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DAY ONE


MONDAY

CHAPTER ONE


Walking into the Haines Tavern, Kentucky post office that day, I — like Alice in pre-Wonderland days — was beginning to get very tired of waiting.

Alice had been sitting and waiting for her sister, who read as they sat on a bank.

I was waiting for the return of Clara, my buddy and cohort, who was off having fun in Chicago with her husband, Ned.

Unlike Alice, I had my own book to keep me occupied.

When Alice peeped into the book her sister was reading, she wondered what use was a book without pictures or conversation.

You might think my resolution was obvious— Go get a different book, Sheila. There, problem solved.

Alas, I was writing my book.

That made me the responsible party for all word pictures and conversations it lacked.

Which was why I was in the Haines Tavern, Kentucky, post office.

This trip was part of a campaign to find all sorts of other chores to keep me busy while I waited for Clara to come back or a white rabbit to lead me into Wonderland — having learned absolutely nothing from the unpleasant and downright odd experiences of Alice.

I didn’t care. I needed something to distract me from facing the foot-dragging word pictures and conversations in the romance novel I was trying to write.

Clara? White rabbit? I’d take whichever came first.

The compact post office was one of the oldest buildings in Haines Tavern and one of my favorites.

When I first saw it, I was taken by the red brick balance of its tidy façade.

Now, I also appreciated the warmth of its equally compact and tidy proprietor, Ruby Zweydorf.

Come to think of it, Ruby rather resembled a white rabbit, with her shock of white hair and eyes pinkened from rubbing them, presumably from post office dust. Though she did not wear a waistcoat, so had no waistcoat pocket from which to take a watch.

Her husband, Ike, smiled. His gentle, rather unfocused expression was for my collie dog, Gracie, not me.

I hesitated when I saw a third person present. Partly because three people put the postage stamp — pun intended — building about at capacity. With Gracie and me, it qualified as a crush. Partly because, while I recognized the third person as Millie, a friend Clara’s, I didn’t know how she felt about a dog in the post office.

One resident had objected to Gracie entering the building. He wasn’t around anymore — not that his objection had anything to do with that — but I didn’t know if it was an opinion shared by others.

Ruby made her opinion clear.

“Gracie girl! How’s my sweet girl? Sheila, you bring her right in here. What’re you standing there like the threshold’s a forcefield in one of those Star Trek shows for? You wait just a second, my Gracie girl. Just one second.”

Ruby must have stepped up on something behind the high counter, because she reached farther than she ever could have with her feet on the floor.

Still, with her tail going happily, Gracie had to jump up and stretch her neck toward the offering. Even then it was only thanks to Gracie’s long collie nose that treat-to-mouth contact occurred.

“Oh, what a smart girl. What a smart, smart girl you are, Gracie.”

For the chicken treats Ruby gave her, Gracie would have done calculus.

“Now, go see Ike. He’s got something for you, too,” Ruby instructed. “Look at that. Do you see how smart my Gracie girl is? She knows who Ike is right off.”

I suspected what Gracie knew best was Ike had more chicken treats in his sweater pocket.

But I had no intention of saying that. Not with Ike’s expression of delight. A car accident had left him with brain damage and if thinking Gracie knew his name could bring a smile like that to his face, I was all for it.

Millie didn’t look as impressed. If I recalled correctly from Clara, she had a dog. I didn’t know — or remember — the kind, because she didn’t live in my neighborhood to see them out while Gracie and I took walks. Nor did Millie bring the dog to the Torrid Avenue Dog Park.

Still, I’d wager it wasn’t a collie.

First, you don’t see as many collies around as there were at one time — as I’ve been told many times since I adopted Gracie.

Second, owners of the same breed usually announce the fact first thing if they don’t happen to have the animal along for show-and-tell. Rather like fans of the same baseball team who meet halfway around the world because one’s wearing a logoed cap.

Third, I’d heard Clara tell Millie about Gracie and Millie had not said she’d had a collie as a child. Or her grandparents had a collie. Or a beloved aunt and uncle had a collie. No matter what the connection, that collie had been the best dog ever.

Ruby was a prime example of I-had-a-collie-as-a-child category. She’d shared photos and reminiscences of their family collie, Lady.

To my surprise, Ike brought me out of my collie reverie.

“Talking,” he said.

I didn’t recall ever hearing him speak before. It took me a second to put together his sounds into the familiar word.

Ruby picked up the thread immediately. “That’s right, we were talking about you, Sheila.”

“Oh?” I hoped the edginess I felt didn’t seep into my voice.

I’d spent a decade trying to be talked about. Or, rather, having books whose covers held the name I used then being talked about.

That decade ended last year. And so had that period in my life.

At the start of that decade, it had been both terrifying and exciting.

Exciting because those books bearing pieces of my family names on their covers were bestsellers and beyond. Heard of Abandon All? This half-century’s To Kill a Mockingbird, is what they called it.

Pretty heady stuff that would have been far headier if the words inside the covers had been written by me.

The person who had written the words inside the covers and the person who was the brains behind the success of Abandon All, its sequels, and our charade was my great aunt, Kit.

Did I mention terrifying?

But Ruby and Millie wouldn’t be talking about the name of the author of Abandon All. Though the name Sheila Mackey might be getting better known than I liked, despite efforts to have Clara Woodrow, my companion in recent investigatory exploits, get the credit and the attention.

All that flashed through my mind as I emitted that “Oh?”

I sure hoped none of it showed on my face. Or sounded in my voice.

“Yes, the very second before you and Gracie came in, Millie and I were talking about you and I was telling her you’re just what she needs.”

I couldn’t imagine what need of Millie’s I could fulfill.

It wasn’t like I had a skill people clamored for.

I am trying to write that word-pictures and conversations book I mentioned. In fact, trying two novels, because I got stuck on the first one, started a second, and am now stuck on it.

So, I am failing to write two novels. Yay, me.

But the only person who knew was Clara, the friend who’s off in Chicago, who also owns LuLu, one of Gracie’s two best friends.

The third member of their pack is Murphy, owned by Teague O’Donnell. A former police detective turned substitute teacher to troubled teens and a carpenter/handyman. A nosy man, who’s been in my house and has parked himself in my life.

In other words, the man most likely to succeed in figuring out the secret of my former identity.

Have I mentioned we’re dating?

Ruby’s voice pulled my thoughts away from Teague.

“I was just telling her to not be shy of you and to tell you all about it. Well, you and Clara, except she’s not here right now and you are, so go ahead, Millie.”

For the first time since entering, I really focused on the other woman in the post office.

I knew Millie through Clara. They were long-time friends and fellow members of an established book club. According to Clara, Millie knew everyone in North Bend County and beyond. That helped us a time or two when we were trying to untangle, um, situations. Situations involving someone not dying a natural death.

But Millie and I had not had many direct dealings beyond hello.

She was probably in her mid-thirties. A medium build, wearing neat, but uninspired jeans and shirt. Her chin-length dark hair with thick side bangs, fell into place, also neat and uninspired.

She did not appear delighted to see me. Or, perhaps, her reaction was for Ruby’s less than subtle nudging.

“Millie, I can’t speak for Clara, but—”

“Of course you can’t. Right there, that’s what I said, Millie. You need to get the two of them at the same time. Talk to them together, I said. They work together, so that’s how you need to approach them and then they’re sure to help. Told you not to try to get just one, now didn’t I? And here you are, spilling it all to Sheila.”

I sucked on the inside of my cheeks to prevent any laughter from escaping.

I could see annoyance pushed Millie toward pointing out she hadn’t spilled anything. Ruby had done all the spilling after that single, unexpected word from Ike.

Then I watched prudence push Millie back from annoyance. One does not want to make an enemy of the local representative of the United States Postal Service.

“While I can’t speak for Clara,” I started again, “if there’s something I can help you with…” I hoped she could pick it up if she wanted or easily sidestep.

Watching her face, I was banking on the latter when Ruby jumped in.

“You can help her. You and Clara. Nobody else round here can. Or will,” she added ominously.

“Ruby,” Millie protested.

“Well, it’s true. If they were going to do what they should have done, they’d have done it long ago. Instead of doing nothing. It’s about murder,” Ruby dropped her voice on the last word.

“Ruby.” Anguish edged Millie’s voice now. Or despair. I didn’t know her well enough to distinguish clearly.

“Well, it is. You know it is, even if you don’t want to say the word. Because it sure wasn’t suicide.”

What do you know — Ruby was the White Rabbit, leading me into an investigating adventure potentially worthy of Wonderland.


CHAPTER TWO


Anguish.

Definitely anguish in Millie’s face now at the word suicide.

She didn’t even remonstrate with Ruby, who took full advantage.

“Wasn’t suicide any more than it was an accident. Even though they said that like it made things better when everyone was already whispering suicide. Should have been saying it was murder and they knew who did it.”

“Who?” popped out of my mouth.

“The husband, of course. Alex Nesper. They live over on Shady Bridge — you know about that? Well, let me tell you, there’s plenty shady about that household on Shady Bridge. Not to mention his pretending to do landscaping and deck work.”

“Ruby.” Now Millie’s voice added resignation to the anguish and despair.

Ruby might have finally caught some of those reactions, because she reached over the counter and patted Millie’s arm. “Had to be said, Millie, not just whispered all the time amongst us few. While all the others have moved on and forgotten.”

“Not forgotten,” came unexpectedly from Ike in the corner.

“That’s right, darling. Not forgotten by us. Millie, you go talk to Sheila right this minute before you talk yourself out of it. I’d do it myself, but I can’t leave the post office, you know. But you come by another time, Sheila, I’ll tell you what I know, too.”

“If Millie wants to wait and talk to Clara—”

“No more waiting. She’s come close before and never went through with it. But she’s talking now, so even though Clara isn’t here right now, you are. Millie, you tell her about the goings-on at that Shady Bridge house and, Sheila, you listen. Go on now, you two, scoot.”

We scooted. Without the stamps I’d intended to buy.

“Shall we sit in the square?” I asked Millie, even though my offer raised my guilt level.

My previous stop had been the veterinarian for Gracie’s annual shots.

I’d felt no guilt about leaving LuLu, Clara and Ned’s Great Pyrenees mix, who was staying with Gracie and me while they were gone, at my house. She’d thank me for leaving her out of the vet stop. But the post office and now the town square spiked my guilt.

“Okay.”

“We could swing over to the café on the way.” I’d get a treat for LuLu to assuage my guilt … along with my sweet tooth.

Millie gave me a You poor geographically challenged soul, you look. “That’s in the opposite direction.”

“And get something to eat for while we talk in the square,” I added as explanation.

“No, thanks. I already had lunch.”

“I was thinking dessert.”

“Oh. No, thanks, not in the mood.”

This was why Clara Woodrow was my best friend in North Bend County. Not only did she never make me say, Well, I’m in the mood for dessert, but she would have understood why I wanted to swing by the café without making me explain at all.

Heck, she’d probably have suggested it first.

I followed Millie, missing Clara and chocolate.

She made no eye contact and said no more as we went to a bench across from the Historic Haines Tavern. A quartet of older men divided between two benches on the far side of the fountain, argued with gusto. Which would further mask our words from stray passersby.

When Millie sat, I saw she was choked up.

“I just can’t let it go. Everybody says I should. Should accept not knowing. Should just forget about it. But I can’t.”

“Ruby doesn’t agree.”

She blinked and produced a wavery smile. “No, she doesn’t.”

I wanted to ask about Clara, but on the off chance she was among those who’d recommended accepting not knowing — which didn’t sound the least like her — I didn’t want to risk tipping Millie over the edge into tears.

“A friend — a dear friend — died three years ago. Portia Hart. Portia Nesper was her married name.”

Even if Ruby hadn’t fingered the husband as their main suspect, the way Millie said married name would have alerted me.

“I introduced them.”

“Not like a fix-up or anything,” she added quickly. “Just an instant of good manners. Not thinking anything would come of it. Never, ever thought that. I ran into her in Shep’s Market and we were talking, and then he came by and said hello and I said hello. He and his family had lived across the street from my husband and me. Not a good neighbor. At all. But, still, I didn’t want to be rude, even though he had been and more. But I don’t want to get into that now. You should look into this without my baggage. Anyway, when he sort of paused there in Shep’s Market, looking at Portia, I felt like I was obligated…”

She turned an oval jade ring on her right hand.

“I’ve thought about that moment so many times. If I hadn’t introduced them, would everything be different?”

“Tell me about her death.” Somehow that seemed the easier aspect to approach than her apparent guilt.

She drew in a deep breath, then sighed it out through her nose.

“She was found in the master bathroom by her husband, Alex Nesper. Dead. The official word — as official as we ever got — was it might have been an accident, but was believed to be suicide.”

“Why would she have considered suicide?”

“She wouldn’t,” she said fiercely, then relented. “The reason other people thought it was possible was she’d been feeling poorly for a long time. She felt better for a while, but not long before she died, she’d started feeling bad again and some — those who didn’t know her — said she couldn’t bear feeling bad again.”

“What would have made the authorities think accident?”

“Because there was drug paraphernalia there — the rumors were that she overdosed at the start. Then it all faded away.”

“Did she use drugs a lot?”

“Not a lot. Not at all. The one who did was Zander Nesper, Alex’s son. Portia’s stepson.”

“He lived in the house at the time?”

“No, but he was in and out a lot. In and out at Dorothea’s, too, until she put her foot down. Because he also was in and out of trouble a lot.”

Interesting that with the stepson an obvious focus for suspicion, especially considering the drug paraphernalia angle, Ruby had focused on the husband, Alex.

“Do you agree with Ruby about Alex Nesper?”

“I don’t know. I just know Portia would not have committed suicide.”

That fierce, short burst was followed by another deep sigh. I waited.

“No, I don’t know. Not for absolutely sure. Can anybody be certain?” Some of the fierceness returned. “I am certain her death was not investigated deeply enough to answer any questions at all.”

She probably didn’t realize it, but that attitude was more convincing to me than swearing up, down, and sideways that Portia Nesper couldn’t possibly have committed suicide.

“Okay, tell me what Clara will already know about Portia — her life and her death. Because, you know, Clara’s going to want to hear a lot more. This way we won’t cover the same ground twice.”

Her mouth jerked, as if she’d meant to smile but couldn’t pull it off.

“Clara knows Portia and I grew up on the same street. I babysat for her for years. But when we got older, the age gap closed. You know?”

I nodded.

“When she was in college and I was just out, we became friends — on top of the bond of knowing each other as kids. She got real sick her senior year. An incredibly high fever. They never knew what it was from and she didn’t completely recover. She was still laid real low when I happened to introduce her and Alex, never thinking…”

I let her thoughts run on silent without prodding her. At the end, she shook her head, then brought her focus back to me, and picked up as if she’d never stopped.

“He was twenty years older than her, at least, with a grown son hanging around and a daughter who’d left young. A year or so earlier he’d divorced his wife — strong-armed her out of the marriage from what I hear. Though, that’s gossip, not something I know for a fact.”

I liked her for making the distinction.

“What I do know for a fact is that living across the street from him, I saw how he treated his wife and his daughter, while acting like his son was the crown prince to some kingdom that would put Camelot to shame.”

A frown drew her neat, dark brows together.

“Those years across the street seemed like decades. Every soul on the block thanked heaven the day Alex Nesper left. And he was still working for their landscape and deck company, and not gambling then. Still, we thanked heaven and celebrated we’d seen the back of him, with him moving to Shady Bridge after his grandmother died and his parents moved into the big house.”

Big house? I didn’t get the question out before she spoke again.

“Only I hadn’t seen the back of him, because of that day in Shep’s Market. I had no idea he called Portia afterward. Or she started seeing him — if you can call it that. They were married before I even really knew anything about it.”

“Did you and Portia stay in contact right after she married?”

“Not as much. You’ve got to understand. There were days she could hardly get out of bed. Seeing people wore her out even on her best days. He sure didn’t help her keep up with her old friends, even her family. He refused to go with her places and he complained if she went alone.

“When her parents retired to Arkansas, she and Alex didn’t even go to their going-away party. Guess you’d call her estranged from them.”

“But then she started feeling better?”

“Yes.” That held caution and reserve.

To ask or not to ask.

Ruby’s voice whispered in my ear. No more waiting.

“Do you know why?”

She streamed out a breath. “Are you familiar with hypothyroidism?”

I shook my head.

“Your thyroid doesn’t produce enough—” She shrugged. “—whatever it is the thyroid needs to produce for us to function right. Not enough leaves people exhausted. They can’t get out of bed, gain weight. It’s like everything slows down. Way, way down for some.

“I always thought that fever messed up her thyroid… But that’s just me thinking. Whatever caused it, she got on medication and it helped so much. For a while.”

“She was on medication, but relapsed?”

“Yes.”

There was more to it, but this time I backed away. Clara might already know. Even if she didn’t, she likely could get past Millie’s reluctance better than I could.

“How long from the time she relapsed until she died?”

“It’s hard to be precise, because I could see she wasn’t doing as well, but she denied it for a while.”

“Days? We—”

“No, no. Not days.”

“—eks? Months?”

“From the time when she stopped being like her old self that second time to when she died, at least two, three months.”

“Were you in touch with Portia during that period?”

She shook her head hard. I still saw tears in her eyes. “As she started to slide back, I tried. I called. Sent emails. Mailed notes. And… I didn’t try hard enough.”

“She didn’t contact you?”

She jerked her head. “Didn’t hear a word. Not until they said on the news … Portia Nesper dead. For a second I hoped there was another one. The same name, but not… her. Then they said, Haines Tavern.”

“I’m so sorry for the loss of your friend, Millie.”

She nodded, head down.

“That’s when you heard they were talking about suicide?”

“Not then. Only much later. We hardly knew anything at the start, even her family. They’d call me, hoping I knew more, but I never did. Alex kept everyone away. I don’t know if he even had a funeral. We were all told everything was for family only and that meant only the Nespers. He had her cremated even before her parents could get back from a cruise, even though they got on a plane as fast as they could.”

Her voice shook. Hard to tell if it was from sorrow or anger.

“A little later, giving people a chance to get here, we had a memorial for her, a chance to celebrate her life and console each other. He didn’t even come. Didn’t even bother to attend his wife’s memorial.”

“What about the investigation, Millie?” I wanted the information. Also wanted to redirect her.

“What I know came later. Bits and pieces. Picked up here and there.”

As her voice and tone went vague, she looked at me from the corner of her eyes.

Ah.

She was remembering I was a relative stranger.

“We can cover more of that when Clara comes back.”

She stood. “That’s a good idea. I better get going now. Uh, thank you, Sheila.”

“We’ll talk more later, Millie.”

“Yes. Okay. Bye.”

Gracie tipped her head back to look at me as Millie walked away.

“Yes, there goes a troubled lady, Gracie.”

What she’d said — and hadn’t said — had left a lot of questions.

But the biggest one on my mind right now was how Clara would react to this, especially her friend confiding in me, even if it took a hard shove from Ruby.


CHAPTER THREE


I returned home intending to find out whatever I could.

But first things first.

Starting with an enthusiastic greeting from LuLu, then suspicious sniffing, assessing where we’d been and how much fun we’d had without her. I gave LuLu treats. Then gave Gracie treats, because I couldn’t take her aggrieved astonishment at being left out. Though I slipped in a couple extra for LuLu to compensate for Ruby’s largesse.

It’s a delicate balancing act.

I took the dogs with me to the back yard. Them to have a thorough sniff around, interspersed with breakneck canine tag, me to sit in the spot on the back lawn the house’s wi-fi — mostly — reached.

I’d have preferred the screened-in porch, but breakneck canine tag didn’t work well there.

Brushing a fallen leaf off the chaise before I sat with ice water in one hand and laptop in the other, I looked up at the trees. In New York, their leaves might be turning from green to other colors. So far, all I’d noticed here was they didn’t look as rich as previous months, with shadings of yellow and tan to the green.

Couldn’t blame them, the temperatures were still summer-hot and we’d had a dry spell. I felt rather dried out and dusty myself.

The wi-fi held out, but it didn’t do me a whole lot of good.

I found a short obituary for Portia Nesper, saying she died “unexpectedly” at home in late January.

The only thing it added to what Millie told me was the husband’s middle initial was G. and his children from his first marriage were named Gloria and Zander.

By checking the Nesper street address on Shady Bridge, I found a couple lines about police and EMTs responding to a call there for a death. It ended with “Investigation is ongoing.”

Not a word about a drug overdose, though they weren’t shy about the phrase in other articles.

I did find obituaries for Alex’s paternal line.

Alex’s grandfather died two decades ago. His grandmother seven years ago. Then his father six years ago.

As for Alex, what came up were the obligatory address listings, along with those ubiquitous offers to share all sorts of records about him … for a fee.

Great-Aunt Kit, who included mysteries among the many books she’d written, had trained me those were useless, since most of the records they sold were public.

Kit’s experience as a career genre author persuaded her the publishing industry would not treat Abandon All as it deserved if she were presented as author. Instead, she paid me to be its public face, so the book world could drool over a “fresh new face and fresh new voice.”

Initially, I thought she was being cynical.

Nope.

As if to prove her point about the online paid searches, I easily found enough on Zander Nesper from non-paid sources to trace his run-ins with law enforcement from a string of misdemeanors, up to when he was sentenced to prison.

He’d been driving under the influence — three times the legal limit — at forty miles over the speed limit, ran a red light, and rammed another car. A nine-year-old in that car died and others were injured.

He was sentenced almost a year after Portia died.

A stepson who was trouble or troubled, or both. Possibly his drugs, his drug paraphernalia found with her dead body.

Yet no apparent interest from the authorities?

Impulsively, I called my great aunt.

“I can tell Clara’s away,” she said after hellos. “Third phone call in four days.”

“Can’t I want to chat with my much-loved great aunt? After all, we lived together for a decade. It’s natural to miss talking with you.”

“Very sweet.” Her tone did not match the words. “How often are you calling your mother and father? You lived with them longer than you did with me.”

“If you don’t want to talk or this isn’t a good time…”

“I’d have ended the call. But I’m going into deadline mode, so don’t expect me to keep picking up. Despite all you did for me.”

“I did for you? You do know anyone—”

Like a certain ex-police detective I knew — something I did not say.

“—who heard about … you know … the book and stuff would think I took horrible advantage of you. Stealing your book. And even if I could show you set it up, they’d still say I wrested away glory that was rightfully yours and claimed it all for myself.”

“Nonsense. If anything, I took advantage of you. Kept you at my beck and call, doing my dirty work—”

“You do know most people wouldn’t consider going to the Oscars dirty work, don’t you?”

She made a shuddering sound. “Dirty work,” she repeated with emphasis. “And kept you from building your own life.”

“I could have said no and I didn’t do so badly out of it.”

“No, you didn’t. Knowing you’re set for life financially mostly wipes out my feeling bad right away.”

“Beyond the money, I was thinking of the time I spent with you and all the things you taught me, Kit.”

“Hah. Given a choice between that and the money, take the money, toots.” So speaketh my sweet, sentimental, great-aunt. “Just don’t go thinking you can fool me. Or try to fool yourself. Waste of time. Now, what’s up? And don’t think I missed that you didn’t answer about calling your parents.”

Actually, I had called them. The one day I hadn’t called Kit.

Maybe, in addition to the writing woes, I was a little lonely. With Clara gone and Teague occupied with subbing.

He hadn’t expected to sub much this early in the academic year, when the regular teachers are still fresh from summer, but he was picked to replace one who suffered multiple injuries in a car accident and needed time to heal.

This past week and weekend, he’d devoted all available time to teaching or familiarizing himself with the injured teacher’s lesson plans.

With Clara gone and Teague occupied, some might think I should have had plenty of time to devote to my attempt at writing my own novel. Some would be wrong.

With LuLu here, it was play time for the dogs, with brief respites for eating and exhausted coma naps. A vase, a potted plant, and a framed photo on the wall that I still don’t know how they’d reached, had bitten the dust so far.

That’s despite taking them to the dog park daily. I also picked up Teague’s black lab mix, Murphy. Otherwise he’d be alone all school day, which hardly seemed fair with Gracie and LuLu cavorting their way through the hours. Clara gave me Teague’s apartment key before leaving for Chicago precisely for these Murphy rescues.

I seldom have the heart to take him right back to Teague’s empty apartment, so it’s been all three dogs for most of these days.

I’m getting a sense of what the mothers of triplets might go through. Though with fewer diapers and more fur.

Had I jumped at Millie’s story because of that? Or, maybe I should say had I let Ruby push me into listening to Millie’s story?

“What makes you think anything’s up, Kit? As you said, third call in four days. All mundane—”

“Different tone to your hello today. What’s up?”

No point arguing or dissembling. I told her about Millie’s tale.

“Interesting. You do know some of the medical literature links hypothyroidism and depression.”

No, I hadn’t. I’d be doing more research. For now, I grunted.

“Certainly there’s commonality in easy-to-spot symptoms. Lack of energy, weight gain, fatigue. Plus, those symptoms often go hand-in-hand with withdrawal from society.”

“Are you saying what they treated as hypothyroidism might have been depression? Or what they took for depression might have been worsening hypothyroidism?”

She clicked her tongue at me. “I’m not saying either one. I am pointing out overlapping symptoms. Many other things have those symptoms as well. That’s an area for you to research. You’ll certainly want to know what caused her death, no matter whether it ends up being suicide or any other manner of death.”

I should have focused Millie on facts more, instead of the emotional history. Well, maybe not instead, because Kit always talked about knowing everything you could about the victim’s life, as well as the victim’s nearest, though not necessarily dearest.

“Speaking of research, Kit, I looked into her husband and his kids.” I shared all I’d learned, ending with Portia’s stepson’s prison sentence.

“Horrible,” she said in succinct reaction to Zander Nesper’s crime.

“You’d think he’d be a prime suspect in Portia’s death, especially if drugs are involved, yet the authorities don’t seem to give him any more notice than Ruby from the post office does.”

“They could consider it contained, if not solved, with him in prison.”

“Or consider the case closed, since, according to Millie they’re satisfied it was a suicide.” I let out a long breath. “And maybe they have a point — at least about Zander. From what I know, Zander was out of the house before Alex married Portia. So the old standby of stepmother hate doesn’t provide a motive for him.”

“Don’t dismiss it so quickly. After all, from those dates you read, he wasn’t in prison yet when she died. Think of the core motives.”

“Fear, jealousy, hate, revenge, uh…”

“Money. Greed. Filthy lucre.”

“I was getting there. I know money’s a big motivation. But I don’t see how it factors in here. I’ll double-check, but I wouldn’t think Portia had much, if anything, to leave. Insurance would surely go to the husband — I know, I know, don’t count on surely. Check. I will. But Millie mentioned the husband a lot and never brought that up, and I think she would have.” I wrote a note to check about life insurance on Portia.

“There’s another money motive — inheritance. She was next in line to inherit whatever his father leaves, most likely what his grandmother leaves to the father, too. If the grandmother died, then the father, the wife could stand to inherit a lot, possibly all of it.”

“Wow. That would really be thinking ahead, especially since both Zander’s grandmother and father are still alive, plus—”

“But his grandfather had died not all that long before Portia did — a few years from what you said — so Zander could have had his eyes opened to the reality of mortality and how it can affect an individual’s cash flow.”

“That still would require a lot of thinking ahead and that’s what I was going to say before — it doesn’t seem to be Zander’s forte. Killing his stepmother now to get his hands on a potential inheritance some day? Takes a lot of patience. Even discipline.”

“Ah, but we don’t know if he, perhaps, had plans for a more accelerated program, which was interrupted by his abhorrent crime and subsequent imprisonment.”

“You mean…? You think…?” It took another couple breaths to absorb that. “After killing Portia, he planned to kill his grandmother, then his father, so he inherited everything, but his schedule got sidetracked because he was guilty of a DUI fatality? Aunt Kit, you have the most amazingly devious and twisted mind ever.”

“Thank you—” She meant it. “—however, I wouldn’t go so far as saying I think that. It is a scenario worth keeping in mind. As are all other scenarios, including Portia committing suicide. The authorities are criticized if they get things wrong, but they are far more likely to be right.”

I heard myself sigh.

For Millie’s potential disappointment?

Or my own?

If it was for mine, was I getting too attached to these investigations? Or was I so scared of writing my own book that I truly hoped the poor woman was murdered so I had an excuse to not write?

And if I was scared, why did I feel driven to write the darned thing?

“When does Clara get back?” Kit asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“Thank heavens.”

“I thought you didn’t want to be left out of our investigations — insisted on being part of them.”

“I won’t be left out. But I’m finishing a book—” Go ahead, rub it in, Kit, even if you don’t know it. “I have a date tomorrow night, and you don’t have much interesting at this point.”

“I tried researching—”

“Don’t wait around for people to tell you things, get out there and stir things up, ask questions. Better yet, make assumptions and see if people contradict you. Works for my sleuths.”

Pointing out her sleuths were fictional seemed mean-spirited. Especially, since all her detecting experience also was fictional, yet what I’d applied from her novels and what I’d picked up from trailing her on research outings had been invaluable in previous investigations.

Not to mention her fictional characters in Abandon All had given both her and me financial independence, bless them.
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