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Chapter 1

First day of
incarceration, there's a killing.

Big black guy named Blade gets stabbed
thirty-seven times with his own knife.

According to the inmates, of course, nobody
saw anything.

Blade got killed? Hmmm. Surprise to me.

Did I hear anything? You mean like screams
or somethin'? Nah, man, I didn't hear squat.

Did I see anything? Not a thing, man. Not
one thing.

He realizes, after hearing about Blade's
death, that he is never going to make it out of this prison
alive.

All the things that turned women on—the
almost-pretty face, the almost-wasted poetic body, the air of
suffering . . . these same things are going to get him killed in
this place.

Very first thing another inmate said to him
was, "Hey, white dude, they gonna love that ass of yours in this
place." Black guy giggling all over the place. Crazed animal eyes
like so many in here.

But—

Is not gay. Does not want to be touched by
another man under any circumstances. And certainly does not want to
be harmed.

And—

Is not stupid, either.

First three days in the joint, all he does
is watch and listen. (And try to get used to his cellmate sitting
down on the john every hour or so, creating a kind of intimacy that
is totally repugnant.)

Not hard in a jungle like this to figure out
who has power and who doesn't.

Four days in the joint, on the yard, decides
to risk his life by going up to the inmate obviously in charge of
this cell block. Servic, his name is. Big muscle-bound Bohunk from
Milwaukee. Shaved head. Enough tattoos to start an art museum.
Brown teeth.

Courtiers are in session, maybe eight guys
standing around Servic brown-nosing him shamelessly.

His little army.

He goes right up to Servic. "Like to talk to
you."

"Yeah?" Smirks to the courtiers so that they
know he knows what a little faggot this new guy really is.

"Yeah. Want to tell you how you can make two
thousand dollars a month."

Smile goes. "You wouldn't be messin' with
me, would you, fairy boy?"

"One: I'm not a fairy boy. Two: I wouldn't
be stupid enough to mess with you."

Servic looks around. His merry band looks
every bit as confused as he does.

Maybe this fairy boy has gone nuts. That
happens here, usually right off the top. Just can't adjust, and so
they go crazy.

But Servic has no reason to be afraid of
him, crazy or not, so he says to his boys, "I'll see you guys in a
few minutes."

"You want us to split?" says a con.

"No," Servic says, "I want you to bake me a
goddamn cake. Of course I want you to split."

They split.

"You ain't gonna last here very long, fairy
boy," Servic says. "Not pushin' your luck like this."

"That's what I wanted to talk to you about.
About lasting here. Surviving."

"What about it?"

"I want to pay you two thousand dollars a
month—deposited on the first of every month in any bank account you
choose, anywhere in the world—to be my bodyguard."

"You're puttin' me on."

"Two thousand a month. Tax free."

"I'll be goddamned. You're serious, aren't
you, fairy boy?"

"One other thing, Mr. Servic, quit calling
me fairy boy. All right?"

Servic looks at him a long moment and then
breaks into laughter that echoes off the steep walls surrounding
the yard.

"I'll be a sonofabitch," Servic says
finally. And then grins. "Kid, for two thousand bucks a month, you
got yourself a bodyguard."

Then Servic puts out his hand and they
shake, and then Servic calls his boys over and introduces them to
his first client.

His first two-thousand-dollar-a-month
client.

Who said America ain't the land of
opportunity?

 



Chapter 2

The day it all
started, I'd spent most of the morning on the phone with the
National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (NCAVC). As a
former FBI man who'd worked fifteen years in the behavioral-science
unit, I could still be a help on certain difficult cases—and they
could help me on some of my own investigations as well. These days
I was a consultant to various small-town police departments and to
trial lawyers who wanted me to prove that their clients were men
and women of unimpeachable integrity and unfaltering love for stray
puppies.

The particular case my old friend Gif wanted
help with concerned a serial killer operating in the area of
Huntsville, Alabama. One of the local TV stations had begun
receiving letters supposedly written by the killer. As a trained
psychologist, I had spent most of my days in the unit working on
the profiles of various killers. Gif wanted to know if a man who
dismembered bodies and buried the various parts around the city
would also be the type of man who would send letters about himself
to TV stations. I said that I guessed not. The killer's M.O.
indicated a disorganized, secretive man, a man who killed out of
passion rather than some grand scheme . . . one not likely to want
this particular kind of attention. Gif thanked me; we talked a bit
about the old days. He said he was sorry about my wife, and how was
I doing these days, and was I still flying the biplane?

As indeed I was. Ten minutes after hanging up, I
headed for the hangar.

There's one
particular problem with these old biplanes. When you're running
them too slow, they sometimes take you into a sudden descent that's
tough to get out of.

That's what happened to Mac Thompson, the man
who taught me how to fly my crate: he had a little trouble with his
fuel valve and got caught in a spin. He met the beautiful green
Midwestern earth at maybe a hundred fifty miles per hour.
Head-on.

I was the first one to reach him, and it's
not likely I'll ever forget the crushed and broken look of him, the
quick red gleam of blood, the blanch-white jut of bone through
flesh.

That was a year ago.

This year the Civil Air Patrol of
Charlesville, Iowa had a new daredevil, Robert Payne by name. That
would be me.

I'd done forty-five minutes for the kids on
this chilly but sunny April afternoon out in pastureland next to
the airport. All the usual showboating you might expect, too, loops
and rolls and flying far lower than I should have. But I enjoyed it
even more than the kids did because all the time I was up there, I
was one with wind and sky and cloud, the same kind of pilgrim the
earliest aviators were, when flying was still a romance and not
just another means of transportation. I was born too late to see
the old barnstormers firsthand but my uncle had been one, and we
had hours of scratchy old family film of him playing eagle—a rangy
man I resembled, with shaggy blond hair and one of those small-town
Midwestern faces that look simple and happy and trusting till you
look closely at the blue eyes and note the wariness that too many
years of city life had put there.

Problem was, even with my leather jacket,
leather flying helmet, leather gloves, and goggles, the open
cockpit tended to get a little nippy on days like this when the
temperature ran about 42 degrees. My nose was running pretty bad.
That wasn't supposed to happen to daring young men in Snoopy
helmets.

Right now all I could think of was some
brandy warmed by the fireplace in the venerable old house where I
live, and the opportunity to smoke my one allotted bowl of Captain
Black for the day and to pick up where I'd left off in Robert Louis
Stevenson's The Master of Ballantrae. Or to do some more
reading for an anecdotal history of Iowa I'm planning to write, a
task that takes great research reading.

I put the handsome red barnstormer down in a
field of reedy green buffalo grass, the tall wheels bouncing
merrily over the bumps, the engine expelling war clouds of thin
blue smoke.

No Saturday-afternoon cowboy hero had ever
been better treated to the adulation of young people than I was
that afternoon, twenty-six of them in all, a few more girls than
boys to reflect our modern age, each nattily gussied up in the
Civil Air Patrol uniform.

"You ever going to take anybody else up in
that, Robert?" a ferociously freckled girl asked.

"If I can ever get the right kind of
insurance," I said.

"Oh, shoot," she said. A small choir of
groaners joined her.

"You ever get scared in an old bucket like
this?" one of the boys asked. "I mean, after what happened to Mac
and all last year?"

I grinned, the dashing hero to the end. "I
can't think of a better way to go than in old Liberty here."

"Did you name her 'Liberty'?" another boy
asked.

"Nope. That was the name she came with."

A girl beamed. "I'm glad she's a she."

I looked out over the faces and said, "I need
six bodies to help me push Liberty into the hangar over there. Any
volunteers?"

They all joined in, of course, resembling a
noisy mob in a movie, Liberty regal in her stubborn way as she was
pushed through grass almost tall enough to brush the engine. Flat
Midwestern prairie rolled to distant blue hills and a pale gold
scimitar of moon could be seen now that four o'clock was here.

"Thanks, everybody," I said, starting to tie
her down once we were in the hangar, and now that their adult
leader was starting to hustle them into the three waiting vans.

He was named Neely. He was a nice guy who'd
been under the spell of aviation his entire life.

"Gosh," he said, sounding awfully young for
someone well into his sixties, "the kids sure did love the
exhibition."

"Well, I loved putting it on for them."

"You're a great guy, Mr. Payne, and I'd like
to thank you."

He took my hand and pumped it like a well
handle he was having some trouble with. Even at his age he was
gangly and a little awkward with the social graces. But he was
honest and decent and industrious, and our country needed a whole
hell of a lot more people like him.

Then he was gone, echoing footsteps out the
small hangar, leaving me to chill wind and the smell of fuel and
oil and the cold spring day itself. I had goose bumps, and my nose
was still running.

I was finishing up, pulling the tarp over the
double cockpit, when I heard a voice say, "You sure do all right
with the ladies, Mr. Payne."

"I do?" I turned around now that I was
done.

Peterson from the adjacent airport.

He leered, his thick horn-rimmed glasses
raising up on his pudgy cheeks. Peterson was the successful nerd
all grown up, a beeper clipped to the waist of his wash pants, a
formidable ring of keys dangling from his belt, a walkie-talkie
filling his left hand and half a dozen pens lining his shirt
pocket. His shoes were scuffed brown Hush Puppies with black
shoe-strings broken so many times their knots resembled
tassels.

The tiny airport Peterson manages has a
coffee shop where one afternoon a female cousin of one of the local
pilots was bold enough to ask me if I'd like to have dinner with
her that night. "You're a very interesting man, Mr. Payne," she'd
said. "My cousin even seems to believe that you might have been in
the FBI at one time."

Ever since then, Peterson has taken the
opportunity to tell anybody who would listen that I am a
"lady-killer." Indeed, I had recently overheard him employing a
phrase I don't believe I've heard since 1962. "Ole Payne here,"
he'd told a mutual friend in front of me, "gets more ass than a
toilet seat."

Whoever said that we live in a coarse and
vulgar age has never met the eloquent Harold J. Peterson.

"I'm not sure what you're talking about,
Harold."

"This woman. Real high-class stuff. She just
stopped by the coffee shop. Wanted me to give you this."

He handed me a heavy number-ten manila
envelope sealed carefully with long strips of fiber tape.

I hefted it, felt a familiar shape
inside.

"She give you her name?"

"Nope. And she wasn't the kind of gal you ask
questions, either. Pulls up in this fancy dark blue Caddy four-door
that looked like it had just rolled right off the dealer floor.
Hell, when she opened the door, I could smell the new leather
seats. Even had a driver. Guy in a suit and mirror sunglasses.
Looked like an FBI agent, actually. You know—like you used to
be."

"She say anything else?"

He shook his head. "Nope, just asked if I
knew you and would I give you this envelope."

"Thanks, Harold. I appreciate it."

"Got time for some coffee?"

"Afraid not. Want to get home and lay out
some things for tomorrow. Try some new tackle on some carp."

"Hell, my pa always said that there was no
tackle or no man that a carp ever feared under any circumstances.
And he was right. My cousin used to say they were demonically
possessed, was how they could chew up tackle that way."

I smiled. Fish lore dies hard up near the
Mississippi. Marquette and Joliet, who were among the first white
men to see the vast river, were warned by Indians that it was
inhabited by monsters and giant fish that would devour them. This
was back in 1673, about the time they reached the mouth of the
Wisconsin River. Some of those Indian tales were still being told
today.

I thanked him again and walked over to my
jeep in the tall grass, fired her up and let her idle a few
minutes. She was born Army green in late 1944, just about the time
we put the hammerlock on the Germans, and since then she had been
passed down from my grandfather to my father to me. Whenever my
mother wanted to nudge me gently toward getting married and
settling down, she'd say, "Wouldn't it be nice if you had a son to
give the old jeep to? It would've made your father so happy."

While the jeep was gaining strength, I slit
the envelope open with a thumbnail and looked inside.

There was a half-inch of good green currency.
Thumbing it, I guessed somewhere in the vicinity of ten thousand
Yankee dollars.

I sat there in the soughing Midwestern wind
for a time and watched a hawk splay its wings in silhouette against
the soft blue prairie sky.

I wondered who the woman was and why she
wanted to give me so much money.

 



Chapter 3

In this part of the
state, the soil is rich and dark and loamy. I helped dig the grave
for Katherine Louise Payne, so I know about the soil firsthand. We
went down six feet, as mandated by law.

We dug on a hot August morning, deep into
earth cool with moisture and entangled with plant roots. It took
two hours, even with their ravenous machinery; and when we were
done, I went over to the wide oak and sat under its leafy awning
and looked out at the land she'd loved so much—river and forest and
limestone cliffs—and thought all the way back to First Communion in
1957, the day we'd first met, all the way up to two years ago when,
standing in our kitchen, she had complained of a headache and then
had fallen suddenly into my arms.

Aneurysm, the doctor explained later.

She was dead by the time I got her to the
hospital, my friend for twenty-four years, my wife for eight.

On the way back to my house, I passed the
graveyard, looking through the black iron fence to the hill where
the oak waited. Sometimes I sat up there and smoked my pipe and
talked to Kathy—not in the awkward and imprecise words of the
tongue but rather the simple poetry of the heart. I wanted to stop
there now, see her gravestone and say a prayer and tell her I loved
her, but there wasn't time.

I needed to find out who wanted to give me ten
thousand dollars and why.

The house, in case
you're interested, is what they call a "Colonial farmhouse,"
meaning a one-and-a-half-story Colonial with a porch running the
length of the main section and a group of narrow gabled dormers and
four floor-to-ceiling bays lending the place a feel of old
Williamsburg in George Washington's time. It sits on five fertile
acres, three of which are farmed by a CPA from Cedar Rapids who
secretly fancies himself a pioneer, and the remaining two make a
nice island of grass and hardwoods and privacy for the house. It
had been a wet spring so the forsythias were especially vivid gold,
and the daffodils weren't doing so badly either. Kathy had taught
me patience first, and then gardening.

Our kids were going to be raised out here but
given the nature of my work for the government, we never quite got
around to kids. We had to settle for three cats who were still with
me, fortunately, their names being Tasha, Crystal and Tess, tiny
Eloise having died at six months following a freak reaction to one
of her booster shots.

The inside is just as Kathy had left it, an
eclectic mix of Colonial, suburban shopping mall, and what I call
post-hippie. You know, water pipes that have been converted into
flowerpots, and authentic fake Indian wall coverings that look
great in the basement covering up cracks in the plaster.

In the kitchen is a framed blowup of a segment of a
1901 teacher's contract that Kathy, a teacher once herself, had
found in a dusty box in an antique shop. The blowup lists five
rules that the undersigned teacher had to obey absolutely:

The teacher shall not go out with any man except her
brothers or father.

The teacher shall not dress in bright colors.

The teacher shall not use face powder or paint her
lips.

The teacher shall not loiter in an ice cream
parlor.

The teacher shall wear at least three petticoats
under her skirts.

Dusk was gray and grainy in the den window as
I stoked up my pipe. The beer I poured—nothing special, whatever
brand I'd found on sale—tasted cold and clean and good. The cats
were lined up on the couch next to me, sleeping.

The heavy envelope was on my lap.

Who would want to give me ten thousand
dollars? Nobody who had anything legal in mind, certainly.

With the remote, I snapped on the local TV
news. The lead story was about a May Day celebration at a nearby
mall. A slow news day, apparently. This was followed by a
thirty-second commercial for hog raisers whose animals suffered
from diarrhea. I was glad I didn't happen to be eating supper at
the moment.

A few moments later, me instantly clicking
off the TV set, I heard a heavy car crunch up the gravel driveway.
I kept picturing the big Caddy that Harold Peterson had told me
about. The engine was shut off. Just dusk birds loud and frantic on
the fading day—then a car door opening and chunking shut. Footsteps
on the porch. Knock on the door. My mother having raised no idiots,
I picked up my trusty Ruger Speed Six .357 Magnum and went to the
door.

The mysteries of the envelope were about to
be revealed.

I saw what Peterson had meant about his
looking like an FBI agent. He managed to look tough even in an
expensive suit, which was the first requirement; and you could feel
the contempt of his gaze even through the mirror sunglasses, which
was the second. He was probably forty and bulky in the strong way
of somebody who religiously works off the gin at the gym. He could
probably afford to buy a little better shoulder rig, though. His
weapon was obvious. But then maybe he wanted it obvious.

"Mr. Payne?"

"Yes."

"I'm here about the envelope."

I smiled. "I figured somebody would show up
to take it back."

But men who wear mirror sunglasses after dark
rarely smile. Ruins their image.

"My employer's name is Nora Conners. She'd
like to come in and talk to you. Is that all right?"

I shrugged. "Why not?"

"She'll be in momentarily."

That's another thing guys who wear mirror
shades after sundown never do. Never say good-bye.

He just turned, went down the stairs and out
to the Caddy, which was every inch as impressive as Harold Peterson
had said. And, at least in the faint porch light, it did look as if
it had just rolled off the dealer floor.

I went inside, picked up some newspapers from
the past two days, folded them neatly by the firewood to the right
of the fireplace, and when I stood up and turned around, there she
was.

I had been expecting a young woman—for some
reason I'd imagined she would be in her late twenties—but Nora
Conners was at least forty. And quite lovely, her quietly beautiful
face suggesting vulnerability, intelligence and a very private but
exciting sensuality. She wore a gray designer suit that flattered
the lines of her tall, slender body and lent her blonde chignon a
prim but erotic quality that most chignons don't convey. She
clutched a tiny black purse with a kind of endearing desperation.
Perhaps she had another envelope containing ten thousand dollars in
there.

"I know you prefer to be called Robert rather
than Bob," she said, as I took her extended hand. "May I call you
Robert?"

"Of course."

"And this is Vic Baker. He rarely introduces
himself." She smiled like a mother introducing a mischievous son.
"He flunked out of finishing school."

Not even their little private joke evoked a
smile on the stone face of Mr. Vic Baker.

"Listen," I said, "why don't we all get
comfortable and take off our sunglasses?"

She laughed. "Vic gets kidded a lot about his
glasses at night, but actually he suffers from an eye inflammation
called uveitis. Supposedly the medication he's taking will clear it
up in the next sixty days or so."

"If you say so," I said.

We all sat down. She took the couch, sitting
in the center of it and on the very edge where her nice knees went
white behind her hose, while Vic the Vampire took the austere
straight-back chair by the fireplace. I took the overstuffed chair
beneath our best Chagall print.

"Well," I said, "you certainly leave
memorable calling cards."

"I wanted to convince you that I'm serious,"
Nora Conners said.

"About what?"

"About tracking down the man who murdered my
daughter." She paused, giving me a moment to deal with what she'd
said. "Three weeks ago, a friend of yours, Mike Peary, was killed
in a hit-and-run accident. I believe you worked with him
sometimes."

I nodded. "They just arrested a teenager for
killing him."

"Very bad detective work, Robert. They
arrested the wrong man. Mike Peary had been working for me for the
past seven months. He had tracked the man who killed Maryanne—my
daughter; she was twelve years old—to a small town up near the
Minnesota border. The man killed him before Mike could get to me.
Fortunately, Mike had mailed me a long letter before being killed.
I have it in the car."

"Why not take it to the police?"

"Because they wouldn't listen to me." The
pause again. "Do you know who Richard Tolliver is?"

"Sure. Guy who lives in Des Moines. One of
the richest men in the state."

"He's my father."

"I see."

"No, you don't. He's not only my father, he's
my jailer. I've been married twice, and both times he managed to
put me in mental hospitals."

"You can't just put people in mental
hospitals. There's a whole legal process you have to follow. It's
not all that easy."

"It is if you're my father and three of your
best friends happen to be on the state supreme court." She sighed.
"My father has convinced most people that I'm not a very stable
woman, never have been, and that, since the death of my daughter,
I'm even crazier than before. If I took Mike's material to the
police, the first thing they'd do is smile patronizingly at me and
then turn all the material over to my father."

She looked at Vic. "Mike said some very
flattering things about you and convinced me you could help us if
anything ever happened to him. He said the two of you had helped
the police on three cases involving missing children and that you
found two of them. He talked about you both being in the FBI
together—and said you were probably going into business
together—helping small-town police departments. He said you'd both
obtained private-investigator licenses."

I grinned. "You make me sound like one hell
of a guy."

"You are one hell of a guy, Robert. That's
why I want you to pick up where Mike Peary left off. You're not the
old gumshoe sort, but you are a detective. A very modern one. Mike
told us all about 'profiling' and how you both use it."

"That still doesn't make me a wizard."
Whenever anybody turns her life—and all her hopes—over to me, I get
nervous. I looked at her, which wasn't a real unpleasant task. "You
really think Mike was murdered?"

She nodded. "I'm sure of it. So's Vic. He was
just about to start the second part of his investigation. Then he
was killed." She paused. "If I can be blunt, I know you need some
work. I happen to know that your finances aren't in terribly good
shape," she said. "You're three payments behind on your mortgage,
and you haven't paid your hangar fee for your biplane in six
months."

"Vic's been a busy boy, checking me out that
way."

She opened her small black purse and did a
circus trick, took from it another manila envelope that looked far
too big to be held inside.

She stood up, walked over to me and set it on
the arm of my chair. She went back and sat down, smoothing her
skirt primly before she did so.

"I'd cry and plead with you if I thought it
would do any good, Robert, but I don't think it will. But I would
like to say that I loved my daughter just as much as you loved your
wife, and I want her killer found."

"The police don't have any leads?"

"No leads at all."

"And it's been how long?"

"Eight years."

"Where was she killed?"

"The parking lot of a shopping mall. I was
living in a town in Illinois. It was Christmastime. She'd gone to
the mall with one of her friends and the friend's mother. One
minute Maryanne was with them; then she was gone, just vanished.
They found her much later that night, in a Dumpster. He'd cut her
up with a butcher knife. I don't want to tell you any more than
that. It's not good for me to talk about."

I looked at the envelope she'd just given me.
"Another ten thousand?"

"Fifteen."

"Ah."

"Making twenty-five altogether. One-half
down. Even if you aren't able to catch him, you'll make twenty-five
thousand dollars for trying. Your banker would be very happy to
hear about that."

"You have Mike's letter?"

"Vic can get it."

"How about if I read it tonight and call you
in the morning?"

"I'd appreciate your doing that."

"I'm not making any promises,
understand."

"Of course." She looked to Vic. "Would you
get the letter, please?"

Vic left.

"That guy could get on my nerves," I said.
"Doesn't he ever shut up?"

"Everybody's curious about Vic. Especially my
father. Actually, it's very simple. We had a pretty mediocre affair
several years ago, but in the course of it I found out how good Vic
was at managing my life. I came into some money when I was
twenty-one, so I hired Vic as my personal assistant. I pay him a
lot of money, and he's well worth it."

He sure was. He was back before she could say
another word.

He walked over to me and handed me a plain
white envelope. The letter seemed sizable. FBI agents are very good
at writing coherent, detailed reports. That would have come in
handy if we'd ever gotten around to starting that
private-investigations outfit we'd talked about so many times.

Vic went over and sat back down.

"We're staying in Cedar Rapids," she said.
"The Collins Plaza."

"I'll call you tomorrow."

"I'd appreciate that."

She stood up. So did Vic.

She came over and shook my hand and said,
"Mike said you were one of the best trackers he'd ever known. He
said you could find practically anybody."

"I used to pay him to say that."

She smiled. "You don't take compliments very
well, do you?"

"No," I said, "I guess I don't."

I walked them out to the Caddy and stood in
the drive as they pulled away, their headlights sweeping over me as
Vic turned toward Cedar Rapids thirty-five miles away.

By now it was full night, and my friend the
barn owl was calling out from his crook at the top of the hardwood
down by the creek.

It was a lonely sound, a perfect complement
to the look in Nora Conners's eyes.

I went back inside, fed the cats, fed myself, opened
another beer, and started in on Mike Peary's letter.

Dear Nora,

I'm mailing this to you on the night before
I go back to New Hope, Iowa, and see which of my three suspects
falls into the trap I set. More about this later.

I wanted to review everything with you in
case something should happen to me and you need corroboration for
the county attorney when you finally turn everything over to him
and he in turn brings in the police. I think you're right. From
what I know of Haldeman, he's a good and honest public official and
I think he'll resist your father's interference.

So, for the record, here's my official
statement:

On October 9, 1992, I, Michael John Peary,
was hired by Nora Conners to find the murderer of her
twelve-year-old daughter Maryanne. She had been killed eight years
earlier, in Illinois. No arrests had ever been made. Local police
led Nora to believe that no serious suspects had ever been turned
up in their investigation. Recent murders here in Iowa suggested
that Maryanne's murderer may have left Illinois and come to
Iowa.

I was hired because my last five years with
the Federal Bureau of Investigation were largely spent working out
of the FBI Academy. I helped local law-enforcement agencies do
"profiling" of killers, which simply means looking for patterns in
crimes and speculating on the nature and characteristics of the
offender. This kind of profiling led to the FBI's capture of
several infamous serial killers.

I took early retirement because I'd always
wanted to write suspense novels and I figured that age 53 was not
too early to start.

The novel wasn't going so well when Nora
Conners showed up at my apartment in Ames, Iowa, that afternoon.
She told me about Maryanne and about her own determination to find
the killer.

She said that, given my background, and
given the fact that this was the only case I'd be working on, I
would likely do a better job than the police had. She offered me a
generous amount of money to lead her search.

The first sixty days were spent at various
computers. The circumstances of Maryanne's murder suggested that
she had possibly met up with a serial killer. I say "suggested." I
was operating on hunch and instinct as much as anything. There was
always the possibility that a local child molester had grabbed her,
become panic-stricken, and killed her, as frequently happens.

I started by going through the national
computer files searching for all similar cases. When I had those
categorized, I subcategorized them again by—(a) similarities, (b)
differences.

I found that four murders with a heavy percentage of
similarities had taken place in Iowa over the past three years.

1. Victims were all girls 12-14 years of age.

2. The victims' necks had been broken.

3. The victims' bodies were severely mutilated with
some weapon on the order of a butcher knife.

4. The victims' genitalia were cut up and pieces of
it placed on their lips.

During the ensuing seven months, I studied
the case history of each girl, still looking for similarities.

Because serial killers sometimes tend to
murder the same "type" over again—girls with blonde hair, black
girls, crippled girls, etc.—I wanted to find one special element
that the girls had in common.

One was Jewish, one was Catholic, one was
Methodist, and one belonged to no particular church. One was
involved in sports, one was involved in theater, one was starting
her own rock band, and one collected dolls. None of them had ever
seen the same doctor, dentist, hairdresser. Two wore glasses, two
did not. One had been a Dairy Princess contestant, three had not.
Three had enjoyed playing video games, one had not.

Then I started making notes on various trips
the girls had made over their lives and that was how I learned
about New Hope, Iowa.

For different reasons, each girl had visited New
Hope shortly before her death.

MONICA KOSTNER had visited there 1-6-90 on an
excursion to the Midwestern Pioneer Museum there. She was
accompanied by her mother.

SUSAN DOUGHERTY had visited there 11-17-91 to see
her aunt, a Mrs. Charles DeWitt. She was accompanied by her
father.

MICHELE ROYCE had visited there 7-3-92 and again
8-16-92 to see her grandfather who was dying of throat cancer. She
was accompanied by both her parents.

BETTY NOLAN had visited there 8-8-92 to stay
overnight with a former classmate, Donna Simpson, who had recently
moved there with her parents. Betty took a Greyhound bus from
Marion, Iowa, to New Hope. She was unaccompanied both up and
back.

After compiling all this data, I spent the next
three weeks in New Hope, Iowa looking for a man who fit my
profile:

He sounds very organized to me and so I'd
say that he is in all likelihood a firstborn son. His father's work
would be stable. But his parental discipline has always been
unstable and inconsistent. He has an average or above-average
intelligence, but he usually works at jobs below his ability. The
FBI profile would show that he'd probably be fascinated with news
coverage about himself—his "secret other self"—and might keep a
scrapbook of clippings or even a photo album showing his mutilated
victims. He is probably between 20 and 40 years of age.

There is a lot more, of course, which I'll share
with you at a later date.

During the course of my investigation in New Hope,
Iowa, I met three men who qualify as serious suspects per the
profile. They are:

CAL ROBERTS, 36, Caucasian, married, no children.
Heavy travel schedule part of his "mission" for the True Light
Church, a TV ministry that is always trying to line up new cable
outlets. Roberts travels a six-state area calling on local cable
companies.

RICHARD McNALLY, 38, Caucasian, father of one
daughter. Sells gourmet honey for local beekeeper. Travels the
Midwest mostly talking to upscale restaurants. Has been in Des
Moines many times.

SAMUEL LODGE, age 38, Caucasian, married, no
children. Used to teach art at the U of Iowa. Now gives private
lessons and helps his wife run antique shop. Lectures throughout
the Midwest.

This is my report up to date. Tomorrow I'm
going to rent a room at the River's Edge Lodge and get into some
serious investigation.

I have to say that I don't have any
particular reason to suspect any of the three men I've named here.
They simply, in broad terms, fit the profile.

As per agreement, I will call you at least
twice a week with updates.

Talk to you soon,

Mike Peary

Peary had attached several pages of forms and
notes that went into his findings in clinical detail.

What surprises most people about such reports
is that they aren't much concerned with the crime scene itself—the
way a detective's report would be—but with the mind of the killer
itself. Most folks on the behavioral-science unit hold degrees in
psychology and psychiatry. They speculate on the killer rather than
his deeds.

The profiling was identical: you collected
and evaluated data, you reconstructed the murders, and you began
interpreting the data to give yourself a rough-draft profile, which
you then began refining. You needed not only a good, intuitive
police mind; you also needed a strong stomach. You learned a great
deal from studying autopsy and crime-scene photos and most of them
were tough to deal with, no matter how long you'd been at it. After
that, you did your profile of the killer to see how it fit previous
patterns.

Peary and I had talked about applying for a
Small Business Administration loan and setting up shop sometime. If
we could have agreed where to put it—he wanted to stay in Des
Moines, I voted for Cedar Rapids—we might even have had a
chance.

But no longer. All that remained of Peary was
a large stack of papers from his very first, unfinished case.
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