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Ezra Aoki  

The Bone Collector 

 

 The arthritic brass bolts strains as the door opens, inviting along a sprightly draft. The 

door catches around a battered corner of a wooden floorboard as a pointy-nosed lady, clad in 

proper furs, steps inside. She eyes down a pair of fox twins that adorns the display at the store’s 

entrance while embracing the, now swirling, aroma of florals and leather-polishing oils, infused 

between and around every pore of the intimate space.  

“Good mornin’ sir, I have a request” she says, rubbing off Edinburgh’s early morning 

breeze from the tips of her fingers.  

“Of course, what can I ‘elp you with today madam?” replies the shopkeeper from behind 

a lively counter. Teething with resurrected oddities, the polished wooden counter holds an 

intricately crafted jackalope skull, potpourri ornately arranged inside a bronze bowl, scattered 

vials of various oils labelled with tags tied tightly around them, and a Hooded crow1 that has 

been molded, stuffed, and mounted.  

“Ah well—” the lady begins as she unveils a very hearty but very dead Shetland goose2 

wrapped in delicate velvet cloth embroidered with flowers and vines. “My sweet Effie, my poor 

‘eart. I’ve walked by your shop before; do you think you could bring her back, mister–?” 

“Mr. Venus3. What a pleasure! Let me see what I can do for your Effie,” says the stout 

shopkeeper of Venus Sinclair’s Taxidermy and Flowers. Looking between the goose’s earl gray 

 
1 This species regularly breeds in the British Isles, Scotland, the Isle of Man, and the Scottish Islands. 
2 Native species to the Shetland Islands in Scotland. 
3 The main character was loosely inspired by Mr. Venus in Charles Dickens’ Our Mutual Friend. Mostly the name 

and profession, not so much the rotten personality. 
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feathers, examining its glazed-over eyes, and opening its limp orange bill, Mr. Venus determines 

that the carcass is still early in its decomposition process which, unless the body has been frozen, 

becomes unsalvageable within a couple days. There are five stages during a body’s 

decomposition: fresh4, bloat5, active decay6, advanced decay7, and finally skeletonized; during 

which, the body undergoes multiple phenomena at each of these stages. A fresh animal body will 

be irreversibly damaged after rigor mortis sets in, so it is important to bring the animal as quickly 

as possible into the shop. Mr. Venus takes Effie, the Shetland goose, towards the back of the 

store and behind the counter, where he will begin working meticulously for days, sometimes 

weeks before a mount is finished.  

He gives the grieving, pointy-nosed lady some papers to sign and a receipt, then walks 

over to the flower-half of the shop. Standing in front of a wire armature nailed to the turf8 

between the stones that make up the wall, he picks out a trimmed Hydrangea9 as a consolation to 

soothe the aches of loss. “She’ll turn out proper, you promise?” says the lady, making the purple 

flower dance as the stem twirls between her fingers.  

“Exactly how you remembered ‘er,” he says, giving a sympathetic half-smile. 

“Do I get to choose the position?” she inquires again.  

His head shakes slowly to each side, “’fraid not miss. It’s better not to force the body into 

positions it doesn’t want to be in” answers Mr. Venus as he gives her a parting wave. 

 
4 A body goes through three initial stages: algor mortis (body temperature drops to room temperature), rigor mortis 

(temporary stiffening of muscles), and livor mortis (pooling of blood due to gravity). 
5 I’d rather not describe this one. 
6 Tissue begins to liquefy. 
7 “A decomposing human body in the earth will eventually release 32g of nitrogen, 10g of phosphorus, 4g of 

potassium, and 1g of magnesium for every kilogram of dry body mass.” 
8 Scottish buildings in the 1800s were commonly built with stone, held together by turf or clay. 
9 Scotland contains more acidic soil, so petals tend towards a bluer hue than pink. Blooms late summer through fall. 
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 The sky is stained turmeric as Mr. Venus labours in his refrigerated workspace towards 

the back of his old but tidy store. Around nine in the evening, another customer steps through the 

front door. The floorboards groan under the authority of his thick, black rubber sole. A burly 

man in his 30’s, wearing a dark uniform studded with golden medallions finely engraved with 

Edinburgh’s coat of arms, paces between the arrangements of flowers. Walking closer to greet 

the customer, Mr. Venus’ eyes follow down as the man removes his Glasgow Police10 helmet 

and rests it on the side of a baton attached to a dense leather belt.  Mr. Venus’ eyes gravitate back 

upwards, as he notices the officer’s bald head, as reflective and golden as the buttons lining his 

coat. Before speaking, he adjusts his tone and posture; “Oi sir, what can I help you find this 

evening?” 

“I’m looking for flowers, don’t know what’s polite to give to a lass whose loss her 

‘usband” replies the officer in a low, croaky voice. Mr. Venus shuffles a few steps back, to 

escape the miasma of liquor and smoke coming from the officer’s breath.  

“For funeral arrangements Chrysanthemums are a safe choice but for you sir, I’d offer the 

Gladioli11 n‘stead. Fancy either of those?” 

“Right then, I’ll take them Gladiator ones” he says after readjusting the baton firmly 

around his belt. The officer clears his throat before speaking again, “bloody cases has the whole 

town wound up, couple flowers oughta cheer the lass up. Don’t you think?” 

 
10 The first modern-style municipal police force in Scotland established by the Glasgow Police Act on June 30, 1800. 

They were not restricted solely to Glasgow. 
11 A traditional choice for funerals, often used to convey strength of character and moral integrity. 
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“Sorry, don’t think I’ve heard about these cases. Think I’ve been spending too much time 

at my shop these days.” Taking advantage of the man’s belligerent state, Mr. Venus furrows his 

unkept and greying eyebrows, then proceeds to ask about the sensitive details.  

“Lucky that you ‘aven’t, a man of your age. Heh.” Awaiting a laugh in response, the 

officer continues after a short pause and a stumble. “Some bloody murderer been running ‘round 

murdering innocent folk for the past couple months12! On the way back from the pub a fellow 

goes missing; we still ‘aven’t found any bodies. That’s the thing, right? We still haven’t found 

any bodies!” He says, becoming louder between every shallow breath. “We’re keeping a tight 

eye on them University anatomists13. I’d keep my distance from the lot of ‘em.” 

“Aye, I’ll keep that in mind while walking home sir.” Mr. Venus says as he hands the 

officer the bouquet and receipt.  

 Shortly after the officer leaves, Mr. Venus flips over the ‘Open’ sign and begins to tidy 

the shop for the evening. He dusts off his straw-stuffed friends, the trinkets scattered around 

shelves, and puts away all the knives, mallets, and sewing needles that serve as instruments for 

his craft. Mr. Venus sits by the large windows watching the rain drip down onto the cobblestone 

bricks outside as he thinks about what the officer unknowingly told him. Having just heard of 

these murders, Venus re-checks the locks on the doors and heads home under the soft glow of 

Edinburgh’s oil lantern-lit streets. Cautiously, he follows the path towards the apartment building 

 
12 The background plot was inspired by the real events of the 1828 Burke and Hare murders in Edinburgh.  
13 The teaching of anatomy in universities required a constant supply of cadavers. Scottish law at the time allowed 

for corpses of prisoners, suicide victims, and the bodies of orphans to be used for educational dissections. As 

medical training in Edinburgh rose in prestige and popularity, the legal supply of cadavers stopped meeting the 

demand. During this time, many students, lecturers, and grave diggers (resurrection men) began illegally selling 

cadavers to universities. Burke and Hare instead choose to murder people and sell their bodies. 
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only a few brisk blocks from the store. Arriving at his doorstep, he quickly turns the key, now 

rattling under short breaths.  

Mr. Venus, during his early morning walks to the store, began seeing the disappearances 

announced at the newspaper stands more frequently with each passing week, also noticing the 

regular bustle of the town change with the increased panic. Police presence increased their 

patrols later into the night and stores began to close even before the skies grew auburn. One quiet 

autumn evening, as Mr. Venus expertly stuffs straw into a cut abdomen, then stitches back 

together a puffin for a recent customer, a young man in his early 20’s walks through the door. 

“Oi, still open?” he says as the door catches on the scuffed floorboard plank, slightly halting its 

movement as it scrapes past.  

“Aye lad, give me another second to finish this bird and I’ll be right with ya,” shouts 

Venus from the back of his workspace. The young man lets his feet wander, drawn towards the 

multiple beasts that animate the store. Finding himself behind the counter, he peeks into the 

taxidermy workshop curious about Mr. Venus’ bird-work. Between a table and large wooden 

armoire, the young man finds a glass case, as tall as him, that catches his attention.  

“Hell of a decoration this is, isn’t it?” the young man says with a chuckle, turning to face 

Mr. Venus still enticed with his sewing.  

Mr. Venus jerks around, startled by the unexpected proximity. “Aye. Funny thing, that 

one,” he says, slightly annoyed by the boy’s intrusion. “It was given to me by a customer, long 

time ago. I mounted for him a great fat deer he got from a hunt. The rich bastard was so happy he 

paid even more than I asked and brought this ‘decoration’ in for me” he says sarcastically with a 
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scoff, “though I’ve warmed up to it along the years, keeps me company while I’m working!” 

They both laugh and walk closer to the case.  

 Behind the glass stood an adult-sized human skeleton. Each bone carefully attached to 

each other via wires and iron nails; the whole piece hung from the skull with metal spikes 

securing the skeleton to the wooden backing of the case. “What’s your name lad?” asks Mr. 

Venus as he extends his hand for a shake.  

“William Hare, sir” says the lanky young man with several long scars marking his face 

and eyebrows. He points his long, calloused fingers at the skeleton again, “it’s missing a bone?” 

Mr. Venus nods and explains, “been trying to finish it for years— it came without it, 

don’t know why. I think eventually I’ll replace it with one from an animal that looks close 

enough. It’s a shame, really.” William Hare nods and steps out from inside the workshop, giving 

both Venus and his set of bones back their privacy. “Now, what can I get ya Mr. Hare?” Venus 

says warmly.  

Hare looks at all the different offerings of flowers neatly arranged by their colours, 

“tonight is my wife and me’s anniversary, I don’t know nothing about flowers but I’m looking to 

get a nice one for ‘er.” 

“Pick a main flower that calls your attention. Maybe one that matches that red 

handkerchief of yours will suit you nicely. Afterwards you can leave it to me and I’ll fill in the 

bouquet with complimentary flowers” suggests Mr. Venus. 

“Oh no sir, that’s far too much for what a lad like me can afford. Really was only lookin’ 

to get one.” 
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“—But it’s such a special day! Tell ya what, give me what you can and the rest is my 

anniversary gift to the both of you.” Hare happily accepts the shopkeeper’s offer and goes on to 

pick a Moss campion, to match his red cloth, as the base for his bouquet. Mr. Venus hands the 

young man his arrangement and wishes him a good night. He returns to finish mounting the 

puffin onto a dark stone slab and looks over to his ossified “companion”. He makes a hand shape 

to match the missing rib on the skeleton, with a disappointed look on his face. He cleans up his 

equipment as usual and begins to head home for the night, still wary of the murders going around 

in Edinburgh.  

Six days later, 31 October 182814, Mr. Venus walks his usual path towards his shop. On 

this chilly Friday morning, he passes by the newsstand where he sees that yet another murder had 

occurred the day before. He continues onward with a slightly faster pace, until he spots his shop 

ahead. As he approaches the painted wooden door, with the edges now visibly scraped and 

battered over months of rough wear, Mr. Venus walks closer and sees a small package placed on 

the ground outside. He reaches down to inspect the long, thin item crudely wrapped in a red 

handkerchief. His eyes widened as the object caressed his palm through the handkerchief that he 

now recognized. Feeling his heart begin to race, he quickly unlocks the door, keys rattling like 

bones in a cage against the metal opening. He budges the door open and steps inside into the 

comfort of his store as his breath draws heavier. Looking around carefully, he starts walking 

towards his workspace.  

 
14 Date of Margaret Docherty being killed, the final victim in the series of 16 murders.  


