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THURSDAY, JUNE 8


Chapter 1


“This is the life,” Iris Rafferty exclaimed, taking a long pull on her glass. “Eileen, give Meg a refill on those Arnold Palmers.”

At least I think that’s what she said—it was hard to hear over the noise of the bulldozer in the backyard. But Eileen, Iris’s daughter, must have heard the same thing I had. She lifted up the pitcher, so I held out my tumbler.

“Just what is he doing?” Eileen shouted, gesturing in the direction of the bulldozer.

“Putting in a duck pond,” Iris bellowed back. “Isn’t that going to be fun?”

I was relieved that Iris sounded enthusiastic about the duck pond. A few months ago she’d sold her house to my brother, Rob, and his wife, Delaney. But part of the deal was that she had life rights to stay in the mother-in-law suite she and her husband had built onto the ground floor of the century-old farmhouse. Technically, it was a mother-in-law apartment, since it was equipped with a compact but fully functional kitchen. I’d been worried at first that she’d resent any changes they made to the house where she’d lived for more than sixty years, ever since her marriage to the late Joseph Rafferty. But instead, she’d encouraged them to make as many changes as they wanted, both to modernize the place and to make it more to their taste.

“I enjoy the excitement,” she’d said, and I’d been relieved to realize she was telling the truth. Iris had been bored. Having Rob, Delaney, and their newborn daughter, Brynn, move in had given her the proverbial new lease on life.

“Why a duck pond?” Eileen asked, shading her eyes as she peered through the back of the screened porch to get a better view of what the bulldozer was doing. “Are Rob and Delaney going into duck farming? I thought they both worked for Mutant Wizards.”

Actually, Rob and Delaney owned Mutant Wizards, the company that had been founded on Rob’s curious ability to come up with ideas for successful computer games—which had now grown into a software empire, thanks to the wizardry of programmers like Delaney. But I’d let Iris explain that later. I focused on the duck angle.

“Delaney wants to have duck eggs for the family,” I said.

“You don’t get enough eggs from all those chickens of yours?” Eileen looked puzzled. “You must have several dozen by now.”

“She wants duck eggs,” I explained. “Apparently, ounce for ounce they contain more B12, iron, selenium, and omega-3 fatty acids than chicken eggs. And they can be hard to find in the stores, so she wants to have a good supply of them from their own ducks by the time little Brynn is old enough for solid foods.”

“Which will be any day now,” Iris said. “About time that young whippersnapper got started digging the pond.”

We all glanced over to where Aaron Shiffley, atop a blue-and-white Shiffley Construction Company bulldozer, was dumping another load of rich, black earth onto the pile a few yards away from the future pond’s location.

“And you’re here to keep an eye on him, I assume,” Eileen said.

“Actually, I’m just hiding out here,” I said. “As soon as I go home, I’ll get sucked into preparations for the Mutt March.”

“The what?” Eileen looked baffled.

“Mutt March,” I said, a little louder. “It’s a combination animal adoption event and fundraiser for the local shelter. Clarence Rutledge, our local vet, has collected hundreds of adoptable dogs from all over the state—”

“Make that all over the East Coast,” Iris said, with a chuckle. She wasn’t exactly exaggerating.

“And they’re going to have a big parade in town on Saturday,” I went on. “All the dogs will be marching in it, and they’ll all end up in the town square for a dog-themed festival for the tourists. We’ll be having a dog agility contest and several sheepherding demonstrations and all kinds of dog-related entertainment.”

“And there will be lots of booths selling food and dog gear,” Iris said. “That’s why we’ve been baking all those gingerbread dogs.”

“And of course, people can adopt the dogs,” I added.

“You’re not just going to let random strangers walk off with the dogs!” Eileen exclaimed.

“Of course not,” I said. “Clarence has been taking applications and prescreening people for weeks. Anyone who has already done that can fall in love with a dog and take it home the same day. Anyone else can put in dibs on a dog and start the screening process at the fair.”

“Only dogs, I assume,” Eileen said. “We cat lovers will be out in the cold.”

“We’ll have some cats,” I said. “Not as many, and they won’t be marching, of course. We’ll have floats full of cages for the cats, rabbits, parakeets, geckos, and whatever else the shelter happens to have. And for any senior dogs or puppies who can’t march quite as far.”

“Sounds like quite an event,” Eileen said. “But what does that have to do with why you’re over here today?”

“The dogs are at our house,” I said. “They’ve been arriving in batches over the last two weeks. And today and tomorrow are when they’re all getting washed and groomed and fitted with their costumes.”

“Costumes?” Iris echoed. “They’re marching in costumes? Wonderful!”

“Sounds like a lot of work.” Eileen was the practical type. “Please tell me you and your family aren’t doing it all.”

“We have a lot of volunteers helping out today,” I said, “including a whole bunch of school kids who are getting today and tomorrow off, thanks to our not using up most of the snow days that were built into this year’s school calendar. Several Scout troops, in fact, plus the Ladies’ Interfaith Council, and the Jaycees, and—well, pretty much every volunteer organization in the county, plus a whole lot of unaffiliated animal lovers.”

“About time more people pitched in to help Meg,” Iris said to Eileen. “Every day for almost two weeks, Clarence has shown up with more dogs that need feeding and walking and such. It’s been running her ragged.”

“Everyone in the family has been pitching in,” I said. “I haven’t been doing it all myself.”

“But you’re in charge,” Iris pointed out.

“Not today,” I said. “Mother took pity on me and volunteered to supervise the three prep days and marshal the event itself. Yesterday was the first sane day I’ve had in weeks.”

“Still, I bet she finds plenty for you to do,” Iris said.

“But only as a worker bee,” I said. “I’d forgotten how relaxing that can be.”

“And they’re in your yard,” Iris went on. “The rest of the volunteers, including your mother, can go home to get away from the chaos—you’re living in it. No wonder you came over here to escape. And I bet the Small Evil One’s glad to be over here, too.”

I glanced down at my feet where Spike, our eight-and-a-half-pound furball was dozing. Yes, Spike was relieved to be away from the Mutt March preparations. He’d long since lost his voice barking at all the canine intruders, and currently could only utter faint wheezing sounds. I was thinking of asking Rob and Delaney if he could stay with them tonight.

“It will all be over by Monday,” I said. And then I flinched at how loud my words sounded. Not because I’d shouted them—we’d all been shouting. But the bulldozer’s engine had just sputtered to a stop.

“That’s so much nicer,” Eileen said with a sigh. “Peace and quiet—at least for a few moments.”

I glanced over at the bulldozer. Aaron had climbed down and was standing beside the blade, staring at something in front of it.

“Peace and quiet’s all very well,” Iris said, “but we don’t want too much of it just now. The sooner he finishes excavating for the pond, the sooner we can get all the construction over with and bring home the ducks.”

Aaron didn’t seem ready to remount his bulldozer. As we watched, he squatted down as if to take a closer look at something.

“Maybe I should go out and see what the problem is.” I set down my glass and headed for the porch door. Spike looked up, as if wondering whether to follow, then set his head back on his paws and closed his eyes again.

I strode across the yard toward the bulldozer. The spot Rob and Delaney had chosen for the duck pond was at the very back part of the yard—in fact, arguably not so much in the yard as in a clearing in the patch of woods that surrounded the house on three sides, separating it from the farm’s fields and pastures. When I got close, Aaron must have heard me. He stood up and turned around.

“Complication,” he said.

“Problem with your bulldozer?” I asked.

He shook his head, turned back to where he’d been digging, and pointed. I took a step forward so I could see what he was indicating.

Bones. A scattering of bones mixed in with the rich dark soil. Maybe it was my imagination but—no. If you laid them out a little more neatly, they’d add up to a human arm.






Chapter 2


“This is bad,” I said.

“Happens sometimes.” Aaron shrugged. He was trying for nonchalance, but I wasn’t quite buying it. He was young—in his early twenties—and looked younger, possibly because he was tall, like most Shiffleys, and hadn’t yet grown into his height. Young and more than a little shaken.

“You’ve had this happen before?” I asked. “Digging up a dead body when you’re excavating for a duck pond?”

“Unearthing a skeleton,” he said. “Nothing left but the skeleton, and you can tell it’s been in the ground for a while.” He pointed to a place where a bone had been snapped off—probably by his bulldozer’s blade. The newly broken end stood out paler against the faded ivory of the other bones. He frowned slightly, and I found myself thinking that he wasn’t really taking this quite as calmly as he was pretending to. Probably good to help him out by staying calm myself.

“Definitely not recent,” I said.

“But it’s still going to mess up our construction schedule. Got to report it to Chief Burke. Get him to check it out.”

“In case it turns out to be a murder victim.”

“Right, but I’m pretty sure it won’t,” he said. “That’s just what you have to do when you find a skeleton at a build site. Never found one before myself, but I know it happens sometimes. Happened to one of my uncles last summer when he was digging for someone’s swimming pool. Usually turns out to be someone’s private backyard burying grounds. We’ve had a couple of those in the family. My great-uncle Cephas, for example. He was so wild the preacher didn’t want him anywhere near the First Presbyterian churchyard. We planted him at the far end of the peach orchard. We put up a marker, and if anything happens to that, there’s plenty of us who know where he is, but if a family did that and then died out or moved away, it could be all forgotten.”

I nodded. We should ask Iris about this. Her husband’s family had farmed this land for more than a century. Maybe a century and a half. If this was a wayward Rafferty who hadn’t been welcome in the churchyard, she’d know about it.

“Or an Indian burial,” Aaron said. “That’s what my uncle found last summer, digging for that pool.”

“Looks kind of new for that,” I said. “I mean, those bones look old, but not centuries old.”

“You never know,” Aaron said. “Depends on the soil chemistry and stuff. The chief will know what to do. Probably call in scientists from the college. That’s what they usually do.” He glanced up at me. “Could you maybe be the one to call him? They’ll take you seriously. Me, they’ll probably think I’m making up an excuse to slack off, or trying to pull a practical joke.”

“Sure.” I pulled out my cell phone. I hesitated for a moment. Obviously calling 911 would be overkill. This wasn’t any kind of an emergency. The scattered bones looked very peaceful in the bits of sunlight that filtered through the oak and tulip trees.

But did I even have the Caerphilly PD’s nonemergency number in my phone?

I dialed Chief Burke’s cell phone. Since his youngest grandson was best friends with Josh and Jamie, my just-barely teenage twins, I practically had his number on speed dial.

“What’s up, Meg? Adam ready for pickup?” The boys were taking advantage of their days off from school to help with the Mutt March preparations.

“Last I heard, he was still making Star Wars costumes for the dogs,” I said. “I called to ask you what to do about something else. I’m over at Rob and Delaney’s. Aaron Shiffley started digging for the duck pond and turned up a skeleton.”

“Oh, dear.” He didn’t sound happy at the news.

“Not very recent, by the look of it,” I said.

“That’s good,” he said. “But we still have a lot to do. First I have to come out and see if it looks as if the deceased was the victim of a crime.”

“You’re probably going to need to dig up a bit more of him to do that,” I said. “All we can see at the moment is an arm. Left arm, I think,” I added. “Dad could probably tell for sure.”

“Yes,” the chief said. “Can you call and ask him to meet me there? I need to track down Dr. McAuslan-Crine, the college’s main archaeology expert. If the skeleton’s only partially excavated, we need to see how soon we can get someone to come out to finish the job, and she’s the one to organize that. And I’ll send Horace over, too, in case the professor unearths anything to suggest that someone bumped off our bony friend. Aaron still there?”

“Yes.” I glanced over at where Aaron was making a phone call of his own. With luck he’d be telling Randall Shiffley, his boss at the construction company, that the duck pond was on hold and he was available for another assignment, not spreading the news to his friends about his find.

“Keep him there till I arrive,” the chief said. “I’ll need him to make a short statement.”

“Will do.”

“He doing okay with this?”

I studied Aaron’s face for a few moments.

“I think he’s over any initial shock,” I said. “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Good.”

We hung up. Aaron rejoined me by the bulldozer.

“Randall says I should stay here till the chief comes,” he said. “And offer to stick around in case he needs me to do anything with the bulldozer, although that’s unlikely. Last year when my uncle found that Indian burial, they had to shut down for weeks while some professors from the college dug it up with teaspoons.”

“The chief’s already calling Dr. McAuslan-Crine to finish uncovering the body,” I said.

“The little old lady with the British accent?” His face brightened. “I remember her from last time. She’s pretty cool.”

Yes, the professor was pretty cool, and remarkably patient with kibitzers at her digs. Like Dad, who could never resist the opportunity to watch archaeologists at work. The “little old lady” phrase was slightly jarring, since she was at most ten years older than me, but I let it pass.

“And I’m calling my dad to come over,” I said, as I dialed.

“To pronounce our guy officially dead?” Aaron sounded almost amused. But just then Dad answered the phone, so I didn’t get the chance to point out to Aaron that the job of medical examiner also involved figuring out who the skeleton belonged to, how long it had been there, and whether his manner of death was natural, accident, suicide, or homicide.

“What’s up, Meg?” Dad asked. “And yes, I know I should have been there by now. I had to drop by the hospital to check on a patient, but I should be at your house in another five minutes.”

“Keep on going past our house to Delaney and Rob’s,” I said. “We need you here. Aaron Shiffley started digging the duck pond and turned up a skeleton.”

“A skeleton! What kind of skeleton?”

“Human,” I said. “Anything beyond that is what we need you to figure out.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Don’t hurry too much,” I said. “The dead guy’s not going anywhere, and I expect a deputy or two will be showing up to help the chief process what could be a crime scene, so stick to the speed limit. The chief could be cracking down on letting you off with a warning.”

“It was only that one time,” Dad protested. “And it really was—well, maybe not an actual emergency, but arguably rather urgent, and—”

“I’m sure the chief understands. Just don’t push it.”

“Roger. Can you send me some pictures of the crime scene?”

“No,” I said. “You can see it yourself in five minutes, and I don’t want to make your driving any more distracted than it already is.”

And I ended the call in the hope that he’d focus on the road.

I glanced back at the house. Iris and Eileen were watching us. Iris had even gotten out her binoculars. But the bulk of the bulldozer was between them and the skeleton.

“I should let them know what’s going on,” I said to Aaron. “So they won’t panic when the yard starts filling up with cops and archaeologists. You stay here and guard the bones.”

“Roger.” He gave the skeleton arm a sidelong glance that made me wonder if he minded being left behind with it.

“But keep well clear of them,” I said. “Potential crime scene, you know.”

“Right.” He put another ten feet or so between himself and the bones, and looked happier.

“Iris has fixed Arnold Palmers,” I said. “You want me to bring you a glass?”

“Um … I’m not supposed to drink alcohol on the job.” He sounded regretful. “Not even a cold beer.”

“An Arnold Palmer is what you call a half-and-half mix of lemonade and iced tea,” I said.

“Oh, cool,” he said. “Then I’d be glad of a glass. Thirsty work.”

I was halfway to the porch when Horace showed up, trotting through the side yard. The gym bag in which he hauled his forensic gear was slung over one shoulder. He waved at me in passing.

Back on the porch, Iris and Eileen were watching my approach with visible impatience. And I suspected the unseasonable warmth was starting to affect Eileen’s mood. She was patting her forehead with a napkin, and lifting up her sleek but heavy chignon so she could pat the back of her neck. Iris’s short, tousled haircut was just as elegant and a lot more comfortable in weather like this.

“What’s going on?” Iris asked, when I got close enough that she didn’t have to shout. “And what’s Horace up to?”

“Checking out the skeleton Aaron just found in the backyard,” I said. “And just so’s you know, Dad and Chief Burke and an archaeologist from the college will be following close on his heels.”

“A skeleton?” Iris echoed. “Somebody dumped a skeleton in our backyard?”

“Buried it in your backyard,” I said. “And it probably didn’t start out as a skeleton.”

“That’s crazy,” Iris said. “How the heck did they manage that?”

“Oh, dear,” Eileen said. “This is going to cause all kinds of problems, isn’t it?”

“Well, at least it should be interesting,” Iris said. “Eileen, refill her glass.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And can you fill a glass for Aaron?”

“Let me get the new batch,” Iris said. “And you can take a tray and some glasses out. I expect we’ll have a deal more company before this is over, and the day’s not getting any cooler.”

Trust Iris to turn our gruesome find into a social occasion. Mother would be doing the same if she were here.

Iris went inside. Eileen and I watched in silence as Aaron indicated the finer points of the skeleton to Horace, who began taking pictures of it. Then Aaron started his bulldozer again and drove it out of the way of what would soon become a dig site, giving us a much better view of what was going on. Iris would be pleased. Dad and Chief Burke arrived together and waved to us on their way to inspect the skeleton.

I watched their faces. Dad’s showed the kaleidoscope of emotions I’d seen before when he’d had to deal with a dead body. The calm, professional manner of a doctor and medical examiner fought with his sorrow at the illness or death of another human being and the half-guilty fascination of a lover of both mysteries and true crime.

The chief looked calm and professional, but I noticed that when he first arrived at the excavation area, he bowed his head ever so slightly and closed his eyes for a few seconds. Centering himself for the investigation ahead? Or did Baptists do prayers for the dead?

A few minutes later, another duo arrived—a short, plump gray-haired woman whom I recognized as Dr. McAuslan-Crine, and a tall young man with a buzz cut and a beard so closely trimmed it could almost pass for a mere five o’clock shadow. A grad student, I deduced. They were both visibly prepared to get down to work, clad in picturesquely disheveled clothes with bulging backpacks and a selection of shovels and other tools over their shoulders.

“Here you are.” Iris emerged from her suite with a tray that contained a pitcher and half a dozen tumblers. “I think I’ve just barely got enough glasses.”

“Thanks.” I set down my own glass and took the tray from her. “I’ll deliver this and make sure they have everything they need.”

“And find out what they’re saying,” Iris said. “So you can come back and fill us in.”

“Mother.” Eileen rolled her eyes, which looked odd and a little amusing coming from a dignified, gray-haired woman in her sixties. Strange how often parents cause someone to revert to childish behavior.

I winked at Iris, then strolled across the yard to join the semicircle that had formed around the bulldozer and the skeleton.






Chapter 3


Aaron saw me approaching and hastened to drag over a sturdy metal equipment case so I’d have a place to set down the tray.

“—definitely not that old,” Dr. McAuslan-Crine was saying. “I’m thinking fifty, sixty years at the outside. More likely thirty to forty. Our soil around here tends to be relatively acidic, and that does a number on bones.”

“I agree,” Dad said. “Definitely modern remains.”

“And can you tell if the deceased is male or female?” The chief was scribbling in his pocket notebook as he followed their conversation.

“Not yet.” Dr. McAuslan-Crine shook her head decisively. “If I had to bet on it, I’d say male, from the size of the hands.”

“Yes,” Dad said. “And the length of the ulna and the radius.”

“Exactly.” The professor used a little laser pointer to indicate the bones in question, the upper and lower arm bones. “But there are plenty of women with hands and arms that size. We’ll be able to tell for sure if we can find the pelvic bones. So if Horace is finished taking pictures of how it looked when we got here—”

“I’m good,” Horace said.

“Then let’s get started.”

Of course, getting started didn’t mean that they were about to put shovel to dirt anytime soon. They began a lengthy discussion of where the rest of the skeleton was most likely to be found, based on the position of the arm and what little Aaron could tell them about exactly which patch of dirt the bulldozer blade had been plowing up when he’d unearthed it. Then they took out stakes, strings, and tape measures and began mapping out the site and setting up a grid system—a series of one-meter-square patches of ground outlined with string. I was torn between admiration for their precision and methodology, and frustration that we were probably in for a lengthy delay in creating the duck pond. I remembered when Aaron’s uncle had found the Indian burial ground last summer. Last I’d heard, Dr. McAuslan-Crine and her students were still excavating that site and the homeowners were facing yet another pool-free summer.

I was about to go back to the screened porch to bring Iris and Eileen up to date when I spotted two more figures approaching: Grandfather, striding purposefully across the lawn, with the much shorter figure of Manoj, one of his zoo staff, half running along behind him. Since Grandfather had given up his driver’s license a few years ago, he relied on relatives and staff to chauffeur him around, and the mild-mannered Manoj was often the one he drafted.

“Should we maybe recruit someone to keep lookie-loos from showing up and interfering with what might be a crime scene?” I asked the chief.

“Probably a good idea,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Although your grandfather’s here by invitation. Identifying the deceased is probably going to be pretty difficult. We might be able to use dental records—”

“Assuming we find the skull,” the professor chimed in from where she was hammering in a stake. She didn’t have to sound so cheerful about the possibility that they wouldn’t. “No guarantee. You’d be amazed how far predators carry body parts sometimes. Entirely possible we won’t find any more bones here.”

She and Dad were going to get along like a house afire.

“And there’s always the chance that he—he or she—might have some kind of identification on or near the rest of his body,” the chief went on. “Assuming we find any more of it,” he added, before Dr. McAuslan-Crine could. “But I’ve asked your grandfather if there’s any chance he could do a DNA analysis on our John or Jane Doe.”

“Is this our murder victim?” Grandfather had joined us and was studying the bones that were now at the center of the archaeologists’ web of string.

“We don’t yet know the deceased was murdered,” the chief said. “Could simply be a natural death.”

“And then someone came along and buried the poor sod, instead of calling the cops and reporting it?” Grandfather asked.

“We don’t yet know if that’s what happened,” the chief said. “I need to talk to Iris Rafferty. Find out if she’s aware of any legitimate private burials here.”

“I think she’d have mentioned it if there were,” I said. “As soon as she heard Aaron had uncovered human bones, she’d have said something like ‘Oh, damn, it’s probably Great-Uncle Cyrus. I should have mentioned that we buried him back there at the edge of the woods.’”

“Could have been the previous owners that did it,” Dr. McAuslan-Crine put in. “And then didn’t mention it when they sold, in case it hurt the sale. Not everyone wants somebody else’s great-uncle in their flower beds.”

“Iris is around ninety,” I said. “She’s lived here since she married Joe Rafferty, in her twenties, and she and her husband were the third or fourth generation of the family to farm this land.”

“Ah.” The professor shook her head. “Skeleton’s a lot newer than that.”

We all fell silent for a moment, and I wondered if they were thinking the same thing I was: that Iris had definitely been living here when the body was buried. Iris and her late husband. But not necessarily their three children, if Dr. McAuslan-Crine was correct in estimating that the skeleton was thirty to forty years old. Mary Catherine, her youngest, was around fifty, so she’d have been here forty years ago, but I suspected thirty years ago they’d all have left home.

But Iris and Joe had definitely been around then. So either Iris knew about the burial, and would soon have to tell the chief about it, or she was about to find out that she’d been living for the last thirty or forty years with a dead body buried in her backyard.

“Always possible that Mrs. Rafferty will be able to shed some light on the identity of our skeleton,” the chief said, as if reading my thoughts.

“But just in case she can’t, we can get my scientists working on a DNA profile,” Grandfather said. “So let me have one of those finger bones, and I’ll get the ball rolling.”

“We can’t just hand you a bone,” the chief said. “We need to preserve the chain of custody. You let me know which one you think would work, and I can have a deputy bring it over with all the proper paperwork—assuming you think any of them is in good enough shape for you to get DNA from it.”

“My guys can get DNA out of bones a couple of centuries old,” Grandfather said. “Guys and gals,” he added, before anyone could correct him. “They should have no trouble working with relatively well-preserved bones like those.”

“Then point out a likely-looking one,” the chief said. “And as soon as one of my deputies gets here— Aha! Here’s Vern. He can do the transfer.”

Vern Shiffley, the chief’s senior deputy, nodded genially to everyone as he joined us. Grandfather, Dad, Horace, and Dr. McAuslan-Crine began to discuss the enthralling issue of which bone to send—particularly whether any of them would be more likely than the others to yield a clue to the skeleton’s identity by mere inspection, without resorting to DNA, and should thus be retained with the rest of the skeleton. Meanwhile the chief brought Vern up to speed on the case.

Because it was a case, I realized. Even if Dad found conclusive evidence that the skeleton had died of natural causes, there would still be a John or Jane Doe case. Not to mention the troubling question of who’d buried the body.

For a moment, I rather envied them all. They all had a professional reason to be here and practical tasks to be done. If at any point it hit them that we were dealing with the death of another human being, they could fall back on routine and necessity. Well, with the possible exception of Aaron, and even he seemed to find it reassuring that the experts were here, dealing calmly and professionally with the situation. Or maybe he was taking comfort in the likelihood that they’d let him leave pretty soon.

Eventually, to the chief’s relief, the experts agreed on which bone to send, and we all watched solemnly as Horace packed it up.

“The proximal phalanx of the digitus medius,” Dad proclaimed, as he watched it disappear into the brown paper evidence bag.

“That’s the bottom bone of the middle finger—the one closest to the palm,” Horace translated as he carefully printed several lines of identifying information on a form attached to the bag.

“Does this mean you’re giving my DNA team the middle finger?” Grandfather said, with a cackle.

Horace then handed the evidence bag to Vern.

“So, I take this over to Dr. Blake’s lab?” Vern said.

“Perhaps you could take Dr. Blake there as well,” Manoj suggested. “We are having a very busy day in the small mammal house, and I would like to run some important errands before I go back—unless you want to stay here to observe the excavation,” he added in an anxious tone, turning to Grandfather.

“No, I should get back and make sure my DNA team jumps on this,” Grandfather said. “I’m fine riding with Vern—unless he plans to lock me up in the back seat of his cruiser like a felon.”

“You can sit up front and play with the siren if you’ve a mind to,” Vern said. “Let’s make tracks.”

Grandfather, Vern, and Manoj hurried off. The chief watched them go. Then he turned back to the excavation site, where Horace and the archaeologists were beginning what promised to be a very slow search for the rest of the skeleton.

“I’ll leave you folks to it,” he said. “If you need me, I’ll be up at the house, talking to the Raffertys.”

“Mind if I come with you?” I asked, as he turned to leave. “I should head back before long to see how the Mutt March preparations are going, and I want to ask Iris if it’s okay to leave Spike here for the day. Having so many other dogs invading his turf is hard on him.”

“No problem,” he said. “In fact, I’d appreciate it if you give me a little background before I tackle Ms. Rafferty.” He paused, took off his glasses, and began polishing them with his pocket handkerchief, making it seem as if that was the reason for stopping. “Eileen—is that the one who’s a nun? I know they don’t always wear a uniform these days.”

“They call it a habit, actually,” I said. “And I don’t think Iris’s daughter wears one. But it’s Mary Catherine who’s the nun. Eileen’s the lawyer.”

“Good to know,” he said.

“I think she practices civil law,” I said. “Contract stuff. Not criminal, anyway.”

“Still good to mind my p’s and q’s.” He smiled, then replaced his glasses and resumed walking toward the house.

I was tempted to ask “when do you ever not mind your p’s and q’s?” But of course his comment was a joke. Chief Burke was nothing if not precise and by the book. If I’d identified Eileen as the nun, he’d probably have made a similar joke about watching his language, even though very few people had ever heard him utter anything as scandalous as “damn.” He usually stuck to “blast” or “tarnation.”

“And it might not be a bad thing if you stuck around, just for a few minutes,” he said in an undertone as we drew near the house. “If you don’t have to hurry back. Might make our conversation feel more like a social call than an interrogation.”

“Can do,” I said. I wasn’t sure which made me happier—the possibility that Iris would reveal some information about the skeleton, or the thought of avoiding the Mutt March preparations for a little longer.






Chapter 4


As the chief and I approached the house, I saw the porch was empty. Apparently Iris and her daughter had retreated to the mother-in-law suite, but they’d left the door between it and the porch open—the better to keep an eye on what was happening in the backyard.

The porch screen door squeaked slightly as we opened it, so I pulled out my notebook-that-tells-me-when-to-breathe—a combination calendar and to-do list—and jotted down a note to bring some oil the next time I came over so I could take care of the hinges. And another note to buy a can of oil for Delaney and Rob, who seemed oblivious to the need to keep things like that around.

While I was scribbling, Iris peered out, then came out to join us. Eileen followed her, looking anxious. Iris just looked annoyed.

“So have you figured out who the heck someone buried in my backyard?” She glanced at me. “In my former backyard, of course—but it would have been mine when they buried him. It wasn’t my idea, dumping a dead body on Delaney and Rob. So who is he? And what the dickens is he doing there?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” the chief said. “I take it you have no idea who he is.”

“No idea at all,” Iris said. “Not family, for sure. We’ve got a nice family plot down at St. Byblig’s. If he was a Rafferty, he’d be down there.”

“What if it was someone they wouldn’t let you bury there?” the chief asked.

“Someone who’d been excommunicated, you mean?” Iris looked insulted. “We haven’t had anything like that happen in my memory, in Joe’s family or mine. And even if we did, we’d have bought him a nice plot somewhere else.”

“What if you couldn’t find anyplace willing to take him?” the chief persisted.

“Might not have been in Caerphilly, but I’m sure we could have found him something somewhere,” Iris said. “And if we couldn’t, we wouldn’t have just dumped him in a hole in the backyard like a rabid raccoon. We’d have at least given him a headstone. Maybe a little fence around the plot. And nothing like that has happened since I’ve been living here, which will be sixty-two years next month.”

“Do we have any idea how long he’s been there?” Eileen asked.

“So far we don’t even know for sure he’s a he,” the chief said. “About all we do know is that Horace, Dr. Langslow, and Dr. McAuslan-Crine agree that the remains have been there around thirty to forty years.”

“Dr. McAuslan-Crime?” Iris repeated. “Who’s he?”

“McAuslan-Crine,” the chief corrected. “She’s an archaeologist from the college.”

“She was appointed to the college’s new Ivor Noël Hume Chair in Archaeology last year,” I explained. “She’s British. Came from Cambridge University.”

“Well, she should know her stuff, then,” Iris said. “Although don’t ask me why a British archaeologist would want to go slumming over here when there are so many more really old things to dig up back home.”

“I know this is an impossibly vague question,” the chief said, “but can you recall noticing a disturbance back there at any time? Probably in the eighties or nineties—certainly no later than the early part of this century.”

“Like coming home from the state fair and finding a six-by-three-foot patch of fresh dirt in the woods behind the far end of the backyard?” Iris asked. “I think we’d have reported it.”

“You would have if they just left a freshly dug grave there,” I said. “But what if they covered it up again with leaves? Most of the time there would be a lot of leaves back there—Aaron Shiffley took a leaf blower to the area before he started digging, to make sure he wasn’t going to run into any big rocks or abandoned farm equipment or anything else that might damage his bulldozer.”

We all glanced over at the dig site. I noted, with a bit of annoyance, that the press had arrived, in the form of a journalism student who wrote for both the college paper and the weekly Caerphilly Clarion. He had his phone out and was taking pictures.

“Should have told my deputies to stick to cell phones,” the chief said. “I think that young man must spend every waking minute listening to the police band radio.”

“In a slow news period, he probably sleeps with it on,” I said.

“Him and your dad,” the chief said.

“Meg’s right about the leaves,” Iris said. “If we noticed they were a bit scuffled, we’d have just assumed it was deer or something. Still a puzzle, when they could have done it. Thirty, forty years ago, we didn’t travel that much. We had livestock back then. Chickens for sure, maybe cows and pigs if you’re talking closer to the forty-year mark. And with the kids all going off to college, we had less and less help. If we wanted to get away, even for just an overnight trip to the fair, we’d usually have to hire someone to take care of the critters, so we didn’t do it that often.”

As she spoke, Iris was fiddling with one of her hearing aids. Had she worn them thirty or forty years ago? She’d have been between fifty and sixty—some people got hearing aids at that age, didn’t they? And what about her late husband? If they had both worn hearing aids, and had taken them off to go to bed, could someone have sneaked into their yard to bury the body without their realizing it?

Maybe—but why their yard? There were plenty of more isolated places nearby, fields or stretches of wood that weren’t anywhere near an occupied house. To me, that seemed a much more important question than when the body had been buried. Was whoever buried it trying to implicate the Raffertys? Send them an ominous message? A message whose impact had been seriously blunted by the decades it had taken to deliver it?

“I do not like this,” Iris said. “Someone sneaks into our yard and buries a dead body? And manages to do it without us even noticing?” Her voice started to take on a slight edge that suggested that she wasn’t as calm as she was trying to appear.

“After all this time, it’s probably not going to be all that important to figure out precisely when the deceased was buried,” the chief said in his most soothing tone. “I was just wondering if you remembered a time when you came home to find that part of your yard wasn’t quite as you’d left it.”

“Not offhand,” Iris said. “But I’ll think about it.”

“That would be helpful.” The chief stood, and I followed suit.

“Mind if I leave the Small Evil One here for the time being?” I gestured to where Spike was asleep in a quiet corner of the porch. “I should make sure everything’s going well back at the house, but I don’t want him getting overstimulated again. I can send the boys over to bring him home before bedtime.”

“He can stay as long as he likes,” Iris said. “Heck, he can sleep right there if he likes. He and I know enough to leave each other in peace. If that young reporter fellow tries to bother me, I’ll let Spike chase him off.”

“He’s met Spike before,” I said. “Odds are he’ll leave you alone.”

“Then not only may you leave him with me, I implore you to,” Iris said.

“Let me know if you think of anything that might be useful,” the chief said.

“Will do.” Iris nodded. She adjusted her rocking chair slightly, so she had a better view of the ongoing excavation.

The chief headed back to the dig. Dad was standing outside the web of string but clearly intent on watching everything the archaeologists were doing.

I turned toward the path that led through a small stretch of woods to our backyard. This path, joining our two households, was already becoming well worn. On weekdays, either Rob and Delaney would drop off Brynn at our house for Rose Noire to watch, or Rose Noire would trot over early to pick up her charge. But at some point during most days, either Iris would hike over to visit with her honorary granddaughter or Rose Noire would bring the baby over to see Iris. Sometimes both. And in the evenings and on weekends, the extended family flowed back and forth between the two households.

I’d overheard an interesting bit of conversation from Josh and Jamie recently, when they wanted to invite a school friend over for a family social event.

“Just drop by our house,” Josh had said into his phone.

“We’ll be over at Delaney and Rob’s,” Jamie had pointed out.

“Oh, right.” Josh nodded. “Our other house,” he’d said, into the phone.

I stepped out of the woods into our backyard and came to a full stop. In the short time I’d been over at Delaney and Rob’s, I’d forgotten how chaotic things were back here. Forgotten, or maybe shoved the whole thing out of my mind.

Dogs. So many dogs. Who even knew there were this many dogs on the whole planet?






Chapter 5


The entire yard was filled with dogs and people doing things with, to, or for dogs. Ten or twelve people were washing dogs in a variety of containers, ranging from dishpans for the toy breeds to a couple of defunct hot tubs and bathtubs for the bigger ones. People were brushing dogs, giving them haircuts, and trimming their nails. A small posse of people, led by Rose Noire, was performing massage therapy on some of the more stressed and excitable dogs. Or maybe she was using the available dogs as test subjects for people who wanted to learn canine massage. Either way, both dogs and humans were starting to look enviably mellow.

People were testing dogs to see if they knew the basic “sit!” and “stay!” commands, and whether they had good leash manners. People were shepherding dogs over to the designated doggy bathroom area. People were patiently fitting costumes on wriggling dogs. And across the fence, in a field that was part of Mother and Dad’s pasture, people were gathering around the dozens of temporary chain-link dog runs, most of them occupied not by individual dogs but by batches of them.

I spotted dogs that looked like purebred poodles or goldens and dogs whose ancestry was probably too diverse ever to be untangled. St. Bernard− and Great Dane−sized dogs and feisty little Yorkies and chihuahuas. Shaggy dogs and dogs with short, sleek coats. Exuberant dogs, jumping up to lick the faces of their groomers, and shy dogs being gently coaxed out of the crates in which they’d taken refuge. The Westminster dog show had nothing on us.

We were also doing right by our many human volunteers. Our already large collection of picnic tables had been augmented with half a dozen folding tables Mother had borrowed from Trinity Episcopal. Rose Noire and her kitchen crew regularly refilled the five-gallon dispensers of water, lemonade, and iced tea that occupied one of them. Another table offered supplies of sunscreen and Rose Noire’s surprisingly effective all-natural insect repellent. And I wasn’t the only person gazing eagerly at the several tables where the kitchen crew was starting to set out food in containers bearing the familiar logo of The Shack, Caerphilly’s premiere barbecue venue.

Mother had also arranged for Randall Shiffley to lend us one of what he referred to as his gold-plated porta potties—actually a small trailer that looked like the portable dressing rooms provided to actors when they were filming on location, containing two regular toilet cubicles and one ADA-compliant one. Nothing about them was actually made of gold, but they boasted porcelain flushing toilets, sinks with running water, and air-conditioning, making them so far superior to the typical porta potty that tourists had started mentioning them in online reviews of the various outdoor events that Caerphilly sponsored. Since I’d been the one to talk Randall into buying a couple of them, as an experiment, these days it was all I could do to refrain from saying “I told you so.”

I waved to my good friend Aida Butler, who was looking neat and professional in her perfectly laundered deputy’s uniform, with her long braids pulled back into a sleek bun. I’d thought it wise of the chief to have a deputy on duty here, just as a precaution. But Aida looked stern. I wondered if she’d already had to deal with some kind of malefactor, or if she was just doing her best to discourage any trouble before it got started. And was duty here a reward or a punishment? I’d ask her later. We were overdue for one of our “girls only” movie nights. One of these days Michael and the boys would figure out that instead of chick flicks, we watched bad martial arts movies and occasionally old favorites like Raiders of the Lost Ark, and they’d start clamoring to join us, but so far our secret was safe.

I headed for the barn, where Clarence Rutledge had set up his veterinary headquarters. Not in the former tack room that now served as my home office—I’d kept that safely locked. I knew even if Clarence promised to keep the dogs outside, he’d forget, and I didn’t want my books and papers peed on, chewed on, or napped on. But I’d dragged out my comfy desk chair and set up a large folding table for him in the middle of the barn.

He was sitting there now. And hovering by the table was Kevin, my cyber-savvy nephew. What was he doing here, out of his familiar computer-infested lair in our basement? And in the daylight?

“Meg! Thank goodness you came!” Clarence started, as if about to dash over and give me his customary bear hug, but then remembered that he had a pair of sleeping puppies in his lap and kept his seat.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“We’ve picked up a possible threat to the dogs!” Clarence sounded stressed, and his voice woke one of the puppies. It yipped and whined softly, and he patted it apologetically.

“A threat to the dogs?” I kept my tone quiet to avoid alarming the nearby volunteers. “Some group of dog haters threatening the parade?”

“I picked up some chatter online,” Kevin said. “I monitor a lot of social media places where people involved in dogfighting hang out. If I get any useful intel, I give it to Chief Burke, and he tries to get local law enforcement involved.”

I nodded. I had deduced that Kevin did this from time to time. In fact, I could usually figure out when he’d been doing too much of it. Occasionally he’d emerge from his subterranean lair looking gloomy, cradling Widget, his Pomeranian, on one shoulder, and hand out liver treats and head scratches to every other dog he could find.

“There’s this bunch I’ve kind of been keeping my eyes on,” Kevin continues. “They’re smart enough not to use words like ‘dogfight’ or even ‘fight’ online. But they’re always talking about tailgating parties and karaoke parties, and I’m pretty sure they’re using those as code words for dogfighting matches.”

I frowned slightly, wondering if Kevin was getting a little too paranoid about the dogfighting thing.

He must have seen my expression and deduced my skepticism.

“I mean, they’re way too hyped up about keeping the locations secret and not bringing anyone who can’t be vouched for,” he said. “And when was the last time you heard of the police raiding a karaoke party?”

“Well, if Caerphilly’s finest ever heard your rendition of ‘Another One Bites the Dust,’ I’m sure they’d intervene in the interest of public safety,” I said. “But I see your point. Just what did this suspected thug say?”

“He mentioned the Mutt March,” Kevin said. “Really innocent-like. And said something like ‘we have an in. You-know-who is going to go down there, and I’m sure she can come back with a few likely prospects.’”

“Likely prospects?” I echoed. “You think they’d come to the Mutt March looking for fighting dogs?”

“Probably not,” Clarence said. “And they wouldn’t find any hot prospects if they did. I didn’t want to bring any dogs to the march that had been badly mistreated or had aggression issues. I found a few of those, but I took them down to Caroline’s for treatment.”

“To Caroline Willner’s?” Our friend Caroline ran a wildlife sanctuary. I wasn’t sure how problem dogs were expected to coexist with her motley collection of wounded raptors, former pet tigers, and over-the-hill racehorses. “What kind of treatment are we talking about?”

“A friend of hers is really good at rehabilitating problem dogs,” Clarence said. “Dogs that have developed bad behaviors due to abuse. But his neighbors kicked up such a fuss about him having too many dogs that he had to move—for the dogs’ safety as much as anything else. So Caroline let him move into one of the houses on her land in return for keeping an eye on the place when she travels. Any dog I wasn’t sure about, I took down to him for evaluation. And rehabilitation, if necessary. And of course, I’ve had Rose Noire checking their auras, too, to catch any problems I might have missed.”

I wasn’t sure I believed in human auras, much less canine ones. I tended to think Rose Noire was merely a good judge of character—in dogs as well as humans. But either way, I thought it a good idea, sending any pup she had doubts about to doggie rehab.

“So whoever the dogfight organizers are sending to the Mutt March isn’t likely to find a fighting dog here,” I said.

“But we have plenty of dogs that they might want to use as bait dogs,” Clarence said. “They throw them into the ring with their fighting dogs as part of their training.”

“Or maybe just because they like seeing animals hurt,” Kevin muttered.

“So there is, or will be, a woman here who has ties to dogfighting and shouldn’t be allowed to take home a dog,” I said. “Have you told Chief Burke about this?”

“Of course,” Kevin said. “And briefed Aida on it.”

No wonder she’d been looking stern.

“And the chief will do what he can to figure out who she is,” Clarence said. “But he was already pretty swamped with the Mutt March—his whole department is, and the same with your dad. And from the look of it, they’re going to be even busier with all the complications from that dead body you found.”

“Not my find,” I said. “And I’d say skeleton rather than dead body. But what do you mean, ‘from the look of it’?”

By way of an answer, Kevin tapped on his phone and then held it up for me to see what was on his screen. I saw a shot of Aaron Shiffley, posing beside his bulldozer. And then the shot changed to one of the excavation, with the skeletal arm standing out sharply against the black earth.

“The Clarion’s website?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Kevin nodded. “But it’s all over the internet by now. All the conspiracy theorists are already busy trying to connect it with their favorite missing person. Jimmy Hoffa, Judge Crater, D. B. Cooper—”

“Why not Ambrose Bierce while you’re at it?” I saw Kevin frown, and wondered if the reference was too obscure for him.
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