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      A Fourth of July parade, 89 feral cats, and a missing author. It’s nothing Lia and her schnauzer can’t handle.

      

      While the dog park gang trains their fur-babies to participate in Northside's famously eccentric Fourth of July parade, starving artist Lia Anderson is building a float commissioned by Fiber and Snark, the cat-rescuing knitting club managing the career of local best-selling author Lucas Cross. Then Lucas disappears at a book convention, someone attacks Lucas’s accountant, and Lia is the only one the ladies of Fiber and Snark trust to discover the truth while protecting a secret no one suspects they have.

      

      It's the dog park gang to the rescue. But can they find Lucas before somebody winds up dead?

      

      (63,000 words)
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      There’s no end to the drama when Lia stumbles on a dead diva.

      

      Talented, charismatic Dr. Geoffrey Lawrence has manipulated students and staff at Hopewell Music Conservatory for years, destroying lives and careers at whim. No one knows this better than Hannah Kleemeyer, the school admin who plays nanny for the professor’s trio of adorable dogs.

      

      Lia’s mural commission at Hopewell and her friendship with Hannah place her center stage when the Machiavellian voice professor is murdered, the ensuing drama heightened by the theatrical tendencies of the suspects and further complicated by the terms of the professor’s will.

      

      The solution to Lawrence’s murder lies with his many victims, but the detectives assigned to the case are more suited to rousting gang-bangers than eliciting shameful secrets. Meanwhile, a mysterious informant is determined to involve Lia’s beau, Detective Peter Dourson. It’s a case Peter can’t touch now that Cincinnati has created a centralized unit to handle homicides. With Peter hamstrung by departmental politics and the assigned detectives barking up the wrong tree, it will take Lia and the dog park gang to unravel the truth.

      

      (75,000 words)
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      Old bones land Detective Peter Dourson up a creek without a paddle.

      

      Human remains surface on the banks of Cincinnati’s Mill Creek, sparking a media circus. It’s a case Detective Peter Dourson shouldn’t have, with attention he doesn’t want—even before his former fiancée arrives to fan the flames.

      

      It’s the Dog Park Gang’s fault it landed in his lap.

      

      Starving artist Lia Anderson has her own problems. Her new puppy is on a mission to destroy everything she owns, and a ditsy new client is driving her crazy. Worse, Peter’s ex wants to rekindle their relationship.

      

      When the bones are tied to dark rumors from 1940, past becomes present. It will take Lia and the Dog Park Gang to prevent history from repeating itself.

      

      (94,000 words)
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        From the Cincinnati Enquirer:

      

      

      
        
        Author Vanishes

      

      

      
        
        AUSTIN, TX - In a scenario right out of one of his books, best-selling author Lucas Cross vanished in the early hours of June 11th from AustinCon, a convention of self-published authors taking place at the Hyatt Regency Hotel. Cross’s entourage first realized he was missing when he failed to appear for an author panel Saturday morning. He was last seen at a party for the panelists held in a suite tenanted by author Russell Blake.

        Witnesses recalled seeing Cross in an inebriated state at 11 p.m. No one remembered seeing him leave. According to Austin Police, signs of a disturbance in the hotel basement suggest Cross did not leave the hotel voluntarily.

        Cross, a Cincinnati writer whose real name is Leroy Eberschlag, attended the convention accompanied by an aunt, Debby Carrico, along with his accountant and his editorial team, none of whom attended the party. Carrico appeared at a press conference held by Austin Police, making a tearful plea for the safe return of her nephew.
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      “That was fun, but I still don’t get his appeal.” Lia shoved the push bar on the rear door of the Esquire Theater, exiting into the night. She was a slender woman, five-nine with moss-green eyes and elegant cheekbones. Her streaky chestnut hair piled messily on her head as a concession to 80% humidity. This was date night, so she’d worn a boho peasant blouse over a multi-patterned maxi skirt instead of her usual khaki shorts and paint splattered tee shirt.

      She and her companion, Detective Peter Dourson, preferred the back way out. The rehabbed Art Deco movie house had a tiny lobby that was always crowded at night. Lia paused in the alley, feeling the sultry night breeze against her face. “I suspect I’ll enjoy being outside for exactly five minutes - until it starts feeling clammy.”

      Peter traced the tips of his fingers down her spine and snugged a proprietary hand at her waist. “It’s a good thing we’ll be in the car by then.”

      They emerged from the alley into the Friday night throngs on Ludlow Avenue, illuminated by the vintage gaslights that were the hallmark of the trendy Cincinnati neighborhood. Peter took Lia’s hand as he forced a path through the milling crowd in front of the theater.

      Self-reliant all her life by necessity, Lia was still adjusting to Peter’s protective ways. Sometimes when he led her like this it made her feel like a child and she had to resist a perverse urge to pull her hand away. The fault, she knew, was with her. On date nights, she surrendered to Peter’s gentlemanly manners, consciously choosing to enjoy them.

      It wasn’t much of a hardship. Tall and lean, with mink-brown hair that fell into eyes the deep blue of twilight, Peter was attractive more than handsome. She found she liked that about him. She’d had enough of handsome men.

      When she’d first met the detective, she hadn’t thought he was her type. Growing up in the far reaches of Kentucky groomed him for an earlier era of gentle chauvinism that sometimes made him seem much older, though at 34, he was only one year her senior. More observant than gregarious, she’d thought his personality as bland as his khakis and regulation polos. Not the guy for an artist.

      Caught up in the death of her then-boyfriend, she hadn’t noticed the strength in his lean frame and the humor in his eyes. She’d only had to dip her toe in to discover currents running powerfully swift and deep in Peter.

      A dreadlocked sax player moaned a bluesy riff on the next corner, competing with a trio of African drummers a block away. Traffic slowed to avoid jaywalkers. Light spilled out of stylish boutiques, still open to lure window shoppers on their way to or from dinner in one of the many restaurants.

      The saxophone player had already amassed a healthy pile of bills in his instrument case, likely a result of snaring the corner by Graeter’s Ice Cream Parlor and Bakery, the most crowded corner in the Gaslight District of Clifton. Patrons poured onto the street, tongues flashing to catch the ice cream dripping down their sugar cones. Some made their way to the benches lining Telford Avenue, some were headed for the plaza overlooking the parking lot, and others lingered around the busker.

      “Ice cream?” Peter asked.

      “You get some if you want. I’m trying to be good. Milk products are off my diet.”

      Peter’s sweet tooth mourned in silence. “Along with popcorn, pizza, and nachos. If the line wasn’t so long, I’d grab three dips of raspberry chocolate chip so you’d have to watch me eat it.”

      “Cruel man. Wheat and corn are bad for type O’s. Dr. D’Adamo says so.” She ignored his rolling eyes and bumped his hip. “If I don’t notice more energy after 90 days, I’ll ditch the diet and treat you to Dewey’s every night for a week. The light’s green, let’s go.”

      The other side of the street was deserted. They took a shortcut, passing into a narrow alley between Om Cafe and a small shop that was forever changing identities, both closed. Lia thought the brick-lined darkness a suitable epilogue to an evening watching classic noir cinema.

      “So you won’t be fantasizing about Bogie tonight?” Peter asked.

      “Nope.”

      “What’s not to like?”

      “His head is shaped funny, it looks like he has no neck, and he’s too aggressive for my taste,” Lia said.

      “That’s not aggression, it’s manliness,” Peter said.

      “It’s manly to slap Peter Lorre over and over? The man was wearing a white suit and smelled like gardenias. It was like kicking a poodle.” Lia gave him an incredulous look.

      “Bogie is the ultimate romantic. I thought women loved him.”

      “He sneers at Mary Astor and calls her a liar about twenty times. Then he tells her he can’t trust her. He grabs her face and mashes his mouth into hers in the worst screen kiss ever, and implies the only way he’ll stick with her is if she sleeps with him. What about that is supposed to make me swoon?”

      Peter took Lia by the shoulders and pressed her against the wall. He caged her face with his forearms and leaned in close, nuzzling her neck, sending shivers through her body.

      “You don’t like masterful men?”

      Lia gasped as his breath feathered her ear. “Mastery…”

      Peter traced one index finger along her hairline, wrapping it in a strand of hair and giving it a gentle tug.

      Lis struggled to remember her point. “… implies finesse….”

      He kissed her jaw.

      “…I saw no finesse in that kiss.”

      “Maybe,” Peter murmured as he kissed his way from her jaw to her mouth, “he … was overcome … with passion.” He pressed a knee between her legs as he took her face in both hands, his mouth hovering over hers while his thumbs drew circles on her temples. He held her eyes for a long moment, warm breath feathering between them.

      A woman screamed.

      Peter bolted for the end of the alley, the pounding of his feet echoing off the buildings. Lia  pushed herself away from the wall and followed. By the time she emerged onto the back lot of Om Cafe, Peter was hurtling down the steps that led to the parking lot, taking three at a time.

      “Did you see him? Did you see him?” The woman’s voice was hysterical.

      “Are you hurt?” Peter’s voice drifted up the steps.

      “That man, is he still there?”

      “What man?”

      “He pushed me. He was there, at the top of the steps. I thought he was going to come down and kill me!”

      Peter craned his neck, catching Lia’s eye. She shook her head. Whoever had been there was gone. She grabbed the steel handrail and made her way down the long, concrete steps as Peter questioned the woman.

      “He’s gone,” Peter told her. “What did he look like? … Where are you hurt?”

      The woman’s voice, calmer now, was too faint for Lia to make out as she answered Peter’s questions.

      The tiny woman sat on the asphalt, surrounded by her scattered belongings. Peter stooped beside her, his arm behind her back. A disheveled puff of red hair hovered above oversized glasses perched on a small nose. A scrape on her forehead oozed. The pale face, pinched in pain, was familiar.

      “Carol? Carol Cohn?”

      Carol looked up. “Do I know you?”

      “Lia Anderson. Sarah’s friend. She hired me to build your parade float.”

      Carol blinked. “Right. Forgive me, I’m distracted. Did you see him? A tall man in a dark hoodie?”

      “I didn’t see anyone,” Lia said. “He must have ducked around one of the buildings.”

      “Stay with her for a minute. I need to call this in,” Peter said.

      Lia crouched on the asphalt while Peter stood up and turned his back. Carol’s stockings were shredded and one shoe was missing. Her left ankle ballooned below a calf covered in road rash.

      “We should call you an ambulance.”

      “No … no. If you can just drive me to Good Sam and help me to the emergency room, I can call Sarah from there. I’m sure she and Duane can pick me up and get my car.”

      “Are you sure? Your ankle looks painful.”

      “Not as painful as the cost of an ambulance, if my insurance decides not to cover it.” Carol set her mouth in a determined line.

      Lia decided not to press the point. Good Samaritan was less than a quarter mile away. An ambulance was silly, if Carol felt well enough to argue about it. Of course, Carol was a semi-retired accountant. Pain was no match for a lifetime of penny pinching.

      Peter knelt beside them. “Your description is not much to go on. They’re routing patrol cars to this area, but they may not be able to find him unless he attacks someone else. Still, it’s worth a shot.”

      “Peter, she doesn’t want an ambulance. Can we take her up to Good Sam?”

      “Sure. I’ll pull the car around. Mrs. Cohn, can you sit here while Lia gathers your things? Will you be okay?”

      “You won’t go far, will you?” Carol looked anxiously at Lia.

      Lia stroked her shoulder. “I’ll be less than 20 feet away. Where did you lose your shoe? Do you know?”

      “It fell off on the steps somewhere. Maybe it’s in the weeds. I hope you can find it. This is my favorite pair of walking shoes.” She blinked back tears as she examined the scraped leather. Lia’s own eyes watered as she watched the woman’s misery.

      Using her phone as a flashlight, Lia found the shoe in a clump of chicory growing out of a pile of broken brick half way up the steep bank. She shook her head, wondering how fast Carol fell to send her shoe that far, and how she managed to escape worse injury.

      Lia shook her head at the trash littering the bank. Despite the merchants association’s best efforts, garbage from the UDF convenience store around the corner still made its way to the parking lot along with other forms of detritus.

      Carol’s classic handbag—in beige leather that matched her StrideRite walking shoes—lay next to a mess of Middle Eastern food spilling out of a torn paper bag. While Carol cradled the shoe like a baby, Lia righted the purse and brushed bits of tabouli off the side, then set out to retrieve the river of change, coupons and balled up tissues which belched across the pavement, using the few clean napkins from Carol’s take-out dinner to wipe humus off of the coins. She stuffed what trash she could into the bag to throw away, but there was nothing she could do about the pile of food.

      She picked up a lipstick and an engraved keychain. The light from her phone glinted on something in the weeds. It turned out to be the needle of a syringe. Probably belonged to the guy who shoved Carol. It made sense that a drug addict would mug someone. At least he didn’t have a chance to grab her wallet after he shoved her down the steps.

      The headlights of Peter’s Ford explorer cast harsh shadows that panned across the scene as he pulled up. Carol looked even more vulnerable, sitting on the pavement in a pool of light. He left the SUV running as he picked Carol up and gently placed her in the passenger seat. Lia climbed in the back.

      “I called Good Sam,” Peter said. “They’ll have someone meet us at the door with a wheelchair. You’re getting curb service because of the assault. An officer will meet you there to take your statement and document your injuries.”

      Carol sniffed. She set the shoe that no longer fit her swollen foot in her lap and dug a tissue out of her purse. She dabbed delicately at her eyes and nose. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come along. I’ve lived here all my life. Ludlow has always been so safe, I don’t know what to think. You’ve been so kind.”

      “It’s the least we could do, Mrs. Cohn.” Peter dug a business card out of his pocket and handed it to her. She clutched it to her breast like an autograph from Harrison Ford. “The officer will give you contact information, but if you have any problems, you can call me.”

      “Next time I get a yen for baba ganooj after dark, I’m just going to ignore it.” A corner of her mouth quirked bravely.

      “Maybe bring a friend, and take the steps off the plaza. They’re better lit, and not so isolated.”

      “Never had to worry about it before,” Carol grumbled.

      “No, ma’am.”

      An officer waited at the ER entrance with an attendant and a wheelchair. Lia recognized Cal Hinkle by his haystack of blonde hair.

      “I’ve got it now, Detective Dourson. Ma’am, I’m Officer Hinkle.” He indicated the man in scrubs. “This is Harold. He’s going to help you to that wheelchair and we’re going to take care of you.” He nodded to Peter and Lia, then turned his attention to Carol.

      Lia climbed into the front seat. She turned around to watch the tiny procession as Peter drove away.

      “What do you supposed happened?”

      Peter shrugged. “Some thug, probably a meth head or heroin addict, shoved her down the steps. He heard me coming so he ran off before he could grab her purse. It’s fairly typical.”

      “Don’t purse snatchers usually grab the purse first, then shove?”

      “He’s new to crime and hasn’t developed his technique? If that’s the case, there’s a good chance he’ll get picked up sooner than later.”

      “I hope it happens before anyone else gets hurt. Carol could have been killed. I’m glad they sent Cal to interview her. He’s very reassuring.”

      “Older women love him,” Peter said. “It’s his super power.”

      “It’s the scrubbed freckles. They’re irresistible.”

      “Not to you, I hope.” He reached over and squeezed her thigh.

      “Well…”

      “If you’re immune to Humphrey Bogart…”

      “That’s different. He was mean.”

      “Maltese Falcon was early in his career. We’ll watch Casablanca next time, or one of his films with Lauren Bacall. You’ll see a different side to him.”

      “Oh?”

      “He and Lauren Bacall fell in love on the set of To Have and to Have Not, but he was married to a violent alcoholic. They carried on a hot affair for years. It shows on the screen.”

      “Really?” Lia drew the word out.

      “Hotter than Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie.”

      “I never much cared for either of them.”

      “You’re a hard woman to please, Ms. Anderson.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Lia combed her fingers through the hair hanging over Peter’s collar and wished cars still came with bench seats. “You please me quite well, Detective Dourson.”

      Peter caught her hand and kissed her fingers. “Not yet, but we’ll see about that.
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      Lia took a sip of her take-out coffee before setting the cup on the roof of her car. She looked out over Mount Airy Dog Park, noting that for once, she did not enjoy the long shadows cast by the rising sun. She opened the rear door of her ancient Volvo. Her miniature schnauzer, Chewy, bounced to her side while Honey, a golden retriever, exited the car with dignity. I’m not ready for this. No more late nights with Peter until after the parade. She juggled their leashes with her coffee cup, then headed for the inclined service road leading to the dog park entrance.

      The Northside Fourth of July Parade was a community tradition and a tribute to the neighborhood’s reputation as diverse, funky and creative. Anyone could propose an entry. This year, Lia and her dog park friends were performing routines with their dogs. Lia was also building a float for Lucas Cross, AKA Leroy Eberschlag. The float featured a giant Browning Buckmark .22 pistol to celebrate Cross’s soon-to-be-released Savage Gun.

      “Best behavior, Little Man,” Lia admonished Chewy, who was currently dragging her up the road. “Please pretend you remember something from our last eight sessions.” Chewy continued to lunge on his leash like a hooked bass. Lia turned to Honey. “As for you, Missy, no laughing.”

      Honey looked back at her mistress with an expression that seemed to say, “Me? Laugh? How could you think such a thing?” She stopped and ducked her head to sniff at Heavens-knew-what, telegraphing hurt as she dug in her paws. Chewy continued his ascent.

      Lia stood, arms outstretched, unable to move in either direction. A furry boulder goosed Lia’s rear. She yelped.

      “Sophie, can’t you see her hands are full?” Jose Mitsch called to the mastiff now leaning against Lia’s side, seeking attention. “Lia will pet you later.” Jose was a tall man, with an erect carriage that made Lia think he had been in the military or had played football. But an ancient, home-made tattoo of his name on his knuckles and a Fu Manchu mustache hinted at biker origins. She’d never asked. She knew the maintenance supervisor was endlessly kind to animals and could build or repair anything.

      He overtook Lia, who was still caught in limbo between her dogs. “I’ll take Chewy off your hands for you.”

      “Thanks, Jose,” Lia said, handing over the leash. Sophie bent her massive head to sniff Chewy’s nose and the pair ambled ahead. Honey appeared at Lia’s side as if her snit had never happened. Instead, she looked up at Lia, as if to say, “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      Lia curbed a sigh. Nothing like Chewy getting attention to bring Honey front and center. She lengthened her stride to catch up with Jose. Ironically, Chewy had now stopped and was peeing on the park fence.

      “The float is coming along great. I can’t thank you enough for helping with the armature.”

      “No problemo. You know what they say about men and their toys.”

      What is that?”

      “The only thing better than a gun is a bigger gun.” he winked. “And that gun is big enough to take out passing satellites. I can now say I helped build the biggest replica of a Browning Buckmark ever made. We oughta enter it in the Guinness Book of World Records. It’ll be somethin’ rolling down Hamilton Avenue on the fourth. You know what would be really cool?”

      What’s that?”

      “We should fix it so it shoots a person out, and there’s a net rolling behind to catch him.”

      Lia rolled her eyes. “Sure Jose. You get with Jim and figure out how to make that happen. Are you volunteering to be the human projectile?”

      “Oh, man, that would be great. Is the float still in the parade, with Leroy missing?”

      “I assume so. He may be missing, but his books are still for sale. Sarah’s meeting me at the garage this afternoon. I’ll find out more when I see her.”

      “Building a float, training Chewy to do dance routines, you’re gonna be all over this parade.”

      They rounded a curve that brought them up to a brick and concrete picnic shelter with attached restrooms. The shelter split the dog park into two separate enclosures that together, ran the length of the six-acre ridge comprising the former Highpoint picnic area. The pair of remaining picnic tables had been shoved out of the way to make room for an ad hoc training ring. A half-dozen park regulars stood chatting while their dogs mingled, tangling leads.

      Chewy surged sideways, shooting down the path beside the smaller enclosure.

      “What the hell happened?” Jose asked, Chewy’s leash dangling from his hand.

      “Clasp failure,” Lia announced, pressing Honey’s leash into Jose’s hand in exchange for Chewy’s as she dashed after the escaping dog.

      Lia cursed mentally. Why can’t he be like Viola? Peter’s dog, Viola, liked to run free, but she always stayed close to other dogs and wouldn’t run off on her own. It was easy to catch her. Chewy liked to follow his nose. He rarely paid attention to where he was going, so you couldn’t count on him to find his way back. Chances were good he’d patrol the outside of the fence. If she cut him off from the inside of the park, his recapture might be quick. Thank God she’d brought treats for today’s training.

      Lia navigated the entry corral, then paused, scanning the fence line. Sure enough, Chewy had turned at the far end of the enclosure and was trotting along the back side. Lia crossed the park, aiming for a spot that would be well ahead of Chewy when he made the second turn. The goal was for Chewy to come to her on his ramble. If she ran up to him, it would start a game of chase. Who knew where that would end?

      By the time Chewy met up with Lia, he’d forgotten he was an escapee and was perfectly content to follow her back around to the gate as long as she fed the occasional treat through the fence. She checked her exasperation. Chewy wouldn’t understand it, and the only impact it would have on him would be negative.

      Renee Solomon, Lia’s art patron and trainer of the Mount Airy Dog Stars by universal agreement, waited with Jose at the beginning of the path. She was a petite brunette who wore her chin-length hair, which was practically a mandate in Cincinnati, in non-mandated, spiraling curls. Rigorous exercise and high-dollar grooming kept her looking much younger than her forty-odd years. Her exceptionally well-kept appearance was exceeded only by that of her gorgeous champion collie, Dakini. Only Renee’s middle-class roots and cheerful good nature kept everyone from being demoralized by their combined perfection.

      “What happened?” Renee asked.

      “Either the clasp failed, or he’s channeling Houdini. This is the third time in a month.”

      Renee examined Chewy’s leash. “You’ve got a lobster-claw clasp. It should not happen.”

      “And yet it does.”

      “You might want to try a slip lead like Dakini’s.” Renee leaned over and parted Dakini’s abundant mane to reveal the leash, which was rolled leather with a loop created by feeding the leash through a brass ring stitched into the end. “It’s all one piece, so Chewy wouldn’t be able to get out of it, not unless you forget to adjust the leather slide that keeps the loop from opening up. All show dogs use them. I suggest a four-foot lead, at least to start with. If you get one, I’ll show you how to use it properly.”

      Dollar signs tugged on Lia’s conscience as she considered the cost of a leather lead. “This looks like a choke collar. I thought choke collars were bad.”

      “It’s dangerous to leave a choke collar on a dog while it’s unsupervised, or when it’s playing with other dogs. And you should never use a slip lead or a choke collar on a dog that’s less than 18 months old because their neck bones are still forming. Slip leads allow you to give an immediate, gentle correction to a dog. But your problem is bigger than the leash. I suspect you need to spend more time with Chewy on fundamental obedience, if you had to lure him back with treats.”

      Lia sighed. “I was working two jobs and starting my own business when Chewy showed up. I taught him the basics, but he hasn’t had as much training as Honey did. I hoped to use the parade as an opportunity to fix that. He’s really good. He just gets distracted.”

      Renee frowned. “Be sure to fill your left pocket with treats before the parade. It will help keep him focused on you.”

      “Why the left?”

      “It’s closest to his nose. Try it out on your next practice session. You may need to carry a treat in your left hand, if it isn’t enough. Be sure to exercise him before training sessions.” She looked at her watch. “We’d better get started.”

      They rejoined the group in the pavilion. Lia’s best friend, Bailey, leaned over a boom box. The lanky woman with her swing of red hair was tailed by an equally lanky bloodhound named Kita.

      “Didn’t boom boxes go out with big hair?” Lia asked while Honey and Kita sniffed noses. “What do we need those for?”

      Bailey shrugged “Renee suggested it. We’ll have insane amounts of noise at the parade, and it’s time to get the dogs used to it. It's not enough to have the dogs know the routine, they need to be able to do it with drums and sirens, plus the occasional firecracker. I have another boom box that we can put on the outside wall.”

      “But boom boxes?”

      Bailey shrugged. “They cost next to nothing at Saint Vincent de Paul, and I have tons of old cassettes. I even have some John Philip Sousa marches from my brother’s high school band days.”

      “If that doesn’t do it, nothing will.”

      “I also pulled the soundtrack off a YouTube video of the parade from a couple years ago. It includes African American drum core music and fire truck sirens.”

      “Even better,” Renee said, joining them.

      “They came with remotes,” Bailey said, handing the black, plastic oblongs to Renee. “So you can adjust the volume while we’re working.”

      “The dogs will either be ready for a Zen monastery or the booby hatch when we’re done with them.” Renee turned to the group. “Okay everyone, take your positions.”

      Lia put Honey into a down-stay by the shelter wall and took her place next to Jose and Sophie, with Chewy at her left. They and their dogs formed one side of a large square. On her right, Jim McDonald and his lady-friend Bonnie made up a side with Fleece and Chester. Renee and Terry made up the third side with Dakini and Jackson, while Bailey and Terry’s roommate, Steve, completed the square with their dogs, Kita and Penny.

      Renee turned on one boom box at low volume, then started the group with some basic sit-stays, heeling, and returns. When everyone was warmed up, she took them through a weaving routine, with the women circling clockwise and the men headed in the other direction. The formation morphed through several variations until everyone met in the center and put their dogs into a down-stay, walked to the end of their leads, then signaled the dogs to heel. The dogs approached their owners on the right, circled behind them, then sat at their left side.

      “Great job!” Renee said. “Okay, I’d like to try a new routine with some square dance moves. Let’s get back to our original positions.”

      Jackson and Chester got their leashes hung up during a do-si-do. The two dogs took this opportunity to run around Terry and Bonnie in circles for a may-pole effect. Renee left Dakini with a snappy “stay” hand signal to untangle the mess while everyone else fell into hysterical laughter.

      Order restored, Renee tried an allemande, which had the dogs running into each other in the center of the formation. She widened the square and tried again, with better results. After a few more foul ups, Renee returned the group to walking their dogs at heel in an evenly spaced square around the pavilion. She had steadily raised the volume of the boom boxes during the course of their practice. Now a fire truck siren blasted the pavilion. All the dogs stopped, howling in unison. Renee turned off the music and the howls died away, silence ringing in Lia’s ears.

      “I’ll have to make sure we’re nowhere near the trucks when we’re marching,” she said. “I think it’s time to call it quits for today. Anyone have any thoughts about what we have so far?”

      “I think we need to rearrange the dogs,” Bonnie said. “Every time we start to heel, Chester tries to run up Fleece’s tail and sniff her privates. I don't think that's proper in front of children. “

      “He does that to her all the time at home,” Jim said. “Why are you saying something now?”

      “I didn’t think he’d do it in public,” Bonnie said.

      “He’s a dog. He doesn’t care who’s watching,” Jim said.

      “Chester is a pervert. Don’t you know that he likes to sniff tail?” Terry asked.

      “I’ve never been with him around so many dogs at one time,” Bonnie said.

      “You’d know it if you came with me in the mornings,” Jim grumbled.

      “We’re talking about a parade,” Bonnie said. “I don’t think children should see that.”

      “They might as well get used to it. It’s normal dog behavior and they're going to see it for the rest of their lives,” said Jim.

      “Bonnie,” Renee interrupted, “Since we change directions during the routine, Chester is going to be behind Fleece at some point, unless you’d like to partner with someone else?”

      “No, I don’t want that,” Bonnie said.

      “The best thing to do is to spend more time heeling with Chester at home, so that he gets used to staying beside you. Have you been practicing?”

      Bonnie’s eyes slid away.

      “Ten minutes a day will do wonders. Even five will help. Maybe you and Jim can train together. Dogs learn from each other.”

      “Do you think we have too many flourishes?” Lia asked, changing the subject. “I’m worried the dogs are going to get confused and mess up during the parade.”

      “This is Northside,” Steve said. “Consider it comic relief.”

      “If we know the routines and signal our dogs properly, everything will be fine,” Renee said. “The dogs are not learning the routines as much as they are learning to follow you. Consistency is key. Also, as they get used to working with distractions, their focus will improve and the behaviors we saw today are going to go away. Keep training them to heel when we aren’t practicing. Be sure to include U-turns and circles going in both directions. Don’t forget music, as loud as you can.”

      “I think we need costumes for the dogs,” Bailey said. “Something cute, don’t you think?”

      “I got a bunch of bungee cords and zip ties down at the shop,” Jose said. “Maybe we can do something with them.”

      “Bungee cords and zip ties? Yeah that will work,” Steve cracked. “We can do ’50 shades of Rover’ for our theme.”

      “I know an easy way to make inexpensive tutus,” Lia said. “And the same technique can be used to make ruffs. What do you think? Tutus for the girls and ruffs for the boys?”

      “As long as we’re talking about dogs, not handlers,” said Terry.

      “I don’t know,” said Steve. “I think we should include handlers. Only it should be tutus for the guys and ruffs for the girls.”

      “I ain’t wearing a tutu,” Jose said.

      “But you’d look adorable,” Bailey said, batting her eyes and waving an elegant hand.

      “Can I wear my gun?” Terry asked.

      “No,” the others chorused.

      “On that note, I’m heading into the park,” Lia said.
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        * * *

      

      Honey chased Kita across the park while Chewy began his usual patrol of the perimeter, this time from the inside. Lia and Bailey sat atop their favorite picnic table, under a hackberry tree.

      “I still don’t understand why you’re using Chewy in the parade instead of Honey. Honey could do this blindfolded,” Bailey said.

      Lia sighed. “I was too busy for advanced classes when I got him. He needs the work.”

      “So you don’t think his behavior has anything to do with him being a furry flibbertigibbet?”

      “What on Earth is that?”

      “I think it came from some Disney movie. It means he’s flighty.”

      “Ouch.”

      “He’s a funny little guy, but you have to admit, he’s no Einstein. Not in the obedience arena.”

      Lia sighed. “Rub it in. He’s ADHD. I’ll need to carry liver treats to keep him focused.”

      “Perfectly legitimate. If they do it at dog shows, you can do it in the parade. Though, in his case, you may want to go for a pocket full of bacon.”

      Chewy trotted over and jumped up, bracing his forepaws on the table bench. He grinned. His beard was clotted with mud.

      “Chewy! Ugh! You’ve been eating dirt again.” Lia jumped off the table and led him over to the pump. “Come along, Mister Muddy Mouth. You aren’t dragging dirt into the house.”

      Chewy lapped out of a bucket sitting under the pump, rinsing his beard clean in the process. He followed Lia back to the table while she muttered.

      “How long has he been doing that?” Bailey asked.

      “I don’t know. He does it every so often, always has. I haven’t given it much thought. Do you think it’s a problem?”

      “I was just reading about this.” A line formed between Bailey’s eyes as she searched her memory. “It could be caused by thyroid problems or issues with his pancreas, or even brain lesions. His diet may be insufficient, or he could just be bored. Chewing releases dopamine in dogs. You should rule out any medical problems.”

      “I had no idea. So eating dirt isn’t an issue by itself? It won’t hurt him?”

      “Depends on where the dirt comes from. If it’s loaded with pesticides, it’ll be toxic. That’s not an issue in the park, but dirt can wear his teeth down, and he can crack them on stones. He could wind up with an obstruction. If it’s not medical, it would be a good idea to occupy him with a substitute.”

      Lia sighed. “I’m betting it’s a habit left over from before. When I found him, he’d been neglected. Not abused, but it was obvious that someone dumped him in the back yard and ignored him. I don’t think he’d ever been groomed. His coat was matted thicker than carpet. And he had so much eye-gunk matted in his fur, I don’t know how he could see. Still, we’d better check it out.” She leaned down, looked Chewy in the eyes and ruffled his ears. “You, Mister Muddy Mouth, are going to the vet.”

      Penny, Steve’s small terrier mix, leapt up on the picnic table and lavished her usual frantic kisses on Lia’s cheek before jumping down to make a play bow for Chewy, who grumbled and barked. Penny, undeterred, raced around the table in circles. As Penny usually played advance guard for Terry and Steve, Lia looked up to see them approaching, followed by Jackson and Napa.

      Terry always reminded Lia of a stockier Teddy Roosevelt. Now that he and Steve were roommates, the pair often came to the dog park together. The two were of a size, though Steve was round and bald where Terry was chunky and hirsute. They reminded her of Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum.

      No one understood how they managed to live together. Terry, a retired government worker, held rabidly right-wing views. Steve was a die-hard Democrat and former union negotiator who now worked at the Homeless Association. Steve once explained to Lia that they had a compromise: Terry would not listen to Rush Limbaugh while Steve was home, and Steve would not turn on Bill Mahler while Terry was there. Together, they watched sports.

      “What’s the word, what’s the word?” Terry asked.

      “Flibbertigibbet,” Bailey volunteered.

      “Ah, Wayland’s exasperating apprentice,” Terry said.

      “Who?” Bailey asked.

      “Wayland’s Smithy is a Neolithic barrow in England. Wayland was a god, and when his apprentice annoyed him too much, he threw the apprentice as far as he could. The boy turned into stone when he landed. He is now a boundary marker for Sniveling Corner.”

      Steve stared at Terry. “I’m going to block the History Channel.”

      “Too late,” Lia said.

      “What’s going on with your friend Leroy?” Steve asked.

      “He’s not my friend,” Lia said. “I’ve never met him.”

      “He’s paying you to build a float. Doesn’t that make him your friend?” Steve asked.

      “You explain it,” Lia told Bailey.

      “Lia’s not important enough to meet the author. She’s been fobbed off on underlings,” Bailey explained.

      “His aunt and her friends manage the business for him,” Lia said. “I guess he doesn’t care about that end of things.”

      “Especially not since he’s still missing,” Bailey added. “I haven’t seen anything new lately. But what’s with that blogger? Is she really his girlfriend?”

      “What blogger?” Lia asked.

      “She calls herself ‘Citrine.’ I’m guessing that’s because Pink is already taken. She’s a singer-slash-poet-slash-blogger and wannabe internet personality. She has orange hair and angst.”

      “I don’t get the orange hair and angst connection,” Steve said.

      “Orange is associated with happiness,” Lia said. “That and highway barrels. Doesn’t say ‘angst’ to me.”

      “You have a point,” Steve said, “I’ve had plenty of angst over highway barrels.”

      “Black has been done to death.” Bailey pulled up the internet on her phone. “Huh. This page says orange is also associated with ‘emotional resilience during difficult times.’ Maybe that’s what she means.”

      “I thought citrine was yellow,” Steve said.

      “That’s the color,” Bailey said. “Citrine is also a type of quartz crystal, and it’s orange.”

      “Look up the stone,” Lia said.

      Bailey tapped her screen again. “Oh. It’s called the merchant’s stone. Maybe she’s hoping to make money off her internet stuff.”

      “So,” Terry said. “is the mercenary wench attempting to profit from Leroy’s current predicament?”

      “Predicament meaning he might be dead? I hope not,” Lia said.

      “It’s a weird fit. Lucas Cross fans are not her audience, though he is semi-famous. Anyone searching for him on the internet will come up with her page,” Bailey explained. “And every hit counts. Even the extraneous hits will help her visibility.”

      “Maybe she’s just a drama queen and she really loves him,” Lia said.

      Steve and Terry looked at each other. They shook their heads and said, “Nah,” simultaneously.

      “How’s her poetry?” Steve asked.

      “Uninspiring, with erotic intentions, except when she’s wailing about Leroy’s disappearance. She seems to like the idea that he’s dead,” Bailey said.

      “Probably because a corpse can’t tell everyone that she made it all up,” Terry said.

      “Does this person have a dog?” Steve asked.

      “Cat, why?”

      “Thank God,” Lia said. “We won’t run into her here.”
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        * * *

      

      Lia scraped the last bit of black paint out of the cup she held and was dabbing it on top of a gun sight the size of a flat-screen TV when the sound of a door closing echoed through the vast commercial garage. Lia looked down from her perch on a towering safety ladder to see Sarah Schellenger examining the float.

      Sarah, librarian at the Northside branch library, was tall and slender with hair to the middle of her back and a forthright nose to go with her forthright sensibilities. She ran a knitting group at the library, informally named Fiber and Snark, where she created sweaters for teddy bears that she sold to raise money for SCOOP, an organization that aided management of the local feral cat population and provided medical care for feral cats with special needs. She and her husband, Duane, had eleven cats of their own.

      Lia put her brush in the empty cup, then tucked both into a large pocket on her painting vest. “I think that’s it for today,” she yelled down.

      “I don’t know why you’re bothering with the top,” Sarah yelled back. “Who’s going to see up there? Superman?”

      “You never know when the Google Earth satellite will pass over.”

      “True.”

      Lia climbed down the monster ladder, though climbing didn’t seem like the right word. The thing had handrails and two-foot-wide steps, for heaven’s sake, making it suitable for debutantes in hoop skirts.

      She opened a dented and rusted folding chair and plopped down next to Sarah, sighing and rolling her head around to stretch her neck. Chewy scratched an ear and yawned from his nest of tarps by the wall. He rose from his nap and came over to demand an ear ruffle. Lia automatically obliged as she looked up at the gun, satisfied with their progress.

      “Terry keeps saying the Browning Buckmark is only a .22 and unworthy of such exaltation, but I don’t think anyone else cares,” Lia said.

      “Next time I need a sixteen-foot-tall model of a gun, he can build it instead of just letting you take pictures of his weapon collection,” Sarah said. “The 24-inch PVC sewer pipe was the only thing light enough to work, and it was scrap, so I got it free. You found a gun with the right proportions and a round barrel. Tell him to pull on his big girl panties and suck it up.”

      The parade float dedicated to Lucas Cross’s international crime thrillers was a marvel of engineering, built on the back of a flatbed trailer to a scale of 1:30. Lia had tapped Jose to help build the framework after Jim, a retired engineer, advised her on the plans.

      The Browning Buckmark lacked the firepower of a .44 magnum, but its molded rubber grips swooped in lines that appealed to Lia’s artist sensibilities. The black grips contrasted with the silver barrel and the gold trigger was a detail she couldn’t resist. Everyone agreed that it screamed “international espionage.”

      The float would be finished with banners hanging from the sides of the trailer that advertised the upcoming twin launch of Lucas Cross’s latest books, Savage Gun and Koi: Predator.

      “Still no word about Leroy?” Lia asked.

      Sarah sighed and looked down at the floor. “He’s still missing. The Austin police won’t tell us anything.”

      “Debby must be going crazy. I can’t believe you’re going ahead with the parade float.”

      “Alice made the point that if Lucas is still missing by July 4th, it will only be in slightly worse taste than the usual Northside parade float. The books are coming out next month, regardless.”

      Sarah looked at her watch. “I’ve got to help Cecilie feed the cats at SCOOP. Carol usually comes on Saturdays, but she’s out of commission. Can I bribe you into giving me a hand?”

      “Sure, I’ll give you a hand, if you don’t mind Chewy coming along.”

      Chewy lifted his head off his canvas bed and gave Sarah a grin.

      Sarah looked at the schnauzer, evaluating. “I’m not worried. They’ve got him outsized and outnumbered.”
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        * * *

      

      SCOOP, which stood for Save Cats & Obliterate Overpopulation, was Cecilie’s feral cat sanctuary. It currently housed 88 cats. Lia was surprised when Sarah pulled up to a neatly landscaped brick house. Only Chewy’s vigorous sniffing suggested anything was out of the ordinary.

      “Looks too normal, doesn’t it?” Sarah asked.

      “Ninety cats? Here?” Lia asked.

      “Eighty-nine at last count. We go through one thousand pounds of kitty litter every month.”

      Lia did the math. Cecilie must go through a 35-pound bag of kitty litter every day. She was tossing out over 200 pounds of just kitty litter a week. The garbage men must hate her.

      “Where do they come from?”

      “There are dozens of feral cat colonies around Cincinnati. We assist in spay/neuter programs that release the cats back into the wild, but our primary goal is to home adoptable cats and provide sanctuary for those that have medical conditions that require ongoing treatment. Some have feline AIDS, some have leukemia. Others have been horribly abused. We take in litters when we can, to socialize the kittens for adoption. Cecilie is overloaded right now because someone was shooting the cats in a feral colony behind a trailer park. We had to get them out of there.”

      “You have cages for them all?”

      “Most of them have the run of the first floor.” Sarah opened her door. “Come on. I’ll give you the tour.”

      Lia’s progress up the front walk was hampered by Chewy’s frantic sniffing. Finally Lia took a treat from her pocket and held it up for him. Cats forgotten, Chewy followed the lure to the house. Cecilie met them on the steps. Her wiry hair was shot with gray and scraped back into a practical bun. The crystal drops she wore on her ears made a feminine counterpoint to her striped tee and work jeans.

      “Reinforcements! Excellent,” Cecilie said. “The first thing we’re going to do is clean the litter pans. Then we’ll feed them. I’ll take care of the quarantined cats after you leave.”

      “You have cats in quarantine?”

      “Every cat goes through quarantine when it arrives to ensure it doesn’t pass any diseases to the population. We also keep a few who are communicable. You won’t be handling them.”

      “Cecilie wouldn’t let the Centers for Disease Control touch those cats with hazmat suits and a ten-foot pole. She has high standards,” Sarah said.

      Chewy strained towards the door.

      “Are you sure Chewy isn’t going to be a problem?” Lia asked.

      “If he is, they’ll soon put him in his place,” Cecilie said. “Just keep him on his leash until he calms down. I bet he finds a nice, safe corner for himself.”

      Cecilie led them into a small foyer with a 40-inch tall pet gate at the far end.

      “I’ve got goodies for the closet,” Sarah said, removing several leashes and a dog coat from her tote bag.

      “Great.” Cecilie turned to Lia. “We get a lot of donations. We raise money with garage sales, but we keep any dog and cat equipment that we can’t use to pass along to other rescue organizations. Those donations have their own space.”

      Sarah opened the closet door. It was filled with every kind of leash and harness imaginable, along with a hodgepodge of grooming tools, food dishes, and collapsible crates. She hung the leashes on a hook, then placed the dog coat on a shelf with several others.

      A marmalade cat strolled to the gate, rubbing itself against the vertical bars. Chewy lunged for the gate, barking. The cat looked up, as if to say, “What are you doing here?” then sat down and started cleaning itself. Chewy whined.

      “I bet that cat knows exactly how far Chewy’s paws would reach through those bars,” Lia said.

      “That’s Jam, and you wouldn’t be wrong,” Sarah said.

      Cecilie opened the gate and Jam leapt into a cat tree. The foyer opened up into a feline jungle. Cats perched on a half-dozen multi-level cat trees anchored to the ceiling to ensure feline acrobatics would not cause disaster. Cats strolled along the carpet-covered catwalks that lined every wall, seven feet above the floor.

      Chewy whined and returned to Lia’s side.

      “Stranger in a strange land, Little Man?” Lia asked.

      “We tried the cat walks at 6 feet,” Cecilie said, “but the cats liked to lurk up there and swat at people passing by, so we raised them.”

      The living room furniture was covered with sheets tied around the legs, then topped with industrial pet covers that look like quilted mover’s blankets. There was a four-foot path behind one sofa, where large litter boxes sat on larger quilted pads. Cardboard cat scratchers were strategically placed around the room. On one side, two four-foot wire cubes held a half-dozen cats each. The crates were topped with fleece canopies, serving double duty as cat hammocks.

      The living room flowed into the dining room, which opened to the kitchen on one side and an enormous den on the other. The kitchen and den had pet gates.

      Cecilie led Lia and Chewy into the den, where patio doors looked onto a back yard featuring several bird feeders on poles and a pair of bird baths. More than a dozen cats sat, riveted, watching the birds.

      “It’s cat heaven,” Lia said. “I can’t believe how clean everything is. And you live here. Amazing.”

      “We love it,” Cecilie said. She returned to the gate and pointed at a loose mounting. “Be careful when you use this gate. We need to fix it. Bill hasn’t gotten around to it yet. It’s one of a hundred things we haven’t found time to do.”

      “Realities of a non-profit,” Sarah said.

      “Truth,” Cecilie said.
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        * * *

      

      Lia was scooping the last of a bag of kibble into a communal feed bowl when the front door opened.

      Someone called out, “I’m here, let’s get this show on the road. Where is everybody?”

      “Damn,” Sarah said, setting down a water dish.

      “Who’s that?” Lia asked.

      “I have a confession to make.”

      “Let me guess. That’s Paris Hilton. She’s sponsoring all the cats and their personal attendants are on their way with coolers full of fresh tuna steaks.”

      “Not quite.” Sarah sobered. “The members of Fiber and Snark want to talk to you. That’s Debby. Alice and Carol will be here any minute.”

      They hate the float. Worse, they can’t pay me for the float. A month away from my own work for nothing…

      “Come on,” Sarah said to Lia, “I’ll finish this later.”

      Lia sat on a couch between Sarah and Cecilie as a parade of felines waltzed across the back and climbed down to knead laps with sharp claws. Chewy took refuge behind Lia’s legs, whining in distress as a one-eyed Siamese rubbed against Lia’s shin. She reached down to scratch his head, idly noticing the absence of cat hair on the furniture. How many hours does Cecilie spend brushing them every day?

      Debby sat on another couch across the room. She was a sturdy, middle-aged woman with an abundance of thick, black hair that was her best feature. Lia bet she kept it long for simplicity rather than vanity. Her clothes were functional knits that likely came from a big box store. She looked like she had the temperament of a steamroller. She probably needed it. The Elmwood Place branch was one of the more difficult posts for a librarian.

      Sarah and Debby gave each other odd looks and said nothing. Sarah looked down at the Persian in her lap while scratching her own scalp.

      “You’d better not have fleas,” Debby said.

      “It’s stress-induced dandruff.”

      “I hope it’s not catching,” Debby muttered.

      The silence resumed until Lia heard a car pull up outside. Sarah’s shoulders slumped in relief.

      “It’s about time,” Debby said.

      Alice opened the door. She was a freckled brunette with short, wavy hair and studious spectacles. She was an architect who specialized in rehabbing Northside Victorians and wore functional tunics in exotic prints that impressed clients with her creative sensibilities.

      “Where’s Carol?” Sarah asked.

      “She’s stumping along,” Alice said, holding the door open as Carol, right leg encased in a clunky apparatus that looked like a toe-less ski boot, struggled through the door on a pair of crutches. The scrape on her forehead was now scabbed. Debby moved over to make room for her. Carol dropped down and sighed, a pair of tabbies dashing for cover as she let the crutches fall.

      “A fracture boot? Isn’t that overkill?” Debby asked.

      “It’s a very serious sprain,” Carol sniffed.

      “Will someone finally let me know what’s going on?” Lia asked.

      “We need your help,” Sarah said.

      Ruh roh. This sounds worse than getting stiffed for a sixteen-foot gun.

      “We’d better start at the beginning,” Alice said. “You know how we talked to you about doing covers for Leroy’s books?”

      “Yes,” Lia said carefully.

      “Hold on,” Cecilie said. “Did she promise?”

      “I haven’t promised anything. What am I supposed to promise?” Lia asked.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” Cecilie said.

      Lia felt herself slipping down a rabbit hole. What are they talking about? Tell them what?

      “You can’t repeat anything we say here,” Alice explained.

      “And that includes your boyfriend, the detective,” Cecilie said.

      “Wait a minute,” Lia said, holding up both hands, palms outward. “Is this something that would concern the police? I don’t like keeping secrets from Peter.”

      “Technically, it’s out of this jurisdiction. It wouldn’t be his case,” Alice said.

      Lia frowned.

      “Nobody knows a crime has been committed except us, and that may be a moot point,” Carol said.

      Sarah shook her head, sighing. “Look, can you just promise? Otherwise, we’ll never get anywhere. We haven’t committed a crime.”

      “You might get a different story if you talk to some of Leroy’s reviewers on Amazon,” Debby said. “Look, we know something that we probably should share with the authorities in a jurisdiction far, far away. But if we do that, we’re going to be in worse trouble than being arrested.”

      “It’ll cost millions,” Carol moaned.

      “Hush, Carol. She hasn’t promised yet,” Cecilie said.

      Lia stood up. Two cats took her place on the sofa. She pulled Chewy’s leash out of her pocket. “I think this is my cue to leave.”

      “Please don’t go,” Sarah said. “Will you hear us out?”

      “What don’t the Austin police know about Leroy’s disappearance?” Lia asked. Chewy danced at her feet, ready to go.

      “I told you she was sharp,” Sarah said. “Will you promise?”

      Lia sighed. “Am I going to regret this?”

      “Probably. But please do it anyway. You’re the only one we can trust to help us.”

      Lia worked the leash in her hands as she looked longingly at the door. Friendship came with responsibility. Besides, she’d come with Sarah. If she left, she and Chewy would have to walk home. The others could jump in any of three cars and mow her down before she got to the end of the block. That’s if she could get out the door ahead of them. She could wind up at the bottom of a scrimmage before she got to the foyer. Then she’d be in worse condition than Carol. Chewy would escape and wind up in an animal testing lab.

      She pushed the cats aside and sat down. They dropped in front of Chewy, hissing. He whined and curled behind Lia’s legs. “I promise. On the condition that I won’t become party to a crime.”

      “I can live with that,” Cecilie said.

      “I repeat: what are you keeping from the Austin police?”

      The five women looked at each other, trying to decide what to say next. Lia waited, watching the mesmerizing flow of cats in the middle of the room. One-eyed Pete leapt off a cat tree and sent the rest scattering like fish in a pond.

      Cecilie broke the silence. “We know where he went.”

      Lia was astounded. “You let the police send out national alerts, spend thousands looking for him, and you knew where he was the whole time?” Lia exploded. She glared at Debby. “You cried in front of God and network news cameras?” She pinned the women with her eyes. “You manipulated millions of people? For what?” She popped up again, followed by Chewy.

      “It wasn’t like that,” Alice said quietly. “We just found out. Can we start over?”

      “How far back are we going to go?” Sarah asked.

      “It was fun in the beginning,” Cecilie said. She took a brush out of a pocket on the arm of the sofa and began grooming a marmalade tom.

      “What was fun?” Lia asked, taking her seat again. Chewy sighed and lay back down.

      “We’ve had the knitting club at the Northside Library ever since Sarah was appointed Head Librarian,” Cecilie said. “It’s mostly gossip. We’re the only ones who show up, except for the odd drop-in. Alice tells the most outrageous stories about her family and neighbors … .” She noticed Alice giving her the evil eye. “You do, too, and that’s what started it all.” She turned back to Lia. “It was the bunny slippers.”

      Bunny Slippers?

      “Alice came in one day and told us about her daughter’s rabbit, Bugs. He’d been eyeing Alice’s bunny slippers with what she later realized was lascivious intent⁠—”

      “You have to understand,” Alice said. “These are not cute, fluffy bunny slippers. These are Monty Python killer rabbit slippers with gaping jaws in all their fanged glory.”

      “—So Alice was minding her own business, petting the cat. Suddenly Bugs jumps on one of her slippers. Remember, she was wearing them at the time. Bugs begins humping,” Cecilie said.

      “Oh, no,” Lia breathed.

      “Do you know what bunny spunk looks like?” Cecilie asked.

      Lia shook her head, aghast.

      “Alice does. Those slippers went right into the washer. When they came out, they went right back in. The next time Bugs sidled up to the bunny slippers with a come hither twitch of his nose, she tore them off and chased him down, waving the slippers and making so much racket, he never came near them again. We were laughing so hard we couldn’t speak and finally Debby says, ‘This is just like Mitford, but with hippies and drive-bys.’”

      “Mitford?” Lia asked.

      “A series of books about small town eccentrics. Alice started writing her stories down and bringing them to knitting club. We all chimed in with ideas. She couldn’t publish them because she’d get run out of Northside. Debby suggested changing the names and publishing under a pseudonym as an ebook, just for fun.”

      “We didn’t expect to make any money,” Alice said. “But that was during the Indie boom, when the only books you could get for your Kindle were over-priced best sellers and 99 cent books by nobody you ever heard of.”

      “I hear 99 cent books made a number of writers wealthy,” Lia said.

      “We weren’t Amanda Hocking, but we were making hundreds of dollars every month. We put it all into SCOOP,” Alice said. “Then Carol read Russell Blake’s interview in the Wall Street Journal, and everything changed.”

      Lia gave her a puzzled look.

      “Russell Blake made two million dollars with his ebooks in less than three years,” Carol explained. “He was very open about how he made that money, which was through a grueling schedule of writing and publishing eight to ten books a year.”

      Lia’s eyes went round at the thought of that much work.

      “I looked into it,” Carol continued. “Most writers making big money publish at least six times a year. I said it was superhuman for one person to write eight books a year, but five people could put out ten books a year.”

      “It was a joke,” Sarah said. “We decided that to make that much money, we couldn’t collaborate on funky books about neighborhood weirdos, we’d have to write in one of the high dollar genres. That meant either romance or thrillers.”

      “We knew we couldn’t stomach writing romance,” Alice said, shuddering, “even though the market for romance is voracious, and twice as big as the next largest market. Crime fiction was next in line.”

      “We pretended to be Russell Blake wannabes,” Sarah said. “We invented a hot, female super-spy named Koi and patterned her after Russell Blake’s Jet series, but with significant differences. We made up outrageous stories, takeoffs on all the best sellers.”

      “All while you were knitting?” Lia asked, fascinated. She scratched the head of one of the deposed tabbies, who’d decided to share Lia’s seat with her.

      “It was easy. We’re all readers, and we have two librarians. We know our stuff,” Cecilie said. “We decided to make up a pen name based on popular protagonists in that market, and came up with⁠—”

      “Lucas Cross,” Lia said.

      “Then one day, Sarah says, ‘you know, we could do this, only we need a guy who will let us use his photo for the author page. Nobody will think anything of it not being his real name. Russell Blake isn’t a real name.’”

      Lia stated the obvious. “They aren’t Leroy’s books.”

      “We needed a macho man to sell the series. No one would buy thrillers written by a group of middle-aged knitters. Leroy is the face of our brand,” Alice said.

      Lia took a moment to process this. “He has nothing to do with the books?”

      “He didn’t even know about them until Lucas Cross was invited to do a signing at Joseph Beth. Leroy hasn’t opened a novel since they taught To Kill a Mockingbird in tenth grade, and I doubt he ever read more than two pages of it. But we needed a good-looking guy who knew how to BS. He fit the bill, and paying him a percentage got him out of my sister Dorothy’s house. Saved her marriage, too, though that’s taken a big hit since Leroy vanished.” Debby said.

      “If he doesn’t read books, how did he pull off signings?” Lia asked, fascinated.

      Carol yelped as a cat clawed at her boot, using it for a scratching post. Debby pushed it away.

      “He’d tell them he just got back from some exotic place and make up a story about the bars and a street brawl, then he’d read a page out of the book, Debby said. “He comes by his ability to lie naturally. We had to coach him on reading out loud. He knows how to charm women, and anytime anyone asked him anything touchy, he just told them he was under a non-disclosure agreement and changed the subject. We’re self-published. I don’t know why none of those dumb bunnies ever asked him how you can be under a non-disclosure agreement with yourself.”

      “Well, that’s neither here nor there,” Sarah said. “It worked fine until George Weir invited Leroy to be on a panel discussion at AustinCon.

      “Who?” Lia asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that some of us—” Debby glared at Alice and Sarah. “—felt it was important to accept. Some of us wouldn’t listen to those of us who knew Leroy all his life, and some of us thought they could tutor him, and he’d be able to pull it off.”

      “What really happened in Austin?” Lia asked, suddenly realizing the women had lulled her into a dangerous complacency.

      “Alice, you do the honors. I’m still too upset to talk about it,” Debby said.

      “Have you been following the papers?” Alice asked.

      “I’ve picked up headlines on the internet.” Lia said.

      “A quick recap: Leroy disappeared during AustinCon, and it looked like he snuck down to the basement to meet with someone. There was evidence of a fight. There was no sign of him after that. We think he was smuggled out in a blue van, but there was no proof.”

      “All that was in the news,” Lia said.

      “That was a week ago,” Alice continued.

      “An endless, miserable week being questioned by the police, hiding from reporters and listening to Dorothy blame me at the top of her lungs,” Debby said.

      “Three days ago, he called me,” Alice said.

      Lia blinked. “Why would he call you instead of his mother or Debby?” Lia asked.

      “Probably because he knew there was no way we could have a rational conversation, with what he had to say,” Debby said.

      “It was a hoax,” Sarah said. “He thought disappearing from AustinCon would give the new books a boost and get him off the hook for the panel.”

      “He acted like he did us a favor. He expected us to think he was smart,” Alice said.

      “Don’t forget the part about laying on the beach in Belize.” Cecilie said.

      “He didn’t think about how he was going to make his reappearance.” Debby leaned forward. The cat in her lap yowled and jumped down. “Can you say ‘fraud’? How about ‘creating a panic’? I’ve never seen anyone put so much effort into doing something so stupid. He didn’t put out that much effort in thirteen years of public education.”

      “So, he’s in Belize?” Lia asked.

      “We thought so, but we have reason to believe he’s not there, if he ever was.”

      “And nobody knows outside this room?” Lia asked.

      “Not even his mother,” Debby said. “Better she continue to think he was kidnapped by pirates than he ran off on purpose without caring about her feelings.”

      “What did you tell him?” Lia asked.

      “I didn’t,” Alice said. “I was asleep when he called. Good thing, too. I would have blown out all the cell towers between here and Central America giving him a piece of my mind.”

      “You mentioned money earlier,” Lia said. “Where does that fit in?”

      “Leroy’s shenanigans are not only illegal, they could expose us and ruin our brand,” Carol said. “And hiring an attorney to defend him could cost us everything we’ve made so far. If we’re implicated in this mess, you can multiply the legal fees by six.”

      “Carol’s our accountant, can you tell?” Cecilie said.

      “You don’t want to go to the police?” Lia asked.

      “Not yet,” Sarah said.

      “What are they going to do, besides blow the whole thing wide open?” Carol asked. “Extradition with Belize is a murky area. They can’t drag him home. If he’s even there.”

      “But it’s more serious than money now. Carol believes Leroy attacked her last night.” Alice said.

      “You never did like him,” Debby accused.

      Carol drew herself up. Lia swore she saw the top of her poof of red hair raise up like the hackles on a dog. “I only said he might not be reliable. He’s not here now, which means I was right.”

      “Leroy was your mugger?” Lia asked.

      “I caught a whiff of Dunhill cologne right before I fell. It’s his favorite. It costs $250 a bottle. You won’t find many muggers wearing it.” Carol glared at Debby. She batted another cat away and slipped two fingers under her support boot, rubbing her leg in a way that suggested she wanted a vigorous scratch, but was too ladylike to do it in public.

      “We don’t know for sure that it was him, but we have to consider that possibility,” Alice said.

      “Maybe it was someone trying to make you think it was Leroy,” Lia said.

      “We thought of that,” Alice said. “But who would spend that much money on the off chance Carol would recognize the scent while he was mugging her?”

      “Why would Leroy attack Carol?” Lia asked.

      “I had a practice session with Leroy before we left for Austin,” Carol said. “He kept arguing with the way we wanted him to approach the panel topic. It came out that he felt he deserved a bigger piece of the pie and creative input. Said it was his face, and if he represented the books, he ought to have a voice in them. I told him it would never happen.”

      “I wish you hadn’t done that,” Sarah said. “We could have listened to his ideas. It wouldn’t have hurt anything. We listen to everyone’s ideas. If they don’t work, we don’t use them.”

      “Like you don’t use my ideas,” Carol muttered.

      “Water? Bridge?” Debby said.

      “Why tell me? I don’t see what I can do about your situation,” Lia said.

      Four pairs of eyes turned to look at Sarah. Lia followed their gaze.

      “That was my idea,” Sarah admitted. “When Alma told me about you, she also mentioned some of your, uh, adventures.”

      Lia groaned.

      “She’s very proud of you,” Sarah said. “I had the sense from things she didn’t say, that you have … resources you might be able to tap in our cause. We need to know what happened to Leroy. We need to find him and figure out a way to resolve his disappearance without exposing Lucas Cross as a fraud.”

      “We need to know if he’s behind Carol’s attack,” Alice said, “and if he meant to kill her.”

      “And I told you,” Debby said, “stop drinking your own damn Kool-Aid. Leroy isn’t smart enough to pull this off.”

      “It happened in Koi number seven, ‘Death Happens Twice.’ He did a lot of signings for that one. He had to pick up the plot, even if by osmosis,” Alice said. “And who says he didn’t have help. Maybe he’s smart enough to find someone who could pull it together.”

      “But why? What reason would he have to kill Carol? That’s what you all think, isn’t it, that someone tried to kill Carol by shoving her down those stairs?” Lia asked.

      “The way our bylaws read,” Carol said, “if anything happens to one of our members, the partnership is dissolved and has to be reformed. That means everything is up for negotiation.”

      “But that’s killing the goose that laid the golden egg!” Debby insisted. “Without all of us, there are no books.”

      “And how often does that happen in real life?” Cecilie pointed out. “Maybe he wants to create a vacancy in our little cabal. Maybe he sees himself stepping in. Maybe he told Alice he was in Belize to throw us off track.”

      “There’s another thing,” Debby said. “In every plot I ever read where someone is behind their own disappearance, they fall off a boat and are presumed dead so nobody will look for them. That’s not what happened here.”

      Cecilie looked at Debby levelly. “You tell me with a straight face that boy has the enterprising spirit to swim a quarter mile to shore in the dark.”

      “You do have a point.”

      “He barely has the initiative to pull the tab on his beer,” Cecilie elaborated.

      “You don’t have to grind it in,” Debby said.

      “What do you want me to do?” Lia asked.

      “We may be off track,” Alice said, “but Sarah thought you might have an alternative means to track Lucas. If you do, we’re begging you to help us find him.”

      Damn Peter! He must have said something to Alma. That’s the only way Sarah could know about Trees. Lia sighed. The hacker would do anything for Bailey, but this was different. She thought about the month she’d spent building the float instead of working on her own paintings. Now these women wanted more from her. The internal struggle lasted for a few, tense seconds before falling to social pressure. How much time can it take to ask Bailey to pass this along to Trees?

      “I can see if anything can be done, but it’s not up to me. And it will cost. I have no idea how much.”

      “That’s all we’re asking,” Alice said. She gave Carol a hard look. “I’m sure the price, whatever it is, will be worth it.”

      Lia pulled out her smart phone. “Let me record this. I promise I won’t share it with anyone. It will save time later.”

      The group looked at each other, hesitated as if no one wanted to be responsible for saying yes or no to this.

      Sarah stood up. “I need to get back to the cats.”

      “I do too,” Cecilie said. A feline parade followed them out of the room.

      “It’s either that,” Lia said to the remaining trio, “or writing everything down. I guarantee, that someone, like my boyfriend the detective, is more likely to run across notes on paper than an audio recording.” Her point made, she opened the app and turned it on. “First things first. I’m going to need the numbers of his credit cards and bank accounts.”

      More grumbles.

      “We start by following the money. It’s possible to dig out that information without your help, but that wastes time. You want help, I need the info. I also need to know Leroy’s friends, any girlfriends, anyone he would go to for help in an emergency, and how you think he would be getting around.”

      Carol produced a sheet of paper from her purse. “All of his accounts are listed here.”

      Lia looked at Alice. “I need the number he called you from, and copy of the message he left.”

      The number is in my call log, but I don’t have the message anymore,” Alice said. “I must have erased it by accident.”

      “Write down what you remember,” Lia said. She turned to Debby. “Names, addresses, and phone numbers of his friends.”

      “Hold on, you’re not going to talk to them, are you? You can’t do that,” Debby said.

      “Not at all. But if he has an accomplice, it’s likely to be one of them, don’t you think?”

      “If it is, they plotted it out while they were drunk. Then this would all make sense,” Debby said.

      “What about Citrine?” Lia asked.

      “That tart claiming she’s Leroy’s own true love? The one who looks like the Little Match Girl caught her hair on fire and didn’t know enough to put it out? She ought to call herself Cinder instead.”

      “Cinder for Cinderella?”

      “Cinder for burnt to a crisp.”

      “You don’t like her.”

      “Never heard of her until she showed up at the last press conference. Leroy never brought her around, and I’ve got news for her, Leroy doesn’t have girlfriends. He has booty calls. As far as Leroy’s concerned, this grand passion has all the heat of a dead LED.”

      “If you’ve never met her, how do you know this?” Lia asked.

      “That’s how I know it. He’s a mama’s boy. If he cared for her, he’d introduce her and show her off to the family.”
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        * * *

      

      Hands covered in flour, Peter Dourson shoved at the hair falling into his eyes with his elbow. When this failed, a jerk of his head shook the wayward strands back in place. He sunk his hands back into the bowl of gluten-free dough sitting on the kitchen counter in Lia’s apartment.

      Lia had an odd fanaticism about her diet, saying she could not afford to get sick. He’d never known her to get a cold, but he wasn’t sure great health was worth the sacrifice of eating gluten-free pizza. What a man won’t for love. At least it’s only for 90 days.

      Viola, his chow mix, perked her ears and launched herself across the floor in a thunder of scrabbling claws. Honey followed, both dogs barking excitedly. A key turned in the front door, followed by the expected tail thumps.

      . Chewy announced himself with a yip.

      “Honey, I’m home,” he called.

      Lia’s laughter drifted down the hall. “Isn’t that supposed to be my line?”

      She grinned wickedly when she saw the gooey state of his hands.

      “Looks like you’re at my mercy,” she said.

      “Oh…help…please…don’t—“ he deadpanned his protests until Lia silenced him with a kiss.

      “—Somebody save me.”

      “After dinner. I’m hungry. What are you making?”

      “Spelt pizza. Gluten-free and totally on your bloody diet.”

      “That’s Blood Type Diet, Kentucky Boy.” She wrapped her arms around him from behind, avoiding the dough. “You’re still my hero. What can I do to help?”

      “It’s under control,” he said, nodding at the waiting array of chopped vegetables. “Feed the dogs?”

      By now, all three dogs were swarming around them, bumping knees, wrangling for attention. Lia plowed through the roiling mass of fur to the kibble bin. She gave her dog pack a stern look.

      “Down,” she said.

      The dogs lay on the floor, though Viola was sulky about it. They knew the drill.

      “I thought you were going to be home sooner,” Peter said as Lia shoveled kibble into the dog bowls. “Is everything okay with the float?”

      Lia checked her conscience and decided it was clean. She kept her eyes on the bowls as she set them on the floor, then waved her hand to release the dogs.

      “Sarah needed help feeding the cats at SCOOP. They have 88 cats now.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “They rescued a cat colony that someone was using for target practice.”

      Peter took a moment to consider the logistics of wrangling 88 cats. “That must have been some trick. I imagine the local rednecks are pissed they’ve lost their entertainment.”

      “I’d like to shoot a few rounds at them and see how they like it,” Lia said.

      “Yes, but since you’re civilized, you won’t.”

      “Since they’d shoot back, I won’t.”

      “Good girl.”

      Dogs now contentedly crunching their kibble, Lia headed for the refrigerator. “I’m getting some tea. Want some?”

      “Is it real tea, or stuff that looks like death warmed over?”

      “Stinging nettle lattes may not look like much but I feel so much better since I gave up coffee.”

      “That’s not true. I can testify that you felt just as amazing when you were still mainlining caffeine.”

      Lia smacked him on the hip pocket of his Levi’s. “Pervert.”

      “I’ll be ready for a beer as soon as I get this dough rolled out.” He pulled a firm ball of dough out of the bowl, kneaded it a handful of times on a patch of flour on the counter and set it on an oiled cookie sheet. He patted and prodded the dough until it was vaguely flat and oblong.

      “Aren’t you skipping a step?” Lia asked. She was sipping on her tea, which was an ugly greenish-gray that Peter had only ever seen in the morgue, and once in the sky before a tornado.

      “If you loved me, you wouldn’t drink that in a glass I can see through.”

      “If I loved you, I’d toss out your Pepsi and Pop Tarts. I can’t believe my big, bad cop is so squeamish about the color green.”

      “Green is my favorite color,” Peter said, reaching for the rolling pin and giving it a quick dusting of flour. “It’s the color of your eyes. The slop you like to make is never green. It’s always one of green’s mutant cousins.”

      Lia looked down at her glass. “I can’t argue that. By the way, Sarah says she saw you the other day.”

      “Oh?”

      “She’s buying the house next to Alma’s. She and Alma were on the porch, waiting for the home inspector when you left for work. She thinks you’re hot.”

      “She sounds like a woman with good taste.”

      “As long as she keeps her good taste to herself. I don’t know if I want her living by you.”

      Peter grinned over his rolling pin. He kept his voice neutral as he rolled the dough out to the edges of the cookie sheet. “You don’t have much time to do anything about it if she’s already meeting with inspectors. She must be determined to have that house. There were a number of people who wanted it, even in the condition it’s in.”

      “What’s wrong with it? The house is beautiful.”

      “Sure, on the outside. Ruth Peltier was a hoarder. Alma did a reverse mortgage deal with her years ago to help her out. She made sure the exterior and the yard were kept up, but she could never convince Ruth to liquidate her belongings. You can’t paint walls you can’t reach. No one has seen the floors in decades.

      Alma doesn’t want to get into managing property, so she’s selling the house ‘as is,’ with all the contents. I had my eye on it, until she told me how much work needed to be done. That was too much, on top of the bidding war.”

      “You want to buy a house?”

      Peter shrugged and set the rolling pin aside. “The right house would be a solid investment. What I really want is a nice Craftsman, with a long porch and dormer windows. I was thinking about you, though.”

      “I like living in an apartment. No maintenance.”

      “If you bought it, I’d be two houses over and you’d have extra income renting out the other floor. But that one is too much work. Moot point, since it’s now your friend’s problem.”

      “That’s so sweet.”

      Peter cocked a stern eyebrow when she reached for a diet-forbidden Kalamata olive. She pouted, then satisfied herself with a strip of roasted red pepper. “I’d love having you for a neighbor, but I’m not ready for home ownership.”

      He shrugged again. “It was a thought.”

      “A very nice one. Maybe one day when I’m more settled, I’ll have time for a house.”

      “It wouldn’t be so tough if it were both of us. Together, we could do a house.”

      “Peter, I don’t know ….”

      “I practically live here now.”

      “True. … but I like having my own place.”

      “We’ve been seeing each other long enough. Shouldn’t we be thinking about the next level?”

      “Is that what a house means to you? That I love you and want to stay with you?”

      “Well, uh,” Where is she coming from? “It’s part of the package.”

      “What if I love you and want a future with you and have my own space?”

      “Renting two so-so apartments for more money than we would spend buying a great house doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It doesn’t make sense financially. It makes sense relationally. Our relationship is more important to me than money.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, but I don’t follow your logic.”

      “A friend of mine made her husband sell his giant bust of Sylvester Stallone as Rocky—complete with sweat dripping down his face— at a yard sale for $10 because she couldn’t live with it. If they lived apart, he could have kept it, he could do his laundry when he damn well pleased and they would have eliminated half of the conflict in their relationship. As it is, if they ever get divorced, he’s going to regret getting rid of Rocky for the rest of his life.”

      “I never liked Rocky anyway.”

      “You have your own Rocky. You have that monstrous TV taking up half of your living room with that hideous sofa taking up the other half so you can crash out and watch sports.”

      “We’d have a den for that.”

      “You don’t need to stake out your personal territory if you have your own place. Your whole apartment is your personal territory. And when I’m there, I’m a guest, and if I don’t like the way you do things, it doesn’t matter because I have things my own way in my space.”

      “I don’t want you to feel like a guest when we’re together.”

      “Have you ever noticed that people who live together feel free to get angry at each other over stupid things? Guests are so much more civil. Living apart takes a lot of tension out of a relationship. Oprah and Stedman have been a couple for 30 years and never lived together.”

      Peter kept his voice carefully neutral. “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

      “I have. I’ve thought about our future.” She set her tea down and brushed the hair off his forehead. “For the first time in my life, I want to have a future with someone. I know what I’m like. I’m like a plant that needs a certain amount of shade to thrive. I’d rather spend four nights a week with you for the next 30 years than seven nights a week for the next three, which is how long I would last before I freaked and went bananas. And there you would be, missing your ugly sofa.”

      Peter shook his head. He didn’t know what to say.

      Lia took his face in her hands. “Do you love me and want to be with me, the way things are? Because I never want to be without you.”

      Peter held up a flour-covered hand with the little finger crooked. “Pinky swear?”

      “With a kiss.” She hooked her finger with his and stood on tip-toes with lips pursed.

      Peter paused a breath away from her lips, until her eyes narrowed with annoyance. He tugged her closer with his pinky and brushed her mouth with his until her lips softened, then dived into the kiss. Whatever this is, it’s never boring.

      “Can we talk about dinner now?” Lia asked.

      Peter, gratified by the flush rising in her face, used the back of his hand to brush a smudge of flour off her nose. “What about dinner?”

      “Where’s the pizza sauce?

      “No sauce. Olive oil. Alma contributed roasted garlic cloves, so I thought we’d do a slight variation on Dewey’s Edgar Allen Poe.”

      “My hero. Can I help you decorate the pie?”

      “You can do your half.”

      Lia laid toppings on her side of the pizza in a dizzying pattern that was heavy on garlic and artichoke with accents of sun-dried tomatoes and roasted red pepper slices. Peter shook his head when she dotted the top with pesto in a serpentine pattern.

      “You know we’re going to dump cheese all over everything, don’t you?”

      “It tastes better when it’s pretty. Just ask the Japanese.”

      “Uh huh. It tastes better when it goes in my mouth.”

      “Philistine.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty.”

      Peter followed Lia’s gaze down to three upturned, drooling, canine muzzles.

      “Can we spread cheese out to the edges?” Lia asked. “I feel guilty when we give them crusts that have nothing on them. It doesn’t seem fair.”

      Huh. How about you put your cheese on your half wherever you want and I’ll do the same? The snarky thought vanished as soon as it appeared. Sometimes it was hard to remember Lia’s phobia about conflict when she acted so logical. Her feelings ran so deep she had to protect herself or walk around like an open wound. He suspected her therapist and Bailey were the only other people who knew how vulnerable she was.

      She did have a point. Signing a loan on a house was not proof of devotion. Hadn’t his ex-fiancée Susan proven that? Lia was wrong about Rocky though. It wasn’t the things he gave up for Susan that he had regretted, it was the home they never made.

      “How about you do the honors?” The offer was a small, personal penance, but he got a kick out of Lia’s judicious placement of cheese. While it covered to the edge, none of it extended beyond. When the pizza came out of the oven, there wasn’t a shred of burned cheese on the cookie sheet. Lia said it was because the dogs stood guard over the oven, and it wouldn’t dare fall off.

      Pizza consumed, and cheesy crusts delivered to the dogs, Peter settled on the couch with a beer, leaning so that his head rested against the back. Lia curled next to him and ran her hand through his hair. “You got it cut. What’s the occasion?”

      They’re going ahead with the restructuring. Our new captain came for a tour today. Captain Roller said he didn’t want her to mistake me for a perp.”

      “Her?”

      “Captain Ann Parker, from District Two. She’s got quite the cop face. I have no idea what she thinks of her new command, but I swear I saw her eye twitch when she saw how small our interview room is.”

      “I imagine she’ll get used to it. What happens when they centralize Major Crimes? Will you leave District Five?”

      “They haven’t announced who will go downtown. Heckle and Jeckle are chomping at the bit to go. I won’t complain if they do.”

      “What about you? Don’t you want to go?”

      “There are as many reasons to stay as to go. I’m fine, either way.”

      “You don’t want to be a top homicide cop?”

      “I don’t mind that part. I mind the part about working 30 hours straight every time I get a case and having to go all over the city, investigating people I don’t know, working with cops I’ve never met before. I might never see you again.”

      “Peter, promise me you won’t turn a promotion down because of me. I don’t want to stand in the way of your career.”

      “Don’t worry about it. They probably won’t offer it to me.”

      Lia gave him a searching look. “By the way, the gang keeps asking me about Leroy Eberschlag.”

      “Them and everyone else. Austin isn’t sharing. Brent was appointed local liaison, but I suspect that’s going to be a one-way relationship.”

      “Brent? Why didn’t they appoint someone with more seniority?”

      “Roller doesn’t confide in me, but I think it’s a combination of two things. Brent’s the only one I know who can look like he’s kissing up without losing his manliness.”

      “And what’s number two?”

      “It’s a nuisance detail. We aren’t aware of any local connections to his disappearance, and Austin isn’t putting any energy here. They haven’t shared files with us. They want Brent to hold Dorothy Eberschlag’s hand and not bug them while they do real cop work.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      “Either Leroy took off on his own, or the kidnappers didn’t know him well enough to know he doesn’t write those books.”

      Lia bolted upright. “He doesn’t?”

      “I have no proof, just a hunch and circumstantial evidence.”

      “How do you figure it?”

      “I ran him in a couple times for Drunk and Disorderly when I was a patrolman. When I heard he was a best-selling author and putting out six books a year, I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t imagine him as a writer or having the work ethic to pull it off, so I did a little research. All the books are published and copyrighted by Bang Bang Books. I checked the filing of their LLC. Leroy isn’t one of the partners. He’s supposed to be one of the kings of self-publishing, but he has no control over the books.”

      “Oh.”

      “The partners are all middle-aged ladies. Two are librarians. I don’t remember their names, but I suspect they’re the women who hired you. I think he’s just a front. The ladies might be willing to ransom him, but they don’t really need him. He sure can’t ransom himself. Anyone close to the situation would have picked up on the discrepancies.”

      “Have you told Austin any of this?”

      “I figure they can do their own research. Anyway, I don’t think the ladies would appreciate me letting the cat out of the bag. The Austin police can be the bad guys. I have to live here.”
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      Thanks to recent hip surgery, John Morgan, whose hacker handle was “Trees,” sat in his tree house. He hadn’t climbed the ancient white oak for more than 20 years due to progressive deterioration of his spine and hips that left him disabled. The climbing harness pinched his new hips painfully on the trip up, but it didn’t diminish his exhilaration. I’ll make a sling to sit in for the next run, like window washers use. That should take care of it.

      He unclipped his harness and ascenders, unslung his knapsack, then leaned against the trunk of the elm, his heart still pounding. He wheezed heavily, his breath loud against the backdrop of wind shushing through the leaves and the twittering of birds. Sweat ran into his hair—streaked with gray and grown past his shoulders—and a beard that reached the middle of his chest because he’d been too fatigued to cut it during his convalescence.

      He’d pay for over-exerting himself, but the trip had been worth it. His sky house had taunted him for too long, 30 feet from his front porch and impossible to reach.

      Sunlight dappled two decades of dead leaves littering the weathered, gray floor of his aerie, a sturdy platform eight feet square and 40 feet in the air. His heart rate slowed, his breath evened out, and the pain in his hips faded.

      He stayed where he was for several more minutes with his eyes closed, enjoying the breeze, the dancing bits of sunlight on his face, and the surrounding green. Even with his eyes closed, he could feel the life around him, taste the oxygen rich air. A tear snuck out from under one eyelid. This was home.

      By some miracle, the old broom was still there, lodged between the platform and a pair of overhanging branches. The paint on the handle was peeling and the straw was filthy and fragile, but he was able to shove the accumulated leaves and debris over the side with it.

      His knapsack yielded a yoga mat, a zabuton meditation mat and a zafu cushion. Cuddled in the zabuton was a Buddha statuette, twin of the one on his shrine in the living room. Buddha liked high places, and this treehouse was the highest place for miles around. He lodged the statuette in the crook of two branches, then used bungee cords to strap him in so he would survive high winds. He attached an empty Gatorade bottle below, as a repository for petitions. He draped a string of tiny magnesite skull carvings around the whole to enhance intuition and spiritual connection. Lastly, the knapsack coughed up a jade figure of a seated monkey, his personal animal totem.

      The monkey was last year’s Christmas gift from Bailey. He grinned, anticipating her next visit. Bailey had generous hands, graceful as swans, and they soothed his damaged body and wounded soul with delicate touches like the wings of birds.

      He wondered if he could keep his new flexibility secret from her until November. That’s when she closed her gardening business for the winter. It would be fun to surprise her.

      He’d been mum earlier, when she called about the missing author. Leroy Eberschlag’s digital footprint ended at the Austin Hyatt, if you didn’t count the one phone call. That call came from a pre-paid cell phone currently pinging in Cincinnati. He followed the trail of pings back to Austin, where the phone had been activated the day after Leroy vanished.

      According to the phone, Leroy arrived in Cincinnati several days later. How was the man living? He couldn’t go out in public. Research into his friends uncovered no unusual activity that would suggest they were helping him. It was time for alternative methods.

      This would be an appropriate christening of his treetop shrine. He placed a slip of paper into the Gatorade bottle, a request for the truth about Leroy’s whereabouts. He lowered himself upon the zafu in a semi-kneeling position, with his knees on the zabuton underneath. The lotus position was beyond him, but this he could do.

      John began his meditation with a simple prayer for clear vision, then emptied his mind, focusing instead on sensation. The clean sweat on his brow dried and cooled. A weight grew on one ankle. Metal walls enclosed him, cocoon-like. He heard a low hum and tasted stale air conditioning. His heart grew buoyant, filling the stale box. The box sat in a wasteland that stretched as far as the eye could see. A beautiful woman with gunmetal grey eyes watched.

      John opened his eyes, disappointed. This was one of his more surreal visions. It happened sometimes. His visions always made sense, but there were times when understanding came only in retrospect. He reminded himself that Spirit always sent what he needed and the fault was with him for not interpreting correctly.

      Wherever Leroy was, there was a sense of confinement and isolation, yet the heart was purposeful and at peace. Not a state of mind he would associate with being a victim or a mugger. And the woman, who was she?
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      “The phone records say he’s here, but Buddha and the jade monkey say he’s in an air conditioned box in the middle of a wasteland and he’s happy?” Lia turned to look at Bailey, amazed.

      The two women sat on their favorite picnic table, enjoying the cool hours after sunrise before the humidity set in. For now they had the park to themselves. Honey nosed Lia’s hand. She glanced down at the tennis ball she forgot she’d been holding. She lobbed it into the air so it would roll down the hill. Honey loped away, Chewy on her tail.

      “Are you sure Trees isn’t a lunatic?” Lia asked. “How can Leroy be here and somewhere else? What wasteland? How would he get there? And why? The conference is over. Why wouldn’t he just come home?”

      “Trees doesn’t know if his vision was meant to be taken literally or not. There’s plenty of wasteland out west. He could be in the western panhandle. It could be Death Valley. The border to Mexico is hours from Austin. There are places where people cross, if you know where they are. It wouldn’t be hard to fly under the radar, especially if he had money.”

      “But Leroy didn’t have any cash, not that anyone knows about. The ladies kept him on a tight leash so he wouldn’t run off to Vegas and go on a bender. This is impossible.”

      “I wondered about it, too. I did a Tarot card reading about it.” Bailey pulled a slim stack of the oversized cards out of her pocket.

      Lia kept her face carefully neutral. She loved Bailey, but didn’t buy into her New Age mumbo-jumbo. Friendship required that she listen, and be polite.

      “The first card, the one representing the foundation of the situation was The Moon.” Bailey laid a card on the picnic table, between them. In it, two funny-looking dogs howled at the night sky. “This represents deception, illusion, confusion, and things unknown. It means more is going on than we understand.”

      Well, duh.

      “The second card describes the present.” The card she turned over featured a man hanging upside-down from a wood post by one foot, the other leg cocked at the knee. His hands were behind his back, as if bound. She placed it to the left of the first card, at an angle.

      “He certainly looks confined to me.” Better to humor her.

      “This card isn’t about confinement. It means being powerless, needing to surrender to circumstances. Sometimes it’s about sacrifice. It could also mean he’s taking time out to gain a new perspective.”

      “Do you think he’s been kidnapped?”

      “It could just as easily mean he decided to take off and sort his head out.”

      “In the middle of a convention where crowds of adoring fans were waiting to fawn all over him? What kind of spiritual crisis would drive him to leave?”

      “I haven’t got it figured out, but the important thing to keep in mind when you draw cards is not only the cards you pull, but the ones that don’t show up.”

      “Like what?”

      “The Devil, which would mean he caved to temptation or addiction or malice; the seven of swords, which says he’s pulling a fast one; ten of swords has all the swords stuck in a body. …”

      “I see your point. What’s next?”

      Bailey placed the third card directly above the first. “This is the advice card.” On it, a young man held up a sword. “It means to seek the truth.”

      Lia didn’t bother to roll her eyes. One card remained in Bailey’s hand.

      “So what’s the last one?”

      “It’s the probable outcome. I don’t like it.” The card Bailey placed on the right featured a tower struck by lightning and two people falling out.

      “I can see why. Good thing we don’t have any towers around here.”

      “It can refer to any kind of catastrophe, or just a sudden event that destroys your foundations. It goes back to the Moon.” Bailey pointed a graceful finger at the first card. “The first card says we don’t know what’s really going on. The last says the truth will come out, it will change everything, and it won’t be gentle.”

      Lia tried to be diplomatic. “That’s good, Bailey, but how does it help us? It doesn’t tell us anything we don’t already know.”

      Bailey pulled a card out of her other pocket. “I pulled one extra card, for our next step.

      The card featured three women dancing and toasting each other with goblets.

      “What does that mean?”

      “The two main meanings are celebration and sisterhood.”

      “So we’re supposed to party?”

      “I’m still meditating on this one. I think we need to keep our eyes open. Something is hinky.”

      “What’s kinky?” Steve asked as he and Terry approached their table. Steve’s dog, Penny, jumped up on the picnic table and slashed her exuberant tongue across Lia’s face. Lia urged her down.

      “Enough, Penny.” She gave Bailey a look. She wasn’t sure what to tell Steve and Terry, if anything. Bailey shrugged.

      “Your brain,” Lia and Bailey said, simultaneously.

      Steve roared.

      “What’s the news on Eberschlag, Lia?” he asked. “You’re in a prime position to pick up gossip while you work on the float.”

      “There’s nothing. Nobody knows what to think.”

      “I say it’s a publicity stunt. I imagine all the press hasn’t hurt his sales any. He’s got a book coming out soon.” Terry took out his phone and hunted up the Lucas Cross Amazon page on the browser. “Savage Gun ranks in the top 100 Kindle books. That’s pre-orders.”

      “If he’s dead, he’s not going to care how many books he sells,” Steve said. “Didn’t they find blood at the scene?”

      “Traces smeared on the wall, like someone wiped it up in a hurry,” Lia said. “It tested positive for human blood. It will take weeks for the DNA to come back, if they had enough to test.”

      “Can’t Peter find out about that?” Bailey asked.

      “He says the Austin police are being closed-mouth. Brent told him being their Cincinnati liaison is like being told to go sit in the corner. So far they haven’t asked him to do anything.”

      “No ransom demand?” Steve asked.

      “Not that anyone knows of,” Lia said. “It’s possible Leroy’s parents are in contact with kidnappers and aren’t telling the police.”

      “Has Leroy made enough on his books to attract kidnappers?” Bailey asked.

      Lia shrugged. “There were bigger names at the conference. Why go after Leroy when they had two New York Times best-selling authors on the panel he missed?”

      “He was drunk when he disappeared. That would make him an easier target,” Steve said.

      “Bah,” Terry said. “It’s a stunt, and it’s working.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lia said. “Didn’t you see that clip of his mother on the news? She was hysterical. I can’t imagine letting my family think I’d been abducted.”

      “Verisimilitude,” Terry said.

      “Cold-hearted,” Steve said.

      “If that’s what it is, she’ll never forgive him,” Bailey said.
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      District Five’s station house outgrew the quarters assigned to it well before the turn of the millennium. More than a hundred police officers made do with space designed for a squad a third its current size. The building was attractive on the outside, and the parking lot was adequate—especially with the spillover lot across Ludlow at a now-defunct gas station. For patrol officers it was a minor irritation that lasted as long as roll call in a room that was standing room only.

      The detectives suffered like economy passengers on an overseas flight. The District Five bullpen was a long, narrow room with a dozen desks jammed end to end around the perimeter, leaving a narrow space down the middle to navigate. It was a matter of courtesy that no one wore fragrance on the job, and Mexican food was strictly forbidden.

      Peter’s desk sat at the far end, away from the steady foot traffic near the door. Brent sat around the corner from Peter, having charmed a retiring detective into willing the desk to him in such a way that those who were next in seniority just snorted and let Brent have it.

      “Hey Dourson, I heard you were passed over for CID,” Hodgkins razzed as he exited the bullpen, followed by his permanent shadow, Jarvis. “You shouldn’t let your girlfriend solve your cases for you. Looks bad to the brass.”

      “I see you’re still here,” Peter said. “Haven’t figured out how to cheat on the I.Q. Test yet?”

      Hodgkins shot him the finger and swaggered by.

      “When are you going to do something about Hodgkins and his sidekick?” Brent asked as they entered the narrow warren shared by the detectives and headed for their desks. At the moment, the room was uncharacteristically empty.

      “You think I should?” Peter asked.

      “After they set Brainard on Lia, I was sure you were going to take them down. They’ve more than earned it.”

      “True, but the problem with guys like Heckle and Jeckle is, if you retaliate, no one can tell which one of you is the bigger ass.”

      “So you’re doing nothing?” Brent sat back in his chair, arms folded, and stared at Peter in disbelief.

      “Oh, ye of little faith. One of the first things they teach in martial arts is to use your opponent’s momentum and body weight against him.”

      “And?”

      “When hunting, one waits for the doe to step into the clearing. Timing, Grasshopper, is everything.”

      Brent shook his head. “So what did Lia say when you told her you were offered a spot in the new homicide division?” Brent asked.

      “I didn’t tell her and I’m not going to. I already turned it down.”

      “Brother, say it isn’t so. That’s a high profile gig with a substantial pay increase. Why would you give it up?”

      “High profile, high pressure and lousy hours. I’d be working out of Downtown and going all over the city. Here, I’m away from the politics, I’m close to home, and I only have to acquaint myself with the local losers. I can maintain regular hours and have a personal life.”

      “Why aren’t you telling Lia?”

      “She’ll think I gave up a good career move for her, and she’ll feel pressured.”

      “Didn’t you? Give it up for her?” Brent asked.

      “Not exactly. I’m not that ambitious. If we weren’t together, I might have taken the slot because I didn’t have anything better to do. And the way I understand it, we’ll still work cases. We just won’t be the guys taking all the heat.”

      “Smart thinking. And since you’re stuck here, you can join me. I got a hot one.”

      “Oh, really?” Peter asked.

      “A precursor of life under the new system. Eighty-four-year-old woman has called three times this week. She says the neighbor’s teen-aged son is beaming weird noises into her house in the middle of the night to make her crazy.”

      “Can’t you just tell her that’s impossible?”

      “Won’t stop her from calling again tomorrow. I promised the desk I’d take a look.”

      “Five gets you ten it’s tinnitus,” Peter said.

      “You tell her that. See what she says.”

      “Maybe we can blame it on her dental work.”

      “First we have to look all over her place for the invisible speakers where these sounds are coming in,” Brent said.

      “How does she know it’s the neighbor’s kid? Why isn’t it aliens?”

      “The young man in question lit fire to a sack of dog doo on her porch when he was eight. Who else would it be?”

      “Well, that explains it. Looks like we’ve got a career criminal to take down.”
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      Sarah looked dubiously at the tether hanging from Lia’s belt while she held the door to SCOOP Manor open. “Cecilie’s out and it’s just us today. You’re really going to work with Chewy tied to your side?”

      “It’s an experiment. Chewy won’t focus on me and heel properly. I figure this way, he’ll have to.”

      “That’s drastic, isn’t it?”

      “Desperate times, desperate measures. He’s got to be ready for the parade.”

      Sarah shook her head. “Cats are so much easier.”

      Lia looked at the row of giant litter boxes to clean and the dozens of milling cats to feed and medicate. “Uh huh, that’s why I’m here. Because cats are so easy.”

      Sarah snorted. “Cats are very easy. That’s why it’s so easy to wind up with too many of them.”

      Chewy demonstrated a dangerous interest in the contents of the litter boxes. Sarah settled on scooping while Lia followed with fresh litter, keeping Chewy away from unapproved snacks. The cats soon learned the limits of his tether and took to strolling just beyond his reach. The first fifteen minutes were rough, with Chewy barking constantly while attempting to get a reaction from the cats. Finally he grumbled and took to Lia’s side, giving the kitties disgusted looks.

      With the noise level back to normal, Lia broached the subject of Leroy’s disappearance while they hauled kibble from room to room.

      “…so, my resource tracked the pings on the phone. It’s been in a number of locations in town. They group around Northside, Saint Bernard, Westwood, and Elmwood. I pinned those neighborhoods on a map for you.”

      “So he’s here?” Sarah asked.

      Lia couldn’t decipher the expression on Sarah’s face. “That’s the thing. My, uh, resource can’t figure out where Leroy is staying, unless he’s sleeping in a car. He can’t stay in a motel without leaving a digital footprint, and none of his friends show any changes in activity that suggest they’re hiding him. Was that article in The Huffington Post today right? The Austin police haven’t found anything new?”

      “We talked to George Wier yesterday. They think he was smuggled out in a blue van. They can’t say for sure because someone threw eggs at the security camera on the loading dock. That left a thirty-minute gap in the surveillance videos.

      “The guard monitoring the cameras was on an unauthorized break when it happened and it wasn’t noticed immediately. He’s pleading sudden and explosive diarrhea. It’s possible someone pulled the old Visine trick on him.

      “Other cameras picked up a Blue van leaving the hotel, but the light was out over the license plate. There are no other leads. We shouldn’t know that much, except a couple of the cops are big fans of George’s books. You can’t tell anyone.”

      “What’s there to tell?” Lia asked. “It’s still nothing.”

      “Sales of the books are going through the roof, and there have been more reported sightings of Lucas Cross than Elvis. If we weren’t so worried about Leroy, I’d be celebrating.”

      “Where are the sightings?” Lia asked.

      Sarah flung out an arm while holding a not-quite-empty scoop. Kibble flew across the room, bouncing on the floor. Chewy perked up his ears and chased down the bits he could reach, crunching them before anyone could take them away and tugging on his leash to get to the ones beyond the extent of his tether. A trio of kitties sat just beyond his limits, blandly munching on kibble. Chewy whined.

      “Oops. At least we don’t have to worry about picking it up. Reports are from all over. Bangor. Joshua Tree. Cabo San Lobos. Sydney. None from Belize.”

      Lia took a deep breath. “My, uh, resource, sometimes sees things.”

      “Sees things?’

      “Like a psychic.”

      “Oh?” Sarah seemed interested. “Does he have spirit guides and go into trances?”

      “I don’t know how it works, or even if it does work. He says he saw Leroy confined to an air-conditioned box in the middle of a wasteland, and Leroy was happy.”

      Sarah spewed, spraying spit, and doubled over laughing. She attempted to talk, but shook her head, gasping instead. Sarah sat on the kibble bin, head in her hands as her gasps turned into sobs.

      Lia, never comfortable with strong emotion, was at a loss. Chewy gave Sarah a puzzled look and nudged her knee until she gave in and patted his head. Finally she straightened up.

      “Sorry, it’s just so typical. Leroy, stuck in a wasteland? As in, he’s happy being in a drunken stupor? That’s brilliant. It would explain why he hasn’t come home. … I shouldn’t laugh. It’s just, that would be Leroy’s idea of the good life. Wouldn’t matter if he had a box, or if he slept under a tree. Still, it doesn’t explain where he is, does it?”

      Lia made a wry face. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Don’t ask your ‘resource’ about me. I’m afraid of what he’d say.” Sarah wiped her hands on her pants and stood up, resolute. She picked up the scoop and returned to shoveling kibble. “I’m not sharing this with Debby. It would just send her into a tirade. I can hear her in my head, as it is.”

      “Sorry,” Lia said. “Where does this leave Carol? How is she doing, anyway?”

      Sarah grimaced. “She’s jumpy. She won’t go out at night, though that’s a moot point while her leg is banged up. She can’t drive.”

      “If it isn’t Leroy, who do you suppose it is?” Lia asked.

      “The pings put him here, whatever he told Alice. I didn’t want to believe he’d hurt anyone, but I can’t believe that he’s in town and not connected to the attack on Carol. I’m so glad you and Peter were there to help her.”

      “You really think Leroy would hurt any of you?”

      Sarah sighed. “Leroy … he always liked the idea of an easy score, and he’s not a mastermind. That’s why playing Lucas Cross was perfect for him.”

      “But what would the point be? What could he get out of hurting Carol?”

      “I don’t know. She’s our accountant. Maybe money is involved.”

      “Can’t you convince her to go to the police?”

      “Not at this point. We need to find Leroy ourselves and figure out a way to bring him home that will keep us all out of trouble. But we can’t look for him, he’d see us coming.

      “Private detective?”

      “Do you know one that wouldn’t sell the story? That you’d trust your entire future with? Because we sure don’t.”

      “I see what you mean.”

      “Exactly. I was hoping you and your friends could look into it.”

      “What, precisely, did Alma tell you about me?”

      “That if she were in trouble, she’d trust you and Peter to sort it out. We can’t use Peter, so that leaves you.”

      Lia sighed. I’ll never get back to my painting. “I don’t work alone. I don’t have the skills. I’m not promising anything, but I’ll get the gang together and we’ll discuss it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I knew you were hiding something,” Terry said with a fierce certainty that reinforced his resemblance to Teddy Roosevelt.

      Lia scanned the faces in her living room. Every set of eyes, both canine and human, was on her. How do I wind up in these situations?

      “It wasn’t mine to share until I had the go-ahead,” she explained.

      “And now that you want footwork done, you’re bringing the peons in?” Steve asked, head tilted at a skeptical angle honed by years of negotiating for the sewer workers’ union.

      “Hey, no call to be mean,” Jose said. “If Lia couldn’t say anything, she couldn’t say anything.” He leaned down to scratch Sophie’s boulder head. “Mean people suck, don’t they, Sophie?”

      Sophie panted at Fleece, who panted back.

      Lia looked at Jim. “Are you mad at me, too?”

      Jim shrugged. “It’s just gossip until it has something to do with me. Now it has something to do with me, and you told us.”

      “It’s not that I want anything done. We’ve been asked to help in a very touchy situation. I’m not crazy about it. I can’t tell Peter, and I hate that. I want to know what you want to do.”

      “Do we get anything out of this?” Steve asked.

      “Pennies in Heaven?” Bailey suggested.

      “You want to profit from their troubles?” Jim asked quietly.

      Even in shorts and a tee shirt, he still looks like an old testament prophet. Or a saint.

      “Just asking,” Steve said. “There’s a lot of money in play. Isn’t that what this is about? That has to be worth something.”

      “I never thought about it,” Lia said. “I don’t know how much money they really have. Most of it goes to animal rescue organizations.”

      “What do you want?” Bailey held out her elegant hands, palms up. “We need to figure out what to ask for.”

      “Aw geez,” Jose said. “I don’t wanna take money away from stray cats.”

      “When you put it that way, it starts to sound like taking bread from nuns,” Steve said.

      “I don’t like cats,” Jim said, dispelling the illusion of sainthood. “Do they help dogs, too?”

      “I’m sure they do,” Lia said.

      “Then I vote we help them. I don’t want anything,” Jim said.

      Bailey cocked a brow at Terry.

      “It would be unchivalrous to expect anything,” he said.

      “Are we all in?” Lia asked.

      “I’m new to this,” Steve said. “Do we have a group hug now, or what?”

      “What we do,” Lia said, is figure out how we’re going to find Leroy. And we do it before Peter’s baseball game is over.”

      “The Reds aren’t playing tonight,” Steve said.

      “Peter’s on the District Five team,” Bailey said. “How long do you think we have?”

      Lia looked at the clock, calculating. “We should have at least an hour.” She picked up her phone and tapped a message. “That’s for insurance.”

      “What did you do?” Bailey asked.

      “I sent a text reminding Peter to stop at the store on the way over. Since I never asked him to pick up anything, he’ll have to call me to find out what I want.”

      “Smart thinkin’,” Jose said.

      “I’ll have to go to confession when this is over, and I’m not even Catholic,” Lia said.

      “It’s for a good cause,” Jim said.

      “What’s the plan?” Jose asked.

      Lia opened her laptop computer to display a map of Cincinnati cell phone coverage. The map was overlaid with transparent blue circles containing dates.

      “The blue areas are pings from Leroy’s burner phone. If you look at the dates, the most frequent pings are in Elmwood and Westwood.”

      “That’s a big area. How do you expect to find him?” Steve asked.

      “I haven’t a clue,” Lia said.

      The group sat, stumped.

      “People are creatures of habit,” Jim said. “What are his habits?”

      “Everyone says this guy likes to hang out in bars and bullshit,” Steve said.

      “He can’t risk places like Northside Tavern or The Comet, because people would recognize him,” Lia said. “I think he’d pick little Westside bars that cater to older residents, folks who don’t have internet.”

      “We goin’ bar hoppin’?” Jose asked. “‘Cause I don’t drink.”

      “You’re a born and bred Westsider,” Bailey said. “You know they don’t like outsiders. You’d be most convincing of all of us to walk into those little bars and get the regulars talking.”

      “If you ordered your beer in cans, no one would know how much you actually drank except the bartender when he tosses it away,” Terry said. “And then you’d be gone.”

      “I need a date. Which one of you ladies is going to be my date?”

      “I guess Bailey and I can take turns,” Lia said. “Are you up for this, Bailey?”

      “If it doesn’t go on too late. I get up at five.”

      “We’re all getting up early for parade practice,” Steve said.

      “We need at least two teams or this will take forever,” Jim said.

      “Terry, you can’t go. You’re sure to run into someone who flunked out of Alcoholics Anonymous and knows you don’t belong in a bar. Jim’s out,” Bailey said.

      “Why am I out?” he asked, affronted. “I can fake drinking a beer.”

      “You don’t have the right personality for bar hopping. I don’t think Bonnie would like it, either,” Lia said. “And there’s something else that only you can do. Steve?”

      “Sure, why not. A Westside bar will be a piece of cake after the sewers and the Homeless Association.”

      “Then we can split up. I’ll go with Jose, and Bailey, you can go with Steve. That way, each team will have a native on it.”

      “I’m on call tomorrow, can we do this Wednesday?” Jose asked.

      “That would be better,” Lia said. “Steve? Bailey?”

      At their nods, she turned to Terry. “Can you come up with a list of bars near the pings? I’ll email you a copy of the map. Check the times. Pings after eight p.m. are most important.”

      “What am I, chopped liver?” Jim asked.

      “You surveyed half the buildings in those neighborhoods. I’d like to send you the map and just have you study it to see if it suggests anything to you, what Leroy is doing in those areas when he’s not drinking, where he might be hiding.”

      Lia’s cell phone chimed.

      “That’s Peter.” She checked the screen and tapped out a return text.

      The group rustled. The dogs sense imminent departure and stretched, yawning. Lia counted tea glasses. Dammit. Better wash those.

      “What did you ask him to bring?” Bailey asked, snapping a lead on Kita’s collar.

      “Almond milk. What else?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            WEDNESDAY, JUNE 22

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Cecilie took a slug of her pre-swim energy drink and bundled her unruly hair under a bathing cap. Acai berry, my ass. The closest this stuff ever came to fruit was … No, don’t think about that. Why do they have to sweeten it so damn much? How old do they think I am, four?

      “Hey, gorgeous.” Edward sat down on the lounger next to hers. He retained a shadow of the good looks he had as a young man and was overly proud of his sixty-going-on-fifty-five-year-old physique. Perversely, his lecherous tendencies grew as his attractiveness waned. Now that his doctor would not allow him to drink, he haunted the pool at Twin Towers Retirement Center, the only indoor pool in the area.

      Cecilie tried to be good natured about Edward’s flirting, what else could you do, except ruin your own day? This morning her back was acting up more than usual and she didn’t have the patience. She desperately wanted to punch him in the throat. Today he wore his American flag Speedos. Cecilie figured he had a different pair for every day of the week. Anything to get the widows at Twin Towers looking at his package. What there was of it.

      “Edward, if you’re talking to me, you need your prescription checked. I’m no more gorgeous than you are charming.”

      Edward pouted. “Can’t a man flatter a pretty woman in a bathing suit? You didn’t use to be so mean.”

      “No, I wasn’t. Before I got mean, I was stupid. And that was thirty years ago. Thirty very long years that have warped your memory. It didn’t happen then, it isn’t going to happen now, and don’t bother pretending that it might. Now go on. I have to do my physical therapy.”

      Somehow, that man is going to turn our conversation around so that he’s convinced I can’t get enough of him. Ugh. Damn back. Well, the sooner I get swimming, the sooner it will loosen up.

      Cecilie’s spine had been fused in surgery several years earlier. She figured she was carrying a pound of titanium screws in her vertebrae. 18 vertebrae, each with two screws, 36 screws. More like two or three pounds. One of these days she’d find out how much a titanium screw weighed and do the math. Daily swimming was the only thing that kept the pain within bounds. She still had to take massive doses of pain killers just to feel normal. And if I don’t feel normal, cleaning litter boxes is hell.

      Cecilie took one last swallow of the hated energy drink and set the bottle at the side of the pool. She tugged the straps of her racing bathing suit in place and walked down the steps into the water, ignoring the chill as it rose up over her calves and thighs. She took a shallow dive to immerse herself before swimming over to the far left lane.

      This was a single lane that she liked to commandeer for herself. The other three lanes were double lanes that had to be shared. The backstroke was easiest on her spine, but she kicked up enough water to drown a mermaid. So, she kept to the solo lane out of politeness and concern for public safety. That, and she had difficulty navigating on her back. She couldn’t see where she was going. If she shared a lane, she was likely to ram her titanium reinforced body into the other swimmer.

      Her lane hogging had not endeared her to others at the fitness center. For some reason the snotty receptionist, Janet, objected to her desire to keep the lane for herself even though it was only big enough for one person to use at a time. She looked up to see Janet glaring at her over the strings of buoys marking the lanes. To hell with her. I’ll be in here for less than thirty minutes. Wait till her body falls apart, and see how she feels about needing a little consideration.

      Cecilie turned on her back and began slowly stroking her way across the pool, gradually speeding up as her muscles warmed and relaxed. She fell into the rhythm, stroking to the far side of the pool, pushing off for the return lap.

      The 12th lap, time for a break. She pulled herself up at the side of the pool, grabbed her water bottle, and finished off her energy drink. A few minutes to catch her breath, and it was time for two laps of the breast stroke. Her version of the breast stroke was all arms so she could rest her legs. Face down in the water, she began to drift in her mind, and to relax. the relaxation became deeper than she expected. A fog came on her, her eyes drifting shut against her will as she struggled against the lead in her arms. When she started to sink, she no longer had the awareness to panic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first thing Cecilie noticed was the chill of air on her skin and something thumping her back as she lay on her side. She must be laying on concrete, it was cold and hard and scraped her skin. She convulsed and vomited a combination of pool water and acai drink onto the pool apron. As she continued coughing, the hand began soothing circles. It took all her effort to slit her eyes open. Three pairs of feet lined up before her, two in pumps and the other large, masculine and barefoot.

      Someone, the only someone who was actually doing anything, propped her up. Cecilie twisted around to see Alice kneeling beside her, concern on her face. She turned back and identified the feet as belonging to Edward, Janet, and the director of the fitness center.

      “What happened to you?” Alice asked. “I walked in and you were floating facedown in the water. Edward pulled you out. We thought you had a heart attack.”

      “I suppose you called for an ambulance,” Cecilie rasped, resigning herself to hours of prodding under harsh fluorescent lights.

      “It’s standard procedure, Cecilie,” the director said. “Liability issues, you know.”

      “I didn’t have a heart attack,” Cecilie said. “I just became very sleepy and passed out. I don't understand what happened.”

      “That shouldn't have occurred,” Alice said. “Have you changed medications lately? Had any dizzy spells? Blood sugar issues?”

      Cecilie shook her head to all of Alice’s suggestions.

      “What about your pain meds? Any chance you double dosed yourself this morning?”

      Cecilie laughed, then winced in pain. “If I had done that, I wouldn’t have made it into the pool.”

      Firemen arrived before the ambulance. Soon a surreal committee stood conferring over Cecilie, annoying her to no end while they went through the process of reaching a forgone conclusion. She would have to go to the hospital.

      Many tests and fruitless hours after Cecilie’s arrival at Good Sam, no cause had been assigned to her loss of consciousness. The doctors shrugged their shoulders and said the mechanisms of fainting had not been thoroughly studied, and they did not know what the answer was. One obliquely suggested an eating disorder might be responsible. Cecilie looked the intern in the eye and said, “Get real. With this body?”

      A timid young aide waited until the doctors and nurses were gone and tentatively asked if she’d had anything to drink before she went in the pool.

      “I had my water bottle with me,” Cecilie responded. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just water?” The aide tilted her head as if that would help her peer into Cecilie’s brain.

      “I always put energy powder in it before I swim.”

      “I’m just an aide. I’m not a doctor, but I couldn’t help overhearing. It sounded like something that happened to a girlfriend of mine in a bar. This guy roofied her. Good thing my boyfriend and I showed up before he could get her out the door.”

      Cecilie and Alice exchanged glances.
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        * * *

      

      Cecilie and Alice sat in the back room of Sidewinder Coffee with cappuccinos and chocolate croissants.

      “What a miserable waste of time and insurance,” Cecilie sighed. “Thank you for getting me out of there. I hate hospitals. What were you doing at Twin Towers?”

      “I thought you might like to get lunch.” Alice looked at her watch. “Too late for that now.”

      “Oh, well. This is all I can handle right now anyway.”

      “I keep thinking about what that aide told us,” Alice said.

      “About roofies? That makes no sense.”

      “It wouldn’t have to be roofies. Any sedative would do. Did your energy drink taste different today?”

      “I try not to taste it. Stuff’s nasty. It could have anything in it. You think someone drugged me? For what purpose?”

      “Why did Leroy disappear? Why did someone shove Carol down the steps?” Alice asked.

      “I get your point. Though it could have been Edward. I could see him doing it so he could play hero. Maybe Janet did it so I’d stop swimming in her pool. It might have nothing to do with anything else.”

      “Who had access to your water bottle?”

      Cecilie shrugged. “Could have been anyone. It was sitting by the side of the pool while I was swimming. I don’t think anyone messed with it there, they would have been seen. But I keep it in the car, and the car is usually unlocked.”

      “You don’t lock your car?”

      “Too many young punks breaking into cars around here. I’d rather let them in so they can see I have nothing of value than deal with a broken window.”

      Alice sighed. “Good thing the others are on their way. We have to talk about this.”

      Sarah walked in, followed by Carol. They took the empty seats at Cecilie’s table. “We have to make this quick. I’ve got exactly 17 minutes before I have to be on the circulation desk, and it will take five minutes to walk back. Alice, you’re taking Carol home.”

      “What about Debby?” Alice asked.

      “Staff meeting,” Sarah said. “She can’t get away. We’ll have to fill her in later.”

      “We have to sniff your car,” Carol said.

      “What on earth for?” Cecilie asked.

      “I caught a whiff of Dunhill right before I was pushed,” Carol said. “I can’t imagine any other idiot around here paying $250 a bottle for cologne. If we smell it in your car, it proves Leroy was involved.”

      “What about your water bottle?” Alice asked. “We should have it tested.”

      “By who?” Carol demanded. “We can’t go to the police with this.”

      “Where is your bottle, Cecilie?” Sarah asked.

      Alice and Cecilie looked at each other.

      “We must have left it at Twin Towers,” Cecilie admitted. “You didn’t get it, did you, Alice?”

      Alice shook her head. “I grabbed your towel. I didn’t think about the bottle. Maybe they kept it for you.”

      “And maybe they threw it in the trash,” Sarah said. “This is getting us nowhere. I can’t believe Leroy is stalking us. He’s an idiot, but he’s Debby’s idiot.”

      The others stared at her.

      Sarah shrugged. “Debby couldn’t be here, so I’m acting as her proxy.”

      “You didn’t hear him during our last rehearsal,” Carol said. “He was furious when I refused to support his bid for more money. I’m not surprised he’s taken matters into his own hands.”

      “So he’s going to kill the goose?” Alice asked.

      “When you’ve got a gaggle of geese, what’s one or two?” Cecilie asked.

      “He hasn’t been successful in killing anyone yet. Maybe he just means to scare us,” Sarah said.

      “Or maybe he’s just incompetent,” Cecilie said.

      “He’s got us over a barrel,” Carol said. “He knows we can’t go to the police.”

      “Or maybe he’s dead,” Alice said. “We don’t know for a fact it was him.”

      “I know what I smelled,” Carol said.

      “You didn’t see him clearly,” Alice said. “Anyone can wear cologne.”

      “From now on,” Sarah said, “we buddy up. No one goes anywhere alone until we figure this out.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” Cecilie said. “Why don’t we just get one of those loopy ropes they use with kindergarteners. We’ll go everywhere together. That will keep us safe.”

      “Are you going to be that person?” Sarah asked Cecilie.

      “What person do you mean?”

      “The dead person whose last brilliant idea was to investigate a strange noise without her ball bat. There’s at least one in every horror movie.”

      “Why a ball bat?” Cecilie asked.

      “I don’t like guns. You know that.”

      “Ball bat it is, then,” Cecilie said.

      “Sarah, what do you think is driving this?” Alice asked.

      “I don’t think it’s coming from Leroy. I don’t think he cares about the big picture, as long as he gets to be the bad boy author with adoring female fans. Someone else would have to be pushing him.”

      “According to Debby, he never was much of a go-getter,” Alice said.

      “This farce required serious go-getting,” Sarah said.

      “You know who makes the least sense in this whole thing?” Cecilie asked.

      “Who’s that?” Alice asked.

      “That Citrine girl,” Cecilie said, eyes narrowing. “She claims she and Leroy are soul mates on that blog of hers. Debby doesn’t know who she is, Dorothy doesn’t know who she is, and Leroy’s friends don’t either.”
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