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Praise for Tami Hoag


‘Her books are cleverly plotted, feature strong female protagonists and are extremely – often emetically – violent … Hoag has the bestselling writer’s way with a punchy sentence and keeps the surprises coming right up to the very last page’


The Times


‘Tami Hoag confirms that she can turn out a police procedural as gritty, grimy and engrossing as the best of them’


Observer


‘Lock the doors and windows, and turn on all the lights – Hoag has crafted a knuckle-whitening, spine-chilling thriller’


New Woman


‘The latest thriller from Tami Hoag is a winner’


Good Housekeeping


‘It’s gripping and disturbing, and it pushes Tami Hoag up another rung of the crime writing ladder. Well worth investigating’


Independent



Tami Hoag

The 1st Victim
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			Sam Kovac had been to more crime scenes than he cared to count. Homicides, suicides, assaults. He’d been a cop for a lot of years. He had worked homicide for most of those years. One might have imagined that after all those murders that the details would have blurred and run together, that the names and the faces of the victims would have faded from memory, but no.

			The same way baseball players remember every big game they’ve ever played, Kovac remembered his homicides. He remembered what he had been doing when he got the call-out. He remembered the weather. He remembered the scenes—they were indoors, outdoors, in houses, apartments, fleabag motels. With some cases he remembered the smells—dinner left cooking on the stove, a body left decomposing in a hot attic.

			Always he remembered that initial picture—the location, position, and condition of the body. These images were filed away in his brain like a macabre photo album. Some pictures were sharper than others, but none had faded entirely. So, as he stood in the cold that January morning, looking down at his victim, he knew this image would never leave him.

			The body lay at an odd angle in the ditch, arms and legs flung this way and that like a ragdoll’s. Her hair appeared to be a deep burgundy red, about shoulder length. It surrounded her head in a puddle. Her face was obscured by blood. Her features had been partially smashed in by something—a brick, a fist, a hammer. She was a study in red: red hair, red face, red coat. Bloodred on white. Like a broken rose discarded in the snow.

			A rose in winter.

			Strange thought. Kovac wasn’t given to poetry. He was just a regular Joe, an old-school copper. There were no surprises to him. He had no hidden talents. He was no secret novelist or secret millionaire or secret computer genius, as cops in mystery novels often are.

			He was just a guy working a job he believed in . . . in the freezing freaking cold. His mustache had grown icicles. The hairs in his nose had frosted over. His feet were starting to go numb.

			It was 7:22 A.M., January 1. Most of the residents of Minneapolis and its environs were home in bed, sleeping off hangovers, waiting for the Rose Parade to start on television. Kovac knew he would still be working this crime scene while the New Year’s hams roasted in the ovens. Maybe he would make it home to see the last of the bowl games.

			“Happy fucking holidays,” he said as his partner arrived.

			Nikki Liska glanced down into the ditch. A petite pixie bundled up in a wool coat with a scarf wrapped around her neck and a furry Elmer Fudd–style cap pulled down over her head, she looked more like a little kid about to waddle off to school than a veteran homicide cop.

			Her heavy sigh became a cloud in the cold air. The temperature was supposed to reach a daytime high of twelve degrees. It hadn’t gotten there yet.

			“There’s no good time to be dead,” she pointed out.

			She thrust a Caribou Coffee cup at him with one gloved hand, keeping one cup for herself. “What do we know?”

			“Not much. A truck driver saw the body, stopped, and got out to see what was what. Thought it was a mannequin.” He took a sip of coffee, burning the tip of his tongue, and scowled. “I don’t know why people always think that. How many mannequins do you ever see on the side of the road?”

			“Dead bodies never look real to normal people.”

			“Mannequins don’t bleed, Elmer.”

			“Don’t make fun of my hat,” Liska said. “Sixty percent of your body heat escapes through the top of your head. ID?”

			“It’s forty percent, and less if you’ve got a good head of hair,” Kovac returned. The subject was an old joke between them. Kovac’s hair was like an old bear’s pelt: thick and brown, liberally threaded with silver. He’d had it cut by the same Norwegian barber for twenty years.

			“No ID,” he said. “No purse, no wallet, no nothing.”

			“Great. Our first Jane Doe of the New Year.”

			The forensic team swarmed around the body, taking photographs, shooting video, planting evidence markers in the snow.

			“What do you think?” Liska asked. “Was she a pedestrian that got clipped by a car?”

			“Why would anyone be walking out here?”

			They were on a truck route, nowhere near a residential or commercial area. There was nothing around here to walk to or from.

			“If her car broke down . . .”

			“But there is no car.”

			“It’s a dump job,” Liska concluded.

			They both heaved a sigh. They had no crime scene. No crime scene meant little evidence—little evidence and a victim with no name. No name, no family, no friends, no witnesses.

			They joined the forensics team in the ditch. Their Jane Doe looked to be five-feet-six or so, slender-to-medium build—hard to tell with the bulk of the red winter coat. Age? Hard to say with the damage to the face. The Medical Examiner would have to figure that out.

			Nothing resembling a murder weapon had been found in the immediate area.

			The trucker who had spotted the body and called it in was sitting in the cab of his vehicle some yards down the road. The truck’s engine grumbled to itself like a sleeping dragon. It was a beat-up old U-Haul–type box truck, twenty feet long or better, with Iowa plates. Liska and Kovac walked over to it, and Kovac knocked on the door and showed the driver his badge as the window opened, warm air and cigarette smoke escaping from the truck’s cab.

			“Kovac. Homicide. You are . . .?”

			“Frank Fitzgerald,” the driver said. “Call me Fitz. Everybody calls me Fitz.”

			He was an earnest-looking kind of guy, in his thirties, with a round, open face and wide brown eyes that lent him an expression of mild surprise. He was balding, had a pug nose and a couple of chins, and a dark beard and mustache cut so short the stubble looked more like metal filings than hair.

			“You called this in.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “I’m coming down the road and I see what looks like a pile of clothes or something down the side here. At first I didn’t think nothing of it. But as I’m going by, I look, and I think: Geez, that looks like a body. But what the heck, you know? How can it be a real person? It must be a mannequin or something.”

			He glanced across the cab of his truck. Kovac glanced across, too. In the far side-view mirror he could see the forensics team tromping in the snow around the victim.

			“She must have got hit by a car or something, huh?” Fitz said. “That’s what she looked like. Like she got bashed by something big.”

			“You went down to the body?” Liska asked.

			“Yeah. What if she was still alive?”

			“But she wasn’t. Did you touch the body?”

			Fitzgerald popped his thick eyebrows up and grimaced. “No-o-o-o. It seemed pretty clear there wasn’t anything I could do for her.”

			“Were there any vehicles on the road ahead of you before you saw the body, Mr. Fitzgerald?” Kovac asked.

			“No. I had the road to myself. Who’s out on the road at the crack of dawn on New Year’s Day?”

			“You are,” Kovac pointed out. “What brings you to town, Mr. Fitzgerald?”

			“Big antiques show starting tomorrow. I wanted to get into town early, check into my hotel, and watch the bowl games. Have a nice relaxing day, you know? This is a hell of a way to start.”

			“We’ll need you to come downtown and make a formal statement,” Kovac said. “And—don’t take this the wrong way—but we’d like to have a look inside your truck.”

			“Whatever you need to do,” Fitz said. “I got nothing to hide. I buy and sell vintage junk. That’s what’s in the back. Vintage business signs, automotive collectibles, old toys—that kind of thing.

			“You don’t think somebody just dumped her here, do you?” he asked. “It had to be an accident, right? What kind of sick son of a bitch does that?”

			“The kind we like to put in prison,” Liska said.

			“Why did you stay?” Kovac asked. “You could have called it in and just kept going.”

			“And left her there alone?” Frank Fitzgerald shook his head. “People shouldn’t die alone. I don’t want to die alone.”

			“She was already dead.”

			“I don’t want to be left dead, either,” Fitzgerald said. He pointed a stubby, gloved finger at a photograph taped to the dashboard. A blond girl in her late teens smiled shyly at the camera. “I’ve got a daughter, myself. Melissa. If something like that happened to her, I’d want someone to stop. I’d want someone to care. Wouldn’t you?”
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