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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Maverick smelled trouble, and a Labrador
knows what a Labrador’s nose knows. Maybe I didn’t appreciate his
habit of lugging dirty laundry through the house or stealing my
dinner when I turned my back, but he howled on key when my landlady
played piano, and he read me like a book.

Maverick dragged me through the streets near
my apartment and as we finished our speedy trek on the sidewalk
lining Maple Street, my breathing returned to normal.

With one yard left to pass before landing
home, an energetic preschooler toddled out to greet us or, more to
the point, to greet Maverick, arms upraised and all smiles. “Hi,
lady. Here, doggy,” she said around her giggles.

I watched in amazement as Maverick sat in
answer to the “sit” cue I offered. He didn’t respond to many cues
and I quickly dug out a treat. As the pink-and-white gingham
ruffles on her pinafore flounced nearer, I stepped between the girl
and my dog and scanned the yard for someone to give permission for
them to meet.

In the blink of an eye, the toddler skirted
around me, grabbed Maverick by the collar, and nestled her blond
curls into his muscular black chest. Maverick cocked his head and
glanced at me with a polite grin tugging at his lips. I signaled
him to “stay,” and I handed him another treat. I kept one eye on
him and the little bundle as I searched the yard for a
guardian.

The woman on the porch might have been
stunning if her face hadn’t been red bordering on purple. She
stepped outside and I flinched when the screen door slammed,
sounding like a gunshot.

“Get that mangy mutt away from my Emma!” The
woman hurtled down the steps onto the cluttered lawn and tripped on
the raised basket arm of a rusty yellow Tonka trencher. She grabbed
her ankle, winced in pain, and limped in our direction.

She tried to wrench the child away from
Maverick, but tiny fingers squeezed his blaze-orange collar.
Maverick struggled to stay next to me, shifting his weight from paw
to paw. The woman peeled Emma’s fingers off the collar one by one
and shuttled the little girl behind her amid cries of, “Good
doggy,” and “No, Mommy.”

“Did he hurt you, baby?”

“No.” The little girl squirmed to get back to
Maverick. “Doggy!”

The mother’s hand took a wild detour through
her tangled mane. She dropped her hand to her side, and growled,
“Keep that mongrel away from my daughter.”

“He’s not—” Maybe he was. But even before I
could finish, she spun on her heels and towed the girl toward their
front door. Emma glanced back at Maverick with longing in her eyes.
I wish I could’ve read Maverick’s body language. Maybe everything
would have turned out differently.

“Heel, Maverick.” When he followed the cue, I
scrounged up another treat.

I rented the back half of Ida Clemashevski’s
stately Queen Anne-styled home. Maverick waited for me to open the
gate and then pulled me into our yard, where Ida sat on the
porch.

“Here, Maverick,” Mrs. Clemashevski said with
open arms. I stumbled behind Maverick as he raced up the steps. He
burrowed his head into her lap and she rustled his ears. His tail
thumped the decking.

“Join me for supper tonight?” Mrs.
Clemashevski elicited a smile and a satisfied groan with the
promise of her stupendous cooking.

“I’d love to, but shouldn’t I make something
for you?” I said.

“I’ve had your cooking—thank you very
much—and until you expand your repertoire beyond charred macaroni
and stringy cheese, I’ll pass.”

I feigned hurt. “You like my peanut butter
and jelly sandwiches.”

She rolled her eyes.

“I don’t think our neighbors like us
much.”

“Patience, Katherine Jean Wilk.” Mrs.
Clemashevski sounded like a Zen Master but looked a little like a
gypsy with wisps of her freshly dyed red-orange hair peeking out
around a multicolored silk scarf. “Your students like you just
fine. They just need to get to know you.”

We looked for kind faces when out on our
walks, but at sixty-five pounds, Maverick was a somewhat large
specimen of British Lab, and residents who didn’t know him tended
to bolt when his powerful figure padded nearby. A lot had happened
in the two months since I’d moved to Columbia to teach high school
math, and Maverick had gained a well-earned reputation as a rather
frightening resource-guarding dog, me being the well-guarded
resource.

Or it could have had something to do with
the bodies he’d found.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


After I spent thirty minutes plucking soggy
streamers from our tree limbs, Ida warned me about the pitfalls of
homecoming, the week when students’ attention focused on the next
rousing event. Rather than compete for quality study time, I
assigned a logic problem for the weekend.

“In honor of the Cougar/Pirate football game
tonight, please riddle me this. Twelve pirates aboard a ship each
have a coin to identify their authenticity. One of the pirates is a
phony and holds a fake coin. The only characteristic that
distinguishes the fake coin from the real coins is its weight,
which is a tiny bit lighter. The captain has a perfectly balanced
scale. What’s the least number of times he must use the scale to
ensure he finds the fake coin and the imposter?”

Two students shadowed me to my desk, gripping
the homework sheet on top of their pile of books. Before they could
ask any questions, I said, “It’s just for fun. Give it your best
shot.”

They exchanged confused looks, shrugged, and
left. I sat down and took a deep breath before turning to work on
my lesson plans.

A door opened and running footsteps broke the
tenuous peace. Rounding the corner and out of breath, one of my
students blew out her words. “Come on, Ms. Wilk. We’re already late
and you don’t want to skip your first coronation. Carlee’s sister
could be the next queen.”

Lorelei Calder looked so hopeful; I couldn’t
escape this homecoming tradition without hurting her feelings.
“Let’s go.”

We raced to the
auditorium. I couldn’t hear Lorelei over the blaring music, but she
waved then wound her way through the crowd into the bleachers to
sit with her friends and watch the action unfold onstage. I found a
space and pressed against the people-packed wall, blinded by the
swirling lights.

Each toe touch for the eight candidates’
final promenade had been choreographed. The fidgety girls marched
across the stage in step to a pulsing fanfare, trailing the lively
patterns of assigned spotlights, their gowns floating behind them.
Flowing tresses rippled in their wake. Vibrant colors outlined
bright white teeth clenched in broad grins. Coronations were
ceremonial affairs: vivid lights, glittering dresses with matching
shoes, chic hairdos, manicured nails polished in complementary
colors, and makeup applied in smoky hues.

One by one the candidates lined up, and
nervous energy bubbled among them. One grasped another’s hand, and
soon all eight were tethered for good luck, giggling neophytes
teetering on their sky-high heels.

The newly crowned Homecoming Prince and King
sat on makeshift thrones and tried to remain indifferent but
failed, with their constant high-fives and smiles breaking through
forced nonchalance.

I scoured the sea of
students, looking for familiar faces. Carlee Parks sat in the third
row and beamed as she caught her sister’s eye. She wriggled her
fingers under her chin and then her brow furrowed. Beautiful,
blond, blue-eyed Ana looked lovely in her teal mermaid gown
overlaid with mocha-colored lace, giving it a vintage flair, but
Ana’s smile seemed forced, her movements stiff. More than
nervousness flickered across her face.

The emcee flapped an envelope above his head
to quiet the audience, but they ignored him. The young man whistled
and exaggerated his movements to attract their attention.

The girl standing next to him scanned the
results then sashayed behind the expectant candidates. She paraded
back and forth, drawing the process out as long as possible,
stopping behind every candidate, assessing each young lady’s claim
to the crown, brandishing the tiara over each head, tormenting all
of us. I couldn’t imagine how the girls felt. When the crowd’s
gasps turned a bit menacing, she terminated her torturous
teasing.

The crown descended, and Ana’s mouth formed
the words, “Oh, no.”


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


After the coronation, I returned to my
classroom and ran my hand over the engraved nameplate delineating
professional ownership. It read, Ms. Wilk.
I closed my eyes and inhaled the light lemony scent left on the
desks, courtesy of the cleaning crew.

After my husband was killed, I gave up a
career in cybersecurity, and to secure my first teaching contract,
I agreed to take on the extracurricular supervision of science club
and mock trial. Columbia High School seemed like a good place for
me.

The celebratory week of homecoming would
culminate next Friday when the Columbia Cougars football team took
on the Sauk Rapids Storm. If I’d been paying closer attention, I
might’ve seen the storm brewing. In the middle of all the
goings-on, my principal had scheduled an open house four weeks into
the year, providing an opportunity for teachers to communicate
concerns early enough to be able to make a positive difference for
their students. And I planned to be prepared.

I had just finished reviewing my notes when a
group of students swarmed my room. “Do we have a meeting today?” I
wondered aloud.

Lorelei printed the words science club
formation in large black letters across the top of the SMART Board.
Underneath the words, she wrote Ashley next to president, Brenna
next to vice-president, and Brock next to by-laws committee
chairman.

“What time will we be done today, Ms. Wilk?”
asked Ashley.

“What time will we finish?” said
Lorelei, a sometimes-too-smart-for-her-own-good junior. She
surprised me by repeating one of my favorite lines. “Cakes and pies
are done; people are finished. And that would be when we have
completed our agenda.” The wheels of her mind whirred behind those
dark eyes, magnified by her bookish glasses.

She wrote secretary but before she turned
around, the unified voices shouted, “Lorelei!”

“Ms. Wilk, look at my new shoes,” Brenna
said, pointing the toe of one of her patent-leather ruby-red
pumps.

Lorelei rolled her eyes.

“Don’t you just love them?” said Ashley. “We
went shopping in New London, the perfect place for our retail
therapy. And I picked up this sweater.” She modeled a hot-pink
cardigan and Brenna cooed.

Brock’s newly acquired homecoming crown set
rakishly over one eye. “Hey, Carlee, tell Ana congrats for me. I
didn’t catch her after the coronation.”

“Tonnenson, are we working out after this?”
he asked the other young man in the room.

“Yup,” said Galen Tonnenson. He’d realized
the damage that was done to his system by the steroids his coach
had provided and turned himself in. The coach was awaiting trial
for various charges and Galen lost wrestling eligibility until
after Christmas. But he looked happier and healthier than he had
when the term began.

Carlee Parks joined us for her second
meeting. Her raven-black hair hung straight to the middle of her
back, and her gray eyes kept Galen in her sights.

You wouldn’t know it at first glance, but
these students worked hard and surpassed expectations in science,
technology, and math.

With the friendly banter out of the way,
Lorelei said, “We’re thinking we might want to change the way we do
things here.”

Alarm bells clanged in my head, and my heart
raced. Our club already had undergone a thorough examination after
one of our inaugural members had been arrested for arranging drug
parties. I didn’t want everything to fall apart now.

“We’ll have officers, a meeting agenda, and
committee assignments,” Ashley said. “We want to use our
participation in the science club on our résumés. If you hold an
office or take on leadership responsibility in an official club,
it’s more impressive on a college application.”

I released the breath I’d held.

Lorelei continued matching names and
offices.

“Snack chairperson,” Lorelei wrote.
Prone to seriousness, her laughter sounded like tiny bells.

“That falls to Galen,” said Brock. “But we’re
still one job short,” he said, tilting his head toward our newest
member.

“I’d rather just sit on a committee until I
see how this works for me,” Carlee said in a rush.

“Then all in favor of accepting this slate of
officers, say aye,” said Lorelei.

After the unanimous vote, Galen grabbed
Carlee’s hand and raised it. “We volunteer to choose the next
geocache.”

Carlee snatched her hand away. “What’s a
geocache?”

“A high-tech scavenger hunt,” Brenna
said.

And for her first official act, Ashley said,
“Meeting adjourned.” And just like that, they were gone.

My phone buzzed. I checked the caller ID and
a smile grew on my face. “Hi, Pete.”

I met Dr. Pete Erickson the
first time I ended up in the ER. We were trying to figure
out our future, which meant we needed to share a bit of our past as
well. Old fears resided in the nearest shadows, and I wasn’t quite
ready to shine a light on all of them.

“How about a picnic before the cross-country
meet?” he said. “The weather channel’s predicting an awesome day.
I’m on call tonight, but I can meet you at Sibley State Park at
eleven a.m. tomorrow.”

“Sounds perfect. I’ve heard it’s a great
place to hike.”

“It is.” We both waited for someone to say
something.

The silence made me anxious. I added, “I’ll
bring lunch.”

“Great. See you there.”

Why on earth had I volunteered to bring
lunch? I could do that, couldn’t I?

I jumped at the knock behind me.

A curtain of black hair covered her face. She
looked up with worry in her eyes.

“What can I do for you, Carlee?”

“Have you seen Ana?” Carlee asked. “I can’t
find her.”

I assured Carlee that her sister would turn
up. With the crown came responsibilities and celebrations.

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


More anxious than I guessed, I tossed and
turned through the night and woke to the slimmest thread of peach
sewing the night to day. I opened my current bedstand reading
material and plunged so deeply into the cryptograms I missed the
dawn entirely.

When I finally emerged from my morning
ablutions, panic set in. I checked my fridge and cupboards. I found
a jar of olives, a bottle of ketchup, and two cans of chicken soup.
With no ideas forthcoming, I hoped I could persuade Mrs.
Clemashevski to provide some insight into what would constitute a
proper picnic lunch. I knocked on her door, then heard a pounding,
a rattling, and an unexpectedly terse, “What?”

With trepidation, I answered, “It’s
Katie.”

“Come,” she called imperiously.

I opened the door to a room upended: piles of
pots and pans on the countertops, empty drawers, overturned
appliances, cupboard doors hanging ajar, leaning stacks of
bakeware, and the microwave door standing open. Silverware
clattered to the floor. Her kitchen provided ideal accommodations
for each and every article of cookware she’d ever need, but she’d
scattered everything all over.

“I can’t find it,” she lamented. “You know
there’s been a rash of burglaries. What if someone stole it?”

“What are you looking for?”

“The brown-checked tea cozy that fits over
this.” One hand gripped the filigreed handle of a buffed silver
teapot while the other clung to its spout. She carefully set it in
the microwave, protecting it from the chaos.

“It’ll be here.” I waded into the
kitchen.

From my vantage point, half a foot taller
than her just-under-five feet, I could see into the back of the
highest shelves and found a mound of light-brown checked quilting.
On my toes, arm fully outstretched, I snagged the ribbon tie and
pulled it down.

“Oh, my.” Relieved, Mrs. Clemashevski grabbed
the tea cozy and crushed it to her ample bosom. Then she held the
fabric up to the light as if examining clothes for an infant,
judged it fitting, and snuggled it over the teapot, returning it to
the cupboard.

“This is a family heirloom.” She took a
satisfied breath. “Thank you.”

“Mrs. Clemashevski, could I borrow a picnic
basket?”

She eyed me with suspicion. “Call me Ida. And
why do you need a basket?” She was aware of my culinary ineptness
and her curiosity was well founded.

“Pete and I are going to Sibley State Park,
and I volunteered to pack a picnic lunch. Do you have any
suggestions?” She stared at me. I turned toward the door.

She snorted. “When is this supposed picnic to
take place?” she said as she hung a pan from the hood above her
industrial stove.

My face flushed when I answered. “Eleven
today.”

She cleaned off a small area of the
workstation and bustled to her refrigerator, swung open the heavy
door of her stainless-steel Wolf Sub-Zero, rummaged through the
shelves, and pulled open the drawers. She snagged a colorful
armload of fresh produce. Hands full, she bumped the door closed
with a wild hip swing and poured the fixings onto the counter. She
grabbed a cutting board and a knife, which she offered to me,
handle first. “Narrow slices,” she ordered, wagging her forefinger
and passing me carrots, radishes, tomatoes, celery, red and green
bell peppers, and jicama.

I sliced carefully, but when slamming
cupboards and rattling dishes made me turn my head, she scolded,
“Keep your eyes on your work.”

By the time I’d completed my task, I sighed.
The room held a place for everything and everything gleamed from
its place.

Ida examined the results of my assignment.
“Not bad for someone who can’t boil water,” she said in jest, I
hoped. Before I could utter a smart reply, she said, “Remember when
you melted a spoon on the edge of your saucepan making pasta. I’ll
finish. Go.”

For a hike in the woods, I chose a
comfortable long-sleeved flannel shirt and donned a pair of worn
Levi’s, which possibly would, after a few more of Ida’s luscious
meals, fit well again. Her hearty food tasted marvelous, a superior
change from the institutional fare I’d consumed when I’d stayed at
the Center for Traumatic Brain Injury while my dad recuperated. I
brushed on some tinted mascara to bring out the blue in my eyes and
dabbed a little pink onto my cheeks.

Ida delivered a green-and-tan wicker picnic
basket and heaved it onto my kitchen counter.

“What’s in there?”

“Plastic place settings, a tablecloth, a
baguette and olive oil, pasta salad, a Ziploc bag of crudités, dip
for the veggies, and shaved parmesan cheese with croutons. I would
send wine,” she said and winked, “but it’s a little early in the
day.” She handed me the beverage cooler and a detailed map with
directions to the park entrance.

“Thanks. I couldn’t have done it without
you!”

“I know,” she said, her eyes sparkling.

I packed a collapsible bowl, two bottles of
water, and one of Ida’s homemade dog biscuits for Maverick.

 


* * *

 


If I hadn’t pulled over to count the deer in
the field, my Jetta would have been crushed by the idiot van driver
rounding the corner at top speed. I vented for a solid minute and
still arrived with five minutes to spare. I purchased the Minnesota
State Parks permit from the unmanned registration kiosk and
followed the instructions on the self-registration envelope.
Harboring a tiny bit of ill will at the driver, I ripped off the
user copy to stick on my windshield, but before I slid the payment
envelope into the wooden slot, gravel crunched under the tires of
another vehicle.

A door clicked open, and I heard a
lighthearted, “Hey there, pretty lady.”

I turned, and batting my eyelashes, asked,
“To whom are you speaking?”

Pete bounded from his royal blue Ram truck, a
toothy grin beaming on his delectable face. “Sorry. I forgot to
tell you there’d be a fee. Let me get that for you.”

I chuckled at his belated chivalry. “I’m
valid for a year. Thanks.” The envelope finished its journey into
the slot. We drove in through the open gates. A variety of trees,
just beginning to change color in the autumn warmth, hugged the
gently curving road. Skinny streams of sunlight sliced through the
thick canopy. The drive ended in the nearly empty parking lot in
the shadow of the Interpretive Center.

I grabbed my lightweight jacket and clipped
the leash on Maverick. We joined Pete in front of an engraved
wooden map that outlined the walking paths.

“We have a four-mile hike beginning here.” He
pointed, tracing the route with his forefinger.

“It’s gorgeous,” I said, taking in the
surroundings.

“It’s perfect.”

My face flushed when I caught his brown eyes
looking at me instead of the park view.

The trail opened onto a field of native
prairie grasses, waving in the slight breeze. I turned my face to a
periwinkle sky and drank in the intense beauty. “I have lunch in
the car,” I murmured.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” he said and
laughed.

The first one hundred yards began with a
steep incline and I skidded on the grass. Pete stepped in front of
me and put his hands on my waist to steady me, smiling all the way
down to his toes.

“Thanks,” I gasped, and too soon he released
me.

Thick, crisp vegetation encroached on the
well-worn path, making it difficult for Maverick to heel.

“I think you can let him off-leash here,”
Pete said.

Freed, Maverick darted ahead of us, zipping
from one shimmying leaf to another, circling back to verify our
whereabouts, then dashing to the right or to the left,
investigating the territory. He flushed songbirds and chased a few
gray squirrels foolish enough to show themselves.

Pete took my hand. Our threesome seemed
perfectly natural for Maverick, but as nice as it
was, I struggled to keep my burgeoning anxiety in check. I liked
spending time with Pete but I knew he wanted an explanation
about my dad’s accident and the death of my husband. I’ve heard
silence is golden, but in this instance, the silence was also
painless. I feared summoning the monster in my memories.

We both spoke at the same time. I said, “I
suppose you’d like to know about…”

And Pete said, “I have some exciting news to
tell you…” We stammered our Minnesota niceties, but Pete won with
the old cliché, “Ladies, first.”

“Should I go chronologically?” He shrugged in
answer. “I was born—”

“You don’t need to go that far back. Tell me
about your cryptanalysis career.”

“I finished my studies at—”

“Wild Thing” burst from Pete’s pocket, the
mechanical ringtone completely out of place. He threw me an
apologetic look and tipped his head to check the phone screen.
“Sorry. I wasn’t expecting any calls. I took the day off. But it’s
the ER. Excuse me?”

Saved by the bell! I really didn’t want to
tell him how sadness had enveloped me the entire flight home from
London, nor the conversation I’d had with the flight attendant
who’d asked with sincere gentleness, “Are you still in love or have
you forgotten?” I’d loved Charles and discovering the love was
reciprocated was a dream come true, until it became a
nightmare.

Pete’s right hand brushed his wayward locks
away from his forehead, a familiar gesture while concentrating, and
then he quickly pocketed his phone. Pain clouded his eyes.

“I’m sorry. I have to go, Katie. It’s my dad.
Susie said he’s been admitted to the hospital for observation and a
workup for some chest pains.”

My grip tightened on Pete’s arm reassuringly.
“Let’s go.”

“You and Maverick stay,” he said
distractedly. “I’ll call you when I know more.” And off he ran.

I’d met Pete’s dad a number of times in his
professional capacity as the chief of police. He was very good at
his job and a nice man, to boot. I hoped he’d be well.

“It’s just you and me, Maverick.”

Researching the activity for my science club
students, I opened the geocaching app on my phone. I chose the
easiest cache for Maverick and me to find. Time spent outdoors on
the hunt gave us a purposeful trek while waiting for Pete to call.
We hiked to the top of Mount Tom. A breathtaking panorama equal to
any in Minnesota lay before us. We looked down on colorful fields
that crisscrossed farmland and took in the water towers of three
nearby towns. Against the blue sky, the few cottony clouds seemed
within arm’s reach. Small birds somersaulted energetically, and a
few larger birds swooped and plunged in and out of the treetops.
Pete was right, of course; the park was a wonderful place to
hike.

We found the geocache in a camouflaged
ammunition canister hidden just off the walking path. After letting
Maverick sniff the container, I signed the log and started back to
the parking lot.

Maverick increased his pace and also
increased his distance away from me, his attempt to keep us
outside. The sun slid behind a cloud, and the air chilled.

I called to him. He ignored me. I couldn’t
hear him rustling through the underbrush, so I backtracked and
spotted him about twenty yards off the path, silently on point,
having stalked some unsuspecting quarry.

“Maverick.” My call garnered no response.
“Nice try, Maverick. Let’s go home.” I whistled to no avail and
trudged up the hill to fetch him. I made plenty of noise to roust
Maverick’s prey and release him from point. I saw nothing but large
birds diving above us. “Maverick,” I called again.

He finally acknowledged my conspicuous
approach with an infinitesimal head turn. My gaze was drawn toward
the object of his focus. Glistening in the intense sunlight,
partially hidden from view, concealed by a tangle of leaves, was a
collection of sparkling stones, twinkling and reflecting so
brightly that I had to shield my eyes for an instant. Caught in a
maple embrace, maybe ten feet off the ground, flickered a ring of
crystals.

“What did you find, big guy?”

The stones resembled gems, and since diamonds
are a girl’s best friend, or so I’ve heard, the scintillation drew
me in.

“No, Maverick! No!” I cried. I squeezed my
eyes closed and dropped to my knees.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


 


I clipped the leash to Maverick’s collar and
ruffled the fur on his neck. “Now what do we do?” I asked
rhetorically and punched in the number I knew by heart.

“Hey, Katie. Dad’s doing great. Sorry I
didn’t call. I’ve been busy seeing to his every need.”

In the background, I heard a deep voice
growl, “Liar!”

“Pete?”

“How was your walk? Are you on your way back
to town?”

“Pete, I found a body.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, right.” He’d been very
understanding the day we first met when Maverick and I had found
the body of the School Board Chairman in the wetlands slough near
Ida’s home, and now he calmly awaited a punch line that wasn’t
coming. “Katie?”

“Actually, Maverick found it.”

“Where are you?”

“What’s going on?” the deep voice
bellowed.

I described standing near enough to make out
the edges of the parking lot and the building roofline, partway up
a hill. “We’re northwest of the Interpretive Center.”

“I’ll be right there, Katie. Don’t move.” I
expected a reprimand but instead I heard, “Are you okay?”

“I’m alive.” My left eyebrow twitched.
“Pete?”

“Yes.”

“There’s a crown.”

“And?”

“Carlee Parks was looking for her sister Ana,
who was just crowned Homecoming Princess.”

“I’m on my way.”

A kettle of turkey vultures soared and
circled overhead, swooping scavengers intent on ravaging carrion. I
hoped they hadn’t yet found this source—a body with long blond hair
and bare legs dotted with fiery red spots, splayed and unmoving. I
quivered, listening to the awful drone of black flies buzzing in
the dry air. A tiara dangled in the tree above the body.

I thought I’d steeled myself with a
protective anesthetic armor, but Maverick turned to me and swiped a
sloppy tongue against the tears streaming down my cheeks.

After what seemed an interminable time,
Pete’s truck sailed into the lot and slammed into a parking space
next to my car. He jumped out of the cab wearing his navy County
Coroner windbreaker, carrying a small black bag. He searched
through the trees. When he looked in my direction, my hand rose in
a limp greeting. As he jogged up the hill, the passenger door of
the truck opened, and Susie slithered out.

Nurse Susie Kelton assisted Pete in the ER
and worked with the County Coroner’s office. They’d dated for a
while and I think she still had a thing for Pete, but he seemed
oblivious to her charms, or so I hoped. As she exited the truck,
she closed the door and stepped up to the side mirror, reshaped her
auburn hair, then gestured to the emergency vehicle and two
sheriff’s cruisers that had followed them into the park.

Although I’m certain there was absolutely no
way for him to know it by the look on my face, I couldn’t have been
happier to see anyone. Pete inspected the terrain as he neared
Maverick and me, investigating scientifically, looking for an
anomaly, evidence of death by accident or foul play.

His voice cut through the heavy silence. “How
do you react to poison ivy?”

I remained kneeling, petting Maverick,
waiting for instructions. “I don’t know.”

“You’re surrounded by it. Don’t move.” He
called down to the emergency crew. “This hill is covered with
poison ivy. We need to lay Tyvek.”

After donning white paper coveralls, which
made them look like workers in a nuclear facility, they clanked
open the rear of the ambulance. From the back of the blue-and-white
emergency vehicle emerged a thick roll of white paper, which they
spread in sections of ten feet, two swaths wide.

The paper suit looked good on Susie. I’m not
sure what wouldn’t. She delivered a second suit to Pete. Mindful of
the greenery, he shoved his booted feet through the elastic
encircling the ankles, elbowed his arms and torso in, and zipped up
the front. Then he pulled on purple nitrile gloves and helped
settle the last few sections of the safety paper trail between tree
trunks and over brambles to Maverick and me.

“Leaves of three, let it be,” he muttered.
“This is all poison ivy, Katie.”

Duly chastised, I said, “I wasn’t paying
attention. I followed Maverick here.”

Pete continued to lay sections of the paper
toward the body. “Susie, take her down the hill.”

I rose and edged onto the protective tarp.
“We can do it,” I said, exasperation thrumming in my throat at the
sight of her smirking face. Her laughing eyes pierced my
confidence.

We’d taken only a few steps when I heard Pete
sigh. “Oh, no.”

Maverick and I stopped in response, and Susie
took a forcible step toward us to propel us down the slope. Not
relishing her escort, I shook my head. “We can do it,” I said
again, and continued toward the parking lot, silently acknowledging
the crime-scene photographer as he made his way to the body.

At the bottom of the hill, one of the EMTs
handed me antibacterial wipes for my hands and an unopened box
marked Tecnu Poison Ivy Scrub.

I scrupulously washed my hands. When I
finished, he handed me a damp towel to wipe Maverick. Neither of us
appeared to have any adverse reaction to the urushiol oil, but I’d
be careful to wash Maverick again, launder my clothes, and sanitize
my hiking shoes.

When they finished with the on-site
examination, Pete beckoned the techs, who rolled in a metal gurney,
and gently lifted the body, placing it into the forbidding
shroud.

The officers removed their caps. With
profound silence and respect, punctuated by the rattling of the
gurney, the team moved the metal carriage down to the ambulance and
loaded the body into the rear. With a final collision of metal to
metal, the door slammed, burying the body in a mobile tomb.


CHAPTER SIX

 


 


“Ma’am?” A resonant voice wrenched my gaze
from the retreating strobing light.

A rumble from Maverick brought me to
attention. “Yes.”

“You called in about the body?” I nodded, and
he took out a notepad and pen. He was an older trooper with hazel
eyes and light-brown hair peppered with gray. His tan uniform
blended in with the surroundings. On his head sat a brown felt
campaign hat with a gold-corded band. He searched my face before
asking, “What brought you out here?”

“I was hiking and geocaching.”

“Geocaching? I don’t remember one being
placed out this way.”

“We found it near Mount Tom, and on our way
back to the car, my dog wandered off and discovered the body.”
Again, I thought.

“Did you touch anything?

“Nothing near the body.”

“Did you see anyone? Notice anything out of
the ordinary?”

I shook my head.

“Why did you call the coroner before law
enforcement?” The question caught me off guard.

“I know Pete--Dr. Erickson.” When I’m
nervous, I sound annoyed. “In fact, he was here with me this
morning before he was called to the hospital to look in on his
dad.” I’d have to ask Pete about his dad.

A flicker of amusement kindled in the
trooper’s eyes. “How did you know the victim was deceased?”

With a start, I realized I didn’t have an
answer. “I guess I really didn’t know.”

“Name?”

“I don’t know who it is.” When his eyebrows
shot up, I understood my mistake. “Katie Wilk.”

“Address?”

“3141 North Maple Street in Columbia.”

“Thanks.” He snapped his notebook closed,
tapped the brim of his hat, and strode purposefully toward Pete.
They shook hands. Pinioned with both sets of eyes, I felt like the
subject of their prolonged conversation and focused my attention on
Maverick.

I could have lost myself in the green
thicket, buried the sadness, and hidden from the anguish brought
upon some unsuspecting family. I’d experienced the abrupt, sudden
loss of a loved one when my husband of seventeen days was killed
and never would wish to inflict that heartache on anyone else.
Almost two years ago, Dad, Charles, and I had been biking on the
trail near my home town when my dad had been taken down by a
bullet. He still suffered the effects of his traumatic brain
injury. The second shot took Charles. I missed him. And we still
didn’t know who’d pulled the trigger.

Susie stripped off the white spacesuit and
gloves like a professional and meticulously balled up the used
outerwear then added it to a huge bin positioned at the bottom of
the hill. She flashed a smile at Pete and the trooper and joined
them in her professional capacity. She and I might have been at
odds where Pete was concerned, but when some students had gotten a
bad combination of drugs, she’d proved her worth as a good nurse
and we’d found a common enemy. Susie and I had declared a truce and
did all we could to protect the kids. That tragedy averted, I think
we again held conflicting intentions. I envied her involvement in
the discussion until I remembered why everyone was here.

When their conclave broke up, Pete shook the
trooper’s hand, and he and Susie walked toward me. “Katie, let me
drive you home.”

“I can drive myself home,” I said with a
little defiance.

“I have something I’d like to discuss with
you,” he said.

There it was. “How will you get your truck
home?” At that moment, the truck jumped into gear and pebbles
sprayed as it raced from the lot as if on fire, Susie owning the
wheel.

“Pete? Was it Ana?”

He shook his head as we walked toward my car.
“No, not her.”

“Thank God.”

Pete opened the doors. Maverick jumped into
the rear seat, his private domain—a perch from which to observe
everything going on around him and still keep an eye on me, and I
took the passenger seat. I dug my keys out of my pocket and dropped
them into Pete’s outstretched hand.

Pete started the car and cleared his throat.
I cut him off with a stern look. “If this is a ‘You should have
been more careful’ speech, I couldn’t have done anything about what
happened and if it’s a ‘What’s with your bad luck?’ speech, I’m not
in the mood.”

He gritted his teeth. “She suffered before
she died. Her hands were bound.”

“It wasn’t an accident?”

“It couldn’t have been. She had an adverse
allergic reaction. Her airway closed and she slowly suffocated.
Someone let her die. That’s one deviant I’d like to put away.”

The car rumbled on the bumpy blacktop as we
rode in silence to Ida’s home.

Pete’s truck sat on Maple Street and
Susie revved the engine as Pete drove my
car down the long path to the detached garage. “Do you want me to
come in for a while?” he asked with genuine concern.

“No, thanks. I know you have work to do,” I
answered, looking down at my hands clasped in my lap. “Sorry for
the way I acted. Is there anything I can do?”

A tapping at the window startled us, and we
looked into Susie’s mischievous eyes. Pete pressed the button to
lower the window.

“What do you think?” she said with too much
enthusiasm.

I glowered at Pete with disbelief.

“Now isn’t the time, Susie.” Pete’s face
turned crimson. He crawled from the driver’s seat, reached around
to the back door, and released Maverick into the yard.

“Time for what?” I called as I pulled my door
release and stepped out of the car.

A high-pitched voice rang from the next yard.
“Petey!” I almost didn’t recognize my cranky neighbor without her
glaring red face. She waved at us through the scrollwork of the
rails in the black wrought-iron fence. “Is that your
beautiful dog?” Maverick’s transformation in her eyes was nothing
short of incredulous.

“And here we go,” said Susie, rolling her
eyes.

I gawked, and Pete followed a scampering
Maverick to the front gate, where my neighbor and her little girl
Emma closed in to lavish hugs and kisses on a dog extremely intent
on pleasing.

I jostled Susie out of my way. “Sorry.” I
halted Maverick’s progress toward the tiny outstretched fingers,
much to his bewilderment. “He needs a bath!” Pete, realizing the
danger the residual poison ivy oils posed, stepped out of the yard
and closed the gate behind him.

“Pamela, this is Maverick. He belongs to
Katie.”

“Petey and I go way back, Kathy. He let me
get away before he went off to college and has regretted it ever
since.” She giggled.

“It’s Katie,” Susie said through clenched
teeth with precision befitting a surgeon. Sparks flew in the air,
and it looked like a hockey face-off.

Pamela placed a hand on Pete’s arm. “Why
don’t you come in for a cup of coffee? You’re still addicted to
caffeine, I assume.”

“You assume correctly,” Pete said, “but I
have work to do. Maybe some other time we can all get together for
coffee.” Susie shook her head and stomped toward the truck.

“Well, Kathy! Any friend of Petey’s is a
friend of mine.” Pamela bared
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