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Prologue
1951
A figure stood in the shadows, waiting and listening. Croaking of frogs from a nearby pond filled the air while tiny feet scurried on a branch overhead. A strong scent of spearmint permeated the ground and saturated the trees and foliage. It was a pleasant odor that would cling to the town long after spearmint was no longer the town’s mainstay.
He made his way through the dark with slow, deliberate steps, as though maneuvering a mine field. The landscape was familiar to him but he couldn’t chance tripping or miscalculating where the earth had been upturned. The mist that had met him at the back door appeared to surround him and lead him through the darkened yard. Although his shoulders were slumped, it wasn’t the box he carried that was heavy. The box weighed little more than a few pounds and was slightly larger than a container used to store photo albums. But he couldn’t imagine using a paper bag for the task. It just wouldn’t be right.
The mist hurried ahead as though knowing the man’s intent. It parted as he reached a dark patch of upturned earth half the size of a tennis court. He stepped cautiously and followed along the edge of the plowed ground to the farthest corner. Several shovels and rakes were leaning against a trellis. He set the box down, grabbed one of the shovels and started to dig. A faint light from the third floor drew his attention. She was standing at the window, trying to steal a glimpse but unable to see anything. It was just as well. She had wanted to help but he knew it would have been too much for her to bear.
He made deep ruts, piling the dirt on the sides of the hole. As his strokes quickened, the mist closed in, either wanting to witness his deceit or hide it from the world. His arms were strong, muscles taut, and he barely broke a sweat in the humid air. Once he was sure the hole was deep enough, he lifted the lid from the box and carefully removed the contents. He took a moment to brush a hand across the tiny forehead, ignoring the cold wafting from the skin, then gently placed the small bundle in the hole. He turned once more to the window on the third floor. Even though the darkness prevented her from observing, he was sure she would imagine every shovel of dirt, feel the cool dampness of the earth, hear every scrape of his fingers as he shifted the dirt to conceal any hint that something had been buried.
He exchanged the shovel for a rake and erased his footprints. The tools were returned to their original post against the trellis. With the box under one arm, he trudged back to the house. His shoulders continued to slump but it had never been the box that weighed so heavily…it had been his heart. It was a weight and a pain time would never erase.
CHAPTER 1
Shoppers crowded the manicured lawn at the Sycamore mansion, drifting from pot-bellied stoves to claw-footed bath tubs, Queen Anne settees to Louis XIV china cabinets, elk and moose heads to African tribal shields. Few people paid attention to the skull Remy held in her hands. She set her glasses down to study the skull closer.
A loud voice carried over the sounds of the crowd. “A six- letter word meaning to face upward.”
Remy turned to find Willie Padgett, one of the councilmen seated in the third row, a newspaper on his lap. Willie’s jowls quivered as he smiled, his eyes directed at Remy. Ever since she won the state spelling bee two years in a row, Mr. Padgett tried to stump her with the daily crossword puzzle in the Sycamore Times.
“It’s supine, Mr. Padgett.” Remy prided herself in not once missing the councilman’s quizzes.
Remy turned back to the skull. Henry Sycamore had collected the strangest things during his lifetime. Who on earth would want an orangutan tooth, fangs from a cobra or the jawbone of an alligator?
For a brief moment Remy had the strangest sensation that someone was watching her. She studied the horde of townspeople. It seemed as though all nine thousand residents of the town of Sycamore, Indiana were at the auction. The backdrop of the three- story mansion with its turrets and widow’s walk gave an eerie feel to her surroundings. Massive oak and willow trees provided pockets of shade for the various floral and ornamental gardens. It was a house out of a fairy tale during the day but at night it looked like a century-old castle with strange lights reportedly moving from window to window.
“Here’s your lemonade.”
Remy jumped at the sound of her grandmother’s voice.
“Sorry, dear. Didn’t mean to startle you.”
Remy turned the skull around. It was the size of a grapefruit. “What do you think? It has a few cracks, though, and some missing pieces.”
Vi grabbed the bifocals dangling from a beaded chain around her neck and settled them on her nose. She ran a finger along one of the cracks. “Little bit of putty should cover them. It’s the face you want intact, Remy.”
“It’s an authentic Sonoma monkey discovered in the jungles of South America. At least that’s what the card says.”
“Authentic,” Vi sniffed. “Henry Sycamore wouldn’t have known an authentic rat if it had bit him in the…”
“Well, Violet Bauer. Are you bad-mouthing our founding family again?”
Remy looked up to see a bear of a man in faded jeans held up by bright red suspenders. An arm the size of a tree trunk yanked a John Deere cap from a forehead already pink from the sun. Hair more salt than pepper was pulled back in a ponytail. Remy always thought of a Christmas card they received last year of Santa riding a Harley motorcycle whenever she saw Edgar Swanson, her former history teacher.
“Edgar, what brings you to an estate auction?” Vi asked.
“Always looking for stuff. Besides, Henry was a pretty interesting guy. Died a little too young, if you ask me.” His head swiveled slowly, scanning the sea of tables behind a podium which had been set up on the circular drive. “Besides, I’m looking to add more trains to my collection.”
“You have a train collection?” Remy asked.
“Sure. Always been a Lionel train buff but Henry Sycamore has a real live caboose out back. Thought it would look great on my front lawn once I get it cleaned up and re-painted. Could serve as my farm stand. Or a lemonade stand.” He cocked his head to study the skull Remy held in her hands. “New project?”
“Yes,” Remy replied. “Forensic reconstruction.”
“Remy has practiced on plastic skulls and doll heads. I’ve been looking for a real skull for her to use.” Vi puffed up with a grandmother’s pride. “An active mind is a fertile mind.”
Edgar gave Vi a quick once over, from her French manicure to her stylish crop pants and floral top. “I see I should have bought more stock in Nordstrom’s.”
“Oh, this old thing?” Vi fingered the fabric with one hand while patting her short hair with the other. If Remy wasn’t mistaken, her grandmother was blushing.
“Sure could use some lemonade,” he said, taking a swipe at the beads of perspiration dotting his forehead. “It’s going to be a hot one.”
“Summer wouldn’t be summer if it weren’t hot, Edgar.” Vi pulled her glasses off and let them dangle.
“Would you like something cold to drink, ladies?”
Remy declined since she had a lemonade.
“The iced tea should be ready by now,” Vi replied. “That would be kind of you to get me a glass.”
“I think he likes you, Gram,” said Remy as Edgar moved his solid bulk to the refreshment stand. Vi had met Edgar when she started substitute teaching several years ago. The two always seemed to be arguing about something but Vi had told her that she and Edgar were both opinionated and enjoyed their friendly adversarial discussions.
“Last thing we Bauer women need is a man.” Vi ran her fingers through Remy’s hair. It looked and felt like corn silk. “How about I get this long hair off your neck.” Vi pulled out an elastic tie and in less than a minute had plaited Remy’s hair into a French braid. “You’re going to have to put that skull down. The bidding will be starting soon and I need to go register for a number.” She looked down at the table. “And don’t forget your glasses.”
Remy was just about to set the skull down when that feeling washed over her again. The tight knots of shoppers were dispersing in search of seats. Slowly Remy’s gaze traveled to the windows in the bottom floor of the mansion, then drifted to the second floor. Just as she raised her face to the third floor, she thought she saw someone standing at one of the windows, the drapes pulled back to one side. The figure quickly moved and the drapes fell closed.
“Rob, I have to go to the office.” Tom Haislett set his briefcase down and stripped off his suit jacket. He was trim but athletic, built more for a tennis court than a court room. His eyes washed over Rob’s appearance in a well-practiced second, but all he said was, “You need a haircut.”
Rob stood in front of the grill, spatula in hand. He gave his father a disinterested shrug and barely gazed back through a veil of green hair. Eating alone was getting to be an everyday occurrence for Rob. His eyes drifted to his camera and knapsack on the chair. With his father gone, he’d be able to concentrate on his hobby. His father thought he took photos of wildlife for the camera club. And Rob wasn’t about ready to tell him any different.
“I have to go over testimonies with two clients before they appear in court Monday. I’ll get something on the road.” He hefted his briefcase, tossed his suit jacket over one arm, and headed down the walkway to the garage.
Rob picked up the tongs and turned the hot dogs over, then used the spatula to flip the burgers. Now he wasn’t sure if he should have toasted all the buns. At least there would be leftovers for tomorrow. He pulled the lid down, set the tongs and spatula on the tray, and walked into the house.
The split-level brick home was bordered on two sides by forest preserve. Rob’s father had been raised on a farm so he had looked for a house with plenty of room. They had been lucky to find a cleaning lady who preferred homegrown vegetables. It had been Rosa who had planted and weeded the garden.
Rob grabbed the mustard, ketchup, and potato chips and headed back outside. He set the condiments down, then cranked open the umbrella above the table, feeling the heat rising from the concrete patio. Rob opened the grill and used the tongs to retrieve a bun and hot dog. Something didn’t look right. There were eight hamburgers but only seven hot dogs. And one bun was missing, too.
Bushes rustled at the edge of the forest yet there wasn’t a hint of a breeze. He stared again at the grill as if waiting for the missing hot dog to reappear. He set his plate on the table, grabbed a Pepsi from the cooler, and trudged off to the forest. The smell of fresh cut grass and damp earth filled his head. The vegetable garden several yards away had already been picked clean of green onions. Wire cages stood sentry over the tomato plants, keeping the plants erect as the tomatoes grew in size.
Rob stopped at the edge of the forest and listened. He heard rustling nearby. A flash of color moved between the dense foliage. Stepping over thick underbrush, Rob crept in, walked several yards and turned.
A dirty brown face stared up at him, mouth stopped in mid- chew, eyes wide. Twigs and leaves littered the coal black hair that brushed the boy’s shoulders. His clothes looked more than slept in. They looked lived in and able to stand up on their own. What at one time must have been white gym shoes were smudged and scuffed and barely laced. He wasn’t anyone Rob had seen before in school, but then again, he made sure not to notice the other kids in school.
Rob held out the Pepsi. “There’s ketchup and mustard on the table.” The boy hesitated, then snatched the can of soda. Rob walked back to the patio. After removing the food from the grill, he turned off the gas, and sat down to eat. Two minutes later, the boy emerged from the forest, taking short stutter steps, eyes darting from side to side, up to the windows, behind trees, searching for who knows what. He looked harmless enough. He wore a Cubs tee shirt two sizes too big and jeans that looked chewed off below the knees. A turtle carved from what looked like stone hung from a black cord around his neck.
“We’re alone,” Rob said. His guest finally took a seat at the table and reached for a hamburger but Rob clamped a hand around his wrist. Nodding toward the house, he said, “Bathroom.”
The boy looked at his hands, turning them from side to side as if looking for a trace of dirt. Without another word the visitor walked into the house and returned five minutes later. Grass still clung to his hair but his face and hands were washed.
“I’m Rob.” He passed a plate to the boy whose age could have been anywhere between ten and thirteen. It was difficult to tell since the clothes he wore hung loosely on his thin frame.
“Andy.” He dragged a handful of chips onto his plate, then a burger onto a bun.
“You aren’t from around here, are you?”
“What gave you that impression, Sherlock?”
Rob shrugged. “You look Native. And the pendant you wear looks like something I’ve seen at the museum. Don’t they call them animal fetishes?”
“My grandfather made it.” He fingered it as though making sure it was still there. “He carved the turtle from coral.”
“Does anyone know where you are?”
Andy took another bite of his hamburger and chewed slowly, as though conjuring up a response. “Are you going to tell?”
“No, but won’t someone start looking for you?”
“My grandfather died.”
Rob found it interesting that Andy hadn’t mentioned a mother or father. “What do you do for money?”
“Don’t need much.”
“What do you do for food?”
“Same thing I did here.”
“Stealing food off of people’s grills is one thing. But what are you going to do come winter?”
“I did fine last winter. I’m making my way south, where it’s warmer.”
Rob shook his head. “No truck driver is going to pick up a young hitchhiker without either telling the cops or trying to take advantage of you.”
“I can take care of myself.”
Rob wasn’t sure whether to press him. The truth eventually came out, that’s what his father always said whenever he had a trial. Rob didn’t see any bruises on the kid but it was hard to tell through the dirt.
“Was it bad at home?” Rob asked.
Andy shrugged as he pulled another handful of chips onto his plate. “Which home?”
CHAPTER 2
“Doesn’t that blue sky look wonderful?” The nurse’s aide pulled the cord to raise the blinds. “You seem to have more color today, Odie.”
The frail body lay motionless in the bed, the hospital covers rising and falling with each shallow breath. Her dark skin brought out the sterile whiteness of the bedding.
“You’re always so chipper, child. Like a breath of fresh air,” the elderly woman said in a voice that was as weak as her body.
“You’re the one who’s chipper, Odie.”
“All for show. I know I’m dying. I think I know why the good Lord is dragging this out.”
Megan grabbed the morning paper from the tray and unfolded it. As she did every day, the young aide read the paper to her patients. She worked in the wing of Sycamore General Hospital where patients never went home. This was the twilight wing. They kept patients comfortable during their final days. She had been caring for Odie for the past four months. She wished all of her patients were in such good spirits. On her more lucid days, Odie would entertain her with stories of growing up Black in the South, of her early days in Sycamore, and especially stories of her brother.
Megan avoided world news and politics when reading the paper to her patients, and focused only on community news, information that was more familiar to her patients. Mostly they slept through her dissertation, either too medicated or weak to acknowledge her presence. But Megan always prattled on, avoiding the obituaries and doom and gloom issues. Just hearing a voice, she believed, let her patients know that they weren’t alone.
Turning to page two of the newspaper, Megan started to read about Saturday’s auction at the Sycamore estate. She no sooner started the second paragraph then Odie’s eyes started to flutter and an arm reached out to her, clenching Megan’s wrist with unusual strength.
“No! Mr. Sycamore died?” Odie gasped, making a feeble attempt to lift her head from the pillow.
“A month ago,” Megan replied. “Did you know him?”
“My brother. Tell my brother to find the diary.”
“Diary? What diary, Odie?”
“In the house. It proves…”
“Proves what, Odie?”
“Tell him to find it.” Odie’s grip on the aide loosened. She made a final plea with her eyes before exhaustion overwhelmed her.
As Megan leaned closer in case Odie had more to tell her, she heard the door to the room click shut.
“Who’s there?” Megan crossed the room and poked her head out of the door. The only people walking the hallway were hospital staff. Halfway down the hall the door to the stairwell drifted closed.
“Good morning, sweetie.” Carol planted a kiss on Remy’s forehead.
“Don’t you have school today, Mom?”
“It’s a study day.”
The four-season room served as a greenhouse where Vi grew her specimens for the flower shows. It was also Remy’s workroom where she painted, worked on crafts and was learning to sculpt. She still had to share the room with plants but it made for a colorful, fragrant atmosphere.
Remy took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. She wanted to bring up the subject of contact lenses again but knew most expenses hinged on her father keeping up with child support payments. A cell phone would be nice, too, but the monthly fees made it out of the question.
Carol leaned her elbows on the worktable and studied the skull. Remy’s mother had the same corn silk hair and blue eyes. Matter of fact, whenever Remy looked in the mirror she failed to see any resemblance to her father’s Italian heritage. “I’m glad to see the auction Saturday wasn’t a total loss. How much work have you done?” She examined the depth markers adhered to the surface of the skull, making it look like a pin cushion. “What comes next?”
Remy pulled the skull closer. “The clay strips, as soon as I’ve finished the depth markers.”
“I don’t know how you make heads or tales out of these charts.” Carol turned the pages in the book where model skulls showed detailed instructions for shaping lips and filling orbital cavities. “Why does the book say to use vinyl depth markers but you use cork?”
“I use both but it’s best to use cork in smaller areas. It’s such a small head. The temporal and zygomatic bones are…” Remy smiled at her mother. “Your eyes are glazing over, Mom.” Her mother smiled meekly in response. “The temporal bone is just above the ear,” Remy explained. “And the zygomatic is the cheekbone.”
“I knew that.” Carol shoved the book aside and straightened. “Well, it looks like a pretty good investment for just thirty dollars.”
“I think Gram got the short end of the deal.” Mr. Swanson had jumped in when the bidding got too high for Remy and won the bid at sixty-five dollars. He then sold the skull to Remy for thirty dollars. “I think Gram has to go out to lunch or dinner with him.”
“He is a very nice man, even if he does look like Santa Claus. Maybe she’ll enjoy herself.” Carol walked to the windows where flowers were drinking up the morning sun. “Gram has such a green thumb.”
Carol cranked open the jalousie windows to let in a breeze. “I’m going to get a pot of coffee and sequester myself until it’s time to go to work. Maybe we can have lunch together if you’re around, kiddo. Now turn your zygomatic toward me so I can kiss it.” Carol kissed Remy’s cheek and breezed out of the room.
Remy knew her mother would study through lunch, barely notice the sandwich Gram would set on the desk, and end up eating the sandwich as she changed clothes for work. There were some days her mother looked so exhausted Remy didn’t know how she kept her eyes open.
Remy turned the page on the forensic sculpturing book and studied the chart for determining the placement of depth markers. She used Duco cement to affix the vinyl markers to the specific areas on the skull. One paragraph in the book read, “Never work from the actual photo. You should listen to the skull.” Remy looked at the book on monkeys she had been following. That was exactly what she had been doing—imagining the face of the monkey rather than letting her fingers listen to the skull.
Remy sighed. “This is impossible.” She spent several hours gluing additional markers to the skull, avoiding the places where the cracks were evident. She wondered how the monkey had died. Maybe it fell from a tree. Maybe Mr. Sycamore shot it and planned to have it stuffed. Remy shivered at the thought of killing a creature just to hang it on a wall. But from all the stories she had heard of Mrs. Sycamore supporting animal sanctuaries, Remy couldn’t imagine her son purposely killing them.
She needed help, and not the kind some book could give her. For some reason Remy couldn’t bring herself to reconstruct the entire skull without first finding out how the animal died. And there was only one person she knew of who might have the answer.
Remy had few friends at Sycamore Middle School. It was her own fault, she knew, because she would rather read a book than go shopping at the mall. She would rather go to the museum than to the movies. Given her lack of typical thirteen-year-old interests, she found herself spending most of her time alone or with adults.
But there was one other student who kept even more to himself and that was a boy the high school bullies nicknamed Roadkill. The middle school was part of the high school and, as usual, older students could be cruel. It didn’t help that Roadkill went through hair color phases, going from blue to purple to green. And he spent all last year wearing way too many watches. He’d have them around his ankles, up his forearm, or several fastened together and worn as a choker. Remy had once tried to sit with him at lunch. All the other tables were taken and he was sitting by himself. But when Remy tried to strike up a conversation, the teen had picked up his tray and left, leaving her with the realization that even the school’s resident weirdo wouldn’t sit with her. She suspected that he acted and dressed strange so people would keep their distance.
The one place she had heard where Roadkill hung out was the forest. The bullies had taunted him on numerous occasions about looking for his dinner along the road cutting through the forest preserve. Remy wasn’t sure why he found dead animals so intriguing but the amount of time he spent studying them told her that he must be learning something.
Before leaving the house Remy had changed into jeans and tennis shoes since she wasn’t sure if she’d have to slog through thick underbrush and spiny bushes. She made a quick stop at the convenient store to pick up a bottle of water before trekking to the forest.
Tiger lilies grew wild along the shoulder of the road, sprouting their orange trumpet-shaped flowers. A mixture of floral scents and damp earth floated through the air. The sun’s heat penetrated Remy’s shirt so she welcomed the cool shade once she crossed the street. She sidestepped ditches of damp leaves and discarded soda cans. Her tennis shoes crunched gravel as she followed the shoulder of the road.
Up ahead she saw a youth kneeling in the grass. She knew it was him by the color of his hair. Although the outgrowth of hair was sun-streaked, the tips were still green and fell like a veil in front of his eyes. He was snapping pictures of an animal with an instant camera. Remy stopped to watch him for a few seconds. He wore latex gloves as though preparing to perform surgery. She started to question her decision to seek him out. She knew absolutely nothing about him and what little she was seeing now was sending a chill up her spine. But how many people would feel the same if they saw her with her monkey skull?
She decided to trudge on and marched up to the youth. “Hi, remember me?” She could barely see his eyes as he regarded her briefly before going back to snapping pictures. To her dismay, the animal was a tan and white kitten.
“I’m Remy. We sat at lunch together for all of two seconds once until you rudely ignored me.”
He stood and walked over to a picnic table.
“Just as you are doing now,” Remy called out cheerfully. She followed him and climbed the bench seat to sit on the table where he was laying out pictures, waiting for them to fully develop.
There was a rustle in the brush several feet away. A bronzed- skinned teen emerged. His clothes were dirty and his long, scraggly hair was in desperate need of washing. Remy wasn’t sure whether to run back across the street or stay.
“Hi. I’m Andy,” the boy said.
Remy looked to Roadkill to see if he was going to introduce himself. “Does he have a name other than Roadkill?” she asked Andy.
“Roadkill?” Andy laughed. “Is that why you study dead animals? Are you going to be a doctor or a chef?”
Rob’s eyes narrowed to slits. “No.”
He does talk, Remy thought. “I’m Remy,” she told Andy.
“What kind of name is that?” Andy asked.
“It’s short for Rembrandt.” When she saw Andy’s face screw up in confusion, she added, “The painter.” When a light bulb still didn’t appear to turn on, she said, “They had high hopes. Go figure.”
“So what gives?” Andy asked Rob. “Why you taking pictures of a dead cat?”
“To find out why he died.”
Andy scrunched his brows in thought, his eyes roaming over the pictures of the dead animal. “I’d say the tire tracks on his back are a dead giveaway.”
Remy laughed but Rob didn’t find it amusing. He was as wooden and stiff as the animal.
“There’s a reason why everything dies,” Rob said in a voice barely above a whisper. “He may have been run over by a car but there’s a reason why he ran into the street. See the teeth marks? Something, maybe a fox, tried to clamp its jaws around him but the cat broke away and made a run for it.”
“Why don’t you use a digital camera?” Remy suggested. “Then you can load the pictures into your computer.”
“Because computers crash. I might lose all the data. Besides, the screen on a digital is too small for me to see if I caught everything I want. Instant cameras give me instant pictures.”
Andy asked, “Did you know a cat has thirty-two muscles in each ear?” Rob slid his eyes toward him. “I read it somewhere.”
“How long have you been doing this?” Remy asked.
Rob finally swept his eyes in Remy’s direction. He didn’t say anything. One eyebrow jerked up as a silent, “What’s it to you?”
“I bought a skull of a monkey Saturday but it has strange cracks in it,” Remy said. “Can you take a look at it and tell me how it died?”
Rob shrugged. “I have to bury the cat first.” He pulled a trowel from his backpack.
Andy grabbed the trowel. “I’ll help.”
CHAPTER 3
“Wow. Are these all yours?” Andy cocked his head to read the spine on the books lining one wall of the four-season room. “What’s with all the forensic books? Are you going to be a doctor?” He pulled out one of the textbooks and studied the title. “This is a college textbook.”
“You’re the one,” Rob said, making it sound more like an accusation.
Remy cringed. This was usually when it happened, when people started pulling away.
“You’re the one they bring in the college professors to tutor.”
“Yes.” She tilted her chin in deviance, waiting for the usual snide comments about her being a young Einstein.
“Cool.”
That wasn’t the response she expected.
“Maybe you can tutor me,” Andy piped up. “I missed out on six months of school.”
The boys traveled the length of the bookshelves to the section where the doll heads and plastic skulls sat. Andy picked up one of the skulls that was covered with numbered cylinder pegs. Other plastic skulls had been covered with a substance.
“Why do you cover them with this putty stuff?” Andy asked.
“I’m reconstructing the faces, like this book shows. And it’s clay, not putty.”
Andy grabbed a stuffed animal from the shelf. It was a white poodle with a pacifier in its mouth.
“Please don’t touch that,” Remy said.
Andy dropped it back on the shelf. “Sorry.”
“It’s just that my father bought it for me.”
“I won’t touch it again.” Andy splayed his fingers as if to show his hands were empty.
Rob focused his attention on the monkey skull which was mounted on a pedestal. He sat down and pulled the pedestal toward him.
“Careful,” Remy said. “It’s supposed to be over a hundred years old.”
“That used to be a monkey?” Andy leaned his elbows on the worktable. “Awful small monkey. Why are all those pins sticking out of its face?”
“It’s part of the reconstruction process,” Remy replied. “Just like the skulls you saw on the shelf.” She pulled a chair next to Rob’s.
“Why reconstruct it?” Rob asked. “You can look in a book and see what it’s supposed to look like.”
“That’s not how it works.” Remy flipped through pages in the forensic artistry book for examples. “When remains are found and the police can’t identify the victim, they sometimes bring in a forensic reconstruction artist to put a face on the victim. Usually a forensic pathologist can tell by examining the bones if it’s a male or a female, the height, and age. See these pictures?” She pointed to before and after pictures of reconstructed skulls and corresponding pictures of the deceased once the person was identified.
“Aren’t there computer programs that do this? I saw it on CSI,” Rob said.
“Sure, if you can afford one of those computers.” Remy turned to a page in the book that showed the various stages in the process. “The doll heads on the shelf show the same progression. Step one is to glue the depth markers in the correct locations. Each location is numbered according to the chart. Step two is to place strips of clay between the markers. This skull will be difficult, though, because the depth marker chart is for humans. All I can do is smooth out the clay and let my fingers go where the skull leads me.”
Andy said, “Maybe when someone dug up the bones they damaged the skull.”
“It’s not a shovel mark,” Rob said, pulling the camera from his backpack and snapping a picture. “These are patterned hairline cracks of some sort.”
“Remy?” Vi appeared in the doorway. She was wearing a bright floral dress and straw hat. Her shoes and purse matched and a string of pearls hugged her neck. She smiled at the two youths but gave a puzzled look toward her granddaughter. Remy having friends, much less friends who stopped by to visit, were not everyday occurrences. “I’m Violet Bauer, Remy’s grandmother.”
“This is Roa…” Remy started to say.
“Rob.” He slid his eyes toward Remy and grimaced.
“Andy.”
“Nice to meet you both.” Vi struggled to pull her attention from Rob’s hair. She flicked her gaze to the skull. “I see Remy has you on her skull project.”
“They are going to help me figure out how it died.” Remy climbed off the stool and walked over to her grandmother. “Did my dad call yet about next week?”
“Not yet, dear, but I’m sure he remembers that he’s taking you to Sturgeon Bay. Well, I’m off to my garden club meeting. I made some brownies but they are still warm so be careful when you cut them. I’ll probably eat when I get home. Agnes makes the most horrible tea sandwiches. They taste like cardboard. You can either wait for me or eat now with your friends. I made more than enough tuna salad. Don’t forget to take before and after pictures, Remy.” She gave a ta ta wave and off she went.
“Food,” Andy said and charged through the opened French doors. He halted after several steps and gawked.
Remy led the way through a living room her grandmother called stylishly cluttered. Vi scoured auctions and moving sales for whatever caught her fancy. Although the furnishings appeared mis-matched, for some reason the styles and colors complemented each other.
“My grandmother likes antiques,” Remy said, as though she needed to explain their gawking stares. It was the large bamboo paddle fans overhead that drew most visitors’ attentions. “When they closed down the rug looming plant on Farmington Road several years ago, Gram bought those fans for fifteen dollars each.” They trailed after her to the kitchen. She washed her hands then set out plates, bread and the tuna salad.
“So you and your parents live with your grandmother?” Andy asked.
“Me and my mom. Gram is my dad’s mother.”
“Divorced, huh?” Andy said. “My parents died. I was living with a foster parent until…” He looked over at the two and quickly changed the subject. Rob stood at the sink scrubbing his hands. “What is it with this germ phobia of yours?” he asked Rob.
“You just got through touching a dead cat and a skull,” Rob reminded him.
Andy smelled his hands then joined him at the sink.
Remy set out pop and glasses. She and Andy had finished making their sandwiches and turned to find Rob still scrubbing his hands. Puzzled, they walked over to the sink. Rob’s hands looked as red as raw meat. He was scrubbing with as much voracity as her grandmother did when trying to clean the lasagna pan. She and Andy each grabbed an arm. Remy shut the water off.
“Hey, dude. I think you left yourself one layer of skin,” Andy said.
“They are clean, Rob.” Remy pressed a towel into Rob’s hands. “Andy, grab that bottle of lotion on the windowsill.” She patted Rob’s hands and wondered how often he did this ritual and, more importantly, why. “Gram’s constantly washing her hands from working in the dirt with her plants, even though she wears gloves.” She squeezed lotion into Rob’s hands. “The dermatologist gave her this. It really works good.” Rob kept staring every place but at their faces. Remy wasn’t sure if he was embarrassed or uncomfortable. “Make your plate and we’ll go eat in my workroom.” She decided to ignore what had happened. Maybe eventually Rob would feel comfortable enough to talk about it.
They took their seats around the table in the workroom and convened around the skull.
Remy asked Andy, “So, where are you from?”
“Nowhere.”
“That’s silly. Everyone is from somewhere.” She shifted her gaze to Rob who was giving his head a barely perceptible shake. She could only assume it was a hardship story Andy wasn’t ready to share. “What about you?” she asked Rob.
“It’s just me and my dad.” “Divorced?”
The hint of a smile faded. “My mom died.”
“Sorry.” Remy wondered if his wish to alienate people and compulsion to scrub the skin off his hands had anything to do with his mother’s death. A silence drifted over the room as she watched Rob stare at his sandwich with an intense anger.
“My grandfather always said there is no death, only a changing of worlds,” Andy said. When he saw Rob’s eyes do a slow roll toward him, Andy added, “I bet you heard that a lot.”
Rob replied, “Ad nauseum.”
After empty plates were returned to the kitchen, Rob took more pictures of the skull. “I have a card file at home. I’ll go through them later and see if any match these wounds.”
“What does your father say about your hobby?” Remy asked.
“Not much. He’s usually too busy to notice. He thinks I’m in the camera club at school.”
“He’s never taken a look at your pictures?” Andy asked.
“Just a few when I started. Most look like still shots of wildlife.” Rob studied the teen. He hadn’t dragged a suitcase out of the forest nor had he carried a backpack. Other than the clothes he wore, Andy didn’t appear to have carted any belongings. His gaze swept down the wiry frame and bony knees jutting out from below Andy’s shorts. “I have some clothes I’ve outgrown that should fit you. Where have you been sleeping?”
“I found an abandoned barn not too far away with the back door unlocked.”
“That’s dangerous,” Remy said. “You shouldn’t trust strangers.”
Andy smiled and shook his head of coal black hair. “You two are strangers.”
CHAPTER 4
The phone rang at ten o’clock the next morning. Remy almost stubbed her toe on the coffee table running to answer it. She curled up on the couch with the portable phone in hand.
“Hey, pumpkin.”
“Dad, I’m thirteen. Can you not call me pumpkin any more?”
“I just want to keep you my little girl forever. It’s so hard to accept that you are a teen.”
Remy couldn’t believe how much she missed him. He had visitation every other weekend but there were times that weeks would go by without seeing him. He always remembered to call, though.
“I’m just about packed, Dad.”
“I have a bit of news, hon.”
Remy heard screams and bells ringing in the background. “What is all that noise?”
“I’m in Vegas. Can you believe it, sweetie?”
Remy felt her stomach sink. “Vegas? When are you coming home?” She saw Vi crane her head around the kitchen doorway.
“Actually, hon. I moved. It was a spur of the moment thing.”
Her eyes filled. Had she heard right? There had to be a mistake. She tried to keep her emotions in check but the tears spilled over. “What do you mean you moved?”
“The jobs are better out here. And Trisha knows people who can get us both jobs.”
“Trisha? Who’s Trisha?”
Vi punched the speaker button on the phone, then placed the receiver back in the cradle. “Greg, what are you talking about?”
Carol appeared at the bottom of the stairs. She walked to the table yelling, “Greg, don’t you dare do this to Remy.”
“Oh, wonderful. Now I get it in stereo.”
“What was Remy talking about you moving to Vegas?” Vi demanded.
Remy backed away from the living room. She had overheard her parents arguing in the past and she thought she would have gotten used to their heated exchanges.
“Vegas?” Carol screamed.
“Carol, give me a minute. I have seniority,” Vi said.
“You always complain that I’m not paying child support. Now I have a chance to make some money as a casino dealer.”
All thoughts went through Remy’s head. She had always had little girl dreams that her parents would get back together but if anything, her parents had only grown further apart. Her dad was never going to change.
“You don’t know how to deal,” Vi said. “You gamble. That’s where you lost all the money. The last place you should live is in Vegas.”
“Trisha taught me. She knows a pit boss…”
“Trisha? Who on earth is Trisha?” Carol said.
“Carol,” Vi warned.
“STOP IT. ALL OF YOU,” Remy screamed. She ran to her workroom and slammed the door. How could he do this to her? She flung herself on the couch and curled into a ball. Her hands were wrapped around the white poodle her father had given her after the divorce was final. She didn’t remember grabbing it from the shelf. She heard the French doors open and then the padding of feet on the tiled floor.
Vi moved a pillow aside and sat down next to her. “I’m so sorry, Remy.”
“It’s not your fault.” Remy uncurled her body and sat up.
“Oh yes it is. I didn’t warn your mother. I felt it best to butt out and hope for the best. But he is just like your grandfather, may he rest in peace. Or maybe he shouldn’t. Lord knows he caused enough trouble when he was alive, spending more time at traveling poker games than home with his family. Your father has the same wanderlust. Always looking for the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow and leaving broken hearts in his wake. I don’t think he will ever change. We have to face that fact. It’s the same thing I told your mother. Now I’ve got her crying upstairs and you crying downstairs.”
“I don’t ever want to talk to him again.”
Vi wrapped an arm around her granddaughter. “You will, eventually. Hopefully, when you are older, you’ll be smarter than your mom and me and pick someone who is a bit more marriage material.”
“I’m never getting married.”
“Right.”
“You said before, Gram. We Bauer women don’t need a man.”
Vi pulled Remy close and kissed the side of her head. After Vi walked out of the room, the flow of tears started again. Remy pulled on the legs of the dog ripping them from the body. That made her cry even harder. She tossed the dog down and went over to the table. She kept staring at the broken dog while her fingers worked, kneading and smoothing, feeling their way around the skull. Vegas. Did that mean he would never return? Would he have her visit him there? The hurt and anger grew as she rolled narrow strips of clay for the lips. Without existing teeth in the skull to calculate the shape and size, all Remy could do was guess. She used a flat wooden tool to remove the excess clay.
Out of the corner of her eye, Remy saw the screen door to the backyard open and the two boys enter. She focused on the skull, using sandpaper to give the clay a skin-like texture.
“Whoa, you look like you are in a bad mood,” Andy said.
Remy felt tears push to the corners of her eyes. “It’s nothing.”
Rob picked up the legless dog and glanced at Andy.
“Must have talked to your dad.” Rob tossed the dog back on the wicker frame couch.
“Remind me to never get you mad at me,” Andy said.
Remy glared at the dog, regretting her childlike impulse to destroy the one possession from her father that she treasured. “He moved to Vegas with a girl he just met.”
“Bummer,” Andy said.
Remy ran her eyes over Andy. “You clean up rather nicely.”
He did a three-sixty turn saying, “I went through the spin cycle twice.”
Rob picked up a piece of discarded clay and rolled it between his palms. With a nod at the skull he said, “That doesn’t look like a monkey.”
“What?” Remy’s hand slipped and the wooden tool slid between the lips. She looked at the skull for the first time since she had started working on it this morning. The cheeks were pudgy and the eyelids closed.
Andy placed his hand on her arm. “Wait.” He walked over to the poodle parts on the couch, retrieved the pacifier, and shoved it between the bud lips.
“Oh my God.” Remy gasped and shoved away from the table, toppling the stool. Rob grabbed her before she toppled with the chair.
The three slowly inched closer to the skull, eyes wide in shock.
“It’s a baby!” Remy whispered.
CHAPTER 5
“This has to be wrong. Why would someone sell the skull of a baby in an auction?” Remy asked.
“Facts don’t lie.” Rob stroked the top of the infant’s head. “This makes sense. There’s a name for these cracks.”
Andy pulled a medical book from the bookshelf and handed it to Rob. “You’re saying these cracks are normal?”
“Yes. The human skull is like a large interlocking puzzle.” He flipped through the chapters until he found what he was looking for. “The skull bones have to be able to shift when going through the birth canal.”
“Fontanelles?” Remy asked, remembering a term from her health class. “Of course!” She closed her eyes briefly as though seeing the words on the inside of her eyelids. “The sphenoidal, mastoid, anterior, and posterior fontanelles.” She opened her eyes and grinned. “Am I right?”
“Right.” Rob replied.
“I’ll take Anatomy for five hundred, Rob,” Andy joked.
Rob pointed at a picture in the book. “This shows the separate bones that eventually fuse together.” The skull did look like a jigsaw puzzle.
“How long does it take?” Andy asked.
Rob skimmed through the description under the pictures. “It says it takes about twelve to eighteen months, but it only takes six months for the one in the back of the head to close.”
Remy turned the pedestal around to view the back of the skull. The crack had not fused. “Now we know the baby was less than six months old when it died.”
“That skull is pretty small,” Andy pointed out. “It’s got to be younger than six months. Heck, it looks like a newborn.”
Rob turned the skull back around and touched the pacifier. The baby’s cheekbones were prominent, the clay almost as smooth as an actual baby’s skin. “One thing is for sure—this is definitely not a monkey.”
“It still doesn’t mean Henry Sycamore didn’t find it during one of his travels and assumed it was a monkey,” Andy said.
Remy shook her head. “Mr. Sycamore had everything he owned authenticated, according to Gram. Someone would have known. I think the DNA would have proved it was human and not animal.”
“How can we tell how long ago it died?” Andy asked. “Is there some test that can be done?”
“I’m sure there is. Maybe we should take the skull to the police,” Rob suggested.
“Uh uh.” Andy raised his hands. “No cops.”
“I can’t show it to Gram or my mom. They’d freak out.”
“Maybe we should start on the Sycamore property,” Rob said. “I think I saw a family cemetery there. We might also find the person who organized the auction.”
CHAPTER 6
The next morning the three met at Remy’s house and walked the five blocks to the Sycamore estate. They crossed the yard on a cushion of thick grass. There wasn’t one dandelion petal or brown patch on the entire estate. The property held a gazebo, a water garden under the watchful eyes of no less than twelve marble statues, several rose gardens, and aged trees taller than the house itself. A short distance away three men in straw hats were uprooting foliage and digging up the dirt with shovels.
“Where’s the cemetery?” Andy looked past the fountain and marble statues. Tall willow trees waved like seaweed in the breeze. “Maybe there’s a crypt.”
They made their way past the statues where rose bushes and azaleas poked their brilliant faces between the wrought iron fencing. The tombstones were massive in size and made of marble. The cemetery was as well-manicured as the lawn.
“This is spooky.” Andy wrapped his fingers around the gate and pushed it open.
Remy weaved her way around the tombstones. “There’s Nathan and Rose, the grandparents.”
“There’s Charles.” Andy pointed at one of the tombstones. Remy looked back and saw Rob hesitating outside the gate. “Are you coming?” Rob looked over at her with apprehension before taking several tentative steps into the cemetery.
Andy watched two dragonflies dart between the tombstones. “Did you know dragonflies have a life span of twenty-four hours?”
“Kinda makes you wonder what their purpose in life is.” Rob stood in front of the tombstone which read, Rebecca Sycamore, In Loving Memory. “Why is it roaches can live for years, even survive a nuclear bomb, and a dragonfly’s life is extinguished at the end of the day? Doesn’t seem fair.”
Remy found the smallest of tombstones. It had a cherub sitting on top as though watching over the deceased. “Ophelia, My Precious Daughter,” Remy read. “May 21, 1949 to May 21, 1949. She must have died at birth.” She looked over at Rob. He was riveted in front of Rebecca’s tombstone, staring at the engraved dates. She wondered if he were calculating the mother’s age at death.
“Who names their kid Ophelia?” Andy asked. “Grave looks undisturbed so I doubt the skull is hers.”
A mourning dove cooed in the branches above them. There was an eerie silence in the cemetery, as if the mansion one hundred yards away shielded it from the sounds of traffic and daily life.
“All the graves look undisturbed,” Rob said. “I would think it would be pretty noticeable if something had been dug up recently.”
“We can always wait until nighttime and see if there are any ghosts,” Andy suggested. “Then we can ask one of them.”
Remy and Rob both glared at the youth. “You can’t possibly believe in ghosts,” Remy said.
“Can I help you?”
“EEEYYIEE.” The three youths screamed and turned around.
A scarecrow of a man shuffled over to them, skin tarnished brown and papery, eyes watery and shielded under a wide brimmed hat. “Didn’t mean to scare the wits out of you. Don’t usually allow visitors on the grounds.”
“Sorry.” Remy introduced themselves to the elderly man.
“I’m the caretaker. Wallace Sinclair.” He looked over at the mansion with a wistfulness in his sigh. “Going to miss this place.”
“Are you retiring?” Rob asked.
“Haven’t been much use for some time now. Just oversee the workers. Guess it will be nice to finally retire.”
Remy wasn’t sure how old Mr. Sinclair was but he was much older than her grandmother. “We weren’t disturbing anything. We’ve never seen a cemetery in someone’s yard before. Has the cemetery always been here?”
“The entire area was designated back when Nathan died.”
“So there isn’t any other place on the grounds where relatives are buried?” Rob asked.
“Nope, nowhere.”
Remy asked, “Is the Historical Society going to leave the cemetery here or does it have to be moved?”
“Everything stays. That’s part of the agreement. The fountains, statues, cemetery, even the old oak and willow trees. Those can’t be cut down.”
Andy stared off in the distance where three men in straw hats were chopping at the ground. “What are they digging up over there?”
“They ripped up the vegetable garden last week. The chef always grew his own herbs and vegetables. Insisted on it. Now that the home will no longer be inhabited, there’s no need for a garden. They’ll be laying sod there next week.”
Rob turned his attention back to the cemetery, his eyes riveted on the baby’s tombstone. “How did Ophelia die?”
“Still birth. Poor Mrs. Sycamore. She had had three miscarriages previously and then to have a baby die at birth was just heart- wrenching. Those were sad times. We were all thrilled when she finally gave birth to Henry.”
“Is the house haunted?” Andy asked.
Remy slapped Andy’s arm.
Mr. Sinclair laughed. “I get that all the time. I’ve worked here for almost sixty years. Haven’t seen a ghost yet.”
“How do we know you aren’t a ghost?”
“ANDY!” Remy yelled, then smiled apologetically at the elderly man.
Mr. Sinclair leaned in close and whispered, “You don’t.” Andy’s mouth gaped open. After a few moments of tense silence, the old man burst out laughing. Even Rob managed a smile.
They walked the five blocks back to Remy’s house more confused than ever. “It must have been in the vegetable garden,” Remy said. “It’s the only area on the property that looks disturbed.”
She stopped and looked up at the street sign. “Downtown is two blocks that way. The company that held the auction has an office there. Everyone game?” She didn’t hear any objections.
As they neared downtown, Remy pointed at the lamp posts. “See the antique torches and concrete flower pots? Those were Mrs. Jacobs’ ideas.” The pots spilled brilliant floral arrangements. Brick facades had also replaced the wooden store fronts.
They approached a building marked, Jacobs & Jacobs Real Estate Company. It not only sold homes but was also a poor man’s Sotheby’s, holding auctions and estate sales. A full-time curator was on staff to evaluate and estimate the value of antiques. The window display showcased antique clocks, desks, and lamps, all arranged on lace and chiffon fabric. An old-fashioned bell above the door tinkled as the youths entered.
“What excuse do we give for being here?” Remy whispered.
“Leave it up to me,” Andy said, smiling.
“That’s what I’m afraid of.”
“Can I help you?” A woman in a floral dress and straw hat moved from behind an ornate counter.
“My friends and I are working on a summer science project,” Andy started, “and were told you were in charge of the auction for the Sycamore estate.”
“Yes, I’m Merriweather Jacobs.”
“We were told Mr. Sycamore had skulls in his collection,” Remy said.
“Oh, yes. He had a number of them from his travels to Bornea, East Africa, Indonesia.”
“Can we see them?” Andy’s face lit up displaying an enthusiasm Remy was sure was fake.
“I’m sorry. That’s impossible. They were all sold at the auction.”
“What about pictures?” Rob asked. “I’m sure he took pictures and documented his collection.”
Mrs. Jacobs narrowed her eyes at them. “What is your interest again?”
“It’s a school project on the history of Sycamore. What better place to start than with the founder,” Remy said. “I’m sure he would have more information on his family than a library.”
Mrs. Jacobs crossed her arms, her eyes telling them she still wasn’t buying it. “You come looking for information yet you don’t carry notepads. That sounds a little strange, don’t you think.”
Remy’s mind raced for an excuse. She saw Rob standing at the counter, his eyes scanning the top of Mrs. Jacobs’ desk. He didn’t look interested in responding. It was Andy again who saved the day.
“We went to the house first thinking someone would be there cleaning up,” Andy started. “When we didn’t see anyone there to let us in, we gave up. We decided to come downtown to get something to eat. As a spur of the moment idea, Remy suggested we stop by your business and see if we could make arrangements to see the house, maybe go through photo albums. At a convenient time, of course, when you were less busy.” He flashed a smile that could have charmed a parole officer. Remy concentrated on a certificate on the wall to keep from looking at either of the boys. Andy’s ease at lying was unsettling.
“My curator won’t be free to examine the paintings and books until next week. And I have to stop by tomorrow to pick up a few odds and ends myself.” She walked around the counter and flipped through her desk calendar. “How about ten o’clock tomorrow morning?”
“Yes,” they replied in unison. “We’ll be there,” Remy added.
“Well, that was pretty easy. Where did you learn to lie so well?” Remy asked as they slid into a booth at Pop’s Diner four doors away.
“It’s not lying. It’s improvising,” Andy explained. “I didn’t see you coming up with anything clever. Besides, where would the truth have gotten us? ‘Excuse me, but we bought a human skull from the Sycamore auction and just wondered if our city father was a serial killer.’”
“Will you keep your voice down?” Remy forced a smile as the waitress handed them menus. “Hi, Mrs. Grayson.”
“How are you doing, Remy?” She pulled a pencil from the knot of gray hair at the base of her neck then turned to the boys. “Haven’t seen you two in here before.”
Andy put on his widest grin and said, “We don’t get out much.”
They each ordered a burger, fries, and Pepsi. Mrs. Grayson eyed Andy with the suspicion of a school dean. “I’ll bring your drinks,” she said as she turned and walked away.
It was obvious to Remy that neither boy had ever been in Pop’s Diner. Their eyes kept scanning the rusted license plates hanging on the walls, old soda signs and trays, an antique gum ball machine near the door, and the old juke box in the center of the room.
Andy held up a pat of margarine from a bowl on the table. “Did you know margarine is one molecule away from plastic?”
“Where do you come up with this stuff?” Remy shook her head with a laugh.
“Television, things I hear. I have a whole encyclopedia of facts.”
Rob scooted from the booth. “Be right back.”
“You should talk to Mr. Swanson,” Remy said. “He used to be a history teacher but now tutors kids. He’s got a mental encyclopedia of facts, too.”
Mrs. Grayson returned with their drinks. She pulled three straws from her pocket and set them on the table. Her eyes focused on Andy like heat seeking missiles.
“You’re not from around here, are you?”
“I’m an exchange student.” Andy took a long sip from the straw. Remy kept her eyes glued on the table.
“School’s out for the summer.”
“Just getting a feel for the town,” Andy explained.
“Huh. And I suppose you come from a long line of Inca rulers.”
A loud chuckle erupted from the counter where a row of seats had swiveled in their direction. “His great grandmother was a Cherokee princess,” one man said.
Remy wanted to yell for them to leave Andy alone but Andy only smiled, his eyes lighting up as he asked, “Did you know her?”
Even Mrs. Grayson chuckled, then placed her hand on Andy’s shoulder. “Hope you enjoy your stay.”
As she walked away, Remy’s gaze circled the diner. “Where did Rob go?” Her gaze settled on Andy. “Did he go to the restroom?”
Their minds working in synch, they slid out of the booth and rushed to the back of the diner.
Andy pounded on the door. “Time’s up.”
Remy put her ear to the door. “The water’s running.”
They heard the water turn off, then the crank from the paper towel machine. Remy left Andy to escort Rob back. She made a detour to the counter to talk to Mrs. Grayson. After a few minutes, Remy joined the two back at the booth.
Andy told Rob, “We are going to have to give you a time limit.”
Remy saw color rise to Rob’s cheeks. She checked his hands. They were red and prickly.
Mrs. Grayson delivered their lunch, then pulled some items from her apron and deposited them in Remy’s outstretched hands. Remy shoved them in her pockets.
Rob busied himself adding ketchup to his burger and fries. “How did the Sycamores get so wealthy?”
“I bet he invented farm machinery or made train cars,” Andy said, twirling the mustard bottle in his hands.
“Actually, Sycamore was the mint growing capital at one time,” Remy replied.
“Mint? Like breath mints?” Rob grabbed the mustard bottle from Andy. “Do they still grow it?”
“Mint like chewing gum,” Remy explained, “They sold mint to the Wrigley Company. This area was mostly marsh at one time but once they started filling the area to make way for homes, Sycamore lost the type of land mint needs to thrive. So Charles Sycamore sold the business to a company in Oregon and then got into land development.”
“I take it you haven’t lived here all your life,” Andy pointed out to Rob. “Either that or you slept through your history classes.”
“We moved here three years ago after...” Rob fell silent as though saying the words out loud made the pain more real.
Voices boomed from the counter where three elderly men in bib overalls were studying their newspapers. A man in a shirt and tie sat at the end of the row of seats shaking his head. It was Mister Padgett. “A seven-letter word meaning to spout off. Has a V for the fourth letter.”
“Ain’t nobody known that answer for the past hour,” one of the men countered.
Mister Padgett swiveled his chair toward Remy.
“Bloviate,” Remy called out.
Three heads of snow white hair bent down, working their pencils. “It fits,” Padgett called out. He gave Remy a thumbs up.
“Blow vee what?” Andy asked.
“Bloviate.” Remy spelled it for him.
“Oh, like a blow hard,” Andy laughed.
Rob stopped his French fry in mid-bite. “Are you the one who won the state spelling bee two years in a row?”
Remy felt her face flush. “I didn’t enter this year. I wanted to give someone else a chance.”
“Did you win lots of money?” Andy asked.
“Scholarships,” Remy replied.
A woman shuffled through the front door clutching a blanket to her chest. Her gray hair was a wiry halo around her head. Her legs were bird-like spindles with veins that stood out like road maps under translucent skin.
She slammed a baby bottle on the counter. “Milk. My baby’s hungry.”
The men seated at the counter smiled and nudged each other. Two booths of teens pointed and laughed. Willie Padgett was bent over his newspaper.
Andy leaned across the table. “Who’s that?”
“That’s Crazy Etta,” Remy replied. “Her real name is Henrietta Bolton.”
“Tell me that isn’t a real baby.” Rob couldn’t keep his eyes off the woman who looked like a bag lady with her mismatched gym shoes and a slip that hung two inches below her tattered dress.
“It isn’t. It’s a doll.” Remy nodded toward the counter. “Now watch.”
“How’s little Megan?” Mrs. Grayson asked as she grabbed the bottle.
“Christopher. His name is Christopher,” Crazy Etta sniped.
“Oh? So it’s a boy this week?”
The three men in overalls started chuckling. Padgett nudged the one seated closest and whispered something that halted their laughter.
Mrs. Grayson lowered the bottle below the counter, then handed it still empty to Crazy Etta.
“Mrs. Grayson never fills the bottle but Crazy Etta has yet to notice,” Remy explained. “It’s so sad. Crazy Etta hasn’t been right since her daughter died two years ago.”
Crazy Etta shuffled to a booth and peeled the blanket from the doll. After settling against the wall, Crazy Etta pressed the bottle to the doll’s mouth.
“You have got some weird people in this town,” Andy remarked.
They finished their lunch with Rob and Remy picking up the tab. “I’ll pay you guys back,” Andy said.
“Can we get that in writing?” Rob looked at his hands and made a move out of the booth.
“You’re not going to wash your hands again, are you?” Andy was met with a glare from behind strands of green hair.
Remy dug into her pocket and retrieved one of the items Mrs. Grayson had given her. She handed the antibacterial wipe to Rob.
CHAPTER 7
The next morning Remy worried that the boys either forgot or were going to be late. The mansion loomed even larger from this angle. She had stopped off at the donut shop which brought her to the street that runs along the side of the Sycamore estate. The wrought iron fence seemed to go on forever. Workmen had cleared dead brush from against the fence making it easier to see the carpet of lush lawn. Statues stood like forgotten house guests on either side of marble walkways.
She slowed as she approached the driveway and craned her neck to see the turrets spiraling skyward. A part of her remembered the eerie feeling she had the day of the auction, the feeling that someone had been watching the proceedings from one of the windows. She was excited about seeing the interior of the mansion but was finding it hard to quell her trepidations. It was downright creepy.
“About time,” Andy said. He and Rob were sitting on the doorstep ripping through flower petals.
Remy held up the bag from the bakery. “Thought you might want a sugar fix.” Andy smiled. Rob closed his fists to hide his hands.
A silver Cadillac barreled down the driveway and screeched to a stop. Mrs. Jacobs climbed out, tucked stray hairs back into a twist of curls, and rushed toward them.
“I am so sorry. I double-booked myself this morning and have to show a house at ten-thirty.” She made quick steps to the front door on three-inch heels. She shoved the key into the ornate wooden door while spewing off a sales pitch as though the three were prospective buyers. “The mansion was built in 1902.”
“Wow.” Remy marveled at the huge chandelier hanging over an expansive foyer. It looked like it was made of diamonds the way it glistened in the sunlight. The ceiling was domed and lined with intricate carvings of wood. A sweeping staircase, its railing and banisters gleaming in polished wood, led to the second floor.
“The house was far more impressive when it was still furnished,” Mrs. Jacobs said.
“Why was the furniture sold?” Andy asked.
“Most of the furniture was pretty old and in need of replacing. But not everything was up for sale. The books, family albums, and framed pictures on the walls were kept.” Mrs. Jacobs crossed the lobby and led them to a large room with a fireplace. Heavy drapes were tied back with thick rope. The sun shined through sheers that were yellowed with age. “This is the sitting room. Mr. Sycamore wasn’t into decorating, and being single, didn’t have a woman around to give it that certain touch.”
She led the gawking teens through the living room and study, kitchen, servants’ quarters and back to the foyer. “We’ll have to save the upper floors for another day,” Mrs. Jacobs told them as she rushed through the tour. She took them down another hallway which opened up to a large atrium.
“Are those real?” Rob asked. Trees and flowering bushes surrounded several park benches. Weeds poked their heads from between the brick walkway.
“Yes, everything is real but so in need of maintenance. I’d rather see everything pulled out and the room made into a wicker room or something.” Mrs. Jacobs hurried them back to the foyer and to the large double doors with brass handles. She pushed open the door to the ballroom.
“Wow,” Andy blurted. The room was wall to ceiling windows with the same heavy velvet drapes and yellowed curtains as they saw in the sitting room. “What happens to the house now? How can you find anyone who can afford it?”
Mrs. Jacobs said, “Actually, according to the will, if no other living heirs can be found, which is entirely unlikely, it will be donated to the Sycamore Historical Society.”
“That’s you,” Remy pointed out.
Mrs. Jacobs displayed a self-satisfied smile. “Having a full- time Historical Society was a goal of mine and the town council. I have more than enough staff at my real estate agency to carry on without me.” She led them back to the foyer and pointed at framed pictures on the walls. “Most of these pictures are highlights of Nathan’s early days when he founded Sycamore and started the mint fields. There are pictures of Rose and Nathan’s wedding, Charles and Rebecca, and,” she paused, “unfortunately, Henry never married. I do have a few photo albums I retrieved from the box the attorney is supposed to pick up.” The albums were sitting on a table by the bay windows, a table which still held pamphlets from the estate auction. “There are far more over here.” She pulled open the double doors revealing an octagon-shaped room with a thirty-foot high ceiling. “This is the main library.” Inset shelves shared the walls with three tall windows which looked out onto the gardens. One set of French doors opened onto a flagstone patio. All of the bookcases had glass doors preserving the integrity of the collection.
“The top shelves contain an elaborate collection—Geoffrey Chaucer’s poems, first editions of every Sherlock Holmes story, a ten-volume collection of John Adams’ writings, the original Gulliver’s Travels in morocco-gilt bindings—and so many others worth an unbelievable amount of money.”
Andy gasped. “There must be thousands of books in here.”
“And most on the lower shelves are out of order and I have little time to straighten them before the curator…” Mrs. Jacobs eyed the youths. “How would you three like to make a little money?”
“Not bad. Five bucks an hour. We can stretch this thing into a summer gig.” Andy stared up at the shelves of books after Mrs. Jacobs left.
“She gave us a time limit,” Rob reminded him.
Remy set the albums on a table next to folding chairs. “We’ll trade off. One of us goes through the albums while the other two work the shelves. Then we’ll switch every hour.”
“At least the shelves are labeled,” Rob pointed out. Plaques like name plates were mounted on sections of the shelves marked Biography, Biology, Fiction, History, Mystery, and various other categories. “That should make it easy.”
Andy stepped on the bottom rung of a ladder that ran along a track and pushed off with one foot, sending himself and the ladder spinning around one side of the room. The track ended before the set of French doors that were opened out to the patio. He pushed off and sent himself and the ladder circling back around the room to the entry.
“When you are through playing…” Rob glared at Andy.
“I’m done.” Andy scurried up the ladder.
There was an identical ladder on the other side of the room which Rob climbed.
The first album Remy opened contained newspaper clippings of Nathan shaking hands with the governor; Nathan cutting the ribbon for a new school; the baptism of his son; anniversary outing with his wife, Rose. There were numerous pictures of his son, Charles, graduating from Notre Dame; getting married; overseeing the building of tract homes for farm workers. From Charles, the pictures progressed to the birth announcement of his son, Henry; Henry receiving an MBA from Indiana University; Henry at his fiancée’s funeral; an Easter egg hunt for the town children on the grounds of the Sycamore estate.
“This is interesting.” Remy read the front page article about Lori Kingsley, the socialite daughter of a prominent Sycamore businessman. “Henry Sycamore’s fiancée died in an automobile accident while returning from her bridal shower. How sad. That explains why he remained single.”
“Fate plays another cruel joke,” Rob droned under his breath but didn’t go unheard.
They spent the next two hours inspecting shelves. When it was Remy’s turn to straighten the books, she fanned through each one looking for photos and letters while Rob and Andy went through the scrapbooks on the table.
They heard the front door open and close and then voices in the foyer. A man with steely eyes materialized in the doorway to the library. He wore his scowl as well as his three-piece suit. His glare was as stern and accusing as a principal Remy once had in second grade.
“Who let you in here?” he asked the three teens.
“Mason, what’s wrong?” Merriweather Jacobs appeared behind him. “Oh, Remy and her friends. I hired them to straighten the library before the curator gets here.” She introduced them to the man. “This is Mason Parry, the Sycamore family attorney. The students are writing a paper on Sycamore and I told them they could look through the photo albums. I’m sure you don’t have a problem with that.”
“Whatever.” Mason dismissed it with a wave of his hand. “I have too much to do to worry about the trivial matters of the house.”
Remy watched him stroll the room, hands clasped behind his back. He wore gold bracelets and two gold rings, but no wedding ring. His fingernails looked buffed or polished and the fabric in his suit had an expensive sheen to it.
Mason nodded his head toward the ladder. “Make sure the wheels on the ladder are locked when you use it. I don’t need any lawsuits against the estate.”
Remy found his choice of words strange. He could have told her to be careful so she didn’t get hurt. Instead, he was worried about being sued. Just like a lawyer, she guessed.
Mrs. Jacobs said, “Why don’t you three take a break. Mr. Parry and I will be in the ballroom going over some legal papers if you need something.”
They each took a photo album and retreated to a table out on the flagstone patio.
Odie’s eyes fluttered as her brother entered the room. “Is Mr. Henry back from Europe?”
“Yes, of course.” Wallace pulled a chair close to the bed and grabbed her hand. He never knew what year Odie’s confused mind was in so he always just played along. Today her mind had forgotten that Henry had died. “Odie, I need to know where to look for the diary.”
“You didn’t find it yet?”
Wallace swiped a hand across his face. He was getting too old for this. They should have told the truth a long time ago.
“I’m still looking, Odie, but you gotta tell me where you put it.” He noticed her eyes had closed. “Odie?” The blankets rose and fell slowly. His sister was asleep.
Wallace sighed. Odie’s memory bounced around from present to past so often he couldn’t catch up. His sister wasn’t in any pain. But she was so fragile he didn’t know how she kept hanging on. She had stopped eating two days ago. The I.V. running through her arm was her only source of nutrition. Where had the years gone? It seemed like only yesterday when the Sycamores had offered Wallace and Odie a ride. They were hitchhiking from the train station having traveled from Alabama where their family home had been burned down. All they had was each other and hopes that things would be different up north.
They had stopped at a restaurant to get something to eat only to discover that every waitress ignored them. When Wallace finally received a menu, he realized he didn’t have enough money to order any of the food listed. A woman and her husband dressed in clothes finer than anything they had ever seen, had a quiet conversation with the man behind the register. That was when Wallace realized this couple had some major influence in the town of Sycamore. What he hadn’t known was that they owned Sycamore. Wallace insisted that he and Odie work to pay them back the money for their meal. They had been living at the Sycamore mansion ever since.
He saw Odie’s eyes flutter and thought she was waking up. He brushed a hand across her forehead. It felt cold and clammy to the touch. She had always been the one to take care of everyone else. “Odie, why on earth did you keep a diary?” he whispered.
“Diary?” Odie shook her head slowly. The fatigue she felt seemed to hang on longer each day. “Which one?”
Wallace was stunned. “What do you mean, Odie? I thought you were referring to yours?”
He saw Odie smile, her eyes still closed as though in the midst of a wonderful dream. “Not just mine,” Odie whispered back.
“Mizz Becky had one, too.”
When Remy returned home, she checked on the skull she had placed in a cabinet at the bottom of one of the bookcases. She couldn’t keep her eyes off of the face, the tiny bud lips, the innocence, the utter tragedy its mother must have felt.
“Remy?”
Remy closed the cabinet door to find her grandmother standing there.
“Hi, Gram.” She pulled her glasses off and set them on her worktable.
Vi looked around the greenhouse. “What happened to the skull?”
“Rob took it home to study the injury.” Remy hated lying to her grandmother. She could probably count on one hand how many times she told a fib. It was the one thing her mother requested of her—complete honesty. Remy figured it was because her father had lied so much. But this was different. She was sure if her grandmother and mom knew the situation, they would understand.
“But you had started to do so much work on it. Aren’t you afraid he’ll damage it?”
“He’ll be careful.”
“You have a lot of faith in someone you just met.”
“Mom always told me I was a good judge of character.” Remy told her about the job she and the boys were doing at the Sycamore mansion. “The scrapbooks and photo albums are really interesting. I thought a report on the history of Sycamore would make a great thesis.” Another lie. Remy was just piling one on top of another. “They wore such strange clothes back then.”
“Yes, they did.”
“Did you know Mr. Sycamore’s fiancée was killed in a car crash on the day of her bridal shower?”
“Really?” Vi clipped several dead leaves from a philodendron.
“That’s probably why he never married.”
“Hmmmm. You’re probably right. Sometimes there is only one person right for you and you feel you will never find another.”
“Is that why you never remarried, Gram?”
Vi laughed. “Not really. What it made me realize was that I ake a better friend than a wife.”
“Do you think mom will ever remarry?”
Vi stopped her snipping and pruning and walked over to the table. “Would that bother you?”
Remy shrugged. “I can’t really see her with anyone else.”
“She’s pretty busy these days. I doubt she has time to date let
alone think about remarrying. I think she’s a little like me. She was bamboozled once. I doubt she would want to make the same mistake again. Your father will always be my son and he’ll always be your father, dear, even if he makes irresponsible decisions.”
Remy chased thoughts out of her head of her father remarrying on impulse. However, didn’t they have wedding chapels on every block in Vegas?
Vi misted the plants, all the time humming. Remy wondered how her grandmother always seemed in a good mood.
“When do you have lunch with Mr. Swanson?”
Vi groaned. “Tomorrow. Can’t wait,” she added with a roll of her eyes. “I do hope he doesn’t eat with his fingers.”
Remy laughed. “Where is he taking you?”
“The Outdoor Café. You know how much I love that. I get to share my lunch with every gnat, fly, and honey bee in Sycamore County.”
There were several lights on in the house. Andy paused by one of the windows before heading to the barn. He rarely saw the occupant during the daytime and by the time Andy made it to the barn each night, the man was already home. There weren’t any animals, at least Andy hadn’t heard any dogs barking. And he never saw a wife or children. The man appeared to live alone. Andy had thought he heard a strange noise previous nights but idn’t know what was causing it. Now he knew. He stared through the window at the large display. A train set was barreling down a track, over a bridge, through a tunnel. Smoke spewed from the engine as tiny wheels chugged its long load. Farmland, forests, even streams painted blue gave a realistic feel to the miniature set. Andy had never seen anything so fascinating before.
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