

[image: cover]




DEAD
TEASE

A LOON LAKE MYSTERY

VICTORIA HOUSTON

[image: Tyrus logo]

a division of F+W Media, Inc.





Also Available in the Loon Lake 
Mystery Series:

Dead Deceiver

Dead Renegade

Dead Hot Shot

Dead Madonna

Dead Boogie

Dead Jitterbug

Dead Hot Mama

Dead Frenzy

Dead Water

Dead Creek

Dead Angler





For Melanie






“It’s a shallow life that doesn’t give a person a few scars.”

~GARRISON KEILLOR




Contents


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Chapter Thirty


Chapter Thirty-One


Also Available


Copyright




Chapter One

Buckling his belt as he leaned across his desk to peer out the office windows, Jim McNeil spotted Jen ambling her way to the hospital employee parking lot—a soft, satisfied expression on her face, which made him smile. As if she knew he would be watching, she came to an abrupt halt, turned toward the window, and flashed him a grin.

McNeil laughed, though he doubted she could see through the reflection of the early evening sun on the windows. But he knew she knew he was there. Fun. Boy, that girl is fun.

“Ah-h-h,” he sighed as he straightened the pillows on the office divan and shoved the sheets into a blue plastic bin. Sliding the bin back into the coat closet, he set a stack of business magazines on top. He had learned a long time ago it was wise to keep the night janitors in the dark as to the bin’s contents. Then he stepped into the bathroom.

When he accepted the CEO position at the small but prestigious Northwoods Medical Clinic, he hadn’t counted on his office having a private bathroom, but what an indispensable perk it had become. Opening the medicine cabinet, he reached for a comb. Leaning into the mirror, he smoothed the shining waves of black into place, patted the graying sideburns, and with a slight smile examined his features.

You old devil, McNeil. He parted his lips and turned his head side to side checking his teeth. How many times have you been told you look just like George Clooney? You devil, you.

He wiped at a smudge of lipstick near his ear, grinned again, closed the cabinet, and checked his watch. He’d be home a half hour late but no big deal. Leigh never seemed to notice. Slipping his suit jacket off the hanger behind the closet door, he started down the hallway humming.

If only Leigh had a body as slender and tight as Jen’s. But where Jen was lean and supple, Leigh was a pillow: wide and plump and so cushioned it was hard to get traction.

McNeil knew better than to complain. After all, his wife was easy to live with: eager to please, a darn good cook, and she took care of everything. At least she did until recently. The last few weeks it seemed something was up. Maybe her mother was sick. Or her silly worry that someone had been peeking in their windows.

“Oh, come on, kid, don’t let your imagination run away with you,” he had cautioned.

Shaking his head as he slid onto the front seat of the new forest green BMW convertible (he’d added a few of his own dollars to the allotment for a company car), McNeil reminded himself of the one sure way to go broke: divorce. Not on his agenda no matter how tight, cute, and fun. Been there, done that.

McNeil hit the buttons to raise the roof and snuggled into the driver’s seat for a pleasurable drive home. The August heat hung heavy in the air as he coasted through the residential blocks of Loon Lake toward the highway.

Less than ten minutes later, he could feel the breezes off the lake as he neared their drive. Ah-h-h. Life is good.


• • •


Jen opened the sunroof on her Jeep Liberty and undid the top buttons on her shirt. Head back and eyes half closed, she waited for the light to change. God, the air feels great. She let her mind drift back over the afternoon.

Oh, man, guys like Jim McNeil are so easy to read. If she played this right, when he got bored and ready to try out the next new nurse, she would “understand” her way right up to running the department. No fool Jen Williams.

Still, she had to keep an eye out for crazy Cynthia down in ER. The bitch might have M.D. after her name but it ought to come with a C.N., too—“Certified Nuts.” No sign of her today according to Jim. Not even a text on his phone. He better not take that for granted. She’d be back. Jen knew the type: they don’t give up easy.


• • •


“I keep telling her I’m busy—think she gets the message?” Jim McNeil had asked Jen over drinks after the medical technology conference in Madison, where they had hooked up for the first time. He had admitted to a brief affair with Cynthia, whom he now found repellent.

“Doubt it. Better be prepared for her to call your wife.”

“Oh? You think she’d go that far?”

Jen had shrugged. The woman was twice divorced and not even thirty-five yet, hardly the sign of a stable personality. And she was a bully who would not take being dumped easy. Jen’s female colleagues at the clinic had been watching the developments between the CEO and the doc. They knew fireworks were brewing.

But Jen said nothing more about Cynthia. Romance is never kindled with negative remarks, and she had plans for McNeil. He might be a serial womanizer, but he was also a solid step on her way up.


• • •


At the top of the hill just before the turn into the condo parking lot, Jennifer spotted the old woman walking her little dog along the roadside. She could set her clock by that old lady, but maybe she walked that dog all day.

Walked her dog and, no matter how warm the day, she always wore purple: a purple trench coat with silver studs for buttons. Hopefully that would change when winter came. Purple is hard to see in the dark.

Jen drove down the slope and around the curve leading into the parking lot. On one side of the driveway was a grove of young balsam. On the other side was a bank of thirty mailboxes. Some guy she’d never seen before but pleasant-looking in jeans and a blue Oxford shirt was standing near the mailboxes and studying the names. He watched as she pulled her car into her parking spot, then walked over to check her mailbox.

“Can I help you?” she asked. He looked to be about her age, mid-twenties, and very tan under dark brown curly hair. Kinda cute. Maybe he was moving in? Jen smiled.

“Maybe. You Jennifer Williams?”

“How did you know?” She held out her right hand.

The knife slid cleanly, silently through her shirt and between her ribs. She slumped toward him—the open smile sagging into a soundless scream. He pushed her down and back under the hanging branches of balsam. He waited. No sound. He ran.





Chapter Two

As promised, the money was in an envelope under the driver’s seat. He hadn’t told her he would be borrowing the truck. But after he described it and where it would be parked, she assumed it was his. That was good. Even better—she followed through on her end of the deal.

Alvin tore open the envelope and counted, slapping the bills onto the ripped upholstery beside him. Wait. He counted again—only thirty bills? Fifteen hundred in fifties. Did that bitch short him five hundred bucks?

He peered into the envelope to be sure. Nope. No more bills. Okay, lady, you are asking for trouble. Big time. I don’t do shit like this for nothin’. No sirree, no way, no how. He was so angry his heart pounded in his throat.

After cramming the money into his back pocket, Alvin tossed the envelope onto the floor and got out of the truck. Reaching for the knife that she had insisted he use, he walked to the back of the truck. It was a dandy knife, one he would like to keep, but he knew better than that. You don’t watch CSI for nothin’.

Digging under a dirty tarp covering a heap of shingles in the bed of the rusted-out pickup, which he had borrowed from Jimbo, his buddy at the tavern where they did odd jobs, he found an oily rag and used it to give the knife handle a good wiping. Then, grasping the knife by the tip of the blade, he drew his right arm back and let fly. He watched as the knife sailed over the spindly aspens crowding the clearing.

Only then did he remember she had wanted him to return the damn thing. Oh well. They could discuss that when he stopped by for the rest of his money. If she wants it that bad, she can come out here and look for it herself.

Hey—that’s right. Alvin pointed his index finger as if the woman was standing in front of him. He won’t tell her where the knife is until she comes up with the cash. Yeah, that’s the ticket.

The top branches of the aspens shook with a rustling sound and he turned to see a blur of neon reds, lime greens, and acid yellows coming at him. His heart stopped. It took a fraction of a second for his brain to register he was looking at two kids on mountain bikes barreling toward him. He jumped out of the way as they raced by hunched over their handlebars, legs pumping.

Shit! Had they seen him throw the knife? As fast as they had appeared, they were gone: a boy and a girl. Only now did he see evidence of bikes being used on this old dead end logging lane. The trail was barely visible but it was there. Damn. He should never have parked here. He’d have to hope …

Alvin stood still, his mind replaying the last few minutes. No, he was pretty sure they came riding through after the knife had landed. But he didn’t like that they had seen him and the pickup parked out here. He struggled to remember their faces but they had flown by so fast, he’d caught only a glimpse. Oh well, he’d be long gone even if they did report him.


• • •


“Where’s the knife?” she said, looking over his shoulder like she always did to be sure one of the old beaters he drove wasn’t parked in her precious driveway.

“The knife is in a safe place and the truck is parked back behind that old barn down the road—just like you said.”


• • •


He lied, but she wouldn’t know. He’d left the truck right where it was parked while he took care of business. The walk to her house was less than a mile anyway. He needed that truck to get out of town. Jimbo wouldn’t miss it ’til tomorrow for sure. Too late! He’d be in Michigan.


• • •


“Now where’s the rest of my money? You told me two grand. I only got fifteen hunnert’ in here,” said Alvin, patting his back pocket. As he spoke, he felt his knees begin to tremble and his mouth go dry. He teetered as the ground shifted beneath him. He would need something soon.

“You don’t look so good. You’re so white—are you sick?” She motioned for him to follow her around to the back of the house.

“Not exactly.”

Pausing as she reached the stone patio, she eyed him: could he be one of those meth creeps they say are everywhere these days? Probably just plain weird. Didn’t matter either way, but she did need to get him off her property as soon as possible. While she wasn’t expecting anyone, you never know in the Northwoods: people love to stop by.

“We agreed—two grand,” he repeated, shoving his hands in his pockets to hide the trembling.

“Do I get the knife back?”

“When I get the money—” he said, grinding out the words.

“Okay. It’s okay,” she raised both hands to settle him down, “my mistake. I thought we had agreed on fifteen hundred but if I was wrong—”

“You bet your ass.” Alvin wiped at the spittle on his chin.

“Al, you sit down, okay? Just relax. I’ll be right back. I got cash in my purse.”

He thought about following her and taking all her cash. Every penny. But he was too dizzy—his gums hurt and he was sure he had a fever—or maybe the day was hotter than he thought. Whatever. It was a relief to sink down on the wrought iron bench.

Stretching his right arm along the back of the bench, he closed his eyes, laid his head on his right shoulder, inhaled deeply, and waited. The distant hum of a motorboat made him drowsy. Good idea: get paid, get stuff, take a nap.


• • •


She opened the top drawer of the dining room buffet and reached under the linen place mats for the aluminum case Marv had hidden there for occasions like this. Well, kind of like this. He would be astonished to see her now.

She picked up the revolver. Nothing had changed since she had checked it last week: she could see it was fully loaded.

Funny. As she walked back toward the patio and the dumb shit waiting for her, it was amazing how every detail of the Women’s Self-Defense training on the shooting range came back with absolute clarity. She snorted at the irony: she might have trouble locating her car keys thirty minutes from now but she sure as heck could remember how to use this handgun—and she took that class five years ago!


• • •


The memory of Marv had jogged another good thought: the freezer. He’d kept a bear in there once, and Alvin Marski was no black bear: he’d fit. She could figure out what to do about the freezer later. She paused at the sliding door to the patio. How to get the little creep into the freezer? She was strong but not that strong—and the last thing she needed was to put her back out.

Well then, she would just have to ask for help, wouldn’t she. With that thought, she stepped through the doorway onto the patio. “Here, Alvin, exactly what I owe you. Please count it to be sure.”

With a startled nod, Alvin took the bills and pushed himself up from the bench. A quick glance showed the money was there. He shoved the money into his back pocket and turned to leave.

“Oh, and Alvin,” said the woman, “would you do one eensy-teensy favor for me before you leave? I have to move a box of frozen venison steaks from the freezer in the basement and it’s so heavy. Do you mind just carrying the box up to the kitchen for me?”

“Okay,” he said with a wheeze even though it was the last thing he wanted to do. “Where is it?”

Hoping he wouldn’t trip—he was so dizzy—he followed her down the stairs to the workroom where a tall, wide upright freezer stood at one end. Walking over he yanked the door open. At first he thought the freezer was empty, but when he blinked and cleared his vision, all he saw was something wrapped in plastic on the only shelf, which was just above his head. “That it?”

“No, down there.” Standing close behind him, the woman pointed to a cardboard box resting on the bottom and shoved to the back of the unit. Bending over, he leaned into the freezer to grab it.

Holding the gun in her right hand, left hand supporting her right wrist (exactly as she had been taught), she brought the revolver up and held it two inches behind his head. She pointed the muzzle at the base of his skull behind the left ear.

The first shot went in nicely but her instructor had said that small handguns don’t kill, so she kept on firing until the double-action .22 Smith & Wesson 317LS revolver clicked on a spent round. She waited, breath held, but the target was not moving. She leaned over his shoulder, and checked for a pulse. Bleeding but not alive.

She checked his pockets. After slipping her money from his back pants pocket, she was able to push his torso farther into the open freezer. It helped that the kid wasn’t huge. After some pushing and shoving, she managed to wrangle the box of venison off to one side, then out of the freezer. Now she could tuck the legs in, too. Very little blood had escaped the interior of the freezer, which made for a much easier cleanup than she had expected.

Less than fifteen feet away was the industrial double sink that Marv had installed years ago—a godsend she hadn’t even counted on. After attaching the hose she used for cleaning her gardening tools, she was able to spray away the blood splatters on the floor and the outside of the freezer. She worked until the stream of water flowing down the floor drain was clear.

In less than thirty minutes she was ready to do one final check. Alvin was well situated in the freezer: curled up, head between his knees, he fit fine. She could see pools and splatters of blood inside the unit but nothing outside. She would check later to be sure there was no leakage. Otherwise: a clean job.

Surveying her handiwork, she spotted the carcass of a fox wrapped in plastic on the top shelf. She paused, then shrugged, closed the door, and fastened the padlock. If no one has claimed that critter in the four years since it was set in there, they aren’t likely to now.


• • •


Up in the kitchen, she checked the time. Cocktail hour. Wonderful. She mixed a gin and tonic and strolled back out onto the patio. The stones had dried under the hot sun. Sitting in her favorite chair, she thought back over the afternoon and smiled to herself: she could not have done better planning ahead.

Of course, he must have left the knife in the truck, but that was parked behind an old abandoned barn. Forget it. Who would go looking there? And if they did, Alvin Marski was all over it anyway.

Gazing around her yard and along the wooden stairs leading down to the lake, she remembered the tree man: George. Not only was he cheap when it came to cutting trees but twice now he had been happy to cart away worn-out appliances and dispose of them in such a way that she had been able to avoid outrageous landfill fees.

Of course! She sipped her drink.

He had charged her ten bucks to dump the old Maytag washer. This might be worth an extra five, though—that freezer is heavy. And if she told him she’d lost the key to the padlock on the door, he wouldn’t care. Plus he’s too dumb to notice. But she better make it twenty just to keep him happy.

Ah, yes, she sipped again. It was nearly eight o’clock and the sun was dipping below the pines but the night was warm. August warm.

Only one obstacle remained: that fat wife.

The ice in her drink clinked as she raised the glass to toast herself. Her eyes, fierce as an eagle’s, glittered in the fading light.





Chapter Three

“Doc, if you will hold this sucker steady here, I’ll pull the cord over and around and try not to lose an eye doing it….”

On his knees in the sand beside the dock, Paul Osborne’s neighbor struggled to rig a bright yellow fiberglass kayak with a long black bungee cord tipped with a red metal hook that appeared capable of springing loose and taking critical body parts with it.

Osborne kept his own head down and out of the way. Years of practicing dentistry in the Northwoods where hockey pucks claimed more teeth than Easter candy had taught him to avoid airborne inanimate objects, particularly those with a projectile punch.

He considered offering a word of caution, but he knew from experience that once the man in the faded blue sweatshirt stenciled “Romance, Excitement, and Live Bait: You Can Have It All at Ray’s Place” set his heart on a new money-making venture, there was no getting in his way. Not even when said venture might be life threatening.

“I don’t understand why you need such a long bungee,” said Osborne, doing his best to keep the kayak from slipping sideways.

“So I can carry my goddamn fishing rods on the side,” said Ray Pradt between clenched teeth. “Why the hell do you think?”

“Well,” said Osborne, opting to risk a reasonable commentary even though he knew better, “I’m looking at a thirty-thousand-dollar bass boat moored ten feet from here. The dock where it’s tied up appears to be anchored to land that belongs to you. Given that bass boats were designed to carry all sorts of fishing gear, I’m perplexed. Correct me if I’m wrong but aren’t kayaks for Type A’s who don’t have the patience to fish?”

Ray didn’t answer as he leaned forward, one arm extended to maintain tension in the bungee cord while he scrambled with the other to hook the cord somewhere inside the fiberglass craft.

Watching Ray while holding the kayak steady, Osborne was reminded of an origami heron that one of his granddaughters had folded for a school art class. With elbows and knees pointing in all directions, his six feet five inches folded into multiple sections and his long arms capable of a giant wingspread, Ray Pradt lacked only the serenity of a Great Blue Heron.

The cord caught and held. Both men gave a sigh of relief, and Ray, leaning back, wiped the sweat from his forehead. He brushed back the mass of dark brown curls that had fallen into his eyes—an effort that gave him the appearance of having had prolonged exposure to a light socket.

“You okay if I let go now?” asked Osborne, feeling a cramp in his right hamstring.

“Yep. This’ll work,” said Ray. “Check it out, Doc.” He got to his feet, pointed to the kayak with pride, and waved his right hand in a mock brushstroke saying, “All that’s left is for me to paint ‘Ride the Muskie’ on each side and she’s ready. Yep, this … is … sweet.”

“Sweet? Sweet?” Osborne shook his head, befuddled. “That is one weird contraption. Nothing sweet about it.”

“Doc, you need to get out more. Trust me,” said Ray, shaking an authoritative finger as he spoke, “kayak fishing is the new sport fisherman’s dream—huge on the East Coast where they compete to see who can catch the biggest blue fin tuna.”

“Tuna,” said Osborne. “When was the last time you saw tuna in Loon Lake?”

Ignoring the remark, Ray launched into a routine too familiar to Osborne, who surrendered to being held hostage as his neighbor sat back on his heels and—with words and pauses stretched out like chewing gum—rambled on happily: “Just you imagine, Doc … sitting … right? Just sitting … in this little humdinger here … with the water this close….”

He measured two inches between his thumb and forefinger to demonstrate how deep a kayaker sits in the water, “When you get a strike … and Wham! You got a muskie on the line and … and … that fish is huge enough to pull you right along at … maybe,” the eyebrows raised high in anticipation, “… fifteen miles an hour.

“Think of that, Doc.” Ray leaned toward Osborne, his eyes sparkling, “You might be fighting … nose to nose. Hell, now that I think of it—I might have to get this kayak a powerboat registration.” Ray grinned at his own joke.

“And?” said Osborne, waiting.

“And what?”

“How do you get the fish home? You sure as heck can’t boat it.”

“Yeah,” the grin faded, “I gotta think about that.”

“And you expect people to pay for this? When they can sit in comfort on a bass boat with a six-pack at their feet?”

“Like I said—kayak fishing is huge on the East Coast. Doc,” said Ray, sounding eager to change the subject, “I want you and Lew to try one of these fly fishing. Rig up some good-size streamers—see if you can catch a muskie on a dry fly. Lew will love it, I know she will.”

With a shake of his head, Osborne walked onto the dock and out toward the bench on the end where he often sat with his friend to relish the final moments of the setting sun. Sitting down, he paused to look back and say, “How did you happen to get into all this? Don’t you have your hands full guiding clients?”

“I made a deal with a marina up in Bayfield when I was fishing Lake Superior last week. They’ll cut me in for thirty percent on every fishing kayak I sell.”

“I see,” said Osborne, deciding not to ask any more questions. If Ray followed his usual pattern, this crazy idea would fade fast. “Got time for a ginger ale?”

“Yep, some in the cooler on the boat there, Doc. You sit tight, I’ll grab us a couple.”

Osborne gazed across the lake toward the far shoreline where the sun ripped a scarlet tear in the sky above the spires of distant pines. “What a night,” he said, popping the tab off the can Ray handed him. “No wind, eighty degrees. A perfect August evening.”

“Maybe in your world,” said Ray, sitting down beside him, “but I had two guiding jobs canceled thanks to this hot weather.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said Osborne. He was feeling fine: satisfied, relaxed, looking forward to a late dinner, maybe even staying over at Lewellyn’s. Was it fair for him to be so happy?

Just as he was mulling over his state of contentment, his cell phone rang. He reached into the chest pocket of his khaki shirt. “Oops, excuse me a minute—it’s Lew, I better take it.”

“Hello?”

“Doc, where are you?”

“Ray’s. Helping him do some damage to a kayak. What’s up?”

“Gotta cancel dinner and I need you. Stabbing victim out at the new condos back behind the clinic. Can’t use Pecore on this one—the victim is his niece.

“Good thing you’re at Ray’s ’cause, Doc, if he’s got the time—I sure would appreciate it if he would shoot the crime scene tonight. With this hot weather and chance of a thunderstorm, I don’t dare wait for the Wausau boys to get here in the morning. Even if we move the victim tonight, I don’t have to tell you what can happen to my trace evidence—”

“Pecore’s niece? You don’t mean Jen Williams?” Osborne caught Ray’s eye as he spoke.

“Yes. Meet me there ASAP. Both of you, please. The victim is under the trees across the road from the mailboxes—right at the parking lot. You can’t miss it.”

“What’s up with Jen?” said Ray after Osborne had clicked off his phone. “We dated a few years back. She’s a little scary.”

“Not any more,” said Osborne.





Chapter Four

“A clean wound, Lew, with no bruising or abrasion that I can see,” said Osborne, keeping his voice low as he spoke to Lewellyn Ferris, the Loon Lake chief of police who was kneeling beside him, taking notes as he worked. A sterile tarp designed to keep debris or footprints from contaminating the area around the victim had been put in place before Osborne arrived.

Hands encased in nitrile gloves, he had unbuttoned the young woman’s shirt—so dark with blood he couldn’t tell it was light blue until he tugged it up from where it was belted at her waist—then gently pushed aside the edge of the blood-soaked bra covering her left breast. After examining the wound, he dabbed at the blood surrounding the site where the knife had entered, waited, and dabbed again. “Lew, I want to be sure we have only one …” He didn’t finish his sentence.

It was less than an hour since the 911 call had come in from the condo resident who had walked up to get his mail only to be confronted by the sight of Jennifer Williams’s body shoved under the low branches of the balsam firs.

Osborne’s fingers prodded the perimeters of both breasts, then across the rib cage, making sure. When he was certain, he straightened up and whispered so only the woman at his side could hear: “The cause of death appears to be a stab wound produced by a sharp object and resulting in a wound deeper than wide …,” he paused. “Enough for now?” It was his responsibility to complete the death certificate but he knew it could be amended after the autopsy.

Lewellyn Ferris nodded. She saw what he saw, and they both knew without having to be told by the boys from the Wausau Crime Lab that the knife had penetrated the heart—death had been instantaneous.

A murmur of excitement from a cluster of bystanders huddled across the road escalated as the van from Channel 12-TV pulled up less than ten feet from the row of mailboxes behind which lay the body. Scrambling to her feet and taking care not to disturb the sterile tarp beneath her, Lew strode toward the van with both hands up to silence the young female reporter thrusting a microphone at her: “No comment until we have notified the family. I want everyone back, way back—and stay there.”

When she was satisfied she had been obeyed, Lew returned to where Osborne was busy entering the results of his exam on the clipboard propped against his long, black medical examiner’s bag. He looked up as she approached, and both glanced back at the body. He’d left Jen’s shirt open for the crime scene photos.

“That blade had to be so sharp—see where it went through the cloth and a section of that bra without tearing?” Osborne gestured with his pen. “Not even a loose thread. How many people have knives that sharp? Hunters maybe.”

“Only in deer season, Doc.”

Osborne got to his feet, zipped shut the black bag and, picking it up, backed away with slow, careful steps. “For no good reason—except for how sharp the knife had to be—I don’t think this was a spontaneous act.”

Lew shrugged. “Hard to say, really. Could be a robbery gone bad? But I appreciate your intuition, Doc. Won’t hurt to put that in your notes.”

Looking up, she studied the sky overhead. “The good news is the switchboard called to tell me the weather forecast has changed: a slight chance of rain tonight with light winds. But good cover from these pines, which will make it easier to recover any trace evidence. I’ll have Todd cordon off this side of the driveway from the turn-off into the condo complex up to the first building and leave it for the Wausau Crime Lab to work up in the morning.”

“You talked to them? What did they say?” asked Osborne, wondering if he needed to wait at the morgue for one of the Wausau boys to arrive.

“Not yet, Doc. I’ll give ’em a call in a few minutes but I doubt I can get anyone up here tonight. Ridiculous to work an outdoor crime scene in the dark.” She gave a sigh of reluctance, reminding Osborne how much fun she had dealing with the bozo running the crime lab.


• • •


The director of the Wausau Crime Lab made it his mission to give the Loon Lake chief of police a hard time. If he wasn’t trying to share an off-color joke—with females as a punch line—he enjoyed ranting about women in law enforcement: “Ladies do not belong in military combat or on the police force—they are too soft.” Lew would listen until she got what she wanted.

As far as Osborne was concerned, that razzbonya got one thing real wrong: soft did not apply to Lewellyn Ferris.


• • •


“Try your buddy Bruce this time,” said Osborne. “Skip his boss and throw in fly fishing for muskies—from a kayak. Bet you anything he’ll jump at that.”

“What are you talking about? Are you teasing me?” Lew grinned, a friendly challenge in her eyes. Osborne smiled back. He found her so cute when she did that—but he knew better than to say so. Nevertheless, he allowed himself a moment to feel sixteen again.

“I’ll tell you later. Ray’s latest enterprise.”

“Oh no,” still smiling, Lew rolled her eyes. “But speak of the devil. If you’re finished, I’ll have Ray get the photos now.”

She waved a go-ahead to Ray who had been chatting with several of the men and women gathered across the road. In one hand he held a tripod and in the other a camera he used on more pleasant occasions: shooting outdoor vistas for the annual Lions Club calendar. He walked over to where Lew and Osborne were standing.

“Ready for me to take over, Chief?” asked Ray.

“Yep, you know the drill. But shoot the victim first, I don’t want her exposed like that any longer than necessary.”

“Of course. I’ll do that right away so the EMTs can move her—then the site. If it gets too dark, I have extra spotlights in the truck.”

“You sure you’re okay with this?” Lew asked. “Doc mentioned Jen Williams was a friend of yours—”

“Not really,” said Ray, his eyes serious and sad. “We dated a few times maybe five years ago. That’s all. She used me for sport.”

Lew gave him a questioning look. “We’ll discuss that later.”


• • •


A silver-gray Ford Taurus pulled up behind Lew’s police cruiser. The passenger’s side door was already open and a short, stout woman in gray Bermuda shorts and an oversized white T-shirt with bright orange squirrels across the front jumped from the car, leaving the door open behind her. Moving surprisingly fast for a woman built so low and wide, she dashed to where Ray was setting up near the body, slipping and nearly falling in a rivulet of blood that had escaped into a groove along the driveway.

As she closed in on the white tarp covering the site where the body lay, Lew stepped forward to block her way. “Stop, please, you can’t go there,” she said, grabbing the woman by her left arm.

“I’m her mother for God’s sake. I’m here to help—” The woman yanked her arm away but at the sight of her daughter sprawled on the ground she stopped. Her hands flew to her mouth as she cried, “Oh my God. Oh my God, but they just called me! She’s already—? No. No. No. Can’t be. Not my Jen. The person who called—” the woman whirled around as if she could find the guilty caller in the crowd across the road.

Osborne looked down and away from the helplessness. He knew that pain. At least this time it wasn’t his. He waited, wishing as he had learned to do: if only someone could turn back the clock—just one hour—to give this poor woman the chance to maybe call her daughter and ask her to come by Mom’s house instead of going straight home to her apartment? If only …

“You’ve made a mistake! I know you did! Let me see,” the woman struggled to get past Lew. “That’s not Jennifer. She never wears red. Oh … oh …”

Osborne hurried over. “Bonnie,” he said to the woman who had been a patient of his for years before his retirement, “Chief Ferris and I—we know that the victim is your daughter … Jennifer. And I am so sorry but … well … we need you to officially identify the body.” It was an outrageous request, and he hated hearing himself make it.

The woman’s breath kept catching as she tried to talk. “Is she—is she? When did this happen?”

“Shortly after six we think,” said Lew. “One of my officers checked the clinic, so we know Jennifer left the building at six or a little after. The call came in right at six thirty.”

“Oh God,” the woman dropped her head. She slumped to one side, and Osborne caught her shoulders before she collapsed. Together he and Lew eased her back along the road and onto the passenger seat of Lew’s squad car where she sat motionless, staring at the floor of the car. Her breath was coming in short bursts but she was not crying, not saying anything. Osborne hoped to hell she wasn’t having a heart attack.

“Chief Ferris, I … want … to … see … my … child.”

“Okay,” said Lew, “Dr. Osborne and I will help you over there but I have to show you right where to walk so we don’t compromise any trace evidence that may have been left by the killer.”

“A killer? She was murdered?” Bonnie Williams looked up at them, amazement on her face. “I thought she was hit by a car. You’re telling me she was murdered?”
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