
  
    [image: Death Lends a Hand]
  


  
    
      Death Lends a Hand

      A Darcy Sweet Cozy Mystery Book 26

    

    
      
        K. J. Emrick

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: South Coast Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First published in Australia by South Coast Publishing, July/August 2019.

        Copyright K.J. Emrick (2012-19)

      

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and locations portrayed in this book and the names herein are fictitious.  Any similarity to or identification with the locations, names, characters or history of any person, product or entity is entirely coincidental and unintentional.

      - From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a Committee of the American Bar Association and a Committee of Publishers and Associations.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      No responsibility or liability is assumed by the Publisher for any injury, damage or financial loss sustained to persons or property from the use of this information, personal or otherwise, either directly or indirectly.  While every effort has been made to ensure reliability and accuracy of the information within, all liability, negligence or otherwise, from any use, misuse or abuse of the operation of any methods, strategies, instructions or ideas contained in the material herein, is the sole responsibility of the reader. Any copyrights not held by publisher are owned by their respective authors.

      All information is generalized, presented for informational purposes only and presented "as is" without warranty or guarantee of any kind.

      All trademarks and brands referred to in this book are for illustrative purposes only, are the property of their respective owners and not affiliated with this publication in any way. Any trademarks are being used without permission, and the publication of the trademark is not authorized by, associated with or sponsored by the trademark owner.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Free Book!!

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        More Info

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Book!!

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for the no-spam newsletter and get a FREE mystery book and lots more exclusive content, all for free. Go to K.J.’s website to find out more – kathrineemrick.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, she liked to go walking past the graveyard.

      Not inside the graveyard, of course.  Inside the Applegate Road cemetery there were always lots and lots of departed souls who hadn’t actually gone anywhere.  A number of them had been unlucky enough to get stuck here on the mortal coil, right here in Misty Hollow, without the strength or understanding to move on.  Those ghosts always knew when Darcy Sweet was around, always sensed that there was someone nearby to tell their troubles to.  She just wanted to enjoy a peaceful walk on a lazy August day.  Suddenly finding yourself crowded by dozens of restless spirits would really cramp the mood.

      So, she made sure to keep her feet on the pavement.  Applegate Road was a looping, lazy street that wandered out of town to follow the curves of the Eel Weir River before gradually winding back into town again.  Except for the cemetery and a few houses on either end, there wasn’t anything out here.  Only trees, and the birds, and the gentle sound of rushing water to keep her company.

      It was warmer than usual for an August day in New England.  The sun beat down on the back of her neck from a pale and clear blue sky.  She was very glad that she’d dressed in a blousy t-shirt and her cutoff jean shorts.  This unexpected dry spell they were having had lasted for days and the weatherman was calling for more of the same today.  There had been a breeze when she started out this morning but somewhere around the cemetery it had disappeared, almost as if the world had held its breath while she walked past the graveyard fence, and then forgotten to let it go again.

      She smiled to herself as she turned her heart-shaped face up to the sun, feeling her hair tumble back like black raven’s wings against her bare shoulders.  Every schoolchild knew the superstition of holding their breath while passing a graveyard.  Darcy used to sing the rhyme with her friends when she was little, playing ring-around-the-rosie on the playground.

      
        
        “Hold, hold, hold the breath.  The air, the air, it smells liked death!  Don’t you breathe, no, no, no!  Or into your mouth the ghosties go!”

        

      

      It was funny to think about now.  As a grown-up she knew there was no chance of accidentally sucking in a ghost with a deep breath of cemetery air.  That was just nonsense.  Like the whole “light as a feather, stiff as a board” thing girls liked to do at slumber parties.  Back then, stuff like that would scare them into fits of hysterical giggles.  Now, Darcy knew better.  Ghosts could possess people, most certainly, but not from a simple deep breath on a morning stroll.

      There were plenty of things to be afraid of in this world.  That wasn’t one of them.

      She checked the little Mickey Mouse watch on her wrist and saw that it was still only midmorning.  She had plenty of time before she had to get back.  It was Sunday, and the Sweet Read Bookstore was closed by executive decision of the two owners—herself, and her good friend Izzy McIntosh.  It was much too nice of a day to be at work, they had both decided.

      Even Darcy’s children had things to do today.  Colby was hanging out with a new friend from school as she had been doing for most of the summer break.  Jon had taken their son Zane to the playground over in Meadowood for the morning so they could have some father and son time.  Zane’s eyes had lit up when he found out it was going to be just him and Daddy.

      Darcy tried not to let that make her jealous.  It was okay if Jon was Zane’s favorite parent.  Her little boy still loved her, and he showed her so every day.

      But right now, it was just her, taking a peaceful walk on the edges of Misty Hollow.

      “Arf!”

      Well.  Just her, and the family dog.

      Cha Cha was still a puppy at heart.  He was always going to be a small dog no matter how old he got, even if his fur had darkened from a light tan to a more mature chestnut brown, and even if he was tall enough now that his floppy ears no longer got caught under his paws at every step.  He still didn’t come up to her knee.  He never would, and he was setting their pace with his stubby legs.  Somehow, Darcy knew that whatever his age he would always wag his tail with enthusiasm at taking a walk.  Or at a thrown stick.  Or a belly rub.  Or a butterfly wandering across the front lawn.  Or… well, just about anything, really.

      The thought wasn’t even complete in Darcy’s mind when she saw him go tearing across the road after a robin that had flown in low and fast.  The bird chirped out a complaint at finding this miniature four-legged beast chasing after it.  Those wings beat fast and furious to make the climb back up into the sky again.

      Cha Cha stopped in the middle of the field and stared after the bird with his head cocked to one side.  The look on his face was priceless.  Darcy could just imagine what was going through his mind.  No fair.  Why can’t I fly?

      “For Pete’s sake,” she laughed, making sure there were no cars coming before she called him back.  Applegate Road was usually quiet, but you never knew.  You always had to be careful as the mama of a furbaby.  “Come on, Cha Cha.  Let’s keep going.  We’re halfway around.  Hear the water?  Want to go down to the river for a little bit?”

      He barked at the idea and jumped up and down on his front paws.  Whether he actually understood her or not she couldn’t say.  Understanding animals was her son’s talent.  Not hers.

      All Darcy could do was talk to ghosts.

      There had never been a boy born into her family who had inherited the gift in any form.  As far as Darcy knew, the family gift had only ever been passed from mother to daughter.  Never to a son.  At least, not until now.  Zane’s ability had been very unexpected and had meant a lot of adjustment for the Tinker-Sweet household.  In a good way.  For them, normal had always been boring.

      “Bam bow wow, right Cha Cha?”

      “Arf!” her dog agreed.  “Arf, arf!”

      “Yeah, but you say that about everything.”

      There were places where the water ran closer to the road and where the grassy shoulder sloped down through the trees to the riverbank.  Darcy found a beaten path that wandered its way through birches and a few pines and past one scraggly crab apple tree.  Probably a path made by deer, or kids who had used this as a party spot during the summer.  There were a number of teenagers in Misty Hollow now.  Lots of kids, too.  The town had really grown from when she first moved here, all those years ago.

      Cha Cha raced ahead and splashed in the water’s edge, getting wet and muddy, but Darcy didn’t scold him.  For now, he could have fun.  They could get him clean when they got back home.  Not that their dog liked baths.  He hated them, actually, but he’d learned they were a part of life.  Zane had tried to explain to him why baths were important, but since Zane wasn’t overly fond of them himself, it had only sort of worked.

      The other furbaby member of the Tinker-Sweet home was a beautiful gray cat who took care of bathing herself.  She was independent in a lot of ways, just like her daddy had been.

      Darcy listened to the babbling water jumping over rocks and lapping at the shoreline.  It whispered things that she couldn’t understand.  Hidden meanings without any words.  It relaxed her, and for a long time she just leaned with one shoulder up against a broad tree trunk as the world turned.

      She could almost drift off to sleep right here.  Sleep, and dream, and maybe find Great Aunt Millie in those dreams.  They hadn’t spoken in a while.  They were overdue for a chat.  Just drift away and sleep…

      With a giant splash Cha Cha let out a single, hesitant bark.

      Darcy opened her eyes again and looked up and down the riverbank with its overgrown weeds and muddy edges.  Where’d that puppy dog go?

      A dead tree had fallen over not far away, jutting out into the water, shifting the current and forming a little eddy pool where leaves and twigs swirled slowly around themselves, stuck in an endless circle of movement.  Cha Cha was down there, sniffing at the water, his tail drooping instead of wagging.

      “What is it?” she asked him.  “Did you find a fish?”

      Jon had tried taking her fishing down here a couple of times, back when they were first dating, but she just couldn’t get the hang of it.  You picked up a slimy worm, pierced it on a hook, and then threw the hook in the water hoping something would see it and bite at it.  Then you sat, and you waited.  If you were lucky enough to have a fish take the hook you had to pull it in, fighting the water the whole time, and then came the really fun part where you got to slice your dead fish open and carve its guts out.  Darcy much preferred to buy her fish frozen and breaded from the grocery store.  Maybe with a nice lemon pepper seasoning.

      When Cha Cha kept sniffing at the water, she went down to see what had grabbed his interest this time.  At first, she couldn’t see anything in the foamy water of the tidepool except dead bugs and matted leaves.  The river was darker here, and it was harder to see down to the shallow, sandy bottom.  Bracing herself against the dead tree she leaned down to peer closer.  Out in the middle it was deeper, of course, and besides fish there were supposedly eels and leeches down there, but over here the bottom was just a few inches lower than the surface and she should have been able to see—

      There was something there, actually.  It was darker than the water, and hard to make out, but she knew she should be able to recognize it for what it was.  The silhouette was oddly familiar…

      Thick and wide at the base, four long and curled protrusions at the top, one stubby lump at the side.

      Darcy gasped.  A hand.  That was a hand in the water.

      A human hand.

      For a moment, panic set in, and her mind flew through a dozen different scenarios of how a severed human hand, all curled up and withered, had found its way into the river outside of Misty Hollow.  None of the things she pictured were particularly pleasant.  Then she took a deep breath and told herself to settle down.  She had reached over to touch the antique ring on the finger of her right hand, the one she had gotten from Great Aunt Millie.  It was her good luck charm.  At times like this, when she was scared or anxious, it helped to feel it there.

      She rolled her eyes at how foolish she was being.  Of course that wasn’t a hand down there.  Not a real hand, anyway.  It might be a store mannequin’s appendage.  Or part of a doll that someone had thrown carelessly into the river upstream.  Or part of a porch display for last October’s Halloween decorations.  Some of her neighbors went all out for Halloween, putting up life-sized zombies or mummies or Frankenstein monsters to scare the kids.  Yeah.  That must be what she was looking at.  Just a fake hand from a fake monster.

      Except, this was Misty Hollow.  Strange things happened here—murders, and worse—and somehow, she always managed to find herself right in the middle of it.

      Swallowing, she pressed her hand to her stomach to calm the flutter of butterflies that had suddenly burst into life there.  She knew what she had to do.  She just didn’t relish the idea.

      Back up the hill, she found a branch about as long as her forearm that had fallen off a pine tree.  The needles were dead and brown, and most of them fell off when she picked it up, but it would make a decent enough broom.  She tested it by slapping it against the ground twice.  More of the needles flew away but it didn’t break. Good.

      Back at the water’s edge again she crouched on her heels rather than kneel in the muck.  She was going to have to send her sneakers through the wash as it was.  She didn’t want to end up muddy from one end to the other as well.

      Cha Cha whuffed at her, and at the pine tree branch, his tail giving a few tentative wags.

      “No, boy.  This isn’t a throwing stick.”  He whined his disappointment and sat down on his haunches.  “We’ll play fetch later.  Right now… ugh… this is more of a fishing net.”

      Carefully, she swept the branch down into the water, aiming for the silhouette.  The bare twig ends of it prodded between two of the fingers and caught there, allowing her to scoop it closer, and then closer still, over toward her edge of the tidepool.  The mud tried to hold onto it, tried to suck it in and keep it forever, and she had to change her angle of attack.  One foot in the mud, the other braced against the rotting length of the fallen tree, she carefully applied steady pressure with her makeshift net until she felt and heard a little splurg and the thing flopped out of the mud, out of the water, and onto the ground next to her sneaker.

      Ew, was Darcy’s first thought.  She cartwheeled her hands as she got her balance and pushed away from the tree.  That was worse than fishing.  Well, at least now she could get a good look at this hand she’d found.

      The skin of it was dark gray and withered, glossy from the water, curled up on itself like a dead spider.  The fingernails were chipped and broken.  The cut along the wrist was ragged instead of smooth and bits of white stuck out here and there.  Bones, Darcy realized.  Wrist bones, sticking out of withered flesh.

      This wasn’t a doll’s hand.  It wasn’t some display store mannequin or fake mummy appendage meant to scare kids looking for free candy.  This was the real thing.  Someone’s right hand, cut off and caught in the current of the river.

      Her mind spun.  Darcy had seen dead people before.  She’d been able to see ghosts for most of her life.  She’d been involved in murder mysteries and seen some of the scariest people the world could produce.  There was very little that could surprise her anymore but something about this hand, sitting there without its body, turned her stomach.

      Turning quickly to the side she caught herself on one knee and retched all over the ground.

      Cha Cha pushed his way under her hand, whimpering to ask if she was okay.  His ears hung flat against the sides of his head.  His eyes searched Darcy’s.  He wasn’t used to his people being sick.  Except for that nasty illness Colby had endured back in January, this little puppy didn’t have any experience with the family doing nasty things like throwing up.

      Darcy wasn’t all that happy about it, either

      When the nausea had passed, she worked up some saliva in her mouth and swished it back and forth, spitting the nasty taste out.  “I’m okay, Cha Cha.  Ptuh… ugh.  Sorry, boy.  That was gross.”  She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, looked at her hand, and then at the dead one on the ground, and for a moment felt like throwing up again.  “I wasn’t expecting that on my morning walk, that’s for sure!”

      The puppy cocked one ear up as Darcy scratched around his neck to reassure him.  He didn’t quite believe that she was okay, but he wasn’t going to argue as long as her fingers kept finding that one spot right under his chin.

      Getting up, she swiped at her dirty knee and scrubbed at the corners of her mouth again, and then stepped away from her gruesome find.  It wasn’t like she needed to keep her eyes on it to make sure it didn’t disappear on her.  The thing couldn’t just crawl away.

      In her mind’s eye, she imagined a hand creeping along on its fingertips through the mud.  Her stomach heaved again, but she swallowed it back this time.  She was not going to throw up again.  No sir.  Especially since she was going to have company very soon.

      “Come on, Cha Cha.  Let’s you and me contact Jon.”

      Walking away from the riverbank, she took her cellphone out of her back pocket and swiped into her contacts list to find Jon’s name.  Her phone didn’t make or receive calls, because ghosts somehow kept getting her number, but texting was safe.  It seemed that was something dead people couldn’t get the hang of.  Maybe their little ghostly thumbs couldn’t use the on-screen keyboard.

      Darcy had gotten really good at it.

      Jon, I need you to come down to Applegate Road.  I found something you need to see.

      She sent the message and then waited, pacing, for him to answer.  She knew he was at the playground having fun with Zane, but he always kept his cellphone on him in case there was trouble at the police station on his day off.  He might be her husband first, but he was also the chief of police.  He had to make sure he was always available.

      And there he was now.

      Is it a ghost?

      For most people, that would be a ridiculous thing to ask.  But when you were Darcy Sweet and Jon Tinker, it was a perfectly fair question.

      No, she typed back, it’s not a ghost.

      Send.

      Before she could get the next line tapped out, he messaged again.

      Did Cha Cha dig up buried treasure?

      Nothing like that, she answered.

      Is it a purple bird with green feathers?  Zane wants to know.

      Jon.

      Oh, I know, he said, faster to type than she was, must be a new fishing spot.

      Jon!  This is important.

      So not a fishing spot.

      NO.

      Ok, ok.  What did you find?

      Blowing out a breath, she finally typed out what she’d been trying to say.  A hand.  I found someone’s hand.

      That had him silent for several long seconds.  His next response was exactly what she’d expected from him.

      I’ll be right there.

      With a little sigh of relief, she tapped out her general location down at the water.  He’d find her.  Jon always found her.  He’d saved her from bad situations more times than she could count, and she’d done the same for him, nearly as often.  This time she wasn’t in danger, though.  There wasn’t even a dead body.  At least, not a whole one.  She had a hand.  One desiccated, withered hand.

      So where was the rest of the body?

      Darcy crouched down again and put a hand on Cha Cha’s back.  “What do you think about all this?”

      “Whuff,” was his comment.

      “Yeah,” she said.  “I couldn’t agree more.”
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      Jon parked at the road.  Darcy heard the car’s engine turning off, and then heard a second car stopping behind his.  From here it was impossible to see the road through the trees, but she was sure she knew who the other car belonged to.

      Cha Cha barked when he heard people coming.  The way his tail was wagging, he must know who it was, too.

      In no time at all the bushes and tree branches parted and Jon stepped out, followed closely by Grace Wentworth.  Darcy’s sister didn’t look impressed as she swatted away a passing swarm of tiny flying insects.

      “Geez, Sis.  You couldn’t find a mystery in a spa, or something?”

      There was no doubting they were sisters.  It was in the shape of their face and the color of their hair, passed down to them from their mother.  Grace was older, and Darcy had started teasing her about the gray in her hair.  Darcy had a few of her own, but Grace had streaks of gray at her temples, and even a few in the dark brows above her deep hazel eyes.  Neither of them had ever given a moment’s thought to hiding their age with a good dye job.  They both earned every single one of those gray hairs.

      Grace wasn’t exactly dressed for a trek through the woods, and maybe that was part of her irritation.  Dress slacks and a button-up blouse, not to mention those ankle boots with the wedge heel that were getting covered with mud.

      Jon, on the other hand, was in his weekend clothes.  Jeans and a plain gray t-shirt.  Sneakers.  A baseball cap to keep the sun off his face.  Monday through Friday he was all business, but the weekends were family time.  At least, they were supposed to be.  Grace and the other senior detective, Wilson Barton, alternated being in charge on weekends.  That left Jon free on Saturdays and Sundays.

      Unless something happened.

      Cha Cha bounced on his front paws until Grace bent down to give him the attention he was after, roughing up his ears, scratching around his neck, asking him what kind of trouble Darcy had gotten him into this time.

      “He,” Darcy said defensively, “goes on adventures all by himself, thank you very much.”

      “This little angel?  Sure, sis.  Whatever you say.”

      Darcy shook her head, knowing she wasn’t going to win this argument.

      Jon put his arm around her waist and pulled her close for a hug.  “Can’t leave you alone for two hours, can I?” he teased.

      “I don’t try to find trouble,” she murmured against his shoulder.  He was so strong, and so handsome.  His blue eyes shone in the sun as he gave her one of those smiles he saved just for her.

      “Trouble just finds you,” he told her.  “I know.”

      “Exactly.  So where’s Zane?”

      “I dropped him off at Grace and Aaron’s apartment.  Now he’s having a playdate with her two kids and Uncle Aaron for the rest of the day.  You know how their two girls dote on him.  He’s like a celebrity whenever he goes over there.”  He laughed, but it didn’t last long.  “I figured that was a better idea than bringing him down past the cemetery so I could take a look at the severed hand his mother found…”

      His gaze had moved past Darcy to the ground over by the water, where she’d left the severed appendage.  Darcy didn’t look back.  She’d seen it already.  In fact, she might never get that image out of her head.  The trees were a lot more fun to look at anyway, in her opinion.

      “Been in the water for a day or two, is my guess,” Grace said.  She’d been poking at the hand with a stick for a few moments now.  “It’s hard to tell because dead bodies don’t decay the same way in water as they do on dry land, but I would think the tissues would have absorbed more water if it had been under for any longer than that.  This is old, though.  A year?  Maybe more.”

      Jon made a sound in the back of his throat.  “Right now your guess is as good as mine.”

      Grace nodded.  “I’d say it’s a man’s hand though, based on the size.  A man’s right hand.”

      “Yeah, but we’re still just guessing.  Got the evidence bag ready?  We’re going to need to get that dried out and preserved for the lab.  If there hasn’t been too much decay, there’s a chance that we can get the prints off the fingers and maybe match it to a name.”

      Darcy looked over her shoulder just long enough to see Grace pull a folded plastic bag out of her back pocket.  She’d come prepared.  A pair of latex gloves came out of another pocket and she took the time to put them on before handling the, um, hand.

      Handling the hand, Darcy thought sarcastically.  Gee.  That’s real funny.  Ha, ha.

      “We’ll have to get some more people down here,” Jon was saying.  “We don’t have a lot of time to waste.”

      “Why’s that?” Grace asked him as she carefully slid the appendage into the evidence bag.

      “Because somewhere out there is the rest of this guy.  Like you said, dead people decay faster on land.  If that hand is a year or two old, or more, then we’ve already lost too much time to investigate this as it is.  We need to find our victim before the elements destroy everything down to the bones.  Then there’s our other little problem.”

      “Problem?” Darcy asked him.  “What problem?”

      “Wait for it,” was his enigmatic answer.

      Just as Darcy was about to push him to explain that, she heard another car approaching up on the road.  She heard it stop behind Grace and Jon’s cars, and she heard the engine shut off, and then shortly after there was the sound of boots crushing through the undergrowth.

      The three of them, with Cha Cha too, watched expectantly until a man appeared through the trees, pushing aside branches like they were offending him.  The sunlight caught the shine on his leather belt and on his boots as soon as he stepped into the clearing.  His gray uniform shirt was pressed and tightly creased.  A bandolier strap angled up across his chest and over his shoulder.  His buttons were shiny brass.  His gray hat had a short, flat brim and a dome that was pinched at the four corners.  He looked more out of place, here in the outdoors, than Grace had.

      A State Trooper, Darcy realized.  Close-set eyes above a sharp nose and a thin mustache peered at
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