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INTRODUCTION


The sound of breaking glass. A scream. A shot. Then … silence. Blood, fingerprints, a bullet, a skull, fire debris, a hair, shoeprints—enter the wonderful world of forensic science. A world of searching to find clues, collecting that which others cannot see, testing to find answers to seemingly impossible questions, and testifying to juries so that justice will be served. A world where curiosity, love of a puzzle, and gathering information are basic. The books in this series will take you to this world.


The CSI Effect


The TV show CSI: Crime Scene Investigator became so widely popular that CSI: Miami and CSI: NY followed. This forensic interest spilled over into Bones (anthropology); Crossing Jordan and Dr. G (medical examiners); New Detectives and Forensic Files, which cover all the forensic disciplines. Almost every modern detective story now involves forensic science. Many fiction books are written, some by forensic scientists such as Kathy Reichs (anthropology) and Ken Goddard (criminalistics and crime scene), as well as textbooks such as Criminalistics by Richard Saferstein. Other crime fiction authors are Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (Sherlock Holmes), Thomas Harris (Red Dragon), Agatha Christie (Hercule Poirot) and Ellis Peters, whose hero is a monk, Cadfael, an ex-Crusader who solves crimes. The list goes on and on—and I encourage you to read them all!


The spotlight on forensic science has had good and bad effects, however. Because the books and TV shows are so enjoyable, the limits of science have been blurred to make the plots more interesting. Often when students are intrigued by the TV shows and want to learn more, they have a rude awakening. The crime scene investigators on TV do the work of many professionals, including police officers, medical examiners, forensic laboratory scientists, anthropologists, and entomologists, to mention just a few. And all this in addition to processing crime scenes! Fictional instruments give test results at warp speed, and crimes are solved in forty-two minutes. Because of the overwhelming popularity of these shows, juries now expect forensic evidence in every case.


The books in this series will take you to both old and new forensic sciences, perhaps tweaking your interest in a career. If so, take courses in chemistry, biology, math, English, public speaking, and drama. Get a summer job in a forensic laboratory, courthouse, law enforcement agency, or an archeological dig. Seek internships and summer jobs (even unpaid). Skills in microscopy, instrumentation,and logical thinking will help you. Curiosity is a definite plus. You must read and understand procedures; take good notes; calculate answers; and prepare solutions. Public speaking and/or drama courses will make you a better speaker and a better expert witness. The ability to write clear, understandable reports aimed at nonscientists is a must. Salaries vary across the country and from agency to agency. You will never get rich, but you will have a satisfying, interesting career.


So come with me into this wonderful world called forensic science. You will be intrigued and entertained. These books are awesome!


—Carla M. Noziglia MS, FAAFS




Chapter 1


TRAPPED


All my life I’ve been told, “Don’t open the door to strangers”—but how can it hurt this once?


When Jessa Carter answered the doorbell, she was greeted with a cheerful but phony-sounding recitation: “Hi. I’m Heather, and I’m competing in a contest to earn money for college and win a trip to Disneyland. I’m selling discount subscriptions of all kinds—we have CosmoGirl, Seventeen, and Girls’ Life magazines.”


Jessa contemplated the young woman on the other side of the screen door. She had bright purple hair cut close to the neck in back. Her eyebrows and ears were covered with piercings.


“CosmoGirl? Gag me.” Jessa instantly felt bad, seeing the crestfallen look on the girl’s face. “Sorry, didn’t mean to be rude. I’m just not into the lipstick and fashion thing. My name’s Jessa, by the way. Do you sell Progressive ? Or The Nation?”


“Just a minute.” The girl glanced at a paper in her hand.


Jessa noticed the sweat dripping off the girl’s brow. “Wicked hot out today.”


“No kidding. I’m just about ready to pass out.”


Jessa unlatched the screen door and opened it just an inch. “Why don’t you come in and chill for a while? I have fresh-made iced tea, and you look like you need a rest.”


Almost as soon as the words left her mouth, Jessa kicked herself mentally. Sure, the young woman on the doorstep looked innocent enough—but after a year in Crime Scene Club, Jessa knew that lots of people were far from what they seemed.


Maybe I’m just feeling lonely. Her friends were in Acapulco for the senior class trip. She had decided not to go, partly because she enjoyed time alone— painting, writing poetry, walking in the woods— and partly because she didn’t want to struggle to come up with the $1,800 needed for the trip. She had seen the others off with a smile, but now, three days later, she was tired of her own company.


Or maybe I’m letting her in because she looks like Maeve. Granted, she radiated a different sort of attitude. Jessa’s friend Maeve was always angry with the world, and made her peers cower in her presence. Heather, by contrast, seemed to have been run over by life’s truck, all eighteen wheels. Jessa was afraid if she touched the girl, she might cry. Yet Heather had the same conforming-to-nonconformity style that Maeve had, and similar big brown eyes that said, You really can trust me.


Mostly, Jessa offered the invitation out of simple kindness. This girl on the doorstep was trying to be chipper—to make a sale she probably needed desperately—but she was obviously tired, depressed, sweaty, and miserable. Jessa opened the screen door wider. “Come on in, relax a minute.”


The girl looked furtively to both sides.


She’s scared, Jessa thought.


“I really shouldn’t.”


“It’s all right—I don’t bite.” Jessa smiled. “And I’m not going to serve you drugs baked in brownies. I might look like an earth-mother but I swear I’m totally straight edge.”


The girl glanced nervously to both sides again, then said, “Okay. Thanks,” and stepped inside.


Jessa gestured to the couch and went into the kitchen. “The tea’s a little bitter. You want sugar added?”


“Yeah, that’d be great.”


Jessa came back in the living room with two cold glasses, handed one to her guest, and sat in an old rocking chair that faced the couch. She pointed to a plate full of oatmeal cookies on the coffee table between them. “Just made those. Not good for my shape—shouldn’t be pigging out like this—but they’re really good.”


The girl smiled shyly, took a cookie, and pointed at the sketches and paintings that hung on the wall. “Nice art.”


“Thanks.” Jessa grinned. “Those are pieces I did this year for school.”


“Wow. You’re talented!”


“Thanks.”


Heather’s gaze fixed on a sketch of a young man with long dark hair, high cheekbones, and a piercing gaze. “Good looking guy. Is that a real person?”
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Jessa hesitated. “That’s my … former boyfriend.”


“But you still have his picture on the wall?”


“Yeah, it’s … complicated.”


Heather changed the subject. “So what were those magazines you wanted? They were ones I don’t usually hear mentioned.” She shuffled through her papers.


“You’re not from here, are you?” Jessa smiled. “Those are about the most popular magazines in these parts.”


“Yeah, I’m from Chicago.”


“Long way from home. Been on the road long?”


Heather nodded. “Seems like forever.”


“So, how you like selling magazines? Is it a cool job?”


“Yeah, sure. It’s the greatest.”


Wow, Jessa thought, that’s the least sincere-sounding answer I’ve ever heard. Something about Heather’s tone made Jessa want to probe deeper. “Really, is it that great—or is that what they train you to say?”


The young woman pursed her lips.


“I’m just offering a shoulder to cry on,” Jessa said softly, “’cause you don’t exactly look like a happy camper.”


Heather sighed. She glanced around the room as if she were expecting the shadows to jump out and attack her.


Jessa waited. She suspected this door-to-door waif was lugging along a very heavy burden.


“It sucks … totally,” Heather told her finally, and then she let out an awkward laugh. “It’s really, really bad.”


“Then why do you do it?”


The brow beneath the purple hair wrinkled. “You’re gonna think I’m a total loser,” she said.


“Oh, no. Not me. I’ve been through a childhood full of crap you wouldn’t believe—and the past year from hell to top it all off.” In her mind’s eye, Jessa flashed through memories: her beloved art teacher murdered, along with her own near-death by poisoning. “Believe me, Heather, I’m all ears and no judgment.”


After hesitating a moment, the girl on the couch explained, “It’s awful work but if you could see my life before …”


“Not all sunshine, huh?”


Heather shook her head. “I grew up in a totally ghetto part of the city. If we could’ve afforded to live anywhere else—anywhere in the world—we would’ve. But Mom isn’t so smart. I swear, if she ever made a right choice in life she’d die of shock. School wasn’t exactly fun. You can’t make it if you don’t join a gang there.”


“And I’m guessing you didn’t.”


“No way. I’m my own person, even if it means getting my lunch taken every day—and the snot beat out of me every couple of weeks.”


Jessa grimaced. “Did you make it through school?”


“Nope. Couldn’t take it. Dropped out last year, when I was a junior.”


“I don’t know if I could stay in, with that kind of pressure,” Jessa told her. “What did you do after school?”


“Worked a couple jobs, but honest employment in my ’hood wasn’t any better than school was.”


Jessa nodded sympathetically.


“Then, one day this guy comes to the door selling magazines. He had a big bright smile and he talked a mile-a-minute. I figured he was schmoozing, but still … he had style. ‘At least this dude is alive,’ I told myself. And I could tell he liked me—and honestly, I was more than a little interested in him, too. So he says I could come with him, and we’d have a great time on his sales crew. He talked about traveling all over the place—seeing the ocean and amusement parks and all the pretty little towns on the way. Said I’d make all kinds of money. We could party every night, too.”


“It looked like a really attractive way out,” Jessa agreed.


“It did. I left my mom a note on the table, threw some clothes in a duffle bag, grabbed my purse, and off we went—the start of my whole new crappy life.” Heather shook her head.


“How long you been at this?”


“Seven months now. At first, it was pretty much the way he promised it would be. They taught me all the right things to say and started me in a decent suburb where there were good pickings and it was safe. I was the only girl on the crew, and that was good for them, because folks get a bit scared seeing some dude at their door. I can be all cutesy and sweet—so I was top-seller on the crew for the first few weeks. Then, it got harder. We sold in some places that weren’t so good. Couple of times, dirty old men tried to grab me. Other folks would be all over my face, yelling at me and stuff. We worked from first thing in the morning till late at night, seven days a week, in the rain and the snow even. It is so exhausting. Then Jerald—that’s the guy that came to my door—he got traded to another sales crew, and he didn’t seem at all broke up about it. So I guess he just used me, and he’s probably all sweet on the next girl now.”
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