






BLOOD WORK



He started with her wrist, but the jagged bow-saw wasn’t doing the job.

Desperately, he scanned the cluttered tool and die shop. The electric band-saw? No, too messy.

He took a long swig from a pint of whiskey and tried to think. Something had to work.

Then he remembered: His machinist dad had once solved a tough job by using just a band-saw blade, wrapping one end in cloth to form a handle.

That would be perfect. He located a few of the finely serrated blades and returned to the body. He retched into a garbage pail from time to time, but the liquor helped.

When he finished cutting Tara Grant into fourteen pieces, the killer dialed the dismembered woman’s cell phone number. He waited for the beep.

“Tara, pick up the phone!” he yelled. “Call your kids!”
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St. Valentine’s Day, 2007, started off as a frozen, chaotic mess in southeast Michigan. The first blizzard of the winter had swept through overnight, dumping up to eight inches of snow across the region. As the Wednesday-morning rush hour approached, temperatures suddenly dipped into the teens, while winds gusted up to thirty miles an hour. Road crews frantically spread salt on streets and freeways, attempting to melt the ice before Metro Detroit’s hundreds of thousands of commuters hit the roads. But the gale defeated their efforts, blowing the salt away. Swirling snow drifts blinded drivers and obscured slippery patches of pavement, causing dozens of fender benders throughout the tri-county Detroit suburbs.

About twenty-five miles east of downtown Detroit, in the nineteenth-century mineral-bath resort town of Mount Clemens, Deputy William Hughes was among the crew manning the lobby at the Macomb County Sheriff’s Office (MCSO) headquarters. Hughes, a twenty-year veteran, reported for work at 10:00 A.M. and was greeted by a leak in the ceiling of his small office, right over his desk.

Hughes had just finished moving his desk out of the drip’s soggy path when a fellow deputy poked his head in and said someone in the lobby wanted to file a missing persons complaint. Hughes prepared to write his first report of the day.


The visitor, Stephen Grant, was alone. Hughes beckoned him into the cement-block cubicle, apologizing for the messy, wet office. Stephen said he didn’t mind and took a seat. He then pulled out a notebook and consulted it for a moment before commencing his story.

In a jittery voice, the pale, dark-haired, wide-eyed visitor told Hughes he hadn’t heard from his thirty-four-year-old wife, Tara, since the previous Friday night, when she stormed out of their Washington Township home following an argument.

Stephen explained that his wife was an executive with Washington Group International, a construction and engineering company with branches throughout the world. Tara worked in the company’s San Juan, Puerto Rico, office and returned home weekends, her husband said.

The veteran cop took notice of a gash on Stephen’s nose. The inch-long scabbed wound immediately aroused his instincts.

“I was concerned about the scratch—plus, he had waited five days to report his wife missing,” Hughes said. “And he kept looking at his notebook, like he was trying to keep his story straight.”

Macomb County over the past decade has gone from the sparsely populated, semirural home of Michigan’s last remaining military base to one of Metro Detroit’s most prosperous and fast-growing bedroom communities. Still, the missing persons there tend to be drug addicts who drop out for a few days, or ice fishermen who inadvertently float out toward Canada on giant Lake St. Clair—not prosperous businesswomen from the upscale enclave of Washington Township.

“Something wasn’t right here,” Hughes recalled.
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The slim thirty-seven-year-old six-footer told Hughes he was a stay-at-home dad who labored a few hours a week in his father William Grant’s small tool-and-die shop, making ball bearings, while his wife worked in Puerto Rico during the week. Stephen said he worked around the house most of the time and took care of the couple’s two children—six-year-old Lindsey and four-year-old Ian. He did have help, he added, from a nineteen-year-old live-in German au pair.

Hughes didn’t have to ask many questions; Stephen volunteered most of the necessary information without any prompting.

“He was rambling, and his eyes were really bugging out,” Hughes said. “He was talking really fast. I just kept quiet and let him talk. I was listening real close to what this guy was saying.”

Stephen freely admitted he was irked by his wife’s long absences. He told Hughes an argument about her frequent travel had broken out the night of February 9 when Tara phoned from Newark International Airport to tell him her flight home was delayed because of a huge snowfall that had hammered the East Coast the previous day. Tara also announced she would be returning to Puerto Rico on Sunday, a day earlier than usual, to prepare for a presentation. That’s what started the altercation, Stephen said.

“He said they argued about her travel schedule while she was in the Newark airport,” Hughes said. “He said they kept arguing and hanging up on each other, and then calling each other back and arguing again, the whole time she was heading home.

“I figured he was pretty hot when she got home, and I figured some kind of fight must have happened, because of the scratch on his nose,” Hughes said. “But I didn’t want to confront him with the scratch just yet. I wanted to just sit back and let him talk.”

Stephen obliged. He told the officer he had argued with his wife for about twenty minutes after she arrived home from Detroit Metropolitan Airport. Then, he said, Tara made a call from her cell phone before abruptly leaving the house and riding away in a black sedan.

Stephen said he heard his wife say, “I’ll be out in a minute” before she walked away. He told Hughes the car that picked her up may have been from an airport limousine service, he claimed, she frequently hired.

According to Stephen, his wife’s last words before walking out the door were a reminder that he needed to deliver her white 2002 Isuzu Trooper to the dealership Monday for a dent repair.

Less than ten minutes after Tara left, Stephen said, he heard someone enter the house. He told Hughes he thought it was his wife returning, and he hollered, “What the hell are you doing home? Get out!”

His angry shout startled the couple’s au pair, Verena Dierkes, a slender teen with long blond hair who was letting herself into the kitchen through the garage after a night of dancing with friends.

Stephen said he explained to the German girl, who’d taken a job with the Grants in August, that he’d just had an argument with Tara. After a brief conversation, the au pair went directly to her room, Stephen told Hughes.


The sheriff’s deputy voiced the question that would occur to dozens of investigators and observers over the ensuing weeks. “I asked why he waited five days to report his wife missing,” Hughes said. “He said Tara’s boss told him to wait.”

Stephen told Hughes he left several messages on Tara’s cell phone on Saturday and Sunday, but he got no response. On Monday morning, Stephen said, he contacted Tara’s Washington Group boss, Lou Troendle, in Puerto Rico, but learned she hadn’t reported for work. Stephen said Troendle then told him to hold off calling the police.

“He said they were supposed to have some big meeting with everyone before going to the police,” Hughes said. “It didn’t make sense.”

That Tuesday, Stephen said, he telephoned Tara’s sister, Alicia Standerfer, and her mother, Mary Destrampe, but he said neither woman in the close-knit family circle had heard from his wife. By now, Stephen said, he told his sister-in-law he was so frantic that he would be happy to find out if Tara was with a guy in a motel, according to Hughes’s report. Stephen further stated that he believes Lou and Tara’s mother were not being truthful regarding Tara.

“I asked him, ‘Why didn’t you call us to your house to report your wife missing? She was last seen at your house—instead of that, you come into the lobby,’” Hughes recalled.

Stephen explained that his sister had a friend, a Sterling Heights police officer, who had advised him to come into police headquarters to make the report. Stephen then earnestly pointed to his notebook and said, “If you want his name, here’s his name right here.”

“I’m thinking, ‘Why is he trying to provide me with so many alibis from people he’s spoken to, and showing me their phone numbers?’” Hughes said. “It sounded like a guy who was looking for a way out.”


Stephen further aroused Hughes’s suspicions when, less than ten minutes into the interview, he named himself as a suspect. “He said, ‘I talked to my father, and he said the first person who is always suspected in these cases is the husband.’ I thought that was a really strange thing to say,” Hughes said. “He sounded like a guy who had done something wrong, and was trying to get out of it. But I had to hear his whole story. I wanted to try to stay neutral.”

Stephen offered Hughes a bizarre theory about what may have happened to his wife. “He said Washington Group demilitarized chemical weapons, and he said her immediate boss was in charge of that,” Hughes said. “He came in with the story that his wife was kidnapped by terrorists, and that she may have been exposed to nerve gas. I’m thinking to myself, ‘This guy has been watching too much TV.’”
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Hughes continued jotting notes for his report while Stephen meandered on with his tale, consulting his own spiral-bound ledger as he bounced from subject to subject. The veteran officer, who has been married for twenty-three years and has two sons, was surprised when Stephen began talking about Tara’s alleged infidelities.

“He said his family thought his wife was having an affair with Lou, her boss,” Hughes said. “He said they worked closely together, and that he was a little suspicious of that. But at first he didn’t believe she was cheating.”

Stephen later changed his story, telling Hughes he was concerned Tara was having an affair with Troendle, her group boss. Stephen also revealed that he and Tara had been to marriage counseling. “He said he felt she confided in Lou about their marital problems more than she did with him, because she was with her boss all the time, while he was at home with the children,” Hughes said. “He said she was traveling so much, it was putting a strain on the marriage.” Stephen also explained that he’d recently contacted an attorney and was considering a divorce.

Hughes said he decided to call Tara’s boss in Puerto Rico, since Stephen willingly provided the phone number, one of many names and numbers that were recorded in the notebook he clutched. Troendle, the fifty-year-old executive who was in charge of Washington Group’s Puerto Rican operations, was at his San Juan office when Hughes called.

“I wanted to find out what was going on between Lou and Tara, since that was Stephen’s concern,” Hughes said. “When I talked to Lou, he seemed genuinely worried about Tara. He said he would assist us in any way we needed to find out what happened to her. He really seemed worried, because he said Tara would never leave without telling anyone. Right then and there, I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. I’m thinking, ‘Oh boy, Stephen Grant is lying to me.’ And he’s sitting there smiling,” Hughes said.

“After I got off the phone with Lou, [Stephen] asked if I wanted to call her parents, but I said, ‘I’ll leave that to the detective bureau.’ Because after I talked to Lou, I was concerned Stephen was lying, and I figured I’d better leave any more phone calls up to the detectives. I got the feeling that this guy was playing me.”

That feeling was reinforced when Stephen veered onto his next topic: the Grant family’s live-in babysitter. “He started talking about the au pair,” Hughes said. “I said, ‘How old is she?’ He said she was nineteen, and I asked him if he was having any kind of relationship with the au pair. He leaned back in his chair and smiled at me, and said, ‘She’ll never tell.’”
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During the course of their conversation, Stephen disclosed that he knew of a warrant out for his arrest, based on unpaid traffic tickets. “I decided not to pursue that, because I thought the detectives might want to talk to him, and if they arrested him, he might not talk,” Hughes said.

Hughes did, however, start asking tougher questions. “I asked him about the scratch on his nose, and I said he needed to tell me if there was a fight that night,” Hughes said. “He started getting nervous, saying, ‘No, no, no.’”

Stephen insisted it had only been a verbal spat, even though he admitted he’d had a few beers before Tara got home. He also mentioned that he kept a handgun in the house. “Then I asked him if we could send detectives to his house to ask further questions and look around, and he said we could,” Hughes said. “Basically, I think he wanted to come in here and hit a home run with me, get the missing report down on paper, and exclude himself as a suspect. He seemed to feel good about the interview.”

Hughes handed Stephen a preprinted witness statement form and asked him to recap his statement in writing. In a spidery, juvenile scrawl, the father of two poured out a story that filled two pages and spilled out of the lines provided into the document’s margins: I said it was not fair to the kids that they would only see her for one day, he wrote of the argument he’d had with his wife. She said “Tuff.”

Stephen stated that during the argument with Tara, he repeatedly said, “The kids are going to be disappointed if you’re not home Saturday,” Hughes wrote in his report.

As Stephen told his story, Sergeant Brian Kozlowski was reporting for work. Striding through the sheriff’s department lobby, he overheard Stephen relating his story to Hughes. Kozlowski later said one thing stuck in his craw: he had heard the man say his wife had been missing since Friday. The veteran detective wondered the same thing Hughes was wondering: why would anyone wait five days to report a missing spouse?

Finally, after more than an hour, Stephen’s deluge of information trailed off. Hughes told Stephen that detectives would be in contact with him. The cop then typed out his report and submitted it to his supervisor, who turned the case over to the detective bureau as Case #0700003638. A description of Tara Grant—five feet, six inches tall, 120 pounds, brown hair, brown eyes—was entered into the nationwide Law Enforcement Intelligence Network (LEIN).

The most intense investigation in the history of the Macomb County Sheriff’s Office was under way.
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At the same time Stephen was spilling his story to Hughes in the lobby, the telephone rang in Lieutenant Elizabeth Darga’s office, located just off the lobby. Darga, who oversees the day-to-day operations of the department’s detective bureau, found the phone call peculiar.

“It was a woman who said she was a sergeant out of the Michigan State Police post in Lansing,” said Darga, a twenty-year police veteran. “This woman said she knew the Grant family, and had been in contact with Tara’s sister. She said that Stephen Grant was planning to come in to make a report, and that we should really look closely at this case because something was not right. She said there was no way Tara would have left like that.”

Darga relayed the Michigan State Police (MSP) phone call to her boss, Captain Anthony Wickersham, who headed the detective bureau. “I said, ‘You might want to hear this one. I just got off the phone with a female state police sergeant from Lansing,’ and I told him what she said,” Darga recounted.

Wickersham agreed that the case warranted a closer look. “It was obvious from the beginning, something wasn’t right” he said.

Learning that Hughes had just concluded his meeting with Stephen Grant, Darga called Hughes into her office. “I asked, ‘Did you just take a report about a missing woman?’” Darga recalled. Hughes said he had, and relayed to his boss what Stephen had told him.

“We immediately put a priority on this case,” Darga said. “There are times when you get a missing persons report and there are factors that lead you to believe they took off for whatever reason, or there’s some type of substance abuse. But in this case, there was none of that.”

The first phone calls made in the investigation were to Tara’s family. “Everyone said there was something wrong, because she would have never left her children,” Darga said.

Darga assembled several detectives in her office at about 1:30 P.M. and explained the situation. “I told them about the information I’d gotten from the state police sergeant, and I directed everyone on what we needed to do,” Darga said. “We had to start checking everything.”
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Macomb County sheriff Mark Hackel wasn’t having a good month. It started heading downhill back on February 4, Super Bowl Sunday. What had begun as a relaxing evening at a friend’s annual football party—watching the Indianapolis Colts get ready to square off against the Chicago Bears—soon turned to horror.

A few seconds after the Bears returned the game’s opening kickoff for a touchdown, the sheriff’s cell phone rang. The caller was one of his detectives, bearing news that disturbed, even sickened, the veteran lawman and his staff.

A woman named Jennifer Kukla had just been arrested for murdering her two young daughters inside their Macomb Township mobile home, the detective relayed.

Kukla, a thirty-year-old single mother who worked at a McDonald’s restaurant near her small trailer, told arresting officers that voices in her head had told her to kill the girls, eight-year-old Alexandra and five-year-old Ashley. The killings would spare them from future pain, Kukla said.

She told deputies that she grabbed a butcher knife at about 7:30 A.M., and chased the dark-haired little girls through the trailer. She slashed her youngest daughter in the chest, and the bleeding five-year-old scurried to hide under the kitchen table. Ashley’s older sister came to her defense, screaming, “Mommy, don’t do it!”

Kukla wheeled and turned her attention to Alexandra, repeatedly stabbing the little girl in the throat, nearly severing her head. Then Kukla dragged Ashley from beneath the table and slaughtered her in the same manner.

In a bloody frenzy, Kukla proceeded to disembowel the family dog and its two puppies—to prevent them from eating her dead children, she later said. Finally the stringy-haired, ruddy-faced woman snatched her daughters’ pet mouse from its glass cage and snapped its neck. Then she dragged her children into their bedroom and arranged their bodies, side by side, on the bed.

Kukla’s sister, Lauren Russell, showed up at the narrow, dilapidated trailer more than ten hours later to take her sister to dinner. She found the trailer dark, though the front door swung ajar, despite the winter chill. As Russell ascended the trailer’s front steps, she spotted Kukla through the open door. Her sibling was pacing the trailer’s living room in circles.

Kukla met her sister at the door and told her she’d just killed her children. Russell, afraid for the safety of her own children, who were still waiting in the car, immediately ran back to her vehicle, drove away, and called police from her cell phone. “I think my sister may have harmed her children,” Russell told the 911 dispatcher at 6:18 P.M. “She said she killed them. She said she was going to the deep ends of Hell.”

Macomb sheriff’s sergeant Lori Misch, who responded to the call, found Kukla sitting on her front porch, smoking a cigarette. Kukla told the sergeant she was waiting for a hearse made of bones to take her to Hades.

“That had to be the toughest case I’ve ever worked on,” Hackel said. “I’ve seen some pretty bad things, but nothing prepares you for a case like that. As a human being, something like that can be difficult to deal with.”


Two weeks after the Kukla atrocity, Hackel, a gaunt, media-friendly, second-generation lawman, would find his department embroiled in yet another bizarre domestic homicide case.

And within a year, the paths of Jennifer Kukla and Stephen Grant would cross in a perverse twist of fate that made headlines.

For the time being, though, Stephen was still just a suburban husband who claimed to be searching for his wife.
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Stephen returned home from the police station that frigid Wednesday afternoon to the family’s two-story Colonial in the Carriage Hills subdivision. With its taupe bricks, gray siding, green shutters, and general 1980s tract house design, the $242,000 property wasn’t the fanciest setup in elite Washington Township. But the sweeping, snow-covered lawn was unbroken by any sidewalk and the rear lot was scenic with full-grown trees. The house also featured granite-topped kitchen counters, a fireplace-warmed den, and a wine cellar in the basement.

Washington Township, a onetime farming village, was on the northern fringe of Metropolitan Detroit’s more prosperous suburbs. Nearby Romeo is the hometown of Bob Ritchie, a Ford dealer’s son who gained fame as rapper Kid Rock; while a few miles to the west, Rochester Hills preened itself as the teen-years home of international pop icon Madonna.

Median household income in Washington Township was last figured in 2000 at a hefty $71,823. Its population had more than doubled since 1990 as professionals and executives became increasingly willing to trade longer commutes for a more pastoral home life. Unlike the grid-style layouts of Detroit’s older suburbs, this ex-urban enclave was noteworthy for large lots, curvy roads, and the camouflage provided by mature trees and shrubs.


One of the community’s greatest assets was nearby Stony Creek Metropark, a forty-four-hundred-acre nature preserve forever protected from developers. Residents and visitors enjoy hiking, skiing, and boating in the park, which is maintained by the Huron-Clinton Metroparks, a consortium of thirteen communities located along the namesake Huron and Clinton Rivers in southeastern Michigan.

It was a peaceful suburban existence that seemed farther than it really was from the crowds, crime, and decay of larger nearby cities. Tara and Stephen Grant had purchased their home on Westridge Street for $48,400 down and a $193,600 loan in 2001. It was their second house.

Now, on February 14, his errand at the police station finished, Stephen wheeled his Jeep Commander up the long driveway and into the two-car garage. Verena, the au pair, was home with Ian. Lindsey, a first grader, was still in school.
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When Lieutenant Darga summoned her staff into her office to brief them about the case, she named Kozlowski lead detective. Kozlowski had a reputation as a tough, tenacious investigator. The hulking sergeant was an imposing presence whose size, shaved head, and bushy goatee gave him the air of a professional wrestler. He’d cut his teeth on the narcotics beat, after hiring on at the sheriff’s office in 1990 as a corrections officer (CO) in the “Hackel Hilton”—otherwise known as the Macomb County Jail.

 

The Macomb County Sheriff’s Office, which dates back to 1818, was growing as quickly as the county around it. Mark Hackel’s father, William Hackel, had been sheriff from 1977 to 2000, when he was forced to resign after being charged with third-degree criminal sexual conduct.

A twenty-six-year-old woman told police the elder Hackel forced himself on her while she visited him in his room at the Soaring Eagle Casino and Resort in Mount Pleasant, during a Michigan Sheriffs’ Association conference. Hackel, who maintained the sex was consensual, was convicted and served five years in prison before being released in 2005.

A three-person panel picked William Hackel’s longtime friend and undersheriff Ronald Tuscany as the acting sheriff until the term was over. Mark Hackel, then an inspector, beat out eight candidates in the 2000 election for his father’s former seat.

During his tenure, the younger Hackel had brought the department into the twenty-first century, implementing a cyber task force that investigated computer crimes, along with K-9 and motorcycle units to patrol the fast-growing county.
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Darga decided she wanted two detectives on the Grant case full-time, so she appointed Sergeant Pam McLean as co-lead investigator. McLean, thirty-nine, was a seventeen-year veteran. The mother of three was working on several cases on February 14, including helping out with the Jennifer Kukla double filicide investigation.

Briefed by Hughes, Kozlowski and McLean made several phone calls that afternoon. Some of the calls were to Tara’s Washington Group colleagues, including Lou Troendle. Tara’s boss told police her itinerary called for her to leave Detroit Metropolitan Airport—about an hour’s drive south of the Grant home—on Monday, February 12.

Kozlowski took note that Troendle’s story called into question Stephen’s claim that he’d argued with his wife because she said she was flying back to Puerto Rico on Sunday. Troendle also told Kozlowski he’d worked with Tara for ten years, knew her family and work habits, and felt it was “extremely unbelievable” that she’d disappear of her own volition. The articulate civil engineer told the detective he was very concerned about Tara.

Kozlowski and McLean also got in touch with the missing woman’s family in Ohio, including her mother, Mary, and her only sibling, Alicia. As time wore on, Alicia—whose fair skin, high cheekbones, and wide smile resembled those of her missing sister—would emerge as the family spokeswoman and champion of her sister’s children.

Alicia told police that Stephen had called her the previous day to tell her Tara was missing. He left a message on her phone saying, “Can you call me when you get a minute? It’s no big deal.”

When Alicia talked to Stephen a few minutes later, he sounded strangely calm, given the circumstances, she told police. During their conversation, Stephen said something about his wife that floored Alicia.

“He said, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if she was shacked up in a motel with some guy somewhere.’ I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. How could he say something like that? I told him, ‘My sister could be anywhere. She could be lying dead somewhere in the slums of Detroit, for all we know,’” Alicia recounted.

Tara’s mother and sister both confirmed to investigators they hadn’t heard from Tara since Friday, February 9.

Even more ominous: Washington Group security chief Joe Herrity came up empty when he tapped records for Tara’s corporate e-mail, her company cell phone, and her American Express charge card account. No activity was recorded on any of these since February 9, Kozlowski wrote in his report.

“We talked to coworkers, neighbors—nobody had seen or heard from her,” McLean said. “There’s no phone calls, no e-mails. We’re thinking, ‘That’s not good.’”

Already, the detectives were skeptical about Stephen’s veracity. Protests by family members and friends that Tara wouldn’t desert her children rang true. “I could not make [Stephen’s] story work,” Kozlowski said.

“A lot of red flags were going up,” McLean agreed. “He waited five days to report her missing. He has a scratch on his nose, and you have a businesswoman with two small children who hasn’t called home. Having small children myself, I know no matter what happens, you always call your kids.”

It was time to talk to the husband in his natural setting.
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Kozlowski was planning to call the missing woman’s husband to set up an interview in his home when the phone in the detective bureau rang at about three that afternoon. Surprisingly, it was Stephen on the other end of the line, wanting to know how the case was going. Kozlowski explained he wanted to meet him at the house on Westridge Street, and Stephen agreed.

At about 5:00 P.M., the detectives slid into black Ford Taurus cruisers and swung out of the sheriff’s department garage, heading north toward Washington Township. Because McLean had started work early that day, she planned to go straight home after the interview, while Kozlowski would be heading back to headquarters. They took separate vehicles.

They rode west on Hall Road, the county’s perpetually jammed main east-west artery, then headed north on M-53. The northern end of the highway toward Washington Township was usually littered with dead raccoons and other small animals, which increasingly were forced out of their habitat by the rampant development in the area.

After making the seventeen-mile trek in about twenty minutes, the detectives pulled into the Carriage Hills subdivision and located the Westridge address. Stephen let them in and introduced the children and their nanny, Verena Dierkes.


McLean took Verena aside to the living room, while Kozlowski talked to Stephen in the kitchen. The kids were watching television. The au pair seemed in a rush to leave, McLean thought. “She was in a hurry to get out of there. She didn’t want to talk to us. She said she had somewhere to go.”

Verena, a tall, slender blonde who spoke in a soft German accent, had graduated from high school in her hometown of Aulhausen only eight months earlier. She still carried herself with an air of awkward innocence.

On the night of February 9, Verena told McLean, she’d gone out at about eight o’clock with a group of fellow au pairs to Mr. B’s, a bar and grill in nearby Shelby Township.

Verena partied at the popular nightspot for a few hours and arrived home at about 11:30 P.M. She confirmed Stephen’s account of a belligerent greeting when she walked through the door, adding that he told her he thought she was Tara. Stephen told her that the couple had been in an argument earlier in the evening, and Tara had left in a huff. The nanny said she and her employer stayed up and talked for a while and then retired to their respective bedrooms.

As Verena talked to McLean, she repeatedly told the detective she had to leave to meet friends. “The whole time, it was obvious she didn’t want to have this conversation,” McLean said. “I was suspicious of that from the beginning.”

McLean was able to talk to Verena for about ten minutes before the young woman departed for her night out. “She said it was unusual for Tara not to call to check on the kids,” McLean said. Verena also told the detective that it would have been odd for Tara to summon a cab or limousine service—which called into question Stephen’s earlier story to Deputy Hughes that Tara often hired a car to take her to the airport. “She also said she had no knowledge of any marital problems,” McLean said.

After Verena left the house, McLean talked to six-year-old Lindsey. “She gave me a tour of the house,” the detective said. “Both the kids were hilarious—just great little kids. Lindsey is like a little mom. She’s a really smart girl. She took me upstairs to show me their bedrooms, and then took me downstairs to show me the play area,” McLean said.

As the girl showed off her home, the detective kept her eye open for clues.
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Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Kozlowski noticed that Stephen’s story was shifting. The mild-mannered “Mr. Mom” with the protruding green eyes told the deputy that Tara was going to leave for Puerto Rico on Monday, not Sunday as he had told Hughes earlier in the day.

Stephen elaborated on details of the previous Friday night: Tara had packed a larger suitcase, he said. She had said, “I’ll be out in a minute” to a mystery caller on her cell phone before stepping out of the house, not to be heard from again.

At the detective’s prompting, Stephen led him to the couple’s bedroom upstairs, where he logged on to the couple’s joint credit card account online, as well as to their LaSalle Bank checking account. Kozlowski noticed Stephen’s hand was shaking as he touched the mouse. Like the American Express account, each was devoid of activity since before the previous Friday. Wherever Tara was, she wasn’t charging anything or tapping the ATM machine.

Kozlowski then followed Stephen to the garage. He peered into Tara’s white Isuzu Trooper and Stephen’s Jeep, but he found nothing suspicious in either SUV—except the spiral-bound notebooks and folder lying on the backseat of Tara’s vehicle. One, clearly, contained work-related “to do” lists. It struck the officer as odd she would’ve left that behind. With Stephen’s permission, Kozlowski packed up the notebooks.

Stephen explained the scratch on his nose as an on-the-job injury—a piece of metal shaving had lodged under his safety glasses, he said, when he was doing some work at his dad’s shop. He also showed Kozlowski a scratch on his hand and a bruise on his leg, and agreed when the detective asked if it would be OK to send over an evidence technician to take pictures of the injuries.

Kozlowski then asked Stephen if there was any infidelity in their marriage. Stephen pledged that he was faithful to the marriage, but Tara had been involved with someone in the past. However, he said, the affair was over now.

“I’ve interviewed hundreds of people, so you kind of get a sense of what to look for in these situations,” Kozlowski said. “He appeared nervous, but he also was very forthcoming with information. At times he seemed to be overly helpful.”

To the detective’s trained ears, Stephen’s words weren’t ringing true. “I didn’t believe his story from the start,” Kozlowski said.
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Lindsey led McLean into her mother’s bedroom. The veteran detective immediately picked up on a few things that looked suspicious. “Her closet was immaculate,” McLean said. “But nothing was missing. There were no spaces between the clothes to indicate she’d taken any clothes with her, and no shoes appeared to be missing, either.”

McLean’s gaze also was drawn to the three pairs of eyeglasses on the nightstand. “These are all things that you’d take with you if you were going somewhere,” the detective said. Another anomaly: In the small master bathroom, with its contemporary fixtures, a dark stain marred the wooden floor. Stephen told the detectives his wife caused the discoloration by spilling hair dye.

Tara did often have her hair dyed, though she usually patronized a fancy beauty parlor. In fact, Stephen and Tara once had an epic argument over her $200 tab for a haircut and color at the ritzy Salon Moulin Rouge in Shelby Township, Stephen later recounted.

McLean allowed Lindsey to show her around the rest of the house, where the child proudly pointed out her favorite pictures and playthings. As she escorted McLean, dark-haired Lindsey, a miniature version of Tara, confidently told the officer her mother was “at work in another country.”

But, she told the detective, “my mom will be coming home soon.”
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After Lindsey’s tour of the home, McLean went back downstairs to talk to Kozlowski and Stephen. The officer asked for permission to search through the bedroom more closely, and Stephen said it was OK.

“I went through the drawers, and I found envelopes full of cash, which I thought was kind of weird, but Stephen said they paid for everything with cash,” McLean said. “And there were envelopes with ‘phone bill’ and ‘electric bill’ on them.”

There were also several bags full of unsigned greeting cards. It turned out they were part of Tara’s stockpile of cheerful messages for her children—she always left cards behind for the kids when she went on her business trips.

The more time McLean spent with Stephen, the more he got on her nerves. “He was really jittery, like he’d just drunk eight cups of coffee,” she said. “He was just bouncing. I was like, ‘Stop! Sit still and focus!’ It was very hard to talk to him because he kept jumping from one subject to another.”

As the detectives prepared to leave, Stephen’s demeanor changed drastically, McLean noticed. “We asked if he would come down and talk to us some more,” she recalled. “Then he said, ‘Well, you don’t think I did something to my wife, do you?’”

Kozlowski said he told Stephen, “If we thought you were involved in the disappearance of your wife, we’d take you to jail right now.”

Then Stephen surprised the detectives by breaking into tears. “He just broke down, sobbing like crazy,” McLean said. “He wouldn’t stop.”
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The two detectives again asked Stephen’s permission to allow an evidence technician to stop by the house later to take some pictures. After he agreed, Kozlowski and McLean exited the house through the garage and walked toward their cars in the driveway.

“Once we were out of hearing range, we looked at each other and we go, ‘He killed her.’ We just don’t know how he did it, or where she’s at yet, but he killed her,” McLean said. “Now we’ve just got to figure out what he did to her.”

Deputy Adnan Durrani, Macomb sheriff’s evidence technician, went to Stephen’s house about two hours after the detectives. “He appeared to be nervous,” Durrani said. “He was shaking. And he was very apologetic.”

In addition to the small nose scratch, Durrani photographed a bruise on Stephen’s left leg and an abrasion on his right hand. “He said he cut his nose on a piece of metal shaving at his father’s shop,” Durrani said. “As far as the hand goes, he said he cut it trying to start his snowblower.” Stephen did not have an explanation for the leg bruise, Durrani said.

Durrani asked Stephen if he would come to the police station the next day to submit to a polygraph test. Stephen agreed.
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Almost three hundred miles south, in Chillicothe, Ohio, Alicia was frantic over her older sister’s disappearance. She kept calling her cell phone; no answer. She sent her sister e-mails, but there was no response.

Alicia called Lou, Tara’s boss. He still hadn’t heard from her, either. She felt she had to do something. So did her husband, Erik Standerfer.

The couple, in anguish over Tara’s absence, and concerned for her children, began making arrangements for the care of their own kids and otherwise preparing for the long journey north. They would leave Saturday.
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Within twenty-four hours after Stephen reported his wife missing, the Macomb County Sheriff’s Office had created one of its standard missing persons flyers to be distributed to the media. The flyer described the petite 120-pound mom, including a photo of brown-eyed, curly-haired Tara smiling directly into the camera lens. The photo was from several that had been provided by Stephen when he reported her missing.

Tara was last seen leaving her home in Washington Township, MI 48094 in the evening hours of Feb 09 2007, the flyer said.

That was the official scenario, in the absence of evidence to the contrary. But that five-day gap between the Grants’ argument and Stephen’s police report didn’t sit well with investigators.

Sheriff Hackel began polling his staff, asking for their hunches about Stephen based on experience, observation, and gut feelings. “Give me the percentage,” he urged them. “Some were one hundred percent [sure] he did it,” Hackel recalled. “Some said maybe fifty percent. Maybe she just didn’t like the guy and wanted to get away.”

The department didn’t want to publicly name Stephen a suspect “and have him hiding in a hole,” Hackel said. The sheriff was formulating other ideas.

Meanwhile, McLean began tracing Tara’s telephone and credit card activity. She asked the telephone company for permission to obtain records covering all incoming and outgoing calls on Tara’s Verizon cell phone from February 1 onward.

“You can get telephone records directly from the telephone company, but you have to have probable cause to search phone records,” McLean noted. “Just the fact that someone is missing isn’t enough. In this case, we were able to get the records based on exigent circumstances. That’s where you [have] a situation that’s above and beyond a normal situation. Stephen waited five days to report her missing. He showed signs of injuries. Tara didn’t have a history of drug abuse or a history of leaving in the past. She had a great work history. If you take that all together, it’s enough to search the records.”

McLean later successfully petitioned 42nd District Court judge Denis LeDuc for search warrants for cell site locations, to determine where Tara was when she made the phone calls.

“We had to start checking everything,” Lieutenant Elizabeth Darga said. “We had to check the airlines. Had she gone out of the country? Had she done any traveling within the U.S.? There was a lot to do.”

While it’s relatively simple to get access to telephone records, it’s not as easy for police to obtain credit card information, Darga said. “But in this case, the last credit card Tara used was through her company. That was her main credit card. Thankfully, the Washington Group was very cooperative, and they provided us records of her credit card use.”

Records showed the last time Tara used her company-issued American Express card was at 9:32 P.M. on February 9 when she paid for parking in the Detroit Metropolitan Airport parking structure.

 

Darga, who quarterbacked the detective team during the Grant investigation, said she and her crew brainstormed to come up with a checklist of what needed to be done during the first few days of the case. “Whoever could think of what we needed to do next, we would write it all down on paper, and when each thing got done, it would get checked off,” Darga said.

A white board was hung in the detective room, to map out how the investigation was going. “We used the board to keep track of all the phone calls Stephen made the night of February ninth, and in the days after that,” Darga said.

There were several possibilities to be considered, McLean said. “Who’s to say she wasn’t leaving her husband? Some people take a little downtime before they call and let their spouse know they’re leaving them, so we had to look at that avenue,” she said. “In a missing person case, even if you have suspicions, which we did, you have to consider all possibilities. So we went into this investigation with an open mind.”

But even as the detectives considered all potential scenarios, their instincts told them Tara Grant was a murder victim, not a missing person. “We knew in the back of our minds that he killed her,” Darga said. “And when we talked about it, we threw out all kinds of possibilities.

“We even wondered if he cut her up and disposed of the body that way,” she said. “That was actually discussed, but we all came to the conclusion that this guy wouldn’t have the guts to do that.”

 

Investigators received a surprising fax Thursday morning. It appeared that Stephen Grant had hired himself a lawyer:

Because of the tone of your February 14, 2007 interrogation of Mr. Grant at his home…it is my humble opinion that it is necessary for me to provide a buffer between your department and Mr. Grant, wrote the sender of the fax, Detroit attorney David Griem. Just as Mr. Grant answered all of your questions last night, he will continue to answer all of your questions in the future. I believe it is necessary, however, so there are no misunderstandings, that all of your future questions be submitted in writing which will, in turn, be immediately answered in writing.

The message was another indication to investigators that something was amiss.

“We’re trying to help this guy find his wife, and he lawyers up and says he’ll only communicate with us by fax,” Kozlowski said. “What kind of guy would do that if he really wanted us to find his wife?”

 

The white-haired, mustachioed David Griem was a well-known Metro Detroit lawyer. A former Macomb County prosecutor and U.S. attorney, he also was a veteran defender with high-profile cases to his credit.

In 2005, Griem defended prominent Macomb County real estate mogul Ralph Roberts, who was accused, along with state senator James Barcia, of funneling money to former Macomb County prosecutor Carl Marlinga’s unsuccessful 2004 reelection campaign. In exchange, the prosecutor allegedly was to help two convicted rapists get new trials. The charges were eventually dropped against all parties.

Ironically, Griem also spearheaded the rape-conviction appeal of William Hackel, the county’s former top lawman and father of the current sheriff. His roster of corporate clients included household names, such as Kmart, General Motors, and General Dynamics.

Griem was known for his poise before the cameras and often served as a legal commentator for local broadcasters, as well as in national venues like CourtTV and Geraldo Rivera’s programs.

And he was about to get even more airtime.
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Thursday afternoon, Stephen set out in his charcoal gray Jeep Commander with a $3,000-plus cash stash. One of his envelopes held $1,145; the other $1,912.

Motoring south along North Avenue in Mount Clemens, right near the sheriff’s office, Stephen failed to signal as he turned east on Elizabeth Street. He was promptly pulled over by a deputy. It was 2:13 P.M.

The stop rattled Stephen, causing him to lose some of the cool demeanor that had perplexed the cops up till now. “I know why [you’re] pulling me over,” he blurted, according to a later police report. “It’s because [of] my wife.”

 

The officer ran the usual check on Stephen’s identification and found that he was driving on a suspended license. He was placed under arrest.

A closer look at Stephen’s past revealed a terrible driving record, as well as a more serious brush with the law. Stephen was arrested in Clinton Township on October 28, 1989, for reckless driving and carrying a concealed weapon. He was stopped by Officer Mike Friese for driving seventy miles per hour in a 45mph zone. When Friese approached the car, he noticed a pouch near the brake pedal, and it held an unloaded Colt pistol. Stephen did not have a permit for the gun.


He was charged with reckless driving and carrying a concealed weapon. However, Stephen pleaded guilty to the lesser charges of careless driving and failure to obtain a permit for a handgun, and was fined $500.

Stephen’s license was suspended three times in 2002 and 2003 for failing to pay speeding tickets in the Detroit suburbs of Allen Park, Rochester, and Troy. His latest two suspensions came in 2005 after he ran a red light in Mount Clemens and failed to pay fines in Clinton Township.

After Stephen’s arrest, police also discovered that he had paid almost $900 in back traffic fines the day before reporting his wife missing. The fines stemmed from two moving violations and twelve parking tickets in several communities.

 

Accounts of the next several hours differ. Stephen claimed he was held against his will for six hours and interrogated at the Macomb County Jail.

The sheriff told a different story. Hackel said Stephen was detained for only a short time. “It’s standard procedure—if someone is driving on two suspended licenses, we arrest them,” Hackel said. “If my deputies let someone like that go free, and they later get into an accident and hurt someone, then what? So, of course, we arrested [him]. I would have questioned my officers if they hadn’t.”

If Stephen had been willing to submit to a polygraph exam, as he’d assured the evidence technician who had visited his house the night before, his jailhouse stay put him in a less cooperative frame of mind.

“Three police cars surrounded his car as he was driving home, and arrested him over an unpaid ticket for driving fifty-five miles per hour in a forty-five-mile-per-hour zone,” Griem said. “Then they incarcerated him for six and a half hours and questioned him. Those are Neanderthal tactics and demonstrated bad faith on the part of the police.”

 

Stephen struck a macho pose when he discussed his February 15 police encounter with the Detroit News.

“I get why they stopped me—they thought I was going to be a little girl and go down there and cry and confess all my sins,” he said. “But there’s no sins, though. I’m a big boy and I can take care of myself.”

Stephen said he was forced to retain an attorney. “It’s not like I had Dave Griem on my speed dial. But do you blame me for getting a lawyer?”
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Within two days of Stephen’s initial missing persons report, Kozlowski had interviewed Sue Murasky, a counselor at Au Pair in America, the agency sponsoring the Grant children’s nanny, Verena Dierkes.

Kozlowski told Murasky about the investigation into Tara Grant’s disappearance, and they agreed the Grant home was not a fit environment for nineteen-year-old Verena. The young native of Aulhausen, a quaint, quiet village in Germany’s vineyard-rich Rhine Valley, was on her first trip overseas, less than a year after graduating high school.

The French term “au pair” often is translated as “on par,” meaning on par with family members, to distinguish the child-care providers from servants or other household staff. Generally, they are young women with an acceptable command of the English language who seek a year or two change of pace in the United States in exchange for working as a parents’ helper.

Au pairs are placed through agencies with the blessing of U.S. Immigration officials. Classified as visitors, not workers, part of the bargain is that they are allowed time off to attend classes at local colleges and to socialize with friends, often other au pairs. Their sponsoring agencies generally provide nearby counselors who lend a listening ear to homesick teens, as well as organizing cultural, social, and educational activities for the young women.

Verena had been placed in the Grant home in August 2007 by Au Pair in America. She had been given a temporary assignment for a few weeks, and then she started working for the Grants. Verena attended Macomb Community College; she hoped to become a teacher.

Erik Standerfer said Stephen wanted Tara to hire a nanny to make his life easier. “They had an au pair in the house at his request from the moment their second child was born,” Erik said.

Verena was the Grants’ seventh nanny in five years. Most of them quit after only a few weeks.

 

Police contacted the couple’s former au pairs in hopes of getting a clue to Tara’s possible whereabouts. Some of the nannies said they were frightened in the Grant home, fearful of everything from someone snooping through their belongings to “tirades” from the master of the house.

One of the au pairs, a Ukrainian girl named Yana, said Stephen “gave her the creeps,” Lieutenant Darga said.

“She said she never liked him,” Darga said. “And she said she always got the feeling he was watching her. She said she left not long after she started getting that feeling.”

The former au pairs also provided an insight into the Grants’ relationship, Sergeant McLean said. “There were fights, but I don’t think they had a relationship where they were screaming at each other all the time,” she said. “It was a more subtle kind of manipulation, getting little digs in. It was a psychological kind of fighting.”

 

Despite the qualms of the other au pairs, Verena told police she enjoyed her stay at the Grants’ Westridge home. She joined the Grant family on an outing to a Detroit Tigers baseball game at Comerica Park in the summer of 2006 as the Tigers were fighting their way to a World Series berth.

In a photo taken that day, which would become iconic to followers of the case, Verena looked happy and relaxed as she posed beside Tara and the children in front of the ballpark. She was enjoying life in America.

But on February 16, that all ended.

Verena’s counselor, Murasky, arrived that Friday, helped a reluctant Verena pack her bags, and wheeled them out of the Grant driveway.

This would not, however, be Verena’s last visit to Macomb County.







19



That same Friday morning, February 16, John Cwikla, spokesman for the Macomb County Sheriff’s Office, faxed flyers about the missing woman to the local media. He also sent a digital copy to the reporters on his e-mail list.

The next day, Saturday—eight days after Tara last was seen—a single paragraph headlined MISSING WOMAN REPORTED IN WASHINGTON TOWNSHIP was published inside the metro section of the Detroit News:


The Macomb County Sheriff’s Department is investigating the disappearance of a 34-year-old Washington Township woman. Tara Lynn Grant was last seen at the family’s home during the evening hours of February 9, according to sheriff’s officials. The circumstances of her disappearance are unknown. Grant is white, 5-foot-6 and 120 pounds, with brown hair and brown eyes.



A sheriff’s office hotline number was printed below the brief.

Its dry, matter-of-fact prose didn’t begin to hint at the dramatic events that eventually would unfold before Tara’s whereabouts were discovered. But the notice did serve to spark the tinder of public interest. From this day forward, few editions of the local papers would fail to include a mention of what came to be known as “the Grant Case,” and few broadcasts would air without at least a snippet of Stephen Grant’s increasingly histrionic pleas for his errant wife’s safe return home.

 

Five hours to the south, the distraught Standerfers were packing their bags Saturday morning for the familiar trek up Interstate 75 to their home state of Michigan. Unlike their previous journeys from their adopted Ohio town, this trip seemed likely to forever shatter the happy, safe, upwardly mobile life they’d crafted for themselves.

Chillicothe, between Columbus, Ohio, and the northern Tennessee border, is a quaint riverside town whose roots stretch back to 1796. It served twice as the state capital, before its neighbor to the north, Columbus, permanently claimed that honor.

Families are attracted to the Main Street-USA flavor of Chillicothe’s downtown, complete with its antique courthouse square and riverside parks.

When Erik Standerfer landed a high-paying managerial position at a paper mill in Chillicothe in 2002, he and Alicia moved into a three-bedroom ranch in the southwest side of the city. Alicia took a part-time job as a dental hygienist.

Chillicothe was twelve hours of freeway driving from their Northern Michigan roots, but the country values and neighborliness were familiar.

Two years later, Alicia’s parents, Mary and Gerald “Dusty” Destrampe, moved into a small ranch in Chillicothe, less than two miles away from the Standerfers. Mary and Dusty had fallen on hard times. Dusty was incapacitated after a 2002 stroke. He no longer could work as a water treatment specialist at Fort McCoy, an army base in west-central Wisconsin. They decided to move close to Alicia and her husband.

In 2004, Alicia gave birth to a son, Alex. Daughter Payton was born the following year. But now, Alicia—who knew her only sibling hadn’t missed a day of work in ten years with Washington Group—fretted at the five-hour drive that separated her from the search for her older sister.

“We were frantic,” Alicia said. “I knew there was no way Tara would stay out of touch that long. We knew we had to come up there and help find her.”

Alicia said Tara hadn’t mentioned returning early to San Juan when they last talked on the phone the previous Friday. It had been a forty-minute chat, while Tara waited at Newark International Airport for her delayed Detroit-bound flight—the same layover where Stephen claimed their phone fight had started.

“She said she was going to return to Puerto Rico on Monday,” Alicia said.

 

Also on Saturday, Griem told reporters that Stephen had hired a former FBI agent, now a private detective, to trace Tara’s whereabouts. After a few early vague mentions of the detective, the story faded away.

“Was there ever a private detective? I honestly don’t know—but if there was, he never sought any help from us,” Sheriff Hackel said. “We never heard from him.”

Griem also said publicly that Stephen and Tara had argued over Tara’s frequent business trips, and reiterated that Tara had left home via a dark-colored vehicle the night of February 9.

He also mentioned that Tara was in the process of laying off some fifty workers at her employer’s San Juan, Puerto Rico, facility. “That’s something to take into consideration,” Griem said.
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