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      The flowers were a nice touch.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Tex said, handing me a bouquet of daisies. The grocery-store price tag was still affixed to the green butcher paper wrapped around their stems. “Garcia got called to his kids’ school and left me with a staffing problem.” He leaned over and kissed me. It seemed a risky move considering we’d been keeping our relationship quiet, but the woods surrounding the White Rock Lake picnic area were relatively private. Rocky, my caramel-and-white Shih Tzu, and his best friend, Wojo, a Shi Chi puppy, hopped around Tex’s feet, happy to have something new to sniff.

      White Rock Lake was about four miles from Thelma Johnson’s house. Thelma Johnson’s house was technically my house, after paying the back taxes on the property a few years ago, but the circumstances surrounding the purchase made it awkward to call it mine.

      “I haven’t been here that long myself,” I said.

      “I thought we said six-thirty?”

      “We did.” I poured spring water into a blue plastic tumbler and transferred the flowers from their wax paper to the makeshift vase.

      Tex lowered himself onto the bench across from me. “You’re lying, aren’t you?”

      “I’m lying.”

      I handed him a sandwich marked with a piece of blue painter’s tape. We had similar taste in lunchmeat, but Tex had an affinity for vinegar that I lacked. He tore open a bag of potato chips while I uncovered a container of coleslaw and handed him a fork.

      There was no point pretending I’d shown up minutes before Tex. His job, captain of the Lakewood Police Department, kept him busy, and short staffing made it worse. My job, owner of a mid-century modern decorating business, allowed me to work whenever I wanted, though a lawsuit forced me to shutter my doors indefinitely. Between our two extenuating circumstances, Tex’s were better. Hands down.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I spent the day organizing the attic. Last year, I moved all the clothing and wardrobe items from my storage locker to my house, but I never took the time to sort through my recent acquisitions.” I stood, held my hands out to the sides, and spun slowly to show off a red-and-blue floral overblouse dress. It buttoned up the back and had a decorative bow on the front. Fat pleats hung down from a drop waist, the hem hitting above my shiny red rain boots.

      “Maybe some day you’ll buy out the estate of a former pinup girl. They’re your era too, right?”

      I sat down and held a container of salad while Tex portioned a serving onto his plate.

      “Night, you know this is temporary, right?”

      “Which part? Me having too much time on my hands, or you not having enough?” I gave Tex a pause in which to answer, though my question was largely rhetorical. It, like most of the difficulties with our relationship, was something to manage around. “It is what it is.”

      Tex and I had planned to meet for a late picnic after his daily responsibilities had ended. The temperature was in the mid-eighties, and dark clouds overhead threatened rain at any moment. The combination kept most people in enclosed, air-conditioned environments, which made this the perfect setting for a private outing.

      “I meant us,” he said, gesturing back and forth between us. “This.”

      “We’re temporary? Thank you for clearing that up. Nothing like going into a relationship with the expectation that the end is in sight.”

      “You know that’s not what I meant. It’s not an easy time to be a cop, and I don’t want any anti-police sentiment to rub off on you.”

      “We’ve been through this before. I told you, I understand. The lawsuit isn’t exactly making me look good either. I’d prefer to keep you from that.”

      We lapsed into silence while we took turns passing Tupperware of food back and forth. It was possible we were thinking the same thing: if our relationship were destined to crash and burn, it was better that we’d be the only two to deal with the fallout. It wasn’t my most optimistic thought, but it was about a fifty percent probability.

      “How’s Garcia doing on desk duty?”

      “He appears to be taking it in stride. It’s a shame things went down for him as they did, but rules are rules.”

      Officer Garcia was a rookie cop who was responsible for the most recent blight on the Lakewood Police Department’s public record. Having fulfilled six months of desk duty, he’d been sent on patrol with a tenured officer who had trouble holding onto a partner. On Garcia’s first night in the field, while managing a domestic dispute, his gun discharged, accidentally shooting the resident’s coffee table. Turns out nothing resolves a marital spat quite like a united front against the police. Charges were pressed, an investigation ensued, and Garcia was back behind the front desk where the most damage he could do was burn the coffee.

      Local politics had put police departments under scrutiny, and Tex, who was better at finding answers than covering up problems, was soon called out for rising crime rates and low police retention. Budgetary decisions from the city reallocated money from Lakewood to Highland Park, the nearby affluent neighborhood where the property owners and high estate values demanded protection.

      As higher-paying positions opened in the neighboring police departments, Tex had no choice but to support the transfer requests of his officers who’d been capped at part-time work in his precinct. Open jobs led to budgetary excess, which led to budget cuts, which led to Tex working sixty-hour weeks.

      When Tex and I started dating, we both tried not to talk about work. For two people whose lives had been defined by our careers, a sudden interest in network TV seemed a poor excuse for common ground. At first, it was uncomfortable sharing my deepest fears about profit margin and now the lawsuit, but Tex proved to be a nonjudgmental listener. Fortunately for him, he already knew I was comfortable talking about his daily life.

      “What about your meeting?” I asked.

      “I got stood up.”

      Tex and I were at opposite ends of the problems-with-work situation. The lawsuit temporarily shut down Mad for Mod and left me with too much time on my hands. Tex, on the other hand, was stretched thin. We’d spent last month brainstorming fundraisers for his precinct, and while the idea of a chili cookoff sounded amusing, it would barely put a dent in the needs of the local police force. Tex figured go big or go home and reached out to local businessmen with deep pockets. He’d scored a meeting with Winston Burr, a bigshot in Dallas who had a reputation for giving back to the community.

      “How about you?” Tex asked. “Any progress?”

      “After the attic temperature became unbearable, I defrosted the freezer.”

      “Nothing new on the lawsuit?”

      “Nothing new on the lawsuit. Nothing new anywhere. I’m not used to having free time, and it’s starting to get to me. Tomorrow I might get the service manual out of my glovebox and learn how to do an oil change on my Alfa Romeo.”

      Tex squinted at my pleated floral dress. “You need to borrow a T-shirt and jeans?”

      “I found a box of vintage coveralls in the attic. One of the estates I bought out belonged to an airplane parts factory worker.”

      Tex held his hands up. “Don’t look at me like I’m your next project. You can wear dead people’s clothes, but I like my polo shirts and Wranglers fine.”

      “Are you done?” I asked. When he grinned, I continued. “It belonged to a woman. Can you imagine? A woman assembling airplane parts on the factory floor in the early sixties. I bet she didn’t let anybody boss her around.”

      We finished our picnic and packed up the trash. I pulled the daisies out of the makeshift vase and rewrapped the stems in a scrap of plastic wrap. These were fresh and would remain in bloom for a few days if nurtured.

      “How about we go for a walk?” Tex asked.

      “Sure. Can you put the picnic basket and the flowers in the Jeep? I’ll toss the trash.”

      I looped the two dog leashes over my wrist and carried the trash to the closest bin. An unpleasant, pungent smell hit me as I approached. The next closest trash can was across the park, and even from a distance, I could tell it was overflowing. I pulled the neckline of my dress up over my nose and mouth and pulled off the lid.

      Inside the bin was a black plastic garbage bag. The top had been knotted, but the plastic had split open. I leaned closer and quickly looked away. Inside the plastic was the one thing I’d hoped to never see again.

      A dead body.
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      This wasn’t my first time finding something unusual in the trash, though the smell and the presence of maggots made the discovery among the least pleasant. I turned away and gagged even though Dacron polyester was still covering my mouth. I knew better than to leave Tex and my picnic trash in the bin. I stumbled away toward the car.

      “Tex?” I called. My voice came out muffled. Yelling louder required a deeper breath.

      To my distant right, a twig snapped. I rushed the dogs back to the parking lot. As soon as I saw Tex by the car, my arms went limp, and our picnic trash fell to the ground.

      I yanked the fabric away from my face and pointed over my shoulder. “There’s a body in a trash can,” I said. “About two hundred feet straight ahead. I can show you if you⁠—”

      “Did you touch it?”

      “I used a stick to hold the bag open. There are maggots.” I led him back to the trash can and held the stick out toward him. It exchanged hands, and he did what I did and reacted how I reacted.

      “Go wait in the Jeep,” he said. He handed me his keys.

      I knew Tex’s command had to do with my safety, but the body I’d seen had been dead for more than a few hours. I’d recently watched a documentary about forensic entomology and knew the presence of bugs would help a medical examiner determine the time of death and possibly a few other things the naked eye couldn’t discern. Plus, Tex and I had spent the past forty-five minutes leisurely dining on sandwiches, chips, and coleslaw. If a murderer had been here, he or she would have likely fled when we arrived.

      “It’s dark, and it’s raining. Any clues are going to be obliterated by weather and critters overnight. I don’t know what else we’re going to find out here, but I know you need my help.”

      “Right now, I need the dogs out of the way.”

      Rocky and Wojo strained their leashes, and their barks comingled. I placed our trash bag in the back of the Jeep and opened the car door. The three of us climbed inside. The prediction of rain had led Tex to put the top on, which made the issue of canine containment easier. Muddy paws left marks on the skirt of my dress, though through the wonders of polyester, the fabric would easily clean. Seconds later, after it became obvious they wanted back out, I opened the door and held their leashes while they sniffed the parking lot.

      Tex returned a few minutes later. “I thought I told you to wait in the car,” he said.

      “The dogs were going wild, and I thought we would have heard if someone else was here. Besides, I saw bugs on the body. Maggots?” I asked. Tex nodded. “That means the body has been there for a few days.”

      “All true, but that doesn’t mean you should take unnecessary risks.” He scooped up Wojo and held the small puppy by his chest. Like my dress, Tex’s T-shirt was soon covered in muddy footprints. Wojo raised his nose and pushed it into the gap between Tex’s arm and his body.

      Something about Tex calmly holding his dog in the parking lot felt off. “Did you call it in?” I asked.

      Tex didn’t answer right away. Rocky, wanting to be held too, stood on his hind legs and put his paws on my knees. He whined and repositioned his back paws, keeping his balance while vying for attention. I held his leash securely but kept my eyes on Tex.

      “It’s after hours. Technically, I’m the first officer on the scene. I’d like to get a record of things before calling in the cavalry. The rain is going to destroy any evidence left behind, and I could use a second set of eyes.”

      I nodded. I took Wojo from him and opened the door to the Jeep.

      “Bring the dogs,” Tex said.

      A Shih Tzu and a Shi Chi weren’t exactly bloodhounds, but I supposed they were better than nothing.

      We returned to the picnic site. “Do you know what you’re looking for?” I asked.

      “Anything that doesn’t fit.”

      It wasn’t a snarky comment. I’d once made the case that my decorator’s eye qualified me to assess a crime scene as effectively as his detective skills did him. He hadn’t liked the comparison, but he’d come to learn it was at least partially true. Allowing me to insert myself into his crime scene walk-through had less to do with our relationship than the possibility that I’d see something he’d missed.

      We advanced slowly, taking in every detail. When Tex turned to the left, I turned to the left. When he turned to the right, I turned to the right. When the phone he held rang, I pulled out mine, expecting it to ring too. It did not.

      “Allen,” Tex answered. After a short pause, he said, “Where are they?” He turned his back on me and walked a few feet away.

      Rocky pulled me toward a hedge that ran the perimeter of the park. Tex’s voice faded in the background. A break in the hedge revealed a clear view of neatly manicured cemetery grounds on the other side. I peered through the hedges. A circular drive cut through the grass, leading past a sizeable mausoleum at the far right and a mortuary at the left. Evenly spaced marble tombstones peppered the lawn between them.

      “Yo, Night,” Tex said, startling me by his unexpected proximity. “You better take the dogs back to the car and get comfortable.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” I asked when I saw the look on his face.

      “I’m going to be here for a while.”

      “That was the cavalry?”

      “Not exactly. That was one of my officers. He took a call from a couple of hikers who found a body in a trash can on the opposite side of the park.”

      “Another body?” I asked.

      Tex nodded. A flash of lightning lit up his face, enhancing dark circles and frown lines that had been carved in over time thanks to the stresses of his job. “The hikers claim they opened the bag, saw what was inside, and stepped away. They left their phones in the car, so they had to hike back to where they parked before calling it in.”

      “Where was that?” I asked, looking across the lake. The oppressive humidity and weather conditions had left me sure we’d been alone. It hadn’t occurred to me that we had company.

      “A nursery about half a mile down Garland Road.”

      “Do you believe them?”

      “Sounds like they fit the part: granolas who want to save the world but got scared by nature taking its course.”

      I held up my hands. “Let’s not judge too harshly, okay? I think anybody who finds a body in a public trash receptacle is going to have a less than honorable reaction.”

      The air was thick with rain. Lights were placed intermittently around the gravel drive that ran around the circumference of the lake, casting odd shadows in the dark.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “It means we’ll need to find another picnic spot,” he said. “The closest patrol car was five minutes away,” he continued. “By the time they arrived, the hikers had moved their car to the street, but they were waiting inside. The engine was running, and Clark said the heater was on.”

      “It’s eighty-five degrees.”

      “Fits with the reaction one might have after discovering a body in a trash can. You go into a form of shock. Disbelief that you saw what you think you saw. If their story is accurate, then adrenaline carried them to their car, through the phone call, and out of the park. After they sat for a minute with no tasks to accomplish, the adrenaline would wear off, and their shock would set in. Classic physical manifestation of shock is getting the chills. What would you do if you got the chills in your car?”

      “Turn on the heater.”

      Tex nodded. “So, without vetting their statement, I’d have to say they seem legit.”

      “What next?”

      “My officer verified the presence of a body. There was enough visual evidence to confirm the body wasn’t alive. He radioed the medical examiner and then called it in to me.”

      As captain, Tex didn’t normally go on body-in-a-trash-bin calls. But taking the promotion to captain had been an unexpected move for a whole lot of reasons, and even though Tex made a great captain, he missed the realities of the field.

      I listened to Tex but kept my eyes on the ground. Something blue caught my attention. I bent over and peered closer at the ground and made out a pile of faded blue petals. “Did you see these?”

      “What are they?”

      I pointed. “Looks like rose petals. There weren’t any roses in the flowers you brought, were there?”

      “I brought daisies. Where are they? Where’s our trash?”

      “In the back seat of the car. I didn’t think you’d want me to leave it here.”

      Tex pulled a plastic bag out of his pocket. He flipped the bag inside out, picked up a pinch of the petals, and flipped the bag to the right side out. He sealed the bag and handed it to me.

      “What am I supposed to do with it?” I asked.

      “Put it in the car,” he said. “Better yet, get a bag out of the back and bring it here.”

      I trudged back to the car and found a Whole Foods bag behind Tex’s seat. When I locked up the car and started back, I noticed he had wandered to the right. I put the evidence bag inside the tote, slung it over my shoulder, and took the rudimentary footpath to the left side of the tree line.

      The distance I put between me and Tex had less to do with canvassing the area than the stability of the path. I’d suffered a torn ACL years ago, reinjured it more than once, and now walked with a limp. The cliché of feeling weather in my joint had turned out to be true, and I wasn’t going to risk a reinjury with a hike in the dark across slippery grass.

      As I neared the tree line, the light from Tex’s flashlight dimmed, and I had to rely on my phone. Feet scuttled through the brush, and I told myself it was one of the dogs and not the more likely rodent or snake.

      I tightened my grip on the two leashes with my left hand. I’d known dating Tex would get complicated, but I didn’t know it would get this complicated this fast. “I’ll talk to you later,” I said. I hesitated, unsure if there would be a kiss goodnight or not.

      Tex leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine. When he pulled away, he said, “I’m sorry, Night. I can’t let you leave.”

      Sirens sounded in the distance. Experience told me the quiet of the lake was about to be blown apart by cops and news vans, and there was little I wanted less than to be connected to another homicide.
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      There was no sense arguing. Any vehicle seen leaving the site where two bodies had been discovered would be stopped, and my being behind the wheel of Tex’s Jeep at said site would shift attention from the case to what we were hiding. We’d always known things would unfold in due course; due course came on a rainy Thursday in late May.

      The downpour came suddenly. I waited in the Jeep and watched through a film of rain as two cop cars, an ambulance, and a gray sedan parked in the spaces around me. The team worked in tandem to move the body, illuminate the woods, and canvas the area to make sure they hadn’t missed anything. Tex pointed to the bag and the trees. He indicated the ground and then gestured in wide, sweeping circles as if telling his team to spread out and leave nothing behind. At the rate the weather was interfering, whatever evidence was there would be gone before morning.

      Tex was right about the temperature. I had the heater running at full blast and couldn’t get warm. I’d turned fifty-one three months ago; where’s a hot flash when you need it?

      Hours later, Tex returned to the Jeep. The insistent sound of rain pelting the canvas top of the Jeep had put me to sleep, and I woke with a crick in my neck. Tex opened the door, lifted me, and carried me to the passenger side. I was only marginally awake and protested, but he ignored me. He buckled me in and returned to the driver’s side, and I fell back asleep before we pulled onto the main road.

      It’s unclear how I made it into the house or up the stairs to the bedroom. When I woke, the first thing I noticed was my peignoir set lying on a chair in the bedroom where I’d left them the previous morning. I peeked under the covers. I was wearing a Lakewood Police Department T-shirt and floral cotton panties.

      On top of the thin sheet were the two dogs. My gradual stirring woke them both, and soon I was covered in sloppy canine kisses. I threw back the sheet and got up then pulled on a yellow bathing suit and a bubblegum-pink wraparound dress over top. It was five forty-five, and the sun was cresting, spreading a warm glow above the horizon. I slipped into a pair of navy-blue Keds and went downstairs. Tex was at my kitchen table. He drank coffee from a gray Lakewood Police Department mug that he left behind for times when yellow-and-white daisy mugs threatened his masculinity.

      “I didn’t hear you get up,” I said.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” His eyes were red. He turned his head and coughed into his elbow.

      “You’ve been up all night?”

      He nodded. “After half an hour of staring at the ceiling, I came down here. No point keeping you awake too.”

      Of the two of us, I was the morning person. I regularly woke in the five a.m. range and headed to Crestwood Pool to swim laps. Once a week, I convinced Tex to join me, but his hours quickly dictated that I let him sleep when he wanted. We’d known each other for four years, and it surprised me that until recently, I had no idea what his day-to-day life was like.

      I filled a vintage yellow mug with coffee and stared out the window at the property next to me. A For Sale sign jutted out of the lawn in front of a small square building. “Did you take anything?” I asked while I watched a bird land on the sign. “Melatonin or Tylenol PM?”

      “I don’t take medication,” he said. “I need a clear head.” He held up his coffee cup.

      “Caffeine’s temporary. As much as you like to think you’re Superman, you’re not.”

      “This is my job.”

      “Come on, Tex. I know what you do for a living, and I know how committed you are to doing it. You need a break, or you’re going to get sick.” I took a sip and closed my eyes. The dogs joined us and buried both of their heads in Rocky’s bowl, leaving Wojo’s food untouched.

      “Dead bodies aren’t conveniently scheduled around circadian rhythms and migraines.”

      I joined him at the table. “Tell me what kept you awake.”

      “You know I can’t talk about my cases,” he said.

      “Do you have a case? You have two bodies. I already know that. I saw one firsthand. Before I dozed off in the car, the scene was hopping. If the press was there, the rest of Dallas is going to know everything I know when the morning news airs. Surely you can preempt them by a couple of hours.”

      Tex raised his mug and drank then set it on top of a yellow, green, and white knitted coaster. There had been a time when Tex in my house felt incongruous, but—heck, why lie? Tex may have accepted my quirky yellow-and-white kitchen, but he’d always look out of place.

      “You can’t keep me out of this one,” I said.

      Rocky cowered for a moment like I’d caught him doing something wrong.

      I calmed my voice and continued. “It’s a matter of time before someone knocks on my door to get a statement. You know how much the press love me these days.”

      Decades ago, I’d honed my decorator’s eye by watching Doris Day movies, studying the sets, and internalizing the elements that were true to the era.

      But on May thirteenth, the news of screen legend Doris Day’s death reached me from every angle. The phone exploded. I’d become known as a local authority on Doris Day prior to her passing thanks to volunteer work at the local retro cinema theater and a resemblance to her screen presence. After turning down half a dozen interviews, I saw the opportunity to introduce a new audience to her legacy. After the lawsuit became public, the articles became less than flattering. The result was a level of notoriety that the six murder investigations I’d been involved with had not.

      My life has been, shall we say, unique.

      “The press is still harassing you?”

      “Reporters have been knocking on my door since the lawsuit became public. When they find you in my kitchen, they’re going to draw conclusions. If you don’t want this”—I gestured between us—“to interfere with your job on the force, then letting it be known that I found one of the bodies gives you a convenient excuse for being here.”

      “You know, Night, not that I don’t admire how you think, but I can’t tell if you’re helping me or using me.”

      “Using you for what?”

      “Distraction.”

      I took another sip of coffee. “Would that be so bad?”

      He leaned back and ran his hands over his dark-blond hair. The circles under his eyes were more pronounced in the daylight. He was dressed in a black polo shirt and faded Wranglers, his off-duty uniform of choice. If he planned to go into the station, he was either taking extreme liberties with the dress code, or he kept a change of clothes in his office.

      He took another pull on his coffee and then set the mug down and stood. “You want to know what I know? Sit. Listen. But this goes no further than this kitchen. Got it?”

      “Sure.”

      I dropped into a chair, and Tex paced back and forth. “Last night, two hikers discovered a body in the trash can by the entrance to White Rock Lake. The body was naked and appeared to have been thoroughly cleaned.”

      “Like the body we found.”

      “Right. It started raining about the time they called the police. A patrol cop took the call from dispatch and called me. Two more heard about it on the scanner and called a lightning team. The medical examiner showed up next.”

      “The graduation party.”

      “More like a scavenger hunt. With two bodies on opposite sides of the park, it’s hard to say which location, if either, was the crime scene.”

      “Or if the victims were killed elsewhere and the bodies moved after the crime.”

      “How did you come up with that theory?”

      “The bodies were naked and appeared to have been washed. That seems to indicate someone wanted to remove evidence and cover their tracks.”

      “Agreed.” He stared at me for a moment and then resumed pacing. “After I put you to bed, I went back out. We expanded the preliminary search from the immediate area to the whole park and turned up some discarded fast food packages, two used condoms, and a couple of dirty magazines. Maybe we’ll get a DNA match or a lead. Everything was bagged and tagged and taken to the station.”

      “Do you have any information on the victims?”

      “Not yet. Lloyd – the medical examiner – got to the scene after one. He took possession and moved the bodies to the morgue for an autopsy. There’s significant damage to both, and he’s not confident we’ll be able to release photos to the public.”

      “It’s that bad?”

      Tex stared at his coffee for a few seconds before he spoke again. “We don’t know anything about the victim. Victims. Either one of them.”

      “No wallets? No identification? Nothing else in the trash?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then what now?”

      “Ideally, Lloyd will find something we can use.”

      “You haven’t mentioned Lloyd before. Is he new?”

      “Yes. He has a private practice in West Lawn. The city cut the ME staff, so now we hire out. Lloyd’s still a little green.” Tex gave me the closest thing to a smile he’d mustered all morning.

      “Give him time to get acclimated to the job,” I added. “He’s probably figuring out how to connect with you.”

      Tex’s phone rang, and he answered before the first ring finished. “You got something for me?”

      I nursed my coffee while Tex scribbled notes on the back of an unopened piece of junk mail. He asked a few questions but mostly said yes and no, two are you sure’s, and a thank you. Before the call ended, he requested photos be emailed to him. He disconnected and leaned back.

      “A man and a woman. Man in his sixties. Woman in her thirties. Time of death over a week ago.”

      “Any identifying characteristics?”

      “None. I’ve got two unidentified bodies that nobody seems to be missing.” He crossed his arms and stared at me for a few seconds. I could tell he was deep in thought.

      “What are you going to do now?” I finally asked.

      “Knock on doors and ask around the neighborhood. Somebody might have seen something.” Neither one of us said it, but I knew it wasn’t a lot to go on. “Somebody other than you. For now, I’m keeping you out of it.”
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      The trouble with Tex’s case wasn’t that he had a homicide on his hands. Sure, that was bad enough, and double the victims made it double the work. But he was jumping off an unfortunate distance from the starting line. Almost a day after the discovery of the bodies, and he still didn’t even know who they were. Why wasn’t anybody looking for them?

      “You said there were maggots. That helps establish a timeline, right? The gestation period of a maggot should tell you something.”

      Tex held his hand up to cut me off. “Is it too late to request that my girlfriend not use phrases like ‘gestation period of a maggot’?”

      “Am I your girlfriend?” I asked, somewhat surprised.

      “Outside of this house, you’re the annoying woman who keeps showing up in my cases.”

      After our first date went better than we both expected, Tex and I were faced with a decision. Have a normal relationship like normal people or keep things quiet so we could contain any possible damage when it (almost inevitably) didn’t work out. Tex was a womanizing homicide detective, and I was a decorator who dressed like Doris Day. We were anything but normal. The decision was easy.

      “What about the missing persons reports?” I asked, shifting the conversation to a less controversial subject.

      Tex narrowed his eyes and stared at me. I waited for him to answer. I misunderstood his silence to mean he thought it was a ridiculous suggestion, so I defended it. “You have two unidentified bodies. A man and a woman. If someone reported a couple missing and you can match up the timeline, then you might ID them that way. You said yourself they’ve been there a couple of days. That means wherever they’ve been, they probably weren’t where they usually are, and if they have friends or family around here, someone may have reported them missing.”

      Tex spun his computer to face me. On the screen was a missing persons database. “I’ve been going through this since I got home.”

      “And?”

      “So far, nothing.”

      “I guess you can’t leak images of their bodies to the press,” I said, half under my breath.

      “Why not?”

      “If the bodies were unidentifiable when you found them, I doubt their pictures would be recognizable. The images would scare the public more than anything.”

      Tex pushed his computer away. “How’d you get like this?”

      This discussion had come up before, and every time I’d successfully danced around it. What Tex wanted to know was how a supposedly nice woman like me had gotten desensitized about life. It wasn’t something I chose to overanalyze.

      “How’d I get like what?” I asked, feigning ignorance. I raised my mug to my lips and sipped.

      “Like this. Drinking coffee and talking about maggots and unidentifiable bodies. And don’t try to tell me that comes with the territory of being a decorator. I know that much.”

      I set my mug down. “Come on, Tex, we’ve been over this a hundred times before. We have the same skillset; we use it in different careers. Used. Past tense.”

      An awkward silence stretched between us. It was becoming part of our routine. Every time the subject of my career came up, Tex waited for me to say something to let him know where the lawsuit stood. And every time, I dismissed the conversation.

      I left Tex to his missing persons database and drove to the pool. I might have caught a few hours of sleep last night, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have a lot on my mind. For Tex, throwing himself into his case was the way to clear his mental clutter. For me, it was the Zen of swimming laps.

      I arrived later than usual thanks to our recap of the previous night and ended up sharing a lane with two seniors who claimed they were leaving soon. I dove into the water and propelled my body forward. I thought about the question Tex had wanted me to answer. The morning swim was my therapy session; the pool was the doctor’s office.

      Most people wouldn’t count being sued among their favorite experiences, and I was no exception. When the papers were first delivered to Mad for Mod, indicating me as the defendant and Brandon Montgomery as the accuser in a case of misrepresentation, stolen designs, and fraud, I admit, my first thought was that it was a joke.

      Mad for Mod started out as a one-woman show. I never set out to be the richest person in the decorating line of work, but I provided niche services for loyal customers, and that was good enough for me. Flashier companies offered architectural services and demolition or flat fees for quickie renovations. My business model was different: walk me through your room. Show me your favorite items. Consult with me on a vision board and a proposal. Work alongside me if you want so you can have a satisfying memory of the renovation and we can discuss revisions on the fly.

      The people who hired me came via referrals and word-of-mouth. Those who tended toward Design Within Reach as their jumping-off point inevitably hired a design firm instead, and I was fine with that. Mid-century modern wasn’t the most popular decorating style, but it was what I loved. I’d rather be surrounded by like minds than fat wallets.
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