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‘WHEN YOU HAVE ELIMINATED all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ 

– Sherlock Holmes



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Background 
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“LET ME HANDLE IT,” I told Deputy Enriquez.

“It's as much of an open and shut case as you can get,” the new Deputy said as she nodded at my open office door.

The girl was sitting in a chair, hugging herself tightly as she looked furtively all around the room.  She was never able to settle on one thing, the rumble of the AC, the creak of the floor when Deputy Enriquez or Muñoz shifted their weight, the rustle of the tree leaves brushing against my office window– everything made her jump and squeeze herself into an even tighter shape. 

Granted the sheriff's station was pretty baseline creepy at 2 am, but Cordelia Hart was baseline terrified of the world.  I should have expected her paranoia to escalate but I suppose they say hindsight is 20-20 for a reason.

“You didn't have to come in yourself,” Enriquez seemed to barely contain some annoyance.  “I can handle getting her into the overnight cell, call her parents, and start sorting out what the county attorney wants to charge her with.”  

She probably thought I was second guessing her ability to do her job.  

“She doesn't need juvvie,” I told my young Deputy, “she needs a psychiatrist...”  I sighed and walked past Enriquez, gently shutting my office door behind me.  

Cordelia jumped at the sound of the door latch.  

I walked as softly as I could across the mess she had spread across the floor.  It looked like her efforts to get into my locked file case had culminated into simply knocking it over and letting the fall displace the catch.  Even without the surveillance camera recording her every move, the noise could've tipped off Mr Magoo on Ambien.  The case she'd been after for months was open and strewn all over the floor and desk.  I picked up a couple of photos from the other chair in front of the desk and took a seat.  The photos showed the tire tracks heading off the road and leading into the tree.

“I know I'm in serious trouble this time,” Cordelia said, staring down into the floor.  She didn't even look up to see it was me.  “But I found–”

“Honey, it was a car accident,” I interrupted her.  I regretted every small amount I had given into her insistence that something more nefarious was responsible for her cousin's death.  It only worsened whatever mental issues were clearly plaguing the poor girl.  

“She was a careful driver,” Cordelia muttered.

“There was an empty bottle of Scotch on the passenger seat,” I replied, hating myself for besmirching the girl's memory of her cousin. 

“It was a sample size,” Cordelia said, if her tone hadn't been so muted it would've been a retort.  

And a decent one.  The coroner hadn't actually found any evidence of intoxication in her blood work.

“There was also an empty bottle of benzos,” I added.

Cordelia just glanced over at the coroner's report.  

I sighed.  She'd clearly read it.  We both knew there was no evidence of the drug in Henrietta's system. 

“There were witnesses...” I went through the logic of the case for the hundredth time.  “She was taking classes full time and holding down a job,” I explained, “she was probably exhausted, fell asleep and hit the tree.” 

Even if I assumed somehow there was foul play, it was literally physically impossible.  Multiple witnesses had seen her car drive off the road into the tree.  It had been filmed on two dashcams from different angles.  Folks had rushed to the car to help; also caught on dashcams.  It was an accident.

There was no other option.  

“You asked them to re-do the speed calculations on the skid marks,” Cordelia said, addressing the floor.  

“It doesn't hurt to double check numbers,” I refused to feed her crazed conspiracy theories.  

“Because it doesn't make sense that the rearview mirror got shattered into her eye sockets when the car was only going 25 miles per hour,” she went on stiffly, hugging herself and staring down. 

I followed her gaze to a grisly investigation photo.  I bent down from the chair and flipped it over.  This was exactly why I hadn't released any of the details to the public.  

“People's throats don't get turned inside out unless it's personal,” she muttered, her voice starting to shake.  “What about the vaginal–”

“It was a car accident,” I interrupted again.  Lord in heaven, why did she have to dig that deep into the file?  

“The car behind her caught most of it on their dash cam.  The ...” I couldn't bring myself to say it; I had known Henrietta, even sent Deputy Muñoz to patrol her block after her and her roommates’ pet kittens had been mutilated and left on their doorstep.  

But it was a car accident...  

There was just zero evidence of anything else.  

I cleared my throat.  “Accidents happen,” I told her gently, “even terrible ones.  It's not personal.”

“Then what about the mirror?” She whispered.

“The what?” I asked. 

“We summoned her from the mirror,” Cordelia went on, her voice growing frantic with each word, “we called the spirit of–”

“Baby, stop,” I interrupted her before she could get going.  I wasn't sure what nonsense she was talking, but there was enough Satanic Panic lingering in our small town, I had little patience for it.  “You know it's not real.” 

“Then what's been stalking me for years?”  she asked.  Tears fell onto the back of the photo on the floor.

“I have someone I think you should talk to,” I said carefully.  My childhood friend and psychiatrist who lived five towns away hadn't exactly appreciated the middle of the night call, but he'd agreed to help –  in the morning.  

Cordelia nodded and cried on silently. 
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Eight Years Later


[image: ]




“IT'S ALWAYS THE BOYFRIEND.” 

I blinked and stared down at the mess of printed witness statements, autopsy pictures, pictures of the victim in the location and what little associated evidence we'd collected, and my notes.  My desk was so covered you couldn't even see the actual faux wood surface anymore.  I pushed aside the picture of the body, Cordelia's body, reconstructed on the medical examiner's table.  Seeing the body of the young woman my wife and I had de facto adopted laying naked on the cold metal table made me uncomfortable.  I squinted to focus away from her face: on the stab wounds that looked almost like claw marks.  

Cordelia's punch card was clocked out at 9:35 pm, and the 911 call reporting the head in the tree was at 10:05 pm.  Not nearly enough time for wild animals to have that much of a go at her.  

Then what did this?

“I told you,” Cordelia’s photo answered.  

I ignored my hallucination, tucking that photo away in the pile on the desk and holding up a close up picture of her severed head in the tree instead. 

“I told you years ago and you didn't believe me,” the severed head in the photo turned towards me and went on.  “You didn't listen.”

I stared back at the photo.

It's always the husband or boyfriend or significant other.  

And usually the maIe significant other.  My wife and I had tried for years to have a girl; with this grisly case, I was forced to admit I was relieved to have only the four boys.  Sure I'll miss the princess tea times and the father / daughter dances, but I won't have to watch my baby go on a date with some nice looking boy and wonder if I'm going to find her strangled in a ditch, tangled in weeds at the bottom of a pond, or find her head in a goddamn tree. 

But the boyfriend didn't do it this time.  

“Do you believe me now?” the severed head in the photo asked.  

I blinked at the picture.

“You've been working on this case nonstop for months,” the picture of Cordelia's head said.  “And you aren't any closer to solving it than you were on day one.”

Harsh but true.

I pulled another picture from the rat's nest of nightmare inducing material: a close up of the head on the medical examiner's table, she looked so peaceful like she was just sleeping.  There were a couple of visible scratches on her face from this angle, barely noticeable but it still made me uncomfortable for some reason.  

“Sheriff.”

The word echoed through the office.

I answered.  But no sound came out of my mouth.  I turned back to the picture.  Cordelia blinked and a giant black fly crawled out of her tear duct.  I dropped the picture.  The fly flew out of the photo and buzzed around the office.  

My heart felt as though it was on the verge of pounding out of my chest as I realized this was a dream.  

This is all just a dream.  

I woke up with half my face in a puddle of drool.  I slammed my hand down on the Cluster Fly.  I somehow missed and the big insect flew out from between my fingers and buzzed off to go get up in someone else's face.  I pulled my head off my desk, it felt like a thousand stinging needles in my cheek as the blood rushed back to normal circulation.  
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