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To Ray,

At the very core of his soul was

the true meaning of good bones
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Doug Fields parked Zeus, the nickname for his older dark blue Ford F-150, at the end of the gravel driveway.  He shut off the engine, then dug the house keys out of his pants pocket.  He wondered what could be found inside the two-story, two-bedroom bungalow.

Small lot.  Very unkempt lawn.  Unattached one-stall garage.  But still close proximity to a middle school.  I could double my money with this one, if I put in the work and it has good bones.

As a retired investigator with the St. Paul PD, Doug knew he had to do something to fill his time after hanging up his shield four years ago.  He wasn’t a gambler, a drinker, and absolutely hated golf.  But he had always been good with his hands.  His wife, Gina, jokingly reminded him that his handyman skills were one of two reasons she kept him around for so many years.

The other reason was their equally matched sex drives.  It had waned in their aging years, albeit they still found the passionate desire five if not six times a week.

So, after retiring and collecting a decent monthly pension, he took his handyman skills to the next level as a house flipper.

He opened the door to the extended cab.  Inside, sitting at attention and panting, was Mick.  Named after his favorite heavy metal guitarist, Mick Mars of Motley Crue, Mick was a black lab and a recently retired cadaver dog.  Mick always accompanied Doug on the job.  Not only was a larger dog a deterrent for would-be criminals, Mick’s skills at detecting dead bodies never went away in retirement.

Nine months ago, Doug bought a one-story rambler with an attached garage from a bank foreclosure auction in the nearby Twin Cities suburb of Stillwater.  In his initial walk-through, Mick circled the exterior of the house and then bolted toward the rear of the property.  Mick laid on the grass in a prone position, head on his paws, his tail thumping rapidly on the ground.  This was his tell that there was a dead body present.

The area where Mick was telling appeared to be an old flower bed, which was then overrun with ferns and pink lady’s slippers, the latter being the Minnesota state flower.  It was illegal to uproot them from their natural habitat, unless by chance they actually grew there.

The previous owner of the house was an elderly woman in her nineties, who was currently residing at a nursing home and had recently been diagnosed with brain cancer.  Her husband of fifty years disappeared close to twenty years ago by that point.  It was always rumored that she had something to do with it, but it was never proven.  And she never confessed.  Even the cops weren’t too surprised that he disappeared, since they were called to the residence hundreds of times over the years, all without any formal charges because of the limitations in the state laws and the lack of physical evidence.

Doug grabbed a spade shovel, and carefully scraped the dirt away from the spot, layer by layer.  It didn’t take long before he found the skeletal remains of a body, wrapped in a black garbage bag.  He immediately contacted the PD, who in turn contacted the mobile forensic unit of the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension.  Dental records and DNA confirmed the body was indeed the missing husband.  When investigators advised her what they found, she confessed right then and there, “That bastard got off light for what he did to me.”  She held out her hands, but the DA elected not to prosecute, adding that she killed him in self defense.
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Doug scratched Mick behind the ears and asked, “You ready?  Go on.”

Mick bolted to the front door.

Doug unlocked the front door to the bungalow, praying for good bones.

He won the house bid at a bank auction just this morning.  There were only two other bidders present, and he was prepared to go much higher than expected.  Having researched the property before, the owners have had it on the market for almost two years without a single offer.  Then, when mounting debts became unmanageable, the owners stumbled into the bank, threw the keys on the banker’s desk, and stumbled back out.  Doug overheard the banker telling another banker that the heavy stench of alcohol lingered for hours afterward.

Twelve years earlier, this house was all over the news.  The couple, Carl and Gabby Matthews, called 9-1-1 to report their three-year-old son Adrien had gone missing.  A massive search was undertaken involving multiple jurisdictions, including the FBI.  Sex offenders from all over the Twin Cities, northern Iowa, and western Wisconsin were interviewed.  All had alibis.  The parents’ lives were turned upside-down.  They soon lost their jobs, and resorted to heavy drinking.

In the end, the parents were cleared of any wrongdoing.  From what Doug remembered from the news broadcasts, the house still looked the same.  The same drab yellow, save for the paint peeling along the windows.  Shingles were missing here and there, looking like the toothy mouth of a witch’s Halloween mask.

A musty odor wafted out as he opened the door, the hinges creaking like an old rocking chair.  Once inside, he detected the putrid stench of years and years of alcohol and cigarette smoke.

One thing is for certain.  The carpet is the first to go.  And the walls will need a good scrubbing along with a few fresh coats of paint.

He pulled on the edge of the carpet near the door.  It easily came up, revealing dark hardwood floor.

Good bones so far.

Mick charged inside, going from room to room.

Doug calculated that he would need at least two large dumpsters to clear everything out, depending on how much more junk he found upstairs and out in the garage.  It wasn’t the worst place he had ever seen, but it certainly wasn’t the cleanest.  The Matthews must’ve had hoarding tendencies, for there were piles of newspapers, magazines, multiple pizza boxes, and empty Chinese food containers.

And that was just what was in the living room.

The fridge was thankfully empty, save for a faint rotting stench like that of food that had gone bad.  The cupboards were bare and free of rodents and cockroaches, but he did spot quite a few ants and other bugs scurrying along the counters and sink.

The upstairs had two bedrooms: the master and what would’ve been Adrien’s bedroom.  He opened the boy’s room first.

Adrien must’ve been a huge Spider-Man fan.  Posters from all three Tobey Maguire movies lined the walls, along with Spider-Man action figures strewn all around the floor, desk, and dresser.  Of course, Spider-Man bedsheets were on the bed.  A thick layer of dust covered everything.  He guessed this room hadn’t been opened much in the past twelve years.

The master bedroom was so crammed with scattered piles of clothes and empty bottles of booze, from vodka to whiskey, that he couldn’t see the floor.  Cigarette ashes layered the small tables on either side of the bed.  The far end of the bed, next to the wall, was the only place free of clutter.  If the Matthews slept on it, they’d have to curl up like a fetus.

He went back out into the hallway.  There was a small hatch in the ceiling.  He grabbed the ladder from the back of the truck, and popped the hatch to peer into the attic.  He activated the light app on his cell, and shined a light all around, boosting himself up above the thick layers of insulation.

Rafters look to be in good shape.  And just eyeballing it, the insulation is at a proper depth.  I might have a few bags blown in, just in case.

He did a second walk-through the first floor.  There was no basement door.  Unless . . .

He went to the back of the house, and found a cellar door with a rusty Master padlock on it.  The door was rotting in places along the edges, especially near the hinges.  The faded yellow paint peeled off in flakes.  He tugged on the handle.  It was secure, but a decent tug could probably pry it loose.

He feared what kind of damage could be found downstairs, be it from water, snow, or simply years of neglect.

He took out the house keys again.  There wasn’t a padlock key on the ring.

He went back to the truck, with Mick beside him, and took out a large bolt cutter from the toolbox in the back.  The lock snapped off, a thin cloud of rust dissipating into the air.  It slid off, thumping onto the soft earth.  He opened it up.  A rank musty odor cascaded out.  His mouth felt dry.  He again turned on the flashlight app on his cell.

Mick ran down first, sniffing and panting as he made his way around the small space.

The stairs were made of concrete.  He was careful not to slip on the thin layer of moldy grime on each step.  The furnace in the far corner was an old wood stove that appeared to have not been in use since the days before Adrien Matthews’s birth.  He recalled seeing electric cove heaters along both the first and second floors.

“Here, Mick,” Doug said, patting the side of the wood stove.  Mick sauntered over, gave it a few sniffs, and then went off toward the stairs leading back up.  He opened it anyway.  Nothing but ashes.

The basement was the only room without any clutter.  All of the wooden shelves were empty, save for a few glass Mason jars.  But he would like to seal off the storm door and replace it with an interior door.  That’ll be something to brainstorm.  It shouldn’t cost
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