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PART ONE 
BEFORE











CHAPTER 1




THE CHAIN-LINK GATE YOWLED like an angry tomcat in the watery light of dawn. Once my jaw unclenched, I made a mental note to bring grease for the hinges next time I came out to the Body Farm. Dont forget, I chided myself, just as I had each of the past half dozen times Id mentally made and mislaid that same damn note.


It wasnt that my memory was failing, or so I liked to believe. It was just that every time I headed for the Anthropology Research Facility, as the University of Tennessee preferred to call the Body Farm, I had more interesting things on my mind than WD-40. Things like the experiment I was about to rig with the body in the pickup truck Miranda was backing toward the facilitys gate.


It never ceased to amaze me, and to frustrate me, that the Body Farm remained the worlds only research facility devoted to the systematic study of postmortem decomposition. As an imperfect human being, with failings and vanities, I did take a measure of pride in the uniqueness of my creation. As a forensic anthropologist, thougha bone detective who had branched out into seeking clues in decaying flesh as wellI looked forward to the day when our data on decomp rates in the moist, temperate climate of Tennessee could be compared with rates from similar research facilities in the low desert of Palm Springs, the high desert of Albuquerque, the rain forest of the Olympic Peninsula, or the alpine slopes of the Montana Rockies. But every time I thought a colleague in one of those ecosystems was on the verge of creating a counterpart to the Body Farm, the university in question would chicken out, and we would remain unique, isolated, and scientifically alone.


Over the past twenty-five years, my graduate students and I had staged hundreds of human bodies in various settings and scenarios to study their postmortem decay. Shallow graves, deep graves, watery graves, concrete-capped graves. Air-conditioned buildings, heated buildings, screened-in porches. Automobile trunks, backseats, travel trailers. Naked bodies, cotton-clad bodies, polyester-suited bodies, plastic-wrapped bodies. But Id never thought to stage anything like the gruesome death scene Miranda and I were about to re-create for Jess Carter.


JessDr. Jessamine Carterwas the medical examiner in Chattanooga. For the past six months shed been the acting ME for Knoxvilles Regional Forensic Center as well. Shed been promoted, if thats the right word, to this dual status by virtue of a spectacular screwup by our own ME, Dr. Garland Hamilton. During what no one but Hamilton himself would have described as an autopsy, he had so badly misdiagnosed a mans cause of deathdescribing a superficial accidental cut as a fatal stab woundthat an innocent bystander ended up charged with murder. When his mistake came to light, Hamilton was promptly relieved of his duties; now, he was about to be relieved of his medical license, if the licensing review board did its job right. Meanwhile, until a qualified replacement could be appointed, Jess was filling in, making the hundred-mile trek up I-75 from Chattanooga to Knoxville anytime an unexplained or violent death occurred in our neck of the Tennessee woods.


The commute wasnt as time-consuming for Jess as it would have been for me. Her Porsche Carrerafire-engine red, fittingly enoughgenerally covered the hundred miles in fifty minutes or so. The first state trooper to pull her over had gotten a quick glimpse of her badge and a brisk talking-to about the urgency of her mission before she left him standing on the interstates shoulder. The second unfortunate officer, a week later, got a verbal vivisection, followed by scorching cellphone calls to the highway patrols district commander and state commissioner. She had not been stopped a third time.


Jess had phoned at six to say shed be in Knoxville this morning, so unless shed been called to a Chattanooga murder scene in the past half hour, the Carrera was streaking our way now, closing like a cruise missile. I hoped I could get the body in place by the time she hit Knoxville.


As Miranda eased the UT pickup toward the fence, the backup lights helped me fit the key into the padlock on the inner gate. The inner gate was part of an eight-foot wooden privacy fence, erected to deter marauding coyotes and squeamish humansor voyeuristic ones. Originally wed had only the chain-link fence, but after a couple of years, a few complaints, and a handful of thrill seekers, we topped the chain-link with barbed wire and lined the entire half-mile perimeter with the wooden barrier. It was still possible for nimble critters and determined people to climb in or see over, but it took some doing.


The padlock securing the wooden gate sprang open with a satisfying click. I unhooked one end of the chain from the shackle and began walking the gate inward. As the opening widened, the chain began snaking into the hole bored near the gates edge, like some metallic noodle being slurped up with clattering gusto. Sucked into the maw of death, I thought. Is that a mixed metaphor, or just a nasty image best kept to myself?


As I held the wooden gate open, Miranda threaded the narrow opening with ease, as if she made deliveries to deaths service entrance on a daily basis. She practically did. For the past three years, thanks to a spate of television documentaries and the popularity of CSIa show Id watched only one incredulous timewe were swamped with donated bodies, and the waiting list (as I called the ranks of the living who had promised us their bodies eventually) now numbered nearly a thousand. Wed soon be running out of room; already, in fact, it was hard to take a step without stumbling over a body or stepping on a patch of greasy ground where a corpse had recently decomposed.


About half the bodies were simply brought out here to skeletonize. It was a little slower but a lot easier to let time, bacteria, and bugsespecially bugsdo the messy work of separating flesh and bone. Thanks to natures efficiency at reclaiming her dead, all that remained for us to do after a bodys residence at the Farm was to scrub off and deodorize the bones, take detailed measurements, plug those into our forensic database, and tuck the skeleton into our growing collection. The University of Tennessee now possessed the worlds largest assemblage of modern skeletons of known age, sex, and race. That was important not because it gave us bragging rights, but because it gave us a huge and continually evolving source of comparative measurements for forensic scientists to consult when confronted with the skeleton of an unknown murder victim.


The body in the back of the truck, though, was destined to contribute more than just his skeleton. He would shed crucial light on an unanswered forensic question. About fifty bodies a year were used in faculty or student research projects, usually exploring some variable affecting the rate of decomposition. One recent experiment, for instance, demonstrated that people who died shortly after undergoing chemotherapy decomposed far more slowly than what Id since begun to think of as organic or all natural bodies. Chemotherapy, in other words, bore more than a passing resemblance to antemortem embalming, which was not a particularly comforting notion.


Once Miranda had cleared the opening, I closed the gate behind her and fed the chain back through its hole, leaving the padlock open so Jess could get in when she arrived. Miranda was already out of the truck, unlatching the camper shell and tailgate. She turned the latches slowly and opened the back of the truck almost gently, a gesture that seemed right and thoughtful in the peaceful morning. It was early yet; the hospitals day shift hadnt begun arriving in the adjoining parking lot, so the only traffic noise was the distant drone of cars on Alcoa Highway, a mile away on the west side of the medical complex. Tennessee was waking up softly, with just enough chill in the early March air to cloud our breath. I also noticed mist rising from several of the fresher bodiesnot from breath or residual heat, but from the teeming masses of maggots feasting on them. It pleased me, for some reason, to possess the arcane knowledge that feeding was exothermicheat-producingfor the supposedly cold-blooded maggot. Few things in science were as black and white as terms like cold-blooded implied, and I wondered, in passing, if the chemical reactions in the bugs digestive tracts produced the heat, or if metabolizing calories to fuel their wriggling muscles was what warmed them up. Maybe someday Id explore that.


Above the innumerable maggots, the oaks and maples dotting the hillside were beginning to leaf out. In their branches, a chorus of cardinals and mockingbirds chirped and trilled. A pair of squirrels played chase up and down the trunk of a ninety-foot loblolly. There was life abundant out here at the Body Farm. Long as you could see beyond the hundred-odd corpses lying about in various stages of disrepair.


Miranda and I stood in silence awhile, soaking up the birdsong and the golden early light. One of the frolicking squirrels began to fuss at the other for breaking some rule of their game, and Miranda smiled. She turned toward me and her smile widened. It caught me by surprise, blindsided me, like a two-by-four upside the head.


Miranda Lovelady had been my graduate assistant for four years now. We worked well as a teamin the decomp lab, as we sorted through the skeletal wreckage of some highway fatality or murder victim, our movements often seemed choreographed, our unspoken communication akin to telepathy. But lately I worried that Id crossed some invisible line with her; that Id let her grow too attached to me, or maybe that Id grown too attached to her. Although she was technically still a student, Miranda wasnt a child by any means; she was a smart, confident woman of twenty-six nowor was it twenty-seven?and I knew the ivory tower was chock-full of professors who had taken up with protges. But I was thirty years older than Miranda, and even if that difference might seem tolerable to her at the moment, I couldnt imagine it would remain so forever. No, I reminded myself, I was a mentor, and maybe a bit of a friend, but nothing more. And that was best for both of us.


I reached into the back of the truck and busied myself with a pair of purple nitrile gloves, forcing my thoughts back to the experiment we were here to set up. JessDr. Cartershould be here soon, I said. Lets find a good tree and start tying this fellow up.


Ah, Dr. Carter. Miranda grinned at me. I thought you seemed a little nervous. Are you intimidated, or infatuated?


I laughed. Probably a little of both, I said. Shes smart and shes tough. Funny, too, and easy on the eyes.



All true, said Miranda. Shed sure keep you on your toes. About time you found somebody to do that, you know.


I knew all too well. My wife of nearly 30 years, Kathleen, had died of cancer more than two years ago, and I was only now recovering from the blow. The prior autumn, I had felt the first stirrings of interest and desire. Those stirrings had been kindled, I was embarrassed to recall, when a student impulsively kissed me; fortunately and mortifyingly, the kiss had been cut short by Mirandas appearance in the doorway of my office. Shortly after that inappropriate but memorable kiss, Id invited a woman closer to my own agenone other than Dr. Jess Carterto have dinner with me. Jess had accepted the invitation, though she had to cancel at the last moment, when she got summoned to a murder scene in Chattanooga. I hadnt worked up my nerve to ask her out again, but the notion occurred to me every time our overlapping casesher fresh homicides, my not-so-fresh onesbrought us into contact.


Mirandas question brought me back to the task at hand. Does it matter what kind of tree we strap this guy to?


Probably not, but she said the victim was tied to a pine, and weve got several of those, so we might as well make it realistic. Doesnt cost any extra. I pointed at the tree where the squirrels had been scampering. How about that one?


Miranda shook her head. No, not that one, she frowned. That one seems tooexposed. Might be hard on the campus cops or on visiting researchers if this experiment was the first thing they saw when they walked in the gate. She had a point there. Besides, didnt you say the victim was found way back in the woods? She had a point there, too.


Thats my understanding. Prentice Cooper State Forest. Covers some pretty rugged terrain along the Tennessee River Gorge, just downstream from Chattanooga. I pointed farther up the hillside, to another tall pine near the upper boundary. There you go. That look secluded enough?


Miranda nodded. Yeah, that seems better. Bit of a haul to get him up there. But good exercise, I guess.


If it doesnt kill us, it makes us stronger?


Right, she said. Then she stuck out her tongue at me.


In unison, we leaned into the back of the truck and each grabbed one of the straps sewn onto the sides of the black body bag. We slid it out over the tailgate until it hung about a foot off the end. Ready? I asked.


Ready, she said, and with that, we each grabbed another strap, about two-thirds of the way down. Sliding the bag farther off the tailgate, we gradually bore more and more of the corpses weight. It was heavy180 pounds, which was roughly the weight of the victim whose death scene we were about to re-create. The more faithfully the re-creation mirrored the crimenot just the victims weight, but his injuries, clothing, and positioningthe more accurate our eventual time-since-death estimate would be, allowing the police to focus their investigation more precisely.


We hadnt gotten more than fifty feet up the hillside before I broke a sweat in the chilly morning. I could tell Miranda was straining, too, but I knew shed collapse before she complained. That was okay by me; I was willing to whine for both of us. You wanna rethink that first tree? Sure would be convenient.


Hun-uh, she grunted through gritted teeth, shaking her head for emphasis.


Okay, I gasped, youre the boss. If I stroke out before we get up the hill, use me for some especially spectacular research.


Gladly, she huffed.


We stopped twice to catch our breath and mop our brows, but even with the rest breaks, we were half dragging the bag by the time we reached the pine near the upper fence. Still, as I opened the long, C-shaped zipper running around three sides of the bag, I had to agree that a secluded location was much more appropriate for this particular experiment.


We had prepared the body in the morgue, so I knew what to expect, but even so, I took a sharp breath when I folded back the flap to expose our subject. The blond wig had shifted a bit, sliding down over the face and concealing much of the trauma Id inflicted, but what remained visible was strong stuff. According to Jess, most of the bones of the victims face had been shattered by blunt-force traumashe was guessing something fairly big, maybe a baseball bat or a metal pipe, rather than something smaller, like a tire iron, which would have left sharper, more distinctive marks in the bone. I couldnt bring myself to wale away on a donated body with such violence, so Id settled for cutting through the zygomatic archesthe cheekbonesand the lower jaw in several places with an autopsy saw, then smearing a liberal amount of blood on the skin in those areas to simulate the bleeding that perimortem trauma would have induced. Miranda, being more skilled in the art of makeup, had applied base and rouge to the cheeks, plus violet eye shadow and a pair of long false eyelashes. I doubted that the makeup would affect the decomp rate, but I didnt want to throw any unnecessary variables into the equation.


Procuring the leather corset that wed cinched around our subjects torso had proved far easier than I expected. Less than twenty-four hours before, Miranda had spent five minutes Googling and web surfing, then demanded my UT credit card. A few more keystrokes and she announced, Done. One extra large bustier arriving at six A.M., First Overnight, thanks to the efficient teamwork of FedEx and Naughty&Nice.com. I foresaw some red-faced explaining to the UT auditors once the American Express bill arrived, but such was the occasional price of original research.



Have you got the rope, I asked, or do I need to go back to the truck and get it? Miranda was wearing a black jumpsuit that bristled with pockets.


No, Ive got it, she said. She reached down and unzipped a big pocket just above her left knee and fished out a package of nylon cord and a big, military-looking pocketknife. With one twist of her thumb, she flipped open a wicked serrated blade.


Whoa, thats some serious cutting power, I said. What is that, a six-inch blade?


She snorted. Do men really believe thats what six inches looks like? Try three and a half. With the tip of the blade she deftly flicked off the packages plastic wrapper, then unspooled about six feet of cordor was it three and a half?and cut it with a swift stroke. You wanna tie his hands while I do his feet? I took the piece of rope and began to bind the corpses wrists in front of him. Miranda sliced off another length of cord and lashed the ankles together. The rope snagged on the fishnet stockings as she cinched it taut above the stiletto heels. Ive never understood the appeal of cross-dressing, she said, either for the guys who do it or for the people who go to drag shows. But I also cant understand how anybody could get so enraged about it that theyd beat a guy to death for putting on a wig and some slutty clothes.


Me neither, I said. The one thing I understand, after all these years and all these murders, is that theres a lot I dont understand about human nature.


Once our stand-in was trussed up like the Chattanooga victim, the next task was to tie him to the tree. Jess said his hands were up over his head, I remarked, half to Miranda and half to myself. Hard to get em up there without a ladder, though. I spied a low branch. Maybe if I throw a rope over that limb, we can use that like a pulley to hoist him up. Miranda whacked off another length, which I tossed across the branch where it joined the trunk. Then I tied one end to the wrist bindings, and together we hauled on the line. The nylon cord was thin, so it bit into our hands as we pulled, but once we had him upright, the friction of the rope on the branch helped support his weight.


You think you can hold him, I asked, while I fasten his legs to the tree?


Yup, said Miranda, taking a turn of rope around one hand.


Kneeling at the base of the tree, I pulled the feet close to the trunk and began tying them there. A yellowjacket circled my still-sweaty face, and with one hand I waved it away. Suddenly I heard a sharp exclamationDammit!followed by a slapping sound. Then: Oh, shit, look out!


With a thud, the corpse toppled forward, draping himself over my head and shoulders and knocking me flat. Wriggling like some giant bug, I lay trapped at the base of the tree, pinned by the garishly dressed corpse. I am so sorry, Miranda said, and then she began to snicker. But the snicker died suddenly, and I soon saw why.


A pair of rattlesnake boots, topped by black leather jeans, entered my peripheral vision and planted themselves a foot from my face. I knew, even before she spoke, that the snakeskin boots were coiled around the feet of Dr. Jess Carter. After a moment, her right toe began to tap, slowly and, as best I could tell, sarcastically.


Dont let him get you down, Brockton, she finally said. I think you can take him. Best two out of three?


Very funny, I said. Yall mind getting this guy off of me?


Jess reached down and grabbed the rope around the dead mans wrists; Miranda seized a leg. Together they gave a heave that rolled the corpse onto his back beside me. I regained my feet and as much of my dignity as I could. Jess winked at me with the eye Miranda couldnt see. I would have blushed, but my face was already red.



This wasnt one of the questions you asked me to research, I told her, but Im thinking maybe more than one person was involved in the murder. Pretty tough to tie his arms that high on the tree without some help.


I see what you mean, she said, but the forensic techs couldnt tell. Grounds pretty rocky around there, and we had a dry spell for a couple weeks, so nothing useful in the way of footprints.


Im sorry I wasnt in town when he was found, I said. My secretary said you called right about the time my plane was taking off for Los Angeles.


Damned inconsiderate of you to help the LAPD with a case, she said. We may need to fit you with one of those electronic ankle monitors to make sure you dont leave Tennessee.


Cant do it, I said, pointing to my faded jeans and work boots. It would spoil my fashion statement.


Nonsense, she said. Word is, Martha Stewarts coming out with a designer line of corrections apparel and accessories. Im sure the Martha anklet will look fabulous on you. Jess handed me the rope. Shall we try this again? This time, once wed hoisted the subject upright, I took the precaution of knotting the rope to the branch immediately. I tied off the legs, Jess pronounced herself satisfied with the positioning, and Miranda trimmed the loose ends of the rope.


The strange thing is, the head and neck were in better shape than Id expected, she said. Lots of trauma, but not much decomp, considering how much blood there was to draw the flies. That would lead me to think he wasnt out there all that long, except there was almost no soft tissue left on the lower legs.


You think maybe carnivores did that? Coyotes or foxes or raccoons?


Maybe, she said, but I didnt see a lot of tooth marks. Id like you to take a look at him, though, see if maybe I missed something.



Sure, I said, I could probably come down to Chattanooga later in the week. One thing I was wondering about, though: Why are you even working the case? I checked the map, and Prentice Cooper State Forest is across the line in Marion County, isnt it?


She smiled. I bet you were a whiz at map-and-compass back during your Boy Scout days, werent you? I grinned; she was right, even if she was just joking. Cops got a report of an abduction from the parking lot of Alan Golds one night a couple weeks ago. Alan Golds is a gay bar in Chattanooga. Has the best drag show in East Tennessee. A femaleor female impersonatorfitting the victims description was seen being forced into a car and speeding away. Were working on the theory that the crime began in Chattanooga. She paused briefly, as if considering whether to say something else. Besides, she said, Marion County is rural and has a small sheriffs office. They just dont have the forensic resources to work this.


Makes sense, I said. Okay, I think were ready to let nature take its course here. Well check this guy every day, track the temperatures. The forecast for the next fifteen daysif AccuWeather can be believedcalls for temps about like what youve had in Chattanooga over the past couple weeks. So the decomp rate here should track the victims pretty closely. Once this guys condition matches your guys, we should know how long he was out there before that poor hiker found him.


Jess took another look at the corpse tied to the tree. Theres one more detail we need to make the re-creation authentic. I looked puzzled. I didnt tell you about this, she said. You were already skittish about the trauma to the head and face, so I figured this would send you clear over the edge. Reaching down to her belt, she unsheathed a long, fixed-blade knife from her waist. She stepped up to the body, yanked down the black satin pan ties and stockings wed tugged onto him, and severed his penis at the base.



Good God, Miranda gasped.


Not hardly, said Jess. Id say this was more the devils handiwork. She took a deep breath and blew it out. Bill, you sure this guy is clean?


I struggled to speak. Well, I can tell you he didnt have HIV and he didnt have hepatitis. Thats all we screen for, though. I cant promise he didnt have syphilis or a case of the clap.


She eyed the penis. I dont see any obvious symptoms, she said. With that, she peeled off her left glove, dabbed her bare thumb on the severed end of the organ, then carefully rolled a print onto the shaft. As Miranda and I stared in disbelief and horror, she pried open the corpses jaw and stuffed the penis into the mouth.


There, she said. Now its authentic.











CHAPTER 2




KNOXVILLE POLICE.


I pulled the telephone receiver away from my ear and stared at it dumbly, as if KPD were the last place on earth Id have expected to reach when dialing criminalist Art Bohanan. Art and I had collaborated on dozens of cases over the past twenty years. Besides being remarkably eagle-eyed at murder scenes, Art had shown himself to be a whiz in the crime lab as well, teasing out clues from minuscule bits of carpet fibers, upholstery, bullet trajectories, and random (to me, though not to him) spatters of blood. He had also become one of the nations leading fingerprint experts, devising equipment and techniques that even the FBIs crime lab had adopted to reveal latent printsincluding seemingly invisible ones on the skin of a body.


Knoxville Police Department. Can I help you? The guy on the other end of the lineI pictured an aging, overweight sergeant easing toward his pensionsounded annoyed, despite his offer of help.



Oh, sorry, I stammered. I was trying to reach Art Bohanan. I expected either him or his voice mail.


Sir, hes not available. Can I take a message?


Do you know when hell be in?


No, sir, I do not. All I know is that hes unavailable. Do you wish to leave a message or not?


Uh, yes. Please. Tell himask himto call Dr. Brockton when he gets a chance, if you would.


Dr. Brockton? Hey there, Doc. Suddenly the guy was all warmth and cheer. This is Sergeant Gunderson. I was the one found that guy under the Magnolia Avenue viaduct about ten years ago. You member that case?


I sure do, I said, smiling at both the memory and my deductive powers. Gunderson was indeed a fat sergeant coasting toward retirement. One reason the case had been memorable was that it featured Gunderson in the unlikely act of running. You were chasing a burglar that night, if I remember right?


He chuckled. Was, till I tripped over that damn body and went ass-over-teakettle. Scared the hell out of me. I bout messed my britches. Fellow I was chasing let out a yell just before I went sprawling, so he musta seed it, too.


Pretty scary thing to stumble across in the moonlight, I agreed. The body turned out to be one of the local winos. Judging by the advanced state of decomphis skull was nearly bare, though a fair amount of soft tissue remained on his torso and limbshed been ripening beneath the viaduct for about a week of midsummer nights and days. His outline was traced with greasy precision on the concrete by the dark fatty acids that had leached from his corpse, marking the splay of his arms and legs, even the spread of his fingers. There was heated speculation among the officers on the scene about who might have wanted him dead, and what sort of bludgeon had shattered his skull with such devastating force. Then I pointed to an uncapped empty bottle of Mad Dog 20/20 perched on the rail of the viaduct above usa bottle Art later found to be covered with prints from the dead mans hands and lips. I often used my slides from that case in police trainings, to underscore the importance of looking all around, and up and down, at death scenes.


Arts on special assignment right now, Doc, Gunderson said, but Ill page him and have him call you.


Thanks, I said. Good to talk to you, Sergeant. Watch your step. You never know where the bodies are.


He chuckled again. Ive got a pretty good fix on where most of em are buried here at KPD, though. See you, Doc. Dont be a stranger.


Two minutes later my phone rang. Bill? Its Art.


Art Bohanan, Man of Mystery?


Maybe, maybe not. Who wants to know?


Nobody, now that I think about it, I said. You available for a quick fingerprint consult?


Ive gotten sorta sidetracked, but I could spare a few minutes. You got something really gross, as usual?


I wouldnt dream of bringing you anything less.


Got a pen? I surveyed my cluttered desktop, finally found a nub of a pencil. Close enough. Why?


2035 Broadway. Come inside.


Why? Where are you, anyhow? What are you doing?


Cant talk right now. Oh, you got a boom box there in your office?


I wouldnt have called it a boom boxI kept it tuned to the UT public radio station, which played classical music, and the volume was cranked down so low it was almost subliminalbut I said yes.


Bring it.


What for?



Art didnt explain; hed already hung up.


For the second time in two phone calls, I found myself staring stupidly at the receiver in my hand. Then I hung up, too. My boom box was sitting atop a file cabinet just inside the door of my office. The cord, shrouded in cobwebs and dust, disappeared behind the cabinet, which was snugged tight against the wall, or tight against the plug, at any rate. Curling both hands behind the back of the filing cabinet, I gave a tug. It did not budge; many years and many pounds worth of papers had accumulated in it since I had plugged in the radio and shoved the cabinet back in place.


I shifted my grip, crossing my wrists, which somehow seemed to equalize the force I could apply with each arm. Then I hoisted my left foot up onto the doorframe, nearly waist-high, where my hands clutched the cabinet, and strained to straighten my leg. With a rasping sound that set my teeth on edge, the cabinet scraped forward by six inches. Triumphantly I reached into the gap I had created, wiggled the plug free, and extricated the cord and my arm, both covered with cobwebs and grime. This had better be good, Art, I muttered.











CHAPTER 3




A CENTURY AGO, BROADWAY had been one of Knoxvilles grand avenues, lined with elegant Victorian mansions on big, shady lots. The street had long since gone to seed, though, especially in the vicinity of the address Art had given me. Heading north from downtown, I passed two of the citys homeless missions. The missions didnt open their doors for the night until five oclock, so for most of the day their clientele roamed Broadway; some hung out, or passed out, in nearby cemeteries. A few neighboring streets, buffered from Broadways blight by a block or so of rental houses, had made a comeback over the past couple of decades. Those pockets of gentrification, sporting pastel houses with gleaming gingerbread, were poignant reminders of how lovely Old North Knoxville had once been, before I-40 had cut a swath through its heart and Broadway itself had become a commuter artery lined with liquor stores and pawnshops.


I was having trouble pinning down the location Art had summoned me to. Dammit, I groused to myself, why dont people put numbers on their buildings anymore? I passed the turnoff to St. Marys Hospitalwhere my son Jeff had been born during a blizzard, back in the decades before the planets thermostat had ratcheted upwardand finally spotted a number on one of Broadways few remaining mansions. It was now a funeral home, one that had sent a fair number of the Dearly Departed to the Body Farm.


Judging by the funeral homes address, which I should have remembered from all the thank-you notes Id sent them, Id overshot Arts location by several blocks. I whipped into the parking lot, circled the gleaming black hearse, and doubled back toward downtown on Broadway. Traffic backed up behind me as I crept along, scanning for numbers. Finally, running out of options, I turned into a small, run-down shopping center whose anchor tenant was known throughout Knoxville as the Fellini Kroger because of the surreal cast of characters who shopped there. A fair number of graduate students lived in Old North Knoxville, since it was fairly close to campus and offered housing that tended toward interesting but cheap. One of my forensic students whod never lost his interest in cultural anthropology liked to time his shopping at the Fellini Kroger to coincide with the delivery of Social Security disability checks. On those days, he swore, the line at the check-cashing counter could rival any circus sideshow on earth.


Just down from the Kroger, I idled past a Dollar General Store numbered 2043at last, a number!and parked the truck. Feeling conspicuous and more than a little silly, I hauled the boom box off the passenger seat, as well as the small cooler Jess had brought from Chattanooga, and headed along the row of shops. At the far end of the shopping center, beside a kudzu-choked drainage ditch, I found myself facing a door marked 2035. The door and windows were coated with reflective film; a hand-painted sign on the window glass announced the store as BROADWAY JEWELRY & LOAN. Puzzled, I tried to enter, but the door was locked. I set the boom box and cooler down, pressed my face to the door, and cupped my hands around my eyes to screen out the sunlight; inside, I discerned a hulking man behind a counter. I rapped on the glass and he looked up, then pointed emphatically to my right. A doorbell-type button was mounted to the doorframe. Good grief, I muttered, but I pushed it. Inside, I heard a metallic buzzI was mildly surprised that it workedthen a loud click in the doorframe. I picked up my belongings and pushed through the door. Within the narrow storefront, one wall was lined with shelves laden with stereos, televisions, and power tools; set out from the opposite wall was a long glass counter on which the guy whod buzzed me in was leaning. His beefy forearms rested on a sign that read DO NOT LEEN ON COUNTER.


Im sorry to bother you, I said, I think I must have been given the wrong address.


He looked me over, then his eyes settled on the boom box. Depends, he said. Who gave it to you?


My friend Art. Art Bohanan. Hes with the police department.


The big man vaulted the counter like a dog going after a UPS guy. Before I knew what had happened, my nose was flattened on the glass, my right arm torqued up between my shoulder blades. I want to know who the fuck you are, mister, and what you mean coming in here talking about the damn police.


Bill? Bill, is that you? Arts voice floated out from the back of the store. Its okay, Tiny. Hes on our side.


Tiny released my arm, milliseconds before the bone was about to snap. Dammit, Tiffany, why didnt you tell me you had somebody coming? And whyd you bring him here, anyway? You know better than that.


Tiffany? I was more confused than ever. Art emerged through a curtain at the back of the shop. Im sorry; I meant to tell you, I just forgot. Tiny, this is Dr. Bill Brockton. Bill, this is Tiny.


Tiny and I have met, I said, rubbing my arm.


Tiny looked me over again, seeing something different this time. Youre the Body Farm guy? I nodded. Hey, its an honor to meet you, Doc, he said, seizing my hand and pumping my mangled arm. Im sorry I got a little excited there. Youre a better class of customer than what were used to dealing with here at Broadway Jewelry & Loan. You had me worried our cover was blown.


Suddenly I grasped where I was, and why Art had told me to bring the boom box. So youre running an undercover sting operation here? Dealing in stolen property?


Tiny is, said Art. Im camped out in the back, putting some of the inventory to good use. Come on in. Welcome to my world. And Tiffanys.


As I stepped through the curtain into the back of the store, my eyes irised open to compensate for the dimness. The only light, besides what leaked around the doorway curtain, came from two large computer monitors. When I realized what was on them, I felt my stomach clench. Oh Jesus, Art. One screen showed a paunchy middle-aged man. He was stark naked, and he was not alone. He was with a girl who couldnt have been more than eight or ten. The other showed the same man with a boy who appeared even younger, possibly even six or seven.


Sickening, isnt it? said Art. I spend hours every day looking at filth like this. Its getting to me, I have to tell you.


I cant even begin to imagine. How on earth did you get into this? And for heavens sake, why?


He sighed. You remember that little girl who was abducted, raped, and murdered a few months back? The perp represented by your buddy Grease? I nodded, grimacing; Art had been deeply distressed by the case, especially the fact that the abductors lawyer, Burt DeVriessGrease, most of the cops called himhad delayed the search of the car in which the child had been kidnapped. Well, when we finally searched the guys house and his computer, we found tons of child pornography. Not surprisinga lot of child predators trade kiddie porn over the Internet, and some of them troll for victims in online chat rooms. I nodded. After that case, the chief decided that it was time for us to go after guys like that before they struck, rather than after. Guess who won the coin toss?


He sounded bitter about the assignment, but I knew Art better than that. What he was bitter about was the existence of child predators. Spending his days and nights in their virtual company would be bound to take a toll on him, but I knew he would pursue them with relentless zeal.


So whats with the Tiffany business?


Thats one of my chat room IDs. Im a thirteen-year-old girl who hates her parents, loves to chat, and cant wait to find out what love is really like. Ive got a dozen dirty old men across the state just dying to initiate me into the pleasures of the flesh.


Clearly they have a different picture of you than I do, I said, eyeing Arts stocky body and graying hair.


Oh, absolutely, he said. Im actually tall and slim, but all the boys say I have nice boobs and a great ass.


I shuddered. Yuck. I cant believe you have to think like that.


Tell me about it. One of these creeps is about to talk me into sneaking away to meet him. Some jerk down in Sweetwater who thinks Ill be there this weekend visiting my aunt, who just so happens to live near the Motel Six. I cant wait to see the look on his face when I kick in the door of the motel room, flash him my badge, and say, Hi, asshole, Im Tiffany, and youre under arrest.



I had to laugh, in spite of the seamy subject. But Sweetwaters fifty miles south of here. Isnt that a little outside your jurisdiction?


Not anymore, Art said. He picked up a badge from the desk and handed it to me. It was a five-pointed gold star encircled by the words UNITED STATES MARSHAL.


I whistled. U.S. Marshal? Howd a lowly KPD cop swing that?


Were working with the feds, he said. FBI and postal inspectors. Ive got arrest powers anywhere in the state. Believe it or not, thishe swept his arm in an arc that encompassed the dingy spaceis the headquarters of the Tennessee Task Force on Internet Crimes Against Children. Mainly me and a couple of stolen computers so far, but were about to get some serious money and manpower.


Good for you, I said. Reminds me of my own jobthe work stinks, but somebodys got to do it. Cant think of anybody whod do this with more commitment and integrity.


Not sure how long I can take it, though, he said. Im only two months in, and already my blood pressures through the roof, Im having trouble sleeping, and once I do get to sleep, I have awful nightmares.


Knowing what a decent guy Art was, that didnt surprise me. Youre on a rough diet right now, I said. Nothing but rotten fruit from the tree of knowledge.


Isnt there supposed to be some good fruit on that tree, too? Last time I read the Bible, it was called the tree of knowledge of good and evil.


Yeah, but the good stuff s on branches neither one of us gets to pick, I said. Speaking of bad fruit, let me show you what I need you to print. You might want to glove up for this. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a pair of latex gloves for him, plus a pair for me. Then I opened the small cooler Jess had given me. Inside, propped on a bed of ice and sealed in a plastic bag, was the Chattanooga victims penis. A bloody thumbprintbigger than the one Jess had planted on our research subjectshowed clearly through the bag.


If Id known Jess was bringing this grisly piece of evidence with her, Id have asked Art to meet us at the Body Farm. I didnt mind playing courier, though, as I hadnt seen Art in weeks and I welcomed the chance to catch up with him, even briefly.


When he recognized the object in the baggie, Arts eyes widened and he gave a low whistle. Ouch, man. Well, youve certainly come to the right place, he said, nodding toward the computer monitors. Feels like were in the theme park from hell here. Whats the story? There is a story, right? I mean, its not every day somebody brings me a severed pecker on ice.


Sure, theres a story. We just dont know what it is yet. The guy this belonged to was found tied to a tree in a state forest outside Chattanooga. He was wearing a womans wig, makeup, and leather corset. Head and face were bashed in pretty bad. And this was stuffed in his mouth.


I can think of a few more guys that deserve the same treatment, he said. Then: SorryI dont mean that this guy did. I shouldnt let what Im working on here poison my thinking about other cases.


Its okay, I said. Be tough not to.


You thinking homophobic hate crime?


Well, thats sure what it looks like. First glance, anyhow.


Art switched on a small desk lamp beside one of the monitors; mercifully, he also switched off both monitors. Holding the severed organ gingerly in the palm of one gloved hand, he leaned close and studied the bloody print. Not a bad print, considering, he said. If your killer is considerate enough to have prints on file, we might just get a match. Ill need to take it back to the lab, though. You wanna come along?



Dont you need to stay hereTiffany?


He glared at me, then cupped a hand behind one ear. I think I hear my mean old mom calling me, he said. She says I have to log off and do my stupid algebra homework. Like, what a total bitch?


He switched the monitors back on, prompting me to flee to the front of the pawnshop, where I inspected Tinys merchandise. The glass display case contained several iPods, a handful of heavy gold neck chains, and at least a dozen handguns, ranging in price from one hundred dollars to three hundred. I couldnt tell any difference between the least expensive and the most expensive, so I asked Tiny to explain. This heres a Hi-Point, he said, pulling out the hundred-dollar gun. Lots of em out there, cause theys so damn cheap. Some folks say theyre bad to jam, but thats mostly because of cheap ammo, is what I think. Course, if you cant afford but a hunnerd-dollar gun, you probably got to buy cheap ammo, too. So either way, you could be screwed. He pulled out the expensive gun. This is a SIG Sauer, he said. Everything about this weapon is top-notch. If Im needin to shoot some sumbitch, I want to be able to trust my piece. Dont you?


Um, sure, I said. Damn right I do.


Okay, Deadeye, lets go, said Art. I have to do homework for a whole hour, and then Ive got a chat room date I have to get back for.












CHAPTER 4





THE KNOXVILLE POLICE DEPARTMENT was housed in a gray and tan concrete and brick fortress of indeterminate vintagelate 1960s or early 70s, maybe, the heyday of urban renewal, when whole blocks of old buildings were razed to make way for parking lots and stark, boxy structures. Situated a stones throw from two of Knoxvilles low-income housing projects, it probably saved the city thousands a year in fuel costs just by virtue of its location.


As Art and I passed the front desk I looked for Gunderson, the sergeant Id joked with earlier in the day, but evidently his shift was over, for the desk was staffed by a young Latina woman. She waved at Art, studied me and my cooler briefly, then pressed some button that opened the elevator for us.


For years the fingerprint lab was down in the basement, but these days, it inhabited quarters on the second floor. Art nodded at a countertop, which I took as a sign to set the cooler down. It was a good guess; he opened the top and lifted out the bag containing the penis.


Are you going to fume it? I asked. I didnt know a lot about fingerprinting, but I knew Art had patented a gizmo for creating fumes of superglue which would stick to latent prints on what ever object was placed in the chamber that filled with the fumes, tracing the loops and whorls in crisp white.


No, he said, for this Ill use leuco-crystal violet. Shows up better than superglue. It reacts chemically in the presence of bloodthe hemoglobin actually catalyzes a reaction between the LCV and hydrogen peroxideto produce a bright purple. Even if the blood were a lot dimmer than whats on this guys pecker, it would be very dramatic.


From a cabinet of bottles and boxes and bags of supplies, he took down a brown plastic bottle of ordinary hydrogen peroxide and a bottle of a clear solution; in a small beaker he mixed 50 ccs of the leuco-crystal violeta couple of ounces, maybewith another 200 ccs of the peroxide. Finally, he slid an oblong pellet the size of the end of his pinkie down the side of the beaker into the mixture.


Whats that? The magic ingredient?


Close, he said. The magnetic stirrer. He set the beaker on top of a small instrument with a round, flat platform on top and rotated a switch on the instruments face. The pellet began to spin, slowly at first, then faster and faster as he cranked the dial. Good for mixing drinks, too, as long as youre not hoping to chop ice. He poured the liquid from the beaker into a plastic spray bottle, aimed the bottle into a sink, and pumped the trigger a few times to prime it. Okay, lets take a closer look at our boy here.


From a box of latex gloves on the counter, he took and donned a pair. Then he took a pair of forceps from a tray, opened the bag, and reached in with the forceps to extract the penis. You mind switching on that light for me? He gestured, using the penis as a pointer, toward a lamp that consisted of a large magnifying glass encircled by a fluorescent tube. I held the red button on the base, and the tube flickered on. I dont suppose we know what size this thing was when the print was deposited, do we? I mean, it makes a difference whether a balloon is inflated or deflated when the artwork gets applied. It hadnt occurred to me until he brought it up, but size really did seem to matter in this particular instance.


I dont think we have any idea, I said. At least, no ones mentioned a photo or a note about dimensions at the moment of amputation.


He studied the print closely. Well, this looks to be about the same size as my thumbprint, he said. Not, mind you, that theres any other resemblance. I would guess, unless the person who lopped it off was incredibly sneaky, the poor bastard was probably not in a state of arousal.


I would guess, I said, that if I saw somebody coming at my private parts with a butcher knife, Id be shriveling fast and trying to make like a turtle.


Art laughed. Yeah, I can recall a couple of occasions when I wouldnt have minded being able to do the emergency retraction. Once when I was a kid, I was peeing out a double-hung window, and the sash fell shut. A very narrow escape, not to mention a big mess to clean up. Another time, when I was nineteen, Id gone to visit my girlfriend at the womens college in Mississippi where shed just started. We hadnt seen each other in two months, and she had finally caved in. Just at the wrong moment, a bright flashlight shone through the car window right at my proud manhood. My first and most humiliating law enforcement experience.


He rotated the penis, bringing the head into sharper focus. Too bad this guy was circumcised, he said. If the foreskin were intact, there might be enough fluid underneath to let us get a swab and check for saliva or other fluids from recent sexual contact. Weve gotten DNA matches that way in a couple other murders, though the penis was still attached to both of those stiffs. So to speak.


With that, he took the penis and the spray bottle over to an exhaust hood, where he tapped a floor switch to turn on a light and the exhaust fan. Then he gently misted the severed penis with the mixture from his spray bottle. Almost immediately, the severed base of the organ turned a bright purple. A second later, so did the faint reddish brown of the print an inch away from the stump. Rotating the organ, Art sprayed a fine mist around its entire girth, and as he did so, other printspreviously little more than faint smudgesleapt into view. Look at that, said Art. Weve got a complete set. He had a pretty good grip when he lopped it off. Theres the thumb on top, closest to the base, and a row of fingertips running up the side. See the pinkie, there near the head? And look at that line in the thumbprintthis guy had cut his thumb recently.


Ill be, I said. If this guys prints are on file, you think you can match one of those?


Bill, if this guys prints are on file, you could match one of those. These are nearly as good as we get when we print a new hire upstairs in Human Resources.


So all cops fingerprints are on file?


He nodded. We put those in AFISthe Automated Fingerprint Identification Systemso if they show up at a crime scene, we know its because they were working the scene, not committing the crime. In theory, at least.


Any other noncriminals in the system?


Sure. Soldiers and firefighterssometimes helps identify bodies if faces are damaged beyond recognition. People think all thats done with DNA these days, but prints are still a lot faster and cheaper.



Anybody else?


Gun buyers, he said. Teachers and child care workersbackground check to make sure theyre not sex offenders.


He pulled the penis out from under the hood and laid it on an absorbent paper pad on the counter. Then he gently patted it dry with another pad. I think the best way to capture these prints would be to press this flat under glass and photograph them, he said.


You dont lift them with tape? I asked.


LCV doesnt lift like powder, he said. The photos should work fine, though. Besides, well still have the prints themselves. I can pop Little Johnny Doe in the freezer and hell stay fresh for years. I cant wait to show this to a jury in court.


Well, Im happy to leave it in your capable hands, I said. Just write me an evidence receipt so Jess Carter doesnt ream me out for losing her penis.


Jess? Is she still filling in as ME up here? I nodded. Well, if you do lose her penis, I suspect Jess could lay her hands on another one just about anytime she wanted to.


I suspect if she heard you say that, she might lay her hands and her scalpel on yours.


I dont doubt it, he said. Shes a feisty one, thats for sure. Take a mighty gutsy cowboy to climb into that saddle. Big cojones or a death wish, one. For emphasis, he pointed at me as he said it. With the purple-spotted penis he still held in the forceps.


Hmm, I said.


What I didnt say was that Jess was coming to my house for a drink and a steak in a couple of hours. As I rode the elevator down from the second floor and walked out of KPD, Arts comment kept looping through my mind, and I couldnt help wondering: Who was having whom for dinner to night? I found Jess intriguing, admirable, and excitingshe was smart, competent, confident, and funny, and she was good-looking, too: wavy auburn hair, green eyes, and a petite but athletic-looking build. But there was an edge to Jess that I found intimidating. I hadnt dated in decades, and the prospect of dating made me nervous even in the abstract. In the concretein the flesh, rather, of Jess Carter, who projected a take-no-prisoners toughnessthe idea seemed downright perilous. Not so perilous, though, that Id declined when she suggested I cook dinner for her. Just perilous enough, perhaps, to keep me on my toes. And according to Miranda, who was pretty smart herself, maybe it was time for a woman to keep me on my toes.
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