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Chapter One

	 

	Petunia waddled her way down the sidewalk, meandering slightly to the left before catching herself and wandering off to the right. I sighed quietly as I did my best not to linger over her last vet appointment only yesterday. While Dr. Fred Miller assured me she was as healthy as could be expected for her continuing weight and ten years of age, not to mention her brushes with injury over the years, it was clear to both of us she’d slowed down considerably and while a diagnosis of dementia wasn’t easy in a dog, he’d been kind and careful when he’d told me it was likely she’d started down that road and would only decline further over the next few months.

	“I’m so sorry, Fee,” he’d said, squeezing my hand and offering me a box of tissues while the still happy-go-lucky girl I adored looked back and forth between us with her bulging eyes of expectation, tongue hanging out in her adorable grin, while he slipped her a little treat to keep her occupied. “I know it’s not what you wanted to hear.”

	I’d only been back from New York a week, but immediately noticed a difference in her and had made an appointment to reassure myself I was overreacting. Turned out, not so much.

	She paused by a mailbox for a stately sniff before sneezing with hearty casualness, licking her chops and looking back at me with that same goofy pug smile I’d come to love before hitching herself forward again in that rolling gait a drunken sailor would envy. When I’d first moved home six years ago, she’d been an addition to my inheritance I hadn’t thought through when I’d said yes to taking over Grandmother Iris’s bed and breakfast of the same name. And while it had taken us a little bit to sort out who was the boss (yeah, you know who won), I’d quickly fallen in love with her comedic kindness and roly-poly enthusiasm for all things food and attention.

	Petunia grunted as she stopped at the corner, taking a seat like she had all the time in the world. Which only made tears spring to my eyes again. A common occurrence since I’d brought her home yesterday from her appointment, thankful Crew was home and there to hug me and reassure me.

	Thank goodness he’d taken a turn for the protective and had insisted on staying home the last week, letting Jill, Dad and Liz handle his cases, helping me with mine. I knew it was due to his worry I’d put myself in the line of fire again and that he wanted to watch over me without being overt about it. But while it might rankle under ordinary circumstances, I was more than happy to have him home, thanks.

	Especially now. I’d been on pins and needles since I’d received a very personal text message from Crew’s best client, Nelson Delamonte, and though I’d expressed my worry about the man’s motives, my husband wouldn’t let me stress over it.

	Especially now. Wait, I said that already. So many especialies (I know, not a word. Get over it.) and so many nows to worry over. They seemed endless to me sometimes. Sigh.

	“It’ll be okay,” he’d said. “She has lots of time.”

	I hoped he was right. Of course, I could have blamed my teary state on the wee widget in my middle. I was, after all, now officially twelve weeks and over the dreaded first-trimester hump. All with a minimum of morning sickness, though part of me would have gladly traded a trip or two over the bowl for the emotional rollercoaster I’d been living lately. I cupped my free hand over my abdomen and sighed again, though I knew it wasn’t the tiny trinket’s fault.

	Thinking about life without Petunia hit me hard no matter what state I was in.

	Someone honked on the way by, my pug perking and letting out a little bark of surprise before shooting me a shocked look like she’d startled herself. I bent and patted her head, Petunia groaning and leaning into my hand as my fingers found one butter-soft triangle ear and scratched.

	“We’re going to be late for work,” I said, smiling despite myself.

	She farted, one of her epic gas passes that had me waving in the air and grateful we were outside. Then, with a heaving chuff, she hoisted herself to her feet and began her stately waddle onward. She could have made the journey without the leash or me, frankly, guiding me as much as I followed her down the street, across the block while a patient local waved and waited for her to pause in the middle for a scratch of her chin with one back foot. It would have been embarrassing if she wasn’t so loved or familiar. Besides, there wasn’t much going on in Reading these days to warrant being in a hurry. I did my best not to linger over the sight of the still-empty storefronts, the for-sale signs hanging in the windows. At least the state’s attorney had finally wrapped up their cases against the O’Shea family sufficiently to begin the process of returning Reading to its residents. Then again, for all I knew, we’d be seeing another slew of outsiders moving in if Olivia Walker’s continuing efforts to rejuvenate what had been damaged worked out.

	I had no doubt it would. She’d built Reading up with less, far less and now that she was free to do as she chose, we’d be the cutest town in America again in no time.

	We were just past Sammy’s, Petunia’s soft whine of disappointment we didn’t stop not lost on me when I noticed someone waiting for me next to the front door of Fleming Investigations. It didn’t take much to recognize the portly and distinctly Christmas-flavored gentleman who lifted one hand to wave at me as we approached. Dr. Lloyd Aberstock bent immediately as Petunia, now huffing and tugging against her harness to get to him, sat at his feet in her glory and allowed him to scratch her cheeks while I shook my head and he smiled.

	“Hello, old gal,” he said, looking up at me. “And Fee, my dear. You’re positively glowing.” He stood and hugged me, the return embrace I gave him without a second thought as firm and happy as his. When he pulled away, his smile remained, though a bit strained which had me suddenly worried. His wife, Bernice, had just returned home not so long ago after finishing her treatments for breast cancer and the fear she’d relapsed from her remission had me tense all over again. He must have noticed my discomfort because he waved it away. “Bernice sends her love. She’s feeling wonderful.” I exhaled all the air I’d been holding in and relaxed somewhat. “I was hoping I could talk to you about something.” He paused then like he still hadn’t decided this was the right decision.

	“Anything for you,” I said.

	His smile faded to worry, then a flash of anger. “It’s about Martin,” he said.

	His brother? I wasn’t the other (not my) Dr. Aberstock’s fan in the least and he didn’t particularly like me at all either. And while I knew the two had been estranged for many years (thanks to a situation I still knew nothing about but was dying to find out even if it was poor taste to dig into friends), I had thought things were better between them.

	Before I could encourage him to follow me inside, however, and get to the bottom of whatever was troubling him, we were interrupted by an older woman who ignored me utterly in favor of Lloyd.

	“There you are,” she said in the most grating voice I’d ever heard, Petunia whining at the volume and sharpness of her tone. She was far too tiny to carry off the tight jeans and denim jacket she wore, looking like an emaciated string bean wrapped in blue cotton, fingernails tipped in bright pink digging into my friend’s arm through his light coat. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

	Lloyd winced, blue eyes locked on mine, as he nodded to me. “Fiona Fleming,” he said, “I’d like you to mee Diana Aberstock.” He didn’t sound happy about it at all. “My sister-in-law.”

	Oh.

	Oh, dear.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Two

	 

	I didn’t get much of a chance to say anything, my surprise to discover the other Dr. Aberstock had a spouse and child I’d known nothing about filling the brief void of time Diana allowed before carrying on with her conversation. As if Lloyd hadn’t just introduced me and I didn’t exist for her.

	Wow, talk about friendly.

	“You really should let us know when you’re going to run off like this,” she said in a rather huffy tone of voice that had me frowning immediately after the shock of her appearance wore off, her obvious disregard for my presence curdling my insides like nothing else could. “Martin arranged for brunch for all of us.” She checked her watch with a tsking sound. Of course, she wore one of those fancy affairs tied to her phone that probably read her positive affirmations every five seconds while counting her steps and monitoring her sleep cycle. Poser. “Honestly, Lloyd, you should know better. You’re going to make us late.”

	Oh, heavens freaking forbid they were late. Snort.

	The man in question seemed to struggle with his own irritation, though bless his heart, he managed it far better than I would have if I’d been the focus of her blather. As it was, I barely held my end together with her ignoring me, so maybe I was getting the better of the bargain after all. “I told Martin I was meeting you all at the lodge,” he said. “I had something to do first.” His gaze flickered to me and back to her again.

	Point taken, though a fat lot of good it was doing him now. Diana eye-rolled at him, huffing a breath, her asymmetrical bob highlighted past the point of nature, dark painted roots a narrow line showing the thick stripes of blonde. Despite her obvious age—and the work she’d had done to fight it—the hairdo did nothing for her skin tone, nor did the heavy makeup and powder she tried to use to spackle in the deep lines around her eyes, nose and mouth.

	Fee. So unkind.

	Whether she knew I judged her or not, I had no doubt she returned the favor. Or would as soon as she managed to glance my way with even a modicum of grace or politeness. Neither of which seemed to be on her list of relevant facts about Diana Aberstock as she clutched at one strap of her oversized designer bag, the pale green leather bearing the weight of her disappointment as she went on. “We were traveling together,” she said like he’d broken some horrific rule only she was privy to. “As a family.”

	She could lay off the guilt trip already. Her self-serving tone was so cloying by that point I had to swallow several times past the bitter taste in my mouth. But it wasn’t Lloyd’s reaction that had me almost grinning a moment later. Instead, it was the half-choking, half-laughing response from the man behind her that had me fighting my own grin.

	“Gair Aberstock,” he said, offering me his hand while his mother clucked her retribution at his interruption. He ignored her, Diana’s hazel eyes smiling at me, at least. “Martin’s son.” He took after his female parent, from her height to her skin tone, though his thinning hair at the temples must have frustrated him considering his father and uncle both had full heads of shining hair. I had to admit to surprise there appeared not a trace of the Aberstock blue eyes or cherubic St. Nick look about him, though I wasn’t going to hold that against him since he seemed nice, at least.

	Unlike his mother.

	“We have to go, Martin.” She stopped herself and then shook her head. “Lloyd.”

	Um, yikes, talk about cause for therapy. Because this wasn’t awkward or anything.

	“There you are.” I turned as another man joined us, this one beaming a smile at me when he fell into place beside Diana, nodding to Lloyd before doing as Gair did and offering up his hand to shake. I did so, rather in a bit of a daze at this point, not sure what else to expect. “Dr. Chandler Marcus,” he said, deep voice rich and lovely, dark brown eyes crinkled around the corners, temples silvered, though his thick hair held most of its depth. “I’m an old colleague of Lloyd.”

	My Dr. Aberstock seemed agreeable to that mention, so I pulled myself together.

	“Fiona Fleming,” I managed then, nodding to Gair as well, finally. “Nice to meet you. Lloyd and Bernice are good friends.” That felt oddly like an attempt to fit into the conversation though I had nothing to prove here. Except I felt suddenly surrounded by history I wasn’t part of and may not have been welcome in if Lloyd had his way.

	Why did just standing there interacting with them feel like I was invading his privacy?

	Diana seemed to agree with me. “Why are we all still here?” It was obvious the woman disapproved of not getting her own way in that huffy kind of arrogant entitlement that had me wishing I was better at clever one-liners so I could hand off a zinger or two. “We’ll be late.” Like late was the be-all and end-all.

	“Now, Diana,” Chandler said with a warm smile and a soft touch on her shoulder. “We have plenty of time. Martin is bringing the car.” He offered me another of his kind smiles. “What a lovely town you have, Ms. Fleming. So charming.”

	“Thank you,” I said. “You’re here for a visit?” That was a dumb thing to say, Fee.

	But Dr. Marcus took it at face value and not the ridiculous bit of digging I’d clearly done. Not on purpose, I swear. Making small talk when you’re a busybody had its drawbacks.

	“Of course,” he said, grinning at Lloyd who shuffled in discomfort, cheeks pinking. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. We’re ever so proud of you, my friend. And delighted to have you back in our lives, especially at a time you’re being honored.”

	Dr. Aberstock muttered something I missed while I looked back and forth between the two men in growing curiosity (don’t judge me) before blurting more nosiness.

	“Honored?” I winced a little as I met Lloyd’s eyes, but he just sighed.

	Even as Diana tossed out the facts without really even looking my way. “He’s receiving some kind of an award,” she said like it borderline offended her.

	Gair shook his head while Chandler’s smile only softened further.

	“Not just any award, Diana,” he said. “A lifetime achievement award for excellence in his duties.” He was? Why hadn’t he told us? “The Vermont Board of Medical Practice is recognizing our dear friend’s accomplishments and service and I couldn’t be happier for him.”

	“Thank you, Chandler,” Lloyd said in a soft voice, almost inaudible.

	“Who knew where life would take us when we three met in medical school.” Chandler chuckled in what felt like genuine affection even if the woman next to him shot him a frown of discontent after checking her watch again. “I’m delighted the move treated you so well, Lloyd.”

	My Dr. Aberstock looked even more uncomfortable. I had to rescue him. But how? I briefly considered excusing myself and heading into the office, but Lloyd had come here for a reason. I had a momentary thought Petunia might offer a way out, but she simply sat at my feet, panting and looking up at the gathering like she expected one of the group might drop her some food.

	A stretching and awkward silence had my stomach churning, and I was honestly on the brink of saying something—anything, even if it ended up being inappropriate or offensive—to break it when we were rescued by an outside source.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Three

	 

	“Fee!” Penny Keene wasn’t who I’d expected, but I was happy to see her, the bright-eyed blonde coroner’s assistant stopping between me and Dr. Aberstock, perky kindness about as welcome as a ray of sunshine. Honestly? I’d have accepted grumpy unhappiness, but this was way better. “Hey, Dr. Aberstock.”

	“Penny.” Lloyd seemed relieved as well, smiling his lovely smile at her. Did she sense our combined tension? More than likely, though she held her own relaxed stance of openness as she shook hands with Chandler. “So nice to see you again, Dr. Marcus. Mrs. Aberstock. Gair.” Wait, was that a hint of unhappiness behind her greetings, anxiety of her own? A quick glance at her showed me nothing, though she swiftly bent to give Petunia some attention as the final piece of the puzzle pulled up to the curb in a large white SUV and honked the horn, Dr. Martin Aberstock not even bothering to get out as he scowled at the collection of us from behind the wheel. His window hummed downward, the blast of air conditioning from the interior making me shiver even from a few feet away.

	“You’re supposed to be at the house,” he grumbled, “not wandering the streets.”

	“I told them as much,” Diana snapped back, wedded bliss long behind them, apparently. She huffed before gesturing at Lloyd. “It took me forever to find him.”

	“I’ll follow you in my car,” my Dr. Aberstock said immediately, though his brother had other ideas.

	“Don’t be ridiculous.” I’d never really seen the two interact with one another before and my dislike for Martin only increased as he waved off his younger brother with disdain. “Get in. We’ll pick up Bernice on the way.”

	So much for Lloyd’s reason for stopping by. He met my eyes with his own blue ones full of apology while Diana and Gair headed for the car, Chandler Marcus offering me a gentlemanly half-bow and smile before turning himself. Lloyd appeared imminently reluctant to go with them, and I was about to formulate an excuse to keep him with me when Martin decided his irritation with the situation was meant to be shared in the most unflattering and inappropriate way.

	“Ms. Keene,” he snarled as Diana closed the back door, Chandler taking the front seat (how romantic). Penny stood slowly, face a mask of nothingness that surely was her best attempt to hide something unpleasant. “I’ve completed my report on your employment under my supervision. I can assure you, whether you pass your final exam or not if I have anything to say about it you will never hold the position of medical examiner in any state. Lloyd, we’re in a hurry.”

	Now, I’m known to have a temper, of which I’m sure you’re aware, but Martin Aberstock’s casually cutting and blasé delivery of such horrific information had even my redheaded fires doused to the point I stood there and stared with my mouth open instead of defending my friend.

	As for Penny, she flinched and looked away, jaw jumping, hands clenched into fists at her sides. And in the stretched-out moment of awful that felt it would never end, I wouldn’t have been shocked if a black pit opened up in front of her and swallowed her whole.

	I certainly wished one would do so for me and relieve me of this horrid moment.

	To my surprise, it was Lloyd who snapped the wretchedness in half with a sharp retort. “As you are no longer acting ME,” he said to his brother, their almost-matching faces now equally red-cheeked as my Dr. Aberstock spoke, “I’ll be sure the board takes into account the excellent work Ms. Keene has done for me and continues to in her role as my assistant.” Well, now. So there, then.

	Martin glared at his brother for a moment but didn’t comment. “Get in the car, Lloyd.”

	He almost didn’t. I felt my friend hesitate beside me, stubbornness crossing his face. And I was about to give him that out he needed. Except, with another quick meeting of our gazes and a soft head shake and sigh, Lloyd visibly chose the easiest road and did as he was bid, though I had no doubt his time of smoothing things over with his brother was rapidly coming to an end.

	I turned to Penny as the SUV sped off, but she was already walking away, a block gone with her head down and her hands in her pockets, heading for Sammy’s Coffee. She ducked inside while I waffled over going after her, the door to the office opening and Daisy’s bright and sunny smile making my choice for me.

	“Good morning!” She glanced up the street with her happiness fading a little. “Is everything all right?”

	I nodded and followed her inside. “Remind me to call Penny later.”

	She wrote it down on a bright pink sticky note and delivered it on my desk a moment later along with a short stack of letters. It still amazed me in this day and age that companies used mail instead of email for correspondence, but I had to admit I’d miss it when the time came that I didn’t get to use my pirate sword letter opener Crew gave me as a gag gift last Christmas.

	With Kit gulping coffee, listening to blaring music just audible despite her heavy black headphones (the kid was going to go deaf, and I was turning into my mother), and Daisy back to work on her own projects, I settled in to start my workday, Petunia sighing and closing her eyes at my feet.

	A few fliers, a bill and a corporate mailout sorted, I frowned at the final letter, the hand-written address unfamiliar. Though, when I perused the source in the upper left corner, I felt a chill run through me.

	Marble Valley Regional Correctional Facility in Rutland. Who could be sending me mail from a prison? Sure, I’d helped put a lot of people away, but who would think I warranted a private letter? Curiosity fired up and hands shaking just a little, I slid the blade of the sword through the gap in the flap and tore it open, unfolding the thin, white sheet inside, terse handwriting arched and sharp.

	Hello, Fee. I have information for you. My gaze raced over the lines, wanting to skip to the salutation but absorbed in the content. But if you want it, you’ll have to come to see me in person. Trust me, you want to hear what I have to say. Give my love to Daisy, won’t you? The three of us send our regards. Rose.

	Oh.

	My.

	Gulp.

	I looked up quickly to see if my bestie noticed my reaction, caught her deep in her own work, and sat back with a hard swallow. My stomach churned over once, heart pounding suddenly in triggered reaction to the letter. Not that Rose Norton could hurt me. Daisy’s half-sister was locked away. There was nothing anyone could do to change that circumstance for her. So, what was she doing reaching out to me? Considering I was probably the happiest of her enemies that she was in prison for the rest of her life. I’d purposely kept my distance from her case, not really caring as long as she got what she deserved.

	Which had me firing off a text to Dad despite knowing she was safe and sound behind bars. A little reassurance of that fact wasn’t going to hurt, though, because her stupid letter had me unreasonably unsettled. To my surprise, my father responded a moment later, my discomfort made worse since it usually took him forever to get back to me. Surely this rapid response boded badly?

	She pled insanity, Fee, he sent. Still, there’s no psych facility in this state. So, the judge gave her life at Marble Valley. It’s the only women’s prison in the state, so she’s there with others I’m sure you’d rather forget. I’m sorry, kid. I thought you knew.

	I had no idea. Which had me lingering over the final line of the letter now that my brain was working. Who else is there with her?

	Dad’s next text took longer while I stood and paced to the coffee maker just to calm my nerves, though caffeine wasn’t going to make me feel better. By the time I got back to my desk with my steaming mug, my phone vibrated.

	Peggy Munroe, he sent. Peggy? She was still alive? The crazy old bat and my first case after I moved home? She’d held a grudge, I’d give her that, though not all of her marbles. I wondered if she’d devolved into further madness inside after the Patterson matter was decided. I certainly hoped so. She earned it. Ruth Wilkins. Ah, yes, my friend Jared’s horrible auntie and Peggy’s daughter. She earned her place in prison, too. Apparently, there were a lot of women in the slammer who blamed me for their fate. Doreen Douglas. Yikes, I’d almost forgotten about Doreen. The reminder brought back an uncomfortable flash of memory and I had to gulp a breath to prove to myself I wasn’t drowning. One last pause. And Fiona Doyle.

	I knew the name was coming, of course, I did. Still hit me harder than a ton of bricks, though.

	You could have knocked me over with a feather.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Four

	 

	When were you going to tell me? I really didn’t have the right to be so angry with Dad, honestly. I was a private investigator, for goodness’ sake. It wouldn’t have been hard for me to acquire that information myself if I’d gone looking. Instead, I’d buried my head in the proverbial sand and chosen to ignore the facts and believe my past was over and done with and didn’t exist anymore. Except, it obviously did. Considering it had come back to haunt me in the past, this sort of conscious blindness to consequences really wasn’t worthy of me.

	You didn’t want to know. Leave it to Dad to make me face the truth. I’m keeping an eye on the situation, Fee. You have other things to think about and I don’t want you to worry.

	That had me tsking softly to myself, sitting back and glaring at the wall opposite me and the painting Daisy bought to fill the empty space. No amount of waving sunflowers in a deep blue sky were going to lighten my heart or this moment, though.

	Dad’s next text landed before I could formulate a reply or pull myself out of the spiral of anxiety that now settled around me. I’ve got this, Fee, he sent. Focus on you and the baby, okay? There’s nothing they can do to hurt any of us anymore.

	I hissed a soft breath out, not so sure he wasn’t suffering selective amnesia himself at this point since we’d been proven wrong on that score in the past. I guess I came by that choice to carry on with optimism honestly, then. My fingers typed and deleted and retyped and erased any number of replies before I tossed my phone to the desk and shook my head at it. Dad seemed to have decided that was the end of the conversation.

	I was far from done.

	As I forced myself to dig into work, I realized it had been weeks since I’d seen my cousin Robert. Another person of interest I’d lost track of, though I had no doubt Dad kept his nephew in his crosshairs. I finally had to admit I’d been selfish lately—no, not lately. I had a tendency to drift through life from one disaster to another forgetting about those who didn’t cross my path regularly and carrying on like I wasn’t a magnet for trouble or that there were those who I needed to ensure were either okay and happy or locked away and miserable.

	Time to shift my priorities. Which had me reaching for the pink sticky note and my phone. I fired off a text to Penny to invite her to lunch before dialing the Aberstock’s cell.

	Bernice answered immediately and from the sound of chatter in the background, she wasn’t alone, though she seemed relieved when she said, “One moment, dear.” I almost apologized as the noisy conversation cut off and she sighed a long and exasperated sound. “Thank goodness you called,” she said. I could picture her with one hand over her heart, eye-rolling her adorableness as she let out a breathless little laugh. “If I have to endure one more moment of those people…” she trailed off with a giggle. “I used to be more accommodating, but these days?” Bernice let out another deep breath. “Something about facing death certainly taught me what I’m willing to tolerate.”

	I laughed myself, unable to help it. “I take it the family visit isn’t going well?”

	Bernice snorted softly. “My dear, you have no idea. But hopefully, once tonight is over, they’ll be gone and good riddance.” Wow, okay. It wasn’t like Bernice to be so unkind, so they had to be making her crazy. Or Lloyd, which was more likely. And even our lovely Mrs. Claus had teeth when her beloved was under fire. Fair enough.

	“What’s going on tonight?” My gaze drifted to the letter from Rose Norton, and I firmly stuffed it into the top drawer of my desk as Bernice answered. One problem at a time.

	“Oh, you didn’t hear? He said he was going to invite you.” Her delight was audible. “Lloyd’s being honored, Fee. With an award. From the medical society here in Vermont. Thirty-five years of exemplary service.”

	Maybe that was what he was trying to tell me, but I doubted it. Wait, the other doctor and Martin’s wife mentioned it and I’d blown past it instead of making the big deal of it the event obviously was. Typical. “How awesome,” I gushed to match her enthusiasm because honestly, Fiona Fleming, get some perspective already. Lloyd deserved every accolade as far as I was concerned, and about time, you ask me. “Wait, invite me?”

	“He very much wanted you and Crew to join us tonight at our table.” She paused a moment. “But that was before our unexpected visitors, so perhaps he’s decided to spare you and your darling husband from our little drama.”

	No way was I letting my Dr. Aberstock receive an award without backup. “I’ll be there,” I said. “Where is it being held?”

	“Oh, Fee, he’ll be so delighted. 7PM, at the lodge.” White Valley Lodge was the obvious venue, so I wasn’t surprised. “I only wish I could pack up this lot and send them back to Seattle where they belong.” The edge to her voice had me grinning. “Why any of them decided they were welcome on such an occasion I have no idea. Especially since…” she drifted off while my curiosity fired up all over again. “It doesn’t matter. The past is the past.” Huh. I wasn’t the only one dealing with old messes and trauma, then? Good to know. “I’m so happy you can come, Fee. I’ll feel ever so much more at ease with you and Crew there.”

	And now I had a deep craving to know if this little party was going to turn into answers as to why Dr. Aberstock left Seattle for Reading and didn’t speak to his brother for three and a half decades. Instead of prodding Bernice, however, I simply said my goodbyes and see you soons, and hung up, texting Crew immediately with the request.

	Only to have him call me right back.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “Fee, I want to, but.”

	There was one thing and one thing only that would keep my husband from joining me. “You have to go out of town on a case.” I was proud of myself that came out without disappointment in my tone. He’d been amazing since I’d found out I was pregnant, especially since I got back from New York. But we both had jobs to do, and I didn’t expect him to hold my hand for the next six months. Okay, a tiny, pathetic part of me would have loved it while the rest of me wanted him to be happy in all things. “Nelson?” It had to be.

	Crew sighed softly. “He’s insisting I handle a specific matter for him.” My husband typically encouraged me to support his association with the reclusive billionaire, Nelson Delamonte, but even he sounded like he was beginning to feel the strain of the relationship. “It’s only one night. I’ll be home before dinner tomorrow.”

	“Go,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I love you.”

	“I love you, too,” he said. “I’ll stop by the office for a kiss before I head out?”

	“I’ll be here.” I hung up as the doorbell rang, Penny Keene striding into the office and to my desk with her face scrunched up into an angry expression that had me worried about her all over again.

	But, instead of mentioning anything about Martin Aberstock’s giant jab at her professional life, she shrugged at me like she knew I wanted to ask but wasn’t ready to talk about it. “You going to Lloyd’s thing tonight?”

	I nodded. “Crew’s out of town,” I said. “You want a date?”

	Her instant relief made me hope Martin Aberstock said something to her in front of me. Because surprise wouldn’t protect him from my temper this time.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Five

	 

	I hugged Mom in the bright, stainless-steel kitchen of The Iris, the late afternoon sun warming the space, Petunia happily settling into her favorite padded bed next to the island, snorfling my mother’s offering of fresh fruit while I took a seat and watched the amazing Lucy Fleming finish icing a tray of cupcakes. The pink and peach swirls were topped with delicate sugar swirls and shiny silver glitter, several boxes waiting for the confections. Mom hadn’t let the quieter times in Reading get her down, doing more catering and outside jobs, staying busy even when the rooms of The Iris weren’t always to capacity. I helped myself to a finger-full of fluffy pink sugary yumminess after she’d finished reloading her decorator’s bag, Mom winking and sliding an almost perfect but not up to her standards cupcake in my direction to do with as I pleased.

	Petunia landed at my feet with a groaning plea that had me laughing and sharing a little corner with her while I fed the nugget on Mom’s delicious baking.

	“You sure you don’t mind babysitting?” I’d already filled her in on the evening’s event and Crew’s departure, my long hug and kiss for my darling husband already a memory.

	Mom smiled at Petunia who grinned innocently up at her. “Of course not, sweetheart," she said, renewing her expert piping. I rested my chin on my fist and watched the sunlight play over her lovely face, noting the deepening lines around her eyes and lips, the few silver hairs now sparkling in her deep, red hair. I had good genes, darn it, and hoped to look half as good as my mother at her age. “You give Lloyd our love.”

	That comment triggered the memory of the letter now stuffed deep inside the drawer of my desk, triggering a bout of goosebumps. Mom noticed, raising one eyebrow at me while I rubbed at my arms and shrugged.

	“Got some unhappy news today, that’s all.” I picked at the cupcake while she spoke.

	“Your father told me,” she said, setting aside the bag and proceeding to load the cupcakes into the boxes. When I tried to help her, she waved me off, gloved hands making short work of the two dozen treats. “Fee, I don’t want you to worry.”

	“She deserves to be locked in a dark hole and never speak to anyone ever again,” I grumbled. Yeah, lots of compassion there, let me tell you. But I didn’t need to tell you, did I? Because you know exactly what I meant.

	Rose Norton could just go away forever and leave me alone.

	“She’s mentally ill, dear.” Mom closed the top on the first box, a shining gold label sealing it shut before she moved on to the next. “She’s where she needs to be and will serve out her sentence. That’s all that matters.” I loved my mother. She’d always taught me to roll with whatever came up and, for the most part, lived that herself. She finished her work and stripped her gloves, tossing them in the trash before squeezing my hands between hers with a warm and loving smile. “We won, Fee,” she said. “Finally. And life will get back to normal. No, better than any normal we have lived yet, because we were never allowed to know what normal really was.” She was very right, and I needed to go back to forgetting the past after all. “You’re going to have a baby.” That lit her up like only my wedding had and I feared the crazed lunatic who’d taken over my nuptials with a passion I’d never witnessed wasn’t going to lose her mind when my kid was born. Then again, a happy and excited grandmother wasn’t the end of the world.

	Right?

	“Mom,” I said when she drifted away again to a second rack, this one holding a cooling cake, “do you know what happened between Dr. Aberstock and his brother?” I could at least distract myself from Rose with another mystery.

	She shook her head, however, carrying the tray to the island to get to work, setting the round, white cake on a spinning platform and beginning to rough ice it. “I have no idea,” she said. “He simply showed up here and started working and that was that.” She frowned a little, pausing as she thought about it. “He seemed sad to me,” she said. “But such a lovely man. Everyone adored him immediately and he met Bernice within a week of arriving. They were married less than six months later if I recall correctly.” She looked up at me while settling the third tier. “Why?”

	“I met Martin’s wife and son today,” I said.

	Mom nodded. “I had them for dinner last night.” Her pinched precision in those words said far more about what she thought of the extended Aberstocks than my mother would ever express specifically. “Dr. Marcus seemed nice.” Oh, yeah. You better believe Mom had opinions about Diana Aberstock. “Now, I believe you have a dinner to get ready for?”

	That was my cue to exit, apparently.

	I hadn’t been expecting to attend a black-tie event, so I spent the next hour or so meandering through the items in my closet, discarding and trying and eliminating and sighing over dress after dress. While I was only twelve weeks, I noticed the shift in my body acutely in that process, how many of my favorites no longer fit comfortably, if at all, my expanding abdominal area and widening hips not so noticeable in my stretchy jeans and yoga pants, but definitely an issue in formal wear. By the time I decided I was a frumpy, fat mess who needed to sit on the sofa in a bathrobe and slippers with a carton of ice cream to drown my sorrows, I was ready to bail on Dr. Aberstock.

	Until I paused at the front of the walk-in and my gaze fell on the black garment bag I’d brought home with me from New York. The gorgeous green dress Vivian French gifted me was my final hope and, as I slid into it and tied up the shimmering fabric, I let out a sigh of relief.

	Still fit, thanks to the wraparound design, and thankfully, so did the shoes. I had yet to experience any swelling in my feet, so I could pull this off and maybe feel good about myself again. With a silent thank you to my designer friend, I headed out in a better mood than I’d begun.

	Penny only made things worse when I stopped to pick her up, however, hustling out the front door of her apartment building in a black silk sheath to her feet, sparkling silver shoes and upswept blonde hair stunning on her. She slid into the front passenger’s seat with a quick smile, clutch in her lap, looking oddly uncomfortable as I pulled away.

	“I know you don’t want to talk about it,” I said. Waited.

	Penny sighed as she stared out the window a moment. “It’s nothing,” she said. The liar.

	“You need anything,” I said. Stopped and waited again.

	She turned to me, flashed a real smile this time. “I know, Fee,” she said, tears rising, though she dashed them away instantly. “Knowing how many people are on my side keeps me going. Makes this all okay. I promise I’m good.”

	I nodded but shot her another firm look. “The moment you’re not...” And left it at that.

	Except, fate wasn’t going to be so kind. While our drive up the mountain to the lodge was nice enough, chatter between us resuming in comfortable friendship, the moment we stepped out of the SUV in the side lot and approached the dining room entrance, it was obvious Penny’s distress was going to carry on, like it or not. Because blocking the way inside?

	None other than Diana, Gair and a scowling and judgmental Martin Aberstock.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Six

	 

	It was obvious to me none of them seemed happy to see Penny and the feeling was mutual. My friend hurried past them without looking up and while I should probably have just gone with her, I felt my Momma Bear instincts rising to the surface, the wee bobble stirring my sense of right and wrong and heck no further than even I usually carried it.

	Thanks, hormones.

	But the bambino and I didn’t get an opportunity to tell this branch of the Aberstocks what we thought of them, because Gair’s reaction leaned to the decidedly tipsy as he grinned at Penny’s departure like it amused him, swaying a little as he sampled from a silver flask that he pulled out of his tuxedo jacket pocket.

	“Don’t worry, Dad,” he said to the scowling Martin. “I’m sure you’ll find another assistant to bully when you get back to Seattle.”

	Diana swiped at him with one hand, not even glancing in my direction. “Mind your manners.”

	“If you say so, Mummy dearest.” He had to be my age, but he sounded younger and whiny suddenly. “Aren’t you lucky you switched baby daddies?” He laughed a choking and hurtful sound that followed him as he left them and headed for the door, not quite the majestically striding figure I’m sure he was aiming for. But it confirmed to me it was more than likely the source of the break between the brothers who now fussed over her angry husband. He wasn’t accepting any sort of input from Diana, however, stomping past me without acknowledging my presence. She finally did look up at me, her short, painfully thin self wrapped rather awkwardly into a pink designer number that really didn’t suit her figure. And yes, I was being petty. Sue me. With her once-over complete on her way by, Diana followed her angry husband inside, leaving me to ponder the oddness of fate and how two men—and their wives—could be so completely different.

	If Lloyd Aberstock came to Reading because of some incident with Diana? He’d dodged a major bullet and then won the lottery with Bernice. Talk about luck.

	The cooler air of the entry interior engulfed me, a few guests lingering at this end near the bathrooms, the gray and white carpet silencing the tapping of my heels. I debated a detour to the front desk to see if my friend, Alicia Conway, was working, but decided against it, nodding and smiling to the handful of people I passed on my way to the side doors to the dining room. I usually entered through the lobby, but Alicia’s idea to segment the area into a conference center prompted her husband, Jared Wilkins, to revamp the side entry from a small service door to a lovely and welcoming area that meant busy conferences could carry on without interfering with the lodge’s vacationing guests. Mind you, they’d undertaken the build before the fall of Reading’s tourist platform, but I had no doubt now that things were on the way back to normal that the White Valley Lodge (and Ski Resort and Golf Club and Conference Center, yada yada, et al) would easily rebound.

	I spotted Penny at the bar speaking with Dr. Chandler Marcus and joined them, the tall, older and yet still handsome doctor shaking my hand with his kind smile present and accounted for a far cry from the Aberstock he claimed as a friend.

	“How delightful,” he said with a little chuckle. “I don’t often get the chance to escort one lovely young woman, let alone two.”

	A flirt, was he, the old reprobate? But he seemed gentlemanly enough as he fetched me a glass from the bartender. “I understand you’re expecting,” he said. “Perhaps some ginger ale?”

	“How thoughtful,” I said, sipping the cold bubbles.

	“I do my very best,” he said, bowing a little again.

	“Dr. Marcus and Dr. Aberstock have a practice together in Seattle,” Penny said.

	Partners, huh? “Indeed,” he said, “though it was all three of us at one time.” He seemed saddened by that. “I’ve missed Lloyd all these years, but my attempts to reach out before now were never accepted.”

	Funny that Dr. Aberstock would cut his friend out as well as his brother, which had me dying to know if my guess was right. “A shame, what happened.” Oh, Fee. So subtle.

	But Dr. Marcus didn’t seem to mind my prodding, falling for my leading comment without a moment’s hesitation. “It was,” he agreed. “Though I pitied the two brothers their mutual love for the same woman. Alas, one of them had to have his heart broken, as is the way of things sometimes.”

	Penny and I exchanged a look while I leaned in a little. “She chose Martin?” Okay, maybe I didn’t need to stress his name like that, but who chose the awful brother over the awesome one?

	Chandler’s head shake ended in a sigh. “Not at first, though when dear Lloyd realized they were together behind his back after several years of marriage, well.” He finished his drink and ordered another while I absorbed what he said. “I don’t blame Lloyd for leaving Seattle, more’s the pity. And while I know it was wrong of them, I couldn’t judge Martin and Diana for choosing their love, either.” His sad smile had me floored. I could judge and was. Which likely meant Chandler Marcus was a better person than me, and so be it. “I know they tried to hide it, but when Diana became pregnant, it was clear Lloyd wasn’t the father.”

	Oh, yikes. And wow, dude. Yes, I wanted answers, but this guy had zero issues gossiping about his friends.

	He seemed to realize the same thing at the moment my mind landed on it because he blanched briefly before nodding to both of us. “My apologies for speaking out of turn. Our friend’s night shouldn’t be marred by old history. Excuse me.” He hurried off, heading deeper into the room and the round table placed near the stage area. I spotted Dr. Aberstock and Bernice sitting there and watched Chandler approach them while Penny tucked in close to me.

	“That was interesting,” she said.

	“Sad,” I said. “But it certainly worked out.”

	Penny sighed softly. “I can’t imagine our Dr. Aberstock married to that, that.” She bit her lower lip. So, this wasn’t just about Martin? What had Diana done to Penny to make that flash of rage and hate appear on her lovely face?

	Lloyd stood and approached us, beaming a smile as he joined us, a firm kiss for both of our cheeks before he ordered drinks for himself and Bernice. When he turned back, waiting for his order, his blue eyes danced with sparkles. “You’ve been talking with Chandler,” he said without anger or upset. “And now you know why I left Seattle.” He chuckled at our mutual horror, waving off my spluttering attempt to apologize. “Chander doesn’t know how to keep quiet,” he said, “at least when it comes to those he cares about.” Lloyd retrieved his drinks but wasn’t done, clearly, happily facing off with the two of us. “As you can probably tell, things couldn’t have worked out better, could they?” I shook my head quickly, Penny’s echoing motion stopping a moment after mine. “Moving to Reading was the best thing that ever happened to me, no matter how much heartache it took to get here. And not only did I get to escape a heavy practice, I ended up doing the kind of work I always wanted.” He shrugged, still jovial. “Now, my two very dear friends, I am grateful for my past, but I am more so for both of you and your presence here tonight. You are so kind to be here. It means the world to me.”

	When he put it that way? I hooked one arm through his, Penny on his other side, and felt my mood instantly lift. I wasn’t here to satisfy my curiosity, after all. I was here for him, and nothing made me happier than to walk at his side to his table to kiss his lovely wife.

	I did take a second as he kindly held my chair for me after Chandler rose to seat Penny to touch Lloyd’s hand with mine and meet his blue eyes.

	“You wanted to talk,” I whispered.

	He nodded, then sighed. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Not anymore.” Why that was, he didn’t say. Obviously, though, he’d worked out the details of it himself which only made me sad I hadn’t been able to help him after all. “It will work out, my dear, I have no doubt of that.”

	I took his assurance at face value and my seat at the same time, though if we’d been alone and in difference circumstances, I would have pressed him further. Instead, I chose to back off and do my best to enjoy the night for his sake.

	Prodding, poking and busybodying could wait for tomorrow.

	Dinner progressed as these types of events did, rubber chicken not quite a horror show, though Mom would have said otherwise. I ducked off to the ladies’ room after the main course, Penny deep in conversation with Bernice while Lloyd sat at my left in the place of honor. I’d managed to avoid chatting with Gair who seemed content to drink too much and ignore the rest of us and while not the ideal seatmate, he at least didn’t make an irritant of himself.

	Unlike his mother and father who, thankfully, Chandler Marcus seemed determined to distract, bless him. Still, when Diana yet again criticized the serving staff and Martin griped over his food, I took the opportunity to flee for some momentary relief.

	I slipped through the main doors and into the hallway outside, taking note of a tall, thin man who seemed intent on hiding behind one of the large plants Alicia chose to flank the double-wide entrance. I paused once past him, and took a good look, while he ignored me, thin shoulders hunched under his thin jacket, jeans and sneakers unsuited to the event, clearly not meant to be here. His glaring unhappiness seemed focused in the general direction of the front of the room, though it was hard to know for certain who he’d come to spy on.

	Only one way to find out. I slipped up behind him and, with a firm tap on his shoulder that made him jump and cry out in surprise, faced off with his startled acknowledgment with a firm smile that was all my mother.

	“May I help you with something, Mr…?” I waited, that high school principal’s tone of voice she’d honed so carefully always serving me well, and tonight was no different.

	He reacted to my authoritative question with a flinch but enough sullen resentment to make me nervous. “Sean Worster,” he said. “And no, I’m fine.”

	“I see,” I said. “May I have your invitation, Mr. Worster?”

	He shook his head, backing away, almost tripping over the planter, frown firmly in place, cheeks and neck blotchy with red patches, the dark shadow of his unshaven skin riddled with white. Light reflected from his scalp through the thinning hair at his brow, Adam’s apple bobbing when he swallowed, thin hands jamming into his pockets.

	“I’m not a guest,” he said. “I’m just here to talk to someone.”

	“I’m happy to relay a message.” There was something very wrong here and no way was I letting this man out of my sight until I knew what. Especially if it had to do with Dr. Aberstock.

	“No need.” He slipped past me and hurried down the corridor toward the bathrooms, leaving me to scowl after him. By the time I took a five-minute break on the padded sofa in the washroom’s front area, checking my social media and for messages from Crew, I was ready to face the alternate Aberstocks if only to show solidarity with mine. But, as I emerged from the softly scented oasis, the sound of hissing voices had me turning toward the exit down the corridor. I paused at the turn to the men’s washroom and started at the sight of the intruder, Sean Worster, who now towered over the cornered Dr. Aberstock like he meant the man harm.

	That was enough of that. I stomped my way to the two men and grasped Worster’s arm in my hand, tugging him aside with a glare. Only to realize my mistake as Martin Aberstock threw me a threatening look that had me backing down in surprise.

	“Mind your own business, Ms. Fleming.” Martin pushed past Sean Worster and headed for the dining room. When the tall man tried to follow, however, I cut him off.

	“Please don’t make me call security.” I should have in the first place, I know. Because though he’d walked away after our previous encounter, it was clear to me now Worster wasn’t prepared to back down entirely.

	“Dr. Aberstock botched my wife’s case,” he said, “and she died because of it.” Yikes. “I’m here for justice, miss. One way or another.”

	That didn’t sound ominous or anything. “I take it you have evidence against him?” Honestly, it wouldn’t have surprised me to find out Martin was a hack. Oh, Fee.

	The man nodded instantly, though he hesitated. “There’s just one problem.” He ran one shaking hand through his thin hair, scowling all over again. “There’s two of them.”

	Two of them what…? Oh. Oh, no.

	“You don’t know which Aberstock?” I know I was gaping.

	Worster shook his head. “But I’m going to find out.”

	Well, crap.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seven

	 

	And hang on a second. “How long ago did this happen, Mr. Worster?” After all, Lloyd had been living in Reading for decades at this point, so it was more than likely his brother was the one the bereaved husband was looking for, right?

	No such luck. “Thirty-five years ago,” he said, voice vibrating as he met my eyes, his own rimmed with tears and simmering anger. “I know what you’re thinking.” He was probably right. “Why did it take me so long to track down the doctor who let my wife die.” Yup, bingo. “I only found out less than a week ago there had been negligence at all. I was originally told she passed away and nothing could have been done. Now, I’m not so sure.” Yikes, talk about stirring up old pain.

	“Mr. Worster,” I said, fishing a card out of my purse and handing it over, watching his bushy brows rise and fall as he read the details. “I’m happy to help if I can, but I’ll need to ask you more questions.”

	He looked up, frown pinching those brows into a harsh, dark line over his deep-set eyes, but he seemed less rebellious and more surprised under all the bluster. “You believe me?”

	“I certainly would like to find out either way,” I said. “And it’s much more likely you’ll get answers with someone like me on your side than you would alone.” I reached out and gently touched his elbow, the man relaxing somewhat at the contact. “Trust me, I know. It’s why I do what I do, Mr. Worster. Everyone deserves answers when it comes to the loss of a loved one.”

	Okay, so I know you know I wasn’t offering up my services just for him. My need to know and uncover the truth came from pure selfishness and my desire to protect Lloyd Aberstock from a crazy person (if Worster was full of it) and the backlash of what I uncovered (if Martin did it) or, at the very worst, protection (if, by some horrific means, my friend was involved and was obviously innocent). Not that the tall, thin man in front of me, shoulders now sagging forward as he released some of his anger while he bobbed a nod, knew any of this. He did flash me another scowl, however, waving the card at me.

	“I don’t have a lot of money,” he said. “Spent a lot of it getting here from Seattle.”

	Like that mattered to me in this case. “We’ll work something out,” I said with the kindest smile I could muster. “Can you tell me how you discovered something was amiss with your wife’s case?”

	He grumbled something, tucking my card away, before speaking more clearly. “I got an email,” he said like that bit of information was going to ensure I walked away. “Anonymous.” His head drooped, gaze watching me from under his heavy brows, sullen twist to his expression understandable.

	“Which is why you’re here alone,” I said, nodding. “The police wouldn’t act on such a tip, I take it.”

	He shrugged, hands tossing at his sides with dull thuds against his thighs. The air of defeat around him had me even more determined to help, though Lloyd Aberstock came first and foremost.

	Oh, Fee. What if he really did kill this man’s wife? What were your digging and nosy busybodying going to get you then?

	No. I couldn’t bring myself to believe it. Lloyd Aberstock would never walk away from responsibility. If he made a mistake that cost a woman’s life, he’d have owned up to it, I was sure of that. Then again, the man he was in Seattle… was he the same person who I’d grown up with and come to adore?

	Only one way to find out. While I solidified my hope it was Martin Aberstock who was about to come under fire for malpractice.

	“I’d like to see that email, Mr. Worster,” I said.

	“There’s a file, too.” He glanced inside the dining room again, jaw tightening before he met my gaze, resentment a fire inside them. “But I can’t make out the doctor’s first name and no one in Seattle would help me.”

	“Here’s what I need you to do,” I said, gently tugging on his arm and turning him toward the exit, walking him slowly away from the dining room doors while I firmly and confidently used my John Fleming charisma to cool my new client the rest of the way. “Go back to your hotel, get a good night’s sleep. I’ll do my own digging and we’ll have a look at that file and email at my office first thing. Can you do that for me?”

	My strategy appeared to be working, because he bobbed a nod, staring outside the doors, stopping just inside them. I’d have preferred to walk him to his car and watch him drive away, but he seemed willing to depart without supervision and even a little grateful as he shook my hand.

	“Thanks, Ms. Fleming,” he said. “First thing?”

	“9AM sharp,” I said. “I’ll have coffee on. Get some rest, Mr. Worster. You’ll have your answers tomorrow.”

	He seemed relieved by that and turned to go, striding out into the early evening while I felt my entire being unravel and relax, though the release of stress didn’t last, my heels slipping over the carpet as I spun and headed back to the dining room with a whole slew of questions tied to anxiety that hadn’t been on my agenda for the evening.

	Paused as I reached the halfway point with a tsking sound so loud I winced at my lack of restraint. I should have asked him where he was staying. All of my investigative training had gone out the window for some reason. No, for Dr. Aberstock. Not an excuse and had me considering going back and trying to catch Worster to gain the information.

	The sound of someone speaking through a microphone carried to me from the main room as did the sound of applause, and that decided me. I hurried to return to my table, doing my best to hope I hadn’t made a huge mistake letting Worster go without more information about him.

	Thankfully, I didn’t have to field any questions for anyone else at the table for my tardiness because the moment I sat down, a thin man in glasses who stood at the podium wrapped up his speech and got down to the business of presenting the award. And while I know I hid my distraction sufficiently by clapping in the right places, I have zero recollection of the actual ceremony, the photo presentation or the bulk of Dr. Aberstock’s acceptance speech, all thanks to my mind turning over what I’d discovered, battling the hope my new client was on a wild goose chase thanks to someone’s cruelty.

	I finally clued back in when laughter pulled me out of my head and looked up to see Lloyd beaming at our table. A brief wave of panic hit, fear I’d missed a joke or comment aimed at me stabbing me to wince. Except, of course, it wasn’t all about me, was it? Lloyd was staring at our table, yes, as was everyone else, but not in my direction. Instead, he raised a glass and saluted his beaming wife who clasped her hands under her chin, over her heart, while he spoke again. “My love, my life. I wouldn’t be the man I am without you. This award is as much yours, Bernice, as it is mine. Thank you, my darling.”

	I raised my glass with everyone else, feeling my stress finally shift. Of course, Dr. Aberstock was innocent. How could I have thought otherwise? And I was going to prove it and clear his name because he deserved better than everything I’d been considering.

	At least, I thought so. Because as everyone drank to Bernice Aberstock, I noted two exceptions. First, Martin, who glared at his brother like he’d been personally insulted. No surprise, I suppose. I had to believe there was continuing animosity and likely jealousy in that troubled relationship.

	But it was the second person’s unhappiness, her resentful stare fixed on Bernice, that had me really defensive. If Diana Aberstock didn’t stop shooting daggers at the adorable Mrs. Claus, I’d be taking matters into my own hands.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eight

	 

	I skipped out as soon as possible, after a hug for Dr. Aberstock and Bernice, claiming my pregnancy for weariness. They both immediately sent me off with well-wishes and while I felt a little guilty using the floating marble as an excuse to get out of there, it was either flee now or be incarcerated for beating the living snot out of the horrible woman who sat next to Martin and sniped her nonsense at the loving pair the moment Lloyd sat down.

	From her petty jibes about Bernice’s dress, (“You really shouldn’t wear blue, dear, it washes you out so completely.”) to her prodding the real (ahem) Mrs. Aberstock about her food choices, (“You do know salmon has just so much mercury in it these days and you wouldn’t want to relapse.”) to her not-so-subtle attacks in general, (“I wouldn’t dream of stealing my husband’s limelight like that, imagine.”) Diana Aberstock was this freaking close to finding out what the business end of a Fleming looked like up close and personal.

	If either of them knew why I was really leaving, neither showed it and it was to Bernice’s credit none of what Diana said seemed to faze her even a little. I could only wish for her aplomb in the face of such rudeness, though Bernice’s attitude wasn’t just her natural kindness, I knew. She’d developed a remarkable resiliency since cancer knocked on her door and while I’d always known her to be sweet and caring, I’d never before seen her this content, calm and poised.

	Looked good on her. I needed lessons, though hopefully without the chemotherapy and drug trials to cement that new way of being.

	I was outside and almost to the car when I realized I’d failed to say goodnight to Penny. And while Dr. Aberstock insisted he could take her home, I realized running out on her like this wasn’t the nicest thing to do. While I waffled over going back inside, I finally made the good friend choice and heaved a reluctant sigh all while spinning and returning to the entry in search of my friend. Since I’d seen her heading for the bathroom, at least I wouldn’t be required to go all the way back to the dining room, my final choice easier to make for that reason.

	To my shock, I found Penny outside the ladies’, and she wasn’t alone. Whatever intensely upsetting argument she was having with Martin Aberstock, it was heated—if quiet—enough my friend’s face had flushed deep red while the nastier of the brothers shook his finger in her face, his own cheeks blotchy with suppressed emotion. I was about to break it up, because you better believe he’d bullied my friend for the last time, thank you, when Penny pushed him.

	Both hands on his chest.

	Shoved.

	And said, “Drop dead.” Before stalking off right past me, not even seeing me, it seemed, in her fury.

	I felt the brush of someone else storming through and chose to duck behind the tall planter to gather my thoughts, almost going after Penny but lingering when Diana Aberstock came to a thudding halt in front of her husband.

	Where he’d kept his voice down, if not his temper, with Penny, Diana didn’t hold back, though after her first blurted, “How dare you? I told you—” he silenced her with one hand on her arm. And not a gentle touch, either, fingers digging into her flesh, her whole body vibrating while he tugged her close and shook her via that grip.

	I thought I was mad earlier. Sure, she was a nasty piece of work and really needed an attitude adjustment. That was zero excuse to lay hands on her. My right foot had just lifted to carry me forward and into the fray when Gair Aberstock swept by, beelining for his parents. He immediately pulled them apart, putting himself between them, glowering down at his shorter father while his mother whispered something to his back. Gair didn’t retreat, though he did half-turn, hugging Diana to him while the pair of them faced off with Martin.

	Whatever the fight was about, it was over now, Diana rubbing at the place Martin grabbed her, Gair guiding her away. I ducked into the ladies’ room to avoid contact, holding my breath, and peeking out through the crack I left open, watching Martin stomp past. Stopping right in my line of sight, confronted by a furious-looking Chandler Marcus. The two hissed their angry conversation quickly, Martin shoving his partner out of the way and carrying on. For the briefest of moments, Chandler looked up and his gaze met mine, the fury there twisting into regret and anxiety before he nodded to me and followed his fellow doctor back toward the dining room.

	I slunk away from the door to the sofa and sat, pulling out my phone. No way was I risking running into any of them at that moment. I’d wait them out a few minutes then head for home and pretend none of this ever happened.

	No wonder Dr. Aberstock left Seattle. I didn’t blame him one bit.

	I dug into Sean’s case instead, though there wasn’t much to find online. A death as old as that one? I was just lucky the Seattle Tribune had a library collection and had uploaded their old papers for access with a subscription. I did manage to find Angela Marie Worster’s obituary, dead at the age of twenty-four, and that her husband was listed as Sean Dean Worster, so I knew I had the right couple. But the write-up was thin, and it looked like the cops didn’t do any investigating between her death and the posting of her burial.

	I barely looked up as guests drifted in and out of the bathroom, chattering among themselves in a wash of perfume and the rustle of fabric until I finally looked up, surprised to realize I’d been sitting there for over a half-hour, and it was more than likely most of the attendees had gone.

	A peek into the hall proved me right, the main doors to the dining room now closed, and a sign at the door between the conference area and the main hotel stating a small reception was being held at the bar. I emerged with a feeling of relief but was barely to my car when movement caught my attention, and I again froze in place.

	This time it was Sean Worster who held my focus as he crept to the doors and reentered the building. I growled something to myself about clients who didn’t listen and followed at a brisk walk, knowing I had to cut him off before he did something rash. Dr. Aberstock deserved that much from me.

	I didn’t make it far, pausing at the entry to the men’s washroom this time where my Dr. Aberstock and his very angry brother exchanged their own unhappy conversation. But rather than excessive words or a steady push or even a vigorous shaking, the siblings took things to the next level.

	One sibling in particular, and not the one I’d expect it from. But when Martin said something in a low and nasty tone to Lloyd, my beloved Dr. Aberstock hauled off and punched him right in the face.

	I didn’t condone violence. I’d seen enough murder in my lifetime to not wish it on anyone, and I mean that. Sure, I had a temper and the propensity to threaten people in my head, but that was where I liked it to stay. To say I was shocked that the kindly and caring doctor I’d always admired was capable of such a blow made me gasp out loud. At least he made it count. Martin staggered back, impacting the wall behind him, hitting his head on the carved light sconce hard enough I heard the impact. He clutched at the back of his head with one hand while Lloyd turned sheet white and I’m positive the other brother would have returned the blow if given the chance.

	He didn’t get it. I was moving without thinking, one arm hooking through Lloyd’s and tugging him away even as Martin tried to regain his balance, my Dr. Aberstock huffing and trembling as I guided him out into the main hallway and around the corner, out of sight of his brother.

	“Fee,” he panted, shaking his head, sweat beading on his face. “What did I do?”

	“I’m sure he earned it,” I said, trying to be reasonable.

	But Lloyd grunted, pulling away from me, blue eyes wide. “I know you meant well,” he said in a voice like gravel, “but I wish you had never brought him back into my life. Any of them.” With that, Lloyd spun and stormed off, heading for the exit to the main lobby, leaving me to hug myself and bite my lower lip to keep from crying.

	He’d never chastised me before and I realized I really hated it.

	I tried my best to focus on Sean, and went hunting him to no avail, the main lobby filled with milling guests, the bar packed with visitors and attendees alike. I finally had to give up, though I did stop at the front desk to see if Sean was registered at the lodge.

	No luck. Wherever he was staying, it wasn’t here. Fine. If he was going after Martin, he could have him. Except, as I retraced my steps and passed into the conference area, the back hallway darkened and quiet save for the echoing sound of the servers clearing the room on the other side of the doors, I had to admit I couldn’t just let the man wander around. Neither, however, was it my responsibility to ensure he didn’t track down the Aberstocks. And since it was clear Lloyd wanted nothing to do with me right now and Martin wasn’t my priority, I made the smart call I wouldn’t have made just a few short years ago and texted BCI Detective Rowan Mallory.

	While he was a homicide investigator, the Vermont state detective had been unofficially assigned to watch over Reading along with his two favorite plainclothes officers, Kevin Brown and Sarah Williams. Not having a sheriff of our own anymore had left the council in a lurch, our last one our worst, as far as I was concerned, Robert’s failures and the state’s cases against the O’Sheas meaning Reading’s ability and right to be policed by officers of our own choosing had been put on hold until the investigations and trials were complete. There’d been enough resentment in town with all the closed businesses and failing tourism to add insult to injury, but we hadn’t been offered a choice, so state police it was.

	I was personally grateful since Mallory was a million times the cop my ridiculous cousin was, but still. It would soon be time for things to go back to, well, that normal Mom talked about we’d never seen but felt tantalizingly close enough. And that all started with a new sheriff in the office.

	Don’t look at me. I’d done my part as sheriff, short-term as it was or not, and I’d discovered I preferred to work in the shadows.

	Which had me thinking about the case I’d agreed to take on, figuring if Sean Worster was blaming one of the Aberstocks for an unlawful death, it fell into Mallory’s wheelhouse. Yes, I was reaching, and yet how often had I been accused of keeping things to myself that could have helped when a giant thing I didn’t know was connected got out of hand?

	I could learn, see? Proud of me?

	The text was fast and filled him in on what I’d learned about Worster. Unsurprisingly, Mallory got back to me quickly because the man didn’t have a life, did he?

	I’ll look into it, he sent. That gave me more relief than I was expecting. Head down over my phone as it buzzed again, I headed out to the exit as I read his next text. I’ll take a drive over and have a chat with Mr. Worster.

	Okay, so he believed it wasn’t nothing either. Good to know. I sighed a little, rolling my shoulders as I looked up, the doors just ahead.

	And froze one last time, a fearful groan escaping me as I spotted the slumped and lifeless body of Dr. Aberstock crumpled in the corner.

	My entire being collapsed, the world turning off, a tunnel of intensity sucking me forward and dropping me next to him with my heart leaping against my ribs so hard I could barely breathe. No. How? I was on my knees and checking for a pulse, terror stirring tears and threatening hysterical sobs, almost gagging on the agony of what I discovered.

	Before I realized which Aberstock it was. And crumpled next to him, weeping into my shaking hands.

	Not mine. Thank god.

	Thank god.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nine

	 

	BCI Detective Rowan Mallory listened carefully while I told him everything I knew, head down and hands deep in the pockets of his wrinkled suit jacket, his equally mussed overcoat draped over my shoulders. I’d almost refused the offer, except the mix of emotional overwhelm and shift in temperature outside the lodge had me shivering, so I was honestly grateful for the comfort of the heavy coat.

	I couldn’t help but watch as the EMTs did their work just inside the doors, a tech in a white coverall and blue booties dealing with the body of Martin Aberstock while his family and friend hovered on the other side of the police tape Mallory had Officers Kevin Brown and Sarah Williams string from pylons the lodge quickly provided.

	“I’d crack a joke about your penchant for dead bodies,” the detective said at his most droll as I stumbled to a halt with my grief washing over me again. I had to look up and reassure myself Lloyd Aberstock stood on the other side of the barricade with Bernice at his side, just to be sure I hadn’t lost the dear man after all. “But I don’t think either of us finds this particular murder all that funny.”

	I shook my head, not bothering to mention I never found any of them amusing.

	Mallory patted my shoulder in an awkward motion, nodding to Penny Keene who hovered next to the Aberstocks. She must have taken that acknowledgment as an invitation because she was instantly under the tape and striding toward us, Lloyd on her heels. The pair huffed to a stop in unison, and while I noted Mallory’s attention to Penny’s attire, I was far more concerned about the doctor whose pinched and grief-stricken expression had me reaching out to hug him.

	“I’m so sorry,” I whispered in his ear.

	He let me go and straightened the overcoat I wore, eyes teary but jaw set. “Thank you, dear Fee.” Lloyd turned to the detective then, rigid and tense as though expecting the worst. “I take it you’d rather I didn’t perform the autopsy.”

	“You’re a bit close to this, Lloyd,” Mallory said in a kind tone. “As are you, Penny.” First name basis, huh? She seemed ready to rebel while Lloyd only bowed his head in acceptance. “Let’s not fight about this, please. I’ve already put in a request for an ME from out of county. Dr. Hubley should be here in the morning.”

	“Dan Hubley?” Lloyd seemed relieved. “He’s an excellent examiner. I’m happy with that, Rowan. Thank you.” He met my eyes then, only grief remaining, his nervousness gone. “I take it Fee told you about my fight with Martin just a short time before he was found dead.” Mallory nodded while I flinched, though Lloyd spoke again before I could splutter out my apology. “My dear,” he said in that sweet and caring tone of his, “I would expect nothing less. I would only worry if I had something to hide.”

	“I know you better than that,” I said.

	He shrugged. “However, it’s possible that my brother died of a cerebral hemorrhage from the blow I delivered. He hit his head after I punched him.” Lloyd’s calm flickered just a little and I saw how well he’d been masking his anxiety after all. Not gone, just washed back by years of caring for others and not showing patients his worries. “If that is Dr. Hubley’s finding, I will stand trial for manslaughter.”

	“It was an accident,” I said, spinning on Mallory. “Don’t listen to him.”

	The detective waved off both of us, Penny glaring at him like the detective had said something to the contrary. “Let’s leap that burning bridge after it’s been set afire, shall we?” He sighed then, rubbing at his eyes with his index finger and thumb. “We don’t even know if it’s natural causes yet. Did your brother have a history of heart trouble? Stroke?”

	Lloyd frowned and shook his head. “I don’t believe so, but we can check with Diana and Chandler. If Martin did have a pre-existing condition, he didn’t mention it to me.”

	“You can’t possibly betray Lloyd like this.” Penny’s fury was only increasing, cheeks bright pink, hands twitching at her sides before she folded her arms over herself almost like a shield.

	Mallory’s expression softened further, one hand reaching for her. “I have a job to do, Copper,” he said. “You know that.” He spoke to her so quietly and almost sweetly I felt my eyebrows shoot up in understanding. Daisy had mentioned Penny was interested in Mallory, but I had no idea the two had pursued the relationship. Hearing him speak to her that way and use an adorable term of endearment so openly meant they’d progressed far enough he didn’t seem to mind sharing with others.

	Penny’s reaction wasn’t as kind. “Well, I fought with Martin, too.” That came out like a challenge, her chin rising, eyes snapping in anger.

	“I told him that,” I said, again flinching from the fact I’d spilled everything I knew to the detective. Sure, I trusted Mallory, knew he was a good cop who wouldn’t rest until the truth came out. But it still felt like a betrayal. “I know neither you nor Dr. Aberstock had anything to do with it.”

	Penny’s expression flickered a moment before she spun on her heels and marched away, and I couldn’t for the life of me tell what she’d been feeling. Did I have to worry about her?

	She didn’t make it far, Diana Aberstock pushing her way through the police tape and hurrying forward at the sight of the black body bag being loaded into the ambulance. Her makeup had been entirely destroyed by tears, face blotchy and twisted in grief, her son’s a match for hers, though Gair seemed more in control of himself as he caught her when she stumbled, wailing Martin’s name.

	“Here, Gair.” Chandler joined them, catching Diana and lifting her with both arms while her son stepped back and allowed the interference. “Diana, hush now, it’s going to be all right.” His own face twisted in sorrow as the double doors of the ambulance slammed shut and the two EMTs headed for the front.

	She only cried harder.

	If I hadn’t looked away from the wretchedness of the moment, I might have missed the fact Sean Worster lurked behind the gathered crowd, looming over a pair of women who whispered among themselves, his face set and cold. I turned back to Mallory with a sharp intake of breath, tugging on his sleeve to get his attention, pointing toward the spot. Only to find Worster had already gone, no sign of him remaining.

	“I’ll send Williams to look for him,” Mallory said. “He might try to make a run for it.”

	A sign of guilt, absolutely, and in the condition I’d found myself recently? Running was the last thing on my mind, so the more agile officer was welcome to it. Still, if Worster had been responsible, why would he linger?

	Find out if Martin Aberstock died of natural causes or not first, why don’t you?

	“I’m going to meet Dr. Hubley at the morgue in the morning,” Mallory said. “I’ll keep you posted. But Fee, you should go home and get some rest.” He nodded to my abdomen. “I know you’re perfectly capable, but if anything were to happen, your husband would never forgive me. And Crew Turner isn’t the kind of man I want angry with me for any good reason.”

	He was probably right. “I’ll make sure the Aberstocks get home safe,” I said. And arched an eyebrow. “You and Penny?” I waved off his sudden surprise. “None of my business, I know. But I’m happy for you.”

	Mallory’s little grin was about as joyful as he ever got. I returned his overcoat with a nod before hooking my arm through Lloyd’s.

	Just before a pink fireball threw herself at him with her fists flying, screeching incoherently, driving him backward.

	“You killed Martin!” Diana Aberstock staggered before falling into his arms.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Ten

	 

	Chandler was already there and trying to pull her free, Gair right behind him, though I noted the younger man did keep a bit of distance and allow his father’s partner to deal with Diana. Not that I blamed Gair for giving his mother some semblance of a wide berth. Even on a good day, she seemed like a handful, and I’d barely met her. A lifetime of dealing with her kind of self-centered vitriol and arrogant pride couldn’t have been easy to deal with. No doubt he didn’t want to encourage her by lingering.

	As it was, she clung to Lloyd in her steady sobbing and had to be pried free, though she no longer seemed to be angry or attempting to hurt the other Aberstock brother. Regardless, I was happy not to be caught up in the fray, as selfish as that was. I’d have stepped into danger for Lloyd, make no mistake, but trying to sort out family?

	That was a whole different ball of gross.

	I wasn’t surprised when Bernice appeared at Lloyd’s side, though her timing seemed immensely catastrophic, the lovely Mrs. Clause landing about a half-second before Chandler managed to loosen the grieving woman’s grip. What did shock me? It was Lloyd’s wife’s firm hand that finally separated the two, and not kindly, either. If I could categorize Bernice’s strong reaction, it was resentful, furious and with no small measure of disdain for the other woman’s breakdown.

	Who was this woman I thought I knew so well? The look on her face had me utterly floored. I’d never seen Bernice angry, nor so completely cut off from the kindness she showed everyone, always. Not even when as kids we’d run roughshod through her beautiful garden. If anything, she welcomed us. But the utter hate on her face in that moment set me back so far, that I couldn’t catch my breath.

	Bernice? Hate? There had to be a giant reason and it had everything to do with her husband and the woman who’d married his brother. I’d caught part of what might have gone down thanks to Marcus Chandler, but just what was the whole story, then, and did it have to do with why Lloyd left Seattle?

	“If you could please take Mrs. Aberstock home,” Mallory said to the two men with her while Officer Sarah Williams approached, shaking her head, expression dark. The tall, broad-shouldered brunette seemed rather put out she’d failed in her search, cheeks pink as she tucked her hair more firmly under her cap, but that was like her.

	“Sorry, sir,” I heard her say to the detective. “No sign of him.”

	“You and Brown keep an eye out,” Mallory said. “Let’s get the scene cleared and everyone out of here.”

	She seemed hesitant, which surprised me. I’d never seen either her or her partner second-guess the detective before. “Sir, shouldn’t we…?”

	“There’s nothing to indicate this was murder, Williams.” Mallory sighed at the question, the officer immediately straightening her shoulders, sharp nod, and faint embarrassment showing on her face registering her chastisement.

	“Of course, sir. Sorry, sir. Right away.” She spun on her heel and marched toward her partner while Mallory turned to me, vague smile and unassuming expression his favorite mask to wear, I’d discovered. That and his rumpled appearance were his best weapons, I knew, his blasé bearing hiding a sharp and brilliant investigative mind.

	“She’s taking her detective exam next month,” he said. “Thinks she knows better than me now. The upstart.” His little snort and twinkling amber eyes contradicted his statement. He was clearly proud of her. But that didn’t stop him from eyeing me a moment later. “You were leaving, I think,” he said.

	It was truly an abrupt ending to an uncomfortably odd evening, but I had no argument to offer otherwise, and my feet really were killing me.

	Instead of heading to my own car, however, I walked the Aberstocks to theirs, Bernice on one side and me on the other, Penny appearing to trail after us. I glanced back to see the despondent expression on her face, the way she looked around with enough guilt I was starting to really worry about her. We reached the car before I could come to grips with Penny’s unease, Bernice hugging me quickly.

	“That wretched woman,” she said before catching herself. “Lloyd, dear, let’s get you home now.”

	He nodded to her before hugging me, shoulders shaking. When he let me go, his face was wet with tears, lower lip trembling as he fought for breath.

	“I know you murdered Martin!” Diana wasn’t about to let up, screaming across at us from the next car. Wouldn’t you know, they’d parked their SUV right across from my Aberstocks? Well, no one could have expected the night to end this way, so why wouldn’t they? “You hated him, hated all of us.” She sobbed a hysterical intake of air before lashing out again, body struggling against the two men trying to manhandle her into the back of the SUV while she wriggled and fought. “I should never have let Martin come here and bail you out! He did you a favor, Lloyd, and you resented him for it. You killed him!” She jerked herself free of Gair before throwing her last volley of words. “He didn’t owe you anything!”

	“I’ve had enough of you to last me a lifetime.” Bernice spun on the woman, her Mrs. Claus persona shed for some kind of ancient frost goddess, her normally warm tone dropping to chilly depths, severe expression tight and unkind. “And if I hear one more word out of you, Diana, you will regret it.” She tossed her head, reaching for the passenger’s door. “Lloyd, dear, get in the car.”

	“I’ll drive,” Penny said in a rush, circling to the driver’s seat. Bernice didn’t seem surprised at the offer, though she did close the front door in favor of the back, Lloyd slipping inside. I saw him push his award to the floor, the thud of it a sad sound of finality. So much for being honored.

	Bernice paused with her hand on my arm, leaning close. “Thank you, Fee,” she said. “But if I don’t get away from that woman, Detective Mallory will have to arrest me for murder. Excuse us, dear.”

	I immediately kissed her cheek in a swift motion of solidarity before backing away, Penny driving off without pause as soon as the door was closed behind Bernice, Diana still fighting her captors, though she finally gave in when the target of her rage was out of range.

	“Dr. Marcus.” I caught Mallory’s approach and held off interfering while he dealt with the family. “I’d like to ask you, Mrs. Aberstock and Mr. Aberstock to remain in Reading until I have the autopsy results.” He said “ask” but that was Malloryspeak for don’t leave town and Chandler seemed to realize it.

	“We’ll be at the house,” he said. “Terrible business, detective.”

	“Indeed.” Mallory waved them off before shooting me a pointed look.

	Okay, bossypants. The fact he was right, and I really did need to be going wasn’t helping matters any. Don’t tell a pregnant Fleming what to do. Ever.

	Argh.

	I watched them go first, scowling at the departing headlights, before finding my own car with a deep sigh behind the wheel when I was finally in the quiet, alone. My throbbing feet thanked me, begging to be relieved of the shoes that now felt like they cut off circulation to my toes. I left them in place, knowing I’d never get them back on and not wanting to walk my driveway in my bare feet. By then, the wash of adrenaline had worn off and my whole being collapsed in on me with a debilitating wave of weariness that had me wondering if I should ask Mallory for a ride instead and leave my car where it was for the night.

	The last thing I needed was an unpleasant encounter of the vehicular kind on my way down the mountain. I actually contemplated it, about to heave myself out into the night again and admit defeat when my fate was decided for me in the best way possible.

	My phone rang.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eleven

	 

	My dad’s deep tone greeted me when I answered, the sound of his familiar voice perking me up like few things could. Only Crew would have done better. “I hear you have a situation on your hands.”

	“And how would you know that?” Okay, as grateful as I was to talk to him, his nosiness was about on par with mine these days, at least when it came to me. I knew for a fact he was out of town himself, speaking at a conference in Atlanta. “Are you spying on me?”

	Dad chuckled. “I have my ways,” he said. “Are you okay, kid?”

	I exhaled softly into the car’s quiet interior as I pulled out onto the highway, the beckoning lights of Reading flashing through the trees at the bottom of the mountain, just a short drive ahead but feeling like the moon. “You know me and dead bodies,” I said. “But this one was a bit close to home, Dad. I thought…” I caught my lower lip in my teeth, squeezing the wheel hard enough my fingers went numb to keep from bursting into tears. “I thought it was Lloyd at first.”

	“How is he?” Dad skipped over my emotional reaction, bless him, though I was sure if I’d wanted to talk about it, he’d have listened. “And Bernice?”

	“They’re both fine,” I said, “or as fine as can be expected.” My phone beeped. “One sec, Dad.” I tapped the screen mounted on the holder on my dash. “Crew?” Because of course my darling husband heard too, right? And now I was more than awake enough to drive home. Even my feet felt better. Should have been infuriated they were checking up on me. Might have been once upon a time. Now? I melted a little at how much they cared.

	“Fee, are you okay?” I could hear the sound of footsteps, Crew on the move as he went on. “What happened?”

	“Just the usual Fleming luck,” I said. “Hang on.” I hit conference and had both men in my life on the line, a fact that made me smile despite how my night had gone so far. “Dad beat you to it.”

	“Of course, he did.” Crew sounded relieved. As my line beeped again.

	“Y’all need to stop checking up on me,” I said to Liz as I left Dad and Crew to wait.

	Retired FBI Special Agent Elizabeth Michaud, now firmly ensconced at Fleming Investigations in Montpelier, let out a snort. “Like that’ll ever happen.”

	“Hey, Fee,” Jill said, the two sharing the speakerphone, it seemed. “You all right?”

	Seriously. And, just like that, we were having a staff meeting, apparently, because Daisy and then Kit both rung in a moment later.

	“I’m fine,” I said over the line as the full complement of our company let me talk. Choked me up actually, as I forced another breath over the understanding that they all loved me so much. “Let me guess, there’s a network.” Why wasn’t I surprised?

	“We’re worried,” Daisy said. “You and the baby come first, Fee.”

	“The baby and I can take care of ourselves.” I huffed a little breath. “When did you set this up?” Because no way were all of them that in the know.

	“After New York,” Crew said sounding not the least bit regretful. “So, expect more calls like this from all of us whenever anything goes wrong.”

	I could have chosen to feel irritated by their care. Instead, I dabbed at a tear that managed to escape and steadied my breathing. “Have it your way.”

	“You better believe it,” Liz said. “Now, tell us what happened.”

	I filled them in on what I knew, parking outside The Iris before I was done, sitting in the still bubble of safety in my driver’s seat while I wrapped up.

	“I’ll take Sean Worster.” Liz’s statement wasn’t a suggestion.

	Crew groaned. “I’m up to my neck with Nelson,” he said. “Fee, I’m going to try to cut this short and come home early.”

	“Don’t be silly,” I said. “Finish what you started.”

	“She’s right, Crew,” Dad said with his own soft regret. “I’ll be home in three days.”

	“We’ll manage just fine,” Jill said. “I’m going to take on the three doctors.”

	“And Kit and I can investigate Diana and Gair,” Daisy said.

	“You bet,” Kit Somersby said with audible cheer.

	“We don’t even know if it’s murder,” I began in protest. Then sighed. “But when is it not?”

	They all laughed. Jerks.

	“I’m going to bring Penny Keene in on this,” I said. “There’s something not right with her and I want to be sure I keep an eye on her, so she doesn’t do anything stupid.” No, don’t laugh just because I recognized the potential for doing stupid things in others thanks to my own terrible judgment.

	At least none of them commented on that truth. Smart bunch.

	A large, white SUV I recognized pulled into the parking lot beside me, the Aberstocks and Dr. Marcus piling out, arguing loudly as they headed for the entry. “I’d better go. Mom’s about to be inundated with a whole lot of unhappiness.”

	“Keep us posted,” Dad said, the others murmuring their promises to get back to me ASAP, leaving only Crew on the line.

	“I love you.” He sounded heartbroken. “Fee.”

	“Crew.” I climbed out of the car, closing the door behind me, wincing a little at the state of my feet but not willing to leave Mom alone to deal with the people marching for her door. Her car was still there, so she had to be working late, likely baking. “I love you, too. I won’t do anything to risk the bumpkin or me, I promise.”

	“Somehow trouble finds you,” he said. “No, not somehow. You choose it and I love you for it, but it terrifies me, especially now.” He paused a moment. “No, it always did. But there’s two of you to worry about and…” He sighed. “I know, you can take care of yourself and our baby. And I’ll see you soon. Just, please, Fee, please. Be safe. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you two.” And then he was gone, and I was left with a terrible feeling he wouldn’t be getting a lot of sleep. Because I knew better, didn’t I?

	Poor Crew. Loving me meant a lifetime of worry and there wasn’t much either of us could do about it.

	I entered the foyer of The Iris behind the newcomers, Mom emerging from the kitchen in a rush, spotting me and cocking her head to one side in curiosity. Which meant my father hadn’t called her and filled her in, leaving me to that job.

	Thanks, Dad.

	“Mom,” I said, slipping past Chandler Marcus, “this is Diana Aberstock and her son Gair and their friend, Dr. Chandler Marcus. My mother, Lucy Fleming.” I grasped her hand gently with a subtle headshake before whispering, “Martin died tonight.”

	She reacted, green eyes widening a moment before her level best emerged, all Lucy Fleming, kindness and comfort taking over. “My dear, you must be exhausted.” She reached out to Diana who crumpled under my mother’s empathy. “Let’s get you some tea while Fee takes care of your rooms.”

	“I wanted to go home,” Diana whined as Mom led her toward the dining room. “But that wretched detective said I wasn’t allowed in my husband’s house.” They passed through the glass doors and disappeared, cutting off the conversation while I turned to Chandler and Gair with a sad expression I barely had to fake. Sure, I wasn’t Martin Aberstock’s biggest fan, but death was tragic, no matter the victim.

	“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said. “I take it you need rooms for the night.”

	“If there are any available,” Chandler said, Gair’s vaguely dazed expression looking like he’d checked out for the time being, and who could blame him? “The lodge is sadly full, but Detective Mallory suggested The Iris.” He nodded toward where my mother and Diana had gone. “Like daughter, like mother, my dear.”

	The kitchen door swung forward, Petunia waddling her way toward me with a panting grin. For some reason, her presence seemed to snap Gair out of his melancholy, a small, sad smile emerging as he bent and ruffled her ears. If she could bring him comfort, all the better. I know she did for me.

	It only took a moment to sign them in, leaving Mom to deal with the payment, though I was fairly certain she’d be rejecting money from the family due to the circumstances. 

	Chandler seemed to hesitate before heading upstairs, Gair going with him. I headed for the kitchen, Petunia at my feet, to find Mom preparing a tray with tea and snacks.

	“The poor dear,” she said, shaking her head. “I sent her up the back stairs to the Magnolia Room.” Good thing Reading was quiet and there was space here for them. Meaning I had an excuse to snoop, right?

	I was a terrible person.

	“Mom,” I said, “I think Diana was the reason Dr. Aberstock left Seattle.”

	She hesitated, then shrugged. “Doesn’t mean we can’t have compassion for the woman, dear.”

	“I know.” And yet, I was still feeling very protective of my favorite doctor and his wife. I paused as something occurred to me. “You know what’s weird? I’ve always thought of him as Santa Claus, even when I was little.” She nodded as I pondered it. “But he couldn’t have been more than, what, thirty-five when I was born?”

	Mom set a cup of sugar cubes on the tray, followed by a small pot of cream. “Poor Lloyd,” she said. “Premature gray. He’s been that silver for a long time, dear.”

	Huh. There was an age when I thought forty was old, but now that I neared thirty-five, I realized just how young that was. Funny the passage of time. It made me sad all over again.

	“Whatever the reason, we’re lucky to have him,” Mom said, clearly having no idea where my brain had taken me. She turned with the tray which I liberated from her.

	“We are,” I said. “Let me deal with this, Mom. Go home. I’ll take Petunia when I go.”

	She almost shook her head, then sighed, nodding. “I have to admit, I’m tired, sweetheart. But if you need anything at all.”

	I set the tray aside long enough to hug her before turning and heading out. “Not you, too.”

	If she knew what I meant by that, she didn’t say.

	I did shed my shoes, helping myself to a pair of her comfortable kitchen slippers, my feet sighing their relief. The tick-tick-tick of my pug’s nails on the floor was the only sound that followed my swishing way out into the foyer and up the steps to the Rose Room.

	Thanks to the soft bottoms of the fleece slippers, I made it outside the door in near silence, Petunia’s footfalls masked by the dark wine runner protecting the hardwood floors. The quiet meant I easily caught the sound of voices inside and, prompted by my nosiness and curiosity, I stopped to see if there was anything I needed to hear.

	Yes, it was rude to eavesdrop, but I think we’ve safely established I rarely felt guilt over such activity. Besides, the two people on the other side of the door spoke with enough volume and agitation their words carried clearly enough that I caught a few choice selections that had me jumping to conclusions.

	Words like, “he’s dead now,” and “be together,” and “anyone finds out,” all of which that had me hmmming to myself and making an assumption I was positive could be motive for murder.

	Because it was very clear to me now as I leaned in to listen more closely that Diana Aberstock and Dr. Chandler Marcus were having an affair.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twelve

	 

	I’m sure I would have learned a lot more if someone hadn’t cleared their throat behind me. I started, the tea service rattling on the tray, spinning to find Gair Aberstock watching me with a disdainful expression. I guess I wasn’t the only one who’d learned to tread lightly.

	“Snooping isn’t becoming,” he said, knocking on the door to the Magnolia Room as he leaned around me.

	“Neither is cheating on your husband,” I said. Okay, no. I didn’t say it. Not out loud. I kept that little missile deep inside because the man had just lost his father, after all, and he had every right to be short with me. Still, it made me feel better to volley it inside my head, at least.

	Chandler answered immediately, though when he tried to accept the tray, Gair pushed past him and into the room.

	“Our hostess was eavesdropping on your private conversation.” He spun when he reached her, glaring at me with his arms crossed over his chest, while Diana’s expression shifted from weary sadness to sharp fury.

	Um, first of all, I wasn’t their hostess and second, maybe they shouldn’t have been talking so loud. Yeah, whatever, as you were.

	“How dare you.” She flapped one hand at me. “Don’t think I don’t know who you are, Ms. Fleming. Martin told me plenty about your conniving and nosiness and inability to mind your own business.” No doubt. “Get out and leave us in peace before I call that detective to throw you out.”

	Chandler set the tray on the small coffee table in the room’s seating area, quietly ushering me out into the hall before closing the door on the pair. But instead of angry, he attempted a grave smile.

	“I’m so sorry about that,” he said. “I’m sure you were just delivering the tea. They’re both in a terrible state I’m afraid, and likely to jump to conclusions.”

	They weren’t the only ones. “As a matter of fact,” I said, “while I wasn’t intentionally listening, Dr. Marcus, I did hear a few details that trouble me.”

	His expression fell to distressed, one hand rising to slide over his cheek then into his still mostly dark hair despite his age. “I see,” he said. “And I assume you’ve decided you understand the situation and plan to share the details with the detective?” Chandler sighed deeply, shrugging, tossing both of his hands with his shoulders rounding forward. “Say what you must, Ms. Fleming, but perhaps Diana is correct. It might be best if you left us be for the time being.” At least he was polite about his brush-off, but that didn’t change the fact he’d as much as admitted what I now suspected.

	As I headed back down the stairs, fuming over the whole situation, I had to force myself to nod to Elaine, Mom’s night manager, who hurried off with a fresh bundle of laundry to sort, my mother already gone and my pug watching my every move as she thudded her weighty way down the stairs on my heels.

	“You know what?” I bent and stroked her ears. “Forget about this mess, Petunia. We’re going home.” Though, as I exited and headed across the lawn, high heels dangling from one hand, leaving my car in The Iris parking lot until morning since it was literally a thin strip of grass from my own property, I caught myself thinking about Diana and her penchant for unfaithfulness.

	You better believe that had me sitting at my desk in my pajamas with a hot cup of cocoa and my weary dog at my feet, digging into Mrs. Diana Aberstock. I didn’t get far, however, the knock on my front door at that late hour surprising my pug who let out a startled bark before hustling her way to the entry. I followed, looking out the side window and immediately opening the door to Penny Keene who strode in the second the way was wide enough for her to do so.

	She hadn’t gone home yet, still dressed in her formal black sheath, though she’d taken her hair down at some point and divested herself of her jewelry, black clutch bulging enough it had to be the depository of her earrings, bobby pins and necklace.

	“I’m sorry to just show up like this.” She huffed a breath, free fist on her hip, cheeks still red and clearly upset. “I should go home but I can’t bear it, Fee. I’ll be up all night.”

	“Come on.” I hooked my arm through hers and led her to the back of the house and the kitchen, seating her at the island and pouring her a stiff drink from my favorite tequila bottle, sadly unable to join her but at least someone could enjoy it. She tossed it back so fast and reached for the bottle before I could stop her, and I sat back on my slippered heels and watched as she consumed another solid two shots before sighing with her hand still gripping the neck of the bottle.

	“Thanks, Fee.” Wait, was she already slurring her words? I hadn’t noticed at the door, but it was pretty clear she was on the border of drunk and I’d just enabled her into inebriation. My surprise she would have driven in her condition was lost as she took another shot, visibly fighting tears. “I needed this.”

	“Penny,” I said, reaching for the bottle and taking it after a short fight, capping the remains before putting myself between her and it, “something’s wrong. What’s going on?”

	She shook her head, blonde hair wavering around her bare shoulders, face twisting a moment in what looked like frustrated anger before settling into grief. “You won’t believe me.” She sniffled, wiping at her nose with the heel of her hand before I could retrieve her a tissue. “No one will believe me, not now. It’s too late and there’s nothing I can do.” Penny wavered to her feet, only to stumble back and fall into the stool when I gently pushed her.

	“You’re not driving,” I said. “Upstairs, young lady. You need to sleep this off.”

	It didn’t take much to get her settled in the spare room, a pair of my pajamas replacing the dress, Penny quickly slipping into a quiet sleep despite her previous assurances she’d never get any rest. I left her to her soft snoring and retreated to my own room, suddenly too tired to care enough to go back downstairs.

	When I woke in the morning, Petunia thudding her way to the main floor and out to do her business, I checked in on Penny and found her still fast asleep. By the time I’d showered and readied myself for work, she remained dead to the world (sorry about the reference, I swear she was alive, really) so I left her a note to help herself to breakfast (though I abstained myself thanks to a briefly unhappy tummy) and headed for Fleming Investigations with my pug sauntering ahead of me.

	Daisy and Kit were both hard at work when I arrived, my bestie rising from her desk to join me when I fetched my one and only coffee of the day. Kit tossed her phone with a rattle and perched next to us, her own giant thermal mug filled with what was likely her second gallon of caffeine and no, I wasn’t jealous.

	Much.

	I savored the mug I was allowed as they filled me in on the lineup of cases and other business before Daisy got to the point.

	“We’re still waiting to hear back from everyone,” she said.

	“I’m on Gair Aberstock,” Kit said then, reaching for her phone and thumbing through some information she’d found. “Not much to mention, really. He’s a pharmacist, good standing, no priors, same employer since graduation. Kind of boring, truth be told.”

	“And Diana is pretty clean too,” Daisy said.

	“If you call infidelity clean,” I offered. They both raised eyebrows at that. I told them what I’d overheard and now guessed about the Aberstock brothers and their estrangement while Kit whistled.

	“Nasty,” the former Reading town deputy said. “If Martin found out, could be motive.”

	“Poor Dr. Aberstock,” Daisy said then, eyes shining with moisture. “I’ll keep digging, Fee.”

	“What about Penny?” Kit’s gaze narrowed, lips pursing. “You said they were fighting over something. I know she’s our friend, but things happen in the heat of the moment.”

	“We still don’t know if it was natural causes,” I said, not wanting to think about Penny sleeping off her anxious bender at my house. “So, let’s not jump in with both feet accusing people we care about until we know for sure it was murder.”

	Both women nodded immediately, though Kit seemed troubled still and I hardly blamed her.

	The front doorbell distracted from that unhappy line of thinking, at least, though as Daisy stood to go to the newcomer, I found myself lingering over my mug with a dark cloud of doom looming over me.

	If Penny had something to do with Martin Aberstock’s death, what was I going to do about it?

	“Fee.” Day’s voice cut through my worried thoughts, and I looked up as she went on. “You have a client here to see you.”

	I leaned a little to the left, looking past her, and suddenly everything I’d been thinking didn’t matter even a scrap. Because as I lurched to my feet, I realized I’d forgotten all about the other suspect that could possibly have intended harm to the fallen doctor.

	Sean Worster stood in my front entry with his head down and his long, lined face a mask of anxious intensity. “You told me you’d take my case,” he said while I choked on my coffee. “I’m just here about my wife, Ms. Fleming. And now I’m wanted for murder.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Thirteen

	 

	I seated Sean Worster with a coffee in hand while Daisy scooted off after I mouthed, “Mallory,” to her behind his back. All I had to do now was keep my so-called client present and accounted for and hope the BCI detective wasn’t far away. As things stood, the tall man’s nervous fidgeting with his mug and the napkin I provided after he spilled a little on the leg of his jeans was at odds with the reality that he’d shown up here at all. Which was why I was willing to be patient and do my best to pretend everything was hunky-dory as I heard him out. Because I really was curious despite the fact that I was also relieved the cavalry was on the way.

	“Was Dr. Aberstock murdered?” Worster met my eyes, lips trembling a little. His Adam’s apple jigged a bobbing dance under the shadow of unshaven hair on his neck and jawline, veins standing out in the center of his tanned forehead. Dark circles made his gaze seem sunken and only added to the cadaver-like feel I got from him, anxiety and natural boniness giving him a skeletal look that had me uncomfortable.

	“We don’t know yet,” I said. “Mr. Worster, I have to ask before we go on. Did you do something to hurt him last night?”

	He shook his head, but not in denial, not really. There was too much hesitation in him for outright rejection of the question. So, had he come here to Reading to track down the Dr. Aberstock he blamed for his wife’s death, intending to do harm, only to be frustrated by fate and not get the chance? That felt like a stretch to me, honestly. More likely, he’d begun to exact his revenge and didn’t get to follow through thanks to natural causes.

	Or he succeeded and was playing me to give himself some semblance of honest concern, thinking it would waylay us from finding the truth. How little he knew me or Mallory, though I gave him kudos for the courage such an act would take if that was his endgame. Whatever the case, Sean Worster’s presence in my office had me doubting his guilt no matter his original intentions.

	“I just wanted answers.” He swallowed hard before sipping the coffee, clearing his throat after. Daisy approached to sit next to me, perched on the arm of my chair, a short nod her clear message Mallory was informed and his arrival imminent. Worster didn’t seem to notice, staring into his steaming mug, jaw clenching and unclenching while he continued to fumble with the napkin in his other hand, working it around in his palm into a ball. “I tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t tell me anything.”

	“Sean,” I said, “you do realize there are two Dr. Aberstocks in town.”

	His heavy head bobbed slowly. “I do,” he said, voice low and anxious. “I need to know which one killed my wife.” Anger had returned, thrumming under his words like a threat.

	“Perhaps you’d let me look at the email and file now,” I said. “Maybe I can help identify which one you’re accusing.”

	His head lifted, darkness in his gaze. “You don’t believe me.”

	“I believe you have the right to the truth,” I said. And left that hanging between us. He finally drew a long, shaking breath before setting the mug aside, the balled-up napkin beside it, and reached into his jacket, pulling free a folded set of papers he handed to me with slow reluctance. “I printed everything off,” he said. “But I can’t make heads or tails of most of it.” Desperate frustration replaced anger. “Whoever sent it wanted me to know the truth, Ms. Fleming.”

	I quickly skimmed the email, knowing once Mallory arrived, I’d be handing these papers over and wanting a good look before that happened. The email seemed unemotional and to the point, the anonymous sender’s short message suggesting wrongdoing by a Dr. Aberstock, but without any kind of clue to the first name or the emailer’s identity. I flipped through to the autopsy report, squinting at the signature, but unable to identify if the first name started with an M or an L. Aberstock was, however, clearly legible, so he had the right surname, at least.

	That was as far as I made it. The doorbell chimed again, and Mallory strode in, Williams and Brown behind him. Sean Worster started like he’d been shot, glaring at me as he half-stood, shaking one finger in my face.

	“You turned me in.” He practically spit those words at me.

	“Mr. Worster,” I said, standing as well and keeping my tone calm and level. “You have nothing to fear here. I’m taking your case, I assure you. Detective Mallory simply has a few questions to ask you, that’s all.”

	Worster’s gaze flickered back and forth between me and the detective. “You want to pin this on me,” he snarled. “To keep me quiet.”

	“I assure you, Mr. Worster,” Mallory said in that kindly mellow drawl of his, “I have no desire to prosecute anyone for wrongdoing unless they are guilty. I simply need to hear your recollection of events. That is if we’re to discover who murdered Dr. Martin Aberstock last night.”

	Mallory wasn’t one to use a term like that loosely. “You heard from the ME?”

	He gestured for Sean Worster to join him, though when Brown proffered handcuffs, Mallory frowned at the suggestion, shaking his head. “I have,” he said to me then. “Dr. Hubley has ascertained Dr. Aberstock’s death was caused by the injection of some drug or poison. The substance is being identified, but the puncture wound was readily visible upon inspection and the resulting catastrophic heart failure he found indicates murder.”

	Of course, it was.

	“It’s all right, Mr. Worster,” I said to the tall man as he continued to hesitate, bear in the headlights—no deer here, but a predator, no mistake, debating a battle or defeat, I was positive of that. His expression softened just a little as I kept my own tone confident and compassionate, playing the right chords to cool his emotional state, it seemed. Go me. “I promise you, I’m going to get to the bottom of this.” I gestured with the papers for emphasis, and he followed their movement with his gaze, as though all his hopes and dreams lay within. “In the meantime, you can help us find out who did this horrible thing to Dr. Aberstock and maybe help your own case at the same time.” Yeah, that was a stretch, but I was kind of willing to say anything at that point to defuse the ticking bomb standing in front of me.

	Turned out I knew what to say. Sean licked his lips, body position shifting as he straightened a little more then nodded. “I’m trusting you, Ms. Fleming,” he growled at me, glancing sideways at Mallory. “And you, detective.”

	Mallory’s gaze fell to the papers in my hand, obviously understanding they held some import to the suspect he was about to take with him. But he didn’t comment as he again motioned for Worster to join him. The tall man did, somewhat reluctantly but without open defiance, while the detective’s gaze settled on mine.

	“We’ll be using the Reading Sheriff’s office for the time being,” he said. “I’d like that evidence delivered to me as soon as possible. Ms. Fleming. Ms. Bruce.” He nodded over my shoulder, gaze finding Kit. “Ms. Somersby.”

	And then, to my surprise, he left with Worster, his two officers at his side, leaving me with the paperwork I was positive he should have already confiscated before making his exodus. While Officers Brown and Williams didn’t seem keen on my possession of said evidence, both of them scowling in their stoic and gruffly professional ways that made them look like twinsies despite their difference in sex and age, I myself felt a soft, warm glow in my middle that had nothing to do with the extra person I carried.

	Wow, holy cow. Did Mallory really trust me that much?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fourteen

	 

	The moment Mallory and company were gone, I headed for my desk and didn’t waste a second before photographing the pages Worster had given me. As soon as I was done, I headed out to the sheriff’s office, leaving Petunia with Daisy, finding Mallory exiting the building alone when I arrived.

	I handed over the pages which he accepted without a word, sliding them into the inner pocket of his overcoat, the heavy garment a bit much on a sunny day like today, but who was I to judge his clothing choices?

	“I’m going to speak to Diana Aberstock,” he said. “Feel like joining me?”

	“Do I,” I said. “I have a few things to tell you on the way.” It was a short stroll to The Iris, but would give me plenty of time to fill him in.

	Mallory laughed, a rare sound, though in good humor and not cynicism. “Of course, you do,” he said. “Lead the way, Fiona Fleming.”

	I told him about what I’d overheard, and the reaction Chandler Marcus had to my question about the alleged affair. Mallory seemed unsurprised by the revelation, though he didn’t comment on it as we entered the foyer of The Iris, the detective holding the door for me. A car pulling in the lot had me pausing, Lloyd and Bernice Aberstock hurrying to join us.

	“Thank you for coming,” Mallory said, allowing them to precede him through the door as well.

	“You said you had news,” Lloyd said, hand holding Bernice’s in the most adorable and supportive way.

	“I do,” Mallory nodded before looking up to smile at my mother who had emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. “Mrs. Fleming,” he said. “May I take brief possession of your living room?”

	“Of course, detective,” Mom said immediately. “Diana and Chandler are in there with Gair already.” She paused as the Aberstocks passed her, Bernice pausing for a kiss on Mom’s cheek, Lloyd doing the same, Mallory going ahead while I held back to hug my mother. “Bad news, I take it?”

	I sighed. “Murderous news.”

	She echoed my long exhale. “Well, hardly a surprise,” she said.

	“Mom!” I choked out a laugh. “Because I found him?”

	“Because the man was wretched,” she sniffed. “I’ll bring in coffee.” She swept back into the kitchen, swinging doors releasing the scent of deliciousness that had my stomach growling and reminding me I hadn’t fed myself or the golden nugget yet today.

	Nausea or not, coffee no longer counted as breakfast.

	I entered the glass doors, closing them softly behind me, noting the weeping and general unrest in the room, meaning Mallory had already disclosed to the assembled family and friends that Martin’s death was deliberate.

	“Who could have done such a thing?” Diana’s wailing tone hadn’t diminished and was no less grating this morning than it had been last night. Though, apparently her accusation against Lloyd had been rhetorical instead of factual if she was asking that question. Or she no longer believed my Dr. Aberstock capable of murder. Either way, at least the pressure was off, so I’d give her a bit of grace and leeway for the time being, shameless adulteress or not.

	Fee. Sheesh. Judgy much? Because Dr. Chandler Marcus was just as bad, so it wasn’t her and her alone, was it?

	Kay then. Adulteress and her adulterer partner. There. That was better.

	Snort.

	I held back and let Mallory handle things, content to watch and observe and take mental notes of everyone’s reactions rather than stir the pot this early in the game.

	Yes, I know I referred to someone’s death as a game. I am aware. But I had to do something to keep my sanity over finding yet another dead body, so no judging.

	“That’s what I’m here to ascertain,” Mallory said, mild and monotonal. “Mrs. Aberstock, was your husband diabetic or on any injectable medications?” Was he still looking for a natural cause?

	“Nothing like that,” she said, dabbing at her nose with a wad of tissues where she perched on the main sofa, Dr. Chandler Marcus at her side, arm around her shoulders in the most intimate way. If they were having an affair, (oh, they were) they weren’t doing anything to try to hide it. As for Gair, he hung back, standing next to the fireplace, staring into the pile of wood left there for show, far too warm to light this time of year. I watched him droop as the conversation went on, one hand rising to wipe over his face as if he could eliminate the truth with that gesture.

	“You’re certain the blow didn’t cause this?” Lloyd’s nervous question had Diana hissing at him, but Mallory immediately shut her down.

	“Not a thing,” the detective said. “I assure you, Lloyd, your brother’s passing had nothing at all to do with the physical fight between you.” Oh, he left that out there, though, didn’t he? Maybe it was my imagination jumping all over his wording like that, but I doubted it. I’d been in proximity with Mallory in enough murder cases by now I easily recognized his subtlety, the way he reassured with words while suggesting otherwise between the lines.

	Because while the fistfight they’d gotten into might not have led to Martin’s death, Mallory wasn’t yet convinced the actual infighting hadn’t led to murder.

	I almost protested, but kept my peace, realizing I’d come a long way in the six years I’d been stumbling over dead bodies. There was a time I’d have blurted all over the detective and his unfolding investigation, unable to stay quiet and likely making more trouble than was necessary. Instead, I settled into observation again, if only out of the knowledge I wasn’t going to rest until Lloyd Aberstock was absolved completely of his brother’s death.

	And no, I had zero doubt whatsoever, so there.

	The door behind me bumped into me, and I turned to find Penny Keene entering, face sallow and wearing some of my clothes. She shot me a wincing grimace, her hangover visible, as she gestured at my jeans and t-shirt gracing her body. I waved off her apology for helping herself to my stuff, closing the door behind her as quietly as I could, but her entry wasn’t lost on one person, at least, and Diana made sure Penny knew it.

	“She did it!” The widow leaped to her feet, jabbing her index finger at Penny while my friend trembled beside me, misery crossing her lovely face. “She murdered Martin!”

	“While I appreciate your attempts to assist,” Mallory said at his most droll, cutting the woman off at the knees, “this is the second person you’ve accused in less than twelve hours, Mrs. Aberstock, so you’ll forgive me if I’ll carry on with my investigation rather than take your word for it.”

	I almost laughed. Barely held it in while Diana sank back to the sofa, sniffling and turning her head into Chandler’s shoulder.

	“Here now, detective,” the tall doctor said with just a hint of anger, “that’s no way to talk to her right now. She’s lost her husband, after all.”

	“Indeed,” Mallory said. “And I would think both of you would want the truth. Accusations without proof aren’t helping.” He never lost his mild tone, not a hint of chastisement in his level explanation, but like I said, I knew Mallory and his layered meanings. “Ms. Keene.” He turned then and motioned for Penny to join them. “If you would be so kind.”

	She hesitated next to me, my hand brushing her wrist. I felt her trembling and almost held her back, but she flashed me a weak smile before walking forward, sitting next to Bernice who tucked her in beside her.

	My phone buzzed, a text from Liz catching my attention. I left Mallory to his business and stepped out into the foyer, checking what she’d found.

	Angela Worster died of a brain hemorrhage, she sent. Looks like a blow to the head from a fall. A brief investigation after her death absolved the examining physician of her death. Looks like she delayed going to the ER after the accident and instead went to see her family doctor. Just a stupid mistake.

	I sent all of the documents Sean Worster gave me, the jpegs landing with Liz while I pondered that. Followed by, the anonymous emailer claimed the hemorrhage was missed by the family physician and contributed to her death. Any idea which Aberstock?

	So I see, she sent back. Sean Worster made a huge stink about it at the time, but nothing came of it. From what I found, he’s been bitter about it ever since. He tried to reopen the case in Seattle just a week ago. Shortly after the email arrived. But not through the cops. He wants to sue. Ah, so not justice then, but compensation. Well, I guess I didn’t blame him in a way. If his wife’s death was from negligence, that was his due. Still. Why come to Reading and murder the doctor who killed his wife if he was going to go to court. I called around to some of my friends in Seattle. No one would take his case, Liz finished.

	And I had my answer, didn’t I? So, did he kill Martin since he couldn’t sue him? If that was the case, did he show up at my office and give me the documents in an attempt to make himself appear innocent?

	Fee, Liz sent, I have bad news either way. I held my breath as I read the end of her message. If Sean Worster did kill Martin Aberstock in revenge, he got the wrong brother. Oh, no. My heart actually stopped for a full beat before switching on again in a painful thud that had me choking. He wasn’t the family physician on record. Lloyd was.

	Well, craptastic.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Fifteen

	 

	I reentered the living room to find Mallory wrapping up, Penny rising to speak to him separately while I joined Lloyd and Bernice on the loveseat where they’d landed themselves. They slid over again as I took the spot Penny had occupied, squishing them more than she had thanks to those skinny hips of hers, though they didn’t seem to mind, leaning into me as I met Dr. Aberstock’s eyes with my own concerned.

	“I need to ask you about something privately.” He nodded immediately, Bernice clasping my hand in hers. “Kitchen?”

	They followed me as I quietly exited again, Mom raising an eyebrow at our appearance before hurrying to Bernice to hug her, then Lloyd, leading his wife to the island and pouring her a coffee while I strode out into the back garden. I turned as I exited onto the flagstones, Lloyd closing the door behind him, expression quiet and calm. Obviously, Mallory’s reassurances went a long way because Dr. Aberstock seemed much less grief-stricken and more accepting than he had been since Martin’s death.

	I handed him my phone, open to the first photo. “Does this ring a bell?”

	He read through the email and then looked at the other files when I indicated he could, sinking into one of the loungers as he took his time examining the case. “I remember this,” he said at last, frown fading to dazed recognition. “Fee, this was over three decades ago, just before I found out… before I left for Reading.” He handed me my phone back. “Who would tell this poor man I’d killed his wife?”

	“That’s what I’d like to know.” I sat next to him, scowling at the email on my screen. “What do you remember about the case?”

	Dr. Aberstock thought about it for a moment before shrugging. “Only that I thought it was odd Angela waited to come to see me for an appointment instead of going to the ER. After the fact, mind you.” His blue eyes were sad. “She was complaining of headaches. I had no idea she’d fallen because she didn’t say so. I sent her away with medication for pain and only found out after the fact she’d passed in her sleep. Had I known, I would have sent her to the hospital for treatment.” He seemed suddenly concerned. “I fully cooperated when the police investigated, but there was nothing to investigate, though the detective I spoke to seemed to disagree. When I asked him why, he didn’t say. I didn’t get to follow up. I left Seattle a week later and this is the first I’m hearing about it since then.”

	Old dirt indeed, only not dirty at all, if Lloyd was telling the truth. Which I had no doubt he was. “Why would anyone stir up old news like this? Except to discredit you.”

	He shook his head, visibly bemused, stroking his full, silver beard with one hand. The other sat quietly in his lap, the carved curve of his wedding ring embedded in the skin, a reminder of all his years happily married to Bernice, and hopefully many more ahead. “I have no idea why,” he said. “Perhaps it was the original detective? But no.” He frowned at that. “He was an older man. He can’t be around anymore. Whoever brought this to Mr. Worster’s attention dug into my old cases for their own reasons. I haven’t had any contact with anyone in Seattle for a very long time.”

	“Until Martin came to help,” I said. And waited for him to make the connection I had.

	“You think my brother sent this.” Lloyd sighed, staring at my phone himself now. “While I hate to speak ill of the dead… Fee, things weren’t healthy between me and Martin. They never were. Being twins, one would think we’d have shared a great deal. But Martin always claimed the fact he was ten minutes older should have afforded him some special treatment. Instead, he always resented me, claimed I took the lion’s share of attention from our parents.”

	“Something you never saw,” I said.

	Lloyd shrugged at that. “Of course not. Our parents were loving and caring people. If Martin felt left out, it was on him, not them.”

	I wasn’t going to argue the fact, though it certainly had an impact on the older twin. “And Diana,” I said. Waited for that to be confirmed.

	Dr. Aberstock finally exhaled a long, sad sound. “Unfortunately, yes,” he said, blinking up into the blue sky through the dapple of leaves on the apple tree growing over the patio. Made the cupcake inside beg for pie for some odd reason. I cupped my tummy gently in both hands while Lloyd answered. “I suppose it’s time to come clean about all of it, though I thought I’d left it behind when I came here.” His level gaze held sadness but a measure of acceptance that appeared much more in control. “Diana and I were married for five years before I found out about the affair. Before she got pregnant, and Martin claimed the baby. I left Seattle the next day and I’ve never been back.”

	I thought about Diana Aberstock’s arrogant claim they were family and almost choked. Instead, I changed the subject.

	“I had to get Liz to identify which Aberstock it was who signed the paperwork.” I showed him the atrocious signature.

	Which made my Dr. Aberstock gasp. “You think Angela’s husband killed Martin in revenge, thinking he was her physician?” Lloyd’s dismay and horror were back all over again while I juggled the guilt that I’d been the one to put it there. Even as I realized I now waffled between calling him by his first name and his official name. I really had to make up my mind at some point.

	“If so,” I said, “it’s far from your fault.” He didn’t seem to agree with me, skin ashen and face falling. “There’s no proof of that, either so please don’t jump to conclusions.” His blue eyes met mine. “Leave that to me, since I’m so good at it.”

	That garnered a snorting half-laugh while he patted my hand with his.

	“Thank you, Fee,” he said, voice hoarse. “For being honest with me and the attempt at comfort. Whatever happened to Martin, I have no doubt that, like always, you will prevail in discovering the truth.” His pause then had my heart aching and anxiety amping up. “Fee,” he said then, carefully and with such precision I winced in anticipation, “about Penny.”

	Please don’t say it. Because he couldn’t know I was thinking it and doing it made me feel as guilty as he looked.

	“Yes,” Mallory said quietly from the open doorway, surprising both of us. “Let’s talk about Penny. Lloyd, if you would please remain as well? You know Penny better than we do, even.”

	True enough. He’d been her mentor, after all, and was clearly fond of her. Dr. Aberstock (okay, he always would be, so there) nodded and remained in place as the detective’s silence stretched into a thin, uncomfortable line. I almost broke it with a terribly timed crack just to end the awkwardness when the detective spoke abruptly, spinning with his hands in his pockets, head down and tone crisply professional.

	“Penny and I are in a relationship,” Mallory said, sunlight filtering through the leaves dappling his dark hair, catching on a few silver threads in his unkempt tousle, shadowing the stubble on his face and darkening his eyes, making them unreadable. “I’m sure you’ve ascertained that already.” I nodded, Dr. Aberstock right along with me. Normally this conversation would have made me fight a grin, but my stomach was too upset—no blame for the walnut, either—over worry about my friend to allow amusement. “Thus, I find myself in a rather difficult situation. I find I am unable to remain objective when it comes to her.”

	“Because you love her,” I said.

	He cleared his throat suddenly, jerking in a rather abrupt motion as though I’d hit him instead of saying the “L” word. “That has, as yet to be determined,” he said.

	Dr. Aberstock glanced my way. Okay, so maybe grinning was an issue after all. Because sure, it had.

	“You’re worried she has motive.” She certainly did. The fight she’d had, the one I’d personally witnessed, was merely the end of what I knew to be a long and unhappy working situation between them. Though, with Dr. Aberstock back in the morgue, did Penny really have motive to harm Martin anymore?

	“She has been hinting to me she has something she wants to share with me,” Mallory said. “But when I asked her about it only yesterday, she became upset and told me to forget about the whole thing.”

	She had seemed a bit off yesterday, but I’d attributed that to how cruel Martin had been to her. But wait, hadn’t he said something when I’d encountered them outside the office?

	Dr. Aberstock confirmed it after a deep sigh. “It could have something to do with the fact she’s being investigated,” he said, flashing a sad frown. “It’s why I wanted to talk to you yesterday, Fee.” I’d forgotten about that in the ensuing kerfuffle. “I found out that when she wrote her final exam for her degree, Martin interfered. She needed my brother to sign off on the time she worked with him while I was absent. From what I understand, Martin was contesting her academic and professional conduct and was pressuring the board to hold her back.”

	He did not. And now I was actually glad the creep was dead. No guilt, either.

	“Why did you want to talk to me?” Surely, he didn’t need help hiding the body. Oh, Fee. Such poor taste.

	“I was going to hire you,” Dr. Aberstock said, faintly ashamed but determined still, “to find proof to counter Martin’s defamation attempt. I’d been out of the office for too long to trust the board might not take his side, you see.”

	He really was the best Aberstock who ever Aberstocked and no one would convince me otherwise.

	Mallory had frozen in place, expressionless face flat and empty. “I see,” he said. “She didn’t tell me any of this.”

	“It hadn’t been decided,” Dr. Aberstock said. “In fact, I was called in to testify on her qualifications and I assure you, I was going to ensure nothing got in the way of her success.” He tsked softly. “I know how that sounds. But I hardly think it was worth murdering Martin over. All it meant was she could have lost a year.” He tossed his hands in his lap. “I hardly think that’s sufficient motive.”

	I agreed. “There has to be more to it,” I said.

	Mallory seemed to believe it, too. “Thank you for this information,” he said with abrupt decisiveness, nodding to both of us. “I’ll inquire with her further.” And, with that, he was gone while I worried despite what Dr. Aberstock said, Penny Keene was now solidly on the suspect list for his brother’s murder.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Now, I may have understood Mallory’s concerns and even agreed with them, but that didn’t mean I could let things go without at least warning my friend that trouble was coming. Sure, they might have been dating and everything, but I knew Mallory was a stickler for the law and if he found out his girlfriend had real motive, he’d have no choice but to treat her like a suspect. Wouldn’t go over well in the romance department, and besides, we nosy women had to stick together.

	Mind you, if I really thought she did it, would I be any less committed to the truth than Mallory? I didn’t want to think about that, not when I was trying hard to be a good friend and trust and believe in her. So, when Dr. Aberstock left me with a hug on his way to return to Bernice, I fired off a text to Penny despite feeling like doing so made me a kind of traitor.

	We need to talk, I sent. You have to know you’re a suspect. Like it or not, you have to talk to someone and I’d rather that was me. Meet me at the office?

	I waited, tense and impatient, but didn’t receive an answer for a long moment. When a text finally did land, it wasn’t Penny’s reply at all, but a message from Jill Wagner. It wasn’t hard to tell the former Reading town sheriff was spending a bit too much time with Crew’s ex-FBI partner. My lovely friend had taken on Liz’s terse response pattern, no preamble to be had.

	Found evidence Diana Aberstock and Chandler Marcus are having an affair. She followed that with a string of photos of the pair, clearly identifiable, in compromising positions, though nothing hard-core enough to make me blush, thankfully. I was contacted by another PI in Seattle who heard we were looking into the couple and that Martin was dead. Shared these. From their amorous embraces and the variety of opportunities for sneaking around if their changes of clothing and times of day displayed said anything at all about the couple, they’d been at it for a long time. Turned out Martin was having them followed.

	Which meant he suspected an affair, and this was the proof he needed. Did the PI share the pics with him? If so, a confrontation between him and the couple could easily have led to murder or the planning of such at a later date. Maybe this trip to Reading had presented them with an opportunity they couldn’t refuse.

	Not yet, she sent, though it didn’t exactly kybosh my suppositions. If he suspected, they might have known as much, found out they were being followed and photographed. The pair as possible murderers still tracked. He was going to write off the file but sent it to me instead. I did a bit of a double-take on that reveal, realizing just what she’d been saying now that I’d worked my way through the possibilities. As a PI, sharing files with anyone but the client didn’t exactly follow the ethics of the job. Like, talk about a breach of confidentiality. Jill answered that next without me saying anything. He said he hesitated to share, but with Martin’s murder, he suspects the wife and partner and wanted to make sure we had the information, instead of the cops.

	While not necessarily illegal, the breach could still end up costing him clients if anyone found out. Which was why he gave the photos to us instead of the police who would have no reason to have his back. I was grateful he was willing to help, knowing I might do the same under similar circumstances. Thanks, Jill, I sent. At least I had solid proof now of what I suspected. That could be used as leverage if necessary. I’ll make sure Mallory gets these.

	One more thing, she shared. Martin had a multi-million-dollar life insurance policy on him. His wife is the beneficiary. The practice also has a policy on him, at that one goes to Dr. Marcus in case of his death, as does the rest of the practice.

	Something I’d discovered over the years? Money made for the best motive for murder, especially when infidelity was involved.

	Great work, Jill, I sent, though gone were the days I needed to bolster her confidence. She’d taken a firm grasp of her own self-worth since leaving Reading behind, along with the weight of being sheriff in this ridiculous town. I’d never been so proud of her, and this was just more proof she’d made the right choice for herself.

	I shared everything in one big email to Mallory before heading inside, surprised to find Mom baking and, crouched over my happily moaning pug, Gair Aberstock. That stopped me in my tracks, not only because I’d left the dog at work but because the sight of a grown man sitting on the floor with her had me curious.

	“Daisy dropped her off,” Mom said with a little, strained smile and a head-tilt toward the man sitting on the floor next to her, covered in wiry cream hair while she leaned into his searching fingers so he wouldn’t miss a single itchy spot.

	Gair looked up, face now calm and settled, though grief lingered behind his hazel eyes. “How old is she?”

	“Lady Petunia the Fourth is ten,” I said with a fond smile. “She’s a character.”

	“She’s a good girl,” he said in that particular voice grown adults use when addressing adorable animals. “Aren’t you, Petunia?” The pug panted her agreement, meow-yawning her delight at the attention. Gair sighed and seemed to relax somewhat, offering me a wry grin. “I hope you don’t mind. Something about dogs just helps me relax.”

	“Not at all.” I fetched a bowl of fresh fruit from the fridge Mom always kept for the pug and handed it over. “Do you have one of your own?”

	“Not anymore.” He seemed sad about that while Petunia instantly perked, licking her chops, the whites of her bugging brown eyes showing as he carefully hand-fed her each piece. “I’ve taken on extra work lately, too, so things are just too busy for a puppy right now.”

	“You’re a pharmacist, right?” He nodded while Petunia gobbled, smiling when she didn’t even chew, swallowing and wriggling in expectation of the next morsel.

	“I am,” he said. “And I’m working with the police in Seattle on a new initiative, digging into old cases where the outcome was in question but there wasn’t enough evidence to carry forward. Not quite cold cases, more a collection of files detectives volunteered for the program.” He gave her another piece. “It’s rewarding and frustrating but satisfying when it pans out.”

	I leaned into the counter and felt my heavy heart lighten a little. “That sounds like amazing work,” I said.

	“So many of the detectives have pet cases they’ve carried for years,” he said. “It brings me a lot of comfort to be able to help if I can, especially older cases that were passed over when investigative techniques weren’t as thorough as they are now.” He sat back as Petunia burped happily. “Good girl,” he said, handing her the last slice of strawberry before going back to scratching. Petunia took the shift in stride, flopping heavily down across his legs in unbridled abandon.

	“She adores you,” I said. “And you’re so good with her. I wasn’t always a dog person, but she’s grown on me.” Way more than that. Honestly? I couldn’t imagine my life without her. “Why didn’t you go through for veterinary medicine?”

	He shrugged. “I tried medical school,” he said, sounding vaguely bitter about it. “I guess I figured pharmacy was the next best thing.” Gair finally stood, brushing the dog hair off himself while I fetched the broom and cleaned up the mess. “Thanks for letting me pet her.” He seemed hesitant to leave, lingering like there was something more he wanted to say.

	“Anytime,” I said. “Gair.”

	His shoulders tightened instantly but he didn’t run, eyes locked on Petunia, dark hair in need of a cut thinning at his temples, pale skin moist and cheeks pinking.

	“I know what you’re going to ask,” he said. “Yes, Mom and Chandler are having an affair. And Dad knew.” He choked when he said that, caught himself. “Or, at least, he suspected.” He met my eyes with his hazel ones, his mother’s eyes. Funny how he hadn’t gotten even a little Aberstock out of the deal. “But I can tell you right now, they’re both cowards.” His voice shook a little. “There’s no way either of them had the courage to do anything. They’ve been sneaking around for decades. If they’d wanted to kill him, they could have done it years ago.”

	I had a million more questions, naturally, but Gair was done it seemed. With one last pat for Petunia and a murmured thank you for Mom, he slumped from the kitchen, heading for the back door and the garden, while I watched him go.

	With the heavy suspicion that he was totally right, and my suspect pool had shrunk to Penny Keene.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Seventeen

	 

	I left for the office with Petunia in tow, worried about my friend and the fact she still hadn’t called or texted. When I entered, however, I spotted her immediately, sitting on the sofa with Daisy. Relief flooded me despite the fact I now had to have a hard conversation with her, and the anxious upset on her face wasn’t helping matters.

	Petunia surprised me, making a gallant effort to heave herself up beside Penny, the young assistant ME helping the old pug with a boost. Petunia leaned into the lovely blonde, panting and delighted by her present circumstances. I almost lifted her down, but Penny’s nervousness seemed to ease somewhat, both hands stroking the happy dog. I knew how meditative that activity could be and instead perched on the coffee table across from her, facing her, while Daisy quietly backed off.

	“I didn’t kill him, Fee.” Tears tumbled from her blue eyes, trickling down her cheeks to land on Petunia’s fur. The pug must have sensed her unhappiness because she let out a soft moan of empathy, wriggling closer. Penny hugged her, though her eyes never left mine. “I swear, I didn’t. Sure, there were times I wished he was dead.” She sniffled, pulling a folded bunch of tissues from her pocket and dabbing at her face with them before I could offer the box next to me. “The man was horrible and deserved what he got.” Her jaw jumped when she said that as she clenched her teeth, as though expecting pushback.

	She wasn’t going to get it from me. “We’re all worried about you,” I said.

	“You mean you and Rowan.” Penny’s head bobbed, ponytail sliding over her shoulder to tickle Petunia’s ear. “I have something to tell him, and I don’t know how, Fee. I’ve been an idiot.” She let out a breathless little laugh, though there was no humor in it. “You’ve been a terrible influence. Did you know that?” Before I could agree or protest (was going to be the first one, because yeah, I was aware) she waved off a reply to that accusation. “It’s not your fault. I admire you so much, you know.” She ducked her head, kissing Petunia’s wrinkled brow, her next words mumbled into the pug’s fur. “I thought after helping you a few times I could do it on my own. But I was wrong. I was so wrong and now everything is a mess and it’s all my fault.”

	Wait, what was she talking about? “Start from the beginning, please,” I said.

	“I’ve been gathering evidence against Martin Aberstock,” Penny said, shocking the heck out of me. “He’s been botching cases, accepting bribes from the O’Sheas, purposely destroying evidence.” She let out a shaky sigh. “I had proof, Fee. I was ready to turn it all over to Rowan, so proud of myself. So full of myself.” Again with the trembling breath that ended in her face twisting in despair. “I thought I was so smart, so careful. I was going to be the hero and Rowan would lo—” she stopped herself, sobbed softly for a moment.

	She didn’t need to finish that sentence. “Love you,” I whispered, reaching for her hands. She gripped mine back in an almost desperate clasp, Petunia holding her place between us, whining softly but not taking her eyes off Penny. “You felt like you needed to prove yourself to him?”

	Penny shrugged, sat back again, my pug following, head pressed into her shoulder. “Stupid, right?”

	“I’ve done stupider,” I said, going for a wry smile and winning another short laugh from her, this one softer and less unkind to herself.

	“I had everything together and I was planning to give it to him yesterday,” she said. “Why didn’t I give it to him earlier?”

	The doorbell rang, both of us turning to find none other than Detective Rowan Mallory himself striding in. He took one look at the two of us and paused, head tilted to one side, hands deep in the pockets of his overcoat.

	“Please tell me I don’t have to arrest you for murder,” he said, choking on those words. “Because I’m not sure I can do that, Copper.”

	It only struck me then that was the second time he’d called her that and the term of endearment registered. Copper Penny, and he was a cop? Adorable and intricately Mallory.

	“Just for being a fool,” she said in a tiny voice. “I should have told you ages ago, but I wanted to impress you, Ro.” She finally lifted Petunia aside and stood, squaring her shoulders. I joined her as she crossed to the man she clearly cared about so deeply, wiping the tears from her face. “I had built an evidence trail against Martin Aberstock and was going to turn it over to you. But everything I’d uncovered went missing from my apartment yesterday morning.” She tossed her hands at her sides in a helpless gesture. “And when I went back into the files to try to find what I’d uncovered it was all gone.”

	“Martin figured out what you were up to,” I said.

	“He must have,” Penny agreed. “Covered his tracks. I ruined the case, ruined everything. I’m so ashamed.” She began crying again, covering her face with both hands. “I should have let you handle it instead of thinking I could do it myself. I’m so sorry, Ro.”

	“And then he went after you professionally,” I prompted, kindly but needing her to share the rest of the story. Mallory’s angry flash of resentment at my pushing didn’t keep me from carrying on.

	Or Penny from answering. “He was a vindictive and truly awful person,” she said with just enough heat I knew she’d at least fight for herself. “But I let him get away with it.”

	Maybe. “Maybe not,” I said. Both turned to look at me, Mallory’s surprise matching Penny’s. “I take it you have a warrant to search the house?” Martin Aberstock’s house, the one he’d been renting since he arrived in Reading. “If he kept the evidence,” I said.

	“Unless he’d already destroyed it,” Mallory mused. “Which is a possibility.”

	Breathless, Penny looked back and forth between us, hope rising.

	“Worth a shot,” I shrugged. “At the very least, we now know what to look for. So, if Penny’s evidence is gone, surely there’s a money trail the forensics gang can hunt down.” Not that it mattered now. The man was dead. Except it could lead us to a murder motive we hadn’t considered, right? Penny needed this, obviously, and so, it seemed, did the man she loved.

	“Indeed,” Mallory said, crisp and now decisive. “Perhaps a trip to the residence might prove fruitful after all.”

	Penny let out a low cry before hugging me quickly. But it was her impulsive embrace of Rowan Mallory that had me grinning and turning away to give them a moment of privacy because it wouldn’t have done to watch the two of them kissing like that.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Despite the fact it was supposed to be off-limits, I wasn’t surprised to find Diana Aberstock and Chandler Marcus at Martin’s house when we arrived. I let Mallory walk in first, Penny following him, keeping back and out of the way. And while we made no real effort to be quiet, it was apparent neither of the snooping pair realized we were there until the detective paused outside a door at the end of the hall of the rancher. I peeked over his shoulder to find the two rooting around in what had to have been Martin’s home office, desk and bookshelves visible, while Mallory broke the bad news.

	“You did understand,” he said in his droll way that had Diana shrieking in fright and Chandler straightening so suddenly he hit his head on a shelf with a wince and a swear word, “being told to stay out of the house wasn’t a suggestion.”

	Diana recovered first, her arrogance surfacing in a visible veneer over her instaguilt. “This is my house now,” she said, jaw jutting, cheeks flushed and hands clenched at her sides. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

	“Your husband was murdered for reasons unknown.” Mallory didn’t raise his voice or change his tone whatsoever, but I’d been under the scrutiny of those amber eyes before and knew how intimidating his total lack of emotional overreaction could be when one was engaged in something they really knew they shouldn’t be. Mallory had mastered the art of chastisement to the point I was feeling guilty, and I was on his side. “And, according to the law, Mrs. Aberstock, I have every right. Now, if you two will please exit the room, I’ll consider not handcuffing you and putting you in custody for breaking and entering and interfering with a murder investigation.”

	Diana spluttered, but Chandler sighed, one hand settling on her shoulder. She looked up at him with a start, the handsome older doctor shaking his head. “Let’s go, Diana,” he said. “This was a fool’s errand anyway.”

	She sagged a little but nodded at last. “Very well.”

	“May I ask what you were looking for.” Mallory stepped aside, Penny tucking in behind him while I slipped into the doorway to a bedroom to allow them to pass.

	“Martin’s will is missing,” Diana said, head down and audibly flustered now, hands fluttering in front of the buttons of her light green twinset, layers of makeup dusty in the dim light, weighing into the wrinkles on her face. “I need to find it.”

	“I understand,” Mallory said. “However, that will have to wait until after the investigation is complete.”

	“Surely, his lawyer has a copy,” I said. Apparently, my tendency to blurtiness wasn’t entirely surmounted, but Mallory didn’t seem to mind the interruption.

	Diana flushed deeply, Chandler hovering over her while she mumbled something. She finally straightened, shrugged like she’d made a decision, and nothing mattered anymore. “Martin changed his will,” she said then. “And the beneficiary on his insurance policy. At least, so he claimed. I need to find the documents to prove it.”

	The detective cleared his throat gently. “You do know how that sounds, Mrs. Aberstock.”

	She snarled something, again too low to hear. This time, it was Chandler Marcus who filled in the blanks. “She is,” he said. “But I assure you, Diana had nothing to do with Martin’s death.”

	“And how would you know that, Dr. Marcus?” I had this bad habit of adopting the styles of the people around me. And right now? I was hardcore channeling Mallory. Same tone, same casualness.

	It worked like a charm. “Because we were together all night,” he said. “I’m her alibi and she is mine.”

	“An affair is hardly an alibi,” I said, noting Mallory watching me without comment or concern, so I forged on. “In fact if anything, it’s more motive, doctor. How do we know you didn’t work together? I’ve been told Martin Aberstock knew about your affair.” Diana gasped a little, but she shouldn’t have been surprised. “Why else would he change the will and insurance policy?”

	“Because he was a horrible person and an ass,” she snapped.

	“Martin didn’t indicate to us he knew about our… indiscretion.” Chandler moved even closer to the woman next to him, towering over her in a gentlemanly and protective manner I kind of admired. Or would have if they weren’t cheating on her husband. Still, I didn’t know the whole story and nothing about Martin Aberstock made me want to take his side regardless of their actions. But if it led to murder…?

	“Who’s the new beneficiary?” That was Penny, who looked suddenly embarrassed to have spoken up, though Mallory and I exchanged a look that told me he wasn’t upset at all, and neither was I. Because that was the next question.

	“Lloyd.” Diana spit out her brother-in-law’s name like it poisoned her.

	Ah. Well, then. Wait, what about Gair Aberstock? Seemed odd Martin would give everything to Lloyd.

	“I didn’t kill him,” she blurted then, looking up at Chandler, not us, as though more worried he might believe badly of her than the authorities. “I wanted to ring his neck, make no mistake. The man was vindictive, manipulative and horrible. But why would I kill him when it meant I’d get nothing after years of tolerating him?”

	That was an excellent question. One I pondered as Mallory sighed softly in the quiet, dim hallway. “Keys, if you please.” Diana handed them over after a moment of angry hesitation, the ring jangling in Mallory’s grasp. He then gestured for the front door. “I’ll be in touch.”

	They both seemed startled he was letting them go and, frankly, so was I. But it was Penny who tsked a soft protest, who watched them leave with her emotions passing over her lovely face, mixed anger and frustration held back only by the thin thread Mallory held over her with one raised hand and silent fortitude.

	When the front door closed behind them, he turned to the blonde ME assistant and spoke. “They’re not going anywhere I can’t find them,” he said, “and not only do we now know what it is we’re looking for—if only in part—we know where not to look since they turned up nothing.”

	She huffed, but settled, nodding as the detective turned to me. “You’re sure you don’t want to go to the police academy? I could use a partner like you.”

	I laughed that off. “A bit old and pregnant for that road these days,” I said, “but as long as I’m able to help, I’m happy to. Shall we?”

	I followed him into the ransacked office with a lighter heart and determination to absolve Lloyd Aberstock of wrongdoing.

	It didn’t take long for me to home in on the open safe, to sort through the documents there, and, on the bottom of the pile, find a file marked PENNY KEENE. I handed it over to her, the thumb drive taped to the inside a bit pink and sparkly for someone like Martin Aberstock. She gasped and clutched it to her chest with a huge smile, spinning to hand it off to Mallory with a flourish.

	“They must have overlooked it in the search,” I said. “They had no idea what it was.”

	Mallory accepted the file with an odd reverence. “Thank you, Ms. Keene,” he said. “Your service to the department has been exemplary and I’ll make certain the review board knows it.”

	She beamed, a single tear escaping, before she hugged him again. “Thanks, Ro.”

	“I got you,” he whispered back.

	Yeah, you bet I turned away again, grinning myself and a bit choked up over their obvious attachment. Which had me once again looking into the safe where a single letter caught my attention. It had been shoved to the back, propped up against the furthest wall of the safe, a blue logo for a lab on the far corner. It was addressed to Martin, but before I could check the contents, Mallory spoke.

	“Let’s get this into evidence,” he said. “I’ll have the forensics techs go through this room with a fine-toothed comb, but in the meantime, I’m hoping the contents of this file might turn up another suspect in the murder.”

	I almost left the letter, but my phone rang and, as I answered, I turned to hand it over to Mallory. Except, he and Penny were already out of the room. So, I carried it with me to the entry as I spoke to my caller.

	“Fee,” Jill said, “I was going to text, but I wanted to talk to you.”

	“What’s up?” I followed Mallory to the door, the detective securing the door with the keys he’d taken from Diana Aberstock, heading for his car with Penny in tow. I’d taken my own ride and held back to talk to Jill.

	“Martin’s business partner,” she said. “He was trying to buy him out, but Martin wouldn’t sell. And it looks like it was down to their lawyers. Fee, Dr. Chandler Marcus was suing Martin Aberstock and it seems he was going to lose. Not just his practice, but his reputation.”

	An excellent motive for murder.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Nineteen

	 

	I already suspected why Chandler was desperate to separate himself from Martin, considering the file Mallory had in his possession that Penny had assembled, but I asked the obvious question anyway.

	“Why was Chandler trying to buy the practice?” I waved at Mallory with the letter as he drove off, but he didn’t notice, head down, talking to Penny as they went. Which had me sighing and tucking the envelope into my coat pocket. I’d peruse it in a moment and if it was relevant, I’d hand it off to Mallory later. For now, I focused on Jill.

	“Looks like there’s been a string of litigations brought against Martin Aberstock in the last five years,” she said. “All for malpractice and fraud.”

	Yup, nailed it. “No wonder he took the job here,” I said. “Corpses can’t sue.” She chuckled on the other end of the line. “Penny found similar evidence in cases he worked here,” I said. “Mallory has the file now. Thanks, Jill. Can you coordinate with the detective and connect him to the investigating officers in Seattle?”

	“Of course,” she said. “Liz said she has something for you. Hang on.” I climbed in my car and waited for the pair to exchange phones, grateful I left Petunia at the office with Daisy since it had warmed up somewhat, discarding my coat in the back seat and opening the windows as I drove off. “Here she is.”

	“Fee.” Liz’s soft, low voice came on the line, my cell now mounted on the dash bracket and her words carrying through the car’s speakers. “It’s about Sean Worster.”

	Maybe I had a suspect in him after all? “What did you find out?”

	“Nothing good,” she said, sounding gruffer than usual. “Turns out the guy was an abusive husband, Fee. The detective who ran the case after Angela’s death had a file on him, but his wife would never press charges until it was too late. Even then, there wasn’t sufficient evidence.” My stomach knotted in growing anger as she went on. “There’s a list of ER visits, most of which were at a variety of hospitals around the city, but at that time not many cops took such things seriously.” So freaking wrong. The poor woman. “Took me a while to link them all together via my police contact, but when he realized there was a pattern, he was happy to help.”

	I pulled up to the office and parked, climbing out and going to the door, my entire being clenched against losing my temper over the news. Here I was working for him. Okay, not really. I only agreed to help him to help Lloyd Aberstock, but still. My skin crawled with the idea now.

	Wouldn’t you know, the door to the office was locked, which had me juggling my keys and phone, turning the “Back in 5 Minutes” sign over and heading inside, all while in a huffy mood that had nothing to do with the inconvenience. Daisy had obviously taken Petunia with her on her errand, Kit nowhere in sight. Probably a good thing, since I was now in the kind of emotional state that led my redheaded temper to say and do things not mentionable in polite company.

	Rather than throw something across the room, however, I sat at my desk with a heavy sigh as Liz wrapped up.

	“My guess is Angela Worster didn’t go to the ER because her husband talked her out of it,” she said. “She was probably terrified and instead made an appointment with Dr. Aberstock. She must have known she was hurt but couldn’t tell anyone.” Her tone only devolved into anger and gravel. “He’s the worst kind of creep, Fee. I wouldn’t put murder past him for one second because if his wife hadn’t died from that head injury, he would have killed her eventually anyway.”

	No argument from me. “I’ll tell Mallory,” I said. “At the very least, he’ll arrange to have Worster sent back to Seattle to face charges.” You’d better believe that would be the very least. I’d be pushing for more, but as long as he got what was coming to him, I’d live with it because sometimes that was the best outcome we could expect in this business.

	At the best? He’d be going away for two murders. Nothing would make me happier.

	I looked up as the doorbell rang, expecting Daisy or Kit, ready to go on the warpath and have them shift their focus to ensuring the murderous abuser got his due. Instead, I found myself staring into the face of none other than Sean Worster.

	And he didn’t look happy.

	I stood immediately, anger now at a simmering boil inside me. “I need to call you back.”

	“Everything okay?” Liz didn’t sound like she’d believe me if I lied.

	“All good,” I said. And hung up, before firing off a quick text as Sean Worster stormed his way to my desk. I hit send as I set the phone down, facing off with the tall, lean man who stopped in front of me. I could see it now, the simmering rage, the flat emptiness of a lack of empathy, the years of untamed anger that lined his face. I should have questioned the situation, knew better. Had been so focused on Lloyd that I forgot the basics when it came to the deaths of spouses.

	Always look at the partner first. Always.

	“You’re going to pay for turning me over to the cops.” He hit the surface of my desk with one fist, the thud rattling the surface contents. “I hired you to find out about my wife’s death, not frame me for murder.”

	“I’ve done nothing of the sort,” I shot back, oddly unshaken by this man’s threat. I’d faced far worse over the years, after all, and though I felt the need to cup my abdomen in one hand, I refused to let any anxiety in. The pumpkin seed would be fine because this piece of trash was about to get his comeuppance. “In fact, I’ve solved your wife’s case for you, Mr. Worster. You’re welcome.” He gaped at me, the anger draining from him, shock paling his cheeks.

	“You get what I need to sue?” He seemed floored by that, then oddly delighted and relieved. “How much you think I can get?” Greed appeared, flared to life, consumed him visibly as it must have been doing so internally since he received that email. Surely, he couldn’t imagine he’d get away with her death and profit from it. But it was clear to me Sean Worster did think that very thing. So much time had passed since Angela’s death, he must have thought he’d gotten away with murder and was now going to be rewarded for his efforts.

	I was about to enlighten him. “Before you count your chickens,” I said, “I’m not so sure you’re going to be happy with what I’ve discovered.”

	That triggered a return of his rage, though I watched it go cold, black, bleak and was reminded of my cousin, Robert Carlisle, and that darkness he carried around with him like a deeply embedded monster. I’d come to believe one day Robert would crack and snap and go on a rampage or utterly lose his crap and the end result would be catastrophic for him and whoever he aimed his hate at. And no, I wasn’t deluded about who that target might be because he’d despised me for long enough, I figured despite our recent encounters, Robert hated me and everything about me and nothing would change that.

	Sean Worster hadn’t been forced to contain his darkness like Robert had, however. I could see where it had eaten away at him, fully expected any other partner’s he’d had since Angela’s death suffered the same or worse treatment, all of which he’d gotten away with. No longer. She especially deserved justice and I was going to hand it out.

	“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he rumbled.

	I kept my desk between us, though not out of fear, not really. It seemed prudent to deliver the information I had with some distance while I waited for my text to pan out. In fact, I was happy to rile him up, to keep him distracted and nothing satisfied me more than showing a bully and a monster just how little power he had.

	“You and I both know exactly what you are,” I said, using Liz’s coolly professional FBI persona to anchor my anger and slow me down. “And exactly what you’ve done. It surprises me, Mr. Worster, that you’d even risk challenging your wife’s death this way. You must be desperate for money if you think you can sue Dr. Aberstock for negligence.”

	His whole body vibrated, fists at his sides. “I don’t know what you heard—”

	“Oh, it’s not what I heard,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “It’s what my investigation uncovered. ER visits, police responses to domestic violence calls. The fact Angela visited multiple hospitals so the assaults wouldn’t be identified. My connections in Seattle are looking into your other partners now.” A lie, but easy enough to chase down. “What will we find, Mr. Worster?”

	He flinched before snarling, all the answer I needed. And circled the desk so rapidly that I had only one option to respond. Even as the doorbell rang and someone entered, called my name while I dropped my hands to my chest and settled into a solid stance, lashing out with one foot and taking the tall man out at the knee.

	He howled in agony as he went down, the temptation to strike again as he hit the ground so powerful that I had to pull myself back, though I stood over him while he wailed and held his damaged leg, disgusted to the core.

	“You picked the wrong woman to fight this time,” I said, shaking with rage as someone grasped my arms and pulled me gently away.

	“Nice kick,” Mallory said, Brown bending to handcuff Worster.

	“Nice timing.” I turned my back on the silently sullen man being dragged from my office.

	“Mopping up after you seems to be one of my trademarks,” the detective said, amber eyes sparkling under those dark waves of his. He always surprised me when I noticed how attractive he was, like he’d grown adept at hiding it until the most unusual moments. “You’re okay?”

	I nodded, exhaling through my mouth and leaning into my desk. I was suddenly grateful Petunia wasn’t with me. She’d have reacted badly and could have gotten in the way or herself hurt if she’d tried to defend me. The doorbell rang again, the puggy devil herself returning with Daisy on the other end of her leash, my bestie’s shock at the sight of me unsurprising. I must have looked about ready to commit murder myself. “Thanks for taking out the trash.”

	Mallory chuckled, nodding to Daisy. “Ms. Bruce,” he said. “She might be a superhero, but she might want to take it easy the rest of the afternoon.” He waved as he exited, Day coming to hug me while I leaned into her, Petunia confused by the ruckus.

	While I hoped in my heart Sean Worster killed Martin Aberstock. Because that would just make my freaking year.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty

	 

	I joined Mallory in the Reading Sheriff’s office bullpen as he questioned Sean Worster at the detective’s request.

	“I want to keep him off guard,” he told me when he called a few minutes after I’d calmed down. “Are you up for it?”

	Was I. I took Petunia with me for the company and comfort of her presence, sitting next to Mallory at the desk that used to be Kit’s, the quiet of the interior feeling surreal. There hadn’t been a sheriff or staff in Reading since the O’Shea affair and Robert’s departure and the faintly musty odor of the place made me sadly nostalgic for the days when my dad was sheriff here and, more recently, when Crew was. That had me in a strange emotional state without the added insult and injury of dealing with a man who made excuses for beating a woman he should have done everything in his power to protect.

	It crossed my mind Crew would be furious with Mallory for exposing me to Sean Worster again so soon, but my darling husband wasn’t there and he, on the other hand, was the epitome of protectiveness so I counted myself equally lucky he loved me and wasn’t present so I could do my job.

	It was a fine line I walked when it came to Crew Turner.

	“Fine, I hit her sometimes.” Worster’s sullen response to Mallory’s prodding had my blood at a slow boil again, seething inside with the need to smack him while he babied his poor widdle knee and shot me resentful looks. “I loved her, I did. She just made me so mad when she got uppity.”

	Argh. Like, oh my god, what.

	“Save it for the court,” Mallory said with enough heat it surprised me, cutting off my own anger. The detective rarely showed emotion of any kind, let alone this kind of fury, so he had to have his own history, perhaps, with this kind of crime. Was it personal? I might never know, and it didn’t matter, really. “Whatever justifications you’ve come up with in your own mind, Mr. Worster, I couldn’t care less.” Yup, there was something private and deeply impactful there. Maybe I would make a few inquiries. After this was over. Because I just couldn’t help myself.

	“That doesn’t change the fact Dr. Aberstock misdiagnosed my wife and killed her.” Worster clung to his old song and dance like it was going to make a lick of a difference when it came time for him to pay for his crimes. “I got proof of that.”

	“The file you shared with Ms. Fleming,” Mallory said, still edgy with anger. “From an anonymous source.” I’d already asked Liz to try to track down the source of the email, but until she had something, it was all on Mallory. “Accusing Dr. Aberstock of malpractice.”

	Worster bobbed an unhappy nod. “My wife deserves justice.” Was he really that delusional? He sounded like he meant it. Or maybe it was just the money he was after in the end.

	Mallory snorted, sat up abruptly. “Then, let’s see what we can discover on that, shall we.” We all looked up as the door to the office opened and Lloyd walked through, his timing as impeccable as Mallory’s had been earlier. “The very subject of our conversation can clear up this issue, I’m assuming. Dr. Aberstock.” Mallory stood and gestured for Lloyd to join us. He did, nodding to me with a soft touch to my shoulder, a brief pat for Petunia, before he shook Mallory’s hand, gaze falling to the furious Worster.

	“You killed my Angela,” the man snarled, struggling against the cuffs holding his hands behind his back while Brown and Williams stood watchful guard over him. One tap to his shoulder had him sitting back again, angrier than ever. “You killed her and you’re going to pay.”

	Totally deluded then. Gotcha.

	“Mr. Worster,” Lloyd said, voice as kind and caring as always despite the fact he addressed a monster, “I’m so sorry for your loss. I do remember your wife’s case though it was years ago. I’ve taken the liberty of looking into it and I regret that despite the fact I was her primary physician, I was without the information I needed to treat her properly.” He turned to Mallory with a grim head shake. “I checked my files,” he said. “Angela Worster presented with a headache. She claimed she’d fallen the day before and struck her head. I found no sign of broken skin, though I did worry about concussion and suggested she be admitted to the hospital as a precaution. However, Mr. Worster insisted she was fine, and she agreed. I sent her home with a prescription for pain medication and only found out after the fact she’d passed when I was contacted by a detective investigating her death.” He handed over a file folder he liberated from his briefcase. “While the detective is sadly passed away and no longer with the Seattle Police Department, he left the file open on Angela’s case despite my report. I’ve been in touch with his precinct and have sent a copy of the file to them. There’s a Detective Dorsey who’s going to be in touch with you shortly.”

	“Thank you, Dr. Aberstock.” Mallory set the file aside, jaw jumping, though his tone had returned to normal. “Could you tell me, if you’d had the information you needed, would you have been able to help Mrs. Worster?”

	Lloyd sighed softly. “I have reviewed the autopsy results, and sadly, I’m not sure. Perhaps if she had been admitted immediately after the blow was delivered. But the hemorrhage was aggressive and allowed to spread. It’s unlikely at the time of treatment she would have survived regardless of proper diagnosis.” He turned to Sean Worster. “If your wife had been allowed to visit the ER when she was hurt, she might still be here, sir.” There was the edge I’d hoped for. Even the kindest soul I knew couldn’t contain his anger forever. “I can only hope she’s at peace after what you put her through.”

	“You killed your wife, Mr. Worster,” Mallory stepped in while the man spluttered and tried to protest. “It was your folly, your blow, your abuse that ended Angela’s life. No one else is to blame. I will ensure once this is over that you stand trial for her death, and for the abuse of any other person or persons you may have vented your badly misplaced anger on all these years. But, for now, you must first defend yourself over the murder of Dr. Martin Aberstock.”

	“I didn’t kill him!” Worster’s protest was instantaneous. “I swear I didn’t kill anyone!”

	“Indeed,” Mallory said, “and yet we now know you’re a liar and a murderer, so your word carries little weight, I’m afraid, especially in light of new evidence.” What new evidence? I pushed down resentment Mallory had been keeping secrets (because I had my own, shame on me, and he loved his reveals as much as I did) and could only sit and watch as the detective made his newest information known. He snapped his fingers, Williams producing a plastic evidence bag which Mallory set on the desk between himself and the staring Worster. “This syringe and vial of beta-blockers were found in your car,” he said. “Tucked under the passenger’s floor mat.”

	“I’ve never seen that before in my life,” Worster said, looking back and forth between the bag and Mallory, then me and Lloyd Aberstock. “I swear it. I don’t know what that is.”

	“If the test I’ve had run on the contents is accurate,” Mallory said, “it’s the same drug that was used to stop Martin Aberstock’s heart, Mr. Worster.”

	“How did you get your hands on something like that?” I wasn’t trying to give Worster a way out or anything, but it was an obvious question.

	“Easily,” Mallory said. “Mr. Worster is the night janitor at a hospital. Aren’t you, Mr. Worster? And weren’t you asking questions of one of the nurses? About medication you’re taking?”

	Worster paled out to ashen. “For my heart,” he said. “I have a condition. I use beta-blockers, but in pills, not like that.”

	“Of course, you do.” Mallory gestured to the two officers. “We’re already speaking to your primary care physician in Seattle to confirm that. In the meantime, we’ll be relocating you to the state office for further questioning.”

	And, just like that, Mallory had his man and Dr. Aberstock was home free.

	So, why did it feel like we still didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle?

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty One

	 

	It felt silly to drive, but I’d taken my car out earlier that day, so I had to get it home before the parking bullies town council hired to maintain our empty streets decided to nail me with a ticket. With Petunia firmly ensconced in the passenger’s seat, I’d just fired up the engine when a text from Liz landed.

	Tracked the email Sean Worster received, she sent. Don’t ask how. I didn’t want to know because it was probably illegal and involved a favor from an FBI friend, so I let it go. Turns out whoever sent it was in Martin Aberstock’s office. Got an IP specifically registered to Dr. Chandler Marcus.

	Well, well, well. Thanks, Liz, I sent before alerting Mallory of the fact.

	Oh, one more thing, she sent. Their clinic reported some missing beta-blockers the day before Chandler left Seattle. I know Mallory is still waiting on the tox report, but OD’s of beta-blockers can kill.

	You’re psychic, I sent. Guess what the murder weapon was?

	You’re welcome. She sent a laughing emoji with that as I grinned at the screen before revising my text to Mallory. Sat there with the engine humming and Petunia licking her chops, eager for dinner, without any response.

	And made a decision that I know you already guessed I’d leap on because it wasn’t like me to just step aside and let the police handle things when I had information vital to the case, right?

	I landed at The Iris with Petunia at my side, parking my car in my own driveway and heading across the lawn to Mom’s front door, the pug practically dragging me into the foyer and finally tearing free of my grip, racing for the kitchen with her leash dragging behind her. Mom poked her head out with a laugh as I waved her off and headed upstairs, knocking on Diana Aberstock’s door.

	Unsurprised to find Dr. Chandler Marcus with her.

	“What do you want?” She hadn’t improved her attitude any, though Chandler stood and came to the door, gently guiding her away as he offered me a grim smile.

	“We understand Detective Mallory has a suspect.” Diana chuffed in the background, pacing with her arms crossed over her chest and her head down.

	“Dr. Chandler,” I said, “I’m afraid there’s been a vital piece of evidence uncovered since you spoke to the detective. May I come in?”

	He hesitated, eyes sad, and for a moment I wondered if he was going to slam the door in my face. Instead, he slumped and nodded, backing up and allowing me to join them, Diana glaring at him like he’d lost his mind.

	But when she tried to protest, he hugged her into submission. “It’s all right, Diana,” he said then, voice very tired and full of sorrow. “I have things I need to tell Ms. Fleming and it’s best I do before things get further out of hand.” He released her then kissed her softly on the forehead. How such a sweet man could have feelings for a woman like her I had no idea, nor how he could spend all those years cheating with his partner’s wife was a dichotomy I struggled with morally and ethically. “Ms. Fleming,” Chandler said, gesturing for me to join them in the seating area of the suite. “If you would be so kind.”

	I sat down and waited for them to get settled, snuggled very close to one another on the opposite sofa, Chandler’s deep sigh and regretful expression keeping me on the edge of my seat.

	“You’re here to talk to me about Diana and Martin and our relationship regarding the clinic sale.” He bobbed a nod as though I’d agreed despite the fact I hadn’t said or done anything of the kind. “And you’ve noted the missing medication from the clinic. I had a call from our administrator. She told me your firm was in touch.”

	I held my quiet and peace and waited for him to hand himself over to me.

	“I took it,” he said then. Diana gasped, hand to her heart, while he gently soothed her. “I’ve been having some issues,” he said. “And I self-diagnosed. But when we got here, I had another idea.”

	“You killed Martin?” She sounded more shocked than convinced.

	“I will admit, my dear, I considered it.” Chandler sat back, meeting my gaze, his without regret but still achingly sad. “I’ve spent my entire adult life in love with Diana, and she with me.” She nodded her agreement. “Martin would never grant her a divorce.” Her expression pinched to fury along with a headshake. “He’s known for many years we were together and didn’t care.”

	“Why not divorce you?” That made no sense to me. Nor did Diana hanging on so long and not just leaving her husband for her lover.

	“The practice,” Chandler said. “Diana invested in it when we opened it so long ago. She’s part-owner. Divorce would have meant we could push Martin out. But her shares are tied to his.” He stopped, thought about it. “Were, that is, while he was alive.”

	“And now that he’s dead, you two can move on,” I said. “But why stay with Martin for all those years, Diana? You had every right to leave him, divorce or not.”

	Her expression tightened further, shoulders tense, eyes narrowed as she answered. “I was a fool,” she said. “When I left Lloyd for Martin, I took his shares in the practice. Martin insisted on a prenup. My shares would have transferred to Martin if I’d divorced him. I would have lost everything.”

	So, it came down to money. How disappointing. My sympathies weren’t in her corner, since it sounded like she’d taken Lloyd for a ride in the first place.

	Chandler squeezed her hand. “I encouraged her to leave him,” he said in a sad and weary voice, “but Diana deserved to keep her investment. And we finally had the means to move forward after all this time.” He was a far more patient man than she deserved, in my opinion, but who was I to judge them? “Martin’s declining morals presented us with an opportunity. As you know, I’ve been trying to buy him out.” Chandler ran one hand over his face. “Martin has been playing false with clients and the law for a long time, Ms. Fleming, but recently he’d been blatant enough about it there was sufficient evidence to encourage him to do the right thing. I wanted to be done. When he came to Reading to assist Lloyd, Diana and I thought it the perfect time to take action against Martin, while his back was turned, so to speak. Except, it backfired.”

	Diana’s bitterness oozed from her. “He cut me out of the will completely,” she said, “and gave it all to Lloyd.”

	“Not a bad partner to have in your clinic,” I said. “Lloyd will surely sell to you. You must know that.”

	They both nodded, misery visible. “And makes both of us excellent suspects in Martin’s murder,” Chandler said. “I know I should have told you and Detective Mallory everything, but I knew how it would look. And I knew how I felt. I cannot tell you the great grief it has brought me, contemplating ending the life of that man. Even if I didn’t act on it, I took an oath to do no harm. But it’s been so long, and don’t we deserve a little happiness before the end?”

	If he was appealing to my kinder, gentler side, he was doing a great job.

	“What about your son, Mrs. Aberstock?” It still felt off Gair wasn’t in the will.

	“Martin and I agreed,” she said, “everything would come to me if anything happened to him. At least, that’s what our original will said. Mine makes Gair my beneficiary. We always assumed Martin would die first.” She shrugged like that answered the question. “Gair has always sided with me against his father. I suppose Martin chose to punish him as well.” A flicker of something passed over her face, over Chandler’s, but neither said anything further.

	They didn’t have to. A horrible suspicion I already knew what they hadn’t said out loud had me despising them both utterly and ready to get this over with.

	Despicable, really. Families really sucked sometimes.

	“Where are the drugs you brought with you?” I could at least pass this along to Mallory even if it sounded like the pair were higher on the list than Sean Worster at this point.

	Chandler choked while Diana grasped his hand before turning to me. “The kit disappeared,” she said, “along with the syringes he brought.” She met his eyes again while I realized she’d faked her surprise.

	“You already knew what he had planned,” I said.

	Not a flicker of regret or remorse passed her face. “Not until we arrived,” she said. “I found them in his bag. I chose to believe they were for him. But when Martin died… I’ve been the wife of two doctors and lover of another. I know what beta-blockers can do to the heart when given in large doses.” She shrugged then. “I wasn’t about to say anything. Even when they vanished after Martin’s death.”

	“I thought you took them, my dear,” Chandler said, “and killed Martin before I could.”

	Tears trickled down her cheeks as she cupped his face in her hands, finally showing real emotion. “I would have done so for you, my love.”

	Oh, boy.

	“You’ve been protecting one another,” I said. Mutual head nods answered me, though they never looked my way, locked in one another’s gazes. “But neither of you did it, is that it?” They could very easily be playing me, right? Creating reasonable doubt? Except to do that, they’d have to accuse one another and neither seemed ready to do so. If anything, a case could be made they’d worked together and they’d both go down.

	Which had me believing them. And shoving puzzle pieces together in my head until I was pretty sure I knew who killed Martin. And a guess as to why, if not all the details. I just needed to put the rest of the puzzle together before I presented my argument to Mallory.

	So, when Brown and Williams arrived to take the couple into custody, I held my peace, already planning to investigate the final person in the mess, knowing Mallory would sort out the rest. I crossed the yard, Petunia ambling along with me, pausing at my car a moment to fetch my coat out of the backseat. My pug, excited by the possibility of another ride, hopped in her place and sat to watch me. Suddenly tired and needing to sit down, I slid into the front seat next to her and dug through the pocket of my coat, pulling out the letter from the lab I’d failed to examine.

	Read the contents which only solidified my guesswork, settled into certainty now with this evidence in hand. Now that I knew the who and the why of Martin Aberstock’s death, I reached for my phone to let Mallory know, too.

	Only to have my door slam closed, Petunia’s cheery yelp of welcome tail-wagging ending in the back door opening and closing as well. I spun to find Gair Aberstock behind me, the muzzle of a revolver pointed at me, while my darling pug chirped her happiness at the sight of him.

	“Ms. Fleming,” Gair said. “Let’s take a drive.”

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Two

	 

	No way was I going anywhere with him, though the gun might have been on the way to deciding the matter for me. Petunia was no help, her eager happiness to see Gair reinforced by his previous kindness. She’d learned certain people weren’t to be trusted, sadly, but still had a giant and open heart to those she deemed worthy. And since he’d fed her and given her love not so long ago, in Petunia’s little mind he could do no wrong.

	On the other hand, I preferred she panted and wriggled her delight at his appearance since growling and barking might turn her into a target.

	“You killed your father.” I know, it was dumb to prod Gair like that, but I needed the time to figure out a way to send a text out and that required getting my hands on my phone and sending a text message when I couldn’t look at it.

	“I figured you’d put it together once you knew about the theft of the drug from his clinic.” Gair’s quiet voice held no malice, though he seemed determined enough, catching my eyes through the rearview when I turned toward the steering wheel. “Your phone, Ms. Fleming. Now.” He swiveled his hand toward Petunia, the gun now pointing at her. “I don’t want to hurt your dog, but I will, I promise you.”

	He had no idea he’d made his last mistake. Gair Aberstock could threaten me all he wanted, but no one turned a weapon on my pug and got away with it. The last person who tried was in prison forever. And this would end no differently.

	Sure, Fee. Keep telling yourself that.

	I tossed my phone over the seat to the back, along with the DNA test I’d just finished reading. “Your father seemed to suspect you weren’t who Diana said you were.”

	Gair flinched from it, but his hand didn’t waver as it turned back toward me. “I was surprised it took him this long,” he said, tone now flat and dead. “He must have suspected for years.”

	“You don’t look like an Aberstock,” I said. “You look like your mother.”

	“It’s the only reason they got away with it,” he said, clearing his throat, his face contorting his grieving reflection back to me. “If I’d been born looking at all like Chandler, it would have all been over.”

	“How long have you known Dr. Marcus is your father?” I needed to stall, find some way to alert a passerby, or wave down a guest next door. Something, anything. Except life carried on quietly on the street behind me, and no one showed at The Iris while Gair grunted softly, staring out the window at the inn.

	“Since I was a teenager,” he said. “No, I didn’t have proof or anything. It was just a feeling. And the way Martin treated me…” He didn’t even try to call him dad anymore. “Like I was a stranger, unwanted. Whereas Chandler always talked to me like I was important to him. When I found out about the affair, I made an educated guess.” His gaze tipped down to his lap and the paper there. “But I never had the courage to prove it.”

	“Why did Martin wait so long?” Why did it matter now? Because I really needed time to think, and this was all the time I had.

	“Who knows?” Gair exhaled deeply, the scent of his cologne in the warming car cloying as my pug began to pant from the sunlight heating the interior. “It doesn’t matter anymore, Ms. Fleming. He’s dead and I did it and I’m not sorry. Not even a little.”

	“I don’t understand why you’d murder the man who raised you,” I said, knowing I was prodding him but not sure what else to do. Maybe I could honk the horn? Or turn and jump on him? Both of which would earn me—and possibly Petunia—a bullet. No thanks. My luck sometimes got me out of trouble I managed to find myself in, but so far, not today. “And not the people who betrayed you.”

	Gair gurgled something and I watched him melt down a little, the gun wavering just enough I knew I’d hit a nerve. Did I dare push him further? “That wasn’t the plan,” he said, breathless and weeping. “I found the drugs in Chandler’s possession and thought, how perfect.” He barked a little laugh that had Petunia groaning in sympathy. “I was going to use it on both of them. I already knew Dad,” he choked on that word, “Martin changed his will and left everything to Uncle Lloyd. Cut her out completely. Never considered shifting the inheritance to me, not even for a second. Which meant he’d written me off entirely.” He wiped at his face with the sleeve of his shirt, words slurring a little. Was he drunk or just overwhelmed with emotion? If I was going to attack, I had to do so at the best possible time and hopefully in a way that didn’t put me, my pug or the poppyseed at risk. Honestly, that last reason held me back far longer than anything else could have.

	If something happened to the baby? I’d never forgive myself.

	“He was pissed when I told him I knew.” Gair laughed again, sharp and jagged, Petunia’s enthusiasm waning with his terrible attitude. She shifted in discomfort, buggy eyes meeting mine as she continued to pant, the heat making matters worse. “Hated it when I said his brother wasn’t the only one who couldn’t be a real dad.” Wow, that had to have hurt, though the agony in the man sitting behind me was more than enough for all of them, as far as I was concerned. “He told me he knew, hated me my whole life. Let me believe he was my dad so he could punish them both for the way he treated me. Used me as a pawn in their stupid, hateful game.” Gair punched the back of my seat, Petunia yipping in surprise, his eyes meeting mine again through the mirror. “If he’d sided with me, I’d have left him out of it. But he was so cruel, and I couldn’t. I just couldn’t anymore.”

	“So, you injected him with the beta-blocker,” I said.

	“I was going to hit Mom and Chandler both that night,” he said. “But using pills, not the injection. That I took from Chandler when I found it in his room. I figured I’d find a way to use it to my advantage if the pills didn’t kill them.” He shrugged. “The syringe was already loaded and ready and the extra vial in my pocket. But I lost my temper and now everything is ruined.” He exhaled deeply, shakily. “I tried to come up with a way to take care of them, too, to slip them the pills, but that Mallory and his officers were always around, you, your mother, the staff at The Iris. If only we’d been allowed to stay at the house, I could have ended everything.” So much frustration, so much fury and bitterness. Petunia finally let out a low hum of unhappiness, the barest growl, which seemed to snap Gair back to the present. “I saw you find him, you know. I was in the parking lot already. I knew about Sean Worster, overheard you talking and figured I could follow through on my setup to take the fall for one death, at least, even if it was the wrong one.” He coughed into his free fist, then ran that hand through his hair. “He left his car door unlocked. It was easy enough to hide the evidence under the floor mat.”

	“I take it you wore gloves.” Of course, he did. He was a trained medical professional. “Wait, was it you who sent the file to Sean Worster? You wanted him here, but not to kill your father.” I’d connected the wrong dots, hadn’t I?

	Gair grunted softly. “Funny, this was all supposed to happen in Seattle, not here. Worster, Mom and Chandler. Martin.” He stared at the gun in his lap. “I needed a distraction,” he said. “And someone else to blame, figured he was perfect and killing Mom and Chandler could be seen as retribution for his wife’s death.” Okay, I admit, that sounded plausible and clever if he could have pulled it off. “I found out about Angela Worster from working cold cases.” Yes, I’d put that much together during the conversation with Diana and Chandler a few minutes ago. “When I saw the name Aberstock I knew I had someone I could deflect blame to, albeit through mistaken identity. It would have been perfect, too, except this stupid trip to Reading.” He shook his head. “Worster was supposed to accuse Martin in Seattle when he came back, not track us here when I was dragged across the country.” Ah, interesting. “It would have worked if you hadn’t interfered.” He swore softly under his breath. “Everyone would have believed it was Worster. The man’s a menace. His abuse would have made him completely unbelievable despite his denials. And it was simple enough to research his use of beta blockers. I had some with me myself, his brand.”

	“But when you found some in Chandler’s luggage,” I went on for him.

	“How could I resist?” Gair sighed deeply, from the depths of him. “It was like the Universe wanted me to succeed even though my plan was screwed up. Worster showed up here, and Chandler had the same idea I did. Even if he or Mom were pinned with the murder, I would have been okay with it.” I just bet. “It’s all unraveling now. It was so perfect, even the coincidences, all the bits and pieces that seemed to fall into place. I should have stuck with my original plan, I guess.” All the anger seeming to drain out of him as he slumped back in the seat, pushing the page out of his lap to the floor, the gun hand resting on his thigh, but the muzzle pointed at the back of my seat when I leaned barely forward and tilted my head up to check. “They’ll know it’s me, now, thanks to you. I have to get out of Reading before it’s too late.”

	My phone rang. Gair jumped and let out a squeak and I felt my heart pound from the fear he might pull the trigger by accident. I reached out, one hand on my abdomen and the golden nugget and the other toward Petunia who leaned into my touch, drool dripping from her panting mouth, the heat almost overwhelming us both.

	I turned toward Gair. “I have to answer,” I said. “If I don’t, they’ll know something is wrong.” I nodded toward my phone lying face-up on the seat beside him, Crew’s face smiling back. “My husband. He’ll panic if I don’t answer.”

	Gair stared at my phone until the call went to voicemail. Then, he swabbed at his sweating face with one hand. “Turn the car on, now.”

	I did, if only for the AC. I cranked it, blasting cold air at myself and my pug who grumbled and stuck her nose against the vent, the chill not long in taking over. That was one problem solved, though the line of sweat trickling down my back wasn’t all from heat, was it?

	“I’m going to let Petunia out,” I said, leaning slowly toward her door. But something tapped my shoulder and when I turned to look, it was the muzzle of his gun.

	“Leave her,” Gair growled. “She’ll guarantee you behave. Now drive, Ms. Fleming. I won’t ask again.”

	I met my pug’s gaze, the fawn creature licking her chops and whining softly in distress, still trusting me implicitly regardless. I was with her, so what could possibly go wrong?

	“I’m sorry, sweet girl,” I whispered before putting the car into reverse and backing into the street.

	And drove off, heading for the edge of town with my heart racing and my mind fighting to find a plan to save us from the man with the gun I knew wouldn’t hesitate to shoot us both.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Three

	 

	“You do know Detective Mallory will have put this all together by now.” My hands ached where they grasped the steering wheel, entire body tense and anxiety ramping up the closer we came to town limits. Once we were on the mountain highway there were any number of small side roads I knew he could force me to take. Roads that led into the forest and wilderness where no one would find me or Petunia for a very long time, if ever. My only hope? My phone kept ringing and I knew without looking it was Crew calling. If he hadn’t already begun tracing my cell and putting the panicked word out, my name wasn’t Fiona Fleming.

	Gair tsked in irritation in the back seat. “Keep driving,” he muttered, his confession seeming to have wrung out his desire to speak.

	“You can just let me go,” I said. “You don’t have to hurt me or my dog. Let us off on the side of the road and take my car. I have credit cards, cash.” I had to get through to him. “Gair, they’ll be looking for me. If you kill us, you’ll never escape.”

	“Just shut up!” He bellowed that so suddenly I jumped, foot jamming on the gas pedal, Gair lurching forward to grab my ponytail in his free hand. I felt the cold muzzle of the gun press into my temple as my stomach coiled in terror. “Fine,” he snarled then. “Pull over. I’ll let you go.”

	I did as he told me, though when he guided me to turn down a thin, dirt path I knew better than to believe what he said. Still, I had to keep trying, refused to quit. That’s why when I pulled to a stop and put the car in park, I slowly reached into the center console and handed him my wallet.

	“Go ahead,” I said, “take it. There’s about two hundred in cash and they’ll track your credit cards before they track mine. If you hurry it’ll take me longer to get back to town than it does for you to make a getaway.”

	“Get out.” He let go of my hair and shoved against me. “Now.”

	“Petunia.” I patted my thigh, the pug hopping over to my lap. “Good girl.” I opened the driver’s door with a shaking hand, the pug’s leash slipping through my fingers, so I had to lunge for it, just catching the loop at the end.

	“Slowly!” Gair barked that command at me while a sob pressed hard against my lungs, hysteria building in a bubble in my chest. Petunia sat at my feet, waiting while I tried to stand, my knees wobbly from fear and adrenaline, though I finally managed to hoist myself upright and take a few hesitant and wavering steps across the dirt track and into the underbrush at the roadside. “Stop there.” I turned around, Petunia’s leash wrapping around my ankles while she looked up at me, shifting positions and wriggling in visible nervousness. “On your knees, Ms. Fleming.”

	“You said you’d let us go.” I couldn’t kneel. If I did, it was all over. I could see it in his eyes. The moment I touched the ground, he’d shoot me, and I’d be dead, Petunia would be dead, the lollipop… “Please, I’m pregnant. Don’t hurt my baby.” I unwound the leash from around my ankles, hoping to at least save Petunia. If he shot me first, she might run from the sound of the gun if she was free. I released the loop, ready to yell at her to go, when my words hit him like a punch to the gut.

	I knew it was the wrong thing to say the moment “pregnant” was out of my mouth. At “baby” his lips twisted, his already shadowed eyes taking on a maniacal hatred that I watched take him over as he shook the gun at me.

	“On your knees!”

	I couldn’t do it. “You’ll have to shoot me standing,” I said, chin rising.

	He took one long stride toward me and struck me hard across the mouth, the shock of the blow staggering me, the pain an explosion in my head flashing as a sunburst of light crossing my vision.

	Two things happened then. One I’d be forever grateful for and would always cherish close to my heart. And the other…

	The other I’d feel guilty over for the rest of my life.

	Because Petunia had still felt a measure of trust toward Gair despite her unease at my upset since he’d been so nice to her all along. But when he struck me, something shifted in her little pug mind and, like she had with Robert Carlisle, my darling, sweet girl made a decision about the man who’d attacked me and acted on it in the most pugcharacaristic and selfless way possible.

	She didn’t run, my darling girl. To the contrary. She leaped at him in a snarling rage, biting his gun hand as it lowered instinctively when he struck me, his alternate arm down to balance him from the strike. And, when she did, he cried out in shock, the gun dropping to the ground while he violently flung her away from him so hard that I heard her teeth tear his flesh, a line of blood floating momentarily in the air.

	Just before he lashed out with one foot and struck her hard in the chest, sending her flying backward into a tree as he clutched his bleeding hand to him.

	I felt the dull thud of the impact like it was my own body suffering the blow.

	“Petunia!” He was going to regret telling me to kneel as I hit the ground, hand scrabbling for the gun, finding it just before he threw himself at me. His shoulder caught mine and pushed me backward, Gair falling on top of me, one good hand trying to wrestle for the gun. I lashed out on purpose, striking his hurt hand with the butt, making him scream and fall back. The sound of a siren in the distance, closing fast, meant nothing as, panting and furious, I knelt on Gair’s chest with the gun in his face, teeth gritted together, finger on the trigger.

	“Tell me why I shouldn’t shoot you,” I snarled.

	He broke into tears, turning his face away. “Please,” he whispered. “Kill me.”

	Like I’d give him that satisfaction. I stumbled back from him, gun still held on him as a police car almost spun out at the end of the cutout lane, heading this way. Gair didn’t try to get up and he wasn’t my problem anymore as I tossed the gun aside as Brown and Williams scrambled out of the car, shouting for him to raise his hands.

	They didn’t exist for me, nor did Mallory, the detective’s voice carrying but making no sense as he and his minions did what they had to do.

	None of it mattered anymore. Not me, not the baby, not this warm, May late afternoon or the man being led away or the one who he’d killed. Nothing but the quiet, oh, so quiet and still form of the pudgy fawn pug stretched out on the damp earth, her triangle ears still, her brown eyes staring at nothing, that corkscrew tail silent and limp as I bent over the empty shell that had been my lovely Petunia and wept like I’d never be able to stop.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Four

	 

	I couldn’t remember the last time I wasn’t crying. It felt like I’d been an endless waterfall of tears that just kept coming and wouldn’t stop. The brief moments I did manage to pull myself together seemed inevitably fragile since it only took the barest memory to remind me of what I’d lost.

	Everything I did was a jarring prod, everything around me a painful trigger. The house was so quiet, so empty, the sound of her claws ticking on the hardwood floor a vague echo in my mind, no more grunting, meow-yawning or grumbling to listen to, nor the snorting, panting and snoring I’d come to accept as the background hum of my existence. The silence was the worst of all, and with every ticking moment, the pain of her passing only grew worse.

	I’d never get over her death. Never.

	Daisy let herself in as I huddled at the island, nursing a cup of coffee I hadn’t touched since Mom poured it for me two hours previous. They’d tracked me with my cell phone, the app Crew installed making it easy to find me. He’d called Mallory right away, his instinct something was wrong saying more about me and how things usually went in my investigations than I wanted to consider.

	Not that it mattered. I’d lost my girl and she wasn’t coming back and that was on me.

	All of this was made worse by the fact Crew had gotten stuck in Miami thanks to Nelson Delamonte, three more days than he’d intended to be. And while I know it wasn’t fair, I was hurt and furious he hadn’t been here for me. Completely irrational, of course, and hardly his fault and I knew he’d forgive me the emotional distress. If I ever told him.

	Which I hoped I never did.

	My best friend hugged me without a word before fetching the box beside the door. She and my parents had taken turns staying with me, and while I’d tried to gather Petunia’s things myself, to put all that was my sweet girl in that cardboard container, but I’d broken down into sobs when I touched the corner of her soft, plush bed and it had been left up to Mom and Dad to do the deed.

	Dad tried to comfort me with word from Dr. Miller, telling me poor Petunia didn’t suffer, at least. That the impact had killed her instantly and she wouldn’t have felt any pain. I wanted to believe it, though part of me wondered if it was just them trying to comfort me. Regardless, she was gone, and if she’d died without suffering, I’d have to accept that as a tiny blessing in the midst of all my grief.

	I almost fought the ones who loved me when they talked about taking her things away. I wanted to keep something of her, anything, but Mom and Dad had convinced me it would be better to let her go quickly and hopefully to the benefit of other dogs. Their idea to donate her things to the local shelter at least brought me some comfort, though I knew my broken heart would hold her there forever.

	God, it hurt so much, and I blamed myself for it.

	“I’ll take care of it,” Daisy whispered to me, kissing my cheek. “Crew said he’d be back within the hour, but I can stay if you want me to wait.” I shook my head, not able to muster an audible response. She hesitated, then sighed. “I’ll see you later, okay? Please tell me if I can do anything.”

	“You’re doing it.” I let her go, hearing voices in the foyer, fighting off a wash of anger anyone would bother me right now. Except it was Penny Keene who’d come calling, who sat next to me and hugged me and let me cry on her shoulder over my poor, sweet Petunia.

	When that wave finally passed, she handed me some tissues, dabbing at her own cheeks. “We all loved her.”

	I nodded. “What can I do for you?” I didn’t want to talk about it. Or the fact I was so, so guilty. Because if I really loved her, I wouldn’t have let anything happen to her. Instead, she saved my life as she had done before. Only this time, she paid the price of my nosiness.

	I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to forgive myself.

	“I wanted to let you know about the case,” Penny said. I almost asked her to go. I didn’t care about the case anymore, about anything. But instead, I shrugged as she went on, a bit brighter, forcefully cheerful. “Chandler Marcus is under arrest for theft from his own clinic, but Ro seems to think he’ll get off with a slap on the wrist.” Probably, since it was his clinic. It might have been used as a murder weapon, but not at his hand, and intent, while provable, was kind of moot now since they had the real killer.

	Huh. Maybe my mind needed the details as a distraction after all because the tears had stopped. I let Penny go on as I sighed into my cold coffee.

	“Gair pled guilty to murder and attempted murder,” she said then. “He’ll be charged here in Vermont and will likely get life.” Good riddance, the creep. And Martin Aberstock be damned. I wanted my dog back. “Sean Worster is being charged with Angela’s death, not to mention the three other women who have come forward and accused him of abuse. Dr. Aberstock’s been cleared in the woman’s death yet again.” At least there was that much. The poor Aberstocks had been through hell and back. Hopefully, now they’d be able to put it all behind them. “I hear Diana is contesting the will, but I doubt she’ll have much luck.”

	“Knowing Lloyd, he’ll take pity on her.” I sighed deeply, sitting up a little straighter, meeting Penny’s eyes. “Thanks for letting me know. I’m sorry I’m not myself right now.” More tears. Yup. “How’s Mallory?”

	“Very sorry this all happened.” She bowed her head. “Things are good between us, though. Really good. So, thank you, for everything.”

	“And the board? Are things okay with your license?” I heard a car pull up and knew who it had to be. The front door slammed open a moment later as Penny responded, his heavy footfalls hurrying toward us.

	“I’m all clear,” she said quickly. “We’ll talk later. When you’re better.” Penny rose then and hugged me hard before turning and moving past the tall, dark and handsome man who rushed for me, engulfing me in his arms where all was forgiven in another sobbing jag that left me weak and trembling.

	“Fee,” Crew whispered to me as he lifted me and carried me to the sofa in the back living room, holding me in his lap and hugging me while I cried on his shoulder. “Fee, sweetheart, I’m so sorry.” I leaned back, watched tears track down his stubbled cheeks, kissed him and hugged him around the neck again, the two of us crying for our lost girl. “Poor Petunia.”

	My poor, sweet, darling pug. She deserved so much better.

	 

	***

	 




Chapter Twenty Five

	 

	I sat at the dining room table at The Iris, listening to the quiet chatter around me, friends and family joining us for a home-cooked meal. I honestly felt barely there, replaying the moment over and over in my head and unable to stop it, seeing Gair Aberstock’s foot lash out after Petunia’s gallant attempt to rescue me ended in her death. It wasn’t until everyone was seated around me that I finally looked up and realized it wasn’t just Mom, Dad, Crew and Daisy at the table.

	“Where did all of you come from?” I wiped at my tears, trying to smile at the Aberstocks, Jill and Liz, Kit and Penny Keene, not a dry eye in the place as they all murmured their condolences.

	“We all loved her, Fee,” Mom said, squeezing my hand. “There’s been a Petunia in our lives for a very long time. But she was very special, our Lady the Fourth. And we all wanted the chance to tell you how much she meant to us.”

	“The slobber,” Liz said with a soft smile. “And the shedding.”

	“And the farts,” Kit eye-rolled while everyone laughed. “Epic Petunia farts.”

	“She loved strawberries so much,” Crew said, holding my hand, “I thought she’d take my fingers off every time I fed her one.”

	“Fee, do you remember the Poop Patrol?” Daisy let out a giggle that I echoed in surprise. “The old ladies who left terrible reviews about her using the back garden?”

	I choked on that hilarious memory while Dad spoke up.

	“Mom loved her pugs so much,” he said. “She always told me Lady Fourth would be her last.” He let out a soft sound of distress, my stoic and strong-willed father wiping at his eyes as his lower lip trembled. “You took such great care of her, Fee. Mom would have been so proud.” He excused himself while Mom rose to go after him but sank into her seat when he waved her off.

	“Oh, Fee,” Mom said. “Whatever will we do without her?” And burst into tears herself.

	Yeah, so dinner was a bit of a dramafest, but by the time Dad sat down again, the Petunia stories had started up once more and didn’t stop for over an hour. There was even a lovely letter from Olivia, and one from Vivian French. From my pug’s slobbery, snorty, farty chubbiness to her adorable kind nature and the way she’d become the queen of Reading, by the time we saluted her over the cupcakes Mom decorated to look like her, I was feeling better. I still ached from her loss, still blamed myself for not protecting her, but at least wasn’t quite so buried under my grief and darkness.

	I hugged everyone goodnight, grateful for them and their love, heading out after a hard squeeze from Dad I returned just as tightly.

	“I love you, kid,” he said.

	“I love you, too.” I hugged Mom in turn and then it was time to go home.

	To move on. Or try to, at least.

	I was so tired by the time we walked through the front door I went right upstairs and changed for bed, but it was clear that sleep wasn’t forthcoming. Crew curled up next to me and, rather than disturb him after he rolled over, my weary husband breathing deep and even, I went downstairs and wandered the house, looking around the quiet spaces, remembering the sweet pug I would always love.

	Someone knocked on the door, surprising me since it was after midnight. But when I opened it, tucking my robe around me, I wasn’t upset by the intrusion. Dr. Lloyd Aberstock nodded to me with a kindly expression, opening his arms to me.

	I hugged him immediately, my Dr. Aberstock whispering kindnesses and things I barely caught in my ear, finally letting me go after a long time. He took a step back and nodded while clearing his throat in visible discomfort. I closed the door behind me, standing on the porch to keep from waking Crew, the kindly man who’d cared for me from the moment I was born coughing one more time before speaking.

	“I’m sorry to intrude,” he said. “I decided to take a walk. I couldn’t sleep. Saw your light on.”

	“I’m not sleeping much either,” I said, gestured for him to sit. He did, joining me on the porch swing, the two of us quietly companionable for a long time, just rocking and looking out into the quiet night. Before I broke the silence with a wince. “I just realized I don’t think I told you how sorry I was for your loss.”

	He patted my knee gently with a soft, shaking exhale. “I left my brother behind a long time ago,” he said. “When he took Diana from me. Or, when I allowed him to.” He shook his head, overhead light reflecting in his white beard and hair. “You and Crew, your parents, Fee, everyone in Reading, you are my family. More than I could ever have wanted or hoped for. I’m a different man now because of all of you, and I’m so grateful.”

	I leaned into him, feeling his arm settle around my shoulders. “I want you to deliver Baby Fleming.”

	Dr. Aberstock started, looked down at me with wide eyes, blinking tears. “Fiona, I’m… don’t you think a gynecologist?” I was almost hurt until I saw the hope shining in his eyes.

	“You delivered me,” I said. “I want you to do the same for my child. If you would.”

	He beamed at me. “Well, who else would I trust to do it.” He laughed then, and I laughed, too, surprising myself as the clenched fist around my heart let go of its deathly grasp just enough that I could breathe again. Not healed, not yet. But perhaps it would happen, after all, even if I carried the guilt of her loss for the rest of my life. “Though, it’s been a long time since these hands handled life and not death.”

	“You haven’t been out of the GP game that long,” I said. “Besides, I can’t imagine anyone else.”

	“Thank you, Fee.” He kissed my forehead before sighing deeply. “I suppose I should go home. You know, I think I might actually be able to sleep now.”

	I waved as he strolled off, whistling to himself, and, smiling too despite everything, went back inside. But I couldn’t bring myself to go to bed just yet. Instead, I found myself in my office, sitting behind my desk, where my foot hit something soft. I bent and retrieved the small, pink ball Petunia loved to chase, cradling it in my hand before setting it on my desk, next to the photo of me and Crew from our wedding with her sitting on my train in her tutu and bow.

	I’d tossed my briefcase on my desk and the top had come open, spilling the contents out on the blotter. A familiar letter had me hesitate before I slipped it from the pile that had scattered there and reread the address before opening it once more and reading the lines Rose Norton sent to me.

	Hello, Fee. I have information for you. But if you want it, you’ll have to come to see me in person. Trust me, you want to hear what I have to say. Give my love to Daisy, won’t you? The three of us send our regards. Rose.

	I contemplated it a long time. Before turning to my waste basket and shredding it one small piece at a time until there was a neat pile of jagged scraps I then carried to the compost in the kitchen and buried under a layer of carrot peelings.

	“In the trash,” I whispered, “where it belongs. Right, Petunia?” I turned, caught myself. Sobbed once, quietly, into my hands. How often had I carried on a conversation between us this way? No more and never again.

	So hard to believe. She’d saved me, the silly pug. It had been just the two of us for so long, before Crew and I decided to love one another. Petunia had given me a reason to care about someone when I’d struggled on my return to Reading. She’d been my shadow, my constant companion and I hadn’t realized until she was gone just how deeply she’d touched my life.

	“No wonder Grandmother Iris loved you,” I whispered.

	I went to bed at last, exhausted and still hurting but resigned to the fact things would be better eventually. As I tucked into Crew and hugged him from behind, I closed my eyes, sending out a silent prayer.

	My dear, darling Petunia, I thought. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. I love you and I miss you so much. I hope you’re okay, wherever you are.

	And, on the edge of sleep, while my body hovered between waking and dreaming, I was positive I felt her settle into the crook of my legs with a happy groan and a lip smack of satisfaction, in her favorite place with her favorite people, watching over us and never gone, not really.

	That night, I had the best sleep of my life.

	Thanks, Petunia.

	 

	Looking for more Fleming Investigations?

	Fireworks, Family Feuds and Death is coming soon!

	 

	***

	



	



Author Notes

	 

	My very dear reader:

	 

	I’m so very sorry while I write this note, as I have been all along since Fee told me what was coming. I cried my heart out writing the last few chapters of this book, along with Fee. I recently lost two of my gorgeous cats to cancer, both of whom passed on the same day, in peace and love here in my home, but it doesn’t help, does it? We are their caretakers, their family, and no matter how carefully or kindly when we are forced to choose their end has come, it’s heartbreaking.

	So, please know despite my attempts to change her mind, to alter the course of the story, the simple fact remains that, for Fee, this is how things unfolded. This is her truth, as hard a thing as that is to accept. And, as in all things Fiona Fleming, who am I to tell her otherwise?

	I still tried. But you know who won, now, tears and all.

	I already miss the farting, snorting, adorably caring Petunia, far more than I can say. As a loving furmom to two pugs of my own, they have been endlessly endearing and always there for me when I needed comfort and support through all the changes in my life. It’s been a long road for darling Lady Petunia the Forth and while she’s passed on, her memory will live forever in the pages of Fiona’s books.

	If you’ve lost a pet recently, or have one you still long for, my deepest condolences. They bring us such joy and only ever ask for love in return for all the delight they bring us. Please forgive me for giving in to Fee’s decision to stay true to her story. It’s never easy, having to say goodbye. It’s been far harder for me than I could have anticipated and I’m not sure what we’re going to do without her.

	For now, I’m heading off to Wallace, Maine, to visit with Persephone Pringle for a few books, but I have another Fee novella coming this fall (Birthday Wishes and Murder falls between Bed and Breakfast and Murder and Chocolate Hearts and Murder, so it will be fun to go back so close to the beginning where our dear Miss Petunia waits) as well as the last three books in the Fleming Investigations Cozy Mysteries. Stay tuned for preorder links for Fireworks, Family Feuds and Murder, coming in August.

	Please stay safe and healthy out there.

	Best,

	Patti

	 

	



	




About the Author

	 

	Everything you need to know about me is in this one statement: I’ve wanted to be a writer since I was a little girl, and now I’m doing it. How cool is that, being able to follow your dream and make it reality? I’ve tried everything from university to college, graduating the second with a journalism diploma (I sucked at telling real stories), am an enthusiastic member of an all-girl improv troupe (if you’ve never tried it, I highly recommend making things up as you go along as often as possible) and I get to teach and perform with an amazing group of women I adore. I’ve even been in a Celtic girl band (some of our stuff is on YouTube!) and was an independent filmmaker (go check out the Lovely Witches Club at https://lovelywitchesclub.com). My life has been one creative thing after another—all leading me here, to writing books for a living. 

	Now with multiple series in happy publication, I live on beautiful and magical Prince Edward Island (I know you’ve heard of Anne of Green Gables) with my multitude of pets. 

	I love-love-love hearing from you! You can reach me (and I promise I’ll message back) at patti@pattilarsen.com. And if you’re eager for your next dose of Patti Larsen books (usually about one release a month) come join my mailing list! All the best up and coming, giveaways, contests and, of course, my observations on the world (aren’t you just dying to know what I think about everything?) all in one place: https://bit.ly/PattiLarsenEmail.

	Last—but not least!—I hope you enjoyed what you read! Your happiness is my happiness. And I’d love to hear just what you thought. A review where you found this book would mean the world to me—reviews feed writers more than you will ever know. So, loved it (or not so much), your honest review would make my day. Thank you!
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	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



