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NEW MATH IS MURDER


To Big Mike and the kids:

Michael, Jessica, Damian, and Meredith

I love you all—forever and ever.
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The alarm clock blasted at 6:15 a.m. I had purposely set it early the night before, determined to jog off the ten stubborn pounds that my soon-to-be ex-husband, Neil, found offensive. I rolled over too far when I reached for the snooze button and tumbled off the side of the bed. It felt like the entire house shook.

“Mom? Are you okay?” my daughter called out. Because she was a sixteen-year-old, Sara worried about everything I did. She had been watching me closely lately and scrutinizing my every word like she was sizing me up for a mental competency hearing.

I smacked the top of the alarm clock and cut off the noise. “I’m fine, Sara!”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. I fell out of bed. That’s all.”

“Oh! Ohh-kay!” The kid dragged out the words like I was the village idiot.

Since I was already down on the floor, I reached under my bed for my ancient Sauconys and crawled over to the dresser to find roomy sweats. I made a quick bathroom pit stop, dragged a toothbrush across my teeth, and used my fingers to comb through my knotted dark curls. I tried to avoid the mirror but couldn’t. A new wrinkle had mysteriously appeared beneath my left eye sometime during the night.

“You’re gonna need a better eye gel, Colleen,” I told myself. “That or a face-lift.”

I turned away and ran down the stairs.

“Breakfast in twenty minutes!” I called to the kids before dashing out the front door of my split-level.

A glorious spring morning, the kind that makes young couples eager to plunk down hefty deposits on dream homes in the New Jersey suburbs, greeted me. The sun glistened gold on the grass, the newly green shrubs, and the wet trophy cars in neighboring driveways. It had stormed the night before, and a tangy scent of damp pine lingered in the air, holding a promise of warmer weather to come.

I trotted off toward the woods that separate our development from the heavy shore traffic on Route 35. Near the end of the street, Old Lady Testino, Steinbeck Avenue’s resident busybody, peeked out from behind her living room drapes. I waved and continued to the end of the block. After making a quick right at the entrance to the Little League field, I sprinted across the parking lot and cut into the woods by way of a narrow path beside the bright green concession stand.

Dodging low, newly budding branches, I rounded a bend, tripped, and landed flat on my face.

“What the…?” I mumbled as I rolled over to sit up.

Getting tripped up is nothing new for me, but this time, my clumsiness had nothing to do with my fall. There was a man stretched out on his back across the jogging path—a very still man.

With a big gash on his forehead.

I stumbled over him simply because I never saw him.

“Um… excuse me?” I said. He didn’t reply.

My foot had gotten caught somehow in his jacket pocket. I kicked my leg to free myself and scrambled to my feet. The guy didn’t move.

Something was very wrong.

When I stepped back to catch my breath, I realized I knew him.

Flyers with Jason Whitley’s face had been stapled to telephone poles all over town. He was Sara’s algebra teacher, and he had been missing for two days. All at once, I understood why he looked so stiff and unresponsive. My yuck meter skyrocketed. Mr. Whitley wasn’t lying on the jogging path to take a short nap.

This guy was dead.
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I tried not to look, but I had to. The position of Jason Whitley’s body confused me. Something seemed wrong—not that I had ever encountered a dead body outside a casket before. Logic suggested an Algebra II teacher who tripped and smacked his head on a rock during a run would surely have landed flat on his kisser—not flat on his back. Could he have tripped, fallen, hit his head hard enough to cause a gash, yet landed face-up? I knew the rain during the night would have washed the blood away. There was nothing mysterious there. But the face-up part? I had my doubts.

I ran down the path in a panic, yelling for help. By the time I reached the blacktop, people had emerged from nearby houses to see what all the commotion was about. Dogs barked furiously. A siren shrieked from somewhere nearby. Presently, a Tranquil Harbor black-and-white cruiser roared into the Little League parking lot and screeched to a stop beside me.

“Jason Whitley’s on my jogging path. There’s a cut on his head!” I babbled. “He looks kinda…”

“Dead?” a young cop guessed through the cruiser’s open window. He looked barely old enough to shave. His casual attitude irritated me.

“I didn’t stop to check for a pulse! Maybe you could step out of the car and come take a look—if you have the time,” I snapped.

“I have some time,” the young cop told me, unperturbed. “Can you show me where you found Mr. Whitley?”

He got out of the car and came beside me, a slender, fresh-faced kid of a cop. For the first time in my life, I felt like a very old woman. He took my arm, letting me lead him beyond the concession stand and into the woods. We stayed close to the path and only strayed to avoid the puddles.

“Stay right here!” the policeman ordered when we rounded the bend. He stood back and studied the scene for just a moment and then knelt beside the body and placed two fingers on the side of Whitley’s neck.

“You’re right.” He sighed. “He’s dead. We have to go back to the lot so I can call in. The county will handle this.”

“The county?” I asked.

“County prosecutor’s office.”

We walked back. I knew the county handled big crimes. That meant the young cop thought Whitley was murdered.

Could someone have hated this teacher enough to kill him?

Ordinarily, I loved a good murder. Reading tales of mass murderers, serial killers, and slaughter in the heat of passion gave me more joy than hitting three sevens on the slots in Atlantic City.

Classic murder cases intrigued me—the famous crimes that were legend: Leopold and Loeb, Jack the Ripper, and Elizabeth Short, a.k.a. The Black Dahlia. Maniacal murder, both real and imagined, captivated me. I found Hannibal Lecter far more appealing than James Bond. Given the choice, I would have rather delved into the psyches of Lizzie Borden and Ed Gein than Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt any day of the week.

Okay, I would have made an exception for Brad Pitt.

But the teacher’s death wasn’t fiction. It wasn’t classic either. Nobody would ever consider Jason Whitley the stuff of legends.

“Are you okay, ma’am?” the young cop asked when we reached his squad car.

Ma’am? Now I really felt like an old lady.

“I’m Colleen,” I said. “Colleen Caruso.”

He opened the passenger door and motioned for me to have a seat. “I know. I remember you from Little League.”

I raised an eyebrow. He didn’t look familiar.

“My kid brother plays at this field,” he explained.

Of course he does, I thought. A cop young enough to have a baby brother in Little League! I not only felt very old, I felt positively ancient.

“You might as well relax, Mrs. Caruso. This could take a while.”

“Thank you, Officer…”

“O’Reilly. James O’Reilly.”

“Pleased to meet you,” I said automatically.

If nothing else, we were certainly polite in Tranquil Harbor, even under the worst of circumstances.

Additional squad cars arrived. Police blocked off the entrance to the lot. We stood around, waiting, until an unmarked county car pulled in, followed by the police photographer’s van.

“Colleen Caruso?” the detective said as soon as he stepped out of the sedan. “Is that you?”

New Jersey had a curse—in the Garden State, that six degrees of separation theory whittled down to three. When you met someone, you found you already knew him, you knew someone who knew him, or you were somehow related to him. Ours was a small, crowded state. No room for strangers.

Ron Haver wore a dark, neatly pressed suit, a good contrast to his close-cropped blond hair. At forty-three, he still managed to look like he was in his mid-thirties. I knew Haver worked for the prosecutor’s office. He had been one of my brother’s closest friends in high school and college. I ran into him around town now and then, mostly in places like The Bagel Bungalow and Vincenzo’s Pizzeria, where a quick hello substituted for conversation.

Haver flashed me a disarming grin. “How have you been, Colleen? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“We haven’t really talked in—it must be about four years now,” I said.

Haver corrected me at once. “Six, to be exact. I coached your Bobby in Tee Ball.”

I thought back. Bobby, my baby, had been four and a half at the time. His uniform billowed around his skinny body. I cinched his pants at the waist with a huge safety pin so they wouldn’t fall down when he ran. Haver stuck Bobby in the outfield, where my son pointed at planes and shoved his dirty fingers up his nose while the other kids chased grounders.

“No more Tee Ball for Bobby.”

“No more Tee Ball for me either,” Haver informed me. “I’m coaching the Pirates this year with Stanley Da Silva and Eugene Steiner. Bobby’s on our team. Neil never told you?”

“Neil and I have…”

“Yeah. I heard. I know all about it,” Haver said. Of course he would. We lived in one of those towns where news travels fast, especially bad news.

“He never mentioned the Little League situation,” I told him.

“Among other things apparently,” Haver said. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll live.”

“Which is more than I can say for Jason Whitley,” Haver added. “Can you show me where you found him, or would you rather wait here?”

There were too many curious people gathering near the fence. “I’ll take you into the woods,” I told him.

This time, Ron Haver held my arm. The police photographer, a skinny young woman, followed behind us with two cameras hanging from straps around her neck. The equipment looked heavy. I half expected her to topple over. Officer O’Reilly walked beside her, chatting.

“Oh, boy,” Haver said when we rounded the bend. “Stay right here, Colleen. Don’t come any closer.”

“Like you have to tell me twice?” I told him.

Haver left my side and pulled out a pair of latex gloves from his pocket. He approached Jason Whitley with soft, calculated steps, as if afraid he might wake him. He squatted beside the dead teacher and studied his head, his clothes, and the position of the body.

“You didn’t happen to move him, did you?”

“The next time I trip over a corpse, I’ll try to be more careful,” I said.

Ron Haver looked dumbfounded. “You tripped over him?”

“I don’t look down when I run. I didn’t even see him until after I fell. We sort of got tangled up somehow.”

“Great,” Haver muttered.

Young Officer O’Reilly laughed. I failed to see the humor.

“And I’m guessing this,” the detective said with a sweep of his arm, “is from you crawling all over the scene?”

I nodded. The damp, sandy soil showed a jumble of footprints and knee indentations where I pulled myself to my feet. How else was I supposed to get up after tripping over a dead guy?

“Karen, the usual angles. And let’s not forget these footprints,” Haver instructed the police photographer, but I knew that was more for my benefit than hers.

“I really am sorry,” I said, needing to say something. “I know I messed up the crime scene.”

“Don’t worry about it. It happens.”

“I’ll bet all the time,” I said.

Haver got to his feet. “No. Actually, only once in a great while.”

What a morning! Not only had I tripped over a corpse and disrupted a crime scene, I never even got in my run. I felt chilly and stupid, and I wanted to go home. I shivered and hugged myself for warmth.

Haver took hold of my arm and led me away from the body. “Let’s get you out of here. I’ll walk you back to the parking lot.”

By the time we emerged from the woods, a county hearse had pulled into the lot. Two burly attendants unloaded a stretcher from the back and set it on the blacktop.

Out on Poe Street, the gawkers gathered beyond the chain-link fence. A news van attempted to enter but was ordered to turn back by a Tranquil Harbor cop.

“I should call the paper to see who’s around to cover this,” I told Ron.

“The paper?”

“The Town Crier. I freelance for them. They should get a photographer down here.”

Haver reached inside his jacket and pulled out a battered notebook and a gel pen. “I didn’t know you were writing for the Crier. How long?”

“A couple of months. Someone should be here. After all, it’s local news.”

“I think your reporters are already here.”

I scanned the crowd. Willy Rojas, one of six staff photographers with the paper, stood apart from the onlookers with his camera poised, ready to snap away when the attendants brought out the body. By Willy’s side, I recognized Margaret Allen, the beat reporter, by her soft brown curls.

“Did you know your editor is an old friend of mine?” Haver said.

“Meredith Mancini is an old friend of yours?” Meredith, my twenty-five-year-old editor, looked about twelve—far too young to be anyone’s old friend.

“No. Ken Rhodes. The executive editor.”

Ken Rhodes had started working at the Crier only three weeks ago. Meredith had introduced him when I dropped off an article at the newspaper last week. Though I barely knew Rhodes, what I had seen of him looked impressive enough. Any female with even halfway decent eyesight would call him a stud.

I spotted nosy Mrs. Testino in the crowd beyond the parking lot, hard to miss in her exclusive Omar-the-Tentmaker housedress and blue-rinsed hair. My Bobby stood in front of her in a wash-worn Devils sweatshirt, his fingers laced in the chain-link fence and his ten-year-old face filled with awe and wonder. Sara watched from nearby, a pretty blonde in a lightweight spring jacket, wearing the cool-bored expression of a sixteen-year-old woman of the world. Their buses would have come and gone. I’d have to give them both a lift to school if I didn’t want them hanging around the house all day pestering me.

“Can I leave?” I asked Ron Haver, anxious to put the events of the morning behind me.

“Just a couple of questions.” His face went serious and the niceties were set aside. We’d entered the realm of official police business. “You’re still living up on Steinbeck, right? What’s the house number?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“Did you happen to notice what time you started out on your run this morning?”

“About six thirty, I guess. Maybe a few minutes earlier. We didn’t even have breakfast yet.”

“And you headed straight for the woods?”

“That’s right.”

“You didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary?”

“Not a thing. Except for Mr. Whitley, of course.”

“Of course.” Haver allowed a small smile without looking up from his notebook. I took a deep breath and relaxed a bit. This wasn’t, as they would say in the movies, the third degree.

“Everything looked the same except for the underbrush,” I volunteered.

“The underbrush? It looked disturbed?”

“No. It looked new.”

“It wouldn’t have sprung up overnight.”

“No. Since last October,” I told him.

“What are you talking about?” Haver asked, confused. He looked up from his notebook.

“I haven’t used the path since last October. Things changed—a sapling here, some weeds there. About a billion old pine needles…”

“You mean you picked today to start jogging again?”

I nodded.

“Terrific.”

“Listen, Ron. It’s nice to see you again.” I realized how ridiculous that sounded. We were reacquainted because I tripped over a corpse and thoroughly disturbed a crime scene. “What I mean is, I want to drive my kids to school, then go home and have a quiet nervous breakdown. Are we through here?”

Haver squinted at the bright sun filtering through the trees from the direction of the bay. “Looks like it’s shaping up to be a great day. You should try to get out. Take your mind off this.”

“Yeah, maybe I’ll go jogging,” I said.

Another grin. “Seriously. You’re a wreck, Colleen. You’re shaking.”

I anticipated seeing Mr. Whitley’s body each time I closed my eyes. I needed to cry, but not in the middle of the Little League parking lot in front of police, reporters, and scores of onlookers.

“I just want to go home!”

“Okay. Sure. You want a squad car to take you? The whole block is filled with reporters,” Haver said, pointing to yet another news van that pulled over on Poe Street.

“No. I see my kids over by the fence. I just want to drive them to school and get back home as fast as I can.”

“That’s fine. I can always drop by your house later if I need anything else.”

I inched away from the concession stand. “Like what?”

“More detailed information.”

“Fine,” I said, and walked off toward the fence and my kids—whose grilling, I knew, would be far more in-depth than Ron Haver’s had been.
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“What a nightmare!” I told Bevin Thompson, my across-the-street neighbor.

“And this was always such a nice neighborhood,” she said absently. Her eyes looked a little vacant. Of course, she was right. Nothing much ever happened in our tiny, upper-middle-class enclave. A dead body was completely out of the ordinary, a really big deal.

“A reporter chased me halfway up the block,” I complained as I paced back and forth in my kitchen, waiting for the coffee machine to finish dripping. “The kids badgered me on the ride to school. Would you believe Old Lady Testino called to ask if Whitley’s head was attached to his body?”

Bevin winced, though anything coming from Mrs. Testino’s mouth was bound to be shocking.

I continued to pace. It seemed to be the only way to keep from shaking. Too many thoughts were going through my head. “Dear Lord, my nerves are shot. I wish Neil was here. I called and left a message for him. He never called back.”

“There’s a shock,” Bev mumbled.

When Bevin bought the house across the street seven years ago, we became instant friends, despite being polar opposites. She was one of those tall, willowy types, with flaming red hair and goddess-like good looks. A talented landscape artist, Bevin had had showings all over the state and twice at one of those small, pretentious galleries in Manhattan. My short stature had never been thin enough to be considered petite, and my freaky hair tended to retract into tight little ringlets at the mere forecast of rain. My writing skills were solid but not dazzling, and a reader had once referred to one of my stories as hack journalism.

As for our husbands, opposites failed to attract. Neither man liked the other. I never really cared for pompous Franklin Thompson, and Bevin outright hated Neil from the start.

“If I don’t get that cup of coffee soon, I’m going to chew raw grounds,” I said.

“Would you please sit down! You’re wearing out the floor tiles.” Bevin reached in the cupboard for coffee mugs. “Where’s your mother this morning?”

“She went to Dizzie’s Salon for hair repair. She’ll be back soon.”

“Good. Maybe the smell will be gone by then.”

I sniffed the air. Sure, I needed a shower. I had a tough morning. A jog can take a lot out of a girl. So can an encounter with a corpse.

“Did my deodorant fail or something?” I asked.

“There’s a distinct smoke smell.”

“I don’t smell a thing.”

“It’s all over your clothes, Colleen. Do you think half the neighborhood doesn’t know you sneak-smoke out back near the fence where your mother can’t see you?”

My parents lived in the house directly behind mine. The arrangement had been a mixed blessing. It was convenient for the kids to come and go, though privacy for both households was nonexistent—not that my parents have ever been big on privacy.

Their property was high in the back and sloped downward toward the street, as did all the lots on Hemingway Place. My parents could not see up into my yard because of the stockade fence. Still, I always used caution when my nerves were shot and I’d give in to temptation and sneak a cigarette. The gate we’d installed for a shortcut between the two yards could swing wide open without warning, so I lived in fear of being caught mid-puff by a crazed, sixty-three-year-old chronic bronchitis sufferer.

I opened the cabinet under the sink. “I’ll get the air freshener.”

“Take a shower and change your clothes.”

“I can’t keep still long enough to shower,” I told her.

“You need a drink,” Bevin said.

“I need several, but I haven’t eaten anything yet.”

“Don’t tell me you’re not hungry! You’re always hungry.”

“I’ll ignore the snide remark. I don’t want to eat because I’m nauseated enough already.”

Bevin poured two cups of coffee and reached in the cabinet over the refrigerator for the brandy. “This will help.”

I covered my cup with my hand. “I keep that for my cramps. Besides, it’s not even noon yet.”

“Oh, please! It’s noon somewhere.” She pushed my hand away and poured a generous splash in my cup.

The booze helped. Fortified, I ran upstairs, stripped off my clothes, showered, and dressed in fresh jogging sweats. By the time I got back to the kitchen, my mother was at the table sipping tea.

My mother’s hair, at least for the time being, was a light shade of ash brown with just a hint of gold. Formerly, it had looked sort of pink, the result of an off-brand hair coloring. She had been dying her own hair for years and changed the color so often my father nicknamed her Rainbow Head. The ash brown, hairdresser fix-it job suited her. So did the newly cropped hairdo.

“Colleen, you poor thing!” my mother said. She patted the seat on the chair beside her. “Come sit down.” I thought she wanted to comfort me. I should have known better. “It serves you right for running alone so early in the morning. How many times have I told you those woods aren’t safe?”

“Please! Mom!” I rubbed my temples and regretted for the hundredth time not moving to Alaska when I first got married.

Bevin poured me a fresh cup of coffee and omitted the brandy. I sipped at it and eyed the blue-and-white Entenmann’s box my mother had brought over. My stomach growled, but I still felt queasy—even a small slice of cake was out of the question.

“You know, Colleen, I half expected Neil to be here when I came over. You did call him, didn’t you?”

“I left a message. I was hoping the kids could stay at his place tonight.”

“Too busy in his brand-new life to return your phone calls, huh?” my mother said. “Well, that’s Neil. A true Sicilian, through and through.”

“He’s only half Sicilian, Ma,” I said, as if she didn’t know.

“Right. The bad half.”

My mother, Stella Trani Fleming, was born in Naples, and Neapolitans viewed men with even a drop of Sicilian blood suspiciously. My dad, Dan Fleming, came from solid, down-to-earth Irish stock—as far from Sicilian as you could get.

I glanced at Bevin, hoping for a little sympathy. She lowered her head and lifted her coffee mug to her lips. Given the way she felt about Neil, I expected no compassion.

My mother saw fit to continue. “Suppose something happens with the kids, Colleen? You can’t leave a message for something like that. How are you supposed to contact him?”

“Cell phone.”

“Did you try it?” she asked.

“He must have turned it off,” I said through clenched teeth.

My mother and Bevin made eye contact. They had been doing this for the past few months. Every time Neil was late getting home or a no-show for a special occasion, they gave each other their secret code look that said she’s such an idiot.

They were right, of course. I was an idiot. I had always believed Neil when he used the long-hours-at-work excuse. He’d built Caruso and Oates Public Relations from the ground up and had been moderately successful. I held down the fort at home, and workaholic Neil took on the role of breadwinner. I honestly thought we had a great marriage until last month, when he came home long past midnight, threw some clothes into a suitcase, and declared he no longer loved me. His voluptuous business partner, Theda Oates, had replaced me as the object of his affection. Suddenly, I had become a cliché.

“Honey, are you hungry?” my mother asked.

I eyed the moist, butter-yellow pound cake, but shook my head. My heart said stuff the whole thing in your mouth. My nauseated gut said you’ve got to be kidding.

“How about dry toast?” Bevin suggested.

I nodded. Toast might be the only thing my stomach could handle.

Bev reached for the bread in its usual place on top of the refrigerator. As always, I envied her height. My mother watched with a wistful expression. At five-one, working in a kitchen without a step stool handy was impossible for her.

“Show-off,” my mother said.

Bevin flashed a toothy, eat-your-heart-out smile and dropped two slices of bread into the toaster.

“I don’t want you to worry about dinner tonight, Colleen,” my mother said. “You and the kids should eat with your father and me.”

I cringed at the thought of another of my mother’s hearty, home-cooked meals. “Maybe just the kids, Mom. I think I might skip dinner.”

“Skipping meals isn’t a good idea when you’re trying to lose weight. You’ll eat twice as much once you feel you can keep food down.”

I gave her my very best scowl.

Bevin set the toast on the table and winked. “Your mother can take over from here. Call me if you need anything.” She gave me quick peck on the cheek and scampered out the sliding door.

“You don’t think she rushed out on my account?” my mother asked.

“She has things to do,” I lied.

My mother finished her tea and checked the wall clock. “Send the kids over when they get home from school. I think they should sleep over tonight. You need to relax.”

“Good idea,” I said.

“Was it bad, Colleen? The body, I mean.”

I nodded and took a bite of toast.

“Was it, you know, grotesque or anything?”

I couldn’t take any more. “Don’t you have other things to do today?”

My mother, miffed, stood to leave. “I’ll see you at supper, Miss Tactful. And leave the attitude at home when you come over.”
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Dinner at my parents’ house was always an adventure. My mother cooked enough food to feed the entire block, though in all honesty, the neighbors would have to be near starvation before eating her cooking. She put garlic in everything—vegetables, potatoes, rice, and, I suspected, fruit.

My father forgot to put the leaf in the table, so there were nine of us crammed around a table meant to seat six. The large turnout for an ordinary Friday night meal was a gesture of support in light of my eventful day. My brother, appropriately named Dick, his wife Delia, their twins, Patty and Penny, my kids, my parents, and I jostled for position.

I reached for my water glass and bumped Sara’s elbow. Salad flew off the end of her fork and landed on Bobby’s plate.

“Gross!” Bobby said, flicking a piece of romaine onto the tablecloth.

“It’s too crowded!” I complained.

“Stop whining and have something to eat,” my mother said as she placed the main course in the center of the table.

She made meatloaf, hideous even under the best of circumstances. I passed on it, as well as the mashed potatoes and sautéed green beans. Salad seemed to be the safer option.

“Is that all you’re having?” my father asked. “Where’s that hearty appetite?”

Sara giggled, a rarity ever since the day she had turned twelve.

I played with the greens. Salads were always an afterthought at the old homestead. They were never taken seriously or given the respect they deserved. The lettuce glistened, wet and soggy. The tomatoes were cut into thick, unappetizing wedges. The carrots were huge chunks of orange—the jaws of life wouldn’t have been able to break through them.

“I’m just not hungry,” I told everyone at the table.

“That’s a first,” Dick teased.

My brother jumped in his seat and reached down beneath the table to massage his leg. I knew Delia had kicked him hard in the shin. My mother let the comment slide. My parents always thought of Dick as their golden child. Being the only boy, he was the pride and joy of both the Irish and Italian sides of the family and had been allowed to get away with just about everything.

“I’m sorry. I think I’ll just go home and go to bed,” I told everyone.

“Geez, Colleen, I was just kidding,” Dick said, and I knew, deep down, that he was. He fought all my battles in grade school and took my side in every altercation on the block. But inside the house was another matter entirely. He treated me the way I treated our kid sister Kate. We observed the pecking order.

I pushed back my chair and stood. “Don’t let the kids stay up too late, Mom.”

“We’re doing that Xbox thing after we eat,” my father informed me. That meant Bobby would stay up until long after midnight and probably beat the pants off his grandfather.

I used the backyard shortcut and entered my kitchen through the sliding door. The flashing red light on the answering machine caught my attention right away. There were two messages. Kate called to ask if I enjoyed my morning jog. I knew my mother had told her about the body. Ron Haver also called. He said he would drop by sometime in the early evening with a few more questions. I barely had time to fix a gin and diet tonic before the doorbell rang.

Ron Haver slouched beneath the porch light. His crisp suit was a jumble of lines and creases, and his usually perfect hair looked lifeless.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said. “I have to clear up a few things, and I’d like to get it done right away. Are you busy?”

“Not really.” He eyed my drink, longingly, I thought. “You look like you could use one of these,” I said. “I take it you had a rough day.”

“A hectic one,” he admitted.

He stepped inside and pulled the battered notebook I saw at the Little League field from his breast pocket.

“Have a seat,” I said, motioning to the sofa.

“Thanks. I’ve been on the run all day, and you’re my last stop.”

“Would you like a drink? Or maybe coffee?”

“I’m still on duty,” he said. “Coffee would be great.”

“I’ll bet you’re hungry. How about something to eat?”

“That’s really nice of you, Colleen. I skipped lunch and dinner.”

So did I, I thought.

I went to the kitchen to make coffee and throw together a sandwich. When I returned, Haver’s eyes were closed and his snores filled the room. I gave him a gentle nudge and whispered, “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. The coffee’s ready.”

He snapped awake, disoriented, and glanced around at the unfamiliar setting. “I must have dozed off. Sorry. Look at this sandwich!”

Like my mother, I possessed no cooking skills. But sandwiches were my specialty, and they usually dazzled my guests—capicola, Genoa salami, provolone, lettuce, tomato, red onion, with a splash of olive oil and balsamic vinegar on a sliced hard roll from Lisa’s Bakery.

“It’s nothing really.”

Haver took a huge bite, then another. I sat down beside him and glanced at the words scribbled in his open notepad.

“It’s only your name, address, and a few words about your mishap with the body,” he said when he caught me looking.

“I can see that. How’s the sandwich?”

“Great,” Haver said. “But it’s too big. Please take some of this.”

He held out half the sandwich, and I took a reluctant bite. It was good, but it really could have used mozzarella and there wasn’t any in the fridge. Still, I wasn’t all that hungry anyway. I set the sandwich aside.

“Do you intend to follow up on this Whitley thing?” Haver asked.

“Follow up?” I asked.

“For the newspaper. Let’s face it, you’d have an interesting perspective.”

I sank deep into the sofa cushions. “I don’t have the experience to write anything that deep. I’m not a beat reporter. I get fluffy assignments and do as I’m told.”

Haver finished off the rest of his sandwich and washed it down with coffee.

“Was there something else you wanted to ask me?”

He wiped his hands on a paper napkin and read over his notes. “Well, let’s see. You left here at approximately six thirty for your run. You didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary—except for Jason Whitley. You tripped over his body…”

“Because I didn’t see him,” I reminded Haver.

“Did you see any footprints on the path while you were jogging?”

“The ground was wet. Loads of puddles. Twigs. Pine needles. But I didn’t notice any footprints. I wasn’t looking down, of course. If I had been…”

“… you wouldn’t have tripped over Whitley,” Haver said. “Yeah, I gathered that much. Did you notice anyone else in the woods while you were jogging?”

“No. Things were quiet. It didn’t look like anyone went anywhere near those woods since last fall. There weren’t even candy wrappers from the kids using the path as a shortcut to and from the field. Isn’t that odd?”

“The season just started,” he reminded me. “Our team played Monday night and the Dodgers had a practice on Tuesday that ended at seven. There hasn’t been a game since then, and none of the other coaches held a practice this week. There wasn’t enough time for a good trash buildup.”

“If nobody used the path since the Dodgers practice, that would mean Whitley died sometime between late Tuesday night and this morning.”

Haver laughed. “No offense, but you don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to figure it out. Jennifer Whitley called the Harbor police at three o’clock in the morning on Wednesday to tell them her husband never came home. She wanted to know if there were any accidents. She drove over to the high school and found her husband’s car parked in the lot—but no Jason.”

I jumped right in, intrigued by the possibilities. “Maybe he was kidnapped or killed during a robbery. You know, Sara says he always carries a briefcase, like he’s a corporate raider or something.”

“Who’s asking the questions here, Colleen?”

“Sorry,” I muttered.

“You sound like you’re interrogating me.”

“I said I’m sorry. Jeez! Why wouldn’t I be curious about all this? After all, I did stumble upon the crime scene, so to speak.”

“Who said there was a crime?” Haver said.

He had me there. “You mean Whitley died of natural causes?”

“Suppose he had an accident.”

“What kind of accident?”

“Maybe he fell while he was jogging,” Haver teased.

“There wasn’t anything on that path he could have hit his head on. To my way of thinking, someone killed him and dumped him in the woods.”

“That’s your theory?” he asked.

“It’s a good theory. Were there any fingerprints on Whitley’s car? Any blood?”

“I’m not getting into this with you,” Haver said firmly.

I realized I must have sounded like Jane Marple on speed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to badger you. What else do you need from me?”

Haver looked uncomfortable. “I was wondering how well you knew Jason Whitley.”

“I know him from school. He’s Sara’s algebra teacher.” I paused. “Or rather, he was. Not much of a motive, unless you think I killed him because he’s robbing my tax dollars. Would that make me a suspect? Still, the mayor’s robbed us blind for years. What if he turned up dead?”

“We’d all be suspects,” Haver said.

I eyed the sandwich half Haver gave me. I took one more bite, enough of a base for my stomach. “I’m thinking about another gin and tonic. If we’re through, you’re welcome to join me.”

“I just want to go home and fall into bed,” Haver said.

“Too bad you’re so tired,” I said. “Dick is over at my parents’ house having dinner. If you’re still hungry, I’ll bet there’s plenty left. Either way, he’d love to see you.”

“I’ll pass on the food, but I haven’t talked to Dick in a while. Your boss hasn’t seen him since college.”

“Meredith Mancini is much older than she looks,” I said.

“You know I meant Ken Rhodes. The three of us served time at Rowan University. It’s a miracle we made it through.”

I hadn’t realized my brother knew Ken Rhodes. Dick was five years older than me, so we hadn’t paid much attention to each other’s friends growing up. Except for Ron Haver, I’d never known any of his college buddies. His friendship with Rhodes could present a problem. I could just imagine all the dorky kid-sister stories Dick had shared with Rhodes.

“So we’re all done here?” I asked. “No more questions?”

“None I can think of right now. I hate to ask you this, but do you have a number where I can reach Neil? I’ll be working tomorrow, and I need him to help coach the team in the morning. The assistant coach is more interested in his own kid’s batting average than if we actually win a game.”

“Stanley Da Silva? He still teaches over at the high school, doesn’t he?” I asked.

“Algebra I. Why?”

“I just thought he might be too upset to coach is all.”

“It’s baseball season, Colleen. Get a grip on reality.”

I led Ron Haver to the door. In all the excitement, I almost forgot how huge Little League was in the shore communities. “Give me your notepad, and I’ll write down Neil’s cell number. Don’t hope for too much. Neil’s not much interested in family-type things anymore. He’s barely spoken to the kids since he moved out.”

I waited a few minutes for Haver’s car to pull away from the curb before stepping out onto the porch for a breath of air. The block seemed unusually quiet. There were no rowdy teens just coming home from the mall, no barking dogs—not even seniors dragging their recycling bins out to the curb for the Saturday morning pickup. The temperature had dropped, and stars blanketed the clear sky. It could have been a perfect romantic evening, except my husband was in the arms of a woman ten years younger and twenty pounds lighter than me.

Rather than give in to depression, I decided my best course of action was to get that drink and find a good movie to watch.

I stepped inside and turned to close the door. That was when I spotted an unmarked county sedan parked directly across the street from my house.
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Monday morning, I made my way through the maze at the newspaper office and stuck my head over Meredith Mancini’s cubicle wall. My features editor immediately looked up from her keyboard.

“Are you busy?” I asked.

“No, I’m not busy. Don’t you ever answer your cell phone? I’ve been trying to reach you. I finally called your house and left a message with your son.”

At twenty-five, Meredith radiated a deceptive innocence. Her short, sassy haircut and huge brown eyes masked her wicked habit of verbalizing whatever happened to pop into her head at the moment.

“I never answer my cell phone when I’m driving,” I told her. “You’ll just have to forgive me for being so elusive. I’ve had a tough month.”

“Because of Whitley, or the thing with Neil?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Do you at least have a good lawyer?” she asked.

“Lucinda Maynard,” I told her.

Bev Thompson had dragged me into Lucinda’s office the day after Neil walked out on me. As the veteran of three divorces, she had the lawyer’s home number on speed dial. Lucinda saw us at once and allowed Bev to sit in and take notes. The way my mind was working at the time, I knew I’d probably only absorb about half of the lawyer’s instructions.

I sized up Lucinda Maynard the minute we sat down in her office. Tough. Smart. No-nonsense. She had no-fuss, blunt-cut black hair, wore no makeup, and favored severely tailored business suits. Her amazing hawk-like nose held up black-framed glasses. Lucinda looked like the kind of woman who knew how to handle cheating husbands.

“Hit the bank as soon as you leave here and withdraw everything but a hundred dollars from each and every account,” she told me. “Don’t let them give you a check unless the balance is huge—and even then, ask how much of it you can get in cash. God only knows how long Neil’s been dipping into the family finances to fund his little romp. When you get the money, go straight to a different bank and open up an account in your own name. Until we work out temporary support payments, you’ll need that money to pay the bills.”

Bevin brought along a notebook and wrote furiously. I leaned forward, paying strict attention to Lucinda’s every word.

“You need to go through drawers and boxes at home. I want every single paper pertaining to finances, and I mean everything. Neil could have accounts you don’t even know about. He’ll probably have some form of pension. You’ve been married how long?”

“Eighteen years,” I said.

“Do you have any pensions? Anything like that?” she asked.

“Nothing at all.”

“Start looking for pay stubs—old ones and new ones,” she advised me. “We need to establish income before he gets the chance to fool with his company books. I want every document that involves the house, the cars—every paper you were afraid to shred because it looked important. Give them to Bevin for safekeeping as soon as you find something. You don’t want Neil dropping in to see the kids and getting his hands on the papers we need.”

“There’s little chance of that,” I said, considering Neil seemed to have forgotten he even had kids.

“Do it anyway. It’s best not to take chances. Neil will have to produce his own papers in the future. We’ll need proof to refute his pleas of poverty.”

“But we’ve never been poor,” I explained.

“When we go to court, you’ll see firsthand how this poor ex-husband has suddenly become the most destitute man on the planet.”

I sighed. “I’ll start looking as soon as I get home.”

“Another thing. You might want to check your jewelry box. You’d be surprised how many of my clients have had their most expensive pieces go missing. If that’s the case, call me right away, try to find receipts, and get pictures.”

“How do I get pictures if my things are gone?” I asked.

“Comb through old photographs. You’re bound to come up with a few of you wearing the jewelry.”

I had come away from the bank with four thousand dollars and change from the checking account, but hadn’t been able to get my hands on the savings and CDs. Those were in Neil’s name alone. My jewelry was just where I’d left it, in the small armoire in the bedroom. Apparently my most treasured pieces weren’t worth that much.

“The Nut Cracker’s your lawyer?” Meredith asked.

“The what?”

“She always represents women in divorces, Colleen. Think about it.”

I laughed. “How appropriate!”

“If you need more work to take your mind off Neil, let me know,” Meredith said.

“Good idea. I guess I should try to keep my mind occupied.”

“It couldn’t hurt,” Ken Rhodes said. He was standing just outside his office, a fairly good distance away. Either the guy had superb hearing, or Meredith and I were being loud.

Meredith blushed. She had a major crush on the executive editor. I’d once pointed out that Rhodes wasn’t much younger than her own father. She didn’t seem to mind the age difference.

“Oh! Hi! Colleen… um… just dropped in for… um, ah… what did you drop in for anyway?” Meredith stammered.

“Just needed to get out of the house,” I said.

Ken Rhodes gave me the once-over. I wished I’d worn something more professional than sweatpants and a pullover.

“Have you done much jogging lately?” Rhodes inquired.

Meredith laughed.

This time I blushed. “I gave it up temporarily. I got tired of tripping over bodies.”

“Good idea. Make sure you stop by my office before you leave. We need to talk.”

Rhodes took off down the aisle, and Meredith jumped out of her chair to watch. My eyes followed too. Neil had shattered my heart and soul, yet I wasn’t immune to the executive editor’s obvious physical assets. His body rippled with muscles, and his face creased in all the right places. He stood about six three; his height both imposing and quite an enticement, and his dark hair had streaks of pure silver.

“I’ll bet he was a hit man before he came to the paper,” Meredith said, her eyes riveted on Rhodes.

I thought his present occupation might be a little too high profile for that. “He probably has six kids at home.”

“No kids,” Meredith said. “No wife either. What do you think he wants to talk to you about?”

I grabbed a piece of paper off her desk and borrowed a pen. “The way I’m dressed, he probably wants me to clean his office. Hurry up and give me my assignments. I’ll let you know what he says later.”

“We’re doing a Cinco de Mayo theme,” Meredith told me. “Have you ever been to Domingo’s Enchilada Palace?”

I groaned. Restaurant reviews almost exclusively appeared in the Weekend Fun pullout. I didn’t feel up to a writing a fun-filled, family-oriented piece.

“Come on. It’s not a bad place. I ate there myself a few nights ago. They make great margaritas.”

“I could use a few,” I said.

“Meanwhile, I’ll try to scare up some more assignments. Now go see Rhodes and don’t forget to call me with the juicy details.”

Once I was standing in front of Ken’s office, my curiosity disappeared. Over the past few weeks, I’d come to the conclusion that nothing in my life was going right. I’d probably get canned.

I poked my head through the open door. “You wanted to see me?”

“Come in and shut the door, Colleen. Have a seat.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“It’s nothing like that,” he said. “I’ve been giving Jason Whitley’s death a lot of thought. We can use this to our advantage.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

“It can increase our circulation.”

Like all newspapers, the Crier had experienced a significant drop in circulation in recent years. Residents of the shore towns preferred to catch headlines on the eleven o’clock news or online. For local news stories, they often checked the web edition instead of opening up an actual paper. Advertising was down—businesses wouldn’t buy space in newspapers nobody read.

“How, exactly, does a dead man increase a newspaper’s circulation?” I wondered.

“By having the reporter who tripped over his body write about it.”

I could see it. Embarrassing comments posted after the story appeared online. Letters to the editor about klutzy reporters. I’d be a laughingstock.

“Will I ever live that down?” I asked.

Rhodes grinned.

“I have to admit, I wouldn’t be surprised if something like that did increase circulation. If I wasn’t the clumsy oaf who tripped over the body, I’d sure want to read the firsthand account. Very clever. I may never forgive you for this.”

“Oh come on! Where’s that famous sense of humor I’ve heard so much about?” he asked.

I couldn’t imagine who furnished Ken Rhodes with that bit of false information. I never really had much of a sense of humor. I had always relished absurdity, sarcasm, and the ironic, but I was never a laid-back, easygoing girl who saw hilarity in daily life—especially when it came at my own expense.
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There were comments posted online after the story ran, though they weren’t nearly as cruel as I had expected. Most readers were horrified at my ordeal. Some were blasé, as though tripping over the newly dead was no big deal. Then there were a few snarky posts, from the mild two left feet references, to one particularly nasty suggestion that I was an incompetent reporter. I brought my concerns to Ken Rhodes late the following Tuesday afternoon, but he shrugged them off.

“The website got flooded with comments,” Rhodes informed me, sitting behind his desk and looking smug. “And letters to the editor came in the mail. People are talking about your story, Colleen. They’ve told their friends to read it. Advertising picked up. That’s the icing on the cake.”

“One guy said I was incompetent,” I complained.

“You’re not incompetent, but you are thin-skinned.”

Okay, I thought. Thin-skinned. I’ll just add that to my growing list of faults.

“I have a proposition for you,” he continued. “What would you say to a weekly column? On a trial basis, of course.”

“Do I have to continue writing about Jason Whitley?” I asked.

“Jason Whitley’s a great topic, especially with the ongoing investigation. Let’s face it, it’s personal for you. People need to be informed. You’d be writing about what’s happening for the Tranquil Harbor edition. You’d build a following. It could strengthen your position here at the paper.”

“It might work,” I agreed, realizing the column could lead to better things. But I didn’t have time to discuss it just then. Bobby had baseball practice at six o’clock, and there was still homework to check and sandwiches to be made. I stood to leave.

“I want you to cover Jason Whitley’s memorial service at the high school on Thursday,” Rhodes told me.

I sat back down. “You want it for the column?”

“I’m betting someone Whitley knew fairly well killed him. I’m also betting you’re at least on speaking terms with the killer. And you’re one of those annoying, chatty people. You can get them to open up to you—tell you things you can use in your columns. Remember, you’re building a following.”

“Right. My fans. My public,” I said, smarting at the chatty reference.

Rhodes reached over and rifled through a pile of old editions of the Town Crier at the edge of his desk. “There’s also this story Margaret Allen did last month on the Tranquil Harbor Teacher of the Year award. Two teachers up at the high school were nominated. Jason Whitley was one. Stanley Da Silva was the other.”

“Who else is up for the award?”

“One middle school teacher, three from elementary—all different schools.”

“And you think the award has something to do with Whitley’s death?” I asked.

“Possibly. Maybe not. Jason Whitley hasn’t exactly endeared himself to many people. Just ask his wife.”

“He wasn’t much of a teacher,” I told Rhodes. “My daughter’s failing his class, and she’s usually a wiz at school.”

“Then your kid must have a mental block. Whitley’s students tend to excel year after year. There’s a twenty-thousand-dollar bonus awarded to the Teacher of the Year, not to mention bragging rights. And it benefits the high school. If you go to the Department of Education website, Harbor Regional’s school performance report will blow you away.”

I wasn’t convinced. “My Sara did so well in Algebra I. How could she sink so low in Algebra II if he was that good?”

“How should I know?” he said.

“Do you honestly think twenty thousand is an incentive for murder?” I asked him.

“Sure, at least for some people. Just cover the memorial. Chat with the teachers. Find out what’s going on.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.
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I met up with Willy Rojas in the hallway outside Tranquil Harbor Regional High School’s massive auditorium. The youngest staff photographer at the Crier wore an ancient Metallica T-shirt and scruffy jeans. His dark hair looked windblown, most likely from driving with his Jeep’s top down. A brand-new digital Nikon swung from a strap around his neck.

I gave the strap a playful tug. “Can you afford this on your salary?”

“It beats laying out big bucks on fancy jogging shoes.”

“My running shoes are almost as old as you are,” I said. “By the way, how did you get to the field so fast that day?”

“Plain, old-fashioned police scanner. How are you, Colleen? You’re not looking so hot.”

I took a deep breath and let go of the camera. “I guess you heard about my husband.”

“Who hasn’t? April isn’t your month, and you still have a week to go. What’s next?”

“I don’t know. It could always be worse. At least I’m alive, which is more than I can say for Jason Whitley.”

Willy glanced over my shoulder and groaned. “Hope you can survive this. Kevin Sheffield’s coming this way.”

Harbor Regional’s vice principal weaved through the students filing into the auditorium. He looked like the Hollywood version of academic—thin wire rim glasses, tweed jacket with elbow patches, too slender of face and too slight of build.

“Press?” he asked eagerly as he approached us.

“We’re from the Town Crier. I’m Willy Rojas.”

“I remember you. Class of 2008,” Sheffield said.

“And this is Colleen Caruso. She’s covering the memorial for her column.”

“Sara’s mom?” he asked.

“Yes.” I braced myself. Sara had been a handful at home since Neil moved out. I wondered if her moodiness had carried over to school.

“She’s a beautiful child,” Mr. Sheffield told me. “So polite. So intelligent.”

My Sara?

“But I do wonder how recent developments at home will affect her. Poor girl, with her father running off like that and all.”

I hated that this miserable little man knew Neil left us. I longed to wrap Willy’s camera strap around his throat. Instead, I took the high road. “Sara’s a great kid, Mr. Sheffield, but right now my focus is on Jason Whitley.”

“I read your story in the paper about how you discovered the body. I understand you fell over him,” he said.

I hunted for my notebook and pen in my oversized bag and mustered up a thin slice of dignity. “I’d rather not discuss it right now.”

“Of course not. You have a service to cover.” I caught a tinge of disappointment in his voice.

“Mr. Sheffield, how is the school handling Mr. Whitley’s death?” I asked.

“We have a substitute to cover his classes. It isn’t much of a problem because it’s late in the school year—only two months until summer vacation. We’ll hire a permanent replacement by the time classes begin in the fall.”

I raised an eyebrow. Either Sheffield was far too absorbed in class schedules or the man suffered from a mental affliction.

“I guess I didn’t make myself clear. I’m more interested in how the students and faculty are coping with Mr. Whitley’s murder.”

“Is it officially a murder?” Sheffield asked. “Are the police calling it a homicide?”

“I suppose, Mr. Sheffield. But I’d rather focus this story on the students and the teachers. How are they handling the trauma of Mr. Whitley’s death—however he died? I’m thinking more of a human interest piece here, not a whodunit.”

“I see! We had a grief counselor in last Monday and Tuesday. Unfortunately, only a handful of students took advantage…” he began, but stopped when someone tested the sound system in the auditorium. “We’re going to have to end this now. The service is about to begin, and I have to be up on the stage.”

Sheffield trotted off to a side door and disappeared. Willy and I looked at each other, baffled by the man’s lack of compassion.

“Sensitive guy,” Willy muttered.

I grabbed a couple of programs from a girl passing them out in the hallway and gave one to Willy. “Do you think there’s a reason he’s so callous?”

“Do I think he’s a killer? That’s hard to say. Are you fishing for murder suspects?”

“No,” I said. “Just general trolling.”

I followed Willy inside, and we found seats in the last row. The auditorium was packed with restless students waiting for the memorial service to both begin and end so they could return to their regular classes, their shortened lunch periods, and their friends. I looked for Sara among the sea of bright clothes and pimply faces but couldn’t find her.

Things hadn’t changed much at Harbor Regional since my own high school days. The seats and stage curtains were still the same bordello red. The halls were still crowded, and Leo Fender, who appeared embalmed but functional as he crossed the stage, still served as the school principal.

Fender tapped on the microphone. “Can everyone hear me?”

The student body, like a single, breathing organism, shouted back, “Nooooo!”

The old man ignored them. “We have assembled here this morning to honor the memory of our esteemed teacher, colleague, and friend—Jason Whitley. The tragic loss of one so young, so vital, so dear to the hearts of…”

Willy worked his way down the center aisle to get his shots while I focused on the five people seated in metal folding chairs beside the podium: vice principal Sheffield, teacher Stanley Da Silva, guidance counselor Betty Vernon, student Chris Grasso, and Jennifer Whitley, Jason’s widow. The group appeared solemn and nodded their heads in mutual agreement as Leo Fender recited Whitley’s numerous fictional virtues.

They all looked as guilty as
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