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To Vida and Gordy

“The best secrets are the most twisted.” – Sara Shepard



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Deputy Teddy Lawrence, recently appointed Field Training Officer and senior Kanabec County night shift deputy was on patrol with the county’s newest hire. Teddy, a homebred Mora boy, was now in charge of showing the ropes to the sheriff department’s rookie, Kayla Peterson. She was fresh out of Alexandria Technical College’s nine week “skills” training course, and she was eager to be patrolling northwest of Ogilvie.

Kayla stretched and asked, “Why do we even check this dead-end road to Ann Lake Wildlife Management area? No one drives out here this time of year. There’s not even access to the lake from this side.”

“I’ve caught high school kids drinking, smoking dope, and necking out here. It’s also the perfect place to ditch a stolen car or to dump an unwanted appliance or garbage,” Teddy replied. Noticing a rolled-up carpet lying in the ditch, Teddy pulled the unit over.

Kayla looked around, trying to discern the reason they’d parked. “Why did you stop? All that’s here is some old carpet the road cleanup people will bag up when they come through. It’s not a police issue.”

Teddy got out of the car and led Kayla to the ditch. “Life out here is boring, Kay. You might as well check this out. Maybe the owners rolled a piece of mail inside with their address.”

“Yeah, right. Maybe they left a note admitting they were littering.” The rookie hesitated at the edge of the ditch, looking at the dirty water trickling down the gully. When she realized Teddy wasn’t following her, she asked, “You’re not coming with me?”

“It’s probably some garbage from an old farmstead. People are too cheap to take it to the dump or to pay someone to haul it away, they throw stuff in the ditch after the sun goes down,” Teddy replied. 

Kayla picked her way through broken dead cattails and brown grass, flattened by the winter’s snow plowing. The new growth was not quite springing to life yet in this chilly final week of April.

Approaching the carpet, Kayla was met by the nauseating stink of decomposition. She thankfully remembered Teddy’s admonition to breathe through her mouth and not her nose. It was a lesson she’d learned when they’d been dispatched to the recovery of a drowning victim.

“Um, Boss?” Teddy’s incessant heckling during training had led Kayla to begin referring to him by that title. She pulled on purple Nitrile gloves and curled back a corner of sodden carpeting as Teddy approached along the edge of the road.

“What the hell is it now? Did you find a dead raccoon? You don’t want to touch those varmints. You might catch fleas or something.” Teddy slid down the side of the ditch, a smart retort dying on his lips. As he took in the scene, the smell hit him.

“What the hell?” Teddy swore, pulling a glove from his breast pocket as he eased down the embankment. He peeled back the other end of the carpeting, revealing the rest of the naked teen’s body.

Straightening up, Kayla said, “This looks like what used to be a pretty girl. It appears someone took a baseball bat to her face.” She backed up and let the carpet fall away, exposing the distorted, concave face and broken teeth of a once beautiful blonde girl. The victim’s red fingernails were a stark contrast to the mottled gray of her skin. Taking a few deep breaths, Kayla tried to suppress the urge to vomit, knowing the mostly male department would never let her live it down if they found out she’d blown chunks at the crime scene.

Teddy studied the corpse, then reached for his shoulder-mounted radio to call dispatch. “3405-Kanabec, we’ve got a situation near the Ann Lake Wildlife Area. Can you have 3401 call my cell?”

“10-4,” came Wanda Swanson’s reply. She immediately dialed Sheriff Sanders’ home phone number from her console.

Tim Sanders, the Kanabec County Sheriff, if asked, was only 38 days from retirement. Now, he was being rousted out of a deep sleep by the dispatcher’s call. “Sheriff, Teddy called from near the Ann Lake Wildlife Management Area and wants you to call his cell.”

The sheriff, still asleep, growled, “Well shit. I have 38 days left on this job and Teddy finds trouble. Damn it.” Wanda knew her boss well enough to expect him to swear and hang up without a goodbye. 

Teddy and Kayla began taking preliminary photos while they waited for the sheriff’s return call. Having photographed the body and surrounding area from every angle, Kayla searched both up and down the ditch by flashlight. A few yards away from the body, Kayla noticed a pink cell phone case partially hidden by dead grass. After taking a picture of it, she spread the grass and saw the name Brittney emblazoned on the case. As her criminal justice professor once said, “there are no coincidences in law enforcement.”

“Boss, I’ve got a cell phone over here. It says ‘Brittney’ on it.”

Teddy carefully picked his way over, his flashlight trained on the ground and Kayla’s discovery.

“Sweet baby Jesus. I think I know who our victim is.” He groaned and let out a sigh. 

Kayla turned her head, unaware of a connection between the name and the girl in the ditch.

“Brittney Phillips was reported missing about two weeks ago.”

Kayla glanced back at the battered face and drew a breath. “My baby brother is the quarterback for the varsity football team. He is always talking about Brittney Phillips and what a hottie she is. She’s the head cheerleader. He’s wanted to date her since the tenth grade but she’s dating the county attorney’s son, Preston Erickson. My brother says Preston is very protective of her. Damn. Who the hell would do this?” 

Kayla’s monologue was interrupted by the opening bars from “I Fought the Law.” She suppressed a smile as Teddy answered the unique ringtone he’d set up for the sheriff’s calls.

“Yeah, Sheriff. We were just patrolling in the boonies. I was kidding Peterson that she was going to need to be a sanitation worker for the farmers here when we noticed a rolled-up chunk of old carpet. She got out and as she got closer, started to gag. She unrolled the carpet a bit and realized the smell wasn’t from a dead raccoon, sir. It’s a girl. And looks to me like she had her face bashed in with a baseball bat. Peterson found a girl’s name on a cell phone case, which leads me to believe the victim might be the missing cheerleader from Mora High School. Kayla said she’s the girlfriend of Preston Erickson, Jim’s kid. If that’s true, we’ve stepped in a steaming pile, sir.”

The sheriff listened impatiently, until he heard Preston Erickson’s name. “You’re serious?”

“Absolutely.”

Running his fingers through his hair, the sheriff paused to consider his option. “Don’t touch anything. I think we need an independent set of eyes immediately. Ones that do not have any sort of connection to our possible victim. I’m going to call Floyd Swenson over in Pine and have him and his investigators come out. We need to be strictly by the book with this one. Secure the scene and wait for the Pine County folks. No hicks from the sticks, got it?” The sheriff swore up a blue streak to himself as he hung up.

Teddy walked toward the body, then waved Kayla over.

“Sheriff says we should secure the scene and wait for backup from Pine County.” They exchanged silent, knowing looks. If their victim was truly the girlfriend of the Kanabec County Attorney’s son, neither of them wanted to have anything to do with this investigation.
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Floyd rolled over and answered the phone, hoping he’d caught the call before it woke his wife. “Yeah,” the Pine County Chief Deputy said as he sat up.

“Floyd, I need a favor.”

Still half asleep he replied, “I’m sorry, I don’t recognize your voice.”

“It’s Tim Sanders, from Kanabec County. I’ve got a problem and I need your help.”

Floyd climbed out of bed and walked toward the window. “What’s the problem?”

“I need an independent investigator.”

“Do you have an officer-involved shooting?”

“Maybe worse. We found the body of a missing young woman. My deputies think she was dating the county attorney’s son.”

“Give me a couple of minutes to contact my team. Where was the body found?”

“North of Ogilvie, off Highway 47.”

“I’ll be on my way as soon as I get my pants on.”

In the kitchen, Floyd called Pam Ryan’s home. “It’s the middle of the night, Floyd.”

“Get dressed and drive to Ogilvie. A Kanabec County deputy found a body. Because of political complications, they’ve asked us to take over the investigation.”

“They’re meeting us in Ogilvie?” Pam asked as she swung her legs out of bed.

“Go to Ogilvie and turn north on Highway 47. I imagine you’ll see all the red and blue flashing lights when you approach the scene.”

“What kind of political complications are we talking about? Did the Mora mayor’s wife hit a pedestrian or something?”

“The deceased girl was the county attorney’s son’s girlfriend.”

“Do they suspect the boyfriend?”

“I think that’s what they want us to determine.”

“Can you call CJ? I know she’s the supervisor on nights and Sandy Maki is out since he was rear-ended by the drunk last week. Kerm can take the road while CJ joins the party in Kanabec.”

“Get your butt to Ogilvie. I’ll see who I can find.”

Floyd dialed dispatch to confirm CJ’s 10-8 status. “Who’s our sergeant tonight, Jodi?”

“CJ Jensen is the senior patrol officer.”

“Radio her and tell her to drive to Ogilvie.”

“Floyd, that’s in Kanabec County.”

Chuckling, Floyd said, “I’ve seen the map. Tell her we’re assisting Kanabec County. I’ll call her cell when I get a second.”

“She just cleared a domestic disturbance near Grasston. She might beat you there.”

“Tell her to turn north on Highway 47, then follow the flashing lights.”

“Got it!”

Floyd patted the dog’s head as he walked out of the door. The grass was frosty, and he set the car’s heat to full defrost before dialing CJ’s cell. “Are you driving toward Kanabec County, yet?”

“Why am I driving to Kanabec County?”

“They need assistance with a murder investigation. I’ve assigned the case to you.”

“We’re already down a deputy. Can’t you suggest they handle their own damn murder investigations like we do?”

“This may involve their county attorney’s son.”

CJ paused, searching her memory. “Isn’t he one of the kids who was involved in the fatal accident near Henriette last fall?”

“That must’ve been before I returned to duty. What was the case?

“It was a two-car crash. The two older adults in a Buick were hit head-on by a carload of drunk kids from Mora. Glenn and Mary Peterson, age 70 and 68, were ejected from their Buick by the impact and died at the scene. All four of the teens were banged up but survived. The driver of the kid’s car was sober. But they’d been at a private party and the other three teens had been drinking. As I recall, the CA’s kid was mouthy. He asked me if I knew who he was.”

Floyd’s windshield cleared and he drove out of his yard. “I hate when people pull that stuff.

“I told him I didn’t care who he was. He gave me his name and an address, but he didn’t have any ID. I guessed that he was underage, and I could tell he’d been drinking. I brought him to the jail and had his father pick him up. I guess the father gave the jailers an earful about locking up his underage son like a common criminal.”

“Anyway, the Kanabec County deputies who found the body think it’s the son’s girlfriend who’s been missing for a couple of weeks.”

“Do we know anything more about her cause of death?”

“You’ll learn more when you arrive.”

“Have they contacted the medical examiner and BCA yet?”

“CJ, you know everything that I do. Get your butt over to Ogilvie and we’ll make plans once we know more.”

“Will Blondie be joining us?” CJ asked, referring to Pam Ryan, her friend and the department’s only female investigator.

“Yes.”

“I’ll call and tell her to bring a bottle of Vaporub to mask the body’s stink. She’ll love that.”

“You two sound like my sisters when they’re fighting.”

“I don’t fight with Pam. We have a very professional relationship. Pam needles me, and I give it right back to her.”

“You two make a good team.”

CJ snorted. “Pam likes working with me because I’m single, with no social life. She has no qualms about dumping all the off-duty assignments on me while she goes home to care for her husband and kid.”

“You know that’s not true. She understands that you have a farting Basset hound who needs to be entertained so she doesn’t eat your underwear.”

“Floyd, do you have any idea how inappropriate it is for you to discuss underwear with me, your female sergeant?”

“No. Why don’t you explain it to me.”

CJ sighed. “You’re too old to train. Just try to not bring up underwear, intimate body parts, or bodily functions when other people are around. Okay?”

Floyd disconnected the call without responding.

CJ dialed Pam whose phone rang three times before she answered. “Hey, do you have your uniform on and your ass in your squad yet?”

“The uniform pants might be a little snug.” 

“Only the pants?” CJ asked with a chuckle. “The rest of your body has returned to its pre-pregnancy dimensions?”

“Yeah, the shirt should fit now that I’m done nursing Noah.” 

“What did Floyd tell you about this case?”

Pam walked into the bathroom carrying her uniform and closed the door. “It’s a potential conflict of interest for them. The victim is the girlfriend of the county attorney’s son. By the way, it’ll take me nearly an hour to drive to Ogilvie.”

“An hour? Did someone disconnect your siren and lights?”

“Fine. I’ll be there as quickly as I can.”

“The sooner you activate the lights and siren, the sooner you’ll be here. I’ll make sure the scene hasn’t been disturbed before you arrive.” CJ paused, then added, “I heard the victim has been missing for a couple of weeks. You probably want to bring some Vaporub.”

“Oh, goodie,” Pam replied sarcastically.

As soon as Pam disconnected, CJ punched in Eddie Paulson’s home number. 

“What the hell, CJ. It’s like three in the morning!” After his initial irritation, Eddie paused. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but I need you to make a pick-up near Ogilvie.”

“Why didn’t you call the answering service? They’d contact Tony and start the calls.” Eddie paused. “Where’s Ogilvie? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that town.”

“It’s west of Mora, on Highway 23.”

“Hold on. Mora isn’t in Pine County. Why are you sending me there? I think they use the Midwest Medical Examiner’s Office in Minneapolis, not us.”

“It’s a political issue. I know you and Tony. I’ve never worked with the other medical examiners.”

“The medical examiners are non-political,” Eddie said as he pulled on jeans.

“The victim is the girlfriend of the county attorney’s son. Kanabec County turned the investigation over to us so there won’t be a whiff of political influence.”

“Tony will bitch, but I’ll call him and get the van. Mora is like ninety minutes from Duluth.”

“And Ogilvie is another ten minutes west of Mora. The murder scene is somewhere north of Ogilvie. I’ll call you with directions when you get closer.”

“What do you know about the death?”

“Not much. The victim is probably a high school girl who’s been missing for a couple of weeks.”

“Dead for a couple of weeks, or missing and recently dead?”

“I honestly don’t know. Does it make a difference?”

“Not really, although it’s nice to prepare Tony before we get to the scene.” Eddie paused. “You kind of freaked me out, calling so early in the morning. I was afraid you were dealing with PTSD issues and needed someone to talk to.”

“Thanks for being there. I appreciate that. But this time it’s a work-related issue.”

“Your PTSD is work-related, too.”

“You don’t need to remind me. The ghosts are enough,” CJ replied before ending the call.

After fifteen minutes of driving without seeing another car, CJ slowed as she reached the outskirts of Mora, the Kanabec County seat. A golf course sign flashed past as she approached the industrial area along Highway 23, east of town.

A few cars were moving in town, and CJ met a semi as she turned south at the stoplights. Reacting to her flashing red and blue lights, the driver eased his truck toward the shoulder to give her plenty of room as she accelerated past the Dairy Queen and other fast-food establishments. Once past town, she turned west and sped down the empty two-lane highway. Nearing Ogilvie, her phone buzzed. “Yeah, Floyd. Where am I going when I reach Ogilvie?”

“Turn north at the stop lights, then take the first county road to the east.” Those instructions were followed by directions for a series of turns leading to the turn for the Ann Lake Wildlife Management Area. “It’s hard to miss. It’ll look like a cop convention.”
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In addition to Floyd’s SUV, two Kanabec County Sheriff’s Department vehicles and an ambulance were parked on the narrow gravel road. The road disappeared into watery ditches on both sides, the washboard gravel surface spotted with mucky frost boils. CJ parked behind Floyd and announced her location to the dispatcher. She walked ahead to join the somber group of people gathered in front of the lead vehicle.

Bathed in headlights and flashing red and blues, an obese man with a gray crew cut waved his arms and swore. CJ found it disconcerting that the person apparently in charge would curse at the others like a madman. As CJ approached, Floyd put his hand on the man’s shoulder and pointed toward her. That ended the tirade.

“CJ, this is Sheriff Tim Sanders. Tim, this is Sergeant Jensen who’ll be taking over the investigation.”

The sheriff glared at CJ, taking her full measure before speaking. “It’s about time you got here. We’ve been standing around with thumbs up our butts for about two hours waiting for you to grace us with your presence.”

CJ froze, trying to frame a response. Floyd grabbed the sheriff by the arm and turned him away from CJ, then steered him to a spot apart from the gathered group. A man who appeared to be the senior deputy on the scene nodded and walked over, offering his hand. 

“I’m Teddy and this is our newest deputy, Kayla. Please excuse the sheriff. He’s got a short fuse, especially when he’s been dragged out of bed in the middle of the night.”

Although none of Floyd’s words were audible, his demeanor reminded CJ of a terrier growling at an overweight Labrador retriever. They watched as Floyd stuck his finger in the sheriff’s face and hissed something that obviously struck a nerve. The sheriff glanced at CJ, then back to Floyd before saying something that made Floyd nod.

A male and female EMT stood between the lead cruiser and the ambulance. Nodding toward the approaching sheriff, the male EMT whispered. “Uh oh, Teddy. Prepare to have your short hairs singed.”

The sheriff’s face was impassive until he walked up to CJ and extended his hand. “I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot.”

Gripping the sheriff’s hand firmly, CJ nodded. “I appreciate your apology.”

The sheriff, whose scalp glistened with sweat despite the cold air, jammed his hands in his pockets. “Tell Teddy and Kayla what you need, and they’ll do whatever they can to assist you. Do you want the ambulance crew to stay, or do you have other plans?”

“Assuming there’s no question the victim is past resuscitation, we’ll keep the ambulance crew help with the lifting. I called the Duluth Medical Examiner.”

The sheriff’s face started to turn red. “We pay a retainer to the Midwest Medical Examiner’s office.”

CJ waited patiently until she was certain the sheriff was through. “Sheriff, if this is my investigation, I’ll use the resources I trust and have relied on in the past.”

The corner of Floyd’s mouth twitched, then he put his hand on the sheriff’s arm. “I told you CJ’s got this under control. She is a damned fine sergeant who knows her shit. Let her do her job as she sees fit.”

The sheriff looked CJ in the eye and held his stare for a moment. Not seeing her back down, he drew a breath. “Fine, this is all yours. Good luck to you.” Looking toward the line of police cars the sheriff turned to Teddy. “Move your damned car so I can get out of here. I’ll see you and...” the sheriff paused, trying to remember Kayla’s name, “...the rookie back at the courthouse after you clear the scene.”

CJ pulled out her phone as Teddy moved his car. She punched in Pam’s number as the sheriff made a three-point-turn in the narrow road, then roared past the remaining officers. 

“I’m nearly in Ogilvie, where am I going from town?” Pam asked.

CJ relayed directions as she watched the sheriff’s taillights bounce down the gravel. Ending that call, she chose Eddie’s cell phone number from her list of contacts and gave him the same information. CJ ended the call and noticed five people staring at her. She took a few steps toward them and let out a breath.

“Let’s take the tension down a couple of notches,” she said, smiling. “The ambulance crew is free to leave. If you want to hang around, I’m sure the ME would be happy to let you assist with retrieval of the body.” Turning to Teddy and Kayla she said, “Show me what we’re dealing with.”

Kayla pointed her flashlight across the ditch from where they were standing. “She’s right there.”

The body and dirty carpeting were nearly indistinguishable from the surrounding dead grass. Bright red fingernail polish was the first thing to catch CJ’s eye. Shining her flashlight on the area, she saw the body and carpeting. Saddened by visual confirmation of the death, CJ drew a breath. 

Turning to the EMTs, CJ asked, “Do you have floodlights on the side of the ambulance?”

The male EMT’s gaze shifted from the corpse to CJ. “Yeah. Sure. We can light up the ditch like daylight.”

“Teddy, pull your squad ahead so the EMTs can move the ambulance next to the body.”

Kayla was moving before CJ finished her request. “I’ve got it.” Two minutes later, the area was bathed in bright white light. Kayla said what everyone else was thinking. “It’s like she’s camouflaged. I mean her body is covered with mucky dust and her skin is blotchy. If we hadn’t seen the shape of the carpet roll, we would never have found her.”

Floyd turned to CJ. “The murderer probably chose this spot for that reason.”

Looking around, CJ asked, “Where does this road go?”

“It ends at the wildlife management area parking lot, about a quarter mile ahead.”

“So, there’s no traffic on this road once hunting season is over.”

Teddy shrugged. “I chase off a few teenagers who come out here to drink or smoke dope. Aside from them, I don’t imagine anyone has a reason to drive on this road since deer hunting season closed.”

Staring at the body, CJ asked, “Is the victim one of the teens you’ve rousted out of here?”

“I don’t remember her specifically.”

Kayla shook her head. “Brittney wouldn’t come out here to smoke weed or drink. She’s part of the in crowd. They attend parties where drinking is acceptable.”

Teddy looked surprised. “How do you know that?”

“I graduated from high school here. Some things never change.”

Heidi, the female EMT who was barely out of her teens, looked pale and stressed out. “I agree with Kayla. We were the nerds who never got invited to parties or to come out here to drink. I’d heard rumors about those things, but it’s hard to imagine what happens when you spend your life on the fringes of high school cliques.”

“How do you know who our victim is?” CJ asked.

“Hang on,” Kayla replied, retrieving an evidence bag from the trunk of their squad car. “I found this phone in the ditch. The cover has Brittney embossed on it.”

“Brittney Phillips was reported missing by her parents about two weeks ago,” Teddy added. “The victim resembles the description we got from her parents.”

CJ took notes as the two Kanabec County deputies spoke. “And you believe that she was dating the county attorney’s son?”

“They’ve been together since junior high,” Kayla replied.

“The school rumor mill said Preston took her virginity in the locker room after a football game,” Heidi added.

Stopping her notes, CJ smiled. “I was a high school nerd, too. I learned later that not nearly as many of my classmates were having sex as the rumor mill said.”

“They were reprimanded weekly for PDAs,” Heidi replied.

“PDAs?” Floyd asked.

“Public displays of affection, like holding hands and kissing,” CJ replied. “Tell me more about Preston Erickson.”

Kayla, Heidi, and Teddy stared at each other, waiting for one of the others to speak. Heidi broke the silence. “I have nothing to lose by talking about Preston and his dad. They’re both narcissistic egotists who think they’re King Shits. Preston is Teflon coated. He can’t be touched by the Mora cops or the sheriff’s deputies.”

Floyd cleared his throat. “Do you have anything to add to that, Teddy?”

“I’ve never been told not to enforce the law.”

“But?” CJ asked.

“I can’t say anything more.” Teddy replied.

“Kayla?”

She looked at Teddy, then shook her head without reply.

“Daddy evidently takes care of things,” CJ said to Floyd. None of the others were willing to comment.

Putting her notebook in her pocket, CJ nodded toward the ditch. “You found her phone. Did you find any clothing or jewelry?”

Kayla shone her flashlight down the ditch. “It’s really thick, and if not for the glitter on the phone case, I wouldn’t have found it.”

“Rather than disturbing the crime scene any further, let’s confine our movement to the area immediately around the victim’s body. We’ll do a grid search of the ditch with the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension after daylight.”

A set of flashing blue and red lights appeared on the crossroad, causing CJ to pause. “Hang on a minute. That may be my investigator.”

Pam Ryan drove past the assembled group and parked ahead of the Kanabec County squad. After opening her trunk and pulling on a pair of knee-high rubber boots, Pam joined the group, where CJ introduced her.

“That’s our victim?” Pam stated the obvious.

“Teddy and Kayla think it’s a high school student who was reported missing by her parents two weeks ago.”

Looking at CJ’s leather shoes, Pam smirked. “Shall we wade across the ditch to get a closer look?”

“I’ll meet you there,” CJ replied. “I’ll grab boots out of my SUV.”

Pam looked at Floyd’s shoes. “Are you joining us?”

“I’m going to let you and CJ take the lead on this. I’ll do crowd control.”

“Crowd control?” Kayla asked.

“You just never know when a crowd of busybodies or the news media will show up. It’s best to be prepared, rather than being overrun when they arrive.”

Heidi leaned close to her middle-aged male work partner. “Is he joking?” she whispered. 

Her partner drew a breath, then looked down the road. “You don’t get sarcasm, do you?”

Overhearing the conversation, Floyd cocked his head. “I prefer to say I’m being facetious rather than sarcastic.”

“Facetious?” Heidi asked.

Pam, who was standing on the edge of the road, turned. “‘Facetious’ is a polite description of sarcasm. Floyd is just being a smartass.”

The EMT’s eyes went to the gold maple leaf on Floyd’s collar. “Can you talk to him like that? Isn’t he your boss?”

Floyd smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m accustomed to Pam and CJ’s disrespectful treatment. I’ll add that smartass comment to my list of verbal slights when I do Pam’s annual performance review.”

CJ chuckled as she followed Pam and Kayla across the ditch. Kayla stood back as Pam and CJ knelt next to the corpse. She stayed upwind, so the light breeze carried the stench of cadaverine away from her. CJ turned her head and asked, “Was the carpeting unrolled when you found it, or did one of you peel it back?”

Suddenly unsure of himself, Teddy paused. “Um, we weren’t sure if there was something rolled up inside it, so Kayla peeled it back,” he said, shifting blame for disturbing the scene to the rookie.

Pam inspected the carpet peeled away from the victim’s head. “There’s hardly any blood. She was killed somewhere else, then dumped here.” She looked up at Teddy and asked, “Has anyone reported finding a bloody motel room?”

“Not that I recall,” he replied. “I can check the dispatcher logs to see if there have been any reports of bloody scenes, but the sergeant never mentioned anything like that.”

CJ looked up from the corpse and spoke to Pam, “Call the motels in the area. Ask if their housekeepers reported a room with bloody sheets or a bloody mess.”

Pam stood and took a deep breath. “It looks like someone beat her with a baseball bat. There’ll be more than blood at the murder scene.”

Continuing to study the corpse, CJ nodded. “Whoever did this was angry. This isn’t a mugging gone wrong or a spur of the moment killing. I’m sure this was done by someone who was irate about something.”

“Maybe she resembled someone’s abusive mommy,” Pam suggested.

“In that case, there would probably be more murders like this. Check with the BCA to see if they have any other unsolved murders or vicious assaults.”

Pam nodded. “Let’s hope our girl fought off her attacker and there are pieces of the murderer’s skin under those painted fingernails.”

CJ reached out and lifted one of the fingers. “I doubt it. Her fingernails aren’t chipped or broken. She didn’t fight with her killer.”

Kayla choked back a sob. “Why wouldn’t she fight back?”

“She might’ve been drugged or drunk. Or the first blow was struck while she was asleep.” CJ stood and addressed Teddy, “Do you have a lot of teen drinking parties?”

“We probably don’t hear about them unless we get a call about a loud party, or we pull over a drunk driver.”

“We were called to a Pine County fatal accident a few months ago. I remember that Preston Erickson was one of the passengers in a carload of teens. We should check the names of the other passengers. I vaguely recall a cute blonde girl staying quietly in the shadows. I wonder if it was Brittney?”

Pam took a notebook and pen from her pocket and made notes. “I’ll check on the names of the other teens in the car that night.”

Turning to Teddy, CJ asked, “Do you know where Brittney’s parents live? We need to notify them that we’ve discovered a body matching her description. We’ll also need to know who Brittney’s dentist was.”

Teddy grimaced. “Why don’t we wait until we have confirmation of her identity?”

“We need the dentist’s name. This body will be identified by a forensic dental comparison.”

“She probably went to Doc Shoquist in Mora,” Teddy offered. “I’ll check with him as soon as the office opens.”

CJ’s jaw clenched. “We’ll contact the dentist. You two need to stay out of the investigation. We don’t want any question of bias when this comes to trial.”

“I know where Brittney lived,” Kayla offered. “I don’t remember the address, but I could show you the house.”

“Pam, follow Kayla and Teddy to the house,” CJ turned to the two Kanabec County deputies. “You two should accompany her, but Pam will ask all the questions. Understood?”

“Sure,” Teddy replied.

“I’ll stay here to meet the ME. You three visit the victim’s parents and get the dentist’s name.” Pam looked at Kayla. “Have you ever made a death notification?”

Kayla shook her head.

“Be prepared for tears and swearing.”

After slogging across the ditch, Pam returned to her car, then followed the Kanabec County squad away from the crime scene. Looking at the two shivering EMTs, CJ gestured toward the ambulance. “You two don’t need to stand out here freezing. You can wait in the cab.”

Watching the two EMTs get into the ambulance, Floyd disconnected the call he’d made. “The dispatcher checked the logs. Brittney was one of the four teens involved in the Henriette fatal accident.”

“Finding the other teens in the car will give us a good starting point for our interviews.”

––––––––
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THE PHILLIPS FAMILY home overlooked the Snake River a few miles outside of Mora. Pam followed the Kanabec County squad down a twisting driveway through the woods. As the house came into view, the driveway split, encircling a stone planter, now filled with dead flowers. Motion activated lights came on as they parked in front of the garage, alongside the unlit house. Pam closed her car door with more effort than required, hoping it would wake the residents before she rang the doorbell.

Teddy walked up to Pam, who’d stopped at the beginning of the curved sidewalk leading to the front door. “How do you want to do this?” he asked.

“I’ll ring the doorbell,” Pam replied. “You two hang back on the step behind me. If we get invited in, follow but let me do the talking.”

Kayla, who’d been looking past Pam into the woods behind the house, seemed in a trance. “This place is immense. I mean, like, wow. It’s almost a lodge.”

Leading the group to the front door, Pam pushed the doorbell a second after a light came on inside. The man who met them at the door was wearing flannel pajama pants and a white t-shirt. The middle-aged homeowner with graying “bed head” was taken aback by seeing three deputies on his doorstep.

“Did you find her?” he asked. Focusing on Pam’s Pine County shoulder patch, he froze. “Shit. This can’t be good news.”

“I’m Pam Ryan, an investigator from the Pine County sheriff’s department. You may know Teddy and Kayla, the Kanabec County deputies who’ve accompanied me. Could we come in, Mr. Phillips?” Pam waited for his reply.

Ed Phillips, partially dazed, stared at Pam seemingly unsure of what to say. A female voice behind him replied, “For God’s sake, Ed, open the damned door.”

Still dazed, he pushed the screen door open, then stepped back and gestured for them to enter.

A woman in a fluffy white bathrobe and pink slippers appeared and stood beside the man as the three deputies entered. Once inside, Kayla stared at the high atrium’s wrought-iron chandelier and an arched knotty pine ceiling. Pam looked to her left, at a dark living room with massive windows looking out into the darkness. “Could we sit down?” she asked.

Flustered, but functioning, the woman walked to a set of wall switches and flipped on the lights in the spectacular living room. The furniture was arranged in a U-shape so every chair and sofa viewed the windows. The urethane coating on the knotty pine walls and ceiling glistened as if wet.

Taking control of the situation, Pam led the troupe into the room, and positioned a dining room chair so it faced the rest of the furniture. She gestured toward a couch and sat in the wooden chair. When the Phillips were seated, she took out a notebook and pen.

“A female body was found this morning near Ann Lake.”

With that announcement, the woman grabbed her husband’s hand and let out a gasp. “Is it...” She stalled, unable to utter her daughter’s name.

“There wasn’t any identification with the body, but your daughter is the only missing person who matches the physical description of our Jane Doe.” Pam paused, looking at the distraught parents. The woman turned her head and buried her face in her husband’s shoulder while she sobbed. The man looked stunned. “We’d like to know who your dentist is so we can compare Brittney’s dental records with our Jane Doe.”

Without expression, Ed Phillips stared at Pam. “Our dentist? Can’t we look at our daughter’s body and make the identification?”

Pam leaned forward with her forearms on her knees. “We prefer to use dental records for our initial comparison. We don’t want to put you through a viewing of someone who might not be your daughter.”

Ed nodded but remained silent.

Unable to follow Pam’s request for her silence, Kayla chimed in. “The body is a mess, and we don’t think you could identify her.”

Snapping her head toward Kayla and glaring, Pam frowned and gave a small head shake. Teddy leaned toward Kayla and whispered something unintelligible, making the rookie deputy blush bright red.

Mrs. Phillips sat up and pulled her robe tight across her chest. “Brittney’s been gone for two weeks. Has she been dead that whole time?”

Focusing back on the Phillips, Pam drew a breath. “At this point, we don’t know anything we can share beyond saying that we need your dentist’s name so we can compare dental records.”

Mrs. Phillips stood and dug into the pocket of her robe. “It’s Dr. Shoquist. I’ve got his phone number in my phone.”

“Thank you,” Pam replied, poised with a pen over her notepad.

Ed Phillips looked toward Teddy and Kayla, then back to Pam. “Where did you find her body? Why aren’t the Kanabec County deputies telling us about this?”

“There are complications,” Pam replied. “I was asked to assist with the investigation.”

“It’s that damned Preston Erickson, isn’t it? You were brought in because the sheriff thinks Preston killed her and he’s afraid to confront the county attorney’s son.”

Not answering, Pam looked at Mrs. Phillips, who appeared ready to give her the dentist’s phone number. “Could I have that number, please?”

The father watched as Pam wrote down the dentist’s phone number, then asked the question again. “Brittney’s dead and you think Preston killed her?”

After giving Teddy and Kayla a head shake making sure they weren’t going to answer, Pam closed her notebook. “It’s too early to speculate on the case, Mr. Phillips. Let us take this one step at a time. We’ll share what information we can as the case unfolds.” Pam stood, signaling the end of the conversation.

The woman returned the phone to her robe’s pocket, then nodded. “I apologize. We never introduced ourselves. I’m Shirley, and this is my husband, Ed.” Shirley looked over her shoulder toward a kitchen filled with gleaming stainless-steel appliances. “I’ve forgotten my manners. Can I make you a cup of coffee? It will only take a minute in the Keurig.”

Before Pam could answer, a sleepy teenaged boy walked down the stairs, rubbing his eyes, then put on a pair of glasses. “What’s going on?” Seeing the three uniformed deputies, he froze. “Brittney’s in trouble again?”

Shirley waited a moment for Pam to respond, then said, “They’ve found a girl’s body, and they think it could be Brittney.”

The boy, who appeared to be in his early teens, glared at the deputies. “I’ll kill that fucking Preston! I’ll kill him!” He stormed up the steps before Pam could warn him not to do anything rash.

Ed walked to the stairs without speaking, leaving Shirley to explain. “Jeff doesn’t like Preston. I suspect there’s been some hazing of underclassmen. Brittney said she’d talk to Preston about it, as if he was either the instigator or had influence over the boys doing the hazing.”

Kayla chimed in, “Yeah, we’re aware of some boys’ locker room incidents.”

Teddy bumped shoulders with her and frowned.

“Is there some reason your son thinks Preston might’ve been involved in your daughter’s disappearance?” Pam pressed.

Shirley walked to the kitchen and set up a cup in the Keurig coffee maker, then popped in a capsule and started a brew cycle while considering Pam’s question. Turning toward the deputies and leaning against the kitchen counter, Shirley replied, “Brittney left for a party with Preston the night of her disappearance. He swore to the deputies that they had a fight, and he left the party without her. No one seems to know exactly when Brittney left, or who gave her a ride.”

Pam took out her notebook. “Do you know where the party was?”

Shirley shook her head, then pulled the cup out of the Keurig. Holding out the cup to Pam, she asked, “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a cup of coffee? It’s a long story.”

After glancing at Kayla and Teddy, Pam walked to the breakfast bar and accepted the cup. “Tell me the long story. I haven’t read the missing person’s report you filed.”

Starting another cup, Shirley gestured for Kayla and Teddy to take the other two stools at the breakfast bar. “Brittney was independent. We argued a lot. She told me that as long as she was getting good grades and not doing drugs, I should stay out of her life.”

“So, you don’t know who threw the party?”

Shirley shook her head, then pulled out the second cup of coffee. Rather than passing it to the other deputies, she wrapped her hands around the mug as if she was warming them. “We never knew exactly where she was going or who she was going to be with. Well, other than Preston being a fixture in her life.”

“They’d been dating for a while?” Pam asked.

“They’ve been an item since junior high. They met up at school dances, went to movies with groups, and Brittney was a cheerleader for the football team, cheering Preston on.”

“But it wasn’t all good?” Pam asked.

Shirley looked almost surprised to see Kayla and Teddy sitting at the breakfast bar. “Oh, goodness. Let me make some more coffee.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEAN L. HOVEY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.jpg
BWL Lffihing e

%

http:/ /bwlpublishing.ca





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





