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For Laci and Conner



MOM, SHARE “OUR” SMILE WITH THE WORLD

I am embraced in love and light,

And my baby is embraced by me

God’s loving arms, they hold us now

For all eternity

         

Remember the laughter we shared

Please keep laughing,

I still laugh with you

         

No more sleepless nights, Mom

Please rest for me

         

In the morning I’ll be there

Rising with the sun

         

I am in your soul

I am your sunlight

I am the rays that break through

Mom, please understand

I do this now for you

         

My smile, he could not take from me

My smile that graces the screen

It’s your smile, Mom . . .

It’s your smile now they see

         

For all I’ve become

It’s because of you

You’ve allowed the world to see

Your hope, your tears,

And now,

My spirit soaring free

         

It’s in our smile, Mom

It’s yours, it’s mine

         

Please, keep smiling for me

         

Adapted from a poem by Carole Bruzzano and read by Sandy Rickard at Laci’s memorial service, on her twenty-eighth birthday, May 4, 2003 © 2004 Carole Bruzzano



Author’s Note

You wake up from most nightmares and they’re over. Mine was different. I was awake when it started, and I’ve barely slept since. It was December 24, 2002, a date when life as I’d always known it stopped forever. We were expecting my daughter, Laci, and her husband, Scott, for dinner. But about forty-five minutes before they were supposed to arrive, the phone rang and Scott asked if Laci was with me. When I said no, he said she was missing.

Missing? Laci, missing? The word was so wrong in terms of Laci. She was twenty-seven years old, seven and a half months pregnant, and happy and healthy. She was reliable, punctual, and responsible. She and I were on the phone all the time and she was in constant touch with her girlfriends. We called her JJ—a childhood nickname for Jabber Jaws—because she talked nonstop. She didn’t wander off without telling someone. She didn’t go missing.

When Laci and her son, Conner, were found on April 13 and 14, 2003, everything just got worse. Instead of hoping we’d get Laci back, we had to come to terms with the permanence of her death. She’d been murdered, and the person who murdered her was the man she loved most in the world, her husband. It shouldn’t have happened, and yet I don’t know how we could have prevented it.

This has been an intensely personal tragedy played out in public. At the core, my family and I have experienced new depths of anger, pain, fear, confusion, frustration, and grief. We saw Scott convicted for murder, but we were never getting Laci back. This ordeal continues to feel like a horrible sickness for which there’s no cure. Laci was my daughter, my best friend, a wonderful person. She added to the world in a positive way. You knew everything you ever needed to know about her the instant she smiled.

I needed to be convinced it was okay to write this book, and that wasn’t a quick or easy process. I did a lot of soul searching. I worried it was inappropriate and fretted I was betraying Laci. I had many conversations with her about these issues. Then, one day I recalled a conversation I’d had with Det. Craig Grogan during the trial. I’d asked him if the dog handlers who were involved in the original search for Laci were still looking for her. He said no, and explained that the handlers’ expenses are covered through donations or out of their own pockets and basically the police department was out of money.

Recalling that conversation became my deciding factor; I’d use money from this book to start a fund for search and rescue in memory of Laci and Conner.

I knew Laci would approve.

In this book, I’ve tried to recall some of those everyday moments that will help people know Laci the way her family and friends did. She deserves to be remembered for her life, not her death. I’ve also described to the best of my ability what I went through from that first unsuspecting moment when I picked up the phone on December 24, 2002, to the tears I cried when Scott was convicted of murdering Laci and Conner and was sentenced to death.

For the past couple years, I have filled Laci’s old bedroom with everything I have from her life and her death. You can’t get into the room anymore. Whenever I received a box of letters, I put them in there. When a San Luis Obispo businessman sent me two paintings he found that she’d done in high school, I leaned them against her old bed. I saved every newspaper article and put them in boxes. And in the back corner is a cedar chest containing her cheerleader outfits, school awards, letters, and albums, all things I struggled to retrieve from her old house after she was murdered. I saved her belongings so I wouldn’t lose her.

On the day I started this book, I opened my cedar chest and some of the boxes for the first time. I found papers she’d written in grade school. I reread the holiday cards she made as a child, each one ending with “Love, Laci.” I watched her wedding video again and cried at how beautiful and happy she was that day. I also went to the house where she lived with Scott, and I walked through the park where we’d looked for her in the cold the night Scott called and said she was missing, the night our lives changed forever.

I wanted to put it all in this book, and I tried. By going through all this again, this time on my terms, I hoped to start the healing process and repair some of my hurt and heartbreak. Thus far, that has proved to be unrealistic. I still cry every day. I’ve moved forward, but not very far. My wound has remained large and fresh. I don’t know if I’ll ever heal. I think you learn to live with the pain.

I still talk to Laci. There are so many things I still want to say to her. I tell her that I am so sorry this happened. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect her when she needed to be protected. I’m sorry I didn’t see Scott for who he really is and get her away from him before he could hurt her. I tell her how much I miss her, how much I wish she was still here, able to stop by or call, and how much I love her.

I can’t recall a single day since she disappeared when I haven’t thought about her and cried. I’ll hear a certain song, catch a particular scent, see a sunflower, a ladybug, or a dragonfly—her favorites—or pass her junior high school, and I’ll be reminded of her.

For a moment, I’ll forget she’s gone. Then it hits me, cruelly and hard.

About a year after Laci was murdered, I was on my way out of the house, and I’d just closed the door behind me when I heard the phone ring. I hurried back inside, thinking it might be Laci because I hadn’t spoken to her for a long time. Of course it wasn’t Laci. It won’t ever be Laci.

These are still tough times. I get by one day at a time. I feel better when I’m helping others. I speak out on behalf of victims’ rights. I am eternally grateful to my family and friends—my circle of love, as I refer to them—who have been with us from day one of this nightmare.

In times of despair, they offered hope. During times of weakness, they provided strength. In moments of hate, they gave love.

As always, I want to express my unending gratitude to the Stanislaus County District Attorney’s Office and the Modesto Police Department, and to every person and organization that helped search for Laci and Conner and sought justice for their murders. I also want to acknowledge everyone who sent e-mails, cards, photos, flowers, and gifts; who posted messages in our online guest book; and who kept us in their prayers.

I may have often felt alone, but I know I was never by myself. All of you sustained me through the worst times.

I believe there is more love in the world than there is pain, and when I’m feeling doubtful about that or down, I remind myself of it by looking at the cards and letters I received, such as this one:

         

Dear Sharon,

I know it’s not the same as if you were getting the card from Laci, but I hope this eases some of the pain on Mother’s Day. My mother won’t talk to me and never loved me. My baby doesn’t have a grandmother. I wish I could bring Laci back for you. I don’t have a mother, so I hope you don’t mind if I make you my mom today . . .

         

I’ve never been able to fully understand why Laci’s disappearance and murder captivated so many people, but I have my own theory. I believe that Laci wasn’t going to allow Scott to get away with murder, so she kept the spotlight shining down on him until he was convicted. She was determined to see him punished. At the same time, I know Laci wouldn’t have believed all the attention. The outpouring of love and concern would have amazed her. Whenever she was surprised about something, she said, “Nah-ah,” and I can hear her saying that about all the attention her story generated around the world.

“Nah-ah, Mom.”

She wasn’t perfect, but there was something special about Laci. She couldn’t wait to be a mom. When she smiled, every one of her five feet one inches lit up. You felt her enthusiasm. She made an impression. She was a real person, not a face in a magazine, and I will always remember her as someone who truly lived life, who savored each moment of her life.

I’d give anything to go back in time for one more minute with her. She loved Scott. All of us did. Not only did I lose Laci and Conner, I also lost my son-in-law. The Scott Peterson the world came to know is not the Scott Peterson we knew before December 24, 2002. We learned about that person through police investigations and in court, in the papers and on television, the same as everyone else. Prior to that, he was different. All of us were.



Part One

Her Mother’s Daughter

[image: image]

She’d want us to laugh and recall all of the good times we had with her.

BRENT ROCHA, LACI’S BROTHER





Chapter One

It was spring 2005, and I heard a sound at home that had been absent for a long time—laughter.

Two of Laci’s longtime girlfriends, Stacey Boyers and Lori Ellsworth, were at my dining room table. Both were in their late twenties, the same age Laci would have been. They were dressed casually, they looked nice, and they radiated a youthful glow. I marveled at how much life they had in them. I pictured them as little girls at that table doing homework, snacking on cookies, and giggling at which boys liked which girls. Now they were reminiscing about Laci.

I gave Lori a cold beer, put a glass of Chardonnay in front of Stacey, and took one myself. Soon they were telling Laci stories that made them laugh, especially the latest one. Stacey started to describe what they’d done at the cemetery but abruptly cut herself off.

Seeming alarmed, she looked at Lori and, while trying not to laugh, asked, “Should I tell her what we said today?”

“Oh my God,” Lori said. “You can’t.”

I looked around the table. There were four chairs and three of us. If Laci were in that fourth chair, she’d be the one most eager to hear what was making them laugh. I said exactly what Laci would’ve said to Stacey: “Go ahead. Tell me.”

Stacey—whom I’ve known since she was eight—didn’t require much coaxing, and neither did Lori, once they got started.

“Lori and I went to visit Laci today,” Stacey said. “We were standing there, talking to her, like we always do, catching her up with all the gossip.

“Then we were quiet for a minute and I said to Lori, ‘I know what’s going on with her. I can hear Laci now, knocking on her neighbors’ caskets, saying, Hello! Anybody in there? Who’s there? I need to talk to somebody.’”

As she said this, Lori was turning red from embarrassment. She was probably thinking, Oh my gosh, how’s Sharon going to take this? Here’s what I did: I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It had been so long since I heard the sound of laughter at home. At one time, it had been common. Laci had a terrific sense of humor. She laughed a lot. Listening to Lori and Stacey, I was reminded of all the times the girls had sat around the table, talking and laughing.

“You know she’s down there talking nonstop,” Lori said, laughing. “She’s down there going, Hey, excuse me! Pardon me! We haven’t met. I’m Laci . . .

“I want to tell you about my little boy,” Stacey said in a Laci-like voice. “I want to tell you what I’m cooking today . . . ”

Lori pretended to be Laci’s neighbors.

“Who put her here?” she said in a deep voice. “Can somebody please move her! She doesn’t stop talking.”

They were right. That was Laci.

And I missed it. I missed her so much.

Without her, a part of me was gone forever, too.

         

I grew up in Escalon, a small agricultural town of about 2,000 people adjacent to Modesto in central California. I remember Escalon as a picture-postcard of rural small-town life: cattle ranches, farms, dairies, and orchards. The Sierras rose in the distance.

I was the second of four children. My father, Cliff Anderson, was a foreman on a peach and almond ranch, and my mother, Elta, was a full-time homemaker. In high school, I was an A-student, a cheerleader, and Homecoming princess. I don’t know where I got the nerve to be a cheerleader. Unlike Laci, I was always shy, self-conscious, and easily intimidated.

During my freshman year, I started dating Dennis Rocha, the son of a dairyman whose Portuguese family had deep roots in Escalon. Dennis was already attending Modesto Junior College when a mutual friend introduced us at a dance in Turlock. We became serious very quickly. After I graduated from high school in 1969, Dennis and I married in a traditional ceremony at St. Patrick’s Church attended by four hundred people, most of them Dennis’s relatives, or so it seemed. We moved into a new three-bedroom home on the north end of his family’s 365-acre ranch.

I started Modesto Junior College but left by the end of the year, feeling pressure to be a wife, not a student. My first child, Brent, arrived in 1971. As much as he became the center of my world, I sensed that I had married and left school too young. I couldn’t articulate it then, but I felt I might have cheated myself from life experiences.

So much was going on in the world, so much was happening up the highway in the hippie-populated San Francisco, and I was curious about life beyond the small California town I knew way too well. I was just nineteen, a child myself, and I had barely started to live my own life. I wondered what opportunities I might be missing.

But I kept those thoughts to myself. Besides, my life wasn’t terrible.

Nearly four years later, I got pregnant again, this time with Laci. I wish I could remember more about carrying her for those nine months, but I’m afraid the pregnancy was uneventful other than the time I got sick eating a bowl of banana-nut ice cream, which, in reality, I didn’t even like. I also craved hot fudge sundaes and See’s candy, and ate my fair share.

“No wonder I’m chubby,” Laci said when she was twelve years old and I told her about the significant amounts of chocolate I’d consumed while pregnant with her. “I didn’t stand a chance because of all the chocolate you ate while you carried me.”

True to form, Laci arrived right on time, on her due date of May 4, 1975, and she was in a hurry. It felt as if I had just checked into Doctors Medical Center when I complained to the nurse, “I think the baby’s coming.”

“The doctor’s not here,” the nurse snapped. “That baby can’t come yet.”

I said, “Oh yes it can,” and we went back and forth like that for what seemed to me a cruel number of hours.

In reality, I was at the hospital only two hours before I gave birth. When the doctor said I had a baby girl, I was ecstatic. Then, as I’ve always joked, I saw her. Laci was wrinkly, with a mess of dark hair, and my first impression was that she looked like my grandmother on my father’s side, not exactly the personification of beauty. But as time passed, Laci got much cuter. She was all smiles and spunk. And no one ever thought of my grandma when they saw her.

I named Laci after a pretty girl I had met when I was in high school. I’d done the same with Brent, his namesake being one of Dennis’s college buddies who I thought was very handsome.

Having felt so good through my pregnancy, I sensed Laci was going to be an easy baby, and I was right. It took just two weeks until she slept through the night, and she almost always woke up in the best mood. On most mornings, I found her sitting in her green spindle crib with a smile on her face, staring at the yellow-and-orange elephant quilt on the wall. She amused herself and smiled all the time. I hate to boast, but she was so cute. I still look at those pictures and want to squeeze her.

         

Just after Laci turned one, I split from Dennis—proof that I spoke from experience when I later declared to Scott that divorce is always an option, not murder! At the time we split, I thought the reasons were complicated, but I now know that I was simply facing what I felt in my gut. I’d married too young. Except for my children, nearly everything in my life was left over from high school, and it didn’t feel right. I was still in my early twenties, and I craved more.

I’ve read that Dennis is the one who left, but I’m the one who moved out, and it wasn’t easy or pleasant. I wrote him a letter, explaining my thoughts and feelings as best I could, and then we talked about it. He wasn’t happy about getting a divorce, and as often happens when feelings are raw and unclear, we had a hard time for a while.

I took Brent and Laci and moved in with a friend in Escalon, then we rented a house in Modesto. Around Christmastime, Dennis and I got back together. The holidays were hard on both of us. But the reconciliation lasted only a few weeks, and this time when we split, it was permanent (though today we have a good relationship).

In early 1977, I moved to San Jose, thinking that was the change I needed, and got a job at an insurance company dealing with workmen’s comp. But San Jose turned out to be too big a city for me. The nightly news was filled with reports of crime and violence, and I thought, Who needs this when I can have the quiet, comfort, and relative safety of a small town?

Within six months, I moved back to Modesto and rented a small two-bedroom duplex. The woman next door, Susan, had a son the same age as Laci, and we became friends. I also met her sister, Roxie, who had kids the same ages as mine. I appreciated being back home and woke up mornings feeling as if the sun was shining on me again.

I got an office job in the shipping-receiving warehouse for Standard Brands, which, after mergers and acquisitions, became Nabisco and then RJR. A few months later, my cousin Gwen called me at work and said she wanted me to meet a guy.

Even though it was a Friday night in November and I didn’t have plans I said no. I wasn’t in the mood for any kind of romantic stuff.

“Sharon, his name is Ron Grantski, and he’s a nice guy,” she said.

“No, thanks,” I said and hung up the phone.

She called back three or four times and persisted until she wore me down.

Still, I didn’t want to go by myself, so I brought a girlfriend from work. We met Gwen and her husband, Harvey Kemple, at a local hangout. At the time, Ron worked for Harvey in construction. Initially, Ron mistook my girlfriend for me. Wishful thinking, I imagine; she was very pretty. Nevertheless, he and I hit it off that first night. We talked and laughed for hours. I told my friends that he had made me feel comfortable, which wasn’t easy given my thick reserve.

But I hadn’t met anyone with Ron’s qualities. I liked that he was at ease with himself and very confident. Born in St. Louis, Missouri, he lived in Nebraska and Oregon before his family settled in Sacramento, California. At nineteen, he joined the Navy. After boot camp, he married his high school sweetheart and they moved to Hawaii and had a son. At the time we met, he was divorced and in Modesto working construction. He was ambitious, solid, funny, and he made me feel good about myself.

A year and a half after Gwen introduced us, Ron and I moved into a three-bedroom home with Brent, then eight, and Laci, four. Why didn’t we ever marry? Well, we planned to. In 1981, we were actually in the midst of making arrangements when my father was killed in an automobile accident. It was an awful ordeal and obviously everything was canceled. Then the next time we talked about getting married, Ron’s father passed away. We got the message. Since both of us wanted to keep our mothers around, we agreed the only aisle we would walk down together would be one at the grocery store.

No one objected, including our children. Their thoughts were our top priority, and they were fine with our arrangement. Our family life was typical of two parents raising two little children. It was never dull or quiet. One Christmas, when Laci was around four years old, we were driving the kids around to look at the lights. As we passed a house with an elaborate display, Laci said, “Ooooh, pretty,” and Brent took exception to the way she said that. It annoyed him, he said. So what happened? For the next few years, every time we passed that house, Laci would say, “Ooooh, pretty.”

Laci liked teasing her big brother. I once took them to get ice cream sundaes and Brent asked Laci for her cherry. Even though she didn’t like cherries, she said no. No matter how much he pleaded, she refused. I was almost as frustrated by her as Brent was, and so I made her eat it. And the next time Brent asked for the cherry, he got it.

Then there was the party at their grandparents’ house when Brent dared Laci to take off her bathing suit. There were twenty-five to thirty people around the backyard pool. Laci, who was probably four years old, didn’t hesitate. All of a sudden she was scampering around completely naked and laughing. She wasn’t laughing nearly as hard as Brent, though. He was even more entertained when their grandma went over to Laci and said, “Honey, you’re not supposed to be taking off your bathing suit.”

It was around that same time that Laci made her debut in the kitchen. I was baking for the family and she wanted to help. She stood at the counter with all the confidence of Julia Child. I wrapped her in an apron, put a bowl in front of her, and let her cook. She put together a concoction that included milk, banana, a raw egg, and a few other things I can’t recall. But I remember it was pretty gross, and when she asked me to try it, I said, “Why don’t we let Ron taste it.”

She took it to where Ron was watching TV in the living room. Grinning, she offered the glass to him. He took it from her appreciatively and made a nice show of being excited to try her first culinary invention; then he actually drank the whole thing down, pronouncing it delicious. I can still hear him say, “That was really good, Laci.” She came back into the kitchen beaming with pride. Later the day I told Ron what had actually been in the glass and he gagged. “You let me drink that?”

         

Brent loved spending time with his father on his ranch, and at age nine he went to live there full-time (Dennis had remarried and had another daughter, Amy). My mom and dad also lived on a ranch, and Brent and Laci adored visiting them, too. We had big family gatherings there, and they were just like when I was a kid. Brent and Laci followed their cousins, Jeanette, Karen, Rene, and Rachel, out on the dirt road behind the house and listened to them tell stories about wolves and monsters coming out of the orchards, until finally the younger ones ran screaming to their grandma.

When Laci was in kindergarten, she drew a picture of all of her siblings and all of her parents, and beneath her colorful rendering, she wrote, “I love my family.” She did, too. She felt that way her whole life.



Chapter Two

Every mother has a sixth sense about her child’s well-being. You don’t have to be told when something is wrong. You feel it in your gut, you see it, you just know. And I knew something was wrong with Laci. She was seven years old, and she didn’t look or act like herself. She slept later than normal and didn’t get up with her usual smile or bounce. She didn’t eat normally and had dark rings under her eyes. She didn’t complain, but she wasn’t Laci-like.

I called the pediatrician to make an appointment, but the nurse couldn’t get her in for a week or two because it was Christmas vacation. From the description I gave, the nurse made it seem as if it was probably the flu. It was flu season, after all, and everyone was under the weather. So I sent Laci to her dad’s for the second week of her vacation as planned. But midway through, Dennis’s wife, Nancy, called and said Laci’s glands were swollen and she didn’t look right to her. Nancy felt the same way I had—she wasn’t acting like Laci.

I called the pediatrician again, and this time the nurse said to bring her in immediately. Nancy met me with Laci at the office, and I knew just from looking at Laci that something was terribly wrong. The doctor confirmed it. After examining her, he pushed on her stomach and said, “Look at this.”

“What am I looking at?” I asked.

He pushed again; there wasn’t any depression. Her stomach didn’t go in.

“Nothing is moving,” he said.

Indeed, her little tummy was rock hard, solid.

After undergoing a series of tests at Doctors Medical Center, including a CAT scan, Laci was sent to a surgeon. That threw me over the edge. How had we gone from the flu to a surgeon? The surgeon showed me her CAT scan and explained that Laci had a grapefruit-sized tumor in her stomach that was likely also causing an infection. He wanted to take it out as soon as possible. Before he operated, though, he wanted to try to get her temperature down, so he told me to take her home and make her rest, give her cold baths, and feed her lots of liquids. When I got her home, Laci wanted, of all things, Chinese food. Figuring it could only help her spirits, I picked up some egg flower soup.

She spent most of the night sitting in Ron’s lap, resting her head on his chest as he rocked in a chair. In the morning, her temperature was 104, up from before. I called the doctor, who said to bring her in. He decided that her infection was getting worse, not better, and they operated a few hours later. I prayed it wasn’t cancer, but I was told the surgeon wouldn’t know exactly what was going on until he opened her up. I was told seven doctors were involved in the surgery. I was scared out of my wits.

After I don’t know how many hours passed, the surgeon found me in the waiting room and said Laci was going to be fine. I was so relieved. I felt like I took my first breath in hours. Then the floodgates opened and I was awash in tears. According to the doctor, the tumor was a rare and unusually large dermoid tumor, and, thank God, it was benign. Laci had been so sick and run such a high temperature because the tumor pressed against her bladder, causing a kidney infection. He also said the tumor had attached itself to one of her ovaries, requiring its removal. I asked how that would affect her future.

“When we first saw the extent of the tumor, we feared we might have to perform a complete hysterectomy,” he said. “Fortunately, we didn’t. She’ll be able to have as many children as she wants.”

Relief. Joy. More tears.

Laci spent the next four days recuperating in the hospital. On the fifth day, I received a call at work saying I should pick her up. Laci had bounced back quickly. She had walked up and down the halls with her IV, which she nicknamed Charlie, and pressed the nurse’s call button all the time, even when she didn’t need anything, because she just wanted to talk. They thought she was adorable, but they were ready for her to go home.

“She’s a good kid,” the doctor said as I left the hospital. “She will be back to normal quickly.”

         

Within days, Laci was back to her old self—bubbly, energetic, and happy. It was as if she’d never been sick.

She couldn’t wait to get back to school. In class, she was always the center of attention. I can still picture her as a kindergartner, walking out the door with her Hello Kitty T-shirts, lunchbox, and notebook. All the parent-teacher conferences were the same. Laci is a good student, but she’s a little chatty.

I think she was simply enthusiastic. For instance, Laci loved to dance. Actually, she didn’t know how to dance, since she didn’t have the patience for dance class, so she just kind of jiggled. I will never forget visiting her classroom for Show and Tell one day and seeing her shaking her head from side to side, with her little arms out in front, snapping her fingers, feet about shoulder width apart, and the biggest smile on her face.

After a minute, the teacher stopped the music and said, “Very nice, Laci.”

“But I’m not done,” Laci said.

I don’t think she ever felt done.

         

Laci loved animals and all of God’s little creatures.

One day, she had been outside playing when she burst through the door and came running into the kitchen where I was preparing dinner.

“Mom, look what I found,” she said, holding out her hand.

I saw that she was holding several little bugs, rollie-pollies. It had rained the night before and she found them in the gutter near the sidewalk.

“Moooom. Do we have something to put them in? I want to keep them.”

I took a lid from an empty jar and punched holes in it. Then I showed her how to put her rollie-pollies into the jar and close the lid so they wouldn’t get out. Of course, she insisted on doing it all by herself and took off walking down the hallway toward her bedroom with jar in one hand and bugs in the other.

After dinner I went into her room and saw the jar sitting on the window seat. When I realized that the lid wasn’t on the jar I took a closer look inside; there were no rollie-pollies in it. Instead, as Laci pointed out to me, they were rolling around on the carpet. She didn’t put the lid on the jar because she was afraid the bugs would die. She didn’t quite get the concept of the holes in the lid.

I had to laugh as I watched her crawling around on the floor trying to retrieve all the bugs. She picked them up and put them in the jar and, this time, I put the lid on it.

For her tenth birthday, we got Laci a ten-speed bike, which she’d wanted for months. She was overjoyed and grateful. Personally, I thought the bike was too big. It was nearly as tall as she was. But she climbed on anyway and sped down the block, as if to say, “See, I told you I was ready.” Nothing intimidated her.

Around the same time, she talked on a car phone for the first time. Our friend Rob had one of the earliest car phones I recall seeing, and Laci adored him. One day Laci asked if he’d take her for a ride so she could use his phone. They hadn’t even rounded the block when the phone rang. It was Laci.

“Mom, guess where I am and guess what I’m doing?” she said, laughing.

“I don’t know,” I said, playing along.

“I’m in Rob’s car!” she squealed. “Can you believe it?!”

We always referred to that first conversation on a cell phone as a life-changing experience. She talked about it for the rest of her life, and every time she smiled.

Laci’s zest for life and her sense of humor come out clearly in her old school papers, which I saved to show her children one day. Take the questionnaire titled My Story, which she filled out on the first day of fourth grade in September 1984.

“My name is Laci Denise Rocha,” she wrote in a big, loopy, little girl’s hand, clearly practicing her cursive. “I weighed 7 pounds. I now weigh 70 pounds and I am 4 feet-five inches tall. I have brown hair and brown eyes. I do not wear glasses.

“I do not have freckles,” Laci continued. “I am right-handed. There are five people in my family counting me. They are my dad, mom, brother, me and my sister.”

The second page is called “My Likes And Dislikes.” Reading it, reliving her innocence and warmth, makes me smile:

         

EIGHT THINGS I LIKE ARE: music, chocolate, roller skating, my cat, my best friend Amy S., Great America, sweats, and playing

EIGHT THINGS I REALLY DISLIKE ARE: shots, liver, waking up early, ciggerat smoke, cleaning my room, homework, mosiqetoo bits, and spinech

         

On page three, she lists her “All Time Favorites”:



	
NUMBER:

	
Three



	
COLOR:

	
Blue



	
SCHOOL SUBJECT:

	
Socil studies



	
ANIMAL:

	
Unicorn



	
FLOWER:

	
Rose



	
SONG:

	
Mother’s Girl



	
TV SHOW:

	
The Billy Cosby Show



	
TIME OF DAY:

	
3:00 pm



	
DAY OF THE WEEK:

	
Friday



	
MONTH OF THE YEAR:

	
May



	
GAME TO PLAY:

	
Scat



	
PLACE TO VISIT:

	
Great America



	
SPORT:

	
Softball



	
FRIENDS:

	
Amy S., and Mika L.



	
HOLIDAY:

	
Christmas



	
NEWSPAPER SECTION:

	
Movies



	
MOVIES:

	
Police Academy 2



	
CAR:

	
Lambregene



	
RESTAURANT:

	
Taco Bell



	
RECORDING GROUP:

	
Prince and the Revolution



	
ACTOR:

	
John Ritter



	
ATHLETE:

	
Joe Motana



	
COMIC CHARACTER:

	
Garfield



	
TEACHER:

	
Mrs. Fisher



	
CLOTHING:

	
Bathing Suit



	
FOODS:

	
Clam chadder, salad, shrip



	
FOOD COURSE:

	
Spare ribs



	
VEGETABLES:

	
Artichokes, sweet potatoe



	
DESSERT:

	
Hot Fuge Sunda



	
SOUP:

	
Chicken duddle soup



	
CANDY:

	
Worms



	
ICE CREAM:

	
Rocky Road






These old papers have sat in a box for nearly twenty years. Looking at them now takes me back to much happier times. I’m so glad that I saved them. She was such a precious little girl, happy, outgoing, confident, and full of love—exactly the kind of adult she’d become.

“I see myself as a short person with brown eyes and brown hair,” she wrote. “Also I see myself with criked [I think she intended to write crooked] teeth. And I feel terrific when someone kisses me because it gives me a tingle in my stomach.

“I try to help others feel good by giving them good comments and helping others out.”

On another page, she drew pictures of the people in her family.

“My dad is Dennis Rocha, and some of the different jobs he had was being in the Marines. He now works at a dairy. His hobbies are collecting antiques and working with mules and cows.

“My mom was born in California. She works at Nabisco Brands. Her favorite color is blue. The kind of music she likes is soft rock. And three things I enjoy doing most with my mom are cooking, going to Great America, and going shopping.

“My brother is Brent and my sister is Amy. They have brown hair and brown eyes. My sister is from a different mom than my brother. My favorite things to do with my brother and my sister is swimming, going to a parade, going to the ranch.

“My best friend,” she wrote, “can be counted on to be trusted, kind when something bad happens, and funny.

“My friend counts on me to be nice, to be trusted, and to stock [she meant stick] up for her on certain things.”

         

Here’s another questionnaire she filled out later in 1984:



I DON’T LIKE: A lot of things. Like the color dark green. I don’t like to eat liver. I don’t like to drink tea. I don’t like to play Monoply. I don’t like to wear socks.

IF YOU HAD THREE WISHES . . . If I had three wishes, I would wish for money, health, scholarship.

THESE ARE THE WAYS I SHOW MY FEELINGS: When I feel happy I laugh so hard my face turns red and my sides hurt. When I feel sad I cry and my eyes turn red. When I feel angry I throw stuff around and yell. When I feel proud I brag a little and smile.

WHAT ELSE DO YOU WANT TO WRITE? Let’s see, I can tell you something that makes me frightened. It’s when I see a scary movie. I can tell you something that makes me shy is when I have to tell or sing in front of a lot of people. I can tell you something that makes me cry. It’s when someone hurts me.



In second grade, she received a certificate for “neatness,” though her bedroom told a different story. On her fourth-grade progress report, her teacher wrote, “Another fantastic quarter for Laci. She has great potential.” In fifth grade, she brought home straight A’s. “Laci’s grades speak for themselves,” her teacher said in the remarks section. “She is an outstanding student and a cooperative member of the class. I enjoy being her teacher.”

She had flair and personality, and I think it was evident in the adorable cards and notes she drew for every occasion—and often for no reason at all. For instance, I found a pretty drawing of wind chimes she made that had this acrostic verse:

         

Mom, you are to me . . .



Caring

Helpful

Intelligent

Marvelous

Excellent

Special



She stamped her loving spirit on everything. Here’s another note I found. “Mom, I want to thank you for doing things for me,” she wrote. “You’re my favorite mom.” On my birthday, she drew a large birthday cake with lots of sparkling candles, beneath which she wrote in colorful, flowing crayon, “To a special person. I love that person. She is a really pretty mom. Love, Laci.”

         

Sometimes my mind will flash on something that happened to her at school or with her friends, but I won’t be able to remember exactly, and I think, Oh, I’ll just call Laci and ask. Sadly, I can’t do that anymore. So I’m thankful I can refer to her old school papers and the cards and letters I saved. She wasn’t perfect, but she was a good and loving kid, and that shines on almost everything she wrote. Occasionally I will read one of her old papers, close my eyes, and I can see her as if she is still talking to me.

“My mom is a special person,” she wrote two days after her tenth birthday. “She works hard to take care of my brother and me. One thing about my mom—her and I have a lot of fun together. Well, that’s all. Love, Laci.”

A month later, she was already looking excitedly to the future. Let her tell you herself: “Well, I’m 10 going on 11, so you know I’ve been at this school [Sonoma Elementary] for six years. I can’t wait until sixth grade. Everyone is glad to get out of fifth. Junior High will be fun. Until I start that, I guess I will have to wait.

“Bye for now. Laci.”



Chapter Three

While looking through Laci’s things, I found a paper she wrote at thirteen years old for a creative writing class at La Loma Junior High. I almost wish that I hadn’t found it. The topic was scary movie villains and she surveyed a few of them. She wrote that A Nightmare on Elm Street’s Freddy Krueger “has a strange way to kill his victims,” she said that Psycho’s Norman Bates “can fool you by looking and acting like a normal person,” and after a sentence on Friday the 13th’s Jason Voorhees, she concluded, “Watch out who you meet in your dreams, the woods or motels!”

She wrote that paper fourteen years before she was murdered, but she could have easily been talking about the seemingly nice, clean-cut guy who surprised all of us by turning out to be a murderer. Watch out who you meet in your dreams.

As prophetic as these words strike me now, Laci was not haunted by any premonitions of a violent end. She was always cheerfully optimistic. I’m sure she thought life would keep getting better and better. She had no reason to believe otherwise.

On the subject of movies, her all-time favorite was Superman. How much more positive can you get than that story? She saw Superman at least twenty times. And she was a sap. She cried at the end of almost every movie I saw with her. She even cried while watching sentimental commercials. She had a big old heart and a lot of empathy and feeling.

As she reached her teens, Laci lost the baby fat that had made her look chubby and blossomed into an attractive, happy, upbeat young woman. I remember that period well. All of a sudden her precious Hello Kitty things went into the closet. Up went posters of her favorite rock stars. She permed her hair and developed a stylish flair when she dressed. She wanted to look perfect. Her clothes didn’t have to be expensive or designer brands or even part of the latest trend. They just had to fit her vision.

In that vision she was about seven inches taller, with longer legs. But there was nothing she could do about her actual height.

“Mom, you lied to me,” she once said.

“No, I didn’t,” I said. “When?”

“When I was in fifth grade, you said I would get taller,” she said. “But I haven’t.”

Laci said she was five feet one inch, but that was probably an inch generous. One day she looked in the mirror and said, “Oh my gosh, I’m built just like Nana!” Maybe she did resemble Dennis’s mother. Regardless, I can still hear her gripe: “It’s not fair. Brent’s tall and thin, and I’m short.”

Still, she didn’t let that bother her. In eighth grade, inspired by a pretty girl from down the street, Laci became a cheerleader for a football team in the local Pop Warner league. The yelling, the noise, the outfits, the attention—all of it was right up her alley. She loved it.

About that time she also discovered boys, and soon my little social darling got in trouble for the first time. I had dropped Laci and her friend Amber at Roller King, the local skating rink. Amber’s mother would be picking them up. In between, the girls were supposed to skate. Before leaving, I reminded them to behave, to not make fools of themselves over boys and to not leave Roller King.

When Amber’s mother arrived to collect them, the girls weren’t there. She checked to see if I’d come by early. I hadn’t. Finally, she saw Laci and Amber stroll la-di-da through the parking lot and go back inside Roller King. They’d left with two boys—boys who were already in high school, including one who had dropped out.

Laci knew that she was in trouble. She almost volunteered to be punished.

“I’m going to be grounded, aren’t I?” she asked.

“Yes, you are,” I said. “For two weeks.”

“Okay. No problem,” she said.

The punishment was minor, but she learned a lesson. Laci was really a good kid. She excelled in class. She played the flute in the school band. She liked sports. By the day of her junior high school graduation, her braces were gone. Talk about a big, bright smile!

         

In 1989, Laci started Thomas Downey High School. She walked to school until an older neighbor boy gave her a ride in his car, thus beginning her life as an independent young adult. Her personality ensured her popularity. She made the cheerleading squad freshman year, played on the basketball and softball teams, and earned good grades by studying hard.

I had my doubts about her making cheerleader. As we walked to our car after attending the initial meeting, Laci attempted to jump over a rope barrier in the parking lot. Everybody from the meeting was also in the parking lot. Needless to say, her foot caught on the rope and she fell flat on her face. But she sprang right up laughing at herself. It was typical Laci.

One Friday night Ron and I came home from dinner and a movie. It was about 10 p.m., and I checked on Laci as I always did before going to bed. She’d visited her friend Stacey Boyers earlier in the evening and was already in her bedroom. I thought she’d be sleeping, but when I opened her door she was sitting on the window seat, with the window wide open.

“Why are you sitting there?” I asked.

“I’m just thinking,” she said wearily. “And getting some fresh air.”

I asked if everything was okay. She said yes. We chatted for several minutes and then I said good night.

At that time, I worked with Stacey’s mother, Terri Western, at Ambeck Mortgage (I’d left Nabisco after thirteen years to become a real estate loan officer), and on Monday afternoon Stacey was there visiting her mom when she came into my office to say hello.

“So Laci wasn’t feeling very good on Friday night, was she?” Stacey said.

I shook my head no. I told her about Laci sitting in the window. Stacey laughed.

“I bet she’ll never drink tequila again,” she said. “She only had a couple of shots, but she was soooooo sick.”

That night, as I set dinner on the table, I asked Laci what she wanted to drink. But before she could answer, I said, “How about a shot of tequila?”

The look on her face was priceless. Her mouth dropped open. For once, she was speechless. She just stared at me. I knew she was thinking, How could she know?

“By the way, I saw Stacey today,” I said nonchalantly. “She came by the office to see her mom and she said hello to me.”

Laci shook her head. “That Stacey!” she smiled. “She tells you everything.”

I think it was a long time before she drank tequila again.

         

In tenth grade, Laci fell in love for the first time. She was at a party when a friend introduced her to a boy named Chad. Chad attended Davis High School on the other side of town. He was nice, polite, and handsome, and I approved. They spent time at each other’s homes and hung out. Their relationship was innocent but their feelings were serious.

It was sweet; he was opening her heart for the first time. As I drove her home from his house or sat in her room after we got home, she filled me in on the details and let me in on her feelings. I treasured those conversations then, and now they’re precious jewels in my memory. Her emotions were so pure, as they are when you’re fifteen and in love for the first time. As such, I braced for the inevitable—the breakup.

It happened just before Valentine’s Day, and she was absolutely crushed when Chad told her he wanted to end their relationship. I was at the dining room table and she came in sobbing like you do when your heart has been broken. She curled up in my lap the way she did when she was a baby, laid her head on my shoulder, and she just bawled until her eyes were dry. I felt as if I could see her aching heart; she was raw and emotionally bruised and she didn’t hold anything back.

I was so touched that my fifteen-year-old daughter had turned to me when she was in so much pain. Rather than cry to her friends, smoke cigarettes, drink, or do drugs, Laci wanted to sit in my lap and have me hold her. I squeezed her so tight that night. I was so grateful that she was just the kind of daughter I had hoped to raise.

I felt so bad for her on Valentine’s Day. Her spirit was so low. I did something I shouldn’t have—I sent her flowers. I thought they’d cheer her up but when they were delivered, she thought they were from Chad, and I instantly realized I’d made a mistake. She tried to be upbeat and appreciative after she opened the card and saw that it said “Love, Mom,” but I saw she was disappointed and it was understandable. The flowers weren’t from the boy. It wasn’t the best Valentine’s Day for any of us.

         

By spring, Laci was dating a new guy, Kent Gain. He was two or three years older than she was, very handsome, and tall, with thick dark hair cut short. He was polite and made me feel Laci was in good hands. He was there for Laci’s sixteenth birthday when I surprised her with a limousine that took them and another couple to dinner.

Laci adored that night. The expression on her face as she opened the door and saw the driver standing on the porch was priceless. She looked back at me and then beyond the driver to the limo parked at the curb. She laughed so hard that she doubled over, as was her way. That picture of her laughing—with one knee in toward her chest and bent at the waist—will stay with me forever. It was pure joy, and she was like that at the end of the night, too.

“It was so cool,” she said. “I had so much fun.”

Intent on getting her own car, Laci worked at a doctor’s office and bagged groceries until her senior year when she finally could afford (with a little help from us) to buy a white Jetta. Soon, it seemed as if Ron and I frequently butted heads with her over things like curfew and chores and the amount of time she spent with her boyfriend.

Despite good first impressions of Kent, Ron and I began to have doubts as time passed. We couldn’t put our finger on what it was, but we didn’t like what we sensed beneath the surface. It wasn’t apparent early in their relationship, but by Laci’s senior year we were concerned because Kent appeared to have a very short fuse. Sometimes he left angry messages full of curse words on the phone machine in her bedroom. She kept it on the highest volume, which made it impossible for us not to hear it.

Both Ron and I took exception and discussed this with Laci. We thought Kent had real issues and feared he could turn on her physically. We tried discussing it with Laci, but she refused to hear anything negative about him.

“You don’t know him like I do,” she said.

That’s what frightened us. Blind to his faults, she defended him and said she felt he would change. I could tell that she thought she was more adult than she really was.

In December, another issue came up. Despite knowing we were against her getting a dog, Laci came home with an Australian shepherd puppy that Kent had given her. Kent’s dog was the puppy’s mother. The puppy was adorable—a puffy white furball with crystal clear blue eyes. She snuggled right into Laci, who named her Samantha.

We couldn’t make Laci give the dog back; that would’ve been cruel. So we laid down a strict rule—she had to take care of Samantha. And that is mostly what she did. She was very responsible, as was her inclination, and we excused the few times she wasn’t around to feed her or was out when Samantha escaped for a visit with the neighbor’s frisky boy dog. Those things happen.

But one night in mid-December when Laci was at Kent’s house, Samantha got out and I called Laci and told her to come home and take care of it. I was angry. I’m sure she heard it in my voice.

In reality, I was angrier with Laci for spending so much time with Kent—and at his house—than I was about Samantha getting out of the yard. I wanted Laci to come home. She’d spent enough time with her boyfriend.

But Laci didn’t want to leave Kent’s, and unfortunately we had a scene on the phone. After a brief but heated discussion, she stalked into the house, fetched Samantha from the neighbor’s, and then started back out the door.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’m going back to Kent’s,” she said.

The two of us were standing near the front door. “No, you’re not,” I said.

With that, the long-brewing tension over Kent exploded. Neither Ron nor I knew it, but Kent was outside, waiting in the driveway for Laci. When Kent heard me tell her that she couldn’t leave, he butted in and said that Laci could do whatever she wanted.

Ron said that this was between us and it was time for him to go home. Kent refused to leave and he and Ron exchanged words. Laci said she was going to leave with Kent.

“No, you’re not,” I said. “You’re not going with Kent.”

Suddenly, Kent pushed his way through the front door. I was standing behind the door and was shoved against the wall. Kent reached in and grabbed Laci’s arm. She let him yank her outside and went with him to his car, and then they drove off.

Ron and I were in shock. We couldn’t believe what just happened. Laci didn’t behave like that. I was angry and disappointed in her, and I was even more upset when Laci called that night and told me that she was going to stay at her father’s house in Escalon. I cried all night.

For the next few days we didn’t speak. A few days before Christmas, I called her and asked if she’d help decorate the Christmas tree, something the two of us did together every year. She said no. She was being stubborn, and that hurt me. Laci and I had never had such a serious falling out.

A week later, she called, asking if she could come home. She wanted to make up. She said she was sorry and knew that she was wrong to have stormed out of the house. She missed her bedroom, her belongings, her dog, and me. From the sound of her voice and everything she said, I knew she was miserable. But as much as I missed her I didn’t let her come back. There was a lesson to be learned.

She called again a few days later and this time I told her to come home. I couldn’t wait to see her and vice versa. We had an emotional reunion and talked for hours. Laci apologized to me and Ron individually and both of us together. She realized that she’d been wrong and her behavior had been way out of line. She knew it wasn’t the way you treated the people you loved.

Laci must have spoken to Kent because I also got an apology from him. I suspect she said something like, “If you want to continue seeing me, you need to say you’re sorry.” But he never said he was sorry to Ron.

         

Things returned to normal. That spring Laci spent a week as a science camp counselor, an annual off-campus activity for sixth-graders. On Monday morning, she was excited about being with the kids. When I picked her up that Friday, she was exhausted.

“Mom, you’ll never have to worry about birth control with me,” she said.

“Why’s that?” I asked, suddenly more curious about that camp.

“All you have to do is send someone to science camp with a bunch of sixth-graders and they’ll never have kids!” she said.

Then came graduation. She and her friends took a trip to Mazatlán, Mexico, and had a fabulous time. She sent us a postcard, calling the trip “the most fun I have had in my entire life.” She came back sunburned to a crisp, exhausted, and yet still going strong. I marveled at how she’d grown up and was turning into a young woman.

Laci planned on continuing school the next year at California Polytechnic State University in San Luis Obispo, about 150 miles southwest of Modesto.

“Well, we have finally made it!” her close friend Stacey Boyers wrote in her yearbook.

         

Can you believe it? You have always been a wonderful friend through the years. Always remember these high school years and the killer times we shared! And the not so good ones, we can forget about. Always remember I’m here for you no matter how far away you live. Remember the telephone. But don’t expect me to pay for the phone bills. Good luck in everything you do, and do your best at it.

         

I worried that only one thing might keep Laci from doing her best in the future—Kent. When she came home in tears from the post-party following her senior prom, the result of Kent not wanting her to go and then making her miserable after she insisted, I thought they’d finally break up. I was wrong. From his inscription in her yearbook, they seemed as tight as ever.

         

I’m glad that you and I have been able to make it through these past two years, three months and 11 days. I hope to spend the rest of my life with you together (not apart). That’s in parentheses, because you do know how much I love you. Let’s smooth out our rough spots and roll on through . . .

Love, Kent

         

Laci could hardly wait for college. She was inspired by her brother, a 1993 Sacramento State graduate who went on to McGeorge School of Law in Sacramento. In early spring, she was accepted at her number one choice, Cal Poly. The school wasn’t taking many freshmen then, so it was quite an achievement. We celebrated with one of her favorite dinners, spaghetti.

I was very disappointed when I found out that Kent planned to follow Laci to San Luis Obispo. She knew it would upset me. Calmly, I asked why he was going with her. Laci said he planned to sign up at Cuesta Junior College—ironically the same school that Scott Peterson attended. Then, according to Laci, Kent wanted to transfer to Cal Poly.

I worried that if he failed, he would drag Laci with him. I didn’t want her dropping out of school and making the same mistake I had. Fortunately, she didn’t have any of those same concerns, and she sounded pretty sure of herself.

At the end of the summer, we made several trips to San Luis Obispo and found her a place to live. It was a tiny, adorable house in Morro Bay, a beautiful coastal town just north of San Luis Obispo. It felt great. From Laci’s backyard, you could look out and almost see the ocean. The air was cool and the fog would roll in thick and gray till it felt like you were in a cloud. She loved it.

I cosigned for everything, and we made two or three trips down there to get the utilities turned on and everything set up prior to the start of classes in August. Her last summer at home flew by. I frequently think about how fast time goes by in general. Every cliché is true! You blink, and twenty years have disappeared without you knowing where they went.

The weekend before school started I drove to Morro Bay in the morning with my car packed full of her things while Laci waited at home for her dad to come with a trailer for her bed and other large pieces she wanted to take. Instead of arriving that afternoon, however, Dennis didn’t show up until the following morning. But by Sunday, she was back on schedule, settled in, and eager to start college.

I liked seeing her so excited, and it made me think Kent wouldn’t be able to exert as much influence as I feared at first. Once Laci set her mind to something she really wanted, she didn’t change it. I felt even better a few days later when I received this card from her:



Mom—

You are a very special woman in my life. I just wanted to take the time to say thank you for all your support and love. Although we have our differences, I will always love you. I am going to miss you, but that’s what a telephone is made for. I hope you can support and stand by me, even though you do not agree with the decisions I make for my future. I love you, mom, and you supporting my decisions means a lot to me. You mean a lot to me, and I hope nothing will ever come between us.

I want to congratulate you on your job, and all the great success you have accomplished. I knew you could do it!

I love you, mom.

Your daughter,
 Laci

*Remember to always smile.


OEBPS/images/Roch_9780307351975_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Roch_9780307351975_epub_001_r1.jpg
For l.aci

A Mother’s Story of Love,

Loss, and Justice

Sharon Rocha

\‘—"\
THREE RIVERS PRESS
NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Roch_9780307351975_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
FOR LACI

A Mother’s Story of Love, Loss, and Justice

Sharon Rocha





OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Shift-Light.otf


OEBPS/next-reads-html/fonts/Fort-Book.otf


