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      I was halfway through convincing my golden retriever Rochester that we did not need to investigate every squirrel in our gated community when my phone exploded with sound. Deep, pounding drums and a sharp, brassy charge that felt like it should be announcing a wave crashing into a beach.

      Those were the opening bars of the Hawaii Five-O theme, and they cut through the quiet morning like a siren in rhythm, all urgency and swagger, completely out of proportion to a sleepy Saturday in Stewart’s Crossing.

      Rochester’s head snapped up, ears forward. It was the ringtone I’d assigned to my best friend, Rick Stemper, a police detective. Rochester had learned that music meant trouble, especially when it sounded early in the morning or late at night.

      It was early, too early for most people to be awake, let alone calling. The air still had that cool, suspended quality it gets before the town exhales into a weekend. Dew clung to the grass in our neighbors’ yards, and the dogwood at the end of Sarajevo Way was beginning to glow, pale blossoms catching the first slanted light like they’d been lit from within.

      Rochester sat back on his haunches and gave me a look that clearly said, You answer that. I’ll keep an eye on the squirrels.

      “Rick,” I said, already bracing myself.

      “Steve,” Rick said. No hello. No preamble. He only used that tone when the day had already gone sideways. “I need you and Rochester. Now.”

      I glanced at Rochester. His ears were up, body alert, as if he could hear Rick through the phone. “Define now.” I started toward home, Rochester right beside me.

      “Ten minutes ago would’ve been ideal,” Rick said. “But I’ll settle for as fast as you can get here. We’ve got a body in the county park. Under the dogwoods.”

      “What kind of body?” I asked.

      Rick exhaled. “Adult female. Mid-thirties. And she’s wearing… well. She’s wearing almost nothing.”

      I stopped walking. Rochester bumped into my leg, then looked up, concerned.

      “Almost nothing how?” I asked.

      “Very revealing negligee,” Rick said. “Lacy. Silk. The kind of thing that suggests either a very specific plan or a very bad night.”

      The dogwood stand was the pride of Lower Bucks County, on the outskirts of Stewart’s Crossing. They were old trees, carefully tended, and their spring blossoms were the subject of many amateur photos, as well as a top-selling postcard at the checkout line at the Crossing IGA Market.

      Every spring the county sponsored a festival weekend around the dogwood blossoms, which usually were at their peak in late April. My wife Lili and I were already planning to attend later that day so she could photograph the colors.

      A dead body was bad news. In a few hours, the place would be crawling with people who liked their nature curated and murder-free.

      Each year the Stewart’s Crossing Garden Club set up a booth with a display of dogwood blossoms for kids, curated by a science teacher from Pennsbury High. Amateur photographers with everything from expensive SLR cameras to ordinary cell phone cameras would be there to capture memories. There would be a live band and dancing in the afternoon, and a portable bar set up by the local brewpub.

      “I’m on my way,” I said. I ended the call and followed Rochester as he led me back home. Lili was still asleep, so I dressed quickly. I had learned to leave the coffee machine set up each night so I could get a fresh-brewed café mocha when I returned from my walk. I hurriedly drew two big Yeti tumblers and hurried out to my car, accompanied by my faithful dog.

      He hopped into the front seat and sat facing forward, as if he was urging me to hurry up, and barked while I clipped him into his crash-tested harness.

      The county park was about twenty minutes away, down along the Delaware, and by the time we arrived the County Coroner’s van was already there. In Pennsylvania, an elected coroner runs the investigation and signs off on cause and manner of death. He or she doesn’t need to be medical doctor, and most of those I’d encountered weren’t.

      The current coroner was a retired EMT whose back had given out long before he was ready to retire. He had a couple of assistants to handle the heavy lifting, and when an autopsy was necessary, he had a forensic pathologist on call. Deputies and investigators like Rick handled scene work and coordination.

      Rochester and I walked up to where Rick was finishing another phone call. The dogwood stand sat behind him, the trees arched overhead like a cathedral. The blossoms were at peak bloom—white, blushing faintly pink at the edges, carpeting the ground with fallen petals. It should have been beautiful.

      It wasn’t.

      A woman lay beneath one of the larger trees, positioned carefully, like someone had posed her. A knife protruded from her chest, the handle angled slightly upward.

      Her negligee was black, clinging where it touched the ground, lace torn in one place near the shoulder. Her skin was already developing a bluish tinge, the early light unforgiving.

      A folded pile of clothes sat a few feet away: jeans, sweater, sneakers. A sensible outfit. A mom outfit.

      Rochester stopped. Not a curious pause—he went still, nose lifted, then angled toward the trees with a low, uncertain pull on the leash.

      The ground around her wasn’t as random as the rest of the park. Fallen petals had been disturbed in a loose circle, the leaves scuffed down to bare dirt in two places, like something narrow had stood there briefly before being removed.

      “This is why you called me before sunrise,” I said, as I handed him one of the tumblers. Rochester remained by my side, alert.

      “Bless your heart and coffeemaker,” he said. “She was found by a jogger. Purse and wallet untouched, but we couldn’t find a phone. I’ve got patrol cars arriving soon to block off the immediate area, but people will want to see the dogwoods. Containment’s going to be a nightmare.”

      He reached down to scratch behind Rochester’s ears, and the dog opened his mouth in a wide doggy grin—but his nostrils were still working hard, absorbing all the interesting smells around us.

      “You want Rochester to sniff,” I said.

      “I want Rochester to work a miracle,” Rick said. “Before the park fills up with tree-lovers and Instagrammers.”

      Rochester wagged his tail once, decisive. He liked miracles.

      “We’ll give it a try.”

      The techs were already at work, moving with the quiet efficiency of people who’d done this too many times to need to talk about it. Blue gloves, boot covers, careful steps. Nothing hurried, nothing dramatic.

      I didn’t know lingerie, but I knew that kind. The sort you saw in glossy confessionals on reality shows. Worn by women who talked about their “journey” and their “truth,” and never once mentioned a price tag. The kind of thing daughters of famous people posted on Instagram with a single black heart and no explanation.

      They photographed first. Slow arcs around her, kneeling, standing, adjusting lenses as if the morning itself had to be documented before it could move on. One of them read out measurements in a low voice while another wrote them down, the words carried away by the breeze before I could make sense of them.

      No one touched the knife. It stayed exactly where it was, stabilized and respected, as if even now it deserved its own space, with small clots of blood around the wound.

      A third tech worked a few feet away, sifting gently through fallen dogwood petals, lifting each one like it might have a story to tell. Every so often he paused, bagged something too small for me to see, and marked the spot with a numbered flag that looked almost cheerful against the white blossoms.

      Rochester watched it all with his head tilted, alert and still sniffing the air. He understood work when he saw it.

      I sipped my coffee, which felt good in the early morning chill. “You know her name?”

      “Arden Kirkbride. Thirty-two, lives on Duchess Street.”

      “King’s Crossing,” I said, naming the development, on the other side of the Lakes, the neighborhood where I’d grown up. Sixties split-levels in the range of $750K. Big yards for kids to play, adjacent to good schools.

      “Husband?”

      He shook his head. “Next of kin is her mother. But I found school photos in her wallet of two boys, look to be about eight and ten.”

      “You send someone over there?”

      “Deputy Hyland. Rosa’s good with kids.”

      His phone rang, and he stepped away to answer it. When he turned back to me, he said, “That was Rosa. The boys were alone at the house. Looks like they just woke up.”

      “She left her kids alone to come out to the park?” I asked. “For a booty call?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not judging her yet. The grandmother lives in Bristol, so Rosa’s waiting with the boys until she gets there.”

      I did some quick math. If Arden’s mother lived in Bristol, she probably hadn’t grown up with much money. She must be living on some decent alimony to stay in King’s Crossing. “Think she had an ex-husband?”

      “I’ll get on that when I get back to the station. In the meantime, I need to know anything Rochester can connect to, even if it seems random.”

      “We’re on it.” As the coroner’s van drove away, Rochester sniffed the air with intent. I crouched beside him and rested a hand on his broad head. “Okay, buddy. You ready?”

      He gave a low, eager huff.

      “Take a sniff,” I said.

      The dogwoods stood innocent and perfect around us, petals drifting down in the slightest breeze. I wondered how many people would pose for photos under them later, never knowing what had happened there a few hours before.

      Rick snapped on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, the sound sharp in the morning air, and crouched beside the neat pile of clothes. He handled them carefully, like they might object if he rushed.

      “Okay, Rochester,” he said, glancing at me. “Let’s see what you think.”

      He lifted the sweater first and held it out. Rochester leaned in, sniffed once, and paused. His mouth parted a half inch, not enough to be obvious if you weren’t looking for it. He didn’t wag. He didn’t pull away. He just… processed.

      “Nothing unusual,” I said quietly.

      Rick nodded and moved on.

      The blouse got the same treatment. Then the shoes. Rochester’s reaction stayed consistent. Interested, thoughtful, but nothing that made him lean into the leash.

      Rick picked up the jeans.

      Rochester’s head came up immediately. He stepped closer, nose working fast now, and went straight for the cuffs. His lips parted again, that same subtle stillness settling over him, only deeper this time. He inhaled at one cuff, then the other, then went back to the first with unmistakable focus.

      Rick noticed it too. He shifted the jeans in his hands, weighing them. He frowned.

      “Huh.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “One leg’s heavier,” Rick said.

      He pinched each cuff between his gloved fingers, testing them like he was judging produce. “Left one, definitely.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his small red Swiss Army knife. With care, he slid the blade along the inside seam of the cuff.

      Something small and metallic dropped into his palm.

      A key. Rick stared at it for a second, then looked up at me.

      “Why,” he said slowly, “would she keep a spare house key sewn into her hem?”

      Rochester sat back on his haunches, satisfied, as if to say: That’s the right question.
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      Rochester didn’t find anything else interesting around Arden’s clothing, so Rick stood. “Ideas about the key?”

      “Maybe she was afraid of being robbed,” I said. “Wanted the extra house key kept safe. And she could always slice it out of her cuff if she needed it.”

      “Which raises the question of what she was doing out here in the middle of the night.”

      “What time do you think her pair of boys would go to bed?” I asked. “When we were kids, I was asleep by nine. But with their screens I’ll bet they’re up later.”

      “Your point?”

      “She wouldn’t have left the house until they were asleep. Any way of knowing when she arrived at the park?”

      “There’s a security camera in the lot. I already requested the footage.”

      “Which should tell you if any other cars arrived.”

      He nodded. “Even though I’m pretty sure that knife in her chest was the cause of death, the coroner will request an autopsy which could help determine the time of death.”

      Rochester whined, then pulled gently on the leash. He veered left, nose low, tail slowing. He pawed once at a drift of fallen petals.

      Something white showed beneath the leaves.

      I stepped closer, careful not to disturb the ground. A white ring light, like the glowing circle Lili used to smooth shadows during her shoots, lay half-buried in petals. The tech putting out the red cones must have missed it.

      Rick swore under his breath. “Don’t move.”

      He circled wide, phone already in his hand, snapping photos. One leg of the stand was bent inward.

      “You don’t haul one of those out here for a spontaneous hookup,” he said.

      “No,” I said.

      Rick straightened, still wearing his blue gloves. “I’m taking it back to the truck and tagging it. Keep him tight.”

      Rochester watched him go, then lowered his nose again, pulling hard enough that the leash vibrated in my hand.

      When Rick returned, he followed Rochester’s line of sight. “That way’s the creek.”

      Rochester didn’t hesitate. Whatever he’d found, it was fading.

      I looked back at the woman under the dogwood tree—Arden Kirkbride, suburban mom, dressed for something that never happened—and felt the familiar tightening in my chest. Another life interrupted. Another quiet town moment shattered.

      We stepped past the blossoms and into the trees, Rochester leading the way, while the morning light continued to brighten behind us. People would start arriving for the festival soon.

      Rochester pulled ahead as soon as we left the dogwood stand, nose low, tail steady. Not frantic, but focused. He wove between the trees with the confidence of someone following a thought he didn’t intend to share yet.

      The ground sloped gently toward the creek, the air cooling as we went. This part of the park felt less tended. Leaves and fallen branches littered the path, and the morning light filtered through in uneven patches, catching on spiderwebs and new green growth.

      Rochester slowed near a young maple and stopped.

      He stood very still, head tilted, then lifted his nose toward the trunk. A scrap of fabric fluttered from a low branch, caught there like an afterthought. Pale. Lightweight. It could have been anything: something torn from a child’s jacket, left behind after a game of tag.

      Rick followed my gaze. “Kids cut through here all the time.”

      “They do,” I said.

      Without saying anything else, Rick pulled an evidence bag from his pants pocket and secured the scrap of fabric.

      But Rochester wasn’t done.

      He circled the tree once, then nosed the ground hard enough to disturb the leaf litter. His body had that forward-leaning tension I’d learned not to argue with.

      I looked around more carefully this time.

      The branches nearby weren’t only low, they were snapped. Fresh breaks, pale wood exposed where something had pushed through without slowing down. Leaves still clung to the torn ends, not yet wilted.

      Rick crouched and touched one with his gloved hand. “This didn’t happen yesterday.”

      “No,” I said. “And not by kids.”

      Rochester gave a short huff and moved on, tugging us toward the sound of water ahead. The creek was close now, and I could hear the low sound as the water pushed over the rocks on its long journey down to the Delaware River.

      We followed the trail of broken branches. Some chest-high, some closer to the ground. Whoever broke them off was in a real hurry.

      When we reached the creek, Rochester sat on his haunches. On the other side of the creek there were no trees, but a dirt path led up a hill out of sight. “You know where that goes?” I asked.

      Rick shook his head. “But we can find out.”

      His radio crackled. A pair of uniforms had taken up a position near where the body had been found, and another pair was at the front gate of the park. “If we don’t let people in, the mayor and the chief will be on me,” he said into the microphone. “They can open the gates but keep people away from where the body was found.”

      More noise. “I know, people will want to get photos of the dogwoods. Tell them to use a telephoto lens.”

      Rochester moved downstream a few feet, to where if we were careful we could cross the stream by jumping from stone to stone. I was already accepting that I’d be wiping muddy paws off before I let him back in my car, so I tugged on the leash and let him start to cross.

      He was surprisingly dainty, jumping from stone to stone, and made it to the other side of the creek without going in the water. I followed his path, and Rick came up behind me. We walked back upstream to the dirt path.

      It didn’t look like Rochester spotted any clues, because he bounded up the hill, his tail wagging happily. We rounded a corner on the trail and came to a chain-link fence separating the park from a country road.

      Rick pulled a map up on his phone. “You can get down to River Road from here. And from there to anywhere you want to go.”

      We peered through the fence and spotted car tracks in the fresh dirt. “I’m not climbing that fence,” Rick said. “And I need the tire track kit from my truck.”

      We retraced our steps down the hill, across the creek and through the trees.

      “I’ve got my work cut out for me,” Rick said. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Not sure how much help we provided, but I’ll open up my laptop and see what I can find on Arden Kirkbride,” I said. Before Rick could say anything else, I held up my hand. “Legitimately,” I said. “Only what you can provide to a judge.”

      Although we both knew sometimes that wasn’t enough.
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      Rochester and I drove back to River Bend, where Lili was already awake, and the kitchen smelled pungently of caffeine. “The coffee maker was empty,” she said. “So I’m making Café Cubano.”

      “Sorry. I took two big cups out to meet Rick.”

      “This early in the morning?” Realization dawned. “What happened?”

      She was already at the moka pot, packing the basket with dark Cuban-style espresso grounds, leveling them with a practiced tap instead of pressing them down. While the water heated, she spooned sugar into a small metal cup—more than most people expected, because Café Cubano wasn’t about restraint.

      As she worked, I told her about the woman in the sexy lingerie.
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