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“You killed my
friend.” I hit the 2 button on the phone to replay the message left
on my work voicemail. “You killed my friend.” I’m sorry. So very
sorry, I mouthed. It was the fourth time that morning I had
been drawn back to the muffled voice that accused me, held me
guilty with four short words. You. Killed. My. Friend. The caller—I
couldn’t tell if it was a male or a female—didn’t name me
specifically, or say who he or she was. But the message was sent to
me, Sergeant Corinne Aleckson, at the sheriff’s office, and was
personal nonetheless. I felt compelled to keep it to myself for a
while. More correctly, between the caller and me. You killed my
friend. Did he, or she, somehow share in the same grief I
couldn’t shake?

My sadness was persistent, and at times I
was afraid it would consume me, swallow me whole. It had been
months since I had blindly led the man I was dating to his death,
but that tragic moment in time was never far from my conscious,
subconscious, or unconscious thoughts. I didn’t want to die; I just
didn’t know how to live with the burden.

Many people had assured me, some over and
over, that time was the great healer. And I had to believe the
weight of guilt would lessen, but I knew my life would never be the
same. The other thing people tried to drum into my brain was that
it wasn’t my fault. I almost believed that on one level. But on
another level, which caused continued gnawing at my heart and gut,
I was convinced my police training and innate skills should have
alerted me of the danger ahead. By the time I’d sensed something
was hinky that fateful evening, it was too late to stop the rapid
chain of events that resulted in the death of two men. Eric
Stueman’s was at the hands of an evil man. The evil man died by
mine.

It was like watching the videos of the Twin
Towers going down on 9-11. I knew it would be exactly the same no
matter how many times I viewed it. Yet the part of me that didn’t
want to believe it had really happened hoped if I watched it once
more, the ending would somehow be different. That’s the way it was
each time my mind’s eye saw Langley Parker shoot Eric. As much as I
willed for a different ending, it never varied one iota. The images
in my brain had become my nearly-constant companion, along with the
smells of fresh, salty blood, intermixed with sweet apple-tree
blossoms in the warm, late spring evening air.

After the incident, Winnebago County Sheriff
Dennis Twardy had pulled me off the road as a supervising sergeant
and assigned me the special duties of helping in the evidence room,
checking outstanding warrants on offenders, and any number of other
details the department was backlogged on. When I was at work, I
forced myself to be focused. When I was with family and friends, I
was coaxed from my grief for short periods of time. When I was
alone, I fell apart as often as not.

I had added Dr. Kearns, my psychologist and
new best friend, as number 8 on my speed dial. The only
professional—or his voicemail, at least—I had access to by hitting
two buttons. Since I hadn’t slept through the night for months,
he’d talked me into getting a prescription for a sleeping aid. I’d
done as he’d suggested, and had the unopened bottle sitting in my
bathroom cabinet. Just in case. I chose to self-medicate with wine
in the evenings instead.

A glass, or two, or three, dulled the pain,
but didn’t allow me to slip into a dreamless, guilt-free night that
I didn’t feel I deserved anyway. I had no idea what I had to do, or
how long it would take to pay the penance that would get me out of
my personal prison. I hoped one day Dr. Kearns would pull a rabbit
out of a hat, and he’d say something that would magically help me
forgive myself.

My cell phone rang a half hour into my
shift. It was Detective Elton “Smoke” Dawes, my mentor and dear
friend. I willed myself to sound mildly cheerful so he wouldn’t pry
into what was wrong. “Hey, Smoke.”

“Got a lot going on in warrants?”

I glanced at the tall stack. “You know it
never ends around here.”

“Tell me about it. You heard Weber call me
out to his suspicious circumstances call?”

“I did. How suspicious are the
circumstances?”

“I’d go with quite suspicious at this point.
We don’t really know the extent of what we got, and I’d be obliged
if you’d come out here. We’re up to our eyeballs and it seems that
half the guys I usually count on are off deer hunting.”

A wave of panic rolled through me. “Smoke, I
. . .”

“Sheriff says you’d be putting your talents
to better use working this case than doing paperwork in the office.
If you’re ready to get back out, that is.”

Smoke wouldn’t have called if he didn’t
really need help. “What have you got?”

“A woman. Looks like she’s been dead a
couple of days. Just skin and bones. We’re waiting on Melberg and
Major Crimes, which is only Zubinski, with Mason out today. The
chief deputy hasn’t found anyone to reassign yet, but he’s still
working on it. Weber will fill in as long as he can.”

I sucked in a long breath, and blew it out,
mentally ordering the feelings of fear and anxiety to leave with
the expelled air. “All right.”

“The closest address is Twenty-two nineteen
Quinton Avenue, in Swedesburg Township. We’re in a private woods
next to the Jeremiah Madison County Park, a quarter mile in. A guy
found her here after the morning deer hunt.”

“Man. Okay. I’ll be out there in about
twenty. As soon as I can arrange a squad car.” I disconnected and
glanced at the clock on the office wall, hoping that reading the
time would give me a sense of urgency that would propel me into
action. Eight thirty-four, Tuesday morning. The start of a long,
sad week for the victim’s family. That thought spurred me and got
me moving.

What I was dealing with personally was
because of something that had happened almost six months earlier.
But the woman’s body in the woods was in the here and now, and she
needed me to be mentally strong and emotionally fit, to help find
out what had happened to her.

I put the arrest warrant I was working on
back in the file, glanced at the office phone that held the
troubling message in my mailbox, and then phoned the chief deputy
to see which squad car I should take. There was usually one or two
available in the lot due to deputies being on vacation, or sick
leave. After a brief explanation of what I needed and why, Chief
Deputy Kenner told me to take number 1410. I grabbed my warm jacket
and headed to the vehicle.

When I climbed inside, I sat for a moment to
let the knowledge that I was heading to a crime scene for the first
time in forever sink in. I turned the ignition key and the
sheriff’s radio and computer came to life with officers’ voices and
blinking lights.

I depressed the button on my radio. “Six oh
eight, Winnebago County.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m ten-eight with unit fourteen ten and en
route to Detective Dawes’ location.”

“Oh?” Communications Officer Robin was
apparently caught off-guard. “Um, copy. You’re ten-eight at eight
forty-one.”

A message from Robin appeared on my car’s
laptop screen almost immediately. You should have warned us.
We’re all in shock, but glad too.

I typed back, Sorry, thanks. The
sheriff’s department was like one big family where almost everyone
had a stake in everyone else’s wellbeing.

I dialed my grandmother’s number then backed
out of my parking spot. She answered on the second ring, “My Heart,
so good of you to call.”

“I just needed to hear your voice, Grandma.
To tell me I’ll be okay.”

“What happened?” She didn’t cover the sense
of alarm in her voice.

“I’m on my way to meet Smoke at the scene of
a deceased woman they found in a woods.”

“Oh dear. Poor thing. Yes, you will
be fine, My Heart. You have always been brave, full of resolve. Sit
up straight, stand tall. Concentrate on doing the best job you can
in whatever you and Elton face with this case. All right?”

“All right. Thanks, Grandma. I love you.
’Bye.”

“I love you more, My Heart.”

I shut my phone and high-tailed it to the
private woods adjoining Jeremiah Madison County Park. My heart
pounded in anticipation of how I would react, how I would conduct
myself. I heard Amanda Zubinski announce she was “ten-six” a few
seconds after I caught sight of the mobile crime lab van she was
driving turn east on a farm access road that ran part of the way to
the woods. I spotted two “No Trespassing” signs on the property,
and shook my head at the irony. It seemed someone had indeed
trespassed, and was now dead. When the created path ended, the
crime van continued across a pasture. I turned my car right and
followed her to our awaiting team and the body they were protecting
from further harm.

Deputy Vince Weber was stretching bright
yellow “Do Not Cross” tape, marking a perimeter about eight feet
out from the body, while Detective Smoke Dawes held the other end
of the tape. Zubinski got out of the crime lab van and pulled on a
jumpsuit that would protect the scene as much as possible while she
searched for evidence. She zipped it in a flash, and bent over to
pull on shoe protectors.

I told Communications I had arrived, and
when I climbed out of the car, all three officers looked at me
seconds too long. I was a virtual stranger to crime scenes after
being confined to paper shuffling for six months. I could only
imagine what they were thinking. Is she going to freak out on
us? Break down and sob, leaving a puddle that will compromise the
scene?

“Thanks for making it out here so fast,”
Smoke said, and his lips curled up in a half-smile.

“Yeah, thanks,” Weber said.

Zubinski nodded. “Thanks.”

I lifted my palms chest high. “Okay. I
appreciate all the politeness and everything, but we’ve worked
together long enough so you know you don’t have to walk on
eggshells with me.”

The expressions on their faces disputed my
words. “Anymore,” I added. “I’m here to do my job, same as you
are.”

All of us had been through professional and
personal traumatic incidents, but I was the one who seemed to be
the slowest to heal after my last major one. I was also the only
one in the group who had shot and killed a suspect in the line of
duty.

Zubinski and I joined Weber and Dawes some
feet back from the body. We all studied it silently for a minute or
two. My heart went out to her, wondering how in the world she had
ended up in a woods lying on the ground among fallen leaves and
small maple saplings, curled up in a fetal position where she
died.

“Nothing much for them to eat,” Weber
said.

“What?” I asked.

“The maggots.”

We all nodded, and a knot tied and untied,
then tied again in my stomach. The cool weather and frost covering
the ground at night had prevented much fly infestation. Perhaps
some had crawled in and laid eggs in her mouth or nose or ears, but
from what I observed, no maggots had yet appeared. Thankfully.

“She could be twenty or sixty,” Zubinski
said.

“Yeah, hard to tell. Decomp is slowed with
the cold, but she’s as emaciated as I’ve ever seen a person to be.
That makes it harder to guess an age,” Smoke said.

Tears formed in my lower lids and I blinked
them away then swiped the bit of moisture residue from under my
lashes. What the heck? “Think she got dropped off, abandoned here?
There’s nothing to her. She had to have been very ill.”

“And really weak besides,” Zubinski
added.

“Coulda died of hypothermia, the way the
overnight temps have been,” Weber said.

Smoke’s phone rang. “Dawes here. . . .
Right.” He gave directions to our location. “See you when you get
here.” He closed his phone. “Melberg got detained, so he asked a
medical examiner, Bridey Patrick, to respond.”

“Huh. Really? Never met Doc Patrick. I
thought Melberg worked twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and
sixty-five days a year—except leap year, that is, when there are
three hundred and sixty-six days—no matter what,” Weber said.

“She’s a fairly new hire at the ME’s office,
a couple of months, I’d guess. Came to us from Hennepin County. I
met her at their office a while back.” Smoke slowly turned in a
circle, scanning the woods and farm field west of where we stood.
“Weber took the initial photos of the scene before you two got
here,” he said to Mandy and me. “Zubinski, Weber, take a walk
around, see if you spot anything that might tell us how she got
here, where she came from,” Smoke said.

Zubinski and Weber looked around, and then
at each other. Weber pointed, Zubinski nodded, and without a word
they put about six feet between themselves and headed north in the
woods, studying the ground as they slowly crept along.

I crouched down and studied the victim’s
body. She was lying on her left side with her knees drawn into her
chest. Her right foot rested on her left ankle. Her bent arms
covered her breasts, and her hands were folded. Her chin was tucked
in and touched the knuckles. Some of her long, wavy brown hair lay
across her jaw line and partially covered the right side of her
neck. The rest of it had fallen to the ground above and behind her
head.

“The guy who found her didn’t recognize
her?” I asked.

“No. We’ll talk to him again. He was pretty
shell-shocked. Understandably. Especially since he thought she was
a little girl at first, given she’s so skinny. He said he got as
good a look as he could, but didn’t think he had ever seen her
before.”

“There haven’t been any reports of a missing
woman in the last week that I’m aware of,” I said.

“No, just that elderly man who wandered off
over by Allandale, but he was found later the same day.” Smoke was
close behind me.

“That’s right.” My eyes fixed on Jane Doe.
“It looks like she was praying before she died.”

“Or was trying to keep warm.”

“Both, maybe. If she died of hypothermia, at
least she wouldn’t have felt cold at the end. She would’ve just
laid down on a little bed of leaves to rest, and then fell into her
forever sleep.”

The clothing the victim wore appeared to be
handmade: a simple gray button-up dress of a tweedy material, a
knitted wool, buttonless brown sweater, knitted ankle socks. And
wool clogs. I recognized the brand and had a pair of my own in a
closet at home. Haflingers, handmade in Germany.

“Those aren’t exactly walking, or running,
shoes,” Smoke said.

“No, they’re really more of a house shoe,
but people wear them all over the place because they’re so
comfortable. I walk in them just fine, but I wouldn’t be able to
run very far.”

“And her dress is a different style, like
something my mother might have worn when she was working at home in
the old days, when women wore house dresses,” Smoke said.

“Not very modern looking, that’s for sure.
But there are people who live pretty modestly and don’t care about
fashion. Or it could be because of their religion. We may not have
any known Amish or Mennonites in the county, but there are some
Switzers.”

“Switzers?”

“That’s what people dub them. That Swiss
Apostolic Church, off County Road Five, south of Kadoka.”

“Oh, sure. Women wear their hair in buns,
wear bonnet-like head coverings, no makeup. I see them around once
in a while.”

I nodded. “There was a girl in my class who
was a member, but I never asked her about it. She was pretty quiet,
but had a nice, small group of friends.” I did a visual sweep of
Ms. Doe. “If she was a Switzer, she let her hair down for some
reason. It’s possible she had dementia.”

“She’s not wearing a locator bracelet that
so many of the folks with dementia in our county have. And no one’s
reported a missing woman the last couple of days.”

“True. She looks like she should have been
in the hospital, but she’s not wearing a hospital wristband ID,
that I can see.”

“And no hospital that I know of would
release a virtual skeleton to care for herself.”

“If she was in the last stages of cancer,
she’d be in hospice with people caring for her twenty-four hours a
day.” I pointed to her hands. “I see there’s some dirt under her
fingernails.” Smoke leaned in for a closer look.

Zubinski and Weber returned from their
mission. “Someone broke a small branch on one of the maple
saplings, maybe thirty feet from here. It coulda been anybody. Like
the hunter who found the victim. No fibers stuck to it to compare
with our victim’s clothing here,” Weber said.

“Yeah, Kevin Lionel’s blaze orange jacket
had a shiny surface, so that would make sense that he broke it, but
didn’t leave a sample behind. Way less likely for that material to
leave trace than it is for wool. Our victim here would likely leave
some, if her sweater got caught on a branch,” Smoke said.

“No vehicle tracks, not even a bicycle. And
there’s no indication there was any kind of altercation in the
surrounding area,” Zubinski added.

Smoke shook his head. “Or here either, for
that matter. We’re how far from the nearest home? Lionel lives
about half a mile, and he’s the closest. His nearest neighbors are
probably a mile to the east, or about that. Maybe a little closer
to the west. How in the hell did she get here? And why here,
in particular?”

I leaned in closer to Ms. Doe’s face and
squinted for better focus. “She must have been a beauty—high
cheekbones and what looks like large eyes, given the size of the
sockets. Longer straight nose, full lips.”

“If there was even one ounce of meat on
her,” Weber said.

“Let’s collect the dirt from under her
fingernails. And some from the floor of the woods here. We’ll
compare them, see if they match. If not, it might help point us in
the right direction,” Smoke said.

Zubinski got a nail scraper and evidence bag
from the mobile unit. Weber took the clipper from her, kneeled
down, unfolded the woman’s right hand from the left, and gently
gripped her knuckles. Zubinski knelt beside him and opened the
small evidence bag she was holding. She positioned it to catch the
scrapings while Weber swiped under the nails with his tool.

“Should be good,” Weber said then released
Ms. Doe’s hand.

“I’ll get a soil sample,” Zubinski said as
she sealed the evidence bag.

“I got it.” Weber pulled an evidence bag out
of one pocket and a stainless steel tablespoon-size scoop out of
another. He collected about a cup of soil from an area a foot or so
from the victim’s body, put it in a bag, and then sealed it.

The four of us turned at the sound of an
approaching vehicle. The Midwest Medical Examiner’s van turned onto
the field road and continued to where our mobile crime van sat. Her
van stopped next to it. A short, stocky woman with gray hair
moussed into a spikey do got out and walked toward us with
deliberate steps. “Bridey Patrick,” she announced before the rest
of us had a chance to greet her. Her small brown, not-quite-beady
eyes narrowed on Smoke. “Detective Dawes.”

“Doctor Patrick. Thanks for making it out
here so fast. Team, introduce yourselves.” The three of us gave her
our names and got a quick nod in return. Then the doctor turned her
attention to Ms. Doe. Whatever she thought, she kept to
herself.

“You photographed the deceased?” Dr. Patrick
asked.

“Yeah, from all angles,” Weber said.

Dr. Patrick pulled on protective gloves then
leaned down and touched the inside of Ms. Doe’s wrist. “She’s as
cold as the earth she’s lying on.” Her initial examination was
brief as she ran her hands over the body, searching for obvious
signs of what had caused her death. Her hand stopped in Doe’s
middle back section. “There’s something underneath her.”

“We didn’t see anything—” Smoke said.

“No, her sweater’s covering the part that’s
sticking out. Could be a large knife, or some sort of tool. Let’s
turn her over.” Zubinski and Weber moved in to help Dr. Patrick.
Any one person could have completed the task alone, but Zubinski
and Weber carefully slid their hands under Ms. Doe’s shoulder and
hip, and rolled her on Weber’s count of three.

“What the heck? She was laying on a garden
trowel?” Weber said.

Smoke and I took a step closer, and almost
bumped heads when we both leaned in. “The ground is disturbed under
the leaves,” he said.

“She was digging something? Weber, where’d
you put your camera?” I asked.

“Back in my squad. Front seat, on top of the
pile there.” I left to retrieve it.

“Grab an evidence bag while you’re at it,”
Smoke called out. I didn’t know what supplies were in the trunk of
the squad car I had driven. Since I’d been assigned to office duty,
I’d been driving my personal vehicle back and forth to work. The
squad car I had previously shared with two others had picked up a
third deputy in my absence. I wasn’t sure what would happen after
today. Only God knew that.

I found the camera where Weber said it was,
then popped open the trunk of my borrowed squad car, and dug
through a box of evidence bags until I located one large enough to
accommodate the trowel. I returned with the camera, and handed it
to Weber who snapped photo after photo from various angles.
Zubinski took the evidence bag from me and waited for Weber to
finish. When he handed the camera back to me, Zubinski opened the
bag. Weber reached down, lifted the trowel, and dropped it in the
bag. Zubinski sealed it, and then carried it over to the crime lab
van where she would date it, and give it a number.

“Do you need the deceased while you conduct
the rest of your investigation here, Detective? She’s been out here
alone for two days, by my estimation. I’d like to take her to the
office,” Dr. Patrick said.

“No, we’ve got what we need from her. I’ll
help you with the gurney.” He followed Dr. Patrick to her
vehicle.

“I don’t want to know how uncomfortable that
was for her, laying on that thing,” Weber said.

I stared at Ms. Doe’s face again, but her
blank expression hinted at nothing. If anything, she looked at
peace. “For sure. Something went terribly wrong somewhere. We just
have to figure out what.”

“Yeah, that’s what we’re here for,” he
said.

Is that what I’m here for? I’ve missed
having that strong sense of purpose these past months. The belief,
the assurance, that I used to take for granted.

Smoke and Bridey Patrick rolled the gurney
to about four feet from Ms. Doe’s body. Patrick unzipped the bag as
Mandy returned from the mobile crime van. “We’ll get her for you;
she can’t weigh eighty pounds,” Zubinski said, and nodded at Weber.
Ms. Doe didn’t protest in the least when they scooped her up and
laid her in the body bag. Patrick zipped her in, unlocked the brake
on the gurney, and Smoke pushed it to the back of the van.

“Put her clothes in paper bags and we’ll
pick them up later,” Smoke said.

“Right. I’ll call you when they're ready,”
Dr. Patrick said.

“She's as serious as Melberg. Seriouser,”
Weber said after Patrick drove away.

“I love it when you make up words, Vince,”
Zubinski said and frowned, negating her statement.

“Patrick's like Melberg at crime scenes and
autopsies. They are both extremely focused. Some guys can joke,
release some steam to break up the tension. Others can't, I guess.
Or won't. Melberg and Patrick fall in the latter category.” Smoke
got on his hands and knees. “Let's scoop up the leaves she was
lying on and bag ’em up. There may be some kind of trace evidence
or transfer from her clothes. Or somebody else’s.”

Zubinski retrieved a small shovel from the
van and Weber waited with a large evidence bag open at the top, as
far as he could stretch it. Zubinski bent over, scooped a small
amount of the leaf matter, dropped it in the bag then scooped
another, taking some dirt with it.

“What have we here?” Smoke asked. He bent
over for a closer look then used his pen to push a few leaves
aside.

“She buried something here?” I asked as I
leaned in myself.

“Photo man, we need some more shots,” Smoke
said, needlessly pointing at the ground.

Weber sighed as he handed the leaf-filled
bag to Mandy, and then lifted the camera that hung from a strap
around his neck.

The disturbed area on the floor of the woods
was about twelve inches by eighteen inches. The dirt appeared to
have been dug out then put back, and patted down.

“Curious,” Zubinski said.

“And curiouser,” Weber said. “And I didn’t
make that up. It came from something I read as a kid.”

“You read Alice in Wonderland?”
Zubinski’s eyebrows squeezed together.

“I don’t know. Maybe,” he mumbled and
hitched a shoulder up.

Zubinski smiled and I shook my head.

“Let’s see what might be in this rabbit
hole,” Smoke said. He held out his hand for the shovel—which
Zubinski handed over—and then set about carefully digging around
the edges of the “rabbit hole.” After he’d dug a little trench
around the perimeter, he knelt down and started brushing away some
dirt from the surface. He stuck his pen in the ground a few places.
“There’s something here.”

Mandy, Vince, and I leaned in even closer,
growing curiouser by the second.

Smoke stood then used the shovel to scrape
thin layers of dirt from the site. “I got something.” He uncovered
a gallon-size plastic bag then bent over and lifted it from its
burial plot, shaking off the bit of soil that clung to it.

“What the heck?” Weber said.

“There are bags of money inside?” Zubinski
said.

“That’s a little on the strange side. But I
have heard of people burying money before,” I said.

Smoke gave a quick nod. “We’ll need two of
you to take these bags, one by one, and count to see how much is in
each bag. First, let’s see just how many we got here.”

“I’ll get another evidence bag so we can
transfer them as you pull them out,” Zubinski said. She was gone
and back in a flash.

Smoke reached in and withdrew one
sandwich-size baggie after the next then handed them to Zubinski
who kept count, and then dropped them in her bag.

“We should be able to get fingerprints, find
out if there are any other ones on them besides our victim’s,” I
said.

Altogether, there were nine bags of varying
thicknesses, depending on the stack of bills in each one of them.
On the bottom of the gallon bag was a single picture in its own
baggie. It was the last one Smoke removed. He studied the front of
it for a long moment. “I’m guessing it’s our Ms. Doe, but she has a
whole lot more muscle and tissue on her body. She’s with two little
kids.” He flipped the bag over and read out loud what was written
on the back. “Looks like M-A-I-S-A, Maisa, L-E-L-A, Lela, S-E-S-E,
Sese. And Georgia. Georgia, I’m guessing that’s where they were
when the picture was taken.” Smoke looked at me then handed the
photo over. “Those sound like Swiss names to you?”

“Could be I guess. I really don’t know.”

“Swiss names?” Zubinski asked.

“Our sergeant here thought maybe Ms. Doe was
a member of the Swiss Apostolic clan in Kadoka.”

“Huh. Are those the ones who wear those
kinda drab-colored dresses and have those head coverings?” Weber
wondered.

“Yes,” I said.

He jutted his chin out. “Oh. I thought we
had a little group of Amish around here somewhere, but never asked
nobody about it.”

“I think they’re mostly in southern
Minnesota, near the Iowa border. Around Harmony,” Zubinski
said.

“Peace-loving people that they are, they
musta picked that town for its name,” Weber said.

“There’s a fairly large population northwest
of here too, in Todd County,” I added, my eyes fixed on the
photo.

Weber shrugged. “Had no idea.”

“Any of you guys been to Georgia?” I
said.

“When I was a kid,” Zubinski said.

“I’m trying to remember my geography. They
have mountains there?” I said.

“Sure, the northern part of the state,”
Smoke answered.

I admired the setting. “Picturesque. Woman
holding a toddler, another little one at her side, standing in
front of some trees with the leaves about a hundred different
autumn shades of green, and red, and orange, and gold. The mountain
peak behind them in the distance.” I handed the photo to Zubinski
who held it up so Weber could look at it with her.

“Kids have regular clothes on, shorts and
tee shirts, but the woman looks kind of old-fashioned in that
dress,” Zubinski said.

“How old do you suppose she is?” Weber
asked.

“Twenty-five, maybe younger,” Smoke
said.

“The little girl can’t be two. The boy maybe
four, five?” I said.

Smoke reached for the photo and nodded. “I’d
say that’s about right.”

A small wave of sadness rolled over me.
“They look happy.”

“It would’ve been nice if she had put the
year on it, too. It’d give us some idea of how old the kids are
now,” Zubinski said.

“They might not be hers. I wonder if they’re
from Georgia, or if they were on vacation, visiting someone there?”
I said.

“It’s a puzzle, all right. And we still got
the question of why she had all these bags of money,” Smoke
said.

Weber elbowed Zubinski’s arm. “Speaking of
which, let’s go count, Mandy, see how much she was hiding when she
died.”

Zubinski gave me the baggie-protected photo
and I reread the names. “Maisa, huh? And Lela and Sese. Unusual
names, all right. Maybe they are Swiss.”

“We’re a melting-pot nation,” Smoke
said.

Smoke’s phone rang. “Dawes. . . . Okay, Doc.
I’ll have someone from our office there, too. . . . Right,
goodbye.” Smoke closed his phone. “Doctor Patrick. She’s got Ms.
Doe scheduled for autopsy tomorrow afternoon at two. They’re going
to work on a computer sketch of what she might have looked like at
a normal weight.”

“How’d she get that done so fast?” She can’t
have gotten to Anoka yet.”

“I’d venture to guess she was conducting
business over the phone on the drive over. Let’s check on our
team.”

Smoke and I went to the doorway of the crime
lab van and watched them work. “These stupid gloves slow down the
operation,” Weber said as he fumbled to lift a five dollar bill
from one pile to set it on the waiting pile on the narrow
counter.

“One hundred and sixteen,” Zubinski said and
wrote that down on the outside of an evidence bag. She was the one
who spoke the numbers out loud as she and Weber finished counting
the bills in each bag. She wrote the agreed-upon total on the
outside then replaced the bills in the original baggie, slipped it
inside the larger evidence bag, sealed it, and put her initials
over the seal. “Two down, seven to go.”

“A hundred forty-three bucks in that bag.
How much in the first?” Smoke asked.

“One hundred thirty-six smackeroos,” Weber
said.

“Different amounts, so not consistent that
way,” Smoke said.

“Nope.”

“Largest denomination was a twenty in the
first bag, a ten in the second,” Zubinski added.

“And what would be the reason for all the
smaller bags inside the big one? They weren’t marked, like the one
forty-three was for the electricity bill, and the one thirty-six
was for groceries,” I said.

“Yeah, huh,” Weber agreed.

“Until we can find her family and/or
identify her, I think we’re stuck with way more questions than
explanations,” Smoke said. “Vince, Mandy, carry on here. Get your
evidence taken care of, but I’ll keep the photo to show some folks.
Aleckson and I will start talking to the neighbors in the
area.”
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“Who was the guy
that found her? The hunter?” I asked Smoke as we walked to our
cars.

“Kevin Lionel. This woods and the
surrounding property belong to him.”

“Do you think we should talk to him, first
off, see how he’s doing?”

“Sounds like a plan, little lady.”

I followed Smoke’s Crown Victoria back out
to the county road, then north. He turned left into a driveway,
about 100 yards down on the west side of the road. We pulled up
close to the house, parked, and met at the front door. A chill ran
through me as I pondered whether I even knew how to interview a
witness after all those months behind a desk.

“Like riding a bike. Nothing to worry
about,” Smoke said.

“You can read my mind now?”

“Prit’ near. You get a little crease close
to your left eyebrow when you doubt yourself.”

“Really?” I’d have to make a conscious
effort in the future to keep that little crease ironed flat so I
didn’t give myself away to Smoke, or anyone else for that
matter.

He rang the doorbell. “Like falling into a
soft pile of snow.”

“More like jumping out of an airplane.”

A lumberjack of a man opened the door. He
had several inches on Smoke’s six feet, and was a foot or so taller
than my five five. He had a full, dark beard that gave an
impressive contrast to the blaze-orange stocking cap and matching
flannel shirt he was wearing. The man I presumed was Kevin Lionel
looked from Smoke to me then shook his head. “Did you find out who
she was?”

“No, we haven’t made an identification yet.”
Smoke waved his hand into the open doorway. “This is Sergeant
Aleckson. Mind if we come in for a few minutes?”

Lionel gave me a curt nod. “Hi. Forgot my
manners. Sure thing, come in.” He moved out of the doorway, and we
stepped in. Lionel shrugged his shoulders. “I haven’t gotten around
to taking a shower and changing yet. I hope the buck scent isn’t
too strong and stinky. I can’t even smell it anymore.”

There was an unusual, sour odor clinging to
him that I guessed was the doe urine many hunters used to cover
their own personal scent. My hunter friends had informed me that
deer have a keen sense of smell they use to both stay out of danger
and to find other deer, mates in particular.

“Not to worry,” Smoke said.

“That’s all I’ve been doing is worrying. I’m
tied up in knots trying to figure out who’d put that poor woman’s
body in my woods. And why my woods?” Lionel reached up and
scratched his head then pulled off his cap, revealing thick, curly,
nearly-black hair. He tossed the cap on the shelf in his open entry
closet.

“That’s a good question. There’s no evidence
indicating someone put her body there.”

Lionel shrugged. “Oh, I just figured
that.”

“We’ve completed the preliminary
investigation, but we’ll leave the perimeter marked in your woods,
for now. We’re not posting a deputy at the scene to keep it secure,
but it’s best not to advertise where the victim was found.”

“I got the ‘No Trespassing’ signs posted.
Mostly so people don’t go hunting without permission. Hope that
helps keep people from snooping around.”

Smoke nodded then paused before changing the
subject. “No recollection of ever seeing her anywhere before
today?”

Lionel shook his head. “No. No recollection
at all.”

“You know all your neighbors?”

“Sure. At least to say ‘hey,’ and shoot the
breeze a while. I can’t say I’m close to any of them, but we’re
friendly enough.”

“That’s more than most of us nowadays.
Mister Lionel, now that you’ve had a little time to think about it,
is there anything else that’s come to mind, or do you have any
other questions?”

Lionel frowned. “I’m still sort of in shock,
I guess. I can’t think of what to ask.”

Smoke nodded then pulled his business card
and the plastic-enclosed photo from his breast pocket. He handed
the card to Lionel. “Call anytime, if you need to.” Then he held
the photo up for Lionel to see. “We found this with the victim.
Does the family look familiar to you?”

Lionel reached over, and carefully, almost
reverently, took the baggie from Smoke. He studied the photo for a
second, and a flicker of an expression that signified recognition
crossed his face. His eyebrows raised slightly, his mouth
pursed.

“You know them?” Smoke asked, leaning
closer.

“Ah, . . . no.” He handed the photo
back.

“You don’t sound too sure of yourself.”

“Um, well, the woman looks a little like
someone I knew.”

“Someone you knew?”

“My wife.”

“Knew, as in the past tense?”

“She left about a year ago.”

“Where is she now?”

Lionel shrugged. “I have no idea. I came
home one day and she was gone. Left me a note.”

“And she hasn’t filed for divorce?”

“We weren’t actually, um, legally
married.”

Smoke nodded. “And you’ve had no
communication with her at all?”

“Nope. I thought maybe she wasn’t real
happy, but she never said she was unhappy. I guess you could say I
wasn’t exactly happy either.”

“Okay. But the woman in the photo is not
your wife, even though she looks like her?”

“No, she is not my wife, and I’ve never seen
those kids before. I know that for a fact.”


Smoke and I drove down the road to
the nearby county park and got out of our cars to chat.

A cooling breeze brushed across my face.
“What a way to refer to his ex-wife. As someone he knew. Why
wouldn’t he say who she was in the first place?” I said.

“I caught that too. Sounded embarrassed
about the whole thing, if you ask me. They weren’t married, he
didn’t think she was happy, but she didn’t say she was unhappy. A
little communication may have helped their relationship.”

“It may have. The look on Kevin’s face when
he saw that photo certainly struck a chord with him.”

“I’d say that’s a given. Could be it’s just
what he said it was. The woman in the photo looked a little like
his sort-of wife, and it struck something in him, all right.
Brought back some memories, good, bad, or indifferent.”

“I think that if I saw a picture of someone
that looked a little like my brother, for example, I’d have
a different reaction. I know Lionel’s under stress, but still.”

“You’ve got a point. It could be he did
recognize the woman in the photo, and his mind is not ready to go
there yet, in case it’s the same woman he found dead in his
woods.”

“He seemed honestly upset about the woman’s
body being in his woods, thinking somebody put her there.”

“He was that. I’ll run a background on
Lionel, see if anything turns up. And we’ll keep him in the loop,
as much as we need to.”

Smoke went back to the office to take care
of some business, and to make copies of the photo to show people we
interviewed. I stayed in the park and started writing the report on
my laptop. After working a while, I decided to call my work
voicemail because I’d been out of the office since morning. No new
messages, so I listened to the one I had saved. “You killed my
friend.” Who are you, and who is your friend?

My heart pounded and a wave of nausea rolled
through me, throwing me into a panic attack. I opened my car door
in case I got sick. What is wrong with me? I need to believe in
my heart of hearts that Grandma is right, that I will be okay
again. Eventually.

I pulled out my memo pad with my case notes,
and willed myself to concentrate on Jane Doe. I calmed down as I
shifted my thoughts from myself to her. What—or was it
who—had brought her to Kevin Lionel’s woods where she died
on a buried stash of money? My report could only include the facts
of what, and not any suppositions of why.

When Smoke returned about thirty minutes
later, he gave me a copy of the photo. We divided the houses within
a one-mile radius of where Ms. Doe’s body was found, and spent the
next hour canvassing for answers. About half the people were home,
and of those I questioned, no one knew of anyone in the area who
was missing. Nor did they recognize the woman and children in the
photograph.

I finished my canvassing ahead of Smoke, and
returned to Jeremiah Madison County Park to wait for him, so we
could plan our next course of action. He pulled in a minute before
three o’clock and parked next to me, driver’s side door next to
driver’s side door. We rolled down our windows, and pulled our memo
books from our front pockets.

“Find out anything?” I asked.

He drummed the steering wheel with his pen.
“My stomach just let me know I skipped lunch, but that’s about
it.”

I hadn’t even realized my own stomach was
signaling for some attention of its own until he’d mentioned it.
The emaciated body of Ms. Doe had undoubtedly quelled my appetite.
“Yeah, that’s about it for me, too.” I paged through my memo pad.
“Not one of the neighbors I talked to knows of a woman who has gone
missing, nor remembers seeing anything suspicious in the area in
the last day or two—that includes people, vehicles, and activities.
And nobody recognized any of the three in the photo.”

Smoke gave a nod and put his notebook back
in his pocket. “Yup, that about sums up the responses I got, too.
Of course, almost everyone was pretty damn curious about why I
wanted to know. When I told them we were investigating a suspicious
death in the area, they all got curiouser.” The long dimples in his
cheeks deepened when he smiled.

“I can’t believe you’re actually quoting
Weber.”

“Correction, I’m quoting a word Lewis
Carroll coined.”

“Okay then.”

“Actually and coincidentally, there is
another Lewis Carroll quote I think about sometimes. Mostly because
it applies to so much of what we do: ‘One of the secrets of life is
that all that is worth the doing is what we do for others.’”

“You know, Smoke, you amaze me sometimes,
like when you pull one of those quotes out of your memory
bank.”

“I’d like to say it’s because I have a
steel-trap mind, but we both know that’s not true.”

I smiled. “It is a good quote for a
service-oriented job like ours, that’s for sure.”

Smoke’s eyebrows drew together. “Is it
official? Are you back in the saddle again? Chief Deputy will have
to know so he can revise the work schedule, and I surely could use
your help, especially on this case.”

The thought of our Ms. Doe being ill, and
somehow ending up in Kevin Lionel’s woods, and then dying on top of
a photo and some buried money, tugged at my heartstrings. It
ignited my compulsion to do my part to uncover the truth, and help
grease the wheels of justice. I realized I was nodding. “I want to
work on this case. I need to find out what happened to our
victim.”

 “I’m glad to have you
back. More than glad. I’m downright grateful.”

Smoke headed back to Oak Lea to get some
food from a drive-thru, and I went back to the sheriff’s office
where the lunch I had packed was waiting in the break room
refrigerator. I took the bag to the squad room where I could eat,
and work on my report at the same time. All the other deputies were
out on calls so the room was deserted. I inserted the zip drive
into a computer, and read through the report I had started in my
car as I gobbled down the tuna sandwich and yogurt. I reluctantly
decided to check again for new phone messages as I chugged a bottle
of water.

No new messages, but there was one saved
one. Before I could stop myself, I hit the 2 button to replay it.
“You killed my friend.” Something about the voice was nagging at my
brain. Had I heard it before? Where and when? The only person I had
ever killed was a psychopathic loner, whom I strongly doubted had
any friends. I hit “2” again, listened once more, then hung up.

“Corinne? What’s going on?” I hadn’t heard
Smoke enter the room.

I inhaled before I answered. “You might as
well have a listen.” I dialed my voicemail then handed the phone to
Smoke.

A flush darkened his face. “What in the
hell?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.” My right
shoulder hitched.

“The message was sent this morning. The way
you’re acting tells me you got it before now, and you’ve been
sitting on it. Why?”

“I wanted time to think about it.”

“Sometimes, little lady.” He dropped his
chin and raised his eyebrows. “Any idea who left that cryptic
message?”

“None.”

“Did you have it traced yet?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll have the phone records pulled, see
where it came from.” He unclipped the phone from his belt, called
Administration, and made the request.

“Do you want to make a bet the call was made
from a disposable cell phone?” I asked when he hung up.

“Most likely it was. But there are still
one, or two, dumb criminals out there who don’t plan that far in
advance, and just go ahead and use their own phone. Makes it a
whole lot easier for those of us in the criminal justice
field.”

“Smart or dumb, he, she, whoever, has not
technically committed a crime. He simply made a statement. A
disturbing one that feels like an accusation. Okay, is an
accusation, but there is not a specific threat stated. Laws are
enforced with facts, not feelings.”

“Yeah, well, let’s hope it stops there.”

A chilling flash started in the middle of my
back and rushed through my body in seconds. “If they’re referring
to Eric Stueman, trying to make me feel worse than I already do,
they’re wasting their breath. I don’t believe it’s possible to be
any sadder, or feel any guiltier.”

Smoke reached over and gently rested his
hand on my elbow. “You think they’re talking about Eric?”

“I have trouble believing Langley Parker had
any friends, and it’s the only incident like that I’ve been
involved with.”

Saying the words, “I killed him,” out
loud was still next to impossible. And it was something Dr. Kearns
was faithfully working with me to resolve.

My friends and colleagues had reminded me a
hundred times it was the sheriff’s department, and not me as an
individual, that had done the shooting. If Eric hadn’t died in the
same incident, I could more easily accept that. Parker deserved to
die. Eric didn’t. He was an innocent bystander, in the wrong place
at the wrong time.

Smoke gave my elbow another squeeze then
withdrew it. “Infamous psycho killers always have a fan club. Some
sicko might think Parker was his friend.”

“That’s true. But the most important thing
to me right now is finding out what happened to our woods victim.
That’s what we need to focus on.” I patted my shirt pocket where I
had put the copy of the photo of the woman and children. Maisa,
Lela, Sese.

“Agreed. I’m thinking the next step will be
to have a chat with the folks over there in that Swiss Apostolic
community.” Smoke glanced at his wristwatch. “Two fifty. Think
someone would be over at the church?”

“I would think so. I’ll see if I can find a
phone number for them.” I logged onto the Internet.

“Meantime, I’m going to call Doc Patrick to
let her know we found a photo she should take a look at. I meant to
do that earlier, and forgot. I also want to find out what’s
happening on that end. I’ll be at my desk, if you need me.”

I found the phone listing by the time Smoke
was out the door, and dialed the number. An older man with a clear,
even-toned voice answered on the third ring. “Swiss Apostolic
Church, Reverend Joos speaking.” He spoke with a hint of what I
presumed was a Swiss accent.

“Reverend, hello. I’m Sergeant Aleckson with
the Winnebago County Sheriff’s Office. We’re investigating the
death of a woman who didn’t have any identification on her person,
and we need to find out who she is. I’m wondering if Detective
Elton Dawes and I might meet with you, and show you a photo of a
woman and two children to see if you recognize them.”

It took him a moment to answer. “I’m sorry.
I’m wondering what led you to me, why you are asking this.”

“Forgive me, I should have explained it
better. The woman we found, the victim, was dressed very simply,
like women in your community might be. We have no other leads at
this point, and that’s why we thought of you.”

Another pause. “I know of no woman in our
church family that is missing.”
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