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For Mark Stebbins, Jill Robinson, Kristine Mihelich, and Timothy King.



And for Dani, for turning on a light.


Wish I didn’t know now what I didn’t know then.

—BOB SEGER


FOREWORD

Cathy Broad

Forty years ago this past week, I gave my youngest brother, Tim, the thirty cents he’d asked to borrow so that he could walk four blocks to the store and buy candy. It had been a beautiful day, but I hesitated because it was now close to evening and Tim would have to cross a very busy road. He assured me that he would be careful, and I, seventeen years old, capitulated. Tim never returned. Six days later his body was found dumped on a roadside, one county over. Tim was the fourth victim of the entity that would become known as the “Oakland County Child Killer.”

Over the decades, multiple law enforcement agencies allegedly revisited the case as leads straggled in, without resolution. I had long accepted my version of the truth: that the police had done everything they could, and that it was not uncommon for even heinous crimes to remain unsolved. Multiple writers have used the grisly and unbelievable facts of the Oakland County Child Killer case as a ready-made outline for fiction books. One nonfiction book, written back in the 1980s, was presented as a factual account, but it appears to have been written only as an effort to support the job done by the original task force investigating these crimes. The book did not dig deep.

The Oakland County Child Killer case has also been the subject of recent television shows as well as the subject of many newspaper articles that should have outraged the communities where these kids were abducted and murdered. And yet, forty years after the crimes, there are still no official answers and no official explanations of how time and money were spent investigating. There is no official resolution.

I support and applaud J. Reuben Appelman’s determination to climb the very high stone walls put up by law enforcement and others who do not appear to want these crimes solved, and to give a voice to the four kids who were abducted, held captive, tortured, and murdered in one of the richest counties in America. There is so much more horror in this case than anyone could have imagined back in 1976 and 1977, and a comprehensive book on the matter has been long overdue.

Cathy Broad

Sister of Timothy King, Victim #4

March 24, 2017


INTRODUCTION

A murder scene is taped off to preserve evidence. Investigators will often return to it again and again, carefully walking through doorways, quietly standing in one corner and then another, maybe reflecting on bloodstains at the center of a room. A stain might be body-shaped and large, or it might be the size of a coin, cylindrical and small, leading to another coin-sized shape across the room, and then to another near a wall, and finally to another coin of blood that elongates now and seems to have pulled itself toward the front door, searching for exit.

Evenings are the hardest times to sleep. An investigator’s bedroom is painted with the stain of cases being worked. There might also be photographs of loved ones or tastefully placed artwork on the bedroom walls, but an investigator’s mind is not calmed enough by this to fall tactfully into slumber. At night beneath the sheets, a question repeats itself in the investigator’s mind: How did one thing lead to another, which led to the end?

Memoir, too, is a narrative that’s oftentimes best understood utilizing the techniques of a criminal investigation. To begin, a scene from one’s life is taped off on the written page, preserved, and thereafter investigated. Each relevant stain in the various rooms of a memoirist’s experience is revealed under lighting, sampled, and studied, until a pattern emerges. A true memoirist, restless in the evenings, snaps awake with anxiety, sometimes with dread, and eventually with awareness: How one thing led to another does, indeed, unfold in the darker hours, before illumination.

When I set out to examine an unsolved murder case, I did not yet know that my personal narrative—violent at times in its own right, even if only with longing—would collide with the narrative of the horrible crimes I’d be investigating. This story, then, became a story of the living and the dead alike. The dead and the walking are twins, after all, each the other’s mirror.

During my scrutiny of the Oakland County Child Killer (OCCK) case, I meticulously mined thousands of pages of local, state, and federal case documents, including witness statements, autopsy reports, catalogues of evidence, crime scene photos, interrogation transcripts, polygraph results, and personal correspondences and interviews to assist in forming a narrative of criminal activity leading to the dead. Naturally, I also collected and studied the hundreds of local news articles written about this case over the years: They plastered my walls and imprinted my dreams. Several surviving family members of the victims were overwhelmingly generous with their time, support, and openness to being interviewed, and on occasion their stories filled in the gaps for me where official documentation could not.

But what of the gaps in the narratives of the living? Certainly, there are many private citizens, some in law enforcement, as well as my own family members, who count among the examined here. But internal lives and corresponding personal narratives are not often accounted for by documentation. One cannot simply walk into the Office of Debatable Family Matters, for instance, and file a request for the catalogue of events from Christmas morning, 1974. In time, then, I may ask myself, of the personal nuances, dialogue, and circumstances chronicled in this book, Under whose lens were they viewed? In what moments? Under whose authority? And did I get it right? Admittedly, I often ask myself those questions even now, for what claims to the dead or living do we truly own, be they our twins or not?

In response to that line of questioning and others, it is important to state at the outset that the OCCK crimes remain, officially, unsolved. It is my hope that the information I’ve gathered will assist those entrusted with the duty of resolving the many questions about these crimes that still linger. Any assumptions and opinions on my part, where they occur within the text, reflect my attempts to synthesize vast amounts of sometimes conflicting and confusing raw material into a logical narrative and do not reflect the official policy or position of any agency known to me at the writing of this book. No parties mentioned have been proven guilty of the OCCK crimes, or of association with such, in a court of law.

As the reader will find, there have been times throughout the years when both my written and internal narratives appeared to spiral uncontrollably, like Lewis Carroll’s Alice, down the rabbit hole of speculation, derangement, and disorientation, although such was the condition of the hole that’d been left for me to fall through. Where I have ranged far afield, it was difficult to do otherwise and was, I hope, in service to this story, although in conflict with a more common tack.

I worry that the official and unofficial position of my family narrative will be in conflict, too. Some will undoubtedly feel betrayed by my compulsion to give new language to what had been silenced for so many years. Regrettably, I offer no great antidote to that sense of betrayal, except in stating that I betrayed myself as much as any, devolved and obsessed, and became a ghost inside my living home during the examination of what my life had amounted to. It was only in the writing that I escaped and brought to jury the evidence. It was the writing alone that allowed me to drag myself across the carpeted rooms, toward whatever we call the hoped-for light.


PROLOGUE

When I was a kid in the 1970s, a man tried to abduct me. He was about thirty-five or forty and I was seven years old, on the tail end of a stretch when multiple police departments surrounding Detroit were hunting for a kid killer.

Two boys and two girls had been murdered, each of them white, each with brown hair like mine. There were posters everywhere, with a composite sketch of a suspect, a sketch of a car—a compact, blue Gremlin with a white hockey stripe up its side—and an area of operations favoring drugstores and run-down strip malls.

They never found the guy. He’d seemingly taken kids at will, held them in his lair for many days, and then snuffed them at leisure. He was rumored to have washed their bodies with dry cleaning fluid and then set them back into the world like setting out a birthday cake full of lit candles: carefully, and with a look of accomplishment on his face.

The cops said the murders weren’t about sex—they indicated to the press that none of the kids had been violated that way—but about power. There was a serial abductor out there, swiping kids from their footing like sweeping a few bugs into the kill jar in his garden, and there was nothing anybody could do but keep their doors locked and ride out the storm.

The guy who tried to snatch me had been posing as a security guard in a drugstore. He wore a rust-colored blazer, a crisp shirt, and a dark-colored tie. He strolled along the endcaps and occasionally looked around noncommittally.

He locked eyes with me in the candy aisle while I was stuffing a pack of bubblegum into my pants pocket. I put the gum back and rushed out of the store. He followed.

I crossed a parking lot. The man got into his car.

I crossed a major intersection on foot, then tacked into my neighborhood and strolled alongside a curb where our little blue-collar houses saluted an empty street.

A minute later the man pulled up in his compact. It idled next to me, a few feet away. The passenger-side door opened and the man leaned across the center console and reached out.

I remember the details of his tiny automobile, the rattle it made, and then the creak of its door opening on a faulty hinge.

I remember the man’s eyes being a greasy brown, like motor oil.

I remember the man’s brown hair across the top and I remember the sideburns he wore, each crawling to the sides of his jaw.

Then my brain short-circuits, and what I begin to remember is a cigarette dangling from my father’s lip on the back porch of our house in full summer, his T-shirt hugging his chest, his Playboy magazine draped over a five-dollar lawn chair while he did biceps curls with a barbell, twenty-five pounds on each end.

I remember my father taking my mother by her shirt and whipping her to the ground in my bedroom, and how, later that autumn, his shadow seemed long across our windows and kept my family sealed inside—nobody on the outside even knew we were there, but we did.

Somehow, the two worlds seem linked to me—the one I lived in as a young boy, and the milieu of the Oakland County Child Killer. Like planets orbiting one another, the distance eventually tightens, until they appear to collide.


MARK STEBBINS, 12 YEARS OLD

Dates in captivity:

Feb. 15–19, 1976
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JILL ROBINSON, 12 YEARS OLD

Dates in captivity:

Dec. 22–26, 1976
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KRISTINE MIHELICH, 10 YEARS OLD

Dates in captivity:

Jan. 2–21, 1977
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TIMOTHY KING, 11 YEARS OLD

Dates in captivity:

March 16–22, 1977


KRISTINE

It’s autumn of 2010, and I’m standing in the exact spot where ten-year-old Kristine Mihelich’s ice-burned body had been found in the dead of winter, 1977. Kristine was the third victim to the OCCK, and her face, slightly plum-colored from death, had been a beacon in the freshly fallen snow off the side of this wooded residential cul-de-sac. The more slushy detritus of inner-city Detroit was thirty minutes away, but here in Franklin Village a mailman discovered Kristine on his regular route, only fifteen minutes from my own childhood home, halfway between Detroit and this old-money enclave where the trees and the bank accounts stretch equally far back.

The mailman, thirty-something Jerome Wozny, a tad homely, banked his mail truck and walked toward swaths of color off the side of the road. There’d been no blood at the drop scene, but he’d been drawn by Kristine’s coat, slightly frozen to the mannequin of her torso. He stood over Kristine’s body, then hurried back to his vehicle, leaving boot prints in the snow.

At the time, Franklin Village was even more wooded than it is now, pocked here and there with chimneys that ran down into great rooms, where one would find fireplaces with dogs snoring next to them, balls rolling across the hardwood flooring, the smell of bread being baked, and, more or less, families still intact between these architecturally sound walls.

Franklin Village, metaphorically, should have been hanging from a Christmas tree back then, encased in glass. When the snow fell, it seemed as if you could hear somebody moan from five houses down—it was that quiet inside the orb.

Nobody died in Franklin Village until they were old, and Kristine didn’t die here, either. She’d been killed during captivity somewhere else, then driven around for a while and dumped here like a stack of newspapers hitting the curb.

Bruce Lane, the street I’m standing in and where Kristine had been tossed, bears the given name of a well-known Detroit-area psychiatrist of the time, Bruce Danto. The street wasn’t named after Danto, but a lot of people immediately thought of him when Kristine’s body was found, as Danto had a track record of writing about serial killers in the early seventies and a drop site with his name attached to it, even just his first name, was titillating to the local press. Conjecture was that Kristine’s killer was directly challenging the psychiatrist, making a public statement with his placement of Kristine’s body. Other people thought Danto himself was Kristine’s murderer and that his academic fascination with serial killings was a translucent cover for the arrogant-seeming doctor with a receding hairline and bad glasses.

For a while people even suspected the ungainly mailman with only lightly developed social skills and a house full of trinkets that seemed to indicate an obsessive personality type. He’d reportedly found the body, and yet there were no other footprints in the snow besides his. Police eventually explained away the lack of what’s called “impression evidence” to an overnight dithering of snowfall that would have fouled the area around Kristine’s deposit, covering any tracks previous to the mailman’s. A local news helicopter had further disturbed the scene, blowing snow almost immediately after Kristine was discovered, sweeping away evidence with its downdraft.

Police had interviewed the mailman after finding Kristine’s body, and he’d indeed seemed “off.” He was nervous, avoided eye contact, and was generally silent throughout the interview process. None of that leads to being truly suspect, of course.

He’d just found a body, was all.


“THE BABYSITTER”

Kristine had been missing for nineteen days. When the police found her and surveyed her drop-off scene, they were certain she’d been victim #3 to that entity labeled the “Oakland County Child Killer (OCCK),” also dubbed “The Babysitter” because of the way each victim had reportedly been tended to. According to investigators and the press alike, the killer had bathed his victims after death, combed their hair, clipped their nails, and even cleaned and pressed their clothes before giving them back to the world neater than when they’d gone missing: each body reportedly laid out like a new suit atop the snow, each of these suits found in various parts of the city during the thirteen months spanning from midwinter of 1976 to the end of winter in 1977.

Mark Stebbins, a twelve-year-old boy with a clean side part in his hair, was the first to go missing, snatched in daylight while walking home from his mother’s work party a few blocks away. Four days later he was found dead in a parking lot. Like the sexual violence notated by the medical examiner but left out of police statements to the press and public, evidence at the Mark Stebbins drop site was also quashed.

Jill Robinson, a twelve-year-old like Mark Stebbins, went missing ten months later. A dark-haired girl with bangs and freckles, Jill had left home with a backpack and her bicycle after arguing with her mother. The bicycle was found one day after her disappearance, abandoned behind a hobby store. Four days after Jill had been snatched, the backpack, like the bicycle, was also found, although strapped to Jill’s body beside a busy freeway, a shotgun blast having disfigured Jill’s face.

One week after the discovery of Jill’s body, Kristine Mihelich, a ten-year-old with long, wispy hair, went missing, as well. She was found by Wozny, the mailman, nineteen days later. The time period between kidnappings had quickened, and the duration of Kristine’s captivity—nineteen days versus the roughly four days of captivity for Mark and Jill—was nearly five times as long. The public obsession and hunt also quickened, and yet there’d been no reported witnesses to any of the abductions, and no reported leads.

Victim #4, Timothy King, shaggy-haired and with a wide smile and carefree eyes, was taken roughly seven and a half weeks after Kristine’s body was discovered. King was found in a ditch approximately thirty minutes from home, six days after his abduction, re-dressed after having been anally assaulted and suffocated. The sexual violence associated with his killing, as with the Stebbins murder, had been left out of the official police blotter.

After the discovery of Tim’s body, the story of the “Oakland County Child Killer” went into overdrive, as a witness had reportedly seen Timothy King being spoken to by an adult male standing beside a car in a parking lot just prior to King’s disappearance. A composite sketch of the man, white or possibly olive-skinned, with thick, dark hair brushed backward, began to circulate in the papers, with headlines such as “Man Sought” that would soon turn into the less inspiring “No New Leads.” For a period, however, with four kidnap-murders stated by police to be attributable to the OCCK, the area was swept by fear, and posters of the child killer’s suspected automobile and a sketch of his face were soon Scotch-taped to every storefront and stapled to every pillar.

Hundreds of drivers were stopped on the sides of local roads for interrogation by police officers. If you drove a car resembling the one allegedly driven by the killer, getting through those few square miles of my normally user-friendly neighborhood was like trying to pass a German checkpoint during World War II. Once you got out of the suburbs and into Detroit proper, the hunt for the alleged killer was taken less seriously, but the impulse for speculation about the exact nature of his crimes loomed large, even in mostly African-American inner-city Detroit, no stranger to abduction and murder but with an interest kindled by the white-on-white, suburban opera of it all.

My own father, who resembled the abductor’s composite sketch, was surrounded by police officers at a local suburban park in the winter of 1977. He’d been sitting in his car alone, during daylight, “watching the geese”—my father’s euphemism for smoking pot. He was wearing a stocking cap, like a seaman’s, pulled down to the tips of his ears, and his roughly cropped sideburns lined his jaw. He watched the two cruisers pull behind him, then two cops get out with guns drawn, slinking toward both sides of his car.


GETTING GONE

Before departing for Detroit from my home in Idaho, I sat and read Kristine’s autopsy report in my car outside of a gas station, parked there to have privacy away from my kids and wife, to keep the darkness away from them as much as I could. The report showed Kristine to have been fed during her long captivity and then eventually asphyxiated, probably by the killer’s bare hand squeezing her nose and mouth to trap the air. The murder term for this is “burking,” which involves the killer restraining the victim’s torso, most commonly in a bear hug, throughout the suffocation process. Burking leaves very few physical marks, if any.

I don’t know what Kristine’s parents thought at the time, imagining their daughter being killed in this fashion, but I can guess that the “thinking” part of them was mostly turned off. Violence just pushes against us. You don’t think a goddamned thing. You just feel.

Some weeks after surveying Kristin’s drop site on Bruce Lane, I went home and watched the footage I’d taken and hoped to get inside of it, but there were too many decades’ distance. Where the imprint of Kristine’s body had melted into the snow, flowers had sprung up, bicycles had traversed, and lawn mowers and hedgers had clipped and trimmed the grass under autumn sunlight.
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KRISTINE WAS ABDUCTED on January 2, 1977, the day after New Year’s Day. The first victim, Mark Stebbins, was abducted the day after Valentine’s Day, 1976. The second victim, Jill Robinson, was found the day after Christmas, 1976. The fourth and presumably final victim, Timothy King, went missing shortly after Kristine was found, on the evening before St. Patrick’s Day of 1977.

The dates suggest a link between holidays and the abductor’s modus operandi. People have thought that, anyway, wanting to bring structure to the chaos: four dead children, four holidays. Part of being human is to pine for something linear, something we can trust that brings the pieces together like a magnet pulling back the continents to where they’d started, a logical connection like coming home, but sometimes the facts are just the facts with no narrative between them. At the time of my visit to Kristine’s drop site in 2010, well over thirty years after her murder, millions of dollars and hundreds of detectives working on the largest homicide investigation in Michigan state history had failed to bring any meaningful structure to these crimes. The killer had, presumably, never been caught.


THE KILLER INSIDE

I didn’t know anything about the killers out in the world in the 1970s because I was worrying about the killer inside. My family had been troubled by a darkness that hadn’t yet been spoken of, but that I’d felt forming in me. The drywall in our house seemed to pulse with a sadness from the holes that’d been punched through it, when my father’s right fist, sharp around the edges, like his body, would sometimes arc into the wall before he’d head out for the night.

As a child, images, oftentimes disturbing ones, stacked inside me like crudely made bricks, weighty and jagged in my mind. Killers will frequently report the same thing, being entirely driven by a single image that refuses to loosen from memory, the witnessing of a car bomb yanking a killer’s grandmother into the air, or the way a broken bottle carved out his mother’s ribs while he watched from a crib, transforming him while she bled out onto the cream-colored shag. No single image remade me; my transformation occurred over time, brick by brick, one thing leading to another.

When my family was running late for a party back in ’76, for instance, my father threw my mother onto the floor. I don’t remember why we were going to the party. We didn’t often do those things. What I see now, and for all these years since, is my father wearing his suit while my mother cowers beneath him in a corner, covering herself from the threat of his lashing.

I figured he’d kill her one day, but right then all I could do is sit on the bottom bunk of my bed and stare at the television. I had a switchblade stashed in the coils above my head, just under where my brother slept, but I didn’t think about using it on my father, not in that moment as protection for my mother or in any other moment—I was too afraid of him. I thought about using it on everybody else, the people outside of my family, for a lot of days afterward, and then for a lot of years, too.

I can still see the lapels of my father’s 40-long suit jacket from that day. They’re brown, like his wispy, goatee-style beard. My mother is on the floor, the bangs across her forehead perfectly hair sprayed, but she’s oddly curled like a seahorse, the way Timothy King’s body looks to me, too, decades later, in the black-and-white photo tacked to my office wall, a crime scene flashbulb lighting up the newly fallen snow surrounding his corpse.

A few months after my father whipped my mother into the ground, I set fire to my backyard, the flames licking upward into hot daylight from a patch the size of an overturned van.

At school a few years later I threw a lit book of matches into a girl’s lap for taking my queen during a chess game. I hadn’t thought of her dress catching fire, before it did.

When I was a teenager, I watched pornography with another teenager I didn’t know. That same year, a man washed my back in a public shower.

One time, as an adult, a stripper wrapped her legs around my waist and said, “Why don’t you screw me after I get off work, then drop me back at jail.”

Those images that darkened me have been compounding since childhood. Initially inherited by circumstance, I am the one who builds them now.

And brick by brick, they build me back.
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THE FIRST TIME I hurt myself intentionally, I was a grown man in my mid-thirties already, probably in 2004 or 2005. I stood in the bathroom mirror and slapped myself as hard as I could with my good hand against the right side of my face. My right ear rang; it sounded like a butter knife tapping the rim of a wineglass for a toast. The slope across my jaw turned red. I did it again. The second time hurt, too, but not the way I’d expected it to.

That stripper on work release from the county jail had hurt me more, asked me to take off my shirt beside the stage, told me to lift my arms, spun me around while snaking out my belt. She lashed me across the back a dozen times, about ten other men in the bar watching us, some of them laughing, some of them glaring at me like I’d stolen their thunder. I’d gone home and looked at my back in the mirror, the lash marks puffy like burns. I hid my back from my wife for a week while they healed, and I felt dirty and good at the same time.

Now, it’d been a different feeling than letting a stripper inflict pain. I’d been so overwhelmed, so full to the brim with sadness from everyday life that it was the only thing I could do to come awake for a minute. My fingernails left marks when I pulled them across the swelling I’d caused, two white tracer lines dragging through a patch of red above my stubble line.

I made a fist with my right hand and when I punched myself in the cheekbone I got a bruise beneath my eye that never fully cleared up. I’d broken a blood vessel; years later, there will still be a red squiggle. I had so much pain inside that a sock to the eye had the effect of a hug somehow, an embrace from a friend who knew me well, had been there, understood my need for the pain to keep coming back to me, so that I remembered what love felt like.

At that time, I hadn’t even been marked by the Oakland County Child Killer case yet. Ted Lamborgine and all of the other names surrounding the OCCK were just faded impressions out of old newspapers I’d once read.

I had no idea that in a few years I’d be pulling up their case files and beating the crap out of myself in ways that nobody could see.

Four dead kids. All of them scratched from memory and tossed into puddles like bad lottery tickets.

And everything I’d learn, and the time I’d spend learning it, would come at a price.


RICH BOY

One of the suspects in these killings, Christopher Busch, was born rich. Bearded and obese, still living in his parents’ upscale home into his twenties, Busch was a child porn addict with multiple molestation charges pending against him in seemingly unrelated cases. A few weeks after being polygraphed about the OCCK murders, Busch was found dead in his home, shot through the forehead by a rifle while lying atop the sheets in the upstairs bedroom he’d spent most of his boyhood—and adulthood—in. There were no more known, related abductions after Christopher Busch’s death.

The police report says that Christopher Busch’s death was a suicide. The temptation is to think that he felt shame or wanted to avoid prison, that the police were on his tail and so he offed himself before the finale of being incarcerated. And yet that same report negates the presence of gunshot residue on Busch’s hands, meaning it’s unlikely that he fired a weapon. Additionally, four spent cartridges were found at the scene, but there was only one hole in the suspect’s head.

Christopher Busch had made a good suspect but he was now a victim, too, it would seem; dirty in the case and then face-fucked with a rifle by somebody with more to lose than him.

The same police report contains no mention of blood. If you watch enough television, you know that nobody gets shot in the head without bleeding. I’ve held that report in my hands about a half dozen times. I keep thinking about it, waiting for the word “spatter” to appear, but it never does. Christopher Busch is a big, sheet-covered lump in the bed, reportedly bloodless, almost a ghost. A “suicide” who didn’t bleed, who needed four shots to inflict one wound, who was able to fire a gun without leaving behind trace evidence.


ELLIE

It’s 2010, my first night back in Detroit, a few weeks before visiting Kristine’s drop site in Franklin Village. I’ve come only to study the case and I’m staying at a hotel off the freeway, a stone’s throw from where twelve-year-old Mark Stebbins had been found. I watch TV and it’s dull. The rain outside reminds me of things I don’t want to think about. I get depressed watching rain.

After a while I turn off the TV and contemplate calling an old girlfriend, Ellie, whom I haven’t seen in years. Ellie was the last girl I’d loved before raising kids. She was small, about five feet two inches tall, and an addict whose brown eyes turned to caramel in the right light, on summer days smoking Newports in her backyard, or when making love.

And I’d loved Ellie like a Springsteen suicide run, all heat and revved-up engines and neither of us caring that the hundred miles of freeway ahead of us might end at a brick wall, the way most people only get to love when they’re young. But Ellie’s addictions had made her too unpredictable, and I’d become mean inside from futilely trying to pin her down—or maybe I’d already been mean. In the end, there was just dead air between us. That was a long time ago and we’ve both raised kids since then, had jobs of some sort, built homes we could trust for a period.

I don’t know what Ellie is like anymore but I call her anyway. She doesn’t answer her phone, and I leave a message. I tell her that I’m in Detroit but I don’t tell her why. I say, “I just wanted to say hi.”

I hang up my phone and know I only called Ellie because I’m still dark inside. She texts me back right away.

Where are you?

I’m in a hotel, I text her.

Come over, she responds.

She texts me her address, and I stare at my phone for a while. I haven’t told Ellie that my life is falling apart. I haven’t told anybody this yet, and Ellie doesn’t ask.

Come over. That’s all.

The truth is that my marriage is in its last couple of years, maybe months. I know that my hunt for what happened to these four kids has been a part of what’s destroyed us. My wife and I have tried to make it work and can’t. Right now we’re just riding things out until we can afford to live separately, until we can bear what the separation will do to our own kids. Fourteen years is a good run, but when I think about splitting up I still feel sad all the time. On good days I feel empty.

Even if my marriage has become a shitty one, it has offered me the warmth of pretending that I am not alone, that I have companionship in my navigation through the many bouts of depression and anxiety that have dog-eared my adulthood—and yet I know that I have been willfully clinging to a lie. My wife is less companion, more accomplice in the pretension of false love; she has spoken those words to me herself, words that are rooted like tumors inside me, have grown larger around the pain of knowing that she was right.

I text Ellie that I miss her.

I don’t know what else to say and I don’t even know if it’s true yet, but when I think about Ellie I think of the life in me coming back. I don’t think of all the times that being with her hurt. I just think of how good I felt in the moments that were good, which were like flashes of fire.

Thirty minutes later I’m standing on Ellie’s tenement porch, the keys to my rented SUV gripped in my hand.

Ellie opens the door and stares at me for a moment.

Then she touches my forearm, and it’s like being pulled midair across a canyon, and I don’t dare look down.


LET’S START WITH THE DEAD

Let’s start with the dead, but not the grouping of dead I’d expected.

The first in the photo spread, a single news article tacked to what I’ve been calling my “murder wall,” is a female police officer. She’s maybe thirty, and she’s beautiful. The caption beneath her photo says, “Birmingham’s first woman cop, Reni Lelek.” Her black hair sweeps at the neckline, uneven bangs framing dark eyes, slightly squinted from joy at having the photo taken.

Reni Lelek has a great, so-sexy smile, showing perfect teeth, teeth that would bite you just slightly when she wanted, bite you at the chin before moving up for a kiss.

Moving across the photo spread is the former head of General Motors, Ed Cole, sixty-something and clean, in a suit-and-tie publicity shot. He’s come a long way down, once gracing the cover of Time magazine for his role in weaning America from leaded fuel but now irrevocably underlined in this small, local paper by the caption, “Killed in a plane crash in ’77.”

And beside Ed Cole, to the right, is eleven-year-old Timothy King, whom I’ve come to see as my boyhood self somehow. Tim’s wearing a T-shirt in the photograph, his eyes so kind they seem almost like two hands held out in offering, saying, Have my lunch, and Are you okay? At the same time, those eyes have knowledge in them, not just kindness but empathy. They’re the eyes of a boy who sees pain in his forecast, even if it’s subconscious. In him, I see myself at the hands of my father, and I want to hurt somebody for what none of us can change, or protect—for the broken things in our past that will never be fixed.

Beside him, eyes slanted sideways and appearing to look at Tim across the white space bordering their photos, is an art dealer named John McKinney.

McKinney is fifty-something, bearded and dark-eyed, with a light smile. I look at his photo and I don’t know what I think. He seems . . . possibly like anything, which might be the point. Some people, their particular genius is in taking in, rather than giving out.

This news article, the first I’d printed when beginning my research, tells me little right now. Later, it will appear to tell me a lot.
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