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Ashes to Ashes, Diamonds to Dust

	The call came at 4:30 a.m., but I was awake, pacing through my apartment that had turned into my workplace. Only potential clients or the police called at that time of morning, so I tried to sound professional when I answered.

	“Valerie Chariot, private investigator. I’ll solve your case if it kills me.” Was that too desperate? Sleep deprivation does that to me.

	There was a honk and a sob on the other end, followed by a voice in the background saying, “There, there, dear. Should I talk to the nice PI?” before a female gasped out, “Our gosling! Dead! Come quickly!”

	•          •          •

	Geese. Rich geese to boot. As I drove through the manor gate twice my size and past rows of magnolias toward the mansion, I mentally gave my asking price a swift kick up the social ladder. This was my first case since moving to town a few weeks ago, and I swore I could sometimes hear my checkbook’s stomach rumbling over my own.

	The butler, a handsome, aging raccoon, dapper and groomed even on the near side of 5:00 a.m., showed me to a sitting room where a middle-aged couple wept. In truth, the wife wept. Her husband held her in granite silence, only dabbing a handkerchief to his eyes or beak intermittently. Stiff upper mandible and all that, I suppose.

	When the wife caught sight of me, her eyes bulged, and her next sob became a cough. Her husband doubtless imagined I couldn’t hear him say, “Now, let’s not have a scene because she’s a carnivore, Evelyn. Foxes are considered especially clever.” I was used to it. As long as they paid, I didn’t care what my clients thought of me.

	I sat in a lavender wing chair and pulled out my pocket notepad and pencil. “With condolences, the longer we spend on formalities and sympathies, the colder the trail gets. Tell me everything you know.”

	“Mr. and Mrs. Underwood,” the husband said and extended a wing, which I gave a perfunctory shake. “Delighted, I’m sure. Or I would be if the police hadn’t informed us an hour ago they found the—” He hiccupped and held his wing across his bill as his wife dissolved again.

	“Corpse,” I said.

	Mr. Underwood nodded and wrapped both wings around his wife. “—of our son Squiggles at the wharf.”

	I disguised a sigh as a low whistle. Only the rich could get away with naming their offspring Squiggles. Or would want to.

	“We don’t know more, Ms. Chariot, except that it was foul play.”

	After years in law enforcement, it still amazed me that avian victims used that phrase. It made their grief almost laughable. Once, I interviewed a swallow who worked as a prostitute. She had found her client, a pecker, mutilated in her bed when she returned from a birdbath. The pun potential in that conversation had been a minefield.

	“Who were Squiggles’s enemies?” I asked. “Creditors? Jilted lovers? When did you see him last? Had he been acting strangely?”

	“If only we knew!” Mrs. Underwood burst out. “He ran away a year ago, and we’ve seen neither flesh nor feather of him since. Not even his—” She wailed and collapsed into Mr. Underwood’s lap.

	“Corpse,” I said. Her wail jumped an octave.

	“We almost saw him yesterday,” Mr. Underwood offered. “The district attorney called: Squiggles had forged my signature on a sizable check to himself. The bank caught it, and he was arrested. We told the DA to drop all charges and rushed to the jail, but he had already been picked up by a ‘friend.’ That was Squiggles’s own word; the officer on duty didn’t see the friend.”

	Something rubbed my leg, and I looked down to find a sand crab getting friendly with my calf. Mrs. Underwood said, “Don’t worry, Sandy doesn’t pinch. Our private beach is eroding, so she doesn’t go out much. Squiggles adored Sandy and was going to fix the beach up before he fell in with the rough-and-tumble crowd a year and a half ago. We hoped that plan would draw him home before Sandy became a—” She broke off to cry again, and Mr. Underwood relinquished his handkerchief.

	“Corpse?” I guessed.

	That stoppered Mrs. Underwood’s tears instantly. “Good heavens, no! A mother! Squiggles wanted to breed her.”

	I tapped my pencil against the notepad. “Apologies. You know Squiggles ran with bad companions starting some eighteen months ago. Even if you can’t name contacts, physical descriptions or typical haunts would help.”

	“We never saw anyone,” Mr. Underwood answered while Mrs. Underwood nodded. “He dropped out of college but left early every morning and returned in the evening smelling of beer and pond scum—low-grade, not the good stuff.”

	Mrs. Underwood turned on her husband, handkerchief poised mid-dab. “How do you know the difference between the smell of low-grade pond scum and ‘the good stuff,’ please?”

	“Oh, now, Evelyn.” Mr. Underwood blushed. “Laws were different in our day. Anyway, we talked to him about it once, but he stormed out and didn’t come home for three days. When he did, he had crusted blood near his breast almost hidden by his wing where the pinfeathers had been ripped out.”

	“Barbaric!” Mrs. Underwood breathed.

	I nodded. “Initiation for a gang or mafia family.”

	“I told him this couldn’t go on,” Mrs. Underwood whimpered. “We had a row, and that was the last we saw of him.”

	I flipped my notepad closed and tucked it into my breast pocket. The gang tip was likely the best I would get out of this conversation. “I should visit the crime scene while it’s hot. And, uh, I’ll need a downpayment on my services for … expenses. Any amount will do.”

	Okay, that definitely came off as desperate, but Mr. Underwood didn’t seem to notice. He scrawled out a check and handed it to me with the words, “We have every confidence in you, Ms. Chariot.” The value was more than just “any amount.”

	“One more question, if I might, Mr. and Mrs. Underwood. For my marketing department. Why did you hire me over my competition?”

	“You answered the phone,” Mr. Underwood said.

	The implication felt as if a sand crab had its claw around my heart. “Meaning I was the only one?”

	Mr. Underwood gave a rueful smile and half a shrug. Someday, maybe someday soon, my tombstone would read, Valerie Chariot: She showed up.

	•          •          •

	Flashing my PI badge, I cleared the police line at the wharf and approached the center of the hubbub. A smoldering trash barrel like the ones the homeless used for warmth breathed smoke tendrils upward past a savory plucked goose on a spit. Golden brown skin. Crispy. I sucked my saliva back. If anyone so much as insinuated the obvious pun—

	“Well, I guess his goose is cooked! Am I right?”

	That was how I met Police Chief Barnum. Golden Retrievers are only distant relatives of foxes, but I had hoped for more canine class out of him.

	“Decorum, Chief, please,” I said, and he frowned. “Valerie Chariot, PI. The Underwoods hired me to complement the police investigation. Found anything?”

	“Happy for the assistance, Ms. Chariot,” he said, though his tone now sounded grudging. Was he that insulted over his failed joke? “A hooker called the murder in at 3:00 a.m. when a homeless guy convinced her he had smelled cooked goose near the wharf.” Barnum shuddered, but he couldn’t keep a straight face. “The thought of being spitted and roasted like that …”

	Don’t say it, Chief.

	“… well, it’s enough to give me gooseflesh.” He wheezed in self-congratulatory laughter, but when my pencil remained poised above my notepad, his grin dropped and he relapsed into gruffness. “Questioned the hooker and the homeless fellow, but they were useless. The meat wasn’t cooked through …” He took off his policeman’s cap and scratched his head. The way he drew his words out, I figured he was searching for a pun on raw meat, but then he caught sight of my face and jammed the cap back on. “The cause of death is a crushed skull, if the coroner agrees.”

	I frowned. “So, not a carnivore? No claw marks or puncture wounds? They’re difficult to find on cooked meat.”

	Chief Barnum puffed out his chest and crossed his arms. “Neither, Ms. Chariot. And I don’t appreciate your insinuation of incompetence.”

	“Not incompetence. Everyone makes mistakes.”

	The chief’s forensics team—three field mice and a hawk, which must have made for awkward lunch breaks—scoured the site, but they were finished around the spit. I kneeled and inspected the chipped, flaked concrete. Scraggly weeds sprouted from cracks. Nestled in the weeds were small tan fragments of something. I called one of the field mice over to ask him about the evidence.

	“Peanuts,” he said. “The whole wharf is laced with peanut dust. Tons of it move through here each day. It’s not evidence.” He scurried back to work.

	“Everyone makes mistakes,” Chief Barnum mocked and moved off. So, he was going to be petty about not scoring a laugh. Fine. Let him be.

	In expanding circles, I crawled around the crime scene hunting peanuts. With my nose to the ground, the scent was as omnipresent as the mouse had claimed, but I kept an eye on the fragments themselves. A meter out, they disappeared, though the smell didn’t. Only dust from shells and husks remained.

	I waved a different mouse over to report my findings, and Chief Barnum came with. The mouse verified, then examined a peanut fragment at the spit. “It’s fresh and smells of burlap. The burlap scent should have stuck to the shells, not the nuts, but there are no shells.”

	The chief harrumphed but said nothing while the hawk bagged the evidence.

	“Chief, come look!” an officer called from behind a stack of crates a few meters from the smoldering barrel.

	There, tucked in a tight corner between crates, were a baster and a full vial labeled Rosemary.

	To his officer, Chief Barnum said, “I don’t know. The baster is clean, and this is too far out of the way. Looks planted.” When the officer went to fetch the hawk, Barnum smirked at me and said, “Still, score one for the cops over the uppity PI.”

	“Even fools get it right sometimes,” I retorted. Chief Barnum’s hackles rose, and he bared his teeth, but before he could retaliate, I said, “Are we even now? We’re both just doing our jobs. Ceasefire?”

	The chief came down a notch, but he growled, “I deeply mistrust anyone who can’t laugh on the job, no matter what that job is.”

	Oh, for God’s sake. Well, if that was what it took …

	I slipped on a subtle grin, arched an eyebrow, and muttered, “I’ll admit, it would behoove an herbivore to plant evidence.”

	Chief Barnum’s howl of laughter hurt my ears and turned the heads of the entire police team. Tears rolled down his furry jowls as he gasped out, “Double whammy! Genius! Should have thought of it—” and so on.

	I rolled my eyes. “Do you have suspects, Chief?”

	“Clearly wasn’t a crime of passion,” the chief said, wiping his eyes, “which leaves the usual prime suspect. We’ll visit Don Snood once we wrap up here.”

	“Don Snood?”

	Chief Barnum’s ears perked up. “What kind of detective are you if you don’t know the local crime boss?”

	I sighed and pulled out my keys. “Until an hour ago, an unemployed one.” I gave him a tiny salute and returned to my car for detective grunt work: interviewing Squiggles’s most recent known contacts from his abortive college education and tethering my way forward in time.

	•          •          •

	At the funeral five days later
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