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The dreaded words: “We have to talk.”


Sleuth-with-a-big-secret Sheila Mackey says that to Teague O’Donnell. Will she spill the secret of her hidden background to the guy she’s dating? The guy who happens to be an investigator for the local sheriff’s department.

But before that talk can take place, Sheila’s sleuthing buddy Clara pulls out the We Have to Talk line on Sheila . . . and they’re off on an investigation to help out a distraught high school girl whose boyfriend’s father has died.

The twists come early and often, with even Teague’s behavior adding a few. The clues take more digging to find, so it’s lucky Sheila and Clara have those excellent diggers Gracie, Lulu, and Murphy to help them unearth secrets at the dog park and beyond. Leading them to a horrifying murder from seventeen years ago on a dark and deserted road in North Bend County, Kentucky . . .
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DAY ONE


DECEMBER 27

CHAPTER ONE


My phone rang.

It took a beat to recognize the sound came from real life.

First, I needed to mentally step out of the book in my head, where a main character was arriving in the North Carolina mountains after a long autumn drive and even longer emotional turmoil.

I was not reading this book, because I was driving my own car when the real-life phone rang. Unlike the character, I was in Northern Kentucky, across the Ohio River from Cincinnati, and heading home from the airport on a late December morning.

Neither was I listening to the book on audio. There’d been no time to start an audiobook between hanging up from an . . . interesting phone call with Teague O’Donnell and this call coming in.

Teague is . . .

And here we fall into the morass of blurry terminology for adult relationships.

My boyfriend? That’s fine for those under legal age and charming for those over retirement age. Not so much for those of us in between.

My significant other? That seemed more settled than we were, as well as smacking of corporate speak.

My honey, sweetie, babykins, boopsie-doodle, and all similar terms? I balk at calling my dog most of those, even in private. No way would I apply them to Teague, a former police detective and current sheriff’s department consultant. Though calling him boopsie-doodle in front of certain of his colleagues sure was tempting.

But temptation’s meant to be resisted, right?

Let’s say for now that Teague’s the guy I’m dating. The guy I want to keep dating.

Between the end of the interesting call with Teague and this incoming call — which the phone system informed me was from my friend Clara Woodrow — I’d barely had time to entertain a few thoughts about how cars and their cocoon-like atmosphere can bring out soul-searching.

Not only soul-searching for me in regards to the call with Teague, but for my lead character in the story I’m working on.

That was the book in my head. Not a story I was consuming, but one I was trying to create.

The character, a woman named Mary Chase Rodgers, is arriving at her aunt’s house in Lattimore Mountain, North Carolina, after leaving her old life and old self behind in New York City.

She thinks she wants solitude, but she needs to learn—

What’s that you say? Why was I thinking about Mary Chase instead of Teague?

Sometimes it’s more comfortable to think about my fictional characters than my real life.

This time it was a toss-up.

Because the fictional characters were not responding the way I wanted. I suppose I could have — should have? — talked to my Great-Aunt Kit about that before dropping her off at the airport. After all, she is a career novelist as well as the real author of mega-bestseller Abandon All.

Whenever I’ve mentioned that title over the past decade and a half, I’ve been conditioned to pause while people gush. Oh, I love Abandon All . . . The best book I ever read . . . That book changed my life . . . I read it every year.

What no one ever says is, Your aunt wrote that book?

That’s because, with very few exceptions, no one knows that major secret.

The rest of the world was told I wrote it.

Not the me I am now — Sheila Mackey, driving home through slow-motion snowflakes in North Bend County, Kentucky — but the persona Kit created and I played for years, until I shed the name and persona the world knew as Abandon All’s author.

Truth be told, Kit nudged me — or drop-kicked me, depending on your point of view — out of the waning Manhattan literary spotlight when she decided to retire to the Outer Banks, with no more books planned for that author name, though she continues writing under other names.

I’m entirely grateful for that drop-kick.

I enjoy my life here.

I’ve treasured that no one knew Sheila Mackey — fur mom of rescue collie Gracie, dog park regular, North Bend County resident, and sometimes sleuth — was also the person presented to the world as Abandon All’s author.

But, soon, Teague will know.

That’s why I’d called him — to commit myself to telling him.

Later.

Though not much later.

Unlike my fictional character Mary Chase Rodgers, I wasn’t avoiding dealing with something. Wasn’t masking my reaction to meeting North Carolina store owner and community leader Whit Kendall with internal and external misdirection.

Oh, no, not me. I was facing it head-on.

Or would be.

Soon.

Real soon.

Before this year ended in five days.

Perhaps the most interesting thing about my just-finished call with Teague was that when I’d said we had to talk — a phrase renowned as a harbinger of bad news — he readily agreed. He didn’t push me to tell him right then — perhaps recognizing in that detective brain of his that behind the wheel and over the phone were not the way for me to share anything substantive.

Still, it was a little odd . . .

No, I would not obsess about possibilities.

I had secrets I’d been keeping from him and after much urging from Kit, I intended to spill them. Plain and simple.

The first step had been placing the we-need-to-talk call to him.

Done.

The second step would be to have the talk.

My stomach gripped and twisted.

So, yeah, I switched my thoughts to the characters and their woes.

And then this phone call came in.

I welcomed it, especially since it was from Clara, my fellow dog park denizen and sometimes sleuth, as well as my best friend in Kentucky and beyond.

I answered with, “Clara, you couldn’t have heard from Ned already. I barely hung up with Teague and he was going to call Ned about all of us spending New Year’s Eve together, so—”

“Sheila — we have to help her.”

“Her who? Help how?” I asked semi-incoherently.

“Mamie.”

The name clarified nothing for me, which I brilliantly conveyed by asking, “Who?”

“You know, Mamie from the flower shop by the yoga studio,” she said impatiently. We attended classes together at the Beguiling Way Yoga Studio, though the holidays wiped that out for this week. A tiny flower shop next to it was run by a man and his granddaughter, whose name . . . possibly was Mamie. I based that possibility on what Clara said, not on my memory. “And now her boyfriend’s father has been murdered.”

Other people might have responded to the word murdered, but we’d seen a few of those lately.

I said, “Her boyfriend—?”

“Yes, yes, Robbie. The boy we met when we were looking into that murder outside the studio. Remember?”

Nope.

I did remember the murder. But the girl? Not really. Didn’t remember the boyfriend, either. However, I’m not devoid of stock phrases to fill in such gaps. “That’s terrible, but—”

“We have to help her.”

Perhaps self-centered, but my first thought was that my upcoming talk with Teague would not benefit from Clara and me being involved in investigating a murder. As a recent hire as an investigatory consultant for the North Bend County Sheriff’s Department, he had . . . reservations about my involvement in such matters and some of his colleagues had more than reservations. Not to mention Clara and I had very recently concluded such an inquiry.

“We hardly know the girl. I doubt she’d recognize us in the street or vice versa. We—”

“She stopped me in Shep’s Market in tears and begged — begged — us to help.”

So much for not recognizing us — at least the Clara half of us.

“If her boyfriend’s father was murdered, the sheriff’s department will investigate and—” Ah! But only if the crime was in Teague’s jurisdiction. If it wasn’t, no conflict existed. “Where did this happen? I haven’t heard anything about a murder in town.”

Not that I had Clara’s connections in our town of Haines Tavern, Kentucky, but the word murder did catch my attention in local reporting or overheard conversations. And I’d heard none.

On the other hand, I had been preoccupied with getting Kit to the airport at the end of her holiday visit, then my we-have-to-talk conversation with Teague.

“He was murdered here. But the rest of it’s complicated. Derrick Dorrio — that’s who was murdered — was . . . Well, neither his son — that’s Mamie’s boyfriend, Robbie — nor Robbie’s mother trusts the sheriff’s department. There’s history there. The boy is devastated, and so, of course, is she — his mother. And Mamie, too. A whole family. Devastated.”

If Clara did charity appeals, all wallets and purses would be emptied within the sound of her voice. But I dare anyone to diagram some of her sentences.

More prosaically, she added, “Besides, I promised we would help.”

Memories started to surface and I grabbed onto one that benefited my cause of avoiding conflict with Teague at this delicate moment in our relationship.

“But the grandfather — Mamie’s grandfather, who owns the flower shop — is really protective. That’s why she didn’t tell us—”

“His name’s Alan. But that’s all in the past.”

“Still, he won’t like her getting us involved, all the questions we’d have to ask her, ask everybody.”

“He’d probably prefer she wasn’t affected by another murder, but she says she followed our advice and now her grandfather approves of Robbie, so surely he wouldn’t stand in the way of her helping us help her help Robbie.”

After a pause to untangle the helps, I protested, “Clara, I still think—”

“Did you know she volunteers at the animal shelter? She’s one of the people who exercises the dogs.”

That was playing dirty.

Clara and I take our respective dogs — LuLu and Gracie — to the park most days. We both have soft spots for the four-legged. Especially rescues.

“But—”

My momentary weakness was all she needed.

“I knew you’d agree. I’ll be right over to your house — oh, did Kit get off okay?”

“Yes. But—”

“Great. I need to put away my groceries from Shep’s, then I’ll be right there.”


CHAPTER TWO


Teague was waiting for me.

As soon as I turned the corner to my street, I saw him through thickening snowflakes, leaning against his vehicle in the driveway that served the two-story red brick colonial I called home. He’d left room for me to pull around him and into my regular spot in the attached garage.

Uh-oh.

His mere presence didn’t cause that response — more like it caused a cartwheel in the vicinity of my heart.

Nor did his neutral expression stir the uh-oh.

But the reaction was warranted, since we’d ended our very recent phone conversation saying we’d see each other for dinner. Something made him move up the timeline by hours.

The only thing I knew that had happened was Clara’s phone call.

Which not only made it likely his reason for being here connected to the substance of her call, but meant I was at a major disadvantage because my knowledge could be boiled down to Mamie from the flower shop’s boyfriend’s father was killed and Mamie wanted our help because her boyfriend was understandably upset.

I strongly suspected that, as the sheriff’s department consultant, Teague knew more.

He met me in the garage and followed me into the house. Might as well be warm before my disadvantage became obvious.

Getting inside my back door isn’t easy. Getting in any door to my house isn’t easy.

Friend, stranger, intruder, no one gets past my dog, Gracie.

It’s the collie security system.

I can’t imagine her truly attacking anyone — though Clara staunchly maintains our dogs would act heroically in our defense — but Gracie sure does slow them down.

First, she’s right there at the door, blocking passage with her sixty-five pounds of fluffed-out presence, including a tail that seems to double the space she claims. When she’s wagging it, as now, make that triple.

Second, she expands the territory she occupies by being in constant motion. Unlike some breeds, which stand still and look menacing, her genetic code tells her to whirl and weave around her flock to keep them in motion, so she doesn’t have to overcome inertia. Worked on sheep for centuries. Works on humans, too.

Third, she’s barking. The tenor and volume depend on who’s entered. For squirrels it would be as loud and ferocious as for wolves. For Teague and me it was excited yipping that both threatened to shatter glass and conveyed a note of reprimand to Teague for not bringing his lab mix, Murphy, one of her besties.

Fourth, she’s employing her elongated nose — sniffing to find out where we’ve been, poking to declare it’s about time we got here, and generally letting us know she’s not to be bypassed without homage of petting and praise and promises to never, ever, leave her again.

In this process, she deposits enough fur on everyone and everything that forensics could still find traces after a would-be perp went through a detox worthy of a clean room.

Teague and I finally popped out of the back hallway and into the relative openness of the kitchen. Mostly because Gracie let us.

He took advantage to give me a quick but satisfying kiss hello, as Gracie went to the back door and sniffed loudly.

“You’re in trouble.”

Teague’s statement caused another of those heart cartwheels, but not a fun one. More like a kung fu fighter trying to avoid an attack.

Which is not the way you want to feel about the man you—

No. Wasn’t going to let myself go there until we had the past out on the table. What if he walked away because—

No. Wasn’t going to go there, either.

“Gracie’s not happy you didn’t bring Kit back,” he added.

She confirmed it with a pointed look from the door to me and back. It was an order to right this wrong and get Kit back here. Right now.

Dog and great-aunt ran neck and neck in being strong-minded. Okay, sometimes downright bossy. When they double-teamed me, I didn’t have a chance. Maybe with being limited to one dominant female I could run my own household.

But achieving that nirvana wasn’t at the top of my mind at the moment.

To hide my relief that Teague’s reference to me being in trouble involved Gracie and Kit, not him, I turned to hang up my jacket in the back hall.

“Ned says he and Clara are up for spending New Year’s Eve with us,” Teague said from behind me.

“Good, that’s good. You must have talked to him right after you and I hung up.”

I tried to figure times and sequence in the seconds it took to secure my jacket on the peg, wishing I had a hanger to mess with to give me more time.

Clara hadn’t mentioned talking to Ned.

Would she have called Ned while putting away groceries to tell him she wanted to start another murder investigation with me?

No way.

“A lot can happen in a short time,” Teague said.

I decided to focus on the mildness of his words and ignore the subtle edge.

“Uh-huh. Want me to hang up your jacket?”

Almost certainly, Ned called Clara to tell her about Teague’s invitation for us all to spend New Year’s Eve together. Under those circumstances, would Clara have not told Ned about her encounter in the grocery store and its potential to impinge on New Year’s Eve plans?

No way.

She’d have spilled like an unstable bag of dog treats poked by a determined collie nose.

Which prompted Ned to call Teague back and tell him about Mamie’s plea, causing Teague to wait for me here.

If you think this meant I could accelerate the timetable of telling Teague my secret, because he was here and I was here, and there’s that bromide about no time like the present, you’re nuts. This was not the ambiance for sharing my past.

“No thanks. I’ll keep my jacket. Can’t stay long.”

“Because you have a case?” I asked, as neutral and matter-of-fact as he’d been.

“Uh-huh.”

“Somebody was killed?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Derrick Dorrio?”

“Uh-huh.”

Time for the plunge. The pool wasn’t very deep, since my assessment of the sequence of events meant he already knew.

On one breath, I said, “Mamie — she’s the girlfriend of Derrick Dorrio’s son, Robbie — asked us to find the murderer.”

“Already did,” Teague said laconically.

“What? You know who killed Derrick Dorrio? This fast?”

“No.”

“But you said—” I squinted at him. “Are you trying to confuse me?”

“No.”

“Then what do you mean you already found the murderer?”

“The sheriff’s department was called to the scene and found Derrick Dorrio dead. And he was a murderer.”


CHAPTER THREE


“The murder victim was a murderer,” I recapped.

“Uh-huh,” Teague said.

Still not certain we weren’t talking at cross-purposes, I asked explicitly, “Derrick Dorrio, the father of Robbie, who’s Mamie’s boyfriend, was murdered—”

Speaking those words made me recognize I didn’t know when or where, much less how. And, of course, nothing about who or why. But I pushed on with the question I hadn’t finished.

“—and was also a murderer himself?”

“He had a son named Robert, yes. As for a girlfriend, I don’t know—”

“Mamie. She works at the flower shop her grandfather owns. You know, next to the yoga studio.”

“I know the shop. Have seen the owner and the girl. Don’t know anything about her romantic relationships—”

It seemed impolitic to mention that I knew about them because of a previous murder Clara and I untangled. He hadn’t been a consultant for the sheriff’s department then, but had already made clear his preference for law enforcement investigating murders over Clara and me.

“—but I’ll take your word for it.”

“Thank you,” I said meekly.

His eyes narrowed slightly, but he continued without any audible heightened suspicion, “On the other hand, I do know Derrick Dorrio was charged, tried, convicted, and sentenced for murder. Served that sentence, too — most of it.”

“Who did he kill?” That automatic question came from the small part of my brain not involved in adjusting to this new perspective on the picture in front of me, like one of those trick images where you see the young woman from another era wearing a hat elaborate enough for the Kentucky Derby, until your perception shifts and, instead, you see a crone’s profile.

“His wife.”

“But Clara said she’s devastated—”

I stopped because that wasn’t what Clara said. She said the son’s mother was devastated.

There were any number of permutations that could let Derrick Dorrio kill a wife and still have the mother of his son be devastated by his death. Most likely a second marriage.

My optical illusion image of a young woman in a Derby Day hat alternating with the old woman added a third possible image. Maybe more.

Teague waited when I fell silent, assembling a new vision.

Then he waited a couple minutes more, because a tap came at the door from the garage into the back hall — I hadn’t closed the garage door — and immediately after the knock, Clara entered.

Which started the Gracie greeting ritual all over, including a disapproving sniff for Clara not bringing her dog, Lulu, the other part of the three-dog besties circle.

When Clara could be heard over the canine greeting, she said with passable casualness, “Oh, hello, Teague.”

“Forget it,” I told her as she hung up her jacket, dusted lightly with snowflakes. “Ned must have called him as soon as you two hung up. He was here when I got home. And now he says Mamie’s boyfriend’s father was a murderer—”

“That doesn’t mean somebody gets to murder him,” she said immediately, revealing she’d already known the dead man’s convicted murderer status.

“—a fact you didn’t mention to me. Or—”

“There wasn’t time. I was going to tell you all about it as soon as I got here.”

“—that he was convicted of murdering his wife. So who—” I turned back to Teague. “—is the woman Clara described as being devastated by his death, along with his son and the son’s girlfriend?”

“He and Dova married after his first wife was killed by him.”

Clara started to say something.

I held up a hand to stop her. “Wait, let me hear the official version first.”

Teague complied. “The first Mrs. Derrick Dorrio was killed seventeen years ago in what initially appeared to be a random attack — at least that’s what the department was supposed to think. Didn’t stand up to scrutiny for long. Still, took investigators a couple years to get Derrick Dorrio brought to trial. He staged the whole thing to cover up that he’d killed her — his first wife. In the interval before the trial, he married Dova.”

“Not a good look,” I muttered.

Clara scowled, but said nothing.

“Consistent though,” Teague said. “They’d started an affair before his first wife’s murder.”

This time, Clara did protest. “He’s not the first man to have an affair. They don’t all kill their wives or the population of women would drop like a rock.”

Clearly, from the little I’d heard so far, she’d decided Derrick Dorrio was wrongfully convicted. But since that seemed to be based on the current devastation of his son and the son’s girlfriend, I didn’t necessarily fall in line with her thinking.

Pending further information.

“They don’t prosecute people for murder just for having an affair, either,” I said. “There had to be more evidence.”

“Thank you for your expression of confidence in law enforcement and the judicial system.” Teague’s wryness twisted his expression of gratitude sideways.

Clara’s disapproving sniff rivaled Gracie’s — impressive, considering she produced it from a much smaller nose. “We’ll see about that. Robbie and his mother have always said the sheriff’s department rushed to judgment in blaming Derrick.”

“Took years for him to be charged after a thorough investigation,” Teague said evenly.

“And had tunnel vision.” Clara kept her focus on me. “You know how they jump on the spouse or former spouse as a suspect right away.”

“That’s because it often is the spouse or former spouse. The statistics on people being murdered by someone close to them are overwhelming and that starts with spouses and exes.” I’d attended enough research workshops and talks on related topics with Kit to know that.

“Well, now he’s dead.” She shot a look at Teague.

A lesser woman might have added, Are you happy now? Her tone did it for her.

I shifted, prepared to defend Teague’s devotion to truth and justice, not to mention he hadn’t even been in the county when Derrick Dorrio was charged.

But he flicked me a look that said to let it go.

It was one of those moments when you abruptly recognize someone else’s reality.

He’d heard accusations like this before, veiled or not.

A lot.

He had scar tissue over it to protect him, but it didn’t provide one-hundred percent coverage. I felt anger that Clara, of all people, had inflicted the flick of pain this time.

“That’s not fair,” I said coldly.

Clara blinked and her cheeks reddened. “I know you weren’t on the case then, Teague. It doesn’t change that it’s perfectly understandable that Robbie and his mother expect that the sheriff’s department won’t do anything — enough,” she modified, but without much enthusiasm, “to find his killer. They’re not about to talk to deputies or other representatives of the department.”

Teague didn’t argue, which wasn’t out of character.

In the silence, my thoughts followed another path, leading to more questions.

“Clara, you said Derrick Dorrio was killed here. There’s no prison in North Bend County.”

“He wasn’t in prison,” Teague said.

“He’d served his sentence? How many years did he get?”

“Life.”

“Parole? But—?”

“He requested and received compassionate release.”

“Compassionate—?”

“He was dying.”


CHAPTER FOUR


I probably gaped at him. I know my brain gaped, so it was likely my face did, too.

Part of my mind recognized Clara did not express surprise or confusion at this new fact. But most of it grappled with my own surprise and confusion.

The murdered man was a convicted murderer.

A convicted murderer who was dying.

A convicted murderer who was dying when he was murdered.

“Just to be sure . . . Teague, you aren’t saying he was dying in the broad sense that all living creatures are heading toward a point when they will no longer be living, are you?”

“No. I’m saying dying in the sense that he had a fatal disease and was given a few weeks to live. He was in hospice.”

“They let him out of prison because he was dying?”

“It happens sometimes.”

My thoughts backtracked. “Compassionate release, you said.”

“Yeah. And sometimes it really is from compassion.”

“Other times?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Sometimes political—”

“Not this time,” Clara said. “If politics had entered into it, Derrick wouldn’t have been convicted in the first place,” Clara said.

“Agree the release wasn’t political.” Stopping there made it clear Teague didn’t agree with the rest. “Judging by calls the department’s getting — even though we had nothing to do with the decision — his early release is not a popular move, even with the guy now dead.”

Before Clara could do verbal battle from afar with those anonymous callers, I asked, “If not political, were there other reasons for his getting a release? I mean, besides compassion.”

“Practical. Some prison facilities don’t have much by way of hospice treatment. Better all-around if the dying prisoner’s family can assume responsibility for hospice care.”

“Responsibility for the care and the cost?”

“Yeah, there is that. First consideration is public safety. In this case, since he was nearly bedridden, certainly confined to the facility, it wasn’t like he was going to kill anybody in the time he was out.”

“No. But he was killed himself.”

“True.” Teague was calm, but not casual about this.

Me? I was still trying to sort my thoughts. “Why would someone murder a person who was about to die anyway?”

“Good question. In fact, an excellent question.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. Not because he didn’t mean the compliment. But there was more behind this.

“Why are you not telling us—” I waggled my hand from Clara to me. “—to meekly fold our hands, stop asking questions, and be good girls like you do all the other times?”

“I have never said anything like that.” He looked both surprised and faintly amused. I hoped the latter was at my turn of phrase.

Fairness made me say, “No, you haven’t. But you have wanted us to butt out.”

“I might have said that to you.” He bent to pet Gracie.

Oh-ho. The stinker thought that ended this discussion? Au contraire, mon ami. “What makes this time different?”

“Maybe he’s finally opened his eyes to how effective we are,” Clara said.

Still petting Gracie, he said, “Better question is who says this time is different?”

I wouldn’t allow myself to be distracted by whether his not addressing Clara’s hypothesis was an insult or an oversight. I answered promptly. “Your attitude.”

As he straightened, he lifted a shoulder, acknowledging my point with a tiny smile, which disappeared when Gracie poked him in the thigh with her nose, reminding him she had not signaled the end of petting duty. Such pokes are not love taps. He withstood the reminder and leaned back against the edge of the counter. “Let’s say the family members of the murdered man aren’t big fans of the sheriff’s department.”

“I told you that,” Clara said. “That’s why Mamie wants our help figuring out who killed Derrick. For her boyfriend — his son, Robbie — and Robbie’s mother, Dova. Well, his stepmother officially, but she’s raised him and he considers her his mother. Because he doesn’t remember anything of his birth mother . . .” She wound down.

I could practically see her retracing the path of her thoughts from her last words back to where she’d started.

She looked at Teague, her expression changed, and she added, “That’s why you’re not trying to drive us away this time. You want us to do your questioning, to get answers where you can’t.”

She had blind spots about this situation, but she wasn’t wrong about that.

But I wasn’t letting where she was wrong slide by. “Which proves that the department and especially Teague are not going to do nothing.”

Still focused on him, she didn’t acknowledge my point. Instead, saying, “But we’re not going to just tell you what they say to us, will we, Sheila?”

Wrestling with that could wait. Who knew if we’d learn anything?

I also kept my focus on Teague. “What about the other family?”

“What other family?” Clara asked immediately.

But Teague gave me an approving look.

I said to that look, “The family of the person Derrick Dorrio was convicted of killing, the family of his first wife.”

“Ohhhh. Of course,” Clara said. “Jaylynn’s family. But the Carnells must be talking to the sheriff’s department already, aren’t they? Why wouldn’t they?”

Still looking at Teague, I said, “They might not be talking if . . .” I let it stretch long enough for a flicker in his eyes to confirm two of my thoughts, but I only spoke to one of them. “. . . they blame the sheriff’s department for Derrick Dorrio getting out of prison on compassionate release.”

He tipped his head sideways in subtle acknowledgment. The gesture also reflected light off the sprinkling of gray hair above his ears.

I loved running my fingers over that hair. He knew it, but surely, he couldn’t have planned the hair-glint to distract me, could he?

Instead of following up directly, I probed in another direction, “How was he killed?”

“I’m not sharing details of the case with you beyond what’s given to the public.”

“That doesn’t help us any and how can you expect us to report back to you with what we find out if you don’t share? That’s not fair,” Clara said indignantly.

“That’s exactly what I expect. Fair doesn’t enter into it. This isn’t a game or a competition. It’s your civic duty. It’s also your duty to be careful.” He pushed away from the counter’s edge. “I have to go now, but listen to me, you two. I know nothing I say will stop you from talking to people, especially not with a weeping girl begging for your help—”

So the Clara-to-Ned-to-Teague game of telephone included that tidbit.

“—but you will keep me informed. And you will be careful — my idea of careful and Ned’s idea of careful, not the amount of caution you think is good enough. In fact, try using the amount of caution that will let Ned and me relax.”

Clara snorted. “That would be sitting at home knitting and not talking to anybody ever.”

“That would be a start,” he said solemnly.

But he gave Clara’s elbow a friendly squeeze as he went past her and kissed me on the forehead as acceptable PDA.

Then he paused at the door. “With me working all hours on this case, Murphy—”

“I’ll get him,” Clara said immediately. She might be irked at the human, but she wouldn’t take that out on his dog under any circumstances. She had a key to Teague’s place for such contingencies, as well as impromptu play dates at the dog park.

“He could stay here,” I said.

Teague’s brows rose slightly at me. Possibly because I’d sounded possessive.

And I felt possessive. A little. Understandably, though. Why should Murphy always go to Clara’s? He was as much Gracie’s friend as LuLu’s.

And that, of course, was all this was about.

Clara sailed past that and any other subtext. “Either way, Murphy’ll be fine and we’ll let you know where he is.”

“Thanks,” Teague said. “Both of you.”

Right after the door closed behind him and Gracie gave a solitary bark to express disapproval of her flock diminishing, Clara said urgently, “You’re not going to back out now, are you? Ned and Teague worry needlessly, because we are careful.”

“No, I’m not backing out.” Even if her urging and my curiosity didn’t do the trick, the novelty of Teague tacitly encouraging us might have.

Especially after what felt to me like Clara’s unfair — if oblique and/or secondhand — aspersions on the sheriff’s department and, by extension, on Teague. If this was how I could show him support, that was good, too.

Still . . . we’d made no promises about spilling all to him.

Yeah, it was complicated.

It was strange to have Teague not resisting our asking questions about a murder. Though his departing reminder about being careful did return us to familiar territory.

As for being careful, he might have a whisper of a point there. We certainly intended to use caution. Always. In retrospect, we might have pushed the envelope a time or two in the heat of the moment.

Clara, not being privy to this meandering thought stream was satisfied with my statement that I wasn’t backing out, and moved on. “There was something else you didn’t say to Teague, wasn’t there?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What? No, wait. Don’t tell me outright. Tell me what made you think about it, first. The more I understand, the more I might be able to think of these things myself.”

“It’s nothing brilliant—”

“I bet it is. Tell me.”

“I was wondering why someone who was going to die soon anyway would be murdered.”

Her frown of concentration cleared. “Because someone didn’t want to wait. Or they couldn’t get to him when he was in prison, but they can now. Or because someone thought dying naturally was too good for him. Or they thought he deserved to be murdered. Or all of those.”

“See? That’s all really good, Clara.”

“But there’s more, isn’t there? I can see it in your face.”

“Well, there is the possibility that beyond being happy that Derrick Dorrio is dead — murdered — they had something to do with it. In other words, someone could be reluctant to talk to the sheriff’s department because they know they’re predictable suspects or even because they’re guilty.”

“Of course, of course, of course. You’re saying there are two sides that’ll talk to us. People like Robbie and Dova and the rest of Derrick’s family will talk to us because we’re no threat, when they know the sheriff’s department will suspect them.”

“Might talk to us.”

She ignored that cautious caveat. “And then there’s the family of his first wife. They must have been happier with the authorities over Derrick’s conviction, but not about his getting compassionate release. And if they did something about it—”

“Something being murder.”

“—they might not see us as a threat like the sheriff’s department. I knew it was brilliant.”

“We’ll certainly have to try to talk to them — both sides.”

“And we’ll succeed.” Apparently, her line of thought went back to Teague, because she grumbled, “Civic duty to tell him everything . . . Teague wants his cake and eat it, too.”

“Don’t we all?”

“Well, maybe. But that doesn’t mean we have to give it to him.” She looked at me from the corner of her eye. “Does it?”

“We’ll need to tell him some.”

“Oh, right. Or he’d get suspicious about what all we know. Good thinking.”

“And because it’s the right thing to do,” I added.

“Right, right.”

“Really, Clara. The goal is to find out who killed this man and relieve the mind and heart of his son, as Mamie asked you to.”

“Asked us.”

I skipped over her correction. “If telling Teague whatever we find out makes that happen faster, that’s what we do.”

“What about Teague? If he told us everything he knows that might make it happen faster, too, so he should share. In fact, the whole sheriff’s department should.”

Hard to decide which was less likely — Teague or the entirety of the sheriff’s department taking us completely into their confidence about a case. I focused on Teague, as the aspect more likely to make her see reality. “It’s his job. His profession.”

After a couple beats her frown cleared. “Oh, you’re thinking about his job security. That if he doesn’t help them solve cases, the sheriff’s department won’t have any reason to keep him on as a consultant. But you shouldn’t worry about that. Harris—”

Teague’s partner in the Chicago area department he’d left after being declared legally blind in one eye and long-distance buddies with Clara since she sought him out during a visit she and Ned made to Chicago.

“—says that even if their old boss who let Teague go was too stupid to tie his own shoes, lots of other departments in the area know how good Teague is and would take him in a heartbeat.”

Her frown immediately returned and she gave me no chance to respond before she turned another verbal corner.

“But that would mean he was back in the Chicago area and unless you moved up there—No. No. You can’t do that. So he can’t do that. You’re right. We have to see to it that he gets all the credit for solving this murder. Even if we have to spoon-feed him the information.”

I tucked the insides of my cheeks between my teeth. “I don’t think we need to go to that extreme, Clara. As you said, Harris said Teague’s a pretty good detective all on his own. Let’s play it by ear and see how this works out.”

“Great. Who do you want to talk to first?”

“You.”

She grinned. “That’s exactly why I came over. I don’t know a lot of details, but ask away.”
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