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Chapter 1
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“TELL ME AGAIN,” Lt. Newkirk pressed. “Exactly what were you doing the hour before you discovered the body?”

At the moment I was rinsing mugs for another go-around, and I wasn’t sure I remembered how to make the coffee. But, hey, there were cops on guard outside, fidgeting witnesses in my living room, and a lawyer I heartily disliked on his way to the morgue.

The police lieutenant’s Basset Hound eyes appeared benign enough, but I knew better. My answer mattered a great deal to him, but it mattered even more to me. The murder threatened to ruin Bryn Derwyn Academy’s tenuous enrollment; and if the school closed, its brand-new Head of School and his family—my family—would be out on the street. 

“Do you mind if I get some sleep first?”

If Newkirk had been a tad sharper himself, he probably wouldn’t have said what he did, especially not to me. 

“Now would be best,” he insisted. “You want to help me catch this killer, don’t you?”

I most certainly do, I realized. How nice of him to ask.
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WHAT I’D BEEN doing around three the afternoon before was crashing around under the kitchen sink. 

"Ginger Struve Barnes, the fool who rushes in," I muttered with such disgust that Barney, our aging Irish setter, stopped wagging his tail. When I slam-dunked a bottle of all-purpose cleaner into my canvas carryall, he ran out of the room.

“Never volunteer!” I shouted after him.

Before leaving, I stuck a Post-it note on the TV. "Mop Squad duty...again. Love, Mom." At ages nine and twelve Garry and Chelsea had no problem finding their own snacks. Also, it was only a ninety-second jog to their father’s office. 

Locating me would be slightly more difficult, but Bryn Derwyn Academy really wasn’t very big. Soon after Rip agreed to become its head of school, my husband ushered me into the lobby with a sweep of his arm. Green eyes flashing beneath an unruly shock of straight dark hair, he looked proud as a new father. 

“Has possibilities, don't you think?" he hinted.

“Absolutely,” I lied. The school’s carpet reeked, the drapes were visibly dusty, and the furniture belonged on the curb. “A little TLC and it’ll be great.” 

Such is the seduction of a chronically understaffed, under-endowed private school. It needs you. Like the national debt needs taxes, it needs you.

Months of work later a seasonal six-foot pine loaded with mittens for orphans graced the reception area. An antique mirror and some sturdy walnut chairs lined the wall outside the auditorium, and behind me cream-and-blue Waverly print drapes softened the tall front windows. I had pirated everything but the tree from other parts of the building back in August, when anyone who might have wanted to form a committee was away on vacation.

Yesterday afternoon uniformed teenagers showing the wear and tear of the day milled around waiting for transportation. Parents leading weary lower-school children by the hand headed for the queue of Jeeps and BMWs. 

Only Joanne Henry, Rip's assistant, still looked morning perfect—beige helmet of hair undisturbed, knit dress caressing her compact middle-aged figure like a dark blue glove.

"Aren't you about done?" she asked, eying my carryall. "The place looks great." 

"Two more weeks, kiddo. Then never again." Parents were invited to tour the "new improved" school prior to the Winter Concert, so that became my personal deadline.

“Hi, Ms. Barnes,” chirped Elaine Wrigley, a fifth-grader capable of looking straight through you with her pink eyeglasses. Her mother had chosen Bryn Derwyn for its sheltered, family-like environment, and rightfully so. The little darling looked capable of blackmail. 

“Hello, Elaine,” I replied as if I weren’t the least bit afraid of her. 

Smiling with self-satisfaction, she pivoted at the tree and swaggered down the hall to the left. Below her dark green uniform sweater a white shirttail blocked out a sizeable patch of plaid kilt. 

Joanne and I exchanged private smiles as I wiggled my fingers goodbye. 

My destination was off to the right. Back facing his opened office door, newly hired business manager Kevin Seitz was speaking into his phone. Our families were longtime friends, so I often stopped to say hello.

Maybe later. 

Director of Development Randy Webb nodded as I passed his office. Not yet thirty, he had wavy blond hair and blue eyes feathered with thick lashes. Women couldn’t help watching his rolling, athletic stride. I wasn’t totally immune, but he struck me as detached, even a bit arrogant.

It didn’t help that I’d caught him pulling out of a clinch with Tina Longmeier, the aunt of one of the students. Both parties were married to others, and both were horrified I chose that particular moment to check whether the copy room needed tidying. Since all I’d really witnessed were two adults looking guilty, I never mentioned the incident to Rip. Yet Randy and I have been uncomfortable with each other ever since.

At the end of the hall a widely used Community Room contained a messy coffee niche and a rectangular table surrounded by a dozen chairs. Someone, most likely Randy Webb, had deposited a box of pamphlets and a brand-new groundbreaking shovel in the corner. Adorned with a large green bow, the shovel was the optimistic symbol of the current capital campaign. 

My goal was to sort through a stash of school merchandise nobody had touched in years, then sell the best of it the night of the Winter Concert. 

After depositing the tote bag on the floor and dumping my coat and purse on a chair, I unlocked the far-left cabinet and started to rummage through the merchandise—XL T-shirts in the school’s signature green and white, a spool of telephone cord, half empty boxes of pencils and notebooks, eyeglass cases, even shot glasses sporting the school logo, and finally a gross of fairly decent baseball caps.

When only dust balls and mummified bugs remained on the first shelf, I grabbed my purse and set off to borrow the Dustbuster strategically placed in the Faculty Room, one of five purchased in the hope they would be used. 

When I returned, the Community Room door was shut and a quiet conversation was going on inside. Not able to tell whether it was coffee talk or a meeting, I tapped the door’s frosted window with a knuckle.

Business Manager Kevin Seitz peeked out through an eighteen-inch opening. "Hey, Gin. What do you need?" At the table behind him, school attorney Richard Wharton seemed to be conferring with a couple I knew to be three years behind on their tuition. Clearly, payment arrangements were being discussed.

I gestured in the direction of the junk on the table. “I’ll come back.”

“Thanks, Gin. Give us an hour, will you?” 

Not wishing to lug the Dustbuster around, I set it along the wall just inside the Community Room before Kevin closed the door. Back in the lobby I’d heard a bunch of kids singing "Silent Night" in the auditorium. I could kill some time listening to them rehearse.

Tenting his fingers in front of his lips, Rip slouched in a seat about five rows from the stage. Rather than disturb his concentration, I slipped in two rows back.

Three gangly sixth grade boys launched into "We Three Kings." Never mind that they were off key, the parents would swoon.

Rip shifted in his seat as if relieving tension.

Tension? A closer look at his profile told me he was furious. Why, I couldn’t guess. 

During "Joy to the World" I monitored faces, including the precocious Elaine Wrigley, who sang with the sobriety of the entire Salvation Army. 

Halfway through "O Little Town of Bethlehem" I got it. For the next twelve minutes I stewed and squirmed and desperately wished I could leave.

Leaving, however, would have insulted those who sang. It was the ones who mouthed only a few words who would have understood, and it was on their behalf Rip was angry.

After the final "Jingle Bells" with full and enthusiastic participation, Rip congratulated the kids, dismissed them, and approached the music director with fatherly concern. Two-thirds his size and twice his age, she gazed up at him as if expecting praise.

Rip's head wove back and forth as he delivered the bad news. 

Shock freezing her features, the woman stepped away. "But we've always..." she began her defense.

More murmured discussion, then an audible, "We're a non-sectarian school, Nora."

Nora's eyes widened. By now only the three of us remained in the huge room. "Well, I'm sure no one minds singing a beautiful carol. Why would they mind?" 

Rip stepped back, summoning patience. "I'm sorry, Nora," he said. "You'll have to change the program; and if there isn't time to do that, you'll have to cancel." 

Nora inhaled. I could hear her drawing in courage from the middle of the auditorium. "No, Mr. Barnes. No. I'd rather quit," she said. Then she scooped her purse off a chair and marched up the aisle. The door compressor wheezed with relief as it swept her through.

"Hi," I said, finally alerting Rip to my presence.

"Oh," he said. "You heard."

"What will you do now?"

Rip stuffed his hands in his pockets. His eyes were puffy with fatigue.

"I really hate to ask this," he said. "Really hate to ask. But do you think Didi could fill in? Just until the concert?" 

Since Rip knows my dearest friend to be mercurial and borderline irresponsible, clearly he was desperate.

And yet, Didi can sing, she’s great with kids, and her whole life is conducted as if she were on stage.

"You sure?" I pressed.

Rip sighed toward the departed choral director. "Even Didi's got to be more politically correct than Nora." 

According to the auditorium clock, I still had time to run home, check on the kids, and phone Didi before I could return to the Community Room. The last twenty minutes of normalcy, as it turned out.
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SHIVERING FROM MY coatless run from the school, I pulled the front door to our house closed behind me. Barney sniffed me over and asked, "Is it dinner yet?" with his eyes. I ruffled his neck with two hands and told the dog, "Hello to you, too."

With one last shiver I called to the kids to reassure myself they were home. After the first Bryn Derwyn student greeted Garry with a snide, "So you're the headmaster's son," we decided not to transfer either of our kids from the private school where Rip previously worked. Their bus was reliable, but delivery times varied.

Garry emerged from the kitchen, a cold pizza crust in his raised hand. 

Alerted by his expression, I asked, "What's the matter?" as the dog hopped around under the crust.

Rip's spitting image shuffled into the living room and flopped onto a TV chair. When Barney delicately removed the pizza crust from his fingers, Garry didn't even notice. Deep, nine-year-old depression. 

"Dave lost my World Series hat."

His beloved, expensive, commemorative hat from when the Phillies won the Pennant, inches from reaching the top of the top. The hat had been integral to Garry's persona for almost a year, adjusting as he grew, resting on his bedroom shelf at night, dusted, caressed, folded in the professional batter's manner during school, popping back into shape upon its owner's head at every opportunity. Garry looked adorable in that hat...

"How did that happen?" I asked.

"Dave's Mom got him one of those haircuts, you know, sort of long on the top?"

I knew. Long on top, shaved close from about the eyebrow level down. The current dust-mop style required a certain je ne sais quoi personality to bring it off. Since Dave was a relatively shy fifth grader, it was safe to assume the haircut made him unbearably self-conscious. "He asked to borrow your hat." 

"Yeah, for outside after lunch. That big guy Christopher from sixth grade was giving him a hard time."

"So you said yes."

"Yeah, but just for one hour, one time. And he lost it, Mom. Put it down somewhere and lost it. How could he do that?"

I was sitting across from Garry, the dog now at my feet, irresistible conditions for a mother.

"Which do you think is more important," I opened, "your best friend or your best hat?"

"But, Mom! He knew how much I liked that hat, and he lost it." 

Allowed it to be stolen, was probably more accurate, but I wouldn’t mention that.

"Com’on—your best friend or your hat?" 

No answer. 

"Okay, pass. Which is more important—Barney or the rug?"

Grudgingly, "Barney."

"My purple sweater or my elbow?"

"Your elbow," said with a grimace.

"Dad's golf clubs or your sister?"

"Tough call," delivered with a smile.

I slapped him on the knee. "Go feed the dog before he faints."

"We decorating the tree tonight?" Garry inquired on his way into the kitchen.

"You bet. Why don't you dig out the decorations from the attic while I finish up at school."

The slightly asymmetrical white pine we'd bought at a Boy Scout stand waited in front of the already faded burlap drapes I'd made for the living room. 

If the school had needed cleaning and redecorating, the headmaster's house had needed—everything. With the retiring head living elsewhere, the campus house got loaded up with cartons of textbooks and assorted junk. Despite the booby-trapped fixtures, the clunking heater, and all the nest-feathering yet to do, I trusted our Christmas tree to make this former storage dump feel like a home. 

Newly changed into jeans and a sweatshirt, our daughter bounced down the stairs and settled down at the dining room table with a bottle of pink nail polish and a box of tissues. Winter afternoon sun set off her golden red hair with a candlelight glow. Although I witnessed her race toward adulthood gaining speed every day, now and then our blossoming pre-teen still appeared painfully young. 

Didi’s cheery, "Hello, Bestie!" instantly time-warped me to pigtails and back. She was presently the hostess for a Mexican restaurant down the pike from the beer distributorship she owned, a convenient commute, and one of her more logical reasons for taking a job. 

I told her why I was calling.

"This was your idea, right?" she guessed. Already 

"Rip's," I admitted.

"Really? He must be desperate. Hang on a sec." Didi moved the phone away from her mouth. "Mario," she shouted. "Mario, dear, I'm terribly sorry, but I have to quit." Mumble, mumble. "Family emergency." Mumble, mumble.

Not what I expected her to do, but with Didi that was the norm.

“What’s it pay?” she asked regarding her new job.

"Haven't a clue." Or maybe I had; this was Bryn Derwyn Academy we were talking about. "Very little," I amended.

She asked how long the program was supposed to be, how many kids were involved, their ages, and so on. They were sensible questions, so I allowed myself to be reassured. We left it that Rip would phone her in the morning.

I alerted my daughter that I had to return to school for a little while. “Can you please keep Garry from eating our dinner before I cook it?”

Chelsea agreed to try.

By now, both the school lobby and outer office were deserted. Through Rip's opened office door I saw him and a few teachers in a serious conference with Joanne taking notes. Rip noticed me standing there, so I gave him the thumbs up signal regarding Didi. He grinned and nodded back, his eyes conveying that special warmth he reserves for me and the kids.

Consequently, a feeling of wellbeing accompanied me back to the Community Room. It was nearly five o'clock, and I hoped to finish my chore quickly and go home. Yes, home. The Christmas tree would make it so.

The Community Room door was closed again, but this time I heard no voices. I knocked and no one answered. Kevin's and Randy's offices had been locked tight when I passed by, so I assumed both had left for the weekend. The parents meeting with the school attorney were also gone, but not Richard Wharton. 

When I opened the door, he was sprawled face down across the conference table, the back of his head a shattered mess.
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MY HAND FLEW off the doorknob. The soft click of the door latch spooked me further into the room. I was alone with Richard's corpse.

Stuck somewhere between horrified and curious, I hugged in a deep breath then whistled it out. My hand wanted to reach out and touch the sleeve of his tweed jacket, but I stopped myself just in time. Television police forever warn about disturbing a murder scene. 

Murder. My mind grappled with the inconceivable. How could anyone do this–ever? 

Soon I would force my trembling body to leave, to report Richard’s death and set the process of law into motion, but like it or not, my heightened sensitivities were drinking in details.

Face down, arms splayed, Richard’s position suggested that one moment he was sitting at the table collecting a pile of papers and the next he was sprawled forward with a shattered skull. 

Hit without warning from behind, in other words, probably by somebody he knew. If he’d been afraid, or involved in an argument, I doubt he would have turned his back on the person. So maybe Richard’s killer had a longstanding beef with him and made use of an irresistible opportunity. 

My eyes swept the rest of the room. What was different? What was the same? 

The box of extra-large T-shirts remained on the table at the same angle as before I left. The notebooks and pencils and baseball caps–everything appeared untouched. The overhead lights remained on. The five chairs at Richard’s end of the table had been jostled, no doubt by Kevin and the visiting couple.

Only the groundbreaking shovel was out of place. Looking incongruous and unnaturally clean, trimmed with that large, loopy green bow, it originally rested in the corner near the box of brochures. Standing, it might have been waist high to me, and like most short gardening shovels it had a Y-shaped metal thing fixed to the top end with a wooden handhold. 

Now it lay on the floor near where I’d been kneeling when I emptied the shelf. A small smear of blood suggested it had skidded or bounced a few feet after the killer flung it behind him. Or her. I was not an especially large woman, but with a nicely balanced little shovel, I could cause plenty of damage if...if what?

It was time to get out of there and call the police. Let them ask if, and what, and why.

With the TV cops in mind, I pulled my shirt cuff over my hand before I opened the door. Then I sprinted down the hall into the lobby, nearly colliding with Jacob, the maintenance supervisor. 

"What?" he asked, stepping back with dismay.

“A man’s been murdered, Jacob. I’m...I’m calling the police. Can you please make sure nobody leaves?”

Jacob's complexion went ashen all the way back to his fringe of dark hair. Sweat beaded his upper lip.

"Who?” he asked as I turned away. “Where?” 

“Wharton. Richard Wharton,” I answered over my shoulder. “In the Community Room. But please don’t say anything. Just tell everybody Rip’ll be right out.”

Jacob nodded with grim purpose. When I glanced back again, he had stationed himself between the two main doors. He wasn’t an especially formidable figure, but had I come face to face with him just then, I’d have stayed put.

The teachers Rip had been meeting with were in the outer office now, one reading mail, two quietly chatting about where to go for Happy Hour. Joanne seemed to be tidying up her desk.

“Stay here,” I told them all as I approached Rip’s office. “Don’t move an inch.” Then I opened Rip’s door, entered, and shut the door tight behind me.

Sensing that something awful must have happened, my husband rose from his chair and gravitated toward me. “What?” he asked as he rounded his desk.

My answer stopped him like a slap. To steady himself, he reached back and tented his fingers on the desktop. Then he pulled his phone toward him, punched 911, and handed me the receiver. After touching my shoulder to comfort us both, he straightened his back and proceeded out into the outer office. He had a school to secure, an example to set.

Even before the dispatcher asked the nature of my emergency, I heard the gasps of shock from the people Rip informed, the sound of a woman beginning to cry.

It was the crying that braced and toughened me, a response I learned the day I became a mother. Cope first, crumble later. Calmly and succinctly I told the dispatcher there had been a murder at Bryn Derwyn Academy, and that the people on the premises were being asked to stay until the police arrived. 

My second call was to our house. The kids would see and hear the police roar into the school driveway. They needed to be forewarned.

Chelsea answered.

I told her there was going to be a bit of commotion over at the school. 

"What?" she wondered, not yet alarmed.

I took a deep, time-consuming breath. "Something happened to Mr. Wharton. The police have to check it out."

"Is he dead?" I could visualize our daughter’s face wide with awe, flushed with the thrill of life's drama. She did not sound scared. Tell her the truth? 

"Yes, Chelsea. I'm afraid so."

"Ohmigod."

"Dad and I are fine. Everybody else is fine. Please just wait at the house for us. We'll tell you whatever we can when we get home."

"Like, how did he die, Mom? Was it a heart attack or something?" 

"Probably not."

"Then what, Mom? Mr. Wharton was old, but not that old." Fear had crept into her voice. 

I said it was more like an accident, and that I would be home as soon as I could. 

Whereupon I would replace my temporary white lie with the whole truth, and most likely ruin some precious innocence in the process. Both of our kids would probably need generous portions of reassurance for weeks to come. 

My eyes rested on the familiar cover of Bryn Derwyn's present-year directory, tucked under Rip's phone for handy reference. It reminded me that my husband would have the student body, their parents, the faculty, the Board, and the whole alumni community to reassure. 

When I emerged from the office, the three detained teachers attempted to ambush me for more details, but Joanne read my face and held them off.

I proceeded into the lobby like a robot with only so much battery left to operate my limbs.

Rip noticed and stopped talking to Jacob to watch me.

I crossed the wide lobby to a long oak bench resting along the far wall. When I began to pull it, Rip came over to help me. Together we closed off the hallway leading to the Community Room. 

Mission accomplished, we sat down side by side. Rip covered my hand with his. I allowed myself to meet his eyes for a second, just a second, and the next thing I knew I was sobbing into his shoulder.

When I finally settled down enough to wipe my face, sit up straight, and breathe normally, it occurred to me that I’d always considered Richard Wharton to be educated scum. I had arrived at that conclusion the day we met, and nothing he’d done in the six months since had improved my opinion.
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My opinion of Richard Wharton was formed on a Tuesday the previous August. We’d been living on the Main Line less than two months, so I didn't entirely understand why I was putting on my best summer skirt outfit and high-heeled sandals at eleven AM.

"Do I really have to go?” I asked Rip, who was around the corner fixing his tie at the bathroom sink. “I’d like to be here when the plumber looks into that leak.” 

“Jacob can talk to the plumber. And you should come to lunch because Michael D’Avanzo specifically invited you.” Rip returned to our bedroom looking especially sexy with his hair combed wet and his cheeks glowing with fresh aftershave. Unfortunately, that thought would have to wait. 

I found some tastefully dressy “midday” earrings in my jewelry box, little gold shells that just showed under my feathery cap of nutmeg colored hair. “Who is this guy anyway?”

“Grandfather of a student. Wealthy.”

“So we’re schmoozing?”

Rip shrugged into his maize summer blazer. I knew the color because I had just cut the cardboard label off the sleeve. “We’re schmoozing,” he agreed. “Get used to it.”

“Bet I was invited so you can’t talk business for the whole meal.”

“Maybe. Maybe the guy wants to show off his restaurant. Maybe he likes women. Maybe he just wants you to get out of the kitchen. I know I do.”

Rip referred both to my dubious cooking skills and the fact that he’d been entertaining groups of three and four guests at our house for lunch three times a week beginning five days after we moved in. Most were for the admissions people of other nearby private schools and, if possible, their heads of school as well. 

Rip’s goal was to familiarize his peers with Bryn Derwyn's program and who it was designed to help. That way, if his school appeared to be a better match for an applicant, the other admissions people could make an informed recommendation.

The lunches were a little like applying for the same job over and over, but they energized Rip. Me, I was feeling a little worn down by it all, and I didn't even have to sit in. Being pampered by an older gentleman actually sounded wonderful.

La Firenze looked like a plantation with an immaculate rolling lawn. The foyer floor consisted of an intricate inlaid marble pattern depicting a lion and a guy with a sword. Chamber music whispered in our ears and so did the maitre d’. Dining was going on in all four ground floor rooms, and judging by the waiter laboring up the broad staircase with a loaded tray, more diners were accommodated upstairs. 

We were shown to an intimate little cubicle containing one rectangular table, our host, and Richard Wharton.

Before entering, Rip paused to breathe in deeply, as if preparing to conduct himself well in front of one man he knew to have a formidable reputation and another whose behavior he had begun to question.

Both rose as we approached the table. Wharton shook Rip’s hand in greeting while leering at me like a cat eyeing a captive mouse. When Michael D’Avanzo leaned forward to kiss my hand, I scowled a reprimand at the school’s lawyer. Wharton’s grin actually widened, which reinforced my first impression. The guy was a jerk.

“Welcome,” D’Avanzo told us as he swept behind me to help with my chair. He was a beautifully fit man of about sixty, immaculate white hair above a perfectly tanned square face with broad black eyebrows. He wore a flattering navy-blue suit, a smooth white shirt and a plain red tie. A matching silk handkerchief folded perfectly into this breast pocket completed the look. 

When he bent down to ease my chair in behind me, I inhaled an interesting masculine fragrance dominated by lime. It smelled so good I couldn’t help turning toward it, only to meet Michael D’Avanzo’s smile. In contrast to Richard Wharton’s cockiness, D’Avanzo’s expression was warm and appreciative. Since I’d been spending my time elbow-deep in moving boxes, soapy water, and paint, I responded with every feminine fiber I owned. Every platonic fiber, of course. I had no trouble believing I’d been invited for all the lovely reasons Rip had guessed.

I gushed a genuine, “Thank you for inviting me,” accompanied by a blush.

Michael D’Avanzo beamed behind
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