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SPRING WAS MAKING ITSELF HEARD IN THE CHUGACH Mountains south of the Matanuska Valley in Alaska. Among the bright new leaves of birch and the dark branches of spruce that shared the flats below the Knik Glacier, the songs of resident and migrating birds resounded. Swallows, thrushes, siskins, and warblers flitted through the trees, and joyful chirps of celebration filled the newly warm air of the season. Kingfishers and crows punctuated the chorus in raucous lower tones. Infrequently, from its perch on a tall spruce, a raven dropped an unusual bell-like tone or injected a grumpy complaint into the chorus, resentful of the invaders that now intruded on a territory it had claimed all winter.

Adding to the cacophony, melt from snow that had slowly receded to the rocky slopes of the high peaks above the tree line on both sides of the valley provided sustained background music in dozens of streams and waterfalls. Runoff poured down steep hillsides, tumbling pebbles with gleeful burbles and cleaning out last years hoard of fallen leaves in its rush to join other rivulets in carving larger, deeper furrows into lower ground. Cutting through the gravel and sand of long-departed ice fields, ribbons of water twisted their way into the upper reaches of the Knik River, raising its flow to cover bars and banks the cold months had left dry and bare.

High above the river flats, beyond the steep flank of Mount Palmer, the Knik Glacier rose at five thousand feet in a giant ever-retreating river of ice that scoured a path, grinding away at the mountains through which it ran, moving inexorably if imperceptibly, sculpting out a channel between the ridges. Each winters cold slowed its motion, and snow added to its bulk. Still it moved forward into the river valley at an angle that brought its foot into solid contact with the slope of Mount Palmer, forming a dam of ice that closed off part of its own melt and that of several smaller glaciers that surrounded Lake George immediately to the west.

In the spring, when the snow and ice began to melt again, this dam contained the resulting water, which backed up and gradually filled the lake until it extended far beyond its winter boundaries. As summer set in and the weather grew warmer, the glacial dam would become unstable and periodically calve away in great towers of dense ice hundreds of feet tall, which would fall crashing into the lake with a roar that reverberated between the peaks.

Where glacier and mountain met to form the dam, water was already gradually finding its way into a narrow crack between the two. Just a few drops followed each other through the opening first, melting ice as they ran, widening the passage until their drip became a trickle. Soon it would be a stream. Then, finally, with a huge grinding rumble, the weight of thousands of gallons of water would become too much for the weakening dam and break it apart. Carrying chunks of the ice that had contained it, floodwater would pour into the valley below with a force that had been known to tear out the bridges and roads of early settlers. In March of 1964, the strongest earthquake ever recorded in North America severely shook South Central Alaska and altered the Knik River Valley terrain enough to moderate the yearly flood and lessen its force. The water still broke through with a roar that shook the ground and filled the river from bank to bank with roiling turbulence, but the destruction it had visited upon the works of man was reduced.

Even before this flood, however, the river rose dramatically with the spring melt and spread powerful icy waters over shallows and sandbars that had lain untouched and freeze-dried through the silent winter. Released from its ice-locked prison, the water scrabbled and clutched at stone-strewn flats with icy fingers, relearning old channels and inscribing new ones. Seizing fallen branches and logs to convey downstream, it carried some into tangles among the roots of trees that now waded in the shallows, hammered at bridge pilings with others, and finally deposited its vast collection of floating debris miles away in the salty waters of Cook Inlet.


The restless river explored the gravel of new paths with avaricious fingers, learning what was possible to steal and what lay too heavily or was too embedded for its grasping waters to pilfer. Large boulders might groan and shudder, but most lay patiently, waiting for the river to give up and fall back below their level of dignified solidity.

Other things, however, it was possible for greedy waters to loosen and, in time, sweep away. The desiccated skin and bones of a fox fell with the collapse of an undercut bank and drifted off in a swirl of sticks and leaves. Little by little, sand was scoured from around three half-buried beer cans, tossed aside by a pair of hunters the preceding October, and one by one they bobbed away, slowly filling with water until they rolled beneath the surface to bounce unseen along the riverbed. A dead tree that had hung for several seasons over the waters edge lost its tenuous hold on the earth and, with hardly a splash, fell into the current. There it revolved slowly as it was coaxed farther from shore and finally borne seaward on the flood.

Far upstream the rising river tugged at a bit of fabric on a now-submerged sandbar, uncovered as the sand and silt above it was swept away like smoke in the water. At first it was only a square inch or two of dirty cloth, but inquisitive liquid fingers soon persuaded most of a stained blue shirt from its resting place. Gradually, through the long afternoon, sand and gravel were washed away until a shape foreign to the natural surroundings was exposed. A sandal floated from a bare foot and was snatched by the current. A tangled mass of long light hair swayed like some strange water plant, the scarf that had once bound it gone to follow the sandal.

When afternoon turned into evening, the length of a slender arm and hand were last to be revealed. A bracelet of purple bruised the wrist and two nails of the delicate hand were broken off short. The braided Celtic pattern of a silver ring circled the shrunken flesh of the index finger. As the waters flow gently moved the hand, the ring slipped off and, caught by the swirl of an eddy, was washed into the sand of the bank and half buried. The river continued to wash over the still figure, cleansing some of the remaining soil from the blue shirt to expose rusty brown stains, pulling at it until, at last, the body rolled over and lay face up, staring with cold sightless eyes toward fading light reflected from the surface.

The chorus of birds had fallen into silence as they vanished to roosts in the surrounding forest. Only the late-spring thaw continued its relentless murmur in the gathering darkness, joined once by the haunting call of an owl, then by the howl of a wolf somewhere high on the mountain.

Except for a pale three-quarter moon and one faint star caught in a veil of cloud, it was full dark when the persistent river finally lifted the human form from its shallow resting place and tumbled it gently down into secret water.
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LATE ON A MILD BUT CLOUDY EVENING OF THE SECOND week of June, Jessie Arnold stood looking with satisfaction into a deep rectangular excavation in the yard of her property on Knik Road. In the bottom of what would soon become a basement for the new cabin she was helping to build stood Hank Petersons Bobcat, waiting where he had left it to finish the digging on his return the next day. Two piles of wooden forms lay nearby, ready to be assembled in the hole before the pouring of a concrete foundation to support the log walls that would soon rise above it.

A light breeze had been whispering through the trees throughout the afternoon. Now it had all but died, leaving stillness in its wake, and from somewhere in the surrounding woods Jessie could hear the distant protest of a chain saw that one of her neighbors was using, taking advantage of the extended June light to catch up on his chores. A pesky mosquito whined in her ear and she swiped casually at it with one hand, used to the omnipresent annoyance warm weather encouraged.

Summer solstice was little more than a week away, a significant date for Alaskans. Many who live in lower latitudes all but ignore the hinges of the year, but people who make their home in the far north are extremely aware of them. June may be the welcome beginning of summer, but always in the minds of northerners is the knowledge that each day succeeding the solstice will be several minutes shorter. By mid-December, South Central Alaskas nineteen hours of mid-June daylight will have shrunk to five and a half, and the majority of each day will be spent in darkness, the country locked once more in frozen silence.

Jessie and winter had no quarrel with each other, for they were well acquainted and she was always ready to enjoy Alaskas compelling wilderness with her sled dog teams. But with each springs return, she found her energy level rising as the days lengthened and the arc of the suns increasingly northern path brought it higher in the sky. This particular summer would be filled with the construction of her new house. Impatient to get on with it, she was pleased with the pit she was examining. Before log walls could go up, the basement must go down. It was a significant and much anticipated beginning.

A late and rainy spring had kept the ground too wet and muddy for earlier digging. The soil was still damp, but contractor Vic Prentice had finally declared it acceptable, unwilling to wait longer. If we dont get going now therell be snow on our heads before we get it buttoned up. So all day the roar of the Bobcat had filled the clearing.


It had been gray and cloudy, threatening more rain that thankfully had not fallen to halt the work. But now, as the sun began to set, it sank below the overcast into a clear band of sky in the west, and sudden concentrated rays of golden light were cast across Jessies cabin site like a benediction. A few midges, dust motes, and a mosquito or two floated lazily in the gilded brightness. The tall birch of the surrounding grove split the light with protracted fingers of deep blue shadow that contrasted with the richness of the sunshine. Against the shadows and threatening clouds the new yellow-green birch leaves caught the light so intensely that each one seemed to have an inner glow of its own, and they shimmered as one last breath of the dying breeze set them briefly astir.

The persistent mosquito, or one of her voracious sisters, returned to interrupt Jessies appreciation with a high-pitched whine of complaint. Time to put on more repellent or go indoors, she told herself. But once again she waved the insect away and continued her inspection of the hole in her yard, reluctant to relinquish the pleasurable reassurance that a new cabin was about to rise like a phoenix from the ashes of the old. She could almost see what it would look like when it was finished, clean and new, fitting in companionably with the old-growth timber of the surrounding woods. Then, struck with amusement that a thing as mundane as a hole could be so inspiring, she smiled at her own enthusiasm.

Stepping forward to the very edge of the pit, back to the sun, she shaded her eyes with both gloved hands to take one last look, for the light of the setting sun had cast the depths into such dark shadow it was difficult to make out the earthen walls Peterson had carved so skillfully. As the movement brought into her line of sight a narrow section of the far wall that had been hidden by the Bobcat, an object suddenly stood out from the darkness of the vertical wall and caught her attention. From what she could make out, it was somewhat rounded in shape and pale enough in color to stand out against the rich brown of the dirt around it. A rock, she assumed. There had been several light-colored rounded stones dug up during the afternoons excavation. What she was seeing was probably another. She decided to go down and remove it before quitting for the day.

Walking around the hole, Jessie went down the ramp Peterson had scraped out as access for his Bobcat. As she moved out of the sunlight into shadow, the scent of the recently disturbed earth rose up sweetly to meet her, and she was reminded of her plans to use some of this rich soil on her vegetable garden. She crossed the flat bottom of the pit, some of the damp loam sticking to her boots, and stopped to examine the object that had caught her eye.

It lay a little less than halfway down the wall, perhaps four feet from the upper edge and six from the bottom of the pit. The small amount of what was exposed seemed smoother and of a different texture than the stone she anticipated. She frowned and started to reach up for it but then hesitated, a hint of puzzled recognition slowly dawning.

Carefully, with one gloved hand, she was brushing at the dirt that clung to the object when, without warning, a large clod suddenly came loose from one side and fell to the ground at her feet. Jessie reacted with a gasp, clenched her fingers into a fist, and pulled them back hard against her chest as she took a step away and gaped in disbelief at what hung still half buried in the wall before her. The falling soil had revealed that the complete shape was not symmetrically curved as expected. Half turned in her direction, a round dirt-packed eye socket seemed to stare blindly over her head at the now-fading light of the setting sun, and a jawbone full of teeth appeared to grin in ironic if silent approval of its unexpected liberation. It was an old skull, nothing left but bone, pale and long abandoned by its owner, but unmistakablyalarminglyhuman.

For a long minute, Jessie stood unmoving, scarcely breathing, her mind a blank confusion. Then another breath of the dying breeze rustled the birch leaves and one of her dogs yelped sharply from the kennel yard above her on the other side of the clearing. With a shiver, she blinked and looked away from her unwelcome discovery. Someone walking on your grave, her grandmother had called such a shudder. Not this time, she reassured herself; this burial place belonged to someone else.

The bright golden rays of sunlight had disappeared and the world around her was once again a dreary gray. Her image of a new cabin had faded with the light and the depression in which she stood was just a hole in the ground, a hole that unexpectedly contained what had once been a person. Who? How had this body wound up in her yard? Like it or not, there were things she must do about what she had unearthed. There were people she must call, who would come with questions she could not answer, and delays she would be forced to tolerate.

With one last glance at the grimace in the wall, she straightened her shoulders and marched up Petersons ramp.

Across the yard, a Winnebago motor home belonging to Vic Prentice was parked for the summer building season. During the day, she shared part of it with him as project office, but the rest of the time, at his suggestion, she was living there. It contained the telephone she now needed in order to call the state troopers, who would know what was legally required in such unusual and disquieting circumstances.

Troubled, her anxiety mixed with a spark of anger, knowing that what she had discovered would result in another construction delay, Jessie went to make her call.
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IN THE BRILLIANCE OF A SUNNY MORNING, JOHN TIMMONS, assistant coroner from the state crime lab in Anchorage, peered upward at the skull that gazed sightless out of the dirt wall of the basement excavation for Jessie Arnolds new log cabin. A frown beetled his heavy brows as he strained to examine it, gave up, and whirled his wheelchair around to face the two state troopers who had laid planks over the ramp and the muddy bottom of the pit, so he could wheel down to inspect the evidence.

Dammit! Get something to raise me high enough to have a look at the thing, he demanded. Those wooden forms in the yard will do, two or three of them.

Watching from above, Jessie smiled to herself at the sound of his gruff voice, remembering a past comparison to the sound of gravel shaken in a tin can, and at the frustration with which he was now scrubbing at his fuzzy hair.

The skiing accident that had paralyzed Timmons from the waist down had not affected the attitude with which he would hurl himself and those around him headlong at this problem, like everything else in his life. Every challenge was an all-or-nothing proposition.

The two troopers immediately headed for the access ramp, intending to lug down the forms as directed. But Hank Peterson, who had been leaning against one wheel of his Bobcat to watch the interesting goings-on below, tossed away a cigarette and hopped onto his machine. Deftly wheeling it to the pile of forms, he loaded four across the bucket and transported them easily into the excavation where Timmons was expressing impatience. Leaving the Bobcat rumbling in idle, and with assistance from the troopers, he stacked three forms into a platform on the ground below the skull in the wall and slanted the fourth against one side to make a ramp for the wheelchair.

Good man, Timmons growled and, perched on this jury-rigged accommodation, returned to his inspection of Jessies macabre discovery of the night before.

A phone call from Phil Becker had not alerted the assistant coroner until after dark, so he had instructed the trooper to close the area and to expect his arrival when he could examine the remains in daylight. He had wasted no time that morning, however, showing up in his van in time to have coffee with Jessie while they and the aide he had ferried along awaited the arrival of Becker and a second trooper from the Palmer office. Hank Peterson had also turned up early, and was soon followed by Vic Prentice and the rest of the construction team, ready to resume work but fascinated by the cause of the delay. Vic put them to work sorting out the forms they would need to use later that day; then they stood around watching while the investigation proceeded.

Jesus, Jessie. Doesnt anything ever go normally for you? Hank had asked, with a crooked grin and a shake of his head.

He had then asked John Timmons a dozen questions about the work of the crime lab and how he was able to accomplish it on wheels. Timmons had enthused about the excitement of wheelchair racing, with which he had replaced skiing after his accident. Some mechanical geniusor madmanhad built him a four-wheeled version of a dirt bike, and he now raced off-road as well as on, whenever he had the chance, though winter restricted his opportunities. Halting his animated recital in midsentence, Timmons had tossed Jessie the empty cup he was waving and wheeled off in determined fashion toward the basement excavation.

About time, Phil. Lets get a look at what Jessies got for us this time.

As the three civilian spectatorsfor Jessie and Hank were soon joined by Vic Prenticewatched from around the pile of wooden forms, Timmons peered at the enigma embedded in the dirt wall, which appeared to stare back at him from its empty eye sockets with a maniacal grin of its yellowed teeth. When he had examined all that was visible, including the teeth, he selected a tool from the contents of his field kit and carefully dug away the soil from around the top and sides of the skull, leaving it on a rough dirt shelf, released to further inspection. Hmm, he muttered, digging away more soil beyond the jaw. Ha!

What? Becker asked.

Timmons, focused on his work, continued the slow disinterment process without speaking. Gradually, as he expanded the cavity, more bones were uncoveredthe vertebrae of the neck and then the left clavicle. A bit more digging and the top of the flat scapula of the left shoulder could be seen, along with several short upper ribs.

A trickle of loose soil preceding a chunk the size of a baseball followed his next attempt with the digging tool. It came abruptly away from the wall and fell into his lap, scattering dirt over his pants as it broke up.

Enough, Timmons declared, dropping a hand to brush at his bony knees and squinting as he intently inspected what he had unearthed so far. The wall will collapse if we dont cut down from ground level to get the rest out. Man your shovels, boys.

Swinging the chair around to face his fascinated audience, he gave Becker a wicked grin.

Heres your chance to actually dig for clues, Phil.



It took the rest of the morning; and Jessie had brewed several pots of coffee by the time the skeleton had been more or less unearthed.

Timmons halted the work when less than an inch of soil remained over the bones and once again descended into the basement excavation and onto the platform, where he worked for another hour, carefully removing the rest of the dirt a little at a time to expose the whole skeleton.

It lay on its right side, facing into the pit from a semifetal position, as if the person it had been had simply fallen asleep comfortably, knees bent in a 45-degree angle, arms pulled in close to the rib cage and crossed at the wrists. As the flesh had decomposed and melted away into the soil, some of the earth that covered it had fallen in to partially fill the cavity left behind. Without muscles and tendons to hold them together, the vertebrae of the spine had sagged into misalignment. A few scraps of fabric, now greasy and discolored, could be discerned as underwear shorts that clung and defined the pelvic girdle.

Timmons growled under his breath at what he had found but made no comments until, with help, he had wheeled back up out of the hole and stopped at the edge of the pit, where Jessie came to stand beside the chair.

Old, he said, after a minute or two of collecting his thoughts. Not ancientnot archaeological, I meanbut old. Historic remains dont wear boxer shorts.

Toward noon, when he had done everything he could for the time being, Timmons accepted a sandwich from Jessie and settled at the edge of the basement excavation, where he could keep an eye on the rest of the proceedings. Phil Becker and the second state trooper helped the young lab assistant carefully remove the skeleton to a waiting van for transportation to the Anchorage crime lab.

Jessie had smiled at his assessment of the underwear but was more concerned with what he might have learned from his examination. Can you tell yet what killed him? she asked.

Timmons glanced up sharply to peer at her from under his shaggy brows. What killed him? No, not yet. Its an odd position to bury someone in. Most people lay bodies out straight and formal. Ill probably be able to figure out the cause of death, but I doubt very much if well ever know who did the burying on one this old, dammit. Probably long gone anyway. And what makes you think its a him?

Jessie, who had just taken a bite of her own sandwich, gave him a startled look and swallowed hard. Isnt it?

Wellyes. Id say its male, but thats not official till I get the remains into the lab. Just wondered about your assumption.

Jessie had spent a restless night, unable to stop thinking about the silent witness keeping her company in the pit next door to the motor home. As she had tossed and turned, trying to shut off her thoughts and questions, it had occurred to her that for years she had been sleeping almost directly above the bones that lay buried less than a dozen feet below. If her cabin had not burned, and if she had not decided to replace it and include a basement, she would never have discovered the skull. It would have remained at rest, peaceful or not, four feet beneath the surface, perhaps another seven or eight below her bed.

It was a disconcerting concept, but it had never entered her mind that the buried remains were anything but male. Now she wondered why not. Women died and were buried too. Interestingand gruesome. But the skeleton was wearing mens underwear.

She turned back to Timmons with another question from her restive night. What will you do with theremains? After you examine them, I mean.

Theyll be held at the lab while we try to identify them. If we cant, theyll be buried as a John Doe, unless someone claims the body.

As the troopers and the lab assistant finished loading the bones into the van, Timmons swung his wheelchair around to face her directly. How long have you owned this place, Jessie?

Almost ten years.

Tell me what you remember. Who did you buy it from? Were there any buildings here?

Jessie closed her eyes, visualizing the area before a lot of hard work and the help of a few friends had built her first cabin there and turned the yard into a kennel for her sled dogs.

The clearing was a lot smaller, she told him, opening her eyes and waving a hand toward the dog yard. I cut at least a dozen trees to make room for my mutts. There was an old prospectors cabina one-room sort of thing in pretty bad shape. The sod roof was falling in. We tore it apart to make room to build my cabin and used some of the logs for a shed.

So no one was living in it.

No. Thered been an old man, I think, but he died. It must have been his son who sold me the place. I dont remember his name or where he was going, except that it was out of Alaskasomeplace warmer. I only met him once, briefly. Mostly I talked to the loan and title people.

Well, we can go through the records and find out who it was. Where was that old cabin exactly?

Jessie frowned and surveyed the clearing in an attempt to recall how it had appeared before all the changes she had made in a decade. The dog yard now took up the majority of the space, with individual boxes for her more than forty sled dogs and room for them to move outside them on their restraints. The footprint of the cabin that had burned down three months earlier overlapped the space on which the new one would rise, but had been situated a few feet to the north. As she remembered, the old prospectors cabin had stood almost exactly where they were building the new one.

You could almost have set it in the hole for the basement, she told Timmons.

So this body would not have been buried by digging up the floor.


I dont remember it that way. It seems about a yard from where the south wall stood.

He nodded thoughtfully. I thought so. And that grave was dug from the surface. The fill dirt was a slightly different color than what was around it. Some topsoil got mixed in as it was shoveled back. You can see some color and texture difference if you look closely. A hole that deep means the body was probably buried when the ground wasnt frozen.

He looked up and nodded to Phil Becker, who had come across the yard from the van and stood listening to the last of this recital. He scowled at the question the trooper asked next.

Is this a natural death, John? You think there could be any others? Should we be digging up more of this yard?

At the incredulous expression on Jessies face, Timmonss frown turned to a chuckle. Dont panic. Were not going to put your construction project on hold with more digging. I think its probably a single burial. Could be that the son simply buried his father next to the cabin he lived in and didnt want to move the grave. Wouldnt be that unusual. Ill check the records and see if the old man was buried somewhere else. Well have to date the bones, but its probably the old guy.

She thought about that for a minute, not understanding how anyone could bury a parent and then sell him along with the property, leaving no marker and making no mention of the graves location.


If this was his father, isnt it weird that he didnt tell someone about it? And why would he bury him with no clothes on?

Timmons considered her question thoughtfully. I should have known you wouldnt miss that one. He might have thought mentioning it would put the sale in jeopardy. I dont know, Jessie. People react all kinds of ways to death. It might have had something to do with their relationshipif it wasnt a good one. Its a little unusual, but dont worry about it. You can be sure well be doing some background checks and Ill let you know what we find out. Dont dig any more basements until I let you know, though. Okay?

She agreed and let it go, but the idea still nagged at her.

Ten minutes later, after the van and the patrol car had turned from her driveway onto Knik Road, she glanced around her yard, contemplating the unwelcome thought of other bodies beneath the ground. The idea gave her another shiver, so she determinedly thought about something else: getting her cabin building under way again.

Hey, Jessie, Hank Peterson called from the hole, where he was about to start up his Bobcat to complete the excavation. If you want, we can put a basement window in this space they dug out. Whaddaya think?

Forget it, she told him emphatically. I dont want to look out a window and remember that I found a skeleton there. Fill it in.
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FOLLOWING THE DEPARTURE OF THE FORENSICS TEAM, the construction crew was half a day behind schedule in forming up to pour the concrete that would be delivered by a subcontractor the next morning. Taking advantage of the extended June daylight, they worked until after seven, Jessie laboring along with Vic Prentices crew of four, while Hank Peterson used his Bobcat to level the ground and move forms into position.

It was an interesting and experienced crew that went efficiently about their business, stringing chalk lines to establish the exact location of the basement footings in the excavation, then assembling the forms in the shallow trenches that would hold them. As she helped by carrying tools and lumber back and forth, Jessie learned their first names.

Vics foreman, Bill, a stocky, moonfaced man in his forties, who rocked about on short, stumpy legs, spoke with a surprisingly soft voice. He was clearly respected by the men, however, for his few suggestionsimpossible to call them orders from their tonewere followed to the letter.


Jason, whom they all called J.B., was the exact opposite in appearance, tall and thin. He had a voice like a foghorn that could almost always be heard pouring out good-humored if off-key scraps of song, as he warbled along with the tape player he had attached to his utility belt. To Jessies amusement, he seemed to know the words to every show tune ever written for the Broadway stage.

The other two crew members were new this season and tended to be more seen than heard. Dell was neatly bearded and wore his hair long, tied back in a low ponytail. He had the build of a football quarterback, slim and agile, with muscled arms and shoulders that he liked to show off by tearing the sleeves out of the sweatshirts he wore. He spoke little but seemed aware of everything, moving instinctively to where he was needed.

Redheaded Stevie, in her twenties the youngest, also went competentlyand more energeticallyabout her business, with little direction from Bill. She wore her hair short and tied colorful bandannas around her head as sweatbands. Stevie caught Jessies attention now and then with an infectious grin or a humorous comment muttered almost under her breath as she passed.

When they finally quit for the day, all was ready for the pour next morning, and Jessie was tired, dirty, and hungry. Waving good-bye to Vic and Hank, last to drive away, she headed for the motor home and a shower before finding something easy, quick, and probably canned to heat for dinner.


Billy Steward, her kennel assistant, had showed up late in the afternoon to feed and water the dogs, so she had no canine chores waiting. But wanting some company that wouldnt shout directions over the roar of a Bobcat, she unhooked her lead dog, Tank, from his restraint and took him into the Winnebago with her for the evening.

As she stripped off her filthy jeans and sweatshirt, he sat patiently awaiting her attention. All day, he and the other dogs had watched the unusual activity from their places in the yard, some leaping up to lie on top of their boxes, which gave them a better view of the proceedings.

Hey, buddy. This is all pretty strange for you guys, isnt it? she asked, grabbing a towel with one hand and leaning down to give him a hug and rub his ears. But I need a box to sleep in too.

He reached up to give her an affectionate sloppy lick from chin to ear, making her grin.

Okay, I can take a hint. Shower time.

Getting clean felt so good she stayed in the compact shower space until she ran out of hot water, washing her hair along with the rest of her. Satisfied with a quick towel dry, she ran her fingers through her wavy honey-blond hair, pulled on a favorite old pair of sweats and an Arnold Kennels T-shirt, and headed for the galley. There, she considered a can of chili but opted instead for one of several serving-sized containers of stew from a batch she had made a week or so before and frozen for just such an undemanding meal. Dumping it from its plastic container into a saucepan, she added a little water and turned the stove burner on low to thaw and heat it slowly. Some French bread went into the oven, buttered and encased in aluminum foil. Five minutes later, she had slipped Loreena McKennitts The Book of Secrets into the CD player and settled at the table with a shot of Jamesons Irish for sipping and a sigh of contentment.

What could be better after a hard days work? she thought, glad to have the place by herself for the time being and nothing but the music to replace the sound of construction outside.

With the music playing, she didnt hear tires on her driveway or the crunch of footsteps approaching her door. The fist that hammered on it startled her into spilling a drop or two of whiskey from the glass she was just raising to her mouth.

Hey! someone shouted outside. Anyone home?

Dammit, Jessie swore under her breath, as Tank sat up from where he was lying at her feet and turned to face the door. Who the hell?

Setting down the snifter, she unwillingly got up, wiped the whiskey from her hand with a towel, and, frowning, went to answer the summons, as whoever it was pounded againloudly.

Jessie! Jessie Arnold! Are you in there?

She did not recognize the voice or the face that confronted her when she opened the door to look out. But she had no trouble identifying the television van that was parked between her dog yard and the excavation for her new basement.

Hey! Understand you found a body out here last night. Whats the story?

A camera crew had already climbed down into the excavation and was making tracks in and around the ready-for-concrete forms the construction gang had worked so hard on that afternoon. As Jessie watched, speechless, a tall gangly young man with a heavy camera on his shoulder tripped over a stake at one corner, knocking it out of the ground and loosening the form. Not bothering to replace it, he moved on, continuing a concerted visual search of the dirt walls and floor of the pit.

Jamming her feet into the muddy boots she had left on a piece of newspaper near the door, Jessie didnt bother to answer the question she had been asked but jumped from the motor home, slammed the door, and hurried to the edge of the excavation.

Get out of there! she angrily told the two men and a woman, who were in the process of examining the hole for evidence of the location of the body they had heard about. Youre wrecking the foundation forms. Out! Right now!

Aw, come on, Jessie. We just want the story. Where was the corpse? The report said you found it. Whats it like to find a body? Any idea who it might be?

The door-pounder had followed along to bombard her with questions. One of the three in the hole glanced up, but in their attempt to find something to video they all ignored her demand.


Hey, Jim, the door-pounder called. Come up here with the camera and interview Jessie. You can get shots of the site after she shows us where to look
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