
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


Strange
Appearance

G. L.
Didaleusky

 


Published by
Rogue Phoenix Press for Smashwords

Copyright © 2016

ISBN:
978-1-62420-312-1

 


Electronic rights
reserved by Rogue Phoenix Press, all other rights reserved by the
author. The reproduction or other use of any part of this
publication without the prior written consent of the rights holder
is an infringement of the copyright law. This is a work of fiction.
People and locations, even those with real names, have been
fictionalized for the purposes of this story.

 


Smashwords Edition,
License Notes

 


This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


 



 


 


 


Dedication

 


To my wife, Holly, who believes in me with
her patience and love.


Chapter One

 


"Ocala National Forest is the third largest
national forest of white pines in the United States east of the
Mississippi River," Robert Jenson stated to a group of thirty
people standing in front of him at the park's museum building.
"Brown bears, black bears, wolves, deer and a variety of poisonous
snakes make their home here. There are areas in the park people
haven't explored due to its wooded density and remoteness. Over the
past hundred years, officials estimated that over fifty people have
wandered into the forest and were never found. They were either
eaten by predators, succumbed by poisonous snake bites, or had died
of exposure to the harsh environment."

A young man in his late teens chuckled.
"Maybe they were taken by Big Foot?"

Robert grinned. "You're partly right."

"Really?"

"Yes. According to legend, a half man and
half ape creature called Skunk Ape has been sighted throughout
Florida from the Everglades to the northern region of the state,
including here."

A middle-aged woman asked, "Why do they call
it Skunk Ape?"

"Because when the creature is nearby and the
wind is blowing right, it has a pungent odor like that of a skunk."
This was Robert's seventh year as a tour guide for the summer
months. He completed his third year as a medical student at the
University of Florida two weeks ago. Almost every tour group for
the past six years—and now this year—had had at least one person
making a comment about Big Foot.

"Mr. Jenson," shouted a middle-aged, burly
man behind him. He was wearing a ranger's uniform.

Robert didn't have to turn around to
recognize Samuel Tallquist's voice. His boss never liked him from
the first time they met seven years ago after Robert graduated from
high school and was hired as a forestry guide for the summer.
Robert had taken the job to help pay for college, but after the
second summer, he looked forward to talking to visitors and
answering their questions about the history and sites of the park.
After undergraduate studies followed by medical school, the job
also gave him relief from the complex information in medical books.
He liked interacting with people and considered himself a congenial
extrovert. Robert turned around. He could never figure out why he
agitated Mr. Tallquist. "Yes, sir."

"You don't need to frighten these people
about a mythical creature that doesn't have any scientific proof it
even exists. No pictures or videos of this thing have ever been
taken. People's imaginations are keeping this mythical creature
alive."

"What's that smell?" asked a gray-hair man
toward the front of the group.

A pungent odor permeated the area around
Robert, Samuel, and the group of park visitors.

"Is it the odor of the Skunk Ape?" asked the
teenager who had started the topic of Big Foot.

Other people in the crowd were nodding and
making comments that a terrible odor was overwhelming them.

"No," Samuel answered, shaking his head back
and forth. "I don't—"

"It's the odor emitted by a decomposing
body," interrupted a young woman in her late twenties, who stood
toward the front of the group.

Samuel stared at the woman and frowned. "How
can you be so sure?"

"Because human decomposition has a very
distinct smell. Once you smell it for the first time, you'll never
forget it." She raised her head, turning it slightly to the right.
"And since the wind is coming from the west, I'd say the odor is
originating from over there." She pointed to the left of Robert and
Samuel.

"Why should I believe what you say is true?"
Samuel asked skeptically.

"I'm Cynthia Davidson, a pathologist's
assistant for District 5 Medical Examiner's Office here in Marion
County and surrounding counties. I am very familiar with this
particular odor, since I deal with dead bodies every day in the
morgue."

Robert grinned and chuckled to himself.
That ah girl, put Mr. Tallquist in his obstinate place.

"Oh. Maybe you should check it out?" Samuel
suggested. "Why don't you, young lady, and Mr. Jenson go find out
if what you said we all smell is a decomposing body? I'll stay with
the group of visitors while you track down the odor. Call me on my
cell phone if you find something."

"Don't you think we should call the sheriff's
department?" Cynthia asked as she stepped away from the visitors
and stood in front of Samuel. She glanced at Robert, then back
toward Samuel.

"Yes. That'll be a better idea," Robert
agreed. Sure, he dissected a cadaver with fellow classmates for
anatomy class, but he never felt comfortable being with a dead
body.

Samuel glanced at Robert. "No. It's not a
better idea." He then turned toward Cynthia. "If you find a body,
you can call the sheriff's department. We don't want to jump the
gun." He paused a moment. "I guess that's not a good choice of
words." He chuckled. No one laughed.

Robert led Cynthia through a meandering trail
wide enough for one person. Cynthia walked a few steps behind him.
"So you're a pathologist's assistant for the county?"

"Yes."

"Why didn't you go further and become a
doctor?"

"I don't think it's any of your business.
We're here to check on a dead body, not my personal life."

Robert felt like his jaw dropped a foot as he
became speechless. This attractive, petite female with short-styled
hair, minimum make-up put him in an awkward state of mind. His
good-natured personality was shattered by someone he thought was
mild mannered. He enjoyed her comeback comment toward Samuel, but
when it was now toward him, he didn't like the rejected feeling.
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pry into your life."

Cynthia snickered. "I was being a brat. I do
this sometimes to get a reaction from people. I can see it affected
you."

Robert sighed, letting out all the unpleasant
feelings created by Cynthia's derogatory comments toward him. He
felt reprieved. "You definitely were convincing. I got to say that
about you."

"I'll try not to show my brat side of me
toward you. Although I don't like anyone prying into my personal
life. But I'm sure you were creating small talk."

Robert nodded. "I won't ask you any more
personal questions."

"Don't promise something you can't keep. You
never know what the future holds."

Does it mean she wants to get to know
me? Or did she have many disappointments from empty promises
in her life? "Like you said, we're here to find where the odor
of human decomposition is."

"The odor is getting stronger," Cynthia
said.

"I agree." Robert slowed his pace. His mind
visualized a hiker lying dead on the side of the trail after being
bitten by a poisonous snake. It wouldn't be the first time someone
discovered a body in the forest. But it would be his first direct
encounter of one. If this was what a pathologist or medical
examiner dealt with every day, he was glad he was going to be a
doctor who treated living patients.

"Stop," she said. "Don't move or say
anything. I hear something to the right of us."

Robert's first thought was a bear or some
other predator was about to charge them. He held his breath and
listened for any movement. He heard the wind rustling leaves and
branches of trees—and a buzzing noise.

"Do you hear it?" Cynthia whispered.

"Yes. A buzzing sound."

"Exactly. I believe we're close to the
decomposing body. What we're hearing are blowflies. Follow me."
Cynthia began making her way between the pine trees to her right.
Robert followed behind her.

After walking about twenty feet, the buzzing
sound intensified, along with the overwhelming odor.

She stopped. "There it is."

In front of them several feet away in a
circular clearing with a diameter of about twenty feet was a dead
body. Flies encompassed the body, laying their eggs on its human
host. The completely bald, small-build body was lying face up with
a full-face, fleshed-colored, plastic mask molded to the shape of a
normal appearing person. The corpse was fully clothed with a
three-button, blue pullover shirt over a chest without the presence
of breasts, along with slightly soiled, beltless faded blue jeans
and a newer pair of white tennis shoes. The arms were lying against
the side of the body, and the legs were straight out with the
ankles touching. The deceased person had the appearance of someone
lying peacefully in nature's open coffin.

Robert made a choking sound. "Damn, I can
hardly breathe. The smell is terrible. How can you deal with this
odor every day?"

"You get used to it after a while. You can
put wintergreen salve under your nose to lessen the odor of
decomposition."

"Do you have any of the salve with you, by
chance? I'd be your friend for life if you have some."

"Sorry. I don't. Breathe through your
mouth."

"That's what Dr. Tracy told us the first day
in his human anatomy class. I'd have to say formaldehyde is more
tolerable than decaying flesh."

"Oh. So you're a medical student and a tour
guide?"

"Yes. I finished my third year of med school
at the University of Florida recently. I do this job as a tour
guide during the summer break. It gives me extra money. Also, it's
enjoyable. Although, I wouldn't call finding a dead body enjoying.
It's more like being in a real-life horror movie." He quickly
looked around. "Right now I'm waiting for a crazed killer with a
meat cleaver or chain saw to appear from the woods and make us one
of his victims."

"You sure have a vivid imagination," Cynthia
said as she looked up at Robert and grinned.

He glanced into her brown eyes. "I'm not sure
if what you mean is that I'm a little weird."

"Not at all. It means you're a thinker,
expressing your creative mind."

"Thanks." He liked this young attractive
woman. "So, do you think this person has been dead for a
while?"

"From the bloating of the body and this
amount of flies present, I'd say off hand, the corpse has been here
at least a couple of days. The daytime temperature for the past
week has been in the high eighties and nights in the high sixties.
This temperature range determines the calculated decomposition
rate."

"What do you mean by a calculated
decomposition rate?" Robert asked as he squatted to get a different
look at the body.

"There are five anthropological research
facilities in the United States studying the decaying process in
human bodies."

"You mean body farms?"

"Yes. 'Body farms' is the name coined by
Patricia Cornwell in her 1995 crime fiction novel. Different
outside conditions will affect decomposition. Cold weather slows
the rate of a decomposing body, whereas higher temperatures, direct
sunlight and elevated humidity speeds this process up. There are
various other parameters discovered by the researchers at those
facilities having an effect on exposed corpses in nature's
environment."

"I'd say you know your pathology business."
Robert peered at the bottom of the corpse's tennis shoes. "These
tennis shoes appear brand new. The tread to the soles don't have
any wear to them. This person picked up quite a bit of debris on
the bottom of their shoes. The debris is dry and hardened which
supports your estimated time of death."

Cynthia stooped next to him and leaned
forward, peering at the soles of the tennis shoes. "Very good
observation."

"Also, the shoelaces look new."

"I'd have to agree," she said, as she stood
up. "You have an astute observation of the crime scene and a keen
eye for details. This will be an attribute when you become a
doctor."

"Thanks."

"I better call 911 and let'em know what we
found here. We'll need the sheriff's department and the CSU team
here."

Robert pulled out his cell phone and called
his boss, Samuel. After informing him what they found in a clearing
of the forest, he hung up. Cynthia was still talking with the 911
operator. He stared down at the body and wondered why did someone
carry this person into the clearing of the woods and dump them like
a piece of garbage? And why would someone want to put a mask on a
dead body? Or was the person alone, positioned himself this way and
put a mask on?

 


~ * ~

 


The Marion County Sheriff Deputies had
completed unwinding a spool of yellow plastic tape that stated
CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS around trees every ten feet apart warning
any unauthorized people not to enter. The tape created a circle
around the twenty-foot diameter clearing of the crime scene.

Cynthia and Robert stood at the edge of the
small clearing with the unidentified body several feet away. A
slightly overweight man in his early fifties wearing a white shirt
and tie with a sheriff's badge hanging from his neck stood facing
them. He had walked up to them from the other side of the clearing
while another detective in a light blue shirt and tie stopped at
the body site.

"Detective O'Conner, this is Robert Jenson.
We're the ones who found the body. It's my day off and I was here
with a group of park visitors. We all were standing listening to
information about a mythical creature when everyone smelled a
putrid odor. I immediately knew it was the odor of death. I was
asked to investigate where the smell was coming from by a park
ranger." Cynthia had met Phillip O'Conner, a major crime detective,
on several other suspicious death cases the past two years. He was
a bit cantankerous without small talk. All business.

O'Conner glanced down at Robert's embroidered
Ocala National Forest emblem. "What is your position with the
park?"

"I'm a park guide. I talk with visitors about
the history of the park, sites of interest, and general
information."

"Did you touch the body?"

"I didn't—"

Before Robert could finish his answer,
Cynthia interjected, "You don't think I know crime scene protocol?"
Her voice projected resentment. "We were together and neither of us
came any closer to the body than a couple of feet."

O'Conner flinched, taking a step backwards.
"I'm sorry. Didn't mean to offend you. But as you know, I have to
ask this question for my records."

Cynthia felt embarrassed by her piercing
remark to the detective, but she wasn't going to apologize to him.
It would imply she wasn't correct in what she said and was
incompetent in her profession as a forensic pathologist's
assistant. She worked mainly with male colleagues in the ME's
office and had to prove to them—and Detective O'Conner—she was good
in what she did. "Everyone has to do their job."

"It's like what Ms. Davidson said, Detective.
We were only a couple of feet away from the body."

Robert obviously sensed the tension and
tried to defuse the situation between Detective O'Conner and
me, thought Cynthia. She knew she had a tendency to be brash
when standing up for herself at times.

"It was obvious the person was dead," Robert
said. "And being First Responders, there wasn't anything we could
do to help."

"Oh. Are you an EMT, too?" There was a hint
of sarcasm in his voice.

"No, sir. I'm a fourth-year medical student.
I mean, I will be in a couple of months."

"So you're more than a guide for the
park?"

"Yes. I work during the summer months as a
guide when I'm not in school."

"I see," he said, writing down the
information in his notepad.

Robert asked, "Have you ever seen a dead body
wearing a plastic mask?"

"No. Not in this type of crime scene. I've
seen it during a Halloween night party murder. But nothing like
what I'm seeing here."

"Are you saying this person was
murdered?"

"No. I'm not saying the person was murdered,"
he said as his partner, Sean Robinson, was examining the body
behind him.

"I don't see any obvious trauma to the body,"
Sean said. He was a short, medium-build, forty-five-year-old
veteran of the Marion County Sheriff's Department. He was kneeled
next to the corpse, checking for any bullet or knife wounds, or any
limb or neck deformities. He didn't have wintergreen salve
underneath his nose to block out the putrid decomposing odor of the
body lying on the forest floor.

A one o'clock Florida sun now illuminated the
previously shaded opening.

"Remove the mask," O'Conner requested. "Let's
see if the face has any distinguishing features."

"Won't the face be distorted due to
decomposition?" Robert asked. "Ms. Davidson had told me earlier
while we waited for you and your partner that the gases of
decomposition cause expansion of the skin. It's like someone taking
a massive amount of corticosteroids, creating an image of an obese
Pillsbury Doughboy. The expanding gas is why a submerged body at
the bottom of a lake or river eventually floats to the surface."
Robert glanced at Cynthia.

She nodded, followed with a smirk. You
learn fast.

"Yes. You're correct, Mr. Jenson. But we
still need to see what's underneath the mask." The crime scene unit
investigative team arrived and Detective O'Conner directed one of
them to take pictures of the mask on the body. A moment later,
Detective Robinson reached down to lift the mask off the
corpse.

Cynthia and Robert stood there with
anticipation of what was hiding underneath the mask. Would there be
a distorted face from trauma, severe burn scars or a congenital
deformity? They and the detectives would soon find out.


Chapter Two

 


Detective Robinson reached around to the back
of the corpse's bald head. His index and middle finger slid
underneath an elastic band that held the mask to the face, as his
other hand lifted and removed the mask off the face. A bloated but
normal appearing face with silvery glazed eyes peered lifelessly up
toward a cloudless, blue sky. "It's not what I expected. The face
doesn't have any unusual markings. This person appears to be very
young. Maybe in his late teens because he hasn't even started to
shave yet."

"What puzzles me…why's the victim wearing a
mask?" O'Conner asked as he walked up to the body. "I don't see any
reason for him to be wearing it other than to hide his identity. If
he was a masked perpetrator and robbed a store or a person, we
would have heard about it. There haven't been any crimes committed
by a masked person of recent memory. Have you heard of any,
Sean?"

"No, I haven't. However, there's one big
problem with your theory."

"What's that?"

"How did he see? The mask doesn't have a slit
or openings for the eyes. There are only openings for the mouth and
nose to breathe through." He flipped the mask over. There was a
mesh fabric over the mouth and nose openings. "Death flies couldn't
lay its eggs through this mesh."

"Maybe the mask has a different purpose?"
suggested Robert, who, along with Cynthia, now stood a few feet
from the detectives and the body.

"What do you mean, a different purpose?"
O'Conner said, as he put a pair of latex gloves on and grabbed the
mask from his partner.

"If you don't mind me saying, sir, it's like
a ritual mask. Maybe a death ritual?"

O'Conner peered down at the mask as he put it
into a large paper bag. "I guess it could be for that."

"It's only a guess."

"For being a medical student and a tour
guide, you seem to have good insight in a crime scenario. If you
ever decide to change professions, the sheriff's department could
use someone with your keen analysis talent."

"Thanks. I appreciate the compliment. But
I'll leave this type of work to you and Detective Robinson. I'd
rather examine live people and talk to them about their medical
problems."

O'Conner nodded and smiled.

Robinson stood up. "What this young man said
about it being a ritual death may be true. I checked the rest of
the victim's body. He doesn't have any pubic hair or axillary hair.
And of course, he's completely bald. I can't ever remember seeing
anything like this before at a crime scene."

"I've seen something like this before,"
Cynthia said, interjecting herself into the conversation. "There
has been a fad or desire for some men to shave their body hair to
please their partner."

"True," O'Conner said. "I could never figure
out why a guy would want to have a hairless body. God gave men a
hairy body to distinguish him from a female. Next thing they'll
want to start wearing is makeup. What's this world coming to?"

Robert spoke up. "There could be another
reason why this body is hairless."

"What would that be?" O'Conner asked as he
handed the paper bag to one of the crime scene personnel.

"Autosomal recessive hypotrichosis or
alopecia universalis"

"Can you talk in terms a nonmedical person
can understand?"

"Autosomal recessive hypotrichosis is a rare
genetic condition where a person is born with a lack of or mutation
of hair growing genes, causing sparse hair growth throughout the
body. The other condition, alopecia universalis, is a hereditary
autoimmune disease seen in one out of a hundred thousand people. So
maybe one of these medical conditions is what we're seeing here
with this individual."

"You're a regular walking medical
encyclopedia, Mr. Jenson," said Detective Robinson. "I can't
remember ever seeing a hairless human corpse before in all my years
as a sheriff detective."

"You may have never realized the person had
this condition because there are so many degrees of each medical
condition. Abnormal hair growth may affect the length of the hair
and not complete hair loss. The hair may not grow more than two
inches. There isn't any worldwide statistic of ARH on how many
people have this condition. Although in Japan, it affects one in
ten thousand people."

"Why do we know the ratio of people having it
in Japan and not the rest of the world?" Cynthia asked.

"I'm not sure why. Other than, it's such a
rare condition worldwide no one else other than Japan has done a
statistical study. Although from what limited knowledge I do have,
I remember something about they believe the condition may have
started from tribes of people living near the ocean and being in
the water long periods of time obtaining what food source was in
the water, such as fish, crustaceans, and any sea vegetation. Body
hair is a good insulator, protecting the skin from cold weather,
but not when it gets wet. So, it would make sense through evolution
some of these remote groups of people being in the water the
majority of their life would eventually lose their body hair. Of
course, this is a theory. There hasn't been any exact proof of
it."

"I've seen bodies on the autopsy table with
some degree of hair loss, but not complete hair loss." Robert's
explanation of people losing body hair impressed her. It reinforced
her feelings he would be an exceptional doctor assessing patients'
medical conditions.

The medical examiner, Silas Norman, a
six-foot two and slightly overweight middle-aged man ducked
underneath the yellow tape and walked over toward the body. He
looked surprised seeing Cynthia standing there. "I thought today
was your day off? Were you called in on this case?"

"No. I happened to be at the park today. I
guess I was in the right place at the right time. I was asked by a
park ranger to check out the pungent odor of decomposition coming
from this area."

"Wouldn't it be the job of the park ranger or
the sheriff's department?" He set down a large, black rectangular
forensic case a few feet from the corpse.

"I don't think the ranger believed me when I
told him it was the smell of a decomposing body."

Dr. Norman grunted. "Unless you've been next
to a dead body, you wouldn't know what human decomposition smelled
like."

"Exactly," Detective O'Conner agreed. "I'll
never forget the first time I came across a dead body in an
apartment. The person had died of a gun shoot wound to the head
three days earlier. The odor is very distinct, not like anything
else I know of."

"So, Detective, what do you think happened to
this person?" Norman asked as peered down at the corpse.

"I'm not sure. There are no obvious injuries
to the body. He appears to be in his late teens. And he doesn't
have any body hair."

"Hypotrichosis with complete hair loss.
Unless this victim shaved off all his body hair, we have quite a
rare medical condition. We'll examine the body closer once we get
it back to the morgue. There are some other abnormalities to check
for with people having hypotrichosis."

Robert turned and faced Dr. Norman. "Pitting
or ridges of the nails."

Dr. Norman peered at Robert with a puzzled
expression after glancing down at his Ocala National Park patch on
the front of his brown shirt. "How would an employee here at the
park know this condition?"

"He's a fourth year medical student," Cynthia
said with a hint of pride in her voice. "He works here during the
summer." Now why did I do that? Robert is capable of answering
for himself.

Norman pursed his lips while nodding. He
glanced at Cynthia then back to Robert, as if sizing up to the two
of them. "You two know each other then?"

"Oh no…I mean yes," said Cynthia. My God,
what's wrong with me? He's going to think I'm a babbling
idiot.

"Which one is it?"

Robert came to her rescue and said, "We met
about an hour and half ago is what she meant."

Dr. Norman grinned. "So, soon to be Dr.
Jenson, you're correct about the finger and toe nails. Let's take a
look at the body here and see if they're present." After putting on
a pair of latex gloves, he squatted next to the corpse and examined
the fingers. "The pitting is present. I'd have to say we have a
person who has Autosomal Recessive Hypotrichosis. You diagnosed
your first medical case before you even received your medical
degree." Dr. Norman turned his attention toward the detectives. "Is
there any identification on the body saying who he is?"

"No," Detective Robinson answered as he
removed his latex gloves from his sweaty hands. Sweat was cascading
down his face. "His pockets were empty."

"It shouldn't be difficult to find out who
this young person is once his medical abnormality gets to the news
media and general public."

"What you said may be true, doc," Detective
O'Conner said. "But until we determine the cause of John Doe's
death and who he is, any specific information about him, such as
his unusual medical condition, will have to be kept a secret from
the public and the newspaper reporters. If this is a homicide,
we'll need this specific information withheld as an investigative
tool during the interview of suspects. We seem to get one person
during a homicide who will admit to the crime for attention or some
other lamebrain reason."

"Yes. You're right, Detective," agreed Dr.
Norman. "Have there been any reports of a missing male teenager in
the past couple of days?"

"No. There have been no missing persons
reported in Marion County the past week or two. However, since this
body appears to be a day or two in decomposition, the family may
not have reported him missing yet."

Norman stared down at the victim. "That's
strange. There's no blow flies activity on the face yet."

"It's because he was wearing a plastic mask,"
Cynthia stated.

Dr. Norman frowned. "A plastic mask?"

"We're puzzled about it, too. Robert...I mean
Mr. Jenson thinks it might be a mask used in death rituals. Since
it doesn't have an opening to see through. Only openings for the
nose and mouth."

"Could be. We'll wait and see what the crime
lab comes up with after they analyze the mask. They'll need to
check for fingerprints, any manufacturing markings, and the
plastic's composition. I've been a pathologist for twenty-two years
and during that time, I've learned not to jump to conclusions until
all the specimens and materials related to the case were obtained,
analyzed and cataloged." He turned to two crime scene unit
criminalists. "You can bag the body."

The two CSU criminalists first placed paper
bags over the hands and feet. They then put the body in a plastic
shroud, zippered it up and carried it out of the clearing. Cynthia
was asked by Dr. Norman if she'd mind going back to the morgue and
assisting him with the autopsy. She agreed.

"Mr. Jenson," Samuel Tallquist said as walked
up to Robert and Cynthia. They were standing next to her car in a
parking lot half-filled with vehicles. "Are you planning to come
back to work?" His harsh voice was filled with disdain, as he now
stood there with his hands on his hips.

Robert turned, faced his boss and said
without hesitation, "Yes, sir, Mr. Tallquist. I'll be done
soon."

Tallquist mumbled something inaudible and
walked away.

"I have to go anyway," Cynthia said. "Since I
volunteered to go into work today and assist on the autopsy of the
hairless victim. But I don't mind. I'm anxious to find out what the
cause of death is."

"I agree. It'll be interesting to know what
he died from."

Cynthia thought a moment, then added, "I can
talk with Dr. Norman about having you witness the autopsy. Since
you're going to be a doctor in about a year, I'm sure he'll agree
to it."

"Very nice of you. I would sure like to.
But…I still have a few more hours of work here at the park. And I'm
sure Mr. Tallquist wouldn't let me leave early. Thanks
anyways."

Cynthia smiled. She picked up in Robert's
tone of voice that he wasn't completely telling the truth,
especially the part about he'd like to see the autopsy. Add
Robert's reluctant response to his boss about going with her to
investigate the decomposition odor. And the way he gazed
apprehensively down at the dead body, told her he was uncomfortable
around a corpse. "I'll call you and let you know what we find." She
thought a moment, then added, "Don't tell anyone I'm going to do
this because it's against state policy to leak out information to
the general public about an autopsy report."

"It'll be our little secret between friends,"
he said, peering into her eyes.

"Instead of calling you, do you want to meet
for coffee or a drink this evening? I can then tell you what we
found at the autopsy." I can't believe it. I ask him out for a
date, she thought. What's come over me? I've never done
anything like this before. He may think I'm too aggressive and
scare him away. Many men feel intimidated by a woman who is
brash.

"Sure. Sounds good to me. I was about to
suggest the same thing. I don't like talking on a phone about a
serious matter. I'd rather discuss it face-to-face with them. I
guess it would be like your profession when you have to bring in a
family member to identify the body of their loved one at the
morgue. You can't send them a picture of their deceased spouse
lying on the autopsy table from your cell phone to their cell phone
and say: Is this your loved one? It would be quite impersonal."

"Are you always so descriptive when answering
a question?"

Robert chuckled. "My professors say the same
thing about me. It's the way I am. I guess I sometimes have a hard
time saying yes or no to questions."

Cynthia's cell phone rang. She glanced at the
LED screen. It was her boss, Dr. Norman calling her. "Hello, Dr.
Norman."

"Are you still at the park?"

"Yes. I was about to leave."

"They found another hairless body at the
park."

"You got to be kidding?" Cynthia knew her
boss wasn't a person who played practical jokes or told funny
stories. He was a no nonsense type of person. "Where in the park
did they find another body?" She worded her question so Robert
would know why Dr. Norman called her.

Robert raised his eyebrows, exposing the
upper white sclera of his eyes as his lower jaw sagged in an
expression of shock. He then shook his head back and forth.

"About a half-a-mile north of the first body
in another small clearing in the forest. A group of hikers
discovered the body and called 911. Detective O'Conner called me as
I was pulling into the parking lot at work a few minutes ago. I
figured you'd still be at the park with your friend."

Now why would he assume I'd still be at
the park with Robert? She then realized Dr. Norman was
referring to her interaction with Robert at the crime scene. Was
she obvious in her attraction toward him? She answered her boss
without acknowledging his innuendo of her affectionate interactions
with Robert. "I assume you'll want me to do a preliminarily examine
on the body."

"Yes. You have your forensic case in your
car, don't you?"

"Of course." Dr. Norman made it the policy
for her and other examiners to keep their forensic examining
materials and instruments in their vehicles at all times. It wasn't
the first time she had to work on her scheduled day off. And since
she was single without any children or husband, she didn't mind
working.

"The sheriff deputies and the CSU team should
be there soon. Call me and let me know what you find. There's
obviously a connection between the two hairless bodies, if in fact,
the second body has autoimmune recessive disorder."

"I agree, Dr. Norman. The death of the two
bodies must be connected."

"Take your friend with you, since he's an
official representative of the park. And he seems to have quite a
perceptive eye for detail."

"I'll ask him," she said, disconnecting their
conversation and putting her cell phone into the pocket of her blue
jeans. "How'd you like to come with me to the second body?" She
asked with a hint of enthusiasm. "You know the park's layout better
than I do. You can take me directly to the crime scene. Call your
boss and tell him the medical examiner, Dr. Norman, wants you to
take me to the site of a second dead body. I'm sure he'll let you
do it if you explain it to him that way."

"To be honest with you, Ms. Davidson—"

"Please call me, Cynthia," she interrupted.
"Ms. Davidson sounds so formal."

"Okay." He paused, glancing away momentarily.
"Cynthia, to be honest with you, I don't think I could stand the
smell of another body."

She grinned. "No problem. I have wintergreen
salve in my forensic case. I didn't have my case at the first body
site, otherwise I would've given you some of the salve there."

"Thanks. I appreciate it. I guess this means
we'll be friends forever."

Cynthia smiled, remembering what he had said
earlier at the first body site about the salve. She raised her
eyebrows and sighed teasingly. "I guess so."

 


~ * ~

 


Robert called his boss, who reluctantly
agreed to let him take Ms. Davidson to the newest death scene. He
drove his ten-year-old Honda Civic down a narrow, winding road
posted as AUTHORIZED VEHICLES ONLY. If another car came the other
way, he'd have to pull to the far right of the gravel road to allow
it to pass. The mid-day sun was behind him, casting its rays on the
exposed pine trees of the forest on both sides of the road. It was
difficult to see anything inside the forest beyond a few rows of
trees due to the density of the trees and the vastness of the
undergrowth. In the rear view mirror, he periodically glanced at
Cynthia. She was driving a late modeled, four-wheel drive Cadillac
Escalade.

His cell phone rang. He glanced at the LED
lit number. It was Cynthia. He had given her his cell phone number
earlier, as she had given her cell phone number to him. "Is there
something wrong?'

"No. I was wondering how much farther it is?"
she said.

Her voice sounded the same as when he talked
to her in person. She had a very distinct feminine voice, a voice
that projected authority with a medium-pitched tone. "It should be
any moment now. Once we make the bend in the road up ahead, we'll
be there." He knew she had a clear view over his car since her SUV
was much higher than his compact vehicle.

As they made the curve in the road, two
Marion County Sheriff cars, an unmarked medium-blue car, and a CSU
van were parked about fifty yards up the road.

Robert parked behind the unmarked car. The
two of them got out of their vehicles. There weren't any visible
buildings other than the vastness of pine trees.

"What's in this immediate area?" Cynthia
asked, looking around and holding a black, rectangular examiner's
case as she walked up to Robert.

"Hiking and horse trails. You can't see them
from the road here. About a half mile up the road is a parking lot
where you can park your vehicle and horse trailer. There's a
separate trail for hikers and riders."

"Very good. If they were shared, hikers'
shoes would smell like horse droppings by the time they got back to
their cars."

Robert chuckled. "Although I'd take the smell
of poop over the odor of a decaying body any day."

"You're right about one thing. They both have
their own unique smell."

They both heard a crackling noise about
twenty feet to their left, causing them to turn toward the sound.
The sound was coming from the forest. A man in his thirties emerged
from the trees. Printed across the front of his shirt in large,
black letters was CSU.

"Hi, Brad," said Cynthia. "So, I hear we have
another hairless body wearing a mask?"

"Yeah, doc. We do. But this one is different
than the last one."

"In what way?"

"It's a she. And she has partially webbed
fingers."


Chapter Three

 


Cynthia walked into a small clearing after
making her way through the white pine trees. Robert had led the
way, even though he tried to leave when they stood at the roadside,
explaining to her that he should get back to work. She convinced
him to stay after saying he could assist her in the preliminary
exam of the body, since he knew about hypotrichosis. He did admit
to her that he was curious to see the extent of the webbing of the
female victim's fingers. Since it's the most common congenital
anomaly of the hand, which also can affect the toes, he told her,
he wanted to know if the webbing included the fusion of the bones
in the fingers. There wasn't any syndactyly—another word for webbed
digits—on the male victim, at least, not on his fingers. No one had
taken his shoes and socks off. Cynthia knew the congenital
syndromes including these two forms of syndactyly could be
essential in identifying the two bodies.

The clearing was about fifty percent larger
than the one with the first body, and as with the first body, it
lay on its back near the center of the isolated field. The
intertwining of the grass and weeds stood about a foot high,
partially hiding the clothed female body. Detectives O'Conner and
Robinson stood next to the corpse, talking to each other. A female
criminalist of the CSU team was writing something on a large paper
bag.

Robert handed Cynthia her forensic case,
which he was carrying for her.

"Thanks," she said, taking the case from
him.

"Any time," he said with a nod and smile.

"Hi, Ms. Davidson," shouted Detective
O'Conner. "I see you brought your partner."

Cynthia wasn't sure of the comment's intent.
Was it a compliment or a hint of mockery? "He's a vital asset to
our investigation, an expert in rare medical conditions." She
stretched the truth about Robert, but didn't want the detective to
belittle the relationship between her and Robert, if in fact his
comment meant to mock her.

"I got to say, the young doctor has assisted
us in his knowledge on the previous victim," agreed Detective
O'Conner, nodding.

Robert turned his head down toward her and
whispered, "I'm not an expert."

"You impressed the detectives about Autosomal
Recessive Hypotrichosis. Plus the mask possibly being a part of a
death ritual. I'd say you're close to an expert."

He grinned. "Compliments like that will get
you on the good side of me."

"You have a bad side, too?"

"Don't we all, at least to some degree?"
Robert formed cupped-shaped hands and put them in front of his nose
and mouth. In a muffled voice, he asked, "Do you have some
wintergreen salve?"

The body came into full view about ten feet
in front of them.

"Yes. Let me get it for you." She set her
case down, opened a drawer and removed a small jar. After removing
the lid, she reached out with the jar toward Robert. "Scoop out a
little with your index finger and wipe it front of your
nostrils."

Robert applied the salve. "Thanks. Much
better." He glanced at the two detectives and noticed again neither
of them had anything underneath their noses.

Detective O'Conner noticed Robert looking at
him and his partner around their noses. "We're used to the odor.
Doesn't bother us that much anymore."

"Sorry. Didn't mean to stare at you and
Detective Robinson."

"No problem. We've used the wintergreen salve
before when we first encountered corpses. You'll get used to
it."

Cynthia and Robert now stood next to the
fully clothed and completely bald female corpse. As with the other
body, blowflies were feasting on various areas of the body except
the face. Detective Robinson had previously removed the plastic
mask and put it into a paper bag.

"The female appears young," Cynthia said, as
she bent down near the chest area and peered at the face. "I'd say
with the amount of bloating and decomposition, she's been dead for
about two days."

Robert stooped next to Cynthia. "The same as
the first victim."

She looked down at the left hand. The arm was
outstretched next to the body. "This person has triple syndactyly
of the fingers. The anomaly involves the skin from the hand up to
the PIP joint."

Robert nodded. "I agree."

Detective O'Conner glanced at his partner who
shrugged his shoulder. Both of them appeared puzzled. "Can you or
your soon-to-be-doctor friend explain to us in plain English what
was said about the victim's hand?"

Cynthia said, "The victim has webbed fingers,
involving the fifth through second fingers. The normal 'V' shape
between the fingers at its base is missing. The skin from the hand
extends up to, but not including the first joint we call the PIP
joint or proximal interphalangeal joint."

"Her other hand is identical," said Robert,
who had made his way around to the other side of the body. "By the
way, you probably already noticed she also has pitting of the
fingernails."

"Yes, I did." She in fact hadn't looked at
her nails, but realized Robert made the statement the way he did
not to make her look inept, in case she didn't look at the
fingernails.

Detective O'Conner said, "Then she has the
medical condition like the first victim called Auto…auto—"

"Autosomal Recessive Hypotrichosis," Robert
interrupted.

"Exactly," said O'Conner. "What are the odds
finding two people about the same age having the same rare medical
condition and dying about the same day? I'm sure these two cases
are connected."

"There's something else," Robert said.

"What's that?" O'Conner asked.

"I believe they're twins. Fraternal twins, of
course."

Both detectives frowned. "How can you be so
sure?" questioned O'Conner.

"I'm not a hundred percent sure. It seems
logical to me with the rarity of the genetic anomaly and both of
them being about the same age. Also they both have a fifth finger
deformity."

"You mean the webbing?"

"No, not the webbing. I noticed the male body
had loss of extension at the DIP joint of the fifth fingers, as
does this person. Both of their joints at the end of their fifth
finger are in a permanent flexed position, preventing them from
extending their finger straight out. I'd say they're related. Like
brother and sister."

"It's a hereditary trait seen in some
families," Cynthia interjected. She was starting to feel like a
bystander instead of the lead investigator for the medical
examiner's office in this suspicious death case. She felt
admiration for Robert's medical knowledge, but she needed to take
control of the investigation, not him. "And as for the two corpses
being brother and sister, it's quite feasible. A DNA analysis will
be the proof of this assumption." She now felt in control. She
glanced at Robert, giving him a wink while maintaining a stoic
expression.

Robert grinned. "Ms. Davidson is
correct."

Detective Robinson said, "There's something
puzzling me about these two deaths. Why are the two bodies
separated? It appears they met their demise about the same day, if
not at the same time. Why weren't the two together?"

Robert answered, "Maybe someone else was
involved and placed them in these small openings in the forest? Or
they got separated for some reason."

Detective O'Conner chuckled as he purposely
bumped his elbow against Robinson's arm. "The young man got you
there, Sean. And I thought we were paid to solve the crime and find
out who the bad guys are."

Robinson rolled his eyes in an apparent
gesture of disgust. A grin then appeared, as he directed his
attention toward Robert. "Detective work is like what a doctor
does. We both try to solve a problem, yours is medical and ours is
criminal. We both use investigative tools, such as examination or
interrogation skills, forensic evidence, diagnostic tests, and lab
results."

"Yes, sir," Robert agreed. "You make an
excellent point. There are similarities between the two
professions. I couldn't be a homicide detective because they're
always dealing with dead bodies, never a live and breathing person.
I prefer the interpersonal relationship with a living patient. A
patient who strives for a healthy and prosperous life. A medical
examiner or pathologist's assistant also deal with death. I respect
their professions. But it's a field of medicine I'll never
pursue."

While the two detectives and Robert were
conversing, Cynthia had examined the corpse. There weren't any
marks around the neck or petechiae in the eyes, which pretty much
eliminated strangulation. She checked for recent and old puncture
marks on the upper and lower extremities. None were found. This
person wasn't an obvious IVD user who overdosed on something. There
weren't any surgical scars on the distended abdomen. Cynthia now
looked at the tennis shoes.

"Ms. Davidson, did you find anything with
your preliminary exam?" Detective O'Conner asked.

"Nothing. No signs of struggle, trauma,
strangulation or IVD use. The body had complete hair loss, pitting
nails, webbed fingers and deformed fifth fingers. The rest of the
examination will be done at the morgue. In addition, I noticed
dried debris at bottom of her tennis shoes. And the tennis shoes
look new." She glanced up at Robert, silently acknowledging to him
that he was the one who had pointed this detail out to her with the
first body. "Like Mr. Jensen and I said a moment ago, the two
bodies are likely related."

"You're probably right," said O'Conner. "It
would be a logical conclusion. But if someone else was involved in
their deaths, why didn't they bury the two bodies? The chance of
finding a buried body in the vastness of this national forest is
remote. If a perpetrator was responsible for dumping the bodies
here, they didn't seem too concerned about them being found. Unless
they thought wild animals would dispose of the corpse by scattering
its remains throughout the forest."

"I didn't see any evidence of animals feeding
on this body or the other body we discovered this morning. The lack
of animal activity on the bodies confirms neither of them had been
only lying in the field a day or two." She removed her latex
gloves, inverted them inside out and placed them in the pockets of
her jeans. "There isn't much more for me to do here until the
flower wagon arrives."

"What is a flower wagon?" Robert asked.

"The 'flower wagon' was an old term referring
to the vehicle that picks up the corpses. It's a term sometimes
used by ME personnel. Some people believe it came from the phrase
'pushing up daisies' in relation to a dead person in the ground. No
one knows for sure. It's better than some other derogatory and
cruel terms used by people describing the medical examiner's van.
At least this term sounds pleasant and conjures up a pleasing
image."

"You're right when you put it that way."

 


~ * ~

 


Cynthia and Robert stood between their
vehicles and watched the medical examiner's van drive away with the
second body found at Ocala National Forest in one day. "I wonder if
more bodies will be found in the park." Cynthia said.

"Hopefully we don't find them, if there are.
I'm not sure if you know, but there've been murders by serial
killers over the years disposing the bodies of their victims in the
forest. The white pines of the forest also hide numerous bodies of
other people killed. The victims' cars turned up in remote areas of
the park with blood stained seats, but their bodies were never
found. It's been said by residents in communities adjacent to the
park, 'There are unfortunate victims of crime lying in Nature's
graves throughout the dense and remote areas of the park."'

Cynthia looked at him in awe. "I never
realized Ocala National Forest had such a sinister history."

"You won't find this gruesome information in
the park's brochures. As I said this morning to you and the group
of visitors, there are over six hundred square miles of forest in
the park, including all the ponds, lakes, rivers and swamps. You
could hide a bright red fire engine in the dense woods and never
stumble across it for years. As you saw this morning and this
afternoon, there's a vast abundance of forest undergrowth, which
can engulf any object or creature—human or animal—and conceal them.
If it wasn't for the bodies being in the openness of a field and
the bodies' horrific odor of decomposition, I'm sure their bodies
would've never been found. Don't you think?"

"Yes. The bodies would've been another victim
devoured by the forest. Their families devastated by the
unexplained disappearance of their loved one. Hoping someday they'd
show up alive."

Robert glanced at his watch. It was almost
five o'clock. "No sense going back to work. Quitting time is in a
few minutes."

"Do you want to see the autopsy of the second
victim? I'm sure Dr. Norman would agree to it. Periodically we'll
have medical students or physician assistant students observe
autopsies."

Robert still had the faint smell of
wintergreen, even after he'd wiped the salve off earlier as he
watched the medical examiner's staff load the second body into the
morgue's van. He knew from everything he read and heard from other
people about the odor you encounter when opening up a corpse that
had been dead for a couple of days. The odor was overwhelming,
causing a small percentage of observers to vomit. He
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