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After our whirlwind Manzanar National Historic Site investigation, Jill and I were slowly trying to re-establish a normal life in our Port Aransas home. I was reviewing cold cases that deserved a second look from a fresh set of eyes. Having taken a day off, Jill was in the yard weeding her small flower garden. 

After hours of eye-crossing numbness, I shut down the computer and decided to surprise Jill by preparing supper. While single, I’d initially eaten out or lived off of food I’d heated in the microwave. After my move to Flagstaff, I’d watched a few cooking shows and found that whipping up a fancy dish was a creative distraction. I snuck out of the back door and made a grocery run while she continued to weed our overgrown garden.

Jill walked into the house an hour later, stopping just inside the front door where she stripped off her gardening gloves and inhaled deeply. “What’s that amazing aroma?”

Grinning, I walked out of the kitchen and pecked her cheek. “I’ve whipped up Julia Child’s coq au vin. I’ll boil noodles while you take a shower.”

Looking skeptical, because she’d never seen me cook anything that didn’t involve the charcoal grill or microwave during our marriage, Jill asked, “Is this something you bought from the deli or found in the freezer section?”

“Neither. It’s cooked from scratch. I bought the chicken, herbs, pearl onions, mushrooms, carrots, and wine while you were gardening. It’s been simmering for nearly an hour.”

“You’ve kept your culinary skills well hidden.”

“I don’t enjoy whipping up a meal on demand. However, I do enjoy creating something special on occasion.”

Jill left for the shower as I boiled water for the rotini, then set the table. When the timer dinged, I drained the pasta, slid a chicken thigh on top of a rotini serving, and set a carrot alongside it before ladling a scoop of wine sauce over the top. She reappeared and watched over my shoulder. Inhaling, she said, “Amazing.”

I carried our plates to the table where I’d set out silverware, a warm baguette, and two glasses of the wine I’d used in the sauce. “Bon Appetit!”

Jill dipped a slice of bread into the chicken sauce and asked, “What inspired you to cook?”

“I needed a break from the computer.”

With her eyes growing wide, Jill chewed the bread. Sighing with pleasure, she waved a bit of bread at me. “You can make this any time you feel bored. The crusty bread dipped in sauce is to die for.”

Smiling, I said, “This is why your mother loves cooking for me, isn’t it? There’s a lot of satisfaction in feeding someone who appreciates what you’ve prepared.”

Jill babbled on about her plans for flowers while I nodded and made supportive comments. Then, I told her about the intriguing disappearance of a camper in one of the case files I’d read.

My cell phone rang as we finished supper. I stepped away from the table and checked the caller ID before answering. Recognizing our boss’ phone number, I said, “Hi, Jack.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting your dinner.”

“We’re just clearing the table. What’s up?”

“Is Jill nearby? I’d like both of you in this conversation.”

“Sure. Hang on a second.” I covered the phone and walked into the kitchen where Jill was loading the dishwasher. “Jack wants to talk to us.”

“Hi, Jack,” she said as I put the phone on speaker mode.

“I’ve got Tom VanderWaal, the Park Service Assistant Director of Operations on the line. He called me with a request for assistance.”

“Hi, Doug and Jill,” VanderWaal said. “I’m a bit embarrassed to be asking for a favor, but I was contacted by my niece in an odd situation. My ten-year-old great-nephew found a human jaw when hiking in Theodore Roosevelt National Park. His mother, my niece, called me, asking what she should do.”

When VanderWaal paused, I looked at Jill, then said, “If it’s Native American, it needs to be turned over to one of the local tribes for reburial.”

“I had my niece ship the bone to a friend of mine who works at the University of Tennessee Forensic Anthropology Center. Her examination confirmed that the bone is not Native and is relatively modern. The anthropologist speculated that the victim was murdered. Jack suggested the two of you might be uniquely qualified to investigate the source of this bone and solve the homicide.”

“She could tell it was a homicide after only examining the jaw?” I asked.

“Read her report. She explains that conclusion.”

Jill grimaced, and shook her head, mouthing, no.

“Without knowing the skeleton’s location beyond ‘somewhere in Theodore Roosevelt National Park’, and the timeframe as ‘a long time ago,’ this will be an impossible case to close.”

“The boy said they found the bone near one of the South Unit creeks. Could you please take a look at this?”

Jill tipped her head back and sighed. 

Using my best diplomacy, I replied, “I’ll see if I can find anything in the park’s files about a missing person. I’ll let Jack know if we think there’s any chance of finding the rest of the skeleton and identifying the killer.”

Sounding relieved, VanderWaal said, “Thank you. Jack says if anyone can solve a difficult mystery, it’s you two.”

Jack came back on the line. “Tom, I’ll talk this over with Doug and Jill, then let you know how they’re going to proceed.” When VanderWaal disconnected, Jack asked, “Is there any chance you can find the rest of the skeleton and solve the homicide?”

“Ninety-nine percent of the cold cases I’ve been reviewing on the Park Service database have a better chance of closure than this.”

Jack sighed. “Yeah. On the other hand, VanderWaal just entered this in the database as a homicide. Beyond needing to follow up a recently reported murder with due diligence, taking this case would get us a lot of points with VanderWaal, and he has political clout with Congress. Besides, I bet Jill could come up with a good reason why you should take your horses to North Dakota and spend a couple of days riding around the park.”

Smiling, Jill leaned close to the phone. “You make it sound like a boondoggle.”

“Call it what you like, if your interest is piqued, I encourage you to pursue the case.”

Trying to suppress my grimace, I said, “Interest and horses shouldn’t be used in the same sentence.”

“Using horses was just a suggestion. Get around however you’d like. Based on my knowledge, a lot of the park is remote and only accessible by foot or on horseback.”
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Chapter 2
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JACK FORWARDED VANDERWAAL’S email, including a picture of the jaw and a few stones which had apparently been wrapped in a stained white cloth. The jaw was sun-bleached white, resembling skulls of game animals I’d seen mounted on café walls all over the Black Hills. I read the email signed by Regina O’Day.

Hi Tom,

I took a brief look at the mandible your niece sent to me. Without spending a lot of time and expense, I can offer a few observations: The owner was an adult and likely male based on the dentition and mass of the bone. There’s an unhealed fracture on the mandible’s right side, indicating the owner was struck forcefully enough to break the jaw. Based on my experience exhuming Bosnian mass graves, this type of mandible injury, without subsequent healing, is the result of a fatal blow to the head. In conclusion, a homicide.

The single amalgam filling makes me think the jaw belonged to someone who grew up drinking fluoridated city water, which has been widespread since the 1960s. With chemical analysis, I could give you a more exact date based on the ratio of the amalgam’s metals.

Based on the disarticulation of the mandible from the skull and its bleaching, I estimate that the mandible was exposed to the elements for at least twenty years, probably longer. The striations visible on the left side are consistent with long-term contact with pine needles. There are marks caused by rodents chewing on the bone. With time and funding, I could narrow that bone’s age and possibly identify the type of soil it was in.

I hope to see you at the next AAFS conference.

Gina

Regina O’Day

Assistant Director UT Forensic Anthropology Center

I viewed the attached pictures of the jaw and rocks the kid had collected from the discovery site. Then, I printed and reread the email, distilling the most interesting details: Male. Dead for over twenty years. An adult who grew up in the 1960s or later. Jaw broken at the time of death.

That analysis left so many possibilities. A man killed in a domestic fight whose body was dumped in the park. A person kidnapped and killed by a maniac. A man who had a fight with his hiking buddy. A lone hiker who fell off a bluff. A person killed while felling a tree. A cowboy kicked by a horse while riding in the park.

Any accident victim would’ve been transported to a town for treatment and/or burial, I speculated.

It took me a few minutes to find the right keywords to locate the reports from Theodore Roosevelt National Park. Early reports were filled with statistics about budgets, spending, and building projects. I narrowed my search to reports including the phrases missing hiker, missing camper, and bones. There were a surprising number of bones either found by rangers or turned in by visitors. Most were animal bones. A few were from Native burials. I found a report on the repatriation of remains to the local Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikawa tribes after the 1990 Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act. One set of remains recovered from the park’s North Unit was identified as a camper who’d been missing for several years after committing suicide in a remote area. 

My thoughts were interrupted when Jill walked into my office. “Did you find anything?”

Turning the computer monitor so Jill could read the report about the suicide victim’s remains found in the North Unit, I asked, “Did you call the government travel agent?”

“Um, no. I called the ranch. Dad’s going to pull the horse trailer around and make sure the hubs are greased. He said Bill has been accepted by the herd.”

“Bill?”

Jill looked away from the computer. “Bill. The horse we rescued from Aladdin.”

“Ah, that Bill.”

“He’s probably ready for a ride in the hills. Dad said Bill is a little fresh. He suggested that you ride Joker.” Sensing my lack of enthusiasm about riding, Jill turned my desk chair and sat on my lap. “Horses are part of my life.”

“I know. It’s too bad you’re married to a guy who’s not into horses.”

“Joker will help you get past that. Dad says he’s a real people pleaser.”

“I don’t trust them.”

“He’ll help you trust him.”

Still skeptical despite the reassurance, I asked, “How long is the drive from the Spearfish ranch to Medora, North Dakota?”

“Dad said it’s two hundred miles. It’ll take half a day.”

“How do motels deal with horses and horse trailers?”

Jill snorted. “There’s a campground in the south unit of Theodore Roosevelt National Park that caters to riders who bring their horses.”

Clenching my eyes shut, I groaned. “This just keeps getting better. We’re riding for days. Then, we’re camping too. Can this get any worse?”

“There are living quarters in the horse trailer, like the ones the rodeo people had in Belle Fourche. There’s an actual bed with a mattress and a bathroom with a shower.”

Pulling Jill close, I said, “I’m kidding. I’ll be fine with whatever accommodation we have, although I hope my days of sleeping on the ground are behind me. My back didn’t appreciate our Wupatki camping trip.”

“The horse trailer will be like living in the lap of luxury compared to sleeping under the stars in Arizona.” Jill paused and got a dreamy look. “You know that trip is where we fell in love.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “I loved you before that.”

“You did not! You were ready to move to Texas, leaving me behind.”

“It’s good you gave up on your no one-night stand rule.”

Touching my cheek, she said, “I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to be our last night together.”
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WE FLEW FROM CORPUS Christi to Rapid City the next day. Jill’s father, Al, and her Uncle Chet, who lives with my mother, met us at the airport. After handshakes and hugs, we drove to Jill’s parents’ ranch, north of Spearfish. Uncle Chet insisted that I ride in the front seat of the extended cab pickup. I thought it was a kind gesture, but suspected he had an ulterior motive in being able to chat with Jill, his adopted niece and future heir, in the back.

“Why are you driving to North Dakota with the horses?” Chet asked.

“Someone found a human jaw and we’ve been asked to look for the rest of the skeleton. There’s evidence the jaw’s owner was murdered.”

Chet snorted, then asked, “You can tell that from just the jawbone?”

“The bone had a crack that never healed. The forensic anthropologist speculated whatever blow broke the jaw, killed its owner.”

“Is anyone missing?”

“The bone had been in the sun for a couple of years. It was discovered by a hiker and was turned over to a Park Service bigshot after the hiker’s mother saw it and freaked out. I couldn’t find any reports of missing campers.”

“The federal government has money to ship you two from Texas to North Dakota to investigate the possible murder of a person who hasn’t even been reported as missing?” Al raged.

“We thought you’d be happy to see us,” Jill said. I glanced over my shoulder and saw her sly smile.

“Well,” Al huffed, “I am happy to see you. I just don’t like the government wasting my tax dollars on stupid shit like...”

“Stupid things like what, Dad?”

“Well, like trying to find the skeleton of a cowboy who got thrown from his horse when it spooked.”

Smiling, I nodded. “That’s probably what happened.” I turned to Jill. “Put that in your report and we’ll fly back to Texas tomorrow.”

Al glared at me. “I get plenty of sarcasm from Molly, your mother, and Chet. I don’t need it coming from you.”

Jill leaned forward, hoping to calm the brewing storm, “Dad, we don’t choose our assignments. Our boss called and asked us to investigate. That’s what we’re going to do. Promise me you won’t call your congressman to complain about what the Park Service is having us do.”

“I’ve never called my congressman about what you do.”

“Have you called his office to complain about government spending?” I asked, suspecting I already knew the answer.

“That’s my God-given right!”

Chuckling, I said, “I don’t think complaining to Congress is in either the Bible or the Constitution, Al.”

“Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness all cover my right to complain to the politicians. I heard Marshal Dillon say that just last week.”

“Al, Marshal Dillon is a fictional character on Gunsmoke. His dialogue was written by screenwriters in the 1960s. It’s all made up for television.”

“It’s a damned sight more rational than the shit that’s going on in Congress right now. Let me tell you...”

Jill leaned forward and said, “Let’s not argue about politics, Dad. We’re here for a day. Can we talk about happier things?” She turned to Chet. “What’s up with you?”

Jill’s question caught Chet off guard. He paused, then said, “My prostate test came back okay.”

I saw Jill grimace. “Is there anything not health-related going on?” she asked.

“Well, to be honest, all we talk about are medical conditions, politics, and the weather.” Chet’s face brightened. “It’s been hotter than Hades for weeks. There’s a cool front coming in the next few days. They say we might even get a bit of rain.”

“Rain?” I asked. “I didn’t bring rain gear. I guess we’ll have to stay in the hotel for a day or two if it rains.”

Sighing, Jill said, “We’re staying in the horse trailer, not a hotel. As long as there’s not a thunderstorm, we can ride. As a matter of fact, a little rain will wash away the dust, making bones more visible.”

“Yeah,” Chet chimed in. “I’ll loan you my poncho, Doug.”

Al smiled at me, knowing I wasn’t enthusiastic about the entire endeavor. “Gee, Doug, aren’t you going to thank Chet for the poncho?”

“Thanks, Chet. I’m sure your poncho will add to the experience.”

“How large is Theodore Roosevelt National Park?” Al asked.

“It’s roughly forty-six thousand acres,” Jill replied.

“The two of you are going to search all of that area for bones that have been missing for years?” Al asked.

“We’re going to focus on the more remote areas of the south unit. If the bones had been within a mile of any campsite, roadway, or trail, they would’ve been found long ago.”

Al shook his head. “I’m not excited about the two of you wandering the most remote parts of the park. What if you break a leg or fall over a cliff?”

“That’s why we’re traveling together,” Jill replied.

Al glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Let’s hope it’s Doug who’s injured. I’m not sure the Boy Scout could find his way out of the wilderness, then lead a rescue team back to wherever you are.”

“Hey! I’m sitting right here!” I objected.

“Good! I hope you’re listening.”

“We’ve got a first-aid kit and there is GPS on our phones,” Jill replied. “We’ll be fine.”

“None of those things will be much use to you if you crack your skull.”

“Dad, we’ll wear helmets when we’re riding.” I suspected there wouldn’t be any helmets used, but the argument sounded good.

Chet had been listening quietly until then. “At least there haven’t been any grizzly bear sightings up there recently.”

I turned to look at Jill. “This just keeps getting better.”

Rolling her eyes, Jill said, “There hasn’t been a grizzly bear sighted in the Dakotas in over one hundred years.”

“Are you making that up?” I asked.

I saw Al’s smirk. “There haven’t been any in South Dakota in a hundred years. I read about Teddy Roosevelt shooting one when he was the President.”

“Dad, Theodore Roosevelt was President over a hundred years ago. Besides, he probably shot that bear in Montana.”

“That was quite a story,” Al added. “Old Teddy stood tall and took down that charging bear with his single shot 45-70.”

Chet snorted. “Wasn’t he known for embellishing his stories?”

I looked at Chet in the back seat. “There’s no way a politician would embellish a story.”

Al threw me a skeptical glance. “Do you know how you can tell if a politician is lying? His lips are moving.”

* * *

Molly Rickowski met us at the door as we carried our bags into the house. The aroma of fried chicken engulfed us. “Welcome home.” I noted that Molly’s face was a bit more gaunt than during our previous visit, and it appeared that she’d lost weight.

After hugs and a kiss on the cheek, she stepped aside and let us repeat the process with my mother, whose outfit had more of a Western vibe than clothing seen on previous visits. I’d never seen her wear blue jeans before. Now she wore a western shirt, jeans, and boots. During our hug, my mother whispered, “You don’t need to wait for a holiday or a case to visit us.”

Whispering, I replied, “I wouldn’t want to wear out my welcome.”

While hugging Jill, I overheard Mom say, “My son is a smartass.”

“Is that a surprise?” Jill asked.

“Not really.”

“How long can you stay?” Al asked as he set Jill’s carryon bag next to the door.

“I’m afraid we need to load the horses and head out in the morning,” I replied.

Chet flopped into his usual kitchen chair and wrinkled his nose. “You said that sun-bleached bone has been kicking around for years. What’s the rush?”

“It’s a matter of logistics,” Jill answered. “The only horse campground is fully booked for most of the season. The park superintendent reserved a camping spot for us. It would be tacky if we didn’t show up after he pleaded our case to squeeze us in.”

After taking a chair at the head of the table, Jill’s father nodded toward the door. “Bill and Joker are all set to go. I loaded some hay in the hay pod on top of the trailer and put the saddles inside the rear tack room.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Jill said.

“The horses all got curious when I started cleaning up the trailer. They know something is up.”

I put my palm on the table, signaling a serious discussion. “Is Joker really amenable to a novice rider? I don’t want to land on my back after he bucks me off.”

“Joker is extremely tolerant,” Chet said, hoping to keep Jill’s father from jerking my chain. “One of the neighbor’s daughters rode him during the spring roundup and he was gentle as a lamb.”

Al thought for a moment, then added, “You and Joker are going to be together for a few days. He’ll warm up to you. Hell, he’ll probably be sad when you leave.”

Grabbing onto that thought, Jill added, “Maybe we’ll have to find a place to board Joker and Bill in Texas.”

My mother started laughing, which became contagious. “Or maybe you’ll have to move here to be close to your horse children.”

I stood, taking out my cell phone. Nodding toward the door, I said, “Jill and I need to call the superintendent.”

Jill followed me outside. I found a spot out of the wind near the barn. “Your mom doesn’t look healthy.”

“She’s lost weight and is still limping. I’m worried that she’s not taking care of herself.”

“Do you feel like you should stay with them while I go to North Dakota?”

Jill shook her head. “I’d be underfoot here. Besides, you need a horse person for the search.”

“I’d figure something out.”

“Mom is fine. Call the superintendent.”

I selected Dale Slaughter’s name from my list of recent calls and listened to the phone ring twice before he connected. “Hi, Doug. Are you guys on the way?”

“We’re picking up our horses in Spearfish. We should be at the campground tomorrow afternoon.”

“Sounds good. As you suggested, I’ve had my rangers walking the creeks and ravines looking for more of the skeleton. They haven’t found anything.”

“I really didn’t expect the bones to be found near the trails. I suspect the jaw was found in a more remote part of the park. If it had been nearer to a trail or campground, someone would’ve located it years ago.”

“I’ll stop off at the campground after we close the visitor center tomorrow night.”

“Great. I’ll see you then.”

Jill frowned. “I didn’t know you’d asked them to check the creeks and ravines.”

“I suppose our best chance of finding bones will be in a spot that’s eroded. You know, like the girl’s skeleton in Wupatki.”

“I guess that’s logical. I wonder if there are any old mines in the area?”

“I suppose the victim could’ve been a prospector or miner. Although, the anthropologist said it appeared the jaw had been in contact with pine needles, not buried underground.”

“Maybe he was someone cutting firewood who got smacked by a widow-maker branch that blindsided him,” Jill quickly responded with her eyes wide, brows high, and head slightly tilted.

I tilted my head in the opposite direction and said, “My bet is on a campfire dispute involving a bottle of whiskey. Our guy got sucker punched and hit his head when he fell.” 

Our musings were interrupted by the back door opening. “Supper’s ready,” Chet called. “And I’m hungry.”
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AFTER A RANCH BREAKFAST of biscuits and gravy, Jill and I repacked our bags for the trip to North Dakota. Jill’s father was outside, hooking up the horse trailer. Molly walked up to me with two small apples.

“Snacks for our trip?” I asked.

After I’d accepted the apples, Molly hugged me and whispered, “Feed them to your new best friend.” When I frowned in confusion, she said, “Joker.”

Al Rickowski was backing the trailer up to the barn when we walked out. I set our suitcases on the top step and walked into the barn. Five horses looked up at me from their stalls when I walked in. It took me a second to determine that Joker was in the second stall. I made my way over to him and held out one of the apples. “Molly says we’ll be buddies if I feed you an apple.”

After a moment of consideration, Joker gently took the apple from my palm and crunched it while apparently measuring me up. After swallowing the apple, he leaned his head over the gate, eyeing my other hand. 

Offering him the other apple, I reached out and touched his cheek as he munched the treat. It was the only gesture of friendship and trust I could remember Jill making toward a horse. Surprising me, Joker leaned into my hand, apparently enjoying the contact. “We’re going on a trip. I’m going to ride you for a few days. I’d sincerely appreciate it if you didn’t throw me, kick me, or rub me off against a tree. In return, I’ll try to be a competent horseman and not abuse our friendship.”

Al’s voice startled me. “He’s a good boy with a gentle spirit. You two will be fine together.”

I turned and asked, “Are you talking to me or the horse?”

Chuckling, Al handed me a lead rope. “Maybe both. Hook him up and lead him to the trailer while Jill fetches Bill.”

Having never been entrusted with a lead rope before, I unlatched Joker’s stall door and opened it. Joker seemed more curious than anxious, letting me attach the lead rope to his halter without the drama I feared. Together, we walked through the barn to the trailer.

Jill walked past us and loaded Bill into the trailer. Apparently knowing the drill, Joker walked up the ramp, rendering me unnecessary. Jill hooked his halter to the trailer tie, and a moment later, Al closed and latched the doors and ramp. He stared at my city shoes for a moment, then walked to the truck. Returning with a box, he said, “size ten, right?”

The box contained a pair of cowboy boots. They were basic, with no tooling on the leather. “Thanks, I’ll need to break these in.”

“You’re not going to run a marathon in them. They’ll be a lot more practical than your shoes when getting on and off the horse.”

When Al extended his hand, I brushed it aside and hugged him. Unaccustomed to being hugged, Al froze for a moment before wrapping his arms around me. “Thanks, Dad,” I said as we held each other.

“Be careful,” was the only advice he choked out.

The sound of tires on gravel and a dusty cloud in the driveway interrupted our hug. I turned and watched my mother and Chet step out of his pickup. “Good, we caught you before you left,” Chet said as he offered his hand to me.

Mom hugged Jill as Molly walked out of the back door. After a round of hugs and goodbyes, Jill got behind the wheel of the pickup. “New boots, huh?”

“I’m not sure if that was a gift or a statement of pity.”

“Probably a little of both,” Jill replied as she waved from the window, driving out of the yard.

“What does that mean?”

“I think you’ve completed the son-in-law trifecta. You can shoot, stand up for yourself with the locals, and now, you can also ride.”

“That last item is yet to be proven.”

Turning onto the county road, Jill said, “You’ve already demonstrated that. You just lack confidence.”

* * *

Our planned route was simple. We drove backroads to Highway 85 and turned north. Three hours later we would cross I-94, where we’d turn west and arrive in Medora within a few minutes.

The rolling terrain on the east edge of the Black Hills wasn’t spectacular scenery, but each hill and turn provided a different view. I spotted a few antelope herds and an occasional mule deer. We slowed as we went through the town of Belle Fourche. 

Beyond Belle, the scenery changed to rolling prairie with few landmarks and nothing remarkable. As we drove north, smoke from Canadian forest fires provided a hint of smoky pine scent to the air and blanketed the landscape like light fog. I took out a thermos Molly had packed, poured two cups of coffee and snapped travel lids on the cups. 
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