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  Chapter 1


  Dear Auntie Mabel,


  I am concerned about my husband. He is a successful, distinguished looking man, the kind that women notice. I am worried because he has recently gotten a new secretary who is a very pretty, younger woman. For the last month, he has frequently had to work at the office late into the night. I’ve tried telling myself that this is only normal, he is, after all, an accountant and we are in tax season. But I don’t remember this happening as often in previous years. I despise myself for having these suspicions, but I can’t help imagining the two of them together on those nights when he supposedly works late. Auntie Mabel, what should I do?


  Filled with Self-Contempt in Ravensford


  I sighed and looked out the window of the newspaper office at the wintry landscape. The six inches of snow we’d had a week ago was still frozen in place and gave every indication of being there until spring with more layers soon to be piled on top.


  A successful, distinguished looking man, I thought, mulling over the letter. Who wouldn’t be attracted to someone like that? Although I had always stayed away from married men, I could see how his secretary might be tempted. After all, my sometime boyfriend, Chief of Detectives Michael Farantello, was forty, more than a decade older than myself. Did he look distinguished? Tired, maybe sad, were better descriptions, but he had a sort of weary handsomeness that made me want to cuddle and console him.


  He had recently left his wife once again. They’d been divorced for a number of years, but their teenaged daughter, who had diabetes, managed to repeatedly guilt-trip him into moving back in with her mother. Their last break-up, after he had a severe anxiety attack because she wanted them to remarry, was a few months ago. Since then he had been living on his own, and trying to convince me that we should get back together again. I’d staunchly refused, my feelings still tender from the last couple of times when he’d dumped me for his ex-wife. I’d also been going out with John Falcone, who had recently made detective after saving my life. He was a bit younger than me. We had fun together, but I had a feeling that was all it was ever going to be. In fact we had already started drifting apart, and I hadn’t seen him in the last few weeks.


  I dragged my attention back to the letter.


  You shouldn’t use your letters as an excuse to daydream or fixate on your own problems.


  Auntie Mabel frequently spoke to me from somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind, especially when I began to go off track. I had never known the woman in life, but by becoming her, I had somehow begun to channel her energy. It was a bit like having a stern but loving aunt constantly supervising your behavior. I began to write.


  Dear Self-Contemptuous,


  I can understand why your husband’s behavior is preying on your mind. And once a wife’s suspicions are aroused, no good arguments the other way are enough to banish them. I think that on one of these nights when your husband is working late, you should pay a visit to his office. Bring along food, a dessert, maybe, as an excuse. If he and his secretary are working hard on what they should be doing, you can discount your worries. If you find something else going on, at least you will know and can decide how to go on from there. Some women forgive a cheating husband; others don’t. The choice will be yours.


  Auntie Mabel


  I sat back and considered what I had written. It struck me as being one of my more balanced replies to the frequently received cheating husband letters. When I’d first started as Auntie Mabel, I’d been less merciful and tended to recommend that the woman immediately hire a take-no-prisoners lawyer who would wipe out her husband’s assets and leave him thoroughly regretting his indiscretion. Maybe I had mellowed over the last two years, but now I left it up to the woman whether to forgive or punish. Personally, if it happened to me, I thought I would still come down on the side of the punitive.


  I felt a gust of cold air and turned to see Grissy, our receptionist, coming in the door from lunch. Her full name is Griselda von Settin, and she came over from Germany at some vaguely defined time in the past. She was almost a national stereotype, being tall, blonde, and extremely efficient, if a little unbending.


  “I spent all of my lunch time at the dance studio with Chris,” she said, taking off her coat and flinging it accurately onto the coat tree.


  She immediately began doing series of turn and swirls across the newsroom floor. Nothing seemed to take the Teutonic starch out of her spine like dancing, especially with Chris Bell, her boyfriend. That was something of a sore point for me. Chris and I had originally gone out, but after a first date in which I inadvertently got him into an altercation with a biker in a bar, he decided he didn’t want to see me anymore. Somehow he felt it wasn’t safe. Grissy was right there, ready to snatch him up. She did have the decency to ask if I was still interested in him before making her move, but what could I say? I couldn’t very well admit that I still had feelings for a guy who considered me comparable to the working end of switchblade.


  It was probably just as well. Chris was the owner and sole instructor at Raoul’s Dance Center. He was an excellent dancer, something that even with lifetime lessons I would never be, and Grissy had some background in dance, which she was rapidly augmenting with frequent individual lessons from Chris. They were happy. I took some small consolation in that.


  Grissy completed her circuit of the room and came to a stop in front of my desk. Her blue eyes were bright and her color was rosy. Her individualized lessons with Chris went well beyond dancing.


  “Today’s the day that the new intern starts work. She should be here in ten minutes to begin shadowing Dominique,” said Grissy, barely breathing heavily. “I wonder what she expects to learn?”


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Probably how to be a tight …” Now, now, it never pays to insult your boss.


  I listened to Auntie Mabel and said, “Probably not very much.”


  Grissy nodded and returned to her desk.


  I did wonder what Dominique did all day. Roger St. Clair, the owner of the newspaper and my grandmother’s relatively new husband, usually appointed former college buddies to be executive editor while he was wintering in Florida. Men in their seventies, they understood that it was a purely titular job, and happily pursued their hobbies or read, leaving the actual operation of the newspaper to Sam Aaronson, the managing editor. This time, however, a friend of Roger’s on the Ravensford College faculty had recommended that a former student be given the position.


  Dominique McCarthy approached the job as if she were working, like Clark Kent supposedly does, for a major metropolitan newspaper. Finding after two weeks that she had very little authority to do anything, Dominique had begun to tinker with the few areas left open to her. She started to involve herself in community activities and tried to change my job description. The one full-time and three part-time reporters on staff had carefully designated areas of responsibility, but I had the Auntie Mabel column and the loosely defined position of occasional reporter.


  “We have our own advice column?” Dominique had asked on her second day at work, calling me into her office for a so-called jobs review. “We don’t buy a syndicated column?”


  I shook my head. “The Auntie Mabel column is a long tradition around here.”


  “Every tradition has to come to an end some time.”


  I stared at her with her helmet of dark hair, and off-white blouse with a short pencil skirt that showed off her long legs to advantage. She was the picture of the hard-nosed, beautiful executive who planned to get to the top by dint of hard work and making waves. Dominique had plans, and if I didn’t go along, who knew what would happen. She couldn’t fire me; after all the paper was owned by my step-grandfather, but she could certainly make my life miserable.


  “The Auntie Mabel column is popular with readers?” she asked incredulously.


  “Of course. It speaks to people’s everyday needs. That’s what they want.”


  I couldn’t believe I was defending the column. During my two years on the paper, I had diligently tried to expand my role as a reporter, so I could leave Auntie Mabel behind. Now that the opportunity was being handed to me for the taking, I was resisting. I realized on some level being Auntie Mabel had become an important part of who I was. I was committed to being a universal busybody.


  “Readers don’t know what they want until you show it to them,” Dominique said with a tight smile. “We have to educate them as to the proper role for a local newspaper.”


  She stared hard as if the education was going to start with me.


  “What did you have in mind for me to do?” I asked, trying to sound more willing than I felt.


  “We’ve been reporting the news; we haven’t been making the news.”


  She looked to me for a response. My puzzled expression earned me a condescending smile as if she couldn’t have really expected a lowly advice columnist to understand her vision.


  “What I’m trying to say,” she said slowly and loudly, as if to match my limited rate of comprehension, “is that we need to go out there and do some incisive, investigative reporting. Tear into the soft underbelly of the city.”


  I frowned, feeling vaguely ill at the thought of underbellies being torn. The Ravensford Chronicle had become somewhat more news oriented since my grandmother’s involvement with the paper, but we still tended to be a community booster, not a hard-hitting critic.


  “Do you think you could do that?” she asked


  I rallied. “I could certainly try. Where do we start?”


  “I’ve been putting feelers out into the community to find a controversial issue that we could investigate. But I need more time to find the right one. I’ll be in touch.”


  “And Auntie Mabel will continue?” I asked, holding my breath.


  Dominique sighed, as if wondering whether anything would save her from the rusticating masses.


  “For the time being. But I plan to gradually phase it out, so be aware that you have to adapt to changing conditions.”


  I smiled as if adaptation was my middle name, and scurried out of her office.


  That was two weeks ago, I had heard nothing more as of yet about my new responsibility. Now Dominique was going to have a young mind to mold. The prospect was frightening.


  I looked at the bags of letters lined up next to my desk. There were only three, which meant that I was in pretty good shape for the day. I looked at the clock. I had managed to daydream away the last half hour, and it was nearing quarter to three. I decided that it was time for me to visit my grandmother’s house. Roger and my grandmother were seriously talking about moving full-time to Florida. They had even gone so far as to list their house in town with a local realtor, Deidre Fay. I was responsible for generally keeping an eye on the place while they were gone.


  Deidre was known for two things. Selling houses for a good price, and cutting a wide swath through the men of Ravensford, even being rumored to be responsible for several divorces. Corinne, a good friend of mine, who had lost a boyfriend to Deidre, said that Deidre was known in some circles as The Scarlet Woman of Ravensford. And it was true that couples listing their houses with her sometimes ended up not being a couple by the time their houses sold. But sell their houses she did because, whatever her moral shortcomings, Deidre was a savvy realtor.


  I didn’t think Roger and my grandmother would have any personal problems with her. Deidre was around my age, closing in on thirty, so she posed no threat to Roger in his late seventies. But I was still a bit shocked at my grandmother’s choice.


  “She’s a good realtor. Why shouldn’t I use her?” my grandmother had replied when I expressed my surprise.


  “Well, she’s got something of a reputation,” I said.


  “A reputation, now you are sounding very old fashioned, my dear.”


  “You know what I mean. I’m sure you’ve heard about all the affairs she’d had.”


  “I’ve heard rumors, innuendos, and veiled suggestions, but nothing that reflects badly on her professional competency. When you’ve lived in a place the size of Ravensford for as long as I have, you learn to form your own opinions. And so far, Deidre has given me no reason to terminate her contract.”


  I had sighed and given up.


  Now, as I was driving around the green in the center of Ravensford before heading up the street that would eventually take me to my grandmother’s house, I wondered how I was going to feel once my grandmother and Roger had permanently left town. I had moved out here two years ago when my career and personal life in Boston had fallen apart, choosing to live near Grandma rather than by my parents in the eastern part of the state, because I thought she would be less intrusive in my life than my mother would be. This had been true, and we had gotten along well together. Gradually I had settled into Ravensford and sometimes even thought of it as home. But without Grandma, my mother would put more pressure than ever on me to return home (which meant live in my old bedroom), get a real job (which meant one teaching as my mother did), and get married to a nice man (which meant one like my father). She would force me to plan my future. Something I studiously avoided doing.


  I made a right turn onto my grandmother’s street. I drove past the first three houses and pulled in my grandmother’s driveway. There was a car already parked there near the side door into the kitchen. I parked next to the car and got out. The for sale signs propped up on the back seat of the car, told me this was probably Deidre’s vehicle. I debated going inside. If she was showing the house to someone, my arrival might foul up a sale. On the other hand, I had already driven out there, so I might as well check out the house. I could stay out of Deidre’s way. Who knew? Maybe there would even be some questions about the house that I could answer.


  I went up on the side porch and turned the handle. The door was unlocked and swung open soundlessly. In the kitchen I stood still for a moment trying to hear where the voices were coming from, but detected nothing but silence. I walked into the dining room then took a right turn into the living room. I was about to call out to announce my presence when, in the center of the living room, right in front of the working fireplace and in the middle of the original hard wood floor in good condition I saw a woman lying on her back, her face turned away from me. I drew closer. Even from the entrance to the living room I could see that a large pool of blood had spread from the victim’s head, across the floor to the andirons. A fireplace poker was lying perpendicular to the pool, and pointing toward the victim as if to give directions where to look.


  Reluctantly, I walked closer. I really wanted to run back to the kitchen and out the door, dial 911, and then await the first responders while hyperventilating, but the good Samaritan in my head said that I should at least make sure I couldn’t help the victim. I walked around the body, keeping my distance from the blood, and finally reached the point where I could see her face. Her eyes were open but clearly sightless. I took a long look at her face even though recognition was immediate.


  Someone had definitely killed The Scarlet Woman of Ravensford.


  Chapter 2


  In less than five minutes a police cruiser responded to my 911 call. The very young officer who showed up at the door introduced himself as Officer Markham. He asked me if I was the one who had made the emergency call, and I said I was.


  “You reported that there was a body,” he said, biting his lower lip.


  “Right in here.” I led the way into the living room.


  When I stopped and glanced behind me, Officer Markham was standing in the doorway staring fixedly at Deidre Fay. I motioned for him to come over and stand next to me. Instead he turned around and went back to the kitchen. I followed him. When I got there, I found Officer Markham seated at the table, his face as white as a sheet.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Feel faint.”


  “Put you head between your knees,” I said.


  When he didn’t move, I pulled his chair out from the table and forced his head down with my hand.


  “Keep it there for a minute or so.”


  I sat, wondering when more police would arrive. Surely they wouldn’t send Officer Markham out by himself to deal with the situation. I had made it clear in my phone call that this was murder, no accident. When I thought enough time had gone by, I suggested to Markham that he might raise his head.


  “How do you feel?”


  “Better.”


  “Do you always react that way to dead bodies?”


  “I don’t know. This is the first time I’ve seen one.”


  “You mean the body of someone who’s been murdered?”


  “No. I’ve never seen a dead body before.”


  “Not even in a funeral parlor?”


  “Pretty strange, huh?”


  “Well, maybe a little.”


  “My parents thought it would be too upsetting when I was a child, and no one in the family has died since I’ve gotten older.”


  “I’m not sure going to a lot of funerals would have prepared you for this. Somehow a freshly dead body is a lot more lifelike, if you get my point.”


  He nodded. “I didn’t realize there would be so much blood,” he said, and started to go pale again.


  I quickly changed the subject. “Don’t they make you look at cadavers as part of your training?”


  He nodded. “But I haven’t taken the state police academy training yet. They didn’t have any slots. I’m actually just a probationary officer.”


  “Then somebody else should be coming along in a few minutes?”


  “Yeah, I just happened to be in the neighborhood.”


  There was a loud knock on the kitchen door.


  “Stand up,” I said. “Lean against the counter if you have to, but try to sound calm and in charge.”


  He got to his feet, staggered slightly, and then seemed to regain his balance. He went over to stand by the kitchen sink as I opened the door. Chief of Detectives Michael Farantello filled the doorway. For a second his expression remained blank, then his face broke into a smile and he reached out to grab my hands. I could tell that he was just barely able to avoid folding me into his arms.


  “Thank God! What I got the call about a body in this house, I thought …”


  I gently released myself from his grip. “Not me. Not this time at least. But you’ll probably recognize her. It’s Deidre Fay.”


  Farantello’s eyes opened wide for an instant then resumed their usual sleepy expression.


  “The body is in the living room, Chief,” Officer Markham said jauntily, as if announcing the opening of the dinner buffet.


  “Go up and down the street to all the houses. See if you can find someone who knows what’s been going on here for the last few hours.”


  Markham drew himself up to his full height and with barely a wobble and a look of relief in my direction, headed out the door.


  Farantello went through into the living room, and I followed along. He stood for a moment staring at the body with a mournful expression in his face, but I knew that he was taking in all the facts of the situation.


  “Do you know why she was here?” he finally asked me.


  “Not specifically. She was the agent handling the sale of the house, so I assumed when I saw her car that she was showing someone around.”


  “Your grandmother chose Deidre to sell the house? An odd choice.”


  “Are you really surprised, knowing my grandmother?”


  He smiled. “No, I guess not. She wouldn’t care what the town thought.”


  Farantello walked around the room, looking at the body from various angles.


  “Why were you here?” he asked, once he was back standing next to me.


  Although I couldn’t see any way that I could be considered a suspect, the question still made my heart rate jump.


  “I just happened by to check on the place. I promised my grandmother I would.”


  “Had Deidre expressed any fears or concerns to you the last time you talked?”


  “We only spoke once and that was a couple of weeks ago when the house went on the market. She asked me to tidy up the place for showing, and I dropped a key off at her office to put in a lock box. She didn’t mention any problems.”


  “You didn’t know her before that?”


  “I never met her face-to-face until I dropped off the key. She’s been pointed out to me several times, but I didn’t know her.”


  “I’m surprised. You seem to know all the real characters in town.”


  “Starting with you.”


  “Speaking of knowing me, I was wondering if it isn’t time for us to start seeing each other again. I’ve been living on my own for three months now, and frankly it’s getting kind of lonely.”


  I looked into his deep brown eyes and saw the combination of gentleness and strength that attracted me so much to him. But I was still afraid that he would run back to his wife the minute his daughter crooked her little diabetic finger.


  “I think we have to give it more time.”


  His eyes bored into mine. “Are you seeing someone else? Falcone, maybe?”


  “That isn’t really your business. But in the interest of full disclosure, I did go out with Officer Falcone for a while, but we haven’t gotten together for the last several weeks.”


  “It’s all over then?”


  “Who can tell?”


  His lips tightened, but he didn’t say anything. A man wearing a suit appeared in the doorway.


  “We found the victim’s appointment book on the front seat of her car,” he said. “She was scheduled to show the house to a Mr. and Mrs. Shaw at one forty-five.”


  I looked at the clock on the mantle and saw it was already three thirty-five.


  “Good work, sergeant,” Farantello said. “Get in touch with this Shaw couple and find out what time they left here, and whether Deidre Fay seemed at all apprehensive or nervous.”


  The sergeant turned and left the room.


  Farantello faced me. “Look, I know that I have no claims on you and no right to expect you to come back to me, given how I’ve treated you. All I can say is that this time it is definitely over between Joy and myself. I’m ready to start a new page in my life.”


  I nodded. “It means a lot to me to hear that. But I’d still like to give it a little more time before deciding what I want to do.”


  “I can respect that, but know that I’ll be waiting.” He smiled. “And not very patiently.”


  “Is it all right if I go now?”


  “Sure, if I need anything else from you I’ll give a call. Once the state forensics team has done their job, we’ll be out of here. Probably you’ll be able to put the house back on the market by the end of the week.”


  “Oh, God, I never thought about that, who’s going to want to buy a murder house?”


  Farantello shrugged. “Some people will be repulsed by the idea, but you might find a few who are actually more interested because of its notoriety.”


  I left the house shaking my head, and running through the conversation I was going to have with my grandmother.


  Chapter 3


  When I walked into the newspaper office, Grissy looked at me, then did a double take.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked.


  “Why should anything be wrong?”


  Grissy smiled patiently. “Because by now I know from the expression on your face when something is wrong.”


  I sighed and explained to her what had happened.


  Before we could talk about it, Dominique came into the office and saw the two of us looking like co-conspirators.


  “What’s going on?” she asked sharply.


  “They just found Deidre Fay’s body in Laura’s grandmother’s house. She’s been murdered,” Grissy announced.


  Dominique’s eyes flashed and her posture straightened toward the heroic.


  “This is a great story, the kind of thing that will tear this town wide open. Since you’re already involved I want you to handle it, Laura.”


  I gulped. “Derrick Malone usually covers the local hard news,” I pointed out.


  “He’s already got enough on his plate. C’mon, I’m giving a woman a chance here. Take advantage of it, don’t run away from success.”


  I shook my head. “This story hits too close to home. Heck, the body was found where I used to live. I wouldn’t be able to find my reportorial objectivity.”


  I kind of liked that last phrase and hoped it would win the day.


  Dominique made a sweeping motion of her hand as if discarding all such abstract arguments.


  “When it comes to crime, the more personal the better. You’ve already got a good excuse to talk to the police about the progress of their investigation. And even though my sources tell me that you and Farantello aren’t currently an item, I’ll bet he’d still be inclined to tell you more than the average reporter about what’s happening.”


  I took a deep breath, ready to say that she was a prying, manipulative witch.


  Now, now, Auntie Mabel warned, you should always think twice before getting into a dispute with your boss. Be sure you are willing to accept all the consequences of your actions.


  I exhaled and said nothing.


  Dominique smiled; she knew she’d won.


  “Remember, a good reporter will use all her connections when she’s pursuing a story. Nothing is too private or too personal. I’ll expect to see the story on my desk by the first thing tomorrow morning.”


  Having given her marching orders, Dominique spun on her heel and headed off in the direction of her office.


  “Sorry I opened my big mouth like that,” Grissy said, looking contrite.


  “It doesn’t matter. She’d have heard about the murder soon enough and thought of me.”


  “Couldn’t you call your grandfather and have him take you off the story?”


  I shook my head. “In the first place. He wouldn’t want to countermand his executive editor, and in the second, I’m supposed to be a responsible adult who doesn’t have to run crying to her family when she has problems with the boss.”


  “I suppose that is true. But what she wants you to do, that means exploiting your connections with Chief Farantello.”


  “I’ve done that on every crime story I’ve worked,” I said, smiling guiltily. “I just don’t like hearing her say it quite so blatantly. Maybe Dominique is right and it’s time for me to leave Auntie Mabel behind. This is the kind of story that could make my reputation as a journalist.”


  “Is that what you want, to be a journalist?”


  “For better or worse, that’s pretty much what I am. Maybe I’d better make the most of it.”


  “Well, if you are going to be investigating Deidre’s murder, you should know that I had an altercation with her.”


  “About what?”


  Grissy blushed. “About Chris. Deidre started taking lessons with him, and her attentions became too intimate. Chris told me about it, and I gave her a call and told her in no uncertain terms to leave him alone.”


  “You never got into a physical fight with her, did you?”


  She shook her head. “Chris cancelled her contract and refunded her money, and that was that. I think Deidre knew that Chris was not interested in her.”


  “And you were with Chris today from when to when?”


  “From twelve until one thirty. Then I came back here. I arrived around one forty-five. I know that was a long lunch hour.”


  “But it gives you a good alibi. Because you’ve been here since then, right?”


  Grissy nodded. “But I’m not sure anyone saw me after you left at two forty-five.”


  “That’s okay. You couldn’t have beaten me to the house and murdered Deidre. I can give you an alibi.”


  “That’s a relief. I wouldn’t want to be suspected of being a murderer. Although, Lord knows, there was a time when I wanted to kill that women.”


  “It would be better not to mention that to anyone else.”


  I walked over to my desk. The bags of Auntie Mabel letters, which usually were a reminder of the work that remained undone, this time appeared comforting, like old friends connecting me to an audience of people who wanted to hear my opinion. Now that Dominique was forcing me out into the wider world of journalism, I was already missing the cozy warmth of being Auntie Mabel. Before I got back to answering them, however, I knew that I had to call my grandmother and tell her the bad news.


  I dialed her cell phone number, hoping I would catch Gran sometime between her yoga class, meditation session, and massage. I was lucky and she picked up quickly. Without much ado, I filled her in on what had happened.


  “So Deidre is now one with the Dao,” Gran said, revealing her love of oriental wisdom.


  “I guess.”


  “But she did not go gently.”


  “I suppose not. It appears that she was hit on the head with your fireplace poker.”


  “What a horrible way to die. Do the police have any idea who did it?”


  “It’s pretty early yet, but I guess there’s no obvious suspect.”


  “This is a big story. Who will be handling it on the paper?”


  I took a deep breath. “I will. At least Dominique wants me to take the lead. I’d rather leave it alone.”


  “Why? You were always quick to investigate crimes in the past. I thought you enjoyed it.”


  “Maybe I’m getting tired of them and want a more peaceful life.”


  “This is not the time to yearn for tranquility. You should investigate this crime.”


  “Why?


  “For two reasons. The mercenary one is that the longer this murder goes without a solution, the harder it will be to sell the house. Once the crime is solved it will no longer be news, and people will quickly forget.”


  “I guess that’s true.”


  “Secondly, Deidre didn’t have any family or real friends. There is no one to advocate for her. You have to guarantee that justice is done.”


  “I hardly knew her.”


  “Why should that matter? She is a human being who has been murdered. It is your job as a journalist to see that the truth is revealed. You must keep after the police to see that they do the best possible job.”


  “I understand what you’re saying,” I admitted grudgingly.


  My grandmother’s voice softened. “Laura, investigating is something that you’ve done very well in the past. I think it is your gift, and people should use the gifts they’ve been given.”


  “Even if they don’t want to.”


  “Yes, even then.”


  “Okay, I’ll put on my investigative reporter’s hat and see what I can find out.”


  “Thank you, Laura.”


  I said goodbye and sat at my desk staring out at the parking lot with snow piled all around its edges. Two strong women were pushing me hard to get involved in this murder. What chance did I have?
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