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A Good First Impression
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“Jane! Hi!”

The sound of my name brought my head around. I saw Amy Collingwood striding toward me across the courtyard of the Americana apartment building. I wasn’t surprised to run into her there. I knew several people who called the Americana home, and this young conservation scientist was one of them.

The building itself was a stodgy redbrick box, consisting of sixty-five rental units in four stories. I’d just parked in one of the guest spots and was headed for the entrance when she waylaid me. The sun had set minutes earlier, and the autumn afternoon light was rapidly fading.

I glanced at my wristwatch. Yes, I still occasionally wore one of those, particularly when promptness was important. It was 5:54 p.m.

Amy and I exchanged greetings, and she gave a little love to Sexy Beast, who occupied his usual luxurious conveyance, a straw bucket tote hanging from my shoulder. Sexy Beast (SB for short) was an apricot toy poodle and my most cherished companion—well, if you didn’t count a certain yummy bartender who’d recently moved into my house.

Okay, I admit it. It wasn’t actually my house, at least not yet. Sexy Beast had inherited the McMansion a year and a half earlier from his original owner, Irene McAuliffe. Yeah, you read that right. I lived in the fanciest doghouse on the planet. It would belong to me someday, but since that someday would be one that didn’t include my beloved SB, I had no problem with my role as the landless guardian of a seven-pound good boy, thank you very much.

My name is Jane Delaney and I am a small business owner. What kind of business? Let me put it this way. There are certain necessary chores that most of us would rather not face. Many of these chores are emotionally taxing. Some might even be considered distasteful or—let’s be honest here—downright disgusting.

And when I say most of us, I mean most of you. It doesn’t bother me in the slightest to arrange for a human body to be composted. Or to force a funeral director to dress a body in a garish clown costume and grinning white-face makeup for the viewing, in accordance with the deceased’s last wishes. Or to swipe, I mean liberate, a valuable mermaid brooch from the corpse during a wake.

Okay, that last one didn’t quite go as planned, but you get the idea. People hire me to get things done. Things that involve dead folks. As you might guess, some of the assignments I’m offered are blatantly illegal. I have no problem turning those down. (What’s that? You have one in mind that’s not so blatant? Let’s talk.)

But as for all those death-related tasks that are unspeakably gory or gooey? Hey, that’s my bread and butter. And yeah, I know that’s a nauseating metaphor and I don’t care. ’Cause I’m the one and only Death Diva.

Yep, that’s what they call me around these here parts—which happens to be Crystal Harbor, an affluent town on the North Shore of Long Island, New York, so I don’t know where that these here parts came from.

But I digress. I was about to tell you about the thing that happened at the Americana on Tuesday, November 4, at precisely 5:58 p.m.

A young couple entering the building held the door open for an older man with a cane who was leaving. I snuck a peek at my watch while Amy gave SB a few more scritches. It was 5:55.

The crisp breeze lifted strands of Amy’s long, brown hair. She tucked her hands into her jacket pockets to warm them. “So who are you visiting here?”

“Oh, it’s just a meeting with a prospective client,” I said, hoping she didn’t ask which of her neighbors was thinking of hiring me. I believe in protecting the privacy of those who find themselves in need of deathy services. If, on the other hand, a client chooses to tell all his friends about the spectacular job the Death Diva did in having Uncle Ed’s ashes mixed into a beautiful stained-glass window, I’m not about to squawk. I mean, who turns down free publicity, right? 

I asked, “Did you just get home from work?”

She nodded. “Figured I’d run out and pick up some Thai.”

As we chatted, I noticed a person on the building’s roof. And was that smoke? I squinted at the purpling sky. A figure in a baggy jacket was leaning with his back against the black metal railing up there, puffing on a cigar and blowing smoke rings.

Sexy Beast started acting restless. He uttered a short, polite bark. It didn’t take someone fluent in Poodle to figure this one out.

“All right, all right.” I set the tote on the grass, clipped the leash onto his harness, and let him hop out to take care of business. Better now than when I was in the middle of my meeting. And yes, the prospective client had granted permission to bring him along. Oh, I love dogs. They’re so much more trustworthy than people. I’m planning to get one from the animal shelter.

Amy strolled with me as I followed my pet and his high-powered nose around the lawn abutting the concrete walkway. “Did you hear the latest?” she asked, with a scowl.

“No. What’s going on?”

She flung her arm toward the building. “The Americana’s being sold. Can you believe it? The new owner’s planning to demolish it and put up one of those big, ugly mansions.”

“Can they do that?” I asked. “Legally, I mean. Some of the tenants have multiyear leases.”

“They can do it,” Amy said, with a disgusted sigh. “The leases we signed allow for termination under certain circumstances.”

“So it’s a done deal?”

“I don’t think it’s done done,” she said, “but close enough. No idea when it’s going to become official.”

I watched SB investigate a crepe myrtle before finally deciding it was worthy of his attention. He lifted his leg. “What will happen to all the people living here?”

“Precisely!” she said. “Some of them have been here for decades. Clover Eklund in One-D has lived here since the place was built fifty-one years ago. She’s a retired math teacher. Barely squeaks by on a minuscule pension and Social Security. She has no family to take her in. Where will she go?”

“Good point,” I said. “It’s not like there are any other rental apartments in Crystal Harbor.”

“Oh, don’t get me started on that,” Amy said. “The Town Council would just love to see this place torn down. Those rich so-and-sos think anyone who has to rent an apartment is someone they don’t want in their precious community. Let me amend that. They don’t want them living in their precious community. They’re perfectly happy to have the riffraff commute an hour and a half from someplace else to mow their lawns and scrub their toilets.”

I happened to know that Sophie Halperin, Crystal Harbor’s mayor and my best friend, didn’t share those snobbish views, but I wasn’t prepared to get into it just then. I had to hurry things along if I didn’t want to be late for my six-o’clock meeting. Isn’t there some saying about having one chance to make a good first impression?

The cigar smoker was still on the roof. Probably didn’t want to stink up his own apartment, or was under his spouse’s strict orders not to. But then why not come downstairs and step outside onto the grass? There were even a couple of benches. He could chat with his neighbors going into and out of the building. That had to be more pleasant than a solitary smoke on the roof of an aging four-story apartment house.

I checked my watch: 5:57. Time to get a move on.

I returned Sexy Beast to his tote, hefted it onto my shoulder, and was about to excuse myself, but Amy was on a roll. “And it’s the same for so many of the folks here, particularly the older ones. I mean, I’ll do okay. I’ve saved enough for a down payment on a nice condo, and my credit is good. But most of the others, well, they’ll be in trouble. I assume they’ll receive some sort of relocation allowance, but how far will that take them?” Her expressive features told me how worried she was for them.

I started to move toward the entrance to the building. “I’ll see what I can find out from Mayor Sophie. She always seems to know everything that’s going on in town.”

Her expression brightened. “Oh, that’s right. You two are close. Maybe you can exert a little influence.” She offered a crooked smile. “Or a lot.”

“Believe me, I’ll try. I’d hate to see—”

A shrill scream interrupted my words. The three of us (yes, I’m including Sexy Beast in that count) turned toward the sound and watched in horror as the cigar smoker plummeted off the roof, along with a section of the railing.

Amy and I screamed, too, and averted our eyes as the poor fellow landed on the building’s concrete frontage with a sickening thud.

No, not a fellow, I belatedly realized. That scream had been decidedly feminine.

That didn’t just happen. It couldn’t have happened.

Amy was groaning, “No, no, no...God, no...” 

Sexy Beast was whining and barking in turns, climbing out of the tote to cling to me. He didn’t need to comprehend the specifics to know his alpha female was in distress. Protecting me was Job One.

A few residents drifted out of the building in response to the screams, only to recoil as they took in the tragic scene.

Amy was shaking so hard, she could barely tap 911 on her phone. As she spoke with the dispatcher, I secured SB in a firm football hold and forced myself to approach the motionless body lying faceup on the concrete. A four-foot length of the roof’s metal railing lay nearby. So did the still-smoldering cigar.

Four stories was a long way to fall, but I’d heard of people surviving falls from similar heights. Even before I knelt to feel for a pulse, however, it was clear she hadn’t been one of the lucky ones.

The poor thing was so young. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five or so. I rose and rejoined Amy.

“They’re on the way,” she said, her voice quavering. Shaking her head in disbelief, she turned away from the sight of her neighbor’s broken body. “Poor Scarlett.”

My gaze snapped to her face. “Scarlett Proctor?”

“Yes. Did you know her?”

“No, we only spoke on the phone,” I said. “She’s the one I was supposed to meet with.”
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Shout It From the Rooftops
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“What did Scarlett want to talk to you about?” Sophie asked me, as Martin slid a double Scotch across the bar to her.

I shrugged and lifted my snifter of tequila. “I wish I knew. She refused to discuss it over the phone. All I know is that she wanted to hire me for some kind of Death Diva gig.”

Amy said, “Which could mean almost anything, considering the scope of your services.” She was nursing a classic Tanqueray martini, straight up with a twist.

Since Amy and I had been the only witnesses to Scarlett’s fatal accident, the police had questioned us at length. For obvious reasons, I was better equipped than Amy to deal with the emotional fallout (yeah, not the best choice of words), so once the cops were finished with us, I took charge. I packed Amy into my red Mazda and swung by the Thai restaurant to pick up our dinner—chicken satay, coconut shrimp, and pad Thai—then headed to my place.

Between bouts of weeping, Amy managed to put away a few bites. I admit it, I felt downright maternal toward her just then, despite the fact that at age forty, I was only eight years her senior. But then, what did I know about being maternal? I’d never been a mom, and the window of opportunity on that one was rapidly slamming shut, much as I wish it weren’t.

Sexy Beast and his recently adopted sister, Layla, a large, black, mixed-breed dog, did their best to cadge some of our takeout, but in the end were forced to settle for their gourmet dog food, which cost nearly as much as our meal.

After settling the two pooches in front of the giant television in my family room and turning on SB’s beloved Cat TV (yeah, my dog’s not right), I’d taken Amy to Murray’s Pub for a therapeutic cocktail or three. A historic watering hole dating from the late nineteenth century, Murray’s was my favorite hangout for many reasons, not the least of which was the presence of my man, Martin McAuliffe, behind the bar.

We’d picked up my bestie, Mayor Sophie Halperin, on the way, and the three of us had claimed the corner barstools farthest from the door. The place was barely half-full on this Tuesday evening, for which I was grateful. Knowing what we’d been through, Martin managed to be attentive without hovering. Speaking of things I was grateful for, he was way up there at the top of the list. I knew he’d be even more attentive when the two of us got home later that night.

Oh, get your mind out of the gutter. I was referring to how supportive he was, how well he read my moods and knew just when I needed a little TLC. My emotional resilience when it came to all things death-related might have been buttressed by my chosen profession, but trust me when I say that nothing in my past had prepared me for the shocking tragedy I’d witnessed earlier.

There was no need to explain any of this to Martin. He knew. I read it in the way his crystal-blue gaze lingered on me even as he mixed drinks and chatted with his regulars.

He produced the bottle of fine añejo sipping tequila he kept on hand just for me, and pulled the stopper for another pour.

I placed my palm over the snifter. “Thanks, Padre, but I’m driving.”

“Why does she call you that?” Amy asked him. “Don’t tell me you trained for the priesthood.”

His answering grin was so preposterously sexy, it was illegal in twenty-three states. My man was tall and tasty, with an athletic build, those mesmerizing blue, blue eyes, and short, sandy hair that I never tired of running my fingers through.

It hadn’t always been this way. Our relationship had gotten off to a rocky start, and it was back then when I’d bestowed the nickname.

“The first time I met Jane,” he said, stoppering the bottle and returning it to its special hidey-hole behind the bar, “I was impersonating a priest.”

His words made Amy snort midsip, only to grimace in the next instant as fine English gin exited via her nostrils.

Remember that mermaid brooch I’d been hired to swipe, I mean liberate from a corpse during the wake? Well, guess who beat me to it. I’d foolishly given Martin the opening he’d needed because I’d assumed he was an actual priest—of the, you know, really hot variety, but a priest nonetheless.

And yes, I do know how wrong that hot-priest thing sounds, but you didn’t see him. Anyway, it turned out all right in the end—well, except for a certain murder, but we had nothing to do with that.

Sophie said, “There’s just one thing I want to know. Well, there are a bunch of things I want to know, but let’s start with what Scarlett was doing up on that roof. Aside from having a smoke, because there’s nothing wrong with firing up a good stogie now and then.”

I happened to know that Sophie herself was not averse to enjoying the occasional cigar. The mayor was a well-nourished fifty-something-year-old with chin-length salt-and-pepper hair and a closet full of colorful tunics and pants.

“It was getting dark,” I said, “and I couldn’t make out details from that distance. Between the short haircut, the baggy clothes, and the cigar... well, I actually thought she was a guy at first.”

Scarlett’s blonde hair had been cut in a feathery pixie style. When she’d died, her figure had been concealed under a brown field jacket and worn-looking jeans.

Martin addressed Amy as he filled a pitcher from the beer taps. “Do you know if she made a habit of that? Going up to the roof for a smoke?”

Amy nodded. “I’d see her up there quite often—always in that same spot. Sometimes she’d be smoking. Other times she’d have her sketchbook with her. She liked to draw up there. Winter, summer... The cold didn’t seem to bother her, as long as it wasn’t raining.”

I said, “Was she a professional artist or was it just a hobby?”

Amy sipped her martini. “Scarlett was a cartoonist. I know she had a website, and she used to sell pieces to this online magazine.”

“And she made a living at that?” Sophie asked.

Amy wagged her hand in a gesture that said, More or less. “She once told me she supplemented her cartoon income with freelance work through one of those task sites. You know, like if someone needed some sort of illustration, or a portrait, maybe a business logo. That sort of thing. Kind of like what her sister does, but not in the same nine-to-five way.”

“Her sister?” I said.

“Yeah, her older sister lives at the Americana, too. Carolyn. She moved in four months ago after her divorce. Apparently her ex got the house, which is right here in Crystal Harbor. The girls grew up here, and apparently neither of them wanted to move away. Carolyn does graphic design for some big ad agency in the city.”

“I didn’t realize Scarlett had family in the building,” I said. “That must’ve been nice for her.”

Amy looked dubious. “Not really. They weren’t that close. Whenever I saw them cross paths, they basically ignored each other.”

“How sad. Do their parents lived nearby?”

“They’re both gone. Their mom died when Scarlett was just eleven—cancer, I think—and their dad committed suicide about nine months ago, around the beginning of March.”

“Oh no,” I said. “Tragedy seems to follow this family.”

“It gets worse,” Amy said. “Their father had been embezzling from the construction company he worked for. After he was caught, he hanged himself in his attic rather than face prison.”

That shut us all up for a moment. Finally Sophie said, “Any other siblings?”

“No, it’s just the two sisters. Scarlett did have a boyfriend for a while, since last spring. Hal something.” Amy frowned in concentration. “Last name begins with a K. He lives on the third floor.”

Martin spoke up. “You said she did have a boyfriend. What happened?”

Amy shrugged. “All I know is, they split up about six weeks ago, at the end of September. I do know he wasn’t happy about the breakup. More than once I got out of the elevator on Four and saw him talking to Scarlett through her closed door, trying to get her to open up, to give him another chance.”

Sophie said, “So you live on the same floor as Scarlett.”

“Yep. We’d ride the elevator together sometimes. She wasn’t much for gabbing, kind of kept to herself, but I have a way of drawing people out. We had a few pleasant conversations in the laundry room waiting for our wash to get done.”

The padre set a bowl of salted nuts in front of us. “Sounds like Scarlett was a loner.”

“She was definitely that,” Amy said. “And it might sound strange to describe a young person this way, but she was a little eccentric. Maybe ‘offbeat’ is more accurate.”

Sophie said, “Didn’t keep the boyfriend from trying to get back with her, apparently. Was he that way, too? Offbeat?”

“No, Hal seems like a normal guy. Not that I know him that well. And good-looking. But then so was Scarlett. I mean, yeah, she didn’t do much to enhance her looks, with those shapeless thrift-store clothes and never a drop of makeup. Not that she needed it. She was really a very pretty girl, with a nice, petite shape.”

“So she bought her clothes from thrift stores?” I asked.

“Mostly, yeah,” Amy said. “She made some things, too, like hand-knitted shawls and hats. She bought this sewing machine from Clover Eklund when Clover’s arthritis got to where she could no longer use it. Scarlett taught herself to sew with it. She’d collect unique old textiles, like tablecloths and curtains, and turn them into funky clothing.”

Sophie’s eyebrows rose. “Not too many young people sew nowadays. What kind of clothes did she make?”

“Let’s see... long skirts, halter tops for the summer, that sort of thing. I doubt she ever relied on a pattern. Oh, and she made a quilted comforter for Hal back when they were together.”

Martin asked, “Did she do this, the thrifting, for financial reasons or was it a fashion choice?”

Amy thought about it. “Most likely both. Plus she believed in recycling things instead of sending them to the landfill and using up the earth’s limited resources to replace them. That’s how she put it. She didn’t just buy secondhand, either, she also salvaged stuff from people’s trash. She scored a beautiful old desk that way. Refinished it herself.”

I said, “Somehow I can’t see the Crystal Harbor constabulary letting her rummage through the citizens’ trash on their curbs.”

Amy smiled. “Scarlett could be pretty sly about it. Sometimes did it in the middle of the night before the truck came around in the morning. But usually she’d make her rounds in full daylight after people put their bins at the curb. She’d lift the lid and take a peek, and if she saw something she wanted, she’d simply knock on the homeowner’s door and ask permission to take the old cookbook or chipped planter or whatever it was that caught her eye. She was very polite about it, and they almost always said yes. A couple of times people even invited her into their homes to offer her other items they were done with.”

The padre paused while wiping down the bar. “It sounds like this loner had some people skills.”

“I think that’s a good way of putting it. She interacted with other humans on her own terms. She was the most self-reliant person I ever met. Even cut her own hair, and it always looked really cute.” Amy started tearing up, and I leaned over to put my arm around her. “I’m okay,” she said, as Martin handed her some paper napkins.

“Next question,” Sophie said. “Does the Americana allow the residents to go up to the roof?”

“No.” Amy blotted her eyes. “It’s supposed to be just maintenance staff that go up there. The door leading to that stairwell is kept locked. But somehow Scarlett managed. The only other person I occasionally saw up there was this old guy Nolan Whitehouse. Well, he wasn’t that old—maybe sixty. He lived on the second floor. But a real curmudgeon, one of the most unlikable people I’ve ever met. He and Scarlett seemed to get along, though. I used to see them up there together.”

“Did he move away?” I asked. “You said he lived on the second floor.”

Amy shook her head. “He died about a month ago.”

“Speaking of the Americana,” I said, “you mentioned the property’s about to be sold. Any idea who the buyer is?”

Sophie answered for her. “It’s a developer acting on behalf of an extremely wealthy client. Don’t know much more, but I’ll try to find out. Most of the Town Council is thrilled, of course. They’ve been wanting the Americana gone for years. An eyesore, harboring undesirables, all that nonsense. There was even talk at one point of having the building condemned.”

“They’d never get away with that,” Amy said. “The Americana is well maintained and always has been. Sure, it’s getting on in years, and it might not be the prettiest structure in Crystal Harbor, but it’s sound and... well, I just can’t see how it makes sense to evict sixty-five households and tear down a perfectly habitable apartment house so some developer can slap up a single-family monstrosity in its place. Scarlett was more outraged about it than anyone.”

I wasn’t surprised, considering how committed she’d been to preserving and conserving. Scarlett Proctor would have had some choice words for that developer.
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Loose Ends
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It felt kind of sad and, yes, a little creepy to be returning so soon to the Americana apartments. I even pulled my Mazda into the same guest spot it had occupied four days earlier when Scarlett had taken her tumble off the roof.

The truth is, I’d been mentally debating how much time I should give her sister before contacting her. I was dying to know what Scarlett had wanted to hire me for, and I figured the sister might know. But I wasn’t about to bother a grieving family member just to satisfy my own unquenchable curiosity.

Imagine my surprise, then, when Carolyn Proctor Bailey called me out of the blue yesterday and asked for a meeting. She said she needed to discuss something with me, but preferred to do so in person.

Just like Scarlett. Déjà vu.

Of course I agreed to the meeting, though it took every ounce of willpower I possessed to keep from blurting, Stay off the roof!

I knocked on the door of apartment 2J and arranged my features into a pleasant half smile for the eyeball on the other side of the peephole. After an awkward half minute or so, I heard the deadbolt slide and watched the door swing open.

Like her late sister, Carolyn was petite, about three inches shorter than my own five foot six. She looked to be about thirty and wore her long, dark-blonde hair in a casual half updo, with soft tendrils framing her face. Unlike Scarlett, her clothing choices were conventional—a lavender pullover sweater and taupe pants, plus a bit of makeup and gold hoop earrings. No thrift-store finds or handmade duds for her, not even on a Saturday morning when meeting with that weirdo Death Diva lady.

Her welcoming smile put me at ease as she ushered me into her apartment. Amy had mentioned that Carolyn had lived there for only four months, since her divorce, and indeed, the furnishings had that flat-pack “some assembly required” vibe, as if the apartment’s occupant had been forced to leave her cherished Ethan Allen dining-room set and king-size sleigh bed in a center-hall Colonial she no longer called home.

She said the predictable thing. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me on such short notice.”

I gave the predictable response. “No problem. I’m so sorry about your sister, Ms. Bailey.”

She acknowledged this with a little nod, and said, “Please, call me Carolyn. The police told me you were there when it happened.”

This conversation was suddenly more difficult than I’d anticipated. “Yes, I was. I’m so very sorry for your loss,” I repeated. “I can’t imagine...” I bit my tongue to keep from saying sorry again.

“Where are my manners?” She gestured for me to sit. “Coffee?”

“I’d love some. Black, no sugar.”

While Carolyn busied herself in the kitchen, I chose a modern upholstered armchair that the Swedish manufacturer probably called something like Äktenskapsskillnad. She returned moments later with two mugs and a plate of homemade oatmeal cookies.

I was still full from breakfast, but hey, ain’t nothing wrong with a pick-me-up to tide me over till lunch. I believe the British call this particular mini-meal elevenses. For the record, I’m also a fan of threeses, nineses, and middle-of-the-nightses.

As Carolyn settled herself on a matching armchair, I felt obliged to say, “You have a lovely apartment.”

“Thank you. It’s just a rental, but I try to keep it nice. I put together most of the furniture myself.”

In truth, it was far too spare for my taste. Soulless, even. Few decorative touches, no art on the walls. The place seemed transitory, as if its occupant wasn’t emotionally invested in her new home. As if she anticipated another move in the near future.

A move back to the home she’d shared with her ex? I wondered who’d initiated the divorce, and why.

Glancing around, I did spy one item that appeared out of place. A copy of GQ sat on top of a small stack of periodicals on a side table. A man’s magazine. Maybe Carolyn had moved on from her former spouse after all.

Signaling an end to the polite small talk, she said, “You’re probably wondering how I got your phone number, Jane.”

Not really, considering approximately ten thousand of my business cards were circulating around town, but I played along. “I hope it wasn’t too difficult.”

“I found it in Scarlett’s apartment. I’d never seen the place before.”

Excuse me, what? During the entire four months you’ve been living here, you never once entered your sister’s apartment? Amy had said that the sisters basically ignored each other. Until this moment, I’d assumed that was an exaggeration.

Carolyn’s mouth twisted. “Turned out she was living in a hoarder’s paradise. Big surprise. In any event, I found a note on her fridge with your number and the time you two were supposed to meet.”

“Okay,” I said, and waited for her to continue.

She said, “Can I ask what she wanted to discuss with you?”

I took a bite of a seriously delicious cookie to buy time to formulate a response. It’s a policy of mine not to discuss a client’s business with others, but I realized in this case there wasn’t much to discuss. Finally I said, “I wish I could help you, Carolyn. I know she was interested in hiring me, but she wouldn’t discuss it over the phone. To be honest, I was hoping you might know.”

This wasn’t what she’d expected to hear, I could tell. A frown tugged at her eyebrows. “Well, that’s a disappointment. It feels like a, well, like a kind of loose end. I don’t like loose ends.”

“Could it have had something to do with a relative’s death?” I asked. “Or a friend’s?”

She shook her head. “We haven’t lost any relatives recently. Our mother died fourteen years ago. And Scarlett didn’t have friends.”

Had Carolyn even known her sister well enough to make a statement like that? If it was true that Scarlett had no friends, that sad fact didn’t seem to bother Carolyn, judging by her impassive expression. All she seemed to care about was the “loose end” she was trying to tie up: Why did her dead sister want to hire the Death Diva?

Scarlett might not have had friends at the time of her death, but if what Amy had told us was true, that hadn’t always been the case. There was the ex-boyfriend, Hal, who lived in the building. And hadn’t she said that Scarlett had been friendly with an old fellow named Nolan before he died?

“I suppose we’ll never know why Scarlett called me.” I set my mostly full mug on the coffee table, preparing to make my exit. “Was there anything else?”

If that was all Carolyn wanted to talk about, I could’ve saved myself the drive over there. What was it with the Proctor sisters and their aversion to phone conversations? Perhaps they believed, as Martin did, that there was no substitute for face-to-face communication.

She surprised me by saying, “There is something else. I was actually hoping to hire you myself, Jane.”

That was more like it. I said, “It can be complicated, not to mention emotionally taxing, to arrange for a loved one’s funeral and the disposition of the remains. I can help you with that, Carolyn. And if you’d rather handle it yourself, I’m happy to offer advice and contacts—at no charge, of course.”

Carolyn raised her palm. “That won’t be necessary. Scarlett’s already been cremated. No need for a funeral. Most of our relatives live in California, and like I said, she didn’t have friends.”

Was this woman really that cold, or was it a defense mechanism to keep from dealing with her sudden loss? I’d seen all kinds of reactions over the years, but in my experience, even family members who hadn’t gotten along with the deceased will at least put on an outward display of grief.

As for Scarlett being denied even a modest sendoff, some recognition of the life she’d lived... well, to my mind, that in itself was a tragedy.

I was just irked enough to say, “I find it hard to believe your sister had no one in her life aside from you. She must’ve had at least a couple of business connections where she sold her cartoons.”

Carolyn shrugged. “I suppose so. I wouldn’t begin to know how to contact them.”

“Do you have her computer?” I asked. “Her contacts should be—”

“Yes, of course,” she said, with obvious annoyance. “I retrieved her laptop when I was in that awful apartment. That’s not the sort of thing you want to end up in the wrong hands. She kept her passwords on a sticky note right there on the computer, for heaven’s sake. I mean, how careless can you be?”

She seemed to expect an answer, so I said, “It certainly saved you some hassle, though.”

“I have her phone, too,” Carolyn said. “As for searching her contacts, it turns out my sister disabled both her contact and calendar apps. Who lives like that?”

Everyone had lived like that, I wanted to remind her, before personal computers and smart phones were a thing. “Maybe she was old-school,” I said. “As in a paper calendar and address book. If so, it wouldn’t be that difficult for you to track down her business associates.”

Correction, I thought, as I took in Carolyn’s stony expression. It wouldn’t be that difficult for someone who actually cared about the deceased.

I said, “I assume you’ve notified your relatives in California.”

“Of course. But they hardly knew Scarlett and can’t be expected to put their lives on hold to travel across the country for the funeral of a virtual stranger.”

“Did she have any pals from her school days?” I asked.

“None that I know of. Listen, Jane, I know you mean well, but—”

“How about family friends?” I persisted. “You know, friends of your parents, folks who might’ve been around when you two were growing up.”

Carolyn went still. She was thinking about someone. I waited, and finally she gave a resigned sigh. “My dad had this close friend from college. Robert Jernigan. The two families used to get together all the time.”

“Okay,” I said, “now we’re getting somewhere.”

“Not really. I completely lost touch with the two sons our age, and so did Scarlett. I believe Bob told me one of them is teaching in Barcelona, and the other is... an accountant? Something like that. In Chicago.”

“So you’re still in touch with the father?” I said.

“Well, yeah, he lives in this building. It’s temporary. He moved in when he got divorced last winter.”

Just like Carolyn herself, I thought. Did she consider her stay here temporary as well, just until she finds husband number two? That would explain the knockdown furniture. I imagined her poring over the cartoonish assembly instructions for this coffee table, with all the parts spread out on the floor, including that cheap little Allen wrench they always give you.

“That’s nice,” I said, “that Bob’s your neighbor now, at least for a while.”

“We don’t see each other much on a day-to-day basis,” she said. “Our jobs keep us busy. But we make time to meet for lunch every few weeks. And we go to the same gym. Sometimes I see him there. He likes to check up on us—” She faltered on the word us, but recovered quickly. “Since our father is deceased, I think Bob feels kind of responsible for our welfare. Maybe that’ll change now that it’s just me. I know he was worried about Scarlett. She was so... reckless in the way she lived her life.”

I flashed on an image of Scarlett Proctor leaning on that roof railing four stories above the ground.

“She didn’t join you and Bob for these lunches?” I asked.

“My sister wasn’t the most sociable person, and she didn’t care for him.” 

“Are you in touch with his ex-wife?” I asked.

“No, I was never that close with her,” she said. “He’s engaged to someone else now. I’ve met her a couple of times, the fiancée. April Urban. She seems nice.”

“It sounds like Bob might welcome a celebration of Scarlett’s life,” I said.

“A what? Oh, that’s your fancy way of saying a funeral. He did seem surprised I wasn’t planning anything. He said I could always change my mind and arrange a memorial service at some point in the future when my grief isn’t so fresh.”

Grief, huh? Guess that’s what they’re calling apathy nowadays. “So Scarlett had opted for cremation?” I asked.

Carolyn rolled her eyes. “She wanted some woo-woo thing called a ‘green burial.’ I wasn’t about to start in with that nonsense. Cremation is quick, cheap, and efficient, as I’m sure you’ll agree.”

I had to take a slow, deep breath to calm myself. Don’t get me wrong. There’s nothing wrong with cremation, but this woman had just shamelessly admitted she’d disregarded her sister’s clearly stated wishes. “Just so you know,” I said, “there’s nothing woo-woo about green burial. It’s simply a more natural, eco-friendly option. Any funeral home can arrange it, and it’s actually much cheaper than a conventional burial.”

“Well, it’s done,” she said, “and it’s one more thing I don’t need to think about.”

“So if you didn’t want to see me about your sister’s final arrangements, what is it that I can do for you, Carolyn?”

“Scarlett’s apartment is crammed to the rafters with all kinds of... well, all kinds of worthless crap, to be blunt. I’d like to just bring in one of those junk-removal companies to clear it all away, but it’s possible there are some items of value mixed in with the trash. I don’t have the time or inclination to go through it all myself. I researched you and spoke with a couple of your clients. They vouched for your integrity and professionalism. Is this something you’d be willing to tackle?”

I’d taken on that kind of assignment several times in the past, though I’d be lying if I said I enjoyed it. Nowadays I generally make my excuses and recommend someone else.

But Scarlett was a different matter. I’d witnessed that poor girl’s final seconds on this earth, heard her terrified scream as she fell to her death. I’d thought of little else during the four days that had elapsed since then.

Perhaps if I had free rein to sift through her belongings, I could figure out what she’d wanted to hire me for. Still, the very thought of diving into a hoarding situation made me itch.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Let me take a look at her apartment before I make a decision.”

“Fair enough. The cops gave me her keys. I’ll take you there after we finish our coffee. The building’s owners would like the cleanup done ASAP, of course, so they can rent it out again.”

“They actually said that?” I asked. “So soon after you lost your sister?”

“Oh, they pretend to care,” she said, “but I can read between the lines. And also, well, her apartment is just this huge chore hanging over my head. I don’t need the pressure.”

“Who owns the building?” I asked, thinking of the impending sale.

“It’s this married couple, Joel and Joanie Devine. They’re the original owners, and as you can imagine, they’re getting on in years. And getting lazy and cheap, if you ask me. Cutting corners.”

“What do you mean?”

She seemed surprised I had to ask. “How about the fact that the railing on the roof failed. Obviously it wasn’t properly inspected or repaired. I’m planning to file a wrongful-death lawsuit.”

I must admit that when Amy mentioned how well the building had always been maintained, I did wonder about that railing.

“I can recommend a lawyer,” I said, “if you need one.”

“Thanks, but Bob Jernigan is a lawyer. I’m sure he’ll be happy to handle it for me.”

I said, “I visited Scarlett’s website. She was a very talented cartoonist. I love her quirky drawing style.”

“‘Quirky’?” she scoffed. “Amateurish is more like it.”

Believe me, there was nothing amateurish about Scarlett’s drawings. They exhibited a refined artistic skill and keen sense of humor. She’d populated her cartoon world with a wide variety of human, nonhuman, and inanimate subjects. There were a few recurring characters, including a smart-mouthed baby, a time-traveling Leonardo da Vinci, an extraterrestrial alien with an inferiority complex, and a neat-freak rat with strong opinions about housekeeping.

Her website also included a short video in which she discussed her work. Scarlett had been, as Amy had rightly noted, quite pretty, with lively brown eyes and a golden-blonde pixie cut that was substantially less red than my own strawberry-blonde hair.

I asked, “What do you do for a living, Carolyn?” As if I didn’t already know.

“I’m an artist, too. I work for Ainsley Media.”

“The big ad agency?” I said. “I’m impressed.”

“I’m proud of the work I do for our clients. But of course, I’m an anonymous cog in the machine. Countless people have seen my designs, but how many know the name Carolyn Bailey? I’ll tell you how many. Precisely zero. I did better than Scarlett in all our art classes. Ask any of our teachers. She didn’t have a fraction of my talent, to say nothing of a little thing called work ethic, but she’s the one with her name out there.”

Out there? Until four days ago, I’d never heard of Scarlett Proctor. I like to think that if her life hadn’t been cut short, she might’ve gained wider recognition, but during her lifetime, her work was not widely known.

Carolyn’s mouth thinned. “My sister did a lot of damage with those ‘quirky’ cartoons of hers.”

I frowned. “Damage? All I saw was these really cute, slice-of-life drawings and panels. I mean, it’s clear she took some inspiration from her own life—”

“Not just her own life, Jane. She didn’t care whose secrets she revealed, whose trust she violated.”

“Are you referring to yourself?”

Her tone was pure venom as she said, “My marriage was a casualty of my sister’s so-called art.”

“Are you telling me she shared, um, inappropriate details about you and your husband?” I asked.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“And she identified you by name?”

There was that eye-roll again. “She didn’t have to. Anyone who knew Stefan and me would know immediately who was represented in those drawings
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