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PART 1



Chapter One

2002

On Tuesday, October 15th, somewhere around five-
thirty p.m., my mother struck Thomas Randal Freeman
across the back of the head with an iron fire poker as
he sat on a bar stool at his kitchen counter watching
a rerun of Seinfeld on his fourteen-inch colour TV.

A blaring tube, a mouth full of peanut-butter-jelly
toast, and ginger hairs clinging to his sticky fingers
revealed that Mama must have had a clear first shot.
Absorbed in his show, mindlessly champing, stroking
the tabby on his lap, nothing less than a screaming
bout of intuition would have prompted her victim to
sense Mama advancing from behind.

TRF had been to Prince’s Grocer forty minutes
before the biow that sent him crashing to his kitchen
floor. There he bought three tins of Nine Lives prime
grill with beef, two packs of Marlboro 100s, one
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quart of low-fat milk and a twenty-five-foot roll of
duct tape.

Mama was also in Prince’s Grocer at the time. She
had left my townhouse ten minutes previously to pick
up some milk for the scalloped potatoes we were to
eat for dinner that night. That was the problem with
being a working single parent, especially now that my
son, Ryan, was four. I could pack his mid-morning
snack, dress us both, deliver him to nursery and myself
to work on time, squeeze in three calls home during
the day, race to the bank on my lunch hour to pay a
few bills — and then forget to buy milk on the way
home.

Though I had offered to drive, Mama insisted on
walking to the store. The walk would do her good, she
told me. She said by the time I had Ryan dressed and
buckled up in his car seat she’d be there.

She had a good point. The temperature had dropped
to the low fifties for the last couple of nights and Ryan
would have needed socks, shoes, sweater and jacket
just to get him out of the door. I would have had
to stop peeling potatoes. Put dinner on hold. Besides,
when I poked my head into the living room where
I had left Ryan watching Monsters, Inc. he was sound
asleep in his burgundy bean-bag chair, head tilted
upwards, mouth gaping. And it’s not like it was dark.
I didn’t feel bad sending Mama three short blocks to
the store. She had been to Prince’s plenty of times
before with Ryan on the occasions she bussed down
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from Dartmouth, a 153-mile cross-state journey to my .
home in Helena, Montana, to visit.

The thing is that Lizzy Potter, a dime-eyed tubby
redhead who has worked the evening shift at Prince’s
from three p.m. to nine p.m. four days a week for the
last three years, said it wasn’t Thomas Randal Freeman
who was acting strange that afternoon. She said it was
Mama.

According to Lizzy’s testimony Mama had ap-
proached the checkout counter, slump-jawed, berry-
cheeked, pucker-browed, clutching a two-gallon plastic
jug of milk. After Lizzy rang Mama’s purchase into the
 till and asked for $2.19 Mama shook her head and left
the store empty-handed in somewhat of a daze.

‘At first 1 thought she just didn’t have enough
money to pay,’ Lizzy told the police. ‘But the strange
thing was she didn’t even look in her purse. Not once,
like she had no intention of buying the milk. Just kept
looking at the door the whole time.’

Mama had made an impression on Lizzy, to be
sure. So much so that Lizzy described her perfectly
from the waves in her shoulder-length sandy-grey hair
to the tan leather loafers on her feet. TRF, on the other
hand, had slipped by as so utterly unremarkable that
all Lizzy could recall besides his average build and
bland Caucasian face was the fact that his purchases
had included the tape. When the police asked Lizzy if
she thought it was a bit strange that he had bought
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duct tape her voice raised a defensive octave as though
they were accusing her of something.

‘Of course not,’ she reported. ‘A lot of people buy
duct tape, especially now after 9/11. Why, we’ve had
so many people buying duct tape we’ve had to make a
few special orders.’

Unfortunately she was right about that. It had
become a houschold staple since President Bush sug-
gested we all have plenty on hand to secure us against
terror attacks.

So Mama was the weirdo. Mama was the one
acting strange that late afternoon at the store, not
psychotic serial child-killer Thomas Randal Freeman.
He was every Caucasian male who had ever walked
through the doors of Prince’s, so utterly normal as to
be deemed unmemorable, his appearance wielding the
power of a smudge on a grimy wall.

The question was how did Mama know for certain,
certain enough to strike later with fatal accuracy, the
man she saw reaching into the refrigerator possibly
at the exact moment she did? (Did their fingers brush?
Did their eyes meet?)

A picture; that’s how.

Not a photograph or a video clip, but an artist’s
rendering. I worked as a police artist and I had drawn
a picture from the coaxed memory of five-year-old
Amy Wetherall. It was a drawing Mama had seen the
night before the incident. It was a drawing I hadn’t yet
released to the police, had left carelessly on a chest in
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the spare bedroom in a manila envelope. The bedroom
Mama slept in when she stayed with us.

It hadn’t been released due to my uncertainty, my
lack of trust in the memory. It was a drawing that
might well not have been released at all but, as it
turned out, was accurate enough to comvince my
mother one hundred per cent that the man she saw
in the store was the same man who had taken Amy’s
brother, Aaron. Accurate enough to have her follow
TRF from Prince’s Grocer five blocks west to Fair-
bourne Street in the middle-class Waylane district. To
watch him from a side window, enter his home through
an unlocked front door fifteen minutes later and bludg-
eon him to death with his own iron poker.

All of this was not particularly farfetched or insane
behaviour on Mama’s part. Given her certainty of the
identity of the suspect, the time allotted to make the
decision to follow him, the fact that she spotted an
opportunity to take action, it almost made sense,
although she could-have made other choices at that
point. She knew where he lived, was sure it was the
right man. She could have walked away, called 911,
called me. But what she did next was understandable,
inevitable even, given Mama’s past. How she crept
stealthily into his house while his TV volume button
was turned too high for him to hear her. How she picked
up the fire poker to protect herself, how she approached
him from behind while he stroked his cat, bit into his
toast, possibly chuckled at the antics of Kramer. None
of this was what you’d call unimaginable. What was,
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however, off-the-charts-incredible, give-your-head-a-
rattle behaviour was that Mama didn’t stop at the first
or second or even the third blow to TRF’s skull. That
Mama, entering into some trance-like state, managed to
turn his head into so much blender mush, stopping only
when the adrenaline pumping through her veins failed
to keep enough strength in her arms to enable her to lift
the poker any longer.

It was explained to me by one of the young officers at
the scene. Namely that the strength required to accom-
plish the extent of damage done to TRF’s head would
have challenged a top bodybuilder. Mama, a 55 year
old weighing in at just over one hundred pounds who
has never lifted a dumbbell in her life, was invincible
during those moments. She had become the mother of
legend who lifts the school bus smgle-handedly to save
her child who is crushed under it.

How many blows were there? Over fifty to be sure.
Not only to the head, but to the neck, back and
buttocks although the skull weathered the worst. And
she had then forgotten everything because her actions
were to her as incomprehensible as her strength.

While Mama didn’t remember anything about the
incident she had enough awareness once her energy
was depleted to walk over the blood-speckled floor and
reach a trembling hand to a white push-button wall
phone, to press the numbers 9-1-1 and recite to the re-
ceiving operator the exact address and a brief descrip-
tion of the pulverized body at her feet. When poice



UNSTOLEN 8

officers arrived Mama was facing the living-room door
perched motionless on the very bar stool she had
knocked TRF from, legs crossed, fingers tightly laced,
eyes staring blankly into the space ahead of her. She
didn’t seem to hear the loud thud at the door, the
raised voices calling her. What appeared to have start-
led Mama awake was the sight of four stupefied police
officers standing directly over the shattered corpse.

Sometimes being a single parent feels like I'm on an
aeroplane and just as I begin to get involved in the on-
flight movie I'm jolted back into reality.

So Mama’s visits were more than appreciated these
days. They felt necessary. She consistently hinted that
Ryan belonged in Dartmouth with her, at least until I
was married, until Will and I could both get it together
with our careers, until Ryan was in school full time
or all of the above. But I wanted Ryan home with me
now. It had been heartbreaking during college, too
hard without him. I was able to do most of my criminal
justice degree online, but in my last year hands-on
experience was necessary, so off I went to Carroll
College. I recall those unbearable weekend visits home,
travelling two-and-a-half hours from Helena to Dart-
mouth, when he would either hide or ignore me,
pretend he didn’t know me at all. Mama said it was
a natural reaction and would be forgotten once we
settled down together in Helena, and she was right —
about Ryan that is. I’'m the one who will never forget.
I’'m the one scarred for life.
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It was a complete surprise when Mama’s partner,
Richard, came up with a job for me immediately after
graduation: a good job with decent pay and room to
grow. I had been thinking I could relax for a year, be
with Ryan, Mama and Richard. Be a family again. It
was all happening so soon, but how could I say no to
the exact job I'd been schooled for? Victim aide police
sketch artist, to be precise. It was everything Mama
had dreamed for me, and besides, Will was in Helena
living on campus at the University of Montana doing
his first year of an undergrad degree in business tech-
nology. I could see my boyfriend as much as I liked,
rent a townhouse with a small yard, enrol Ryan in
preschool, buy myself that Toyota Corolla I'd always
wanted. I was the oldest, most grown-up nineteen year
old on the planet. ..

This whole thing might not have happened at all had
Ryan not conked out in his bean-bag chair during the
Monsters, Inc. video. Had he been awake he would
surely not have allowed my mother even to think about
going to the store without him, and she, who has never
denied him a thing in his whole life, would surely have
been delighted to have his company. Mama might not
have even been in the store at the same time as TRF
had Ryan accompanied her. Walking anywhere with
Ryan always took twice as long as when you were
alone. Even if she had made it to the corner grocery
store in time, even if my mother had noticed TRF,
recognized him from the drawing, it would have been
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too risky to follow him home with Ryan chattering and
singing the whole way there. And if she was really
desperate and she did follow him with Ryan, my
mother would then have scurried to the nearest phone
to report the address, no more.

But Ryan did fall asleep during Monsters, Inc.
because he’d been awake since six a.m. and I wanted
him out of the kitchen so that Mama and I could plan
dinner. And it was only after Mama and I had peeled
a few potatoes that I realized there was only enough
milk in the carton for a cup of coffee. So Mama did
go to the store alone, she did recognize TRF, she did
follow him home and she did enter his house and pro-
ceed to smash the devil back to hell.





