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Revenge, revenge,
See the furies arise.

JOHN DRYDEN


Prologue

January 25, 1980, midnight

The first execution I attended wasn’t by lethal injection but by Old Sparky. That’s what they affectionately call the electric chair at Raiford Penitentiary in the northeast part of Florida. It was in 1980, a few years after the death penalty was reinstated across the country. They had come up with the lethal injection cocktail by that time, but you were allowed to choose your method of dying.

I had nothing to do with catching the guy who was to be executed. The man who brought me there was a mentor who was dubbed Wooly Bully by the rest of my class at Quantico. With his full white beard, he was what Santa Claus would be like if Santa Claus was a son of a bitch. He said this should be part of my criminal justice education, that I should witness what you might think of as the final result of what I did for a living. Rookie though I was, it wasn’t lost on me that I was the only agent brought here, and one of the first women hired by the FBI. That was when they made jokes like On the way to a bust, the male agents check their guns, and the female agents check their lipstick.

Call it hazing. Call it sexist. You can call it a field trip for all I care.

“The witnesses are now entering the witness room,” I heard a voice say, and it continued throughout the entire event, like a macabre master of ceremonies.

We entered and sat in wooden pews, facing a room with glass partitions. Beyond the glass was a sturdy wooden chair, straps dangling from the arms, and straps hooked to the front legs. A metal cap was suspended like a halo over all. Two journalists were there as well. Another man sat by himself one pew ahead of us and to the right.

My mentor pointed to the man and whispered, “That guy? He’s the father. The guy about to die killed his two kids.” I could feel him looking at me from the corner of his eye. He leaned back and crossed his arms over his belly like he was about to enjoy telling a child he wouldn’t get the football he wanted.

He had already explained to me how three executioners would be standing in a room off the execution chamber, each tasked to press a button that would deliver two thousand volts of current for three seconds, one thousand volts for seven seconds, and two hundred and fifty volts for fifteen seconds. The mechanism was set to deliver the current randomly from only one of the buttons. None of the three men assigned to deliver the current would know which button actually did it.

The warden’s assistant stood by the window; I could see his face peering in and his lips moving as he reported everything he saw. His job was to stay on the phone with the commissioner, to report what was happening and to be alerted should there be a last-second stay of execution. There was always that dramatic anticipation of the final moment when the call would come in to stop the procedure.

Not this time.

The commentary, delivered in a sober yet matter-of-fact tone, defused the drama of the scene as much as it could. As if the actors wanted to convince the audience that the play was not real.

“The date is January 25, 1980. The time is now 12:13 A.M.”

Why midnight, I wondered. What the hell difference does it make?

“The condemned man has been escorted from the holding cell into the execution chamber. He appears to be passive, and after some hesitation has seated himself in the chair. The guards have secured the straps around his arms and legs. Do you have any final words?”

The man in the chair had a round face and puffy eyes. He looked out through the window at us and said, “I’m sorry, Frank. I take it back.” As if Frank would say Okay, then, never mind. He tried to say more but only succeeded in making an absurd sound like the mewling of a cat, and he gave up.

The man sitting to our right and one pew ahead of us, who I figured was Frank, stared without comment.

The master of ceremonies went on. “These are the final words. Would you like to pray?”

The man’s lips moved over and over in the same phrase, the words barely audible, the words hardly a prayer. “Going to hell. Going to hell. Going to hell. Going to hell.” He might have continued like this forever if the executioners hadn’t decided to move the agenda along.

“The assistants are now placing wet sponges on his head and his legs. This seems to have agitated the prisoner. One assistant wipes his forehead, either from perspiration or an excess of water running into his eyes. They are now securing a cloth over the man’s head. Now they are placing a metal cap over his head and strapping it in place. The prisoner is trembling violently. The assistants have exited the room.

“The time is now 12:19 A.M. Permission requested to proceed with execution.

“Permission to proceed granted.

“Phase one. The body has gone rigid, seeming to rise above the surface of the chair for the seconds of voltage administered. There was a popping sound, which we thought was one of the bands breaking, but appears to be caused by the suddenly charged water. His hands are grasping the arms of the chair.

“Phase two. The body has already relaxed. I think we have a successful process this time.

“Phase three. No other condition to report. Current ceased.

“We are now into lapse time. He doesn’t appear to be breathing.

“Four minutes.”

Certainly the man’s body was still and slumped, held in place by the cuffs on his arms and the metal cap strapped to his head.

“Three minutes.”

None of us in the witness room moved. I think I remember breathing, but I couldn’t vouch for anyone else.

“Two minutes.

“One minute.

“The medical examiner has now entered the room and is checking for signs of life. The medical examiner reports the condemned has expired on this date at 12:33 A.M. The warden has reported this execution to the commissioner, and we have been told job well done. The warden answered that it was a team effort and we were ready for the next one.”

“So. What do you think, Jane Wayne?” my mentor asked.

I didn’t mind that nickname as much as I minded Dickless Tracy. I rubbed the corner of my mouth where a nerve jumped. One person, somewhere, laughed.

We stayed for the autopsy, which was not my first, but the first I had witnessed from death by electrocution. It seems absurd to autopsy a man you’ve watched die, but it’s part of the formal record keeping to which humans are so tied, perhaps in an attempt to protest that we are human after all.

I had been told there would be “some burn marks” at the site where the current entered. That was correct. The back of his right leg looked and smelled like pork after ten minutes under a broiler, and the top of his scalp was burned down to his skull. When the top of the skull was lifted, cranial hemorrhaging was noted in the record. Urine was taken to determine whether the man had been given drugs before execution, but none were found.

Manner of death: homicide by electrocution.

Homicide is what they put on the death certificate. That means one person killing another under any circumstances, although in this case sanctioned under the law.

Cause of death: cardiac failure.

It’s a hard way to go, and not an easy thing to watch. Do you have any idea what it feels like to sit very still in what looks like a church pew and do nothing while a stranger dies violently fifteen feet away? To carefully control all your muscles that are getting messages fired from your brain to stop death? To tamp down that urge to do something. To save.

Many people in criminal justice are opposed to the death penalty because they know better than anyone else the flaws of judgment, science, or law that can lead to a wrongful conviction. As for me, people joke sometimes about how vicious I am, how I support the death penalty to the extent that if I could I would make traffic offenses capital crimes. Well, I confess there were two times in my life, years later, when I relished watching someone die, one by my own hand. And for some I’d be pleased to pull the switch myself. But as a routine event, execution is more like putting down a sick animal. There’s no pleasure in it, no thrills, only a kind of disgust that makes you cleave to a precise script from which you can detach yourself. You make yourself an actor in a theatrical drama someone else has written.

Yes, but can you take it, Brigid Quinn? Sure, I can take it. I tamped it down real good.

That’s what an execution is like. It’s what I witnessed thirty-five years ago, what I remember of every sight, and sound, and smell, like it was yesterday. I didn’t want to know that man’s complete story. I wasn’t even sure he was competent. Having known some creatures that simply need to be put down, I’m not against the death penalty by any means. But anyone out there who ever suggests I get a morbid thrill from it, fuck you.


One

35 years later …

It is a well-established fact that stranger homicide is rare. Most murderers kill people close to them. This is a story about a man on death row for killing his whole family, and about the women who loved or hated him. This is a story about the lengths we go to seek justice as we see it. It’s also about prisons, some made of stone. And along those lines, it’s about the family legends we tell, to each other and ourselves, that imprison us. Heroes and villains, they all got family.

This story begins with my father. My mother had called me from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, to tell me that his bronchitis had turned into pneumonia, and an ambulance had just taken him from their assisted living facility to the hospital. I had to go. I had my ticket and I was packed.

But this story also begins with Special Agent Laura Coleman.

Here is what I saw in a room at Tucson Medical Center the day after she nearly died saving my life:

I saw the backs of three people who formed a cordon around her bed as if they could protect her from the world, the kind of family that hugged and kissed and were overly generous with their emotion. They were dressed in dark clothes. I had met the father and the mother, who was in some stage of Alzheimer’s, several days before. The brother had just arrived. They turned and thanked me ten times and left for the cafeteria so Coleman and I could talk.

When her family peeled away from the bed I saw Laura Coleman, surrounded by things almost as pale as her face, the hospital gown, the sheet, the screen next to the bed. She was hooked up to an IV. She was thinner after going without water for more than twenty-four hours, not long but too long in a desert climate. Her bones cast shadows. A bit of antiseptic wash seeped through a gauze bandage covering the ear that had been stapled. I saw that her knees were supported on a cushioned platform to keep her ankles elevated after they repaired her sliced Achilles tendons. Her cap of curly hair formed individual coils from sweat and oil.

I felt guilty that I was upright, and only a little bruised. I looked down and noticed beneath my fingernail, despite the thorough cleansing, a speck of something that was likely not my own blood.

When I looked back at her I saw her eyes: at first gauzy from the sedative, but then they saw me.

Not me. The doctors, the family, they had distracted her momentarily, but I could see that my face plunged her back to where we had been the night before. She pressed her head back into her pillow as if she had been struck lightly.

I had been there with her, and even I had trouble dealing with it. This had been her first time of death, and what she had experienced, what she had witnessed, would have done in most agents, male or female. You don’t just shake it off no matter who you are, and anyone who says you do lives in a comic book world.

I put my tote bag on the foot of her bed, moving slowly so as not to startle her, and gently so she wouldn’t feel it in her ankles.

“You need to wash your hair,” I said, to show her it was me, Brigid Quinn, and that this was a day like any other. None of that generic are you okay we’re concerned about you bullshit. She would know that wasn’t me.

Coleman started to pull her bedsheet to her chin and then must have thought how like a frightened child it made her look.

“I understand,” I said. It doesn’t take some kind of hooey-hooey New Age thinking to know that the violence we shared had linked us. “You’ll get over it.”

The terror left her eyes as she came back to the present and finally saw just me.

Coleman cleared her throat and changed the subject with small talk. “Willis. My brother, Willis, lives in North Carolina,” she said. “I’m taking some leave and spending it with him in Hendersonville, in the mountains of North Carolina. It will be good.” She said those words, but she didn’t look enthused. “I worry about Dad having to deal with Mom by himself, though. It was one of the reasons I stayed out here.”

“I can see you have good family. We should all have such good family.” And then, being inept at small talk, I asked, “Has that jerk-off come to visit?”

The pain meds had her fogged somewhat, but she still followed me. “No. He wouldn’t.”

“Of course he wouldn’t. I haven’t told you that I tried to get him to believe that you’d been kidnapped. But he was more worried about having our conversation overheard by his wife.”

“Let’s l-let that go, Brigid,” she said, stuttering the way she had the first time when she accidentally called the prosecuting attorney by his first name, and saw that I could tell they were lovers. “Nag me when I can fight back. Right now I’m tired.”

Best thing to do for trauma is force yourself to review it over and over again until even you get bored with it. I said, “I know an excellent person in Asheville. It’s a bit of a drive from Hendersonville, but he’s worth it. He got me through a rough time once, and no one in the Bureau will know.” I had already written down the name and phone number, and now reached into my tote bag where the piece of paper rested on top of all my other crap. I put the paper on her rolling bed table.

“Don’t lose it. Oh, and I’ve already contacted him to let him know you’ll be calling, so if you don’t see him I’ll find out.”

“You’re treating me like a rookie,” Laura said.

Which she wasn’t, technically. Coleman had been working for some years investigating Medicare fraud, following the money. But she had switched to homicide just before we met. Whole new territory for her; hence her rookiness. With her encounter of violence still fresh, Coleman wasn’t yet aware that she stood now at a crossroads, either living the present or living the past. Just because a bad guy dies in the last act doesn’t mean he can’t still pull you after him into the grave. At the time I wasn’t aware of how this idea, that dying isn’t always the last thing that people do, would affect Coleman and me.

“Any more advice?”

I realized I had gone into my thoughts and was about to picture Laura Coleman doing herself harm. I’d seen it happen to others, but not her, I told myself. She was too resilient for that. I came back to the room to hear her repeating, “Any more advice?”

“I’ve rethought what I told you about staying with the FBI. There are times when you walk away. This is one of those times. You’ve done your service. You’ve done a lifetime of service. After you’ve healed, after you’ve really healed, do something else.” Despite my intention to stay tough, even in my own ears my voice sounded embarrassingly like a mother’s, a little whiny pleading note in there somewhere. And no surprise; if I had ever had the ill luck to bear a child, she probably would have been Laura Coleman.

Her eyes and mouth went a little slitty despite the sedative, tightening the way they did when anyone got in her way. Laura never could control all those tells. Her look lifted me, because it reassured me that there she was, Laura was still in there. “Any other advice?” she repeated.

I knew when to back off. “Don’t fall in love with the wrong man again. And always wait for backup.”

She chuckled, just a small one, and probably for the first time in a while. My tendency to joke in the face of trouble wasn’t all bad.

“That’s it?” she asked.

“One more thing.” I stopped to figure out how to put this.

“What’s that?”

“Don’t be me.”

I hadn’t spoken to Coleman in a while, and it had been a year since we’d worked that case together in Arizona. Last I heard she had moved from her brother’s place in North Carolina to Florida, where she had signed on with the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office, working on cold case homicide investigations.

On a day in June I called her from my home in the high desert north of Tucson to let her know my dad was in the hospital and I was going to be in Fort Lauderdale, and ask if she wanted to get together. Before I had a chance to do that, she told me she wasn’t with the PBCS cold case squad anymore. Hadn’t been there for seven months. Since we last spoke she’d gone to an Innocence Project fund-raiser and met a high-end criminal defense lawyer who wasn’t part of IP but did some pro bono work for felons’ appeals he thought had merit. He had hired her as an investigator. This was her third case. With that reluctance that showed how she took losing personally, she told me the first two had been unsuccessful. But she wasn’t totally bummed, because those guys were guilty. It was a whole different thing to defend someone who was innocent.

“The attorney’s name is William Hench. Right now we’re working on an appeal for a man who’s been on death row for fifteen years,” she said. I could feel more than hear that intensity in her vocal cords, her voice a little higher pitched and raspier than usual, like she was trying to pretend she wasn’t being gently strangled with a phone cord. She got that way when she was passionate. She was very passionate.

“Remember the Lynch case?” she asked.

Did I remember the Lynch case. That was what nearly got us killed, because she insisted on fighting to free a man she knew was innocent of serial murder even if he was guilty of necrophilia.

She didn’t wait for the obvious answer. “This is the Lynch case again. It combines cold case with wrongful conviction. It’s, like, what I’m meant to do with my life. We don’t think this man did the crimes. But,” she went on, “we’re missing a couple of pieces of evidence. There’s a thing with getting evidence released in Indian River County, and they’ve been stonewalling Will. I told him you might know some people in this area who you could put the pressure on. Will’s heard of you. He was impressed that I knew you.”

“Well, you’re both in luck. What I called to tell you is that I’m coming over. My dad’s in the hospital with pneumonia. Eighty-three years old and a smoker. I think he’s got emphysema, too. No one there to help my mother except my brother, and he’s useless. But we’re not what you’d call a close family. I’ll probably need a break from the hospital. Let’s get together. Just think what fun it will be to talk out a case together again.”

“I was thinking more like you could just make a phone call to some—”

“Nah. Who’s the guy you’re trying to get off?”

“Marcus Creighton.”

Alarm bells. I didn’t know everything, but I knew Creighton was guilty. Laura was going to lose. I remembered again Laura didn’t care much for losing, and that made me question what she was doing working appeals. Then I remembered how the first time I met her she was so impassioned about a man’s innocence she nearly leapt across the table at me in her effort to convince me she was right. But I didn’t say any of that. I just said, “No shit? Seriously?”

“You remember the case.”

I said, “That case was Casey Anthony huge. O. J. Simpson huge. Even if I hadn’t been working in the area at the time, it was national news.”

“Huge. The difference is, there was a stronger case against both of them, and yet they both got off. Seriously, who’d have thought? We think we can find evidence for Marcus Creighton that will, if not exonerate him fully, overturn the death penalty ruling for a life sentence. If he’s proven innocent, the publicity will add to the current groundswell against capital punishment.”

“It doesn’t hurt that he’s an upper-middle-class white guy,” I said.

Silence on her end.

“I’m just saying I don’t need a lecture,” I said.

“Public opinion is turning, Brigid. Most legislators on both sides of the aisle feel the same way.”

“But, Laura. Marcus Creighton.”

It struck me that she might know me as well as I knew her when she said, “You think I’m deluding myself. I know what the odds are on this, but I think sometimes it’s worth going against the odds, and I know you do, too.”

“Right now I’m thinking I’ve always hated arguing over the phone.”

“Well, don’t then. Not until you hear what new evidence we’re tracking.”

“Tell you what, e-mail me anything you’ve got on the case so I can take a look. I’m coming in tomorrow afternoon, I’ll stop by the hospital and then meet you at that Howard Johnson’s on the beach in Deerfield.”

So. Parents, then Laura. Good thing I didn’t have any pressing cases to attend to in my investigation business, because I was clearly needed elsewhere.

I packaged up my firearm, took it to the post office, and shipped it to Laura’s address because of TSA rules. Not that I was anticipating trouble.

Did I just say that? I always anticipate trouble. What I didn’t anticipate, and what Laura didn’t know at that point, was that the following day, around the time I was changing planes in Phoenix, the governor of Florida was signing the warrant for Marcus Creighton’s execution by lethal injection.


Two

The next day Carlo, that’s my husband, insisted on taking me to the airport. When I told him I could drive myself, he reminded me we hadn’t bought a new car after I totaled mine around the same time I got shot in the leg. Not that he doesn’t trust me behind the wheel or anything like that.

He let me drive, while he folded his long legs into the passenger seat like a praying mantis or some other unusually large insect. Our Pugs rode in the backseat, looking out the windows on either side of the car for a while before settling down to sleep. On the way to the airport we talked. About Dad’s precarious health and what to do with Mom if, when, he died.

“Bring her to live with us,” Carlo said.

“The hell you say. My family is nuts.” I had turned his dusty Volvo east on River Road and found the desert sun positioned over the Rincon Mountains, hitting my windshield precisely midway between the wipers and the bottom edge of the sun visor. We spent a few moments in silence as I drove blindly, hoping not to hit a car I couldn’t see.

Then I said, “They may have behaved at my sister-in-law’s funeral, but you never know when somebody is going to throw something.”

That was the one time he’d met my family, six months earlier. We’ve only been married a couple of years. Carlo was a Catholic priest turned philosophy professor, whose first wife died of cancer about five years before we met. He was my first husband. I may be able to kill a man with my bare hands, but when it comes to civilian life I’m what you call a late bloomer. I’m learning marriage by trial and error. It helps that I’m crazy for this guy.

We talked some about Laura then, her turning into an activist, and her latest passion for exonerating felons. Possibly more like abolishing the death penalty. Laura set herself high goals.

“I like Laura. I hope she succeeds,” Carlo said.

I tried not to get up on my soapbox, but the thing is always sitting right there beside me.

“I like her, too. And because of that I have to convince her to stop tilting at windmills,” I said.

“If there hadn’t been a windmill, we wouldn’t have Don Quixote.”

I know I could have argued that, but we were nearing the airport. “You old softy, you don’t even know what he’s in for. The guy murdered his family, including a wife and three children. That’s her asshole client.”

Carlo was silent at that, but not because I had shocked his religious sensibility with the heinousness of the crime. He had been a prison chaplain at one point, and knew what it was like to have feces thrown at you, and to hear the confession of a man about to be executed. No, Carlo was silent because he was a retired philosopher. There were times when finishing a sentence took hours, days, in coming.

He sipped from a to-go cup of coffee dwarfed by his big hands. He said, “That’s ugly. But if he didn’t do it, I don’t think I can imagine anything more cruel than to have your family ripped from you and then to be punished for it. If Laura is doing this, there must be a reason. You’ve got to respect it.” The image of the man I had once seen executed flashed into my head. You know, those several dozen flashbulb memories that play and play and play.

As requested, Laura Coleman had e-mailed me a huge file on the Creighton case, including the complete court transcripts. On the leg from Phoenix to Fort Lauderdale I opened my iPad and chose the first file because it was labeled PHOTOS. Photos are easy; you know, a picture, a thousand words, et cetera.

Well, sure. Why not start with the victims?

The mother: Kathleen Creighton, taken at a formal gathering with her lipstick fading on the bee-stung lips popular at the time, a glass in her hand, toasting the camera. Chin slightly up, not drunk enough to forget that little bulge below your jaw. An attractive man by her side, laughing in appreciation of nothing the way people do at parties. Marcus Creighton? What did it say about the Creightons that this photo was the one they used?

The others were school photos of the children, the last ones taken before they disappeared, or died, probably died.

The oldest girl: Kirsten Creighton, hair modeled after Jennifer Aniston’s in Friends, a style too old for a girl barely in her teens. That Victoria’s Secret pout that’s supposed to look sexy without the child even knowing what sexy means. Trying on this person and that person. Whoever she was to be, ultimately, never was.

The younger girl: Sara Creighton, around eight years old, not yet practicing with a mask like her sister. Facing the camera dead-on, unselfconscious smile showing a double gap where her lower teeth should have been, she reminded me of a drunk pirate. She was the clown in the family. If they ever found her skull there would be secondary teeth still in the jaw, forever waiting to erupt.

The boy: Devon Creighton, Sara’s twin, a shyer glance than his sister, with lids half-shielding his eyes and a more tentative smile that probably covered gaps like hers. But this was a snap in time, like those flashbulb memories. You couldn’t really tell who he was, whether he was the best soccer goalie on his elementary school team. The social stratum these kids came from, too rich for football and too poor for lacrosse.

School photos tell you everything and nothing. These were interchangeable with a million other little Americans in school photos. Only different, because there would never be high school graduation photos taken of these kids.

It was too early in the morning for a drink. I backed out of the photo file without looking to see if there were any of the crime scene, and decided on a court transcript.

CLOSING REMARKS OF DAVID LANCER, FLORIDA STATE’S ATTORNEY


Ladies and Gentlemen of the jury. As I told you in my opening remarks, I’m David Lancer, and I have had the responsibility of prosecuting the case against Marcus Creighton on behalf of the State of Florida. Now I’m going to summarize the case we have proved. Here is how the detectives, forensic scientists, and crime scene reconstruction experts, all experts in their fields, reconstructed the scene at the home of Marcus Creighton, 2357 Oleander Drive, Vero Beach, Florida, on the night of April 30, 1999.

It is after midnight. Mr. Creighton has been away for several days on a business trip to Miami. Upon his return, arriving at the Melbourne Airport, where he picks up his car, he drives to the home where his wife and three children reside. In particular, a wife who has complained to her friends of the many arguments they have had over the sorry state of their finances, of the errors of judgment Mr. Creighton made that put his family at risk. She more than once threatened divorce. If she knew about his lover, it was the one thing she kept to herself.

Mr. Creighton has arranged for the children to be out of the house that night, attending a slumber party at a community center.

From this we can understand that he expected to find his wife home alone. Next events were planned even before he arrived there. Or perhaps he saw an opportunity and seized it. Whatever his mode of operation, when he walks into the master suite of his lavish dwelling, he finds his wife in the bathtub. She has, some would say foolishly, taken a sleeping pill prior to her bath, and is quite asleep. Perhaps he knows that this is common practice for her. Perhaps Creighton nudges her. Perhaps he perceives that she is out cold, and this is his chance to be with his mistress.

He has two choices: He can either push her under the water, and make it look like an accidental drowning, or … he opens the bathroom cabinet and finds her hair dryer. Plugging it into the wall socket between the sink and the tub, he sees that even the noise of the dryer does not awaken her. It’s so easy, and the ease makes the temptation unbearable.

He tosses the dryer into the tub, and the water is instantly charged. Kathleen’s body jerks with the current. Within less than thirty seconds she’s dead. Perhaps he watched. Perhaps he turned away. But whenever he turned away, he saw one of his children, watching, too stunned to react, too frightened to even scream. The child had watched him watching their mother die.

The children had not gone to the slumber party after all. Let us imagine the child who saw this was a little girl.

Marcus Creighton is caught, but at what he doesn’t know. Perhaps the child only saw her mother dead in the tub? Did she see her dying while he did nothing? Did she see her father throw the hair dryer into the water and then stand there doing nothing?

Does Marcus Creighton stop to question the child, and the child shrinks from his touch? Tries to run?

Impulsively, Marcus Creighton grabs the child and puts his hand over her mouth. What is he to do? What are his choices now? Somehow he binds the child, perhaps dragging her into the garage where a roll of duct tape rests on his workbench. He tapes the child’s mouth and binds her hands, still horrified at the way this is playing out, not daring to think where it might lead. But this step is driving him there. He puts the child in the backseat of his car.

If anything is to be done, he reasons, it must be done completely and forever. He goes upstairs and rouses the other two children, one at a time, under some pretext of having to leave the house. They trust him. What child does not trust their father? And he leads them one after another to the same garage, the same duct tape binding them, the same car. Even now, they are more puzzled than fearful.

What then, ladies and gentlemen? Did he drive around for a while, weighing his options? Did he resist killing them or was it easy for him? Is it necessary to surmise what happened to the children after that? Where are the bodies of these children that cry out to you for justice?

There will always be questions which Marcus Creighton stubbornly refuses to answer, but let us address the answers we know for certain. Among the people providing testimony to this crime, you heard from Dr. Tracy Mack, a respected latent print expert, who developed the fingerprint on the hair dryer that, when questioned that night, Marcus Creighton told Detective Gabriel Delgado he had never touched.

You also heard from Detective Gabriel Delgado, who took Mr. Creighton into custody, and to whom Mr. Creighton insisted he had been with his mistress earlier that evening. You also heard Shayna Murry, the mistress whose peccadillo turned into horrific tragedy, deny he was with her that night, which places him at the house hours earlier than he said he was. We have also heard from friends of Mrs. Creighton who repeated conversations surrounding the state of their marriage.

The evidence is overwhelming. You have been told of the purchase of a life insurance policy on Mrs. Creighton, with Mr. Creighton as a beneficiary, twelve months prior to the death of his family. The State has presented a case that assigns motive, means, and opportunity to Marcus Creighton. Motive is the reason for a crime. Means signifies the way the crime was committed. Opportunity is the time and place that came together to allow the perpetration of the crime.

These three are necessary to convince you beyond a reasonable doubt, and the State has done so. The evidence is overwhelming. The defense may try to convince you that you cannot find a verdict of homicide for the three children because their bodies have not yet been found. This is erroneous. There are many precedents for homicide convictions in the absence of the body. The facts are plain.

Were it not for that child who saw his or her mother die, Mr. Creighton might have gotten away with the murder of his wife. Instead, he is accused of the crime of murdering his whole family. For this crime, the crime that all civilized cultures consider the most heinous, the State asks you to deliver not only a guilty verdict, but the death penalty. Thank you.



I felt my spine settle back into the seat, ordered a coffee with whitener as the attendant passed by, and leaned my iPad against the drop-down table in front of me.

Creighton did it. I was more certain than I’d ever been that he did it, and because of that, Laura would need me more than she realized.


Three

I knew David Lancer. Sure, he was a state’s attorney, and his job wasn’t to find the truth. His job was to get a conviction. He would call it winning. He was law enforcement’s hero and had passable ethics.

But whether or not it was a just conviction, you can’t take on the world. Guilty or not, Creighton wasn’t one of the battles I was called to fight. Like that saying goes, Not my circus, not my monkeys. It’s a Momism—she was full of platitudes that sometimes flapped through my head.

Mom, I thought. First Mom and Dad, then Laura.

June starts hurricane season, and even in the air-conditioned Fort Lauderdale airport terminal I could sense the tropical dampness I took for granted until I moved to Arizona. Without even looking I felt the tiny lines in my face disappearing, the cracks around my mouth filling in, while my hair doubled its body. My hand felt slippery on the plastic handle of my roller bag, and I tried to remember the last time I had sweaty palms.

Inside the terminal was nothing compared to the outside, though. I dragged my carry-on out the automatic doors and into the real humidity, making me feel like I’d been hit in the face with a warm wet cotton ball. After the dryness of the high desert my lungs had to work a little harder sucking in all that water.

Florida. It’s a wet heat.

The feeling stayed with me as I made my way to the rental car terminal a short walk away, got directed to a self-effacing gray Accord, and drove north on I-95, not imagining how much time I’d be spending on this road in the coming days.

I grew up in this area. I left it to go to college and then Quantico and wherever that led, but had done some time working for the FBI in South Florida, too. Even with all the changes, I knew where I was. Every exit held a memory.

Sunrise Boulevard, where my family went to the beach. Every summer was greeted by the first sunburn, giving me and my brother and sister a back full of blisters the way crocuses announce the spring.

Oakland Park Boulevard, with the Wellman Building that showcased the largest selection of prostitutes in the state from its restaurant on the seventeenth floor. The two-story sex paraphernalia shop on the same block is a much later addition.

Commercial Boulevard, with the Denny’s that had been there for more than forty years. It had first been a Mother Butler’s that had more choices of pie than Howard Johnson had flavors of ice cream. I ordered the cherry pie there with a molesting scumbag just before I nailed him.

Also at that exit was St. Luke’s Hospital, where my mother had spent eighteen hours in excruciating labor giving birth to me. There had been blood everywhere. Once Mom suspected I knew where babies came from, she would recount the story every year on my birthday, during the cake, as part of the celebration. By the time I turned eighteen I sort of looked forward to hearing the story.

St. Luke’s was where Dad was now. That’s where I was headed.

And if I kept going north this way I’d finally get to Raiford Penitentiary, where Marcus Creighton was one of four hundred men on death row awaiting execution, many for more than twenty years. The system wants to be real careful that they don’t get it wrong.

Tourists see Disney World, Epcot, the Miami Dolphins football team, and Key West, but this is my Florida, the part where men kill their families.

Here ends the Quinn memories portion of our tour.

As I pulled in to the hospital parking lot, I have to admit, I wasn’t all that worried about Dad. Maybe when you don’t see a person face-to-face it’s hard to picture what they’ll look like sick. Instead, I was thinking about the big issues—Marcus Creighton, and whether Laura’s instincts were as good as they used to be. Now I’d have to switch gears to the quality of the hospital food and why I didn’t call more often.

Mom stood and walked toward me when I got to the door of Dad’s private room on the third floor. There was the usual repelling force as of same-pole magnets between us, but I fought it and hugged her anyway. She was a little shorter than I remembered, and felt thinner, too. After the age of ten or so I could never remember her willingly touching any of us. All my memories of her involved cooking, sewing, cleaning, driving, those things that are meant to indicate that parents care when their absence would only indicate neglect.

She turned back into the room and I followed her to where she stood at the foot of the hospital bed. The television mounted on the wall was on loud and when I glanced at it I could tell from Alex Trebek’s lapels that it was an old rerun of Jeopardy! Then I saw Dad lying with his back slightly raised, an IV attached to one hand and the television remote nestled under the other. Rather than shouting the answers as he usually did, he was listlessly hacking up his lungs.

At the full sight of him, my breath caught in the middle of an intake. Unpleasant little electric jolts ran down the surface of my skin from my sides to my legs. Physiologically, it was the same reaction I’d had the first time I walked in on the aftermath of a multiple homicide with an axe. But I’d never thought before now how perfect was the word “shock.”

My father lived in my head as a roosterish sort of fellow, always ready to boost me into the air for a dive into the pool, or to teach me how to break an attacker’s collarbone. People freeze in time that way. Now, bald head protruding from a body that didn’t raise the sheets as much as one would expect, he not only didn’t look like himself, he looked like something not quite human.

I felt bad that during the whole trip over here I’d been thinking about a case rather than him.

Mom ignored the coughing and shouted over the television, “Look, Fergus. Brigid is here.”

Note: Dad has excellent hearing. He just pretends to need us to shout when the TV is on. Mom doesn’t argue with this.

Spent from the coughing, he hardly opened his eyes as he turned his head in my direction. I couldn’t even be sure he recognized me. “Hi ya, Toots,” he rasped generically, still trying to play the tough guy. Dad had retired from the Fort Lauderdale Police Department about thirty years before, but never stopped thinking of himself as a cop. We were all cops, of one kind or another. Except Mom.

Dad always let me get away with stuff that Mom couldn’t get away with. So once I got my lungs going again I moved to the side of the bed, took the remote out of his hand, and pressed the mute button because I don’t play that game. After that I didn’t know what to do.

“Have you seen Todd?” Mom asked. Which was to say, Todd hadn’t been to visit. Mom never said what she meant. It all had to be translated by the listener.

“Not yet. I just arrived and came straight here from the airport,” I said. “How are you feeling, Dad? Mom said you just had bronchitis. Next thing, here you are with pneumonia.”

In response he wrapped his arms around himself, holding his torso as tightly as he could, and had another coughing jag.

“That sounds terrible,” I said to Mom. “What does the doctor say about this?”

“He’s on an antibiotic,” Mom said, her eyes darting around the room, as if expecting to find there what she should be doing.

I started to get up to get him a glass of water, but he gasped for air, coughed again, got it up this time, swallowed. I got him a glass of water anyway, and he took a good belt, swishing it before swallowing again. Recovered, he seemed to summon more of his old self for my sake. “Don’t like water.” He took a breath and wheezed his old W. C. Fields line, “Fish fuck in it.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mom flinch like she was counting the days he’d spend in purgatory for uttering that word. Dad started to hand me the glass, but lifting was hard and the glass settled on its own by his side and started to tip. I took it from him. “Could use bourbon,” he said, and turned his head to wipe the side of his face on the pillow. I realized where I got my own bravado from.

I glanced at Mom to see if she had any reaction to that one. Having recovered from the F-bomb, her face was again as bland as I’d always known it to be, and when she spoke she was participating in a different conversation.

“Todd doesn’t come to visit us much. He’s busy,” Mom said in more of her Mom Code. What that meant was We’re not as important as whatever else he’s doing.

“’Scuse me a sec,” I said. I went out into the hall and called Laura Coleman to cancel. But she wasn’t answering. I left a message for her to call me, and then went to the nurses’ station to find out what the hell was happening with my father. Finding no one there, I came back into the room.

Not wanting to be put in the same too-busy category as my brother, I didn’t mention the Creighton case, or that I was going to meet Laura Coleman when I left the hospital unless she called back to reschedule. Instead, Mom and I talked over the bed, over Dad, the way people do when patients are very ill. Uselessly, we talked about everything but Dad: Carlo and the weather in Arizona, life at Weeping Willow Retirement Home when Dad wasn’t sick, the possible whereabouts of Ariel, my sister, who we never heard from because she was in the CIA. I wondered aloud how we’d ever reach Ariel if something happened. Mom didn’t know.

A nurse came in, checked the fluids, took Dad’s temperature. I looked at the board on the wall where the names of the health care providers were listed. “Dettie?” I said.

“Short for Bernadette,” she said, and smiled warmly enough. I introduced myself and shook her hand. Asked for details to put her on notice that someone had Mr. Quinn’s back. With a glance at Mom, Dettie responded with what she knew, elevated temperature, chest x-ray showing bacterial pneumonia, nothing else. I managed to drag out of her that Dad was stable. She left, and I tried to seize on the comfort that she was acting like business as usual, wasn’t calling code blue. Wasn’t mentioning hospice.

To try to rouse Dad a bit, I did ask if he remembered anything about Marcus Creighton and the murder of his family. Usually keen to talk any kind of crime, Dad failed to be roused this time, only said he couldn’t remember it. This lack of interest in death, more than anything, told me how sick he really was.

“Have you eaten lately?” I asked Mom, thinking I’d take her somewhere, bring her something. In our family food is the answer to so many questions.

“Yes” was all she said.

Dad felt for the volume button on his remote and pressed it with no effect because the mute was still on. Pressing and pressing, he said, “Dinner was supposed to be here at four. The service is bad.”

Him speaking in complete sentences was a small thing, but I felt a sense of hope. I stood, feeling antsy and wanting to do something useful, anything. “Should I go hustle up someone for you, Dad?”

“He ate,” Mom said, and pointed at a tray on a sliding table against the wall on the other side of the room. I walked over and picked up the reddish brown lid, revealing some sort of chop suey thing, a plastic cup of fruit cocktail, and too much of it left over.

“Are you staying at our place?” Mom asked.

I tried not to sound like a guilty child. “Mom, all you’ve got is the couch, and the one time I slept on it I couldn’t move the next day because of my back. I got a room close. I’m, I’m really tired from the trip over, so I’m going to go check in now. But did you drive over? Do you need a ride home?”

“I have the car. I’ll be leaving in a while. Are you coming back?” Mom asked, struggling to keep the question light, the I don’t care if you come back tone at just the right pitch.

I leaned over the bed and over her chair so she wouldn’t have to stand up, and kissed both of them on the side of the face as I had been taught to do. My own pitch off a bit, with more of a bite in my own tone than I intended, I said, “Of course I’ll be back. That’s why I’m here. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Four

I took the newer image of Dad with me over to the Howard Johnson’s on the beach in Deerfield. How pitiful he was, how weak, how in and out of himself. Todd didn’t care. I wasn’t even sure Mom did. Or if she did, how she could handle the health care maze.

Did I care? Somebody needed to care. It was the right thing to do, coming here. I might not have felt like the best daughter at that point, but at least I felt righteous. I reminded myself to find out who his doctor was and get in touch first thing in the morning in case some Quinn attitude was necessary.

I had regretted agreeing to meet Laura Coleman, and I felt torn. But there she was, punctual as ever, standing on the sidewalk in front of the hotel waiting for me. In her left hand she held the case that contained my weapon of choice, the snub-nosed FBI revolver, that I had overnighted to her address. Her right hand almost made a fist. Her stance looked like she was preparing to get punched in the gut with a log. She hadn’t changed a bit, other than appearing more tense, more level nine than her usual level six.

I gave her a hug instead of shaking hands and then, stepping back to take a better look at her, said, “It’s good to see you. You look healthy. But tense.”

She had hugged me back, but her first words were, “I just got a call from Will Hench. The defense attorney? He wanted to make sure I was coming into the office first thing tomorrow. He sounded like he was trying not to be upset but didn’t say why, like he didn’t want me to lose sleep. So I’m a little stressed.”

“What you heard in the attorney’s voice might not even have to do with this case,” I said.

I got my roller bag out of the trunk and balanced on it the case she handed to me. As always, the closer I got to my loaded weapon, the better I felt.

She walked in with me to register. While the reception clerk took my credit card and handed me a plastic key card for a room on the second floor, I examined Laura in my peripheral vision. She had cut her hair shorter than I remembered it. Now the tight curls clung to her skull, making her head look like a Persian lamb coat my mother used to have. She had gotten buff, too. Even her forearms were defined.

“You been working out?” I asked.

“Nothing better to do while I was taking time off.”

When we turned away from the counter and walked to the elevator I could feel rather than see her limp, not pronounced, but there. The result of her wounds. But even with the limp she walked like someone you better not mess with, her shoulders purposeful, committed to forward movement even if the route was over your corpse. I didn’t remember her quite this way.

“How long are you here?” Laura asked as we walked.

“About a week. I hope.”

“Did you read what I sent you?”

Half my mind was still at the hospital, and I was a bit testy. “I’m fine, thanks for asking.”

“So what did you think?”

“I think you’re not listening.”

Laura stopped walking and stared at me, realizing finally we were on different pages and neither of us the kind who turned them easily.

In a second I remembered how much and how little I knew Laura’s story. Daughter of Mormons who had uncustomarily stopped at two children. Happy childhood, probably. Ballet lessons and tutus. Learning how to be a homemaker. Groomed to be a good wife. So she goes into the FBI instead. What was it with that? Who was she really? Did she know?

She touched her fingertips to her upper lip as if stopping the words. She said, “I’m sorry. I’ve got that call from Will on my mind.” She forced herself off her own track and onto mine. “How is your father?”

“I understand, believe me,” I said. “Tell you what, how about you let me put my bag in my room first. Get a little something to unwind. Seeing Dad in the hospital was weird; he’s always been so robust.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again, and I knew she meant it.

Laura left me at the elevator. I got to my room and dropped my bag, knowing enough not to push my advantage by stopping to unpack it but at least taking the time for a quick pit stop and washup after the flight. I unlocked the case, drew out my pistol, and loaded it with some rounds that I’d sent in my checked baggage. I put the gun in my sizable tote bag, thick canvas with a plastic bottom so you couldn’t see it sag too much where the gun rested. Slung the tote over my shoulder. Better and better.

When I came back down Laura was waiting at the elevator, leaning against a chrome and glass table with a monstrous turquoise ceramic vase holding those foofy things that aren’t found in nature.

“I haven’t taken a look at the ocean in a while,” I said. “Care to walk out onto the pier?”

We stopped at the outside bar, where music blasted louder than I ever remembered. We got our drinks in plastic cups, me a Scotch over ice and her a lemonade.

“I thought you were a vodka drinker,” she said.

“You’re not an alcoholic if you like variety,” I said.

“All due respect,” she said, “bullshit.”

The entrance to the pier was just fifty feet or so north of the hotel. We took our drinks there, and I paid the three-dollar fee to a guy at a counter behind which hung light fishing tackle in case you forgot anything. We went through the turnstile and walked over the rough wooden boardwalk on pilings that had miraculously survived every hurricane for as long as I’d been around. The pier extended straight over the water a good football-field in length. Benches as rough as the pier itself were placed in the center at equal distances, and a two-slatted railing ran on both sides, splattered with pelican poop and fish guts. Dingy pelicans with beaks down to their bellies waiting around for handouts completed the scene.

Laura pointed to one of the benches now and then as a good place to sit, but I made us walk all the way to the end and stopped to smell and feel the salty onshore breeze, more noticeable here than when I first arrived. I put my tote bag safely between my feet and leaned on the rough wood armrest grooved by tropical storms and bugs. I looked down at the incoming tide that nibbled at the barnacle-covered pilings. The sun was setting at our backs, and the breeze finally felt a little cooler, a little dryer.

I thought about how Dad used to bring the three of us to this spot to fish. No matter how grouchy he was at home, he always seemed relaxed and jovial out here, and it didn’t even matter whether we caught anything. Just letting him teach us how to cut the mullet and double-punch it on the hook so the fish couldn’t take it easily was a fine thing. He didn’t get angry if we did it wrong. In later life I wondered if it was getting away from Mom that made him feel better.

Then I pointed to her ankles. “Is there much residual pain?” I asked.

“Some,” she said. “Come on, I thought we were here to talk about the case.”

“It’s only been a year, Laura. Someone your age thinks a year is a long time, but it’s not.”

“You’re doing that condescending thing,” she said, but not like she wanted to pick a fight or anything. It was just a friendly observation like Oh, you changed your hair. Maybe she really was okay.

I said, “All right. On point. How’d you get involved with all this?”

“Will told me he got a letter from Creighton, who found out online he does pro bono work. At first I thought the way you do. But do you know Tracy Mack?”

“Old Dick Tracy?” Some nicknames make more sense than others. “The fingerprint examiner. I saw him mentioned in the trial transcript.”

“Is that what they called him? Well, he had the leading piece of physical evidence in Marcus’s case, and he was indicted a month ago on multiple charges of erroneous, and likely fraudulent, findings.”

“Shit. We always knew he was a little confused about his role in the criminal justice process. He fancied himself as a crime fighter more than a scientist. How many cases are they looking at?”

“Thousands.”

“Good God.”

“Yeah. The Florida Innocence Project has been flooded with letters from inmates Mack put away. Creighton sent them a letter, too, but they didn’t answer, they’re so overwhelmed. Will wants to get ahead of them, at least get a stay of execution so we can recheck the evidence, and follow up on things that weren’t used in the trial.”

“How were prints damning evidence if the crime scene was in his own home?”

“One print.
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