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    Prologue


    As she’d done almost every working day for the past year, Dr. Aparajita Chatterjee, medical examiner for Polk County, Iowa, closed her file on the geologist Clyde Renner but let it sit on her desk for a full ten minutes, simply thinking about what the autopsy results implied, wondering who she should ask for an independent interpretation of the results, and sometimes shaking her head. She’d never seen a case like this one—so simple and obvious yet so complex, with so many people involved and such an unsatisfying set of conclusions, especially with those traces of veterinary pharmaceuticals in his blood. The unusual mix of attorneys, donors, and hackers who showed up at the college immediately after Renner’s death, and the apparent reasons for their interest in Renner’s work, only added to Dr. Chatterjee’s feeling that there was more to the scientist’s demise than just a routine heart attack and stroke.


    The deceased had been delusional, that much was clear from the interviews and the conditions under which he was found, but there was nothing in the results that actually showed, at least convincingly, that his mental state was a significant contributor, or even an immediate one, to his death. Dr. Chatterjee struggled with that last conclusion, based only on statistics from similar cases over the previous decade. There had been times, in the past year, when she’d let her imagination run wild, and in the process found herself thinking not like the cool, analytical, pathologist she was, but almost like a writer working on her fantasy novel about a perfect murder. According to the interviewees, the man had no friends or close colleagues in his department at the small college where he reigned over a geology department filled with typical scientists and a couple of subdued staff members, women paid a pittance and expected to perform daily miracles, especially in the case of that accountant. Dr. Chatterjee had detected no outright hostility in any of these people, only a silent anger and an unspoken sense of relief that Clyde Renner was dead.


    Renner’s mental condition, inferred from what his colleagues had said about him and what she’d found in his house, was no worse than others she knew about. Although infested with fleas and bedbugs, and cluttered with empty vodka bottles that should have been in the trash, or recycled, the house at 409 Cherry Lane, where he’d been found in the kitchen lying next to his starving and dehydrated Irish setter, was not the worst she’d ever been in to deal with a body. Her files contained cases of true psychotics—including serial killer victims, suicides, women who’d been beaten to death by their husbands, and kids who’d overdosed on whatever combination of drugs happened to be in vogue among the young and stupid. Yet there was something about the Renner case that just refused to disappear from her thoughts and resisted the closure that a medical examiner needs in order to proceed with a clear mind to the next unexpected death under suspicious circumstances.


    She opened the file again, for maybe the two-hundredth time, and read through all the interview transcripts, her own assessment of Renner’s blood chemistry and histological specimens, and the descriptions of his home provided by those who’d had early access, including that guy from Homeland Security, the FBI agents, Renner’s son, and the nice but decidedly small-town policemen. Dr. Chatterjee’s education included an undergraduate degree, with honors, from Harvard, medical school also at Harvard, a residency in pathology at Johns Hopkins, and a doctorate in molecular biology from Case Western Reserve. None of this education, or her subsequent experience, seemed to help her forget about Clyde Renner, put the file away, and get on to the next challenge.


    Dr. Chatterjee looked out her office window at the sleet and snow moving sideways, blanking out the familiar scene that told her she was at work: industrial buildings, a warehouse, and run-down frame houses. She needed to go home before she was locked in by the blizzard. She looked at her watch; 10:23 AM. She would never forget the time when her smart phone played its familiar tune, or the number that was now displayed on the small screen in her hand.

  


  
    1. Morning News


    It’s ten ‘til six in the morning. I’m lying on my back, staring at the dark ceiling in our bedroom, listening to Mykala breathe, and hoping that when our radio alarm goes off, the first announcement from our local NPR station will be cancellation of classes at all area schools, including those at the college where I teach geology. The sleet started about an hour ago, after freezing drizzle arrived around two AM carried by a wind that rattled barren tree limbs against the north side of our house. When an emergency is declared, Mykala will turn on our bedroom television for more details. I envision the weather channel report: dense clouds are now moving in a broad band across Iowa and Minnesota and a precipitation arc covers the map from Kansas City to Green Bay, turning roads into death-traps, coating trees with ice until whole trunks split and branches fall across wires, ripping them from poles and shutting off power to thousands of now-darkened rural homes. Welcome to late November in the upper Midwest.


    My students should be thrilled; we had an exam scheduled for this morning in the Introductory Geology class that I teach at this Forbes-listed liberal arts college located a safe distance from the temptations of Des Moines. The major worries among these freshmen, as well as the other three thousand very well-off children who have arrived here from places like Singapore and Beijing will now be air travel over the holiday break instead of my questions about Planet Earth and the drifting of continents, a process that over the past two hundred million years delivered vast oil deposits to places like Iran instead of Iowa. If this sleet storm continues for another few hours, cattle will die; nighttime semis probably are already sliding off I-80. This is a great morning to be a college prof under warm covers listening to my elegant wife breathe instead of an ex-Marine out on the interstate doing Highway Patrol duty.


    It’s now six; our clock radio awakens. When NPR’s Morning Edition comes on the first voice I hear, that of Renee Montaigne, does not deliver an announcement about southeastern Iowa school closings, but rather intriguing news about an earthquake in Indonesia. If I’d not spent the last year as Interim Chairman of our Geology Department, with access to the locked-away files of my deceased predecessor Clyde Renner, I’d never have given more than a typical American’s passing thought to the collision of continents halfway around the world. From the broadcast description of that far-off natural disaster, it does not sound like there is massive loss of life this morning. Good. As we Iowans are finding out this morning, Mother Nature is not always a kind lady; my rational, scientist’s mind, safely distanced from the carnage, assures me that a couple of hundred lives are less of a tragedy, delivered by her non-discriminatory hands, than ten thousand. I suppose that’s true so long as you or your loved ones are not among the two hundred.


    The next sound I hear is not the anticipated school-closing announcement, but our telephone ringing. If you’re a parent, especially one with grown children who have families of their own, you know the fear that sweeps through you when a phone rings in the darkness of an early morning like this one. I reach across Mykala and pick up the receiver from a small table next to her side of the bed; her eyes are wide open; the voice we can both hear is not one of our children with a serious problem, but that of my department’s accountant, Elizabeth Bennett, screaming, screaming into the phone.


    “Stitcher! It’s Stitcher! It’s Stitcher!”


    There are gasps, something like sobs, coughs; I can hear her shivering; she must be outside somewhere. More screaming into the phone.


    Of all the people on Earth, Elizabeth is the last one you’d expect to be screaming about anything, unless, of course, it might be my hatred for ledgers. But even in our most stressful discussions over the past year, trying to clean up the financial mess left by our deceased earthquake specialist Dr. Clyde Renner, she’d been calm, resigned, and nicely sullen. It’s now five after six in the morning; our bedroom windows are still pitch black behind their curtains; the whole state of Iowa is on the verge of being shut down because of a massive early winter ice storm; and, Elizabeth Bennett is screaming over and over again, almost incoherently, something about my least favorite so-called colleague, Dr. Rebecca Stitcher.


    “Stitcher! It’s Stitcher! It’s Stitcher!”


    By this time, Mykala is wide awake, staring. It’s true, I am a scientist, but I’m also a healthy guy, so that explains why, with Elizabeth screaming in my ear from some far-off world about one of my problem children faculty members, I’m watching the black spaghetti strap slowly slide off Mykala’s shoulder. In a scientist’s world, curiosity always trumps emergency, right? Not this time; she hooks her thumb under the strap and slips it back up, staring at me, that strange look I’ve come to associate with a question that I don’t always want to answer: “okay, Gideon, what kind of a mess have you gotten us into this time?”


    “Stitcher! It’s Stitcher! It’s Stitcher!”


    “Calm down, Elizabeth! What about Dr. Stitcher? Tell me what’s going on! Why are you screaming at me, huh? What in the hell is going on, Elizabeth?”


    “She’s dead! I think she’s dead!”


    “Who’s dead? Stitcher?”


    “She’s dead!” More gasping.


    “Stitcher’s dead? Where are you, Elizabeth? Huh? What the hell’s going on?”


    For some honest reason, the combination of Elizabeth Bennett, a telephone, and Dr. Rebecca Stitcher, fondly known, behind her back, of course, as “Becky Bitcher” by both her students and her fellow faculty members, just doesn’t make sense, especially at six in the morning of a blizzard.


    “Where are you, Elizabeth? Where are you?”


    Silence. Then I hear her breathing, taking deep breaths, trying to calm herself. Always Elizabeth, I’m thinking, even in this situation she’s eventually going to get control, settle back into that pathologically business-like woman I know, with her Iowa farm-fed practicality eclipsing all else.


    “Where are you, Elizabeth?”


    “I’m out on Route 3, near the tracks.”


    More purposeful deep breathing. She’s hoarse. I hear a cough. I hear her sucking in great gulps. If she’s out on Route 3 near the Union Pacific spur tracks then that air must be crystallizing her lungs; the same sleet that’s rapidly sealing us inside our house is now glazing over her windshield, maybe freezing her car doors shut, locking her inside, with . . . really? . . . Rebecca Stitcher somewhere nearby, dead?


    “You’re out on Route 3 near the crossing, and you’re calling me at six in the morning to tell me that Rebecca Stitcher is dead? How do you know that, Elizabeth? Huh? What in the hell are you doing out there at this time of day?”


    “I thought she was a deer, Dr. Marshall. I got out to drag it off the tracks. Then I saw her face.”


    “Where are you right now, Elizabeth, right this very minute?”


    “I’m back in my car, Dr. Marshall. I’m afraid to get out.” The voice is now that of the Elizabeth Bennett I know.


    “What have you done so far?”


    “I thought she was a deer. They get hit by trains sometimes. I got out to drag it off and saw her face.”


    It’s not difficult to picture the scene: Elizabeth Bennett gives her husband Joe a peck, walks out the back door of their farmstead, warms up her car while scraping the windshield, drives out the long gravel tracks between leafless apple trees, and turns out onto Route 3. A mile down the road, where Union Pacific tracks cross, she sees something in the middle of the road, something that looks like a deer that’s been hit by a vehicle, one of the nearly fifteen thousand whitetails killed on Iowa’s roads every year. She puts her car into park, gets out, leaving the door open, and bending her head against the wind and sleet, stomps up to the animal. A few feet away she figures out that this is no deer carcass. She takes a closer look; it’s a small female body; her heart rate soars; she looks to the face, wondering who it might be.


    “What about her face, Elizabeth?”


    “It’s gone, Dr. Marshall! Her head is half gone!”


    Now the gasping returns. I swear that I can hear Elizabeth crying over the phone. She must be using a cell phone; it never occurred to me that Elizabeth Bennett would even own a cell phone, much less use one.


    “Why are you calling me, Elizabeth? Huh? Call 911! Call 911 now!”


    I hear beeps; she’s punching keys.


    “It doesn’t work, Dr. Marshall! It doesn’t work!”


    “Hang up, Elizabeth. Hang up then call 911!”


    There’s another beep, then silence. I return the phone to its charger.


    “Okay, what the hell’s going on?”


    Mykala’s no more desirous of a six o’clock phone call than I am, but the fact that it’s not one of our children calling evidently perks her curiosity. We’ve been married for well over thirty years, but I’d never heard a “what the hell’s going on?” until months ago when she couldn’t get enough of my daily report on the Clyde Renner case and had been delivered her evening glass of Pino Grigio.


    “Elizabeth Bennett is out on Route 3, near the crossing, and Rebecca Stitcher is lying in the middle of the road with half her head blown off.”


    We have caller ID but I’ve never used it, so I have no idea what Elizabeth’s call-back number might be, whether it’s stored somewhere inside the phone, or whether she would be able to answer even if she got a call. I get up, turn on the light, and start digging through a drawer for heavy socks, wondering in which closet I might have stored my real winter clothes over the summer that always seems to end too quickly in the corn belt, that down parka I was hoping not to need again until after New Years Day, and those boots that last saw duty in January behind our new Toro PowerMax snow blower, last year’s luxury purchase, our joint Christmas presents to one another.


    “Poor woman. She must have been truly miserable.”


    Mykala is now up, sitting in our bedroom chair, leaning back, legs crossed, hands folded in her lap, looking great in her maroon robe.


    “She was indeed miserable, in more ways than one.”


    “Gideon.”


    Her tone is that of a familiar command I hear about once a week: cut the sarcasm, Dr. Marshall; act like a responsible adult, a chairman, a person with serious responsibility; have some respect for one of your staff members now lying dead across the tracks out on Route 3. And while you’re at it, start thinking about the kind of help you might provide for some of the other zombies who work down there in your Ivory Tower, those problem cases who might also be contemplating suicide.


    “I would not have taken her for a person who even owned a gun,” she says; “or would have used it on herself if she did own one.”


    Mykala has met Rebecca Stitcher maybe once or twice in the thirty-six years we’ve been here, although that’s probably a stretch. Most of my wife’s knowledge about faculty members comes from me unloading over a glass of wine or Stolichnaya, or two, at the end of some particularly stressful day when it seems like our small academic department is the perfect model for a truly dysfunctional society and people are behaving in ways you’d never expect from a bunch of well-paid and supposedly well-educated grown-ups, all of whom hold PhDs, mostly from some of the nation’s premier universities.


    “Where are you going?”


    She doesn’t need to ask; she knows where I’m going: out to the scene. What she’s really asking is “why are you going?” but she knows the answer to that one, too. The real question in her mind, and mine, is “how are you going to get there”—the one delivered by Ms. Nature and her night’s work with temperature and moisture. But the question that Elizabeth answered without saying a word tells me Rebecca Stitcher did not commit suicide by shooting away half her face along the tracks ten miles outside of town. “I thought she was a deer” means “her car was nowhere to be seen;” Elizabeth’s first impression tells me that Rebecca Stitcher was murdered out along Route 3 or was dumped there by whomever pulled the trigger.


    Our phone rings again. This time Mykala answers, listens, says “here he is,” and hands it over.


    “Dr. Gideon Marshall?”


    “Yes?”


    “This is Officer Richard Gordon with the state patrol. We’ve received a call from the 911 dispatcher about a body lying out on Route 3, evidently an employee of the college, and that you are the immediate supervisor?”


    “If she’s dead, then yes, I was her supervisor.”


    There’s a moment of silence. He’s processing information, namely, the fact that like an idiot I just told him that I knew the body was a female.


    “We’re on our way to the scene now,” says Gordon. “I don’t know how long it will take to process that situation, but you need know that we’ll contact you, probably later today. So we request that you not leave town.”


    Sleet drives harder against our bedroom windows. I’m not leaving town. Until Elizabeth’s phone call, I was not planning to leave bed.


    “I’m not going anywhere, Office Gordon, except maybe out to the scene. Our accountant, Elizabeth Bennett, called me before she called the dispatcher.” I try to cover my rear end, blaming Elizabeth on the knowledge that it’s Stitcher’s body on the tracks.


    “Dr. Marshall, if you show up out there, we will have to arrest you.”


    “Arrest me?”


    “We’re treating it as a crime scene. Anyone who was associated with the victim in any way is at least considered a person of interest, if not a suspect.”


    “A person of interest, a suspect, me? I’ve been home since last evening.”


    “Then stay home, Dr. Marshall. The roads are slick. Jesus!” I hear some kind of rasping, another voice, maybe that of Gordon’s partner, yelling “hang on!” in the background. A few seconds later, Officer Gordon is back on the line. “In fact, they’re downright dangerous. Stay home.” The phone goes dead.


    There’s something comforting about the sound of our stainless steel coffee maker starting its early morning routine; that gurgling assures me that yes, indeed, no matter what else happens in rural Iowa, in ten minutes there will be Italian dark roast smell wafting through the house. Mykala is waiting, sitting, arranged like a living sculpture, on her bar stool in the kitchen. I stand beside the counter, listening to the coffee maker, and we look at one another, both, I guess, simply deciding what to say, what to anticipate, what to do, if anything, and what effect Rebecca Stitcher, now lying like a frozen deer carcass out on the Union Pacific tracks across Route 3, will have on my job, my career, and my life. Make that our lives.


    The “what to do” part seems the least of these problems, and that problem was solved by Stitcher herself over the past decades. I have no power at all to change whatever has happened in the last few hours, but I do have power over what will happen in the next few months. I’ll hire someone to fill her position, someone nice, someone who’s actually a colleague, someone who will come to a faculty meeting and make a positive contribution, someone who will join us for a beer at The Watering Hole on Friday afternoons, not someone who will bitch and moan and complain and criticize incessantly, not someone who will earn a derogatory nick name from our extremely intelligent, and mostly very rich, students, most of whom are coddled in the hopes they’ll grow up into very rich, and generous, alums.


    Rebecca Stitcher is dead, evidently shot in the head and delivered to the Route 3 crossing. Or, maybe, she was delivered then shot. We now have a vacancy in the department, a vacancy that, as chairman, I get to fill. So I’m only doing my Department of Geology chair duty, already thinking of the minimal qualifications, none of which were possessed by Dr. Rebecca Stitcher: adequate interpersonal skills, idealistic, self-confident in front of an audience, doesn’t mind being in the Midwest instead of New York, not afraid of eighteen-year-olds, not afraid of men. I don’t know what some businessman would do in similar circumstances, whether that person would be freaking out, stomping around the house, or some other behavior I can’t imagine. I’m not a businessman; I’m a college professor and for the past year a department chairman; my role in life, these days, is to worry constantly about staffing, rooms, supplies, and, like this morning, the impact that nature has on all these aspects of institutional operations. Rebecca Stitcher is dead; Gideon Marshall is just doing his job—pondering her replacement. Mykala interrupts my thoughts. We are, after all, still in rural Iowa.


    “Gideon,” she says; “coffee’s ready.”


    She hands me her favorite cup, smiles, interrupting my plans for Rebecca Stitcher’s office and laboratory space, now up for grabs. I pour. The only thing better than that first whiff of dark Italian in the morning is the first sip.


    “Gideon,” she says, as I hand her the cup, “you need to call Branch.”


    We stare at one another for a minute or two.


    “Gideon,” she says; “your coffee is ready.” She nods toward my favorite cup. “And you need to call Branch.”


    It’s the “call Branch” comment, I’m sure, that makes me suddenly forget that my Italian dark roast, made with fresh ground beans, the latter ordered from a gourmet web site in a distant city, is now waiting for me, like a faithful dog but without the hair and crap you have to pick up out in the yard. Officer Leonard Branch is the senior citizen over in campus security. He’s a nice, harmless, I think, conspiracy theorist. He drives a beat-up Dodge patrol car, a vehicle owned by the college. He and the other two campus cops spend a lot of time on Twitter and Facebook checking out students, especially the women. Leonard Branch does not carry a gun; it’s not clear to me that he’d even know how to use one.


    A year ago Branch and I spent a lot of time together as a result of the last mysterious death in my department, that of Clyde Renner, my former chairman and world expert on volcanoes and earthquakes. Renner and his international connections, including those with extremely wealthy alums in the oil business, are the source of my uncomfortable interest in those events reported this morning from the Pacific Rim. Delmar Stevens, owner and CEO of Stevens Oil, a company that operates offshore rigs throughout Indonesian waters, is responsible for Renner’s presence on our faculty for the past twenty-five years. Stevens is also responsible, at least in part, for the birth of his daughter Annabelle, currently a senior at our college, a coed whose unhappy interactions with the recently deceased Rebecca Stitcher a year ago started a cascade of events that led to prison time for our former president, a man named Robert Westbrook. My “buddy” Leonard Branch was convinced there was more to the whole fiasco than we ever discovered. In retrospect, he may have been right.


    “Yes, I’ll call Branch.”


    Renee Montaigne is back on NPR; I can hear her from the bedroom radio. She’s giving us an update on the Indonesian situation. I do not want to even think about earthquakes and volcanoes; they remind me of Renner, the mess we were in a year ago, and that collection of people who showed up in my office as a result, a collection that included one of Renner’s sons and his husband. I know; it’s not flattering, and it’s not professional of me, but quite frankly, Rebecca Stitcher with her head blown off is at least a manageable problem: someone committed a murder; someone will solve this case; and, that “someone” is not likely to be Leonard Branch. Nor will it be Gideon Marshall.


    For some stupid reason, I’m starting to get a little bit interested in this phone call to campus cop Branch, feeling almost like I’m watching some crime show on TV. It has to be the scientist mindset: calling Leonard Branch at home, at six thirty on a sleet-glazed major winter storm morning is starting to look like the start of a little who-done-it game. My job is not to provide meaning to the lives of campus policemen, but that’s what’s about to happen, by default. I pick up the phone. Mykala is smiling; she can’t help it either.

  


  
    2. Branch and Marshall


    “Good morning, Officer Branch; this is Gideon Marshall, chair of the Geology Department. Remember our work from a year ago?”


    It’s now 6:34AM. As an instinctive scientist’s act I jot down the time and the fact that I’ve called Leonard Branch, the oldest guy in our three-person campus police “force.” I probably should have used my cell phone; the electronic record stored safely in the depths of Verizon’s server nation, available only to National Security Agency spies and every other hacker in the world might some day be useful as evidence that I did indeed, do my duty, namely, that of calling the cops. Not everyone would agree, however, that Leonard Branch is actually a cop. None of the three men on our college security unit carry a gun; it’s never been obvious to me that any of them would know how to load and shoot a Glock, regardless of how adept they are at handing out parking tickets.


    Aside from expired meter and faculty lot hang-tag violations, and the morning exercise provided by these sins of commission as Branch and his buddies walk around campus to discover them, these three guys spend a lot of time sitting at their desks checking out coed Facebook pages, reading soccer player Tweets, and trying to locate missing bicycles. The bikes typically show up in the morning, locked to a rack somewhere by an owner who’s forgotten all about his past after closing down The Watering Hole, our local tavern. I don’t know what Branch and those other two officers, whose names I can never remember, learn from social media sites about our upscale student body, although a few of those bodies are, I’ll have to admit, pretty upscale. If you’ve spent much time on a college campus lately, you know what I mean.


    “What’s happened, Marshall? We got an emergency? Heat’s not on? Electricity off? You at school? Place is supposed to be closed. We called the President’s office an hour ago, left a message for him to cancel classes. It’s dangerous as hell outside. Gonna get worse. We still got some leaves on these big oaks. Gonna be some power lines down.”


    I can hear him sip from what I suspect is a cup of coffee, decaf, of course, and chewing on something, very likely a Dunkin’ Donut. Branch called the President’s office at 5:00 and left a voice mail? And I’m wondering why there was no closing announcement an hour later? At 6:34AM on a sleet-storm November morning, Leonard Branch is more awake than I would have guessed. An image flashes through my mind of officer Branch sitting at his computer in his underwear at 5:30 or 6:00 in the morning darkness reading Twitter posts from kids like Annabelle Stevens, proud owner of probably the most upscale of all our student bodies and daughter of our most powerful and generous donor.


    My month-long encounter with Leonard Branch a year ago involved Annabelle, her obscenely wealthy father Delmar—founder and CEO of Stevens Oil—his high-priced attorney Norden Jamaison, a million dollars in missing cash, our former President Robert Westbrook (now in prison, actually a white-collar crime work camp), a dead faculty member—my predecessor Clyde Renner, the earthquake and volcano expert indirectly responsible for my interest in this morning’s NPR news from Indonesia—Renner’s son Andrew, Andrew’s husband Bruce Kendall from Homeland Security, and the unpleasant lady whose body now lies, either frozen or freezing quickly, glazed over with sleet and missing half her face, on the Union Pacific tracks crossing Route 3 southeast of town. I’m beginning to get the sense that I’ll be dealing with all these folks again, although probably in a different way than I did a year ago.


    A Geology 101 exam and the grading of it are starting to look pretty good this morning compared to what’s likely to happen in the new few hours, days, or weeks as winter truly descends upon our idyllic enclave tucked away in Heartland obscurity. If I learned anything from that experience last year it’s that you can hide big secrets anywhere, but perhaps most successfully at places nobody believes worthy of them, like at some Forbes-listed college in Iowa. Rebecca Stitcher, killed and dumped out on the UP tracks across Route 3, however, will not remain a secret for very long. Had all that stuff not happened a year ago, then this morning I would never be thinking beyond the Stitcher execution, now wondering what other mysteries, what other secrets, are hidden around here, exactly where they might be hiding, and who might make use of them for some unimagined purpose should they be discovered, rather like the instructions for building a nuclear weapon, in a locked file cabinet somewhere in the basement of our building on campus.


    “What’s happened, Marshall? Huh? Why you calling me this time of day? I need to come down there?”


    I assume that by “there” he means Halliburton Hall, the old building that houses our less-than-distinguished Department of Geology, the most famous member of which, Clyde Renner, died alone in his bedbug-infested house of a heart attack and stroke a year ago, and the least admired member of which now lies, half her head blown off and soon to be covered with an inch of ice, out on Route 3. But “leaves still on these big oaks?” I didn’t realize Leonard Branch was such a botanist that he’d actually be able to distinguish one kind of plant from another. Now I’m wondering whether we have a marijuana patch squirreled away somewhere on campus. But then most of our rather stately trees are labeled, so maybe between parking tickets, Branch reads those little signs out of boredom, assuming he can actually understand what he’s reading. Does he also remember the scientific names on those labels? Hmmm. Interesting question. I know that some of our better students do learn the Latin names of our more impressive oaks, especially when those students have put their smart phones back in their pockets and are trying to feed our squirrels some potato chips.


    “We evidently have a suicide of a faculty member,” I say, completely convinced that Rebecca Stitcher’s demise was not self-inflicted, but an execution. “The body was found out on Route 3 near the Union Pacific crossing. I got a call from the State Patrol; they’re on their way. We believe it’s Dr. Stitcher from our department.”


    My description of this interesting situation is both clinical and neutral on purpose. I learned a year ago not to stir up Leonard Branch’s passions or curiosity too much. When your whole life is parking tickets, stolen bikes, and a rare but occasional assault then a mysterious death, especially among denizens of the Ivory Tower, is an event that suddenly captures Branch’s complete attention, stimulates his underworked imagination, and vaults him into his Columbo persona. I discovered that last fall when our resident world-famous expert on earthquakes and volcanoes failed to show up for class one morning, only to be found later, by the town police, in his house on Cherry Lane, dead on his kitchen floor and covered with bedbug bites. It’s possible that a complete description of Rebecca Stitcher’s condition this morning would send officer Branch into a catatonic state from which he might not recover.


    “Suicide?” he responds, excited, I can tell; his voice is up a pitch or two from the eyebrow-lowered, growl we grew to love prior to the current age of continually televised violence and “special victims” sadism. “Stitcher? You mean that little bitch down in the basement?”


    Branch is lucky he’s talking to Gideon Marshall instead of the newspapers, I guess, although a campus policeman’s use of that derogatory term is not quite the same kind of news as it would be from some elected official.


    “The deceased is evidently Rebecca Stitcher,” I reply, as neutrally as possible, without confirming Branch’s opinion of her, at least directly.


    “They got a tow truck?”


    “A tow truck for her body?”


    Rebecca Stitcher was small enough to resemble a deer, clipped by a train, lying across the tracks, and light enough to be pulled off the gravel road by Elizabeth although I doubt if she’d touched the body. Why would Branch think, immediately, of a tow truck instead of an ambulance? His answer tells me he’s thinking more like a detective than I am this morning.


    “Need to get her car to the lab! There’s gotta be a suicide note in that car!” I can hear him take a bite of that donut and his voice changes accordingly as he chews and talks simultaneously. “Maybe there’s something else going on down there, make her do something like that!” I interpret the “down there” to mean Halliburton Hall, on campus, in my department; the “something else” I interpret as intrigue, conflict, conspiracy, all with high-stakes outcomes and all involving people associated with the college, perhaps in a very tenuous way. Now I know that Branch has too much free time on his hands. Maybe he needs a dog, a big, clingy, high-maintenance one like a chocolate lab. “We gotta get that note, Marshall!”


    The Columbo growl is back; Branch is playing out the entire case in his mind, uncovering a battle over massive amounts of money and power, with a lot of concurrent evil, all mixed up in various combinations and baked to secret perfection, then hidden in the basement of an ancient building on the campus of some small, out-of-the-way liberal arts college in an out-of-the-way state, namely Iowa. That conspiracy, along with the resulting guilt, blame, and pressure, made one of our toughest, and most resilient, employees take a loaded weapon of some kind and shoot herself in the face? I don’t believe so. Self-destruction was not Rebecca’s modus operandi; if she’d decided to destroy something, it would be the career and happiness of her colleagues and she’d have done it in that brutally effective way unique to American higher education, a cloister in which reputation is the only currency worth accumulating. She’d have found some way to devalue our scholarship, and therefore, our membership in the human race.


    I believe she’s been executed for some reason having to do with the demise of Clyde Renner, our infamous plate tectonics expert, last October, and information about mineral deposits somewhere in the world. But perhaps it’s not unexpected that a campus policeman would never understand the value of equations and diagrams, especially in the wrong hands. In between his Facebook lurking Leonard Branch has been watching too much television and reading too many Dan Brown novels.


    “It’s not clear to me, based on the information I have, that her car is anywhere near the scene.”


    There is a long silence on the other end of this conversation; in his mind, Branch is going over my unsubstantiated information. Finally he speaks; now there is some confirming evidence that he’s actually thinking like a law enforcement officer.


    “No car?”


    “Elizabeth Bennett, our accountant who called me earlier, and who called 911, never mentioned another vehicle anywhere near the scene.”


    “This Bennett woman, she have anything against the bitch?”


    “Doctor Rebecca Stitcher was not a ‘bitch,’ detective Branch; she is, or was, a faculty member in our department. She might not have been particularly pleasant, and students might have given her a nickname, but let’s can the term ‘bitch,’ okay?”


    The power of my administrative position kicks in even before seven on a dark, iced-over, school-closed, classes-cancelled, morning, although I’m not really convinced that Branch is listening, regardless of the fact that I’ve promoted him to “detective.”


    “Any reason for your accountant to kill a faculty member, Marshall?”


    He pauses. He’s


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
THE

STITCHER
S

JOHN JANOVY JR






OEBPS/Images/image001.jpg
[HE

STITCHER
— FILE—

2 "»«2

JOHN JANOVY JR






