work or copycat? My skin tingles.


Foley finally speaks, “Leg, my ass.”


Amber stares at her boss, eyes wide. “It’s not a leg?”


“Not the type you think. Get me gloves and an evidence bag.” He pulls a pen from his shirt pocket and taps the leg like a drum. Rat-a-tat-tat. Amber takes a breath and rushes off on her chore.


I straighten. “Mannequin.”


“Uh-huh.”


I look again. “The blood?”


“Animal probably,” McCulley says. Bird nods in agreement. Amber reappears with the requested items. Foley snaps on gloves and reaches into the box, pulling out a folded sheet of paper. He holds it up. Five words: He is still out there.


Foley’s gaze slides to Amber. “Where’d this package come from?”


“Building maintenance just brought it up. Said it was left downstairs by the front door. It’s labeled for our department.”


“I can see that.” He bags the note, his jaw twitching. “Un-frickin’-believable. Like I don’t know he’s still out there.”


He turns to McCulley. “Process this stuff. See if there are any prints.” Then to me. “Kerry Yates’s release is stirring things up around here. I want you to figure out what that woman knows about her husband, understood? I intend to find Lucas and then I’m going to see them both back in prison.”


I swallow back the sour spit pooled inside my cheeks and nod, my gaze slowly moving to the wall clock as its blurry hands tick off another minute: 8:45. Kerry will be here soon. And after all this time, I’m finally going to meet the killer’s wife.


I’m getting closer, Mama.




Unsolved Murders: “The Hatchet Killer”


Transcript of the original episode, four years ago


Interview with Leeza Dixon, former District Attorney, retired: Mrs. Yates was pulled over on suspicion of DUI. The officers saw an open container of alcohol in her vehicle, providing probable cause for a lawful search in which they discovered the severed finger inside a shopping bag on the floorboard of the back seat. The appendage was later matched to what would be determined as the third victim, Abby Marshal. No prints were found on the shopping bag, and there was nothing else to tie Mrs. Yates to the crimes. She maintained her innocence right up to the sentencing, where she received six years for Accessory Felon After the Fact. Do I think she helped kill those women? Why, yes, I do. I only wish we could have proved it.




FOUR


[image: image1]


Adam Nash


She looks nothing like her mugshot, or the actress who portrayed her on Unsolved Murders. She’s small, maybe a little over five feet with good enough features and an intense gaze. That’s what’s missing in the mugshot. An intensity to her eyes despite imprisonment, or maybe because of it.


“Kerry Grey?” All the right inflection in my voice, as if I don’t know who she is, haven’t been researching her for weeks and wondering about her for the last two years.


She nods and gives me a look that says she already thinks I’m a jerk and settles onto the torn orange vinyl cushion of a chair that I’d pulled out of a storage. She doesn’t seem to notice the room, if you can even call it that, more like a dank alcove in a musty dungeon. After four years in a prison cell, guess it looks okay to her.


I introduce myself and we begin powering through the mandatory paperwork. I explain a few of the rules, finishing with an explanation about surprise home visits and required drug testing.


“I don’t do drugs.”


“Good. All your tests will come back negative then.” I write a note and pass it to her. “The clinic is down the street. They’ll be expecting you.”


We talk about employment, and she says she’s okay for a little while, she lives with her grandfather and he provides the basics, food and stuff, for both her and her son, Joey. Her voice softens a bit when she says her son’s name. I’ve found her vulnerability.


“How’s it for you at home?” I lean in closer, yearning for the personal details to satisfy my real needs. A mistake. She leans back.


“Home’s fine.” Lips tight.


I swallow back my anticipation, go on as if each question is innocent, each answer satisfying. “You live with your grandfather. Callan is his name, right?”


“Yes.”


“And your son, Joey? Where’s your mother?”


“She’s not in the picture. Hasn’t been for years.”


I nod. I knew this, but I make a note anyway, my eyes on the paper now, casual, disinterested. “Do you have friends? A church family maybe?”


“Pops is a regular churchgoer. Not me so much.”


I fiddle with my pen. “You’ve been gone a while. It can’t be easy to adjust to the outside world. Things change, people change.”


“My son’s changed. He’s ten now.” A crack in her veneer—again about her son—as she looks at her hands. “I’ve missed four years of his life.”


“There’s still a lot of time with him. He’s young. And he’ll be looking to you as a role model.” I use her son as a lever, hoping for a wider opening.
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