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CHAPTER 1

In any room full of people there are saints and sinners. There are those who would get out of bed at three in the morning to help a neighbor with a stalled car, and those who get out of bed at three in the morning, kiss a secret lover, and head home to their families with excuses about stalled cars. There are those who would die to save the life of a stranger, and those who would betray a loved one on a whim.

I looked around this room of esteemed citizens and wondered who fit into the first category and who fit into the second. They all seemed innocent enough, gathered together in the Archers Rest library, shifting on metal folding chairs, checking their watches and iPhones. Every one of them could easily be in the first group, the group of do-gooders. Perhaps they were here to help their neighbors, to help the town. But what if there was more to it? What if some people were harboring secret motivations for wanting to be in this room on this day? Maybe using this meeting as an alibi. Or a chance to spy on a neighbor.

Or maybe I was just bored.
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I glanced toward the door. If I planned it just right I might be able to make my escape without too much trouble. There were two dozen people in the library’s reading room. They wouldn’t be the problem. It was the woman sitting next to me. Every time I moved in my chair or even looked toward the door, she glared at me. But she didn’t understand. I had to get out of there.

I checked my watch. 11:35 A.M. I was already late. I crouched a  little and got ready to make my move. But just as I was about to bolt, her hand reached out and grabbed my arm.

“Nell Fitzgerald,” my grandmother whispered at me, “if you don’t sit still I’m going to nail you to that chair.”

I settled back. This was ridiculous. I could have left anyway. I could have argued that as a grown woman I’m pretty much past the listening-to-my-grandmother stage. But there was no point. I’m stubborn; at least that’s what everyone tells me. But my grandmother, Eleanor Cassidy, is immovable.

I rolled my eyes at her, but there was nothing to be done. Now seventy-four, with short gray hair framing her face, making her blue eyes all the more piercing, she was going to have her way. She was up to something; that much I could tell. But that was okay. So was I.

I turned my attention back to the front of the room where Gladys Warren, known to everyone as Glad, was going over the history of Archers Rest.

“As town historian,” Glad said, “I’ve had the great privilege of spending hours digging into our town’s past.” At this she laughed slightly. I looked around. No one—including me—got the joke. “We have quite a history. As you all know I’m sure, we were founded by John Archer in 1661 or thereabouts. Unfortunately Mr. Archer died the first winter of our founding, along with most of the people who had ventured up the Hudson River with him. But despite this setback, a town was born. And as others came after him, they recognized the sacrifices of John Archer and named this town for the place where Mr. Archer was laid to rest.”

She paused and looked around. The audience nodded. We knew the story, knew the macabre reason for our town’s name—it was named to commemorate a man’s grave—and knew that Glad didn’t care that we knew. She was going to tell us anyway.

As Glad launched into the story of John Archer’s heroic deeds, his high moral character, and his ultimate sacrifice, she edited out what I considered the most interesting part about our founding father. He and his original group of followers were supposed to have come to Archers Rest seeking a quiet place to practice witchcraft. It was nothing more than legend, of course, as there were very few actual facts  available about the man. Even most of Glad’s version was fiction, or bits of truth heavily embellished by centuries of retelling. Either way, like everyone in the room, I’d heard it all before.

“I have to go,” I whispered to my grandmother.

“Not yet.”

I sighed heavily and dramatically. I couldn’t tell her the reason I was needed at her house, but it was a good reason. I couldn’t make up some story because she’d gotten very good at figuring out when I was up to something. And I couldn’t just get up and leave because, well, because I’d never hear the end of it if I embarrassed her in front of what appeared to be the who’s who of Archers Rest. Instead I sat back and waited for a good moment to break away.

From the podium Glad announced that the town would be hosting a special Fourth of July celebration to commemorate the 350th anniversary of the town’s founding. If it had been 350 years. No one was quite sure. But that wasn’t going to stop a celebration, especially one that might boost tourism.

There was a lot of talk in the town about that recently. The feeling was that we were being bypassed for other Hudson Valley towns that had more to offer the tourists. Local businesses apparently were missing out on cash-heavy New Yorkers coming up from the city and New Englanders coming south. A normal Fourth of July wouldn’t cut it this year. We needed something that put Archers Rest in the newspapers.

Glad asked for volunteers to demonstrate, as she put it, “the kind of community spirit that would show nonlocals what a special place we live in, and give them a reason to return time and again.” Several shop owners and restaurant owners offered to host parties or have special sales during the anniversary celebration. Carrie Brown, a fellow quilter and owner of Jitters, the local coffee shop, suggested a coupon booklet that would highlight town businesses and be handed out to visitors. That met with approval from everyone, and when she looked back to Eleanor and me, we clapped loudly as a show of support.

It was all going well, even if it was a little dull. I was just about to make a run for it when Glad announced that she wanted to introduce those who were chairing committees, and I could see Eleanor sit up straight. Mayor Larry Williams, who also ran half a dozen  local businesses, told everyone he would handle the media and the fireworks display.

“I’ll be posting updates of the anniversary celebration on my blog,” the mayor said. “For anyone not familiar with it, it’s a great way to keep up with all the exciting events in our little town. I’m not a writer, but I think I capture the flavor of life in Archers Rest.” He then took out a half-dozen sheets of paper and read several recent postings. For nearly ten minutes.

After the mayor finally sat down, Ed Bryant, owner of the local movie theater, agreed to be in charge of the parade and carnival. And Maggie Sweeney, the town’s former librarian and my grandmother’s closest friend, took charge of the church bazaar.

Then Eleanor stood up.

“I thought it would be a lovely nod to our past to combine quilts, which as you all know is a tradition that predates the nation’s founding, with the celebration of our town’s history,” she said. “I propose doing a quilt show.”

Everyone applauded enthusiastically. If Eleanor was going to help, it wasn’t entirely unexpected she’d help by offering quilts. She was, after all, the owner of Someday Quilts, which had been drawing folks to town for more than thirty years.

While the small crowd was applauding, Eleanor leaned down to me and whispered, “How badly do you want to get out of here?”

“Badly.”

She nodded and stood up straight. “My granddaughter Nell is extremely busy with art school and working at Someday Quilts, so unfortunately she has to leave. But she has offered to take time from her schedule to organize the quilt show.”

I stood up and was about to protest.

“You can go now if you need to.” Eleanor took a deep and triumphant breath.

“This is why you dragged me here?” I asked her.

“I thought you might like to help your town.”

As others applauded my willingness to help, I whispered to my grandmother, “This isn’t over.”

Eleanor smiled. It was over and she knew it.




CHAPTER 2

It was shaping up to be a quiet summer anyway, I reasoned, as I sprinted from the library, down Main Street, and toward home. It might be kind of fun to put on a quilt show. And it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to help the town.

I’d lived in Archers Rest since September and it was now only mid-May, but I felt as though I’d been here forever. And that was a good thing. Mostly. But I realized since arriving in Archers Rest, I’d been stuck in a me-me-me kind of place. Worrying about boyfriends, jobs, art classes, a failure to get my borders to lay flat on the first bedsize quilt I’d made . . . and my grandmother had listened to all of it.

Now, with my twenty-seventh birthday in less than two months, I was starting to poke my head out of my world and focus on something really important. Not the quilt show. That wasn’t exactly in my plans, but it was fine. I’d help the community, stay out of trouble, and get to be part of the town I’d grown to love. That was all wonderful, but it wasn’t important. Not really important.

But what I was doing today was. What I was doing was going to pay Eleanor back for all the support, love, and friendship she’d given me these last few months. It would give me a chance to be a small part of what I knew would be one of the happiest days of my grandmother’s life.
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As I raced into the driveway of the Victorian home I shared with Eleanor, I nearly ran into the landscaping trucks that were parked there. To someone else it might have looked like old pickups stuffed  with lawn mowers, dirt piles, and shovels, but to me it was the most romantic gesture I’d ever been privy to.

Just a few months before, Eleanor had become involved with my art teacher, a well-known English artist named Oliver White. Oliver had spent most of his life accumulating honors, wealth, and girlfriends. Not exactly the kind of man I would expect the guarded and sensible Eleanor to fall for—but she had. In truth, I hadn’t expected to watch my grandmother fall in love at all. Romantic love is so often, and so unfortunately, depicted as a privilege for only the young, and I guess I’d fallen into the trap of believing that at a certain age those feelings just evaporated.

But as I’d watched the relationship develop over the last few months, I’d seen how wrong that thinking was. Eleanor lit up whenever Oliver walked into a room. And Oliver never hid his admiration and attraction for my grandmother. They didn’t play games or get into stupid arguments. They just accepted each other, adjusted to their differences, and fell in love.

Oliver and Eleanor had become serious pretty quickly, but because they were both senior citizens I’d had difficulty referring to him as her boyfriend. “Gentleman friend” sounded like something from a Tennessee Williams play, and “significant other” was a bit too modern for either of them. Usually I stumbled around when I introduced him, eventually referring to him as a family friend.

But Oliver was about to help me out with a better title. He was planning to propose to Eleanor in just a few hours.

As a gesture of new beginnings, he was planting a rose garden in the neglected backyard of my grandmother’s Victorian home. Eleanor always grumbled about the mess her garden had become, but she never had the time or inclination to do anything about it. She told me once that her friend Grace Roemer, the former owner of the home, had a dozen different rose varieties planted there. But when she died, the garden died with her. It was a minor regret, but one Eleanor voiced every spring when the weeds took a stronger hold of what had once been a magnificent wash of color and fragrance.

Now, thanks to Oliver, it would be returned to its former glory.  I raced to the backyard to see how the work was coming, hoping I’d find rosebushes already planted. When Oliver and I first cooked up this plan we knew it would be nearly impossible to get the entire garden cleared and planted in one day, but we were confident we would make enough of a difference to give Eleanor a preview of things to come.

His plan was to show her the garden when she returned home in the late afternoon, then open a small box and reveal the diamond ring he’d bought. Ever the romantic, he’d found one that had been made the year she was born. Even though I wasn’t actually going to be there for his proposal, I could picture the whole thing clearly and I was almost as anxious and excited as he was.

If the plan was going to work, then Oliver needed to get to his house, change his clothes, and pick up the champagne and cake he’d ordered. And I needed to supervise the workers and get dinner ready. But when I got to the back of the house, instead of seeing a rose garden in progress and a would-be fiancé ready to propose, I saw Oliver and several workmen standing over a hole, shaking their heads and speaking in low tones.

“Hi,” I shouted, but no one made a move to look at me. I took a few steps forward. “Sorry I’m late, but don’t worry, Oliver. Eleanor doesn’t close the shop until four, so we still have plenty of time.”

Oliver finally heard me and turned. He was tall, over six feet, with gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He was imposing, but in his soft blue-gray eyes, there was a sweetness I had come to adore.

“What’s going on with the garden, Grandpa? Don’t mind if I call you that, I hope.” I smiled.

He didn’t smile back. “We’ve run into trouble, Nell.”

“Whatever it is, I’m sure the landscapers and I can work around it. You’ve got to get out of here so you can get ready for your big night.”

Every time I had mentioned the proposal before, Oliver had shyly smiled. This time, though, a weary sadness crept across him.

“I don’t think that I can go through with it tonight,” he said.

“What? Of course you can, Oliver. Don’t get cold feet now. Eleanor is madly in love with you. And you are madly in love with her.  We’ll get this garden into shape. You’ll get dressed. You’ll say that beautiful speech you’ve been rehearsing. Eleanor will be thrilled. Everyone will be thrilled. And you and Eleanor and me, and the quilt group, can start planning a wedding, and more important, a wedding quilt.” I smiled, looking for signs of optimism from Oliver, but there were none. I tried again. “Nothing, absolutely nothing is going to stop this proposal from happening tonight as planned.”

Oliver nodded, but he didn’t seem all that convinced.

He motioned for me to come toward the hole where he and the landscapers had all been looking. It wasn’t deep, maybe two or three feet.

“I think this is going to stop it, Nell.”

“No way,” I said.

But as soon as I peered over, I realized he was right. We had run into the kind of problem that would likely change our plans for the garden, the proposal, and maybe much more. At the bottom of the hole, still half covered with dirt, was a body.

Or, more accurately, a skeleton.




CHAPTER 3

“Ididn’t put it there,” Eleanor said forty minutes later, as she stood by the hole, shaking her head.

“No one thinks you did,” I said.

When I’d called her at the shop and told her to close the store and come home, I’d only said there was a problem at the house. I hadn’t said that the problem was a skeleton.

“I don’t understand what you were doing digging up back here anyway,” she said.

“Oliver and I just thought you would like it.”

I wasn’t about to tell her about the proposal, which hopefully was still on. No one wants to hear soft, romantic words in the vicinity of a dead body. At least I hope not.

“Is this why you insisted I take your shift at the shop?” Eleanor asked. “Why didn’t you just tell me you were going to dig back here? Why do you keep me in the dark about everything?”

“I told you about this.” I pointed toward the skeleton.

My grandmother just shook her head and stared at it. “Honestly, Nell, only you would dig up a rose garden and find a body.”

She walked away from me, still mumbling about my knack for getting in the middle of things.

I didn’t know if I had a knack, but I was a definitely in the middle of this. There were only twelve officers on the Archers Rest police department, and half of them were milling about around me, all over the backyard. Greg, one of the detectives, carefully photographed the skeleton and then stood back to stare at it.

“Crazy, isn’t it,” he said.

“It is.”

“I sure wish Jesse were here.”

“He’ll be back tomorrow.”

“You probably miss him, Nell. But right now I miss him more.”

Jesse Dewalt, the town’s chief of police and my significant other, had gone on a camping trip with his six-year-old daughter’s Brownie troop. It was only one night. When he was debating whether he should be in the woods out of cell range, I laughed off his concerns.

“How much could happen in our sleepy little town in one night?” I’d said.

As it turned out, a lot.

“I don’t know how comfortable I am removing the body, or whatever it is, without Jesse looking at it first,” Greg said.

“Then don’t. Just leave it here until tomorrow. It’s obviously been here a long time, so one more day isn’t going to hurt anything. I think we have a tarp in the garage you can use to cover the hole.”

That seemed to relax Greg. He grabbed a couple of men and they went off looking for the tarp, something to hold it down, and crime scene tape to wrap around the trees and make the whole area offlimits. I moved closer to the edge of the hole and stared into the makeshift grave.
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It is an odd thing to look at what is left of a person after his skin has gone. The skeleton was a yellow white, with bits of what, I assumed, was tissue clinging to the bones and his empty eye sockets. The lower half of his jaw was detached from his skull and his ribs looked broken. Though he was nothing like the bleached white, almost cheerful depictions of skeletons I’d seen every Halloween, there was something haunted about him. He was a man robbed not just of his life but of the dignity of a real grave.

And, at least for the moment, of his identity. The skeleton seemed to be of a man. At least that was my guess by what was left of his clothing. Though they were heavily decayed, it looked as if he had on pants, a shirt, and a tweed jacket.

I crouched down at the edge of the hole and reached my hand toward the man’s coat pocket. Nothing. I reached into the other. I  came up empty again. I looked around. The officers, most of whom worked part-time for the force, were too busy trying to wrap trees with crime scene tape to pay any attention to me, so I stretched my arm out farther and dug my fingers into his pants pocket. There was something round and hard. Too big for a coin. I pinched it between my fingers and slid it out.

“A poker chip?” I said out loud without meaning to. I saw Eleanor turn to look at me, so I quickly stashed the chip back in the dead man’s pocket and got up.

“What are you doing, Nell?”

“Nothing. Just looking.”

“Well, stop right now. You’re a grown woman, Nell Fitzgerald. I shouldn’t have to tell you not to play in the dirt with skeletons.”

I didn’t bother to argue. I just walked over to the porch to join her and Oliver. “Grandma, do you have any idea who he is?”

“Of course not.”

“He could have been there for years,” Oliver pointed out.

“Maybe. How long has it been since you’ve done any work in the garden?” I asked Eleanor.

“I’ve never done any work in the garden, Nell. You’ve seen how it was. I’ve been terribly neglectful of it.”

“So it’s been undisturbed for how long?”

“I don’t know. Years, decades, I guess.”

“You’ve never had anyone work on the garden?”

Eleanor shrugged. “Yes, in the spring, to cut back the weeds and keep it from taking over the place. I had a gardener come for a while, but I’ve not planted anything there since my own children were small.”

“Do you think it’s been there since Eleanor moved into the house?” Oliver asked. “That was more than forty years ago.”

“I don’t know, but Jesse will want to look into it. A murder gets investigated no matter how long it’s been.”

My grandmother turned white. “You can’t know it’s a murder. That’s just bones in that hole.”

“Grandma, people don’t just bury someone in the backyard if they die of natural causes.”




CHAPTER 4

“Do you remember anyone going missing in town?” I asked Eleanor once we were alone in the kitchen making lemonade and sandwiches.

The officers were still in the yard covering the hole with a tarp, secured with a handful of bricks and some shovels we had in the garage. Oliver stood just outside the kitchen door, as if protecting us from any possible harm. The only male who had come inside was Barney, my grandmother’s twelve-year-old golden retriever. He sat in his dog bed, half-asleep, half-annoyed at the commotion outside. He didn’t seem a bit worried about our safety, and frankly, I trusted his instincts.

While I waited for my answer, Eleanor poured sugar into a bowl and searched for the right spoon.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I pointed out.

She looked at me, annoyed. “You’re putting too little ham on those sandwiches. Those men are working hard out there, and they’re hungry. Don’t be stingy with the lunch meat.”

“It’s a police investigation, not high tea.”

“I’m aware of what it is, Nell.”

“What are you so nervous about? You said you didn’t know anything.”

“I don’t.”

“I’m sure Jesse will believe you. He’s practically family.”

She took a deep breath. “What did you mean by that? What do you know?”

“What do I know? I know you didn’t bury a body in the backyard if that’s what you’re asking.”

“No. About Jesse being practically family.”

“I just meant that he’s here a lot,” I answered. “I know he really likes you. He’s says one of the great benefits of dating me is that he gets to eat your cooking.”

I noticed she was tapping her fingers on the kitchen counter. My grandmother doesn’t rattle easily, but it seemed to me that she was rattled.

“Does it bother you that Jesse is here a lot?”

“No. It’s just that . . .” She glanced out the kitchen window as if she were afraid of being overheard.

“It’s just that what?” I was getting impatient.

“I think he’s going to propose.”

For a moment I felt the floor drop out from under me. I was almost afraid to ask what she knew that I didn’t. It’s not that I wouldn’t have been happy. I think I would have been happy about a proposal from Jesse. It’s just that we had never discussed anything even remotely like marriage.

Finally I found the words. “Why do you think that?”

“I shouldn’t spoil the surprise, but I don’t want you to get so caught up in what’s happened in the backyard that you lose sight of what’s important.” She paused. “A few days ago Carrie saw Oliver and Jesse coming out of Fisher’s jewelry store. She practically ran into them because she was on her way in to get an earring repaired. When she went inside Mr. Fisher was very happy. He told her he’d just sold a very expensive antique engagement ring.”

I could barely keep myself from smiling. It had never occurred to her that Oliver had bought the ring. I hugged Eleanor.

“You didn’t spoil the surprise.”

“You knew?”

“I guess I knew that wedding bells were on the way.”

I could see that she was fighting back a tear. “A good marriage is a wonderful thing. He’s a lucky man.”

“Yes, he is. I think proposing will be the smartest thing he ever does.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t get bigheaded about it. You’re a lot of trouble. I hope he knows that. Now bring those sandwiches out to  the officers. And tell Oliver to get inside. He’ll get heatstroke standing out there all day.”

“You know he’s practically family, too.”

“What are you saying?”

Now that the door had been opened, I couldn’t resist. “You just said a good marriage is a wonderful thing.”

“Oliver and I get married?”

“Why not?”

“That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

“Why? You never thought about remarrying after Grandpa died?”

“Marriage is for young people with their lives in front of them. Oliver and I . . . well, we’re not young anymore.”

“So just because you don’t fit the fairy-tale image of a youthful bride, you wouldn’t want to get married? I’ve never known your age to hold you back from anything before.”

“That’s not it,” she said, an annoyance in her voice that was hard to miss.

“Then why?”

She started to say something, then paused. After a long hesitation she said, “I have my reasons.”

“You love him, don’t you?”

She softened for a moment. “I suppose.”

“And he loves you. I know he does. If he proposed to you, you would say yes.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” she said. “Honestly, Nell, where do you come up with these things? Get the sandwiches out there before those poor officers die of starvation.”

There was no sense pushing the point. I’d have to back off and think of another way to bring up the subject. So I did what she wanted for the moment. I took the plate of sandwiches and walked out onto the back porch where Oliver was standing guard. He seemed so nervous that I wanted to give him a hug. Instead I gave him a ham sandwich.

“A bit of a hitch in our plan,” he said.

I looked back through the window at Eleanor. “Something I never would have anticipated.”
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