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Note: This is only the first half of the story! 
The whole story can be found at my Facebook page, Bradley Convissar
Author.  Just go there and click on the post titled Wood
Chipper Blues.  It’s worth your time.  And when you’re
there, don’t hesitate to hit the Like button for the story or
become a fan of the page.  And all comments are
welcomed.  Anyway, here is part one of Wood Chipper
Clues.  Enjoy!

 

 

It was twenty after six on a Thursday evening and I was at the
front desk finishing up my charts for the day when a sudden rapping
came at the front door to my office.  I was in my own little
world and the surprise sound caused my heart to seize in my chest
for a brief moment.  I couldn’t think why someone would be
knocking.  True, the lights were still on, but right after the
front desk girls had left ten minutes ago, I was sure I flipped the
sign on the front door to CLOSED.  A quick look up at the door
confirmed this memory.

My first instinct, the one driven by a primordial paranoia which
sought to keep me alive, ordered me to ignore the knocking. 
Who knew who it could be, maybe a thief, maybe a disgruntled
patient looking for a confrontation (I didn’t have many of those,
but there were several lowlifes I was currently going after in
small claims court to collect cash for services rendered). 
But the compassionate and curious side of me dismissed those
paranoid concerns. There could be an emergency.  Someone could
be hurt or dying in my parking lot.  Someone’s car could have
a flat or a dead battery.  Someone could need the phone. 
Someone could need directions.  Hell, it could be a patient
simply wanting to drop off a check.

I stood up and walked around the reception desk and towards the
front door, which was dominated by a large window.

What I saw outside surprised me as much as if I had seen a dog
balanced on two legs wearing a three-piece suit with a fedora
perched on its head and a smoking pipe between its lips.

It wasn’t the sight of the two men waiting in the cold which
stunned me - they were normal looking enough- but the badge that
one of them held up.

As soon as my surprise fell away I focused on the men
themselves, gave them a quick appraisal, as I did with everyone I
met.  They both wore knee-length trench coats as protection
against the Philadelphia winter and, under the coats, I spied
collared shirts and colorful neckties. The one to my left, the one
wielding the badge, was tall, over six feet, and broad across the
shoulders, and possessed a face etched with dozens of wrinkles that
I was sure held a lifetime of stories, most probably not
pleasant.  Wisps of stray, gray hairs snaked out from under a
wide-brimmed hat. 

In contrast, the other man, who stood to my right and slightly
behind the elder cop, hardly looked old enough to be out of college
let alone patrolling the mean streets of Philly.  He was
shorter, lankier, and looked slightly comical in his adult
clothing.  His eyes were wide and bright, though the
exuberance in them did not carry to his lips, which were set in a
stoic line.  He wore no hat, exposing his dark, wavy hair to
the snow that was beginning to tumble from a cloudy sky. 

When I didn’t make a move to unlock and open the door, the older
gent said, “Philadelphia Police. We would like to speak with you
for a couple of minutes, Dr. Southerland… ”

I jumped at the voice and, embarrassed by my distraction,
fumbled at the door, eventually unlocking the deadbolt and pushing
the door open.  The two men hustled in to my waiting room,
shook the light snow from their coats, and the older man returned
his badge to some hidden pocket within his outwear.

Once comfortable, the elder cop looked at me and said, “I’m
Detective Coburn from Philly Metro, this is Doctor Rizzo from Crime
Lab.” His voice held the rough and gravel quality shared by the
stereotypical grizzled old cop from dozens of police movies, and
for a moment I felt like I was in a movie.  A bad movie, for
sure, because I’m a poor actor and an even worse liar (and weren’t
both those things simply different faces of the same talent?).

My first instinct was to ask Have I done something
wrong, but I choked back those words, instead saying, “Can I
help you, detective?”

“We hope so, doctor.” He looked back at his associate, Rizzo,
from the Crime Lab.  The younger man dropped a messenger bag
from his shoulder onto one of the chairs, opened it up, and pulled
out a small envelope.

“Earlier this week,” Rizzo said, “a body was discovered at one
of the local dumps.  Well, what remained of a body.”

I nodded, relief flooding me, but now I was simply confused and
curious.  I knew what case the detective was referring
to.  After all, how many poor souls ended up mutilated and
left at a dump.  .I was intrigued.  “Does this have
something to do with the body the papers said was fed through a
wood chipper?” I asked.

Coburn nodded to me, his hat bobbing slightly.  “We’re
trying to find out the identity of the body and all we have to go
on is this.” He looked at Rizzo again.  “Carl, show the
man.”

Carl Rizzo dumped the contents of the envelope he was holding
into a gloved hand (nicely tanned, black, leather gloves, not exam
gloves) and showed it to me.  It was a single dental
crown.  “This was the only thing that we pulled whole from the
trash bag where John Doe was found.  Some of the porcelain is
chipped off, but the metal substructure is undamaged.”

I knew where they were heading now.

“Now,” Rizzo continued, “I’m sure the combined number of crowns
fabricated by dental professionals and their labs every year in the
US is in the tens of thousands.  And I’m sure they all
probably start looking anonymous after a time, especially out of
the mouth.  But this one… once we cleaned the cement out, I
saw what looked like some letters drilled on the inside. 
Looks like the letters WS.  So we started interviewing all
dentists with these initials in a fifty mile radius, hoping someone
would recognize their work..  Now, I know that this crown may
not even be from a doctor who lives around here.  People move
and their crowns go with them.  And even if it were one of
yours, there’s no guarantee you’ll remember who it belongs
to.  But it’s all we have at this point.  The lab
estimates that the crown can be up to twenty years old, and I’m
sure you’ve glued in many of these in over twenty years.”

Over a hundred a year, I thought.  Close to two thousand
since I started the practice.

“Can I see it?” I asked, holding out a hand.  Before I even
looked at the thing, I knew if was probably one of mine if they
found those initials carved on the metal inside

Didn’t know why I did it, but I did it.  On every crown
before cemented it in..  It wasn’t a vanity thing- no one
besides me or another dentist would ever see it.  It was
habit, like flipping over a single cigarette- the lucky smoke-
right after opening a new pack while I was in college. 

And now I was suddenly glad I did.  I could possibly help
discover the identity of a corpse and send a bad guy to jail. 
I felt like an extra on CSI.  The thought that one of my
patients was possibly dead didn’t even occur to me at the moment,
detached as I was.  Instead, a child-like exuberance fell over
me. Of course, the chance of actually recognizing the crown and
being able to identify who it belonged to were a long shot, but I
didn’t allow that to kill the momentary excitement. 

Rizzo dropped the crown into my palm.  I slipped my dental
loupes, which allowed for increased magnification, over my eyes,
and peered down at the piece of metal and porcelain in my
hands.  I turned it over in my fingers, looked at the internal
metal surface first, and discovered my signature markings scratched
inside.  It was indeed one of mine.  I turned it over
again and looked at the external features of the prosthetic.

I recognized it instantly.

I struggled to keep the surprise from my face, not wanting to
alert the two men in front of me of my recognition.

I had just cemented this very crown early last week.

It looked just like another crown, but it had enough
distinguishing characteristics, and I had delivered it recently
enough, that I knew who it belonged it.  First, the man in
question had suffered from severe gum disease, and the crown had
needed to be extra long all the way around to cover all of the
tooth structure exposed by the disease process.  Second, the
tongue side of the crown was all metal instead being covered by
porcelain because of nerve exposure issues during preparation f the
tooth.  And finally, on top of the crown, towards the front,
there was a large divot I had asked the lab to make to accommodate
a previously constructed partial denture which hooked onto the
tooth.

The crown belonged to a rather distasteful man named Simon
Forrest.  And there had been an occasion or two, after seeing
his wife, when I wished I could have killed him myself.

I continued to turn the crown over in my fingers, pretending to
examine it.  But what I was doing was trying to decide a
course of action.  Hundreds of thoughts and pictures flashed
through my skull and when things finally settled in my mind, I
handed the crown back to Rizzo.  I offered a gentle shake of
my head as I pulled my loupes from my head.

“Its not mine,” I said.  “The letters you think you see
inside, well, they could be WS.   Or SM.  Or even
just random scratches made while roughening it up before
cementation.  Hell, a guy at the lab could have done
that.”  I looked at the pair with as much innocence as I could
paint on my features.

Coburn and Rizzo shared a quick glance, and at first I worried
that I had not been convincing, that I would find disbelief on
their faces.  But it wasn’t doubt I read, but
disappointment.  They had already considered these options, I
guessed, and maybe I had been the last lead.  A final dead
end.

“Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful,” I said, handing the crown
back to the Rizzo. 

I wondered if either of them noticed my hand shaking
slightly.

 

 

Simon Forrest was a greasy, weasel of a man, never without a
scowl on his face and a threatening gleam in his eye.  By the
way he looked at me, at the receptionist, at the hygienists and
assistants, you would think he was an inmate forced into my office
by the county for mandatory treatment.   But, as far as I
could tell, he came voluntarily.  Lord knows I
couldn’t force anyone to come, and if by some chance of fate I
could choose my patient base, Simon would not be on the list.

He had been a patient for a little over three years.  He
had small eyes, the irises a dull brown, a thin nose that resembled
a tiny beak, thin chapped lips, and a halo of limp brown air on his
head.  He was not a big man, but there was something unnerving
about the way he moved, about the way he talked, about the way he
looked around and looked at you.  As if there was some
malignant, hidden intelligence working behind his rodent-like
features.  Every time he came, he was dressed in the same gray
jumpsuit stained with dirt and oil and other fluids.  His
hands were always stained as well, the exposed skin the color of
soot, his wide fingers nails charcoal, and the cuticle beds almost
black.  I was thankful he never offered to shake
hands. 

But the worst of Simon Forrest’s physical characteristics was
the pungent odor that followed him around, a grotesque miasma of
cheap whiskey, cheap cigarettes and motor oil.  The stench was
so offensive that my assistant refused to assist me when he was
around and immediately aired out the room once he was gone. 
The stench he carried about him, like a demon trailing sulphur and
brimstone, was so thick in the air you could taste it on your
tongue if you accidentally opened your mouth for too long.

But the reason I despised him had nothing to do with his
appearance, or the assault on your senses when he got close, or
even his gruff personality.  After all, we couldn’t all look
like angels or smell like roses (though a bath once a week wouldn’t
hurt), or even be a pleasant person. 

No, it was the damage I often observed on his wife’s body that
stoked my righteous anger.

If Meredith Forrest had been an eight year old girl instead of a
petite forty year old woman, I would have called child protective
services years ago.  Children couldn’t defend
themselves.  People said that battered women couldn’t, either,
but that was a harder call to make.  I had tried to tease the
truth from Meredith’s lips over the years when she would come in
with a new bruise I spied despite the  long sleeves and
turtlenecks (even in the summer) and layers of makeup she wore to
try and hide it.  Or a new broken tooth that shouldn’t have
broken.  But it was always the same story:  I fell. 
I’m a klutz. Simon tossed the remote control to me but I
missed.  I tried to open a bottle with my teeth.  She
never looked me in the eyes when she whispered these lies, and the
one time I began to discuss maybe going to the police, towards the
beginning of our relationship, she tut-tutted me, told me
everything was fine.  Pretty much told me stay out of her
business, and I obliged, though uncomfortably.

And now Simon Forrest was dead, and I couldn’t help but to
wonder who had helped Meredith with the gruesome chore.  What
had finally pushed her over the edge.  Whether Simon had been
alive or dead when those thick, rotating blades of the wood chipper
had torn the man apart.

 

 

The next morning, I told my receptionist, Jillian, to give
Meredith Forrest a call.  I needed to see her last thing that
night.  At eight, right after my last patient.  Jillian
asked me what she should tell her.  I said, “Tell her it’s
about a crown.”

 

 

I half expected Jillian to reach the Forrest’s voice mail
instead of Meredith.  I wouldn’t have been surprised in the
woman had skipped town, or maybe even the country.  But I
listened as Jillian talked to Meredith, and I could only wonder
what was going through the woman’s mind.

 

 

If you’re intrigued, just go over to Facebook and search
for Bradley Convissar Author.  Just go there and click on the
post titled Wood Chipper Blues.  It’s worth your time. 
And when you’re there, don’t hesitate to hit the Like button for
the story or become a fan of the page.  And all comments are
welcomed.  Anyway, here is part one of Wood Chipper
Clues.  Enjoy!
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