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ONE

If it hadn’t rained for six days that spring, we might never have found the bodies. Chouteau County guarded its secrets. The local robber barons hung onto their money, their grudges, their sins and scandals.

But outsider Liz Loconto hiked deep into the woods that ran between the mansions, where almost no one went. Maybe she believed our woods would somehow be better.

When Liz first saw the hand sticking out of the washout in the creek, she thought it was a twig. When she looked closer and saw the arm bones, she figured it was an old Halloween decoration. But then Liz edged closer, lost her balance and slid down the muddy creek bed. That’s when she realized the bony hand was real – and attached to a body. A dead body.

Liz was still screaming when she called 911 on her cell phone. And that’s how I wound up trudging through the Missouri woods. I’m Angela Richman, Chouteau County, Missouri, death investigator. I work for the medical examiner’s office, and I’m in charge of the bodies at the crime scene. Chouteau County is about thirty miles west of St. Louis, and Chouteau Forest is its biggest town. We’re an exclusive pocket of white privilege.

I was lucky that Detective Jace Budewitz caught this case – he’s one of the best on the Chouteau Forest force. I was on call that April afternoon and he gave me the news about six-thirty. Jace is a Chicago transplant, used to the toughest neighborhoods in that city. He’s starting to learn that the Forest isn’t all that different – we simply have better-dressed thugs.

‘It’s a bad scene, Angela,’ he said. ‘A hiker has found one body, but we have some indications there may be more. I’ve brought in the cadaver dogs.’

‘Are we getting Nitpicker?’ I asked. Sarah ‘Nitpicker’ Byrne was the Forest’s top CSI tech. It would take days to retrieve the body and the evidence.

‘She’s on her way,’ he said. ‘Nitpicker’s extra careful, so no evidence will be lost.’

‘I’ll get my things,’ I said. ‘Where are you?’

Jace gave me the closest intersection, then said, ‘It’s way back in the woods. I’m surprised the witness stumbled on the victim. I’ll have a uniform waiting to take you back. Wear your oldest clothes and boots – it’s muddy. And you’ll need to wear protection. The decedent is badly decomposed.’

I made sure I had a jumpsuit with a hood, as well as gloves, goggles and a face mask. I could get tuberculosis and other diseases from contact with a decomposing body. Then I threw on jeans, boots, and an old chambray shirt, pulled my long, dark hair into a practical ponytail, and slapped on some mosquito repellent. I knew I’d need it. I’d had other cases in the deep woods. Chouteau County was a densely wooded area studded with nineteenth-century mansions. The richest residences were guarded by gates and security, but a network of paths – mostly used by local teenagers – threaded through the woods behind their estates.

Ten minutes later, I found the intersection Jace gave me, off a remote part of Gravois Road. Police cars and other official vehicles were strewn about like abandoned toys. Mike, the uniform, waved at me. He was about twenty-five, with an open, smiling face and short blond hair. I brushed away his offer of help with my DI kit – a black rolling suitcase – and we followed a deer trail through the muddy woods, with me half-carrying, half-rolling the suitcase.

It was a glorious spring day. The new leaves were a tender green, and I saw patches of purple – flowering redbud trees – and clouds of white dogwoods. A perfect day for a walk in the woods. Except I knew the grim end to this hike.

By this time, Mike was puffing a bit as he worked his way up the trail, which made me feel a little better. I was out of breath, too. At forty-one, I was glad I could keep up with him. The trail was narrow, and the slippery mud made dragging my DI case difficult.

I smelled the site before I saw it. As we topped a hill, the odor of decomposition hit me like a wall. Mike slashed Vicks VapoRub under his nose to block the odor, then offered the jar to me. I waved it away. ‘Thanks, Mike, but my sniffer will short out quickly.’

‘Wish mine would,’ he said.

I didn’t want to embarrass Mike by saying that Vicks was rarely used, especially by veteran homicide staff. He’d catch on soon enough.

We kept walking on the deer path. The scene started along a branch of Chouteau Forest Creek, about twenty-five feet from where the body was found. ‘Is this the same path the killer took?’ I asked, as I unzipped my DI case for my iPad.

‘Don’t know yet,’ Mike said.

I saw three canopy tents set up in a little clearing for shade – and to block the view of any TV helicopters. Rick, a solemn-faced uniform at the entrance to the scene, was in charge of the crime scene log.

‘Hi, Rick. Angela Richman, Death Investigator. Looks like my time in is 6:58 a.m.’

Rick noted my arrival in the log.

As I started to write the time on my iPad, I said, ‘What’s our case number?’ He gave it to me.

Now we were in the thick of the investigation, I could see a small landslide at a bend in Chouteau Forest Creek, exposing the red clay soil. Under one canopy was a partially decomposed body, lying on a rock-strewn bier of red-brown clay.

Jace – Detective Budewitz – was directing the search of the area, plus the cadaver dog handlers and their animals. He waved at me.

‘How’s it going?’ I asked. Jace is six-two, with a perpetual boyish face. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, which was rapidly getting higher.

‘One body so far,’ he said. ‘I suspect there are at least two more buried here.’ He pointed at a thick clump of weeds and saplings about ten feet away. ‘I’ll bet my next paycheck that’s a body dump. The body fed that thick overgrowth. Same for the spot over there, to the west of it.

‘I’ve got uniforms searching the creek bed in case any bones or evidence washed downstream. We may have gotten lucky there. I think the creek wall collapsed after last night’s heavy rain. The arm looks intact, but we’re missing some finger bones. The searchers have come up with nothing so far.’

‘Any idea who the victim is?’ I asked.

A dog handler shouted, ‘Detective! Over here! I think we may have another one.’

‘Damn!’ Jace looked sick. He wiped his sweating forehead with his hands and smeared mud across it. ‘Sorry, Angela, can’t talk now.’

By that time, Nitpicker had arrived, suited up in a white disposable coverall. She was a short, muscular woman in her thirties, who loved changing her hair color. Today it was the same lime green as the spring leaves. She kneeled down to survey the exposed parts of the body.

‘Time to suit up, Angela,’ she said.

I opened my suitcase and pulled on my hooded suit, then added the goggles and face mask.

I knew we were all looking at long days. Bodies located in the woods would be worked through the night until the scene was cleared. We could not leave the decedents in the ground and come back. We would have to stay there, suited up, sweating, swatting mosquitoes, barely sleeping, working slowly and meticulously to document every step.

When we got closer to the body, we could see the creek cave-in had exposed part of the face, along with the arm. ‘What can you tell me about this decedent?’ I asked.

Nitpicker brushed her already sweaty green hair out of her eyes. ‘This one appears to be a female, possibly in her early twenties. I’ll know more as we go on.’

Four hours later, I was finally able to do the formal body inspection. Nitpicker still thought the decedent was female, probably blonde, possibly in her early twenties.

‘This was no drifter,’ she said. ‘She has good teeth.’

Once I got past the ‘Oh, my God!’ reflex I always have when I see a badly decomposed decedent, I could see that the dead woman’s skin was too decomposed to tell her race. She was supine, lying on her back. Mud blocked her eyes, and her lips were pulled back in a horrible rictus. I could see those straight teeth, now clogged with mud. She’d had good dental work, and that would help identify her.

‘Let me show you what I found around the victim’s neck,’ Nitpicker said. She crawled toward the body’s head and pointed at the neck with her trowel. I leaned in closer, and wished I hadn’t. The odor was overwhelming, even through the face mask, and I fought not to gag. So much for my nose shorting out.

‘See?’ she said.

I mastered my rebellious stomach and peered closer. ‘It looks like muddy string. Green string.’

‘I think it’s jute garden string,’ Nitpicker said. ‘My mom uses it to tie back her tomatoes.’

‘Do you think the victim was garroted with it?’

‘That would be my guess, but the ME will have to say for sure.’

The string would stay on the victim’s neck until the medical examiner removed it. I would photograph it – especially the knot. Knots could tell us a lot about her killer.

I took out my point-and-shoot camera and photographed the body – wide shots and close-ups, then more close-ups of those teeth. Then I put on multiple pairs of gloves. I placed the dead woman’s hands in paper bags secured with evidence tape in case there was any evidence under her nails.

I didn’t see any visible open wounds, but the decomposition could be hiding them.

Nitpicker pointed to the decedent’s running shoes. ‘Looks like the victim tied her shoes herself. I hope the bastard didn’t make her walk here. We’ll have her shoe soles analyzed for traces of earth materials besides this sticky clay.’ The victim’s running shoes also got the paper bag and evidence tape treatment.

‘She’s wearing a green T-shirt,’ I said, ‘with the Chouteau Forest High logo.’

Nitpicker lowered her voice and said, ‘I hope this doesn’t leak to the press, but I think the decedent may be Terri Gibbons, the Forest High track star.’

‘What? That can’t be,’ I said. ‘Terri went missing eight months ago. This body hasn’t been in the ground that long.’ Terri Gibbons was the pride of Chouteau Forest High, the local answer to East St. Louis’s track and field star, Jackie Joyner-Kersee.

At the time of her disappearance, Terri had two track and field scholarships, including one to UCLA. Last August, Terri went out for a run, telling her mother she’d be back by dinnertime. When she didn’t turn up by nine o’clock, her frantic mother called the police. Terri’s disappearance made the national news.

I felt a crushing weight in my chest. So much promise lost. The police said Terri was universally liked, did not have a steady boyfriend, drink or use drugs.

‘I knew she probably wasn’t alive,’ I said. ‘But I’d hoped she’d cracked under the pressure and taken a bus to Florida.’

‘I think we all hoped that,’ Nitpicker said. ‘At least her poor mother will know what happened to her daughter and have someone to bury.’

‘Closed casket,’ I said, looking at the young woman’s nightmare face.

‘I hope her mother doesn’t insist on seeing her body,’ Nitpicker said.

‘Jace and I will try to talk her out of it,’ I said. ‘Terri disappeared in August. There’s no way this body has been in the ground eight months.’

‘That’s my guess, too,’ Nitpicker said. ‘That means someone had been holding her for at least six months or so.’

‘Holding.’ A polite word for torture, maybe worse.

Someone local. Who knew the secret ways of the Forest.

TWO

Nitpicker and I worked in silence. As so often happens in Missouri, the pleasant spring day turned blast-furnace hot, and we wilted in the humidity. My hair was dripping with sweat. Flies buzzed everywhere – in my eyes, ears, even my mouth. The insects tormented me inside my hood. The mosquitos were particularly vicious after the heavy rains. No matter how much mosquito repellent I slathered on, the nasty creatures always found a spot I’d missed.

As I worked, I tried to persuade myself that this wasn’t the body of Terri Gibbons, the lost track star. I asked Nitpicker, ‘Do you really think this is Terri? Anyone could wear a Chouteau Forest High shirt.’

‘We can’t be sure until the ME confirms it with DNA or dental work,’ Nitpicker said, ‘but last time I checked there were no other missing persons’ reports for someone this age around here.’

‘Maybe she’s a sex worker from St. Louis,’ I said.

Nitpicker quickly dashed my last hope. ‘And some kink put her in a Chouteau Forest High shirt because it turned him on? I doubt it. Her dental work is too good for her to be a drifter or a hooker.’

She was right, and I knew it. As I worked, I thought about the twisted freak who’d killed Terri. That’s who she was in my mind now, even though she hadn’t been officially identified. I wanted to put a human face on this horror show. I’d seen Terri’s photo, and she’d been a strong, smiling young woman with determined brown eyes and the long, lean muscles of a runner.

I swatted a mosquito on my ear, and continued my routine for Terri’s death investigation. I opened the ‘Information to be Developed for Unidentified Persons’ form on my iPad. The body was face-up in a shallow grave, about three feet deep, her head pointing to the east, away from the creek.

I measured her body. She was about five feet six inches tall, and I estimated her weight at maybe 125 pounds. I wasn’t sure of her race – decomposed bodies darken – but if it really was Terri, she was Caucasian. Her mud-streaked hair appeared to be natural – medium blonde with hints of darker tones. In other words, dirty blonde. I couldn’t tell her eye color – I wasn’t sure if they were still there.

The flesh had sagged, the abdominal cavity had caved, most of the internal organs were gone, and there had been extensive maggot activity. I gathered samples of all the insects, including the flies and beetles. I had to note all the insect life on her body. Awful as they were, they were Nature’s clean-up squad.

The advanced decomposition hid any marks, deformities or scars, including surgical scars. I wouldn’t be able to make out any tattoos or body piercings. It was impossible to determine if there were holes for pierced earrings on her lobes. Her left hand and lower arm (the ulna and radius) had been exposed by the creek cave-in and were skeletonized. Two fingers were missing, the phalanges and metacarpals for her ring and little fingers. The eight remaining fingers had the remains of pale blue polish. The decedent wore no rings or other jewelry.

I noted the green string around the victim’s neck that Nitpicker had pointed out, and photographed it again, taking special care to document the knot. The ME would cut the string during the autopsy and leave the knot intact. It was an odd knot, not a square or granny knot. My guess – and I shuddered at the thought – was that it was some sort of slip knot used to control the victim. There may have been bruising on Terri’s neck, but the advanced decomp made it hard to tell.

The victim’s muddy shirt had a pocket, and I found something inside.

‘Hey, Nitpicker, look at this!’ I used tweezers to extract a bit of vegetation from the shirt pocket. ‘It looks like some kind of flower, but I’m not sure what variety.’ The flower was brown and wilted, but appeared to have five petals and was sort of funnel-shaped. I put the dead flower gently in a paper envelope I kept in my DI kit. It would be sent to a botanist later.

‘Do you think the killer put that flower in the victim’s pocket?’ I asked.

‘Maybe,’ Nitpicker said. ‘But killers usually put flowers on top of the body or in the victim’s hands, as if staging a funeral, and I haven’t found any. Maybe the victim hid it in her shirt to help us find who killed her.’

I felt a flash of pity. What had Terri’s last days been like, knowing she was going to die and perhaps leaving clues for the people who might find her? I shook off those thoughts. Wallowing in the awful details of her death wouldn’t help. Documenting what I found would.

‘I swear we’ll get justice for you, Terri,’ I said, then realized I’d spoken my words out loud. Fortunately, Nitpicker didn’t seem to notice my melodramatic pronouncement. Red with embarrassment, I went back to work.

I noted that Terri’s clothes were muddy but intact. She wore matching green gym shorts and white socks, and it looked like she’d put her clothes on herself – nothing was inside-out or backward. There were no tags or identification.

When I examined her right arm, I saw that a rectangle of skin appeared to be missing. The missing patch was four inches long and two inches wide – a neat cut two inches above her wrist. ‘What do you think this is?’ I asked Nitpicker.

She examined the wound. ‘My guess is the cut was made after her death, possibly to remove a distinguishing birthmark or tattoo.’

Jace came over and I showed him the missing patch of skin. ‘Her description mentions that she had a blue butterfly tattoo on her right arm, near her wrist,’ he said.

I spent more long hours securing the evidence. At last, that task was finished. Now it was growing dark. Long black shadows reached for us like dead fingers, and the air was suddenly chilly. Nitpicker and I were finished. We were both sweaty and mud-smeared, and we stank. The dogs had found another body, bringing the total to three, counting Terri.

Who would murder Terri? I wondered, as I packed up my gear. Why had her killer buried two more women deep in the Forest woods? Those were older burials. Although an outsider – a curious hiker – had discovered the first body, I was pretty sure a Forest resident had created this remote burial site. While the Forest paths were mostly used by teenagers, plenty of grown-ups remembered where they used to hook up or get hammered.

But this hidden glen was no kids’ party place. The uniforms had found little evidence for that. No downed tree trunks or big rocks for comfortable seating, no signs of youthful partying – beer cans, used condoms, or joints. In my mind, I could see the killer here, leaning against a big tree, contemplating his crimes, enjoying owning these victims. Savoring the knowledge that no one else in the whole world knew where these victims were.

A chill wind dried the sweat on me and I shivered, but not entirely from the cold. I wanted out of here. The night woods felt like they were closing in. The dusk was still and stifling.

‘I’m ready to call the pick-up service,’ I said. Chouteau County had a contractor to move bodies to the morgue. ‘Are you going to work the other two bodies, Nitpicker?’

‘No, those are older burials. They seem to be mostly skeletons.’

Climate and the environment affected the rate of decomposition. Here, it took about a year for a body to decompose into a skeleton in these conditions, so the decedents had been here a while.

Nitpicker was packing away her tools. ‘We’re going to have to bring in a forensic anthropologist from City University – Dana Murdoch.’

‘I know her. She’s good.’

‘The best,’ Nitpicker said. ‘But you won’t be doing the body inspection on those two decedents.’

I felt relieved, until Jace came over and reminded me that my work wasn’t done. ‘We’re going to have to inform Terri’s mother that we need her daughter’s dental records,’ he said. ‘We’d better get there before that poor woman finds out through the Forest rumor mill.’

That was my job – the worst part of it – to inform the victim’s family. Some jurisdictions assign this task to another investigator, but not the Forest.

‘Didn’t you ask for Terri’s records after she was missing for a while?’ That was standard procedure in a missing person’s investigation.

‘We did,’ he said, ‘two months after Terri went missing. The case was getting a lot of attention, what with her being a track star and everything. Her mother refused to give them to me. I tried to be tactful, too. I asked about Terri’s physical health and mental health, and who her doctors were. Her mother said Terri was fit mentally and physically, and she was elated over her sports success. No indication that she was cracking under the pressure. I asked her mother if she’d sign a healthcare release form, “in the unlikely event we need any records.”

‘Terri’s mother saw through me. She said it wasn’t necessary, because in her heart she knew her daughter was alive.’

‘Back then, Terri probably was alive,’ I said.

‘You know, Doc Stone is a stickler for the HIPAA privacy regulations,’ Jace said. ‘He won’t release the dental records unless he has permission from the next of kin. That’s Terri’s mother. The father’s long gone.’

‘Couldn’t Doc Stone look at the morgue X-rays?’ I asked. I really didn’t want to do this.

‘We’d still need Terri’s dental records,’ he said.

There was no way out of my unpleasant duty.

‘I’ll go with you,’ Jace said. I could have hugged him, except no one would want me near them in my current state.

I looked down at my muddy jumpsuit and said, ‘Give me time to shower and change into something decent.’

‘I should change, too,’ he said, brushing mud off the knees of his pants. ‘Terri’s mother, Lillian, lives on Duchesne Circle. I’ll meet you at the entrance to her street in an hour.’

I pulled off my jumpsuit and bagged it in the contaminated trash at the site, then looked around at the suddenly cold forest. I hurried down the deer trail to my car.

On the drive home, I was pleased that Jace had volunteered to go with me to break the news to Terri’s mother. This was always an emotional time, and I didn’t like to go alone. Ordinarily polite people reacted unpredictably to the news that they’d lost a loved one.

Three months ago, when I told a mother that her only son had died of an opioid overdose, she screamed, ‘Liar!’ and tried to hit me. Jace stepped between us just before she raked her sharp red nails across my face. Eventually, he calmed her down. She was a fifty-six-year-old assistant bank manager. After several cups of tea and an ocean of tears, she said, ‘I don’t know what came over me. I’m so sorry.’

I knew she was, but I also knew I had to be careful.

Jace and I had an even worse task. Usually, I came with absolute news, telling someone the son, daughter, husband or wife they loved was dead. But this mission was even more delicate.

We weren’t sure that Terri Gibbons was dead. In effect, I’d be saying, ‘Sorry, your daughter may be dead. Can we have her dental records?’

That was far worse. When Jace and I would be asking Terri’s mother, Lillian Gibbons, for her daughter’s dental records, we were giving that poor woman sorrow and uncertainty at the same time. Lillian was smart enough to know what that request meant. We were really breaking the news of her daughter’s death to her. Maybe.

I headed home, threw my clothes into the laundry, showered, and longed to fall into bed, but that luxury was denied to me right now. I was a widow – my husband had died young of a heart attack – and I missed his love, his comfort, and most of all, his conversation.

Today I was alone, and the bearer of bad news. Even worse, I had some idea of how my news would affect that poor woman: she’d be wounded to the depths of her soul.

THREE

‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’

Terri’s mother opened the door, took one look at Jace and me, and said the words in a flat voice. We didn’t even have to introduce ourselves. Lillian Gibbons had been expecting this news, and her face was ravaged by grief. She was about fifty years old, and under different circumstances might have been attractive. Her hair was a smart brown bob, and she wore a gray sweatshirt and straight-legged jeans. But all the color left her face when she saw us on her doorstep.

I found her complete lack of emotion frightening. I was afraid she’d suddenly break and lash out in a violent storm.

We stood on the doorstep of her ranch house in the working part of Chouteau Forest, with the sneery nickname of Toonerville. I caught a glimpse of a green-painted hall, the wall covered with photographs of a young woman in sports clothes. Terri, I presumed.

‘We’re not sure, Mrs Gibbons,’ Jace said, his voice quiet and cautious, the way he’d approach a possibly dangerous person. ‘We need your help.’

‘We’ve found someone who could be your daughter,’ I said, ‘but we need to confirm it.’

‘Why can’t I identify her body?’ she asked, in that same dangerously flat voice.

‘Uh, the body has been buried,’ Jace said. ‘For a while.’

You couldn’t possibly recognize the daughter you love, I thought, damn the killer’s shriveled soul.

‘But her body’s been found,’ Lillian said, her voice insistent. ‘Why can’t I look at her?’

‘Because, uh, the person we found doesn’t resemble what she looked like in life,’ I said. In fact, she doesn’t even look human, I thought.

Lillian began screaming. ‘I would know my own daughter! No matter what she looked like now!’

I flinched, but stood firm. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Gibbons, but you don’t want to see this person, whether or not she’s your daughter.’

Jace gently took her arm and steered her inside. ‘The best way to help us confirm this is Terri is to sign the papers allowing Dr Stone to release your daughter’s dental records, so we can compare them to this person’s. Then we’ll know for sure.’

I softly closed the door and followed Jace into the kitchen at the end of the hall. It was a good choice. The room had the comforting smell of cinnamon and coffee. Blue-checked curtains gave it a homey look. We sat down at a polished pine table with a blue bowl of fruit as a centerpiece. The short walk and Jace’s soothing tone gave Mrs Gibbons time to recover.

Now she was weeping openly. ‘I knew my baby was dead,’ Mrs Gibbons said.

Jace handed her a fresh, white handkerchief and she wiped her streaming eyes.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I know the day she died, too. It was February twelfth at twelve-seventeen at night. I felt it. I felt it in my soul. Something stabbed my heart and I blacked out for a few minutes. I was in bed, and when I came to, I knew then that my Terri was dead.

‘I guess you think I’m crazy.’ She looked at me, a challenge in her voice.

‘No, I don’t doubt you,’ I said. ‘I never question the connection between a mother and child. She’s part of you.’ Besides, the timeline was eerily right for Terri’s death, judging by the condition of her body.

‘We were connected, the two of us,’ Mrs Gibbons said. ‘Her father took off when she was just a baby, and from then on, it was Terri and me. I went to every practice, and took a part-time job to get her the coaching she needed. I was so proud when she got those scholarships. That’s why, when she didn’t come home that night, I knew something was wrong. I knew she was in trouble.’

She started crying again. When her tears stopped, I asked, ‘May I make you some coffee?’

‘I’d like that,’ she said, sniffling. ‘But you don’t need to make it. The coffee in the pot is still fresh. If you would pour me a cup, I’d appreciate it. I take mine black. Pour some for yourselves, too. The cups are in the cabinet next to the stove.’

While I went to get the coffee, Jace introduced us formally. I brought three mugs of coffee over to the table and we sipped the fragrant coffee.

Mrs Gibbons broke the silence. ‘Ever since I knew she was dead, I’ve been praying that my girl would be found, so I could bring her home. I want her to be with her grandparents. She loved them so much. They were our support system.’

She sounded almost as if Terri would be living with them, but I guessed that was her way of coping with the dreadful news.

She took a deep breath, then said, ‘I’ll sign those papers now. How long will it take to make the identification?’

‘Not long,’ Jace said. ‘I’ve called Dr Stone and alerted him. He’s on standby. As soon as he gets permission from you, he’ll compare the X-rays and give us his decision.’ Jace didn’t add that my friend, Dr Katie Kelly Stern, assistant county medical examiner, had stayed late at the morgue to X-ray the body. She’d already emailed those X-rays to Dr Stone.

‘Do you have a scanner?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Would a fax machine work?’

‘That will work fine,’ Jace said.

‘I have one in … in …’ Mrs Gibbons stopped, gulped back more tears, and finally said, ‘in Terri’s room.’

She signed the paperwork and we followed her to Terri’s room. It was painted a dramatic dark blue cut with bold slashes of red. The walls were decorated with posters of women track stars. I recognized Olympians Allyson Felix and Sanya Richards-Ross. I hadn’t the heart to ask Mrs Gibbons about her daughter’s Olympic aspirations. Like the rest of the house, Terri’s room was scrupulously clean. Three tall bookcases were crowded with trophies and packed with books.

Across from the bed was a desk with a fax machine and a phone charger. ‘The police took my daughter’s laptop and cell phone,’ Mrs Gibbons said. She showed us how to work the fax machine, and we faxed the signed permission paper to Dr Stone. Jace stepped outside to phone Katie and Dr Stone.

‘Do you have someone to stay with you this evening, Mrs Gibbons?’ I asked. ‘Someone you can call so you won’t be alone?’

‘Yes, my cousin, Bobbie Kramer. I’ll call her now. Even though she’s my cousin, Terri always called her Aunt Bobbie. My phone’s in my room.’

She left to make her call and I studied the books on Terri’s shelves: fat, worn history and math textbooks, and five shelves of novels, including the Harry Potter series, the Vampire Diaries, and saddest of all, The Fault in Our Stars by John Green. That touching novel was about trying to live your life to the fullest when your time is limited. Did Terri sense that her time was limited, just like her mother believed she knew when the young woman had died?

Mrs Gibbons came back and announced, ‘Bobbie is on her way. She works in downtown St. Louis, and she should be here in about forty minutes, if the traffic’s not too bad.’

‘I’ll stay with you until she arrives,’ I said, and saw the gratitude on the woman’s face. I quickly switched the subject. ‘Your daughter’s quite a reader.’

‘Yes, she is.’ Mrs Gibbons smiled, eager to brag about her daughter, then the smile slipped from her face. ‘I mean, she was. From the time she learned how to read, we had a monthly book date, where we’d go to a bookstore and she’d pick out a new book. If she hadn’t won the track scholarships, she could have had an academic scholarship. She’s that smart.’

Mrs Gibbons looked ready to cry again, then stopped herself. ‘The police detective, Budewitz, is a kind man,’ she said.

‘Yes, he is,’ I said. ‘He’s the best.’

‘Would you like to go sit in the kitchen?’ she asked.

I followed her back there. After we sat down, she said, ‘I have a question. Did my daughter – I mean – did the dead girl suffer?’

‘No!’ I said.

My mind flashed on the green string with the slip knot around the dead woman’s decomposing neck, proof that I was lying. I didn’t care. It was the only comfort I could give that poor woman. Let her believe that Terri died quickly and painlessly. Parents who knew how their children really died tortured themselves for the rest of their lives. Mrs Gibbons was in enough pain.

I was relieved when Jace returned and said, ‘We should have an answer for you in less than an hour, Mrs Gibbons.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It will be good to know one way or the other. Would you like some cinnamon coffee cake? I baked it today.’

‘That sounds good,’ I said. Jace agreed, and she cut us two generous slices. I’d missed lunch and dinner and was surprisingly hungry, but I hoped wolfing down the cake would be seen as a compliment. Jace quickly demolished his cake, too.

‘Where was Terri – uh, the body – found?’ Mrs Gibbons asked.

‘In Chouteau County, deep in the woods off Gravois Road,’ Jace said. ‘A hiker found them.’

‘Them? Then there was more than one person?’ she said.

‘We believe there were three,’ he said. ‘They haven’t been identified yet.’

‘But if all the … dead … are deep in the woods, they must have been killed by someone local,’ Mrs Gibbons said.

‘We don’t know yet,’ Jace said.

We heard a car pull into the drive, and Mrs Gibbons said, ‘That must be my cousin, Bobbie.’

She hurried to the front room, and we heard both women weeping. Jace’s cell phone rang, and he stepped into the living room to take the call. Mrs Gibbons and Bobbie hurried into the kitchen. Bobbie was about sixty, with short gray hair and eyes red from crying. Her black business suit and blue blouse had a tired, end-of-the-day look. After she sat down, I poured her a cup of coffee, and introduced myself.

Jace appeared at the door, and I could tell by his face that he had news. So could Mrs Gibbons. She looked at him and said, ‘What is it?’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Gibbons,’ Jace said, ‘but the body has been identified as your daughter, Terri Gibbons.’

Bobbie let out an unearthly shriek, and fainted dead away. She fell face-forward on the kitchen table, knocking over her coffee.

‘Bobbie!’ cried Mrs Gibbons, and began working on reviving her cousin, while Jace and I mopped up the spilled coffee with paper towels. Smelling salts finally brought the woman around.

‘I’m very sorry,’ Bobbie said. ‘I skipped lunch.’

‘No need to apologize,’ Mrs Gibbons said. ‘You were Terri’s favorite aunt. Let me fix you some dinner.’

Jace and I left Mrs Gibbons, who was ministering to her distraught cousin.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ELAINE VIETS

i

: An Angela Richman,
Death Investigator mystery

DEATH |

GRIP

“Skillfully plotted . . . Witty dialogue and well-defined
characters” Publishers Weekly on A Star Is Dead






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





