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Chapter 1
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Jennifer Connor parked her unmarked patrol car in the parking lot of the Three Eagles Ski Resort and got out into the bright, late morning sun. The air was a perfect 75 degrees. She knew the temperature would rise another ten degrees, and she would feel uncomfortable in the pantsuit she was wearing, but at that moment, everything was perfect. Everything except the news she had brought with her.

Detective Connor was in her early forties. Old enough to be experienced, but young enough to still turn heads. She was a little taller than the average woman, with long, silky, dark brown hair that she tied back in a ponytail when she was on duty. 

When she entered the lobby, she spotted a woman she knew to be in her early eighties, yet who possessed a youthful vigor rare for someone her age. “Good morning, Susan,” she said as she approached the front counter.

Susan looked up and smiled. “Detective Connor. It’s so nice to see you again. What brings you here today?”

“I wish it were a social call, Susan,” Conner said, her expression serious. “Is Joe here? I need to speak with him.”

Susan’s smile faded. “Joe’s in the garage with Eric. They’re working on one of the ATVs. What’s wrong?”

“I’m afraid this is something I have to tell him personally.”

“Oh my! Okay, I’ll call him.” Susan picked up the phone and dialed a number. After a brief pause, she said, “Tell Joe to come up front. It’s important.” When she hung up the phone, she said, “He’ll be right up.”

A minute later, Joe appeared from behind the counter. He was six feet tall with short, dark hair. He looked to be in his early twenties, but he was approaching his hundred and tenth birthday. He wore a plain gray t-shirt and blue jeans, both covered with dirt and grease. When he saw Connor, he smiled and said, “Detective Connor. What do we owe the pleasure of this visit?”

“Could I speak with you in private, Joe?”

Joe’s eyes narrowed. “Really? Is something wrong?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Well, I think you can speak in front of my, uh, grandmother.” 

Susan was Joe’s daughter, but Joe’s ability to remain young was a secret that neither he nor the rest of his family wanted to be made public. When Joe learned he could use his healing abilities on other people, he kept Susan and the rest of his family healthy and young on the inside without altering too much how they looked on the outside. 

“Very well,” Connor said. “I learned this morning that Katie is dead.”

Joe and Susan looked at each other, shocked. “What? That can’t be. You must be mistaken,” Joe said.

“I need to know why you didn’t report her missing.”

“Missing?” Joe looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

“When’s the last time you saw Katie?” Connor asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe three hours ago. She decided to work from home today.”

Now, Connor appeared confused. “Wait a minute. You saw Katie alive this morning?”

“Of course, I saw her alive this morning.”

Connor put a hand to her forehead, as if she were taking a moment to think.

“Judging by the look on your face, I suspect you found a body who you think is Katie, but she’s been dead for over three hours.” 

“The body we found has been dead for over two days.”

“Then it’s definitely not Katie.”

“I need to see Katie.”

“Do you think I’m lying to you?”

“No, Joe, I don’t think you’re lying, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t confirm that she’s alive. Besides, I have some questions for her.”

“Okay,” Joe said. “Give me a minute to wash up, and we can go see her.”
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A few minutes later, they were in Connor’s car, driving to Joe’s house. His house was within walking distance of the resort, which is what he did when he went to the resort without Katie. Connor parked behind Katie’s Mini Cooper, and they walked to the front door. Joe went inside first, saying, “Wait here a minute.”

“Honey, I’m home,” he said as he entered the house.

The front door opened into the living room. He saw little Joey kneeling on the floor, pushing around a large yellow dump truck while Katie sat on the sofa, wearing an oversized maternity shirt and yoga pants. Her laptop was open on her lap, and she was eating from a bag of cookies. When she saw Joe, she moved the cookies to her side, out of sight. “Oh, hi, honey. What brings you home so early?”

“Is this what you do when you stay home from work?”

“I’m working,” she protested. “I just saw no reason to get all dressed up.”

“Detective Connor is with me.”

“Really? What is she doing here?”

“She came to inform me of your premature demise.”

“What? She thinks I’m dead? Are you serious?”

“I’m serious,” Joe said as he opened the door for Connor. 

When she saw Katie, she smiled and said, “Katie, I’m so happy to see you.”

“You mean you’re happy to see me alive.”

Connor looked at Joe and back at Katie. “Joe told you, huh?”

Katie set her laptop down, stood, and asked, “Why in the world would you think I was dead?”

Connor noticed the baby bump and said, “Oh, wow! You have another baby on the way. Congratulations. When are you due?”

“She should arrive in a little over three months, around the middle of October.”

“You’re having a girl this time. That’s wonderful.”

“We think so too, but you still haven’t answered my question. Why did you think I was dead?”

“A couple of fishermen found a woman’s body in Keshaw Lake. She looked a lot like you. Same height, same age, same hair color, and carrying your driver’s license.”

Katie’s jaw hung open for a moment before she managed, “How can that be?”

“Well, considering she’s not you, I suspect she stole your identity.”

“Wouldn’t you have known it wasn’t Katie?” Joe asked.

“I didn’t see the body personally, but when I heard the name, I thought I should be the one to tell Joe.”

“What about fingerprints?” Joe asked. “Wouldn’t someone have confirmed her identity using fingerprints?” 

“Normally, yes, but the body had been in the water for more than two days. That caused significant bloating and distorted the fingerprints.”

“Keshaw Lake is like ten or twelve miles from here,” Katie said. “This woman was impersonating me in my own backyard. We need to find out who she was and what she did while pretending to be me. What if she committed a crime using my name?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Connor said. “We sent a DNA sample to the lab.”

“How long will that take?” Katie asked.

“About a week. Maybe more.”

“What if the woman’s DNA is not in your database?” Joe asked.

“I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“No,” Katie said. “We are not going to wait over a week to find out you have no information on this woman.”

“What do you plan to do?” Connor asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Katie said, “but you know we’re good at figuring stuff out.”

“Yes, I know, but this is a matter for the sheriff’s office. We’ll let you know when we find something.”

“That’s not good enough,” Katie said. “Why don’t we team up? We can figure this out together.”

“That’s a tempting offer, Katie, but we don’t work with civilians, at least not in the manner you are talking about. Believe me, we will do whatever we can to learn what happened here.”

“You can’t drop a potential investigation into Katie’s lap and expect her to do nothing,” Joe said. “I’ll tell you what, if we figure out who this woman is before you do, will you let us work with you?”

Connor laughed and shook her head. “That’s not gonna happen. You may be excellent investigators, but you don’t have the resources we have.”

“If that’s true, then you have nothing to lose by agreeing,” Joe said.

Connor was silent for several seconds and finally said, “Okay. If you learn the identity of this woman before we do, then I will work with you as a team.”

Katie smiled. “Okay, Detective. We look forward to being on your team.”

“We’ll see,” Connor said.

“Before you leave, Detective, we’ll need one thing from you,” Joe said. “We need a photo of the dead woman.”

“What makes you think I have a photo of the woman?”

“Because the medical examiner would surely photograph the victim,” Joe said. “I assume you would have access to that photo.”

Connor nodded. “I don’t have it, but I can get it for you. I’m not sure how it will help you, but I’ll text it to Katie’s phone.”

When the detective left, Katie said, “I can’t believe you are so eager to investigate this, Joe. Usually, you look for ways not to get involved.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I’m not as gung-ho as you are, but I find solving crimes to be quite rewarding. In this case, I think you’re right. We need to find out what damage this woman has done. Have you checked our bank accounts lately?”

“I balanced the checking account this morning. Give me a couple of minutes, and I’ll check our investments.” 

Katie sat down and opened her laptop. After a short time, she said, “Our investments have grown since I last checked, so it doesn’t look like she took any of our money. Why do you think she stole my identity?”

“Who wouldn’t want to be you, Katie? You’re young, attractive, and you have excellent credit.”

“Oh, wonderful. I hope she didn’t buy a car in my name.”

“If she did, that would make her easier to find.”

Katie smiled. “Oh, so that’s why you were confident that we would find her real identity before the detective.”

“Exactly. Who better to check your credit history than you?” 

Katie had set her laptop down next to her, but picked it up again. “This might take a while,” she said. “Why don’t you cook those hamburgers for lunch?”

“I would be happy to, my dear.”

Joe went into the kitchen and started cooking while Katie continued to check her credit. Fifteen minutes later, Joe called from the kitchen, “Lunch is almost ready.”

Katie put Joey in his highchair, and Joe placed a plate with small pieces of hamburger on it in front of him. He then set two plates on the table, each with a cheeseburger on it, and sat down next to Joey and across from Katie.

Katie took a bite of her burger and said, “This is way better than going out for lunch,”

“I keep telling you that. Did you learn anything about your credit?”

“I sure did. I learned that fake Katie opened a bank account in Keshaw.”

“Oh, wow! I bet our detective doesn’t know that yet.”

“There’s more. A real estate company checked my credit.”

“Really? Was she trying to buy a house?”

“Nope,” Katie said smugly. “It turns out the company owns apartment complexes all over Wisconsin. Several of those apartment complexes are in this county.”

“That’s great work, Katie. Where do you want to start?”

“Let’s check out the bank first, but what about Joey?”

“It’s slow at the resort. Give Susan a call. I’m sure she will watch him for a few hours.”

Susan was happy to watch Joey and showed up at their door twenty minutes later. She hugged Katie when she arrived and said, “That detective scared the hell out of me this morning. I’m so happy you’re okay.”

“That makes two of us,” Katie said. “Thanks for helping us out with Joey.”

“Oh, it’s my pleasure. I love that boy.”

“He loves you, too, Susan.”
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Keshaw was a small town less than twenty minutes from Katie and Joe’s home. The bank occupied a corner unit in a small strip mall. This allowed it to have a drive-through. Katie parked in front of the building and looked up at the sign above the door: Keshaw Community Bank. 

“I’m surprised a town this small would have its own bank,” Katie said. “I would think it would be a branch of a national bank.”

“It’s actually pretty common for investors to start a local bank with the goal of being acquired by a large bank?”

Katie looked at him, surprised. “How would you know that?”

Joe shrugged. “In case you haven’t noticed yet, I’ve been around for a while. I’ve learned things.”

“Believe me, I know you’ve been around for a while. You don’t have a phone, you don’t have a car, you don’t have a computer, and you still have the newspaper delivered.”

“Lots of people have the newspaper delivered.”

“Besides you, name one person who gets their news from physical newspapers?”

“Well, I don’t know. I don’t ask people about stuff like that.”

“Trust me. You’re unique, Joe.”

“If I were the only person in the area who still reads a physical newspaper, nobody would go through the trouble of printing and delivering it to me. I’m not as unique as you think I am.”

“Really? How many centenarians do you think are out there who investigate crimes with their young wives?”

“Do you mean around here?”

“Oh, you’re a load of laughs today. Let’s go inside.”

Inside the bank, a row of teller stations sat along the left wall, but only one woman was behind the counter. It seemed the same person handled the drive-through. To their right, a man sat behind a counter near the door and said, “Welcome to Keshaw Community Bank. May I be of help?”

“We need to speak to the manager,” Katie said.

“May I ask what this is regarding?”

“Someone stole my identity and opened an account at your bank,” Katie said.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. The manager is busy, but she should be free shortly. Have a seat, and she’ll see you as soon as possible.”

The bank had a small area with several comfortable chairs. Katie and Joe sat next to each other and waited. Five minutes later, a middle-aged woman wearing a soft pink blouse and black dress slacks came out to greet them. “I’m Christine Jenkins, the bank manager,” she said. “Won’t you come into my office?”

Katie and Joe followed her inside and sat in the two chairs in front of her desk. 

“I’m told you are the victim of identity theft. Is that right?” 

“Yes,” Katie said. “Someone using my name opened an account at your bank.”

“What is your name?”

“Katherine Novak.”

The woman typed her name into her computer and stared at the screen for a moment. “May I see your ID, Katherine?”

Katie handed her driver’s license to the woman, who looked at it and said, “Thank you,” before handing it back. “I have some forms I need you to fill out, then we can send this to our fraud department.”

“That’s not enough,” Katie said. “We need information about this person.”

“I’m afraid that is not something I can give you until the investigation is complete. Even then, it might be difficult for you to get.”

“What my wife is trying to say is, we need information on the woman because we are helping the sheriff’s department investigate her death,” Joe said.

The woman’s eyes widened. “She’s dead? Really?”

“That’s right,” Katie said. “That’s how we learned she had stolen my identity.”

“Well, even so, we would need a subpoena to release that information.”

“It wouldn’t have to be official,” Katie said. “We want to learn her true identity so we can inform her family. We only need a couple of details, like her address and an employer. I’m sure her paycheck is deposited in the account. It should be easy to see where it’s coming from. If you can’t give us both, just give us one or the other.”

Katie removed a business card from her purse and handed it to the woman. “I’m a freelance reporter,” she said. “When I make my report, I would prefer not to tell anyone that you are opening accounts for fraudsters.”

The manager looked at Katie’s card and said, “When you make your report, be sure to mention how we take the privacy of our customers very seriously.”
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When they got back to the car, Joe said, “That didn’t go as planned.”

“No, but if she banks at this branch, she must have an apartment near here.”

“You said that the real estate company had several apartment communities in this county. Do you think you can find out which one is closest to this bank?”

Katie searched on her phone and found what she was looking for in less than five minutes. “The closest one is about a mile from here. The next closest is five miles away.”

“Let’s start with the closest.”

A couple of minutes after leaving the bank, they pulled into the parking lot of Park Main Studios, apparently named after the two streets on which it sat. It looked like a converted motel. The building was L-shaped with two floors. The office was at the end of the building, near the road. Inside the office, a professionally dressed woman in her late-thirties sat at a desk behind a tall counter. When she saw Katie and Joe, she stood and walked to the counter.

“Good afternoon,” she said. “How can I help you?”

“My name’s Katherine Novak. You rented an apartment to me.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “I know Katherine Novak, and you are not her.”

Katie looked at Joe and smiled. She then took out her driver’s license and showed it to the woman. “The person you know as Katherine Novak is an imposter. Not only that, she’s dead.”

The woman shook her head. “I wasn’t born yesterday. Whatever it is you want, you won’t find it here.”

“It’s true,” Joe said. “She really is dead.”

“So, why are you here?” the woman asked.

“We need to look inside her apartment,” Katie said.

“No. Absolutely not. I don’t even know if what you say is true. Besides, I can’t legally let you in without her approval.”

“But she’s dead,” Katie repeated. “She can’t approve anything anymore.”

“Then I would need approval from her next of kin. Besides, if she stole your identity, that would be a matter for the police.”

“We are working with the sheriff’s department on this,” Katie said. “In addition, I’m a freelance investigative reporter.” She removed a business card from her purse and handed it to the woman.

“We’re only looking for her true identity,” Joe said. “If we can prove to you she’s dead, will you let us in with the approval of Katherine Novak’s next of kin, who happens to be me? 

The woman thought for a moment. “That’s an interesting workaround. Okay, if you can prove she is dead, I will let you look around, but only if I am with you to make sure you don’t take anything.”

“Agreed,” Katie said. She took out her phone and showed the woman the photo Connor had sent them. Her face was pale and bloated, but the woman recognized her. “Oh my God! You were right. What happened to her?”

“We don’t know. Someone found her in Keshaw Lake. We need to find out who she is so we can inform her family.”

“That’s a shame. She seemed like a nice young woman.”

“Did she live alone?” Joe asked.

“Yes, she did.”

The woman walked around a corner, out of sight, and returned thirty seconds later with a key in her hand. “Her apartment is upstairs. Follow me.”

As they left the office, Joe asked, “When did she rent the place?”

“Sometime in March,” the manager said as she led them up the nearest flight of stairs. 

She unlocked the third door they came to and went inside, holding the door for Katie and Joe. Inside was a wall to their left and a small kitchen to their right. On the other side of the wall was a bathroom, and beyond that, a closet. There was no bedroom. A window on the far wall added light to the room, but it remained relatively dark, so the manager flipped a switch, turning on an overhead light.

The furnishings were minimal. A double bed stood against the left wall. To the left of the bed stood a nightstand, and to the right, a dresser. They were mismatched and showed signs of wear, as if she had bought them secondhand. A sofa stood along the right wall with a coffee table in front of it. On the coffee table sat
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