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            "The secret of all victory lies in the organization of the non-obvious."

- Marcus Aurelius, c.121-180 AD

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​PROLOGUE
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The dead don’t talk. That’s what Judge Richter had always told himself.

Yet, as he stood in the embalming room, staring at the lifeless body on his table, he felt an uneasy whisper in the air—something beyond the hum of the fluorescent lights, beyond the silence of the dead.

The body belonged to a man named Mateo Rios. Cause of death: an apparent suicide. Nothing unusual. Nothing that should have made Judge hesitate. But as he adjusted the overhead lamp, his breath caught in his throat.

Judge had seen thousands of bodies. He knew when something was wrong.

He took a step back, glancing toward the paperwork that had arrived with the body. Suicide. No foul play suspected. 

He swallowed hard. There was a mistake made, somewhere.

Because the dead don’t talk.

But sometimes, they leave clues.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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​DEATH IN RED HAWK
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Let me introduce myself, I'm Judge Richter, Not 'a' Judge, but my actual name is Judge. Perhaps my parents had bigger dreams for me, but I followed in my father's footsteps. I am a funeral director; some people still call me an undertaker or mortician. I prefer the title Funeral Director. After all, that is what I do. I direct funerals, oh, and I pick up the deceased, embalm them, meet with families, and clean toilets and floors. I am 37 years old and still answer t0my dad.  I answer to my dad for everything. He owns the company and never fails to tell me he signs my paycheck; I just work here.

I see myself as an average man. I am just a hair over 6 feet tall, my weight is average, and I guess my looks are too. I have dark hair and eyes. I mean, I get my fair share of looks from the ladies, but I wouldn’t say I was a stunner.

I still live above the funeral home. My parents still live above the funeral home. Every morning, we sit down and have breakfast together. I must make my daily reports to my dad. He needs to know about our overnight calls - who died? How many died? Where did they die? I had my list ready. It wasn't that hard to remember who or how many, we lived in a small city with a small-town feel in Southwest New Mexico.  Red Hawk, NM, to be exact.  A town of around 50,000 people. My family runs one of the three funeral homes in town, Richter and Son.

Last night, not a single call came in, no one died.  And while that may sound like a small blessing, it's hardly unusual. It's a grim form of business research, but one of my daily tasks is to check our competitors' websites for obituaries. If you can call them competitors... ha!!

The other funeral homes are Coronado Funeral Home and Enchanted Lands Funeral Home.

Strange facts about these two funeral homes. They are next door to each other. They are also owned by the same corporation. They don't want the locals to know that though... and most don't!

The exterior of Coronado Funeral Home is neatly kept, and its facade is a polished blend of tranquility and subtle elegance, welcoming visitors into the public areas. Blue carpet, blue walls, and blue decorations. They tend to attract more middle-class clientele. Coronado likes to pretend that the man who was the manager for the last 30 years, Thomas P. Porter, is still working there. Let me tell you, folks, he is not! They use his name and picture to delude the public. Talk about why funeral directors always get a bad rap. It is deception like this. In the last radio ad, I heard for this place, the retired manager was still pretending to work there.

Enchanted Lands Funeral Home is far from charming. Inside, it's even more uninviting. The ceiling constantly leaks. I've been in the chapel during a storm, and buckets were scattered around, catching the water. Let's not get started on the lovely red carpet throughout that funeral home. How they ever get families to come in and use their services always surprises me. Yet, the upper echelon of Red Hawk is their main clientele.

Dewy Martine manages enchanted Lands. But we all know who runs the show over there. That would be Donald Welch. Donald has lived in Red Hawk his whole life and has more gossip to spread than the little old, blue-haired ladies who meet for coffee every morning. Although I have heard those little old, blue-haired ladies tell some pretty wicked stories about Donald.

Both funeral homes are down the street from Richter and Son Funeral Home. I told you; it is a small city.

Richter and Son may be new to the scene, but we've built a reputation over the last 23 years thanks to my dad, who started it all. My mother hired a professional to decorate. There are no reds or blues in our place!

As you walk into our lobby, everything is tastefully decorated—a waiting area for our families with reading materials. Our front office is to the left of the foyer. That is where our "business" is conducted. We have two good-sized conference rooms, a big chapel, and a state-of-the-art prep room.

I digress. I need to get into the dining room or suffer the wrath of Walter and Lulu Richter. Walt and Lu. There they are, waiting for me at the table. Same breakfast, same coffee, same juice. My life is always the same.

My mom. What can I say? She has this way of making me feel like the center of her world.

"Hi, my sweetie!! Are you hungry?"

She stands five feet, nothing. She is slender and beautiful — much too gorgeous for my dad. She has dark hair and eyes, which is where I get my coloring. Her dark hair, streaked with striking silver, mirrors her energy—trim, athletic, always in motion. At sixty, she never slows down, carrying the vigor of someone much younger.

I smile indulgently, brushing a kiss on her cheek in response. She asks me that every morning. 'Of course, I'm hungry.' I haven't eaten since she made me a bedtime snack at exactly 9:00 last night, which I washed down with my nightly Captain Morgan as part of my ritual.

My dad is reading the local paper. The Red Hawk Daily. Front to back, every single day. Right now, he is in the obituary section. He glanced my way and smiled. "Yup, Son. We're skinning them this week! They don't stand a chance." He motioned to the north, where the other funeral homes were located.

My dad's double chin wobbled as he nodded, a visible sign of his age. He was shorter than me, carrying about 75 extra pounds. It's not the best shape for a man who just had his 65th birthday. His white hair was balding, and he looked like an accountant. Glasses helped him keep his eyes sharp. Speaking of his eyes, they were the funniest colors. One eye had more pigmentation than the other. (This condition is known as Heterochromia. I just wanted to throw that in to show off how smart I can be!) Walter's left eye was almost black, and his right was gray. It has always been a chore to keep focused on his eyes.

"Yup.... Skinning them!" He exclaimed. "Speaking of, how did we do last night?" He questioned.

I was gulping coffee, trying to wash down my toast. I choked a bit before I could get my answer out. "Well, nothing last night, but the day is still young, Dad."

He nods his shiny head and goes back to the paper, my mother is doing the daily crossword and quietly humming to herself, tapping the pencil against her teeth. I am eating. I finish my food and carry my dishes to the sink. I kiss Mom on the cheek and grunt my goodbye to Dad.

I make my way downstairs. It was a few minutes before opening. I was always very punctual. I make sure the office is in order from the day before all the lights are turned on, soft instrumental music is playing, and it is time to open.

As my key hits the lock, someone on the other side of the door pulls on it to come in. I turn the key, the lock slides and the door pulls open. I usher in a disheveled couple, quite distressed.

I turn to lead them to an arrangement room, spotting my two assistants down the hallway. They are identical twins, so much so that even their mother might have trouble telling them apart: Oliver and Bryan Winston. They are good guys and hard workers. Both are tall and lanky, and they have red hair that the Weasley Family would be proud to have. With that red hair are those green eyes—Irish characteristics from their mother, so they tell me.

I get my distraught family in the arrangement office and introduce myself. They introduce themselves as Hugo and Valentina Rios. Their son, Mateo, had just been picked up by the Office of the Medical Investigator. In our field, we call it OMI. Valentina had found him hanging from a tree in the front yard. There were no indications of a struggle or foul play, according to the police and OMI. The OMI was taking him to Albuquerque for an autopsy. The parents were overwhelmed with disbelief, unable to grasp the unimaginable loss. It felt like a nightmare they couldn't wake up from. Everything seemed normal hours ago, but now he was gone, and nothing made sense!

Mateo was 29. What could be so bad in his life that he would end it so swiftly? His parents didn't have an answer. He had a good job, good looks, lots of friends, and no drug, alcohol, or gang problems.

After a couple of hours with the family and getting preparations started, they leave our establishment. They are heading home to take a deep breath. Mateo would be moved to our funeral home once OMI had finished their due diligence.

I find the twins and discuss the arrangements the family and I have made. I then assign them some tasks.

It was Tuesday, and the week had started in the usual way. I sat at my computer to check the other funeral homes in town. But, just like the newspaper had indicated, there were no obituaries to report.

Tuesday went the same as every other day of my life. The same routine. The exact closing times. The actual dinner times. The same snack times. The exact drink times. The exact bedtimes.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​THE CASE OF THE MISSING SIGNS
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It’s Wednesday morning. We had a couple of calls overnight. I needed to pick up bodies at the local hospital. Nothing as traumatic as Mateo’s suicide. These people were "just" natural causes. At least I would have something to report at breakfast time.

My morning routine mirrored yesterday's—uneventful and mechanical. I went downstairs to the office, where the phone was already ringing. When I picked it up, a voice on the other end calmly informed me that Mateo Rios' body would be delivered sometime today. As usual, nothing shakes me from my haze.

I contacted the families that lost loved ones overnight and made appointments for them to come in and start arrangements.

The day went by quickly, I sent one twin home, I didn't even know which one. I kept the other one with me. I knew I would need an extra set of hands once Mateo was brought into my custody.

Just as it was time to close, Mateo's body was delivered to me from OMI. I took Mateo into the prep room and began my ministrations. Embalming an autopsied body takes more time than a regular embalm. After all, you must preserve the organs separately; you have six injection sights instead of just one. Each leg, each arm, and two sites to the head will each be injected with embalming fluid.

We treat Mateo with the same respect as any family member, a standard any embalmer with integrity upholds.

The organs, also called viscera, are packed in a plastic bag, which I instructed Oliver (yup, I sent Bryan home) to remove from the body cavity. He placed the plastic bag in a five-gallon bucket. He then opened the bag and added a bottle of cavity fluid. The bucket is set aside while we prepare the body for preservation.

I proceed to close Mateo's mouth. It seems a bit strange that his tongue is not protruding. Clenched between his teeth as most hanging victims do.

I load the needle injector, a specialized tool for inserting wires into the jawbone. The wire's sharp tip will anchor into the maxilla and mandible. I gently twist the wires together, close Mateo's mouth, and adjust his lips into a peaceful smile.

Next come the eye caps. They are plastic apparatuses with tiny grips on them. They’re like giant contact lenses placed into each eye. They hold the eyelids in place.

I opened Mateo's eyes to place the caps and noticed no petechiae. Petechiae are one of the classic signs of asphyxia or hanging. These tiny bruises don't develop very soon, but they don't take days either. Petechiae, small hemorrhages in the skin, typically appear within hours after death. However, conjunctival petechiae, common in hanging cases, were notably absent in Mateo's eyes, as reflected in my embalming report.

While I am injecting the head, Oliver is working on the legs, arms, and torso.

Both legs are injected through the femoral arteries on either side, and the arms are injected through the subclavian arteries.

The torso is laid open due to the "Y" incision the doctor makes for the autopsy. These skin flaps fold back and expose the body cavity to the embalmer.

Oliver and I are both working diligently and chatting with each other. We describe what we are doing and how the fluid distribution looks. It seems strange to carry on a normal conversation as we are standing over an eviscerated corpse, yet that is such a normal thing in our world.

Before I finish putting Mateo's cranium back together, I clean the skull cavity. I apply some powdered formaldehyde and pack the cavity with cotton. I gently place the calvarium back into position and secure it to the rest of the skull using calvarium clamps. I pull the scalp back into place and suture it up. When suturing the scalp, you must be careful not to catch any of the decedent's hair into the suture work.

By the time I finish this portion of my job, Oliver is finished removing the excess fluid from the body cavity. Next, he treats the cavity with a chemical solution to preserve and dry it out. Then Oliver places the bio bag of organs into the body and sets the sternum on top. Finally, we fold the skin flaps over, and he sews Mateo up.

The body cavity was sewn shut and sealed carefully to prevent any leakage. Once Oliver completed the stitching, he applied a thin sealant layer over the incision and followed it with cotton strips.

This procedure will seal Mateo's body cavity. We will leave him like this overnight and dress and casket him in the morning.

"I'll write the embalming report," I tell Oliver. He nods his thanks. I enjoy the paperwork part of my job and tell a detailed story when I write my reports.

It's late. My parents have eaten without me again, but Mom's left a plate in the microwave. I'll get to the report tomorrow.

I climb the stairs and head to the kitchen for a late dinner. My dinner did not disappoint me as usual: meatloaf, mashed potatoes with gravy, and a nice helping of peas on the side. I tap the buttons on the microwave and begin heating the food. Just as the timer was about to go off, Mom entered the kitchen.

I pull my plate out of the microwave, and we sit at the table for some late-night conversation.

"Looks like you ended up with a busy day," Mom says.

"Yes, Mateo returned from OMI, and I wanted to take care of him before I called it a day. Oliver stayed and helped me. I need to finish the report. But something is not quite right about the COD; something is bothering me." I confide in my mom.

She shot me a look, urging me to keep going. "Mateo's cause of death was ruled as suicide, but critical signs are missing. It doesn't add up. Maybe I'm just overworked, but something's off."

She reassuringly patted my hand and replied, "Tomorrow, you will have a clear head, and everything will make sense. Once you start your report, the pieces will come together." I hoped she was right. I finished my plate, said goodnight, and headed to my room. Morning would come quickly, and I needed some rest.​
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CHAPTER THREE
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​THE GHOST IN THE MACHINE
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Thursday morning, and I'm already up before the sun. The night passed quietly, with no death calls. No new families are arriving this morning. But I can't shake the nagging feeling about the report I left unfinished last night.

I go to the kitchen, grab a fruit pastry, and make myself a cup of coffee. I grin because my mom will be upset; I made it this far this morning without her. I quietly make my way out the door and downstairs to the office.

It is early, and I'm so thankful to be starting the day before anyone can disrupt me! I make my way into the prep room.

Mateo looks peaceful. We'll prepare him for his viewing — dressing him and placing him in the casket. His visitation starts this afternoon, but this morning, his parents will come by for a private moment, ensuring he appears as they remember him. Oliver enters the prep room, his expression somber, as he sets to work readying Mateo for the family.

Dad was the owner/receptionist and admin today, so I didn't have to answer phones or worry about anyone coming in. I wasn't concerned about any of the bookkeeping aspects of the business, either. Dad could handle it all and never missed a chance to tell me so.

I completed the report, including pre-embalming observations, embalming procedure, identification, and treatment reference sections. I make meticulous notations since a few things don't add up, with this case being a suicide. And, if it isn't a suicide, why would the coroner, Dr. Morris Walden, determine that suicide was the "Cause of Death"? I know Dr. Walden; he is good at his job. So why do I feel like he got this one wrong? It just doesn't make sense to me. What am I missing?

I finished up my report and helped Oliver get Mateo dressed. We applied some cosmetics and casketed Mateo's body. He looked good. Very good. I thought his parents would be pleased.

We took him into our chapel and set the lighting up for him. Flower arrangements were arriving, along with the casket spray. The colors were deep purples and blues. Beautiful for anyone, but manlier than pinks. Our florist placed the spray on the casket, and I asked her to leave the flower baskets and other arrangements along the chapel's side. We like to place the flower ourselves. We started the music that Mateo's parents requested. It played quietly and respectfully for such a somber occasion as a visitation for a young man.

I made my way to the front office. Mateo's parents would arrive shortly for a private viewing before friends and family joined them.

"Hey, Dad. What's been going on this morning?" I asked as I walked into the office.

Dad looked up from his computer screen. "Not much, just a couple of pricing calls," he answered me.

We talked about the future of our funeral home, revisiting familiar topics we always considered.

The front doors chimed. "That will be the Rios Family," I told my dad as I stood up to greet them.

Standing in our lobby was most definitely not Mateo's parents. Instead, this was a beautiful woman, obviously upset but beautiful nonetheless.

I approached her and offered her my hand. Before I could introduce myself, she asked, "I understand my husband is here."

I had no idea who she was talking about. I thought Oliver had gotten married and had neglected to mention it. But no, that wasn't even remotely possible. She must be thinking that I am an idiot. All I could do was shake my head. "No."

She finally said to me, "My husband.... Mateo Rios. I am Janey Rios. His wife."

What the heck?? No one had mentioned a wife. I had specifically asked about a wife, and Mr. and Mrs. Rios assured me no wife was involved.

"They didn't tell you, did they? They conveniently forgot that he and I are still married. That is just like those people." She finished talking with a shake of her head and a flip of her beautiful blonde hair. Her eyes welled with tears. Did I mention she has gorgeous, deep blue eyes? She does. And right now, they were swimming behind her tears. She was trying to hold them back, but eventually, they fell down her cheeks. Her tears were like glistening diamonds I wanted to catch with my fingertips.

I mentally shook off my growing attraction for Janey, reminding myself it was unimportant, and ushered her into the office. Despite myself, my eyes lingered on how her jeans and t-shirt fit, but I quickly focused on the task.

I walked into the front office and quickly gave my dad a recap. I grabbed Mateo's file and returned it to his wife—his wife!! In all my years, this has never happened to me. A spouse is showing up out of the blue. Out of respect for Mateo's wife, my father impatiently waits until I can tell him the whole story.

I sat down across the table from Janey. "OK, I hate to be like this, but do you have a marriage license?" She looked at me and proceeded to remove an envelope from her purse. She opened the envelope and produced the marriage license with her and Mateo's names. It clearly stated that they had been married for the last seven years.
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