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  DEATH’S A BEACH


  Chapter 1


  When tackling home repairs yourself, decide if the project is something you can handle, make a list of the tools and materials you’ll need. Formulate a step-by-step plan and go over each step in your mind. Give yourself plenty of time.


  Now, roll up your sleeves and get to work.


  Home Repairs Without the Hassles: A Beginner’s Guide to Fixing What Ails Your House


  It rained for four straight days, and then it rained some more. Waves crashed against the shoreline, rolling under the boardwalk, making the gray planks ripple like piano keys. The surf surged forward, spilling past the dune grass and across the street until it lapped hungrily at the doorsteps of the houses on Ocean Avenue. The wind gusted up to eighty miles an hour. It was the middle of October, and the Jersey Shore was bearing the brunt of the worst storm in years. In Oceanside Heights, roads had flooded. One of the piers collapsed and floated away. Trees and lampposts toppled over, downing some power lines. Schools closed, people boarded and shuttered up everything they could. You could practically hydroplane down Main Street.


  On TV, solemn-faced weather forecasters talked about “hurricane force winds” and “significant beach erosion.” The governor declared a state of emergency. A local radio station played the Rolling Stones’ “We’re on the Eve of Destruction” every hour on the hour. The men who hung out in the back of Moby’s Hardware said it was worse than ’92, when Seaview Pathway was so badly flooded the fire department had to rescue people by boat. The newspapers dubbed it “The Storm of the Century.”


  Anne Hardaway called it a mess.


  When the rain finally stopped and the sun slid bashfully above the horizon, looking almost ashamed at being away for so long, Anne uttered a long, loud sigh of relief. There was nothing like an off-season northeaster in October to make you wish you lived someplace else. Someplace dry and secure. Like a duplex in Philly or a ranch in Wyoming.


  Of course, the rain was conducive to work. There was nothing else to do but sit at her computer and type, unless you counted worrying about whether she should have had flood insurance. Or how much longer the lights were going to stay on.


  The morning it finally stopped raining, Anne got out of bed, put on a pair of pink fuzzy slippers, and padded downstairs. Across the boarded up front door lay four giant sand bags. The bags were supposed to keep the water out. So was the blanket over the door. They hadn’t worked. Rain had seeped in through the windows, soaking the towels she’d piled underneath. The pastel rug in the living room was soggy. Wallpaper buckled in the dining room. The roof leaked. Part of the aluminum siding had peeled off and snapped sharply in the wind, like a wayward silver cookie sheet.


  Anne raised the damp window blinds and looked across the street. For days she’d peered out and seen nothing but rain, slashing down in torrents. Now, she gazed at where the beach had curved against the sea. It was gone. Vanished, like a cruel magician’s trick. Water replaced what had once been sand, as though the ocean had gobbled up the beach in one great gulp. She’d never seen anything like it in her life. A shrunken strip of dune, sea grass washed away, the boardwalk a long stretch of broken driftwood littered with debris. The bulkhead had disappeared. The only trace of the fishing pier was a few scattered pilings jutting into the air like the arms of a drowning man.


  In the middle of her front lawn was a bench, still attached to a half-dozen boardwalk planks. Mounds of sand covered the grass in the yard. Shingles had blown off the roof and one of her white shutters had landed in a boxwood hedge. There were patches of rust around the window frames—another bad sign. The air in the house smelled of mildew.


  She stared at the destruction for a while, trying to take in the magnitude of it—the sheer brute force. The cat rubbed itself against her ankles, then leaped onto the window seat and pressed its nose against the glass. He was black and white, old, fat, with only one eye. His name was Harry. She’d had him two’ months—a mercy adoption. Either take the cat home or let him face euthanasia at the Wee Care Animal Shelter. She wasn’t really a cat person, but she was trying.


  During the worst of the storm, Harry had cowered in a basket on the kitchen floor, hiding his face as each loud clap of thunder shook the sky. Anne had fed him extra Purina and hoped the northeaster hadn’t traumatized him. Each night, she let him curl up at the foot of her bed, on top of her mother’s eiderdown quilt. Evelyn would have had a fit. Her mother hated cats; besides, she’d been allergic.


  Now, the cat watched intently as Anne went over to the thermostat on the wall and set it to sixty-eight degrees. After a few seconds, she heard the reassuring click. Thank God. The oil tank was okay. The pipes hadn’t burst. Still, she’d better take a look.


  Steeling herself, Anne opened the empty linen closet in the first floor hallway and lifted the trapdoor leading to the basement. She hadn’t wanted to look in the basement all week, on Grandma Betty’s theory that what you didn’t know couldn’t possibly hurt you. Grandma Betty was pushing ninety, and refused to go to the doctor. Period. But she continued to live at home, by herself, enjoying good health while her friends died or got carted off to nursing homes, so the theory was working just fine, thank you very much.


  Anne walked carefully down the steep concrete steps, peering into the half-dark. The cat stayed at the top of the stairs, looking at her like she’d lost her mind. The smell was worse down here, dank and fetid. When she got to the bottom of the stairs, she stopped and rolled up the cuffs of her gray sweatpants. It seemed like an unnecessary precaution. No puddles to speak of. No ankle- deep flooding. No miniature lake.


  Her house was over a hundred years old, a pale yellow Victorian “cottage” with a wraparound porch, deep bay windows, and gingerbread on the facade. It was the house she’d grown up in, her parents’ house, and sometimes she still thought of it that way, even though both her mother and father were dead. The basement was small, what real estate agents called a partial “Yankee” basement—measuring fourteen by eighteen feet. At one time, it had had a dirt floor, but in the mid-seventies, her mother had hired someone to put down wood boards.


  Anne pulled the chain on the naked lightbulb and looked around. Same old mess. Milk crates, paint cans, shovel, spare tire, sled, her purple Schwinn bike with psychedelic flowers on the wide vinyl seat. Leaves had slid beneath the outside door, crinkling up and dying. The boiler looked okay. She took one step forward, brushing a cobweb off the low tin ceiling.


  So far, so good. These old houses were built to withstand the weather. Hadn’t she made it through Hurricanes Andrew and Gloria and the northeaster of ’92? She took another step and a third, trying to tread lightly. On the fourth step, the wood suddenly gave way, and she pitched to her knees, falling through the planks to the dirt floor below. She reached out and touched the rotted, broken wood. The boards were wet, spongy. She pounded her knuckles against them angrily.


  Damn it, she said to the empty room. Damn, damn, damn.


  Chester Higgins surveyed the basement one last time and shook his head. His expression was mournful, like someone close to him had died.


  “How much?” Anne said, from her perch on the stairs.


  Chester scratched his head. He was pushing seventy and wore tan coveralls with Acme Builders printed in black script above the breast pocket “You got yourself a real predicament here,” he said, lifting the brim of his Acme cap to reveal a pair of bushy white brows.


  Anne sighed. Her slippers were slimy with dirt. “Just give it to me straight.”


  Chester cleared his throat. “You best put down a concrete floor. That’s four, five thousand easy. And your walls will need to be repointed. So you’re looking at another eight grand.”


  “What’s the grand total?”


  Chester peered around the basement and appeared to be calculating. “I’d say we could do the job for $12,500.”


  Anne did some quick calculating of her own. She had exactly $3,439 in a money market fund and another $200 in her checking account. Half her advance for Home Repairs Without the Hassles: A Beginner’s Guide to Fixing What Ails Your House was still winging its way to her in the mail. And she’d just spent the rest of her savings having Dr. David Chilton create a bridge to replace a missing tooth that had been knocked out two months ago when an irate person who’d murdered two women had punched her in the mouth. Her cheap-but-crummy health insurance didn’t cover assault with a right hook. So she’d had to pony up, in full. In another couple of weeks, she faced a mortgage payment, the tax bill, car insurance, electricity, and heat, which would eat up a big chunk of her dwindling bank balance. Not to mention her leaky roof, tom siding, missing shingles, and the sandbox in the yard.


  “What if I wait a while?” she said hopefully.


  “Not a good idea. It’s way too damp down here. Heck, it’s too darn wet. And you’ve got cracks in the walls. Lots of cracks. Worst case, your foundation starts to shift. And then …” Chester shrugged. “You wouldn’t want this old place to come tumbling down around you.”


  Anne looked at Chester Higgins. He’d stuck a toothpick between his lips and was chewing on it thoughtfully. She could call around, get a couple of other estimates. But what was the point? Acme had been in business forty-five years. Like it said on Chester’s blue Ford pickup out front, they did “quality work for less.”


  Anne gazed at Chester’s work boots, which peeked out from beneath the warped planks. He was right. The walls were cracked. The floor had rotted. It was wet down here. The basement was an unofficial disaster area. She’d have to come up with the money, one way or another.


  “When can you start?”


  Off-season in Oceanside Heights. The tourists had all gone home, and with them the historical house tours, parades, flea markets, sidewalk art shows, craft fairs, book sales, and concerts that enlivened the Heights in the summertime. Between May and August, the tiny town swelled to three times its size, and people from all over the country came to stroll the boardwalk, admire the quaint Victorian architecture, and attend services in the Church by the Sea, the largest Methodist church on the entire eastern seaboard. But after Labor Day, the crowds faded away and “God’s own acre,” as the locals called it, returned to normal.


  Half the town breathed a collective sigh of relief. The other half cursed the cyclical nature of their lives and set about making up for lost income. Innkeepers took second jobs, donning suits and ties for desk jobs at AT&T, Bell Labs, and U.S. Life. Some of the restaurants and antique shops closed for the winter, their owners departing for warmer, more populous climes. Each year, there was a rhythm to the changeover. The pace slowed, and people took time to linger over second cups of coffee, settling into familiar routines, unfazed by camera-toting outsiders. But the northeaster had upset the seasonal tempo of the town.


  As Anne walked along the beach the morning the storm ended, she saw that the northeaster had hit the Church by the Sea hard. Several of the stained glass windows had been smashed by the pounding of the breakers and parts of the roof had blown off. The big white cross, paid for by an egomaniacal director in exchange for permission to film the church in his latest movie, was tilting at a precarious angle. On Main Street, there was a flurry of hammering, plastering, and mopping as cleanup crews swung into action. People were out videotaping the damage, chronicling tar paper and shingles tom off roofs, a missing car door, the sand that piled up in mounds. Three boats were piled in a heap by a downed streetlight. The wind had blown out windows. A garbage can roosted in a tree. The grand opening of the new Oceanside Heights Museum was four days away and the town looked like a disaster area.


  Meanwhile, the local news media was out in force, chronicling the destruction. A young, skinny photographer from the Landsdown Park Press was photographing a dove-colored Queen Anne house, whose gingerbread porch had splintered in two. On the corner of Main and Pennsylvania Avenue, a perky twenty-something reporter in a shiny yellow slicker was thrusting her microphone under people’s noses, and asking them to talk about the impact of the storm for News 12’s evening report.


  Anne sidestepped the reporter and continued on her way. What was the point of moaning about her basement on the six o’clock news? She was thirty-eight years old, and she’d lived in the Heights all her life. By the time dinnertime rolled around, everybody in town would know the extent of the damage and how much it cost to fix it. That’s the way the Heights operated. Gossip traveled even faster than an angry northeaster.


  She crossed the street, skirting puddles the size of kiddie pools, her sneakers so wet they squished when she walked. On the curb, she stamped her feet and caught a glimpse of herself in the side-view mirror of a rusty white Pontiac. Not a pretty sight. Her red hair stood out from her head, like an unruly mop. Her normally fair skin was pale. There were faint circles under her deep blue eyes. From what, she wondered. Lack of sleep? Worry? Too many deadlines, not enough time?


  In four short hours, Jack was coming to spend the weekend, and she looked like something Harry the cat had dragged in. Personally, she ranked dead birds and mice right up there with plagues and locusts, when it came to stuff you wanted to avoid.


  Thinking about avoidance brought her back to Jack Mills. The last time she’d seen him was seven weeks ago on a hotel balcony in Venice, overlooking the Grand Canal. He’d ordered room service and the waiter had wheeled out a bottle of Chianti and two plates of spaghetti carbonara. As they ate, the streetlights went on, casting a soft lavender glow on the water in the canal. The setting was picture perfect. Jack had taken her hand and begun talking about the future. Their future. How great it would be. And that’s when she’d started to tune him out, to wonder if the water in the Grand Canal was as dirty as everyone said, if Venice was really sinking, and if it was, whether they could save it in time. I need time, she’d told Jack. I love you, but… Well, that was the problem. There were too many buts.


  She liked living alone, not having to answer to anyone else. She liked knowing that if she didn’t feel like cooking for a week or doing the laundry or making conversation, it was perfectly okay. Living alone meant having your freedom, having it “My Way,” as Sinatra would say. She’d been dating Jack for a little over a year, seeing him a couple of times a month, talking on the phone several times a week. It worked for her. It worked fine. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Hell, even Chester Higgins would agree with that.


  Besides, Anne didn’t know if she could live with Jack, or if she even wanted to try. Yes, Jack was fun to be around. And sexy and charming and caring. But he liked running the show, being head honcho. She knew what he was like at work. She’d seen contractors and builders and plumbers sent packing because they’d made some small mistake, rubbed him the wrong way. That attitude carried over to his personal life, too. If the wine wasn’t to his liking at a restaurant or he got a little lost on the way there, Jack acted like it was the end of the world. Maybe it was his perfectionist side. Maybe it was because he didn’t seem to know how to relax. Whatever. It seemed only a matter of time before she began to irritate him, before he flashed her that warning look that signaled he was going to get mad. Not explosive mad. But sharp- tongued and sarcastic, making every minor setback into a major catastrophe.


  Still, there was something about Jack she found hard to resist. Part of it was physical. When she looked into his cornflower blue eyes, she felt her insides start to melt. He had a great build and a wicked, sensual grin. Each time he put his arm around her, she wanted to stay there for hours, soaking him in. It didn’t hurt that he was loving and funny and incredibly smart. And that he understood her better than most people did.


  And now, Jack was coming down. Distracted, she stepped straight into another giant puddle and felt cold water creep up her ankles. Forcing the matter from her mind, she sloshed into the Mini-Mart and stocked up on staples: Lucky Charms cereal, frozen waffles, a dozen powdered donuts, eggs, Pepperidge Farm pizza-flavored goldfish, peanut butter cookies, Diet Coke, strawberry Jell-O. Not exactly the healthiest choices, but hey, a girl had to eat. Luckily, she jogged three or four times a week and her metabolism was still good. Yet she had noticed with some uneasiness that her jeans were getting a little snug.


  By the time she got home, she was thoroughly soaked. Chester’s pick-up was still parked in the driveway. Even though he was swamped with work, he’d told her he wanted to get started on the basement right away. From the way he said it, Anne got the feeling her house was about to come crashing down around her if the wind blew hard enough. She let herself in through the back door, kicked off her sneakers, and plopped the groceries down on the kitchen counter.


  Tearing open the package of cookies, she wolfed down several of them and started to put the rest of the food away. She looked up to see Chester standing in the doorway.


  “I got something to tell you.”


  Anne stood on her tiptoes and shoved the Lucky Charms into the cabinet above the refrigerator. “It’s going to cost me more than you said, right? Honestly, Chester, twelve grand is bad enough. If it comes to more, you better stop work. I’ll just have to take my chances.”


  Chester shook his head. “That’s not it,” he said dolefully.


  “What then?”


  Chester shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “There’s a body down in your basement. Stone cold dead.”


  Chapter 2


  The do-it-yourselfer must have the following tools: a claw hammer, pliers, a toolbox saw, flat-headed and Phillips screwdrivers, a staple gun, a utility knife, an Allen wrench, and a 3⁄8-inch variable speed reversible drill.


  “What?”


  “There’s a dead body buried in your basement,” Chester repeated.


  Anne stared at him in disbelief, searching for signs that he was joking. But Chester didn’t appear to be blessed with a sense of humor. And as far as she knew, he didn’t drink.


  “Well, not a body exactly,” he amended, scratching his collar. “A skeleton. Buried under the dirt in the cellar. The rain must have loosened it up a bit.”


  “Uh huh,” Anne stammered, trying to digest this mind-boggling piece of information. Her mouth had dropped open. She made an effort to close it


  Bad enough that the basement was a total disaster area, that the yard was a wreck. Now she had to cope with buried bones. For a muddled moment she linked the storm and the skeleton. Had the northeaster caused someone to die in her basement? But that was impossible. After a few days, they’d be flesh, not bones.


  Anne followed Chester downstairs, hoping against hope he was playing a practical joke. Acme Builders: Quality work for less while you laugh. She picked her way carefully over the rotted wood planks to the farthest corner of the room, where Chester had begun working. His tools were lying where he’d left them. A half-dozen boards had been pried off, revealing a mound of loose damp earth.


  Chester squatted down and Anne knelt beside him. He picked up a spade, plunged it into the dirt, and worked it back and forth. Anne heard a sharp ping and recoiled in horror. Lying there before her was a bony hand, the fingers long and curved and horrible.


  “Oh, my god,” she gasped.


  “Rest of it’s buried a little deeper. I could dig it up, if you like.” Chester idly churned the dirt.


  “No!” Anne shouted. Her heart was thumping wildly against the wall of her chest. This was bizarre, outrageous. A Twilight Zone episode in living color. She stared at the hand. From this angle, with the wrist protruding from the earth and the fingers reaching upward, it looked like the hand was trying to claw itself loose from its muddy earthen grave.


  “No,” she repeated, tearing her gaze away.


  Chester sifted some loose dirt with his spade. “Going to have to dig it up sooner or later. Don’t you think?”


  Chester seemed unfazed by the skeleton. But then it wasn’t his basement. Or his problem. “Sooner’s fine by me,” she told him. “Only we’re not the ones doing the digging.”


  Detective Mark Trasker bent over the skeletal hand and emitted a long, low whistle. The cuffs of his charcoal gray suit brushed the dirt. His black leather shoes were caked with mud.


  “Well, Hardaway,” Trasker said. “Here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.”


  Anne managed a weak smile. She’d only known Trasker a short time. But she’d quickly come to appreciate his intelligence, his insights, and the effective, low-key manner with which he did his job.


  “Any idea how it got here?” he asked.


  “Not really.”


  Trasker looked over at her and raised a quizzical eyebrow. He was in his mid-forties, with skin the color of cocoa beans and dark, penetrating brown eyes. Full lips, broad nose, closely cropped hair. He dressed more like a businessman than a cop, and though he’d grown up in Trenton, his voice was completely devoid of a New Joizee accent.


  “Why don’t I believe you?”


  “Gee, Mark, I don’t know,” she joked. “Must be a trust issue.”


  Trasker stood up and brushed off his cuffs. “Seriously,” he said. “You’ve always got a theory or two up your sleeve.”


  In fact, she did have a theory. It had crept into her mind while she placed a call to the Neptune Township Sheriff’s office, then sat on the front porch and waited for Trasker to arrive, staring out at the whitecaps flecking the gray Atlantic, the water now fifty yards from her front door.


  Something to do with her mother. The body in the basement—connected to Evelyn. Her mother had died in 1989, of complications from pneumonia. But the disease that had attacked her mind and stolen her spirit for years before that was Alzheimer’s. It had crippled her, ruined her, turned her into the town Crazy Lady, who pawed through the neighbor’s garbage cans and set fire to the living room couch. Because of it, Anne’s father had left them, moving fifteen miles away to a tidy rental apartment with shag carpet and vertical blinds. Gradually, the town had turned its back, not just on Evelyn, but on Anne as well. It was as though Evelyn’s disease had spilled onto Anne, painting away everything happy and normal with a permanent, invisible brush.


  The Alzheimer’s was an irreversible blight, turning Evelyn into a stranger who did horrible, sad things—like taking her underpants off in public, driving her car into Grassmere Lake, accusing Anne of poisoning her. While Evelyn lay dying, she’d made Anne promise never to sell the house. It was Anne’s home, the place where she’d grown up, her legacy. And now this. Did her mother have any knowledge of the body in the cellar? Not necessarily. The bones could have lain undisturbed for years, way before her parents bought the house in 1959. Still, it was awful. Living her life, eating, working, watching TV, while underneath the house lay the specter of death.


  Anne pulled her sweater tighter around her shoulders. Outside, she could hear the autumn wind blowing gustily from the east.


  She met Trasker’s gaze without flinching. “I honestly don’t know how a body ended up down here,” she lied. A half-lie, really. She was wrong about her mother. She had to be wrong. Reaching into the breast pocket of his suit, Trasker pulled out his cell phone and dialed. She listened to him giving directions, explaining to the person on the other end what needed to be done.


  “The boys from Newark will be here in an hour,” he said, after he’d clicked off. “Route 35’s still closed.”


  “You want a cup of tea or something?” she asked him. Suddenly, she had to get out of the basement, away from the beckoning, bony hand.


  “Vodka’s more appropriate, considering the sorry state of your lawn,” Trasker said wryly.


  He followed her back up the stairs and into the kitchen, settling into a high-backed chair at one end of the oval pine table. The table wobbled a bit so she’d stuffed a cloth napkin under one of the legs to steady it.


  She filled the kettle with water, set it on the stove to boil, and opened one of the cabinets. “You’ve got a choice. Jasmine or Sleepy Time.”


  “Jasmine’s fine.”


  She plopped two jasmine teabags into two mugs and poured the rest of the peanut butter cookies onto a plate. He was studying her with those intense brown eyes.


  “What?” she said playfully. “Do you think I had something to do with the skeleton?”


  He smiled. Not long ago, he’d suspected her of murdering a washed-up actress on the comeback trail. But that was before she and Trasker had gotten to know one another. “Been there, done that,” he said, matching her joking tone. “So,” he said, waving his arms at the waterlogged dining room. “You going to spend the weekend cleaning up this joint?”


  “Part of it. I have a friend coming down.”


  See? she told herself. A person who was planning a future with Jack would have referred to him as “my boyfriend” or “my significant other.” “Friend” was pretty lame.


  “What about you?” she said, turning toward him. “Did the storm affect you at all?”


  “I live in a condo, further inland. Storm passed us right by.”


  A condo. That sounded right. Somehow she couldn’t picture Trasker living in a house, worrying about drainage and burst pipes and whether or not the chimney was smoking.


  She sat down opposite him, placing the cookies between them. “How do we go about identifying the skeleton?”


  The comers of Trasker’s mouth turned up ever so slightly. “We?”


  “It’s my basement, my corpse. I’d like to know who it is.” She heard the defensive tone in her voice and smiled by way of apology.


  “I don’t blame you,” Trasker said dryly, reaching for a cookie. “First thing they do is run some tests. Looks like the remains are human, but they’ll make absolutely sure. Next, they’ll determine the approximate age and sex of the victim, and the probable cause of death. Once we’ve got that, we do a missing persons check and hope to find a match.”


  Anne had to laugh. “You make it sound easy.”


  “Depends if we get lucky or not. They’ll probably call in a forensic anthropologist who can estimate the time since death, the state of preservation, stuff like that.”


  “Could you do me a favor? Could you try to keep this out of the papers? I don’t want the whole town knowing. Not yet.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  The kettle whistled, a high, keening sound that rattled Anne’s nerves. Terrific, she thought. Next thing you know, there’ll be ghosts.


  Two police officers from the state medical examiner’s office dug up the skeleton. The hole it had lain in was nearly two feet wide by six feet deep. The skeleton itself looked to be about five feet, ten inches long, and was a pale yellow color—intact, not in pieces. No identification. No wedding ring, watch, or jewelry. No clothes. Only the bones, elongated and prehistoric looking.


  The ankle bone’s connected to the knee bone. The thigh bone’s connected to the hip bone. Watching them work, Anne couldn’t get that silly jingle out of her head. When the cops turned the skeleton slightly to lift it, Trasker spotted the bullet holes—a chipped dime-sized entrance wound in the back of the skull and a larger exit wound on the right side of the head: probable cause of death. As far as Anne knew, her mother had never owned a gun and Anne couldn’t imagine her using one. Score one for our side.


  While they were digging up the bones she felt a kind of numb shock that made it seem like she was moving under water. She’d ask a question, like what were the soil samples for, then have to repeat it and concentrate hard on the reply. Trasker told her they would check the soil for things like metal fragments, hair, blood, cloth, rope, or insect casings.


  “You okay?” he asked her. “You want to wait upstairs?”


  She shook her head vehemently. “I want to see.”


  The skeleton had long arms and legs. Its teeth gaped in a wide ghoulish grin, as if mocking her. She watched them wrap it in a black body bag and lug it up the stairs, depositing it in the rear of an unmarked blue van. Except for the years she’d been away at college, the two years she’d spent in a rented bungalow in Margate, and four summers at sleepaway camp in the Adirondacks, she’d lived in this house her entire life. When did those bones get down here? And how?


  After the cops had left and she’d said good-bye to Trasker, Anne picked up the phone and called Helen Passelbessy. Helen was at work and from the tone of her voice, Anne could tell she was busy.


  “Do you have a second? You’re not going to believe this,” Anne said, launching into the story. Helen was her closest friend. She lived at the other end of the Heights, near the marina, and worked as a loan officer at the Central Bank of New Jersey. She was sensible and levelheaded, with a sharp sense of humor and a knack for putting a positive spin on the worst situations.


  “You know what you should do,” Helen exclaimed, when Anne had finished. “You should call up this store in New York City. I saw a story about them on the news. They sell all kinds of bones. I think somebody paid two thousand bucks for a skeleton they had in the window.”


  “I don’t think I can sell the bones,” Anne said, weighing the possibility anyway. “They’re part of a criminal investigation. For all I know, the sheriff’s office has to keep the skeleton around for years, as evidence.”


  “Oh,” Helen sighed. “Too bad. Because if that store wasn’t interested, I was going to suggest you contact some local med schools.”


  Anne pulled at the phone cord distractedly. “This whole thing is giving me the creeps. I can’t believe these bones were moldering down in the basement for years.”


  “Is it possible they weren’t?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Could someone have planted the skeleton there recently?” Anne considered the question. It seemed highly unlikely, but she’d run it by Trasker anyway. “I don’t think so,” she said doubtfully.


  “Great timing, right? With Jack coming down.”


  “Jack. God, I wish he’d picked another weekend.”


  “Bring him by, okay? I feel like I haven’t seen him in ages.” Helen sneezed and blew her nose. “And try not to worry about the bones. They’re gone now, good riddance.”


  Helen was right, Anne told herself. The skeleton was long gone. But it didn’t help. She pictured the dirt hole in the basement. Telling Helen made the skeleton more real somehow. It didn’t matter that they’d carted it away. Its presence still infected the old house, casting a pall on everything that was familiar, like a dark, invisible shroud.


  After she and Helen hung up, Anne called her friend Delia Graustark. Delia wasn’t home, so she left a nondescript message on the machine.


  She put down the phone, went into the front room that served as her office, and turned on her computer. The screen confronted her, a dull blank. Mounds of dirt were scattered around the edges of the hole the cops had made. Chester couldn’t pour concrete for a new floor. Not since the basement had officially become a “crime scene,” complete with yellow police tape.


  Anne stared at the screen until it began to blur. Concentrate, she commanded herself. You have to get some work done. She’d only been working on the home repair book for a few weeks. And the irony was starting to bug her. How was she supposed to tell people how to fix a leaky roof and repair drywall when her own house was falling apart at the seams? For the past seven years, she’d ghostwritten all kinds of self-help books, becoming an instant expert on everything from raising a non-rebellious child to organic gardening. She’d written about religion, exercise, soap operas, politics, house cleaning, career issues, how to get the man you want, how to dump the man you had, how to look healthier, how to get more sleep, how to have more money, and how to find inner peace. Most recently, she’d penned a tell-all by an ego-maniacal actress—and nearly gotten herself killed.


  But the home repair book irked her the most. For starters, she was all thumbs. She couldn’t hammer a nail in straight if her life depended on it. Or open a window that had been painted shut. Or unclog the drain in the bathtub. The Unhandy Female syndrome, Jennifer Joan Klapisch called it. Jennifer Joan was planning to devote an entire chapter to the phenomenon in Home Repairs Without the Hassles. Which meant Anne had to translate Jennifer Joan’s jumbled theories about how math anxiety and playing with dolls left girls “repair challenged” when it came time to use an allen wrench.


  Jennifer Joan lived in Cedar Falls, Iowa, and had her own radio talk show, syndicated in thirty-nine states, her own line of power tools designed especially for women (Anne’s personal favorite was the powder pink drill, billed as “lighter, prettier, and sexier
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