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Lorilee

When I heard the duh-de-duh-duh knock on my back door at six a.m., I knew my visitor could only be my one-time nemesis, now little buddy, Greg Talbot. Wiping my hands on a towel, I went to let him in. “Good morning, Greg.” I still had to make an effort not to think “Nasty Greg” inside my head. The kid I’d considered that for three years was growing on me, though he had a lot of past mischief to make up for.

“Morning, Ms. Riley. You’re probably baking today, so I thought I’d come over and help.”

He knew I’d be baking, because I bake every day. It’s a habit I can’t break, and everyone I deal with benefits from it, at least those who view gifts of baked goods as a good thing. Few people interact with me without getting a sweet du jour, or two, or a dozen.

Greg was on summer break from Linville Elementary, so I had deduced that his visits were going to be a regular thing. He’d appeared at the door two weeks ago, saying he wanted to learn to bake and I was the best baker he knew. I guessed he also loved sampling the finished products right out of the oven.

While it pained me to admit it, I kind of enjoyed having him around. For one thing, he was like an empty cup, ready to be filled with my years of culinary knowledge. In addition, the kid who’d once been the neighborhood brat had responded well to suggestions for improving his behavior. While I demonstrated what “fold in beaten eggs” meant in a recipe, we’d discussed the downsides of bragging. As he watched me roll out pie dough, we’d agreed that it might be good to listen to and tolerate the ideas of others. Along with making desserts, Greg was making progress as a human being.

“I’m thinking cream puffs today,” I said, standing aside to let him in. The kitchen was neat, though I couldn’t guarantee there weren’t a few stray hairs in the corners. The cats hanging out nearby didn’t scurry away, a sign they’d begun to get used to Greg’s presence. I was currently at the Home Owners Association’s limit of eight, but if another cat came along, I’d begun to think I could trust Greg to keep it under his gaudy Aquaman cap.

That was a good thing, because just then the phone rang. “Excuse me.” I went to the living room to get it from the charger and set it near my good ear. “Hello?”

“Ms. Riley, good morning. Doctor Ahuja here.”

“Good morning, Doctor. How are you?”

"Busy already, so I will be brief. I have a situation, and I’m wondering if you might have room in your home for a rather unusual cat—a kitten, actually.”

Unusual cats were my specialty. From where I stood at that moment I could see one-eyed, one-year-old Mayson; Fat Albert, overweight and always hungry; Professor Higgins, who hated everyone; and Bruiser, the battered brawler who stayed with us when he felt like it but didn’t consider anyplace home. Somewhere out of sight were Esmé, pure white and very shy; twin tuxedos Ollie and Stanley, probably asleep on Wendy’s bed; and Callie, a calico who believed she was queen of whatever room she sauntered into.

I glanced into the kitchen to see if Greg was listening, but it didn’t look like he was. Running a finger across the page, lips moving, he was studying the instructions for making cream puffs.

I spoke to the veterinarian. “What’s the situation?”

“The kitten was...” The vet rephrased. “He’s lost his front legs.”

“Ohhh.” How that had happened brought to mind horrors I pushed firmly back into my unconscious.

“I have done what repair work I could, but I have no idea if the animal will be able to adapt to his condition. It isn’t only locomotion. How will he feed and groom himself?” He paused as we both imagined the array of problems the cat would have to overcome to stay alive. “Because he is otherwise healthy,” the vet finished, “I chose to give him a chance.”

I was in complete agreement with that.

After a little cough, Ahuja went on. “Our problem is that we are currently full to capacity. We don’t have anyone who can give this animal the care he will need.” I heard a smile in his voice as he finished, “Naturally, we thought of you.”

It would be a daunting task. “I’ll be happy to help.”

“Thank you so much. I could bring him by after closing today, if that suits.”

“No need. I’ll stop by this afternoon and pick him up.” Almost as an afterthought, I asked, “What kind of cat is he?”

Ahuja chuckled. “I should have begun with that. He’s a Maine Coon, as big as three of your lot put together.”

Ending the call, I returned to the kitchen, where Greg was putting on the apron I’d assigned to him so he didn’t go home dusted with flour and streaked with butter. Deciding to trust him, I explained I’d be taking in an injured cat temporarily as a favor to Dr. Ahuja.

“What’s a Maine Coon?”

“I suppose their defining characteristic is size. They’re bigger than most cats with long, thick coats, toe and ear tufts, and feet that look like they’re wearing snowshoes.”

“Do they come from Maine?”

“They do.” I began cracking eggs for the puff pastry.

“If you have trouble lifting him, I could help,” Greg offered. “I’m pretty strong.” Apparently recalling our talk about bragging, he added, “Not extra strong or anything. Just regular for a kid my age.”

Wendy, my seventeen-year-old ward, came in just then, wearing pajama pants and an oversized t-shirt. “Morning, Lorilee. Morning, Greg.” She got a box of cereal out of the cupboard and milk from the fridge. “What are you making today?”

“Cream puffs,” Greg answered. “And you’re getting a new cat.”

Wendy’s expression turned concerned, but I explained, “Dr. Ahuja has taken in a kitten whose front legs had to be amputated.”

“Both of them?”

“It will be difficult for him to survive that, but the vet and I agree he deserves a chance.”

“That’s horrible. But don’t we have company coming today?”

“Oh, no.” I pushed my hair back with a forearm. “I forgot about Tessie.”

Wendy and I had recently helped the police solve the cold-case murder of her mother. In the process I’d met Tessie Winthrop, a woman of about my age whose relatives had stuck her in a third-rate care facility. On impulse, I’d invited her to stay with us until the authorities sorted out the facts of several crimes she was connected to but not involved in. Tessie was scheduled to leave the facility on the last day of June, which was today. I was supposed to pick her up at ten.

A houseguest and a traumatized feline arriving on the same day. “We’ll cope,” I said. “Our guest will sleep in Jess’ old room. I’ll keep the cat in my room, so Tessie won’t be bothered when I get up in the night to monitor his condition.”

Wendy grinned. “Right. Then all we need to do is keep the other eight cats out of the guest bedroom.”

The front doorbell rang, and we turned toward it in an almost synchronized manner. Company at 6:25 in the morning? Wendy went to answer, and I heard a voice I didn’t recognize. “Is this where Lorilee Riley lives?” When Wendy affirmed that, the voice went on, “I’m Clarice, Tessie’s cousin from Tennessee. She’s getting our stuff out of the truck, but I wanted to be sure we had the right place before we hauled everything in.”

Our stuff?

“I’m Wendy. I live here with Lorilee.”

“It’s real nice to meet you, Wendy. Will you go help Tessie with the bags? After twelve hours on the road yesterday, my back is giving me fits.”

Greg turned to me with a question in his eyes. “Apparently my one houseguest has turned into two houseguests.”

Cream puffs forgotten for the moment, I went out to the living room. Greg trailed at my heels, his untied apron strings dragging on the floor behind him.

The room, which had been full of cats playing, napping, and harassing each other, had gone silent, though the toys lay where they’d been left when the knock interrupted them. Wendy came through the door, carrying a suitcase in each hand. Behind her came Tessie, with a plastic tote bag over each shoulder and a cut-down cardboard box filled with paper cups, each one holding some kind of plant.

Behind her came the woman who’d said she was Tessie’s cousin. She was a stranger to me, and as different from Tessie as a bush is from a tree. At least a decade younger, possibly two. Where Tessie was tall, Clarice was not. Tessie was spare; her companion was round as an apple. Tessie’s hair was gray. Her cousin’s was a brilliant shade of unnatural red. Tessie wore jeans and a flannel shirt. Clarice sported a multi-colored muumuu, socks with sandals, and a half-dozen necklaces made from several different kinds of shells. While Tessie lovingly set her box of plants on the floor in a corner, Clarice held up a cage she carried. Inside it were two white rats. “Everyone, meet Sonny and Cher.”

I tried to dispel the mental image of Bruiser opening the cage door with his clever, oversized paws and dispatching the critters inside without the slightest hint of shame. “Those are interesting pets.”

Greg opened his mouth to say something but thought better of it. I gave him an eyebrow wiggle of approval.

“Clarice got in from Tennessee last night,” Tessie said. “We thought we’d drive over and save you coming to get me.”

“I see.” I didn’t see.

“Bet you all didn’t expect two ladies and a pair of rats.” Clarice seemed to be enjoying the surprise that had left me wide-eyed and wondering. “We’ll be as quiet as bunnies, so you won’t even notice we’re here.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to share a room,” I said. “Wendy, will you show our guests where they can put their things?”

Clarice sniffed the air like a beagle. “Do I smell coffee. I’d wrestle one of your Florida gators for a cup right now.”

While Wendy guided our guests to the room at the end of the hallway, I nuked some tarts I kept frozen for occasions when a quick breakfast was required. When they returned, I invited them to sit around the kitchen table. Since I only had four chairs, I dragged the utility stool up for Greg. He sat close to my elbow, uncharacteristically quiet.

When everyone had drinks, coffee for Tessie, Clarice, and me and lemonade for Greg and Wendy, and a tart, each person’s choice of ham-egg-and-cheese or sausage-egg-and-cheese, I turned to Tessie. “I’m afraid I missed you telling me you were bringing a guest.”

Tessie blinked a few times before answering. “You know I’m going back to my hometown to live with my cousin Kelsey once my affairs in Florida are settled. Well, Kelsey don’t drive these days because of her arthritis, so she asked Clarice here to come down and pick me up.” Her lips twitched before she went on, “Kelsey meant for Clarice to come when I was ready to move north, but Clarice made her own plan.” Her tone held a note of explanation, maybe justification. Tessie was as surprised at Clarice’s arrival as we were.

“I thought I’d make it a little vacation for myself,” Clarice said with no hint of embarrassment. “Two houseguests ain’t much different than one, am I right? We’ll help out where we can and be gone before you know it.”

I did my best to sound pleased. “I’m sure we’ll manage.”​
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Wendy

What should have been a normal morning at Lorilee’s had turned weird. I was getting used to that, but Greg Talbot was not. His feet kicked against the nearest table leg in a nervous beat, hinting that a coffee klatch with three old ladies was a bit much for an eleven-year-old who was beginning to outgrow his bratty stage but not yet fully socialized. Once I figured we’d stayed long enough to be polite, I said, “Hey, Greg, want to go with me for a walk in the swamp?”

The suggestion gave Greg and me an escape from making conversation with a couple of strangers, but I also thought Lorilee might use the time to establish ground rules. I hoped that would include telling Clarice to keep her rats somewhere I was not.

More than willing to leave, Greg jumped from the stool, took off his apron, and hung it on the hook where he’d left his cap. He even remembered his manners, telling Mrs. Winthrop and her niece that it had been nice to meet them. After spraying on a little bug dope, we headed into Cole Swamp, a short walk from where our street dead-ended.

As Greg and I ducked under the barrier and followed the trail into the swamp, which began wide as a road but quickly narrowed, I hoped it hadn’t been rude of me to leave Lorilee to deal with our guests. She’d been good to me since we first met, when Jess and I started dating. When my stepfather decided to move to Miami, she’d invited me to stay in her home in the Selwyn Oaks housing development in Linville so I could finish my last year of high school in my hometown. Already I’d learned a lot from her about practical things like gardening, and despite her claim that she didn’t like people much, Lorilee was a kind and decent human being.

Of course we rubbed against each other at times. Having never been close with a senior citizen before, I didn’t always communicate in ways Lorilee understood. I sensed that my relationship with Jess shocked her a little, since in her day girls were supposed to “save themselves” for marriage or at least hide the fact that they were having sex. Jess had warned me about that, so I tried to be discreet, keeping my birth control stuff out of sight and limiting what Lorilee called “public displays of affection” when she was around.

One of Lorilee’s top priorities in life was cats. She adopted one after another, mostly animals no one else wanted. While I didn’t mind cats, I had a thing for cleanliness, so the messes they made, the cat hair, the spilled food, the abandoned toys, bothered me at first. Lorilee had seemed mildly offended when I vacuumed the living room morning and night, but she let me do it. I’d noticed her grinning as I picked up dozens of cat toys and put them in their basket. She knew they’d be spread across the floor again in a matter of minutes

I’d begun to get attached to the cats, especially Stan and Ollie. The twin tuxedos had staked out my bed as their spot in the house, and I let them do it. Having never had pets before, I learned what a great feeling it was to have companions who never argued or criticized. Well, except when dinner was late.

I’d been a little irritated when Lorilee invited Tessie Winthrop to stay with us, but I told myself it was, after all, her house, a ranch-style three-bedroom with lots of yard around it. Still, with two strangers, eight cats and another arriving soon, we’d be crowded. Not to mention the fact that the uninvited house guest had brought along pet rats.

The path Greg and I walked curved into thin-trunked trees, and the atmosphere around us changed from civilized to primitive. We wandered off the main trail, ducking Spanish moss that drooped over our heads and stepping carefully on the increasingly spongy ground. We kept our voices quiet so we didn’t scare away critters that might flicker, scamper, or slither by.

“Do you like those ladies that are gonna stay with you?” Greg asked.

“I can’t answer that question yet,” I replied. “You have to give people time, get to know them.” That was a little hypocritical, since I’d taken an immediate dislike to the bossy Clarice, but I wanted to set a good example.

“If you were invited to somebody’s house, would you just show up with another person?”

“Well, no, but to be fair, it didn’t sound like Mrs. Winthrop knew her cousin was coming early.”

“If I was Ms. Riley, I’da told the mouthy one to find somewhere else to stay.”

“You know she’d never do that.”

“I guess not.” He sighed. “My mom says Ms. Riley isn’t a good judge of character. I mean, she was friends with that Nate guy, and he turned out to be a thief and maybe a killer.”

“I’ll grant you that he wasn’t honest,” I said firmly, “but Nate never killed anyone.”

“Oh.” After a second he said, “Maybe Mom got that part wrong.”

I couldn’t explain to Greg that his mother, Mitzi Talbot, got almost everything wrong. The woman had a bunch of problems, from delusions of grandeur to a complete inability to apply logic to any situation. Greg would see it someday, but he was still in the stage where he wanted to believe his mom knew everything.

As if to confirm my thoughts, he volunteered some new information. “Mom joined this group called LOLA so she can protect me from pedophalls and gloomers.”

I got the gist. Pedophiles. Groomers. “Have we got a lot of those running around in Linville?”

“I guess they’re all over, but LOLA people fix libraries, so there aren’t any bad books in them.”

“What’s LOLA?”

“Local Organization for Library Accountity, I think.”

“Accountability?”

“Yeah, that. They find books that shouldn’t be in libraries and chuck ’em out.”

“How do they know they shouldn’t be there?”

“There’s these lists you can get online. Then you go to the library meeting and tell them to throw the books out.”

“Are the libraries making people read these books?”

“No, but it’s for kids like me, so we don’t read books with bad stuff in them.”

“Do you read books with bad stuff in them?”

Greg’s laugh scared a nearby sandhill crane into flight. “Yeah, right,” he said as the bird’s ratchety call faded. “I don’t read anything I don’t have to.”

“Then why is your mom worried about what books are in the library?”

He shrugged. “She said she wants to be a good mom, and this is how she’s going to do it.”

That brought to mind an incident Jess had overheard and later told me about. Chris, Greg’s older brother, had been about to leave home after graduation. Knowing Greg had been the neighborhood brat for years, and aware that their dad had all the parenting skills of a hammerhead shark, Chris had tried to make Mitzi see that she should pay more attention to the kid.

Mitzi had apparently decided that being a better mother meant joining a group of publicity-seeking bigots.

I changed the subject to Greg’s favorite movies. There was nothing I could do to make Mitzi Talbot operate from logic and reason. That was way beyond my skills.​
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Lorilee

“Who are those kids?” Tessie asked as Wendy and Greg scooted over the low stone wall that fronted my yard and headed into the swamp.

“Greg’s my neighbor. Wendy’s my ward. The room you’re staying in belongs to my former ward, Jess. He’s away for the summer, but the pictures and such in there belong to him.”

Clarice’s nostrils twitched. “You’re quite a collector of strays, aren’t you?”

“I suppose I am.” Reminded of Dr. Ahuja’s call, I told them about the cat I’d be bringing home that afternoon.

“Maine Coons are half bobcat,” Tessie said. “Part raccoon too.”

“That’s not what I heard.” Clarice got up and refilled her coffee cup as she told the story. “Before she got her head cut off, Marie Antoinette planned to escape from France with her favorite cats. She never made it, but her pets did.”

“There’s a story they were brought here by the Vikings too,” I said, “but the truth is they’re just cats that came with the early English settlers.”

“I guess we all believe what we want to.” Clarice rose from her chair, spilling coffee onto the floor as she turned to go. “Come on, Tess, let’s put our new digs in order.”

I spent the next hour avoiding disgusted looks from my cats. They were pretty good as a whole about accepting new people, but our guests were, in a word, ubiquitous. Tessie wanted to meet and pet each one of them, which pleased some and irritated others. I managed to convince her to leave Professor Higgins alone, but from the look she gave him, I suspected she wanted them to be friends. Good luck with that.

Clarice seemed to regard the cats as annoyances. Once she’d arranged her half of their room to her liking, she came out to the living room, moved Albert from his chair (with emphasis on his) and took it for herself. I bit my tongue. Albert sat on the floor, glaring at Clarice as if he were trying to set her on fire with his eyes. Unaware of his umbrage, she scrolled through her phone, making little noises of approval when something tickled her.

When the front doorbell rang, I glanced at the clock. Eight fifteen. I didn’t get much company most days, but that morning I seemed to be making up for it all at once.

At the door was Detective James Law. “Good morning, Ms. Riley. I understand Tessie Winthrop is staying here with you. I have some documents she needs to sign before court convenes tomorrow.”

“Yes, she’s here. Please come in.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee, Detective?”

“Thanks, but no,” he said. “I’m catching up on things that should have been done yesterday.” I noticed his phrasing. He didn’t say he should have done the things, just that they hadn’t been done.

Tessie came out of
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