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			Praise for Brynn Bonner’s delightful cozy mystery series

			DEATH IN REEL TIME

			“What seems like a giveaway leads to a surprising climax.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Several very inconspicuous details are scattered throughout the story, and Brynn Bonner ingeniously brings all the facts together for a shocking conclusion. . . . An inventively cunning mystery.”

			—Single Titles

			PAGING THE DEAD

			Selected as Library Journal’s Mystery Debut of the Month

			“Bonner successfully combines an intriguing cast with the promise of an unfolding romance and a spritz of the paranormal in her winning cozy debut.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“Bonner adds a nice mix of genealogical scrapbooking info and . . . romantic entanglements.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“The past and present intriguingly collide. . . . There are plenty of suspects plus loads of clues . . . and some clever humor adds to the entertainment.”

			—Single Titles

			“Engaging and touching. . . . Goes beneath the surface of family trees, and gets to the roots of relationships.”

			—Mystery Scene
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			To Adeline and August, 
the apples of my eye
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			one

			Thunderstruck.

			That was my grandmother’s word for when a person is so stunned, it renders her slack-jawed and mute. I haven’t experienced this many times in my life, as I’m a decidedly sanguine person, but at the moment, I was definitely thunderstruck.

			As a professional genealogist, I’ve seen enough skeletons come dancing out of family closets to get an impressive conga line forming. But they’ve all been metaphorical skeletons. Until today.

			I stood on a berm of red dirt in our potential new client’s backyard, only a few miles from where I live in Morningside, North Carolina. I stared down into the hole the backhoe had ripped, and even though I’d been warned, I was shocked senseless. There was a skull grinning up at me, and while this was disconcerting enough, what really got me was the casket. It was made of glass in a milky green color and was broken in multiple places, the shards sticking out like spikes. The metal hinges were rusted and twisted and what was left of the lid had slid to the side. Tatters of rotted fabric sprouted from the pile of wreckage like desiccated seaweed. A jagged hole where the backhoe’s scooper had hit left a handy window for our macabre game of peekaboo with the grinning skull. The whole casket had settled wonky. It canted to one side as if the occupant had rolled over in his big sleep and taken the casket with him.

			“Dear sweet Lord, have mercy,” my business partner, Esme Sabatier, whispered.

			For the first time in weeks, she and I were in total agreement.

			Esme’s been my cohort in our genealogy research business for several years, but more than that, she’s my housemate, my confidant, and my dearest friend. She’s my family. We’re great partners because we have complementary outlooks and skills. But the sprockets on gears are complementary, too, and if they don’t line up just right, there’s a lot of grinding. We’d been out of alignment lately.

			This weird casket and its tenant were the most disturbing things Esme and I had witnessed today, but not the only jolt we’d had. We’d been snug in our beds this morning, minding our own business and trying to recover the sleep we’d lost over the past two weeks while on a job for a big Italian family in Maryland. We’d gotten in late last night, so exhausted we’d dumped our suitcases in the front hall and gone straight to bed.

			A little after 8:00 a.m., which to my sleep-deprived brain was an ungodly hour, someone started mashing on our doorbell. I’d put my pillow over my head, but it didn’t let up. Defeated, I’d hauled out and trudged downstairs, muttering old Sicilian curses I’d recently learned at whoever was leaning on the bell. I threw the door open to find Jennifer Jeffers standing on our front porch.

			Jennifer is the last person in the entire population of our little town who would pay a social call on Esme and me. She dislikes us—rather intensely—for some reason neither of us can fathom. True, we hadn’t met under the best of circumstances. Three years ago, one of our clients had been murdered, and for a brief time, Esme and I were deemed persons of interest since we’d been among the last to see her alive. Jennifer and her partner, Denny, had been the detectives on the case and had come to question us. We were quickly cleared, so I couldn’t see why Jennifer would still hold that incident against us. Denny certainly hadn’t. As soon as they’d eliminated us as suspects, Esme had become a person of immense interest to Denny.

			But Jennifer is still so unfriendly toward us. We’ve tried being sweet to her, we’ve tried giving as good as we got from her, and we’ve tried analyzing every interaction with her to see if we could get any insight into the problem. Nothing had gotten us any closer to understanding what we’d done to offend her so much. These days, we did our best to ignore her.

			Jennifer’s the youngest person ever to make detective in the police department, and quite the overachiever. Her partner, Denton Carlson, is Esme’s boyfriend, though that sounds like a silly term when you know them both. Esme is a beautiful ­Creole woman in her fifties and she’s substantial and statuesque—­over six feet tall in her stocking feet and fond of heels. Denny is the same age and is a Mack truck of a man. They are a formidable-looking pair.

			I, on the other hand, am short and small, much like Jennifer Jeffers. When we’d first met, I’d had the brief idea we had some short-girl solidarity going, but she soon disabused me of that notion.

			So, to see her standing on our front porch in off-duty clothes was a surprise. And what came out of her mouth after I gave her a puzzled hello was even more surprising.

			“Hello, Sophreena. I hate to ask this, but I need your help. And Esme’s.”

			I stood for a moment trying to process what she’d said, thinking I must still be sleeping and that this was a dream, or a nightmare ramping up.

			“It’s not for me, it’s for my dad,” she said when I didn’t respond.

			“And what is it we can do for you, or him, exactly?” I asked hesitantly.

			“It’ll take some explaining,” Jenny said.

			“Oh, okay,” I said, opening the door wider. “Come in. Would you like some coffee? I sure would.”

			“No, thanks,” Jenny said, clearly uncomfortable.

			As we went into the kitchen, I could hear Esme muttering as she descended from the mother-in-law suite on her side of the house.

			“Who was that mashing that doorbell so early in the morning? Don’t they have any—” She halted mid-grumble at the bottom of the steps and reared back as if a sudden wind had pushed against her when she caught sight of Jenny. She looked to me for an explanation.

			“Jenny needs our help,” I announced, raising my eyebrows as I turned to flip on the coffeemaker. “Or her father does. She was just getting ready to tell me about it.”

			“Is that so,” Esme said, moving to the cupboard to get mugs and simultaneously giving me What the hell? eyes. “Well, let’s hear about it.”

			“Have a seat,” I said, turning back to Jenny. She stood, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, looking like she’d rather be getting a root canal.

			“That’s okay, this won’t take long,” she said. “I need to get back to my dad.”

			We waited, enshrouded in what had to be the most awkward silence ever, until the coffeepot gurgled and Esme snatched it up and poured. “You sure you don’t want a cup?” I asked Jenny.

			“Fine, if it will speed this up, I’ll take one,” Jenny said, taking the cup from Esme, who, with uncharacteristic ungraciousness, held it out only slightly, making Jenny come get it.

			“Now, what’s this about?” Esme asked as she settled at the table, making a fuss of rearranging the cream pitcher and sugar bowl.

			Jenny took a deep breath and let the words explode from her mouth. “My dad bought a new place a few months ago, just outside town—the old Harper place. It’s an old farmhouse and a five-acre plot of land. He’s doing a lot of work on the property, wants to put in a big vegetable garden and a bunch of other stuff. It’s this permaculture thing he’s into. This morning he was using a Bobcat, you know what that is, right? One of those mini-bulldozer deals?”

			I nodded. Esme rolled her eyes.

			Jennifer’s nostrils flared, but she went on. “Anyhow, he was excavating to put in a water feature and he hit something. He thought it was a rock but when he couldn’t get the bucket loose, he went to investigate. It’s a coffin, a weird coffin. Made out of glass. There was no grave marker, and there was no disclosure about anybody being buried on the property. He wants to talk to you two about it.”

			“Why us?” I asked.

			Jenny shrugged and took a sip of her coffee, examining the brew as if she suspected it might be poisoned. “Don’t know,” she said. “He just wanted me to ask if you’d come out and take a look.”

			And so we did. You can’t dangle the words glass coffin in front of genealogists without arousing a certain level of curiosity.

			Meeting Jennifer’s dad was yet another surprise for the day. He wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Jennifer is a straitlaced gal, conservative in dress, measured in her movements, and taciturn in speech. She’s very self-contained.

			River Valley Jeffers was not an uptight gentleman. He greeted us when we got out of Esme’s SUV with an extended hand and a doff of his gimme cap. “Jenny’s inside making some calls,” he said. “She’s trying to figure out what needs to be done from the official side.”

			He had a two-day scruff of whiskers and was dressed in well-worn blue jeans and an old Pink Floyd T-shirt, topped with a flannel jacket that looked soft from many washings. His gray hair was pulled back in a braid that hung a few inches down his back and the fan of wrinkles around his eyes documented a lot of time spent laughing.

			“Jenny’s talked so much about you two and how good you are at finding out things that happened years ago, I thought you’d be the ones to help me figure out who my mystery man is.” He turned and pointed to a pile of dirt at the top of a gradually sloping acre of side yard and gestured for us to follow him.

			“Maybe Jennifer’s adopted,” Esme whispered out of the side of her mouth.

			“I feel bad about disturbing this fella’s eternal rest,” River went on. “Least I’m assuming it’s a fella; kinda looks like he was wearing a suit coat when he went to meet St. Peter.”

			“And the coffin is actually glass?” I asked. “I’ve heard of those but never actually seen one. Have you?” I asked, turning to Esme, who didn’t reply.

			“Have you, Esme?” I asked again.

			“No, sorry,” Esme said. “I was still stuck on Jennifer saying you and I are good at what we do.” She turned to River. “Is that really what she said?”

			He nodded. “All the time. But listen, I’m not asking for a favor or anything. I want to hire you to look into this. I’ve wanted to know more about the history of this place anyhow, and now that I’ve gone and plowed up what I’m assuming is a family member of the folks who lived on this land, I feel like I really need to know more. Maybe he’s got companions up there on that hill.”

			“Well,” I said, “let’s see what we’ve got here and we can talk more later if we think we can be of help.”

			Picking our way along the newly turned dirt where River was putting in not only a vegetable garden but also trees, flower beds, and an elaborate trellis structure was slowgoing. Esme, as was her wont, had worn high heels, this pair in a leopard-skin design and completely inappropriate for the terrain. She kept sinking into the loose earth and then having to extricate her footwear. As we walked, Jennifer came from the direction of the house and fell into step with us.

			Arriving at the hole, we stood around the grave, a peculiar party of mourners, staring down at a stranger who seemed to be staring back, mocking us from his ruptured glass casket. After I finally got my wits about me, I looked away from the skull and began studying the characteristics of the casket. The glass was opaque in a color that reminded me of old green Coke bottles marbled with ivory veining. There was no burial vault, so the grave was likely an old one.

			“You got everything all sorted out?” River asked Jennifer. “Is somebody going to come get him?”

			She sighed. “I’m not sure. I keep getting passed from one authority to another. I’m having trouble getting to the proper people on this.”

			Something about the look on Jennifer’s face made me feel bad for her. It was as if she felt she’d failed her father.

			“I’m not sure I’d know who to call either,” I put in, trying to make her feel better. “I’ve dealt with old graves before in family cemeteries, but they were always marked and registered. This seems like a job for maybe a crime analyst.”

			“We don’t even know who this is, or how he died, or how long he’s been here. Where’s the crime?” Jenny snapped, then muttered under her breath as she turned to glare at Esme’s feet. “Other than those shoes.”

			I watched Esme’s face twist into a murderous glare.

			“Jenny, darlin’,” River said, reaching over to pat her back. “We’ve got enough negative energy here right now. Be sweet like your mama taught you.”

			Esme opened her mouth, no doubt to express the opinion that Jenny’s mother had failed miserably, but I rushed to cut in.

			“As I understand it from Jennifer, you weren’t told about a grave on the property when you bought the place, right?”

			“Right, nothing was said about it,” River said. “I bought the place about six months ago when the lady who owned it had to go into a nursing home. I dealt with her lawyer; never met her. She must have been a good ol’ gal, though. I understand she made a nice contribution to the Literacy Council when she sold the land.”

			“Claire Calvert, the head of the Literacy Council, lives just over there,” Esme said, nodding her head in the direction of the rise beyond the open grave. “Maybe she scored a convert.”

			“Claire could talk you into funding a program to teach rocks to read,” River said. “But she was pretty surprised about that particular contribution. She says she and the lady were neighborly enough, but not close.”

			“Would you mind letting me review your deed and title?” I asked.

			“Glad to. It’s not an imperfect deed, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’ve got a crackerjack real estate lawyer. But the papers are in my safe-deposit box, so I can’t get to them until Monday.”

			We all looked up as a van came down the long gravel driveway, kicking up a cloud of red dust.

			“Finally,” Jennifer said. “That’s the medical examiner.” She marched off toward the van while Esme and I turned our attention back to the casket. “The glass is pretty if you can get over what it is,” Esme said, tilting her head to one side.

			“It is, isn’t it? It’s very ornate,” I said. “And it must have been expensive. Whoever this was must have been highly regarded. I wonder why there’s no marker.”

			“It’s possible there was a gravestone at one time and it got destroyed,” River said, glancing around. “We’re too high on the hill for flooding, but we’ve had plenty of big storms come through this area over the years.”

			Jennifer walked back with a guy who looked all of twelve. He was red-haired and freckled and so slight he was having difficulty with his heavy case of supplies. When he got to the edge of the grave he looked down and gushed, “Wow, way cool!”

			“This is Josh,” Jennifer said with barely disguised disdain. “He’s interning with the medical examiner’s office.”

			“They sent a flunky,” Esme whispered in my ear. “Guess Jennifer doesn’t have much juice.”

			I shushed her, but she had a point.

			“It’s not cool,” River said gently, “it’s disturbing.”

			“Oh, sure,” Josh said. “I just meant I never saw a glass coffin before. I’m supposed to take some photos and measurements.”

			“It’s not a coffin,” I said, hardly aware I was speaking. “A coffin has six or eight sides and is wider at the top, shaped more like a body. A casket is a rectangular box. This is a casket.”

			“Interesting,” River said. “But whatever he’s housed in, are you going to arrange to have this—him,” River corrected, “disinterred and moved someplace?”

			“Don’t know if we can,” Josh said. “There’re all these burial laws and stuff. Somebody way above my pay grade’s looking into all that.”

			“And in the meantime,” Jennifer said sharply, “what’s my father supposed to do?”

			“Nothing.” Josh shrugged. “We’re not supposed to touch anything or do any more damage. I’ll cover the hole with a tarp when I’m done, and then you wait for the big enchiladas to get in touch.” He set his case on the ground and squatted to release the latches. “Now, if y’all would step back, I’ll get to work.”

			“I’m gonna make some more calls,” Jennifer said, whipping her cell phone from her pocket. “I can’t believe they sent Opie,” she muttered as she walked away.

			River accompanied us back to our car and we chatted for a few more minutes. I told him we’d do a little investigating and I’d let him know tomorrow if we could be of any help. We talked fees and I was surprised when he didn’t blink. Esme and I don’t come cheap. But we also don’t take on jobs where we can’t provide any value. Hard as it is for me to accept, there are some things that are simply lost in the fog of history.

			As we drove home, Esme and I discussed whether to take on the job. “We don’t have anything pressing right now,” I said. “And, of course, I’m curious about that glass casket. But I’d also like to help River if we can. I like him.”

			“Me, too,” Esme said. “I can’t believe that man is Jennifer’s father; they are nothing alike. Sometimes the apple does fall far from the tree.”

			“Maybe there was wind the day the Jennifer apple fell,” I said with a smile.

			Esme harrumphed. “Must’ve been gale force.”

		

	
		
			two

			Esme and I were lingering over our breakfast while reading the Sunday paper. This doesn’t take nearly as long as it used to, since the newspaper’s getting thinner each week, but we still savor the ritual. I especially appreciated this moment of quiet togetherness since we’ve been getting on each other’s nerves for the last month or so.

			Esme has lived in the mother-in-law suite over my garage for years now. My father built the suite with the intention of moving his mother here from Missouri to live with us. But Grandma McClure died suddenly before it was finished. Later the space had become my mother’s art studio. Since my mother’s death, it had served as a seldom-used guest room. When Esme had moved here from Louisiana to join me in my genealogical services business, she moved in, temporarily, while she looked for a place. We soon found the arrangement suited both of us and she stayed on.

			Our friendship has grown and deepened over the years and now she’s the closest thing I have to family. We get along splendidly, most of the time. But it’s ­really no wonder we have friction occasionally, just like people do in blood families. First off, there’s the generation gap. I’m mid-thirties and Esme’s mid-fifties. Then there’s the work process: I tend to be meticulous in my research habits, while Esme is, shall we say, rather casual with her interpretations, or at least she had been in the beginning. And finally, there’s our personal style. I’m small in stature and dress plainly and practically. Esme’s a clotheshorse, using her considerable body as a canvas. And she’s got such a thing for shoes, she really should be in a support group.

			And if all those differences weren’t enough, we’ve got a complicated personal dynamic. She seems to think she has the right to mother me, which is a mixed blessing. I love it when I need mothering, but it chafes when her advice is contrary to what I want to hear. We’ve always fussed and bickered, but in a teasing way. Lately there’s been an edge to it, at least coming from Esme.

			“You gonna call River to tell him we’ll look into his mystery man or do you want me to?” she asked.

			“I’ll call him,” I said. “I’m thinking we should offer him a set number of hours for a flat fee. I have a feeling it may be a financial hardship for him.”

			“Fine by me,” Esme said, reaching for the arts and entertainment section. “Like I said, I like the man and I have a hunch we’d be researching this whether we got paid or not. I know how you get when you get a bee in your bonnet. Curiosity may have killed the cat, but it makes you come alive.”

			“True,” I said, “but you can’t tell me you’re not curious, too. Maybe we can even get the others involved.”

			“Oh, you can bet they’ll jump on this. What better secret could you present to a genealogy club than an unknown fella buried in an unmarked grave in a glass coffin”—she held up a hand—“I mean casket. They’ll pounce on this like a lion after an antelope—unless it’s overshadowed by all the wedding hoopla. Winston and Marydale tie the knot in less than two weeks.”

			Winston and Marydale were the senior members of our close-knit club of family history buffs. Marydale was another mother figure in my life. She’d promised my dying mother she’d look after me and she’d taken that pledge seriously. I’d been in high school when my mom passed and I honestly don’t know how I would have gotten through the following few years without Marydale. My dad was great, but he was doing his own grieving, and sometimes I just needed a woman’s counsel.

			Marydale had been a widow for a long time and Winston had become single a couple of years ago when his shrew of a wife left him, to the disappointment of no one who knew and loved Winston.

			All of us had been blindsided when Marydale and Winston announced—confessed, really—that their longtime friendship had taken a romantic turn. And since both were long passed being dewy-eyed youths, they’d been disinclined toward a lengthy engagement. Wedding plans had commenced immediately.

			I was thrilled for them, but I was also a tiny bit jealous. I’ve recently had an epiphany about my own feelings for Jack Ford, another member of our group. But I’m not sure he feels the same and I haven’t been able to get up the courage to tell him how I feel. I’d been collecting signs for months now, signals that he considers me more than a friend, but there hadn’t been enough to make me risk making a total fool of myself by declaring my feelings. I’m in limbo. I don’t like limbo.

			The phone rang and I got up to answer it, which I instantly regretted. Jennifer Jeffers was on the line and I could practically feel the heat coming through the handset. “Did you two go running your mouths about what happened out at Dad’s place?” she asked, skipping “good morning,”  “how are you,” and “do you have a minute” to get right to the accusations.

			“No,” I said patiently, drawing out the word. “We did not go running our mouths, bumping our gums, or prattling on either. We don’t bandy about our clients’ business, Jennifer.”

			“So Dad’s a client. You’ve agreed, then? I hope you’re not planning to rob him blind.”

			“Jennifer,” I said, my patience circling the drain, “we had decided we’d work with your dad on this, but after this phone call, we might reconsider. What’s going on?”

			“I’m sorry,” Jennifer said, the sharpness in her tone belying the words. “No, really, I am sorry,” she said with a long sigh. “Somehow word has gotten out and people are swarming Dad’s place, gawking. A few have left flowers by the grave.”

			“Isn’t the area cordoned off? I thought Josh was securing it against the weather when we left yesterday.”

			“He did,” Jennifer said, “but it’s not like he posted an armed guard.”

			She loaded the last with enough sarcasm to make the phone heavy in my hand. I mentally auditioned several snappy comebacks, but decided to simply wait her out.

			“Dad caught a couple of teenagers trying to peel back the tarps this morning. He ran them off, but people just keep coming. He can’t be expected to keep guard and I’m on duty today since Denny’s out of town.”

			“Maybe he could post some No Trespassing signs,” I suggested.

			Jennifer huffed. “Yeah, that’ll take care of it, Soph­reena,” she said. “Listen, Dad really wants you involved in this and that’s his call, but just do whatever it is you do as quick as you can, then step back, okay?”

			I pondered an appropriate reply, but “up your nose with a rubber hose” didn’t sound professional, and anyhow Jennifer had already hung up, leaving me listening to the drone of the dial tone.

			I turned to see Esme shaking her head and tsking. “I wish I knew what in this world we do to get that girl’s feathers ruffled all the time. I used to think she was just a bitter person, but I’ve asked around. She’s not like this with everybody, mostly just us. And I tell you, I’ve had about enough of it.”

			I waved a hand dismissively, though I’d been thinking the same thing myself. While she wasn’t universally liked, Jennifer had good friends who were loyal to her. And Denny thought well of her, too. Esme and I were both good people. Why didn’t she like us?

			A yoo-hoo came from the front hall and Marydale and Winston soon appeared in the kitchen doorway.

			“Too late,” Winston said, glancing at our plates. “I brought you apple fritters for breakfast, Sophreena, but we got a late start this morning. Marydale’s been on the phone with her kids and me with mine trying to line up all our ducks for gettin’-hitched day. I’m beginning to think we should have just run off and tied the knot.”

			“Nonsense,” Marydale said. “I want all our kids and grandkids there and all our friends, too. You don’t want to share our happy day?”

			“I do,” Winston said, laughing. “And see how easy those two words come off my tongue? I’m just ready to say ’em and make it official, that’s all.”

			Winston is a retired baker who can’t seem to kick the habit and he’s always bringing us fresh baked goodies. The aroma of those apple fritters was making me salivate and I quickly abandoned my half-eaten bowl of oatmeal.

			“I hear you’ve been holding out on us,” Marydale said, sliding into the extra kitchen chair.

			“About?” Esme said.

			“The glass coffin!” Marydale said. “Whoever heard of such a thing?”

			“How did you hear about that already?” Esme asked.

			“Word’s all over town,” Winston said, whipping out the kitchen stepladder we keep by the refrigerator to serve as his perch.

			I heard the front door open again and knew instantly who’d be joining us. Colette Newsome, Coco to us, was a walking wind chime; the jangle of her many bracelets, anklets, and necklaces announced her arrival.

			“Seriously, a glass coffin?” she said as she swept through the kitchen doorway, her gauzy skirt flaring as she went straight for the coffeemaker.

			“Told you it was all over town,” Winston said.

			“I got three calls this morning,” Coco said. “People have found out you two are on the job and since everybody knows we’re friends, they thought I’d have the scoop, which I am aggrieved to say I did not,” she added as she rummaged through the cupboard for her favorite coffee mug. “Not that I’d go gabbing about it if I did, but I like to be in the loop.”

			“There’s no loop,” I protested. “This all just came up yesterday. We hadn’t even decided to take the job until a few minutes ago.”

			“Well, you know Morningside,” Coco said. “We had little birds tweeting the trending news long before Twitter. Now dish.”

			Esme and I are big on confidentiality, but we’d long ago granted this group the highest clearance. We share freely with them and trust it will be kept in confidence. I gave them the short version of what we’d seen at River Jeffers’ place.

			“Ooh, creepy,” Coco said. “No wonder everybody’s imaginations are fired up.”

			“When you say everybody,” I mused, “just how far has this gone?”

			“People are already calling him the Forgotten Man,” Coco said. “Emily Clemmons is trying to organize a community candlelight vigil for him at the graveside.”

			“Good Lord, no wonder Jennifer had her hair on fire this morning. River’s going to have people traipsing all over his place,” Esme said.

			“River can handle it,” Coco said. “He’s a really laid-back guy.”

			“You know him?” I asked.

			“Oh yeah, we’re buddies,” Coco said. “We both took a class last spring from this old dude over in Carrboro on foraging for medicinal and nutritional plants. We’ve been foraging together since the weather’s opened up. He’s a sweetheart.”

			“I know him, too,” Winston said. “We’re in a Vietnam vets outfit together. But I wouldn’t say he’s laid-back, Coco. I’d say he just doesn’t let things show.”

			“He and I went to grade school together,” Marydale said. “His parents died when we were in fifth grade and he went to California to live with an aunt and uncle. He moved back here when Jennifer was in middle school. He’d lost his wife and apparently Jennifer was getting wild and he wanted her in a different environment.”

			“So you’re going to help him find out who was in that coffin?” Coco asked.

			“Yes, we’ll dig around, no pun intended,” I said. “There have to be records somewhere; this should be an easy one.”

			Famous last words.

		

	
		
			three

			I thought about the situation at River’s place all through Sunday mass. I was so distracted that Jack had to elbow me whenever it was time to kneel or stand. I’ve been a lax Catholic since my parents died, but as I get older I feel the need to be more dedicated. Issues of faith and spirituality aside, I like the ritual and feeling more centered helps me launch my week.

			I knew River would be pleased to hear that Esme and I would be on the case, and I wanted to help him, but I knew dealing with Jennifer was going to be a gong show. When Denny was around she was civil, but he was out of town at a seminar. I felt confident I could cope with her if I put my mind to it. As for Esme, well, I’d just have to keep them apart as much as possible.

			I was pulled out of my reverie near the end of the service when the priest began reading the petitions for prayer. “We ask your blessing on the Forgotten Man,” he intoned, “though his earthly resting place has been disturbed, we pray that his soul is at peace with the Lord.”

			“Seriously?” I whispered to Jack, which earned me a giggle from a little girl who was watching us over her daddy’s shoulder.

			After the service, people took advantage of the beautiful spring weather to linger outside, gathering in clusters to chat. As Jack and I headed to my car, Emily Clemmons peeled off from a group and called my name. Emily is in her mid-forties, has an unruly mass of salt-and-pepper hair, and carries a bit of comfortable padding that she is forever trying to diet off. She’s the go-to gal when something needs organizing: bake sales, funeral dinners, Easter egg hunts, Christmas bazaars, and sometimes events of her own creation.

			“I’m so glad I ran into you,” she said, reaching into her purse for a notebook and pen. “What can you tell me about this poor man they found buried at the old Harper place? I hear you and Esme have done some research; what have you found out? I’d like to know a little something about him before the vigil.”

			“Hello, Emily,” I said, trying to hide a combination of irritation and amusement. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything.”

			“Can’t tell me or won’t tell me?” Emily asked, giving me a playful slap on the arm. “I know how you are about that whole confidentiality thing with your clients.”

			“Well, there is that,” I said. “But in this case I simply don’t know anything. How in the world did you find out about this anyway?”

			“Oh, Facebook,” Emily said, waving a dismissive hand. “Somebody posted a picture of the coffin.” She shook her shoulders in an exaggerated shudder. “Just gruesome. It breaks my heart to think about that poor man buried out there all alone for all these years and nobody even remembers who he is. Isn’t that the saddest thing?”

			I thought of telling her this was far from the saddest thing I’d witnessed. Whoever this person was, he’d been given a careful burial. It was sad that there was no marker, and quite frustrating for me as a genealogist, but Emily was ramping up the drama.

			Alas, it mattered not one whit what I thought, as it seemed Emily’s question was rhetorical. “Some people may think this vigil is unnecessary,” she went on, “but I truly believe his spirit will rest in peace only if we let him know he hasn’t been forgotten. Maybe you don’t believe in that kind of thing, but lots of people do.” Then she walked off, looking for fresh ears to talk at.

			I needed no convincing about the existence of spirits. It was true that a few years back I would have tagged Emily as a crackpot, but since Esme came into my life, I’ve become a reluctant convert. Esme has the questionable gift of being able to receive communications from the dead—sometimes, about some things, often very obliquely, and usually the info is maddeningly enigmatic. When she first told me about this, after we’d become business partners, I’d questioned her stability. I mean, I’d seen plenty of people who were haunted, but only by memories. And I knew lots of families had ghosts, but that always meant unresolved issues or questions, not ghost ghosts. I’m a binary kind of gal. A thing is either off or it’s on. I don’t deal well with weasel words or nuances. And really, I’d no intention of keeping an open mind. But time after time I’d seen Esme do her thing and now I totally accept that she gets messages from beyond. Occasionally it gives us a huge advantage in our research, but more often it’s an exercise in frustration.

			“You wanna stop by Top o’ the Morning for coffee and a Danish?” Jack asked, shaking his head as he watched Emily corral another group of recruits.

			“Definitely. Caffeine and sweets are my favorite major food groups.”

			We decided to walk the few blocks from St. ­Raphael’s, and Jack went in for our order while I grabbed one of the outdoor tables crammed into the little alley space beside the shop. I called River while I waited.

			He answered, sounding out of breath.

			“River, it’s Sophreena. Did I catch you at a bad time?” I asked.

			“Oh, hey, Sophreena. I’m not sure there is a good time this morning. I just had to go out and tell another bunch of people they can’t be disturbing things around that grave.”

			“I heard you’ve had some looky-loos.”

			“Yeah. Can’t blame ’em for being curious, it’s a curious kind of thing, but I do wish they’d be more respectful about it. Things I took some care to plant are getting trampled. And some folks are going inside the tape that kid from the lab put up yesterday. People are literally crossing the line here.”

			“Isn’t there anything Jennifer can do?”

			“She’s been by a few times and she ran off one couple, but she can’t stay here all day and they just keep coming. She’ll come back out this afternoon with some official police department signs to warn people off. Maybe that’ll do the trick.”

			“I hope so,” I said. “I’m calling to let you know Esme and I would like to find out whatever we can for you. We’ll do a per-hour contract for three hours of research time to keep it economical. Is that acceptable?”

			“Long as I have the option to renew, that’s fine by me. This whole thing with finding the grave is really just the trigger—I’ve wanted to know more about who’s lived on this land since the day I bought it. You may think I’m strange for saying this, but I believe you share your space with the ghosts of those who came before. Their culture, their hopes and fears, their living practices all sort of seep into the soil and grow in everything.”

			“That’s a profound thought, River.”

			“Is that your polite way of saying I’m a nut job?” River asked with a chuckle.

			“Not at all,” I said, and meant it. “I’m a genealogist, after all. Of course I believe our heritage influences us. I’ll make a courthouse visit tomorrow and you can get me a copy of your property deed then, too, right?”

			“First thing in the morning,” River agreed. “And there’s an attic full of stuff here, might be something useful up there.”

			“I love poking around in dusty old attics,” I said, “but let me see what I can find out from official sources first.”

			“Awesome,” River said, sounding more like a teenage skateboarder than a retiree. “If you could come out tomorrow morning sometime, I can give you a check. Or I could bring it to you, though I’m sort of afraid to leave home right now. Stupid, I know, but I feel like I need to protect our fella from the gawkers.”

			“We’ll get the check when we see you next, no need for a special trip. But I would like to come out and have you show me the property lines and maybe take some photos to show where the grave is situated.”

			“Good deal. Other than a quick trip to the bank for the deed, I’ll be right here, hanging out with Jimmy.”

			“Jimmy?” I asked.

			“Fella needed a name. He seems to like it,” River said. “Whole lot better than ‘skeletal remains,’ don’t you think?”

			I laughed. “Much better. See you tomorrow.”

			River Jeffers reminded me of my dad, whom I had loved fiercely. Jennifer clearly felt the same about her father and she was very protective of him. This made me think a little better of her—a very little better.

			I’d just finished the call when Jack came out with two cups of coffee and two strawberry scones. I decided this was another sign I could add to my tally. Would a buddy remember your favorite pastry? And he’d doctored my coffee with just the right amount of cream and sugar. Double points.

			“You get up with River?” Jack asked, giving me an odd look. Only then did I realize I must have been gazing at him like a doofus.

			“I did,” I said, reaching for my coffee. “I feel bad about charging him our regular fee considering the situation he’s in. So we’re going to give him the economy package.”

			“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Jack said, huffing a laugh as he dropped into the wrought-iron chair. “River’s loaded.”

			“Sure.” I laughed.

			“No, really,” Jack said. “You wouldn’t know it looking at the way he lives, but he’s got plenty of money.”

			“Family money?”

			“No, I think he comes from a pretty humble background. He’s a self-made man. He bought some little company back in the seventies. I don’t remember what the original company made, some little molded plastic part for something. Guess he took that line in The Graduate seriously; you know, where Mr. McGuire gives the recent graduate advice and it’s just one word, ‘Plastics.’ Anyhow, River had a knack for finding niche markets for parts he could fabricate quickly and economically and kept expanding the business. Eventually he got into making cases for electronics. Made a mint, then sold the company and bought another that made ecofriendly landscaping fabric. I use a lot of that in my business, so I helped him make his second fortune.”

			“So Jennifer’s a rich kid? Maybe that explains the attitude.”

			Jack shook his head as he broke off the end of his scone. “No, he didn’t spoil her. Not with material goods anyhow. River doesn’t believe in excess. But he believes in the permaculture method like it’s a religion. That’s how I first met him. I went to a permaculture workshop. Thought maybe I could pick up some good practices for my landscaping business.”

			“And he attended the workshop, too?”

			“He taught the workshop. Anyhow, he’s got plenty of money socked away, I don’t doubt, but he gives a lot away, too. He’s got a thing for funding start-up ventures when he thinks somebody’s got a workable and worthy idea.”

			“Okay, full price it is,” I said. “Let’s just hope we come up with something workable and worthy.”

			*   *   *

			“This is getting totally out of hand,” Esme muttered as she came into the workroom later that afternoon.

			I reluctantly pulled my attention from the computer, where I’d been researching glass caskets.

			“What’s getting out of hand?” I asked.

			“I just got a call from Claire Calvert.”

			“Claire? From the Literacy Council?”

			“Do you know any other Claire Calverts?” Esme snapped. “I’m going over to her house. She needs somebody with her.”

			I drew in a breath, trying to ignore Esme’s tone. “What’s wrong? Is she sick?”

			Claire was the survivor of an incident worthy of an Appalachian ballad. She’d been an active and admired young teacher in the mid-nineties. One night her husband, Quentin Calvert, had come home to find another man, Nash Simpson, in the house with Claire. He’d gone into a jealous rage and there was a brawl. Claire had been seriously hurt, her injuries leaving her paralyzed from the waist down. Quentin had served an unusually lengthy sentence in the state penitentiary, but he’d been paroled a few weeks ago and was back in Morningside.

			“No, not sick,” Esme said. “She’s just agitated.”

			“Please don’t tell me Quentin Calvert is harassing her,” I said. I’d heard a lot of talk around town and some people weren’t happy he’d come back.

			“No, Emily Clemmons is the problem. With all her good intentions that woman can sure misfire sometimes. She’s taken her candlelight vigil on the road. River’s place is posted so she’s gone around on Claire’s property, without permission, so she can get everybody as close to the grave site as she can. Claire and River are friends and Claire doesn’t want him thinking she’s had any part in this, but she can’t get him on the phone. Where’s Denton when you need him? He picked a fine time to go off on a law enforcement seminar.”

			“I hardly think Denny could have anticipated anything like this when he signed up for it, Esme,” I said.

			Esme had been touchy about everything lately, and I couldn’t figure out what was at the core of it. When I asked, she maintained, grumpily, that everything was hunky-dory. But she definitely had a burr under her saddle.

			“You want me to come with you?” I asked.

			“No, you stay here and hopefully make some headway with the research.”

			I didn’t argue. I like and admire Claire Calvert, but she and Esme are closer. They never let me get a word in edgewise when they’re together. Besides, I was turning up fascinating stuff about glass caskets. Macabre? Yes. No apologies. Dead people are the stock-in-trade of my profession, so of course I’m interested in where and how they’re housed for eternity.

			One big thing I’d learned was that glass caskets had been a colossal flop both as a burial vessel and as a business. The Spanish flu pandemic had just ended and as always, there was no shortage of sleazeballs jumping to capitalize on people’s fears. The manufacturers of the caskets made claims about how the sealed vessels would prevent the spread of disease, unsupported by anything other than their own advertising copy. The caskets themselves were expensive to produce and weighed in at nearly five hundred pounds, threatening to give the pallbearers hernias as they carried the casket to the grave site. Not to mention the glass couldn’t take the pressure of six feet of dirt bearing down on it.

			Also, there were plenty of financial shenanigans going on in this particular venture. The biggest company involved in “manufacturing” the caskets had perpetrated full-scale fraud. They printed up fancy brochures, opened storefronts, and even set up a fake production plant. One particularly industrious gentleman in Chicago staged an elaborate funeral with his not-quite-dead-yet wife playing the starring role of the corpse. He nearly suffocated her when he made the grand gesture of sealing the casket at the end of the service. Waiting until he’d gotten her into the privacy of the hearse to open the lid and check on her, he found her turning blue—and, I would presume, more than a little miffed. But, hey, it did prove the things sealed.

			In reality, a limited number of glass caskets were ever made, which begged the question of how one ended up in a North Carolina backyard. And, moreover, who was the occupant?

			I’d also found out a few things about the land River Jeffers now owned. He’d bought it from a woman named Charlotte Walker, who, as far as I could tell, was still alive. Though if the info I had was up-to-date, she’d be ninety-seven years old. I put a big question mark by her name. I gulped when I saw how much River had paid for the place.
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