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FATHER’S DAY MURDER

Lucy was just finishing her dessert—a thin wedge of very rich chocolate cake sitting in a pool of raspberry sauce—when a man stepped to the microphone in the front of the room and asked for silence. The program, he said, was going to begin in a few minutes, as soon as the waiters finished clearing.

Hearing this news, Junior got to this feet and left the hall, presumably in search of his father. It was only a moment or two later that he returned in some agitation.

“We need an ambulance,” Lucy heard him say to the man in charge of the program. “My father’s collapsed.”

Several people hurried out of the room, along with several members of the Read party. People from the other tables, however, began drifting to the door, curious to see what was going on. That brought the emcee back to the microphone.

“Please stay in your seats,” he said. “We’re going to start the program with a short film, a biography of Luther Read.”

It was eerie, thought Lucy, watching the images of Luther Read flicking across the screen. Maybe he was dead or maybe he was fighting for his life, but in the darkened room he was an enormous, living presence. Then the film ended. The final image of Luther Read’s smiling face had hardly faded when the announcement came.

“Luther Read, our Newspaperman of the Year, is dead.”

That was incredible enough, but an even more shocking announcement followed.

“Remain in your seats, please, as the police will be collecting information from everyone . . .”
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Chapter One

“Wouldn’t you like to kill him when he does that?”

Phyllis was referring to her boss, Ted Stillings, editor-in-chief and publisher of the weekly Tinker’s Cove Pennysaver, who had just announced his arrival in the office by throwing his head back, pounding his chest, and yelling like Tarzan. Behind him the little bell on the door jangled merrily, and dust motes danced in the stripes of afternoon sunlight that streamed through the old-fashioned brown-wood Venetian blinds covering the plate-glass windows.

“Only if I can torture him first,” replied Lucy Stone, the paper’s investigative reporter, feature writer, listings editor, and photographer. “Quick, pass me the handcuffs and the duct tape.”

Phyllis, whose various job descriptions included receptionist, telephone operator, and advertising manager, smoothed her pink beaded cardigan over her ample bust and began searching in her desk drawer.

“Darn. I must have loaned them to somebody,” she said, shaking her head. Not a single tangerine lock escaped from the hair spray she’d liberally applied that morning.

“Enough with the sarcasm,” admonished Ted. “I’ve got big news.”

“Uh-oh,” said Phyllis in a resigned tone. “That probably means more work for us.”

“Not today it doesn’t,” insisted Lucy, who as the mother of four had learned early on the importance of setting limits. “I have to get Zoe to ballet, and Sara has horseback riding. I absolutely, positively have to leave at three. Not a minute later.”

“Will you two shut up?” demanded Ted. “I have an announcement to make.”

Phyllis rolled her eyes. “So what’s the problem? Cat got your tongue? Spit it out.”

“We’re waiting,” said Lucy, drumming her fingers impatiently on her computer keyboard.

“I get no respect here,” fumed Ted. “I might as well be home.”

He sat down at the antique rolltop desk he’d inherited from his grandfather, a legendary New England newspaper editor, and put his head in his hands.

“This is the biggest thing to happen to the Pennysaver since . . . well, I don’t know when, and nobody’s interested. Nobody cares.”

“We care,” chorused Lucy and Phyllis.

“Please, pretty please,” cajoled Lucy. “Please tell us.”

Ted lifted his head.

“Only if you’re really interested.”

“We’re really interested,” said Phyllis with a big sigh.

“You don’t sound interested.” Ted was pouting.

Lucy checked her watch. “I don’t have all day, Ted,” she reminded him.

“Okay.” Ted straightened up. “Drumroll, please.”

Lucy tapped two pencils against the edge of her scarred wooden desk.

“Today,” began Ted, making a little bow and displaying a sheet of paper with an impressive engraved letterhead, “I have the honor of informing you that the Tinker’s Cove Pennysaver has been named ‘Community Newspaper of the Year in Category Five, Circulation Less than Five Thousand’ by the Trask Trust for Journalism in the Public Interest.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Phyllis, raising the rhinestone-trimmed reading glasses that dangled from a chain around her neck and holding her hand out for the official letter.

“Wow,” said Lucy, honestly impressed. “Congratulations.” She knew how Ted had struggled through the years to keep the Pennysaver, which had a lineage reaching back over a hundred years to the yellowed and crumbling Couriers and Advertisers in the morgue, a going concern. Only someone with a genuine dedication and commitment to local news would have continued to soldier on in such a difficult economy against TV, the Internet, and numerous slick and sophisticated competitors.

“It gets better,” said Ted, passing the letter to Phyllis. “The award includes a grant to attend the Northeast Newspaper Association conference in Boston.”

“It’s true,” said Phyllis, lowering her glasses. “Just my luck, the conference is for editorial staff only.” She sucked in her heavily powdered cheeks and pursed her Frosted Apricot lips. “I suppose that leaves me out.”

“Sorry,” said Ted, not bothering to sound too sympathetic. “Someone has to watch the store. But Lucy, I think you should definitely go. It’s a great opportunity to polish up your writing and reporting skills and to meet other journalists. Opportunities like this don’t come along every day, you know.”

Lucy knew. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d left the little Maine town. And she’d hardly ever left her family for more than a day, and then only to give birth or tend to her ailing parents.

“Where is it? And when is it?” she asked.

“Boston. The second week in June.”

“Oh, I’d love to go to Boston,” she admitted. “But June? I can’t get away in June. Elizabeth and Toby will be home from college. Sara and Zoe will be finishing up the school year. It would mean missing the middle school awards ceremony and the ballet recital—”

“That’s not what I call a problem,” said Phyllis, cutting her short. “I’d call it a gift from God.”

In spite of herself, Lucy laughed, recalling long hours spent perched on uncomfortable bleacher seats in the stifling gymnasium watching an endless procession of students receive awards for everything from perfect attendance and positive attitudes to the Zeiger Prize for Improved Penmanship.

“It means a lot to the kids,” she said lamely.

“They have a father, don’t they?” continued Phyllis. “He can go.”

“You’re right,” said Lucy. “Bill will go.” She sighed.

“There’s some problem with Bill?”

Phyllis was sharp; there was no denying it, thought Lucy.

“It’s just that . . . well, you know Toby is going to be working for his father when he gets home from college.”

Bill Stone, Lucy’s restoration carpenter husband, was still recovering from a nasty fall. It had been decided that Toby, who was struggling in college, would take a year off from his studies and assist him on the job.

“Well, I don’t have a good feeling about it,” said Lucy, voicing a thought that had been nagging her for some time. “They’re both pretty strong personalities.”

“Both stubborn as hell, you mean,” said Phyllis.

“I’m worried they might have a little trouble adjusting.”

“Probably fight like cats and dogs.”

“Exactly. But if I’m there I can be a buffer, smooth things out.”

“Honey, you can just forget that idea,” said Phyllis, fixing her with a level gaze. “They’ll work things out a lot faster if you’re not there.”

“I was hoping to keep it in the family and out of the courtroom,” said Lucy darkly. “And then there’s Elizabeth.”

Phyllis cocked her head expectantly.

“Well, you know she didn’t much like working as a chambermaid at the Queen Vic Inn last summer? I’ve got to help her find a new summer job.”

“You mean make sure she gets a summer job.”

“Right.”

Phyllis shrugged. “No work, no spending money, it’s that simple.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” said Lucy, staring at the calendar photo of scullers on the Charles River, with the Boston skyline in the background. Flipping through the pages she saw a shot of the swan boats in the Public Garden, street musicians performing in Copley Square, and a nighttime photo that transformed Storrow Drive into swirling ribbons of red and white light.

“How would I get there? I’ve never driven in the city. Besides, Elizabeth will need my car to get to the summer job she doesn’t have yet.”

“Go with Ted,” suggested Phyllis.

“No can do,” said Ted, looking up from his computer.

“Pam and I are going a few days early, kind of a minivacation.”

“Take the commuter jet.”

Lucy considered this. “That’s a good idea, but I bet it’s awfully expensive.”

“All your expenses will be paid,” snapped Phyllis. “Right, Ted?”

“Well, within reason. Workshops, registration, lodging, meals, transportation.” He paused. “No jets. Bus.”

“Bus?” Lucy hadn’t traveled by bus since she was in college.

“Sure. There’s two or three every day. And the bus, unlike the plane, takes you right into town. To South Station.”

Lucy studied the June calendar photo of a narrow street on Beacon Hill lined with rosy pink town houses. She wanted to walk down that street, perhaps the very same street where Paul Revere or Louisa May Alcott or Robert Lowell had walked. She flipped a page, revealing a photo of the fashionable boutiques and outdoor cafés on Newbury Street. In the foreground, a fashionably dressed couple were strolling arm in arm. She was suddenly uncomfortably aware of the blue jeans and polo shirt she was wearing, her usual outfit for work.

“I have nothing to wear,” she wailed.

Phyllis raised an eyebrow. “Girlfriend, then you better get off your fanny and go shopping.”

“You win,” said Lucy, laughing. “I’ll go!”

 


 



That night at dinner Lucy could hardly wait to share the good news.

“Guess what?” she began as she unfolded her napkin.

“Ted wants me to go to a newspaper convention in Boston. All expenses paid.”

“Boston?” Zoe, seven years old and in second grade, was suspicious. “How long will you be gone?”

“How come we don’t get to go?” demanded Sara, who had just turned fourteen and had a permanent chip on her shoulder.

“Exactly when is this shinding?” inquired Bill, scooping mashed potatoes out of the bowl and piling them on his plate.

“It’s a week long, the second week in June, and Elizabeth will be home then so she can help out.”

“Elizabeth never does anything,” complained Sara, pretty much hitting the nail on the head. A year at Chamberlain College in Boston had done little except convince Elizabeth that she was disadvantaged because her parents had refused to fund a trip to Cancún for spring break and had insisted she come home to look for a summer job. A search that had been far too halfhearted to be successful.

“A whole week?” Zoe scowled, pushing her peas around on her plate.

Lucy was beginning to think the convention wasn’t a very good idea as she watched Bill consult his pocket calendar.

“Do you know what this means?” he asked, tapping the calendar.

Suddenly Lucy knew exactly what it meant. An entire week without household responsibilities. No loads of laundry, no suppers to cook, no family crises. No complaints and no reproaches. No explanations. A week with no one to answer to but herself. Freedom.

“What’s the problem?” she demanded. “I’ll only be away for five nights, five weekday nights. The kids aren’t babies anymore; they’ll all help out. You go away, to restoration carpenter’s workshops and antique house conferences and buying trips and I don’t know what all. . . .”

“It’s the week before Father’s Day.”

This was news to Lucy.

“I bet you never even thought to check.”

Lucy looked at the wilted lettuce leaf remaining on her plate.

“They call it Father’s Day, but this year I guess it will be Passover.”

This was a favorite complaint of Bill’s, who always feared he would be “passed over” and ignored on birthdays and holidays.

“I hadn’t realized,” admitted Lucy. “But Father’s Day is always on Sunday, and I’ll be home Friday or Saturday at the latest. It will be the same as always. Even better. The best Father’s Day ever.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” said Lucy.




Chapter Two

Maybe going to the newspaper convention wasn’t such a good idea after all, thought Lucy, carefully folding her best dress and tucking it in her suitcase. It was a flowery-print silk sheath that she’d bought at Carriage Trade’s end-of-season sale last August. It was perfect for an occasional summer theater show or cocktail party, the sort of event she was likely to attend in Tinker’s Cove, but she wasn’t convinced it would do in Boston. It screamed summer resort wear rather than urban sophistication.

Too bad, she told herself firmly; it would have to do. According to the schedule Ted had given her, there would be only one dress-up occasion at the conference: the awards banquet. She was certainly not going to buy a new outfit for one event, especially when she had a perfectly good dress in her closet. A lovely dress. A designer dress. A dress splashed with gaudy pink and fuchsia and orange blossoms.

Lucy gave her hair a good brushing, studying herself in the mirror. She saw an average sort of person—average height, average weight, not as young as she used to be and not as old as she hoped to be—someday. Her shining cap of dark hair was her best feature, she thought, mostly because she didn’t have to do much with it. She got it cut once a month, rinsed in some hair color now and then to cover the gray that had begun to appear, and that was it.

Lucy gave her reflection one last look and decided she looked presentable, dressed for comfort on the bus in jeans and an oversize white shirt. She slipped the brush into the suitcase and was zipping it up when she heard a thunderous crash outside.

Involuntarily, her stomach clenched. What now? she wondered, as she ran to the window to see what had happened. At first nothing seemed different, only that the backyard looked rather empty. Then she realized that the toolshed, which had been covered with climbing rambler roses, had somehow collapsed. The roses were still there, still in bloom, but not as high as they used to be.

Bill and Toby were standing in almost identical positions, arms akimbo, examining the damage. Kudo, the dog, was running in circles and barking furiously.

“Shut up!” yelled Bill, advancing at the dog.

Kudo gave a protesting yelp or two, then scooted off in search of safer ground. Toby was thinking of following him—Lucy could tell by a slight shift in his weight and a definite angle toward the house—but Bill had him in his sights. She’d better get down there fast, she decided, before things got nasty.

Bill had already worked up a good head of steam when she stepped out onto the back porch.

“Why’d you say it was all set when it wasn’t?” he yelled at Toby.

Toby shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, and held out his hands. “I thought it was set.”

“How could you think that? There was nothing to hold it up once I took out the corner post. How stupid can you be? Did you think the air would hold it up? Did you think Newton’s laws have been repealed? Dr. Gravity took the day off?”

Toby’s face was red, and Lucy knew he was struggling to keep his temper.

“I didn’t understand,” he said, shaking his head. “I thought you’d done something. I thought you had it under control.”

It sounded reasonable enough to Lucy. Kids expected their parents to take care of things for them. There was a roof over their heads, dinner on the table, clean clothes in the drawers. Dentists’ appointments got made; all they had to do was show up and open wide. That dynamic had changed, of course, when Toby started working for his father. Now he was supposed to earn his keep.

“No!” barked Bill, pointing a finger at him. “That was your job.” He jabbed a finger at him. “You! You were supposed to put in a brace.”

Toby’s face was beet red and his chin was quivering.

“Why didn’t you explain that to me, Dad? Why?”

Bill threw up his hands. “God almighty, do I have to explain everything? This is a job your average idiot could do with his eyes closed and one hand tied behind his back.”

Toby didn’t answer; he fled to the rattletrap Jeep he’d bought with money borrowed from Sara, the family miser, and sped off, spraying gravel.

Bill turned to Lucy. “Can you believe that kid?”

Lucy didn’t want to answer. She figured anything she could say would only make Bill madder, so she just shook her head.

“Can’t you say something?” demanded Bill.

She was spared having to answer by Kudo, who suddenly ran by with a limp chicken in his mouth. Proof positive that once again he’d gotten into Mrs. Pratt’s chicken house.

“I’ll call and find out how much damage he did,” said Lucy, heading for the house.

“You’d better catch him and tie him up first,” said Bill, picking up the crowbar. “You know, Lucy, I can’t guarantee that beast will be here when you get back from Boston.”

Lucy had heard these threats before and didn’t take them seriously. She knew Bill was really fond of Kudo. She suspected that he pretended to be antagonistic so he wouldn’t be asked to help take care of the dog. She shrugged and went inside to get the box of dog treats she kept handy for calling the dog. He could hear her shaking it from miles away, and the sound never failed to bring him home, drooling with anticipation. When she came back out of the house, however, she realized Bill’s truck was gone.

“Great,” she muttered, shaking the jar furiously. Now she didn’t have a ride to the bus.

A half hour later she had locked the dog in the house and had tracked Elizabeth down at her friend Jenna’s house. Impressing upon her the gravity of the situation—that she was going to miss the bus unless Elizabeth returned home immediately with the Subaru—took a bit of doing.

“But, Mom, you said I could have the car while you’re gone.”

“I’m not gone yet, Elizabeth. And unless you take me to the bus stop I won’t be gone at all.”

“Okay, Mom. I’ll be right there.”

She had plenty of time, she told herself, trying to stay calm. At least forty-five minutes. Plenty of time. No reason to panic. She’d go upstairs and get her suitcase and Elizabeth would no doubt be pulling into the driveway when she came down. After all, it was only five minutes to Jenna’s house.

But when Lucy came out on the porch with her jacket and purse slung over her arm and towing her wheeled suitcase, there was no sign of Elizabeth or the car. She went back in the house and reached for the phone.

“Jenna,” she said, struggling to keep a level voice. “Is Elizabeth still there?”

“Oh, hi, Mrs. Stone. Yup, Elizabeth is right here.”

“Could I please speak to her?”

“Sure thing.”

When she heard Elizabeth on the other end of the line, she could barely contain her fury.

“Right now. This minute. Get in the car. Understand?”

Elizabeth understood. Minutes later she rolled into the driveway, loud music pouring from the station wagon’s open windows. Lucy threw her suitcase into the back and climbed into the passenger side.

“There are hamburgers for supper. Dad can grill them. There’s macaroni salad all made, and you can slice up some tomatoes.”

“Sure thing, Mom.”

From her spritely tone and the way her head was bobbing along to a Janet Jackson tune, Lucy doubted she’d heard a word.

“I’m serious, Elizabeth. Don’t forget to pick up Sara and Zoe. Sara gets done with her volunteer job at the animal shelter at four, and you can swing by the Orensteins’ for Zoe then, too.”

“Right, Mom.”

“What did I just say?”

“Grill the tomatoes, slice up the gruesome twosome.”

Lucy let it go.

“You know, the only reason I’m letting you use my car while I’m away is so you can get yourself to work.”

“I know, Mom. I know.”

Elizabeth had taken a job as an au pair for a wealthy couple, Junior and Angela Read, who were summering at his family’s enormous shingled “cottage” overlooking the ocean on Smith Heights Road. Elizabeth would be responsible for taking care of their three-and-a-half-year-old son, Trevor.

“It wouldn’t hurt you to take a look at that old Gesell book I gave you. Trevor’s at a tricky age.” She remembered that when Toby was three and a half she’d been convinced he had gone deaf because he never seemed to hear what she was saying and insisted on ignoring her and stubbornly going his own way. It was only after consulting the child-care books that she’d discovered such behavior was normal. What the book’s authors had neglected to mention was that he might never grow out of it.

“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll be at the yacht club most of the time.”

“You do understand that the Reads aren’t sending you to the yacht club to get a tan and flirt with the boys, don’t you? They’ll expect you to take care of Trevor.”

“I know. I know. How hard can it be to take care of one little boy? Besides, he’ll probably take a lot of naps and stuff.”

“Sure,” said Lucy, stifling the impulse to burst into hysterical laughter.

The bus was just coming into view when they pulled into the Quik-Stop parking lot.

“Oh, God, I almost forgot Father’s Day.”

Lucy already felt a little pang of guilt. She wasn’t going to be home on Friday after all; Ted wanted her to stay for the morning workshops which meant the next bus didn’t depart until Saturday morning.

“It’s okay, Mom. I know what to do. Honest, I’ve been around for nineteen Father’s Days. In fact, I’ve already got a great idea for a present.”

“Good. Don’t forget the cards. He loves them, and they have to be homemade. The funnier the better.”

“Of course, Mom.”

“Bacon and sausage—he’ll want both.”

“Right.”

“Plenty of eggs.”

“Right.”

“Doughnuts from Jake’s . . .”

“Absolutely. There’s not enough cholesterol in bacon, sausage, and eggs. Got to have doughnuts, too.”

Lucy smiled at Elizabeth’s joke and got out of the car just as the bus pulled into the parking lot. She was lifting her suitcase out of the back when she remembered the most important thing.

“Don’t forget the Bloody Marys!” she said, leaning on the driver-side door. It certainly wouldn’t be the perfect Father’s Day without Bill’s traditional eye-opener.

“Mom, aren’t you forgetting something?”

Lucy’s mind went blank with terror.

“My toothbrush? Did I remember to pack it?”

“No, the liquor. I can’t buy vodka and neither can Toby. We’re underage.”

“Right, right.” The bus motor was rumbling. “I’ll get vodka. I won’t forget. You get the rest of the stuff.”

“The bus is gonna leave, Mom. You better hurry.”

Before she could say good-bye, Elizabeth had driven out of the parking lot.

Lucy felt alone and deserted. It wouldn’t have killed Elizabeth to wait a few minutes so she could wave to the departing bus. Maybe even say an encouraging word, like “Have a good time” or “Don’t worry about a thing.”

Lucy trundled her suitcase around the bus and gave it to the driver, who stowed it in the baggage compartment, and bought her ticket. He punched it when he gave it to her, telling her she would need it when she debarked in Boston. Then she climbed on board and took a seat next to a window. The driver clambered aboard, released the brakes, which gave a huge hiss, and they began to roll.

Alone in her seat, Lucy reached for her cell phone. Things had been so confused when she left that she wanted to make sure everything was all right. Maybe she could catch Bill, just to touch base and let him know she’d left the hotel phone number on the refrigerator. Or Toby, to tell him that his father wasn’t really angry at him; he had just been upset about the shed collapsing. Or she could call Zoe, at her friend Sadie’s house, just to say good-bye and remind her to be a good girl.

Lucy was fingering the phone, trying to decide which number to call, when the bus began the long climb past Red Top Hill and on toward the interstate. From where she sat she had a clear view of the little New England town with its white church steeples rising above the leafy green trees and the Main Street shops with the sparkling blue harbor beyond.

It looked, she thought, like a picture postcard. Or the opening scene from a movie. The credits had finished rolling, the heroine had boarded the bus leaving her small-town past behind her, and the adventure was about to begin.




Chapter Three

Lucy’s first stop when the bus finally pulled into South Station six hours later was to find the ladies’ room. Then, with face and hands freshly washed, hair combed, and a fresh application of lipstick, she went out to find a taxi. The city air, heavy with the pungent exhaust of diesel engines, made her eyes sting, and she felt a little pang of homesickness for Tinker’s Cove, where the ocean breezes kept the air sweet and fresh.

“Park Plaza Hotel,” she told the cabbie, who immediately started the meter. Shocked at the amount it already showed and remembering Ted’s admonition that she had to watch her spending, she asked if it was a long trip.

“Nah,” he said, pulling away from the curb. “Sunday evenings there’s not much traffic. It should be quick.”

Relieved on that score, Lucy leaned back in her seat and prepared to enjoy getting reacquainted with the city. Boston, she knew, was one of the nation’s oldest towns and was filled with treasures like Faneuil Hall, Old Ironsides, and Paul Revere’s house, though Bill maintained there wasn’t really much of the original structure left in the Revere house, and she supposed that since he was a restoration carpenter he would know.

She and Bill had brought the kids into the city a few times over the years, to see Red Sox games at Fenway Park and to visit the Museum of Science, the New England Aquarium, and other attractions, but each trip had been a tense exercise in map reading as they tried to find their way through a maze of unfamiliar roads filled with notoriously unpredictable Boston drivers who considered using a turn signal tantamount to giving away a state secret. Most traumatic of all had been their trip last fall to bring Elizabeth to Chamberlain College, when the stress of the city driving had been compounded by the emotional trauma of separation. Lucy had fought tears for the entire trip, and had hardly noticed her surroundings.

Today, however, she was buoyed by a sense of adventure and looked around eagerly, hoping to spot a familiar landmark. Instead she was dismayed to see that more of the roadways had a makeshift appearance and were lined with long chains of scarred concrete Jersey barriers.

“What’s going on?” she asked, remembering the cranes and numerous road construction projects she’d observed from the bus. “These roads are a mess.”

“You said it, lady. They call it the Big Dig, but the Big Boondoggle is more like it.”

“Big Dig?”

“You never heard of the Big Dig? Where are you from?”

“Maine,” said Lucy, grabbing the door handle and holding on for dear life as the driver whipped around a sharp corner and slammed on the brakes in front of the hotel.

“That explains it,” said the cabbie, turning around to face her. “They’re gonna put all the highways underground. They’ve dug up most of the city. It’s costing a lot of money and making for a lot of aggravation. That’ll be four-twenty.”

Lucy gave him five dollars. “Keep the change,” she said in a burst of extravagance. She’d feared the fare would be much larger.

He nodded his thanks. “You have a nice visit, and while you’re here, take my advice and take the T.”

“Thanks,” said Lucy. “I will.”

A handsomely uniformed doorman opened the door for her with a flourish and Lucy felt rather grand as she entered the lobby, even if she was toting her own suitcase. There was a short line at the desk and she looked around while she waited, taking in the enormous flower arrangement of real flowers on a center table, crystal chandeliers, and the elegant Swan Court restaurant, where white-jacketed waiters tended to the wants of well-dressed customers.

When it was her turn to step to the counter she tried to act as if checking into a hotel alone were something she did every day.

“I have a reservation,” she said. “Lucy Stone.”

The clerk, a skinny young man with a bad complexion in a hotel uniform that was too big for him, bent his head and clicked away at the computer. After endless, apparently fruitless searching, he raised his head.

“Do you have your confirmation number?”

Confirmation number? Eek! What was that?

“Uh, no,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

The clerk looked over her shoulder. “Well, do you have it or not?”

Lucy followed his gaze and saw that the line of impatient customers was growing.

“No.”

“Well, I can’t help you then.”

Lucy panicked. She was alone in the big city and she didn’t have a place to stay. What was she going to do?

“Maybe it’s under Stillings.” She spelled it out. “Ted Stillings.”

The clerk sighed and clicked the name in.

“It’s not here.”

“You don’t have a room for Ted?” Lucy was horrified. “Try the Pennysaver newspaper. That’s P-E-N—”

“Are you with the NNA convention?”

“Yes, I am. And so’s Ted.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so.” He glared at her before bending over the computer once again.

Behind her, Lucy imagined the people waiting in line were sharing her sense of relief.

“Here it is. Credit card please.”

Lucy hesitated. “I thought the paper was paying for my room. . . .”

“For incidentals,” he said, holding out his hand.

Lucy pulled her wallet out of her purse and found the card, hoping that there wouldn’t be many incidentals, whatever they were. She was perilously close to her limit, and heaven only knew what Bill might charge while she was away. She was busily imagining him doing the unthinkable, charging groceries, when the clerk cleared his throat.

“This is your room number,” he said, pointing to a number on the key card folder. “The elevators are behind you.” He paused. “Have a pleasant stay,” he said in a sticky, saccharine voice.

Lucy didn’t think a reply was called for, so she went over to the elevator bank. She was waiting and wondering what her room would be like when she was approached by a tall, dark, handsome man whom she couldn’t name even though he looked very familiar.

“You’re Mrs. Stone, aren’t you?” he asked.

“I am,” admitted Lucy, silently reminding herself that this could be one of those situations her mother had always warned her about. “But how do you know me?”

He gave a disarming chuckle and smiled, revealing two deep dimples in each of his tanned cheeks. Lucy resisted the impulse to smile back and maintained an aloof expression.

“Excuse me,” he said, extending a hand. “I’m Luther Read, Junior, but everybody calls me Junior. Your daughter is our mother’s helper. I’ve seen you waiting for her in your car.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” said Lucy, taking his hand. “I am indeed the family chauffeur.”

“Slow elevator,” said Junior, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “So what brings you to Boston?”

“The NNA conference,” said Lucy. “I work for the Tinker’s Cove Pennysaver.”

Recognition dawned in Junior’s eyes. “Lucy Stone. I read your stuff all the time, but I didn’t make the connection.” He chuckled. “I guess we’d better treat Elizabeth right or we’ll be a page-one story.”

Lucy smiled. “You can be sure that whatever Elizabeth tells me will be off the record.” She paused and sighed. “Not that she’s going to tell me much, and certainly not in sentences of more than one word. ‘Where are you going?’ ‘Out.’ ‘Who are you going out with?’ ‘Friends.’ ‘When will you be back?’ ‘Later.’ ” She rolled her eyes. “You know how it is.”

“Not yet. Trevor’s only three.”

“Well, enjoy him while you can,” advised Lucy. “They grow up too fast.”

The elevator doors were opening and Lucy was preparing to step inside when Junior took her by the elbow.

“Do you mind? There’s somebody I’d like you to meet. I just spotted my father.”

“Okay,” said Lucy, allowing herself to be steered across the lobby to a couple who were seated on one of the oversize sofas that were scattered about. The man, a gray-haired version of Junior, rose as they approached.

“Dad, you’ll never guess who I just met. This is the Pennysaver’s Lucy Stone! Right here in town for the convention. And how’s this for six degrees of separation? Her daughter Elizabeth is our mother’s helper this summer.”

“I’m glad to meet you,” he said, taking her hand. “Junior here forgot to mention that I’m Luther Read, and this is my dear friend Monica Underwood.”

Lucy’s gaze turned to the crisply turned-out woman sitting on the sofa and she immediately recognized her. Monica Underwood was running for reelection as a senator representing Vermont in the United States Congress.

“You need no introduction, either of you,” said Lucy. “It’s an honor to meet you.” Lucy took Monica’s outstretched hand. “I’ve often wished we had someone like you to represent Maine.”

“That’s very kind of you,” said Monica. “Won’t you sit down?”

“Thank you,” said Lucy, accepting her invitation.

She almost felt like pinching herself to see if she were dreaming. After all, she’d barely been in Boston for an hour and here she was chatting with the Reads, who as owners of the Pioneer Press Group were major movers and shakers in the newspaper industry, and sitting next to Monica Underwood, the controversial champion of doomed initiatives like the Equal Rights Amendment and universal health care and a tireless advocate for the underprivileged, unemployed, and uninsured. And they were all treating her as if she were their equal.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lucy,” said Luther, taking an adjacent chair. “I’ve admired your work for some time.”

“Thank you,” replied Lucy, trying not to stammer. “I have to admit that I’m a little surprised to learn that you read the Pennysaver.”

“Of course we do. We’re in the business, for one thing, and having the house in Tinker’s Cove, we’ve always followed the local news in the Pennysaver. I must say you’ve really brought new energy and a fresh perspective to that venerable institution. You have a real knack for getting the story.”

Lucy swallowed hard. “I think most of the credit should go to Ted—Ted Stillings—he’s the editor and publisher.”

“You’re too modest,” said Luther. “I’ve been in the business a long time and I know good work when I see it.”

“It’s true,” said Monica, taking Luther’s hand and giving it an affectionate squeeze. “Luther is going to be named Newspaperman of the Year at the banquet tomorrow night.”

“Congratulations,” said Lucy. “That’s quite an honor.”

“No one deserves it more,” said Junior.

There was such honest respect and affection in his voice that Lucy was struck by it. It wasn’t often, she thought, that a grown son expressed such open admiration for his father. She found herself wishing that Bill and Toby’s relationship were more like Luther and Junior’s.

“That’s right,” agreed Monica. “Luther hasn’t just paid lip service to the democratic idea of free and open debate ; he’s made it a reality in the Pioneer Press papers.”

“Not everyone would agree with you, my dear,” said Luther. “Some of our readers and employees seem to feel we’ve carried openness a bit too far, especially when it comes to social issues like reproductive rights and homosexuality.”

“What do you think, Lucy?” asked Monica, graciously drawing her into the conversation. “What’s the line between reporting and advocating?”

Lucy, who had been content to bask in the presence of such exalted company, now found herself the focus of attention. She was groping for a reply when she was saved by Junior, who glanced at his watch and announced they had to leave.

“We’ve got to get up to the hospitality suite. It’s due to open and Harold will be waiting for us.”

“Right, right,” said Luther, getting easily to his feet despite his age. He turned to Lucy. “My brother Harold is a stickler for punctuality,” he said.

“He’s also the only Republican in the family,” said Junior.

As the two men stood side by side, Lucy was struck by the resemblance between father and son. Both were tall and fit, exuding confidence and affability. And wealth, she decided. Not that they were ostentatious in any way, but it showed in their perfect white smiles and expensively flatering haircuts and the tailored fit of their clothes and the gleam of their buffed leather shoes.

“Lucy, I hope you’ll join us for cocktails and hors d’oeuvres. We at Pioneer Press pride ourselves on our hospitality and always put out quite a spread, if I do say so myself.”

It was tempting, and no doubt Ted would be thrilled if she cadged a free meal.

“Thank you,” she said as the group headed back to the elevator, “but I haven’t gotten settled yet.”

“Of course,” said Junior. “Come on down later, once you’ve got things sorted out. It’s on the fourth floor. What’s the number?”

“Four-oh-four,” said Monica, leading the way into the elevator.

“The doors will be open into the wee hours, if previous years are any indication,” said Luther, turning to Lucy. “I think that hospitality suite is the main reason I’m Newspaperman of the Year. Free food and drink will take you far in the news business.”

“In politics, too,” added Monica, as the elevator slowed. “It was nice to meet you, Lucy. I hope we’ll see you later.”

The doors opened and Lucy stepped out, turning to say good-bye. She hated to leave this happy bunch, all so friendly and smiling at her. She impulsively decided to accept the invitation.

“Sure thing,” she said quickly, as the doors started to close.
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