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THURSDAY


CHAPTER ONE


“You’re reading The Wizard of Oz?” my friend Clara asked with no judgment but plenty of curiosity. “Haven’t you read it before?”

Crunching leaves would have foretold her arrival … if our dogs’ joyous together-again yips and whooshing-past soundwaves hadn’t already. My collie Gracie and Clara’s Great Pyrenees mix Lulu acted as if this meeting in my back yard came after years of separation, instead of less than twenty-four hours since yesterday’s gambol at the dog park.

“I am.” I kept reading to finish a passage. “It’s well worth re-reading. It’s a wise and wonderful book.”

“That sounds like the description of the wizard.”

“Uh-huh.” My pleasure at Dorothy and the crew escaping the fighting trees led by the Tin Man — or the Woodsman, as the book said — was somewhat dimmed by the distracting sound of the wheels in Clara’s head spinning.

“You know,” she said. “If you look at it one way, The Wizard of Oz is all about reunions.”

She had a point.

The book starts by stating its protagonist lived in the midst of the great Kansas prairies with Uncle Henry, a farmer, and Aunt Em, the farmer’s wife. Dorothy spends most of the book learning what she needs to know to get home to her aunt and uncle. And in the movie, home to their hired hands, too, even though they’d accompanied her in the guise of the Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion.

Without looking up from the book I’d had since childhood, I said, “I am not going with you to your high school reunion.”

I’d expressed the sentiment several times over the past two days.

“It would be a great way to meet more people. You need to widen your circle of acquaintances and there will be lots of people at the reunion who still live in the area.”

Not a selling point to me. Widening my circle of acquaintances in North Bend County, Kentucky, or anywhere else, raised dangers Clara didn’t know about and I didn’t want to think about at the moment. I limited my response to “No.”

“Besides,” Clara said as if I hadn’t turned her down now and all previous times, “it’s not only my class. There’ll be reunions from before and after my class. You could meet people from different age groups.”

“I do that at the dog park.”

“You would if you talked to more people at the dog park. Gracie has a far better social life there than you do.” She slid from earnest to as close to sly as she gets. “Even if you don’t want to get to know people, it could be great research. Think of all the murders at reunions.”

“In fiction. Most reunions are strictly murder-free.”

“Are you sure? Because there are a lot of books with murders at a reunion, plus all those murder games and plays.”

Since becoming a virtual author’s assistant earlier this year, Clara had developed a deep interest in many aspects of the publishing world. A world I’d been in the middle of until a year ago. Which was a fact about me she didn’t know.

She thought I was a former high school English teacher who’d quit and moved here after an inheritance.

“Pretty sure. You could look it up.”

“I will,” she said. “But it’s still good research for you about characters and motives—”

“I’m not writing mysteries. I’m writing romance. I told you.” I dropped my voice. Yes, we were in my backyard, but I couldn’t be too careful.

Because my writing endeavors constituted another secret, with Clara the only one who knew about it.

And if you’re thinking, Great. Just what Sheila Mackey needs, another secret, you’re right.

This writing secret I wasn’t sharing with anyone beyond Clara. Not my parents, siblings, or great-aunt — definitely not my great-aunt. Also definitely not Teague O’Donnell. First, I wanted to know if I could write.

The toughest trick was keeping the fact that I was writing from Great-Aunt Kit, who had always supported herself writing novels.

Why keep it from her?

Not because she wouldn’t support me. Because she would.

Authors talk a lot about the editor voice in their head nagging at them, which gets in the way as they’re trying to create. Add Kit’s voice and my head would burst. She would generously share every bit of knowledge she’d picked up in decades writing for traditional publishers and more recently as an independent author.

It would be like someone dribbling a basketball for the first time getting pointers from Michael Jordan.

I needed to get my feet under me and start walking before I could benefit from her advice on skipping and dancing.

Because right now all I was doing was trying to write.

When I wasn’t sitting in the yard re-reading childhood books.

As for Teague O’Donnell … that was complicated.

Clara said, “I’m glad to hear you’re writing romance because there are no murders in The Wizard of Oz, so—”

“Except the witches, East and West.”

“—I might have thought you were procrastinating.” Clara didn’t appear to see my wince as she continued. “Those weren’t murders, they were accidents. Dorothy didn’t steer the house to land on East and she picked up the water bucket that ended West because it was the closest tool at hand to save the Scarecrow.”

“That’s the movie. In the book, Dorothy throws the water because West has taken one of the magic shoes.”

“Anyway—” She relentlessly returned to her topic. “—reunions are even better research for romances. All those pent-up emotions from high school coming out. Crushes revealed. Broken hearts finally mended. Maybe people get back together — true love at last — or realize the high school sweetheart never really was the one and they’re happy with the spouse who agonized over what would happen at the reunion—”

“Sounds like a murder plot. But the genre doesn’t matter, because I’m not going.”

“Oh, c’mon. It’s not only about doing me a favor because my husband deserted me—”

“Didn’t you say Ned’s client was hit by a late-season hurricane and needs help getting equipment back on line?”

“A little hurricane. Didn’t wipe out the whole place, just took off some of the roof, letting rain in on the equipment. Not like the building was lifted up and transported to Oz, leaving only the storm cellar in place.”

“That was a tornado.”

She steamed past my factual correction. “They could have waited a week. Or Ned could have come home for the weekend.”

“You told him not to. That it would be easier on him to stay there and get the work done.”

“So, I changed my mind.” She sidestepped the speeding freight train of my dog chasing her dog with joyous abandon.

“But you didn’t change your mind, or you’d have told Ned to come back.”

She gusted out a sigh. “Do you have to be so logical?”

“Sorry. Don’t know what I was thinking.”

“It’s okay. You can’t help it sometimes. I almost did tell him to come back. They’re sleeping in a tent and using the facilities of a damaged motel, poor baby. Only it’s really hard to get out of there and then to get back in… But, Sheila, I want to go to this reunion—”

“Great. Go. You know all these people. It’s not like you’ll be going into a room full of strangers.”

“Worse. A room full of people who knew me when I had all the potential in the world and—”

“So did they.”

“—a younger, thinner me.”

“I empathize, but I’m not going with you.”


FRIDAY


CHAPTER TWO


“When do you and Clara leave for her reunion?”

Teague O’Donnell asked the question with an assumption of completely spurious innocence.

He was teasing. Along with not so subtly saying I told you so about my giving in after he’d predicted I would when we went to a movie Wednesday night.

“The reunion’s not until tomorrow night.”

He nodded solemnly. “I know. She’s enlisted me to bring LuLu out here tomorrow after I’m done because LuLu will have been inside all day while she primps.”

Out here was the Torrid Avenue Dog Park, where we were standing and watching our dogs — my Gracie, his Murphy, and Clara’s LuLu — frolic.

After I’m done referred to Teague’s plans for the weekend.

He was using his carpentry skills to lead a project adapting a home for a student at the school where he subbed who’d been in a car accident. With considerable therapy, the hope was the boy would walk again. For now, though, ramps, wider doors, and other adjustments would make daily life much easier.

Staff, students, and administration were pitching in to make the necessary changes this weekend before the boy was released from rehab.

“That’s Clara primping, not LuLu,” Teague added.

“Thanks for the clarification.”

This was an accidental meeting. I hadn’t known he’d be here with his dog and Clara’s, though I might have guessed if I’d given it thought.

Clara had called this morning, asking if I was going to the dog park.

I’d been occupied with … uh, a project on my computer and answered absently that I didn’t plan to go today, that Gracie could take a day off from the dog park.

Clara had said okay and reconfirmed what time we were meeting tonight for a reunion eve dinner.

Then I’d gone back to the … project.

I could have predicted Clara would call Teague to see if he’d take LuLu to the park … again, if I’d been thinking about it.

But the project monopolized my thinking. I was only here, with the project temporarily set aside, because Gracie insisted.

You don’t think a collie can insist? You haven’t met many.

She stood on the other side of my desk with only her ears showing over the edge. She sighed. She moved to another spot where she could stare at me. More sighs. Back to the ears in my line of sight. Extremely expressive ears.

That sounds endearing, doesn’t it? Let me tell you, you have never been accused of dog neglect until you’ve had a pair of furry, cutely tipped ears pointed at you for long, unmoving moments while you tried to concentrate on … a project.

“Clara must be pre-primping now, huh?” Teague asked.

She was, in fact, having her hair and nails done, but I wasn’t betraying womanhood by revealing that. “You should be grateful you’re included for dinner tonight, and at the Haines Tavern no less. By rights, she and I should be the only ones going, since it’s a thank-you for accompanying her to tomorrow night’s reunion. You’re only in on it because she felt sorry you might be alone on a Friday night. And—” I turned to him with a searching gaze. “—why are you making fun of reunions anyway? You don’t go to yours? Have something against the people you went to high school with?”

“Other than the ones in jail, no. Went to the five-year reunion.”

His hint of defensiveness increased my satisfaction at turning him away from Clara’s insecurities while it also piqued my interest. We’d been dating casually for several weeks. Not casually in the sense that we didn’t make plans, but casually in the sense that this relationship deepened at a pace making snails look like Olympic sprinters.

There were reasons on my side.

Secrets to keep, remember?

The first couple weeks I was relieved he didn’t push me. Lately, I’d begun to wonder about his reasons for taking it so slow.

“No reunions since? Why not? Living down high school trauma?”

“Undercover.”

I already knew he’d been a cop in Illinois before moving here last year about the same time I did, after buying a house and adopting a rescue collie. I supposed he’d left police work when he’d been blinded in one eye in an incident he had not clarified or described. He hadn’t given much by way of detail in other aspects of his former life, either. And I was severely hampered in finding out more because if I asked him questions — including, but not limited to about the pace of our relationship — he’d likely ask me questions.

Not only was an ex-cop sure to be better at it than I was, but I didn’t want anybody asking me anything. I was living in the town of Haines Tavern, Kentucky, to blend into the background and not have anyone recognize me as my former persona: The author of beloved and bestselling novels whose releases were events before being turned into blockbuster movies, starting with Abandon All.

Except I didn’t write that book or those that followed. My great-aunt Kit did.

It’s complicated.

“Undercover? That’s your excuse for not going to your reunions?”

He chuckled. “Truth. Long hair, scruffy beard and all. Didn’t want to take any chances of connecting my undercover life to my real life.”

Gracie and Murphy zoomed in close to us and stopped abruptly, staring at each other. The intensity demanded our attention. Gracie took one step closer. Murphy held his ground. Another step closer. Murphy’s ears fluttered.

Gracie pounced, hopped backward, then ran past him, circled the table for an extra lap, before looping around for the pleasure of zeroing in and pouncing again. His tail wagging, Murphy scooted under the table.

Teague leaned over to look at his dog.

“I know, buddy. Females are tough.” And then, as if I wouldn’t have heard, he straightened and continued what he’d been saying to me. “Not to mention my undercover persona would not have been a hit with my former classmates.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Some people — females in particular — like a little rough.”

He turned to me, eyebrows up. “You?”

“I was thinking of my dog.” Who now trotted away from us, hip to hip with the lab mix. “I like…” I swallowed against hammering in my chest reminding me how much I liked him as he was. “Uh, clean cut.”

“Good.” His voice dropped on the single word, adding a new drumbeat in my chest.

He’d shaved off the beard he’d sported for a few months, with interesting timing.

He hadn’t done it immediately after Clara told him I didn’t like beards. Not after he first asked me out, either. Not even after Clara repeated something else I’d told her — the theory that women, in particular, won’t vote for men with beards or other facial hair because the men appear to be hiding something.

The beard disappeared after our third date.

As if he’d wanted to be sure this had a chance of going someplace before he gave up the facial hair.

But then why no, uh, developments?

Now, he cleared his throat. “Just don’t go finding anybody clean cut or otherwise tomorrow night. What time did you say you were leaving?”

The quick follow-up question eased the seriousness, but left me wondering about the almost-not-quite intimation toward exclusivity.

“Clara’s coming to my place at six-forty-five.”

“Thought you were driving.”

“I am, but she said she’d come to my house and we’d leave from there.” I was the designated driver so she could relax and drink as much as she needed to relax.

“Doesn’t trust you to get started on your own, huh?”

I zapped him with a look. He grinned.

“I won’t renege. I agreed I’d go, I’m going.” I turned and picked up Gracie’s leash from the nearby picnic table. “Speaking of which, I should go get ready for tonight’s dinner.”


CHAPTER THREE


Clara was waiting at a table when I arrived at the Haines Tavern — Historic Haines Tavern, according to locals, who usually called it that or simply The Tavern, distinguishing it from the town named after it.

I learned of Clara’s previous arrival from the hostess who stood behind a small lectern at the bottom of the stairs to the second floor of the 1830s building. A hallway to the right of the stairs led to the back, with a doorway farther to the right to the bar.

What always caught my eye from this spot was the line where the ceiling and wall met above the stairs’ mid-point landing. Well, line in the loosest sense.

I’d had my share of issues with elements of my seventy-plus-year-old house not being perfectly square. But the comparison to this toddler’s sketch of a line — slanted and irregular — always cheered me up.

The smiling hostess led me through the front room to the slightly smaller back area of what must originally have been a double parlor. More dining was available in rooms upstairs or on side and back porches, but this was our favorite. Unless we slipped into the bar across the entry hall for a quick meal or drink.

“You look great, Clara. You’ll knock ’em dead tomorrow.”

She turned rosy under her newly trimmed and styled hair.

“Thanks. Teague will be here soon. He messaged me. The hair and nails are probably overkill, but I had the appointments, so…” She shrugged with would-be casualness, then said in a low voice, “I’m so glad you’re going with me tomorrow.”

“Have you kept in touch with a lot of people from high school?”

“Can’t help staying in touch. A lot of them still live here, too.”

“Then why go to the reunion?”

“Some of them haven’t,” she said simply. “I’d like to know what they’ve done.”

“Wondering about the road not traveled?”

“You mean what I might have done if I’d left North Bend County? Not at all. Missing out on the life Ned and I have? No way.” Her lips lifted in a small, private smile.

“How about your close friends from high school?”

“Didn’t have anyone I’d call really close. There was one girl who used to come with me sometimes to play cards and board games with Gran, her friends, and my cousins. She died a few months after graduation. My classmate, I mean. Not Gran.” I’d figured that, since Clara’s gran was in Belize with a newish boyfriend. “I mean I was sad — of course I was — although she’d stopped coming over a year before she died. I was already at college when she died, so it didn’t have the emotional impact it would have if I’d still been here, had been hanging around with her, went to the funeral and all.”

“When you came back after college, did you rekindle high school friendships?”

“No. I worked at the library a couple years. One before, one after Ned and I got married. Then his mom’s MS turned worse and she needed help.” She tipped her head. “I guess you could say I became part of Irissa’s circle. She’d been a real social person and to keep her spirits up, her friends came to her house and played cards and bingo, or did crafts, or watched movies, or did a potluck dinner, and I was included. When she got worse and needed help available around the clock, we moved her in with us, and all her friends came along, too. I became accepted as part of the group.”

I thought about her telling me when we first met about Ned getting her LuLu and insisting she take a break after his mother’s death.

Was he conscious not only of the toll caring for his mother took on Clara, but also her mourning the connection? Or was it instinct? Either way, it was further proof he was a good and caring man.

“Those ladies became my friends. The people from high school, I mostly wave hello to in the grocery store. What about you?”

“Oh, like you said, waving at the grocery store.”

Only in my case, I worked hard to make sure there was no opportunity for more during the few times I’d visited my hometown after Aunt Kit hired me to be a secret surrogate for certain books. I went there to see my family and stuck close to home. Far more often, they came to visit Kit and me in New York, where they — and the arrangement Kit and I had — could fly under the radar of general indifference to the ins and outs of neighbors’ lives. Unlike in my hometown.

Teague arrived then, coming in behind a couple who took the table across from me and behind Clara. Other than that, they didn’t register, because my attention was on Teague and trying not to let my reaction to his easy gait, tousled hair, and sharply attractive face show too much.

He grinned at me.

Oh, hell. Let it show.

*   *   *   *

The food, as usual at The Tavern, was excellent. Our conversation was easy, wide-ranging, and interesting. Dogs were not the sole topic, but they garnered a good share of our attention.

During the meal, Clara waved and said hello to several people.

But now the room had mostly cleared out, leaving only us and the couple in my line of sight, who’d been served about the same time we were.

The man tucked into a steak with every sign of enjoyment, wielding the restaurant’s signature steak knife with intertwined H and T marked into its oddly comfortable — as I knew from experience — triangular handle. While the woman picked at her salmon salad between tossing him searching looks he appeared not to catch.

My curiosity — or nosiness, depending on your angle — lost out to interest in our table’s conversation.

Until Clara’s sweater slid off the back of her chair.

She twisted to pick it up, then stilled as she straightened.

“Oh.” She tentatively raised the hand not holding the sweater, but fully smiled as the people from the other table looked over. “Glenn? Glenn Selka? Is that you? I’m—”

“Clara. Clara Prentice.” The man had sandy colored hair, expertly cut, and pleasant but ordinary features.

“Yes. Clara Prentice Woodrow now. It’s so nice to see you. You must be here for the reunion? Would you…” She glanced at me, then Teague. We each gave a tiny nod. “…like to join us? Dessert? Or coffee?”

Glenn Selka checked with the woman with a look. We couldn’t see her face from here, but it must have been a yes, because they picked up their coffee cups and joined us.

He introduced the woman as his wife, Kirstin. She had dark curly hair, decided eyebrows, and large hazel eyes whose varied colors conveyed shades of emotion. She was pleasant, though her focused attention on her husband made it feel as if the rest of us were peripheral.

Clara introduced Teague and me, with less embellishment than usual. For which I was grateful.

“I’m so glad you came back for the reunion, Glenn.”

He flicked a look toward his wife, then said, “Wasn’t sure I would, but…” That trailed off into something he wasn’t going to express. “How have you been, Clara?”

“I’m good. Really good.” She filled him in on marrying Ned, the two of them happily settling here, but his inability to be here this weekend.

After that the conversation dipped into a what the heck do we say next silence.

Our young server came and went, casting an eye over the new seating arrangements — noting, but not judging. He looked around at the rest of the otherwise emptied room. A frown flitted across his face, but it didn’t seem to be the result of anything in the room, because he turned and went out the door at the back to the central hall.

Teague broke the silence, directing a question at Glenn. “Are you looking forward to seeing your former classmates tomorrow night?”

“It’s good to see Clara and there are a few others I hope will be there.” He sipped his coffee. “But not a lot of them.”

“Then why come?”

Glenn flicked a look toward Teague — if he thought that was a less than casual delivery, he was right, but well short of interrogation. Though those not familiar with Teague’s background might not easily recognize the difference.

Glenn addressed his answer to Clara. “Maybe I wanted them — some of them — to see me, more than I wanted to see them. But it is good to see people like you.”

He delivered the statements easily, yet his wife had a tuck of worry between her eyebrows.

“What have you been doing since high school, Glenn?”

My question drew a reaction … from Teague. The slightest tightening of the corners of his eyes. He liked the question.

“College. PhD. Post-doc. One startup. Sold it. Second startup. Sold it. Third one was the big one.” He shifted his gaze to his wife. “Married this amazing woman, who’s a brilliant therapist, between the post-doc and the first startup. Best move ever. Two boys and a girl and—”

“Who has him wrapped around her little finger.” For the first time, I had the impression Kirstin relaxed.

“—a rescue dog,” he finished.

I knew I liked him.

“Those are great achievements,” Teague said.

“Especially the rescue dog.”

Everyone chuckled a little, even though Clara wasn’t entirely kidding.

The gaze between husband and wife shifted slightly. I couldn’t read his. Hers once more held worry in its depths, yet a go-ahead on the surface.

He interlocked his fingers and set them as if guarding his coffee cup. He leaned forward slightly, looking only at Clara.

I reassessed my impression of his features being ordinary. Especially his eyes. They burned with intelligence and determination.

“There’s something I’d like to ask you. I hope you don’t mind.” But his tone and manner said he was proceeding anyway. “What happened to Heidi Holmes?”


CHAPTER FOUR


The question clearly had more import to Glenn, his wife, and Clara than a casual enquiry about a past classmate.

I hadn’t heard the name before.

“I never got the whole story,” Glenn added. “I was already at college and with my family moving away from here that summer, I never came back until now. And there wasn’t much online.”

Clara pulled in a long, slow breath.

Movement beyond our table caught my attention and I looked up as a man, apparently a customer, stumbled into Glenn and Kirstin’s now deserted table. He must have come from the hall by way of the door in the room’s back corner.

Like the walls, the floors of Historic Haines Tavern weren’t close to level, though thankfully not as bad as the stair landing. But I had a feeling this stumble stemmed less from what was outside the man, who was dressed in jeans and an untucked beige shirt, than from what he’d recently put inside.

The man didn’t fall over or make enough noise for the rest of our table to notice, but his weaving unfurled a flag that read drunk.

Our young server must have been paying close attention from somewhere out of my sight. He zoomed in from the doorway.

He put a shoulder under one of the man’s arms and levered him upright immediately, as if he’d been doing it forever, his hair falling over his forehead. In the same motion he turned the man, who clutched a napkin from the table, toward the back exit and hustled him out of view. No fuss, no noise.

Clara’s next words pinned my attention back to our table.

“Oh, Glenn,” she said on an exhale that matched her inhale for length and depth. “I probably don’t know much more than you. I’d started college by then, too. And we hadn’t been in touch most of senior year.” Clara’s look took in the three of us who hadn’t graduated from North Bend County High School. “One of our classmates — one of our friends — died a few months after graduation from a fall.”

It had to be the girl she’d mentioned before, didn’t it? The one who’d played cards and board games with Clara, her gran, and their assorted relatives.

“She really fell?” Kirstin Selka asked.

Why would she question it?

Clara nodded solemnly. “The papers had the official report and it said she slid down an embankment behind the parking lot of the apartments where she was living. At the bottom of the embankment, there was a 20-foot drop-off to a paved path.”

“But why would she…?”

“It was raining that night. A lot. A thunderstorm with winds and lightning. They said she might have dropped something or it blew away from her, and she went after it without thinking. The ground was so slippery and she went down and couldn’t catch herself. They said it was an accident.”

Glenn’s head came up.

His wife watched him, but he looked straight across the table at Clara.

“An accident? She didn’t…? It wasn’t deliberate?”

“Oh, no. You thought she committed—? No.” She reached across the table and touched the back of his hand.

“You said They said. Like you might not believe it.”

“I didn’t mean that at all, Glenn. I have no reason to doubt the reports. The authorities said there was no note and no indication she meant to. That was in one of the newspaper articles my gran sent me.”

“Do you still have the articles?”

She withdrew slightly at his urgency, probably not even aware of her reaction. “I can’t imagine I do. All these years later? No, I’m sure I don’t.”

“What do you think, Clara? You knew Heidi. Do you think she could have committed suicide?”

“I have no reason to doubt the official reports,” she repeated. “But could have? I don’t know, Glenn. Truly, I don’t know. She drifted away months and months before the end of school. But on graduation day, she did tell me she was really happy.”

“She did?”

“Absolutely. I hardly said more to her than congratulations, good luck, and good-bye.”

He sat back. “Me, either. And that was more than I said to most. Not very talkative then.”

She smiled. “I know. I recognized you right away, but I wouldn’t have remembered your voice. Probably because I rarely heard it.”

He chuckled slightly and his wife relaxed as conversation turned more general.


SATURDAY


CHAPTER FIVE


My phone rang shortly after five o’clock the next afternoon.

That made me jump. Not because of the sound, but because of the realization that it was after five o’clock.

Or maybe it was the caller ID announcing Kit on the other end from her new home in the Outer Banks of North Carolina that made me jump. Not guilt. Not exactly.

To my hello, Great-Aunt Kit asked, “What are you doing?”

Not writing.

Non-writers might not realize it, but not writing can be quite an active state, in which you are doing a whole lot of other things while not writing. Or maybe non-writers do realize it, because their entire lives are not writing. Although they don’t feel guilty about it.

“Not much. How are you, Kit? Did you—?”

“I heard music when you answered.”

“Sorry. Just some music. I’ve turned it off.”

“I wasn’t complaining about the volume. The Righteous Brothers. You’ve Lost that Lovin’ Feeling.”

“How do you know—?”

“Distinctive voices. I remember those songs. I should. Heard them often enough. They were my older siblings’ era.” Kit was younger than my grandmother and her other siblings by a decade and more. “Why were you listening to them?”

“Just something I came across on the Internet.”

“Ah.”

I did not ask Ah, what? I stayed quiet.

Didn’t stop Kit. “How’d you come across the Righteous Brothers?”

“Oh, um…”

“Can’t imagine there’s much video of their TV appearances or concerts.” After an impatient pause, she added, “Had you found those?”

“Not exactly.”

“What exactly, then?”

Sticking to as few words as possible hadn’t stemmed her questions, so I went the other direction.

“I stumbled across videos of young people hearing the Righteous Brothers for the first time. France, New Zealand, South Africa, UK, and of course from the U.S. Some are funny, like the guy who said nobody ever told him Ken from Barbie dolls could sing. And a young woman who said she thought a lot of babies were made listening to the Righteous Brothers. But it was also interesting to see them get excited and emotional about the music. One girl said if a guy sang like that to her, they could work it out, no matter what the problem was. And I learned You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feeling was reported to be the most-requested song of the Twentieth Century.”

“You were looking that up?”

“Not exactly. Sort of fell into it.” I rushed past that. “And, of course, people mentioned Unchained Melody as another of their hits, which brought up the movie Ghost, when it became a hit again — first a hit in the mid Sixties, then in the early Nineties. Amazing. People listening to the guy with the higher voice doing Unchained Melody — Bobby Hatfield — asked did the guy with the deep voice — that was Bill Medley — do anything solo? And that led into people bringing up I Had the Time of My Life from Dirty Dancing, which Medley sang with Jennifer Warnes, who—”

“Where did you fall from, Sheila?”

“Hmm?”

“You didn’t enter the rabbit hole looking for the Righteous Brothers, Ghost, and Dirty Dancing. You were already down the rabbit hole before you found that particular corridor. What else was in that rabbit hole?”

“Oh, some other reactions.”

“To?” The woman should have been an interrogator.

I took my medicine fast. “The Tomb of the Unknown Solider, post 9-11, patriotic songs, Jim Croce, Steve Goodman, Simon and Garfunkel, musical analysis, Don McLean.”

“Good grief.”

“And baby stoats.”

“Baby stoats.” She made that sound like I was doing drugs. “How long? And don’t say How long what? — how long were you down the rabbit hole?”

“Uh, I don’t know exactly.”

“When did this start?”

“Yesterday morning.”

Apparently, she had no trouble hearing my low voice, because she snorted. “At least you stopped to go out to dinner last night, but it is—”

“And the dog park before that.” I’d thought I’d broken the spell of this rabbit hole last night, but when I got home from dinner, I opened my laptop in bed and didn’t turn it off for four hours. Then, it was so handy when I woke up, right on my bedside table… “Plus, I’ve been to the dog park yesterday and today. It’s not—”

“—not a good sign—”

“—like I’ve been doing it non-stop.”

“—you’re back at it today.” The accuracy of that arrow stung. “Are you dressed?”

“Yes.” I packed more indignation into the word than it deserved, since I was dressed again in yesterday’s clothes — not what I’d worn to dinner, but my dog park attire of shirt and leggings. And I hadn’t taken a shower. Yet.

“You’re avoiding something.”

Two somethings. Trying to write and telling her that I was trying to write.

I’d tell her someday. Preferably at a point when I wasn’t still referring to it as trying to write, thus inviting her version of the Yoda There is no try speech.

“No, I’m not,” I lied. “I—”

“Why weren’t you out with your ex-policeman last night?”

“He’s not my—”

“Your mother says you’ve been dating, though she can’t tell if you’re serious or not.”

“It’s too early to know if—”

“So you haven’t broken up with him.”

“Why would you think—?”

“Because it’s what you did time after time when we were living together in Manhattan. As for whether this is serious or not, you won’t find out by not spending time with him. You’re avoiding something.” My denial hadn’t made a dent in her assurance. “Is it him?”

“No. In fact, he was there last night. Clara invited him to dinner, too.”

“Huh. Then why are you going to Clara’s high school reunion tonight instead of out with your guy?”

“Ned — Clara’s husband — is out of town and she asked me to go with her. Anyway, it’ll be interesting. On top of which, Teague is spending the weekend making a house wheelchair-accessible.” The days, anyway. Not the evenings. Or nights. But we weren’t on a level where nights mattered. “I should get going now to get ready.”

She snorted, but did not dispute my agenda with words. “We’ll talk more later.”

Oh, goody.

The trouble with Aunt Kit, I decided as I showered, was that in some ways she knew me better than anybody else in the world. My parents, my siblings, of course, knew me. But they had not been there day to day for most of the past decade and a half as I’d become the person I was now.

Sort of.

Because for all those years I hadn’t been myself. I’d been a construct created by Kit and embodied by me.

That character — which I played — presented herself as the author of Abandon All, described as this century’s To Kill a Mockingbird. Something I’m comfortable saying because Kit wrote the book. She did the creating, I did the public role.

In the past year, since Kit retired the persona I’d portrayed, I’d changed. A lot. And not in name only, though I had shed the recognizable name and taken different parts of family names to form Sheila Mackey.

Sheila — I — could look back on quite a year.

Like a teenage boy’s growth spurt, though, there was no telling when or how the change would stop.


CHAPTER SIX


“You said you’d be ready ten minutes ago,” Clara complained mildly as I completed preparations for leaving Gracie alone. Closing some doors, opening others, ensuring she had fresh water, filling a kong with kibble and a couple treats that would take her two minutes to empty, but signaled, yes, I was leaving. “I don’t want to be late.”

“You don’t want to be early,” I said.

“What?”

“Nothing. Go get in the car. I’ll be right there.”

She barely sighed a couple minutes later when I slid in behind the driver’s wheel and backed out of the garage.

But she truly didn’t want to be early to an event like this where awkward swirled around for the first fifteen, twenty minutes. If you were lucky.

A little late was far better, a tactic learned in my days as Kit’s public-facing alter ego.

But Clara wasn’t the kind to protect herself. So, she wanted to be early.

When I signaled to turn onto the short-cut to the back of the high school, she said, “Don’t turn. Keep going straight.”

I obeyed, eyeing the crenelated brick building that, fortunately, hadn’t taken the castle theme to extremes and so passed up arrow slits for good-sized windows.

“Why didn’t we turn at—?”

I broke off, because I’d caught sight of a street sign for the road the building fronted on.

“Carrion Lane?” My voice climbed. “They named the street the high school’s on Carrion Lane?” Either I hadn’t approached this way before or I’d somehow missed the sign.

“No. It was already called Carrion Lane when they built the high school. In fact, I think the land was donated. A long, long time ago. I don’t know details.”

“Donated or not, putting a school on Carrion Lane … What’s the mascot? A buzzard? A vulture?”

“I know teams use birds, but never heard of a buzzard or vulture as a mascot.”

“They’re the only appropriate choice for a school on Carrion Lane.”

“Tigers is much nicer. Besides, we’re not going to the high school tonight. Now, at the next light, turn north.”

The reunion was at a mid- to upper-scale chain hotel — nice but not remarkable — not far from the airport, tucked into the northeast corner of North Bend County.
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