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1

Diane Fallon studied the Neanderthal child staring at her from his perch. His chubby face didn’t look all that different from his modern Homo sapiens cousins. He was smiling shyly at her from atop a boulder outside the rock shelter, his plump little fingers grasping the surface of the rock.

“Will you lookee here …”

For a fraction of a second Diane was startled, as if the resin figure of the Neanderthal had suddenly come to life. She smiled to herself and turned to see a lanky kid, she guessed about thirteen years old, looking wide-eyed at the Neanderthal exhibit. Behind him stood Sheriff Bruce Canfield of Rose County and an older man she did not know.

The sheriff was holding a cardboard file box, the kind with a lid and handholds on the sides. His wide-brimmed sheriff’s hat sat on top of the box. Canfield was a large man in his late fifties with a full head of dyed brown hair. He was wearing his khaki sheriff’s uniform and Diane thought he looked a little sheepish.

She hadn’t heard them come in, with all the noise created by the staff working on the dioramas for the new human-evolution exhibits.

“Hello, Diane,” said the sheriff. “Sorry to barge in here like this.” He set the box on a nearby table. “This here’s Arlen Wilson and his grandson Henry. Arlen has a farm out in the county.” The sheriff’s booming voice echoed across the room, and several exhibit preparers glanced their way, then back at their work.

Arlen Wilson, the grandfather, was a man who looked to be in his sixties. He was taller than the sheriff by an inch or two. He had a ruddy complexion, white thinning hair, and the beginnings of a beer belly hanging over his belt. He and his grandson both were dressed in worn jeans, short-sleeved plaid shirts, and baseball caps.

“Nice meeting you,” Arlen said. He took off his cap and grinned broadly as he shook her hand.

The teen, Henry, was not as tall as his grandfather. He was close to Diane’s five nine and about as lean as she was. From the broad grin on his boyish face, Diane surmised he was happy to be here in the museum.

“I heard you was doing something to the primate room.” Henry turned to his grandfather. “Lookit how real they are.”

Diane was afraid Henry was going to reach out and touch them, as she was often tempted to. He looked at each small scene in turn—the child on the boulder, a man making stone tools, a Neanderthal burial. On another pass, his gaze finally saw the little girl in the back of the cave hiding behind a rock, peering out at the other child. Henry grinned.

“She playing hide-and-seek?” he asked.

“Maybe,” said Diane. “That’s for you to decide. We’re trying to make each exhibit tell small stories, but you have to supply some of the plot from what you see.”

“Wouldja look at the way he’s staring right at us,” the kid said, pointing to the child on the boulder.

“Each scene has one figure making eye contact with the visitor,” said Diane.

“I like that,” said Henry. “It makes them look so alive, like they’re watching you.”

“The artists have just finished a Cro-Magnon,” said Diane, “one of the oldest modern humans. He looks at you out of the corner of his eye as he stands sideways to you. It’s an odd sensation, but fun.” Diane smiled at Henry before she turned back to the sheriff, glad to see that the new exhibit was getting a good review.

“What can I do for you?” She eyed the box sitting on the table.

Henry, who was leaning rather far into the diorama, spoke up before the sheriff had a chance to answer.

“Tell me, what do you think happened to them? Did we kill them off, or did they marry with us and disappear, or did the weather get them?”

“I didn’t know you’re interested in Neanderthals, Henry.” The sheriff chuckled.

“We watch a lot of those shows,” said his grandfather. “The ones on PBS and the Discovery Channel.”

“I don’t know what caused their extinction,” said Diane. “Right now it looks like they did not interbreed with us. So far, scientists haven’t found any Neanderthal DNA in our gene pool.”

“Those scientists need to come to my jailhouse on a Saturday night,” said the sheriff.

They laughed, and Diane made a move to address the box.

She reached out to touch the lid.

“What’s in the box?” she asked the sheriff.

“It’s probably nothing, just pieces of animal bone … but you never know. Henry may have a point,” said the sheriff.

Diane raised her eyebrows, looked at Henry, and started to open her mouth. Arlen Wilson spoke first.

“The land next to mine is owned by a man from Detroit. He sometimes asks me to tend it for him. He got the idea he wanted to plant ryegrass and put some cattle on it this winter. I guess he was gonna ask me to tend to them too. I’ll have to tell him to hire somebody else. I’m not a cattleman.” Arlen shook his head. “Anyways, I was plowing it before planting the rye-grass, and my grandson Henry likes to look over fresh-plowed ground.”

“I find the neatest stuff,” said Henry. “I’ve got a whole collection of arrowheads. I once found an Indian-head penny.”

“This time he found some bones—pieces of bones. I thought it was nothing, just the bones of some animal. But Henry thought we should call the sheriff.”

“I figured it like this,” said Henry. “The pieces are all about the same size. Mostly. And they look chopped up. Well, you don’t get rid of animals that way. If an animal dies, you either bury it or haul it out into the woods for the buzzards and coyotes—you don’t chop it up in small pieces.”

“He thought they might have gone through a wood chipper,” said Arlen. He and the sheriff chuckled.

“We just thought it was worth a look,” said the sheriff, still appearing a little embarrassed. “You know, just in case.”

“Then, let’s have a look. We’ll use the lab through here,” said Diane.

She led them through double doors into a room with cabinets and counter space, sinks, and work islands—all metal and shiny. One end was stacked with materials that had overflowed from the exhibit preparations.

Diane donned a pair of gloves she pulled from a box on the wall, tore a sheet of brown paper from a roll mounted on the wall, and spread it out on one of the shiny tables. She set the box down and opened it to find wadded-up newspaper. She gently removed the paper. The box was filled with pieces of bone with moist dirt clinging to their surface.

“We didn’t want to wash them up,” said Henry. “I don’t think you’re supposed to do that, are you?”

“You did right,” said Diane.

She picked out several pieces of bone, put them on the table, teased the dirt away from them with her fingers, and set them aside. The pieces were all of similar size, but not so small that she couldn’t recognize them.

“I’m afraid that Henry is right,” said Diane. “They are human, they’re fairly fresh, and they show definite tool markings as a result of being chopped up, probably in a wood chipper.”

“I knew it,” said Henry. “I knew it.”
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“Well, damn. Well, damn. Are you sure? Of course you’re sure. Well, damn.” The sheriff slapped his hat against his thigh and looked up at the ceiling. “All I need is a maniac running loose in the county. You’re sure, aren’t you?” he asked again. “Could it be a pig? I understand pigs are like humans.”

Both Arlen and Henry looked at Sheriff Canfield with identical bewildered expressions.

Diane grinned at him. “The tissue is similar. That’s why pig valves can be used in heart surgery and why pigs are sometimes used in forensic research. But the shapes of the bones are very different.” She picked up several pieces of the broken bone. “This is the distal end of a phalange, this is a piece sliced off a greater trochanter, this is the petrous portion of the temporal bone, this is a piece of occipital—all of it is human.”

“Okay, I was just hoping that you were having an off day,” he said. “I don’t suppose you can ID the victim?”

Diane cocked an eyebrow at him. “Right now I can’t even tell you if it’s one individual or more than one. If we get lucky—”

“You mean there may be more than one body? Well, hell,” said the sheriff.

“I don’t know,” said Diane. She looked from Henry to Arlen. “Are these all the bones you found?”

Henry nodded. “We just looked in that one spot where they turned up in the plowed ground,” said Henry. “We didn’t go digging around.”

“How big a field are we talking about?” asked the sheriff.

“Well,” said Arlen. “The part we was plowing’s a three-acre bit that’s circled by trees. It’s connected to a bigger, fifteen-acre field by a path just about wide enough for me to get the tractor through. A creek runs along the far edge in the woods. That’s why the owner wanted it seeded. It’s where the cows would go to get water. Not that he’s really going to put cows there. He’ll change his mind.”

“So we have eighteen acres to search?” interrupted the sheriff. “That’s just great.”

“Well, I don’t know if you’d need to look at the fifteen,” said Arlen. “See, the owner had me plow the three-acre field a couple of years ago. So it’s easier digging if you’re of a mind to bury something. The fifteen-acre parcel’s rock hard. Two years ago the owner got it into his head he wanted to plant sunflowers on the small piece and grow peanuts on the larger field. He changed his mind—he’s always doing that, doesn’t really know anything about farming—and ended up not doing anything with either field. So, I’m thinking that maybe whoever did it used the small field only, being as it’s kind of off by itself and the dirt was already roughed up from the earlier plowing.”

“Did you hear anything like a wood chipper?” asked the sheriff.

“No. And might not have. Our house is about five miles away,” said Arlen. “Sometimes you can hear things through the woods—depends on the weather.”

“How long do you think they’ve been in the ground?” the sheriff asked Diane.

She picked up one of the fragments and examined it, felt it. She put it to her nose and sniffed it. She did the same thing to another one.

“I’d say not more than a few months—could be a few weeks,” she said. “This is fairly new bone. Chopped up like this, the flesh would decompose very quickly.”

The sheriff sighed. “I suppose I can get those archaeology students at the university, like we did before, to grid and sift,” said the sheriff, more to himself than to Diane and the other two.

Diane looked at the box of bone fragments. She had successfully reconstructed bones from an explosion and from plane crashes. She should be able to do something with these.

“If you can find the right pieces …,” she began and picked up the petrosal. “This is the auditory canal.” She pointed to an opening in the bone. “I can make a mold of the canal, measure the angle, and estimate the sex of the person who owns this piece, with a little over eighty percent accuracy.”

“Well, that’ll be a good start,” said the sheriff. “What about DNA? Can Jin give us a profile?”

Diane smiled to herself. No matter what fascinating thing she could do with bones, DNA was always going to be king.

“If any DNA survived,” she said. “And that’s a big if.”

“Why?” asked Henry. He hovered over the box like it was his stuff inside. His grandfather gently pulled him back.

“DNA is very fragile,” said Diane. “It degrades quickly.”

“Then how can they find DNA in Neanderthals— they’re something like thirty thousand years old—and not these bones?” asked Henry.

“That’s a good question,” said the sheriff. “Those Neanderthals have tougher DNA?”

The three of them looked at Diane as if demanding an explanation for what looked to them to be a contradiction.

“No,” said Diane. She put down the bone fragment and stepped back from the table so she could look at the three of them.

“For DNA to be preserved, it has to be protected from the elements. The Neanderthal skeletons that have survived to modern times were buried deep in the ground or inside caves. That gave them enough protection. Even then, scientists had to look for DNA in inner protected places like the roots of teeth and deep in the long bones.”

Diane gestured toward the box of bones. “I doubt these remains were covered with more than a thin layer of soil. Chopping them up caused them to decompose quickly and destroyed most of the places that DNA could be preserved.”

It was written on their faces that they weren’t convinced—after all, she could just see them thinking, thirty thousand years verses a few weeks. Diane took a deep breath. “Okay. Until fairly recently the problem was that even when there was DNA present, there was simply not enough to do anything with. We now have better methods of copying the DNA, duplicating it to make more of it.”

Diane stepped to the table and began putting the bones back in the box. She kept the petrosal out, got a smaller box from a cabinet, and dropped the bone inside.

“Well, just how does that work, exactly?” asked the sheriff. “I hear all the time about copying DNA, PCR tests, and this and that, but I don’t understand how you can copy something like DNA. They always talk about it as if they were making a Xerox copy.”

“I don’t understand it either,” said Henry.

Jin would be better at this, thought Diane.

“Every living thing has a mechanism to copy its DNA— if we didn’t, we couldn’t grow or make new cells. And there is not a lot of variation across the animal and plant kingdoms in the way the copying is done. One of the big breakthroughs came when people working with DNA figured out how to make that copying process happen in a test tube.”

For a fraction of a moment Diane thought she could stop there with her explanation, but no. The three of them were looking at her again, demanding an explanation of how one goes about copying DNA. Jin wanted to do a computer teaching program for the museum. It was a good idea. Diane wished she had one now. She smiled at the three of them, actually glad they were curious. Curiosity was good for museum business.

“It’s an enzyme—polymerase—that makes the copies of DNA when a cell divides. We can use polymerase from certain organisms, such as the bacteria Thermus aquaticus, in a test tube to mimic the natural procedure. Polymerase and some other chemicals unzip the DNA helix, use both sides of the helix as templates, copy them, and zip them back up, re-forming the helix.” Diane whorled her finger around for emphasis. “Millions of copies can be made.”

She knew they were going to ask how, and she regretted that she wasn’t a better teacher. Occasionally she taught classes in physical anthropology at the museum for Bartram University, but they were mainly hands-on courses about the very basics of bones and the human skeleton.

But Henry didn’t ask for details. He wanted to know about mistakes.

“I remember somebody saying you get errors when you make a lot of copies from a little bit of DNA. Is that true?” he asked.

“That was a problem with some of the earlier processes,” said Diane. “But the Thermus aquaticus polymerase compares each duplicate with the original and corrects errors as it copies.”

Henry grinned. “Now, see, that’s just plain amazing. That’s just like science fiction.”

“It is that,” said the sheriff. “Kind of hard to wrap your brain around.” He paused a moment as if studying what she had told them. “Is there any possibility you can get some DNA from these bones?” he asked again.

“Yes,” Diane reluctantly agreed, “there is a small possibility that there may be something we can use, particularly if we are lucky enough to find some intact teeth or bone marrow.”

The sheriff grinned broadly. That was what he wanted to hear. Diane sighed inwardly; she might have been able to avoid the whole explanation if she had just said yes in the first place. She put the smaller box containing the petrosal in with the other bones and put the lid back on the box.

“If you and your grandfather like, you can tour the museum before you leave. I’ll call for a docent if you want a guided tour,” said Diane.

“Thank you. We might just look around some,” said Arlen Wilson. “But Henry here knows this place pretty good.”

Diane picked up the box and escorted the three of them out of the lab, through the unfinished human-evolution exhibit, and out into the main hallway. Diane and the sheriff stood off to the side, away from the flow of people visiting the museum. The sheriff watched Arlen and his grandson as they disappeared past the museum store toward the dinosaur exhibit.

“Arlen and his wife, Mary, are good people,” he said. “They raised Henry and his brother, Caleb Miller, since they were just little fellas.” He looked back at Diane. “Arlen’s daughter and son-in-law were kind of wild. Not in a real bad way. They didn’t do drugs or anything. Just liked having fun. Got in a boating accident on the lake— going too fast, as usual. Killed the daughter, Arlene, and left Caleb Senior in a coma for a couple of years before he died too. Real sad. Arlen and his wife did a good job raising the boys, though. Caleb will be finishing up at Bartram this year. And you see how Henry is. Bright kid. Both of them are.”

He shook his head. “Henry was excited about finding the bones. He doesn’t quite see the tragedy behind it. It’s adventure to him. But I’m afraid folks are going to be pretty upset finding out somebody’s been put through a wood chipper.”

Diane remembered when she had thought of forensics as an adventure. One mass grave ended the romance for her. She paused and waved at one of the visitors who was waving at her, trying to remember his name. She turned back to the sheriff.

“As the archaeology students are sifting for the bone, they need to look for bug parts too—carapaces and the like. David …,” began Diane.

The sheriff was shaking his head before she could finish. “I’ve got nothing against David, and I know he’s good with bugs. But the crime lab is different than when you were running it.”

“Get an entomologist at the university then,” said Diane.

The sheriff nodded and leaned his shoulder against the wall, rolling the brim of his hat as he spoke.

“I wasn’t real fond of the last police chief in Rosewood; you know that; but we worked things out. But this new mayor and the people he put in, they’re arrogant and pushy. Why did you guys vote them in?”

I didn’t, thought Diane, but she didn’t say it. She shrugged. “There was a lot of petty crime, and Jefferies promised that as mayor he would do something about it. I think a lot of voters responded to that. The last administration concentrated on drugs and violent crimes and less on burglaries, but more people are actually affected by break-ins. Plus, Jefferies is fairly young. Rosewood tends to see itself as Atlanta and wants young blood.”

“Don’t I know it. Rosewood’s always been too big for its britches. We didn’t need a crime lab in the first place. No offense intended, but the GBI lab was just fine.” He sighed. “You know, it’s awfully hard sometimes to get burglars. Even if you know who it is—proving it’s another matter. Have these new guys done any better than the old bunch?”

“I don’t know,” said Diane. “I don’t keep up with local politics or the police blotter.” Diane shifted the box to rest on a hip.

The sheriff shook his head and rolled the brim of his hat again. Diane wondered why it didn’t have a permanent roll in it.

“The new head of the crime lab, now, Bryce … he’s a piece of work,” said the sheriff. “You know what he did?”

Diane shook her head.

“Early on, when we had that killing at the tavern near the county line, Bryce showed up to work the crime scene. I hadn’t called him and didn’t intend to. We had the GBI coming. I told him I wasn’t using the Rosewood crime scene unit. He got all huffy. I thought me and my deputies were going to have to escort him back to the city limits. Felt sorry for Neva. I like her, and I know she must have been embarrassed.”

He shook his head. “And now Mayor Jefferies is talking about incorporating Rosewood and Rose County. Hell, if we wanted to have Rosewood politics, we’d move into the city. He’s not going to get anyone in the county to vote for that, I can tell you.”

The sheriff stopped, finally, it seemed, running out of wind. He stood up straight.

“Well, I guess I need to let us both get back to work,” he said. “I’ll go directly to the Bartram Archaeology Department and ask about some students to do the sifting. We’ll bring any more bones we find straight to you, if that’s all right.”

Diane nodded. “That’s fine. Take care, Sheriff. Good to see you again.”

“You too,” he said and took his leave, weaving his way through a crowd of schoolkids getting on the elevators to the second-floor exhibits.

Diane’s cell rang. It was Jin calling from the DNA lab in the basement of the museum.

“Boss, you got to help me. I’ve had to lock down my lab,” said Jin.
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