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DAY ONE


MONDAY

CHAPTER ONE


Marley was dead, to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that.

But he came back, right?

As a ghost, according to Charles Dickens.

And who should know better, since he wrote the book. And writers of books always know best. Hah!

But in the case of A Christmas Carol, yes, Marley was dead. My great-aunt Kit was not.

Far from it.

And she would land here at Cincinnati’s airport any minute.

For me, her arrival would be the true start of the Christmas season. And not a second before — even with decorating the house, sending cards, and now listening to three stringed instruments delivering Santa Claus Is Coming to Town under a fake-evergreen festooned canopy.

Kit’s spent Christmas with my family for as long as I can remember, though this year, she would first spend a couple weeks with me, before we drove to my family home for the actual holiday.

One of my earliest memories is of Kit reading Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol aloud to my siblings and me. Though I’ve wondered if my memories jumbled with the Muppets movie version — not something I’ve told her.

I love my great-aunt and enjoy her — good thing, since we lived together for a decade and a half, up until a little over a year ago.

Yet I was unsettled.

Ebenezer Scrooge tried to explain away his ghostly visitors as a bit of undigested beef.

My nerves had another explanation — the ghost of my previous life, in the form of Kit, coming face-to-face with my current life.

That previous life involved pretending I was Kit.

Sort of.

Not using her name, but presenting myself to the public as the author of a book she’d written.

All that was her idea.

The book was Abandon All, which became a huge hit, major motion picture, the whole enchilada.

The stringed instruments shifted to O Come, O Come Emmanuel. Beautiful, but not exactly an upbeat tune.

With the earnings from Abandon All, nurtured into a substantial nest egg by Kit’s investing, she moved to the Outer Banks of North Carolina last year, while I created a life in Haines Tavern, Kentucky, with my rescue collie dog Gracie, romantic interest Teague, cohort Clara, other friends and neighbors, and … oh, yeah, several murder cases Clara and I have helped resolve.

Unlike Ebenezer’s ghosts, who seemed to have a familiarity with each other, none of those populating my present life knew about my past life.

Well … dog people will understand if I said maybe Gracie suspected. After all, she overheard my conversations with Kit.

Otherwise, I’d kept the lives separate, including using part of my legal name — and no part of the Abandon All name — as Sheila Mackey of Haines Tavern.

And now, here came Kit, the embodiment of that past life.

As for the flip side, Kit knew about my present life. Especially the murder-solving, since she’d helped us remotely.

But she didn’t know the rest in the detail she would have when we’d shared a brownstone in Manhattan.

Last Christmas had been less than two months since we’d left Manhattan, so it hadn’t felt all that different.

But now, when she came down this airport hallway to where I stood, we’d see each other for the first time in a year.

We used to be part of each other’s everyday lives. Now, so much had happened — for each of us — while the other hadn’t been around.

Yes, I was nervous. More excited than nervous, but still nervous.

Then I saw her.

It wasn’t that I didn’t recognize her. I did.

I mean I knew it was my great-aunt. Yet, it wasn’t.

I had to consciously keep my mouth closed. Her hair was short, stylishly wind-blown, with earrings peeking through it. She wore dark slacks, a white blouse with the crisp collar turned up, a neat cardigan that looked like silk, and a swirly scarf.

And makeup.

My Great-Aunt Kit was wearing subtle, flattering, skillfully applied makeup.

Gathering my wits, I stepped forward. I didn’t get far. First, I had to disentangle my arm from more fake-evergreen festooning, this marked with bows, one of which hooked my sleeve.

But finally, we hugged. “You look great, Kit.”

“Good to see you, too, kid.” Her return hug was utterly familiar.

“No, I mean it, you look fabulous. Retirement—”

“Semi-retirement.”

“Yes, semi-retirement, since you’re still writing—”

“And all the business stuff.”

“And all the business. Come to think of it, I don’t know how you can call it semi-retired. But whatever you call it, it suits you.”

“I call it doing what the heck I want and letting the rest of it go hang. And whatever you’re doing suits you, too.”

“Thanks.” I airily evaded her narrow-eyed regard.

This new-look Kit had me oddly off balance.

As if Marley, instead of being dead and appearing to Scrooge as a ghost to warn him to change his ways, came back in spiffy top hat and tails to do a song and dance routine.

Or maybe it was the things I’d kept from her.

The person I’d kept from her.

Oh, she knew I was seeing someone named Teague O’Donnell, but she didn’t know the details.

Like the major detail that I lo—

Wait. Had I been about to turn that monumental emotional corner … while walking down an uninspiring airport corridor with my great-aunt, listening to Frosty the Snowman and a man complaining about his flight from Denver?

Not to mention I wasn’t ready. So very not ready.

Back away.

Do not speak that word.

Do not cross that threshold.

Fortunately, Kit and I had reached the point where we either went outside or to baggage claim, raising the urgent question of, “All carry-on, Kit?”

“Those days are long gone.” She didn’t sound broken up about it. “Women my age can’t get the lotions, potions, and sprays we need into any one-quart bag. The TSA needs an old lady exemption if they want us to carry on our luggage.”

She’d rarely bothered before with lotions, potions, or sprays.

I’d been the one doing that for all the TV interviews and public appearances. She’d happily said no one paid any attention to her.

But wasn’t the point of retirement supposed to be relaxing? Maybe letting yourself go a little?

It figured Kit did things backward.

“Never had time for all this before,” she said, as if she’d heard my thought, an old habit of hers. “Working hard to make a living. Even after — you know — always seemed like it might all go away. I needed to keep producing. Guess I finally believe it will stick. And I have time to look after me.”

“But you’re still writing — I know you are.”

“The characters see to that. But not writing as much without the drive to avoid starving spurring me on. It’s a whole world I didn’t know about. This skin care and hair care stuff is a total racket.”

She said it admiringly.

“You really do look great,” I said.

My bright-eyed aunt watched people around us as we awaited her luggage. Bits and pieces of their looks, behavior, conversations went into her writer brain, where they fermented with all the other bits and pieces collected over a lifetime, before coming out in a rich, mellow flow.

I wanted to be my great-aunt when I grew up.

At least I wanted her writing ability.

I’d told Teague about my efforts to write, Clara had discovered them by accident, and Kit knew without being told.

But the year had been filled with stops and starts of writing efforts that left me expecting the ominous Ghost of Christmas Future popping up to point its bony and sepulchral finger at the graveyard of my deceased hopes.

“Did you know this airport — Cincinnati’s airport — isn’t in Cincinnati? Or in Ohio. It’s in Northern Kentucky,” I prattled.

“Uh-huh. And its airport code letters are CVG for Covington, even though it’s not in Covington, either.”

Figured she already knew that.

Before she could ask why I was babbling, I continued babbling. “That’s right. Not even the same county as Covington. In fact— The belt’s started,” I said unnecessarily, considering mechanical sounds and the shift forward of humanity, like zombies drawn by the activated machinery.

Kit gave me a sharp look before she joined others in moving toward the belt, but not at all like a zombie.

Four hundred and thirty-seven bags — that’s a rough estimate — coming toward us. Four hundred and twenty-three were black.

Didn’t bother Kit.

She stepped forward, snagged a black bag, and had the handle extended and her carry-on attached before I reached her.

When we first traveled together — me joining her on research trips, she joining me on promo trips — and I watched that performance, I’d asked, “Don’t you want to check it’s yours?”

“It’s mine. Years ago, I noticed baggage handlers dump luggage front-down, eliminating how most people recognize their luggage. Had a guy add red stitching on the back of mine.”

This was a new bag, but it, too, had red stitching on the back.

The bag rolled along smoothly as an ocean liner in calm water as we strode out ahead of the herd.

In my car, Kit surveyed me and said, “I thought you were going to gain weight to change your look.”

That was among many things I didn’t miss about leaving behind my role as the purported author of Abandon All. No more strict dieting to look a certain way.

“Everybody said the camera put on ten pounds. If I gained ten, I’d look in real life the way I’d looked on camera. Safer to gain twenty.”

Kit snorted. “Fifteen, I’d say. You could go another ten. But you look a lot better than the walking skeleton you resembled in New York at the end. You always did listen to those PR people too much.”

It wasn’t listening to them so much as being on the receiving end of their critical looks before I went on stage or sat for an interview — enough to put anyone off eating.

“Before we go to your house, how about a quick orientation tour,” she suggested.

I chatted about North Bend County and Haines Tavern, the county seat, as I drove her past the town square, festively decked for the season. It had looked better Sunday when I returned a book to the library on my way to Shep’s Market for a bout of houseguest-arriving panic shopping.

We’d had a couple inches of snow Saturday and the white garnish set off red and green wreaths on each black lamppost. Freshly shoveled paths through the square showed sharp and clean.

Now, most of the snow had turned to slush tinged gray. It even seemed to dim the holiday tree in the center, dueling crèches in front of the two churches at the square’s east end, and decorations on the substantial Historic Haines Tavern on the south side.

A clutch of Victorian costumed carolers might have helped the ambience, but the only occupants of the square were a man and woman having an obvious disagreement. He had an angry grasp on her upper arm and she had her head down, possibly crying. They could have come out of the courthouse — divorce proceedings? — and only gotten that far.

For a second, I wondered … But then I spotted a uniformed bailiff watching them from the courthouse steps. If anything needed handling, he was far better equipped than I was.

Not looking toward the arguing couple, Kit said, “Quaint.”

Did that mean she didn’t like it?

My spirits lifted.

I didn’t care. I like quaint.

Since she’d closed the door on my former life more than a year ago, we could each pursue our own likes. In fact, that’s why she did it. To make me find quaint, if that’s what I wanted.

Feeling mellow, I set out to share highlights to intrigue Kit.

She brightened when I pointed out the town square wasn’t square — it was rectangular — and brightened more at hearing the Tavern had great food and generous portions for drinks.

But my pleasure in showing off the town dimmed when we passed a house with a twenty-foot purple inflatable plastic reindeer with barely enough air left to be identifiable.

“Since when is purple a Christmas color?” Kit said.

I agreed.

“This is it,” I said brightly, as if I would have pulled into another driveway for the heck of it. “It’s a work in progress — remember all the changes at the brownstone? Well, think of those in super slow motion, as I figure out what to do next and how to organize—”

She put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a small shake.

“You shouldn’t worry—”

She’d picked up on my nerves.

“—about people recognizing you, Sheila. Being happy makes you look very different.”

I also looked less stylish, less made up, less au courant than I had when we lived in Manhattan. The opposite of Kit.

Like we’d flipped from our Manhattan images to our non-Manhattan images as low-key disguises from our old lives.

Except that wasn’t what I was nervous about.

It was this next introduction.

Not to Teague O’Donnell, my … boyfriend, I suppose, though it was hard to consider him a boy.

He’d been a police detective in Illinois. Now he was a substitute teacher/carpenter/sheriff’s department consultant.

He had threads of gray in his dark hair, faint lines around his light green eyes, a sharper groove at the left corner of his mouth, which he quirked when amused, but not ready to full-out grin. His skills in our personal life wouldn’t go on a resume or a BOLO description, but shouted not a boy.

But the point is, he would meet Kit later. In one of several ways I’d carefully considered to get them off to the best start possible.

No, what came next was a different meeting.

The two most powerful females in my life, face-to-face.

Kit and Gracie.


CHAPTER TWO


“So, this is Gracie.”

Aunt Kit regarded the dog, who regarded her back from a couple yards away.

Gracie is a sable and white rough collie — think Lassie, including the plume-y tail, perfectly tipped ears, and commanding bark. She’s also a rescue I adopted when she was about a year old.

“Let’s sit down and I’ll fill you in.” I led Kit to the living room.

“Christmas tree looks great. It all looks great. Kind of miss having you decorating for the season.” She’d left all that to me when we lived together.

“Do you have a tree?” I asked.

She lifted one shoulder. “I’m here, get to enjoy yours and your parents’. So, tell me about Gracie.”

“I don’t know what happened before the Collie Rescue group got her or which of her quirks are from experience and which are just her. One quirk is being friendly to new people and dogs she encounters at the dog park or out and about. But in the house, she’s wary of first-time meetings. Something about being in the house makes her cautious. Even with me sometimes.”

As I spoke, Gracie made a circuit of the room’s edges, watching us seated on the couch, then circling in slightly.

“I haven’t seen overt signs of abuse. She’s not hand shy, for example. Stubborn, yes. Hand shy, no.”

“Most of her quirks are probably the interaction of experience and what’s just her. Like people.”

Gracie stood in front of Kit, watching her, flicking a look at me, then returning to Kit. Could she possibly spot a resemblance?

“Her experience didn’t have to be abuse to trigger a reaction,” Kit said. “Someone new came into where she lived and it was not a good experience. She stands back and observes newcomers. Sees if they’re okay or if they’re one of those people. A reasonable and intelligent approach.”

Gracie moved in closer, then sat. Another half minute and she slid into a down without being told.

“She’s a kid still,” Kit said.

“I know. I just … hope I’m doing the right things for her…”

Gracie reached up and touched the tip of her nose to Kit’s hand, which dangled over the cushion’s edge. Not accidentally.

“You are.”

Kit turned her hand to rub behind Gracie’s right ear.

Gracie sighed, and shifted more onto her side, settling in.

“Great,” I said with mock annoyance. Mostly mock. “My dog takes to you in minutes. Me, she’s still not sure about all the time.”

“I’m passing through. I disappoint her and life goes on. You disappoint her — or abandon her or mistreat her — and it’s the end of life as she’s known it these past months. Stakes aren’t as high with me.”

I gave Kit a skeptical look. “That’s sophisticated reasoning for a dog.”

“This is one sophisticated dog. Aren’t you, Gracie?” Kit spoke as if talking to an intelligent contemporary.

Gracie tipped her head and touched her nose to Kit’s hand again.

I was equally torn between pleasure — and relief — at this dog-aunt connection and terrified if the two of them ever ganged up against me.

*   *   *   *

Their alliance intruded on my plans almost immediately.

“I’ll take your suitcase up and show you your room,” I said.

My dog gave me a dirty look for distracting her ear scratcher.

I’d thought I’d let Kit settle in, rest a little, and then we’d see about having dinner at the Historic Haines Tavern. Maybe with Teague if he could make it.

I hadn’t set it up ahead of time because I didn’t want to put pressure on either of them … or me. But if I messaged him around the time he usually got home from substitute teaching and casually suggested …

“Don’t you take Gracie to the dog park most days?”

“Yes, but—”

Why did I bother? Gracie had heard the two magic words. I would soon be Swiss cheese — bored through by commanding eyes— if I didn’t comply.

Kit clinched the deal. “Don’t let me interrupt your routine. In fact, I’ll come with you.”

*   *   *   *

In the car, Kit lost a slew of points with Gracie by saying, “I’d like to see more of your new hometown. We could swing by landmarks on the way to the dog park.”

Gracie gaped at her, because one did not take side trips on the way to the dog park. On the way home, fine, but never, ever on the way to the dog park.

Okay, I didn’t really know if Gracie understood Kit’s words meant detours from the most direct route to the dog park.

But she sure understood it as the trip developed.

First, Kit asked to see an old house I’d talked about, lamenting how its recent neighbors encroached on it. Then another neighborhood, more accurately, a few houses on a twisty road called Shady Bridge that connected two newer developments.

“Are you considering buying real estate?” I teased Kit.

“You talked about these places so vividly, I wondered if you might be tempted to move to one.”

“Not at all. I like my little house.”

“Must get crowded with two big dogs and … other people,” she said, teasing back.

I turned the conversation away from how much time Teague and his dog Murphy spent at my house.

We made another pass by the Tavern, stopped at the entry to Beguiling Way, a former alley turned pedestrian-only passage in front of the yoga studio, drove to Shep’s Market. We weren’t done. Next, Kit requested a swing south to the highway, near the Jolly Roger grocery store.

“Do you want me to stop?” I asked Kit, with visions of both my regular and panic shopping falling short — and she hadn’t even opened the fridge yet. “Is there something you need or want?”

“Not a thing. Want to see places you’ve talked about.”

Something about that didn’t ring true. But Gracie gave a short, piercing bark from the back seat, driving every other thought out of my head.

Also curtailing my hearing, because she’d positioned her mouth inches from my right ear before issuing her peremptory reminder of the promised destination of this trip.

“Okay, okay. Dog park next.”

Besides, if Kit wanted to see what I talked about most, the dog park was the place to do it.

Because, according to the text I received before we left, Clara would be there with her dog LuLu and Teague’s dog Murphy.


CHAPTER THREE


“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. It’s really you.”

Clara enveloped my aunt in a hug.

Her dog got in on the fun, too.

Any number of things can spook LuLu, but a newcomer clearly vetted by the leader of her pack (Gracie, not me), is not among them.

A long, tall Great Pyrenees mix, LuLu jumped up with her paws on Kit’s arm, coming eye to eye with her. Not to be left out, Gracie circled around them, poking first Clara, then Kit. And let me tell you, when you’ve been poked by a collie nose, you know it. It’s a nose designed for poking. Murphy, Teague’s lab mix, wiggled his tail-wagging butt into a sliver of space between Kit and me and watched the goings-on with a grin.

When LuLu dropped her front legs to the ground, Kit patted her on the head, not needing to bend over, then added equal-time pats for Murphy, who’d positioned himself perfectly, and Gracie. However, since Gracie was on the move, it ended up being a stroke.

“I thought for sure Sheila would keep you all to herself today, your first day here. I’m so excited you’re here — here here — the dog park, just like a regular person, when you write all those marvelous books.”

Clara did not know about Abandon All — not my association with it, not Kit’s authorship of it. She meant Kit’s body of work as herself and known pen names.

She’d started reading Kit’s books when she learned of our relationship. And stepped up her consumption when she began a course on becoming a virtual assistant for authors. She’d done work for Kit and Kit connected Clara with additional clients.

“Need to experience life to keep writing about it,” Kit said. “Shall we move away from this gate?”

We meandered deeper into the big dog enclosure, watching our trio galloping around each other.

Clara said, “Did you hear the news?”

“I caught the headlines while I waited at the airport for Kit.” I tried not to make that sound like what it was — belated prep for being quizzed on current affairs, which had been a staple of conversation when we lived together. “Which story? The political tensions in—”

“Oh, not that kind of news. Haines Tavern news.”

Clara’s tone made it clear the latter beat the former all to pieces.

I squelched a flinch. Kit would jump in with a lecture that becoming and staying informed was the obligation of every citizen with half a brain — to make up for those who didn’t have half a brain.

Before I could intercede to deflect the lecture, Clara added, “A guest at Amber House was found dead in her room this morning. Poor Ottalie Bishop.”

I’d glimpsed what could have been police lights in that direction during our trip around the square. But the B&B is in the block behind the churches, so there’s no direct line of sight.

I forgot that as Kit rattled off, “Amber House? That’s the bed and breakfast? Is that where the dead woman was found? Do you know who she was? How did she die?”

Maybe retirement — semi-retirement — had relaxed Kit, to make her this interested in small town goings-on.

What with squelching a flinch, preparing to intercede, and pondering changes wrought by semi-retirement, I almost missed a major element.

Almost.

My turn to rattle off questions at Kit. “The dead woman? What dead woman? How do you know there’s a dead woman?”

“Woman on the plane called for somebody to pick her up and I could hear both sides of the conversation about a dead woman being found at the local B&B.”

With narrowed eyes, I asked, “How did you know it was Haines Tavern’s local B&B. People from Cincinnati and suburbs all around Ohio, Indiana, and Northern Kentucky fly into the airport. It could have been any of a thousand B&Bs.”

“I heard her talking to her seatmate beforehand about living south of Haines Tavern.”

“Oh.” My suspicion deflated. Maybe that’s why Kit had wanted to swing south toward the supermarket? The oddest things did spark her curiosity.

Having dealt with my pesky questions, Kit demanded of Clara, “What do you know about this dead woman?”

“Not much,” she said apologetically. “Just that Ottalie — the woman who runs the bed and breakfast. A lovely person. Ottalie Bishop. Anyway, she found the woman in her room and knew she was dead right away. Ottalie served in the Army when she was younger and I don’t know exactly what she did, but I’ve always thought … And I’m sure that’s how she knew right away, which she said she did when … Where was I?”

“Ottalie found a dead woman,” Kit supplied.

“Right. Ottalie went to check on her because she hadn’t eaten breakfast after ordering a specific meal and saying she had an appointment this morning. Ottalie was understandably upset.”

“Running a B&B, I’d think she’d encountered a guest dying in their room before,” I said.

“Oh, yes. And Ottalie told Ruby Zweydorf at the post office—” She added that identifier for Kit’s benefit. “—she was grateful she found the body after the other guests left for the day, so they wouldn’t be upset. Especially when the sheriff’s department arrived. She wanted them to park in back and go in that way, but Deputy Eckles parked right in front of Amber House and left his lights on.”

If any misguided soul started a fan club for that young deputy, I would not join.

But not because he deliberately made citizens’ lives more difficult. More likely, he’d found a regulation somewhere deep in the book he lived by that said responders had to park in front and leave lights on for a specified number of minutes.

“Well, the sheriff’s department might have felt it was important to take the most direct route — park in front and go up the main stairs. Closest access, and all.”

In a weird way, my defense of Deputy Eckles showed how bad I had it for Teague O’Donnell. I didn’t want Eckles to look bad — or be bad — because it would reflect on the North Bend County Sheriff’s Department, which was now important to Teague.

“But that’s the thing. She — the dead woman — wasn’t right up the main stairs. She had one of several free-standing units they’ve added because they didn’t want to compromise the main house’s historical feeling by squeezing in more rooms.”

I knew they’d bought up structures, including what had originally been stables, and converted them to rooms for the B&B.

“This unit faces that little stub of a street with individual units that used to be carriage houses and such,” Clara said.

“I know the units you’re talking about—” Mostly red brick, each tidy and cute with seasonal window boxes. But jumbled, rather than in straight rows. Likely because they’d started life as utilitarian outbuildings. “—but that’s a street? I thought it was a driveway.”

“No, no. It’s a real street — Puzzle Place.”

“Great name,” Kit said. “I’ve got to see this place. That’s a sharp decline up ahead.”

Our slow progress had taken us to where we could see the descent to what dog park regulars called Las Vegas. The dogs were mostly out of sight down there. Except for the most egregious infractions, what happened in Vegas, stayed in Vegas.

Clara explained that to Kit, who said, “So, this is where you two found the dead body last winter.”

“Yes, down in Las Vegas. I’ll show you if you’d like.” I suspected Clara meant to make up for not having anything juicier to tell Kit about the dead B&B guest.

“Great.”

Kit had to be trying to cement good relations with Clara to evince that much enthusiasm about a grassy and muddy drop that would mean not only the climb down, but a climb back up.

Neither of which bothered our dogs, who roared down, then back up, picking up other dogs for another full-speed round trip.

I came behind the humans, texting Teague with an oh-so-casual suggestion of dinner tonight, as Clara pointed to where we’d found a dog trainer’s body — more accurately, where our dogs found it.

I didn’t join them in heading down into the low area by the far fence or in the nostalgia.

Finding a body started Clara and me digging into mysteries together, though I’d been involved in one on a cruise ship before that.

That one would likely result in a trial eventually. Testifying would make it even harder to keep my previous life under the radar of the people in my current life. As if the murder solving we’d done here hadn’t already called far more attention to me than I liked.

Keeping my secrets …

An image of Teague’s strong-featured face flashed into my mind with a slight grin waiting to break out. But it was his intelligent, sharp eyes I focused on.

Sometimes I thought he suspected there were things I wasn’t telling him.

Sometimes I knew he suspected there were things I wasn’t telling him.

Kit had urged me to tell him about Abandon All. But I’d spent a decade and a half keeping those secrets. Including dating a few men to the point where it was either tell them or break it off.

I broke it off. Every time.

And now there was Teague.

What held me back from telling him were three aspects.

She could blithely say to tell him, but if he ever revealed the truth and it ended up hurting her … Not that he would tell. I was sure.

Unless he considered it fraud.

That brought up the second thing. Now that he was a consultant for the North Bend County Sheriff’s Department, would telling him my secret put him in an ethical bind?

And then there was the third thing.

He wasn’t telling me something, too.

From the start, I’d wondered why he left the department outside of Chicago where he’d been a detective — according to his former partner a top-notch detective. And about how he’d come to be legally blind in one eye.

He didn’t volunteer much. And with my secret-keeping, I didn’t ask much.

But as we’d become closer, and I’d seen scars — physical and otherwise — not asking became harder.

Should I — could I — trust him with what I held back when he wasn’t trusting me?

Of course, he’d be justified thinking the same thing.

“Sheila!” Clara called as she and Kit climbed the incline, while Gracie, Murphy, and LuLu raced up, then down, then up again. Show offs.

“No need to shout.”

“Yes, there was,” Kit said, “since you didn’t answer the first two times.”

“Kit’s going to come with us for our next yoga class to see if she likes it. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Yoga?” I repeated.

My great-aunt is flexible and fit, especially for her age. Just look at how she climbed this incline. And she introduced me to yin yoga after Abandon All’s success. She appreciated the extended hold time of positions stretching fascia and muscles tightened from long hours in front of the computer.

But things the woman has said about yoga instructors of the New Age variety …

“Isn’t that wonderful?” Clara repeated.

“Wonderful.”

“And we’ll have dinner at Haines Tavern — all of us, you and Teague, and Ned and me, and Kit. Tomorrow or one night soon.”

“Great idea.” I liked the restaurant and had no issue going there multiple times during Kit’s stay. Including tonight, if it worked out with Teague. All of us going there another time would be fun.

But it was hard to achieve full enthusiasm with suspicion spreading across my brain.

“How much longer do you think we’ll be here?” Kit asked with would-be innocence, which ramped up my suspicion.

Clara chuckled. “Oh, they could play for hours more.”

“It’ll be dark sooner than that. I thought we could go to the cemetery before the light went,” Kit said.

“The cemetery,” I repeated with the opposite of enthusiasm.

“The Haines Tavern town cemetery’s fascinating,” Clara said. “So much history. I bet Sheila’s learned all about it from Urban Parhem. They’re kindred spirits and—”

“You said his name’s Teague O’Donnell,” Kit accused me.

Clara laughed. Worse, other ears in the dog park perked up — not the furry kind.

Berrie Vittlow’s ears.

She’d arrived after we did, which spared me and everyone around from the frenzy her dog Marcus, the grand old man of her Boston terrier herd, went into whenever I entered the dog park.

If Berrie’s ears alone were the concern it wouldn’t be so bad.

But the woman, who sported crowds of Boston terriers swarming around her short legs like the cloud of dust that surrounded Pigpen in the Peanuts comics, did not stint about spreading what she heard. Or thought she heard. Or made up.

She was practically hanging over the fence trying to hear all our conversation. She always salivated about Teague. Toss in Kit as a newcomer and Berrie nearly frothed at the mouth.

“Oh, no, Urban is no rival to Teague for Sheila’s heart. Well, he’s not,” Clara emphasized in response to my glare. She faced Kit. “Urban has devoted himself to our history, especially since he retired. He knows all about the town cemetery and tracing all the important families.”

Kit said, “Uh-huh, but—”

“I wish we could let you take rubbings of historical headstones. You could see what they say so much better. But they discovered rubbings wear down the stones and the historic ones can’t afford anymore wearing down. Still, you can take a picture and adjust the settings to almost as good as rubbings.”

“No rubbings. Got it. But I’m interested in ZigZag Cemetery.”

“I knew it.”

Clara jumped at my vehemence and several human occupants of the dog park turned toward me.

Berrie didn’t need to turn, since she’d already homed in on our conversation.

I dropped my voice. “You’re on a murder tour, Kit.”


CHAPTER FOUR


“A what?” Clara asked.

“A tour of all the spots associated with the murders we’ve solved. Do you know where she had me drive on the way here? Beguiling Way and Shady Bridge and Covert Circle. And now down to Las Vegas where we found the body here, and her coming to yoga class, and wanting to see ZigZag Cemetery? It’s absolutely a murder tour.”

I didn’t take my eyes from Kit. She wasn’t the least bit abashed.

“Hearing about the scene is one thing, seeing it live — so to speak — is another.”

“Oh.” Clara’s comprehension of what Kit was up to must have caused the slight blankness in her gaze.

I squinted at my relative with a bit of malice. “You know, if you’re going to visit all the sites associated with murders we’ve, uh, looked into, you’ll have to come to yoga multiple times. No matter what kind of teacher’s on the schedule. That was our second one.”

She grimaced, but controlled it. “Third,” she murmured, reminding me I’d found a murder victim in a deck chair on my cruise on the Diversion.

“Clara and me together,” I insisted. “Second was deeply involved with the Beguiling Way Yoga Studio. You can meet each instructor who takes the spirituality of yoga very seriously. Very.”

“Fine,” she gritted out.

“Fine.”

Clara had followed our byplay, but apparently concentrated on her own thoughts, because she said abruptly, “We have to take Kit by the high school. Carrion Lane isn’t far out of the way going to the cemetery.”

“We are not going to the cemetery. Not the town one and not ZigZag Cemetery.”

“Sheila doesn’t like cemeteries,” Clara told Kit. “I read up on that, because at times in history, cemeteries were seen as welcoming, peaceful places. Some people think fear of cemeteries rose from historic memory of the Black Death. They didn’t know how the disease spread. All they knew was that people involved with cemeteries died more.”

“It has nothing to do with the Black Death for me.” Not that I knew of. “It’s getting dark, so my ghoulish great-aunt—”

“You say ghoulish, I say ever-learning.”

“—couldn’t see anything anyway. Besides, I have to go to the post office before it closes and that’s the only stop we’re making on the way home.”

Clara leaned toward Kit. “Don’t worry. I’ll take you to the cemetery tomorrow. Both cemeteries if you want. We’ll set a time.”

*   *   *   *

Since I’d already shipped presents to people I wouldn’t see over the holidays and I wasn’t sending cookies to Kit in North Carolina as I did periodically, I didn’t need to go to the post office for its official function. I was going to drop off a plate of cookies to Ruby and Ike Zweydorf.

I parked on the street behind the post office and got the cookies from the trunk.

Otherwise, with Kit in the passenger seat, I would have had to put them on the floor of the back seat. Gracie’s a pretty good dog, but there’s only so much temptation I can expect her to withstand.

We walked around the hardware store that hangs onto its original designation as a feed store. Teague lauds its wonders. I prefer the library on the other side of the post office. That’s the Old Main Branch, a name that confuses newcomers, but is Haines Tavern’s way of thumbing its nose at the bigger town of Stringer for usurping the main county library when a new building was constructed.
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