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In honor of my three cats, Harry, Hermione, and Soup who continue to inspire my cat tales and in memory of those who came before them who remain in my heart and on my pages. 

The wind whistled through the trees as he stood facing the grave he’d just dug. He was sweaty and dirty, his hands sore from plunging the spade into the hole. If it had been any colder, the ground would’ve been too hard for him to crack. March weather was iffy. A few snow piles stood near the side of the house where the sun seldom shone. Here in the center of the yard where the sun baked the ground on early spring days, it was safe to bury her. No neighbors lived for miles around this deserted wood. A perfect place for the perfect crime. 

His cell phone buzzed as he was about to replace the spade in the tool shed. His grimy fingers pressed the display. It was Laura. 

“Hey, sweetie. What's up?” 

“Did you tell her?” she asked, her voice expectant. “Has she signed the papers?” 

The papers. The ones he ripped up into tiny shreds. “I can’t talk right now, Laura. I was in the middle of writing and...” 

He knew she’d understand. She was so patient. Susan was the one who crowded his space, played that hard rock music when he was trying to think. She hated it when he read his work aloud as he was editing. 

“Okay. I'll let you go. Call me when you’re free, after you’ve spoken to her.” 

“Will do, babe.” He ended the call.  

As he was about to lock the shed, a sudden movement startled him and made him turn. “Damn cat!” he muttered thinking of the stray Susan was feeding with boiled chicken and deli cold cuts while all she gave him were fast food meals and cheap macaroni and cheese.  

But it wasn’t the cat. 

A shape stepped out of the shadows. It was too late when he realized its identity. The bullet hit him in the chest, the impact knocking the spade from his hand and the breath out of him as he fell to the ground, blood pooling around him. His last thought was of Laura. They would never be together now. 

§§§ 

Susan 

There were many things about Ray that Susan hated, but at the top of the list was his cabin. He considered it a writing retreat. The place attracted mosquitoes and rats. It only had two rooms and a bathroom that was smaller than an outhouse and just as filthy. Ray inherited it from his brother who had died in a car accident two years ago. Since then, that’s where they spent their summer vacations. This year, Ray wanted to go in March. He was suffering writer’s block and said getting away would help start “the juices flowing.” He told her she didn’t have to join him, but she knew she would go crazy being home alone especially after the attack. The memory of it was still fresh in her mind.  

She was packing the last suitcase when the phone rang. They were leaving the next day, and she’d begun her vacation a day early to finish getting everything together. He was in the living room watching TV, drinking beer, and eating chips. 

“Hello,” she answered a bit angrily. It was Elaine, her best friend and co-worker at the bookstore. 

“Hi, there. Is something wrong? You sound mad.” 

“I am. Totally pissed off. I’m doing Ray a favor by going to his damn cabin, and he isn’t even helping me pack.” 

“You don't have to go.” 

“I wish I didn’t have to.” 

“Then don't. I told you that you could stay with me. Since Chris is away at college until May, there’s plenty of room. Dan won’t mind.” 

Susan sighed. Elaine knew about the break in and how Ray had been out that Saturday morning last month. When she’d needed him, he was at the bar nursing his wounds for his writer’s block. “Thanks, but that isn’t the answer. If it came to that, I could stay with Dad.” 

“Why don’t you?” 

Staying with her father was almost as bad as going with Ray. The two men, so alike in personalities, hated one another. She reflected that it was true what they said about daughters marrying men like their fathers. You think she would’ve learned from her mother’s mistake. “Elaine, I’ve already made up my mind to go. I’ll make the best of it. Don’t worry about me.” 

“If you say so. I’ll miss you. Come back if it gets too claustrophobic out there. If you want, you can borrow my gun. I can bring it over before you leave. You might feel safer out in the woods.  God knows Ray won’t protect you.” 

Susan recalled, after she told Elaine about the house invasion, how she’d offered one of her pistols for protection. Elaine, Dan, and their son, Chris, were big gun people. Not only did they keep guns in their house, but they practiced using them at the nearby rifle range. All three were good shots. 

Susan had turned Elaine down last month and did so again. “I’d feel uncomfortable with a gun. I told you that already, El.” 

“I thought you did pretty good when I dragged you to the range last month.” 

Susan remembered how each of the Burnses had taken turns helping her handle the gun, aiming it at the targets, and pulling the trigger. She’d felt a strange thrill when the bullet hit its mark. She’d imagined firing it at the masked man who’d broken into her home. Afterward, she didn’t feel as good about it despite her friend’s assurances she’d done well. 

“I was only kidding, Susan. I know you don’t like guns. If you get too bored out there while Steinbeck is penning his bestseller, give me a call. I’m always here to listen.” 

“That means a lot, El. Let me get back to packing now. I’ll be in touch.” 

§§§ 

Elaine 

“Don’t you think it’s odd, Dan, that Sue hasn’t called again?” 

Dan was mixing them a drink at their home bar. He brought over her glass. As he handed it to her, he smiled. “I’m sure she got busy, and it slipped her mind. Susan is a big girl, Elaine. She doesn’t need a mother, especially one five years younger than she is.” 

“Age doesn’t necessarily equal maturity, Dan. I’ve had more experience than Sue.” 

He took a seat next to her on their brown leather couch being careful not to spill his drink. Elaine was a fastidious housekeeper and was always complaining about his messiness. He knew the experience she referred to was from her first marriage. She’d killed her abusive husband in self-defense when he’d attacked her. 

“What are you afraid of? Do you think Ray would bring her to his cabin and murder her?” 

Elaine tossed back her long, golden hair. He liked to tease her by calling her Goldilocks, and he’d pretend to be Papa Bear. It was a game they enjoyed in bed. He liked to feel protective of her, but he knew she could take care of herself. 

“Men are beasts.” She took a sip of her drink and met his gaze with her deep blue eyes. He could see the ocean in them and the storm that always seemed to be about to break. 

“Not me.” 

“You’re not excluded just because I married you.” 

He considered that a challenge, not an insult. Dan set his glass down on the side table and put his arm around her. “I don’t mind being a beast with you, Goldie.” 

She put her glass down, too, and he expected her to fall into his embrace. Instead, she turned to him, eyes wide with fury. The storm had broken. 

“I’m worried about her. It’s been a week. I’ve tried her cell, and it goes directly to voicemail. They don’t even have a landline out there. I’m thinking of checking on her in person.” 

“Elaine, it’s a six-hour drive.” 

“We can go together. It’s Friday. We have the weekend to get there and back.” 

“And what if she’s fine? What do we say when we arrive uninvited?” 

“You forget that Chris is at school up there. We can always drop in and see him.” 

“I bet he’d just love his parents checking up on him, El, and I thought you did that last weekend. Why didn’t you go see Susan then?” 

“Because I knew she was fine. I’d heard from her, and she assured me things were good; but she also promised she’d call me this week, and she hasn’t.” 

He shook his head. “Goldie, you’re one paranoid lady, but a true friend. I wouldn’t want you any other way. Ready for Papa Bear’s bed now?” 

Elaine’s giggle excited him as he swooped her up in his arms and carried her upstairs. She was as light as the day they married, a petite woman barely five feet who was a lot stronger than she looked. At 6’4, he towered over her, but any advantage in height was lost when he dropped her gently on their bed and looked into her eyes. They would leave the next day. She always got her way with him. 

§§§ 

Laura 

She was rushing to pack. Her rust-colored hair tied back in a ponytail was escaping as she hurried. When a knock sounded against her apartment door, she wondered who it could be at eleven p.m. 

Laura checked the peephole. The man standing outside was medium height with white hair and glasses. His eyes behind the lenses reflected in the outdoor light were a pale blue. She unlocked the safety and opened the door cautiously. “If you’re selling something, I’m not interested.” 

“I’m not a salesman.” He flashed a badge. “Detective Warren Miller.” 

Oh my God, a cop. She hoped he wasn’t here about Ray. “What do you want?” 

“Don’t worry. I’m not on the clock. This is about my daughter, Susan.” 
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