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EPILOGUE

PROLOGUE

It was an early unseasonable thaw that found Maddie Sorensen embraced with a run on a paved trail between two neighboring counties.  The winter months in Michigan had been especially brutal.  Melting mounds of snow were certainly a welcomed sight.

Her successful interview process had landed a position with an accounting firm and relocation to the Great Lakes state before its first snowfall in November.  The crisp, fresh air outside provided a respite from an indoor track and treadmill at the local community center.

Maddie’s first road race was growing closer to fruition.  The city’s annual St. Patrick’s Day 5k would provide a springboard for an upcoming race filled season during the warmer months.  She had returned to her former cross-country running weight in high school after months of religious exercise and healthier eating habits.

A sudden cramp struck with brutality when she tried to quicken her pace.  The pain from it caused her to double over at the waist.  She eventually regained an upright posture by taking a few cleansing breaths.  Maddie contemplated a light jog but immediately decided against it when another stabbing sensation materialized.

The sounds of running water from a shallow creek and black-capped chickadees were her only companions out miles away the parking lot.  It was an odd sight that drew her attention to a tattered jacket then another article of women’s clothing.  A few feet further down into a drainage ditch brought shock.  Maddie struggled to process it.

A partially decomposed female was face down only yards away.  She had never seen a dead body outside of a traditional funeral home setting.  The playlist for her run blared through dangled earbuds.  Maddie’s music was soon replaced by the voice of a 911 operator.
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Willow Darby perused an article on her cell while she waited in line.  Vehicles were wrapped around the building and almost into the street at a local car wash.  Most of the customers were eager to have their salty buildup removed after a late Michigan ice storm.  It was followed with unseasonably warm weather which prompted the rush and the wait.

The grand opening of Still Steeping was a week away.  It was a popular franchise that specialized in teas instead of coffee.  Their aggressive expansion from its East Coast headquarters had found its way into downtown.  Willow had always preferred leaves over beans.  She had a nightly ritual that consisted of her own creation.  A turmeric chai latte was a way to unwind and relax alone in the kitchen after a stressful day, even after her promotion to detective.  Her mother June Darby never cared for it and would only drink strong coffee.  

Willow needed the incremental time alone after the divorce from her ex-husband Ron.  It provided an inexpensive escape from the financial stress he had left.  Ronald Darby was addicted to gambling.  He had left her nearly penniless.  There wasn’t a custody battle over their daughter, Hannah.  Ron left town and the state altogether.  They moved in with June not long after it was finalized.

She kept a watchful eye on the car ahead.  Willow’s SUV was almost to the end when oversized dryers began to move and whine.  Her windshield wipers fluttered from the force.  Two males in their late teens with matching uniforms waited with towels at the ready.  They removed any remaining residual moisture from the new vehicle she had purchased several months ago.

An unmistakable bump from the rear tires signaled the exit off the conveyor track.  Willow pulled out ahead and quickly made a right-hand turn and merged into traffic.  The light changed to red before she reached the intersection.

The SUV had been her first major purchase after Ron.  She had been awarded their old Chevrolet Impala, but it met an untimely demise in the middle of last summer.  A late-night storm toppled the largest tree of their front yard.  The trunk landed squarely on her car and flattened it.  Willow had put off shopping for a vehicle as long as possible.

Her apprehension was due to the credit history that would have be discussed if she were able to obtain a loan.  Luckily, for Willow, the finance manager at the dealership was able to persuade a local credit union to see past her previous history given the circumstances.

She finished the article that had been started in line.  The light turned green and Willow pressed the accelerator down.  It was a strange feeling at first to have the engine respond immediately, unlike the older Impala.  But now she had become accustomed to it.
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Cedar street was part of a familiar neighborhood in almost any American city filled with regular working-class homes and fairly well-kept yards.  The kind where parents backed vehicles out of the driveway so their kids could play pickup basketball games or ride bikes.  Cars lined both sides of the curb due to the warmer weather.

Willow was about a block away when she spotted June’s Buick creeping near their house.  It was a strange sight.  There was a need to go slower because of the number of cars out in the street, but not five miles per hour.

What she found alarming was her daughter Hannah had been at the wheel.  She exited the driver’s side door after Willow parked behind them.  June got out and the two waited for her to emerge.

“Don’t freak out.”  said Hannah.

Willow deposited the cellphone into a purse that hung on her shoulder.  “You’re not even close to fifteen and driver’s training doesn’t start until next summer.”

June replied from the other side of the Buick’s hood.  “I remember a certain someone starting much earlier.”

“That was different.” said Willow.

“Oh really?  The fact that your father let you drive at thirteen only to tell me about it later.” quipped June.

“I thought you always knew about that.”

“It’s certainly easier to ask for forgiveness than permission, isn’t it?” said June.

Willow looked over at Hannah.  “Don’t encourage her.” 

“I thought I drove perfectly fine.  Didn’t I Nana Bug?” asked Hannah.

“You were great.  Obeyed all the rules of the road.”

“Except for the age requirement.  What happens to your insurance rates if she’s caught behind the wheel, or worse?” asked Willow.

“It’s my car and I’ll accept the risk.” replied June.

“You didn’t take her on the expressway, did you?” asked Willow.

June winked over at Hannah.  “Of course not.  We’ll probably tackle that one by the end of the month.  Won’t we?”

“The two of you.  I swear.”

“Did Nana Bug tell you the good news?”

“Dare I even ask.” said Willow.

“Oh, stop it already.  So uptight all the time.  I’m going to be on our local news early in the morning.”

“Your cooking channel?” asked Willow.

“Isn’t that exciting?  My YouTube videos have certainly paid off.”

“You should see how many views Nana’s gotten.” said Hannah.

June opened the Buick’s rear lid.  “We need to get the groceries into the house.  I have to practice a recipe.”

“That’s great news.  Congratulations.” said Willow.

“Thank you.  Are you home for the rest of the...?”

June Darby didn’t get the chance to finish.  A familiar chime interrupted them.  Willow took out her cellphone.  “I need to leave.”

“I spoke to soon.  We’ll save you some of what I planned on making.  It will be a nice surprise when you come home.” replied June.

Willow glanced at her screen again.  “I just finished getting it washed.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Hannah.

“Something happened out on the trails and it’s right on the county line.  They couldn’t reach anyone else for some reason.  The only access is a dirt road.”

June and Hannah watched Willow back her SUV down the driveway.  She took off down Cedar street still mindful of several parked cars.  They each grabbed grocery bags and headed to the backdoor.
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Willow cursed under her breath when she slowed down in front of another deep, slush filled mud hole.  There were a few times, even with four-wheel drive, that she thought that the vehicle might not make it all the way through.  Her intermittent cell signal was soon lost.  The trail entrance less than a quarter mile away she saw flashing lights.

A sheriff’s deputy from Shiloh county met her when she stepped out.

“Detective, thanks for taking this.  It’s sort of smack in the middle here between us.  Our guys were busy with a narcotics investigation.”

“How far?” asked Willow.

The deputy pointed to an ATV. “Up the trail a bit.  I’ll take you.”

Willow held on to the deputy.  The ride was rough, and she tightened her grip several times before they stopped.  She spoke into his ear.  “Why didn’t you just go up the pavement?”

He leaned back.  There’s only one witness.  “I didn’t want to disturb the area.”

“We don’t have a technician to process the scene?” asked Willow.

“No, the flu has run through our department like crazy.  We’re short everywhere.”

“Alright, in that case I’ll have our Medical Examiner’s office retrieve the body if you don’t have any objections.”

“None here, you want to talk to the woman over there who found the body?”

“I’ll get her statement in a minute.  I want to get some pictures first.”

Willow navigated her way through leafless brush and thin trees.  The body was prone, but she saw strands of long hair still attached.  She took several pics of the area around the it.  There were no visible footprints anywhere in the vicinity of where she stood only a few feet away.

She crouched down next to the lifeless form.  It was obvious that decomposition had started but slowed due to the winter months.  The sweet sickening smell began to emerge again because of the day’s warmer temperature.  She caught a whiff of it that nearly knocked her back. Willow manipulated the woman’s body for a better view.  She felt the oddness through her blue latex gloves.  The deceased had a much different sensation when touched.

Willow examined an ugly wound that had torn flesh from below the woman’s throat up near a top portion of the sternum.  It had the appearance of a possible gunshot.  She turned the body over to the side but couldn’t locate an exit wound.

She could hear the static of a radio up on the path.  The van from the medical examiner’s office had arrived.  Willow took more pics of the deceased’s wound and her clothing.

The statement given by Maddie Sorensen was simple, who had been running on the paved trail.  If not for her accidental discovery the body might have completely decomposed unnoticed, given its location.

Willow wanted an autopsy immediately.  She checked for a signal and wasn’t surprised when one wasn’t available.  The deputy walked over to her.

“I have another call.  Motorist hit a deer not far away.”

“Go ahead.  I’ll wrap things up here.”  said Willow.

“You’ll have to walk back to your vehicle.” replied the deputy.

“A little fresh air and exercise never hurts.”

The deputy pointed down toward the brush.  “That woman down there might disagree.”

Willow watched the deputy make his way around to the ATV.  The sound of its engine soon faded.
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Moist sticky mud had encapsulated the bottom half of Willow’s SUV and hardened into a cracked shell by the time she arrived at the medical examiner’s office.  There were two other vehicles in the parking lot.  Neither of which had a hint of dirt on them.

The receptionist directed Willow into a changing area before she could enter the autopsy suite.  Kelvin Hubbard was as meticulous if not more so than his predecessor.  He took great pride in his work as the new medical examiner.  Kelvin was also a notorious Detroit Tiger’s fan.

Willow could already hear the broadcast of a spring training game playing on his radio when she entered.  The woman discovered out on the trail was already positioned on a stainless-steel examination table.  Her obvious mortal wound was more prominent with better lighting.

“You certainly didn’t waste any time.”  said Willow.

“The message left on my cell, direct line and with the receptionist indicated the matter was pressing.”

“I wanted to cover all the bases.”

Kelvin Hubbard’s expression signaled a smile from under his surgical mask when it moved.  “Good one, detective. You’ve always been my number one customer.” 

“Like what you’ve done with your office by the way.  I peeked when your receptionist wasn’t looking.”

“Thanks, she’s a bit protective.  Now, if my wife would only allow me to decorate our baby’s room.”

“Baby?” asked Willow.

“I didn’t tell you.”

“It’s not something I would’ve forgotten.” said Willow.

“She’s not due for several more months yet.  We really didn’t want to announce anything until...”

“I understand.  Congratulations, do you know the...?” asked Willow.

“We wanted it to be a surprise.  But I’d still like to have some sort of input on the décor.”

“How far are along in the negotiations?”

“I have a lot of it queued up on my Amazon account.” replied Kelvin.

“Sounds promising.”

“My wife keeps messaging me with other ideas almost daily.”

“Real close, then.” said Willow.

Kelvin Hubbard chuckled.  “I’d like to retract my earlier statement about you being my number one customer.”

Willow’s eyes diverted to the lifeless woman.  Her chest was raised from the body block underneath.  It was still absent of the traditional Y-incision.  “I mentioned possible gunshot wound.”

He went over to the table.  “I did a preliminary set of x-rays before I removed anything while she was still in the bag.  There wasn’t any sign of bullets or even fragments anywhere.” 

“I couldn’t locate any identification where she was found.  Mystery woman with a mysterious wound.” replied Willow.

“Allow me some time.  I’m no longer backlogged.  Plus, the broadcast of the game is a repeat.  I had missed it earlier in the day after having attended several meetings.  Let science takeover for now.  Your family would probably appreciate you at the dinner table with them.  I’ll be certain to call if anything earth shattering is discovered.  Her fingerprints and other pertinent information will be in your email tomorrow morning.”

Willow glanced up at the clock in his autopsy suite.  It had an old English D in its background.  “My mom informed me that she’s going to be on television.  One of those early morning news segments.”

“Really?  That’s great.  She going to be sharing one of her recipes?”

“Working on perfecting it now as we speak.” said Willow.

“Let me know when.  My wife and I will be sure to watch.  She follows your mom on social media and subscribed to her cooking channel.”

“Her popularity is growing.  I hope she does well.  The only thing that concerns me is the...” replied Willow.

“You’re worried she might slip with an expletive like she does in her videos.  If you want my opinion, don’t be concerned.  It’s her cooking and unfiltered personality that people really enjoy.  Many out there have had it with celebrities who treat everyone poorly in private while maintaining the cheerful do-gooder façade in public.”

“She’s made an honest effort to curb it.  I want her to do well.  This is the one thing that’s helped her since my dad died.” said Willow.

Kelvin Hubbard watched the door close for a moment.  He turned down the volume from the Tiger’s broadcast and picked up a digital voice recorder lying next to his instruments. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FIVE

[image: ]


The photography blind deep inside a wildlife refuge had always been a source of peace.  It provided an ideal escape from the rigors of academia and allowed him time alone to plan.  Even as an undergraduate student, Deklyn Boyd preferred the outdoors, instead of raucous clubs or a frat party to unwind.

His practiced patience had parlayed into a wonderful opportunity when a pair of migratory Sandhill cranes landed in shallow water only a few feet away.  Deklyn’s camera worked silently while the two foraged.  The avian species had always been a favorite along with a few raptors.

Both Sandhills took flight straight out over the expansive wetlands after only a few minutes.  He could hear footsteps traipsing through leaves down the path from him.  The intrusion had been disappointing.  Opportunities like the one he just experienced were far and few between.

An elderly couple walked past him unaware of his intended concealment.  They seemed oblivious to their surroundings while conversing about problems with one of their grandchildren.  It baffled him that people would simply trample on the sanctity of his moment.

They could have selected any number of vast trails.  The wildlife refuge would see an increase of foot traffic in a month and further infringements.  He heard the echoes of Canadian geese squabble over a territory dispute.  The familiar sounds were an indication that nesting season was about to commence.

Deklyn emerged from the blind and checked his watch.  There was a brief internal debate to cancel his afternoon lecture.  It passed quickly when he thought of the students who were only a few weeks away from Spring Break.  The respite would give him the necessary time to finish his project.  There was also an announcement that couldn’t be delayed any longer. 
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Nervous energy in addition to several cups of coffee kept June Darby alert and ready for her big moment.  The cue was given and Tessa Andrews, who hosted Early Bird Community introduced her guest.  She had been with the station for several years.  Her perfect dark shoulder length hair was complimented with high cheekbones and sharp features.  June was surprised at the woman’s stature having thought she had been much shorter.

Tessa pivoted slightly in June’s direction.  “Good morning.  I’m here with our local resident who’s been trending lately on social media.  Please welcome June Darby of ‘Nana’s Kitchen’.”

June hesitated before she spoke.  “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Did you ever envision yourself doing something like this?” asked Tessa.

“To be honest, it’s all happened so fast.  I wasn’t sure what kind of response I was going to get.  At first, hardly anyone noticed or responded to any video or even a single post.”

“What made the difference?” replied Tessa.

Willow leaned forward in her chair.  She and Hannah were off to one side well out of view of the cameras.  They may have been more nervous than June, herself.  

“Sharing my passion for the culinary arts.  It’s true that I don’t have any formal training other than in my own kitchen.  But I’ve learned a great deal through trial and error.  My recipes are what most consider mainstream but with a twist.  I’ve adapted them for working
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