
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Implications

Harvey Stanbrough

a novel from

StoneThread Publishing

To give the reader more of a sample, the front matter appears at the end.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Implications


[image: ]




The body washed up on that narrow strand of beach right down at the end of Graham’s Road. The road, not the town.

A couple of hikers found him. No need for an ambulance, the guy said when he called. 

We don’t have 911 yet in our little town, but apparently the guy has the department on speed dial or something.

I took the call myself. 

Normally Ruthie would have answered. 

That’s Ruthie Petersen, the secretary and my all around girl-Friday. But the front door had just closed behind her when the phone rang on her desk. 

Ruthie was hauling her seventy-eight year old, five feet two inch, one hundred and maybe ten pound frame down to the corner to grab some coffee and a baker’s dozen of those glazed donuts. We had coffee in the office, but she was partial to a latté the man at the corner brewed for her. It was maybe her only vice.

Half the time I felt like I was working with my mother. But my mother never got around as well as Ruthie does, especially given her years.

Anyway, when the phone rang I happened to be passing by her desk on my way to the john, so I picked up. 

“No need for an ambulance,” the guy said. “It isn’t really even an emergency, but there’s a dead guy down here on the beach.”

My first thought was How is that not an emergency? But I said, “May I get your name, sir?”

“Oh. Dunlap.” He paused. “Attorney Jim Dunlap.”

“And do you know the deceased, Mr. Dunlap?”

“No. No, I don’t. Marcie and I—that’s my wife—we were on a morning hike. Neither of us know him. Nor do we know who he is. We came around an outcropping and there he was. You know that quaint little road that seems to disappear into the sand? That’s where he is. Off the end of that.”

I asked him to hang around, told him I’d be right there. Then I left a note for Ruthie and slipped out the back door and around the side to my cruiser. I didn’t want to lock the front. I couldn’t be sure Ruthie had her keys. But I didn’t want to leave by that door either. It wouldn’t do for the casual passerby to know the local police station was unmanned. 

That part of the beach was only maybe ten minutes away. I rolled down the driver’s side window on the Crown Vic and put my hat in the passenger seat. I reached to switch on the overhead lights but thought better of it. There wouldn’t be much traffic anyway. No reason to arouse curiosity. 

The day was cool but not cold. The sky was overcast and damp, but not the kind of damp that gets into your bones. 

Several blocks down I turned left on Graham’s Road. Like the guy said, the road didn’t terminate in a parking lot or even a curb. It just faded away into the sand like a boat launch. Almost like whoever laid out the road in the first place planned to extend it into the sea someday. 

And where it ended was equidistant between jagged, black-rock outcroppings. Two on the left and one on the right. The one on the right was closest to the scene. Probably that’s the one the attorney came around just before the body came into view. 

When I got to the end of the road, I parked the Crown Vic sideways. I keyed the mic, let the dispatcher in Benson Cove know where I was and that I’d be 10-6 at that location, then turned on the overheads and got out. The air was heavy and a little chilly, a mixture of humidity, the weighty smell of driftwood and moss, and the sound of the waves.

Benson Cove is the largest town in the area at around twelve thousand citizens. It’s also the county seat. Outside of tourist season, Graham’s Road isn’t over maybe two thousand. Graham’s Road and the other small towns in the area use the sheriff’s dispatcher for all our business.

Mr. Dunlap and his wife waited some thirty feet away from where I parked. 

Some two hundred yards down to the right—that’s to the south—a few pilings stood. They were the remnants of a pier and an old boathouse that burned ten or twelve years ago. Otherwise the beach was deserted in that direction except for a few more of the rocky outcroppings leading away into the distance. 

To the left it was the same. More of the rocky outcroppings marched away to the north, but there were no buildings or people. Of course, it was a Wednesday. Starting on Friday the people would flock in with beach towels and umbrellas. Like camp followers, a string of vendor wagons would come next, hawking everything from beach balls to sunglasses to flip-flops to hot dogs. 

I studied the couple as I crossed the beach. 
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Mr. Dunlap was lean and tall at around six-four with modestly short, dark-brown hair neatly combed front to back in waves. A white Adidas sweat band adorned his forehead. He was dressed in a muscle shirt that sagged from his shoulders. That and a pair of those stretchy bicycle shorts. Red. You know the kind. And a pair of silver and black lightweight running shoes.

Mrs. Dunlap’s hair was sandy blond in a neat pageboy cut. She was dressed in very short loose black drawstring shorts and a grey t-shirt that hung to the middle of her ribs. It definitely did not sag. She wore a Nike sweatband, with a woven grass visor above that with a transparent green plastic bill. She was quite a bit shorter at around five-three or five-four. Where his running shoes were black, hers were pink. Ankle socks peeked out the top.

As I approached, Mr. Dunlap was hunched forward slightly over her. He was frowning, or maybe that’s just how he always looked. He held her elbow and said something quietly to her, then shook her elbow the slightest bit.

She looked at the ground the whole time, except for one quick sidelong glance in my direction.

I smiled and nodded, but she’d already returned her attention to the ground. 

He was saying something else to her, below a whisper.

The body lay behind them another twenty feet or so.

I said, “You’re Mr. Dunlap?”

He looked up as if annoyed that I’d interrupted him. His brown-black eyes were nestled beneath an intense frown. His gaze went from my cap to the badge on my chest, then to my sidearm. 

He nodded, then jerked his thumb vaguely over his right shoulder toward the ocean. “The guy you want is over there.” He turned his attention back to his wife. “Now, Marcie, we’ll—”

I looked past him at her. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

She looked up. She was pale in a way that her blond hair and fair skin couldn’t account for. Her eyes were maybe the deepest blue I’d ever seen. “Actually, officer, I—”

The man snapped his head around. “She’s fine,” he said, then turned back to her. “She’s just had a bit of a jolt.” His thumb and forefinger squeezed a bit on her elbow. “Haven’t you, dear?”

She returned her attention to the ground and nodded quickly. 

I barely heard the whispered, “Yes.”

I said, “All right.” While I still had the attorney’s attention, I gestured toward the outcropping to the south. “So you came around that outcropping and that’s when you saw the guy?”

He glanced over his shoulder at the outcropping, then turned back to me. “Yes, that’s the one. If it makes any difference.” 

I nodded. “Thanks. You folks hang around, all right?” Then I continued past them. 

The outcropping was probably forty or fifty feet south of the body. So that made sense. A body washed up on a beach would stand out well enough to be pretty apparent from that distance. 

I continued toward the body.

Mostly the waves were quiet. They were regular but insistent, lapping up on the smooth, sandy beach, then withdrawing. They made that sound you can buy on relaxation CDs. 

To either side of the strand, though, it was sheer violence. There the waves rushed in and crashed over those jagged, black outcroppings. A spray of water came off each crash and bent away to the south in the breeze. 

It would soak anyone who was near the outcropping. The Dunlaps’ clothes weren’t wet. They might have been damp, though. And when he said they “came around” the outcropping he might have meant visually. Maybe they weren’t close enough to catch a bath in the spray. 

As I drew closer to the body, the calmer waves were slowly carving an arc in the sand around the guy’s head. Probably that could tell the coroner something. Maybe how long the body had been here or something.

The guy was lying face down, his head turned to the right. His hair was fairly long and dyed dark blond. The roots were coal black. His hair might hang to his jawline if it was combed straight down from the center. Strands of it wafted in the water as the thin waves came in and receded.

I thought of kneeling to check for a pulse, but there was no need for that. 

No shoes or socks and no trousers or shirt. Just a pair of boxers, or maybe thin, loose swim trunks.

Probably boxers. The waistband looked like wrapped elastic, not housing for a drawstring. Either way, the back was stained a light, washed-out brown. Probably soiled himself when he died. I was glad most of that had washed out earlier.

Had the guy gone in swimming and stranded himself too far out? We get a couple of those pretty much every year.

I took the mic off my left shoulder, keyed it and asked the dispatcher to start the coroner to my location. Then I returned my attention to the body.

His color was blanched, his face and neck a little swollen. His skin was also puckered and bloodless, like your fingers after a long session of watching dishes. 

Okay, so he’d been in the water for awhile. Normal enough for when a body washes up on the beach.

After I put the mic away, I moved to my left a little and crouched to get a closer look at his face. 

Yep. He’d been in the water a good while. His lips and the softer tissue around each nostril were gone, probably eaten away. There were a few nibbles along his jawline too, and on the cheekbone beneath his right eye. 

But something didn’t look quite right. 
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I looked more closely at the man’s face. 

Bite marks. There were no bite marks. I mean, there were the wounds, but no indentations from teeth near the wounds. Probably because of the swelling. Probably the swelling had caused them to close. The coroner would be able to tell more.

The flesh around the wounds had white, ragged edges. Strands of seaweed and what little was left of his lips waved in the water with the ebb and flow of the tide.

The guy could probably came from somewhere to the north. The way the tides are here, he probably got in the water somewhere up there. Then the tides carried him south and eventually deposited him on my beach. Maybe when the coroner determined an approximate time of death he could tell me about where the guy went into the water.

I was certain he wasn’t a local. Still, something about him looked vaguely familiar.

I crouched to one knee and turned my head sideways to get a better look at his face.

Several teeth were missing just to the right of center. The ones that were still there—the few I could see—were bright to the point of gleaming. 

As I leaned a little closer, I felt my knee getting damp. At least the sand was the same color as my uniform trousers. The spot would be darker, but it would dry.

I focused on the teeth again. Half of the guy’s right incisor was still there. But the inner edge of it, along with a few other teeth and part of the gum to that side, was torn away. That didn’t bode well. 

Might be an exit wound.

I straightened, then stood and looked back up the beach. The coroner would probably be another several minutes, if he was even in town. If he was coming from Benson Cove or out on another call, it would be longer. 

And Mr. and Mrs. Dunlap were coming my way. 

I returned my attention to the body. 

No unusual marks on the victim’s right side or his back. Kind of a scrape on the outside of his right thigh a few inches above the knee. Maybe an inch wide or a little wider, and it seemed to wrap around to the front of his leg.

And something unusual in a general sense kind of way. But I couldn’t quite identify it.

I gingerly stepped over his right leg, then his left.

No unusual marks on his left side either, other than a matching contusion on the outside of his left thigh at about the same height.

“Officer?” It was Dunlap.

I glanced at him, then past him. 

His wife remained ten yards or so away. She was still studying the sand.

I took a couple more steps and crouched next to the man’s head again. 

Now I was on the upwind side of him. I’d subconsciously braced for the smell, but there wasn’t much. And what there was, wasn’t what I expected. If you’ve ever smelled a decaying body, you know what I mean. The death smell, they call it. Only it wasn’t present, at least not much. 

There was only a slight aroma at all, and it smelled—what? I’d smelled it before. 

Antiseptic. The guy smelled clean, sort of, but in an ultra-clean, antiseptic kind of way. Like a hospital hallway. 

That couldn’t be right, could it? 

But again, probably it was a side effect of his being in the sea. Had the floaters smelled like that the last time this happened? I couldn’t remember.

The salt water, maybe, had erased a lot of the decaying body smell. 

The guy stunk a little of bleach, actually, but that didn’t make sense. Probably my brain made the leap from clean and antiseptic to bleach. I mentally filed that away for later. It wasn’t important anyway. The coroner would find out a lot more about the body. 

Then a thought about the coloring of the body flitted through my mind. My brain, still making connections. The skin was blanched, almost transparent in a milky, hazy kind of way. Bleach makes things a weird kind of white, doesn’t it?

And it struck me. That’s what was wrong with his legs. 

I glanced back down along the body. His legs still had color. It wasn’t a good color, but it wasn’t the milky, hazy white. Weird.

At the base of the rounded part of his head where it began to curve in toward the bloated neck, the hair was matted. 

That was unusual, wasn’t it? I felt myself frown. Maybe it was a patch of seaweed. Or maybe something had gotten tangled there. 

Oh. Dunlap. He’d almost reached me. 

I looked up again. “Yeah?”
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The attorney stopped a few feet shy of the victim’s head. He crossed his arms over his chest, assuming an air of authority. “We were only out for a walk, so I don’t have a business card with me. But I’m in the book. So if you need anything else—”

I remained crouched. “Oh, you need to take off?”

“If you don’t mind.” He gestured loosely back toward his wife. “As I said, my wife’s had a bit of a jolt so—”

I swiveled a bit in my crouch and gestured vaguely toward the body with my chin. “You keep saying. So by ‘a bit of a jolt’ you mean finding this guy?”

“Yes, of course.”

“So she was with you?”

“Yes. I told you, we were out for a walk and—”

“How far did you walk? You know?”

He canted his head and frowned slightly. “What in the world does that have to do with—” 

I straightened, my gaze locked on him, and rested my hands on my duty belt. “Humor me, counselor.”

He huffed. “I— I don’t know, actually. Probably five miles. Maybe six. That’s our usual—”

I gestured again, this time with my right hand toward the attorney’s head. “So why isn’t your sweatband wet?”

He jerked his head back and his eyebrows arched. “Excuse me?”

I put my hand back on my duty belt. “Your sweatband. It’s humid out here today. Why isn’t your sweatband wet?”

“We— Well, we had only started our walk, actually.”

I nodded. “Ah... so not five or six miles. So how far?”

“I don’t know.” He hesitated. “A half-mile maybe? I don’t see what difference it makes. Anyway, I need to get my wife back to the—”
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