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SEPTEMBER 28, 1984

NORWICH, CONNECTICUT





She didn’t feel quite right about the red dress; it wasn’t a red dress kind of day. The blue one was nice. She’d tried on the blue one twice already, but the more she thought about it, the more she knew it had to be green. Yes, green would be best for today.

“Green,” she said, satisfied, laying it out neatly on the bed. She put nylons, panties, and jewelry next to it and went downstairs in her slip to vacuum the living room for the third time this morning.

By nine she was at the kitchen table, stirring a cup of tea that she had no intention of drinking. She got up twice—once to search for cigarettes, then forgot what she was looking for and came back empty-handed; once to answer the doorbell, but as usual there was no one there.

She chewed the skin on her knuckles, studying the refrigerator, conscious of the passing time. The rubber seals on the sides of the doors were dappled with mold, a job for Mr. Clean or Clorox or Natural Citrus, she could never remember which.

Her nerves were shot, she thought, laughing out loud. “Silly, silly me.” She pinched her wrist until it hurt, glanced up at the second hand sweeping the yellow sunburst wall clock. “One,” she said out loud, and then “two,” but by “eight” she couldn’t get the words out anymore, and the first tear of the day plunked into her tea.

She stared at the murky ripples in the cup, looking for a sign. Why couldn’t she feel anything? Why couldn’t she remember anything? What was she missing that the rest of the world seemed to have?

She breathed in the warmth rising from the cup, the sweet cinnamon and sassafras collecting around her nostrils, and formed a crooked smile. She would like to have had people think of her as eccentric—eccentric was fashionable these days—but in truth she had a screw loose. That was the problem and everyone knew it.

The ripples in the tea went still; she watched her reflection transforming into a gingerbread girl, silver candied beads thumb-pressed into a tiara. She smiled at the memory of rolling dough with her grandmother, but only for a second. There was a shadow behind the woman, and it portended bad things.

The image of the gingerbread girl began to soak up the tea and then an arm broke away, a leg, and at last the head sank into the murky liquid and the girl with the tiara was no more.

The noon bell tolled from Our Lady of Joy on Madison Street. Her eyes snapped up to the clock, then to the telephone on the wall, then to the grocery list on the refrigerator. She had been thinking about the refrigerator off and on all morning, but she didn’t know why.

She took a deep breath. Where had the morning gone? she wondered. It seemed as if there was never enough time to get anything done.

“Groceries and green,” she said evenly, “groceries and green.” That’s why she’d picked the green dress for today. It was to remind her of something, but what?

Maybe John knew? John knew everything. She wanted to call John, but they would only tell her he was at work. That’s what they always told her. Work, work, work, couldn’t they understand that she needed to talk to him?

She shivered. The house suddenly felt cold.

She looked at the telephone again, then the door to the living room. Maybe she should turn on the television and check the weather. Maybe she would need a raincoat when she went out. “No, no, silly girl. It’s not supposed to rain all week. You’re just trying to think of excuses not to go upstairs.”

She put a hand on her chest, took a deep breath, and slid her fingers beneath the silk slip. She closed her eyes and massaged her breast, thumb exciting the nipple until it was hard, tears running down both cheeks now, and slowly she stood. With her hand still on her breast, she started for the stairs.

The mask was in a bottom drawer under a yellow sweat suit she had bought at Neiman Marcus. What she planned to do with a sweat suit, she had no idea. She’d never worn anything but knee-length dresses all her life. That was about the only thing she was allowed to wear as a child. That was all she cared to wear as an adult.

Besides, she was the same weight now that she had been in high school. Sweatpants were for women who either were trying to lose weight or had accepted the fact that they weren’t going to. That’s what her neighbor Celia was always saying.

That’s why she’d never put on the yellow sweatpants.

Celia? Why did she just think of Celia? Why did Celia make her think about the grocery list?

It was Friday. They needed everything—milk, eggs, bread—even though she had just been to the store on Tuesday. Why in God’s name hadn’t she remembered to get them on Tuesday? It must have been one of those senior moments, like Celia was always joking about.

She closed her eyes and pursed her lips. “Concentrate, concentrate,” she told herself. “John says you never concentrate enough. That’s why you never get anything done.”

A moment later she sighed, pushed Celia from her thoughts, and looked down at the mask, not unlike the way a junkie looks at a tourniquet: wanting it, repulsed by it, repulsed by herself. She lifted her hair and pinned it behind her ears. Then she picked up the mask and held it in both hands, thumbs kneading the rubber collar, tracing the molded cast of the rubber face piece.

It was Soviet made and as obsolete as its designers, but then almost everything John handled was obsolete, from dated survival gear to archaic uniforms, things that could be qualified for sale only as novelties. In fact the only thing he handled that was new were the medical kits he took to restock nursing homes.

The mask had a frightening quality, she thought. She remembered the first time she had seen the boxes in the basement. The cartons were labeled Red Army-SchM-1 M38—1941. Someone had written HELMET across the box in Magic Marker. It wasn’t a helmet, of course, more of a hood, and the face was made to look like that of a giant insect or one of the aliens you see in vintage comic books. It was black and smooth, with a broad forehead and a triangular chin. Its eyes were round glass panes, and over its mouth there was a respirator hose attached, which was supposed to match up to a filter canister, but canisters would be in other boxes that weren’t in the house and you didn’t need one anyhow unless you were trying not to breathe contaminated air.

She couldn’t explain why she had to put it on, but she knew the moment she saw it that she had to. That was almost a year ago. By now she had gotten very good at it.

She tilted her chin and slipped the hood over her head, pressed the face piece against her cheeks, and sucked the air out of the mask until it was snug.

She grasped the footlong hose that protruded from the mouthpiece, took a deep breath, and heard the rushing of air through the intake hose. Then she cupped off the open end of the hose with her hand and felt the stifling discomfort of a vacuum. This was a world where you couldn’t bring your little problems, your little idiosyncrasies. This was a place of the present, of focus, where you thought about yourself and nothing else. This was the amateur walking the high wire.

Things looked different when the senses were ratcheted up to the nth degree; the world looked unfamiliar through the lenses of the round glass eye portals. She was on the other side of the continuum, anonymous and looking back in. She was no longer naughty Mary Dentin.

She put her hand on her face, caressing the slick black rubber. Her husband handled the masks all the time, but John would never have appreciated the beauty, would never have considered putting one on. Poor dismal John in his world of gray. He saw no good, no bad; no happy, no sad. She knew she was to blame. She knew that she weighed heavily on his mind. John, who worked three menial jobs to support her and all the while she was forgetting or burning his dinner, spending like she was out of control, having no interest in his hands, his lips, unable to respond to his slightest attempts at affection. She knew all that.

She knew too that he loved her, even though he understood there was no love inside of her to give back. It wasn’t that she didn’t love him in particular. She had no love for anyone. She was devoid of the feeling and there was nothing he could do, no matter how hard he tried, to make her happy. They had come to terms with that long ago.

He would be horrified to look at her now. He knew that she had secrets. He knew there were nights she walked the streets alone, was not at the movies with friends.

He knew she drank and she did, but only to anesthetize her racing mind. She used the mask when she was home alone, because when she put it on, she wasn’t responsible anymore. She wasn’t the disgraceful wife and mother. She wasn’t a bad girl anymore.

She pushed off the straps of her slip and let it fall to the floor. She took a terry-cloth belt from one of John’s old bathrobes and walked mechanically to the bathroom, where she closed the door and pulled the old wicker clothes hamper to the middle of the floor and stepped on it.

One end of the belt had been fashioned into a noose, and this she slipped over her head, pulling it snug around the collar of the gas mask. The other end was knotted around a large S hook she’d bought at a Home Depot. She slipped the S hook through the antique iron ring that held the light fixture, stuffed a small washcloth into the hose, and let her knees bend until the fixture took the weight of her body.

Slowly she picked up her feet and put her hands down, closing her eyes to a faint field of stars, nerve endings prickling. She put her hands on her breasts, then on her stomach, and goose bumps began to rise on her arms and thighs. She felt her head begin to clear, the clutter of her craziness dissipating into the vacuum of space.

She groaned at the pleasure, put a foot on the hamper, and pushed to take the weight off the noose. She found the slightest bit of oxygen in the air she sucked through the plugged hose, prolonging the experience; then she dropped again, and again, until she was nearing climax. One more minute, one more breath; she arched her foot, toes on the hamper, pushing off one last time, when she heard a loud snap and a leg of the hamper skidded across the bathroom floor and under the space beneath the closed door.

She fell five inches fast and jerked to a stop, arms shooting upward to grab the light fixture, legs kicking frantically to find the hamper again. She couldn’t die like this, she couldn’t be here; she couldn’t let them see how pathetic she was. She swiped up at the hook above her head, breaking lightbulbs. Glass rained down over her.

She began to get dizzy, the glass eye windows fogged, she thrashed about some more, then her arms fell to her sides, muscles contracting, spasms contorting her back. Her fingers were clenched into fists, legs swinging over the broken hamper, feet trying to catch the edge, and then suddenly she managed to touch a corner of the hamper with a big toe.

The doorbell rang.

She hung there as still as possible, arms at her side, one leg out in space, the other supported by her big toe on the hamper now leaning precariously to one side.

The doorbell rang again.

Celia?

She put pressure on the toe, managing to rise gently a quarter of an inch. The old wicker groaned under her weight. It was enough to relieve the pressure on her neck, but she was panicking and there was little oxygen to be had through the plugged tube. She tried to calm herself, to hold off as long as she dared without breathing, then put pressure on the toe again to rise and catch another breath, letting herself down again.

Someone was knocking now, knocking persistently on the door, and no one but Celia ever came to her door anymore. What had she forgotten this time? Was she supposed to do something for Celia?

Suddenly she thought of the grocery list on the refrigerator. Was she supposed to go to the store with Celia to buy something?

The doorbell quieted. The knocking stopped. Whoever it was had given up. Green and Greg’s mom and groceries….

She raised herself an inch on her toe and took a careful breath.

How many more could she get before the hamper broke?

 

It was Friday and the end of a week of school. The first hint of orange tinged the leaves around the old brick schoolhouse. The sun was low on the horizon, casting long shadows of the maple trees onto the city streets. He ran his hand along the iron picket fence that went around the playground, kicked a tennis ball lost by a dog, and jumped over a fire hydrant. Horns persisted on distant Fremont, where people rushed home from work to the suburbs.

His father would be at work until midnight at his second job, stocking nursing homes with medical supplies. He was never at home to take him anywhere. They had never played ball together or gone to a game. The family had never taken a vacation together. It seemed there were always bills to be paid, groceries to buy. He couldn’t understand why the other boys’ fathers were able to do things his father couldn’t.

He stopped in his tracks.

The newspaper was still rolled and stuck in the door. The old blue Nova was still parked at the curb. His mother must not have gone shopping. His heart sank in a long moment of wretched disappointment.

He started for the house again, crossed the street, and tried not to doubt her. The windows looked dark at Greg’s. Greg’s mom’s little white Toyota was not in front of her house either.

Stop it, he told himself. She won’t forget. She wouldn’t forget this time.

He took the steps two at a time. “Home,” he yelled, letting the screen door bang.

He opened the fridge and grabbed a Pepsi, snapped the can, and climbed on the counter, looking in the space above the kitchen cabinets for something to eat.

His mother often bought junk food and hid it from herself. She was forever buying things and forgetting about them. He knew most of her hiding places—candy in the well on top of the kitchen cabinets, new clothes under the basement stairs, shoes under the twin beds in the extra bedroom. She had a way of acting as if there were different people inside of her, all fighting for her attention at the same time, all disagreeing. She’d buy a television for the kitchen and put it in the attic. She’d light cigarettes only to stamp them out. She’d fix a drink and pour it down the sink, open a savings account and close it in the same day. She never wore the same clothes all day long, never returned clothes that didn’t fit, never read the books she purchased or watched the movies she rented. It was as if she were guided by opposing voices.

“Mom?” he yelled, grabbing a handful of Oreos from an open package, guzzling the soda. “I’m going next door to Greg’s.”

He was only kidding, of course. He couldn’t go next door until everything was ready. Until his friends got home from school and changed and picked up their presents and got rides back to Greg’s.

He knew about the surprise birthday party two weeks ago. Greg had heard his mother suggest it to Greg’s mom, Celia, who offered to have it at her house so it would be a surprise.

She would make him clean his room or do homework or something to take up the time.

“Mom?”

No answer.

Maybe she was still over at Celia’s? Maybe she was putting candles on the cake or tying a ribbon on a new bicycle? Maybe she was hiding in the dining room with the blue eighteen-speed, waiting to yell surprise? She had a hard time keeping things to herself. Sometimes she would give Christmas presents to people at Thanksgiving.

It wasn’t really his birthday, not until tomorrow, but Greg was going to Six Flags with his parents in the morning, so it was the only time he could be there, and Greg was his very best friend.

He knew he’d be getting the blue bike he saw in the window of City Cycles, because his mother felt so bad about last year. She promised she would never forget one of his birthdays again. She’d go overboard on Nintendo cartridges and other things too, as she was prone to do. Never able to make up her mind, she ended up buying everything she looked at rather than selecting one thing.

He looked in the laundry room, walked into the living room, then back through the dining room into the kitchen.

“Mom?” He looked up the stairs.

He grabbed the handrail. “Mom?” he said a little less loudly, a little less enthusiastically.

He took the steps two at a time, walked the hall toward the bedrooms. Her door was open and a green dress was laid out on the bed. He saw nylons and jewelry lying next to it. Her purse was hanging on the doorknob, an envelope with one of his father’s paychecks sticking out of it. She should have gone to the bank to deposit the checks before she went shopping.

He checked the other bedrooms, all empty, looked down the hall, and saw the bathroom door was closed. He walked toward it, frowned as he bent over to pick up a piece of broken white cane protruding from under it.

“Mom?” He opened the door slowly.

He screamed.

She was hanging from the old light fixture, naked, her face and hair covered by a black rubber mask with glass eyes and a respirator hose for a mouth. There was something stuck in the end of the hose, a rag perhaps or a kerchief.

The clothes hamper was on its side beneath her feet, spilling yesterday’s underwear and towels on the floor. She had a toe on it; he could see her foot arched like a ballerina’s, muscles quivering to hold her weight up.

He stepped into the room and could see her eyes now through the round glass windows. She was looking down at him, eyes wide, wild, intense.

The phone rang.

He heard the wicker groaning beneath her trembling foot as she tried to raise herself up again.

He looked at her eyes for the longest time. Then he backed up and sat on the toilet seat and stared at her.

The telephone rang again. It would be Greg, calling to tell him the bad news. That his mother hadn’t come through, once again.

And for what?

He knew very well what this was, knew from exploring every inch of the house and his mother’s hiding places, her so-called diary that she managed to write in fewer than a dozen times a year. She had done this to herself. This was the meaning of her “other place,” her “dark world, the only place I can feel pleasure without pain.” It was just one more of her fucking peculiarities, the crazy side of her that everyone was always pretending not to see.

This mask, this noose, this thing she was doing to her body was more important than his birthday. This was the kind of shit she woke up thinking about rather than him. He wondered what she was thinking now.

The telephone continued, the doorbell rang, someone knocked, and he ignored it all.

He could still see her eyes from where he was sitting. She was watching him, eyes never blinking, toe trembling on the corner of that hamper. Finally he got up, walked over to the hamper, and kicked it out from under her.

She dropped fast; their eyes locked together as she bounced. He stood there a few feet away, eyes never leaving hers, until he was sure she was dead, until there was no more soul looking back.

He heard knocking at the door, persistent now. He walked to the window and looked out to see Celia. She would have known all along it wouldn’t happen. Just like all the other mothers would have known. There never was going to be a birthday party. There never was going to be an eighteen-speed bicycle. She’d forgotten about him again. Just like the times she forgot to pick him up at school, or when she was supposed to take him to a movie or come to parents’ day or the soccer game or the school play. He had all but stopped saying it. That his mother was going to be somewhere or she was going to do this or that. He couldn’t stand that look on the other kids’ faces.

“You didn’t forget to do this, did you?” he said to his dead mother, his chin trembling. “How in the fuck did you remember to do this?” He wiped angry tears from his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Was this more important than me?”

He went to his room, got his pocketknife, and came back and cut her down. She collapsed in a heap at his feet. He grabbed her under the armpits and dragged her down the hall, where he put her on her bed.

It took thirty minutes to get her into the clothes she had laid out, then he brushed her hair and cleaned the mucus and the smeared lipstick from her face.

He put the noose back around her neck, then took the mask to his room, where he hid it under his mattress.

Back in the bedroom he sat in a corner chair and looked at her until his father got home.

It was nearly midnight.

 

The newspapers called it suicide and no one seriously questioned the fact. Mary Dentin had a screw loose, the neighbors told police. Mary was just like her own crazy mother, who stepped in front of a metro bus one Christmas morning.

Mary’s grandfather was the only next of kin she had, save husband and son, and he looked less than happy to be drawn into a funeral. That didn’t really surprise the boy; his mother was always uncomfortable around the old man and it seemed there was no love lost between them. When he left after the service that day, the boy never saw him again.

His own father was an outsider, even to his mother. He lived with her and he loved her, but he knew less about her than anyone in the world.

Life changed after that. His father quit all three of his jobs. He would sit in his threadbare recliner all day with a newspaper in his lap and a pen in his hand. He had taken up his wife’s erratic habits of smoking Pall Malls and drinking Maker’s Mark bourbon. He filled the borders around the printed articles with random words like ROOM ROAD AUTOMOBILE BREACH GERMANY KOREA COLD. He would write the words in bold print, turning the paper sideways and upside-down, until there was no more room in which to write. Then he would fall asleep in his chair. He would still be there in the morning, staring vacantly at the paper as he bade him good-bye for school.

For weeks it went on. The house remained silent, the lamps sparely lit. The phone never rang; friends never came to visit. It was as if they had all had died together.

One day his father showed up at school, the station wagon packed tight with boxes, and they drove west.
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The big sedan rolled to a stop. Sherry could hear the creak of metal gates being pulled back on their hinges. An electric window lowered and cold March air filled the cab. The driver exchanged words with a policeman, and the window closed again as the car lurched forward, dipping in and out of large washouts in the road.

She rolled against the play of her shoulder harness, her mind on a conversation she had had with Glenn Schiff that morning. Schiff was now the attorney general for the State of Maryland, but Sherry remembered him as a much younger man, a young Justice Department attorney assigned to an organized crime task force out of Philadelphia when she was only twenty-one.

Their meeting had been a watershed moment in Sherry’s life. It was the result of an incident that had begun on a busy Philadelphia street corner, when a man having a fatal heart attack happened to grab Sherry’s hand and pull her to the sidewalk with him. “She went down hard, white cane and all,” pedestrians told police. “Man wouldn’t let go of her hand, it took the ambulance crew to pry his fingers from her.”

Sherry’s version of what happened was little different except that between the time the man died and the time her hand was removed from his, she saw something in her mind’s eye that she couldn’t explain. She saw a man being murdered.

She first told her story to a young homicide detective, John Payne. Payne discovered there was a man missing who fit the description she had given him: a teamster boss who was supposed to testify before a government grand jury—prosecutor Glenn Schiff’s grand jury—about pension fund fraud and the Mob.

United States Attorney Schiff had the blind, would-be psychic brought before him, thinking she was part of some elaborate scheme of the Mafia’s to dupe the government into believing their witness had died.

He grilled Sherry Moore for hours until he was sure that she really had never heard of the man who grabbed her hand or the murdered teamster or any other organized crime figure before the day she recounted her story to Detective Payne. But how could he explain Moore’s paranormal abilities to a jury? Schiff had lost the testimony of his murdered star witness, a murder Sherry could describe in alarming detail, but he sure as hell couldn’t use her in court.

In the end, he decided to strike all reference to her from the official record and settle for a prosecution built around the hard evidence in the case. Sherry wasn’t upset in the least. Sherry, young and unnerved, had had enough excitement.

Or so she thought at the time.

A government stenographer, who recorded the Sherry Moore interrogation by Schiff, later leaked the story about Sherry’s vision to the press, and neither the Philadelphia Police Department’s homicide division nor the United States Attorney’s Office could deny it.

Sherry Moore became an overnight sensation. Everyone was suddenly interested in the blind orphan who lived in the projects of Philadelphia.

That was in 1992, the last time she spoke to Glenn Schiff.

Things had changed considerably for both of them since those days. For Sherry, notoriety brought financial freedom among other things. When she was first able to afford a private education, she decided against a formal academic curriculum in favor of martial arts training. There was a sensei in Philadelphia who was famous for teaching karate to blind children.

As it turned out, the sensei agreed to come to her house twice weekly and give her private lessons, and though initially it was to have been a short-term arrangement, the sensei was so impressed by Sherry’s dedication that the lessons continued for more than a decade. Sherry worked her way through the belts like a virtuoso in the making. Her dream was to transform sound and instinct into vision. She was determined to interpret what was around her. Was the hand coming at her a greeting or a threat? Should she meet it with a kick or a block or simply take it and shake?

Becoming physically sharp wasn’t so much a choice in her mind as a necessity. She could read and listen and learn at her leisure. But to feel and appear confident in a world of darkness, she knew she needed an edge. She needed some kind of training to heighten her remaining four senses. That was what the fighting arts did for her. It was a marriage of mind and body, bringing balance, composure, confidence, and a perceptible inner calm. Sherry credited the martial arts with getting her through the worst emotional days of her life. Until now. Now she was faltering, and badly. And she knew it.

If Sherry had been surprised to hear Glenn Schiff’s voice, she was not in the least surprised by the purpose of his call. A major news story had been unfolding out of western Maryland over the past twenty-four hours. Police in the mountains of Cumberland Valley had been called to the grounds of a defunct meat-processing plant, where someone had discovered three bodies in a refrigeration container. Police wouldn’t confirm the identities of the victims, but reporters were speculating they might be the remains of three women abducted along rural I-70 almost two years before.

The story of the missing women was familiar to anyone who was living in the Northeast at the time. Two of the women were last seen in the office buildings they worked in. One, a caterer and the wife of a Washington County police lieutenant, was delivering hors d’oeuvres to an after-hours meeting of health care executives nearby.

All three buildings were just off a forty-mile stretch of the interstate highway between Hagerstown and Frederick, Maryland.

The kidnappings spanned an eleven-week period between June 10 and August 27, 2005.

Sherry remembered the cases well enough. The cable news anchors had dubbed them the Office Park Kidnappings and they were headlined throughout the remainder of that year. The usual experts came out of the woodwork to talk on TV. There were private detectives and former police chiefs, FBI agents and forensic psychologists. There were the profilers as well, but profilers were getting to be too predictable when it came to suspected serial killers, as they were still blaming that same twenty-five-to thirty-five-year-old white male with a history of women issues.

One crotchety old psychiatrist told Fox News, “He will appear normal to the rest of society, but not to the women he has tried to be intimate with. Those women,” the psychiatrist said, “would remember something wrong about him, something a little off-key, a bizarre tendency, a hint of hostility”—she raised a painted eyebrow—“…red flags, the women who knew him would have seen red flags.”

They found other experts who made much ado over the design of the employee parking lots where two of the women’s cars were parked. They were modern “office park” settings, with grounds meant to complement the ebony glass and stucco buildings, esthetically pleasing mazes of asphalt landscaped with flowering trees and shrubs, but failing in the most basic of crime prevention tenets. They violated the line of sight.

To security experts and cops the world over, ground cover was a bad thing. Police believed that whoever abducted the women was waiting behind the trees and bushes.

A columnist for the Hagerstown Herald-Mail responded to the expert the following week using the headline: DUH?

If the killer was waiting behind bushes in the parking lots, nothing of substance was ever found. There was nothing to indicate that the women had even made it to their cars. In fact two of the women’s purses and car keys were found at their desks, as if they had left momentarily and intended to return.

If anything could be assumed at all, it was that the kidnapper had a vehicle and was using the interstate to make his getaways. But experts thought it curious that none of the various security cameras that panned loading docks and rear entry doors picked up anything unusual. None of the abductions was ever in view of workers in adjacent office buildings or on access roads, where a passenger in a car might casually see a woman being forced into a car. None was ever in a parking lot that had been seeded—after the second woman’s kidnapping—with policewomen acting as decoys.

There had been a theory that the victims knew their abductor. Perhaps he was a security guard who rotated between the buildings or someone from a contract cleaning company or a copy machine repairman or the man who exchanged watercooler containers.

They studied lists of every agency that did contract work with any of the buildings, but none of the vendors interviewed overlapped between the various organizations, and the theory was eventually dismissed.

The fact that two of the women left personal items behind suggested that the women had exited the buildings suddenly. Though all three buildings were alarmed with infrared, none had needed security entrances or cameras trained on employees, so if the women walked out the front door willingly and agreed to meet someone off the property, no one would have been the wiser. They could have gone almost anywhere.

In August the FBI joined the investigation, which by then included police officers from Washington and Frederick Counties, Maryland State Police, and the City of Hagerstown, all of them amassing hundreds of hours of overtime. They set up night vision surveillances on rooftops and checkpoints on main thoroughfares, and used policewomen dressed as office workers strolling to their cars in parking lots at late and unusual hours.

And nothing ever happened.

Then came the night of August 27, 2005, when a maroon van with a broken taillight was spotted driving erratically on I-70 west of Frederick, Maryland. A trooper attempted to pull the van over and a high-speed pursuit ensued, ending when the van flipped over the side wall of an overpass. It fell fifty feet to the four-lane highway beneath it and the fuel tank exploded. The occupants, two teenage boys from Ellicott City, a town on the fringes of Baltimore, were killed instantly. So was the young woman they had just kidnapped from a downtown Frederick office building.

Unlike the first three kidnappings, there was plenty of evidence in the Frederick parking lot. A witness saw the woman being pushed into the back of the van. The victim dropped her car keys on the sidewalk next to her car. Police found a full five-finger handprint left by one of the teens on the victim’s car window. The whole incident was caught on videotape from a loading dock cam.

It was, Attorney General Glenn Schiff said, everything the first three kidnappings were not.

The FBI agreed with that assessment. The acne-faced teens weren’t at all the white male, twenty-five to thirty-five, with a history of abuse and women issues that their profilers typed.

Whoever he was, Glenn Schiff told the press, he was not one of the boys from Ellicott City. Good or lucky, he was also far more complex. Even a seasoned convict would have trouble pulling off three successful abductions without leaving some trace of evidence, Schiff said. The Ellicott City teens had criminal histories for petty thefts from Wal-Mart and larcenies from rural filling stations where they had driven off without paying for gas. This was the first felony either of them had committed, and three successful kidnappings by the Ellicott City teenagers would have been tantamount to shoplifting the Hope Diamond.

But the hot button with the victims’ families wasn’t whether the suspects fit the FBI’s profile. It was that the police had managed to kill, rather than capture, the only two people who might have been able to tell them where their loved ones had been taken.

If ever there was a lose-lose scenario, it was one in which the perpetrators of a string of unsolved crimes were killed. How stupid could the police be? And need anyone remind them what was foremost on everyone’s mind? It had only been a matter of weeks. What if the first three victims were still alive somewhere?

There were other problems too.

An off-duty postal employee, driving home from a bar the night of the fatal crash, managed to film the burning van with her cell phone before police backup could arrive to set up a perimeter. Graphic shots of the burned Ellicott City teenagers trapped behind the wheel and the kidnapped woman’s fractured face partially ejected through a glass moon roof made the evening news before police could release the names of the victims to relatives.

Family members railed against the television station. Arguments escalated on the Sunday-morning talk shows, and those ill-advised press conferences so popular in times of tragedy began to flourish. Experts popped up everywhere. Cops and small-town politicians began to revel in self-importance, their ambition enlarging in proportion to a conspicuous loss of perspective.

Police preferred to believe they had done the job. The Ellicott City teens had been responsible. The brief spate of terror was behind everyone. It was safe to go outside at night once more. And soon they would find the remains of the earlier victims and bring them home to rest.

And so the somber search for three women turned into a stage for self-aggrandizement and profit. Gun clubs were offering ladies’ night rates on handgun training. A citizens’ group wanted to ban advertising depicting women in provocative states of undress—including swimsuits and underwear. A Maryland congresswoman wanted to sponsor a bill to replace Labor Day, which she proclaimed obsolete, with Women’s Day; The Washington Post had a field day over a politician suggesting to the world that America’s working class was now obsolete.

So morphed the tragedy into comedy, and the media were all buying tickets. What no one was doing, at least successfully, was explaining how two high school dropouts had been able to lure, kidnap, and hide three professional women from the combined forces of three modern police agencies and the FBI, a fact that was very much on the minds of the state’s attorney general and some skeptical professionals in the more senior ranks of law enforcement.

Investigators literally took apart the boys’ lives. News shows depicted the boys’ homes, the schools they attended, their neighborhood haunts, even the bedrooms they slept in.

Every relative who would talk was interviewed; every acquaintance, schoolteacher, and friend, no matter how long or short the connection, no matter how important or trivial, took a turn in front of the camera.

One of the boys had grandparents living on a dirt farm in Goldsboro, North Carolina. Police there searched nearby cotton fields and a swampland canal with cadaver dogs. The other boy had done time in a juvenile facility in rural Savage, Maryland, where inmates were required to pick up litter along state roads. He would have known the backwoods routes between the city and there. Police searched the surrounding woods using infrared heat-sensitive equipment, but found nothing.

How and where the boys managed to hide the women remained a mystery, but as the days went on without any new kidnappings, police grew more confident in their rhetoric and the fact that two unremarkable teens managed a most remarkable vanishing trick slid off everyone’s radar. Resources were released until only a handful of cops was devoted to the search for the missing women.

Attorney General Schiff was asked to evaluate the cumulative evidence from all three jurisdictions in Maryland where the kidnappings took place and to determine from a prosecutorial point of view whether the government could conclude that the teenage boys killed in the fatal police pursuit were responsible for all four kidnappings. In short, the police wanted to close their three other open kidnapping cases.

Glenn Schiff’s opinion, written only a week after the deaths of the suspects, stated emphatically not. “Investigators have failed to connect even one of the prior kidnappings to the suspects. Not a hair, not a tire track, not a witness,” he wrote. Neither the boys nor their badly burned van bore evidence of the earlier victims, and while it was theoretically possible that the boys or the fire or a combination of both had obliterated all traces of previous victims, Schiff had his doubts. He believed the teenagers planned a copycat abduction of the woman from Frederick and, in keeping with their immaturity and inexperience, were discovered within minutes of their first big-time crime.

If Schiff was correct, the real kidnapper was still out there and police should still be looking for him.

But state police commissioner Sue Blackman countered the opinion, stating the AG’s people were investigating the case from an air-conditioned suite overlooking Baltimore Harbor. “Come on down to the hot streets of Hagerstown,” she challenged Schiff on a broadcast of CNN news. “Come on down to the real world.”

The police commissioner began appearing on morning talk shows, telling the public that the brave actions of “her” troopers saved untold lives. And with every day that passed without another kidnapping, her bravado grew.

“It is time for the armchair warriors to stop bad-mouthing the real heroes of law enforcement and stop wasting the working taxpayers’ money. Law enforcement officials need to get on with the business of protecting their public.”

The smaller agencies, Hagerstown City and Frederick and Washington Counties, held on for another month, but the impetus of the search was lost and it would never again be regained. Not until yesterday.

A car door slammed and Sherry winced. Damn, she tried not to do that anymore.

Someone on the police radio had been trying to raise a Sergeant Ellerbee and the request droned on every few minutes. They all sounded tired, she thought. Two days of this would wear on anyone.

“Sorry about the ride, ma’am,” the driver said. “No one’s been up here in years.”

Three years, she knew. That’s when the plant closed down. Two years ago someone drove away from here with the hopes and dreams of three young women.

The driver was young, in his early twenties, not much younger than Detective John Payne would have been when she first met him. She’d been thinking of Payne all day. The conversation with Glenn Schiff had stirred the memory, but that wasn’t so tough. Payne never was very far from her conscious mind. Any excuse at all could bring him to the surface and with him came the usual tears.

But not tonight, not now, she thought. First she had to perform; then she could wallow in self-pity. She reached into her jacket pocket and felt the loose pills she kept ready. She would take one as soon as she was done. It would be the second—or possibly third—since morning, but nothing else seemed to calm her nerves.

She touched the glass of the window with her fingertips. The temperature was falling. The driver had said a storm was producing hail in Ohio; heading east it would catch up with them on the return trip to Philadelphia.

She felt the driver’s eyes on her in the rearview mirror. The sensation wasn’t new to her. She was used to being observed in public. Having people zero in on her. Payne used to kid that it was her looks. That she was a “hottie.” But Sherry knew it was her eyes. That’s what would draw people to look at her initially, the fact that she was blind. Most people, like the driver, didn’t think that blind people were aware that you were looking at them, but they knew. They always knew.

Being sightless wasn’t always apparent in her case. Her eyes articulated light; her blindness was cerebral, not the result of optical failures. One began to notice something was different about her only when she needed to take an untried step or had to reach for something unfamiliar. That’s when you began zeroing in.

Neurologically, Sherry was reconstructed at age five when she fell down icy concrete steps; blindness and retrograde amnesia—the inability to remember events prior to the trauma—were partners in her new design. Until the events of last summer, no one knew where she came from or who she was before her fall in front of a city hospital. And certainly no one could definitively explain the third consequence of her unfortunate accident: Sherry could touch the dead and literally see their last eighteen seconds of memory.

The most recent scientific explanation of her gift, as many in law enforcement circles called it, was that Sherry, when touching a corpse, was completing an electrical connection between the neurological receptors in the corpse’s outer layer of skin and the front door to the brain, the short-term or working memory. The conduit of the connection was the deceased person’s central nervous system. Of course, this works only on someone who is already dead, someone whose brain is not generating its own power and whose electrical system, therefore, is open to invasion. But such a gift, as do most, has its price.

Once Sherry’s mind captured another’s remaining memory, it became part of her own. Over the years, she had become the repository of final memories of countless people—many of whom were victims of the most heinous crimes. There were days that the monsters rattled their cages in Sherry’s mind, days when her emotional reserves were not up to the task of keeping the monsters in check. So many hands she had held, so many final memories she had seen. She could describe the terror and the tragedy of death to anyone interested, but not the other stuff, the stuff that no one asked about. These were the things that haunted her most. The poignant last memories of those who knew they were dying. A man pinned under a truck, a woman caught in a riptide, a prisoner about to be electrocuted, a pilot nose-diving into a mountainside. People anxiously trying to organize the thoughts of what they were leaving behind. The heartache was palpable, the images playing out like words that would form the final paragraph in a real-time autobiography.

It was the eighteen-second summation of one’s life. What would anyone’s look like?

Heartaches and monsters were the memories mingling with Sherry’s own, constantly trying to rise from her subconscious mind to drive her insane. And the memories of last summer’s tragedy in Wildwood, New Jersey, went into the cage too and stirred them all into a frenzy.

What entered her mind last summer? A toxic waste pit full of bodies. The lost memory of her mother’s murder and revelations about her abandonment on the steps of the city hospital. A mystery father. John Payne, best friend and love of her life, dead at thirty-seven while trying to protect her.

It was more than a lot of stress. She was a ticking time bomb; of that there could be no doubt. The energies devoted to suppressing it all were sapping her vital defenses. Too many things were not dealt with, or at least not dealt with well. By the holidays she was utterly exhausted. Old ghosts were knocking at her door.

Someone on the radio spoke her name and the driver picked up the microphone.

“ETA, cruiser 264?” a woman asked.

“Thirty seconds,” her driver said. “We just got through the gates.”

“Copy that.”

Her driver replaced the microphone and randomly patted his pockets. He needed a cigarette, she thought. He’d been fidgeting most of the last hour. People never quite appreciate how much blind people can sense their surroundings. She could read thoughts, for sure. She could always tell when people were holding back, when they had something they were afraid to say. Payne once said she caught vibes like spiders caught insects. She’d laughed at him at the time. “Everyone can do that, John,” she’d said, but she knew she was better than most.

She wished now that they had been less coy with each other, more candid. John was married to Angie and not the type of man to dishonor a commitment. And Sherry was not the kind of woman who would place herself between a man and his wife.

Angie Payne told Sherry at John’s funeral that their marriage had become a prison that left them both trapped but unwilling to speak the truth. She knew that John had remained faithful to her, but loyalty without love was less than she had bargained for. They finally talked about divorce the morning he left to work the Wildwood case. She encouraged him to tell Sherry about his feelings for her; they deserved to be happy and so did she. But by that evening, John was dead. And what he could not say in life, Sherry discovered when she held his hand before the funeral. The last eighteen seconds of John’s memory were filled with thoughts of Sherry.

Thinking about him now, replaying in her mind his final memories, made sweet and sad feel the same. And not a day went by that she didn’t blame herself for his death and grieve. Sherry sighed. She knew she wasn’t in a good place right now. She fingered the loose pills in her pocket and unwillingly remembered.

Throughout last fall, she ate little, slept late, and ignored phone calls, her mail, and human contact. Her mind’s music was the funeral sounds of heartrending bagpipes and bolt-action rifles. Then one day in November she woke up feeling lighthearted. She was unable to account for it. Was she dreaming? She waited, then she tested, touching the things around her, and the longer she was able to sustain the feeling, the more she believed she was awake.

Winds were pelting the windows with ice. She rolled over and put her feet on the floor. The oppressive gloom was gone. She felt lighter. Was she approaching the end of her struggle? She went about the business of showering and making breakfast. It was as if someone had lifted a yoke from her shoulders for no earthly reason she could fathom, except that today was not yesterday.

She tried all that day to rationalize the new feeling. She had done nothing differently from the day before. No pills, no drink, no religious experience. She must have simply weathered the storm. The longer the feeling remained, the more convinced she became that she had finally accepted her loss. And acceptance, as everyone knows, is the first step in the healing process.

It was a giddy feeling the longer it was faithful. That afternoon she began to wonder if she might be ready to get on with experiencing life once more, if it wasn’t too early to get back into the game.

She threw back the curtains in the living room and put her hands against the glass, delighting in the cold vibrations of ice. She was going to be okay. She would emerge from her self-imposed exile in hell.

She called her service and had her mail forwarded to her home. She called the grocer and then the liquor store, and she invited her neighbor and confidant, Garland Brigham, to dinner.

Garland, a widower and no spring chicken at seventy-one, still taught classes at a local university, but only twice a week and only in the afternoons. Like Sherry he was a night owl at heart, and since Sherry had moved into the neighborhood, she and Brigham had whiled away the evenings, sharing a drink as Brigham read the day’s influx of letters entreating Sherry for help.

Brigham later admitted how curious he thought it was that she never mentioned John Payne anymore, how suddenly she had seemed to change that week in November. But at the time change was encouraging and, like Sherry, he mistook the absence of sorrow for improvement. Brigham, a retired admiral of the United States Navy, was all for helping her back up on the horse.

Sherry deeply believed in what she was feeling, believed it was an ending to the suffering, and she certainly gave no thought that it could be the beginning of something worse.

Sherry’s partitioned mind was actually beginning to work at cross-purposes with her, one part choreographing a life of normalcy to hide the other, which was spiraling into a depression as subtle and deadly as carbon monoxide in the night. She was about to learn how intensely cruel the mind can be, one day your friend, the next day your enemy. That nothing handled was nothing healed.

If she had been more like other people, Brigham might have seen what was coming. Brigham was no fool. But Sherry was skilled at hiding her emotions. She always had been. And Brigham, ever a man of action, was encouraged by her desire to work. He only cautioned that she should start slowly and stay away from the business of life and death until she was back on her feet. There were less stressful things to do, he told her, than to go to the scene of a murder.

They decided in late November to act on a request from the Historical Society in New London, Connecticut, where salvage divers, looking for copper under an overturned barge, had found a cast-iron submarine from the nineteenth century. The vessel, shaped like a football and called a “turtle” in its day, was an obscure artifact of the War of 1812. History recorded the secretive plan for this experimental vessel to tow barrels laden with gunpowder beneath a British 74 blockading the harbor. No one knew if the mission was actually attempted, no one knew exactly if the craft ever managed to work or what happened to the prototype, but such plans were logged in a naval commander’s journal, and here for all the world to see was the turtle in the harbor.

When opened, the early submarine contained nothing, however. The vessel had been either abandoned by its pilot or captured by British forces before it was sealed and allowed to sink to the bottom of the harbor.

Sherry was sent back home, disappointed.

The first week of December, Oshawan Eskimos unearthed the body of a man believed to be John Franklin, an English explorer whose ship was caught in the ice in 1845. Franklin’s doomed expedition was sullied by rumors of cannibalism, as later told by local Indians. Sherry, eager to test her powers, rushed there on a night flight to Oshawa, where Canadian historical archaeologists were waiting with Franklin’s frozen cadaver.

The body, which remained packed in ice, might well have been made of the stuff, for what little Sherry could get from touching it. So she wasn’t quite out of the woods. What had been a summer of loss was now a winter of failure.

On December 7, Pearl Harbor Day, frustrated and nervous, Sherry flew to Atlanta over Brigham’s strong objections. Police there had been baffled by a serial killer stalking elderly men. Brigham was afraid that the stress of homicide work would cause Sherry to relapse into the state of despair he had seen her in before her miraculous recovery around Thanksgiving.

He was right.

In one old man’s bittersweet final memory, Sherry saw a most startling sunset over an ocean. There was no way to describe the sadness that sunset brought to her, the heart-wrenching melancholy. She had known that it must have replicated a real memory of her own, a similar sunset, on a similar beach. It would have had to have been from a time before she was five, when her mother would have been with her and when she still had the ability to see.

That simple, tranquil, would-be pleasant memory of an ocean sunset turned out to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. The inner choreographer had dropped her cold. The facade of normalcy began to crumble. She flew home in a cold sweat, wondering how long she could go on. She didn’t know she needed help, but that was part of the illness.

She told Brigham it was a virus, blaming it on airborne germs caught in the confinement of a commercial airliner. That kept him at bay for a week, a week during which she lay in bed twenty-four hours a day, uninterested in moving, eating, getting dressed, brushing her teeth, or combing her hair.

When Brigham finally insisted she call a doctor, the inner choreographer rose to the occasion. Sherry knew more neurologists than you could shake a stick at. One man, whom she hadn’t seen in years, was familiar with her tragic summer, and he wrote her a prescription for Xanax.

Sherry had long told another doctor of her dark winter moods—had insisted she suffered from light deprivation, in spite of the fact she was blind. Summers felt good; winters did not. It was that simple in her mind. It had nothing whatsoever to do, she told people, with being able to see—and the doctor, knowing her to be a health nut not prone to exaggeration, prescribed an antidepressant and pills to help her sleep. After all, she had managed to survive an orphanage and being blind to boot. Since he knew nothing of last summer’s trauma and personal losses, he considered her no risk.

At home again the inner choreographer took over, only this time she was armed with pills. She managed to say the kinds of things that would satisfy Brigham’s questions. She was simply recuperating, she said, while taking fewer and fewer of his calls. She began stacking the mail in a guest bedroom, all the while increasing the dosage and mixing medications that she had now begun to wash down with alcohol.

Just a few more hours, she would tell herself each day. That was all she needed. One more pill, one more drink, and she could put an end to another painful day. And then another and another and who knew what the next might bring? Maybe something would change. Maybe someone would intervene. Or maybe she’d fall asleep and never wake up again. That would have been all right too.

A car door slammed again, but this time she did not react. This time it was real.

The meat-processing plant where the bodies had been found had once been owned by a man named Lionel Hauck, a lifelong resident of the Cumberland Valley. Hauck died of a heart attack in the mid-nineties and his heirs promptly ran the family business into the ground. When they attempted to sell off the assets in 2004, they ran headlong into creditors who were seeking millions in debts and had their eyes on convertible equipment and valuable real estate. A court ordered the doors of Hauck’s Meat Processors sealed in anticipation of protracted legal battles.

Protracted they were. The corporation was placed in receivership and the estate was ordered to provide maintenance to the plant’s chattels throughout litigation. This went on until the last week of February 2007, when a decision was finally handed down and a judge ordered the assets inventoried in anticipation of disposal.

It started around nine o’clock yesterday morning. A man from Buckley and Buckley, an accounting firm in Hagerstown, arrived at the gates of Hauck’s Meat Processors with a ring of keys and an order to inventory assets with due diligence.

Mid-morning the auditor came across a padlocked storage container within the main warehouse. When none of the keys he had been given opened the lock, he called for a deputy sheriff, who brought bolt cutters, and together they snapped off the lock.

The deputy was later quoted as saying it looked like a scene from a horror movie set. The bodies were in a ten-by-thirty steel container. The first of the women was hanging from a noose that had been fashioned around a meat hook on the ceiling.

Two others were found behind a screened cage in the back of the container—both dead with V-shaped ligature marks around their necks. They too had spent time hanging from the meat hook.

It was apparent that at least one of them had been kept alive for some time, though how long that might have been, no one knew. The floor was covered with human waste, waxed drinking cups, and tinfoil wrappers. Their captor had been feeding them fast food hamburgers until he eventually killed them.

The biggest surprise to everyone was how a low ambient refrigeration compressor in an interior storage container managed to chug on for two years without anyone’s noticing it.

The police knew at once who the women were. Even in death, the faces made famous on the evening news would have been recognizable to most of the general public.

It wasn’t good news for the state police commissioner, Sue Blackman. No one in the exhaustive investigation of 2005 had ever put either of the Ellicott City teenagers near Cumberland, Maryland. Nor could they.

Attorney General Schiff was more certain than ever that the state police commissioner had been wrong about the Ellicott City boys, and he wanted Sherry Moore taken to the crime scene to tell him what these women last saw or remembered.

No one knew the evidence of the 2005 abductions better than he did. Forensics teams had sifted through the ashes of the Ellicott teenagers’ van before looking for evidence of the missing victims: earrings, buttons, wedding or engagement rings, anything to prove that one of the other three women missing from the Hagerstown area had been in that van. But there was nothing, and of the three keys found still hanging in the ignition, two matched the vehicle and the third was to the front door of the driver’s home in Ellicott City.

Schiff knew that the key to the padlocked refrigeration container would have been the single most important thing in the kidnapper’s life. It was the one thing he wouldn’t let out of his sight, not even for a moment. The teens, he was sure, could not have been responsible for putting those women in the container.

Schiff didn’t try to sugarcoat the situation when telling Sherry Moore what he wanted her to do. The story of her visit was certain to leak, and when it did, the critics would be brutal. There would be challenges to everything they did. There was a component of danger to consider as well, but then, Sherry was used to being a vulnerable witness when the media exposed her identity to the murderers of her victims.

If Sherry was apprehensive about anything, it was that she would be making her first appearance in public since before the holidays. She felt better now that she was taking her assortment of pills, though she realized it was a fine wire she was walking. A not so carefully constructed regimen of pills and alcohol kept her going.

Still, she could have said no. No one would blame her if she opted out. No one was ever going to point a finger at her and say she had done something wrong. There wasn’t a civic or moral obligation attached to what she did. Her options were simply yes or no, or, more realistically, what she could live with if she said no.

In the case of these three women, she knew right away she couldn’t live with a no, so an hour after her conversation with Schiff, a Maryland state trooper arrived at her home in Philadelphia to pick her up. That afternoon she was driven the four hours to an interchange at Bedford, then south into Maryland and the Cumberland Valley.

The car hit another rut and she was thrown sideways, stirring her back to the moment.

If it hadn’t been the Ellicott City teenagers who killed those three women, who was it and what had he been doing for the past two years? What was he doing now? Was he in some prison or psychiatric facility, perhaps a halfway house or a work-release program? Was he reading newspapers and wondering if he left clues, if he’d made some fatal mistake? Or was he out there killing more women?

The car slowed again. Sherry heard muffled shouts and sensed the heightened activity around them. The driver lowered his window and yelled something unintelligible, a nickname perhaps. Knuckles rapped the rooftop and they moved on.

“We’re behind the perimeter now,” the driver called over his shoulder.

The car rolled to a stop. The driver put it in park and she heard the clip of his seat belt release. Sherry pushed the button on her own belt and leaned forward.

“Is Captain Medina here?” she asked.

“She’s standing out in front of us, talking to a lady in a suit. We’re about ten minutes early.”

Captain Medina would be her contact, she’d been told by Glenn Schiff. Sherry lifted the hinged glass on her Seiko and traced the raised numbers to 7:48. It was still dark this time of year, though it was often dark when she was brought to touch a body. Sherry’s clients seldom wanted publicity.

She closed the crystal and rested her hands on her knees, trying not to hear car doors slam or to consider what she was undertaking. She knew she wasn’t any stronger than she’d been in Atlanta when she fell apart at the sight of a sunset. Take things slowly, she reminded herself, focus instead on what the surroundings might look like.

They were in the foothills of the Alleghenies. That much she knew. Eight rugged miles from the Pennsylvania border, twenty from the jagged line that separated Maryland and West Virginia. Sherry was raised a city girl, but she wasn’t altogether unfamiliar with the kinds of people that lived here. She had been to rural homes in the backwoods of other mountain states. She had attended a covered-dish dinner in a cinder-block church basement outside Bowling Green, Kentucky. She had visited the open-casket funeral of a minister laid out in the living room of his double-wide trailer. He had been “caretaking” the life savings of an elderly congregation when he died suddenly of a stroke. No one knew where the money was hidden.

She had been to Luray in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where a man beat his son to death with a chain saw. She had visited the Ozarks in western Arkansas, where a down-on-his-luck estate attorney poisoned his clients. She had been to South Park, Colorado, where a doomsday cult sacrificed a hitchhiker at midnight on the millennium, December 31, 1999.

Not that Cumberland was wilderness. Cumberland was a city of 20,000, hardly backwoods by mountain standards, but the distinction would have been lost on a city dweller. The mountains surrounding the city were dark and silent and the presence or absence of noise and light was a barometer city folk understood. Here there were no sounds to hint of the existence of modern civilization. There were no lights to illuminate the dark highways at night.

It reminded her of her first trip to Minnesota, when she was twenty years old, her first trip anywhere for that matter. She had never before been beyond the city streets of Philadelphia and the silence she’d encountered was disconcerting. In the city you had a reassuring thrum of progress. Sirens wailing, garbage trucks backing up, vendors hawking their wares. You embraced the angry horns and jumbo jets accelerating over the river.

She didn’t feel that way anymore. Now she loved silence. It was the noisy world of slamming car doors and rattling cages that frightened her most.

“She’s coming,” the driver said.

Sherry nodded and took a deep breath, exhaling slowly.

She didn’t know Captain Medina. She didn’t know what Captain Medina knew about her or her visit. Introductions to police officials at crime scenes didn’t always go well for Sherry. It was a fact she had long ago come to terms with.

She wasn’t one of them and she never under any circumstances pretended to be. Quite often the police took offense at her presence, and she knew that above all else, you couldn’t take any of it personally. This was not covered in anyone’s procedural manual. There was no right or wrong way to feel about what she did.

Sherry herself often thought about what it was that drove her to do it and decided it was purpose. That was what mattered most at the end of the day. She wanted to be among the counted. She wanted to show up and contribute. But there was even more than that, she had learned. She had become a voice for those who could not speak. She could say the words that were caught on the lips of the dead. Sometimes it was to convey a secret, sometimes a tender message to a loved one. Sometimes it was to describe a killer’s face for those who might avenge their death. If all that seemed a little altruistic, it was no secret that Sherry was compensated by a number of her patrons. The treasure hunters, foreign governments, archaeologists; there were millions of unspoken secrets on the lips of the departed.

“I think they’re about done,” the driver said.

Not all of the people who came to this crime scene yesterday would have been cops. In fact, not all would have been professionals of any kind. In the country there wasn’t always time to wait for professionals. Cops and firefighters needed to be augmented by volunteers. Volunteers—throughout history—were the men and women who were willing and available to take a risk and get their hands dirty. They were carpenters and grocery store clerks and auto mechanics, farmers, welders, and stonemasons. These were the people who raced to burning homes or pulled teenagers from twisted car wrecks. They gave CPR to heart attack victims at the bank or the Handy Dandy Market, delivered babies in cars or in house trailers while cats and dogs looked on.

The blue-light people, John Payne liked to call them. Half of them would not have gone beyond high school or moved more than twenty miles from where they were born. But you had to give them credit, John said, because no one was giving them any money for what they were doing. Sherry often wondered how well the volunteer system would work in present-day cities.

“It looks like they’re finishing up now,” the driver said.

According to the records of the Cumberland County clerk, four different local businesses had been contracted to care for the Hauck’s processing plant over the three years it was in receivership. Two of the companies, both general contractors owned by local families, were no longer in existence. A third, which had expanded to branches in Morgantown, West Virginia, and Bedford, Pennsylvania, claimed that no fewer than seven employees, mostly temps, had been given access to the grounds over a span of two years. Another kept no temporary employee records whatsoever. In short, it was a crapshoot learning who had been given keys in the past two years.
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