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AUTHOR’S NOTE

My family has lived in North Adams, Massachusetts, for several generations on both sides; we used to pass my great-grandfather’s grave on the way to the supermarket. Although Ginny’s hometown is never named, many of the places in The Mortician’s Daughter are real North Adams institutions: the Fish Pond, Mass MoCA, Angelina’s sub shop, Jack’s Hot Dogs, and the Mohawk Theatre, just to name a few. 

I debated whether to name North Adams specifically, but in the end I decided not to, for two reasons. First, since time marches on, I didn’t want to cause confusion resulting from the changes that have occurred in the town between the book’s conception and its publication. (For instance, the mill where Danny dies, while actually across the street from a mushroom factory, is no longer a ruin; it has been converted into lofts.) But more important, for dramatic purposes I had to make the local police department something less than competent, and I have nothing but admiration for the real-life NAPD.

Molly’s Bakery is real, and such a family favorite that when my father died suddenly, I still had the presence of mind to order several dozen of their whoopie pies to serve at his funeral reception. I have used the name of the bakery with the kind permission of the owners. If you’re ever at 27 Eagle Street, a couple of storefronts down from my grandparents’ old grocery store, do yourself a favor and buy some cinnamon bread. It’s as fantastic in real life as it is in fiction.



PROLOGUE

She was staring out the window when the phone rang, watching the lights glitter from the bit of Times Square she could see from her apartment. It was just a tiny sliver of a view, but it was enough to get her evicted—the price of Manhattan real estate being what it is.

The phone rang once, twice, three times. She ignored it.

She didn’t answer her phone anymore. Why bother? It was always someone telling her she was a lousy cop, and a worse human being. 

Especially at two in the morning.

She heard the answering machine click on. It was only through some perverse desire for self-flagellation that she hadn’t thrown the thing out her fifth-story window, or at least turned the ringer off.

You’ve reached Virginia. I’m not home. You know what to do.

Beep.

“Ginny? Ginny. Ginny, are you there? It’s Sonya. Pick up. Please. Please pick up.”

She stared at the machine. It was big and boxy, something she would’ve replaced years ago if she gave a damn. The speaker made Sonya’s voice sound tinny and thin even on top of the hysteria, but Ginny would’ve recognized it anyway. She’d known Sonya since before either one of them had teeth. 

“Hello? Ginny, it’s me. You’ve got to be home. Please?”

Ginny heard Sonya’s voice crack. Three decades of closer-than-sisterhood made her understand. There was only one thing that could have happened, one thing that could have made this rock-solid woman sound so shattered. The next two words.

“Danny’s dead.”

She reached for the phone.
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The Taconic Parkway is a curving brontosaurus of a road, outdated and ungainly. It was built for slow-moving leaf-peepers, not speeding traffic; it has no shoulder and plenty of suicidal deer. It’s dangerous enough during the day, but at night or in bad weather it can be more stressful than a Manhattan avenue at rush hour.

Ginny remembered the last time she drove north on the Taconic. Someone had been dead then, too.

That was ten years ago, and in the heart of winter. She’d been driving so fast she nearly skidded off the road, until a trooper pulled her over. She told him she was on the way home for her mother’s funeral; he took one look at her NYPD shield and her tearstained face and waved her on. Slow down, he said. You’re no use to anybody if you get yourself killed.

Now the skewed fall sunlight made dappled patterns on the hood of her old Chrysler. She drove the speed limit, partly because the car wasn’t up to much more—but mostly because it would delay the moment when she crossed the town line, and her grown-up self would blow away like the crunchy autumn leaves.

It was just after ten when she got to the bottom of Main Street. She’d left her apartment before the sun came up, after a night that included three shots of Crown Royal and no sleep. 

Crown Royal. It had been her dad’s drink—probably still was—and she’d been vaguely disconcerted to discover that she had a taste for it, too.

She drove up Main Street, not wanting to take in the changes, her training giving her no choice but to notice. The sprawling Kmart, for which a dozen historic buildings had been leveled back in the sixties, had gone out of business. Something had moved into the old Robert’s department store, and there was a new card shop where the Apothecary Hall drugstore used to be. The Mohawk Theatre, where she and Sonya had watched badly dubbed Pippi Longstocking movies on many a Saturday afternoon, was still closed.

She drove up the hill without looking left onto Eagle Street. She didn’t think she could stomach the sight of whitewashed windows outside Molly’s Bakery, where she’d eaten countless half-moon cookies and whoopie pies and nut cups. 

And lost her virginity.

Sonya and her husband lived near the top of the hill, on the middle floor of a three-family tenement on a dead-end street. Sonya had grown up in the apartment, so Ginny had spent half her childhood there, eating pierogies and stuffed cabbage and concocting excuses not to go home. 

She rubbed her forehead, trying to stave off the headache that was starting to flower from the back of her skull. She’d been in town less than sixty seconds, and already the memories were getting to her.

She parked the Chrysler on the street out front. Her friend was on the porch, sitting in a fraying lawn chair, waiting.

“They found him two days ago. No, three. I’m losing track of time. It was in the big mill down on Union Street—the one across from the mushroom factory. But you don’t know about that, do you? It was after you left. There’s a mushroom factory now. Fancy kinds they ship all over. They found him there Thursday morning. He’d been missing for three days. Since Monday. I made him his lunch and he went off to work with Pete and put in his day and clocked out, but he never came home. And then Tuesday he didn’t show up at the job site. That isn’t like him. He’s very responsible. You know he is. Right, Gin? He’s a very responsible boy. You know that. Right?”

“Of course I do,” she said, and tightened her grip on Sonya’s hand. She would’ve said the same thing if Sonya was claiming Danny could breathe underwater.

“By Wednesday I was going out of my mind. I went down to the police station, but Rolly said he was just off having fun. He said there was no point filing a report, because boys will be boys and when Danny came home he’d just be mad at me for making a fuss. And I told him—I told him Danny wouldn’t just disappear like that and make me worry. But that night they found his truck parked over at the Fish Pond. And then on Thursday.”

Sonya said it like it was a complete sentence. Her eyes were wide but dry; she wasn’t entirely there. Ginny wondered if it was just the shock or if someone had given her a Valium. Even if someone had, she doubted Sonya would’ve taken it.

“Who found him?”

“Mary Benedetti. She sells real estate now. She was showing the building to some artists.”

“Artists?”

Ginny hadn’t wanted to interrupt, but she couldn’t stop herself. Sonya didn’t seem to notice.

“They found Danny lying on the floor. Somebody beat him to death. It was so bad Rolly didn’t even recognize him. Somebody who knew Danny his whole life, and he had to identify him by his dental records. 

“When they told me what happened, I didn’t believe it. It had to be a mistake. An accident. Because I knew something like that could never happen to Danny. You’d have to be so mad at somebody to do that to them. And nobody was ever mad at Danny. You know—everybody loved him.”

“I know.”

“They wouldn’t even let me see him. My own son. They said it would upset me. Like it could be any worse. But Pete agreed with them. He saw Danny, and then he said he wanted me to remember him like he was.” Sonya focused on the box of snapdragons hanging off the porch rail. They were wild and overgrown, the edges of the few remaining flowers gone to brown. “Did he think I’d forget?”

Ginny squeezed her hand tighter. “He was just trying to protect you.”

Sonya clutched the arm of her chair and said, “Obviously.”

“And nobody has any idea what happened? None of Danny’s friends?”

“Rolly arrested someone yesterday.”

Sonya’s voice sounded even emptier than before, something Ginny wouldn’t have thought possible. She tried to keep her own voice level and low. It wasn’t easy. Since Sonya’s two a.m. phone call she’d been crawling out of her skin, and the three cups of gas station coffee hadn’t helped.

“You mean he’s got someone in custody?”

“Yes.” Sonya spat the word like a curse. This time it didn’t take a lifetime of friendship to make Ginny understand.

“You don’t think it’s right.”

“No.” Sonya looked at Ginny like she was only just noticing she was there. Then she stood up. “Can we walk?”

“Where’s Pete?”

“At work.”

“On Sunday?”

“Job’s running behind,” Sonya said. “Let’s go.”

“I gotta pee first.”

Ginny stepped inside the ground-floor apartment, the screen door slapping shut behind her. Just the smell of the place made her feel ten years old again—the combination of fried onions and cigarette smoke and Jean Naté perfume that had permeated the walls decades ago. Sonya and her husband had updated the appliances and changed the wallpaper in the kitchen, but the bathroom was the same: olive-green sink and tub, yellowed linoleum floor, daisy-patterned walls. On hot summer days before they were old enough to go to the Fish Pond, Sonya’s mother would put them in that tub with their bathing suits on and hose them down.

She smiled at the memory, then wiped the smile off her face before she emerged to find Sonya standing exactly where she’d left her. 

“Where do you want to go?”

Sonya shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

“School?”

Her friend nodded, and they started retracing the route Sonya had taken every morning from kindergarten through fifth grade. Sonya was quiet as they went up the hill, by the Little League field, through the scruffy patch of woods. They walked around the back of the low-slung brick building, past classroom windows covered in construction-paper jack-o’-lanterns. A batch of handprint turkeys indicated that some enterprising teacher had gotten a head start on Thanksgiving. 

Behind the school was the kindergarteners’ Shangri-La, a huge wrought-iron jungle gym shaped like a locomotive and universally referred to as the choo-choo train. Sonya climbed up the side and perched on a top bar, then pointed at the iron outline of a smokestack.

“Remember how everybody used to fight over who got to be in there?” 

“Hard to believe we were ever small enough to fit.”

Sonya nodded, glancing down at her own body like it was a stranger; she’d gained a good thirty pounds since Ginny last saw her, and it all seemed to have settled around the middle. After a minute she said, “Danny loved to play on this thing.”

“Yeah?”

“He used to climb up to the top and hang upside down by his knees. Scared the hell out of me.” She stared at the empty space circumscribed by the heavy black metal, seeing the little boy who’d grown up to be the young man, but who would never grow up to be anything else.

“Sonya, sweetie, please tell me what’s going on. Who did Rolly arrest?”

Sonya took a deep breath and turned to her. “Jack O’Brien.”

“Who?”

“You know. Jumping Jack.”

“You mean that crazy guy who used to hang around downstreet? He’s still around?”

“Where else would he go?”

It had been nearly fifteen years, but Ginny could still see him: greasy hair, dirty beard, dirtier army coat. A local boy who’d come back from the war with a Bronze Star and a serious case of the shakes, the very stereotype of the shattered Vietnam vet. He used to do calisthenics outside in all kinds of weather—hence the nickname.

“And Rolly thinks he killed Danny? Why?”

“They found Danny’s wallet in his pocket.”

“That’s all?”

Sonya let out a mirthless laugh. “That was enough.”

“But you don’t think he did it.” 

“It’s ridiculous.”

Ginny climbed up and sat next to her. “How can you be so sure?”

“Jack’s crazy, but he wouldn’t hurt anybody. Much less Danny.”

“The two of them knew each other?”

“Everybody knows everybody. You know that.”

“I guess I’ve been gone even longer than I thought.”

Sonya bit her lip. “You’ve been gone forever,” she said.

“I’m here now. I can stay as long as you want.”

“Don’t you have to work?” 

“No.”

Sonya’s eyelids fluttered. The tears were about to come, and with a vengeance. “Thank God,” she said.

“I’ll do whatever you need. Help you run the house, deal with the arrangements. Anything. Or if you want to get away, we could—”

“There’s only one thing I want.”

“Name it.”

Sonya grabbed her hand.

“I want my son back,” she said.
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The Shop. That’s what the workers used to call it, back when the Northern Berkshire Textile Mill was a going concern. Old-timers still referred to it that way, though the vernacular was disappearing fast; only a few hundred people still understood that “go down shop” meant “go to work”—and every week, more of them took up residence in the Southview Cemetery. 

But in its heyday the mill had employed thousands of people, mostly young women who’d emigrated from Quebec in search of work. They’d turned cotton and wool into cloth—nothing fancy, but sturdy goods a person wouldn’t be ashamed to buy. The building had hummed with life, three shifts’ worth of gossip and frugal lunches; the fabric made there had been whisked by train through the Hoosac Tunnel and sold to the world. Now it was just another hulking brick shell hard by the Hoosic River, padlocked against the predations of teenagers looking for a place to screw.

That lock hadn’t been nearly as hardworking as those French-Canadian girls; it had given out the minute some kid smashed it with a handy brick. The scene that greeted Ginny that Sunday afternoon spoke to the festivities that must’ve followed on that night and a thousand afterward: broken beer bottles, cigarette butts, used condoms, candles, McDonald’s bags, an old boom box spray-painted red. The huge multipaned windows were long broken, but chicken wire had kept the shards in place—the poor man’s stained glass. Without fresh air for more than a century the vast building smelled of urine, solvents, and age.

It was a lousy place for anyone to die. Ginny still couldn’t quite believe that Danny’s life had ended there at nineteen, or even that it’d ended at all—she was half expecting him to show up on Sonya’s doorstep with a box of doughnuts and a lame excuse. But the evidence was there, on the third floor, in the far corner: a vast pool of blood, splatter marks on the walls and floor. People never understand how much head wounds really bleed, she thought, and even though she’d seen plenty of them, they still had the power to turn her stomach.

No weapon had been found. If the killer had used one, he’d taken it with him, or maybe just tossed it into the river. She wondered if Rolly’d had his men search the area, and decided it didn’t matter; it probably would’ve amounted to having a meter maid take a lap around the weed-choked parking lot. She had to get a look at the autopsy report: even a small-town doctor unused to violent crime should be able to tell whether Danny had been hit by a weapon or a fist.

But even without seeing the report, she could tell that Sonya was right. The attack on Danny had been brutal. She’d seen enough crime scenes—and enough bar fights—to know that for there to be this much splattered blood, Danny must’ve been hit again and again. He’d fallen to the floor, but the attack hadn’t stopped there. Ginny pictured the killer standing over him, smashing his head against the floor, delivering blow after blow long after Danny had stopped trying to protect himself.

Sonya had said that you’d really have to hate someone to do that to him, but in Ginny’s experience that wasn’t necessarily true. If there was one thing she’d learned in eleven years with the NYPD, it was that human beings could do just as much damage to each other when driven by love or greed or just plain boredom.

She shook her head, wrinkling her nose at the stench. Onto the mill’s underlying smells had been added the thick, coppery aroma of blood and the rancid odor of vomit. The latter was fresh enough that it made Ginny wonder if one of the people who’d found the body had lost their lunch at the sight of it. Knowing the local P.D., it could just as easily have been one of the cops.

“What are you doing here?”

Ginny whirled around at the sound of the voice, instinct and frazzled nerves making her half reach for a nonexistent service revolver. 

It was just as well she wasn’t armed, because she might’ve taken out a sixty-something man in a pair of sneakers and a sweat suit—color red, size XXL. He was carrying a mop and bucket; Ginny could smell the Clorox from ten yards away. 

“Excuse me,” he barked at her, “I said, what are you doing here? You’re not that reporter from Pittsfield, are you? Because if you are, you’re trespassing and I’m gonna hafta call the cops.”

Ginny recognized the man, but just barely; it’d been fifteen years and eighty pounds since she saw him last. 

“Mr. DiNapoli? It’s me. Ginny Lavoie. Mireille’s daughter.”

The man squinted at her, then put the bucket down. “Ginny?”

“Yeah.”

“You had terrible penmanship.”

“I still do.”

She crossed over and gave him a light hug; it turned out his back was almost as fat as his front.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “I thought you moved to”—he squinted some more—“North Dakota.”

“New York. I came home when I heard about Danny.”

He shook his head, chins undulating. “Helluva thing. My Mary just about fainted dead away when she saw. So now I gotta clean up. Promised her I’d do it as best I could. She’s gotta show the place again tomorrow.”

“You can’t do that.”

He gave her a withering look. Once a man has been your high school English teacher, she realized, you forfeit the right to tell him what to do for the rest of your natural life.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Dee, but you really can’t. This is a crime scene.”

“That’s all over,” he said. “Rolly’s got the O’Brien kid locked up. He’s not right in the head. Probably didn’t even know what he was doing. I guess you didn’t hear.”

“I did, but—”

“So since it’s all settled, Rolly said I could clean up in here so Mary can show the place to those out-of-towners tomorrow. She really needs the commission. Little Mikey’s getting braces for his overbite.”

“But . . . don’t you need to clean up all that junk downstairs first? The beer bottles and everything?”

“Apparently, that doesn’t bother these folks. They think that’s”—he cast about for the word his daughter had used—“atmosphere. Blood I gotta clean.”

She could tell there was no use arguing with him. She thought about flashing her NYPD shield, then remembered it was presently the property of Internal Affairs.

“Look, can you at least give me time to take some pictures?”

His expression turned to disgust. “What are you,” he asked, “some kind of pervert?”

“No. I’m a cop in New York. A detective. I just want to make sure everything’s handled right.”

“Let me get this straight,” he said. “You are a police officer?” 

She nodded. 

He scratched his head. “What,” he asked, “is this world coming to?”

She did what she could to preserve the evidence, feeling vaguely ridiculous: a Crime Scene Unit of one, minus the training. She took notes, drew a diagram, snapped two rolls of film with Sonya’s camera. Last, she scraped up bits of blood and vomit from the floor and sealed them in envelopes labeled according to location. If the fight had been as violent as it seemed, maybe some of the killer’s blood was on the floor alongside Danny’s. She had no idea how she was going to process it for type—much less DNA—and the chain of evidence had clearly been blown to hell. But she knew one thing for sure: once Mr. DiNapoli and his mop had their way, it was all over.

She went to the photo shop off of Main Street to get the film developed, and found it had been replaced by a beauty parlor, the one kind of business that always seemed to do well in her hometown even in the toughest of times. She’d seen a new CVS near the supermarket—they’d apparently torn down the old nuns’ dormitory to put it up—and she took the film there. 

Waiting in line at the photo counter, an idea started to form; it was a long shot, but it was worth a try. She went back to her car and divided the crime scene samples in half. Then she brought one set to the post office and put them in an overnight-mail envelope, along with a note laden with apologies and groveling. She sealed it, kissed the cardboard for luck, and dropped it in the slot.

That put her around the corner from Eagle Street, a block from Molly’s Bakery. The pull of memory was irresistible. Self-destructive or not, she had to try to peek through the cardboard covering the windows, maybe get a glimpse of an empty display case—assuming all the fixtures hadn’t been sold at auction. She set off down the street.

The bakery was open. Ginny shook her head, wondering if she’d landed in the Twilight Zone. 

The front door was ajar, the window filled with birthday cakes and puffy loaves of white bread. She stood there so long her eyes stopped focusing on the treats, and she saw her own reflection in the glass—not her adult self, but the Ginny of six or twelve or seventeen.

Without really meaning to, she pushed open the battered screen door and went inside. A bell jangled above her head. The air was heavy with icing and cinnamon, underscored with the clean scents of flour and paper boxes and just a hint of lemon. 

She’d read somewhere that smell was the sense most closely associated with memory, and she saw the truth of it: everywhere she went in her hometown, another aroma went straight to her brain stem. This one was the most powerful of all—the scent of the place was so familiar, evocative of so many happy memories, it brought tears to her eyes. 

She couldn’t believe it. Molly’s was exactly the way she remembered it, down to the smiley-face cookies and the ancient cash register. 

“Hello?” she called out. “Are you open?”

She heard her voice crack. Whoever’d taken over the place was going to think she was an escaped mental patient—one with a yen for cream puffs and double-chocolate brownies.

“Be right with you.”

The voice came from the back of the store. She recognized it instantly, but she was too shocked to move; so much for the catlike reflexes of New York’s Finest.

He emerged from the back room wearing a white T-shirt and a baseball cap. He’d changed with age, but barely.

“What can I get— Ginny?”

He gaped at her. She gaped back at him, absolutely no idea what to do or say. 

She could hardly blame herself. After all, it’s not every day that a girl is faced with an entire store full of her favorite desserts and the only man she’s ever loved.
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Some towns have one Catholic church; Ginny’s had four. They all had proper saints’ names, but they were known by the ethnicity of the immigrants that founded them: Italian, Irish, English, French. But Danny’s funeral was held in the next town over, because that’s where the Polish church was. 

At first Father LeGrand—who was also responsible for two other parishes—had said that he didn’t do funerals there on Mondays, that Danny would have to be buried from St. Anthony’s. 

Sonya insisted, without tears or an inch of compromise. St. Stanislaus was where Danny had been baptized and gone to catechism and served as an altar boy, she said. It was there, and only there, that she would send her son back to God. 

The priest refused, with deepest regrets. She reminded him that her family had been worshipping there for four generations—and that her husband’s construction company was renovating the rectory at cost.

So Danny’s battered young body lay in a casket beneath St. Stan’s brightly colored windows, the huge church filled to standing room. Sonya sat with Ginny on one side and Pete on the other—outwardly calm, grief numbing body and soul. Her composure was contrasted by the wailing hysteria of the young woman at the other end of the pew: a petite blonde named Monique, all-state cheerleading champion and Danny’s high school sweetheart. Across the aisle, awkward in unaccustomed coats and ties, were six teenage pallbearers.

A chorus of high school kids sang one of Danny’s favorite pop songs; a church lady sang “Ave Maria.” Father LeGrand spoke of Danny’s good nature, his strong work ethic, his varied interests—baseball pitcher, pep band, supporting role in West Side Story. The faithful took communion. 

The service lasted an hour, but for Ginny it was over so fast she thought there’d been some sort of mistake. The church was a blur of familiar faces, hundreds of people she’d grown up with but hadn’t seen in fifteen years: “Ginny Lavoie, this is your life.” 

Danny Markowicz, this is your death.

She rode to the cemetery in the limo behind the hearse, Sonya clutching her hand so hard it hurt. There were five of them in the back of the shiny black car: Ginny, Sonya, Pete, and Pete’s parents.

“Such a nice turnout,” his mother was saying, though no one else was in the mood for conversation. “So many people. Even more than when Mayor LeClair passed, imagine that. I hope we’ll have enough to feed them.”

She seemed to be looking for an answer, so Ginny said, “There’s a lot of food.”

“So nice of them to come out. But you’d think that they’d have the decency to dress. I’m not saying a coat and tie, though of course they should. But jeans? Is that fitting for church nowadays?” She waited for someone to share her outrage. No one did. “Petey, who were those two young men? The ones all dressed in black. At the back of the church.”

Pete kept staring out the window. The funeral director had started to line up the cars, but with so many mourners it was going to take a while to get moving. “I got no idea who you’re talking about,” he said.

His mother pursed her lips. “It’s not as though you could miss them. Two young men, pale-looking, odd-colored hair. Out-of-towners.”

Sonya cleared her throat. “They’re friends of Danny’s. I think he just met them. Two boys from New York City.”

“New York City?” Pete’s mother said. “Ask me, they look like they came from Mars.” When she still didn’t get a rise out of anyone, her natural inclination was to keep talking. “Of course,” she went on, “the whole town’s crawling with them. Next thing you know there’ll be more of them than us.” Still nothing. “They’re just so pushy. And no idea of the value of a dollar. They’ll be lining up to buy those condos on the lake, so nobody who actually lives here will be able to afford—” 

Pete finally had enough. “Ma,” he said, “for chrissake, will you let it alone?” Then the cortege moved, and they passed the trip to the cemetery in silence.

Ginny had been to a Jewish funeral once, and she’d never forgotten the sound of the dirt hitting the plain pine box, the finality of that awful empty thud; she was grateful her people didn’t do it that way. She and Sonya and Pete walked away with the casket still suspended aboveground in a shiny metal frame, a demure green carpet draping the open grave. By the time Danny was lowered into the ground, the mourners would be eating finger sandwiches in the parish hall.

The huge room could accommodate five hundred people on bingo night. Now it overflowed with mourners, whose sincere grief at Danny’s death didn’t keep them from piling their plates high with ham roll-ups and Jell-O salad. Ginny had tried to talk Sonya into eating something—she hadn’t seen her ingest anything but coffee since she’d been home—but it was no use. Sonya had just smiled a mirthless smile. “Finally,” she said, “a diet that works.”

Two hours into the reception, with no end in sight, Ginny wended her way between the paper-covered tables and went out for some air. A clutch of people were smoking outside the door, and although Ginny could have used a cigarette, she didn’t think it would be decent to bum one from the lady who used to lead her Brownie troop.

“Virginie.”

Her name was pronounced with proper Québécois inflection, in a voice so similar to her father’s it made her jump. Never mind that its owner was female; her Tante Lisette always had the lowest voice in the girls’ choir, and after five decades of smoking Winstons her words were made of sidewalk slabs. If Ginny had no shame at all, she could bum a butt from her: no question, Aunt Lisette would be carrying.

At sixty-six she was still handsome—with her height and large features, she’d always seemed the embodiment of that word when applied to a woman. She was Ginny’s father’s big sister, ten years older with only miscarriages in between, and she’d never in her life entertained the idea that her baby brother was anything short of angelic.

She’d always thought the same of his only child—that is, until Ginny had the bad manners to disapprove of his second marriage. Still, family was family; Lisette wrapped her brawny arms around Ginny, who was in danger of suffocating in her ample bosom. When her aunt finally pulled back, she leaned down and planted a bright red smooch on Ginny’s forehead.

“Why haven’t you called me?”

Lisette spoke in French. Ginny answered in English, which made her aunt purse those fire-engine lips in annoyance.

“I just got here two days ago,” Ginny said.

Her expression said that was no excuse; she fired questions at her like Québécois cannonballs. “Well, how are you? Why haven’t I heard from you? How is anyone to know if you’re dead or alive? How come the only time you ever visit is for a funeral? And why haven’t you called your father?”

Ginny opened her mouth to answer—which question, she wasn’t sure—but her aunt’s formidable brain was already on the next topic.

“Where are you staying? Don’t tell me you’re staying at the Holiday Inn.”

“With Sonya.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’ll stay with me and Roger. With all the children on their own there’s plenty of room.”

“That’s very sweet,” Ginny said. “But Sonya needs me to be with her. I’m sure you can understand.” She’d slipped into French without even realizing it; amazing how easily it came back.

Lisette thought about it and apparently couldn’t find a decent counterargument. “You’ll come for Sunday dinner,” she said, then gave Ginny another hug and kiss and drove off in her Lincoln Continental.

Ginny wanted a cigarette even more than before. No new source presented itself, though, so she wandered next door to the St. Stan’s school, a Dickensian building that was nearly identical to the one where she’d gone to catechism class—hating it, arguing about birth control with the infuriated teachers, quitting before confirmation. The door was locked, and as far as she was concerned it could stay that way.

“Why’d you run off yesterday?”

She turned around, and there he was: Jimmy Griffin, wearing a coat and tie, holding a big plastic platter dotted with white icing and chocolate crumbs. Was she going to have to go around town with a bag over her head?

“I asked you a question,” he said. “Way I figure it, the least you could do is answer me.”

“Jimmy, I—”

“Or maybe you don’t think you owe me anything. I mean, why should you? All you did was run off and never speak to me again. Oh, right. And kill my baby.”

Through clenched teeth she said, “It was an abortion. That’s not the same thing.”

“Oh, yeah? Why don’t you go in there”—he pointed at the church—“and ask God what he thinks?”

“Jimmy, please. People are staring.”

“Of course they are,” he said, offering a jaunty wave to the smokers clustered outside the door. “The prodigal daughter has returned.”

“For chrissake, Jimmy, this is Danny’s funeral. Don’t you think you should have some respect?” His jaw tightened. Ginny had gotten him, and he knew it. “Look,” she said, “I’m sorry I ran out yesterday. Honest, I never even expected the store to be open in the first place. And I sure as hell never expected you to be there. I was kind of in shock.”

“Yeah, well, that makes two of us.”

She cracked the suggestion of a smile. “You probably thought you were going to sell a couple of half-moons, and there I was.”

“A blast from the past.”

“I would’ve thought you might not even recognize me after all this time.”

“Fat chance,” Jimmy said. Then, “You cut your hair.”

Ginny fingered her cropped brown locks. In school she’d had straight hair down to the middle of her back. “Ten years ago,” she said.

“Suits you.”

People had started to walk past them, the mourners finally making their way to their cars. “I gotta go,” she said. “Sonya’s gonna have her hands full saying her good-byes.”

He shifted the sugary platter to his left hand and extended his right. “Have a safe trip back to New York City.”

She shook his hand, an odd sensation. Back in the day, they’d done a whole lot of things to each other’s body, but shaking hands wasn’t one of them.

“I forgot how everybody up here calls it that,” she said. “‘New York City.’ Everybody in the city just says ‘the city.’”

“Probably in too much of a hurry to say ‘New York.’”

“Right.”

“Well, travel safe, anyway.”

“I’m actually sticking around for a while,” she said. “Sonya needs me.”

“That’s big of you. I mean, I’m sure you’ve got an important life down there.” She gave him a look. “I mean it. I wasn’t trying to be smart.”

“Right,” she said. Then, “Take care of yourself.”

“You too.”

“And maybe wipe that lipstick off your face.”

Ginny went back inside the church hall, in time to see two slight, black-clad men walking away from the table where Sonya was still sitting, the untouched plate of food congealing in front of her. Pete was off in the corner, surrounded by burly men she guessed were workers on his construction crew, each toting a bottle of Budweiser and a grim expression.

“Who was that?”

It took Sonya a minute to wrap her mind around the question. “Danny’s new friends. Those boys from New York. They stopped by to pay their respects.”

“Did you get their names?”

“I don’t remember.”

Ginny disposed of Sonya’s plate and said, “Let’s get you home.”

“I should stay until everyone leaves.”

“To hell with that. You look like you’re about to keel over.”

“I’ll be all right. I ought to—”

Ginny took Sonya’s hand and pulled her upright. She signaled to Pete, a strapping guy with thinning hair and a thickening middle. He drained his beer and followed them. They were halfway out the door when Sonya stopped. 

“Where’s that picture? The big blowup of Danny we had by the altar—I don’t want to lose it.”

“I’m sure someone got it,” Ginny said, nudging her toward Pete’s truck. “Otherwise, I’ll pick it up tomorrow.”

Sonya was silent for a minute, then said, “He was so handsome. Sometimes I used to kid myself into thinking he had my eyes.”

“Maybe he did. I heard people today saying how much he looked like you.”

“They were just being nice,” Sonya said. “Or maybe after all these years they forgot. Sometimes I forget, too. Isn’t that crazy?”

“No.”

“I raised him,” Sonya said. “I loved him. Now that he’s gone, it’s like a part of me is dead, too.” She stopped in the middle of the parking lot and faced her friend. “Danny was the only child I’ll ever have,” she said. “And he wasn’t even mine.”
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Growing up, Sonya had always been the kind of girl you’d hope your son might marry. Her sister, Paula, was the kind you’d hope your son would steer clear of, for fear he’d catch a disease. 

Promiscuous, truant, an expert manipulator—Paula had been every mother’s nightmare. The fact that she’d been strikingly gorgeous since the day she was born only made it that much easier for her to get away with murder. Until the day he died, in fact, her father blamed her for driving his wife into an early grave. He always said that Paula only did two good things in her whole life: giving birth to Danny and getting the hell out of town.

She was nineteen years old when she left; Danny was one. She’d asked Sonya to babysit one night and never picked him up. Sonya was fifteen, already dating Pete but saving herself for marriage. At times when her black sense of humor bubbled up through the good-girl topsoil, she’d joke that Danny had something in common with Jesus: she became his mother while she was still a virgin.

Ginny laughed at the memory, sweat trickling down her neck as she did laps around the high school running track. For someone who was trying to escape her past, she was behaving perversely—coming back to her alma mater, the scene of so many adolescent crimes.

She was on her third mile, loose, feeling like she could go on forever. The high school track was hardly the Central Park reservoir, but it had the advantage of reminding her that she was in damn good shape: at thirty-four she could run faster and longer than she had as a teenager.

She kept going despite the light rain, still thinking about Sonya—how she’d so willingly taken responsibility for Danny, a little boy whose mother was gone and whose father was a blank space on his birth certificate. 

Sonya could have left him with her parents, could have gone off to school and had her own life like Ginny had, but she didn’t. She took a few classes at the local state college, married Pete, feathered their modestly decorated nest. Then she settled down to wait for Danny’s brothers and sisters to arrive, and when waiting didn’t work, she tried prayer. But the baby she so longed for never came, and the church didn’t allow in vitro.

Danny was the only child I’ll ever have. And he wasn’t even mine.

Poor Sonya.

“Lavoie. How many times I gotta tell you to keep your knees up? You doing laps or running away from a mugger?”

She turned to see a man in his mid-forties, trim, Boston Bruins cap pulled down low against the drizzle. “Coach Hank? Oh my God.”

“I saw you at the funeral,” he said. “Damn tragic. How’s Sonya?”

“Not good.”

“Right. Stupid to ask. So how are you?”

“Not bad.”

“Well, I see you still know your way around a track. But then, I guess you gotta keep fit in your line of work. Otherwise . . .” He made a gun out of his thumb and forefinger and shot her dead.

“That’s mostly in the movies.”

“Nah, your dad showed me a picture of that medal you won right out of school. Bravery in the line of duty, he said. He was real proud of you. So how’s he doing down in Florida?”

“Fine,” she said, though she was just guessing. Ginny hadn’t spoken to her father since her mother’s funeral.

“You sticking around for a while? If you’re still here, you oughta come to the game on Friday night. Quarterback’s got a shot at Division A.” He was smiling at her, and although nearly twenty years had passed, she bet the high school girls still called him Hank the Hunk behind his back.

“I’ll try. As a matter of fact, I was hoping to talk to you.”

“You don’t say.”

“It’s about Danny. I promised Sonya I’d try to find out what happened to him.”

His bushy eyebrows came together. “I thought Rolly had Jumping Jack down at the jail.”

“Yeah. Sonya doesn’t think he did it.”

“You don’t say,” he said again. “And what can I do for you?”

“I don’t know. I’m going to talk to folks who knew him. And since you were his coach—”

“Hold on a sec. You saying you think this wasn’t a random thing?”

The rain was coming down harder. Ginny pulled the hood of her sweat jacket over her head. “I don’t know what it was,” she said. “But when somebody gets killed, odds are it wasn’t a stranger. So rule number one is, get to know the victim.”

The coach shook his head, raindrops flying off the brim of his cap. “I find it hard to believe that anyone who knew Danny would want to hurt him.”

“So do I,” she said, watching a freight train pass beyond the outfield fence. “So do I.”

Ginny would never forget the first time she visited the local police station. She was seven years old, and her Brownie troop spent a Saturday getting behind-the-scenes tours at what were arguably the four most interesting places in town: the police station, the fire station, Jack’s Hot Dogs, and Neville’s Donuts. Most of the other girls had been enraptured by the french-fryer or the gizmo that put the filling in the Boston crèmes; a few begged for a chance to slide down the shiny fire pole or climb on the big red engine. 

When they got to the police station, only Ginny wanted to linger. It was she who raised her hand when the officer asked who wanted to be fingerprinted; who actually took pleasure when the whole squealing troop was locked inside an empty cell.

That same cell was now home to one Jumping Jack O’Brien—once the town’s harmless lunatic, now its resident pariah. Ginny had gotten in to see him, but only after twenty minutes of wheedling with the cop on duty. She appealed to his loyalty as a brother officer, and when that didn’t work, she threatened to expose the fact that when they were in the second grade, she’d let him try on her polka-dotted miniskirt. Finally, he succumbed to bribery in the form of a dozen Neville’s crullers, grabbing the box with one hand as he tossed her the keys with the other.

Ginny smelled the prisoner before she saw him. She opened the gate and walked the few steps to the last of the three cells. He was facedown on the floor, doing one-handed push-ups.

“Jack?”

He stopped, looked up, shifted to a sitting position. His face was shiny with sweat, graying hair matted to his skull above a pair of reddened gray-blue eyes. He was still wearing his army surplus clothes—as far as Ginny could tell, the same outfit he’d had on the day she went off to UMass.

“Virginie,” he said. “Virginie Lavoie.”

Ginny was thrown; she’d hardly expected him to recognize her. “That’s right,” she said. “But I go by Virginia now. Or just Ginny.”

“You ran the five-hundred in 1 minute 16.02 seconds. High school record.”

“That was a long time ago,” she said. “I’m sure it’s been broken by now.”

“Hasn’t,” he said. 

She smiled in spite of herself. “Really?”

He nodded. There was something strangely solemn in the gesture. Then he nodded again, this time toward the waxed paper bag in her left hand. “What ya got in there?”

“Doughnut from Neville’s. Chocolate frosted.”

“Glazed or . . . c-c-cake?” he asked, tongue tripping over the final word.

“Cake.”

Jack O’Brien licked his lips. “My favorite.”

“I know. I asked around.” She handed it through the bars.

“You’re nice to me,” he said, his smile revealing a railroad track of blackened teeth. “You were always nice to me.”

He opened the bag and inhaled a long sniff; he liberated the doughnut and took a surprisingly dainty bite. He savored it, carefully put it back in the bag. Then he looked up at her and said, “I’m a goddamned murderer.”
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Is that true?” Jack nodded yet again, but this time his gaze never rose above his duct-taped army boots. “Chief Rolly says.”

“Forget what Rolly says. Can you tell me what happened?”

“I beat poor Danny Markowicz’ head in. I beat him and beat him till he was dead.”

“That’s what Rolly said you did? Or what you did for real?”

He shrugged. “What’s the difference?”

Ginny stifled the urge to reach through the bars and snatch the doughnut back. “There’s a big difference,” she said. “Forget what Rolly told you. Can you just tell me about Danny?”

“Danny pitched a two-hitter against Pittsfield last year in the Western Mass finals.”

“I mean, what happened the night he died?”

He stared at her, like she was very stupid. “There was a fight,” he said.

“I know. There was a fight and Danny got hurt. But what makes you think you did it?” He opened his mouth to speak. “I mean, besides what Rolly said.” He closed it again. She took a step toward him. “You had his wallet in your pocket. Do you know how it got there?”

“Danny was nice to me, too. Never bought me a doughnut, though. An Egg McMuffin one time. Came with two packs of ketchup.”

“Listen, Jack, you gotta focus here. I want to help you.”

“How come?”

“Danny’s mom sent me. Sonya. She doesn’t think you killed him.”

His look, of all things, struck her as slightly wounded. “I killed lots of people,” he said.

“You mean here or in the war?”

He shrugged again, suddenly the very picture of nonchalance. “I’m a goddamn baby killer. That’s what they told me when I got home.”

The memory must’ve made him hungry, because he pulled the doughnut out of the bag and took another tiny bite.

“Sonya told me you wouldn’t even talk to the public defender,” Ginny said. “But you’ve got to have a lawyer. Somebody to—”

“Do not.”

“Yes, you do. Believe me.”

He shook his head. “A real man doesn’t hide behind some bastard lawyer.”

“Did Rolly tell you that?” He didn’t need to answer. “Christ, Jack, you gotta listen to me. Nobody wants you in jail for something you didn’t do, okay? Now, just tell me how you got Danny’s wallet.”

“Stole it,” he said. “Stole it like a goddamned thief.”

Ginny tried to keep her temper in check. After all, it wasn’t Jack’s fault he was a babbling mess. He’d been a professional psycho for the past three decades: the town, which’d had no idea what to do with him when he got back from the war, had cast him as its local loon. You could hardly blame the man for being good at his job. 

“I’m gonna get you out of here, Jack, okay? Just sit tight.”

He nodded, though Ginny got the feeling he was only half listening. When she was most of the way down the hall, he called after her.

“You know what goes real good with a chocolate-frosted? A nice cold glass of milk. You could bring me one of those next time. ’Kay?”

After eleven years with the NYPD, Ginny thought she’d seen and done it all. But this was a first for her: sleeping in a murder victim’s bed.

Sonya had insisted. After four nights on the living room couch it was time Ginny moved into Danny’s room. That was so like Sonya, Ginny thought: letting practicality trump a broken heart. 

So, for the first time since her son’s death, Sonya had ventured into the small room just off the kitchen—the room she’d shared with Danny’s mother all those years ago. She’d stripped the sheets, but after inhaling Danny’s lingering scent, she couldn’t bear to wash them. She’d sealed them in a plastic garbage bag and hidden them in the bottom of her closet, knowing her husband would never understand.

Ginny had watched her, not wanting to interfere. Despite the guilt, she was grateful to have her own room; between all the stress and Pete’s habit of being out the door by five-thirty a.m., she hadn’t been sleeping well. But from the minute she dropped her little duffel on the blue shag carpet of Danny’s room, she felt like the worst kind of interloper.

Except for the sheets, the room was exactly as Danny had left it that last morning, when he’d gone off to work with Pete and the lunch Sonya had packed him and no clue that he’d never come home again. It was a cozy space, tidy without being sterile; Sonya had raised her son right. 

“Cleanliness is next to godliness.” Sonya was the only person Ginny had ever met who could actually make the cliché sound like it meant something. To Ginny it always seemed like a phrase ripped off a Hallmark card—or maybe embroidered on the pope’s underpants—but Sonya really believed that living cleanly in body and soul brought you closer to God. No molecule of dirt could expect to live long in Sonya Markowicz’ home; and though she was no one’s idea of a bigot, in her laundry room no white ever mixed with a color. 

Ginny’s mind flew south to her own apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, with its sinkful of dirty dishes and the dust so thick you could write your initials on the microwave. God forbid her friend should ever see it. Then again, at the moment even Ginny couldn’t think of a reason to go back. Even her cactus had died of neglect.

She shook her head, reached for the cup of Sonya’s strong coffee she’d left atop Danny’s bureau. Ginny was self-aware enough to realize that she was in danger of sliding into a genuine funk—a pity party whose invited guests included not only poor Danny’s murder but also her failing career, lousy taste in men, and imminent homelessness. The thought of slipping a little something into the coffee crossed her mind, until she realized it was seven-fifteen in the morning. Son of a bitch: she really was turning into her father.

The scream yanked Ginny out of her nasty reverie; it sounded like somebody was being flayed alive. She sprinted out of the room, shouting Sonya’s name, reaching for her nonexistent gun for the second time in as many days.
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