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About the Book

A SHOCKING TALE OF DOUBT AND BETRAYAL.

AN UNFORGETTABLE HUNT FOR JUSTICE.
 
On 11 August 2008, eighteen-year-old Marie reported that a masked man had broken into her home and raped her. Within days, police – and even those closest to Marie – became suspicious of her story: details of the crime just didn’t seem plausible. The police convicted Marie of making a false report. She was vilified as a liar.
 
More than two years later, some 1,600 kilometres away, detective Stacy Galbraith was assigned to a case of sexual assault. It bore an eerie resemblance to a rape that had taken place months earlier in a nearby town. Galbraith contacted the detective on that case, Edna Hendershot, and they joined forces.
 
Galbraith and Hendershot soon realised they were dealing with a serial rapist: a man who took calculated steps to erase all physical evidence. After weeks of meticulous investigation, they had a name. But they also had yet another victim – a young woman whose identity was a mystery, a possible missing link. It was essential that they find her.

Based on investigative files and extensive interviews with those involved, A False Report unveils the disturbing reality of how sexual assault is investigated and the long history of scepticism towards its victims. But it is also the story of two women whose determination and detective brilliance finally brought the truth to light.
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THE BRIDGE

Monday, August 18, 2008

Lynnwood, Washington

MARIE LEFT THE interview room and walked down the stairs of the police station, accompanied by a detective and a sergeant. She was no longer crying. At the bottom, the police handed her off to the two people who were waiting for her there. Marie belonged to a support program for teenagers aging out of foster care. These two were program managers.

So, one said.

Were you raped?

It had been one week since Marie, an eighteen-year-old with hazel eyes, wavy hair, and braces, had reported being raped by a stranger with a knife who had broken into her apartment and blindfolded, bound, and gagged her. In that week Marie had told the story to police at least five times. She had told them: thin white man, short as five feet six. Blue jeans. Hoodie—gray, maybe white. Eyes—possibly blue. But her story wasn’t always the same in the telling. And the police had heard from people in Marie’s life who had doubts. And when the police had confronted Marie about those doubts, she had wavered, then buckled, saying she had made the story up—because her foster mom wasn’t answering her calls, because her boyfriend was now just a friend, because she wasn’t used to being alone.

Because she had wanted attention.

She’d sketched her history for the police detectives. She’d described growing up with something like twenty different foster parents. She’d told them she had been raped when she was seven years old. She’d told them that being on her own for the first time had made her scared. Her story of being raped by an intruder had “turned into a big thing that was never meant to happen,” she’d told the police.

Today she had tested whatever patience the police could still summon. She had returned to the station and doubled back, saying she had told the truth the first time, saying she really had been raped. But when pressed in that interview room she had folded once more—admitting, again, that her story was a lie.

No, Marie told the managers at the bottom of the stairs.

No. I was not raped.

The two managers, Jana and Wayne, worked for Project Ladder, a nonprofit program that helped foster kids make the transition to living on their own. Project Ladder taught teenagers—eighteen-year-olds, mostly—the mundane skills of adulthood, from how to shop for groceries to how to manage a credit card. The biggest boost the program provided was financial. Project Ladder subsidized each teen’s one-bedroom apartment, making it possible for the kids to get a foothold in the expensive rental market ringing Seattle. Wayne was Marie’s case manager. Jana was a program supervisor.

If that’s the case, the managers told Marie, if you weren’t raped, then there’s something you have to do.

Marie dreaded whatever was next. She had seen it on their faces when she’d answered the question. They weren’t thrown. They weren’t taken aback. They’d doubted her before, just like the others. It occurred to Marie that from now on, people would think she was mentally ill. She, too, wondered if she was broken, if there was something in her that needed to be fixed. Marie realized just how vulnerable she had become. She worried about losing what little she had left. A week ago, she’d had friends, her first job, her first place to call her own, freedom to come and go, a sense of life unfurling. But now that job and that sense of optimism were gone. The place and her freedom were in jeopardy. And friends she could turn to? She was down to one.

Her story had, indeed, turned into a big thing. Last week the television news had been all over it. “A western Washington woman has confessed that she cried wolf,” one newscast said.1 In Seattle the local affiliates for ABC, NBC, and CBS had covered the story. The NBC affiliate, KING 5, zoomed in on Marie’s apartment complex—panning up the stairs, lingering on an open window—while Jean Enersen, Seattle’s most popular anchor, told viewers: “Police in Lynnwood now say a woman who claimed she was sexually assaulted by a stranger made up the story ….2 Detectives do not know why she made the story up. She could face a charge of false reporting.”

Television reporters had pounded on her door, tried to get her to answer questions on camera about why she had lied. To get away she’d snuck out, a sweatshirt over her face.

Her story found its way into remote corners of the Internet. False Rape Society, a blog that focuses on wrongful accusations, posted twice about the Lynnwood case: “Another in a seemingly endless cavalcade of false rape claims.3 Once again, the accuser is young—a teenager …. To underscore how serious this particular kind of lie is, sentencing for false rape claims needs to be tougher. Much tougher. Only then will the liars be deterred.” A Londoner who compiles an “international timeline of false rape allegations” going back to 1674 made the Lynnwood case his 1,188th entry, following a Georgia teenager who “had consensual sex with another student then pointed the finger at an imaginary man who was driving a green Chevrolet,” and a teen in England who “appears to have withdrawn her consent after texting him to tell him how much she enjoyed it!”4 “As will be seen from this database,” the compiler writes, “some women will cry rape at the drop of a hat, or more often after dropping their knickers then regretting it.”5

In Washington and beyond, Marie’s story became an exhibit in a centuries-long argument about credibility and rape.

The news stories hadn’t named her. But the people around Marie knew. A friend from tenth grade called and said: How could you lie about something like that? It was the same question the TV reporters wanted to ask. It was the same question Marie got wherever she turned. She didn’t answer her friend. She just listened, then hung up—another friendship, gone. Marie had let another friend borrow her laptop computer—one of those old black IBMs—and now the friend refused to give it back. When Marie confronted her, she told Marie: If you can lie, I can steal. This same friend—or former friend—would call Marie and threaten her, telling her she should die. People held Marie up as the reason no one believed real victims of rape. People called her a bitch and a whore.6

The Project Ladder managers told Marie what she had to do. And they told her that if she didn’t do it, she would be cast out of the program. She would lose her subsidized apartment. She would be without a home.

The managers took Marie back to her apartment complex and summoned the other teens in Project Ladder—Marie’s peers, kids her age with the same kinds of stories to tell about growing up as wards of the state. There were around ten of them. Most were girls. In the front office, near the pool, they gathered in a circle and sat down. Marie stood. She stood and told them—told everyone, including the upstairs neighbor who one week before had made the 911 call to report the rape—that it was all a lie, that they didn’t need to worry: There was no rapist out there to be on guard against, no rapist the police needed to be looking for.

She cried as she confessed—the sound magnified by the awkward silence surrounding her. If there was sympathy in the room, Marie sensed it from just one person, a girl sitting to her right. In everyone else’s eyes she saw a question—Why would you do that?—and a corresponding judgment: That’s messed up.

In the weeks and months to come, there would be more fallout from Marie’s retraction. But for Marie there would be no moment worse than this.

She had one friend left to turn to, and after the meeting, Marie made for Ashley’s home. Marie didn’t have a driver’s license—just a learner’s permit—so she walked. On the way there, she came to a bridge. The bridge crossed Interstate 5, the state’s busiest road, a north–south highway with a ceaseless current of Subarus and eighteen-wheelers.

Marie thought about how much she wanted to jump.

She took out her phone, called Ashley, and said: Please come get me before I do something stupid.

Then she threw her phone over the side.
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HUNTERS

January 5, 2011

Golden, Colorado

A LITTLE AFTER 1:00 p.m. on Wednesday, January 5, 2011, Detective Stacy Galbraith approached a long row of anonymous apartment buildings that spilled down a low hill. Dirty, half-melted snow covered the ground in patches. Winter-bare trees stood gray against the orange and olive walls of the three-story complex. It was blustery, and biting cold. Galbraith was there to investigate a report of rape.

Uniforms swarmed a ground-floor apartment. Beat cops knocked on neighbors’ doors. Crime scene analysts snapped pictures. Paramedics pulled up in an ambulance. Galbraith stood out in the chaotic scene. She was a woman in a swirl mostly of men. Her face was narrow, her hair straight and blond, running past her shoulders. She had a physique like a long-distance runner, lean and coiled. Her eyes were blue.

She walked over to one of the cops. He motioned to a woman in a brown, full-length coat, standing outside the apartment in the thin winter sunlight. She clutched a bag of her belongings in one hand. Galbraith guessed that she was in her twenties, maybe five feet six. She was slight, with dark hair. She looked calm, unflustered.

The victim.

Galbraith walked up and introduced herself. Want to talk in my car? she asked. It would be warmer there. Safer there. The woman agreed. They slid into the front seat, and Galbraith blasted the heat.

The woman’s name was Amber. She was a graduate student at a local college. It was winter break, and her roommate had returned home for the vacation. She had remained at the apartment, luxuriating in the time to herself, staying up late and sleeping all day. Her boyfriend had driven from out of town to visit her. The previous night, though, she spent alone. She cooked herself dinner. She curled up in bed for a marathon of Desperate Housewives and The Big Bang Theory. It was so late by the time she drifted off that she could hear other people in the complex stirring for work.

She had just fallen asleep when something jolted her awake. In the morning half-light, she saw a shape looming above her. Her senses began to process what was happening. There was a man in her bedroom. A black mask covered his face. He wore a gray hoodie. He had on sweatpants. His shoes were black. In his hand, he gripped a gun. It was pointed straight at her.

“Don’t scream. Don’t call or I’ll shoot you,” he told her.

Adrenaline raced through her. Her eyes snapped to the gun. She would remember that it was shiny, silver, with black marks.

She pleaded: Don’t hurt me. Don’t hit me.

She offered him the cash she had in the apartment.

“Fuck you,” he told her.

The man terrified her. He was going to hurt her. He was willing to kill her. So she made up her mind: she would not fight. She chose to endure. She would do whatever he told her to do.

He shrugged a green-and-black backpack onto the floor. Inside was everything he needed. He stashed his equipment in clear plastic sandwich bags. They were labeled with neat block letters. GAG. CONDOMS. VIBE. WASTE.

He ordered her to take off her thermal pajamas. Amber watched as he pulled a pair of white, thigh-high stockings from the bag and rolled them up her legs. He asked whether she had high heels. When she said no, he pulled clear plastic high heels from his bag. They had pink ribbons for laces, which he wound up her lower legs. He reached into his bag again, producing pink ponytail holders, and styled her hair into pigtails. Where was her makeup? She retrieved her cosmetic kit from a dresser. His instructions were precise. Eye shadow first. Then lipstick. More. He wanted her lips pinker, he told her. Finally, he ordered her to lie on her mattress. He took a black, silky ribbon from his bag. Put your hands on your back, he said. He tied the ribbon loosely around her wrists.

With a shock, Amber recognized the ribbon. She had bought it with her boyfriend. They had searched for it weeks before, but had not been able to find it. Amber had assumed she had misplaced it. Now, she was confused. How did the rapist have her ribbon?

For the next four hours, the man raped Amber repeatedly. When he would tire, he would rest, dressed only in his shirt, and drink from a bottle of water. When she complained of pain, he applied lubrication. When she said she was cold, he covered her in her pink-and-green comforter. He told her what to do and how to do it. He told her that she was a “good girl.” He did not use a condom.

He brought with him a pink digital camera. He posed her on her bed. Move this way, he ordered. Turn that way. When everything was to his liking, he took pictures. He’d stop in the middle of a rape and take more pictures. She had no idea how many photos he had taken, she told Galbraith. Sometimes, he would snap away for twenty minutes at a time. He told her that he would use the photos to convince police the rape was consensual. And he would post them to a porn site on the Internet where everyone could see them—her parents, her friends, her boyfriend.

Amber decided to survive by making herself as human as possible. Every time the man stopped to rest, she asked him questions. Sometimes, he would say nothing. But other times, they would chat for twenty minutes. The man recounted in detail how he had hunted her. It seemed almost to relax him.

He had been watching her through her apartment windows since August, he told her. He knew her full name. He knew her date of birth, her passport number, the license plate of her car. He knew what she was studying and where. He knew that at night, before she went to bed, she would talk to herself in her bathroom mirror.

All of it, Amber told Galbraith, was true. The man wasn’t bluffing.

Amber asked about the man’s background. He told her that he spoke three foreign languages, Latin, Spanish, and Russian. That he had traveled all over, to Korea, Thailand, the Philippines. That he had attended college and didn’t need money. He told her that he was in the military. He said he knew lots of cops.

His world, he told Amber, was “complicated.” People were wolves or bravos. The bravos never hurt women or children. But the wolves could do as they pleased.

He was a wolf.

Amber never saw the rapist’s face, she told Galbraith. But she had tried to remember as many physical details as possible. He was white. His hair was short and blond; his eyes were hazel. She guessed he was six feet two, about 180 pounds. His gray sweatpants had holes in the knees. His black shoes sported an Adidas logo. He had shaved his pubic area. He was a little chubby.

One detail on his body stood out, she told Galbraith. The man had a brown birthmark on his calf.

When he had finished, it was almost noon. He used wet wipes to clean Amber’s face. He ordered Amber into her bathroom and made her brush her teeth. He told her to get into the shower. He watched her soap up, telling her what parts of her body to scrub. When she finished, he told her to remain in the shower for ten more minutes.

Before he left, he told her how he had entered her apartment through the sliding glass door in the back. He told her to put a wooden dowel into the track at the bottom of the door to make sure it was secure. It was much safer, he told her. People like him would not be able to get inside.

He closed the door, and left.

After she got out of the shower, she found that the rapist had ransacked her bedroom, taking the sheets with him, along with her blue silk underwear. He left her pink-and-green comforter bunched on the floor at the foot of her bed.

She found her phone and dialed her boyfriend. She told him she had been raped. He urged her to call the police. She resisted the idea, but he eventually convinced her to call. Amber hung up and dialed 911.

It was 12:31 p.m.

GALBRAITH HAD LISTENED to the woman with alarm. The stalking. The mask. The backpack full of rape tools. The attack was so heinous, the attacker so practiced. There was no time to waste. The investigation would start now, in the front seat of the patrol car.

Galbraith knew that every rape involves three separate crime scenes: the location of the assault, the body of the attacker, and the body of the victim. Each can provide valuable clues. The rapist had already tried to erase himself from one: Amber’s body. Galbraith asked Amber if she would allow her to collect DNA evidence using sterile swabs that looked like long, thin Q-tips. As she brushed the swabs across Amber’s face, Galbraith could only hope. Perhaps the rapist had failed. Perhaps he had left some small part of himself behind.

Galbraith made another big ask: Did Amber think she could go back into her apartment, to point out anything the rapist might have touched? Again, Amber agreed. Together, the two women walked through the rape. Amber showed Galbraith the pink-and-green comforter on the floor that the attacker had yanked off the bed. She showed her the bathroom that the rapist had used several times during the ordeal. Throughout, Galbraith asked for details. What was the mask like? It wasn’t a ski mask, Amber said. It was more like a wrap. He had cinched it tight against his head with safety pins. Could she remember anything about the bottle of water? Yes, the brand was Arrowhead. What did the birthmark look like? Amber drew a picture: a round blot the size of a chicken egg.

When Amber remembered that the man had draped the comforter on her to keep her warm, she called him “gentle.”

It puzzled Galbraith. How could anyone, after this happened, describe her attacker as gentle? And it worried her. Maybe the guy came across as normal. Maybe he was a cop. “He’s going to be hard to find,” she told herself.

After the tour, Galbraith drove Amber to St. Anthony North, some thirty minutes away. It was the nearest hospital with a sexual assault nurse examiner, specially trained to examine rape victims. The nurse would inspect every inch of Amber’s body in search of clues. Before they’d left for the exam, Amber turned to Galbraith. The attacker had told her that she was his first victim. Amber thought he was lying.

“I think he’s done this before,” she said.

On her way back to the crime scene, Galbraith’s mind raced. Amber’s story seemed almost unbelievable. A rapist dressed all in black? With a backpack stuffed with all the necessities for rape? And the confidence to spend four hours attacking a woman during daylight hours at a busy apartment complex?

It wasn’t anything like most rapes that she had handled. Usually, the victim was attacked by somebody she knew, or at least had met: a boyfriend, an old flame, someone at a club. Rapes weren’t usually whodunits. They were whathappeneds. Had the woman consented to the sexual act? A national government survey found that about 150,000 men and women reported being raped or sexually assaulted in the United States in 2014—a number equivalent to the population of Fort Lauderdale, Florida.1 About 85 percent of attacks were classified as acquaintance rape.

Galbraith knew she was dealing with a relatively rare case: stranger rape. These cases could be easier to take to trial, because they often dealt with what prosecutors referred to as a “righteous victim.” This was a woman snatched from the street by a stranger brandishing a weapon. The woman fought and screamed, but in the end had no choice but to submit. She was a mother or daughter with a loving family. She had a nice home, a steady job. She dressed modestly. She had not been drinking. She had not been hanging out in some seedy part of town. These were the rapes that prosecutors found easiest to prosecute. They met all the expectations that a jury might have of a violated woman.

Amber fit some of these criteria—but not all. She had been so cool and calm. She had talked with her rapist, referred to him as “gentle.” She talked with her boyfriend before calling the police.

None of that bothered Galbraith. She knew that the universe of women who had been raped looked identical to the universe of women. They could be mothers, teens, sex workers. They could live in mansions or in flophouses. They could be homeless or suffer from schizophrenia. They could be black or white or Asian. They could be passed out drunk or completely sober. And they could react to the crime in all kinds of ways. They could be hysterical. Or withdrawn. They could tell a friend, or they could tell no one. They might call the cops right away, or they might wait a week, a month, even years.

Cops took differing approaches to investigating a rape. Though rape was one of the most common forms of violent crime, there was no universal consensus on the best way to solve it. For some detectives, skepticism was paramount. Women could and sometimes did lie about being raped. A cop was supposed to investigate a claim of sexual assault carefully. “Not every complaint is founded or necessarily results in a criminal charge,” cautioned one of the leading police manuals on the subject.2 For other investigators—including advocates concerned by some cops’ shoddy treatment of rape victims—the overriding approach was one of trust. “Start by Believing” was the slogan of one campaign by a major police training group dedicated to improving sexual assault investigations.3

At the heart of the debate was a question of belief. With most violent crimes, cops face a victim with obvious injuries. But in sex crimes, the injuries are often not as apparent. In a forensic examination, a woman who has had consensual intercourse can appear the same as a woman who was raped at gunpoint. In sexual assault, the victim’s credibility is often at issue as much as the accused’s.

Galbraith had her own rule when it came to rape cases: listen and verify. “A lot of times people say, ‘Believe your victim, believe your victim,’” Galbraith says. “But I don’t think that that’s the right standpoint. I think it’s listen to your victim. And then corroborate or refute based on how things go.”

By the time Galbraith returned to the apartment complex, a dozen officers and technicians were swarming the scene. Galbraith, Detective Marcus Williams, Detective Matt Cole, and a crime scene technician, Kali Gipson, stepped through the apartment. Williams dusted for fingerprints and swabbed for DNA samples, while Gipson and her colleagues took 403 pictures—every light switch, every wall, every piece of clothing.

Outside, cops were snapping photographs and digging through garbage bins. Cigarette butts had been found outside the apartment—but Amber didn’t smoke. So two officers, Michael Gutke and Frank Barr, scoured the area for every discarded butt they could find: one from an ashtray outside a neighboring apartment, another from between two parked cars, still others in the parking lot. They collected them all and placed them in evidence bags for transport to the police station.

Other officers canvassed the neighborhood. Over two days, Golden officers knocked on every door in the apartment complex, sixty in all, and interviewed twenty-nine people. Like academic researchers conducting a survey, they used a script to ensure consistency: Did you see anyone suspicious in the area? Anyone carrying a backpack or other odd items? Any unusual vehicles in the neighborhood?

Officer Denise Mehnert knocked on thirty doors in three different buildings, starting at the top floor and moving down to the first. At one apartment, a man told her he had seen a “stocky” man a few nights earlier, walking through the complex with a headlamp. A neighbor from a different building remembered a motor home parked over Christmas on a street outside the complex. Another man said he thought he had seen the RV owner. He had worn a wide-brimmed hat and was “middle aged.” Nobody could remember seeing anyone matching the rapist’s exact description.

Outside Amber’s apartment, a Golden patrol officer found footprints on her back patio. One stood out: a single footprint, preserved in a patch of crunchy snow. Gipson tried to make a replica with snow wax, a slippery, spray-on substance designed to lift an impression without melting the snow that formed it. But the wax didn’t stick. So she sprayed the print with fluorescent orange paint. The tread suddenly gleamed against the white background, like something left by an astronaut on the moon. It was not much. But it was something.

Galbraith kept driving the investigators forward. Late in the day, an officer suggested a bathroom break.

“Just keep working!” Galbraith insisted.

By the time she left the scene, it was well after dark.

GALBRAITH GREW UP in Arlington, a plain vanilla suburb of Dallas, Texas. Her dad managed restaurants and later worked as a computer programmer. Her mom worked in engineering analysis at an oil company. They divorced when Galbraith was three, and her mother married a tile layer. She remained close with both her biological parents, and their new and growing families.

In school, she was the smart kid who ran with troublemakers. She thought of herself as anti-authority. She played on the basketball team but was once suspended for several games when she was caught smoking cigarettes with some friends. She hadn’t done much to conceal the crime: her principal spied her through a pair of binoculars, wearing her team uniform, outside the school gym.

After graduation, Galbraith drifted through college at the University of North Texas. She wanted to try journalism—though she didn’t see a future in it for herself. She liked her psychology classes. Murderers, rapists, serial killers—they fascinated her. “I liked to see how people’s minds work, and how it affects their actions,” she says. Finally, a college counselor suggested she look into criminal justice as a career. She started taking law enforcement classes. She hung out with officers. She liked what she saw. At its core, policing was about helping others. That resonated: “It’s the generic answer, but really I like to help. I like to hold people accountable that do bad things, too.”

Still, she didn’t go into law enforcement straight from graduation. She thought she wasn’t the right fit. Too defiant. Too independent. Maybe not even good enough. “I wanted to be a cop, but it was just like, ‘Gosh, I probably couldn’t cut it,’” she says.

“I sold myself short.”

She got married and followed her husband to Colorado, where he had a job lined up at an auto body repair shop. She took a job at a prison. Her fellow guards told her they loved the work. “This is the best job I’ve ever had,” one told her. “You don’t have to do anything.” Galbraith hated it, precisely because there was nothing to do. She worked the graveyard shift. She counted sleeping inmates. It bored her beyond measure. “This is not for me,” she told herself. “I need to do something. I need to do something useful.”

Meanwhile, her marriage was falling apart: her husband didn’t like the idea of her spending her days with a bunch of other men. They divorced. Galbraith had no regrets. “I don’t dwell too long on anything. Just keep going.”

Then came one of those out-of-the-blue breaks that can change a life. When she first arrived in Colorado, Galbraith had applied for work as a police officer in Golden, the type of quiet small town where lots of cops get their first jobs. The job at the Department of Corrections had opened up first, so she took it. But after seven weeks, Golden called to make an offer: an entry-level patrol position, working night shift.

Galbraith quit the prison job that day.

GOLDEN WAS BEST known as the home of Coors Brewing Company, founded in 1873.4 The brewery—the largest on the planet—filled a valley east of town, a massive sprawl of gray, steel, and smokestack that would not have looked out of place in a Dickens novel. Every year, millions of barrels of beer rolled out of the complex, destined for fraternity houses, football games, and two-for-one ladies’ nights.

But if Coors was associated with boozy revelry, the town of Golden was not. About nineteen thousand people lived in the historic town nestled in the foothills of the Rockies.5 Founded in 1859 during the rush for gold on Pikes Peak, the town had once been the territorial capital of Colorado. It retained a Western feel. Big bank buildings and clapboard storefronts lined the downtown. The old state capitol served as city hall. Many residents owned horses. Elk and deer wandered across town streets.

Christmas Day, 2003, was Galbraith’s first time in the field on her own, without a training officer. She celebrated the milestone with the man who would later become her husband: David Galbraith, a fellow cop at the Golden Police Department. They cooked prime rib for dinner. Then they headed out to work the late shift.

Galbraith’s first call: haul a dead dog off Interstate 70, the 8,541-cars-per-hour highway running through the middle of Denver.6 As she arrived on the scene, a second dog wandered into traffic to check out the fate of the first. She watched as that dog, too, was pulverized in the high-speed traffic. None of her police training had included dog carcass cleanup. She pulled her car into the middle of the highway and blocked it off. She stuffed the remains into a plastic bag and dragged everything to the side of the highway. She puked up the prime rib.

This is what I have to do. Somehow I’ve got to do it, she thought to herself.

It became a life motto. Galbraith didn’t like to complain. She didn’t like excuses. She wanted to get the job done. And she would work ninety hours a week to do it.

In 2007, pregnant with her first child, Galbraith decided to apply for a job as a detective. It was not a large unit, just one supervisor and three investigators. But with David working night shifts, it made sense as a way to juggle family and work. Galbraith was also ambitious. In law enforcement, detectives are often the top of the heap. They get the big cases. They often make more money. They’re the straight-A students in the school of street cops. “I had to do it,” she says.

She got the spot—and some blowback. Some cops on Golden’s force whispered that she had been made detective only because she was pregnant, as a way to keep her on board. The talk upset Galbraith. But she responded the only way she knew how: by getting to work.

In small towns, detectives handle any crimes that come in the door. But Galbraith found herself gravitating toward sexual assault cases. One memorable case involved an accusation that a teenage boy had molested a ten-year-old boy who lived nearby. The two families—the whole neighborhood, really—were close. The wives drank wine together, the kids all played together, the husbands hung out on weekends. The accusation had circulated among some of the families. “That uprooted this whole neighborhood,” Galbraith says.

Galbraith and another investigator interviewed the victim. The boy had specific recollections. He told the detectives that the accused had assaulted him on a couch. He remembered details about the fabric. It was a small thing, but it was enough to convince Galbraith that the boy wasn’t inventing a story. And when the family of the accused allowed Galbraith to question their son, he was evasive. As he sat next to his father, the teenager started to cry. Galbraith walked out onto the porch with her partner.

I’m going to arrest him, she said.

You sure you got it? he asked.

I’ve got probable cause, she said. We’ll let a jury decide.

The teenager was convicted at trial. Families in the neighborhood blamed Galbraith. They saw a crusading cop who railroaded a kid with a future. Galbraith saw it as justice: “What if he’s done this to other people? What if he continues? If you could stop him now, then we can maybe not have more victims in the future.”

Many detectives avoided sex crimes if they could. They weren’t as high profile as homicides; nobody came looking to do a movie about a rape case. Where homicides were black and white, rape was filled with grays. And rape victims were alive and hurting. Their pain was always in your face—and you could never, ever look away.

Galbraith’s faith got her through the emotional sandblast of rape cases. Both Galbraith and her husband were born-again Christians raised as Baptists. In Colorado, they attended a nondenominational evangelical church. They sometimes even provided security for Sunday services. “I know He gave me certain strengths, so I just have to use them. Even when it’s painful,” she says.

There was a passage in the Bible that resonated with her. In Isaiah 6:1–8, God appears, surrounded by smoke and seraphim, seeking someone to spread the Word. God asks: “Whom shall I send?” And Isaiah pipes up: “Here am I. Send me!” Galbraith saw herself as answering a call. She had gotten into law enforcement to help. And here were victims who needed help in some of their darkest hours. She didn’t always know how to make things better for them. But she knew she had to find a way.

“People say, ‘Why do you work sex crimes and kid crimes?’ I don’t enjoy it. But someone’s got to do it. And someone’s got to do it well.”

IT WAS LONG after dark when Galbraith pulled into the driveway of her house. She was exhausted. Her final task had been to find a place for Amber to sleep; she was too terrified to spend the night at the apartment. Galbraith had found an officer to take her to a friend’s house.

David had already washed the dishes and put the kids to sleep. His graveyard shift started later that night.

They settled into two couches facing each other in the living room. This was their evening ritual, wedged into the few hours they could find between work and kids. They talked about their days just like any other working couple—it’s just that the Galbraiths’ stories tended to be a bit darker than most.

And so it was this night. Stacy Galbraith went over the details of the case with her husband. She talked about the masked man. About the four-hour rape. About how he had taken pictures.

And get this, she told him. At the end, he made her take a shower.

David had been holding back. But this was too much. In 2008, he had left the Golden Police Department to take a new job as an officer in Westminster, a nearby suburb. Five months ago, Westminster police had responded to a rape at an apartment complex; David had patrolled the complex looking for suspicious people. He knew that the woman had been raped by a masked man. That the man had taken pictures. And that before leaving, he had made his victim shower.

Call my department first thing in the morning, he told Stacy.

We have one just like that.


3

WAVES AND PEAKS

August 10, 2008

Lynnwood, Washington

IT WASN’T MUCH—a one-bedroom apartment like any other, in an apartment complex like any other. She didn’t have a lot of furniture, and some of what there was, was plastic. She propped her two guitars, both acoustic, against a bedroom wall. She kept her computer monitor on the floor, in a corner.

It wasn’t much, but it was hers, the first place she could call her own after years of living in other people’s homes. Marie was proud of the place. She was proud of having a place. She knew that many people who grew up as she did wound up in jail or rehab, or on the streets.

On this Sunday she vacuumed and cleaned. She liked to keep her apartment spotless. She also wanted it tidy, so she walked around, sizing up her stuff, deciding what she could tuck away. Whatever she didn’t need she carried outside and stowed in a storage closet on her back porch. Back and forth she went, through a sliding glass door.

She would spend the rest of the day with friends and at church. Other eighteen-year-olds, in their first months of independence, might dedicate the weekend to testing boundaries and chasing adventure. Marie wanted to settle. She took comfort in normalcy, given how little she’d had growing up.

Marie would later be evaluated by Jon Conte, a University of Washington professor who specializes in mental health issues related to child abuse and trauma. Conte interviewed Marie for five hours and wrote a lengthy report, which included a section on her developmental history:


She met her biological father only once. She reports not knowing much about her biological mother, who she said would often leave her in the care of boyfriends …. She reports entering foster care at age six or seven.



Conte’s report continues with the same dry, clinical language, even as it descends into dark terrain. Marie’s memory of life before foster care is “mostly of unhappy events,” Conte writes.


She thinks she lived with a grandmother who did not do a very good job of “taking care of us.” She remembers being hungry and eating dog food. She has no memories of being cared for by her biological mother. She recalls physical discipline that was abusive (e.g., being hit on the hand with a flyswatter).

She does not know if she attended kindergarten. She thinks she had to repeat second grade and had time outs in school. She said she remembers not liking the police because they took her and her siblings away from their home. She was sexually and physically abused. The sexual abuse happened a lot, she said. She recalls seeing the family dogs beaten by her mother’s various boyfriends.

She recalls multiple moves from one state to another before being removed from her home …



As for Marie’s life in foster care, Conte’s report forgoes the details:


Suffice it to say it is fairly typical for children in state care: multiple placements, frequent moving of locations (homes) and schools, adult caregivers and professionals coming in and then out of her life, some distressing or abusive experiences, and a general lack of permanency.



Marie was the second of her mom’s four kids. They were half siblings, but didn’t call themselves such. “I have an older brother and younger brother and younger sister,” Marie says. Sometimes she’d be in the same foster home as her siblings. Most times they were separated. Whether she has brothers or sisters on her father’s side, she can’t say.

Marie was medicated from early on for depression. “I was on seven different drugs. And Zoloft is an adult drug. I was on that at eight.”

The hardest part, she says, was being kept in the dark about the workings of foster care. Adults wouldn’t say why she was being moved. They would just move her. She had “probably ten or eleven” foster families and was placed in a couple of group homes. She preferred to be outside, but sometimes became a shut-in. “When I lived in Bellingham, I played in my room a lot by myself. My stuffed animals.”

Switching schools can be daunting. For Marie it was routine. “Start over, make new friends. It was a little bit rough, but I got used to doing it.”

The beginning of high school promised an end to all the instability. The first day of school might fill most students with anxiety, but for Marie that day couldn’t come soon enough. She was starting tenth grade in Puyallup, some thirty-five miles south of Seattle. She’d landed all the classes she wanted. She’d made lots of new friends. Most important, she was with a new family. She loved the family, and the family loved her. They planned to adopt her.

“It was pretty awesome,” Marie says.

Then, at school, on that very first day, Marie got pulled out of class. A support counselor told her: You can’t live with this foster family anymore. They’ve lost their license. The counselor, bound by confidentiality, provided little explanation. Marie simply had to leave—the family, her friends, the school. “I pretty much just cried,” she says. “I basically had twenty minutes to pack my stuff and go.”

As a short-term placement until something else could be lined up, Marie went to stay with a couple, Shannon and Geno, in Bellevue, a booming high-tech center just east of Seattle, with a skyline all its own. Shannon, a real estate agent and longtime foster mom, had met Marie through meetings for kids with troubled pasts and had sensed a kindred spirit. They were both “kind of goofy,” Shannon says. “We could laugh at each other and make fun. We were a lot alike.”

The two hit it off. To Shannon, Marie was “real likable”—it was as simple as that. Marie wasn’t bitter about all she had been through. And she didn’t bristle at all that was ahead. Shannon didn’t have to push Marie out the door to school, even with Marie knowing that the school was likely just another way station. Marie could carry on a conversation with adults. She brushed her teeth; she brushed her hair; she was, in a word, easy, or at least “she was a lot easier than a lot of the kids we had.” Marie wanted to stay in Bellevue, and Shannon wished she could. But Shannon and her husband had another foster child at the time, a teenage girl who required a great deal of attention. Otherwise, Shannon says, “we’d have taken Marie in a heartbeat.”

Marie left Shannon’s home after a couple of weeks. She moved in with Peggy, who worked as a children’s advocate at a homeless shelter and lived in Lynnwood, a smaller suburb about fifteen miles north of Seattle.

“She was my very first foster child. I was preparing for a baby. I had a crib—and they gave me a sixteen-year-old,” Peggy says, with a laugh. “And it was fine. I have a background in mental health and I’ve been working with kids for a really long time. And I think the agency just thought, ‘She can handle it.’ So.”

The state provided Peggy with hundreds of pages on Marie’s history, chronicling her abuse and the litany of placements. “It was heartbreaking,” Peggy says. She read most, but not all, of the file. “In some ways you don’t want to know everything. You want to be able to look at a child and not make assumptions about who they are, you know? You don’t want to put a label on them. When I meet a child, I want to meet a child as they come to me.”

To Peggy’s mind, the two got off to a good start. “She was like a little kid. She was walking around and going in the backyard and checking it out and going, ‘Oh, wow, this is really cool.’ She was very bubbly and full of energy, but she also had her moments when she could be very intense, very emotionally intense.” Marie was upset about being taken from the home in Puyallup. Peggy gave Marie phone privileges, so she could stay in touch with friends there. Marie racked up a huge bill. In time, she worked through her frustration. “I was actually surprised at how remarkably well she was coping,” Peggy says. “She started a brand-new school. It was amazing, really. She could have just said, ‘I’m not going to school.’ But she didn’t. She went, and she did what she was supposed to do. She did chores around the house. I was very impressed with her resiliency.”

But this relationship—a first-time mother paired with a teenage daughter with a history of trauma—figured to be a challenge. And it was. “It was very
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