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Bugs

 

 

A Falcon's Bend Series Short Story

 

 

Summer 1994

 

 

A partially digested body is found in the oxidation ditch at the Falcon's Bend Wastewater Treatment Plant. Was it an accident or is new Falcon's Bend Investigator Pete Shasta facing his first murder?

 


"Ye have sown much, and bring in little; ye eat but ye have not enough...and he that earneth wages earneth wages to put into a bag with holes."

~from Haggai 1:6, Holy Bible (King James Version)

 

 

The coffee station in the center of the Falcon's Bend Police Department was surrounded by cops when Pete Shasta left his office reluctantly at nearly five p.m. He'd come in early today--his day off. Anything to avoid having to face his wife the morning after. His back was stiff from another night on the couch. Hiding out in his office all day hadn't done it any good. He'd tried calling Donna in the early afternoon--not even sure himself why, exactly--but he'd been almost relieved when there'd been no answer. What could he say that he hadn't already said a million times and she hadn't already twisted into something else entirely, just as many times?

"What the hell you doin' here on a Saturday, boss man?" Patrol Sergeant Jeff Chopp demanded while the group parted to allow Pete access to the coffeepot.

"Overachiever," Dennis Lambert teased.

Pete had been hired as an investigator--the only one at the moment--only six months earlier. In that time, he'd spent more hours in his cramped little office at the station than in his own home. Another one of Donna's frequent complaints.

Pete's father, a life-time patrol officer, was looking at him, and Pete didn't have to face him to know he was worried. He understood Pete's personal situation only too well. Amazing how a person could be scarred by something so deeply in childhood only to make the same damn mistakes. His parents' marriage had been a nightmare Pete had wanted to escape any way he could. He couldn't say his own marriage was any different.

From the room off to the left, dispatch center, a phone rang. Most of them turned that way.

"How long you been holed up in that office?" Chopp continued in on Pete a second later. They'd know what the call was about soon enough.

Pete grimaced at the thick, burnt-smelling coffee he sipped. "I had some cases," was all he said. The sludge-for-coffee--and Pete's reason for holing up--just made his hollow, acidic stomach feel worse. He wondered if he had an ulcer. Twenty-two years old and already he was stressed to the point of an ulcer.

Tammy Allan came out of Dispatch. "We've got a dead body," she said, and everyone immediately forgot Pete's personal problems.

Falcon's Bend was a small town in west-central Wisconsin. Most deaths were by natural causes, and that was everyone's assumption for this one.

"Tom Kreager called it in. He's the manager of the wastewater treatment plant. One of his workers fell in an oxidation ditch. He's dead."

"He say who it was?" Lambert demanded, his expression agitated. "My cousin Shawn works there."

"It's Bill Lexmark. You better get out there right away."

"Did Tom seem to think it was an accident?"

Tammy nodded. "Yeah, he seemed to think so."

"Okay. Just in case, I want you to call DCI in Madison and put 'em on the alert, Chopp. We might need 'em." While Bill's death probably was an accident, the Department of Criminal Investigations was three hours away. If they had a murder on their hands, Pete wanted a unit ready to dispatch here on the double. "And call Cora. Tell her to meet us out there."

Cora Kingsley was the county corner.

"Dad, Lambert, you'll come out with me and Chopp."
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The Falcon's Bend Wastewater Treatment Plant was situated toward the far north side of town on a large lot with a long, dusty, snake-like road leading up to it. The plant was completely surrounded by a chain-link fence with barbed wire topping it.

They had quite a few calls about kids trying to break into the gate, vandalizing, and littering the area throughout any given year, but especially in the summer. Because of the area, cloistered away from the general population the way it was, the plant was an ideal place for kids to come out, drink, and raise hell.

The gate stood open. In front of the closest building, there were two trucks parked. One of them had the plant logo on the door. The other was a beat-up old Ford.

A short, stocky older guy was leaning against the company truck. He wore a three-piece suit and shiny black shoes, which were marred with brown splatters. He straightened as they approached.

"Tom Kreager, manager of the plant," Chopp told him from the passenger's side of the unmarked investigative car Pete had been given when he was hired. "Can't say I've ever seen him dressed up, so I could be wrong."

Pete grinned. He'd met the guy around town, though he didn't know him well.

Tom explained that he'd been at a wedding reception and had planned to do a quick run-through here before heading back to the party. Pete re-introduced himself and the rest of his men while Tom nodded. Hands were shaken all around.

"Where is he?" Pete asked.

"Back ditch. I don't know anything about procedure, but if I could've gotten him out myself, I would've. Tried but I couldn't do it myself, damn it. Seein' him in there…hell, it ain't right. Well, you'll understand when you see." Pete figured Tom's attempts to get his employee out had resulted in the brown splatters on his suit and shoes.

The little Pete knew about wastewater treatment plants had mostly come from the times he'd been out here for teenage trouble-makers. He couldn't help noticing the place seemed to have fallen into disrepair this time. The other times he'd been here, the extensive lawn that covered five acres had been mowed at least. Now the grass was overgrown.

As he followed Tom, he noted the half-dozen pole sheds and round white domes, and near the back of the property, a silo-like tank and an open pole shed with concrete walls four feet high. Inside it were piles of what looked like manure.

"You usually work weekends?" Pete asked as they passed a particularly smelly area.

Tom turned back to him. "Me and my three employees alternate weekends. Not much to do on the weekends unless something's wrong, as you can imagine. But on our weekend to work, we're on call from Friday night to Monday morning. Then we work about an hour or two on Saturday and Sunday when it's our turn."

"So it was your weekend to work."

"Yeah, exactly," Tom said. "I'm in later today than I usually would be. My wife's nephew got married today. I couldn't believe it when I drove up to the plant and found the gate unlocked, standing wide open. Saw Bill's truck and wondered if he forgot it was my weekend to work. I went into the control building--"

"Control building?"

Tom stopped to point back the way they'd come. "When you came in. Building you parked in front of. That's the office and the lab. Control building."

"Okay. Go on."

"My office was a mess. Somebody went through my desk drawers. Pulled everything out. Even broke into the locked drawer where I keep the petty cash box."

"Was the cash taken?"

Tom nodded. "Yeah. All of it. I like to keep a hundred or two in cash on hand, but luckily I just got a bunch of office supplies Friday morning so there was less than twenty bucks in the box. I planned to replenish it Monday. I knew I better find Bill and figure out what the hell was going on here. I checked the headwork's building, front ditch and clarifier, the UV building, then the back clarifier and ditch."

"And that's where you found him?"

"Yeah, exactly. I still can't believe it. The aerators cut him to ribbons."

They entered one of the enormous pole sheds. On each side of the building was an over-sized door. All four of them were open.

"You usually leave the doors open?" Pete asked.

"In the summer, yeah."

Though the doors were all open and the lights were on in the building, it was dark, and Pete's eyes took a minute to adjust to it. Beneath his feet, the ground was covered with small tan rocks. He could hear motors running from near the center of the building. The smell was strange--musty, but not pungent like before.

The bulk of the center of the building was taken up by what he supposed was the oxidation ditch. It was an oval shape with concrete walls four feet high. In the middle of it on each side were two walkway platforms made of green fiberglass grating, and two huge domes that looked like oversized cans resting on their sides. Before he had a chance to ask, Tom spoke. "Those are the aerators. They're what did the most damage."

Pete followed Tom up to the walkways. The sound of the motors was louder, and he thought instinctively, This ain't gonna be pretty.

In the center of the ditch was a small island made of concrete, which the inner ditch flowed around. Pete looked around at the inner and outer ditch separated by a foot width, trying to figure out how everything worked here; and for a few seconds he didn't even see the body. The water was moving constantly, and the body was floating in the same clockwise motion. It was almost unrecognizable. Just as Tom had said, it'd been torn to shreds. The clothes were shredded, too, and the whole of it was covered in brown, foul-looking sludge. It was fast approaching one of the aerators.

"Ah, let's get him the hell out of there," Pete muttered urgently though the man was undoubtedly dead. He understood now the distress Tom had felt at not being able to get his employee out. "You got a pole? A hook? Anything we can use to hook on to him and pull him out?"

Tom nodded and ran down the platform to the other end and got a pole with a hook. By the time he'd returned, the body had gone through the aerator again. The sight, the sound... Pete wanted to close his eyes and cover his ears.

Tom handed them all gloves, which they pulled on quickly. Then between the five of them, they managed to hook the body and pull it out and onto the platform. Chopp and Lambert carried the body down to the ground and near the south door where there was more light. There they hosed the body off, which, if possible, made the remains even more gruesome.

"This is for sure Bill Lexmark?" Pete asked softly, pulling off the gloves.

Tom confirmed it in a heavy voice, "Yeah. It's Bill, one of my full-time operators."

Pete got out his notebook and pencil again. "When did you last see him alive?"

"Last night, just before I left. I needed to check one of the lift stations and I figured I might as well head home as soon as I was done there since it was close on to four thirty. We were attending the rehearsal dinner at seven thirty. I knew one of the other guys would lock up…whoever was the last to leave."

"You said you have three employees."

Tom nodded, seemingly grateful to look away from Bill's body. "Yeah, exactly. There's Bill. Shawn Lambert, who's a full-time operator, too. And Neal Pederson runs the lab. We hired someone to help out part time for the summer--mow lawns and other work we save up for summer help."

Pete raised an eyebrow. The hired help wasn't doing his job. "Did everyone work yesterday?"

"I was here all day. So were Bill, Shawn, and Neal. Joe didn't show up. Again."

"Joe--the summer help?"

"Joe Lexmark. He was Bill's seventeen-year-old nephew."

"I'm gonna need contact information for all your employees, including the kid."

"No problem, Detective."
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"I had no idea where any of you were," Cora Kingsley complained as she came panting to the south door of the back ditch. Pete, Lambert, and Tom stood near the body while Pete's father and Chopp inspected the pole shed for any evidence. "Surely one of you could have waited for me in the front so I didn't have to run from one end of this place to the other looking for anyone."

Pete had to force himself not to give in to the instinctive chuckle that crept into his chest. If there was nothing to complain about, Cora would search for something. Gave her something to chew on, Pete guessed.

Setting down her bag, she looked around at all of them accusingly before she extracted an extra-long pair of sterile gloves to go with the long-sleeved, full-length apron she wore. She'd been expecting an especially unpleasant situation.

Pete inclined his head to Tom, asking him to follow him. Together they mounted the walkway. Pete pointed to the shovel-like instrument close to the back walkway they were on. Instead of a curved shovel, the end of this one had a flat metal plate. It'd obviously been made by hand. It lay on the wall between the inner and outer ditches. "What is that?"

"Oh, that. It's a scraper. Bill liked to scrape down the ditches." Tom pointed to the moist brown build-up on all the walls. "That's activated sludge. Bill must've been scraping it off again."

Pete could hear the frustration in the older man's voice. "That something that needs to be done periodically?"

Tom snorted. "Hell no, and I told Bill not to do it, but he insisted on doing it once a month anyway. That's why I got the rescue pole. It's damned dangerous to walk on that wall. It's too narrow. But Bill said he did a construction gig for a couple summers, and he had perfect balance." Tom shook his head, sadness in his expression. Undoubtedly, it had been damned dangerous--Bill had fallen in this time and met his end. "He always took his wallet out of his pocket first and set it on the concrete island in the middle of the ditch."

Pete followed Tom's gaze there, but no wallet was in evidence.

"Bill had his own way of doing things."

The emotion in the other man's voice told Pete he was choked up about all of this. He and Bill must have been friends as well as co-workers. "So, if he fell in doing that?" Pete started.

"He wouldn't have had anything to grab on to."

The walls were sheer. There were no ladders; the walkway would be too far away. As Tom said, there was absolutely nothing to grab on to.

"Would you mind opening one of those aerators?" Pete asked.

Tom walked over to the one on the north side of the ditch. While he did that, Pete noticed again the four foot walls. The water was moving constantly at a rate Pete figured to be about one to two feet per second. Not fast, but with the height of the walls and the two aerators churning the water nonstop...

Tom had shut down the motor of an aerator, and now he pulled up the cover to open it. There were two aerators in the inside ditch and two in the outside, eight feet in diameter, one on each side of the ditches. The blades themselves resembled two stainless steel paddle wheels--two feet long, eight inches wide, attached to shafts.

If Bill had fallen into the outer ditch near the scraper, he'd be only a few feet from the first aerator. With nothing to grab on to, he hadn't had a chance.

"How does all of this work?" Pete asked when he motioned for Tom to close the aerator cover again. "What's the oxidation ditch for?"

Tom joined him again. "Well, bacteria--bugs--break down the waste in the water. Basically, they digest it. It's a natural, biological process. But in order for the bugs to work, they need oxygen. The aerators beat the water at the surface--"

"Which beats air into the water," Pete guessed.

"Yeah, exactly. The aerators keep the water moving so it keeps going around the ditch. You gotta keep your mixed liquor mixed, you know."

"Mixed liquor?"

"That's what it's called at this stage. Basically, activated sludge mixed with raw wastewater. The bugs are heavier than the water, so they settle to the bottom and the clear water comes to the top."

"So the mixed liquor goes from the outer ditch to that inner one…"

"Yeah, through a gap under the water." He pointed to the general area. "From the inner ditch, it goes to the clarifier."

Pete nodded his understanding of the process. "Okay. How long does it take the mixed liquor to go around the inner and outer ditches?"

Tom shrugged. "Maybe five minutes."

What was basically a biological process had been performed on a man, Pete realized. In some small part, poor Bill Lexmark had been digested by bugs. If he'd stayed in the ditch long enough, he would have ended up a skeleton, and eventually even that would have been broken down by the bacteria. Pete's earlier queasy stomach came back at the gruesome thought.

"This was no accident, gentlemen," Cora announced loudly.

Pete left the walkway with Tom behind him and went to where Cora stood over Bill's body near the south door. She knelt by the body again and pointed to the left side of his nearly bald head. "Do you see this jagged cut and the slight swelling around it? All the other cuts on the body are straight and uniform in length. This one isn't."

Pete found it hard to imagine Cora had found anything unusual about the ragged body, it was sliced up so badly by the aerators. But he did see the wound she was talking about, and it was different from all the other cuts.

"The autopsy will reveal much more, though they'll have quite a time with this one, but I would say he was bludgeoned. The blow must have been what caused him to go down."

And because they knew Bill had been on the wall between the inner and outer ditch scraping the build-up of activated sludge, it was no surprise he'd fallen into the outer ditch after receiving the blow.

There could be no question now. They had a murder on their hands--Pete's first ever as an FBPD investigator.

Cora stood again and carefully removed her gloves. "I'd estimate that this man has been dead for almost twenty-four hours. The official autopsy should narrow time of death down further, of course."

Pete nodded. If Bill had fallen in between 5:00 and 5:30 p.m. last night, if the water in the ditches took approximately five minutes to go around, and the body had met an aerator every two minutes or so, Bill would have gone through those blades thirty times per hour: 720 times. Hell.

"Hey, boss man," Chopp called from the west side of the shed. "We found somethin' here."

Pete joined Chopp and his father in the opposite corner of the pole shed they'd entered earlier. Chopp pointed his flashlight on a pipe two inches around, four feet long.

"Valve wrench," his dad said.

They could all see bits of hair stuck in blood at the end of the tool. Behind them, Cora said in smug satisfaction, "Yes. I would say that's a pretty good candidate for the murder weapon, gentleman."

"This is a murder," Chopp said softly.

Pete nodded in grim determination. "Call the crime lab. Get 'em out here ASAP."

"You'll have my report on Monday," Cora said before glaring impatiently at how far she had to walk to get back to her car.

"I'd like to see your office," Pete said to Tom, who nodded.

Indicating with his head, Pete asked his father to join them.

"Tell me about your employees," Pete asked the manager on the walk back.

"My full-time staff is the best. Hard workers. I've got no complaints with any of them. Don't get me wrong--we've got our problems, but basically we all work well together. Me and Bill been here the longest: over fifteen years. We've been friends at least that long. Shawn started working here about eight years ago and Neal about five."

The offensive smell--though certainly not as bad as one would expect at a wastewater treatment plant--was getting stronger again the closer they got to where their cars were parked. "Give me some idea what problems you've had in the past between your employees."

Tom frowned next to him, but he glanced up, an almost defensive look on his face. "You gotta understand that Bill and Shawn come from different angles. Bill's worked at one wastewater treatment plant or another for near onto twenty-five years, just like I have. Shawn went to college for it, but he's also got solid experience. Bill and Shawn got their own ways of doing things, that's all."

"So that put 'em at odds?"

"Yeah, exactly." Tom glanced ahead as he walked. "About a year ago, I finally got tired of the two of 'em coming to me every five minutes trying to get me to decide who was in the right. I figured since Bill's been here longer, had more experience, he should be supervisor between the two of 'em. If they had a problem, Bill had the final say, see?"

Pete nodded. "I'm guessing Shawn didn't like that too much?"

Tom's grin was dour. "No. No, he didn't. He seemed to think I chose Bill 'cause of our long-term friendship and 'cause Bill's wife died last year."

Well, that partially explains why no one reported Bill missing last night. "Does Bill have kids?"

"Nah. Him and Phoebe never had kids. Not for lack of trying, mind you."

"You said you hired Bill's nephew for the summer help this year."

The chagrin in Tom's face was slightly bitter. "Last time I help out a friend that way. Bill's got a soft spot for that kid, probably 'cause he never had one of his own. Promised he was gonna stop being such a pushover with him though. Stop letting him take advantage of him."

"Joe's not working out, I take it?"

"That's putting it mildly, son. Kid's a slack-ass in every sense of the word. Takes him a week to mow the lawn out here. Been hired since early June, and I think he's done it all of twice this whole time. And he'd done next to nothing on the other projects we hired him for."

"Any idea if there's a specific problem?"

Tom took a deep breath. "You understand Bill was sensitive about the subject so I didn't like to bring it up, but that kid's a drug addict. I've seen it before, and he's got all the signs. He's put his family and Bill through hell. And that damn girlfriend of his...Likely as not, the few times Joe actually shows up, she's with him; or she comes around later asking for him."

"Know her name?"

"Janine somethin'. That one's trouble from start to finish."

Pete nodded. They reached the control building, which amounted to mostly a very organized lab facing a wall of huge panels with lights, buttons, switches, and chart recorders. Just as Tom had claimed, his office had been trashed. A cash box was on the desk, open.

"I picked it up off the floor," Tom told him.

DCI would dust it for fingerprints. Pete would let them know Tom had picked it up when he arrived today.

"Thanks for your time, Tom. If you can give me Shawn, Neal, and Joe's contact information, I can get started figuring out who did this to Bill."
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"This is Neal Pederson," Chopp told Pete an hour later at the station.

Neal Pederson was in his late twenties, Pete figured, clean-cut and as careful about his appearance as he was about his lab. Like Tom, he wore a three-piece suit, but he looked much more natural in the attire than Tom had looked in his.

Pete held out his hand. "Good to meet you, Neal. I'm Detective Pete Shasta. Thanks for coming down. We'd like to ask you some questions involving the death of Bill Lexmark."

"That's what the officer who called me said. I just couldn't believe it. I thought I heard him wrong. Bill's really dead?"

The boyish face seemed distressed about the idea. Pete indicated they move to an interview room, saying, "Let's sit down. Do you want coffee? I warn you, it'll eat a hole straight through your gut."

Neal shook his head and entered the room. Chopp followed them in with paper and pencil.

"Bill's been like a mentor to me. He taught me a lot about wastewater treatment that you can't learn from a book."

When Pete was seated in front of Neal at the table, he said, "When did you leave the plant last night?"

"Five, as usual."

"You left after your boss?"

"That's right. Tom went to check a lift station and said he wouldn't be back that night. Bill and Shawn were still there when I left."

"Did you see either of them before you left?"

Neal nodded, adjusting his round spectacles slightly in a distracted kind of way. "Shawn came in with a sample I'd asked him to get for me. I told him Bill was looking for him."

"Why was Bill looking for Shawn?"

"He wanted help with the belt press. He told me he'd asked Shawn to help him, but Shawn just walked away. Bill was pretty peeved about the whole thing."

"That kind of thing happen a lot?" Pete asked. "Between Bill and Shawn?"

Reluctantly, Neal confirmed it with the drawn out nod of his head. "The two of them were always going at it. But they were good guys, both of them. I don't think they disliked each other because of it. Shawn took it all in stride. Bill was more the type to sit around for days seething about some small supposed transgression on Shawn's part. It's just been worse lately because Tom made Bill supervisor over the two of them."

"Yeah, Tom said something about hiring Bill's nephew for the summer as well."

"That's right. I don't know Bill's family well, but I guess the gist of the thing is that Bill bails Joe out a lot. He really put a lot of pressure on Tom to get him to hire the kid for the summer. Kid's whole family seems to bail him out of every little scrape. Maybe if they let the s@#t hit the fan once in awhile, Joe might learn some responsibility."

"What about Joe's girlfriend? She came around the plant a lot this summer, didn't she?"

Neal grimaced in pure disgust. "Yes! I tended to run out to the headworks building--smelliest building at the plant, the one I knew she'd avoid--whenever I saw her coming."

"What exactly did you find so offensive about her?"

"She slobbered all over Joe. She couldn't seem to leave his side for just a few hours. She's two years older than him, but you'd never know it. But he seems to be just as influenced by her--he does whatever she tells him to. The few times Joe did come to work, she showed up sooner or later, and then he made some lame excuse to leave early."

"Do you happen to know her full name?"

"Janine Templar. I wouldn't put anything past that little sleaze."
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Pete hung up his phone in his office after trying his home again. No answer this time any more than the other times he'd tried that day. He didn't want to think about where Donna was, what she was doing…who she was doing it with.

Chopp glanced in the office. "Shawn Lambert's here."

Nodding, Pete got to his feet and followed the patrol sergeant into the interview room. Shawn was standing and came toward him with his hand outstretched. "Sorry I was so hard to get hold of, gentleman. I was at a wedding reception, and I didn't get your message. Neal came and told me what was going on."

Shawn was dressed in black jeans, cowboy boots, and a hat. He was a young, good looking guy with a face that seemed as open as a window in the spring.

Bill had clearly been murdered, but the circumstances were strange. Neither Tom nor Neal seemed to have any motive for wanting to kill Bill, but their alibis would have to be confirmed nevertheless. According to Neal, Bill and Shawn had some argument last night, but their arguments--based on Neal and Tom's testimonies--seemed harmless enough. Just two co-workers who had their own ways of doing things. Could this easygoing guy standing before him have been so infuriated by being rejected by his boss and forced to work under his co-worker that he'd kill him? If Shawn had killed Bill, had he done it in the heat of the moment or had all the arguments been leading up to a carefully calculated plan to get rid of Bill?

"What the hell happened?" Shawn asked, sounding genuinely stunned about his co-worker's death, as soon as they'd all taken chairs around the table.

"When did you last see Bill, Shawn?"

"Must have been around three, three thirty, yesterday. He asked me if I ever had any trouble with the belt press. I said 'Yeah, sometimes.' I went to check on the DO levels in the ditches, then raked the bar screen. Wasn't until near the end of the shift when I brought Neal a RAS sample that he told me Bill was biting bullets about the belt press thing. Apparently, when he asked me if I ever had any trouble with the damn thing, he was asking me to help him with it."

Shawn suddenly leaned back in his chair, shaking his head with his gaze lowered. "Ah man, I feel weird talking about this now. Bill and me had our problems, but I'd never wish him ill."

"What happened when Neal told you this?"

Nodding as if he knew he had no choice but to continue this, no matter how weird it felt talking about it now, Shawn leaned both muscular arms back across the table. "I knew I should go confront Bill about it, but it was near the end of the shift, like I told you, and I had a date at six. I just didn't wanna get into it with Bill then. I finished what I was doing and figured, since Bill's truck was still there, he could lock up that night."

"Tom left around four thirty to check a lift station--that right?"

Shawn nodded.

"And Neal?"

"He left just before I did. His wife was in the wedding party, so they had to get ready for the rehearsal dinner."

"You didn't see Bill before you left?"

"No."

"Did you know where he was?"

Easing his chair back slightly, Shawn put one leg up, resting a snakeskin boot on his opposite knee. "Figured he was still working on that belt press he was so hot about. I knew come Monday morning, he'd have my head on it, too."

Shawn's tone didn't sound hard--just the opposite, in fact. It was as if he saw some humor in the situation. Pete was getting the feeling Shawn was a lot more easygoing about his and Bill's problems than Bill had been. In fact, Shawn might have even gone out of his way to goad Bill in order to make the situation more bearable for himself. Shawn Lambert seemed far too laidback to get hot under the collar every time a problem arose. If he had killed Bill, he'd spent a full year being patient about the situation, maybe trying to make the best of things, and last night had been the straw that broke the camel's back.

"According to Tom, he made Bill supervisor between the two of you last year," Pete said.

"That's about the gist of it."

"Didn't make you happy, I hear. You thought it was like nepotism, or maybe salve--because of Bill's wife's death. Is that right?"

Shawn grinned slightly, again proving he wasn't going to let this bother him too much. "No, I wasn't thrilled about the situation. I won't lie to you. But it was all water under the bridge."

"So you came to accept that Bill was your supervisor?"

"Accepted? I guess you could say that. What choice did I have? Did I agree with the choice Tom made about it? Well, my answer to that is well-known around the plant. I believe wastewater treatment should require a hell of a lot more than experience. The field is changing, and if you want to stay in the field, you're going to need to learn all you can about those changes. Bill's always been stuck in the past. He thinks it's right to do what he's always done, even if it never worked. So, yeah, I think maybe I might have been a better choice for supervisor between the two of us. But, what the hey. Bill got it, and he still didn't let up on me."

"What do you mean?"

Shawn snorted a dry laugh. "If I wasn't taking too many breaks, I was taking too long. He never noticed all the breaks I skipped, but that's life, I guess. It got so I started setting a timer and logging in and out so he'd have no excuse to chew me out. But he could always find something else. I never worried about him losing steam on that account."

Shawn stopped again suddenly, sighing. "Saying this now...when Bill's dead...not cool." He apparently believed it was wrong to speak evil of the deceased.

"Shawn, you were the last one to see Bill alive. Once Neal left, it was just the two of you--"

The other man shook his head at Pete. Pete frowned, especially when he saw the lines of Shawn's face harden. "I don't like what you're implying, Detective. But, the fact of the matter is, I wasn't the last one who saw Bill."

"What do you mean?"

"I was about halfway down the road when who should come tearing the s@#t out of the dirt road that leads to the plant but Bill's dead-beat nephew."

Joe Lexmark again, Pete thought. "Joe was going to the plant?"

"He was indeed. With that pig-faced girlfriend of his in the driver's seat of her beater. I beeped to get her to stop. When they did…well, the kid was damned wasted."

"Which one?"

"Joe. Wouldn't take a pharmacist to know the boy's an addict. He was shivering, moaning, thrashing his head back and forth on the top of the seat."

"And you think it was because of his addiction, not the flu or something?"

Shawn showed the palms of his hands as if he was conceding his own ignorance in this case, but he really didn't think himself wrong. "I'm not a doctor, but I'd take a good guess he wasn't suffering the flu."

"Did Bill and the parents know about Joe's addiction?"

"Shoot, Bill and Joe's folks are what you'd call 'enablers'. Can't bear to think that their sweet little boy's a lost cause so they make more excuses for him than a pack of three-year-olds caught with their hands in the cookie jar."

Pete made a mental note to have Chopp check to see if Joe Lexmark and Janine Templar had criminal records. He had a good feeling they both would have a rap sheet for one thing or another.

"So what happened on the road?" Pete continued.

"I said 'Work day starts at eight, Joe. Where yah been?' His girlfriend looks at me and says real smart, 'He was sick. Can't yah tell?' I snorted. 'Gee, wonder what's ailin' him this time.' And she glares at me--enough to give a man the shivers. So I said, 'We're closing up. Bill's gonna be on his way in a few minutes. You know he's particular about keeping to his normal hours. Best turn around and plan to show up on time Monday morning.' The girl looked away from me, and she had an even weirder look in those bug eyes of hers than usual. She said they were gonna go on up and talk to Bill anyway. I figured it wasn't my problem, and thank God for that, so put it out of my head and I headed home to get ready for my date."

"Did you actually see the two of them go through the gate?"

"And park in front of Control. But I didn't see anything else. I like to leave work at work, you know?"

Pete glanced at Chopp. Shawn certainly had a motive to do in his co-worker, even if Pete couldn't see this cowboy feeling anything too deeply--deeply enough to murder someone in cold blood, that was. Had Shawn ransacked the office and robbed the petty cash fund just to give credence to his story of Joe and Janine turning up just as he was leaving? Pete couldn't figure this guy doing that. But the fact was, the only witnesses to the fact that Shawn wasn't the last person who saw Bill alive were a couple of teenagers who felt no responsibilities toward anything.

"Shawn, I'm going to let you go, but you understand it's standard procedure for me to tell you not to leave town."

He wasn't surprised when Shawn said, a little bit of edge to his otherwise laidback tone, "Got no reason to go anywhere just now, Detective."

It was going to be a damn long night.
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"You manage to round up Joe Lexmark and Janine Templar?" Pete asked Tammy in Dispatch after he'd read the files on both teenagers. They had records, though mostly juvenile stuff: thefts, break-ins. The girl had a few drunk driving charges on her record in the last year which had resulted in her license being suspended. Apparently, she was still driving though.

Tammy shook her head. "The parents haven't seen either of them since yesterday morning. Do you want me to try again?"

"No. Put an APB out for both. We'll make a house call to the parents--" Pete heard the door between the station and the waiting room open. When he came out, he saw Chopp talking to two people: a man and a woman in their mid-to late thirties. 

Chopp turned to him. "Pete, this is Joe Lexmark's folks--Joseph and Kay."

After thanking them for coming in, Pete led them into an interview room and they sat down together.

"So you haven't seen your son today?" Pete asked after Chopp brought coffee for the two.

"Since yesterday morning, actually," the father clarified, and the wife added, "He went off with that girl again."

The disdain in Joe's mother's face was quickly replaced with something similar to her husband's--guilt.

"Mr. and Mrs. Lexmark, I've had several reports that your son was taking drugs."

"We know our son has problems, but ever since he started dating that hussy Janine Templar, our Joe has been worse than ever before," the mother said defensively. "She's nineteen, so she has access to privileges Joe wouldn't be able to get on his own."

"Alcohol and drugs?" Pete guessed.

Both nodded.

"And your brother Bill tried to help Joe by getting him a summer job at the wastewater treatment plant, isn't that right?"

"We all thought if we could get him away from that girl…"

"My brother put a lot of pressure on his boss to give Joe that job," Mr. Lexmark said. "If not for Bill's friendship with Tom, I'm sure Tom wouldn't have considered it for a second."

That was what Pete had figured. Tom had done a lot for Bill--career- and personal-wise.

"Bill was always helping Joe out when he could," Mrs. Lexmark murmured.

"Giving him money, bailing him out of situations?" Pete suggested.

Looking guilty and filled with the stress that only parents with rebellious teens could understand, both of them nodded. "He'd told Joe he wasn't going to open his wallet to him anymore," his mother said quietly.

Just what Tom had told him, Pete thought.

"We heard about Bill's accident." Mr. Lexmark didn't look up from the coffee he hadn't touched. "Tom came to express his condolences."

"It was no accident. He was hit with a valve wrench. He fell into the oxidation ditch. The petty cash box in the office was also broken into and the money taken."

The Lexmarks looked at each other, and in seconds the wife burst into tears she'd undeniably been holding back for some time.

"Do either of you have any idea where Joe and his girlfriend might be right now?" Pete asked in a tone more sympathetic than he felt. Enablers, Shawn had called them. That about summed these two up.

Mr. Lexmark began to say something but his wife grabbed his arm, imploring him wordlessly not to say it. He looked down at her. Shaking his head, he said calmly, "Kay, how much longer can we do this? My brother is dead. And can either of us really say we'd be surprised if Joe was the one who killed him?"

"He's not evil!" Mrs. Lexmark shrieked. "He's just weak, Joseph. You know he's just weak."

"But we don't help him with the things we do. Remember what Bill said? We wouldn't be helping Joe if we covered up what we know."
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It took strong parents to let the s@#t hit the fan once so their kid could learn some responsibility. Pete conceded that the Lexmarks might have done the right thing by their son for the first time in their lives.

Janine's beater was parked near the edge of the trees. He gave the order for his men to fan out into their positions around the small cabin near the back of the Lexmark property. Once they had it surrounded, Pete counted off three, then whispered "let's go" into his handheld radio. The first team rushed the door, and in a few minutes they were all inside.

The two teenagers sat on the couch looking wasted out of their minds. Neither gave much response to the intrusion. The coffee table in front of them was covered with bails of coke, pipes, and bottles of beer. And a worn leather wallet. They'd been having a regular picnic.

Pete's disgust and anger flared. Just ten minutes earlier, DCI had confirmed that Janine Templar's fingerprints had been on Tom Kreager's desk, the empty cashbox, and on the valve wrench that had been used to bludgeon the victim.

"Janine Templar, you're under arrest for the murder of Bill Lexmark. Joe, you're under arrest for being an accessory and an accomplice to that crime."

Janine seemed to wake up at Pete's works. "He didn't do nothin'! I did it. Joe was goin' through withdrawal. He had the coke bugs so bad, I knew I had to get money and fast. There wasn't s@#t in that cash box, so I went lookin' for Joe's uncle. Bill said last time he wouldn't give us anymore, so I knew I had to get his wallet without him knowin' it. It was just sittin' there, but I knew he'd hear me if I tried to take it and run. I just meant to knock him out. Wasn't my fault he fell in."

No remorse whatsoever entered her tone, not until she added defensively, "You don't know how bad it gets when the bugs are crawlin' all over your skin. There's nothin' worse. Was I supposed to let Joe suffer?"

"Bill Lexmark knows what it's like, Janine," Pete snarled. "He was partially digested by bugs thanks to you. I'm not crying any tears for either of you."
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It was ten thirty by the time Pete returned to his office at the Falcon's Bend Police Department. The thought of going home, despite his exhaustion, was one of dread. I know what I'm gonna walk in on when I get there.

Against his will, he picked up the phone and dialed his home number. Surprising him, it rang once before it was picked up. Instead of a hello, the phone was dropped. He heard voices in the background--Donna's voice and a man's. He didn't believe for a second it was the TV.

Pete hung up, in a place between relief and grief. He knew it now; no doubt about it. And sooner or later he'd have to face it.

When he looked up, he saw his father in the doorway of the office. The sympathy in his expression didn't change though he didn't speak what they both knew. "Not bad for your first murder case, son," he said quietly.

"Thanks, Pop."

"Listen, why don't we stop by the Blues Bar. We'll celebrate."

Celebrate. The last thing Pete wanted to do was celebrate. But it's better than going home, he thought and got his jacket. He'd face the facts. Right now, later sounded a hell of lot better than sooner to him.
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Just two months ago, a runaway daughter Keith Pierce never knew he had landed on his doorstep. Seventeen years earlier, Keith Pierce had a brief, intense affair with a woman on the lam. When Keith returns to Kat's hometown of Falcon's Bend to find his daughter's mother, he discovers that Kat disappeared shortly after giving birth to Quinn. Investigator Pete Shasta solves a decade-and-a-half-old missing-person case that's about to turn into murder.

 

 


 

 

"Soon as she was gone from me

A traveller came by

Silently invisibly 

[He took her with a sigh]"

~William Blake

 

"I touched a broken girl and knew that marble bled."

~"Oak and Olive" by James Elroy Flecker

 

 

Chapter 1

 

"I'm surprised there is a motel in a stupid town this small."

Keith Pierce looked at his daughter. She'd pulled off her jacket and was sitting on the edge of the bed looking around the cheap motel in disgust. As if any of the foster homes she'd been in most of her sixteen-year life had been much better. But Keith knew that look. She wasn't thinking about their accommodations for the night. Something else was worrying her. He'd known her for all of two months, and he surprised himself with this revelation.

Quinn had the face of an angel…and the tongue of a viper. She'd spent many years of her life searching for him when the system hadn't been able to locate him and so had given up. She'd found a listing of Keith Pierces around the country and called every one of them. Keith would never forget that call, nor opening his door in the dead of the night to find her there claiming she was his daughter. If she hadn't said the words she had in explanation, he would have assumed she was insane.

After so many years of being passed from hand to hand, Quinn had become jaded and untrusting--traits that frequently translated into impatience, discontent, and resentfulness. The glimpses Keith saw of her vulnerability had been the only things that kept him from sending her back to the foster home she'd run away from to find him…at least he told himself that.
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