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      We found the cat just as we were about to seal off the house. Its throat had been slit, and its coat was matted with blood. Some instinct made me crouch down to touch it. Its skin was warm, and its body struggled with shallow breaths. Life among the carnage.

      I snapped my fingers for the paramedics. They glanced at each other and didn’t move.

      “Gentlemen, kindly get your asses over here,” I said.

      “But sir, it’s a cat.”

      “And it’s still breathing. Get over here.”

      They crouched over the cat, placed a bandage over its neck, and did something to ease its breathing. I directed them to the veterinarian down the street, then returned my attention to the bloodbath before me. In the kitchen, a woman’s body, curled in a fetal hug, clutching a knife in what appeared to have been self-defense. In the bedroom, two children, slaughtered. And in the master bathroom, a man collapsed over the bathtub, also dead. In the living room, the TV stand was empty. The door to the empty stereo cabinet in the dining room stood open, and pictures were missing from the walls.

      It looked like a desperate act of a startled burglar. But the cat was the clue. Sliced on the way out for the sheer pleasure of the act. Cats don’t bark. They don’t threaten killers. Cats hide from frightening circumstances. The killer flushed the cat and slit its throat just to see the blood.
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      Wrote up the preliminary report and went home, washed the blood stink off my skin. It was raining. Felt like it was always raining. Oregon: land of the nonexistent sun.

      The house was a mess—dishes in the sink, dirty clothes tumbling out of the closet. No time to clean, not even now, with another crazy on the loose. I opened the fridge, searching for a beer, and heard Delilah’s voice: I don’t know how you can come home and assume you lead a normal life, as if nothing happened to you all day. In the early days, she had liked that, the way I could leave my job behind me. But she never could. She always wanted to know the details, relishing the jargon as if it were a new language. Was there high velocity blood? She would have asked about this case.

      All over the house, I would have replied. Especially the bathroom and the kitchen. The man must have gone first, but the woman put up quite a fight.

      I would never have told her about the blood’s odd trajectory, indicating that the killer used a sharp weapon, knife perhaps, but not a normal kitchen knife. I would never have trusted her that far.

      I closed the refrigerator door without the beer. I never did leave the work at the office. It was always there, one corner of the brain assessing the evidence, searching for the clue that would lead us to the creep of the week. Maybe that was why Delilah left. Maybe her words had always been sarcasm, her questions medicine to draw out the poison.

      Grabbed the car keys and let myself out the back door. The car, the only thing she left me, a 1988 Saab, drove itself. I stopped in the slanted parking lot at the vet’s, a place I hadn’t been since her dog nearly died chewing a steak bone. Pulled open the door, stepped into the scent of disinfectant, matted fur, and frightened animals. The woman behind the reception desk didn’t recognize me, which was fine, since I didn’t remember seeing her before.

      I flashed my badge. “Some of my paramedics brought a cat in earlier.”

      She shuddered delicately. Just once, but enough for me to notice. “What an awful thing to do to an animal,” she said.

      You should have seen what happened to the people, I nearly said, but since the paramedics had followed procedure and not said anything, I wouldn’t either. “I was wondering if you folks had ever seen the cat before.”

      “I haven’t, but let me check with the doctor.” She got up, a tidy woman in a green dress, her age nearly impossible to determine. I glanced around the room. Empty now, but I had seen it filled with worried people hovering over their animals as if the animals were as precious as children. Something in the back set off the dogs, and one of them howled, followed by another. She returned with the vet, the man I remembered, a big-boned redhead with a touch that even the most skittish animal trusted.

      “Doug,” he said, and held out a well-scrubbed hand. I shook it.

      “Frank.” We have never socialized, only saw each other in this small building, but the familiarity put me at ease when I hadn’t even realized I was uncomfortable. “Ever see the cat before?”

      “No,” the vet said. “And he’s got distinctive markings. I would have remembered.”

      “Family named Torgenson, lived just down the block. Ever treat their animals?”

      He nodded, looking thoughtful, too polite to ask why Torgenson. “They had a dog, died of old age about a month ago. He always brought the dog in. She was allergic to cats. They both came to put the dog down, and she was a mess by the time they left even though we keep this place as dander-free as modern technology allows.”

      The news startled me. The cat had been found beside her.

      “He’s awake. Want to see him?”

      It took me a moment to realize that the vet was talking about the cat. “Sure,” I said, feeling more than a bit uncomfortable. I’d lived through this scene a number of times in hospitals, seeing the survivor, asking preliminary questions. But I couldn’t ask the cat why he’d been there, what he’d seen.

      The vet led me through the narrow hallway into a large room filled with steel tables. In the back, rows of cages lined the walls. Cats, in various stages of distress, stared at me. I didn’t see any dogs, figured they must be kept elsewhere.

      The vet showed me a cage on the far side of the wall. A white cat with an orange mustache stared at us through the mesh. His eyes were still wide with the effect of the drug. A gauze bandage had been taped in place around his neck. He saw me and rolled on his back, paws kneading the empty air.

      “Amazing, huh?” the vet said. “I’ve never seen such a friendly cat. Especially one drugged and wounded.”

      “He’ll live?”

      “He probably used up eight of his nine lives, but yeah, he’ll make it.” The vet opened the door, reached in, and scratched the cat’s stomach. “What do you plan to do with him?”

      I hadn’t realized I had given the cat any thought. “Take him home,” I said.
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      The station was a dingy gray. The walls were made of steel and concrete, built during the Vietnam era when everything had to be bombproof. The ventilation was poor, and the place smelled of old cigarettes, stale coffee, and sweat. My desk was the only spotless one among the detectives, mostly because I shoved everything in drawers. When I arrived the morning after the killings, though, files were piled five inches high on the top.

      I sat down and sorted through them. Autopsies, blood analyses, request forms for DNA scans, forensics results, photos of the house’s contents...amazing how much reading could be generated in one night. I pulled out the autopsy reports and the photographs of the crime scene.
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