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Preface

April 24, 2007

WITH EVERY BOOK I WRITE—and this is number 27—I realize more just how many lives are affected when one cruel and conscienceless person decides to take another human being’s life. Murder is not only a matter of a single death; there are many “little deaths” as homicide replicates its evil in countless lives left behind, changing them forever. Even if there are no more homicides committed by a particular killer, I know now that violent death never stops reverberating among those who suffer such terrible loss. The pain resonates like an echo in a series of tunnels—parents lose beloved children, spouses are torn from one another, and children too young to fully grasp the finality of death are destined to mature to a bleak point where they will have to understand what forever means. Families will never again have a complete Christmas or Thanksgiving or reunion; there will always be empty chairs. Friends will grow older and no longer resemble their yearbook pictures—but certain youthful images of lost loved ones will remain engraved on their memories. And even police officers, detectives, prosecutors, defense attorneys, and judges will do what has to be done before moving on to future murders, but all with their lives subtly altered.

Never was this more true than in two complex and drawn-out investigations in the state of Georgia, probes that occurred, technically, in different centuries. Of course, that doesn’t mean they happened many years apart, but simply that the millennium intervened. Even so, one of these tragedies was almost relegated to the past, where it might well have remained were it not for a second shocking event that brought old questions back into the light of day.

And, with the second death, even more sorrow. Could all of this be traced back to one person, a most unlikely suspect, one who may have gone through life totally without conscience, empathy, or remorse?

Perhaps.

*   *   *

Of the 159 counties in the state of Georgia, Gwinnett County—northeast of Atlanta—stands out for its amazing exponential growth. In the last two decades, sleepy country towns surrounded by acres of raw land have attracted developers who then created whole neighborhoods with picturesque names drawn from history, nature, or their own imaginations. Houses, apartments, and condos soon burst from the red Georgia clay like the kudzu vine, a slithering, green noxious weed that threatens to creep relentlessly over everything in the state.

For the first few years of development, Gwinnett residents either boasted or complained that theirs was the fastest growing county in America. In the twenty-five years leading up to 2006, the population exploded from 200,000 to almost 800,000. In 1981, the Gwinnett County District Attorney’s Office had six attorneys on staff and a handful of investigators, a number quite adequate to carry out the DA’s business. The current Gwinnett County District Attorney, Danny Porter, was once one of those Assistant DAs. By 2006, after four terms as the District Attorney, Porter had a staff of ninety—including thirty-four lawyers and twenty-three investigators.

By 1990, the historic red-brick courthouse in Lawrenceville was bursting at the seams. The new $72 million Gwinnett County Justice and Administration Center on Langley Road opened in 1991. The modern structure with twenty-two courtrooms featured polished steel banisters, etched-glass walls and dividers, polished parquet floors, and skylights where the drum of a hard rain was almost louder than thunder. It was an expansive complex, yet it too soon began to strain against its walls.

In the District Attorney’s office, a law library had to be sacrificed to make more office space; small cubicles were made even smaller and arranged in what became a challenging maze for the uninitiated.

The visitors’ parking lot was the site of a very large monument dedicated “To America’s Sons and Daughters Who Served Honorably in the Armed Forces.” The sixty-one acres around the justice center were landscaped with chinaberry trees, pin oaks, crepe myrtles, lilies and begonias, azaleas and holly. Both the front and rear entrances were welcoming, but just inside those doors were the guards and metal detectors that have become ubiquitous in courthouses and law enforcement structures across America.

For some who came to this building in Lawrenceville, Georgia, there would be justice and triumph, and for others, heartbreak.


PART ONE

Jennifer Barber Corbin

“JENN”


Chapter One

December 4, 2004

THE SHRIEK OF SIRENS piercing the chill December morning on Bogan Gates Drive was almost as alien as the thackety-thackety of helicopters overhead would be. This quiet street in Buford is a relatively new part of an upscale neighborhood, home to young and middle-aged professionals and their families. The houses here have mostly redbrick façades with glossy black shutters, not unlike homes in Atlanta’s more affluent districts, but on a smaller scale. In 2004, the average price of a home in Bogan Gates was between $200,000 and $300,000—the homes would cost twice that in Denver or Seattle or Philadelphia. Buford is an ideal suburb for those who commute the thirty-five miles to Atlanta: large enough with over 14,000 residents to merit local shopping centers, but small enough to dissolve the tension that comes with driving the I-285 beltway that encircles Atlanta with bumper-to-bumper traffic. And Bogan Gates Drive itself is an oasis of serenity with its manicured lawns and colorful gardens. Children play under the watchful eyes of all the adults there. If some stranger should insinuate himself into this enclave, he would not go unnoticed.

A negative note, at least for some, is that close neighbors tend to know each other’s secrets. There isn’t the anonymity that exists in apartment buildings in large cities. Neither is there the loneliness that city dwellers sometimes feel. Even so, some families on the street have secrets that none of their neighbors could possibly imagine.

That doesn’t stamp Bogan Gates as different; every community has its mysteries and even its surprising secrets. When reporters for television news and local papers sweep into such places, they are certain to obtain instant interviews with shocked residents who invariably say: “Something like that just doesn’t happen here—not in our neighborhood!”

But, of course, it does.

On this day in early December, Bogan Gates Drive just happened to be the site of one of the most horrific crimes in Georgia.

The town of Buford, its name as Southern as a name can be, sits close to Lake Lanier. This popular vacation spot’s waters meander for mile after mile, cutting channels deep and wide into the shoreline, leaving inlets that resemble the bite marks of a giant alligator. Buford is surrounded by other small townships: Flowery Branch, Sugar Hill, Suwanee, Duluth, Oakville, Alpharetta. It is very close to the border between Gwinnett and Forsyth counties. Forsyth County once had a reputation as one of the most racially prejudiced areas in America. A sign beside the road there could read “Boiled Peanuts,” or it might say, “Nigger, Get Out of Forsyth County, Before Sunset.” But no longer. Oprah Winfrey once broadcast her show from Forsyth County, pulling aside the blinds to reveal raw prejudice. Today, those with set ideas about racial disparities have learned not to voice them aloud.

Buford, in Gwinnett County, is far more in tune with the twenty-first century, a bedroom community tied to a thriving metropolis. Young families who live there can enjoy relatively small-town warmth, or drive to Atlanta for more cosmopolitan pleasures.

The family who lived at 4515 Bogan Gates Drive fit comfortably into Buford’s demographics. Dr. Barton T. Corbin, forty, had recently moved his dental practice to Hamilton Mill—less than ten miles away. His wife, Jennifer “Jenn” Corbin, taught at a preschool in the Sugar Hill Methodist Church. Although Dr. Corbin’s efforts to build a new practice often kept him away from home, and Jenn was the parent who spent more time with their children, they both seemed to dote on their sons, Dalton, seven, and Dillon, five. They went to the boys’ ballgames and participated in school events at Harmony Elementary School, where Dalton was in second grade and Dillon in kindergarten.

Married almost nine years, the Corbins appeared to have all those things that most young couples long for: healthy children, a lovely home, admired professions, close family ties, and myriad friends.

Jenn Corbin, thirty-three, was tall and pretty, a big-boned blond who usually had a smile on her face, no matter what worries might lie behind it. Bart was also tall, taller than Jenn by two or three inches, but beyond that he was her opposite. His hair was almost black, his eyes even darker, his pale skin surprisingly dotted with freckles. He was a “gym rat” whose muscular physique showed the results of his predawn workouts. When Bart was dealing with a problem, however, or worrying over his finances, he lost weight rapidly and became angular and bony. Then his cheekbones protruded and his profile turned sharp as an ax, almost Lincolnesque.

Many of his female patients found Bart strikingly handsome; some others were a little put off by his intensity. But most of Bart Corbin’s patients seemed to like him. He often traded dental care with his personal friends for some service he needed, using an old-fashioned barter system.

To an outsider, the Corbins’ marriage appeared solid—her sunniness balancing his sometimes dark moods. In truth, tiny threadlike fissures had crept silently through the perceived foundation of their marriage, weakening its structure from the inside out until a single blow could send it crumbling.

Most people who knew the Corbins weren’t aware that Jenn had fled their home shortly after Thanksgiving of 2004, and that a divorce might be forthcoming. Those who did know were shaken that “Bart” and “Jenn” might be splitting up. To the world, they were a team, their very names strung together like one word when their friends talked about them. Bart-n-Jenn.

Jenn Corbin was responsible for that. She had struggled to maintain the façade that kept the foundering state of her marriage virtually invisible to the outside world. For at least eight years she continued to hope that she and Bart could somehow work out their problems and build a happy relationship. If they did accomplish that, there was no reason for anyone to know. If their union was irretrievably broken, people would know soon enough.

And know they would because, by the fall of 2004, Jenn had given up. Her parents, Narda and Max Barber, and her sisters, Heather and Rajel, knew that, although even they were reluctant to accept it. Jenn had tried to understand her husband and to make allowances for behavior she didn’t understand. She had forgiven Bart for betrayals most other women would not put up with. It was he who had laid down the ground rules in their marriage, and she had accepted them. She hadn’t gotten married with the idea that if it didn’t work out, they could always get divorced. She and her sisters were born to parents who had married only once—and who had just happily celebrated their fortieth anniversary.

Jenn Corbin was one of those people whom almost everybody liked, probably because she liked everybody. She thought of others before she took care of herself and she protected her small sons like a lioness would, doing everything she could to be sure they were serene and happy. She was the same way with the youngsters she taught in preschool at the church. She had a warm lap and sheltering arms when their tears came.

Jenn was a Barber before she became a Corbin, raised in a loving and a very close family. When she and Bart married, her family had opened up the circle and welcomed him in. Except for his occasional flashes of temper, Bart was a lot of fun and he happily participated in holiday celebrations, outings on the Corbins’ and Barbers’ adjoining houseboats, or on picnics and trips. They all shared the kind of extended family loyalty that isn’t seen very often.

Although Bart’s mother, Connie, and his brothers—Brad, Bart’s twin, and Bobby—didn’t spend much time with the Barbers, their connection was amiable enough, if a bit distant. Bart’s father, Gene Corbin, had remarried and wasn’t often in touch.

The Corbins’ marital difficulties didn’t stem from in-law problems. Rather, Bart’s new dental clinic was struggling, and a renewal of old issues had left their marriage on the precarious edge of oblivion. But with Christmas only three weeks away, Jenn was looking forward to finishing the decorations on a tall tree that sat in the Corbins’ formal dining room. Her little boys shouldn’t have to miss out on Santa Claus because of an adult situation that wasn’t their fault. She was halfway through with the tree, and she had stacked boxes nearby that held her treasured sentimental ornaments, new ones she had purchased during the year, and, most precious, Dalton’s and Dillon’s handmade art work they were so proud of. Jenn already had wrapped and hidden lots of presents for the boys.

*   *   *

It was 7:30 on this Saturday morning, December 4, 2004, when Steve and Kelly Comeau, who lived across the street from the Corbins’ house, were startled to hear someone knocking at their front door. They were still in bed; Steve had been out late helping a friend hang pictures, and on the way home he had stopped to help a stranded driver change a flat tire. When he answered the door, he looked down to see Dalton Corbin, age seven. Dalton’s face was red and his cheeks were streaked with tears. He wore pajamas and appeared to be very upset.

“My mom isn’t breathing,” Dalton said. “My daddy shot my Mommy—I need you to call 911.”

Skeptical, Kelly followed Dalton across the street to check on Jenn Corbin. She didn’t even think about danger to herself, because she doubted that Dalton could really have seen what he said he had. Jenn was most likely just sleeping heavily.

The Corbins’ overhead garage door was open. Kelly hurried beneath it, found that the door to the kitchen was unlocked, and headed down the hall toward the master bedroom, calling out Jenn’s name. There was no answer.

There was light in the bedroom, although Kelly couldn’t remember later if it was daylight or from a lamp. She could see Jenn lying diagonally across the bed. It was an odd position, and Kelly felt a little shiver of alarm. She told herself that Jenn was only sleeping, and she reached out to touch Jenn’s right shoulder. Kelly moved her fingers slightly, pressing harder, but there was no reassuring thrum of blood coursing there. And Jenn’s flesh was cold.

Jenn wasn’t breathing. Kelly saw a trickle of blood coming from her nose, and a few bright red stains on the bedclothes beneath Jenn’s head. She caught a glimpse of what looked like a pistol butt poking out from a coverlet next to her still body. Feeling as if she were in the midst of a nightmare, Kelly backed away from the bed, careful not to touch anything.

“She was way gone,” Kelly would later recall to DA’s Investigator Kevin Vincent. “Her body was frozen—ice cold. She was way, way gone. I didn’t check for a pulse. I knew she was gone a long time before.”

Kelly Comeau felt a ringing in her ears, and her whole body prickled with the shock that washed over her as she tried to deny to herself what she saw. Jenn Corbin was only thirty-three years old. She was healthy and vibrant and there was no reason at all for her to have a handgun in her bed. A thought swept through Kelly’s mind: not at Christmastime!

It seemed to her that she had been in Jenn’s bedroom—the room Jenn had decorated so beautifully—for a very long time, but it had actually been only moments. Kelly wanted to pull Jenn’s green nightgown up over the breast that was partially exposed, but she knew she shouldn’t touch anything.

There was nothing else she could do for Jenn. Her two little boys were Jennifer Corbin’s biggest concern—always—and she would never have wanted them to see her this way. But Dalton and Dillon had indeed seen their mother dead, and Kelly’s heart constricted at the thought. Would they ever forget it? No child should ever have to live with such memories.

*   *   *

Kelly tried to use the cordless phone Dalton Corbin took from the dining room table and handed to her. Its battery was dead and it didn’t work. By now Dillon had come out of his room, too. With the boys trailing her, Kelly ran to her house and called 911.

All she could repeat to the radio operator was that there was a dead woman in the house across the street—her friend, Jennifer Corbin. The dispatcher at the Gwinnett County Police Department’s Communications Center told the Comeaus that patrol officers had been dispatched and would be there momentarily. Officers Travis Wright and Michelle Johns were the first to arrive. An engine with EMTs and the paramedics’ rig from Gwinnett County Fire Company #14 followed close behind them.

Kelly Comeau told Michelle Johns and Travis Wright where the master bedroom was. They could hear a dog barking frantically inside. The patrol officers walked cautiously through the Corbins’ open garage door with their weapons drawn, calling into the house before they entered. No one answered.

Zippo, the Corbins’ dog, ran out, and Johns asked Kelly to lock him up in the backyard. The patrol officers were fully aware that this situation was one of the most dangerous any police officer can encounter. Although the 911 operator had done her best to calm down Kelly Comeau so she could determine what had happened and who might be in the house—possibly waiting there with a loaded gun—she wasn’t able to elicit many facts. There was no description of a suspect; no one knew his—or her—sex, race, size, or what clothes the shooter had worn.

Neither of the Comeaus knew who might be in the house across the street. Jenn’s SUV was parked outside, but Bart’s pickup truck and his yellow Mustang convertible were gone.

Only now did Kelly realize that she might have been in danger herself when she entered the Corbins’ house. She had been so concerned for Jenn and then so shaken by finding her body, she hadn’t even thought of it. But if Jenn’s killer was still inside, the first officers responding could be targets, too.

What had happened was too much to take in without facing each detail, each little shock, every ragged facet of tragedy one by one.

There was a strong likelihood that Jenn’s killer had disappeared into the night, hours before. Even so, Wright and Johns, their hearts beating erratically, continued their exploration of the two-story brick house. No police officer is ever blasé about walking into a strange building where he might be caught in the sights of a gun. The patrol officers extended both arms and pointed their handguns toward the shadows. They made a quick sweep of the rooms and the hallway to reassure themselves that no one was hiding there.

There was no sound at all beyond their own breathing.

When they were satisfied that the house was empty, they waved to the EMS team to follow them into the house. The patrolmen and medics entered the master bedroom, and found it just as Kelly Comeau had reported. The woman who lay across the king-sized bed had what appeared to be a single gunshot wound near her right ear. The butt of a handgun rested three or four inches from the palm of her right hand, although her fingertips were less than an inch away from it.

Oddly, the barrel of the revolver was hidden beneath the rose-patterned comforter. There was a pale blue and white flannel coverlet with a snowman pattern at the foot of the bed, and a cordless phone next to it.

The medics checked the woman for any sign of life, and found none at all.

Patrol Sergeant E. T. Edkin joined his officers, and he saw immediately that there was nothing more anyone could do for the blond woman. Edkin was a veteran officer, a weight lifter with massive biceps. He had worked in the Homicide Unit for years, and had been a frequent partner to Detective Marcus Head, who was now on his way from home after being called out by the 911 operator. In December 2004, Edkin had temporarily left Homicide after being promoted to sergeant. It was standard policy. He would go back to working murder cases soon, but as a supervisor of detectives there.

“It wasn’t my case,” he said later. “I called the dispatchers at the Com Center and asked that crime scene investigators and someone from the Medical Examiner’s Office be notified.”

At first look, it appeared that the dead woman had killed herself. Still, with his years of experience working homicides, Edkin could not help but question whether this was in fact a suicide. He didn’t comment on it, but went about setting up a perimeter around the Corbin’s house and yard to bar anyone unauthorized from entering.

Edkin had Michelle Johns stay in a spot where she could watch the home’s windows so that no one could exit or enter. Kelly Comeau approached her and asked if someone could get clothes for Dalton and Dillon—who were shivering in their pajamas. Johns was able to do that and still maintain her watch on the windows, and she went upstairs where she grabbed underwear, pants, shirts, shoes, socks, and jackets for Dalton and Dillon from what was obviously a children’s bedroom. She glanced into another bedroom on the second floor and saw clothes belonging to an adult male hanging neatly in the closet.

Then she handed the children’s clothes to Kelly so the little boys could change out of their pajamas.

Along with her partner, Michelle Johns started a precise log listing every person who entered the Corbins’ house—the time they walked in and the time they left. It began at one minute after 8 a.m., and would not end until 4:26 p.m. as the sun set.

The 911 operator contacted Forensic Investigator Ray H. Rawlins at the Gwinnett County Medical Examiner’s Office, who jotted down the sparse information that was available so far. Then Rawlins called Sergeant Edkin to assure him that the medical examiner would accept jurisdiction.

“I’m en route now,” Rawlins said, as he headed out from the ME’s office.

The Gwinnett County Police Department would be the chief investigating agency into Jenn Corbin’s death by gunshot, although District Attorney Danny Porter was also notified because he and his staff would work alongside the police detectives.

All sudden and/or unattended deaths are worked first as homicides, next as possible suicides, third as accidental, and only then as a natural occurrence. Nobody yet knew where the dead woman would fit, but they had to start at the top of the list.

At this point they did not yet have positive identification of the woman who lay on the bed. Kelly Comeau had been too horrified to take more than a cursory look before she ran back to her house with Dalton and Dillon. She had been sure it was Jenn, but they would have to get an official identification. Still, there was little doubt that she was, indeed, Jennifer Corbin.

Seven-year-old Dalton Corbin had been positive that it was his mother lying there without moving. But he was far too young to be listed as the identifying person.

By the time Rawlins arrived, Gwinnett County Police Department Colonel “Butch” Ayres, Detective Sergeant Vic Pesaresi, and Detective Marcus Head had already joined Edkin and the uniformed officers at the scene. Assistant District Attorney Tom Davis was on his way.

It was still early in the morning as the official vehicles lined the street in front of the Corbins’ house. They contrasted grimly with the Christmas lights that glowed in the dim winter light. Almost all the homes in the Bogan Gates subdivision had some kind of Christmas decoration, their front yards displaying Santa Clauses, reindeer, angels, and nativity scenes.

A few neighbors were gathering in small knots, many wearing bathrobes, and speaking with hushed voices as they watched the lawmen park and enter the Corbins’ house. All of the law enforcement officers and the paramedics looked grim, their jaws set as they moved slowly. If only the medics would hurry in with a gurney, and then carry someone out to be rushed to the hospital in Lawrenceville, there might be some hope.

But none of them did.


Chapter Two

December 4, 2004

THERE WAS NO HURRY. When a victim is beyond saving, an investigation slows to a crawl. Detectives, CSI units, and medical examiner’s investigators hasten only to be sure that every possible scintilla of physical evidence is gathered up and then sealed carefully into plastic bags or brown paper sacks. Body fluids and blood are swabbed onto slides. All the corners of a death site are photographed or videotaped. Or both. In this case, it would be both.

One timeworn tool is a measuring tape, just as important as any modern-day advance in forensic science. By triangulating certain points at the scene with accurate measurements, the scene can be reestablished long after it has been dismantled. How far away from the deceased had the gun been when it was fired? How close together were blood drops or spray . . . or splashes? Sometimes even a swipe of blood located where it should not be is vital in an investigation. To a skilled forensic technician, the tape measure can be a powerful tool, revealing things a killer meant to hide forever.

In this jurisdiction, no thorough search of the Corbins’ home could begin until a search warrant was obtained. For now, Detective Marcus Head spoke quietly to the Corbins’ closest neighbors. Head was a sometimes somber man in his thirties, with dark—almost black—hair and an open face. He grew up as the son of a funeral director.

“He often took me along with him,” Head recalled. “When we went out together to pick up deceased people, death didn’t seem unnatural to me, and I think it helped me learn how to talk with those who have been recently bereaved.”

Head’s decision to go into law enforcement certainly came via a different route from most detectives’, but his ability to stay calm in the face of disaster was an important part of who he was.

It was difficult for Head to determine which close relatives of the Corbins had been notified, and where they were. Kelly Comeau, still in shock, hadn’t known how to reach Jenn Corbin’s parents. She thought she might have a phone number for Jenn’s younger sister, Heather. Neither she nor Steve knew where Bart was, but Kelly did manage to find a number for his mother, Connie Corbin, who lived in nearby Snellville. Steve called Bart Corbin’s mother at a quarter to nine that morning to tell her, “Jennifer’s been shot.”

“She was in complete tears,” he told police.

Connie Corbin called her younger son, Bobby, and told him what had happened. He said that Bart was with him, and that he would break the awful news to him. After that, it was hard to figure out who called whom to tell them that Jenn was dead. It was probably Bobby who called Heather, who lived with her husband, Doug Tierney, in a house they had recently bought in Dawsonville.

Heather answered their phone, and collapsed in tears, crying out “Jenn’s dead!” to Doug.

“We ran through the house, collecting our kids and headed for Jenn and Bart’s,” Doug said. “As soon as I got in the car, I called Bobby and asked ‘Where’s Bart? Is Bart with you?’ and he said, ‘Yes, he’s here—but he’s in the bathroom, really, really upset. Are you going over?’ ”

“Yeah, we are—we’re on our way,” Doug Tierney told Bobby Corbin. He asked Bobby if he and Bart would be there soon. But Bobby avoided answering.

“Bobby wouldn’t tell me, and I never talked to Bart,” Doug recalled. “Heather kept saying, ‘Go! Go! Go! We have to take care of the boys!’ And we did. Heather knew Kelly Comeau had them for the moment but they needed to have their family there.”

“Are you on your way?” Doug asked Bobby Corbin again.

There was no response.

Doug couldn’t believe it. He turned to Heather and said, “I don’t know if they’re going over or not.”

No one answered Doug Tierney’s subsequent phone calls to Connie Corbin’s house or to Bobby’s house. Maybe they had left to go to Buford. Surely Bart would realize that Dalton and Dillon needed their father, and needed him fast.

Heather called her parents in Lawrenceville and told them what had happened. When Max and Narda Barber learned that they had lost their daughter, their first thoughts were also about their grandsons. Who was taking care of them? Had the boys been injured, too? Jenn’s parents were on automatic pilot; nothing could have prepared them for the news that she was dead.

What could have happened? Random thoughts darted through their minds as they fought down panic and disbelief. Max and Narda got in their car and headed toward Buford, where their precious Jenn lay dead. Max drove as fast as he safely could to get to Bogan Gates Drive.

Still, no one knew for sure where Bart Corbin was. Surely he and his brother Bobby would be arriving at any moment.

The Corbin family had gathered at Connie’s house in Snellville. Asked later by investigators why they hadn’t gone to Buford to check on Dalton and Dillon, Bart’s mother said that Kelly Comeau kept assuring her that the Barbers and the Tierneys were on their way to look after the boys. “It was closer for them,” Connie said later.

But it wasn’t a long way for any of them! Maybe twenty miles from Connie’s place in Snellville, twenty-five from Heather and Doug’s in Dawsonville, and about sixteen from Max and Narda’s place in Lawrenceville.

Detectives at the scene of Jenn Corbin’s death kept expecting her widower to drive up, wanting to learn more about what had happened, and, almost certainly, anxious to comfort his small sons. They assumed he would be crying and upset, but like most fathers, would pull himself together enough to race to his children in a time of crisis.

But Bart Corbin apparently could not. He may have been reluctant to encounter his in-laws because their relationship, once loving, had been strained in recent weeks. He may have been totally grief-stricken to hear that his wife was dead, too distressed, as his brother said, to know what to do.

Max Barber parked in the driveway of his dead daughter’s home for a very long time, waiting to talk to his son-in-law. His daughter Heather was afraid he was so grief-stricken that he was going to have a heart attack—but he wouldn’t leave.

Heather was also upset as she called 911, determined to get word to Sheriff “Butch” Conway, who was a family friend, that she believed Bart had murdered Jennifer.

“The woman who answered at 911 was already convinced that Jenn had killed herself,” Heather recalled. “I kept trying to tell her that Bart did it,” and she kept saying to me, ‘But, Ma’am, you don’t understand what happened.’

“And I knew I did understand and she didn’t.”

They were all in deep and chilling shock; no one could be held accountable for what they thought and said at such a moment.

*   *   *

Marcus Head had done a “cursory survey” of the shooting scene. He studied the woman lying on the bed, the dried blood beneath her nostrils and on the right rear of her head, the gun tucked beneath the comforter, and the many-paged document beneath her shoulder. He could make out enough of the printing to see that they were divorce papers from her husband. Given the placement of the gun and the wound behind her right ear, he jotted down notes: “Due to the position of the victim’s hands and the revolver being in a place that is contrary to gravity . . . we decided to treat the matter as a suspicious death.”

It was a very broad category. It could mean anything. Head was just stepping into a case that would dominate much of his life for almost two years.

At this point, Max Barber approached Marcus Head. Distraught as he was, Barber wanted Head to understand that Jenn and her husband Bart had been having marital problems. “They had a fight at Thanksgiving,” Barber said. “He hit her in the face. There was another incident three or four days ago. Jenn had to call the police on Bart. He stole her journal or something.”

“Do you know if either your daughter or Dr. Corbin own a handgun?” Marcus Head asked.

“I don’t know of any,” Max Barber said, “but Bart had a shotgun. Jenn was worried because he took it out of their house on December 1.”

The two men—a bereaved father and a detective who had just begun an investigation—agreed to talk in more detail later in the day.

While detectives continued to work the crime scene, Gwinnett County Deputy Sheriff Nakia Brooks drove up to the Corbins’ house. He was surprised to see all the police activity there. Brooks told Marcus Head that he was there to legally serve Jennifer Corbin with the divorce papers her husband had filed on November 29. Told that she had died of a gunshot wound a few hours before, Brooks offered to make copies of the no-longer-necessary divorce papers and give a set to Marcus Head. The copy that was still beneath her shoulder was stained with blood, and would be retained as evidence.

Head talked more with Jenn’s stunned family. The thought of Jenn being gone was impossible for them to accept. Not Jenn, who had always embraced life with enthusiasm and optimism, who had never hurt a living thing.

Although he doubted it, it was still possible that Jenn Corbin had committed suicide, and Marcus Head tactfully questioned her family about her state of mind. Had she been disturbed lately, depressed? Maybe enough to take her own life?

They stared back at the detective, shaking their heads. Suicide? Jenn a suicide?

Never. Never. Never.

Jenn’s parents and her sisters were adamant. “First of all,” Narda said, “she would never have left the boys. She would have gone through hell, but she would never have left her boys behind.”

Heather was just as sure that her sister would not have killed herself. “There was no letter to the boys, was there?” she asked, and then continued without getting an answer. “She wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye to them.”

“She would never leave them at all. Not voluntarily,” Max Barber said flatly. “She did not commit suicide.”

Head scanned the divorce petition. It was a Gwinnett County Superior Court Civil Action warrant: #04-A-13086-5, dated November 29, and filed on November 30, 2004. And there was no question who had filed it: Dr. Barton T. Corbin. Apparently, someone had given Jennifer Corbin a copy of it before she was officially served.

Would the news that her husband wanted to divorce her have been enough to make her commit suicide? Although Head hated to question her family further when they were trying to cope with the reality of her sudden death, he asked again about her frame of mind. Had she made any suicidal threats, even obliquely?

No! Max Barber insisted. If either Bart or Jenn had truly wanted a divorce, it would have been Jenn. Her father said that they all knew Jenn and Bart were having a rough patch in their marriage. Jenn was usually the peacemaker, knowing what to do to calm Bart down or cheer him up. Until recently, she had managed to hide her problems from her family. But in the preceding eight days—ever since Thanksgiving—even she had trouble pretending there was nothing wrong. She seemed to them alternately angry and frightened as she dealt with Bart. Yes, she was miserable, caught inside the marriage.

“As I said,” Barber repeated, “Jenni even called the police for help a few days ago.”

“Tell me more about that. Why did that happen?” Head asked.

“He was acting crazy.”

“Bart ruined the Thanksgiving because he was in such a bad mood,” Max said. “He was either sulking or angry about something all day long. And it got worse after that.”

From Thanksgiving to December 4 was only nine days, and Head had been a cop long enough to know that more family fights erupt around the holidays than at any other time of the year. But filing for divorce was certainly a radical position for the dentist to have taken. An eight-year marriage wouldn’t disintegrate in eight days! There had to be something far deeper, simmering for months or even years. Either Jennifer Corbin had been hiding a great deal from her family, or something catastrophic had happened suddenly, bringing about a sea change in her relationship with her husband.

But Head realized that this wasn’t the time to question Jenn’s grief-stricken survivors in depth. They had lapsed back into such deep shock that they could barely speak.

All that Head and the other investigators knew for sure at this point was that Jennifer Corbin was dead. Her husband had not shown up at their home, and no one seemed to know where he was. If Bart Corbin had been trying to prove some kind of point by seeking a divorce so precipitately—perhaps to shock his wife into taking him back—he would be appalled to learn that she had killed herself.

Or that someone had murdered her while he wasn’t there to protect her—or their small sons.

Steve Comeau came across the street and told Marcus Head that Bobby Corbin had called him to say that Bart was still at Bobby’s house. Comeau gave the detective Bobby’s phone number.

Head immediately called Bobby and determined that both he and Bart had been informed of Jennifer Corbin’s death. Head asked to speak with the widower, hoping to get some information from him that might explain what had happened.

“He can’t talk right now,” Bobby Corbin said. “He’s very, very, upset. But we’ll be coming over there soon.”

While he waited for Bobby and Bart to arrive, Marcus Head spoke very briefly to Dalton and Dillon Corbin, who were still at the Comeaus’ house. Dalton told him he had gone to wake up his mother to fix breakfast and he had seen blood coming from her mouth. He had also seen the gun close to her hand.

“I tried to call 911 from our phone,” he said, “but it didn’t work. So I ran over to Kelly and Steve’s to get help. My father shot my mother.”

Head looked up startled. Had he heard the little boy right? Dalton had said it almost matter-of-factly, as if this was a fact that everyone knew. He would have to be questioned carefully before his memory grew contaminated by remarks he might hear around him. Dillon didn’t appear to know what had happened. But Dillon was only four or five.

As much as Head hated to do it, he knew that it was imperative to have Jennifer Corbin’s small sons interviewed as soon as possible. They had been alone in the house with their mother and they had found her body. Children often have trouble distinguishing fact and fantasy, particularly when they have undergone a profound shock. The more time that passed before they were questioned, the more likely they would be to slip away from the awful reality of what they had seen.

Corporal Curtis L. Clemmons, a senior member of the Special Victims Unit in the Gwinnett County Police Department, was especially well trained in questioning children. A father himself, Clemmons was a big bear of a man with a gentle voice. He sighed as he was notified of the death. Head asked him to talk with Dalton and Dillon Corbin.

The little boys would leave Bogan Gates Drive soon with their Grandpa Max, but Barber promised to bring them to headquarters later in the day so Clemmons could talk to them. It had to be today; like Head, Clemmons knew that children’s memories are so fragile that they can blow apart like dandelion fluff in a short amount of time.

It was difficult for Jenn’s family to realize that her lovely home was now a crime scene, cordoned off from everyone but the investigators. The Barbers and Tierneys were told they could not go into the house, not even to get more clothing for the boys. That seemed wrong, too; everything seemed wrong to them. They were both grief-stricken and angry, but they knew they had to get Dalton and Dillon away from there.

As the Barber family drove away with the boys, they were unaware—everyone was unaware—how long it would take to find the answers to what had happened here . . . and why.

*   *   *

There was still no sign of Barton Corbin.

Marcus Head glanced at his watch—and he placed another call to Corbin’s brother to see if they were on their way to meet with him. He hadn’t talked to Bobby Corbin for half an hour.

Bobby Corbin wasn’t as cooperative this time. He was reluctant now to bring Bart to Bogan Gates Drive, saying that Jenn’s relatives had been calling him, claiming that Bart had killed her. Perhaps they had, Head thought; emotions were running high. The victim’s parents and sister had certainly been angry and ravaged enough with grief to make accusations—particularly since it appeared that the dentist and his wife had been having violent arguments.

“I haven’t drawn any conclusions,” Head said quietly, “or formed any opinions. But I do need information from Dr. Corbin so I can conduct my investigation.”

“Well, I’m concerned about my brother,” Bobby said. “I’ll call you back soon.”

Marcus Head talked further with Steve Comeau, asking him what he had observed in the early morning hours of this bleak day. Comeau said he had arrived home about a quarter to two, and spent a short time in his garage, unloading tools from his truck. It was then that he had heard a vehicle coming down the street.

“This would have been about what time?” Head asked.

“Maybe about two A.M.—I’d been home about fifteen minutes when I heard it. I recognized it as the sound of Bart’s truck.”

Comeau said that he hadn’t really paid much attention, since he was so used to hearing Bart come down Bogan Gates Drive and turn into his driveway.

“Did you actually see it—look over there to see if it was Dr. Corbin?”

Comeau shook his head. “I didn’t look.”

And he couldn’t recall if he’d heard one of the truck’s doors open and close—or two. As close as he could remember, the truck he believed was Corbin’s had stayed only “ten or fifteen minutes” before he heard it leave again, roaring up the street.

“The truck’s engine noises made it sound like the driver was in a hurry.”

As far as his neighbors knew, sometime in the past few weeks, Bart had moved out of the master bedroom he had shared with Jenn. Jenn had come and gone, sometimes staying at Heather’s house. Things were up in the air in her marriage, but the Comeaus said they had still felt that the couple might simply need some time apart to sort out their feelings. And they probably needed to see a marriage counselor. Jenn would have had them go sooner, but Bart had told Kelly Comeau that he didn’t want to talk about his private life with any counselor.

Slowly now, the awful, immutable truth had begun to sink in with the Comeaus. There was no longer any reason to sort out feelings or to see a marriage counselor. There was nothing left of the marriage that had begun with so much hope and happiness. And there was nothing left of Jenn; her essence, her soul, no longer warmed their lives. Ironically, it was always Jenn who brought order out of chaos, who solved problems and promised that “everything will be OK.”

Now Jenn Corbin lay dead across the street; her sons Dalton and Dillon had left, looking lost and confused, occasionally crying inconsolably: and no one knew where their father was.

None of Jenn’s family and close friends would budge on their insistence that she would not have chosen to end her life. Those who loved her kept repeating it like a mantra: “Jenn would never, ever, kill herself,” Heather said. “She wouldn’t have done that to the boys, knowing how much they needed her. She would never leave her sons. Never. Even if she was depressed and we didn’t know it, she wouldn’t shoot herself, knowing that Dalton or Dillon would be the ones to discover her body.

“She loved them too much.”


Chapter Three

December 4, 2004

ONCE THE SEARCH WARRANT arrived, the CSI team who waited on Bogan Gates Drive moved through the silent brick home, gathering anything that looked as if it might be evidence. Crime Scene Technician Amber Roessler and Forensic Investigator Ray Rawlins photographed the bedroom and Jenn Corbin’s body, while other technicians took more photos of the house, videotaped the scene, and took measurements that would allow them to triangulate the position of vital elements later. Whatever was there now would never be exactly the same again. It was absolutely essential that they photograph the master bedroom and the entire interior and exterior of the Corbin home. They would bag even the most unlikely items into a chain of evidence, labeling and sealing everything separately so it would all be sacrosanct, no matter how many hands the possible clues passed through. And each person who touched them would initial them.

At 3 P.M., almost eight hours after Dalton Corbin ran across the street to get help for his mother, the CSI crew secured the scene. Jennifer Corbin’s body still lay where it had been found many hours earlier. It seemed somehow callous to leave her there, but the investigators had no choice; all they could do for her now was find out how she had died, and every detail about her death, no matter how seemingly inconsequential, was important to them. If she had taken her own life, they would be able to verify that. But if someone had killed her, they would know that, too, and if that was the case, they were determined to find that person. In a homicide investigation, nothing can be taken for granted, and things are seldom what they seem.

Reporters monitoring police calls in Gwinnett County notified their editors about a death on Bogan Gates Drive, noting that it seemed to be a suicide, and that was the way it appeared in local papers and television news. Although those who really knew Jenn shook their heads in denial, strangers in the greater Atlanta area heard “suicide” and accepted it.

Marcus Head and Ray Rawlins hadn’t known Jenn Corbin when she was alive. Now, they would meet her in death. Head would work backward to trace what events, if any, could have made her desperate enough to take her own life. Or what secrets lay hidden in her life—or in a killer’s life—that might have marked her as a murder victim.

But all of the Gwinnett County investigators’ minds were open; they would consider every eventuality. And hopefully they would come to know Jennifer Barber Corbin almost as well as those who had known her in life. Maybe even better.

Once the crime scene technicians had finished their work, Rawlins and Head entered the house again. The front door opened into a foyer, with a formal dining room to their left and an office on their right. They noted that the Corbins’ house was very clean, and decorated by someone who had been proud of it, someone who had the creativity and ability to blend furnishings that were both expensive and practical into a warm and welcoming home. The two men tried to ignore the Christmas decorations. It was bad enough that two little boys had lost their mother, but to lose her at Christmastime made it even worse. Those kids would undoubtedly think of this day and feel their loss every Christmas for the rest of their lives.

Rawlins and Head crossed the foyer and headed toward the back of the house. A hallway led off to the right, and they followed it to the master bedroom. It was a rather grand suite with dark wood furniture, bedside tables with marble tops, and a king-sized canopy bed with massive carved posts and an ornate design in the headboard. The drapes and bedding were a Tommy Hilfiger design, with a pattern of cabbage roses and paisley shapes.

Next to the bed, somewhat incongruously, there was a jeroboam-sized Absolut vodka bottle, now serving as a bank for coins. The lights were on, and so was the television set.

Jennifer Corbin lay diagonally across the bed, her tall form graceful, her face calm. She rested mostly on her left side. There seemed to be no sign at all of a struggle, although her position wasn’t that of someone prepared to sleep. Her upper back was parallel to the headboard and her feet angled off to the far side of the bed. There were three pillows on the bed; the comforter covered her only from her waist to her ankles. One of the pillows was fluffed up, but there was a deep oval indentation in the middle.

Jennifer’s left arm was underneath her body, except for her hand, which was near her left breast. Her right arm was bent at the elbow so that her forearm rested across her waist. The grips of what looked to be a .38-caliber revolver were beneath—and a few inches away from—her right hand. It rested on the comforter. However, the barrel was almost hidden beneath the comforter.

The two investigators frowned, wondering again how the gun could have ended up in that position. It didn’t seem probable—or even possible—that it had dropped from her hand at the moment of firing and ended up underneath the covers. Certainly, she would not have been able to slip it there. It would take the autopsy to say definitely, but, with her head wound, they believed she had died instantly.

Because they did not know the actual manner of Jennifer Corbin’s death, it was essential that her position and the position of the gun and the path of blood flow be noted. Her head was tilted a little to the left. Blood had drained from her nostrils and traveled in an uninterrupted line slightly upward to cross her left lower eyelid and then drip down onto the mattress. There was no other blood on her face or mouth. This would indicate that she had not moved or, more accurately, had not been moved after she was shot, unless she had lain in one position until the blood had dried, and that was unlikely. The blond hair on the right side of her head and across the rear of her head was stained scarlet.

It would now take experts in blood patterns and ballistics to determine the angle of fire, how far the gun had been from her head, and whether Jenn or someone else had fired the gun.

Inexorable postmortem indicators would help them narrow down the time of her death. Those portions of her body that were uncovered were cold to the touch now, and rigor mortis—that stiffening that comes soon after death—had already begun. It would render her body completely rigid for forty-eight hours or so, and then slowly dissipate.

Ray Rawlins saw that livor mortis, or “lividity,” had begun. This phenomenon of death is a reddish-purple, mottled stain that occurs when blood settles in the lowest part of a body after the heart stops pumping. There was no secondary shading, no lighter pink blushing. (If a body is moved after lividity begins, the darker marking will remain fixed, but a lighter mottling will show that someone changed the victim’s position some time after death.)

The entry wound of the single bullet was on the right side of Jenn Corbin’s head—toward the back—and there
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