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I gave the naked man beside me a suggestive nudge. No response. That’d be right. One noisy Wham-bam-thank-you-Ma’am the moment we collided with my king-sized brass bed and since then Lover Boy, alias Matthew Turner, had been impersonating a bear in hibernation.

A bear with appallingly bad manners.

I ticked off my complaints. Post-sex, did Matt dispose of the condom? Whisper sweet nothings in my ear? Offer to investigate the racket when my racing greyhounds woke me almost twenty minutes ago barking loud enough to put the Socceroos’ cheer-squad to shame?

You guessed it. Thumbs down to all of the above.

When the dogs went into barking mode, it was yours truly who’d felt her way down the stairs in the dark, pressed the buzzer to switch soothing classical music on in the kennel-house and waited, shivering, for the noise to subside. Not Matt. God knows what had set the dogs off this time. Probably that mangy feral cat hanging around again—the one who’d already used up ten of its nine lives. Although, come to think of it, since giving birth to kittens under the woodpile, said cat had been more concerned with motherhood and catching mice for her babies than teasing my greyhounds. Once quiet, I’d scuttled up the stairs where my bed, not Matt, called to me; ignoring the niggle of unease prickling the hairs on the back of my neck.

And when I slipped back under the sheets did Lover Boy react to my seductive presence?

Huh. Like I wasn’t even there….

I’d known Matt as a fellow greyhound trainer for over a year but since half-heartedly agreeing to go out with him two weeks ago, had been tactfully trying to let him know his presence left me feeling flatter than a warm beer on a summer’s day.

Perhaps if I instigated the foreplay this time, pretended he was someone else—like Greyhound Training’s gorgeous heart throb, Ben Taylor—who knows, I might be lucky enough to experience an orgasm before Matt’s ten-second deadline expired. Before he thrust three times, hollered something unintelligible, his little boy went pfft and I was left imagining vibrators in a sex shop window while he blew the bedroom ceiling away with the volume of his snores.

Since returning to bed, his snores had stopped. Thank you, God. According to the Guinness World Records the loudest snore ever recorded reached 93 decibels—about the volume of a diesel engine. Whoever documented that record had never slept with Matt. And believe me, there’s nothing worse than attempting to light a man’s fires when the back draft from said man’s snores keeps blowing out the matches.

I flopped back on my pillow and let out a sigh. Lighting a man’s fires? What was I thinking? What was I doing in bed with a guy who reminded me of a basset hound, right down to his sad droopy eyes? Okay, a nice friendly sort of basset hound who’d share his last can of VB beer with you—but still a dog. Jeez, it’s not like I was one of those women whose hormones were so highly charged the sniff of testosterone had me stripping down to my designer thong. In fact, I hadn’t seen any action for almost six months. Not since my last boyfriend informed me in the middle of an orgasm that he was dumping me for someone younger, with a bust size of 42D. I could have explained to him that fifty percent of his fantasy-woman was most likely implants. Instead, I let him have it with my right knee.

The memory of Robert the Rat curled on the floor, moaning, tears streaming down his face still warms me on cold winter nights.

Yet here I was doing exactly the same thing—acting like Kat the Rat. I had no interest in the guy in my bed. He just wasn’t my type. On the other hand, if the irresistible Ben Taylor, with his washboard stomach and crinkly eyed grin ever coerced his way into my bed, I’d be flying to the moon on a cloud of screaming lust and planning for multiple repeats. Warmth crept between my legs even picturing, me, bed and Ben Taylor—but let’s face it, that scenario was a fizzer too. Ben, a rival greyhound trainer, the guy who starred as the hero in all my erotic dreams, treated me like I was just a good mate.

With an even deeper sigh that sprung from my chest and ended in my toes, I patted Matt’s beer-gut stomach. “Okay, Matt,” I told him, in a voice that brooked no argument. “You can go back to sleep now, but first thing in the morning, we need to have The Big Talk. Okay?”

Funny, the night was warm, yet Matt’s skin was cold. And sort of strange. Like putty. And why was he so still? Before I slipped downstairs to quiet the dogs, he’d been tossing and turning, his snores rocking the bed like a roller-coaster ride at Dream World. I lifted my head from the pillow, one ear cocked, listening for the regularity of his breathing.

Jesus…I bolted straight up in bed and stared at the dark shape beside me. This had to be a bad dream. Please, let it be a bad dream. I reached forward with one hand and touched his chest. Was it rising and falling? Couldn’t tell...my hand shook so much I couldn’t feel a thing. Scarcely breathing myself, I slid my hand across his chest, inched forward again until my fingers connected with something hard. Something smooth. Something that felt like the handle of a knife….

Holy cat shit!

I was in bed with a corpse.

Heart banging against my ribs, I scrabbled backwards, screaming, hyperventilating, until I tumbled off the bed and hit the floor crawling. Still on hands and knees, I kept motoring until my head bounced off the bedroom door. I pulled myself up by the handle, switched on the light—and immediately wished I hadn’t. For there was Matt. A long-handled kitchen knife protruded from his chest. Mykitchen knife! I recognized it by the blue and white fake ivory handle. A thin trickle of blood and saliva had coagulated at the corner of his sagging, little-boy mouth. His glassy, slightly accusing eyes stared up at me. As I returned his stare, a curious fly, gauze-like wings fluttering in anticipation, landed on his left eyeball.

That’s when the Big Mac and double fries I’d eaten for dinner the night before announced their comeback. I heard the telephone ringing downstairs but was far too busy to fully register the sound.

Stomach empty at last, I wiped the gunk from my mouth with the back of my hand and took a hesitant step closer to the bed. Was Matt really dead? And if so—who the hell had killed him?

And then an even more frightening thought slammed into my beleaguered brain. Was the person who made him dead still inside the house?

The fine hairs on the back of my neck reared up, one by one. I tried to swallow a lump of cement stuck in my throat. Maybe this was a joke. Maybe Matt was playing a stupid trick on me with a fake knife and ketchup. Oh, please God, let that be true. I shuffled closer to the bed and picked up his hand. Felt for a pulse. Oh, dear Jesus, Mary and Joseph…not a flicker…not a quiver. Mind silently screaming, I dropped the hand like it was a poisonous snake and shot backwards, flinching when the lifeless limb thwacked on the bed beside him.

I had to get away from the sight of Matt’s dead, quickly cooling body. I had to hide in case the murderer was still in the house.

Bare-assed naked, I flew out onto the landing, legs and arms struggling to catch up with my body. And if I hadn’t clutched the hand rail at the very last minute, I would have fallen head first down the stairs. Then, with only one thought on my mind—where to hide—I pivoted at the bottom of the stairs, undecided. The bathroom? The kitchen? The coat cupboard in the hallway?

Rejecting both the bathroom and coat cupboard as the first place a murderer would look, I dashed into the kitchen and slammed the bolt across the connecting door. Arms wrapped around my torso trying to stave off the goose bumps that shivered up and down my body, I cowered in the middle of the room. Think. Think. What do I do next? It was like a heavy weight pressed down on my chest preventing me from taking one full breath and clearing my mind.

Okay, ring the police. I’d left the cordless phone beside the walking-machine out in the kennel-house. My mobile resided in my tote bag upstairs in the bedroom and I’d rather die a lingering death involving hot oil and sharp screwdrivers than go back in there. So I had only one choice. Undo the bolt, leave the safety of the kitchen and ring from the wall phone in the lounge.

Gasping like I’d just competed in a 515 meter sprint at Globe Raceway, I made a grab for the receiver ready to wrench it off the wall and dial 000. But before I could do so—the phone rang. I screamed. And my heart performed a double somersault, tripped over its feet and landed with a gut-wrenching belly flop on the floor beside me.

Hand shaking, I lifted the receiver off the cradle and brought the phone to my ear. “H-Hello.”

“Interesting collection of dog statues lined up on your dresser.”

“Huh?”

The speaker was male, but that’s all I could make out. It sounded like he was talking through a thick scarf.

“I owned a boxer dog once,” the muffled voice went on, “just like the one in your collection. Turns out I hated the mongrel’s guts, so I tied him to a tree and shot both his ears off. I guess he eventually bled to death. Never went back to find out.”

I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out.

“Since then, I’ve found knives much quieter than guns.”

Sharp icicles broke off and clanged in my chest making it difficult to breathe. My hand shook so much I almost dropped the phone.

“Turner knew the consequences of disobeying orders. But I’m sure you won’t make the same mistake…Katrina.”

He knew my name.

Like the sound of a doomsday clock, a deep pounding started in my head. If Matt’s murderer knew me—I must know him. “What are you talking about?” I whispered. “Who are you?”

He laughed, and it made me think of the dead chill at a city morgue. “If I hear you’ve told anyone about this call—anyone at all,” he warned, “I will become your worst nightmare.”

“But—”

“Ever felt a knife slicing into your face, Katrina? The pain as the blade cuts through the flesh into the bone, blood filling your eyes and mouth?”

I think I wet myself about then.

“Tell anyone about this call and I’ll come back and rearrange that pretty face of yours. Make it so even your own mother won’t recognize you.”

Open mouthed, heart quaking somewhere around my ankles, I listened to the buzzing tone in my ear before the line went dead.
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How did Matt’s murderer know my name? Who was he? What if he came back? Would he come after me if I contacted the police? But surely I had no option. After all, a dead body wasn’t something I could hide. Or could I? I hung up the phone, closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, attempted to sort out the tangled chaos in my head.

Right at this moment, what I needed more than the voice of a fault-finding policeman was to hear soothing words from my best friend. Words like...there, there, you’ll be fine, Kat. The ambulance will take Matt away. We’ll bin the sheets, spray the bedroom with a heavy-duty deodorizer, and hey presto, you won’t even notice there’s been a murder in your house.

Tanya Ashton answered the phone on the seventh ring.

“Hunh.” The noise from deep in her throat growled down the line. “It’s three thirty in the bloody morning. This better be good.”

“Tanya—”

“Kat?” Her voice changed to concern. “You okay?”

I sniffed. “No. Not really.”

“Why? What’s happened?”

My bottom lip quivered. “There’s a dead body in my bed.”

“A what?” I heard her swallow. “Gimme five minutes. Don’t touch anything. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t. Even. Breathe.”

It only took her four minutes. However, by the time Tanya screeched up to the house in Phoebe, her hot red Toyota Yaris, I’d covered my nakedness with the suede trench coat I’d left hanging on the back of a chair and unearthed half a bottle of vodka from under the kitchen sink. Even though I knew I needed to stay alert for the police, it didn’t stop me from raiding my emergency supply for a stiff drink. For let’s face it—with Matthew Turner skewered to my bed and an unidentified killer who not only knew my name but threatened to carve up my face like a Sunday roast—this was one heck of an emergency.

After letting Tanya into the house, I blinked at her pre-dawn outfit. In her hurry, she’d pulled on tie-dye skinny leggings under a flimsy green nightgown and added a ratty purple bomber jacket. But even in a crisis she’d remembered to slip on her favorite shoes—lipstick red Chloe stilettos.

The rustle of her bomber jacket sounded like a volley of gunfire in the silence of the room when she pulled back from a hug and studied my face. “You okay, Kat?” Although chalk and cheese, Tanya and I had been BFF from the time in second grade when we’d beat the class bully over the head with matching Barbie dolls. And we’d looked out for each other ever since.

I shrugged one shoulder. I was far from okay but if I started a pity party now the kitchen furniture would be floating in tears within half an hour.

“You said there was a dea dbody.” Tanya’s eyes never left mine. “Please...tell me you were joking.”

I shook my head.

“Where is it?”

“Go look in my bed.”

While Tanya climbed the stairs, I hunted up two empty roadrunner jam jars and tipped a good dose of vodka in the bottom of each before counting down.

Five. Four. Three. Two. One...

Movements jerky and uncoordinated, Tanya lurched down the stairs. For a moment I thought she was going to collapse on the bottom stair but she seemed to stiffen her spine at the last moment. I sipped my vodka and watched her. Like a sleepwalker she drifted across to the table and slumped into the chair opposite me.

“Jesus…”

I angled the other roadrunner jam jar across the table and watched her drain the contents in one gulp.

She spluttered. And then her eyes fastened on me. “It’s Matthew Turner.”

I nodded.

Her mouth opened, shut, and then opened again. “But...but you didn’t say how dead he was.”

“Dead is dead, Tanya. There are no degrees.”

She stared at me as though I was a stranger. As though I wasn’t the one who held her hand and helped her breathe and push and swear through the birth of her baby the night her lazy, useless, piece of shit, now ex-husband played poker with the boys instead of attending the birthing ceremony. “Why?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why did you kill him?” Her eyes widened ever further. “Oh, shit! He raped you, didn’t he? You had to kill him in self-defense.”

“Tanya…” Where were the soothing words of comfort? Where was the offer to help ditch the bloody sheets? “I didn’t kill Matt. How could you accuse me of doing such a thing?”

I let my aching head drop onto the cold laminated table top with a thump. If my best friend thought I’d killed Matthew Turner what hope was there of convincing the police of my innocence? If only I could tell her about the killer’s phone call. But my bowels went wonky at the thought of that psycho slicing into my face like a soup vegetable.

Tanya leant over and grabbed the vodka bottle by the neck. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. It’s just this whole dead Matt thing. It’s freaking me out.” She poured herself another shot. “Freaking me out big time!” She emptied the fiery liquid down her throat, spluttered and gasped, and poured another. “And what about whoever stabbed Matt? What if he’s holed up in the house waiting to pounce on us? What if he finds another knife?” She covered her mouth with one hand and barreled to her feet. “Oh, Jesus! Do you think we should hide your kitchen utensils?”

Without waiting for an answer she was off again like the steam from a boiling kettle. “No, no, we better not do that. If he can’t find a knife he might find something worse to kill us with.”

I blinked up at my best friend who was supposed to be comforting me. “Tanya, would it really matter what he used if we ended up dead anyway?” I shook my head. “What am I saying? If whoever murdered Matt wanted me dead I’d be upstairs going stiff and cold right now.”

“You’re right. Of course.” Tanya flopped into her chair again, picked up a cardboard coaster from the table and fanned her face. “So, have you rung the police?”

Both hands on the table I pushed my chair back. “I’ll do it now. I was just waiting until you—”

“Don’t ring the police.”

The kitchen spun as I jerked my head up and gave her a disbelieving stare. Did Tanya know about the killer’s phone call?

“What I mean is,” she continued, evidently unsure of her ground, “we could er... you know, get rid of the body, so we don’t get involved.”

I let out a breath. No, she didn’t know about the phone call. She was just on a different wave length to me.

“Look, I’m not saying we drop Matt in the river, or leave him in the middle of the railway tracks. Nothing tacky like that.” She took another swig of vodka before continuing. “Hell, Matt was a good guy. Pathetic, but still, a good guy. All I’m suggesting is we drive him home and quietly leave him on his front doorstep.” She shrugged one purple-clad shoulder as if to signify the simplicity of the operation. “Then no one knows he was murdered in your bed.”

“Yeah, but—”

“After we arrange him neatly, you know, with his hands covering certain naked limp and ugly appendages, we come back here, clean your bedroom and no one will know he’s been here.”

“Yeah, but—”

“That way, one of Matt’s neighbors finds the body and rings the police and you’re in the clear.”

I hesitated. Her plan did sound tempting. “Well, I suppose we could, but…”

Something about the image of dragging Matt down the stairs, his head banging reproachfully on every step, of jamming his stiffening body parts into the boot of his car, made my stomach clench in protest.

Tempting—but no cigar.

Instead, I patted my best friend’s hand. She meant well. Boy, did she mean well. “Thanks for the offer Tan, but we’d better give the Thelma and Louise act a miss. There’s no way we can do that to poor Matt.”

“Why? Poor Matt wouldn’t feel a thing.”

I shivered at the reality. “I know, but it doesn’t seem right, does it?”

“Your call.”

“Talking of calls...” I stood up and moved toward the phone.

“Anyway, how come Matt was in your bed at all?” Tanya followed me into the lounge room, drink in hand. “You were supposed to dump the guy.”

“I did try to put him off but he was like a damn puppy. You know all eyes and tongue and little-boy grin.”

“Little-boy grin? God, Kat, you’re twenty-eight years old. If you want to catch areal man it’s time you started playing with the grown-ups.”

I sighed. Why couldn’t I say no?

My mother’s words bounced censoriously around in my head: “Katrina McKinley, you’re the world’s biggest pushover. If a guy in a hoodie told you he needed money to pay for his dear dad’s heart operation you’d direct him to the nearest bank then offer him your car keys.”

And once again, I’d been comprehensively sucked in. Not only had Matthew Turner talked me into training his incessantly howling greyhound—he’d also talked his way into my bed.

“Easy for you to say,” I growled, “but I don’t have a lot ofreal men in my little black book at the moment.” And then it hit me. “This is my fault Matt’s dead, isn’t it? I should have refused to let him in.”

“Not necessarily.” Tanya shook her head so hard she almost fell over. I glanced at the vodka bottle. Almost empty. “Whoever killed Matt wasn’t worried about his location,” she went on, righting herself. “He’d have stabbed him in his own bed if he hadn’t come here.”

A silence followed.

Tanya, who seemed to be studying a picture of the indestructible roadrunner on the front of her jam jar glass, finally looked up.

“Kat…” Her voice scraped against her throat as she spoke. “What if the police charge youwith Matt’s murder? What if they take you away to jail?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Why would they charge me?”

Tanya’s face twisted in an apologetic grimace. “Well, you were in the house with Matt at the time.”

Oh God. She had a point. My heart hammered in staccato at the thought of me, black-eyed criminals, and a cold jail cell. “But I had no reason to stab Matt,” I croaked, my voice struggling to make its way through my tightened throat.

“I know that, but the police…”

Tanya stopped and slurped another large gulp of vodka, her eyes blinking at me as if she’d suddenly lost her train of thought.

Unable to stand still, I began to pace up and down the room, afraid not only of the murderer’s threats but of what might happen when the police arrived.

While I paced, Tanya drained her glass, sucked in a deep breath and reached for the phone. “Okay, here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna ring the police and tell them you didn’t do it and I’m gonna…” Waving the phone, she staggered a couple of steps and gazed around, her expression confused. “Whoa…I don’t feel so good.”

I removed the empty glass from her hand and placed it on the coffee table. “Perhaps it’s time to ease up on the medicinal alcohol, Tan,” I said and snaffled the phone from her limp fingers. “This always happens when you drink too quickly.”

“I know. I know. But hey, in case you didn’t notice, there’s a dead body in your bed.”

“Yes, Idid notice.”

Tanya slid slowly down the wall until she was sitting on the floor. “And I’m sonot into dead bodies.”

I knew exactly how she felt.

Taking a deep breath, I dialed the police. “I need to report a murder,” I told whoever answered the 000 call. While “whoever” wandered off to fetch someone higher up the food chain, I joined Tanya on the floor.

By the time Detective Inspector Garry Adams came on the line and introduced himself we were both sprawled on the black-and-white carpet tiles, backs to the wall.

“Are you the woman who rang to report a murder?” he shouted over Tanya’s rendition, his voice a lump of steel crashing against a galvanized iron fence.

“Er…yes. But it wasn’t me, Detective Inspector. I didn’t do it. I didn’t stab Matt.”

“Calm down, madam, and tell me exactly what happened.”

If the vodka had been closer I’d have drained the bottle and joined Tanya in oblivion right about then. Instead, I had to convince this detective of my innocence.

I drew in a deep breath and let him have it. “See, I’ve got this dead friend called Mathew Turner in my bed and I don’t know what to do with him—or how he got that way. Okay, I admit he was a bit of a damp squib while we were having sex, but hey, that was okay. Well actually it wasn’t really okay because it only lasted ten seconds, but all I’m saying is it wasn’t a dirty great knife sort of not okay…I mean I didn’t stab him just because he rated a minus five in bed.”

Okay, I know. I was jabbering. But how else was I supposed to get my innocence across before we got onto specifics?

“Ms. McKinley.” DI Adams broke in, his voice rock hard. “Thais your name?”

“Yes, but—”

“And you are ringing from?”

“Um—” My gaze slid across my comfy sofa and two chairs and my newly purchased LCD digital television. I frowned. “I’m ringing from my lounge room.”

“Of course. And your address is?”

“My address is...” I bit my lower lip and forced my brain to concentrate. “My address is eighty eight, Downes Road, Two Wells.”

“We’re on our way.”

With that DI Adams hung up.

The wall at our backs, Tanya and I sat and stared at our feet. While my best friend gazed at the red leather straps on her designer shoes, I concentrated on the slimy thing adorning the knuckle of my big toe. Was it a gherkin or a piece of pickle? Could even have been a regurgitated slice of tomato.

Tanya was the first to break the silence. “Who do you figure killed Matt?”

“No idea.”

“What about that weasel-faced guy with the long beard and big ears? You know the bloke who punched Matt in the stomach at the track last night.”

“That was Matt’s Dad.”

“Right.” Tanya went back to studying her shoes for a few moments. “Well, what about the big bruiser who lives next door to Matt? What’s his name? Pipsqueak?”

“Peewee.”

“Yeah, that’s the guy. I heard Matt telling one of his mates that Peewee chucked a brick through his window and threatened to do him in if he didn’t stop his noisy freaking dog from keeping him awake at night.”

“They came to an understanding,” I muttered. “Matt talkeme into training his noisy freaking dog so his neighbors could get some sleep. That was right before I let him come inside my house and he ended up dead in my bed.”

“Riiight.”
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A thunderous knock rocked the house. I cranked my head carefully around to blink at Tanya.

“Did you lock the front door, Tan?”

She shook her head.

As neither of us had the energy or inclination to leave the comfort of the floor, the police let themselves in.

The first one shouldered his way through the lounge room door and stood regarding us with one of those disparaging for-this-I-left-a-warm-bed scowl. He reminded me of that PI character, Columbo, from the eighties television series shown occasionally on Fox Classics. Short. Scruffy. Long, daggy overcoat. Five o’clock shadow worn like a badge of honor.

“Ms. McKinley,” the Columbo-lookalike said bearing down on us with his shuffling gait. “I’m Detective Inspector Adams. Did you ring about a murder?”

“Yes, I did.” I grabbed a deep breath in an effort to focus. “It’s my friend, Matt. We were sort of in bed together and—and—when I woke up—he was dead.” I sniffed, wiped my nose with a scrunched up tissue, before continuing. “He’d been stabbed.”

“And whoever killed your friend Matt didn’t stab you?”

Was this guy seriously blind? I gave him a no otherwise-I-wouldn’t-be-sitting-here-talking-to-you-now, eye roll and shook my head.

“Well, in that case,” he went on, hard black eyes staring into mine so intently they were escalating my headache, “can you explain how an intruder entered your bedroom, stabbed your lover and then escaped? All without waking you?”

I pulled my coat down further over my bare legs and tried to block out the more difficult questions he’d brought up. “Matthew Turner wasn’t my lover.”

“No?”

“He was merely a friend.”

Detective Inspector Adams didn’t comment, just raised his thick dark eyebrows a couple of centimeters.

“And I-I guess I didn’t wake up when it happened because I was tired.”

He just kept that cynical eyebrow thing going. “Oh?”

“If you’d been up since five in the morning training a team of greyhounds and didn’t get to bed ’til midnight you’d be wiped out too.”

“Not too wiped out to hear the person beside me getting stabbed to death.”

Exactly. He’d hit on the piece of the puzzle I couldn’t figure out either. Together with the other stray segment which went something like, how close had I come to being used as a pig-sticker too? In an attempt to clear my befuddled brain I took a deep breath and let it out in one long drawn-out sigh.

And then it struck me.

“You know, whoever killed Matt must have snuck into the bedroom while I was playing Tchaikovsky to the greyhounds.”

His eyes glazed over and I detected a slight tick in his left cheek. “Let me get this straight. You were outside playing an instrument to your dogs while your friend was inside being murdered?”

“It’s not an instrument.” I shook my head. “All I had to do was press the buzzer at the bottom of the stairs.” His eyes remained glazed, so I went on, eager to fill him in on the finer details of the situation. “See, this salesman, George someone or other, who I’d read about on the notice board at the Gawler dog track, set this gizmo up inside the house for me. When my dogs bark, all I do is go downstairs to the landing and press a buzzer. Immediately a Tchaikovsky CD starts playing in the dog-shed.”

“I see,” he said in that tone of voice that’s really saying, yeah-yeah-pull-the-other-one.

“It really works,” I assured him, intent on proving my point to this granite-nosed cop with the hard black eyes. “It definitely stopped my dogs barking when they woke me at around three o’clock this morning.”

“Are you trying to say you weren’t in bed when your friend was murdered?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s the only explanation.”

“So it was only later, when you returned, that you discovered he was dead?”

“That’s right.” Thank God we’d got that all sorted out.

“Was the bedroom light on when you came back in the room?”

“No.”

“Well how did you know your friend had been stabbed?”

“I was…um…like, feeling around and…um…”

Heat spread across my cheeks and charged down my neck. Okay, I was way past the age of consent but no one likes to have their pathetic sexual exploits laid out on the table and examined in minute detail. While fanning my face, I watched a second plainclothes detective enter the room and walk across to Columbo. They began a whispered conversation in which the only two words I heard clearly were,naked and dead.

The second detective could have been cast as the main character in the next James Bond movie. Poised, good looking and somewhere in his mid-forties, this guy had clearly been born with a magnetism that drew women to him like fish to white bait.

“Good evening, ladies. Or should I say, good morning?”

The vision, dressed in an immaculate silvery grey suit with a pale blue shirt and darker blue tie, smiled. Every gleaming, perfectly aligned tooth sparkled and glinted like an advert for some super-duper, new-age toothpaste.

“I’m Detective Chief Inspector Tad Stevens,” he said, stretching one beautifully manicured hand toward me.

Inhaling his spicy cologne like a wine connoisseur, I reached up to meet the proffered appendage. But before my sweaty fingers could adhere to his cool flesh, Tanya gave a gasping, choking sound, staggered to her feet and snatched the hand out from under my nose.

“Hi, I’m Tanya and I’m divorced.”

I could tell by the way her eyelashes fluttered she was imaging herself and Inspector Gorgeous alone on a desert island together. There’d be a two-man tent, enough coconuts to keep them alive for a couple of years and no mobile phones or rescue boats to spoil the scenery.

Still clutching his hand like she wanted to chop it off at the wrist and stash it in her pocket, Tanya plastered a grin on her face. I don’t know whether it was the grin or the frenetically fluttering eyelashes, but both men reacted as though she’d produced a weapon of mass destruction from her waistband. Columbo whipped out a set of handcuffs while DCI Stevens wrestled his fingers from her grasp and took several hurried steps backwards.

“Andyou are?” Columbo swung the flashing hardware in front of Tanya’s button nose.

“Tanya Ashton” she squeaked, her eyes seemingly hypnotized by the swinging cuffs. “I’m Kat’s friend.”

“And you are here because?” This time his supercilious eyebrows almost collided with his hairline.

I scrambled to my feet, propelled myself off the wall. “Tanya’s here because I rang and asked her to come.”

“Before you bothered to phone us?”

“Hey, I was scared.”

“All the more reason to ring us first, Ms. McKinley.”

Columbo was starting to irritate me. Big time. Although his boss had paid his respects to the deceased, Short Dark and Scruffy hadn’t moved from the kitchen. “I’m sorry if my actions don’t meet with your approval,” I told him in my best schoolmarm voice. “But I suggest you stop with the verbal assault and go look in the bedroom upstairs.”

“Verbal assault?” He repeated, eyes narrowing to slits.

“Because that’s where you’ll find the victim, Matthew Turner.”

I leant closer, all the better to breathe my vomit-enhanced, vodka-fuelled breath into his disapproving face. “Just don’t expect him to answer any of your insinuating questions, either.”
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After DI Adams returned, Tanya and I were separated for further questioning. Tanya to the comfort of the lounge room—me to the hard, straight-backed wooden chair in the kitchen.

And you guessed it…Tanya won Inspector Gorgeous in the raffle and I ended up with the booby prize...DI Adams, the Columbo lookalike in the daggy long overcoat.

Twenty minutes into questioning, DI Adams produced a crumpled packet of cigarettes. He gazed at them hungrily, then, with something like a snarl, stuffed the packet back into his pocket. I let out a sigh. That’s all I needed. Verbal wrestling with a grumpy nicotine addict in the throes of trying to kick the habit.

As it was, things weren’t going well. Every time I opened my mouth I seemed to dig a bigger hole. I’d find myself popping up in China if this went on much longer. My head drooped, my brain was out to lunch, and if I could dredge up the energy, I’d go hunt up a couple of paper-clips to prop my eyes open. The big question of the moment was: How could an alleged killer get into the house when there was no sign of a break and entry?

The Inspector leaned closer. I winced as his thick nicotine-stained fingers gripped the tabletop. “Were all the windows and doors locked before you and the deceased went upstairs to bed?”

“Yes, Inspector, I locked up personally, as I do last thing every night. But I’ve already told you this. At least six times.” My fingers, unable to keep still, fastened around the loose button on my suede jacket. Twisting and tugging. Tugging and twisting. I knew, deep down where the scary maggots and worms eat away at your insides, if this relentless inquisition continued for much longer, I’d scream—and somehow, once started, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to stop.

Unaware of how close I was to unraveling, DI Adams leant both elbows on the table and continued to chip away. “And does anyone else have a key to your house?”

I shook my head. Why waste words? The man wasn’t listening. I’d already told him no. Perhaps I should try answering in Pig Latin. Onay. So… ogay umpjay in the akelay.

“Well, what about a spare key? Do you have a spare key that you hide in some obvious place like under the mat or under a pot plant?”

“I hide my spare key inside the gnome’s mouth in the front garden.”

“I see.” DI Adams pushed his face so close to mine I got a whiff of what he’d eaten for supper. Something involving curry...with perhaps a touch of basil. On closer inspection, I even made out the faint coffee moustache from his last caffeine fix. “And why didn’t you advise me of that important fact earlier, Ms. McKinley?”

I shoved my face back at him, almost exchanging nose fluids. “Because I bring the spare key inside before I lock up at night,” I said, enunciating each word with tongue. “I’m not a complete ditz, you know.”

His bushy eyebrows speared downwards somewhere in the vicinity of his slightly crooked nose—probably broken as a baby when he poked it into another toddler’s affairs and got it battered with a rattle.

When he spoke again, his clenched teeth made the words difficult to decipher. “So, let’s get this new information completely clear, Ms. McKinley. Am I right in saying you not only locked up before going to bed last night but you also brought your spare key inside the house?”

My reluctant nod barely registered on the up-and-down meter.

“Which means no one could get into your house. Right?”

Suddenly I didn’t like where this conversation was going.

“And...if no one could get in, that also means you were the only person in the house other than Matthew Turner when he was killed.”

I sagged deeper into the chair. Visions of prison bars, black-and-white striped uniforms and toilets resembling buckets swam through my mind. “No, that’s not right,” I protested, the loose button on my jacket finally coming off in my hand. “Obviously the killer was in the house too.”

“How could he be, Ms. McKinley? There was no sign of a break in. You locked up. You brought the spare key inside.”

Okay, stripes and bucket toilets weren’t my thing. I sat up straighter, grabbed a mouthful of air and jutted my chin forward. Time to climb out of the deep dark hole I’d managed to dig for myself. “For the last time, I did not kill Matt,” I said looking him squarely in the eye. “What if someone stole my spare key while it was in the gnome’s mouth, had a copy made and then replaced it before I could discover it was gone? And last night that someone let himself in the front door while we were sleeping.”

DI Adams surprised me. Instead of hurling my idea out the window like a smelly cigarette butt, he burrowed deep inside his baggy overcoat, finally producing a notebook and silver biro from one of his many pockets. “Right,” he said, flicking the notebook open at a new page. “I need the names of anyone who knew where you kept your spare key during the day.”

Faces of friends, acquaintances and delivery guys played like a movie before my eyes. Who out of my friends hated Matt enough to run a knife through his heart? Surely I’d know a murderer if I saw one. Perhaps the kid from the supermarket who delivered my groceries on Fridays inadvertently mentioned where I hid my key to a bad-ass customer? I rubbed the back of my neck to ease the growing tension before answering. “Actually, quite a few people know where I hide my spare key, Inspector.”

“Names, Ms. McKinley.”

“Well…there’s the tradesmen, because I’m always busy out in the kennels whenever they call around and…well, I do have heaps of friends who come and go…and the local protesters meet here in my kitchen every second Wednesday night while I’m off trialing dogs at the Gawler track and once a month the—”

“Stop!” His fingers gripped the tabletop so tightly when he stood up I half expected the laminate covering to rise with him. “So the fact that you lock up at night and bring the spare key inside is really a wasted exercise.”

Geez…this guy was in dire need of anger-counseling, maybe even the services of a full on shrink. “Um…” I cracked a tentative smile and nodded. What else could I do? He made me nervous. “I guess if you put it that way….”

Ten minutes and fifty-one names later, I looked up to see Tanya pushing her way through the kitchen doorway. She waltzed across the room, Chief Inspector Gorgeous trudging wearily at her heels. The Chief Inspector appeared ragged around the edges. He had a mumbled conversation with DI Adams. Adams scowled, dug out his crumpled packet of cigarettes and offered one to his superior. Then, glancing across at me, he gave an exaggerated eye roll and lit one up for himself. I shook my head at him and frowned my disapproval. Finally they exchanged a few more mumbled words and left the room.

“How’d it go?” Tanya asked as
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