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    Monday morning


    


  


    I walked into the police station and headed toward my desk where I found a bouquet of flowers. I am Macy McVannel, a detective sergeant, on the Rivers Edge Police Force. We had apprehended Riley in connection with three murders. I had succumbed to the stress of it all and my captain ordered me to take a week off.


    Eli Patterson, a state police officer, injured during the Drew Riley takedown had whisked me away. He would be returning in another week.


    Now back to reality and the workload most likely waiting for me. The flowers were no doubt a welcome back gift from one of my friends. I reached for the card and read it.


    “I’ll be home soon. Eli”


    I was touched, moved them to the corner of the desk, and pulled the first file out of my “In” box. It read APPLETON. Opening it, I found the reports previously e-mailed to the captain. I still needed to write up the report from the last day. Taking a deep breath, I booted up my computer and set out to work on the report. I had not done much when a cup of tea appeared at my elbow. I looked up to see my partner, Tom Maxwell, smiling at me.


    He sat at his desk facing me and went to work on his “In” box. The captain had given him a week off to spend time with his family after the birth of his new daughter. He and Shannon had two boys and a newborn daughter—Macy Ida-Mae Maxwell. I felt honored they had named her after me and was sure Ida and Sally Mae felt the same. “Where are the pictures? How is my namesake?” I asked grinning widely. Her baptism would be this Sunday, I was looking forward to it, and Eli would be home by then.


    Tom smiled saying, “Shannon said you’d ask me about them first. I’ll show them to you at lunch.”


    I began typing my last report so we could finally close the Appleton case. I had to recall the events which took place at the bunkhouse. I closed my eyes remembering what had happened that day. I was sitting on the floor with the sofa at my back watching the outside action on TV, JJ Waxman and Sally Mae Davis; the two witnesses I was protecting were in the safe room. There were police guards in the front and back of the house guarding the doors. Riley was making his way toward the bunkhouse through the trees. I felt the tension in my body as I put myself back in moment and typed. Once I finished, I printed out two copies, signed them, and placed one in the file. I took the file and the extra copy and set them in the “In” box for the captain’s secretary. No one felt sorry for Riley. He was the kind of officer who made us all look bad. It was good for all of us when we could rid ourselves of a bad cop.


    Back at my desk, I found a note in my “In” box to call the ADA (Assistant District Attorney). I decided to make the call while I waited for Tom.


    “Assistant District Attorney Stephens’ office,” the crisp voice answered.


    “This is Detective Macy McVannel returning a call.”


    “Yes, Detective, I’ll put Ms. Stephens right on,” her voice said sounding very professional.


    “Hello, Macy, welcome back. Hope you are all rested up,” Sarah Stephens said cheerfully.


    “I am. I just turned in my final reports on the Riley case.”


    “Good, good I’ll look for those to come over. It’s not why I called though. I need to talk to you on a different matter,” she said seriously.


    “Okay, what is it?” I asked wondering where this crisis would take us.


    “Mrs. Watson is in my office. Is there a chance you and Tom can come and meet her?” she asked anxiously.


    “I’ll grab him and we’ll be right there. Can you give me a heads up?” I sensed the tension in her voice and knew this was serious.


    She hesitated then said, “This is something you need to hear first person.”


    “On our way,” I disconnected and went looking for Tom who was still in the break room sipping his coffee. “We have a live one.”


    “Okay, I’m ready,” he said setting the cup down in the sink. We headed to the parking lot for our car.


    In the car Tom asked, “Are you going to tell me about it?”


    “There’s nothing to tell, I don’t even know what it’s about. The ADA said we need to hear it ourselves,” I told him still concerned by the tension I had heard in her voice.


    “I hate walking in blind,” Tom said, obviously curious because we had no idea what we would be facing.


    “Me, too.”


    We parked near the DA’s office and entered together. The secretary led us to ADA Stephen’s office. When we entered, Ms. Stephens was consoling an upset woman on the sofa. She rose as soon as she sensed our presence.


    “Mrs. Watson, this is Detective Sergeant Macy McVannel and her partner Detective Tom Maxwell.” She gestured to each of us with her hand.


    “How do you do?” Mrs. Watson said as she stood and shook our hands.


    Tom motioned for her to sit and turned two chairs to face the sofa. He took out his notebook which meant I would be asking the questions. When we both sat down, Ms. Stephens asked Mrs. Watson to begin.


    Mrs. Watson took a deep breath before beginning, “My daughter, Michelle, is lying in the hospital. She overdosed on some medication and they don’t know if she will live.” She wiped her eyes and gulped for breath.


    “What would you like us to do?” I asked my mind was already angry because a young girl had hurt herself.


    “I want you to find the person who posted a nude photo of her on the Internet and all over the school. It humiliated her to the extent she tried to take her own life,” Mrs. Watson sobbed.


    “When did this happen?” I asked horrified.


    “Last night while I was at my Bible study group she took the pills. I came home, found her, and called 9-1-1.” Mrs. Watson began crying again.


    “I’m very sorry, Mrs. Watson. Do you have any idea who took the photo?” I asked needing the information yet angry it had happened.


    “I wish I knew. These jerks have been terrorizing my daughter since school started. I’ve met with the principal and the guidance counselor about it however things only seemed to get worse. Someone took a photo of her in the locker room shower after her swim class, sent it out, and finally sent her over the edge.” She was indignant despite her tears.


    “How old is Michelle?” I asked wondering at the age of the others involved.


    “She turned sixteen last month,” her mother answered.


    Tom started bouncing his leg a sure sign he was uncomfortable. Since we had been through so many investigations our minds began to run through all the people we needed to interview. “Does your daughter have a close friend?” I asked calmly.


    “Kara Dawson is her best friend. She might know where the picture came from. If it wasn’t for Kara calling me this morning, I would never have known.” Her shoulders shook as she sobbed again.


    “Mrs. Watson, we’ll do all we can to get to the bottom of this,” I tried to reassure her.


    “Thank you so much. I need to get back to the hospital.”


    We stood. “Do you have a car?” Tom asked before she could get out the door.


    “No, I took the bus down here,” she said quietly.


    “Macy and I will drop you off at the hospital. We need to talk to her doctor, if it’s okay with you.”


    “I appreciate it, thank you for offering me a ride,” she said kindly.


    We left the ADA’s office and led Mrs. Watson to our car. I helped Mrs. Watson into the back, and Tom drove to the hospital. Mrs. Watson led us to the ICU-Intensive Care Unit-where her daughter lay as a patient. The attending doctor was not on the floor, but the nurse caring for Michelle was. Mrs. Watson introduced us.


    “Please tell the officers anything they want to know about Michelle’s health,” she said before making her way to her daughter’s side.


    The nurse nodded and led us away from Michelle’s room. When we reached the nurses’ station, she said, “Michelle took several sleeping pills. We don’t know how many were in the bottle. Some were on the floor near her bed, so she didn’t take them all. They pumped her stomach in the ER-emergency room- to see if they could get the drugs out of her system. Now we just have to monitor her vitals and hope she wakes up. We ran a tox screen and she didn’t consume any alcohol with the medicine. There is every hope she will awaken. It’s up to Michelle at this point. It will depend on how much she wants to live.”


    “Thank you for the information. Are there any members of family here?” Tom asked.


    “Michelle’s mom has been the only one we’ve seen. I don’t know if there is other family or not,” the nurse told us.


    Tom nodded, “Thank you again.”


    “Please call anytime and we’ll try to update you.”


    We turned to leave. Tom whispered to me, “I wonder where the father is? We need to check on the family.”


    I nodded and we headed to the car. This case was going to be a mess. I hated when kids were involved. This was going to hurt many people. I drove and Tom called to find out what he could about the family and to have Captain Wellington notify the school superintendent we would be going to the high school to look into this. He would also need to let the school know we need to speak with Kara Dawson. The school could notify her parents and have them at the school.


    We were almost at the school when Tom’s phone chirped. “Maxwell,” he answered. “Okay, we will wait.”


    “What’s up?” I asked curiously.


    “Captain is sending us with a search warrant for every student computer at the school. He’s also sending a couple of computer techs to begin searching. He wants to know if the photo started there.”


    “This must be some photo,” I said.


    “I don’t want to see it, Macy. I hate when kids do this to each other. Do you know how many kids take their lives over stuff like Facebook, MySpace, and any number of other social networks out there?” Tom wanted to know.


    “Too many.”


    We rode the rest of the way in silence.
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    At Rivers Edge High School we went to the main office where the principal was waiting for us. He escorted us down a hallway to his private office.


    “I’m Duncan O’Brian. This is a tragedy for our school. How can I help you?” He was a rotund man of short stature used to placating irate parents. I found his tone irritating rather than comforting.


    “I’m Detective Sgt. Macy McVannel and this is my partner Detective Tom Maxwell. We’ll need to talk to Kara Dawson. Have her parents been called?” I asked without emotion.


    “They’re on their way. What else can I do?” he asked with an affected tone.


    “Tell us everything you can about Michelle Watson,” Tom said curtly.


    The three of us took seats—us on the chairs facing his desk and him behind it. This time I took out my notebook, leaving Tom to ask the questions.


    Mr. O’Brian opened a manila file he had on his desk. “I don’t know her well. She is new this year. Her records indicate she has excellent attendance and exemplary grades. She’s not an instigator and keeps to herself. If she had a problem here, I was unaware of it,” he said emotionlessly.


    “Her mother told us she has talked to you repeatedly about the harassment of her daughter. Did her name come up in conversations with her teachers?” I went into interrogation mode, asking difficult questions showing no emotion.


    “Her mother did accost me in the hall one day. I suggested she make an appointment however, I don’t recall her coming in. None of her teachers has mentioned anything to me.” O’Brian’s response was unflappable.


    “She didn’t stand out and no one could see she was being harassed here? What kind of school is this?” Tom’s irate tone, took the principal by surprise.


    I knew Tom was thinking of his own children. They would attend school here in the future. I just kept making notes.


    “We’ll need to talk to her teachers, the guidance counselor, and we have a search warrant for every student computer in this building. Technicians are in the hallway waiting to scour them for the photo taken in an effort to find out who took it and put in on the Internet,” I stated clearly and succinctly.


    Mr. O’Brian gave an agitated groan, “Hrrumph. I do believe this is highly unorthodox.”


    “The attempted suicide of a successful young girl is unorthodox. We are conducting a police investigation. If we find this could have been prevented, if you interceded on her behalf, it will be a crime. It seems to me however, there is a lot you don’t recall about her,” Tom sneered at the man, looking as if he wanted to choke him.


    Tom was working very hard at controlling his emotions. This case was going to be hard enough without him seeing it through a parent’s eyes. I would have to talk to him when we were done with this man.


    Mr. O’Brian stood, “I’ll see if I can get her teachers in to speak with you, unless you have more questions for me.” He was trying to save face in the wake of a search warrant.


    “Good, my partner and I will wait here,” I said with as much politeness as I could muster.


    Mr. O’Brian stepped from his office and went to talk to the secretary. I looked at Tom. “You need to keep your parental feelings out of this.”


    “Macy, he had an opportunity to do something and he didn’t. It makes me livid when people ignore the things that are wrong,” Tom said angrily. “It makes them part of the problem.”


    “Why don’t you go out and see if we can put the techs to work?” I suggested thinking Tom needed breathing room.


    Tom nodded and left the room. A student led the two techs and Tom to the computer lab. A third tech went the library. Individual rooms having student computers would be the last checked. We instructed all of the teachers not to let anyone on the student computers and to shut them down.


    When he returned to the office, the guidance counselor was just entering. Mr. O’Brian stopped her on the way in asking, “Mrs. Wharton, would you like a union representative with you?”


    “No, Mr. O’Brian, I’ll be fine. Thank you.” She opened the office door and he followed her in.


    I stood and held out my hand. “I’m Detective Sgt. Macy McVannel and this is my partner, Detective Tom Maxwell.”


    “It’s nice to meet you, I think,” she said nervously.


    “We need to know if Michelle Watson came to you about being harassed,” I started right in with questions.


    “She came in about a week ago very upset and said she was tired of being the brunt of jokes and pranks. Unfortunately, I didn’t get everything out of her. Based on the information she shared with me, I gave her the ‘if you ignore them, they will stop speech’. I did tell her to come back in a week if it hadn’t stopped. It would have been today.” She hung her head wiping her eyes with her hands, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see how much distress she was in.”


    “Did you alert her teachers? Check on her? Observe her in the hallways?” I hammered the guidance counselor with questions as though she was in The Spanish Inquisition.


    “I’m sorry to say I did not,” she actually looked ashamed she had done nothing. “I thought it was just more of the drama between girls we get at this age. High school is an adjustment from middle school. The freshmen are no longer the kids on the top. There is a fair amount of teasing at the beginning of the school year. I’d thought by now most of it had settled down. We’ve been in session for six weeks.”


    “Her mother mentioned she spoke to you,” I asserted.


    “Yes, she called. She wanted to know what steps had been taken in regards to the harassment of her daughter. I told her it was up to her daughter to come and see me if she was being harassed. Which is when Michelle came in,” she was becoming defensive now.


    “The parent calls, the child comes in, and you do nothing? I’m not sure I understand,” Tom said showing concern.


    “I got her calmed down and sent her to class. That’s my job. If she wanted to talk more all she had to do was come back,” Mrs. Wharton was very defensive as though she had been backed into a corner.


    “What was the specific issue the day she came to see you?” I demanded.


    “Something about girls taking pictures. I didn’t know if they’d been taken at school or at some other function after school hours,” she said flatly.


    “The photo in question was published on the Internet after Michelle came to see you. It’s the reason she took the pills. Have you seen or heard about this?” My face was red and I was livid.


    “No, I haven’t. Am I being accused of something?” Mrs. Wharton asked hesitantly.


    “Not yet.” Silence filled the room like smoke from a fire.


    I felt this counselor had a lot to learn about dealing with children. She had done nothing to prevent Michelle from overdosing. Her doing nothing just added to the problem. Even I knew kids had to trust you or they would not speak with you. Michelle had asked for help and been brushed off. Why would she come back? This woman was obviously part of the problem.


    Tom looked at Mrs. Wharton with disgust. “You may go back to your duties, whatever they are.”


    She stood. It was obvious she was not pleased with the outcome of the interview. At the door she stopped and looked back at us, “I can’t read minds. How was I supposed to know?” There was a sad look on her face as she walked briskly away.


    “At least, she has a sense she could have done more,” Tom said.


    One of the techs came rushing into the office and the secretary led him directly to us. “I’ve got it. This is the photo which was sent out. I have a guy working on what ISP (Internet Service Provider) it came from. We should have a person for you in a few minutes.”


    The perpetrator took a full frontal photo of Michelle Watson in the girls’ shower. No wonder she had been distraught. With a look of disgust on his face, Tom shoved the photo away. I could tell this was not easy for him. The tech left and the Physical Education teacher entered.


    “Hello, I’m Mrs. Kelly,” she said holding a hand out to each of us.


    “Detective Sgt. Macy McVannel and this is my partner, Detective Tom Maxwell. Please have a seat. We have some questions regarding Michelle Watson.”


    “A terrible tragedy, how can I help?” she asked showing a caring side.


    Tom reached for the photo and handed it to her, “Can you tell me when this was taken? Do you have any idea who took it?”


    She gasped. “It was taken in the locker room showers. I have no idea who took it or when. We have strict policies about students not taking photos in the locker rooms or rest rooms. Where did you get this?”


    “It was posted on the Internet after swim class, I believe. Since it was taken there we’ll need a list of the girls who participate,” I stated bluntly.


    “Of course, I’ll get it to you right away. I have it on the computer. I’m terribly sorry. I wasn’t aware of this photo. I’m usually in the shower and locker area. It must have been the day I was paged to the athletic office. It was the only time I wasn’t there.” She explained. “I hope you don’t think I condone this?”


    “We don’t, Mrs. Kelly,” I said calmly. “At this time we’re trying to find out who took the photo and posted it on the Internet. If you can think of anyone, it would help.” I was trying a different tact with her. “Can you tell us how the locker room is set up?”


    “I have an idea who could have been behind it. The girls have not been kind to Michelle. I’ve tried to get to the bottom of the teasing and can’t put my finger on it. Michelle is an excellent swimmer and I’ve been trying to recruit her for the swim team. I thought maybe she was considering it.” Mrs. Kelly seemed sincerely concerned for Michelle and upset by the situation. “The locker room opens to lockers and a changing area to the left is the athletic office separated by a door. To the right is the shower area. Once I am behind the door in the athletic office I have no view of either the locker changing area or the showers.”


    “Can you tell us about the teasing?” Tom asked.


    “The girls never do anything overtly, it’s all subtle. For instance, her undergarments would end up missing one day and we’d find them in a trash can or soaking wet in the sink. I got her to leave extra clothing with me. She knew I was trying to get to the bottom of it. I wish she’d come to me about this.” She shoved the offending photo toward me.


    “Thank you, Mrs. Kelly. You’ve been very helpful. Please get us the list as soon as you can. We’re going to need to speak to all of those girls,” I said and rose to shake her hand.


    After shaking our hands she left the room.


    “She’s the first person who was at least aware things weren’t right. I wonder why she didn’t tell anyone?” Tom asked puzzled.


    “Maybe she did. We didn’t ask her. Let’s wait and see what the other teachers have to say,” I told him.


    “Okay, but so far the principal is in the dark and it seems the counselor didn’t really care. Who besides Mrs. Kelly even made an effort?” Tom asked.


    “I have no idea,” I told him. “It might be a good idea to look at the anti-bullying policy they have in place. Maybe we can give them ideas for tweaking it so it will work.”


    “You’re right, Macy. Sometimes I get ahead of myself. This is just making me sick,” he shook his head if trying to shake the image of the photo from his head.


    “I know. We’ll get to the bottom of this,” I said with certainty.


    “I expect to and hope Michelle will be all right,” he said almost as though making a vow.


    I nodded thinking; She would never be the girl she had been. Kids could be so mean. What had made this girl the target? What had she done to deserve this?


    The P.E. teacher re-entered the office and handed me a print out. “These are all the girls in Michelle’s swim class. I highlighted the ones I thought could be involved, but I’ve not found anything to prove my suspicions. I hope it helps.”


    “Thank you, Mrs. Kelly. It gives us an idea where to start. Did you ever mention your suspicions to any of the other staff?” Tom asked almost as an afterthought.


    “Quite often, there were several of us trying to get it figured out. I tried to enlist the counselor, but didn’t see anything to show she was looking into it. Michelle never bothered anyone. At least, not so we could see,” she said, sadness reflected in her eyes.


    “Thank you again.”


    She left. Tom was pensive. I doodled on my notes. We had to wait for the next teacher to arrive or the techs to come with an ISP address for us, one which would, hopefully, lead us to the person responsible for this photo.
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    Tom was unhappy with this case. I could see it getting under his skin he was either pacing or agitatedly tapping a pencil on the desk. I had to find away to distract him.


    “So, Tom, where are we going for lunch?” I asked innocently.


    “What? Oh, lunch. I’d better make a phone call. We might be late. I’ll be right back,” he pulled out his cell phone as he left the room.


    While I did not get any information out of him, I had at least gotten his mind on something else. I hated cases involving kids and bullying these days. Kids did not realize just how mean they were being to one another. I wonder how Michelle ended up on someone’s list and how it had gone so out of control.


    Tom came back in with a woman in tow.


    “Lunch is taken care of; we don’t have a thing to worry about. I met Mrs. Dawson waiting outside.” He gestured toward the woman. “They are sending for Kara. Mrs. Dawson, this is my partner Detective Sgt. Macy McVannel.”


    I shook hands with Mrs. Dawson and motioned for her to have a seat. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”


    “I want to know what happened with Michelle as much as anyone. Plus, I don’t want my daughter being the next one,” she said in a rush.


    “The next one what, Mrs. Dawson?” I pounced on the comment.


    “The next one those awful girls target for ridicule.”


    Just then, Kara Dawson entered the room. She saw her mother and rushed to her side. “Oh, Mom, did you hear about Michelle?” she asked in anguish.


    Mrs. Dawson hugged her daughter. “I did, it’s why these police officers want to talk to you.”


    She looked at both Tom and me. It was the first time she realized she was not alone with her mother. “I can’t talk to them.”


    “Why not?” I asked thinking it had something to do with girl drama.


    “I don’t want to be a target. I’m not a snitch,” she said defensively.


    “Was Michelle a snitch?” Tom asked.


    “No, she made the mistake of dating Chelsie’s boyfriend,” Kara informed him.


    “Who is Chelsie?” I asked. This was a new name for us.


    “Chelsie Patton is the most popular girl in our class. She’s dating the captain of the football team, Matt Alexander. Or at least she was until he asked Michelle out.” Kara was absently twisting her long brown hair as she answered.


    “How does dating someone get this kind of photo taken?” Tom asked slamming the picture onto the table in front of Kara.


    “No one gets to date Chelsie’s boyfriend but Chelsie. If you cross her, she will make your life hell,” she responded without looking at the picture.


    “Do you have any idea who took this?” I demanded having trouble keeping my voice even. I was angry at her reluctance to help her friend.


    “A bunch of girls were in the locker room the day it was taken. They were all Chelsie’s friends. I don’t know for sure who took it.” Her big blue eyes looked directly at me as if defying accusation.


    “When did it show up on the Internet?” I asked calmly trying to regain my composure.


    “Thursday it started showing up on the net and cell phones all over school,” Kara said. She looked to her mom for support.


    “Kara, tell them everything you know,” her mother urged.


    “It showed up during fourth hour computer class. The teacher had everyone delete it, but it kept showing up everywhere. Someone printed it and taped it to her locker. Michelle was beside herself. She went home early on Thursday. I tried to call her but she wasn’t picking up her phone.” Kara started crying softly.


    “Did you get this awful thing on your phone,” her mother asked.


    “I got it sixth hour the day everyone started getting it. I thought it was photoshopped. You know, where you put someone’s head on a different body?” she explained.


    I had heard of photoshopping, but I never thought I would see kids doing this to each other. Michelle’s was worse because it was a real time photo.


    “Did you know who sent it to you? Is your phone with you now?” Tom asked. His patience with this was situation running thin.


    Kara reached into her pocket and pulled out
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