Murderous Relations
by Anna Drake
Smashwords Edition
Copyright© 2009
This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.
Chapter 1
There's nothing like climbing the steps of a darkened house with a cold moon overhead and a gale nipping one's nose and cheeks to make one shiver. And on this frigid, December night, I was shivering.
With Aunt Ruth's key gripped in my naked hand and the metal turning colder with each passing moment, I made my way to Aunt Ruth's front door.
I was on a mission of mercy. Mom needed some photos Aunt Ruth had of a mutual friend. Mother was assembling a montage for the said friend's birthday. Would I mind picking up the photos on my way to Mom's house for Christmas break?
Well,of course not.
If I arrived too late, Ruth would put the photos in a large envelope on one of the hall tables, after which she'd take herself off to bed. I was to let myself in and help myself to the package.
So here I stood at nearly midnight, on the front porch of my aunt's home in Wyndale―a tiny, speck of a town at the western edge of Illinois―with not a clue of the approaching disaster.
Such can sometimes be the fate of daughters.
Undeterred, I pulled my coat more tightly about myself. Then I leaned forward to shove the key into the lockand failed. The latch key clattered to the porch floor. I stooped over and scooped it up, grateful for the moonlight bathing everything around me in an icy, whitish hue. At least I could locate the key by the moon's frigid glow.
Stubbornly, I bit my lip and tried again. This time the key slipped in, and the lock gave way. I breathed a sigh of relief and offered up a prayer of thanksgiving. It had been a long day.
Still shivering, I swung wide the front door and stepped inside the house. A welcome blast of warm air washed over me. In the distance I heard the comforting hum of the ancient furnace. But I also noticed an odd smell, like something gone off. Uneasily, I turned sideways, reached out, and flipped on the overhead light. Then, I stood there a moment, trying to make sense of the scene before me.
My aunt's matching mahogany tables, normally lined up along the wall, now lay overturned on the floor. Her antique china vases, which usually adorned those tables, now lay in shards upon the hall floor.
But in the middle of all this, in that horrid spot on which my gaze was now locked, lay Aunt Ruth's twisted and motionless body.
I pulled a deep, shuddering breath; then I screamed
Aunt Ruth had been murdered. The thought bounded and bounded about in my mind.
Who would want to kill this wonderful woman?
At last, when I was able again to breathe normally and to think rationally, I pulled my cell phone from my coat pocket and summoned the police.
* * *
About an hour later, in the warmth of Mom's kitchen, she, and I, and two Porter County Sheriff's detectives took our places around her large, old pine table.
I'd spent nearly an hour with police at Ruth's place, sitting off by myself in the back of a squad car. I'd watched uselessly as a press of police types had prowled Ruth's grounds and gone into and out of her house. At last, released to come to Mom's house, I'd done so with two detectives trailing behind me.
Now, my attention fell to Adam Devine, the apparent lead detective of the pair, who sat immediately opposite me. He was a tall man, maybe in his middle thirties, squarely built, wearing a dark sports coat across wide shoulders. A five o'clock shadow dotted his chiseled chin. At a different time, and under different circumstances, I would almost have called him handsome.
But I was more concerned on this night that he be a capable man. More than anything, I wanted my aunt's killer caught.
This is the report Deputy Jakes made when he responded to your 911 call, Devine said. I'd like to go over these comments of yours. I'd like you to double-check their accuracy with me.
Of course.
Good. His dark eyes openly studied me for a long moment before he cleared his throat and shifted his gaze back to the paper laid out on the table before him.
Involuntarily, my glance slid to Mother's snow globe. It sat on her red hutch in the near corner of the kitchen. The glass ball contained a quaint village scene and was identical to one Ruth had displayed on one of her hallway tables. But when I'd last seen my aunt's, it had been lying next to her lifeless body.
I shivered, again.
The report says you're Jessica Chase, 28, of Chicago, Devine said, dragging my thoughts back to the present.
Yes, that's all correct.
You teach English composition at a private college up there and are the only child of Harriet Chase, 56, of Wyndale? He looked up at me.
I nodded.
He studied me a moment, before pulling his gaze back to the report. And the victim is Ruth Wyndom, 58 lifelong resident of Wyndale. She was employed as a librarian at Crayworth College?
Yes.
She was unmarried?
I nodded.
You're single, too?
Yes.
He underlined a couple of words on the report.
Beside him, his partner, Carl Sturn, scribbled my answers into a small notebook. Sturn was a narrowly built man, probably in his late twenties, with a long face and pointed chin. He, too had dark eyes, but they carried with them an uncomfortable nature, something both penetrating and judgmental.
Can either of you think of anyone who would have wanted this woman dead? Devine asked.
Round eyed, Mom shook her head. No one could have hated Ruth that much. It must have been a stranger. Everyone who knew Ruth loved her.
I appreciate your feelings, Devine said. But there aren't any signs of forced entry to back them up. Nothing was taken. Her TV's still there. So is her computer. Her jewelry case was untouched. We think she knew her killer. It's probable that she let the murderer into her home. If not, then the killer must have had a key.
Mom's face collapsed into fresh grief. I wrapped my arms about her and pulled her toward me.
I don't mean to be cruel, here, Devine hastily added. But you need to understand this. There is a killer on the loose. We need your help, your information, to help track this murderer down. Okay?
Wordlessly, Mom and I nodded.
So if anything occurs to you, call us. It doesn't have to be something big. Sometimes it's the littlest, oddest thing that can pull a case together. Don't worry about its importance, just call us. Give us the information. Let us sort it out. Understand?
Mom and I nodded, again.
Devine refolded my original report and slid it into his breast pocket; then he sat a moment studying us quietly.
What I'm coming to now won't be comfortable for you. But I assure you, it is strictly routine. Everybody has to be checked. I need to know your movements today . . . where you went, what you did. You won't be the only people to face our questions. So don't take them personally. It's our job.
Mom looked at him in disbelief. Are you asking us for an alibi?
That's part of it, yes. But it's not all there is to it. Do you want to begin? he asked, looking at Mom.
Her face drained of color. I was here. I've been here all day, cleaning and preparing things, getting ready for Jessica's visit and for Christmas. One of my friends has a birthday coming up. I spent some of my time working on her present. Then I did some Christmas baking.
Alone?
Yes, well, except for a brief while this afternoon. Sarah Clark, a neighbor, came over for coffee.
What time was that?
Mom's brows drew together. I don't know. About four, I'd guess.
Devine nodded, while his partner scratched the time into his notebook.
Mom and I exchanged worried glances. This was not going as I'd expected it to. We were the victims in some sense. We'd lost a loved one. What was this?
What time did your visitor leave? Devine asked.
Sarah was here maybe an hour.
And you went no place?
No. Not today.
And you, the detective shifted hi gaze my way, you had a key to your aunt's house with you tonight. Was that normal for you?
Mom blinked and straightened. Officer, Jessica's bounced back and forth between Ruth's house and mine all her life. She has always carried a key to Ruth's place. It's just the way we've always been.
Okay, Devine answered.
Jessica only stopped at Ruth's home tonight as a favor to me, Mom added.
Yes. She told us that.
Aunt Ruth was dead when I found her, I said, blinking back tears. I'd never forget the terrifying sight of my aunt's lifeless body.
We know that. Devine answered. The coroner thinks your aunt was killed long before you got here. That's not an issue.
I slumped in my seat. I hadn't known when Ruth had died. Did that mean that if I'd come down earlier, Ruth might still be alive? I nearly swayed under the impact of that thought.
The coroner, Devine said, will have a better estimate of the time of death after the autopsy, but for now, please, fill us in on your day. We know you arrived later than you'd planned. Let's start there. What happened to delay you?
So I told him about the traffic jam on my way out of Chicago. And I filled him in on the sleet and slick roads I'd encountered halfway to Wyndale.
Under normal circumstances, the drive would take you, what, about four hours? Devine asked.
Yes, about that. Maybe a little longer. I don't know. I've never timed myself.
Okay, so you got out of Chicago at what . . . around seven or eight?
My gaze flew to the digital display on Mom's microwave. It read just after one.
Yes, probably around that. Sorry, but by the time I finally got on the road, I didn't think to check the clock. Why would I? But with all the delays figured in that sounds about right.
And you'd hoped to start out when
Around three this afternoon. Even earlier if I could have managed it.
Why did you leave your departure until so late in the day?
I had to give a final exam this morning. It's the end of the semester. It's a busy time at a college.
What time did the final start?
At eight o'clock.
And what did you do after that?
I took the essays home and graded them. But the grading used up more time than I'd planned.
Why was that?
I was tired. Halfway through I gave in and took a nap.
And why were you tired?
None of your business, I thought. But I answered, There's lots of pressure at the end of the semester. I hadn't slept well the past several nights.
Not quite the truth, perhaps, but even with that it was still more information than he needed to know.
So apart from your aunt and your mother, was anyone else aware of your intention to stop at your aunt's place tonight?
Not from me. Whether Aunt Ruth had mentioned it to anyone, I don't know.
My eyes burned from the long drive. My head throbbed from the tension of the last hour. My energy level had plunged as well. I felt I was coming to the end of my patience. I worried that I might say or do something stupid, something that might increase this detective's suspicion of me.
But luckily for me, at that moment, Devine turned his questions back to Mom. Who were the important people in your sister's life?
there was her tenant farmer, Dwight Akers, and her attorney, Julius Trent. They were active in my sister's business affairs. Then, there were the people who worked with her at the college.
Mom rattled of a list of names. Sturn scribbled them down in his notebook.
What about the man in her life? Devine asked. You haven't mentioned anything about him yet.
Are you asking me about a lover? Mom asked, blinking.
Devine nodded.
Mom shook her head. Ruth wasn't involved with a man.
You're sure about that? Devine asked, doubt clearly resonating in his voice.
Mom stared at the detective for a moment as though he were somehow feeble minded. Yes, I'm sure. There hadn't been a lover in Ruth's life for years, or, probably, more like decades.
Again, I ask you if you're certain about that?
Sir, my sister lived an open, respectable life. Had she been involved with a man, she would have shared that information with me.
And you? Devine turned my way.
Did I know about a lover? Absolutely not. That's not the Aunt Ruth that I knew.
Devine shared a glance with his fellow detective. Somehow, I wondered if they knew something about Aunt Ruth which Mom and I didn't. The look passing between them seemed to tell me that they did.
Of all those names you've given me, Devine asked, who would you say was her best friend?
Betsey Fielding, Mom and I immediately responded nearly in unison.
And was everything okay between them? No shifts in patterns? No falling out?
Mom pulled a puzzled look for a moment, then said, I'm not sure she'd mentioned Betsey's name quite as often in recent days.
Betsey's in London, I said, crossing my arms over my chest. She could hardly have strangled anyone from there.
Devine shot me a murderous glance, which I returned without flinching.
Looking back down at his notes, the detective asked, The addresses and phone numbers you've given me for home and work are both current, right?
I assured him they were. Then, appearing to have come to his end of questions, he and his partner gathered their coats and scarves, made their farewells, and headed for the door.
As much as I wanted them to solve Aunt Ruth's murder, I couldn't believe how relieved I felt at their departure. I also wondered what the coming days held in store for Mom and me. More of this?
Chapter 2
As bad as the discovery of dear Aunt Ruth's body had been, the next day brought with it a renewed and deepening sense of sorrow. It was a busy day, filled with our friends and Aunt Ruth's friends and even neighbors who were not at all close. They all called at Mom's house, in a show of support for us in our loss and as an expression of respect for dear, dear Aunt Ruth.
Now, late in the day, the bell pealed again; I made my way to the front door.
I'll never know why his appearance surprised me that day. More the wonder, I thought, how I could have not noticed his absence before this?
The man in question was Tom Briggate, tall and handsome with dark hair tweaked with gray, and with a frame to be envied by men half his age. He'd been Aunt Ruth's immediate supervisor at Crayworth College and was among her oldest and dearest friends.
He came forward, wrapping me in his arms and telling me of his great sorrow over his loss and comforting me over mine. Eventually, I stepped back, blinking back tears, and maintaining my grasp of his hand. I'd always thought him an exceptional man.
"Thank you for coming."
"I'd have been here earlier except for the police."
"They've been at you already?"
He nodded. "Full of questions. Went on forever. Still, if anything I can tell them will help track this killer down, I won't complain."
I know the feeling.
A cough came from behind Tom. He stood aside, introducing a gentleman I'd not seen before: "This is Franklin Sastbury."
"Good afternoon," the man said, stepping around Briggate. "I'm new to the college. I came in when Jessop, you know in English, had his heart attack this fall. I didn't know your aunt for very long, but when I heard Tom was coming today, I told I wanted to come with him. You cannot know how much I admired her."
"Thank you. I appreciate that."
I was surprised by the man and his professed admiration for Ruth. She'd never mentioned him, and I wondered if the high regard were mutual?
He pressed on, "If there's anything I can do, don't hesitate to call me. I mean that."
If I had to describe the man in one word, it might be smarmy. He appeared of a theatrical bent, with a mane of flowing white hair, a stylishly cut dark blue suit with a yellow-striped cravat for a tie.
He was followed up by Melanie Doyle, Tom's personal assistant and nearly constant companion.
"I can't tell you how awful I feel," she said, gripping my hand. "Your aunt was just simply the best."
"That's kind of you, Melanie."
"And I have these keys of hers I wanted to get back to you." She dangled the a shiny, knew-looking set in her hand. "Ruth had them made for me to keep for her one day after she'd misplaced hers someplace on campus. I thought they should come back to you or your mom, either one. And gosh knows I don't want to hang onto them. Not now."
'"Thank you." I reached out and grasped the set, making a mental note to pass them on to Mom.
As we made our way down hall to the living room, Tom walked beside me, his head close to mine. "I'll be out of town the next several days. I feel badly about that. I don't like leaving you or your mother alone at a time like this."
"We'll be okay," I answered. I didn't want him worrying over us.
"I'll call you. Next week," he said giving my elbow a slight squeeze. "We'll have lunch."
"I'll look forward to that."
Mom rose from the couch the moment she saw Tom, fresh tears springing into her eyes..
I excused myself from the group and headed to the dining room to make myself useful. Well meaning neighbors and friends had nearly inundated us with platters of food. It was time I put most it away. I doubted many more people would show up this late in the day.
I carted the dishes off to the kitchen, making several trips between the two rooms. The refrigerator was nearly stuffed full when I finished.
The phone rang. I reached out and picked up the receiver. "Hello."
"I hope this isn't a bad time." It was male voice, belonging to one Jason Montquist, the man I'd thought I'd one day marry. Instead, he was now what I suppose I should call my "ex."
"I've just learned of Ruth's death. I wanted you to know that I am sorry. I liked her. She was a lovely and special woman."
I thanked him, surprised by his consideration and managing to keep my thoughts on his treatment of me to myself.
"But how did you hear about Ruth's death?"
"The police called me."
"You?"
"Yes. They wanted to know how you and your aunt got along, among other things."
"They've checked up with you . . . about me?"
"Yes. But I'd say it's a split decision. l told them that you and your aunt were extremely fond of each other."
"Thank you for that then."
"You're welcome."
"But I couldn't help you out when they asked about your movements yesterday. I had to explain to them that I wouldn't know, that I'd moved out of our apartment three days ago."
I took a deep breath and held it. No help for it. Jason's absence was just the way things were. And it was the way things would be from now on, I silently reminded myself.
"Jess?"
"Yes. I'm here. I was wondering, I guess, how they found out about you?"
"Probably from someone from your work. We weren't exactly a secret."
They've called people at my work already?
I'd say so.
I could barely believe it.
"Jessica, can I give you bit of advice?" Jason continued.
"Okay." I closed my eyes, wondering what was coming next.
"You might want to talk to an attorney."
"An attorney? Me? What for?" I asked, my eyes now wide open.
He paused for a moment, then said, "Reading between the lines with that detective, I'd say the police are looking at you as a serious suspect in your aunt's death."
I felt my knees buckle. I sank into the nearest chair. Jason was an attorney. He knew police. He knew how their minds worked. If he said I was a suspect, I probably was.
"But that's insane," I protested.
"Well, life isn't fair or logical, is it, Jess?"
I issued a small, humorless laugh. It's what . . . like you, then?
Look, we might have parted ways, but I don't like to think of you tangling with the police. Okay? You can take my advice for whatever you think it's worth, but if I were you, I'd be careful.
"Yes, okay, I will be."
I hung up the phone and bit back an urge to scream at the injustice of this. How could two policemen be so riveted on me in their investigation of Aunt Ruth's death? What could I have done to deserve their attention?
***
But time moved past me. There were funeral arrangements, and more condolences, and other unexpected obligations, and somehow I found it difficult to worry about me. Plus, on some level I found my being a murder suspect too improbable to believe. They'd come to their senses. They'd back off. All I really needed to do was to give it time to work itself out.
So I didn't learn why Devine liked me for murder until after Aunt Ruth's funeral.
Mom and I were preparing to leave the basement of the Wyndale Methodist Church, where we'd hosted a light meal for those who'd attended the service.
Around us, church women were clearing up dishes and napkins and stripping the long tables of their white-paper coverings. Then Julius Trent, a massive man, shambled up beside us and said, "Ladies, we need to have ourselves a little talk."
Without waiting for a reply from us, he turned and walked toward a small corner room carved out of the otherwise open basement by a partitioning wall. He swung open the office door, stepped into the room, and motioned for us to join him.
The space must have been used by various church groups as a place for their leaders to organize activities. A poster on one wall extolled the advantages of belonging to the youth group. Another hand-painted sign announced that this summer's Bible classes would start June 16th. A small metal desk, some chairs, a stack of shelves with a miscellaneous collection of files and books, and a file cabinet completed the rest of the room.
Trent pointed to two metal folding chairs before the desk. Mom and I obligingly took our places.
Trent took up his place behind it. He was about Ruth's age, with sagging jowls, a broad, deeply lined face, and hair more gray than brown. He wore a shapeless brown suit, snappy yellow suspenders, and a crisp, perky, red bow tie. I'd known him for years as Aunt Ruth's attorney.
"I'm sorry to come at you two ladies like this," he said, "but as you know, Harriet, I have a trial starting tomorrow. I'll be seriously tied up with that, possibly for weeks. I appreciate your agreeing to this meeting. It saves me time, and I need it. But this needs doing, too. The sooner the better, quite frankly. So here I am."
I looked at Mom. She was nodding. I guessed she'd known this was coming. I wondered why she couldn't have taken the time to share that information me.
"I have here," Trent said, laying his hands atop a pile of papers which he'd fished from his briefcase, "the last will and testament of Ruth Wyndom. As you know, she'd been my client for all of her adult life. In fact, she was one of the first through my door after I'd hung out my shingle here,."
His dark eyes settled on me. "I considered her more than a mere client. She was also a friend."
He fell silent. I had an uncomfortable moment, wondering if he, too, had doubts about my innocence in all this.
"Anyway," he said. "I don't see any need to beat around the bush about this. Reading through this one word at a time would come to the same thing as if I tell you straight out: the estate comes, in its entirety, to you, Jessica."
Was there a tinge of displeasure in his glance?
I couldn't imagine why.
"Harriet," Trent continued, with all of what Ruth had earned over the years, and the substantial inheritance you and she shared from your grandfather, combined with her many successful investments, all overseen by me, Ruth's total estate is considerable."
His gaze swung back to me. "Young lady, after this will clears probate, you are going to be a very rich woman."
Rich? Me? My mind raced. My blood pounded. No wonder Devine liked me for the killer. Who benefits? Isn't that one of the questions that police ask? Talk about a motive.
How unfair. I'd never known. I'd never suspected. Aunt's Ruth's death had seemed decades away. The thought of what she had or who would inherit never occurred to me. I guess if asked, I would have assumed her money would go to some worthy cause or other. But I'd never dreamed it would come to me.
And how, I wondered, could I defend myself against something as overwhelming as being the heiress of a 'significant estate?'
I glanced at Mom. She'd been an heiress, too? Back when her grandfather had died?I wanted answers. From my perspective, she had some explaining to do.
Chapter 3
"It's a small town, Jess," Mom said, as she later sat at her kitchen table.
"And what does that mean?" I asked.
Mom fiddled with the napkin holder on the table before her. Jess, there are people living here, a couple anyway, who could buy and sell Ruth and me out a couple times over. But you'd never know it by how they live, dear. You don't flaunt your wealth in a small town."
She smiled wanly. "Oh, people know that you're well heeled, that you're far better off than they are. But they respect you more when you live as they do. It's the same thing where you live . . . up in Chicago. It's just it's done the other way 'round there. Even people who can't afford it seem to feel the need to put on airs."
"Okay. I get that. But, on another level this isn't about the money. It really isn't. It's about honesty. It's about your being up front with me."
"Have you ever lacked for anything, Jessica?" Her brows drew together in irritation. "Good clothes? Good food? A warm, dry bed?"
"No. But I've still got college loans eating up a good chunk of my monthly pay check. I've still got a pair of shoes in my closet on which I must have put five thousand miles delivering food. I waited tables all my way through college, as you know."
And what I didn't add is that until this moment, money, and my lack of it, had made up a good portion of my worries over my immediate future.
When I married your dad," Mom pressed on, "I thought I had it made. I'd had two losers by then. Two marriages that had ended up on the rocks. But I thought your dad was different. Well, he was, and he wasn't. He didn't divorce me. He just walked out."
I rolled my eyes. Back to Dad again.
"It's no joke, Jess. I thought I would die. I was a shambles. My mom and dad held it against me. They said it was all my fault. They'd spoiled me. They wouldn't raise a hand to help me, not after three failures . . . or at least what they saw as failures."
I opened my mouth to speak.
Mom waved my effort aside and charged on, "When, Grandpa Wyndom died, leaving everything he had to Ruth and me, it was like a miracle. Don't misunderstand me. I deeply regretted his death. I simply adored that old man. But that inheritance he left me, literally, saved you and me."
She leaned back in her chair, her chin quivering. "I vowed, there and then, even awash in my new-found wealth, that I'd never spoil you. You'd never go through what I did. You'd grow up independent, learning to stand on your own two feet, knowing, from the get go, how to take care of yourself."
She grabbed a deep breath before adding, "I've waited tables, too, young lady. Only I didn't do it for pin money to get me through college. We ate, and we lived off what I made."
I felt a blush rise to my cheeks and decided I'd earned my measure of shame. Who was I to judge Mom? Who knew what kind of mother I'd be or what kind of choices I'd make for my child's sake? 'Walk a mile in my moccasins,' I thought.
"I'm sorry, Mom." I rose from my chair and made my way around the table. Upon reaching her, I leaned down and wrapped my arms about her slender shoulders. On some level I was still angry, but Ruth's loss was too fresh to let this divide us. "This just came as a shock. That's all."
But what I found truly troubling, what I found impossible to shareeven with Momwas the motive all of this gave me for murder.
Chapter 4
The next morning, I descended from my bedroom to find our kitchen dark and deserted. A cold, all-day rain had settled in on the town.
A note on the table reminded me that Mother had gone to Plainville, a town about sixty miles from Wyndale. She had a board meeting there for one of her clubs. It was a regional session. One she did not feel she could miss.
I worked my way through the kitchen putting together a small breakfast. Then while the coffee brewed and the toast cooked, I wandered to our kitchen window and studied the dark, gray clouds beyond the glass.
The rain beyond the window appeared to be what farmers here called a 'soaker.' It fell slowly, seeping its way into the ground. This kind of rain built up deep, subsoil moisture to nurture crops through hot, dry, late-summer days. This kind of rain made farmers smile from thoughts of bountiful harvests just as children smile at thoughts of Father Christmas.
But then it hit me: I, too, now owned farm ground.
I crossed to the small, corner desk and picked up the large packet of papers Julius Trent had given me after the funeral. The documents, Trent had said, outlined what Ruth had owned and what would then be coming to me.
I hadn't been able to face them yesterday; I'd thrown them casually onto the desk to take them up at my leisure. I looked at the paper with distaste. It haunted methe thought of so much of my future being defined by this windfall from my aunt's death.
Settling myself at the table with my toast and coffee, I thought for a moment about finding a good charity and giving the whole thing away.
I began to study the pages.
I'm not good with numbers. Words are my world. Yet as I sifted through the papers, they told their own story. Indeed, with this inheritance, I would become a wealthy woman.
There were stocks and bonds and savings accounts and CDs. There were deeds to two farms noted. Finally, a copy of Ruth's income tax return for the previous year fell under my gaze. I glanced at the bottom line and felt my jaw drop. Even adjusting for my insignificant teaching salary, compared to what Ruth had been paid as college librarian, I would henceforth out-earn my up-and-coming Jason by a rather substantial amount.
I slumped back in my chair and tried to imagine my future. But I couldn't. Jason had played too a big part in that life. Now, he was gone.
I needed to find myself a new apartment. I needed to figure out where I wanted to go with my life and to take steps to get there. I'd been drifting long enough. I'd let too many people choose my path for me. Of course, I thought, if the police convicted me of murder, all of those problems would be solved.
I felt a chilly draft and shivered.
But I was yanked from those thoughts when the doorbell pealed. I rose from my chair and headed for the front hallway.
***
I opened the front door to find Betsey Fielding, Ruth's best friend, standing before me. Her long, ashen hair was soaked with rain. Her generous yellow slicker glistened and dripped. Her arms dangled limply at her sides. In one hand hung a closed umbrella. Apparently in her distraught state, she'd not even remembered to unfurl it.
"I've just gotten home, she said, her face contorted in distress.. "I've only now heard about Ruth's death. I hope I'm not intruding. But I had to come over."
I quickly swung wide the door and admitted her into our home. Ignoring her rain-drenched slicker, I pulled her into my arms.
Other than Mom and myself, I couldn't imagine anyone who would suffer more from Aunt Ruth's death.
"Come on, dear heart," I said, releasing her a short time later. "There's coffee in the kitchen. You'll feel better after a cup,"
She nodded, but unconvincingly so.
Still, she followed me willingly, her wet Birkenstocks squelching on the hardwood floor.
But that was Betsey. Even in winter this 50-plus-year-old woman was devoted to her favorite footwear. Her only condescension to inclement weather was to throw a wooly pair of socks on under the sandals. Unless, of course, there was snow. Then she donned her boots and tucked her sandals into her coat pocket.
Earth Mother, I thought her, always outfitted in gathered, floral-print skirts topped by either a tailored jacket or comfortable, old sweater. And she always appeared perfectly at ease wherever she went.
Now, in the kitchen, I hung her slicker on a peg next to the back door. She sat at the table, while I sought a towel for her to use on her damp hair. As she dried her hair, I poured her a mug of good, strong coffee.
"So what happened?" she asked later, swapping the towel for the coffee mug awaiting her on the table. "How did this happen? How could anyone have killed Ruth?"
I was stunned to realize that she didn't know the full story of my aunt's death. The events of the past two days had simply overwhelmed Mom's life and mine. But London was many miles from tiny Wyndale.
I filled her in slowly, taking care not to upset her again. But facts could not be avoided, no matter how disturbing they were.
And that's how I found her, lying on the floor, obviously strangled.
Oh, Jess. How awful for you.
And her, I said, blinking back tears.
"And you think the police suspect you?"
"I'd like to believe they're not devoting all their efforts to me, since I know I didn't do it. I rather hope they have other suspects. But yes . . . ah . . . I'm apparently on their list of possible killers.
"Good grief."
"To put it mildly," I said, and we both laughed gallows humor.
Betsey sobered. "What are you doing, then, to set them straight?"
"Me? Set them straight?"
"Jessica, you know these people. You know this town. You know the college. You know the people that she knew. Somehow, somewhere, in all of that information, there must be a clue . . . or an answer."
"Oh, that," I said with a sigh. "Mom and I have been over and over all of that with Devine. We've told him everything we can think of. But none of if seems to have lead him to the killer."
"Devine?"
"The detective in charge."
"Go get me a pen and some paper," Betsey ordered.
"Look," she said upon my return from her errand. She grabbed the pen and paper from my outstretched hand. "Just watch. You'll see what I mean."
Betsey taught Biological Sciences at the college. As she worked busily away at the paper, I developed a deeper respect for the depth of her clear, orderly mind.
She drew a large circle in the center of the blank page. Then she wrote Ruth's name inside the circle. Around this central circle, she drew more circles. Each circle crossed into Ruth's sphere, yet extended beyond it as well. Into one of those outer circles, she wrote my name.
"Now, see where your circle interconnects with Ruth's? That's where your shared lives were. But look. You have all this space outside her circle. That's where the rest of your life is. Your life with Jason, your teaching career, your friends, your world in Chicago."
She reached out and squeezed my hand.
"Now, I know you did not kill Ruth. I absolutely know that, dear. But before we can rule out your connection to this case in some way, we have to know your complete circle. Maybe, for all I know, Jason, who exists in the outer portion of your circle, really disliked Ruth for some unknown reason, and he's the one who 'did her in.'"
Well, I doubted that, but I did see her point. She was insisting that we make a complete study of everyone's life. Maybe there was something in their world, something we didn't know, that would push them to murder. Plus, Betsey's enthusiasm was catching.
We worked busily onward for a good bit of time. The names Mother and I had given to police went into an ever expanding number of circles.
At the end of our labors, Ruth's circle was rimmed by about twelve others.
Also listed on our sheet of potential suspects I stared down at were the names of Mom, Betsey, and me.
"We have to be as unbiased, suspicious, and cynical as the police undoubtedly are," Betsey had said while filling in her diagram. "I'm sorry, but yours, mine, and your mother's names must be included there. We can vouch for each other. We know we're none of us murderers, but that's our biased point of view."
A thoroughly objective, rational, and scientific approach, I thought fondly.
I felt a level of energy surge through me that I had not experienced in days. I did not have to sit, like some helpless, trembling rabbit, waiting for someone else to clear my name. Or to sit uselessly by, hoping they didn't add up the wrong facts and formally charge me with my aunt's murder.
"So what is this detective like? This Devine person?" Betsey asked.
"Oh, I don't know. He seems a okay. I don't think he's dumb, or at least, I didn't think so until he started investigating me."
Actually, I suspected Devine was quite good at what he did. From what I'd observed, I thought him honest, intelligent, and committed. But even intelligent people made mistakes.
Still, I questioned the logic of launching out into this venture. Neither Betsey nor I were trained for it. Could we do this, I wondered, without offending people or making a mess of our efforts?
Keeping her gaze fastened upon the paper, Betsey asked, somewhat unsteadily, "Who of them do you think might have had the most likely reason to kill Ruth?"
"Oh, I don't know," I said with a shrug.
"They say money's always a good motive for murder," she replied, shifting her gaze to my own.
"Yes, well, but that motive points straight back at me."
"Not necessarily." She ran a hand through her slightly damp hair, lifting it free of her neck.
"Look, Jess. You say Trent managed her money. That's a lot of power to give to one man. And then there's this Dwight Akers, who you say is her tenant farmer. I should think either of them had opportunity to skim money if they were careful or clever about it. Maybe she caught on and was about to accuse them or expose them or something?"
"And then there's s lover angle police pressed us about," I countered. "Devine seemed certain Ruth was involved with someone. They didn't back off that contention much even with Mom and me strenuously denying it."
Betsey and I shifted our gaze from each other back down to the diagram.
"Other than us," I finally said, "the names on this are all male. No help there, I'm afraid. They're all potential candidates. They're all about the right age, too."
"What about other motives, then?" Betsey asked.
"What?" I asked half in jest. "Like maybe Ruth had unearthed some nasty secret about one of these people and was threatening to expose him?"
"Don't discount it. She was a librarian, Jess. And she was amazingly good at research. That could be like Ruth," Betsey said with a firm nod. "At least with them all being male, there's no question that they all had the strength to do it."
But my mind couldn't shake the lover angle, and I closely reviewed the the names on the paper.
"Had you and Ruth had a falling out?" I finally asked.
Betsey's eyes widened. "No. Why?"
"Well, it's probably nothing. It's just that Mom told the police she thought Ruth had mentioned your name less often in recent days. That's all."
"Yes," Betsey said, perhaps a bit tersely. "I can believe that. She had repeatedly backed out of engagements with me or begged off my invitations."
"A lover?"
"Hmm," Betsey paused for a breath. "I'd not thought of that before, but I suppose the existence of a lover could explain it."
My attention returned to the paper resting between us.
"Everyone listed on that sheet is married," I said, "except for Franklin Sastbury. And I can't imagine Ruth getting involved with someone like him."
Betsey shivered. "Neither can I. He's such an odious man."
"No argument here."
"Well," Betsey continued, giving me an owl-like stare over her spectacles. "Where do we start?"
"Actually," I said, "I'd like to begin with two names not even listed there."
Betsey did a double take, puzzlement clear on her face.
"Melanie had a spare set of keys to Ruth's house. I'd like to know where they were kept and who could get at them. But we'll have to wait for Monday to do that. But, Devine was so hot on this lover thing that I'd like to know if they'd found anything inside Ruth's house to back him up."
"And to that end, you want to do what?"
"Talk to Lolly Groves."
"Ruth's cleaning lady?"
"Right."
"That might work," Betsey said speculatively.
I cast a glance at the clock on the far wall. "It's Saturday. Let's go she if she's home."
***
About ten minutes later, Lolly Groves answered my knock on her front door with one child in her arms and another in towboth boys, both clearly unhappy.
The child in her arms was about three, I guessed. He wailed loudly. The other, who looked about six, stamped his foot and tried to pull his hand free from his mother's grasp. He yelled, as Betsey and I stood there gaping, "But Mom, you promised."
"I know I did," she said to him, while smiling steadfastly at us, "but things have changed. Get over it."
She used her elbow to unlatch the storm door and her foot to push it open. "Please, please, come on in."
The home we entered was tidy, which was a marvel, considering the amount of activity swirling around us. She released the older child and told him he could go to Joey's house now if he wanted. He grinned and shot past Betsey and me in a flash.
"What about the rain?" Betsey asked in his wake.
"Oh, a little rain won't hurt him. Besides, he's only going next door."
Meanwhile, the younger child continued to howl and squirm in Lolly's arms.
"Come on out to the kitchen." She took our dripping umbrellas into her free hand and led the way through a living room filled with bric-a-brac, fading furniture, and an oversized TV.
"Jimmy's just hungry. That's all. He'll quiet down once I feed him. Take a seat," she said and pointed to a set of ladder-back chairs neatly standing around a trim, wooden table. Our umbrellas went onto a small mat in a corner.
She then slid Jimmy into a booster chair and assembled lunch meat, crackers, and some sliced apples onto an unbreakable plate which she slid before an already quieted, little tyke.
If she entered the corporate world, I thought, she'd make an extraordinary efficiency expert. I was impressed.
"You know, I'm so glad you stopped by," Lolly said. "George, that's my husband, has been plowing snow at your aunt's place for years. He does the driveway with his pickup truck. Then he comes back and does the sidewalks with his snow blower. I told him you'd probably want him to keep doing that. I couldn't see you or Harriet wanting the place to look abandoned,"
"No," I protested. "We wouldn't."
She picked up a napkin from the table and gave Jimmy's mouth a quick swipe.
"Anyway," she continued. "They say we might see snow sometime late this week or next. Well, George has been slow to call about it. Said he didn't know just who'd be looking after Ruth's things now. But I said he should get in touch with either you or Harriet. Bound to be one of you who will be looking after things."
"Sure. Tell him to go ahead. Mom and I will cover it. I doubt I'd have given a thought to snow removal. But you're right. Somebody needs to do it."
"Thanks. I appreciate it. I suppose with all the pressure you're under Jess, this must seem a small thing. But at least it's out of the way now."
"Pressure?" I asked.
"Oh right, you probably don't know." She chewed her lower lip a moment. "I maybe . . . possibly . . . shouldn't be telling you this, but anybody who knows you, knows you're not a killer. "
I felt my stomach tighten as I wondered where this conversation was going?
"Anyway, George's cousin works over in lock up at the county jail?"
George's cousin? I nodded.
"Well, he overheard the biggest row between Devine and Sturn the other day. Apparently, Sturn thinks you should be in jail. But that's just old feud talking, that's what I told George. I mean that stuff goes all the way back to his granddad, for pity's sakes."
"Feud?" I asked, blinking. "His grandfather?"
She nodded.
"I can't remember the details, but I heard the story once from Sturn's wife. Your granddad did something at some time to his, and the Sturns, every last one of them, are still fuming over it. He's just out to get you because his folks are still mad at yours."
Such things could happen, I thought, unbelievably. One of my childhood friends had been asked to remove herself from the family section at a funeral because of long-term hard feelings. It was her aunt, no less, being buried, and her uncle who had come over and had asked the entire family to move.
"But Devine doesn't believe I did it?" I asked, my mind falling back to the potential in the other half of her message..
"Well, what George said . . . was that Devine kept screaming about there being no actual evidence pointing to you. Like duh."
Like duh, indeed, I thought.
By then little Jimmy had finished his lunch. Lolly scooped him up out of his chair with a brief apology, saying that she had to get him down for a nap.
"Don't go away now," she said over her shoulder as she exited the room with the now smiling child clutched tightly in her arms. He waved at us on his way out the door. Feeling somewhat foolish, I waved back.
***
Sturn? Betsey chirped after their departure.
"Devine's partner."
"Sounds a charming sort of a man."
"Apparently he's the one pushing for my arrest."
"All the more reason for us to press forward with this," she said with a firm nod.
I could see no reason to argue the point.
We sat mute for the next few minutes. I was wrestling with the meaning of Lolly's comments,. Betsey was apparently lost in her own speculations.
Lolly re-entered the room before either of us had managed to pull ourselves out of our ruminations. The young mother bounced back to the table, slipped into her seat, and continued her tale as though an interruption had never occurred.
"Well, anyway, I think you're in good hands with Devine on your side," she said. "George and I both like him. And he's got the cutest little boy. Same age as my Billy. They were in kindergarten class together this year over in Porter City. The little pumpkin looks just like his dad, and that guy is a hunk."
I felt myself stir in my chair.
"I presume there's a Mrs. Devine," Betsey said.
"Nah. His wife died before Devine moved here. That's one of the reasons he came. He told George once that if he . . . Devine . . . had to raise his boy alone, he wanted to live in a nice, small, quiet place."
Small towns were quiet, I thought, as long as you didn't listen to the sound of all that gossip swirling around you.
"Speaking of Devine," I said, clearing my throat, "did he talk to you after the murder?"
"Well, sure. He and Sturn both came by since I cleaned for your aunt. They wanted to know everything I knew." She rolled her eyes.
"Did you have anything to give them? Any information that you think might have helped them figure out what happened?"
"Well," she said looking rather sheepishly at me, "they did want to know about Ruth's fellow. I guess it's okay to tell you that, you being family and all."
I nodded, encouraging her, but my conscience didn't like what I was doing one bit. I was rather certain that neither Devine nor Sturn would want her telling me anything. I probably shouldn't push her to reveal even more to me than she already had. But curiosity and fear trumped my scruples.
"So there was a 'fellow?'" I asked.
"Not that I met. I want you to know that. I didn't know who he was. But there were little signs of a man in the house, you know. Hard to hide something like that from someone who cleans for you."
I felt as though Lolly had punctured some part of my world. I sank back in my chair.
I thought I'd known Aunt Ruth. This seemed so unlike her. I wasn't opposed to her finding happiness, even at her age. How sad that it came with such secrecy or that she'd felt unable or unwilling to share news of her joy with otherseven with her own sister or niece.
As I sat there stammering over a response, Betsey reached out and patted my hand.
"We'd better be going," Betsey said to Lolly. "We appreciate your time, and you've been very generous with your information. Thank you."
Betsey stood; I rose also. Lolly handed us our umbrellas and then led us back to the front door.
"George thinks, Jess," Lolly said as we were about to depart, "Devine's soft on you. Said he could tell by the way the man stood up for you."
She nudged my arm with her elbow.
I felt my jaw drop. I stood there speechless.
Finally, Betsey grabbed my free arm and pulled me through the doorwayback into the real world.
Back into all that rain.
We clicked open our umbrellas and made a mad dash for my car.
Chapter 5
We arrived back at Mom's house by about twelve-fifteen. I immediately busied myself in the kitchen fixing us a light lunch.
Betsey ordered up a dish of plain cottage cheese; I opted for a small sandwich of chopped green olives atop a bed of cream cheese.
"So Devine appears to have been right about Ruth and a lover," I said, delivering Betsey her coffee.
"Apparently." Betsey stirred cream into the brew. "Who do you think it could have been?"
"Sastbury's the only one of our suspects who isn't married."
"Yes, but if the man were married, it could explain the secrecy."
We both fell silent; I sighed.
The idea of Ruth being involved with a married man depressed me. I hadn't thought her that foolish. Those kinds of liaisons often ended badly.
And how, I wondered, could Ruth have kept the affair secret in a town of this size? The sight of a man, coming and going, at his pleasure, at Ruth's house, should have made the top ten list on the gossip hit-parade here. What? Had he hidden himself by scrunching down in the front seat while Ruth rushed her car into her home's attached garage?
I took another bite of my sandwich and chewed for a moment. All we could do, I thought, was take the next logical step. Which was?
I swallowed and glanced over at Betsey, who was still as quietly absorbed in her reflections as was I.
"Now that we know there was a lover," I asked, "should we still be following the money?"
"Of course." Betsey set her fork down on the table and leaned forward. "Love . . . money . . . under the right circumstances, either one could push someone to kill. At least, that's what I've always read."
"Okay, then. I think we should talk to Dwight Akers."
"Her tenant farmer?"
"Yes. I'm slated to inherit the farm. I don't think it would seem odd for me to make contact with him."
"Sounds good," Betsey agreed.
So I hauled out the phone book and looked up Akers' number. His wife answered after three rings. Yes. Her husband was home. She'd got him for me.
His voice, when he came on the line was mellow but slightly impatient.
"No," he said. "I can't meet with you today. I've got to pick up some tractor parts this afternoon. But two, tomorrow afternoon, here, would be good."
. I thanked him and said that would be fine.
"You taking over the farm?" he asked.
I explained that I was listed as heir in Ruth's will. "Mom is the executor and her attorney is Julius Trent," I added helpfully.
"I already know about Trent," he said with a laugh. "See you tomorrow, then."
With that he was gone.
I replaced the receiver, slid the phone book back into its drawer, and told Betsey it was on for tomorrow.
Betsey smiled with genuine pleasure at the news; I grinned back. This was dead easy.
Then, Betsey looked down at her empty plate and pushed it to the center of the table. She glanced back up at me."I've been thinking about Ruth's keys."
I nodded, wondering where she was going with this.
"Why don't I give Melanie a set of my keys for safe keeping ? Then we could see what she did with them. The police say there was no sign of forced entry. Maybe that's because somebody let themselves in with Ruth's own set of keys?"
"You don't think Melanie would be suspicious with someone turning up with another set of keys for her to keep. Especially now?"
"I could always say I got the idea from Ruth. With as close as we were, I think Melanie would believe that."
"I don't I like it. I don't like the plan. If you're right that Ruth gave her keys to Melanie and someone used them to get into her house and kill her . . . . I mean, I'd trust Melanie with my life, but it's your life I'm worried about."
"Okay," Betsey rallied. "How about this? I'll take an old set of my keys to the college. They'll all be duds. None of them will fit into my present locks. Not one."
I let out a sigh. "That could work."
Plus, I had to admit, I liked the idea of storming the college. Aunt Ruth's house was off limits. The police had roped it off with crime scene tape. We'd driven past the structure on the way to Lolly's house. Ruth's home had looked so sad and forlorn to me, isolated as it now was behind its encircling yellow crime-scene tape.
But there was still Ruth's office at the college library, I told myself comfortingly. Maybe we could find something there.
When I explained my thought to Bestsey, she endorsed the idea, after which, she leaned back in her chair and stifled a yawn.
"You know, if there's nothing more now, I think I'll head home. Jet lag's catching up with me. Plus, I haven't unpacked yet."
She gathered up her slicker and umbrella and prepared to depart.
But she paused in her efforts and gave me a mischievous glance. "I don't suppose your Jason would think much of this Adam Devine. Not if Lolly's right about his 'being soft on you'."'
Jason, I thought, with a lurch. I'd hardly given Jason Montquist a thought this entire day. A sudden desire rose up in me to tell Betsey of my new lovelorn condition. But I bit back the impulse. The loss was too new, the pain too fresh; I couldn't trust my voice to carry me through the story.
I managed a small, tentative laugh.
"I'll pick you up a little after one-thirty tomorrow, then?" Betsey asked, giving me a somewhat puzzled look.
"Sounds good."
I ushered her out the door and stood on the front porch. As she made her was down our small street, I hugged myself against the damp chill of the day. Then, I turned re-entered Mom's empty house.
I thought about reading, but I dismissed the idea. Then my mind drifted back to our days actions. Unbidden, it took up and rummaged through, once again, the myriad bits of information Lolly had shared with us.
She'd been too far too open with her answers. I knew it. She was a good-hearted soul, who apparently liked, from what she'd said, the remaining members of our dwindling tribe: Mom and me. But she'd cleaned for Aunt Ruth a long time. It shouldn't surprise me that she felt a loyalty to Mom, Ruth and me.
At least tomorrow Dwight Akers was unlikely to be quite so candid.
Still, I wrestled with the consequences of my planned actions. I'd be invading his home, proposing one set of questions while trying to get information out of him about something else.
This was not my normal behavior. It didn't sit comfortably on my shoulders. Nor was I completely at ease with my shift from believing everyone innocent to now regarding everyone as possible killers.
And in my push to clear myself of suspicion, was I deceiving innocent people, thoughtlessly duping them for my thoroughly self-centered gain?
Not enjoying this turn of my mind, I started to clean out the refrigerator. It was bursting with food that our good neighbors had brought, some of which had exceeded its shelf life.
I figured if I couldn't back out of my search for the truth with Betsey, I might at least use this afternoon to help Mom. After I finished the fridge, I mopped the kitchen floor, scoured the upstairs bathroom, ran a load of laundry, and finally, ended the afternoon in my bedroom, where I tidied it up.
Guilt can move mountains with me.
Chapter 6
Sunday morning found my mother and me working busily at the kitchen table. A stack of thank you notes grew steadily between us.
Mom's personal thank you to me had come the night before, after she'd returned from Livingston and her club session and had found the results of my housecleaning. Mom was not one to ignore kindness. She believed such things should always be noted and thanked.
It was not an unpleasant task, writing thank you notes with Mom, although the pile of completed cards seemed to grow discouragingly slowly. There were so many people to be thanked, so many people whose lives had been touched by Aunt Ruth's. I was struck again by the senselessness of her death.
"Carrie Velts," I said, picking up the list of names. "I didn't see her here. How could I have missed her? When did she come?"
"She was one of the first through the door. You might have been upstairs yet. She said she was headed for work, so she just dropped off the ham and ran."
"Darn," I said. "I wish I'd known. I would have liked to have seen her."
Carrie was a good soul from a tough world. The Velts family was a hard-luck clan if there ever was one. They still lived out in the country, on hilly, wooded ground too thin to raise much in the way of bountiful crops. I'd heard through the grapevine that two of her brothers had gone off to prison on meth charges. Rumor had it that her father was too far gone in his alcoholism to care.
"She's done well for herself," Mother said of Carrie. "She got herself some secretarial skills. Then went to work for Julius Trent. Last I heard, he's paid for paralegal classes for her. Of course, I don't suppose he has much need for a paralegal, but it's still a feather in her cap to have the training. It probably looks good on his letterhead, too."
"Either way, I 'm glad to hear it."
I replaced the list of names on the table and filed the information on Carrie away. The way I saw it, she might give me an entree into Julius Trent's world. It might be a backhanded way of checking up on him without his knowing I'd done it. But hey, this was me now.
I'd run this idea past Betsey first though. See what she thought. But I suspected she'd enthusiastically support the plan. Since Trent had handled Ruth's money, I could picture all sorts of possible skullduggery. So could Betsey. We couldn't expect to get an admission of guilt from Carrie, but it might give us a lead to pursue.
"You want to take this one?" Mom pointed to a name on the list, dragging me back to the here and the now. My gaze followed her finger to the name of a woman I knew slightly.
Mom was good with most people. She looked for the best in them almost all of the time. But every once in a while, someone popped up who she couldn't stand. The name she pointed at now was one of those rare souls.
"Sure," I said, smothering a grin. "I'll cover this one for you."
Proceeding on with the task, I asked, "Has anyone seen Alexander?"
Mom sighed. "No, dear. There's been no word of him at all."
Alexander was Ruth's cat, a big, white, ornery, old tom. He hadn't been seen since the murder. The police had checked Ruth's house for him several times at our insistence, but all to no success. And none of the neighbors had reported seeing him, either. It worried us somewhat. Given Alexander's rather large size, he'd be a difficult cat to miss.
"He'll turn up in his own time," Mom said.
She was hauling food and water over daily to Ruth's place for him, leaving it out in the grass at the bottom of the back porch steps. She'd checked out her actions with police, and they'd agreed to her humanitarian effort despite the crime tape.
The food was disappearing, but whether that was due to Alexander's efforts or the results of passing stray cats or even birds was anybody's guess.
"He's too stubborn to let this defeat him." I said. "He'll show up."
"I think so," Mom replied.
We worked like that for another few minutes before Mom glanced at the clock and exclaimed, "Church!"
Sunday mornings in Mom's house always meant church. Never any question about it. I think the only time I'd missed as a child was if I'd had some childhood disease or another. And trust me, that did not include anything as mundane as a cold.
The service was brief and comforting, the people kind. We returned home to dine on roast chicken, which Mom had slipped into the oven before our departure for the church.
***
Everything continued to go according to plan that day as Betsey Fielding picked me up just a little past one-thirty just as she had promised she would.
"Well," Betsey said, when I stepped up into her SUV. "At least the rain's stopped."
I agreed. After yesterday's gloom it was now pleasant to see bright sunshine, although neither of us liked the cold front which had swept in after the rain. We babbled mindlessly on like that for a while before I filled her in on my thoughts about visiting Carrie Velts.
Betsey instantly approved the idea; I made a mental note to call to set up an appointment with my former school chum. Beyond my desire to suss out information from her on Julius Trent, I was truly looking forward to seeing her again.
"I've also had another thought," I now said. "Could you ask around at the college? With Ruth's death, Lolly has lost one of her employers. Maybe, there's already a replacement waiting in the wings, but, just in case, would you shop her name around to anyone in need of domestic help?"
"Oh, absolutely. I should have thought of that myself."
We both then fell silent and focused on reaching our destination. I studied the Porter County map unfurled on my lap, and gave an occasional "turn right here," or "to your left there."
I thought I'd gotten us safely through these meandering back-county roads. Still, I was relieved when the free-standing, rural mailbox, bearing the name Ackers in large, gold letters, hove into view.
"We're here," I said, folding the map back into its accordion pleats and tucking it carefully back into Betsey's glove compartment.
Although Dwight Ackers farmed Aunt Ruth's land, and had done so for years, he held his own farm ground and lived in his own house, as well. The man worked my aunt's land in addition to his own simply to bring in extra income. I had no doubt the family could live quite comfortably on the income from their own property. Obviously, Ackers wanted more than that. And his home and grounds gave proof to his ambition.
The family's home, built probably sometime in the late 60s or early 70s, was a stretch ranch, constructed of warm, red brick, and attractively set off with a white-pillared front porch. It spoke of comfort, and substance, and of a man who knew his job thoroughly and did it well.
The image might have been almost suburban, except for the home's setting against a backdrop of deep-blue grain bins, two, large, white, metal machine sheds, with two, huge, grain trucks parked before them, bearing a painted "Ackers Farms" logo on their doors. Surrounding all this, a super abundance of fencing stretched off in all directions for long distances.
A large collie dog galloped out of the house to bark us first welcome. He was closely followed by a woman of middle age dressed in conservatively matching, fawn-colored, sweater and slacks.
Betsey slowly eased her SUV over the gravel lane toward the home's front entry but flinched when a piece of wayward gravel flew up from one of the tires and pinged off the underside of her SUV.
"I've never actually taken this thing off-road before," she explained with a shiver.
Then, she pulled the vehicle under the bare branches of a towering, old oak tree and sat with her gaze fastened on the large dog, which was by now circling the car and barking.
"Collies. They're friendly, right?" she asked, her gaze pulling my way.
"I think so," I answered. 'But then, what do I know about dogs?
"Don't worry about the dog," Wanda Akers called out with a wave, as though she'd heard us. "She'd never bite you. She's just a little too enthusiastic sometimes."
Wanda caught up with the prancing creature and took its collar into a firm grasp, while we stepped out of the car.
I paused a moment to introduce Wanda to Betsey. Then, we all turned and made for the house with the dog now silently leading the way, looking back over its shoulder occasionally to reassure itself that we trailed along in its wake.
Wanda ushered us through the front door of her home, which led directly into a large living room with a lovely brown-brick fireplace on the far wall. The dog took up its place on the hearth. Wanda turned right down a short hall, then she steered us left into a large, comfortable, wood-paneled office.
Dwight Ackers rose from his chair when Betsey and I entered his room. He was, as he'd always been, a well proportioned man with blue eyes and black hair, shot through with wisps of gray at the temples. Somewhere in his early sixties, he wore a crisp, white, oxford-cloth shirt tucked into dark and tidy jeans. An expensive pair of athletic shoes completed his outfit.
He stretched out a hand in greeting, and I took it.
"I'd like you to meet Elizabeth Fielding," I said, motioning to my friend. "She teaches at Crayworth College and was a good friend of my aunt's."
"Pleased to meet you," he said.
Betsey might allow her nickname to be used by her nearest and dearest friends, but she preferred Elizabeth for her dealings with the rest of the world. In fact, I was sure that right now, she wished I'd used her full title, Dr. Elizabeth Fielding. But I'd thought that might have been off-putting to Ackers.
"Take a seat," he said, pointing to a brown leather sofa. The whole room was done up in browns, and greens, and brass. It was an entirely masculine environment. We exchanged pleasantries for a while; then, he settled down to business.
"I suppose you want to know about the farm, right?"
"Yes," I said with a smile.
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