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Prologue

Ellen’s  bridal  shower.

It
has
to
be
really,
really
special,
I’d been reminding myself  from  the  instant  the  planning  began.  After  all, this was a very important day in the life of my favorite

(and  only)  niece.

And  special  it  was.

This,  however,  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  ambi

ence—although  you  couldn’t  have  asked  for  a  setting

lovelier  than  the  Silver  Oaks  Country  Club.  With  its stately Colonial-style mansion set high up on a sweep

ing,  impeccably groomed  front  lawn,  the place  looked

like something straight out of
Gone
with
the
Wind
, for heaven’s  sake.

It  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  food,  either.  Even

though  my  cohostess  and  I  had  agonized  over  the

menu  options  for  hours.  And  every  dish—from  the

ﬁlet  mignon  and  salmon  Florentine  to  the  three  des

sert  choices—was,  I  expect,  very  tastefully  prepared.

The  fact  is,  as  it  turned  out,  our  painstaking  efforts and  the  kitchen’s  expertise  went  equally  unappre

ciated.

And it certainly wasn’t the gifts that made this event

so memorable. All of that extravagant silver and china

and  crystal,  in  company  with  the  requisite  cookware

and  toaster  ovens  (there  were  three  of  these),  re

mained in their beribboned wrappings, unopened. Not

destined  to catch  so  much  as a  single  light  ray on  this sunshiney  mid-August  afternoon.

No.

What
did
make  this  an  affair  that  no  one  who  at
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tended is likely to forget was something horriﬁc, chill

ing—
unimaginable
.

It happened right in the middle of the salad course.

Suddenly, the woman seated directly across from me

dropped her fork and pitched forward on her elegant,

damask-covered  chair,  uttering  strange,  guttural  sounds and  snatching  frantically  at  her  throat.

And  at  that  moment  Ellen’s  bridal  shower  turned

into  a  death  watch.

Chapter
1

I’d  been  practically  wired  on  my  way  over  to  Ellen’s that  Sunday  morning.  I  mean,  I  wanted  so  much  for

her  to  be  surprised  by  the  bridal  shower  that  Allison Lynton—mother  of  the  bridegroom—and  I  were

throwing  for  her.  And  of  course,  there  was  a  better than even chance that some blabbermouth had already

managed  to  give  the  whole  thing  away.

As soon as Ellen got in the car, though, I could tell

from  her  expression,  which  was  more  or  less  placid—

for  Ellen,  anyway—that  she  had  no  idea  what  had

been  planned.

Weeks  ago  Allison’s  future  sister-in-law,  Bobbie

Jean—a member of Silver Oaks—had telephoned her,

ostensibly to extend an invitation to lunch at her club.

‘‘We  have  to  start  getting  to  know  each  other,’’  the woman  had declared—they’d  met only  once before  at

a  gathering  of  some  kind.  ‘‘After  all,  in  a  few  months we’ll  be  family.  And  speaking  of  family,  your  future mother-in-law—she’ll  be  there,  too,  of  course—tells

me  you  have  an  aunt  in  Manhattan  you’re  very  close

to—a  private  investigator,  she  said.  I’d  like  to  have her  join  us  if  she  can  make  it.’’

And  now,  here  we  were,  driving  out  to  Forsythe,

Long  Island—and  Ellen’s  surprise.

In  spite  of  her  comparative  equanimity  when  we’d

greeted  each  other,  it  didn’t  take  long  before  she

began  to  fret.  Which  was  predictable.  I  swear,  Ellen wouldn’t  be  Ellen  if  she  didn’t  continually  ﬁnd  ways of  inﬂicting  herself  with
agita
.  ‘‘I  hope  Bobbie  Jean
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likes  me—she’s  Mike’s  only  aunt,’’  she  murmured,

Mike  being  Ellen’s  almost-husband.

‘‘Why  wouldn’t  she  like  you?’’  I  countered.

‘‘I  don’t  know—chemistry  maybe.  You  never  can

tell  about  those  things.’’  After  about  ﬁve  seconds  of silence, which were accompanied by a couple of barely

audible  sighs,  she  was  able  to  ﬁnd  something  else  to pick  away  at.  (And  believe  it  or  not,  Ellen  is  really much less of a worrywart  than she’d been before love

came  into  her  life.)  ‘‘Maybe  I  should  have  stuck  with the  brown.’’

‘‘What  brown?’’

‘‘The  brown  two-piece  linen,’’  she  responded  in  a

voice  that  told  me  she’d  expected  me  to
divine
what brown.  ‘‘I  tried  it  on  before  the  turquoise  this  morn

ing.  And  I  really  liked  the  way  it  looked  on  me—

when  I  ﬁrst  get  into  it,  anyway.  But  then  ﬁve  minutes later,  you  would  have  thought  I’d  been  sleeping  in  it for  a  week.’’

Oh,
I
see.
We’re
talking
about
a
dress.
‘‘What you’re wearing  is  perfect,’’  I  responded,  reaching  over  and

patting the cotton suit skirt. ‘‘Turquoise is a wonderful

color  for  you.’’

‘‘Do  you  really  think  so?’’

‘‘Absolutely.’’

‘‘It’s  as  ﬂattering  as  the  brown?’’

I  gritted  my  teeth.  ‘‘More  so.’’

Now, why my niece is so unsure of herself I’ll never

be  able  to  ﬁgure  out.  Listen,  if
I
were  the  one  who looked  like  Audrey  Hepburn  I’d  thumb  my  nose  at

the  world  and  wear  orange  with  purple  polka  dots  if I  felt  like  it.

As  it  was,  though,  I  had  on  a  conservative  powderblue  A–line.  I  mean,  not  having  been  blessed  with Ellen’s  bone  structure  and  being  a  little  more  than  a little  overweight,  I  consider  it  only  prudent  to  forgo orange  outﬁts  with  purple  polka  dots.

A  good  ten  seconds  passed  before  Ellen  became

anxious  again.  ‘‘I  really  don’t  know  Allison—Mike’s

mother—all  that  well,  either.’’

MURDER
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RAIN
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‘‘But  you  did  say  that  she’s  a  very  nice  woman.’’

‘‘She  seems  to  be.  Still . . .’’

‘‘And  I’m  sure  she
is
a  very  nice  woman.  So  will you  please  relax  for  a  few  minutes  and  stop  driving us  both  crazy?’’

‘‘I’m  sorry.  It’s  only  that  I  do  want  Mike’s  family to  like  me.’’

‘‘And  they  will.’’  I  smiled  encouragement.  ‘‘How

can  they  help  it?’’

For  most  of  the  rest  of  the  trip  Ellen  was  pretty

quiet. While it couldn’t have been easy for her, I think

she ﬁnally ran out of nervous-making material. At any

rate, it was just past noon when we drove up the mag

niﬁcent  front  driveway  of  the  Silver  Oaks  Country
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