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Lorilee

The corpse lay recumbent on the back patio, legs splayed, eyes not quite closed. It was darkly sodden from overnight rain, the head extending into a shallow puddle of muddy water. I gasped when I saw it; then my moan of regret formed a name. “Eddie.”

Though I sensed it was useless, I checked for signs of respiration. There was no chest movement, no sign of air going in and out. Bending, I set two fingers where the jugular pulse should be. Nothing. Gently touching a leg, I found it stiff and cold. I peered at his face and saw that his pupils were fully dilated.

Eddie was dead.

What had killed him? Ed had seemed perfectly healthy the night before. How had he escaped my careful attempts to keep him confined? At least half of my little town of Linville, Florida, knew he shouldn’t have been roaming freely outside. A final question made my nerves jangle. Was Ed out here alone? Standing, I left the poor fellow where he lay. While Ed’s death was upsetting, I had to make sure none of my other cats had joined him.

Selwyn Oaks Homeowners’ Association rules specified that no household could contain more than eight cats. For the last four months, I’d had ten. While it was unavoidable, each time the doorbell rang I felt like Al Capone facing the prospect that Eliot Ness was on the porch.

To my great relief, nine cats napped, lolled, or played with toys inside my house. The roll call, in no particular order, was this:


Callie, a clever calico with a strong sense of her own worth,

Bruiser, a battered stray who had never fully committed to domestication,

Mayson, a one-eyed one-year-old,

May, Mayson’s mother, a former stray with diabetes and a timid manner,

Professor Higgins, the orneriest cat on the planet,

Fat Albert, almost round in spite of the fact I tried diligently to keep his weight down,

Esme, a pure-white long-hair that Bruiser had rescued after the last hurricane,

Ollie & Stan, a pair of tuxedos I’d taken in because of their owner’s terminal illness. They’d put me over my limit, but I felt fully justified, and they’d settled in well.


I was rummaging in the hall closet when Jess, a teenaged runaway who’d wandered into my life and ended up becoming my ward, came out of his bedroom. “I found Ed on the back porch,” I told him as I emerged with a sturdy cardboard box. “He’s dead.”

“Oh, no.” Like me, Jess loved cats, but also like me, he wasn’t prone to tears or emotional outbursts. “What happened?”

“No idea. Somehow he got out—”

“Bruiser,” Jess interrupted. The big tom, who was napping under the kitchen table, opened one eye and flicked a battered ear at the sound of his name.

“Probably. But Bruiser had the good sense to come inside when it started raining. Eddie didn’t.”

I brought the sad little corpse inside and laid it on the kitchen mat. Jess knelt, examined it briefly, and then went to consult the internet. “I don’t think he was poisoned,” he said after a few minutes of research.

“I would hope even Mitzi Talbot isn’t mean enough to poison an animal.”

“We could ask Doc Ahuja for an opinion, but I think those are singe marks.” Returning to the body, Jess turned it so I could see what he meant. “I think Ed was hit by lightning.”

“Oh no!”

“I saw a case like this once at the clinic. Doc says it’s a real danger for pets, because Florida gets more lightning strikes than most states.” Jess stroked the cat’s head. “He almost made it back to us before the trauma killed him.”

It was sad to imagine the sweet but slow-witted gray struggling to return to the best home he’d ever had. “Poor critter.”

Glancing at the box, Jess said, “I can take care of this for you.”

“No need.” I glanced at the clock. “I’ve done it before, and you have graduation practice today.”

Jess shrugged. “I’ve got time. You get the box ready; I’ll make the hole.”

While he went to get a shovel, I did the burial preparation. I was used to losing pets, since I took in the worst cases: sick cats, unattractive cats, disagreeable cats, traumatized cats. I’d found a supply of sturdy, cat-sized boxes at a pack-and-ship store that worked well as caskets, and when a cat in my care died, I buried it at the far end of my property, in a wild section I called my jungle.

When Jess came back inside, I’d set the neatly tied box by the back door. I pulled on a sweater and followed him to the jungle, where I set Eddie in the hole and stood back. It was the first time Jess had attended one of my cat funerals, and I hoped he wouldn’t be disappointed by the lack of ceremony. “You were a good cat, Eddie,” I said as he shoveled dirt over the box. “I’m glad we got to spend time together.”

I was relieved at Jesse’s equally unemotional comment. “Same goes for me, Ed.”

Jess and I were an unlikely pair. Circumstances and love of animals had made us friends, and a series of bad situations had made us partners in solving several local crimes. It had been good for both of us. Jess had gained much-needed confidence in himself after a lifetime of bullying by his father. I’d found a reason to get out of the funk I’d been in since my husband’s death. While we weren’t exactly Batman and Robin, we’d managed to help the police a few times and survive in the process.

Once we finished with Eddie, Jess went to shower. That’s when a second troublesome sight showed up at my back door in the form of Greg Talbot. The ten-year-old, whom I referred to privately as Nasty Greg, had decided a near-death experience we’d shared a few months earlier had made us friends. I wasn’t yet ready to forget Greg’s past misdeeds against my cats, and his mother, the odious Mitzi, was on my list of people I never wanted to speak to again. Until recently, I’d had a court order prohibiting members of the Talbot family from setting foot on my property. When it expired in April, Greg had begun visiting a couple of times a week. I never let him into my house, never invited him to return, yet here he was.

“Hi, Ms. Riley. I wondered if I could have a glass of water.”

“Don’t you have school today?”

“We’re done.”

Great. He’d be around all the time now. “There’s no water at your house?”

“I like the water you keep in that raffy thing in the fridge.”

“Carafe.”

Greg attempted an angelic smile. “Right. It’s lots better than the stuff in plastic bottles.”

Suppressing a sigh and pointing to an old towel hanging near the back door, I ordered, “Dry yourself a chair to sit on.  I’ll bring you a glass of water.”

Eyes wide, he asked in an innocent tone, “Did you bake anything this morning?”

I baked every morning and he knew it. “And a cookie.” One cookie. One glass of water. Humane but not encouraging. I went inside, closing the door firmly behind me so the boy couldn’t count cats. Greg was Momma’s little tattler, and I was sure that if he saw an extra cat, he’d tell Mitzi, who would report me to the HOA.

When I had begun taking in cats a few years earlier, Mitzi lectured me for weeks on the poor decisions people make as they age and the dangers of cat dander. When that didn’t halt my cat adoptions, she’d badgered the HOA into limiting the number of cats I could have. She’d suggested two. I’d suggested she was a meddlesome half-wit. There had been an ugly scene that resulted in thrown clods of dirt (me) and assault charges (Mitzi). Once the dust settled, the HOA compromised, allowing the number of cats I had at that time, which was eight, but no more. Next Mitzi had argued that since cats weren’t hypoallergenic and tended to be hunters, they should remain indoors. That was okay with me, but some of the cats, notably Bruiser, had other ideas.

Mitzi believed she’d done the community a service, and she also assumed that once the dust (or the cat dander) settled, she and I would return to being good neighbors, even, in her tiny brain, good friends. She completely missed the implications of the seven-foot fence I commissioned to shield my property from view on three sides. She’d made no comment on the court order banning all Talbots from my property. And she didn’t seem to notice that I avoided her whenever it was possible.

Much like his mother, Greg either didn’t or couldn’t perceive my lack of enthusiasm for his visits. Still, there was something sad about a kid who needed human connection so badly that he chose to visit an old woman who clearly didn’t like him much. What did that say about Greg’s store of friends and caring adults?

With a cookie and a glass of water, I went outside, where Greg had wiped down a patio chair for each of us. He sat facing the jungle, and he pointed at it, commenting, “I really like that spot.” I set the cookie on a napkin and the glass beside it. After a moment, I sat down in the chair he’d dried for me. Five minutes. I could give the kid that much of my morning. Biting into his cookie, Greg chewed as he went on, “I’m glad you said it was okay for me to go in there sometimes.”

I’d said nothing remotely like that. What I’d said was that I’d better not find any more pop cans or candy wrappers discarded on my property. He seemed to have taken that as permission to enjoy the space if he refrained from littering.

Movement to my left caught my eye, and Bruiser sauntered out from behind the shed. Though he looked like he’d been in a fight with a cement mixer, the old tom strutted his stuff like the strongest lion in the pride. I hoped he’d move on before Greg turned and saw him, but no such luck. Finishing his cookie, the boy took a long drink of water, wiped his mouth on his t-shirt sleeve, and said, “Hey, Bruiser.”

“I wonder how he got outside.” My face warmed at the lie. While it was true that I had no idea how Bruiser made his frequent escapes, it was grossly dishonest to pretend that I was surprised.

“He’s pretty smart,” Greg said.

“I suppose he is.” I’d have bet that over the last two years, the kid had spent more time trying to capture the old cat than he’d spent on his homework and his home chores combined.

In the tone of a wise old man, Greg announced, “Him and me have made our peace.”

Before I could answer, Mitzi’s voice sounded. “Greggy! Where are you?”

The boy’s eyes turned to me, his expression revealing clearly that he didn’t want to answer. That confused me. Greg had always been Mommy’s #1 Little Tale-teller, reporting anything I did that might get me into trouble. Now his expression begged me to help him escape his mother’s call.

Inclining my head toward the jungle, I signaled he should go there. Without hesitation he obeyed, and I raised my voice. “Is that you, Mitzi?”

She appeared on the sidewalk in front of my house. “Hi, Lorilee. Have you seen Greg?”

That was a tough one, since I didn’t like lying, even to Mitzi. Greg had disappeared into palmetto, elderberry, and ferns, so I said honestly, “I saw him earlier, but I’m not sure where he is now.”

Mitzi stepped onto my driveway, setting my nerves to jangling. Legally, she could do that, but emotionally, I wasn’t ready. She stopped short of entering the yard, signaling she also felt nervous about pushing our rapprochement. I went to meet her so she didn’t have to intrude further.

Her look today was typical Public Mitzi: a bright red top with ruffles, one of those hairdos that requires an hour of work to look like you just got out of bed, huge hoop earrings, and a ton of makeup. I guessed someone had told her she could hide the damage from tanning too much and too often if she paid enough money for “product.” It wasn’t working.

“I sent Greggy outside so I could do my podcast,” she said, brushing a clump of hair away from her fake eyelashes, “but now it’s time for his violin lesson.”

Her comment brought two potential catastrophes to mind: Greg with a violin (Horrors!) and Mitzi giving advice to strangers (Hilarious). Choosing the topic that didn’t involve Greg, I said, “You have a podcast?”

Flashing jazz hands, she went into babble mode. “It’s called Death Stalks Me. It’s about my part in solving the strange run of crimes we’ve had in Linville over the last year or so.”

“Death stalks you?” Though I tried to tamp down the sarcastic tone, it was difficult. It was true we’d had some scary situations in our neighborhood over the past year, but it was Jess and I who’d been “stalked” by death, and Jess and I who’d figured out whodunit. Mitzi doing a podcast about her crime-solving skills meant she was more delusional than I’d imagined, and that was a lot of delusion.

“Catchy title, huh?” She smoothed her hair as if a paparazzo might show up at any second to snap a pic. “I’ve done a few episodes already, and I plan to drop a new one every week. Once you get a following, you monetize and boom! You’ve got income.” Reaching out, Mitzi grabbed my arm. “Amazing, right?”

If I agreed with you, we’d both be wrong. I had a habit of saying things inside my head to and about Mitzi. My out-loud response was, “Um.”

“When I came to Selwyn Oaks, I told myself that someday I’d put this place on the map. Do you remember that?”

I do remember when you moved in, though I keep trying to forget. “Um.”

“After that mess in February I thought, I’ve got my finger on the pulse of this neighborhood. I can do a real service for people, getting the truth out there for everyone to know.” Still gripping my arm—It was how she made you stay until she was done talking—she gave it a shake. “Isn’t that the coolest idea ever?”

“Um.”

Mitzi’s eyes lit as yet another genius idea occurred to her. “You should be my guest next week, Lorilee. It would be great to get a senior citizen’s perspective.” As I tried to think of a way to refuse, she went on, “I do all the heavy lifting. You’d just answer a few questions, all soft stuff that won’t strain that aging brain of yours.” She elbowed me to signal that was a joke.

“I don’t—”

“You must have some little details you could provide to add interest.” Mitzi gave my arm a final shake. “I’ll make you famous!”

Retrieving my arm, I backed away. “I don’t think so.”

“But you could—”

“Sorry, I have to go. Around this time of day, my aging brain needs a nap.”
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Jess

Lorilee came inside sputtering, and I heard, “Mitzi Talbot,” which was never a good thing. When I joined her in the kitchen, still damp from my shower but dressed appropriately for graduation practice, I was immediately included in the conversation, though I didn’t have a clue what the issue was for a while. Listening, I figured out that Mrs. Talbot was doing a podcast about crime in Linville.

As Lorilee ranted, I made vague but supportive comments: Yes, Mitzi was unbelievable. No, I didn’t think the sheriff would stop her. When she wound down, I checked my phone. Almost an hour before I had to leave for the school. I retreated to my room and, unable to resist, took a look at Death Stalks Me.

Episodes were about ten minutes long, and there were three of them so far. I had to wait through several ads for face cream and nail polish, but finally Mitzi’s face appeared, a little too close to the camera, which was also too low, so her bottom jaw looked massive. As I watched her introduce herself and her topic, I was torn between a desire to show Lorilee and see her reaction and a sense that keeping quiet would protect my guardian’s peace of mind.

With no hint of embarrassment, Mitzi peered out at her audience and claimed she was a “natural crime-solver.” Simply hearing the details of a crime brought her skills into play, and she almost always knew immediately who was responsible. Episode #1 was the story of how Mitzi’s older son Chris, my girlfriend Wendy (previously known as Birdy), and I had been captured by killers. Chris was the hero of the story, but his wise mother had prepared him for action by making sure he knew how to stay calm and think logically in dangerous situations. While Chris did not appear in the podcast, Mitzi quoted him as saying he was one lucky guy to have a mom with such good insights.

“Jesse, have you seen May lately?” Lorilee called from the living room.

“Nope.” Fascinated by Mitzi’s delusions of brilliance, I went on to Episode #2. This one went back a year, to the time when Lorilee and I first met. In Mitzi’s version of the story, not only did she contribute greatly to solving a murder, but she’d also been instrumental in getting Lorilee to take me in. “It made me feel really good when Lorilee invited Jesse to live with her,” she stated, batting her eyes. “My elderly neighbor needs day-to-day help around the house, and that poor orphan is more than happy to do the work in exchange for his room and board.”

My parents would have found it interesting to hear me described as an orphan.

Lorilee appeared in the doorway. “I can’t find her anywhere.”

“Who?”

“May.” She scanned the corners of my room. “Maybe she’s in the furnace closet.” I nodded absently, and Lorilee disappeared.

The third episode was one Lorilee definitely should not see. Mitzi’s version of a situation that had ended with a chase through Cole Swamp made Lorilee seem almost senile. Mitzi credited herself and her son Greg with bringing everyone safely through the trauma, due to her wisdom and calm in the face of danger.

That was not at all how I remembered it.

“I found her.” May rested limply in Lorilee’s arms. “She was sleeping under my bed, and I don’t think she’s been eating.” Seeing Mitzi’s face frozen on the screen, she asked, “So what are the podcasts like?”

“Just Mitzi being Mitzi.” I tried to sound casual.

“Should I watch one?”

If I said no, she would for sure. “Maybe the first one. It will give you an idea of how bad they are.”

When it was time to leave for graduation practice, I came out of my room to find Lorilee livid. Pointing at her iPad screen, she said, “Chris Talbot saved your life with his quick wit and bold actions?”

“Mitzi’s his mom. She stretched his role a little.”

“A little!” Lorilee’s wave brought to mind an angry cat’s tail. “It’s pure fiction.”

“Lots of stuff on the internet is fake,” I said. “People have to figure out for themselves what’s real and what’s not.”

“It isn’t right.” Her tone reminded me of Professor Higgins’ growl when anyone wandered too close.

“Forget it, Lorilee.” It was too late; she’d already pressed play for Episode 3. Dreading what would happen in approximately twelve minutes, I sped up my preparation to leave. I was almost ready when I heard the front door slam.

Sprinting out the side door, I managed to get in front of Lorilee before she left the yard. Her head was thrust forward, her nostrils flared like an angry bull. “Lorilee, you don’t want to do this.”

“She is pathetic. She is ridiculous. She is insane.”

“Agreed. But you don’t want to have to do court-ordered anger management classes again, do you?”

Her head came up. Her spine relaxed, and she let out a long breath. Though her face and neck were still bright red, she replied, “No.”

“Let Mitzi do what she does. She’s not smart enough to be subtle, so people will catch on eventually.”

“I would certainly hope so.” Lorilee glared toward the Talbot house with a gaze that should have burned a hole in the fence. “She can hint all she wants that I’ve got dementia, but you and I both know who the crazy person is in this neighborhood.”

Once Lorilee went back inside, I walked over to the Talbot house. Despite the fact that he was Mitzi’s kid, Chris Talbot and I had become friends over the last few months, and we often traveled together in his vintage Mustang. As we headed to graduation practice, neither of us mentioned his mom, my guardian, and their ongoing feud. Instead we talked about people at school, the upcoming summer, and Chris’ favorite topic, the car. The conversation was like many that had come before it, but I felt a little sad, knowing we were coming to an ending. This would be the last time Chris and I rode to school together, the last time we joked about Mr. Gage’s suspenders or Dean the janitor’s obsession with metal bands. In two weeks, Chris would leave Linville to begin training as an auto technician. In the fall, I’d head for college to start the work required to become a veterinarian.

“Erin’s going to move to Tallahassee with me,” Chris said. When I turned in surprise, he grinned. “The nursing program she’s doing is available up there, so we figure we’ll share expenses and both get away from our irritating parents.”

“Makes sense.” I thought Chris’ girlfriend was bad news, but it appeared the decision was already made. “I suppose you’ve talked about splitting the bills and chores and all that.”

He waved that away with a careless gesture. “We’ll work it out as we go.” Chris didn’t often remind me of his mother, but that sounded like Mitzi. If my estimation of Erin’s character was correct, Chris’ life in Tallahassee would turn stressful within weeks. But it was none of my business.

Chris parked the Mustang in a spot he thought it was unlikely to get dinged, which meant some distance from the building. We were heading into the school when my phone rang. Checking the ID, I sighed. “It’s my mom,” I told Chris. “Go ahead. I’ll be there in a few.”

Mom called every week or so, and it was always hard for me. Though she tried to be chatty and upbeat, she usually ended up begging me to come home. It had been a year, but she still asked—no, pleaded. She often cried. I’d explained in a dozen different ways that I wasn’t mad at her, that I was happy at Lorilee’s, that I was eighteen now and would be leaving home anyway, but she didn’t get it. “Your dad isn’t a bad person,” she’d say. “He’s always had your best interests in mind.”

Living with a control freak wasn’t a problem for my mother. I often wondered what kind of childhood had made her willing to spend her whole life trying to please a single person. Ironing his shirts perfectly. Having supper on the table exactly at six. Wearing the clothes he chose for her.

As far back as I could remember, I’d been aware of Dad’s attempts to “fix” me. I wasn’t manly enough. I didn’t want to kill animals. I didn’t consider women to be inferior creatures, put on Earth to see to men’s needs. He’d started early, chastising me for being “soft,” and pushing me to pursue activities he said were “what guys do.” At first I’d tried to please him, but as I got older I’d begun acting out, testing the limits Dad set and refusing to accept his view of the world and my place in it.

At seventeen, realizing I’d never be the son Dad wanted, I’d left home. After some tough weeks on my own, I’d met two people who changed my life. First, was Doctor Darvesh Ahuja, the only veterinarian in Linville, Florida. Doc gave me a job and let me stay in a room at the back of his animal shelter/veterinary practice. While working for him I’d met Lorilee Riley, who eventually invited me to share her home. Dad was still angry about my decision to leave. Mom still didn’t get it. But me? Living with the 70-plus Lorilee and her gang of cats had made me happier than I’d ever been.

Though Mom’s calls were a reminder of the disappointment I was to my parents, I always answered. She was, after all, my mother.

“Jesse?” It wasn’t Mom. It was Dad.

I had to try twice to get my voice to work. “Dad?”

“Jesse, I need to tell you merph fland narble.” That’s what it sounded like. I had no idea what he really said.

“What, Dad? I didn’t get that.”

“Cral dum berra. Mah boy.”

“Dad, I’m sorry, I’m not understanding—”

“S’okay. Blat summa dorn. Mah boy.”

The phone beeped to signal that the call had ended. I sat for a moment, staring until the screen went blank. Then, shoving the phone into my pocket, I headed into the school to take my place in line with my classmates and learn how tomorrow’s graduation ceremony would go.

“All good?” Chris asked as I passed. As a Talbot, he was in the T row; I was farther up, P for Pall.

Shrugging, I leaned in so no one else heard. “It was my dad on the phone, and get this. He was stupid, stumbling-over-his-words drunk.”
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Lorilee

There was some sort of mix-up in signals between Jess and his girlfriend, Wendy. About ten minutes after he and Chris left for graduation practice, I heard her stepfather’s rattle-y pickup pull into the driveway. I went out to the porch and called, “Jess rode with Chris, Birdy—” I stopped to correct myself. She’d recently made it known that she no longer wanted to be known by that nickname. “—Wendy.”

She’d already climbed out of the high-slung truck, and she stopped, confused. “What?”

“Jess thought you and he were meeting at the school.”

“Oh. Right.” Her expression revealed more distress than the situation warranted. “I’m sorry. I—I’ll go.”

“Wendy, wait. What’s wrong?”

She set her lips and straightened her spine. “Nothing. I—” A tear rolled down the side of her nose but she wiped it away like it was a speck of dirt. “It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

“Come inside,” I urged. “You’ve got time for a cookie before practice starts.”

I didn’t think she’d do it, but after a moment of hesitation, she followed me inside. In the kitchen, I poured two glasses of water and set a plate of cookies on the table between us. Wendy didn’t take one at first, but I slid the plate closer to remind her they were there. She took one, bit off a chunk, and murmured politely, “Good.” Her mind was somewhere else completely.

“You look like a girl who’s had bad news.”

She forced a smile, but it was a pitiful attempt. “I got some news, yeah. I need time to adjust to it is all.”

“Adjust to what?”

“We’re moving.”

“Moving!”

The smile she’d pasted on faded, though she tried to keep it in place. “Dave’s got a chance for a good job in Miami. As soon as school’s out on Friday, we’ll be leaving Linville.”

I took a few seconds to digest that. Since she and Jess started dating in late 2023, Wendy had been a frequent visitor. I liked her. I admired her courage, her work ethic, and her intelligence. She hadn’t had it easy: A few years back her mother had walked out, leaving Wendy with her stepfather Dave and his son, an odious kid known as Rooster. From what I could tell, the girl was like the petunia in the onion patch in the old song, planted where she’d never quite fit in. Wendy seemed to feel that she had to earn her place in Dave’s household, so in her mother’s absence she’d become cook, cleaner, money manager, and advocate for her stepfather and stepbrother, doing whatever it took to keep them going. At the same time, she did excellent work in school, helped others when she could, and read Shakespeare—for fun.

Wendy’s stepbrother Rooster would graduate with Jess tomorrow, though they were on opposite ends of the class rankings. Dave’s decision to move to Miami was probably fine with him, but I was pretty sure Wendy’s feelings hadn’t been considered.

Now the girl sat, staring at the remains of the cookie in her hand, unaware that the silence between us had grown long. I wanted to help, and I had the means to do so. When a car accident killed my husband and left me with a damaged hip, the settlement from the insurance company had been generous. I’d come out of rehab a bit of a hermit, avoiding the company of humans and taking solace in the company of cats. Then Jess had come along. My life was richer with him around, which probably led to my decision in that moment. “Wendy, what if you stayed here to finish your last year of school at Linville High?”
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