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Chapter 1
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“Somethin’ don’t smell right.”

That was the exact thought that went through Jarvis Lutz' mind when he walked past the south end of the barn that morning. 

Not that there was anything unusual about smells emanating from his barn; it was a barn after all. It was full of all sorts of odors. He ticked a list of them off in his head as he sniffed around for the odd one out.

Into the milk house: It’s not sour milk, not mold, or mildew. Into the calf pen: Nothin’ trampled in here, just the same ol' calf shit. Up and down the walkway of the dairy barn: It’s not cat shit, not dog shit. Nothin’ puked up or pissed out wrong.

When he went to take a shortcut through the feed area, that’s when he figured it out, but not without help.

Over his head was the chute for the haymow, and along with a pungent renewal of the “incorrect” smell came a cacophony of buzzing flies.

That duo of smell and sound tripped a trigger in a forgotten part of his brain. It brought with it an instantaneous response of horror and fright.

Jarvis swallowed hard as he left the barn. He viciously cursed himself into a very bad mood by the time he stomped his way to the tractor waiting in the driveway.

He took his mood out on the unwitting teenager texting in the driver’s seat. “God Damn it, Kevin! Stop phone fuckin’ your girlfriend and call the sheriff! Now, boy!”
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Never in all her life did Darlene ever have to wait to cross the road to get her mail. But there’s a first time for everything, and what an exciting wait it was.

She quickly trotted back down the dirt driveway as fast as her old gardening bra would allow. She waved and hollered to Bernice out in the strawberries. “Did ya see 'em? Ha? Oh my Lord, it was like convoy!”

Bernice stood up and stretched her aching back. Her knees were stained in bruising shades of red, brown, and green. She gave Darlene a queer look. “I swear Darlene, you keep runnin’ like that and you’re liable to knock yourself out with your own tits.”

“Never mind my tits,” Darlene returned crankily. “Did you see 'em or not?”

Bernice, clearly unimpressed, calmly picked up her recycled ice cream bucket. She turned her head toward the dusty apparitions hanging in the air in front of their driveway. “Nope, didn’t see 'em. Who was it? Secret Service?”

“You know, you’re such a spoil-sport, I shouldn’t even tell you.”

Bernice squinted her eyes at Darlene and chuckled with good humor. “Okay, I give. Who drove by?”

Darlene pouted but relented anyway. “News vans.”

Her curiosity piqued, Bernice started walking in the direction of the driveway. “News vans? Like TV news vans?”

Now that she held her audience in fixed attention, Darlene performed with relish. “KYBT, INEWS, Channel 12, and Action 18, all from the Cities and all roaring by like a bat outta hell to get to the German Farm.”

As they approached the edge of the driveway, Bernice’s healthy skepticism reared its logical head. “You know, they could just be lost. Sometimes, Google is actually wrong.”

Darlene’s excited face flopped like a bad soufflé. “Don’t you dare ruin this for me, Bernice. Just once before I die, I want to be part of something exciting.”

Bernice frowned at her aunt. “If the news vans are all the way out here for an actual story, it's probably not a happy one.”

“You don’t know any more than I do, Miss Smarty Pants, so there.”

It was then that the speed of sound caught up to the speed of the ominous black box van as it swished past. It spit dust all over them and Bernice’s freshly picked strawberries. The long obvious sticker identifying the vehicle as belonging to the “Medical Examiner” stared back at them from its rear end.

They watched the box van retreat quickly down the road past the orchards, woods, and fields that made up their farm, Lollygagger’s Acres. It turned into the wooded driveway that led to the German Farm. Bernice felt a bad feeling creeping on.

“Well, Darlene, I guess we're both right.”

[image: Fly Illustration]

It seemed like a good idea at the time. However, as they threaded along the century-old cow path that ran between their two farms, Bernice was having misgivings. She wasn’t so sure she wanted to find out who was dead at the end of their journey, at least not first hand. Nevertheless, Darlene was persistent despite the fact that she whined the whole way there.

“We would have been there in no time if we’d just drove the damn truck down. But no! You need to take the scenic route through tick paradise.”

“Jarvis is gonna have enough cars in his yard without us parking another one,” Bernice argued back.

“Well! If I get Lyme disease and end up debilitated in my bed, you will not hear the end of it.”

Bernice’s patience was reaching a breaking point. “So the only difference between then and now is you’d be bed ridden?”

Darlene gave her niece a venomous scowl and quickened her pace to be a good three steps ahead of Bernice. She threw a parting comment behind her as she went. “I wouldn’t want to be seen walking in with you anyway. You look like hell.”

Bernice sighed as she guiltily watched her aunt’s generous backside sway ahead of her with its impertinence. She glanced down at herself. Her brown cargo pants were still stained in strawberries. It adequately complimented her men’s oversized t-shirt and ancient Birkenstocks. Her unmade face and blonde ponytail completed the ensemble. “It’s probably just cops and reporters. No one in that crowd I care to impress.”

“Well, if lackluster was the look you were after, I believe you succeeded.” With that Darlene broke into the clearing and disappeared around the corner, but she didn't get far.

As Bernice went to follow, she almost knocked Darlene over. Bernice was waiting for a biting jibe in response but received none. Darlene was in obvious shock.

From their position in the clearing they were still a good hundred yards away, but they were close enough to see the circus unfolding before them.

The four vans that had passed their place earlier had been joined by two more from sister stations up in Duluth and down in Eau Claire. They were all parked in succession along the dusty driveway like a caravan. Several official looking vehicles were cluttered amongst them, representing both county and state. The aforementioned black box van was seated at the head of the armada. It was near the barn that was completely encased in yellow barrier tape.

A cluster of cops inhabited the front lawn and gawked at the reporters. The only cast members missing from this performance were the residents of the farm. That was what disturbed Bernice more than anything.

“Holy Crap!” Darlene’s voice was pitched like she was witnessing lions devouring a carcass on the Serengeti.

Bernice forced herself to move forward into the carnage. “Come on, Miss Glenwood, you asked for excitement.”
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At Bernice’s insistence they started toward the house. “We’re here as neighbors not looky-loos,” she grumbled obstinately. “Best to separate ourselves from the vultures.”

Suddenly a call was sent in their direction. It came from one of the news vans.

“Bernice?”

Bernice ducked her head in defeat and grumbled, “Shit.”

She was going to keep walking. If they kept walking, maybe that person would think they were mistaken. Unfortunately, Darlene had other plans.

“Look! It’s Cameron, by the Action 18 van.” Darlene stopped and waved at him, hollering, “Woo Hoo! Hi, Cameron!”

Darlene began to walk in the direction of the vans, smoothing her hair and straightening her top as she went. She shot a look back at a very disgruntled Bernice, scolding, “No need to be rude, dear. Vultures need love too.”

To call Cameron Sparks a veteran camera-man was a gross understatement. In Twin Cities media circles he was a freakin’ legend. He had made his way up the ranks for the last thirty-plus years with heavy equipment on his shoulder and a lens constantly affixed to his retina.

His linebacker figure and the fact that he was black had always kept him working in the background when he was younger. Even as times changed, he stayed there because that was the way he liked it.

Now Cameron was supervising interns. Technology made the equipment a lot lighter, but Bernice noticed he still carried himself leaning slightly to one side. She guessed he always would.

Cameron left his leaning position at the back of the van and walked out into the field to join them. He put out a welcoming hand to Darlene. “Well, if it isn't Darlene Glenwood?”

Darlene gushed at the remembrance of her name. “Oh Cameron, how could I forget you?” She accepted his hand.

Instead of shaking it, he gallantly brought it to his lips and kissed her knuckles, winking at her mischievously.

As Darlene giggled like a teenager, Bernice made her way into the area.

Cameron watched Bernice warily. His greeting was friendly but cautious. “Hey, Kid. Still playing Laura Ingalls, I see.”

“Still hitting on my aunt, I see.”

Cameron sent a set of bedroom eyes at the still simpering Darlene. “What can I say? She’s like forbidden fruit.”

Bernice let out an exasperated breath and looked beyond him through the cracks of the van line. The other side of the driveway faced west out of the morning sun. There were rolling fields and grazing dairy cows in the background.

A couple of well groomed reporters were taking advantage of the serene backdrop. They juxtaposed it to whatever gruesome tale they were weaving to everyone within a 300 mile radius. The other reporters had apparently finished their journalistic duty. They were taking a moment to check their phones, smoke, or drink their coffee, looking properly bored in the process.

“You miss it, don’t you?” Cameron’s question broke through her musings.

Bernice gave Cameron a wry grin. “Like crack.”

Cameron chuckled and pulled Bernice into a reluctant bear hug. “Same old cantankerous Bernice.”

She took advantage of the close proximity and sucker punched him in his doughy physique. He released her, grunting but grinning.

Darlene broke the reunion with a very obvious question. “So, you gonna tell us what’s goin’ on?”

Cameron's humor evaporated. “Shit. You don’t know, do you?”

Bernice pointed in the direction of their farm. “You guys passed by our place down the road there, quickly followed by the ME. That’s all we know. What you got?”

Cameron could see the dread building in Bernice’s eyes. “Jesus, Kid, all we know is what we picked up on the scanners this morning. Someone reported a dead body in that barn. The local PD hasn’t said or done shit to tell us otherwise.”

Bernice nodded to him. She was clearly disappointed. She spoke to no one in particular. “Well, I’m going up to the house, see if anyone needs anything.”

She looked back at Cameron. They shared a moment of regret neither thought would be repeated again. She gave him a tight smile before she turned and walked away.

Cameron echoed what Darlene was thinking. “She’s never going to get over it, is she?”

Darlene reluctantly followed. She turned and looked at Cameron. Her flirtatious attitude was replaced with sadness. “Probably not.”

Bernice didn’t get as far as she wanted. A Wisconsin state trooper met her about ten feet from the house, demanding, “Ma’am, I’m gonna need to see some ID.”

Bernice made a very unflattering face. “I don’t have a press pass if that’s what you’re asking for,” she replied. “I’m a neighbor.”

The trooper held his ground. “Immediate family members only; please leave this area.”

Darlene came up behind Bernice, scanning the windows of the house. She grinned and pointed. “Hey, Marsha’s waving from the kitchen window, and she doesn’t look one bit upset.” Darlene joyously waved back, grinning like she just won the lottery.

The trooper was not pleased. “Ma’am, please don’t make a scene. This is a very serious situation. I need you to vacate this area immediately or I will have to restrain you.”

Marsha Lutz popped out onto the porch. As she wiped her well-worn hands on her apron, she made her way down the steps. She didn’t look one bit upset. She looked relieved. “Thank the Lord for friendly faces at last.”

The trooper shot a stern glare over his shoulder. “Ma’am, this is a crime scene, not a social engagement."

Marsha admonished him with the smooth but stern tone that she reserved for naughty children and patronizing men. “This is my property and these are my friends. They belong here a damn sight more than you do, so kindly step aside.”

The trooper gave them all one last officially hostile perusal before he pivoted on his heel and quickly removed himself.

Marsha watched him leave as she grumbled with disgust, “Those damn flatfoots trampling my lawn and spreading cigarette butts hither and yon, that’s the real crime scene, you ask me.”

Bernice couldn’t take it anymore. She grabbed Marsha’s arm. “Is everyone okay?”

Marsha peered over at Bernice with bemusement. “Well yah, except poor Jarvis of course.” The realization of her comment hit home in Bernice’s reaction of alarm. She immediately corrected herself. “Oh no, he’s fine too. We’re all fine. It’s just...he’s the one that found it.”

Darlene chimed in with undisguised excitement. “You mean the body?”

“Body? Oh no. It wasn’t a whole body. Just the head.”
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Bernice couldn’t make herself sit still for all the tea in China. That seemed to be what Marsha so graciously set out, along with delicate butter cookies, club crackers, and three kinds of cheeses. She observed that the immaculate kitchen had recently been remodeled. The trendy walnut cabinets and mushroom quartz counter tops gave it more of a showroom feel than the old-fashioned country kitchen it had replaced.

Bernice bobbed her teabag in the hot water while she paced in front of the window and absorbed the conversation going on at the kitchen table.

“I wanted to call you the second I found out what was up,” Marsha apologized, “but those cops said we couldn't talk to anyone until they were done. It’s just so odd. One minute we’re just minding our own business, and then all holy hell breaks loose.”

A smallish boy wandered into the kitchen and grabbed for a cookie. Marsha immediately swatted his hand. The cookie broke in half on impact with the plate. “That’s for company, Michael,” she admonished. “Lunch’ll be ready in an hour.”

Michael stood and pouted. Marsha swatted his butt. He gaped at her in surprise.

“Go watch the movie with Kevin or you'll get another one.”

Michael folded his arms defiantly but only after moving out of spanking range. “The movie’s boring,” he whined. “I want to go see the head.”

“Michael, you set one toe out of this house and I will tell all those policemen that you stole that gum from the store and they will throw you in jail and I won’t come to get you back out.”

Michael disappeared from the kitchen like he was never there.

Marsha glanced over in the direction of his disappearance. “That boy’d conduct the autopsy if I let him,” she remarked. “I blame it on all the YouTube his mother let him watch.” Marsha said mother with a slight hint of bitterness.

Darlene empathized with her. “It must be hard to be a parent again.”

Marsha dutifully accepted her role as martyr with a heavy sigh. “Well, someone needs to step up. This farm is the only home these kids got now. Better here than getting into drugs and gangs in the Cities with her parents.”

Marsha glanced over at Bernice and mumbled a poor excuse for an apology. “No offense, Bernice.”

Bernice waved it off. Being a recent transplant from Minneapolis, she was used to the locals assuming that crossing the St. Croix River into Minnesota was tantamount to entering the den of iniquity. Bernice also knew there were ulterior motives behind all the sacrifice. She carefully asked, “Where do the Marines have your daughter-in-law stationed now?”

Marsha mulled over her answer as she removed the tainted cookie from the plate and discretely folded it into her napkin. “Germany, thank God,” she replied. “Nowhere near where we lost Jason.” Her voice drifted as she continued. “You know, even now, watching those two in the other room grow like weeds, I still can’t believe it’s been 9 years. Funny how time plays tricks on a person.”

Darlene saw the painful grief creep into her friend's demeanor and wisely changed the subject. “So how did you know it was only a head?” She asked.

Marsha recovered from her melancholy. “Oh that,” she responded. “Well, Jarvis smelled something off and didn’t know what to make of it until he heard the flies.”

Darlene cringed appropriately. “And that’s when he found it?”

Marsha gaped at her in shock. “Oh no,” she corrected, “Jarvis wouldn’t go anywhere near it. He just knew from the smell and flies that something was bad up there. He had Kevin call the sheriff. Sheriff’s the one that told him it was just a head.”

“Up where?”

Marsha almost forgot Bernice was in the room. “What, Dear?” she asked.

“You said Jarvis smelled something bad 'up there'. Where exactly was the head?”

Marsha's gaze wandered past Bernice to the doorway that led into the basement. “They found it in the haymow.”

Bernice looked at the doorway then too. “Think he’d mind some company?”

Marsha scoffed and poured herself another cup of tea. “Not unless you’re drinkin'.”

Bernice set down her untouched tea on the counter, remarking, “Not a problem.” She promptly descended the stairs.
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After decades of toiling in cow shit Jarvis had earned himself a cave worthy of the manliest man. He had a zone for everything. There was Packer Central decked out with dark green leather recliners, matching brass end tables, and a huge TV. Next to that was the Sportsman’s Corner. It held an ornately carved, leaded glass gun cabinet that was surrounded by trophies of deer antlers and walleye mounts.

And then there was the bar. Clad in custom ordered mahogany, the granite for the counter was especially chosen for the perfect shade of blue. It matched the blue in the tri-folded American flag displayed on the wall next to all of Jason’s pictures and military effects. Jason's shrine overshadowed the miniscule amount of mementos from an older war that was hung in an old shadow box off to the side. 

Nevertheless, that was what old Jarvis was glaring at through bloodshot eyes as he forced down another sip of whiskey. Lost in his own thoughts, he almost scared himself off of his stool at the sound of Bernice’s voice. “This seat taken?”

“As long as you’re not another fuckin’ cop,” he responded caustically.

Bernice walked around behind the bar and bent over to inspect the squat beverage fridge. She stood back up with a long neck bottle in her hand and swiftly twisted it open as she made her way back to the empty bar stool.

They both sat quietly for a while, just drinking.

Finally, Bernice broke the silence by gesturing to the shadowbox with her bottle. “Remind me how you got that star again,” she casually requested.

Jarvis examined the bottom of his high ball before answering. “Took out a sniper.”

Bernice nodded and drank a few more swigs of beer, letting the subject marinate. Jarvis was not one to be rushed. “That was in ‘72, right?”

“Yep.”

“Hmm,” she mused, “sniper must have caused some damage.”

Jarvis said nothing. He drained his highball instead.

Bernice set down her bottle. “You know,” she observed, “I've heard that story a hundred times, always the same: The rain, the burnt-out helicopter, the young kid who was so scared shitless he barely aimed his rifle in time to save his own ass...” Jarvis' hand started to shake as he picked up the large square bottle. Bernice stopped him. “It's a great story,” she noted, “but you always choose to leave out what happened after you actually got into the village.”

She took the bottle and poured two fingers worth of booze into the highball. Jarvis held the glass with both hands as he concentrated on the blue granite counter top.

Bernice stood up and walked around to the server side of the bar. After setting her barely touched bottle in the sink, she pulled out a shot glass and poured a whiskey for herself. Beer just wasn't cutting it anymore. “You don't have to give me the details, Jarvis. It may have been fifty-some years ago, but I can see the nineteen-year-old sitting in front of me right now. He's the one who figured out what was in the haymow this morning.”

Jarvis granted her his full attention then. What he saw in her eyes gave him pause.

Bernice wasn't looking at Jarvis anymore. She was watching the liquid move around in her shot glass. “Seeing death like that, it changes a person.”

She recovered herself as she looked at Jarvis and immediately changed her tone to one of hopefulness. “We're still alive, Jarvis,” she reminded him. “All we can do is make the best of that and try to move on.” Bernice hovered her shot glass near Jarvis' highball. “To life,” she toasted.

Jarvis lifted his glass to hers. They toasted in silence. Jarvis spoke first. “All this shit is gonna really fuck up my hayin' schedule.”

Bernice nodded with a smirk as she silently heralded the return of the old Jarvis.

Then they heard a deep judgmental voice. “A little early for cocktails, isn't it, Mr. Lutz?”

Jarvis observed the regulation blue suit and flashing badge with undisguised distaste. “Ah, hell, not another one.”
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“I’m Special Agent in Charge from the Wisconsin Department of Criminal Investigation.” His demeanor was as official as his suit.

Jarvis did not get up from his chair. “Yah?” he drawled.

The man remained standing in the doorway. When it became obvious that his explanation of title caused no further action, he continued, “I understand that you discovered the victim on your property.”

Jarvis looked at him and breathed deeply, attempting to inhale more patience out of thin air. “I already told the sheriff, deputy sheriff, and state trooper all I know, which ain't a whole hell of a lot. I watched every one of them write down what I said...”

In an effort to prove his point, he held up the whiskey bottle, continuing, “...and that was a good half bottle of Jack ago. So, Sir, you'd be better off tracking one of those sons-o-bitches down and leave a poor man in peace.”

Jarvis was going to pour himself another drink, but Bernice put her hand on the bottle. They exchanged a look that was not lost on the agent.

“That may have been the case, Mr. Lutz, but I have my own questions.” He gestured toward the open basement door as he continued. “I would appreciate it if you would accompany me up to the crime scene.”

Jarvis gaped at the agent. “To look at the head? No fucking way!” he ground out with conviction.

The agent flinched slightly at the offense but held his ground, stating, “As you are the only witness, Mr. Lutz, I'm afraid I must insist.” Then he addressed Bernice in a polite but completely impersonal manner. “If you will excuse us, Ma’am.”

Jarvis grabbed on to Bernice's arm like a drowning man to a buoy. “If I go, she goes.”

Bernice stared at Jarvis on the verge of protesting. His look of sheer desperation stopped her. She pushed an exasperated sigh through her nostrils and nodded slightly.

“This is highly unorthodox, Mr. Lutz. I don't even know who this woman is-”

“Bernice Hordstrom is my neighbor and my friend,” Jarvis announced. “I trust her a hell of a lot more than you overpaid flatfoots so let's get this shit done with.”

Jarvis heaved himself off his bar stool, tested his balance and continued when he found it to his satisfaction. He walked past the agent with barely a glance and made his way up the stairs.

Bernice and the agent remained awkwardly alone in the basement. The agent finally gestured to the open doorway with polite if insincere practice. “Ma’am?”

Bernice frowned but went on ahead of him.

Darlene and Marsha stared with obvious curiosity as the couple emerged into the kitchen. Jarvis was by the door waiting for them.

Bernice's voice conveyed more courage than she felt. “Darlene, I'm going out to the barn with Jarvis and this police officer-”

“Special Agent in Charge,” He corrected her.

Bernice regarded him over her shoulder with irritation. “Yah, so I'll be right back then.”

Jarvis was out the door first with the Special Agent in Charge and Bernice in tow.

Darlene and Marsha returned to their polite ladies tea and conversation.

“Wonder why she's going out with them?” started Marsha.

“Maybe that agent guy thinks she can help.” Darlene suggested.

“Did you see how handsome he is?” Marsha observed.

“I sense some chemistry with him and Bernice, don't you?” Darlene speculated.

“I just wish she'd take a little more care of her appearance.” Marsha lamented.

“You're preachin' to the choir.” Darlene agreed.

Jarvis stomped with obvious irritation past all the law enforcement occupying his yard. He was several paces ahead of Bernice and the Special Agent in Charge.

“You know,” she commented, “It's kind of embarrassing that the media beat you here.” Bernice took her impending dread out on the closest target.

“I came up from Madison,” he responded simply.

The local cops parted as he approached and gawked at him in his wake. Bernice observed the phenomenon with curiosity. She assessed the back of his carefully groomed head as they neared the barn and the unhappy Jarvis leaning in the doorway.

“You got a title that's a tad bit shorter than Special Agent in Charge from the Wisconsin Department of Criminal-?”

“Wyatt,” was his pert response. The agent gave her one sidelong glance before walking in. “Agent Wyatt will do fine.”

Bernice made a face at his backside. She turned to Jarvis, who wore a look somewhere between annoyance and amusement.

“Now’s not the time for flirting, Bernice,” he commented dryly and went into the barn.

Bernice shook her head and grumbled to herself, “If you think that's flirting, Old Man, you've been married too damn long.”
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A person would have thought she was at a family picnic. With her county-issued wind breaker spread out on a square bale of hay, Dr. Melanie Hildigaard ME was casually lounging, sipping from her travel mug, and perusing the apps on her smart phone. She seemed completely oblivious to the horrid stench and annoying buzzing coming from a scant ten feet away.

Agent Wyatt approached her with an outstretched hand and spoke with authority. “I'm SAC Wyatt from DCI. Can you tell me-?”

“Hang on,” Melanie ordered as she delicately moved her index finger around the screen. After a few more actions she carefully set the phone away. She looked up at Agent Wyatt, commenting, “'Bout time you got here. State budget so tight you had to take the bus?”

Agent Wyatt forced a tight smirk. “Sorry,” he apologized. “It's a long drive from Madison.”

Melanie seemed to take on the persona of a jilted date as she rose from her seat. “You could have called,” she scolded him.

Bernice watched with amusement as the two officials sized each other up.

Melanie opened her CSI bag and pulled out her digital camera. “Well, at least now I got company that isn't covered in flies.”

Melanie glanced over at Bernice and Jarvis. They were still by the opening of the haymow, staying well away from the head. She waved them in like grandma inviting visitors for dinner. “Come on over,” she beckoned. “He ain't gonna bite.” She stood up next to Agent Wyatt and leaned in, joking, “Couldn't if he wanted to. The jaw's ripped off.”

Agent Wyatt moved away from Melanie, clearly ignoring her. He set his own coat on top of hers and rolled up his sleeves. He looked around him, questioning, “What’s the temperature in here?”

Jarvis stomped over to a far wall and eyeballed an ancient thermometer that was nailed permanently to a timber. “Looks to be about eighty-five,” he yelled back.

Agent Wyatt gestured to Melanie for the camera. She handed it to him. “You figure Time of Death during your preliminary?” he asked, scrolling through her shots.

“Funny you should ask.” Melanie pulled out a clipboard from her bag and showed it to him. She watched Agent Wyatt's face as he read it. His look of absurdity clearly made her day. “I know, right? This nasty noggin just got interesting.”

Agent Wyatt refrained from comment. He handed the digital camera back and approached the head.

Bernice had her nose stuffed inside the crew neck of her t-shirt. She glanced in the direction of the work. Aside from the swarm of insects, all she could make out was a lump on the floor matted with hay.

Agent Wyatt spoke to Jarvis. “Mr. Lutz, would you come over here, please?”

Bernice and Jarvis shot each other looks of alarm. Bernice shook her head harshly inside her shirt collar. Jarvis pleaded to her silently with his age-ravaged features.

Agent Wyatt observed the two, clearly growing impatient. He called over to Bernice. “Ma’am, you are the one who chose to inject yourself into my investigation. Please cooperate.”

Bernice glared at him, but made her way over to where he was standing. The heat and the constant buzzing were giving her the makings of a migraine. She shot another glare over at Jarvis.

He scowled at her in return and began to shuffle in their direction. “I'm comin',” he grumbled.

Bernice turned to Melanie and enunciated through her shirt as best she could. “So you're certain the head was from a man?”

Melanie looked up in surprise. “Ha? Oh yah, pretty sure,” she answered.

Bernice reluctantly glanced down at the buzzing lump of straw. “How could you tell?” She watched the ME dig out her digital camera again.

Agent Wyatt turned his attention to Jarvis, who was keeping very much to himself in the background. “Mr. Lutz, there seem to be some other items gathered over here.”

Jarvis peered around the agent cautiously before stepping closer. Agent Wyatt pointed for him.

In a haphazard pile partially obscured by flies Jarvis could make out a deer leg, a large twisted log, the remains of a painted turtle shell, and a picked-clean calf skull. His face registered a sad recognition. “Jesus, looks like it was Bear,” he admitted with a disheartened groan.

Agent Wyatt straightened up smartly at the response. “Sir, are you saying a black bear was in your barn?”

Jarvis chose not to comment and simply looked ornery.

Bernice corrected for him. “Bear is the name of his dog. He's a Mastiff.”

Agent Wyatt frowned at the pile with obvious irritation, announcing, “Mr. Lutz, I'm going to need to examine your dog.”

Jarvis immediately came to the dog's defense. “But Bear wouldn't hurt a fly,” he whined. “He just likes to chew on things. He keeps his toys up here so the other dog don't get em'.”

“Well, one of his toys turned out to be a human head, Mr. Lutz, and we need to examine your dog to figure out where he got it.”

“There!” exclaimed Melanie, finally getting the camera to the shot she was looking for. She showed it to Bernice. Bernice quickly winced and brought her face a safe distance from the offending image. “The head was fairly clean during the preliminary,” she explained. “As you can see from the short hair and prominent bone structure, it's most likely a man.”

Jarvis made the mistake of looking too curiously at the digital camera. Melanie immediately moved the image closer to him. “See?” she pointed out.

Jarvis looked away angry at first but opened his closest eye to the camera. Then he looked closer as his fear gave way to something else.

Bernice cocked her head at Jarvis with curiosity. “What?”

Jarvis squinted at the small LCD screen while the squirrels in his brain ran faster and faster. They came to a screeching halt and Jarvis opened his mouth and gasped. Then he promptly gagged on the stray fly that got sucked in.

Agent Wyatt smacked him on the back. It was the first time the man showed any sense of humor during the entire ordeal. “You all right, Mr. Lutz?” he asked.

Jarvis coughed as he bent over and hung onto Agent Wyatt's arm. He croaked out a rather harsh sound. “Herb!”

They all looked at him with confusion. Bernice bent over and peered into his face. “What was that, Jarvis?”

Jarvis breathed heavily for a moment. “I know who that is. That's Herb,” he croaked. He stood back up and addressed Agent Wyatt. “That's Herbert Abernathy,” he testified more clearly. “I'd know that son-of-a-bitch anywhere.”
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


[image: Haybale Illustration]

It may have never graced the cover of a design magazine, but the eat-in kitchen at Lollygagger's Acres was neither short on charm nor hospitality. Except for updated electric and newer appliances (at Bernice's insistence), the kitchen remained in almost museum-like condition since its construction in 1940.

This included the enameled cook stove that imposed itself at the head of the room. At the moment it stood silent in the warm, spring evening. It was covered in trays of pint jars and freezer containers that were waiting for the June crop of strawberries.

Bernice and Darlene were hulling those very strawberries as they shared their vintage, chrome table and homemade wine with Cameron Sparks.

Despite the year’s worth of stories that needed to be caught up on, the main subject of conversation inevitably revolved around the bizarre events of the day.

“So Jarvis knew the guy outright?” Cameron asked.

“Oh yeah, and he was pissed about it too. Almost forgot his fear of seeing the severed head.” Bernice brandished the squat, paring knife and removed the fruit from its stem.

“Can you blame him?” Darlene chimed in. “The bastard owed him 600 bucks.” She flicked the green crown off her own knife onto the open newspaper in the center of the table. “No way he's gettin' it back now.”

Cameron sipped his wine and plucked a cleaned strawberry out of the colander closest to him. He speculated, “Wouldn't that be motive to murder him?”

Bernice sent a dirty look across the table. “Why would Jarvis report the dead body of a man that he had murdered?”

Cameron grinned like the devil's advocate before tossing the fruit into his mouth. He spoke through his chewing. “Drama?”

“Doubtful,” Bernice replied dryly. She stopped her work to swirl and sip her wine. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Then she turned her attention to Darlene. “I didn't recognize the man at all. Why is that?”

“Oh, well, I guess you wouldn't.” Darlene stood up and gathered the newspaper into a wadded ball. “Marsha told me Herb left these parts years ago.” She walked over to the screen door and tossed the package into a waiting compost container.

Bernice and Cameron exchanged a strange look. Cameron asked what they were both pondering. “How many years ago?”

Darlene spread out a fresh pile of newspaper before taking her place at the table. She poured herself another glass of wine. “Jarvis confessed to Marsha that he loaned the money right before they got the boys, so, five years ago?”

“So this poses another question,” Cameron observed, eyeing both women mysteriously. “What has the infamous Herb been doing with himself all this time?”

Their musings were interrupted by a knock on the ancient, wooden screen door. They all looked up to find Agent Wyatt standing on the front porch.

Darlene immediately rose and opened the door, smiling and babbling, “Agent Wyatt, what a pleasant surprise. Won't you come in and have a seat? Can I get you a glass of wine, or are you still on duty? Can I dig out a Dr. Pepper for ya?”

Bernice rose warily from the table. “I don't think Agent Wyatt dropped by for a social call, Darlene.”

Darlene whispered harshly over her shoulder, “You don't know that.” She turned back to address the obviously uncomfortable captive in the doorway. “You'll have to excuse Bernice. A few years out here on the farm and she seems to have completely forgotten her manners.” Darlene then added, not so casually, “It's hard to believe she used to be on TV for goodness sake.”

“Darlene!” Bernice turned a bright crimson. She approached the door and shooed Darlene back to her seat. “I'll take care of this. Finish hulling those strawberries before we end up freezing mush.”

Darlene sneaked in one more conspiratorial comment before getting physically shoved aside. “Get her all cleaned up, and she's quite the looker.”

Bernice walked out onto the porch and shut the front door behind her. She silently counted to three in her head before she turned and faced him. Despite herself, she couldn't help but notice he had a very nice smile. She ducked her head. “Sorry about Darlene. I blame the wine.”

“Drinking seems to be the pastime of choice up here.” His smile didn't waver as he scanned the farm from the vicinity of the front porch.

“Well, what can I say?” She shrugged. “It’s Wisconsin.” Bernice's line of vision landed on his collar. She caught herself pondering on how quickly the dark stubble had filled itself in along his jaw line during the course of the day.

He turned suddenly and looked into her face with equal curiosity. “So you were on TV?” he asked rather skeptically. “Really?”

Bernice defiantly turned up her chin. “So this is a social call?”

Agent Wyatt's face eroded to its original stoic expression. “No,” he answered. “Unfortunately, new evidence requires that you continue to be involved with my investigation.”

“Really, how's that?”

“Trace on the dog's fur indicates that he was recently on your property.”

Bernice complained, “Agent Wyatt, the Lutzes are my neighbors. Bear is always wandering around our farm. That so-called trace could be weeks old. Besides, how could you tell it came specifically from here?”

He took one more look around the property then suddenly left the front porch, heading in the direction of the barn.

Bernice took off after him. “Just what in the heck are you looking for?”

He pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and started scanning around his feet. “Do you own a donkey, Ms. Hordstrom?”

Bernice did not like the accusatory tone in his voice and let him know it. “Do you have a search warrant, Agent Wyatt?” she returned acidly.

He stopped and stiffened his back to her. She heard him sigh and expected to be reprimanded in his infuriating, business-like manner. Instead, he turned around and smiled again. “You know, I'm not a bad guy when you get to know me. Some might even say I'm downright charming.”

Agent Wyatt put away his flashlight and approached Bernice, stopping just inches from her in the encroaching darkness. His voice was low, quiet. Bernice had to turn her face up to look past his adam's apple. “If I gave you the impression that I'm callous about my job,” he continued, “I apologize. The fact of the matter is I probably care too much. A life was taken, and I need to figure out why.”

The heat and sweat he had accumulated from the day's labors made themselves apparent to Bernice's senses in the close proximity. She swallowed convulsively.

“I think I'm safe in saying that we both made a bad first impression earlier,” Agent Wyatt concluded. “I had hoped to fix that, but I can see it's not easy to earn your trust. Maybe after a good night's sleep, you and I'll get off on the right foot.” And with that he walked away speaking over his shoulder, “I'll be back at 9am sharp with a deputy and your search warrant.”

It wasn't until he backed his cruiser out of the driveway that Bernice allowed herself to take a full breath. “How long,” she asked the night air, “since I've been so close to a man like that?”

Too long, came the answer. It came from an ache deep down in the form of a hunger no amount of stupid strawberries was going to fill.

She marched back into the house. Cameron and Darlene looked at her expectantly.

“Well?” Darlene asked.

“Cops are going to be back in the morning.” Bernice grabbed her keys from the hook by the door.

“But why?” Darlene's face registered concern.

“Apparently, Agent Wyatt's under the impression that a headless corpse is buried in our donkey shit. Given that information, I have decided that I need something stronger to drink than wine.”

She looked back at the older couple and smiled. “You kids have fun. Don't wait up.”
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The Den was not a bar to be entered by just anyone. There were rules at play depending on the season. If you were anything but a Packer fan, it was unwise to announce as much between September and January. The original name had been the Lion's Den, that is, until the locals got it into their heads that the owner was a closet Detroit fan and promptly tossed him out of his own bar. Suffice to say, the name was shortened.

When Bernice decided to stop in at the Den, it was mid June. That's when it essentially turned into a biker bar for the duration of the warm weather. Big shiny Harleys were parked in a long line up front. Their chrome gleamed in the yard lights and put the shabby facade of the bar to shame. The off road vehicles sprinkled around the parking lot were a new addition in the last couple years. It seemed they were here to stay. 

Bernice entered the nondescript door with confidence and conviction. Her nostrils were immediately accosted by the enclosed and pungent air from too many bodies occupying the same space. She ignored the offenses and made her way down to her usual stool. Once seated, she pivoted out to survey her surroundings.

Leather clad folks spread out in patches around small round tables and happily cavorted amongst themselves. The usual locals were taking their shots at the dart boards and pool tables.

Everyone was ignoring the wide-screen TV hanging on the wall. Bernice was thankful it had been muted. She silently watched the snippets of the German Farm flit across the screen before the local news broadcast cut to commercial.

“So what's a lady like you doin' in a dump like this?”

Bernice smiled and looked up at the young brunette beauty grinning at her from the other side of the counter. Decked out in a camo tank and sprouting various tattoos like weeds, she would have looked right at home if it weren't for the unmistakable freshness in her face.

“You better watch your mouth with your dad around, Brooke,” Bernice chided her. “This dump is putting you through college.”

The grinning continued as Brooke popped open a root beer and split the contents of the can between two glasses. “I'm not worried,” she responded. “He's so hell bent on finally beating Pete and Repeat over there, a twister could come through and he wouldn't notice.”

They turned their attention to the card game commencing quietly in the darkest corner of the bar. A solitary stained-glass lamp hovered over a felted octagon table. Two older men with disturbingly similar features, were staring blankly at... well... pretty much everything. A slightly younger man sat with them. He slouched his back and broad shoulders over the table with intense concentration on his task.

Bernice sipped her pop as she watched and started small talk with her present companion. “So, how'd finals go?”

“I kicked ass as usual, but Dad’s being a total pain in the ass about studying abroad next fall,” Brooke complained. “I don't see what the big deal is. It's Belgium for Christ's sake. It can't be any more dangerous than working here.”

Bernice glanced over by the door and commented, “Maybe if you spring to take Paul with you, he'd reconsider.” She nodded toward a large balding man in a tight t-shirt with bulging biceps and unfortunate acne. Arms crossed, Paul was keeping a hostile vigil over the noisy bikers. Paul caught her nod and nodded back.

“This is serious, Bernice.”

Bernice looked up to find the young woman pouting at her. She smiled despite herself. “Okay. I'll see what I can do,” she consoled, “but pouting about it is not going to convince your dad that you're a grownup.”

Brooke put her hand over Bernice's and spoke with meaning. “We've missed you, you know.”

Bernice glowered at her. “You know damn well you are welcome to visit anytime. I'm just over the hill from here.”

“And Dad?”

Bernice smiled mischievously. “Now, Darlene promised me if he can make it into the house before she gets the shotgun loaded, he's home free.”

Their shared giggle was interrupted by vicious cursing.

“God damn it!”

The man in question tossed down his cards on the table and glared with suspicion at the other men who blankly stared back at him. He breathed in some civility and proceeded to congratulate his opponents. “Well, you got me again, guys. Well played.”

He rose and nodded his salutations, "Harlan...Harlo.”

As he left, the two brothers looked at each other and grinned. It was the only recognizable expression they had made all night.

Bernice absorbed the sight of the man in her peripheral vision. Knowing how his pitched, casual swagger always disarmed her so completely; she tried to never look directly at him. She half suspected he did it on purpose.

He slumped leisurely into the stool next to her and released an exasperated growl. “They've got no tell, neither of 'em,” he groused. “It's like playing poker with a couple of stumps.” He looked back at Harlan and Harlo. “Two stumps who are making off with a hundred bucks of my hard earned money.”

He continued his slouch and looked Bernice over. “Well, Ms. Hordstrom, what has prompted your luscious ass to darken my doorstep?”

Brooke scoffed at her father's uncouth behavior and walked two pitchers of beer out to the pool tables.

Bernice fidgeted with the swizzle stick in her glass. “She's right, you know,” she reprimanded him. “That's no way to talk to a paying customer, Roger.”

“Oh come on, it was a compliment. Besides,” he commented as he snatched up her glass, “I don't see any cash on the counter.” He drained most of its contents then cringed with distaste and inspected his stolen drink more closely. “Not that I'd pay good money for this swill anyway.”

Bernice smirked at him. Their game of nonchalance was all part of the seduction, and she enjoyed it thoroughly. “I happen to like that so-called swill, but if you have a better suggestion, I might be open to hear it.”

Roger swiveled his stool out and rested his elbows on the counter. He looked around at everything except Bernice with complete disinterest. “I don't know there, Bernice,” he remarked. “I'm not really the sodie-pop type. My indulgences tend to be more of the adult persuasion.” He gave her a sidelong glance.

Bernice took full advantage of the attention. She straightened up in her stool, stuck out her assets for proper appreciation and coyly chewed on her swizzle stick as she looked him over with unabashed appreciation. “I'm an adult,” she said.

Their show abruptly ended when Brooke returned with a tray full of dirty glasses. She made quick use of them, rinsing and placing the glasses in the dishwasher with practiced precision.

When she glanced over at the couple, she suppressed a smirk. Roger and Bernice looked like scheming teenagers on the verge of some criminal act and trying their damnedest not to get caught.

Apparently, it was Brooke who was going to have to be the real grownup. “You know, Dad, you're really cramping my style,” she complained.

Roger swiveled to an upright position and presented Brooke with the “crabby father” face. “Well, that's just too damn bad, isn't it? I am your dad, and that's my job.”

Brooke crossed her arms in defiance. “Well, my job tonight is to manage the bar. So why don't you get the hell out of here and let me do my job?”

The obviously staged detente was really a grant of permission. Roger frowned a little more and then relented with a sigh. “Fine, you win. But Paul stays past closing, and if there is any trouble, there’s always the shotgun under the counter.”

Brooke replied sarcastically, “Jesus, Dad, why don't you act like I've never been here before?” She turned her attention to Bernice and commented with disgust. “Frankly, I don't know how you manage to put up with him.”

Bernice responded with a shrug as they got up to leave. “He ain't my daddy.”

Roger left first. Brooke silently mouthed and gestured to Bernice behind his back to talk to him about Belgium. Bernice gestured and nodded back covertly as she walked away.

Roger growled softly to Bernice when she approached. “Not your daddy, ha?” The blue-eyed devil cast her the leer of a predator. “We'll see about that.”
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Bernice traced one of the ornate carvings on the four poster bed with her big toe. She smiled to herself, imagining Roger picking the bed out in the crowded Caribbean market. She could picture him surrounded by seaside breezes and steel drum music, dragging a little Brooke along by the hand as she tried with all her might to break free and go exploring. Some things never changed.

She reached over the side of the bed to retrieve her t-shirt from the floor. She pulled it on over her naked body and looked around her. Roger's bedroom felt almost as familiar as her own. She'd lost track of the number of times she'd been there. She could count on one hand the number of times she actually slept.

She shuffled through the cramped kitchen of the trailer and glanced over at the pair of tulip shaped glasses on the Formica table. They were filled ever so slightly with deep amber liquid. Bernice stopped at the aluminum screen door and peeked outside.

On the corner post of the covered porch leaned her lover, Roger Bellamy. Unabashedly shirtless, he was all full of vainly-maintained muscle. Delicious waves of course body hair wove their way around his torso and disappeared into the waist band of his ancient sweatpants. 

His form was illuminated only by what was filtering through the kitchen window and the ember from his lit cigarette. She knew he was only sneaking one because his daughter wasn't home. He gazed out at the starry night with a look that was miles away.

She announced herself as she creaked open the door. “That cognac looks gorgeous.”

Roger quickly snubbed out his smoke and flicked the butt into the yard. “For 350 a bottle, it better be.”

She sauntered up next to him, leaned over the railing and looked out into the night. “Knowing you, I bet you got a deal.”

“What can I say?” The stars suddenly lost their appeal to Roger. He was too occupied watching Bernice's butt cheeks play peek-a-boo out of the bottom of her t-shirt. “I know a guy.” He reached over and pulled a frayed afghan off a nearby lawn chair. He spread it out in front of him and beckoned, “Come here before you get yourself full of skeeter bites.”

Bernice ducked her head with a quick grin and walked into his waiting arms. She wrapped herself possessively around his corded neck as he draped her bottom half in knotted yarn. They looked into each other's eyes, saying nothing. It was a lover's version of playing chicken.

Bernice was the first to concede. She buried her face in his collarbone instead. “How come you're not worried about the skeeters?” she questioned, nuzzling his neck.

“Well, you're all sweetness, see? Where I'm bitter and hard.” Bernice nipped playfully at his earlobe and wiggled into him, causing a low grunt as he responded, “And getting harder by the second.” Roger turned his head and captured
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