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Chapter One
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The corpse lay on her back in my dianthus bed, looking as if she’d felt sleepy and settled into the flowers for a nap. I stopped, unable to take it in. An odd sound reached my ears, a moan that was part surprise, part sorrow. After a second, I realized I’d made the noise myself.

Bruiser, a battered, hard-muscled, polydactyl tabby cat who’s a part-time resident in my house, watched from the dense foliage ten feet away. I’d been watering the flowers, and, unwilling to get his oversized paws wet, he’d settled under a palmetto. From his raised head and folded paws, I guessed he was imagining himself the potentate of a vast savannah, a fantasy that would continue only until it was time to go inside for turkey giblet pâté.

“Do you see this, Bruiser?” I talk to my cats, though I’m not crazy enough to believe they talk back. They do indicate their feelings though, and Bruiser winked as if to say, I’ve seen worse. To be honest, so had I, but not in my own yard.

Common sense finally kicked in, and I pulled off my cotton gloves, stuffed them into the pocket of my cargo shorts, and stepped forward to check the body for signs of life. Confirming my suspicion that there were none, I took my phone out of my left bra cup and called 9-1-1.

As I waited for the call to connect, I circled in place, searching the yard with my eyes to locate anything else that was unusual. The corpse lay just inside a long, low, stone wall that fronted my lot. To the east was my “jungle,” the third of my one-acre lot I’d allowed to return to native plants. For decades, my husband Ben and I had kept the whole yard manicured, mowing and pruning and clipping every weekend, but when he died, I could no longer keep that up. The jungle was a concession to ecology: less lawn, more nature.

Continuing clockwise, I turned past the orderly array of flower beds to face my ranch-style house, which sat at the west edge of the property. That was all I could see, since a high wooden fence on three sides stood between me and what was beyond it.

Everything was as it should be. The day was warm, the flowers scented the air, and all was peaceful...except for the dead woman. Looking at her again, I wished for a moment that I’d stayed inside. Eventually, someone else would have found her, and I’d have heard about it in an impersonal report. At my age, I try to stay out of other people’s lives, and their deaths as well, but seeing her face made it personal.

I had come outside to do my work early in the day, while it was still cool. Unrolling the hose, I’d dragged it behind me, moving east from the back door as I watered portulaca, then daisies, then lilies, then impatiens. The dianthus bed was last, but it wouldn’t get watered today. Bigger things would be happening there.

“9-1-1,” said a voice. “What is your emergency?”

“This is Lorilee Riley at 141 Buckley Lane, in the Selwyn Oaks Development.” I straightened my wide-brimmed sunhat with my free hand. “There’s a deceased woman in my flowerbed.”

“Are you sure she’s dead, ma’am?”

Lowering the phone to my chest, I spoke to the cat. “She wants to know if the corpse is really a corpse. Shall we ask her?” Bruiser blinked to convey shared impatience with bureaucracy. Reminding myself that dispatchers deal daily with callers who don’t know dead from not-quite-dead, I spoke into the phone again. “No pulse, the body’s cold to the touch, and her limbs are stiff.”

“All right. I’m sending help.” I waited, and soon the dispatcher addressed me again. “Ma’am, I’m going to ask you to step away from the scene.”

“I’m familiar with procedure. As soon as I determined she was dead, I backed away to preserve the evidence.”

“That’s good. Now, is there someplace shady you can sit down and wait? It’s getting hot out there already.”

I spoke softly to Bruiser. “She’s figured out that I’m old, and she’s afraid I’ll get the vapors and faint on her crime scene.” To the dispatcher I said, “I’ll wait on the patio. There’s an awning.”

A list of canned questions followed, which I answered patiently. When that was done, the dispatcher asked if I had indeed moved out of direct sunlight. Assuring her that I had, I set the phone down on the patio table with more force than necessary. The worst part of being old is that so many assume common sense fades with age, right along with healthy gums and muscle tone in your upper arms.

As I waited for the sound of sirens, I summoned an anger management technique I’d learned in a recent course. Letting my breath out in a long puff, I relaxed my shoulders, neck, and jaw and let the voice of the instructor, a Nordic type named Gunter, play in my head: Give others the gift of tolerance. Be mindful of the contributions you can make to harmony in the world.

Because I’m not perfectly harmonious yet, I couldn’t resist doing a parody of the dispatcher for Bruiser. “‘Are you sure she’s dead, ma’am?’ ‘Sit down and rest your ancient bones, ma’am.’ ‘We don’t want you having apoplexy in your back yard, ma’am.’ Don’t we love advice from thirty-somethings?”

Bruiser enjoyed the performance, but I knew Gunter would not, and he was right. In a serious situation, with a dead woman not fifty feet away, I was being a brat. Look around, I could almost hear him advise. Find three things that make you happy.

At present, that was flowers and more flowers. Avoiding the area where the corpse lay, I took in the sea of color before me: purples, reds, yellows, and oranges, all resting on the green that is nature’s base. Home. My garden. Bruiser sharing the view with me. Life was okay, despite the occasional, horrible surprise.

I did another of Gunter’s exercises, breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth. Afterward, I felt less anxious and as ready as I could be to deal with the phalanx of professionals who’d soon take control of my property. “I envy you, Bruiser,” I told the lurking tabby. “I’d love to hide in the shrubbery until this is over.”

My neighbor across the street, Art Fusilli, came out his front door, wearing his blue suit and carrying a briefcase. He was heading to work, which meant it was seven twenty. While I don’t have much to do with people, the Fusillis are okay. If I’m outside when they are, they wave and then go on with their lives. They don’t bother me with invitations I don’t want, nor do they let their kids ring the doorbell and try to sell me school fundraiser items I don’t need.

Since my stone wall hid the corpse from Art’s view, he waved cheerfully when he saw me sitting on the patio. He used the hand that held his coffee mug, so it looked more like a toast than a greeting, but I waved back. Art got into his car, backed out his driveway, and left, his mind on other things. I sat there, hosting an uninvited dead woman. That’s life, I thought. The people we meet each day often have no idea what we’re facing at a given moment.

As we waited, I talked to Bruiser, who, unlike most people I know, isn’t always thinking about what he’s going to say when I finish. “I didn’t see any injuries except that horrible dent at her temple.” I glanced in the corpse’s direction. “She’s a little thing, isn’t she? Two-thirds my height and weight. Less than half my age, though she’ll never get any older, poor thing.” I frowned. “The dianthus is crushed beyond recovery, but I suppose we can’t hold that against her. It doesn’t look like she made any attempt to cushion her landing, so she was dead or close to it when she landed.”

Removing my hat, I wiped my forehead with the sleeve of my t-shirt. “Not eight o’clock yet, and the heat is like God left the oven door open.” The hose lay at my feet, so I picked it up and sent a spritz of mist directly into the air, allowing it to settle on my shoulders. That cooled me a little, but I was getting antsy. “Too hot to be sitting outside waiting for public servants to get their act in gear.”

My phone vibrated, bumping lightly on the table. “Della,” I told Bruiser after checking the caller ID. “Let’s not answer. You know she’ll freak out if I tell her what’s going on.” I sighed. “When we do call, we’ll get the ‘How do I know you didn’t die in your bed?’ speech. Like it would make a difference if she heard of my demise at lunchtime instead of during her morning commute.”

Ben and I never had children. Della was a niece who cared about me. That said, I resented her assumption that she knew what I should do, especially her frequent hints that I should “get rid of that ramble-y old house.” I liked my home, and I got more attached to it as time went on.

Sounds of sirens neared, and an ambulance pulled up, followed closely by a fire truck. “You heard me tell them she’s dead,” I reminded Bruiser, “but I suppose it’s policy to send everybody, just in case.”

With the emergency vehicles came a white SUV with the county sheriff’s emblem on the side. Linville is too small to have its own police force, but a red-haired deputy who appeared to be around fifteen emerged from the car. While the medical people unloaded equipment from their vehicles, he stepped adroitly over the front wall, eager to be first on the scene. Seeing the body, the deputy’s expression froze. I guessed he hadn’t been on the job long, because his pale skin turned even paler. “He’s more likely to vomit on the crime scene than I am,” I murmured. I would have sworn that Bruiser snickered.

Behind the deputy came two EMTs who appeared possibly old enough to drink. The fire truck driver made a U-turn at the end of Buckley Lane and parked facing outward, engine running. Two more uniformed men arrived in a second car and conferred with the redhead. Nodding to them, he approached me and introduced himself as Deputy Brilli. He took my name, listened to my account of finding the body, and recommended (again) that I remain in the shade until someone could interview me more formally. He was slightly dismissive, and I guessed he preferred the old lady landowner well out of his way.

In my head, I heard Gunter’s voice. We should not assume that every action we find offensive is intentional. People do the best they can, and we should respect their process, even when we wish it were different. My private response was Pompous little twit! but I did as Deputy Brilli said.

After about ten minutes, a man in a suit arrived in an unmarked sedan. He spoke briefly to Brilli and then approached me. “I’m Detective James Law, of the Turner County Sheriff’s Investigative Unit. I understand you’re the property owner here.”

A police officer named Law struck me as droll, but I managed not to smirk. “Yes, Detective. I’m Lorilee Riley.”

He wrote that down. “You’ve had a pretty big shock. Are you okay?”

“I worked for Social Services for thirty years,” I told him. “I was once called to a scene where Daddy killed Mommy with a butcher knife, leaving three traumatized children for me to take into care.” Nodding in the direction of the corpse, I finished, “While finding a dead stranger on my property is sad in terms of humanity, I’m not about to get all hysterical on you.”

Law nodded, and I figured we’d dispense with offers of crisis counseling, warnings about PTSD, and the suggestion I visit my personal physician. We would deal with an unpleasant situation without drama, as grownups should.

Rangy, middle-aged, and balding, Law had the careful manner of the modern civil servant. He considered each word he spoke and avoided the more upsetting ones, like corpse and murder. He used my name several times in the first few minutes, as if to fix it in his memory. Once his preliminary questions were answered, he asked me to go inside while he initiated the necessary procedures. “When I know what we’ve got here, you and I will speak again.”

A crew of crime scene technicians had arrived and started their work. I was curious about what they’d find, but knowing how irritating nosy outsiders can be, I did as the detective asked.

Inside, my curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to observe the CSI team at work, which I’d never been free to do in the days when I had official duties to perform. The best view of the action was from my kitchen doorway, but I didn’t like the idea of peering through the screen like the stereotypical nosy old woman. The living room window gave a more slanted but less obvious view, so I went in there and stood at the far end, resting my bad hip against the sofa as I watched. Callie, who’d been napping on the cushions, jumped onto the sofa back and brushed against my arm, reminding me that pleasing her should always be my first priority.

“You’re an especially important being,” I said aloud, “but there’s gripping drama outside.” She blinked slowly in a negative response. Callie, a striped calico, was my smartest cat. She could open an interior door by jumping up and smacking the knob until it turned far enough to spring the latch. She also had an unerring sense of time, so twice each year, I was obliged to change her feeding schedule in ten-minute increments to ease her into and out of Daylight Savings Time.

Callie’s keen sense of self sometimes led to a battle of wills. Our initial one, shortly after she’d come to live with me, had been over her dislike of mail. Letters dropped through my front door slot made a noise that irritated her, so when Callie heard the mail carrier’s footsteps on the front porch, she’d hurry to the door and shove the mail back out as fast as the man could slide it in. At first he’d found it funny, but when the novelty wore off, he strongly suggested I do something. Certain I’d never change Callie, I installed a mailbox on a post at the end of the driveway, so cat and carrier no longer had to acknowledge each other’s existence.

Picking the cat up, I held her face close to the window. “Look out there, Cal. How long has it been since we had so many visitors?” Of course, she refused to look where I indicated. All cats do that, to show caregivers who’s boss. Beyond that, Callie hated outside. In the house, she was queen. Out of it, she became uncomfortable, shifting nervously and making little noises of objection, even when I held her securely in my arms. I guessed being outside brought memories of her days as a feral cat, when she’d had to fight to stay alive.

Now, she pushed her head against my shoulder, letting me know there were more important things to do than watch humans do human things. I rubbed her whiskers with the back of a finger, but my gaze remained on the scene in my garden. Sensing my disinterest in her, Callie jumped down and returned to her favorite spot on the couch, curling herself into a tight ball to let me know I was on her naughty list.

The CSI crew worked with grim efficiency, examining and photographing the corpse in situ, then carefully rolling it onto its side to take more photos. They explored the area around her, cataloging everything of interest, though it didn’t look like they found much. Mysteries have always attracted me, and as I watched, I asked myself, who was the dead woman? Why was she killed? And how had she ended up in my flowerbed?

Eventually, two men lifted the body onto a gurney and wheeled it away. A third man examined the crushed flowers, took more photos, and sorted carefully through the dirt and grass before rising, dusting off his knees, and packing up the tools they’d used. One by one, the team left my field of vision, until there was only Detective Law, standing off to the side and making what appeared to be a sketch of the scene in a notebook with a red cover. When he turned toward the house, I said to the room in general, “The detective is coming inside. Let’s all be nice.”
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When Law rapped smartly on the back door, Callie scooted from the room as if she’d been jabbed with a cattle prod. “Honestly, Cal,” I chided as she disappeared down the hallway, “you act like having a visitor’s a big deal.” After a moment I admitted, “I guess it is, but still.”

At the door, I paused to sweep the kitten, Mayson, out of the way with my foot before letting the detective in. An open door is an invitation to my newest cat, and the minute he suspects someone will soon come or go, Mayson lowers his front end and tenses his back legs, ready to bolt through the gap. “It’s a struggle to keep this one in the house,” I told the detective as he stepped into my kitchen. “Nine times in ten he doesn’t make it, but he never quits trying.”

He eyed Mayson, who had gone to a corner to sulk. “An escape artist, huh?”

“I blame Bruiser,” I said. “He can always get out, and Mayson wants to be just like him.”

“Is that the really big cat I saw in the undergrowth? That muscle-bound ball of scars that’s really—”

I interrupted before he could say ugly, which would have offended me, though he wouldn’t have been wrong. “—Impressive? Yes.” Bruiser is like an old gladiator, with scars everywhere and one blunted ear from a long-ago battle. His extra toes give him an exotic look, and his tail has a distinct elbow halfway up, no doubt from being caught in a slamming door. “Bruiser is the Houdini of cats. He’s supposed to stay inside, but he simply won’t do it.”

“Does he shoot out when the door opens, like the kitten tried to do?”

I shook my head. “That’s much too boring. The big guy is inventive and quite cunning about his escapes. He used to pull the dryer hose out and crawl through the hole, but I secured that. When I hear odd sounds under the floor, I know he’s removed an air vent cover and gone into the duct work.”

“He gets outside that way?”

Raising my palms, I chuckled. “I can’t explain it. I’ve given up trying to block Bruiser’s routes, because if all else fails, he just tears a hole in a screen with those massive paws of his. I taught myself how to repair a screen, but I’m forever buying new mesh.”

“Sounds like the cat doesn’t want to be here.”

“Oh, he does,” I said, “but it has to be on his terms. When he wants in, Bruiser comes to the front door and yowls like a panther with indigestion. It’s a distinctly unnerving sound.”

“Funny.” The comment was short, a signal it was time to move on.

“Would you like an iced tea while we talk, Detective?”

“That would be great.” He wiped the sweat from his brow with a sleeve. “It’s blazing hot out there.”

I took two tall glasses from the cupboard. “Do you take sugar?”

“No.” His tone hinted I’d asked if he took strychnine, but he added belatedly, “Thank you.”

I filled two glasses with ice, poured freshly made tea over the cubes, added sugar to mine, and led the way to the living room. When we got there, I realized that had been a mistake. The couch was littered with bells, catnip mice, tea towels (Bruiser’s favorite things to wrestle into submission), and other kitty entertainments. My two oldest cats, Albert and Professor Higgins, occupied two upholstered chairs near the eastern window. They love it when the sun’s rays shine directly on their aged joints. Ed sat under an end table, watching, and May, my shyest cat, hurried across the hallway and slid silently into the kitchen.

“I suppose this is where I confess that I’m known locally as the Crazy Cat Lady,” I told Law. “Each cat you see was once a stray, so I let them live the way they want to.”

“Not a problem.” Moving a stuffed mouse and two bell toys from the end couch cushion to the middle one, Law sat.

Handing him his tea, I chose a wooden rocker that none of the cats considered suitable for sleeping. “I know it’s a little odd to let animals have the complete run of my house.”

“If you’re okay with it,” Law said, “I guess that’s all that matters.”

“Not everyone would agree with that.”

Greg Talbot, the boy next door, had made “Cat Lady” into an insult. When I pulled my trash bin out to the road on pickup day, he’d pretend-cough the words into his hand and then grin like the villain in a bad cartoon. While I’d met dozens of unlikeable children over the years, young Talbot lacked an excuse for his bad behavior. He wasn’t impoverished or abused. He had no prenatal brain damage from having drug- or alcohol-addicted parents. In my professional opinion, Greg was a brat.

Greg currently maintained his distance, since Della had made him aware there’d be dire consequences if he stepped one expensive sneaker onto my property. Until the Talbots moved in, having a lawyer in the family was an advantage I’d never imagined needing.

Sipping at his tea, Law asked, “Do you have more cats than the ones I see?”

“Probably.” Since he could easily find it on my rap sheet or whatever they call police records these days, I recounted the whole, wretched story. “A year ago, my neighbors next door, the Talbots, started badgering the homeowners’ association to limit my number of cats. It came to a head when Mitzi Talbot came into my yard and grabbed two cats at random, intending to turn them over to Animal Control. Angry words were exchanged, and I did something I shouldn’t have.”

“What was that?” 

“Well, I’d been working in the garden, so I had a wheelbarrow full of sod. I—I threw a few clumps at Mitzi, to make her drop the cats.”

Law’s bottom lip pressed upward in what might have been an attempt to hide amusement. A seventy-something woman pegging dirt at her neighbor might sound funny to an outsider, but it had been a mistake on my part. “She took me to court, and it turned into a real mess.” I felt my face warm. “I had to complete an anger management course.”

A pause. “I see.”

“I’m allowed to keep my cats, but the count is limited to what I had at the time of the, um, incident, and they’re supposed to stay inside.” I gestured toward Al and the Professor. “Most are willing to do that. Mayson will learn as he matures. Only Bruiser absolutely refuses to comply with the decree.”

“Your neighbor sounds a bit difficult.”

“Detective, you cannot imagine.”

As we talked, a small worry about the near future niggled at the back of my mind. I should have warned the detective that his choice of seat was problematic, since the couch, and particularly that end of it, was Callie’s favorite spot. Though she’d gone into hiding at his knock, it was only a matter of time before she’d return to find a strange person on her cushion, spreading his scent everywhere. Holding my glass of tea to one cheek, I let it cool my skin as I weighed the possibilities. While Callie would never be mean, she was not a cat who let trespasses go unnoticed.

Worse, Law was toying with an item he’d picked up, the cap from a vinegar bottle I’d dropped the day before. When it clattered to the tile floor in the kitchen, Callie had jumped on it as if it were alive and begun a game of kitty-hockey, sending it down hallways, under chairs, and into corners. With no way to get it back without a tussle, I’d put a square of foil over the top of the vinegar jug and fastened it on with a rubber band. When she reappeared, not only would Callie discover that her seat was taken, but also that her favorite toy of the moment was in the hands of a human who had no right to it.

You should keep visitors in the kitchen, I told myself. The cats don’t care who sits on the dinette chairs. For them, those hard things were useful only as a way to reach the counter when I wasn’t around. Once they explored a little and knocked any loose items onto the floor, they jumped down and went off to find other forms of mischief.

Unaware of my dilemma, Law turned his gaze to the blue chair, where Al drooped over the seat in several places. “That’s one big cat.”

“Albert formed unhealthy habits in his youth,” I replied, “but we’re working on it, right, Al?” Completely black and grossly overweight, Albert ignored both my comment and our visitor. The laziest of my cats, perhaps the laziest cat ever, Albert moved only at mealtime.

Law chuckled. “I didn’t know cats formed habits, bad or otherwise.”

“They’re no different from you and me, Detective. Until recently, Albert lived with my neighbor Doris, who equated food with love. A while ago, she was diagnosed with terminal cancer and had to enter hospice care. Knowing I love cats, she asked if I’d take her ‘dear Alphonse’ and let him live out his days with me.” I shrugged. “It put me over my allotted number for a time, but I couldn’t refuse her request.” A little defiantly I added, “I count Bruiser as a part-time resident, since he comes and goes so much.”

Law gave no opinion on how many cats is enough. “So he was that big when you got him.”

I nodded. “Though I do what I can to control his portions, Albert gobbles down every morsel the others leave behind.” Feeling disloyal, I added, “It’s not his fault. We do as we’re allowed to do.”

Like any good detective, Law noticed trivial things. “You said the neighbor called him Alphonse, but you said Albert.”

“Remember Fat Albert from the old cartoons? It isn’t nice, but the name fits him perfectly, and he’s too young to get the reference.”

In the other chair by the window, Professor Higgins yawned and stretched. The Professor’s long, thick, hair and golden eyes bring to mind a jungle creature, untamed and untamable. “That one’s a Persian, right?” Law asked. “He’s impressive.”

“Yes,” I agreed, “but don’t go near him, or you’ll end up bloody. Like the guy in Pygmalion, my Professor Higgins hates everyone.”

Law sat back a little, as if imagining a nasty scratch. “Aren’t cats supposed to be cuddly?”

“For the first year of his life,” I explained, “Higgins lived in a box, fed just enough to keep him alive. When I brought him home from the shelter, it was a month before he came out from under the couch.”

He looked at me in horror. “Who would mistreat such a beautiful cat?”

“You’ve seen what humans do to each other, Detective. Imagine what happens to animals, who can’t report the offenses they suffer.”

Blinking once as if to slam a mental door on disturbing images, Law asked, “So you have seven cats?”

“Eight, if I count Bruiser. The Professor, Callie, Albert, May, Mayson, Ed (He’s under the end table), and Maew.”

“Maew?”

“She’s up there.” I pointed to the highest shelf of my etagere, where Maew sat absolutely still, though I knew she observed everything.

“Oh,” he said. “I thought that was a figurine.”

“That’s exactly what Maew wants you to think.”

“You must really love cats, Ms. Riley.”

“They make me happy, Detective.”

“Okay then.” Clicking his pen, Law got down to business. “The dead woman you found in your yard is one Regina Dean. Ever heard of her?”

“No.”

“Had you seen her around, like at the grocery store?”

“I don’t go to the grocery store.”

“Never?”

“Never. Every two weeks, I call Dale’s Market and read them a list of what I need. They deliver.”

“You don’t have to call nowadays. You can order online.”

“The manager at Dale’s has mentioned that once or twice, but I prefer to speak to a human being. I want to know if the melons are fresh or if the store brand is as good as the more expensive one.” I glanced out the window. “I seldom leave this property.”

Law looked doubtful. “You must have appointments. Doctors, haircuts, that sort of thing.”

Running a hand over my gray, straight ponytail, I replied, “I cut my own hair, and I had my fill of doctors a while back. If I leave home, it’s usually because of the cats. There’s a veterinarian about a mile from here who has an animal shelter along with his practice. Dr. Ahuja takes diligent care of my critters, and I can always find a new friend there when one of mine crosses the Rainbow Bridge.”

“I see.” Law looked at his notes, and I realized I was going on again about cats. It’s hard not to, but I let him lead me back on track. “Preliminary indicators suggest Ms. Dean was killed elsewhere and, um, disposed of here.” His manner turned chiding. “That wall at the front of your property doesn’t do much to keep intruders out.”

“It wasn’t meant to. Crime isn’t a serious problem around here.”

“Maybe not, but the board fence on the other three sides is a much better deterrent.”

I chuckled. “The purpose of that fence, Detective, is deterring the Talbots.”

Uninterested in hearing more about my feud with the neighbors, Law asked, “There’s a barrier at the end of this street. What’s behind that?”

“Cole Swamp,” I replied. “A two-track road goes in about half a mile then peters out as the ground gets mushy. The locals used the area as a dump, so the county put a stop to it a year or so back. They blocked the road with that berm of dirt and fenced the sides so people can’t drive around it.”

Law’s interest quickened. “If that’s fairly recent, someone might have come down here intending to dump the body in that swamp.”

“Possible. A swamp is a great place to hide things.”

Law gave me a look. “You don’t mind living this close to it?”

I chuckled. “In these parts, if you don’t live next to a swamp, you probably live on top of one they filled in.” I gestured toward the barrier. “I often walk in there to look at the birds and other interesting critters.”

“Are there gators?”

“Of course, Detective. It’s Florida.”

He shivered. “Then you wouldn’t catch me in there.”

I hid a smile. Unsweet tea had been the first hint, but now I knew for sure Law wasn’t a native. Only outsiders assume that alligators prowl the state looking for humans to devour.

“At least your little wall out front keeps gators from coming in to sun themselves on your lawn.” He meant that to be reassuring, so I took a sip of tea instead of enlightening the Yankee detective as to the excellent climbing abilities of crocodilians.

Law returned to the matter at hand. “If that barrier messed up the killers’ plan to toss the body into the swamp, you became the unfortunate victim of their improvisation.”

“A grim necessity, I imagine.” I set my tea down on the table beside me, carefully placing it away from the edge. Ed was fascinated by the sound of ice against glass, and more than once he’d jumped onto a table to attack a drink that tinkled. That was only one reason his full name was Special Ed.

Law consulted his notes again. “Regina Dean, twenty-six, lived north of Tampa, in Lutz. She worked as a security guard at a live-in facility for troubled young adults.” Moving to a new page, he said, “Looks like she died from a single blow to the head. No other obvious injuries, no evidence of rape.” He looked up to see if mention of rape shocked me, but something else had snagged my attention. Callie stood in the living room doorway, assessing the situation. Making eye contact, I tried to telegraph a “Stay put!” message.

Callie’s cool stare said she’d do as she pleased. It wasn’t disobedience. It was simply cat protocol.

Unaware of our battle of wills, Law put his notebook into his jacket pocket. “The drop took at least two people, the coroner says. One took her feet, the other her arms, and they tossed her over your wall.” For a second I looked away from Callie, imagining someone counting, “One, two, THREE,” and launching a corpse into my yard.

Law rubbed his jaw. “You didn’t hear anything in the night?”

“My bedroom is at the back of the house, so I don’t hear what goes on out front. I do know the local teens like to park down here to drink and whatever. The town installed a security light, but the kids keep disabling it at the junction box in order to create the mood they prefer.” 

“Can’t put anything past kids these days. YouTube tells them how to do anything.” Law’s phone buzzed, and he read the message. “Your neighbor heard a noisy car around two, but she didn’t look out because her son accuses her of spying on him if she’s up when he gets home.”

That sounded like Mitzi Talbot, who will never suffer the ravages of intelligence. She’d be dying to contribute to the investigation, and I almost said that, but Gunter’s voice intruded. Give others the benefit of believing they mean well.

Callie was closer now, standing at Law’s end of the couch. She held her tail straight up but not bristled, telegraphing confidence and friendliness. “Psst!” I said softly. “No!”

Callie has rules. If someone comes to her house, that person is assumed to be a cat lover. If he sits in her spot, he must want her company. Hopping onto the couch, she climbed onto the detective’s lap by nosing her way under his elbow. Her tail brushed his chin as she passed, and he winced slightly as one foot trod heavily on his crotch. Law had two choices. He could push Callie onto the floor and offend us both, or he could let her have her way with him.

He chose the latter, leaning back a little to give Callie his entire lap as a resting place. Turning around until she was satisfied, she sank to a ball and curled her tail around herself. I doubted she was comfortable, but it really wasn’t about comfort. It was about ownership.

Law did his best to appear accommodating. “This one’s friendly.”

“Caledonia likes men. She’d go home with you if you’d take her.”

He gave a nervous little laugh. “A cop’s lifestyle isn’t conducive to having pets. Long hours. Late nights.”

“Cats don’t mind what your schedule is. They see themselves as the hosts and us as their guests.”

“Right.” Giving Callie three awkward strokes, Law said, “Ms. Riley, I hope this incident doesn’t cause you to worry. Your house isn’t far from the freeway, and the area’s quiet at night. I think the killers planned to toss the body in the swamp, but they couldn’t, so they used your yard for the body dump.”

“That sounds logical to me. Not pleasant, but logical.”

He set a business card on the coffee table between us. “If you think of anything that might help with the investigation, please call and leave a message. Otherwise, I’ll let you get back to your day.” Carefully picking Callie up, he set her gently on the spot where he’d been sitting. She didn’t object, having gotten what she wanted out of the exchange. I sighed, noting that as a reward for his kindness, Detective Law now wore a generous helping of Callie’s light hair across the front of his pants.
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Chapter Three
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Watching Detective Law get into his car, I went over the interview in my mind. I’d been cooperative and polite, and the only complaint he might have was the cat hair on his pants. Great work! Gunter said inside my head. Today you’re the You you were meant to be.

While I know that not everything I do and say is reported to the police, any interaction with authority feels dangerous since the fuss with Mitzi Talbot. When interviewed, she’d no doubt worked in comments about my “volatile behavior” and my “antisocial personality.” I imagined her describing our clash with wide eyes, in her most breathless tones. My menacing expression. The shouted threats. The flying clumps of sod.

Even though all those things did happen, Mitzi’s version didn’t represent Truth. But I’d learned in an up-close-and-personal way that in a courtroom, compromise often replaces truth, and that had been a bitter pill to swallow.

Banishing thoughts of Mitzi, I turned to thinking about the murder victim who’d been tossed into my yard like a bag of trash. I hoped the techs had found something that would lead them to her killers. Though Regina Dean was nothing to me, I stood on the side of justice. While the good guys don’t always win, I never failed to hope they would.

For the rest of the day I stayed inside where it was cool, paging through magazines and enjoying the company of my cats
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