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  Chapter 1


  Dear Auntie Mabel,


  Whenever we’re out with other people, my thin friend “Denise” always finds some opportunity or other to make a comment about my weight: nothing outright nasty, but she’ll say that “a few extra pounds looks good on me” or she’ll mention a dress shop that I should try where they have clothes for the “larger woman.” Maybe I am a bit plump, but I’m certainly not obese. “Denise” and I have been friends for a long time, but I find her remarks hurtful and humiliating. How do I get her to stop referring to my weight in front of others?


  Pleasingly Plump in Springfield


  Tell her to shut her big, mean-spirited mouth, I thought to myself. Say the next time she makes a public comment about your weight, you’ll kick her scrawny butt across the room. My fingers were poised over the keyboard, ready to fire off my answer.


  I paused and took a deep breath. That was me speaking, not Auntie Mabel. I could almost see Auntie the way she was, or, since there were no known photos of her and I’d never actually met her, the way I imagined she had been. She settled into the chair next to my desk. She was comfortably large, with soft, pillow-like breasts where a girl could rest her head while she told Auntie all the problems of the day. A woman whose gentle compassion was wedded to a sharp mind, and supported by a lifetime of carefully chewed and digested experience. Auntie gave me a warning smile.


  Be careful now, don’t let your emotions get in the way of good sense. You’ve got a responsibility to your readers to show some restraint.


  I nodded, and my fingers picked their way cautiously over the computer’s keyboard.


  Pleasingly Plump,


  Although Denise is a friend of yours, she is not acting very much like a friend. You should point out to her that you find her remarks to be painful and wish she would stop. You might also ask her if there is something bothering her in your relationship that she would like to discuss with you. Perhaps after clearing the air, you’ll find that you are better friends than ever.


  Auntie Mabel


  Yeah, right, I thought. And maybe you’ll find out the miserable witch was never a friend of yours in the first place and that she’s probably been sleeping with your husband. Auntie Mabel gave me one of her “now, now,” looks, and I took another deep breath. I have to listen to Auntie Mabel because like it or not, we’re a team. I’m the living half and she’s not. A less pleasant way of putting it is that I’m taking the place of a dead person.


  None of this is quite as weird as it sounds. Mabel Ann Rickdorf had written the advice column for The Ravensford Chronicle, located in the town of Ravensford in western Massachusetts, for over thirty years. She had always done so secretly, her identity known only to a handful of newspaper employees who were sworn to keep the matter confidential or be terminated. Since she had gone by the name of Ann in civilian life, her authorship of Ask Auntie Mabel had remained one of the great mysteries of regional journalism. Her sudden death by choking at the Big Bun on the eve of her seventieth birthday had both saddened and frightened the manager of The Chronicle, Roger St. Claire. Her column was known to be one of the few reasons why anyone bothered to purchase what might uncharitably be considered an uninspired waste of ink and trees.


  In desperation Roger had turned to his old friend, Jessica Hallowell, who later became his live-in girlfriend, if you can say that about a women well into her eighth decade of life. She’s my grandmother and we were sharing the same house at that time. Gran had thoughtfully recommended me for the job based on my slender resume as a writer: four years as a publicist for an art museum in Boston and as an interviewer for Picture This! It’s sort of an alternative newspaper read only by those unknown artists mentioned in its pages.


  So anyway that’s how I, Laura Magee, a year and a half ago in my late twenties became the new Auntie Mabel. That’s generally my job, although I’m sometimes allowed to do a human-interest story or a bit of investigative journalism.


  On my down days I see myself as a pathetic reporter wannabe who gets thrown the occasionally story because her grandmother four months ago married the big boss. If you looked up “pathetic” in the dictionary there’d probably be a picture of me sitting at my computer. I was living in a condo owned by my grandmother and boss, working at a job that they arranged for me, and pretending to be a dead woman who knew what a person should do in all of life’s difficult situations. What a fraud! I couldn’t even get my own life on track, and here I was dispensing nuggets of wisdom to people who were less screwed up than myself. As you can tell, I wasn’t having one of my better days.


  Roger walked down the hall from his office and across the open newsroom to my desk. He nodded then coughed slightly, as he always did before he began to speak. I think it was his way of buying time to get his thoughts in order.


  “There’s something I’d like to talk to you about,” he said somberly.


  I’m being fired, I thought. It was probably my answer to Overly Maternal in Miller’s Falls, the woman whose thirty-five-year-old son had deserted his wife and three children to return to live with his mother because he liked her cooking better. I suggested she feed him baby food, which was all he deserved, until he grew up enough to go back to his wife and family. Auntie Mabel had warned me I was coming close to the edge on that one.


  Roger sat on the edge of the chair next to my desk, looking extremely uncomfortable. “I have an assignment for you,” he said. He took a slip of paper out of his suit coat pocket and studied it. “Raoul’s School of Ballroom Dance is opening up on Elm Street this week. We should do a feature on it with a couple of pictures. I spoke to the owner, and set up an appointment for you at one o’clock today. Is that okay?”


  I nodded, suddenly happier. Maybe I wasn’t getting fired after all, but I could tell by the look on Roger’s face there was more to come so I wasn’t out of the woods yet.


  “Urm.” He cleared his throat again. That could get to really bother me.


  “Your grandmother and I seem to be having a bit of a disagreement.”


  Uh-oh! I could see real trouble coming down the track now. There was no way I was going to end up in the middle of a lover’s quarrel, even if the lovers were in their seventies. If I took Roger’s side I’d be offending my landlady; if I took Gran’s side, I’d be offending my boss. This had lose-lose written all over it in capital letters.


  “What about?” I asked.


  “Urm.”


  I wanted to reach across and choke him.


  “You know we went to Florida for the winter?”


  I nodded. A silly question. Of course, I did. I’d spent most of December through March envying the two of them while I sat through a typical New England winter.


  “Well, I’d like to live there permanently.”


  “And Gran doesn’t want to?” I asked. I figured questions were safe. They didn’t commit me to one side or the other.


  He looked like he was about to clear his throat again, but the expression on my face stopped him.


  “I don’t think she’d mind for herself. After all, most of her interests can be pursued anywhere.”


  Yoga, Japanese flower arranging, meditation, and Eastern religions: yeah, I figured most of those could be practiced in Florida with no problem.


  “She thinks I need The Chronicle in order to keep my mind active. She believes a steady diet of golf, fishing, reading novels and sitting around the pool will lead to my steady mental deterioration.”


  “I see. Well, that is a problem.”


  We sat and looked everywhere but at each other. Now that I’d admitted that I comprehended the dimensions of the matter, I knew the next thing coming would be a request for help. A plea that Roger didn’t want to make, and I didn’t want to hear. I decided that it might be in my best interest to be proactive, as they say.


  “Why don’t I discuss this with Gran and make sure that I really understand what’s at issue here?”


  Roger glanced at me uncertainly as if only a fool couldn’t see the issue.


  “Sometimes when two people disagree, it’s because the question has just been phrased in an unfortunate way,” I explained. In the back of my mind I could see Auntie Mabel smile with approval at my limp response. “Once the matter is put in a different context the conflict may disappear.”


  I could see Roger wondering how the issue of spending the year in Florida was open to a wide range of interpretations.


  “Very well,” he said finally, standing up, apparently deciding that a quarter of a loaf was better than no loaf at all. “I hope you can work something out.”


  I didn’t like the heavy emphasis being placed on my negotiating skills.


  He started away then turned back. “You won’t forget about Raoul’s?”


  I’d already forgotten. “I’ll go there this afternoon.”


  He nodded. “This relationship stuff makes you think,” he said cryptically, then headed back to his office.


  I wondered how a man who had been unhappily married for over thirty years before being widowed managed to remain such a novice when it came to relationships. Of course, maybe good marriages and bad marriages are alike in one way; neither requires that you spend much time working things out.


  Chapter 2


  I glanced down at the row of Super Save More bags lined up next to my desk. They formed an orderly row, with the bag containing the oldest letters closest to my chair so they would be answered soonest. I never like to have more than three bags lined up. Auntie Mabel constantly reminds me that each letter represents a real human problem that needs to be solved as quickly as possible, so I shouldn’t allow myself to fall far behind. Who knew what tragedies might result from such laziness? Taking this to heart I tend to see the row of bags as little tan people staring at me with doleful eyes asking me how long it will be before I get around to their concerns. Some people accumulate guilt by the thimbleful, I gathered it by the bagful.


  I reached in the bag closest to me and was delighted to find only eight letters remained. If I worked diligently I would be down to two bags by the time I stopped for lunch. For the next two hours I rolled right along, dispensing advice with the expeditiousness of a cafeteria worker doling out the shepherd’s pie on the middle school chow line. The cat with a clock in its stomach that sat on top of my desk was showing eleven forty-five when I reached in the bag and found one lonely letter yet remaining. I spread it out on my desk, hoping that I could dispense with it quickly and move on to lunch.


  Dear Auntie Mabel,


  I’ve never written a letter like this before, but I don’t know what to do or who to turn to for advice. I met Jack about six weeks ago. Right away I thought that he was the most charming man I’d ever known. But I was reluctant to get involved with him because Jack is a number of years younger than I am. When I mentioned that to him, he said it didn’t matter because he preferred more mature women. I can’t tell you how happy I’ve been, Auntie Mabel, since I met Jack. The five years after my divorce have been a long, lonely time, and I was convinced that now things were going to turn around for me. When Jack casually mentioned that he was having some problems getting a bank loan, I was happy to offer him a sizeable sum from my savings to help him. The problem is that since I gave Jack the money, I’ve noticed a definite cooling in his feelings toward me. Whenever I call to see when we can get together, he gives me the excuse that he has to work, and he’ll get back to me. But he never does. I can’t tell my family because they don’t know about Jack, and they’d just tell me I’d been a fool—an old fool, who’s been swindled by a cute younger man. I’m hurt, but more than that, I’m angry. I want to confront him, but I don’t know what I can really do to get my money back.


  Desperate in Ravensford


  

  

  Dear Desperate,


  I think you have sized up Jack correctly. He’s nothing but a fraud and swindler. I think you should contact a lawyer to find out what your legal rights are. Even if there is no binding contract here that would enable you to get your money back, you can put it down as a gift to him on your income tax. A conversation with the local police might also be advisable since a man like Jack may well be into criminal activities. Even if you can’t get your money back, you may exact a measure of revenge.


  Auntie Mabel


  I could see Auntie Mabel shaking her head reprovingly. She considered revenge to be a base motive, while I thought that sometimes it was the only form of punishment available to the weak. Sometimes the nice guys needed a little encouragement to fight back. I glanced at the postmark on the letter. It had come in to the paper over two weeks ago. Too bad that it had percolated down to the bottom of the bag. I could imagine Desperate checking The Chronicle daily, hoping to see Auntie’s reply. I hit the key that sent my answer off. At least she’d have a response within the next week. I smiled to myself. Sometimes this job did have its moments of satisfaction.


  My eye traveled from the postmark to the left-hand corner of the envelope, and I saw the name “Marion M. Jensen” written boldly above her address. Although most people gave themselves fictitious names in their letters, some slavishly wrote their real names in their return addresses. Maybe they thought advice columnists were bound by the same vow of secrecy as priests in a confessional. That wasn’t true. I sincerely hoped that no one ever admitted to committing a serious crime in a letter, but if someone did, there was no doubt in my mind that I’d definitely hand it over to the police in a flash.


  I pushed myself away from my desk and rubbed my eyes. All that reading can be a challenging task. I went to the office closet to prepare for my trip to Raoul’s. I picked up the necessary photography equipment, which consisted of the small digital camera all of us used except for the “real photographer” on staff who had his own equipment, and I made sure that I had a fresh notebook. Then I grabbed the empty grocery bag next to my desk and moved the other two up the line. At least I’d be getting out this afternoon, I thought to myself, as I stuffed the empty Super Save More bag into the recycle bin with a feeling of freedom. A bag emptied and an outdoor excursion coming up. Life sure was good at The Ravensford Chronicle.


  I pulled my lunch bag out of the small refrigerator in the back corner of the office and stopped at the coffee maker to pour myself a mug of bitter brew from what remained in the morning pot. I returned to my desk and got out the plastic container of yogurt and peeled off the top. Normally with my lunch I read a novel or the Boston newspaper, if I’ve bothered to pick one up. But I had just finished all the books I’d borrowed from the library, and I hadn’t been out this morning for a paper. So I reached across the desk and flipped over yesterday’s Chronicle, which I hadn’t bothered to look at. The thrill of reading my own anonymous columns had disappeared months ago, and the news of Ravensford tended toward a certain sameness: auto accidents, burglaries, and cuts in the already inadequate school funding. But I still liked to glance through the phone call-in line, so I could be reassured that my neighbors were still as opinionated as usual. As I slid the paper toward me, the first section flipped over and I was faced with the obituaries. Although I didn’t know many of the people in town, my eye ran quickly over the page.


  “Marion Michelle Jensen, 53, of this city.” My eye moved past the line, then returned with a sense of shock that sent my spoon clattering down on the desk. How many Marion M. Jensens could there be in a town the size of Ravensford? I read the article. There was nothing about “dying after a long illness” or “donations should be made to the cancer fund.” There was no indication at all as to the cause of death, only the vague statement that she had “died at home,” leaving behind a daughter and a mother who lived in town. The article also said that she had worked for the last ten years in the offices at the Stanhope Cement Company. Viewing hours were today at Fegoda’s Funeral Home with burial tomorrow. I stared at the small picture next to the obituary. It was rather formal, as if she’d been dressed up for a special occasion, but she looked like a nice woman, someone who just wanted to have a happy life.


  I sat back in my chair. A feeling of emptiness came over me as I realized that Desperate in Ravensford would never get to see my response to her letter. She had died in the middle of our conversation. If only I’d gotten to her letter sooner, at least she might have felt a sense of comfort that someone had cared about her problem. A darker thought came into my mind. What if her death was somehow related to her conflict with “Jack”?


  Don’t jump to conclusions, girl, Auntie Mabel warned. You’ve got no reason to think that this is anything other than a natural death.


  “But what if,” I insisted. “I can’t just let it go. No one else knows about her relationship with “Jack” other than me. It’s my responsibility to find out if he had anything to do with her death.”


  Auntie Mabel frowned, then she nodded. But at least do it through official channels. Contact Chief Farantello.


  It was my turn to nod agreement, but I resisted.


  Michael Farantello was the chief of the small detective branch in Ravensford. We’d dated on and off for a total of about three months, and I’d thought that maybe, just maybe, it was going to lead to something. However, it all ended when his daughter was diagnosed with diabetes. Farantello and her mother were divorced, but the girl, Andrea is her name, using all the wiles of a thirteen-year-old, said that the one thing she thought would help her recover most was to have her parents return to living together. Pretty clever, I had to hand it to the kid. If you’re going to have a serious illness, you should take advantage of it to get the one thing you want out of life, having your family back together again. I’m not really as cold about all this as I sound. It could be that Andrea wasn’t really that manipulative, and Michael was a little too quick to feel guilty about having a girlfriend. Who knows? At any rate, he suggested that we stop seeing each other until Andrea showed some definite signs of improvement. We’d gotten together briefly over the winter when Andrea’s condition had improved, but it hadn’t lasted. I wasn’t certain that Andrea’s condition would ever be good enough for us to be together permanently.


  Well, Auntie Mabel prodded me.


  I shook my head. “Not just yet. I’ll contact Farantello after I’ve done some checking on my own. There may be a simple explanation for Marion’s death that had nothing to do with ‘Jack.’”


  You’re avoiding Chief Farantello, Auntie Mabel said in an accusatory tone.


  “So call me human,” I shot back, quickly spooning the remaining yogurt into my mouth and gulping some too hot coffee.


  Auntie Mabel remained silent, and before she could come up with any new ideas, I grabbed my camera and headed out the door.


  Raoul’s School of Ballroom Dance was in a small strip mall just outside the center of town. A double storefront sandwiched between a music store and a liquor store, the mall seemed to provide just about all you would need for a good time. I moved backward and forward and fiddled with the zoom lens until I managed to get a picture of the front that didn’t show the establishments on either side. Stuffing my notebook in the back pocket of my jeans, I walked up to the glass door of Raoul’s, which sported the silhouette of a couple doing an improbably deep dip. I wasn’t sure I would trust any man to tip me that far backward with only a hardwood floor behind my head.


  I walked inside. There was a tiny lobby and an unoccupied desk with a pile of brochures on top. I took one. The more information you had, the easier it was to write the story.


  I went through a curved archway and found myself facing a surprisingly large and empty room. No outdoor light made it into this section and the ceiling lights were set at restaurant dim. Aside from a complicated-looking sound system at the other end of the room, all I could see was a small table off to the side holding several large silver statuettes of people dancing. The table was covered with a white cloth, which made it appear like an altar. I wracked my memory and managed to dredge up the name Terpsichore for the Greek muse of dance. Who said my time in college was wasted?


  No one appeared to be around. Maybe the owner was next door buying some music or at his other neighbor’s finding a means to drown his sorrows at the absence of business. The long expanse of polished wood floor gleamed seductively. I put down my camera, walked out into the middle of the floor and did a tentative spin. I was surprised at how smoothly I turned. Childhood memories of spinning around in the middle of fields of wildflowers until I fell to the ground in giddy delight went through my mind. I wasn’t sure that I had ever actually done that, but I felt that every little girl should have. I tried another turn, letting more abandon creep into my movements. My arms went out from my sides with hands turned up as I went around and around, the darkened room spinning before me.


  It seemed as though I could hear music, a song that reminded me of old movies with Fred and Ginger. An arm came around my waist and a hand took mine. Suddenly I was swept way across the floor, my feet having learned on their own how to dance. I thought there was a man holding me in his arms, but I closed my eyes and didn’t dare look up at his face. This was a dream I didn’t want to end.


  Around the floor we went, his firm lead telling me exactly what to do, so we were together as one. I wasn’t certain my feet were even touching the floor. I knew we looked graceful, just like every dazzling couple in every movie about dancing that I’d ever seen. I was in a luscious gown and he was in tails, and we had the indefinable something called class. All the other dancers had cleared the floor and stood along the sides of the ballroom staring with a mixture of envy and amazement as we floated past them. But like all dreams, this one ended with the final chord and silence echoing around the room.


  My partner released me. I opened my eyes and was half-surprised to see that there was actually a flesh-and-blood man standing in front of me. Tall and close to handsome, with long, light-brown hair and blue eyes, he gave me a boyish grin that made him look even more adorable.


  “Sorry for taking that dance without asking.”


  You can take anything you want without asking, I almost replied, then decided that was open to misinterpretation.


  “What dance was that?” I asked.


  “The fox trot,” he replied.


  “I’ve heard of it,” I said, vaguely recalling a few dance lessons my friend Vicky had given me when I was going to be her maid of honor.


  “Are you Raoul?” I asked, still a bit stunned.


  “No.”


  I tried to compose myself, wondering whether some passerby had just happened into the studio and decided to dance with me.


  “Aren’t you the owner?”


  “Yes, I am.” He stuck out his hand. “Chris Bell.”


  I took his hand. It fit just as smoothly in mine as when we danced. “Then why is—”


  “—this studio called Raoul’s?” He finished the sentence for me.


  I nodded.


  “I have no idea.”


  A smile played along his lips.


  “I’m a reporter from The Chronicle, and I’m trying to do a story on your opening,” I said, getting a little testy. I pulled out my notebook and put on my just-the-facts face.


  “Sorry,” he said, instantly contrite. “But you see I bought the place from Sidney Baumberger. He’d had it for the last fourteen years, and retired recently due to arthritis. He purchased it from somebody named Tim O’Brien, who started the studio. You know what I think?”


  The hint of mystery in his voice sucked me in. “What?” I asked breathlessly.


  “I don’t think there ever was a Raoul. I think O’Brien was probably one of the dark Irish, and he figured that pretending to be Latin would bring in the women.”


  “Hmm.” I didn’t think plain old Chris Bell was going to have much trouble in that regard either. “What’s that all about?” I asked, pointing to the trophies.


  He blushed. “I know. It’s a little ostentatious. I intend to have a more discreet case installed out in the lobby to hold them as soon as I have the money.”


  “Those are yours?”


  “Yeah. I was a competitive ballroom dancer in college and went on to do some amateur competitions after that. I won a few times.”


  “Quite a few, I’d say.”


  He smiled. “Well, I have to share the credit. It takes two to tango, as they say.”


  “Did you always have the same partner?”


  He nodded.


  “Is she working here with you?” I asked as much for personal as professional information.


  “She got married. She’s living out in California now.”


  I asked Chris some questions about what dances he taught, the rates he charged, and all the other business type stuff. I also took a couple of pictures of the interior. We worked out some vague but attractive wording that would bring people in to see what the studio was about. I promised to emphasize the fact that he offered a free demonstration lesson.


  “You might also tell people that ballroom dancing is really having a resurgence.”


  I gave him a skeptical glance.


  “Really. I know, everyone thinks that only the WW II generation and soon-to-be marrieds care about it, but lot of young people are taking an interest. All that non-touching dancing is getting kind of old. People want to get back in contact again without feeling that it has to lead to something more. Think how nice it is to be in a man’s arms without worrying about what’s going to come next?”


  I pondered that and wondered if it was possible.


  Chris gave me a long look. “You know, you’re pretty graceful. Maybe you’d consider taking lessons.”


  I smiled to myself. Whenever I did a story on a new business, the proprietor always tried to get me to buy some of the product. I recalled the butcher’s shop I’d done a story on recently where the guy tried to convince me that I should buy twenty pounds of ground round. “You could always freeze it,” he told me. “And you’d be surprised how fast it would disappear.”


  Yeah, I thought, if I fed a football team.


  Compared to that, ballroom dancing seemed like an attractive possibility.


  “I’ll think about it,” I said, turning toward the door. “But I don’t have much money right now.”


  “And I don’t have many students,” Chris said. “Maybe we could work out a deal for a reduced rate.”


  I looked up at him, and he gave me a hopeful smile. With his boyish, aw shucks good looks, I figured that he wouldn’t be without students for long–-at least not without female ones.


  “I’ll give it some thought,” I said, and hurried out of the studio before I found myself signing a contract for fifty lessons.


  I went straight back to The Chronicle offices tucked up a narrow lane from Main Street. I pushed through the double glass door and waved to Grissy who now sat behind the counter, having taken the morning off. She’s the receptionist and mistress of all trades who answers the phone, takes the advertisements, and deals with complaints about missed deliveries. A tall blonde woman of middle age, she was from Germany and as if to prove the stereotype, extremely efficient. She had recently replaced Mrs. Pear, who had finally found a new husband while on one of her many smoke breaks.


  I went past Grissy’s desk and into the one large room where the part-time reporters had their desks. These were the folks who handled the special stuff: the local sports, the issues in education, and social events. They rarely used their desks, generally e-mailing their stories from home. I was full-time staff, but not technically a reporter. There was one full-time reporter at the moment, and he had his own small, private office. I knew Gran was pushing for Roger to add a second full-time reporter’s position, so I might have a shot at promotion. But so far the budget wouldn’t allow it. My desk was among the part-timers, but it was the best of them, being back in the corner by a window.


  I settled gingerly into my temperamental desk chair and typed my password into the terminal. While I waited for the screen to pop up, Derrick Malone, the new full-time reporter, walked into the room. Roger had hired him out of the broadcast media where I’d heard he had been an assistant producer. In his early thirties and rather intense-looking, he had a thick head of hair that always seemed so casually arranged I suspected he spent serious time working on it in the morning. He gave me a brief nod, then immediately disappeared into his office and closed the door. The big advantage of a private office is that no one knows how much work you’re doing.


  Small talk wasn’t his strength. And the few times I’d tried to start up a conversation with him about Ravensford politics, he’d quickly made it clear that he had access to information that made my opinions hopelessly irrelevant. Maybe he did. Did that mean he couldn’t throw me a few crumbs of casual chat out of politeness? But I always made a point of reading his articles, and he had a way with words.


  I spent the next twenty minutes writing and then refining my little piece on Raoul’s. I even included a clever little comment about there being only a virtual Raoul. If Sam Aaronson, the managing editor, didn’t like that flash of humor he could always take it out. He’d never been shy in the past about editing my work. I included two photos as an attachment to give him options then punched the key that sent my story forty feet down the hall to his computer.


  I sat back in the chair and checked my watch: three o’clock. I looked out the window at the bright blue September sky, temperature in the high sixties with a nice warm sun. Fall is definitely the best season in New England. It was a nice day to take a stroll. I could easily walk across the town green and a couple of blocks over to Fegoda’s Funeral Home. That would give the Jensen family twenty minutes to settle down before I arrived. The newspaper had mentioned a daughter and mother. Even though Marion had said that no one knew about her relationship with “Jack,” there was always a chance that
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