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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.

1
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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