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      He has to go. Can I do it? Years with this man were endurable while he worked long hours, out of town for weeks at a time while pursuing his ambitions. Now the man who was once a big white shark with his own personal ocean splashes in my little puddle, making life intolerable with his endless demands.

      I’ve read in murder mysteries that potassium chloride is practically undetectable. Looks like a heart attack. He’s had two. No reason he can’t have a third.

      I could sneak the potassium into his insulin. Then I could arrange it so he injects it himself while I’m away and have an alibi. But that would mean an unattended death and maybe an autopsy. If there’s an autopsy, they might examine his insulin and syringes. They would have traces of potassium that could be detected … unless I swapped them out first.

      Does potassium affect the color of insulin? If it does, I’ll have to think of something else because he won’t take the shot.

      If I’m present when he dies, an autopsy is less likely, but I’ll have to face the EMTs. Can I pull off acting shocked and grieving? I’d have to time the call to 911 right, wait long enough to ensure he’s dead but not so long it raises questions.

      Timing is critical. For the past three years, Ryan Widmer and his wife Sarah have dominated the news, all because he delayed the 911 call too long. Sarah’s skin was dry when the EMTs arrived, odd for a woman who’d drowned in her tub. The bathroom was too clean, no pools of water from a distraught Ryan dragging her out of the water. And he drained the tub. Who would drain the tub?

      Jurors from the first trial thought the floor was dry because he mopped it. That Sarah thrashed in the water while he was holding her under, creating a mess inconsistent with his story that she fell asleep in the tub and slid under. There was a better explanation for the anomalies, but it was not one that would help Ryan.

      Now Widmer rots in prison. Such small mistakes. How can you think of everything at a time like that? You can’t, not in the moment. I must think of everything, and think of it in advance.
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      “Unknown entity at two o’clock.”

      The invitation to play Stranger Danger came from Terry, a dog park habitué sitting at the other end of Lia’s usual picnic table with Jim, one of her oldest friends.

      Jim objected: “How do you know he doesn’t have a dog? Maybe he parked there so his car won’t get scratched.”

      Lia had her nose in the knotted mess that was her golden retriever’s tail and didn’t respond. The untangling should have been easy with Honey sprawled on the table top in front of her. But the tail thumped erratically while Honey tracked a squirrel in a nearby tree, turning each offending twig and bit of vegetation into a moving target.

      She took a break from Honey’s tail and scanned the parking lot, zeroing in on a Mazda Miata in classic Jaguar green near the entrance. It faced the wood surrounding the dog park, as far as you could get from the service road leading to the entrance corral and an easy football field away. Not likely to be a dog lover, then.

      Terry scoffed. “Look at that shine. The jerk hand-waxes his car every week. He won’t let dog hair in it. Sorry, Jackson,” he said to the hound mix he was scratching behind the ears. “Your claws will never sink into his leather upholstery.”

      “He could have a dog that doesn’t shed,” Jim argued.

      “No self-respecting owner of a Miata would own a poodle. It would destroy his manhood.”

      “He could own a schnauzer. Maybe he vacuums his car when he waxes it.”

      This back and forth could go on for hours after the Miata left. Terry arbitrated union strikes for years before he retired, though with a lawyer brother hosting a long-running talk radio show, Lia suspected his love for debate had its roots at the family dinner table.

      Jim had spent decades arguing with architects, developers, and city planners while surveying a large portion of the new construction in Cincinnati. With kind eyes, a large nose, and bushy beard, he reminded Lia of Treebeard, the Ent from Lord of the Rings. Like the Ent, Jim was slow to make up his mind and impossibly stubborn.

      Their table sat high on the slope overlooking the parking lot and provided an excellent view of everything that happened in the lot while the people below were unaware they were observed. This vantage point allowed advance warning when unknown and possibly vicious dogs entered the park. So many dog-less drivers used the secluded lot for questionable purposes, vigilance had morphed into speculation, then entertainment in the form of Stranger Danger.

      This morning’s bickering aggravated the headache plaguing Lia since she woke up. Intervention was necessary. She couldn’t stop them, but she could derail their momentum if she entered the game.

      Lia chose her moment and dove in: “Can you see the interior? If it’s black, he doesn’t have a dog. Everything shows on black. A guy who hand waxes his car would care.”

      “Whatever,” Terry said. “He’s not getting out of his car. I call Stranger Danger. Recreational pharmaceuticals. It’s some hipster idiot picking up his daily hit of meth.”

      “Hipsters smoke marijuana,” Jim argued. “They don’t do meth.”

      “They do if they want to afford a Miata,” Terry said.

      Jim said, “I vote for romantic assi … assin…”

      Lia supplied the missing word. “Assignation.”

      “That’s right. Assignation.”

      “A rendezvous before breakfast?” Lia said. “It’s a covert operator trading military secrets. He’s selling a portable drive with a worm to penetrate the Department of Defense firewall.”

      Jim looked sideways at her. “Last time you called arms dealer.”

      Lia shrugged. “Can’t stash a rocket launcher in a trunk that small, and the car’s too rich for him to be selling junk guns to gangbangers.” She pulled a Chuckit from her tote bag and loaded a tennis ball into it, lobbed the ball down the hill. Honey, tail now free of vegetation, leapt after it and nearly collided with Lia’s other dog, a schnauzer named Chewy who’d been eyeing Honey’s squirrel from a different vantage point.

      The car continued to sit, the owner still inside.

      Honey returned, followed by Chewy. She dropped the now-slobbery ball at Lia’s feet so Lia could send it bouncing back down the hill. Chewy trotted off to sniff at the base of a tree.

      “Damn,” Terry said. “Unauthorized work break. No, this is Saturday. It’s a realtor between appointments.”

      “How’s a realtor going to drive a couple to a listing in a sports car?” Jim asked.

      A flash of white on the boulevard caught Lia’s eye. “And now we have a mini-van. Mr. Miata arrived early for the handoff to scope out the area for an enemy presence.”

      “It’s a woman in the van,” Terry said. “He wasn’t early. She’s late.”

      “Your meth dealer’s a woman?” Jim asked

      “No drug dealer drives a mini-van,” Terry said. “That’s a soccer mom seeking coitus while her kids are at practice.”

      Jim scowled. “I called romance. You said recreational pharmaceuticals. You can’t switch. It’s against the rules.”

      “If it is a hook-up,” Lia said, “which vehicle will they leave in? The Miata is sexier, but the van is less obvious.”

      “They won’t leave,” Terry said. “He’ll get in the van for love in a sea of stray Cheerios.”

      The revulsion Lia felt was visceral. “Eeeeeewwwwww.”

      Chewy returned to sniff around Lia’s ankles, looking for the source of her distress. She ruffled his ears. “It’s all right, little man.” Chewy stretched his neck in canine ecstasy.

      The driver’s side door opened on the Miata. The man who stepped out was short, stocky, and bald. A woman exited the van and opened the sliding door, lifted a young boy down. He ran to the stocky man.

      “Ah,” Terry said. “Custodial handoff.”

      “I win,” Lia said.

      “How do you figure?” Terry said.

      “Transaction between hostiles. That comes closest to the spy scenario.”

      “Children come from romance,” Jim said. “I win.”

      Terry raised a finger in a just-one-moment gesture. “Dare I make the case that she was under the influence when she got pregnant?”

      Lia and Jim both looked at him. “No.”

      “Jim and I split the points,” Lia said.

      “How many points is that?” Jim asked. “I want a steak when I beat Terry to one hundred.”

      “Make it five hundred,” Terry said, “and it’s a bet.”

      “We’ll be dead before either of us makes it that far. You’re saying that so you won’t have to pay up.”

      The woman left after a brief exchange. As the mini-van turned onto the boulevard, the man opened the door of his car. A standard poodle jumped out and pranced around the boy in a display of doggie delight. The man slung an arm around the boy’s shoulder and the pair bumped companionably as man, boy, and dog disappeared into a trailhead off the parking lot.

      Jim sneered. “Hah!”

      “He looks manly enough to me,” Lia said. “They waited until Mom was out of sight before they went into the woods. I bet she thinks Junior is coyote bait and doesn’t approve.”

      A familiar green Forester turned into the lot. Finally. Lia jumped down from the table. “I want to talk to Anna.”

      “Feminazi plotting? I must be on my guard,” Terry said.

      Lia headed for the gate, Honey and Chewy at her side. She waved Terry off without bothering to look back.
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      Lia perched next to Anna atop table a safe distance from the men. The not-so-early birds were starting to arrive, which meant she wouldn’t have much time to talk before they were interrupted. Still, it was hard to find the words.

      She picked at a scab of paint on her studio shorts as she spoke. “How did I get mixed up with such a loser, Anna?”

      Anna watched her with intense eyes of an indeterminate color and said nothing. Nature’s one gift to Anna had been thick hair that went pale gold instead of grey though her brows remained dark. The effect should have been harsh. Lia found it comforting.

      Lia turned away, tracking Chewy’s daily tour of the park perimeter while she gathered her thoughts. “I know better. Mom went through the same damn thing with her second husband. Handsome, talented, and just needed a little push, a little cheerleading, to manifest his brilliant potential.” She snorted.

      “You’ve been seeing Luthor for what, a year now? What’s upsetting you today?”

      “Nothing’s upsetting me.”

      “Nothing?”

      “As in, nothing’s changed. Nothing’s moving forward, nothing’s different. Luthor’s in the same place he was a year ago. He’s manifesting nothing.”

      “What brought this on today?” Anna asked.

      Lia made a face. “I read his latest revisions. He almost had a decent book when I met him. Now it’s a mess. He said he needed to cut twenty thousand words. Then he decided to turn it into a genre mashup. He added seventy pages, and says he needs to add more to integrate all the new material. Which means the book will be so long no publisher will touch it. He killed the pace and it’s lost its freshness. The good parts are so overworked they just lay there, dead and stinking to high heaven.”

      “That’s quite an image.”

      “It’s pure road kill. I told him, ‘You can’t sell something if you never finish it. You can’t finish it if you can’t decide what it is and you keep adding new elements that mean you have to rewrite the whole damn thing. You’re not curing cancer, you’re just trying to entertain people.’ Then he tells me that being a writer is not like being a painter, and I don’t understand.”

      “Good thing he’s a writer, not a painter. He can go back to an earlier version of the manuscript when he comes to his senses.”

      “That’s just it. He’s been overwriting the files all along. I organized his files months ago and showed him how to save different versions of the book as he made changes. He blew it off and said it was too much trouble.”

      “There’s software that can retrieve it, isn’t there?”

      “There isn’t if Paul offers to defrag your computer while you’re having beers. You’d have better luck reviving disco. Honey! Stop digging! Right! Now!”

      Honey’s feathery golden tail waved above flying clods of dirt as she enlarged a hole created by an earlier park visitor. Chewy sniffed the growing dirt pile, emerging with dirty paws and a clump of sod on his nose.

      “Honey! I said STOP!”

      Honey looked up, her expression sheepish. She returned to Lia in a penitent slouch and placed one dirt-caked paw in Lia’s lap in a plea for forgiveness. Lia looked down at the dark smudge on her shorts. She hugged the golden retriever and rested her cheek on Honey’s head. “You’re supposed to be perfect, girlfriend. I need you to be good right now.”

      Anna’s eyes flicked over to the bench where Jim now sat, several yards away. “At least you have the sense to dress for the park.”

      Anna wasn’t talking about Jim. Jim’s couture was comfortable, well-used, and rumpled, like his face and personality. It was Catherine, the grand-dame sitting next to him, and her Nordstrom running outfit that drew this bit of spite from Anna.

      “I’m sorry I ever introduced them,” Lia said. “She never would have looked at Jim twice if I hadn’t raved about what a wonderful person he was. Now the first thing she does whenever she shows up is cut him out of the herd.”

      “Let’s collect the children and see if they might like to chase some balls. If I aim right, one might just hit her in the head.”

      Anna’s black and tan Tibetan mastiff, CarGo (as in “Car! Go!”), galloped up. At 125 pounds, CarGo could be mistaken for a small horse. His one bad habit was jumping up, and with paws on shoulders, looking humans in the eyes. Anna frequently announced she was taking him to the nearest Author Murray Studio so they could learn ballroom dancing together.

      Anna launched two balls in the air. CarGo beelined after a line-drive with Chewy yapping at his heels. Honey considered a high lob, bolting when its trajectory became apparent. She leapt up to snag it out of the air before CarGo pounced on his own grounder.

      “What is it about this book that has you so upset?”

      Lia chewed her lip,` looking for a way to explain. “Some creatives like to diddle with their work and they don’t care if they ever finish or not. Maybe they’re afraid to put their work out there, maybe they’re not sure what it is they want to do, maybe they feel they have to get it perfect—but you can never get it perfect.”

      Lia paused to toss another ball, adjusting her aim to send it away from Jim and Catherine.

      “People who accomplish anything are finishers. They don’t whine or make excuses. They might adjust their course a bit, but they don’t suddenly decide to switch destinations. Once Luthor added shapeshifting inter-dimensional beings to his police procedural, I knew he was never going to finish the book. He never reads science fiction. How can he write it? It was the last straw. We’re done.”

      “Over a book?”

      “Over his pretense that he’s actually doing something with his life. I can’t be with someone who hasn’t entered the real world. Sooner or later, they wind up turning on me like it’s my fault they haven’t gotten anywhere. He’s already started with the little digs.”

      “I’m so glad he never moved in.”

      “That would have been a mistake. I’m dreading this as it is.”

      The familiar sound of a perforated muffler drew Lia’s attention to the parking lot. Luthor had named the rattle-trap Corolla Hamlet because it “suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.” Lia thought Shakes-Gear was more to the point. Great. Luthor was here and she wasn’t at all ready to deal with him.

      Luthor Morrissey extracted his long frame from the compact car and shoved a tangle of blond hair out of his eyes. His clothes, while expensive, were unpressed. Luthor affected 19th Century Romanticism overlaid with a patina of 21st Century Artist Grunge: Lord Byron for the third millennium. His dog, a black chow mix named Viola, jumped out behind him.

      It had taken too long for Lia to realize Luthor was coasting on good looks and artistic sensitivity. He was assisted by Viola, whose silky fur drew admirers despite her schizophrenic personality. Luthor had spotted Viola as a traumatized puppy in a February ice storm and spent over an hour coaxing her to warmth and safety. But animal rescue only gets you so far.

      He made his way up the service road that led to the park gate, Viola circling him in frenzied excitement.

      Lia sighed. “I’ll miss the dog.”

      Luthor yelled from the gate, waving a long arm overhead, his unbuttoned cuff dangling off his wrist like the ruffle on a poet shirt.

      “As if everyone hadn’t heard his muffler when he was a mile away,” Lia muttered.

      “Have pity. You’re about to ruin his year and he doesn’t know it yet.”

      “He doesn’t have a clue. That’s the problem.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jim joined Anna as she watched the drama unfold. “Third time a charm?”

      “I hope so; the other breakups didn’t stick. This is wearing her down. It’s wearing me down.”

      Lia ignored Luthor’s outstretched arms, climbing on a table and folding her arms across her chest. Viola jumped up beside her, tried to shove a nose under Lia’s hand. Lia ignored her. Luthor’s posture tensed. The volume of their argument increased, Luthor’s voice now audible. Anna could almost, but not quite, understand what he was saying.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Jim asked.

      “Sooner or later. Lia’s resilient. But I’d so hoped he would make her happy.” Anna craned her neck, searching the park. “What happened to your girlfriend?”

      “Catherine’s not my girlfriend. She just needed some advice. Fleece is the only woman in my life.” Fleece, a Border Collie, was currently herding a pair of lab pups.

      “You’re too kind, Jim.” Or too blind.

      A tall redhead with chin-length, Cleopatra hair joined them. Bailey had the kind of figure that photographed well because she was always fifteen pounds underweight. Mildly popped eyes, a beaky nose, and a hesitant smile that quirked up on the left while the right remained undecided—these features often gave Bailey a gawky appearance. Then she would move with unexpected grace and transform, duckling to swan.

      “Is this the end?” Bailey gestured toward the tableau at the other end of the park with a long, tapered hand that should have been pouring tea or playing piano. Ironically, her fingers were callused and nicked and her nails blunt and grimy from her one-woman gardening business.

      “I hope so,” Anna said, “but I don’t think he’ll let her go easily. She doesn’t need this. She’s already stressing over that garden you two are building for Catherine. I’m so angry at Luthor. He should be supporting her so she can do her work, not expecting her to nursemaid him while he pretends to write.”

      “Support her?” The left side of Bailey’s mouth jerked in amusement. “He can’t even put gas in his car.”

      “Not that. She does okay by herself. I meant cook her dinner, rub her feet instead of expecting her to rub his all the time. He’s not the one standing on a concrete floor all day painting.” She paused to glare at Jim. “Why is it men always think their needs are more important?”

      Jim raised both palms in the universal plea for peace. “You know I’m not going to touch that.”

      The park gate clanged shut. Luthor stormed down the service road with Viola at his heels while Lia sat on her picnic table with her arms wrapped around her knees. Squealing tires announced Luthor’s departure.

      “He better go easy on those tires,” Jim said. “He could have a blowout going down Montana Avenue.”

      “Don’t say that!” Bailey said. “If he dies on that hill, Lia will feel guilty and paint his picture forever. If he lives, she’ll still feel guilty, she’ll be rubbing his feet in the hospital, and she’ll still paint his picture forever. Either way, it’ll destroy her career because who wants to buy a hundred paintings of Luthor? We’ll never finish Catherine’s garden and I won’t get paid. I’ll end up in Over the Rhine selling my favors to the druggies. The going rates are way down. I’ll starve.”
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      Lia looked at her clock with eyes gritty from lack of sleep. Four ten in the freaking a.m. She’d unplugged her landline sometime after midnight, but that hadn’t stopped Luthor’s endless calls and recriminations from echoing in her head. At 1:30 she’d taken a long, hot soak in Epsom salts, her favored cure for insomnia. It hadn’t worked.

      There was probably a string of nasty messages on her cell phone, starting five minutes after she unplugged the phone. She only owned one because it was cheaper than putting a line in at the studio and it frequently went AWOL, which explained why it hadn’t started ringing–at least not in her hearing.

      It had to be at the studio, hopefully not tucked in the shelves by the south wall. Jason lived in an illegal loft on the other side of that wall. If I’m lucky, the battery’s dead. Otherwise the noise has been driving him crazy. I may owe him a six pack of the good stuff.

      Jason, enraged by the noise, might have already punched a hole in the drywall to retrieve her phone and smash it to bits of black plastic with one of his wood-working mallets. At least then I wouldn’t have to listen to the messages. How many were there? One three-hour rant? A hundred one-word nuisance calls? How quickly can you call and leave a message? Two minutes? At two minutes a message and three hours, ninety messages? What are the limits on the in-box?

      Better for Jason if it was one very long message, or the battery was dead. How long would it take to delete ninety messages?

      She’d expected Luthor to bang on her door in the middle of the night in a bad imitation of Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire. It hadn’t happened. Once she’d unplugged the phone the only things that disturbed her night were her own circling thoughts.

      Tired of her head spinning, Lia pulled on sweats and grabbed her keys. The soft jingle had Chewy and Honey instantly awake. They beat her to the door.

      “You guys don’t miss a trick, do you? Up for some pre-dawn prowling?” She snapped leashes to their collars. “Shall we walk? It’s only two miles; what do you think?”

      Lia learned to appreciate baker’s hours years ago, when an outdoor mural had her working in the pre-dawn dark so she could project her design on the wall. Her friends were horrified, convinced her body would turn up months later in Mill Creek. She’d told them all the crazies and criminals were home from the bars and passed out by four. It was a lot safer then than at any time between dusk and three.

      Inside her apartment, it was easy for Lia’s thoughts to loop in the wee hours, driven by confinement and ambient noise. You never realized how noisy houses were until you went outside in the dead of night. The dark houses and silent streets calmed her mind. She could let everything go.

      Honey and Chewy trotted obediently beside Lia as she hit her stride. Not a power walk, but quick and steady through the darkness, their shadows morphing like the reflection in a funhouse mirror as they passed from streetlight to streetlight. The rhythmic motion eased the fog of obsessive thoughts and she began to relax. This is the ticket. Two miles to the park, let the dogs run around a bit, back home, fry up some potatoes and eggs. It’s Sunday, no need to plug the phone in. Play some Mozart. Do the crossword. Don’t think. Go back to bed. Yes.

      She turned down Westwood Northern Boulevard, jogging down the hill for the last half-mile. Honey and Chewy barked happily. “Shush!” she admonished, though they were now at Mount Airy Forest and the nearest homes were four lanes and a median away.

      Lia laughed as the last of the tension poured out, then slowed to a walk as she turned into the parking lot. It would be soothing to sit on a table, looking up at the sky and watching the stars until the rising sun blinked them out.

      A dark hulk sat at the far end of the lot. The familiar silhouette had her grinding her teeth. What is Luthor doing here? Had he parked outside her apartment, seen her leave? No, she would have heard him. His muffler, anyway.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Damn. Lia’s mental cussing became a litany as she strode towards the car, anger building. Then she thought better and turned towards the utility road leading up to the entrance corral. She didn’t want to freak out in the parking lot, upsetting the dogs so close to the street.

      Once she released Honey and Chewy into the park, she pulled a rag out of her pocket and wiped the dew from a spot on her favorite table top and clambered up. She faced the black asphalt void, no longer thinking about stars or sunrise.

      There was no movement in the Corolla. Hadn’t Luthor heard the dogs barking? Maybe he only came so he could sit there and snub her. Like, how would she ever know she was being snubbed if she couldn’t see him doing it?

      Honey and Chewy whuffed softly as they made their nocturnal investigations. False dawn appeared over the ridge. Shit. The litany began again, tired now. Shit. Shit. Shit. Damn.

      The serenity Lia experienced during the final run to the park was now broken and beyond repair. She may as well confront Luthor and get on with it, whatever “it” was. Trudging back down the hill, she wondered what she could possibly say to Luthor that she hadn’t already said.

      She hit the parking lot, thoroughly pissed. Was he going to spoil her favorite place for her? Would they have to divvy it up, take different shifts, different quadrants, different friends? If they did, would he respect her boundaries and leave her be? She doubted it.

      “Luthor!” She snapped out his name like a pistol shot in the darkness. “What the hell are you doing? Why can’t you just give me some space?”

      The Corolla remained silent. Was he in the car at all? Maybe the car was dead. Which meant Luthor was home in bed and she was fuming for nothing. Or he passed out in the front seat. He didn’t normally drink alone, but he might have made an exception.

      Lia approached the car. A dark form leaned back in the driver’s seat. Great. Door Number Two. She wrenched the passenger door open, triggering the overhead light.

      An explosion of red painted the interior of the Corolla, framing Luthor’s face. His mouth gaped, his eyes fixed and staring, accusing.

      Lia fell to the ground and vomited.
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      Yellow tape fluttered as police set up a perimeter around Luthor’s Corolla, their radios crackling in the distance. A patrol car, lights flashing, sat sideways across the entrance. Lia huddled on a picnic table overlooking the lot, numbly sandwiched between Honey and Chewy. Looking down on the scene had the effect of distancing her from events, making them even more surreal.

      Jim handed her a cup of coffee. She cradled it between her palms, leaching warmth into hands that remained chilled despite the warming day. It was Jim who’d found her at daybreak, hugging the dogs, as she rocked back and forth in shock, Jim who’d called 911, and Jim who’d sent Anna for coffee at the closest UDF.

      She looked at him, mentally pleading for it all to go away. She had a stray thought, that his face, so full of compassion, belonged on a religious icon. Something Italian, from one of the Catholic sects that embraced poverty. He could have been a Franciscan monk. Maybe Saint Francis himself.

      He spoke, his voice quiet and firm. “You’re not responsible. It was his choice. It was his choice to do it where you’d find him. I’m sorry it happened, but that was wrong of him, selfish and hateful to put you through this.”

      Anna leaned over the dogs and wrapped an arm around her. “I’m so sorry. It shouldn’t have happened. Not like this.”

      Lia broke then, tears streaming down her face, ugly sobs erupting from her mouth. The dogs whimpered and snugged in closer as Lia’s sobs trailed off to gulps and then hiccups. She took a sip of coffee to steady herself. Her mouth quirked sadly.

      “You knew to get hazelnut creamer for me.”

      “Of course,” Anna said.

      The sound of an approaching car drew their attention back to the lot. Catherine’s Lexus jumped the curb, plowing through the grass in an attempt to cut around the patrol car. An officer leapt out of the patrol car, leaving the door hanging open as he dashed in front of the Lexus.

      Anna said, “That’s a brave man.”

      Jim shrugged. “She’s not going very fast.”

      “He doesn’t know Catherine,” Anna said.

      Catherine’s strident voice drifted up from the parking lot. “What do you mean I can’t come in? Those are my friends!”

      Jim turned to Lia. “I’m sure she’s worried about you,”

      “Hush,” Anna snapped. “Maybe somewhere in her tiny little heart she’s thinking about Lia, but that won’t stop her from making this all about her. She’s already well on her way.”

      “That’s uncalled for,” Jim said.

      The words burst from Lia’s mouth. “Stop it!”

      The guilty pair looked at her.

      “I can’t take the bickering.”

      “We’re sorry,” Anna said. “We’ll stop.”

      Catherine’s Lexus did a three-point turn, leaving ruts in the grass as it pulled out.

      A man worked his way up the access road and through the corral, approaching their table. He was tall, maybe two inches over six feet. Lean, with an easy stride. Longish, dark hair with a bit of body, though it didn’t qualify as wavy. As he drew closer, Lia could see that he had a pleasant face with slightly droopy eyes. Like Paul McCartney. Puppy dog eyes that might turn into basset hound eyes in old age, though Sir Paul wasn’t looking too shabby these days.

      His golf shirt and khaki slacks reminded Lia she was still in her sweats. Very shortly the sun would be above the trees and the heat would turn on like flipping a switch.

      “No uniform,” Jim observed. “Must be a detective.”

      Now she’d have to talk to the police. Lia stared at the top of Honey’s head, willing the last twenty-four hours to go away.
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      Peter Dourson’s witness huddled on a picnic table behind a quartet of human and canine protectors. The humans moved apart as he approached, giving him a better view of her. She sat on top of the table with her feet on the bench, hugging a golden retriever while a schnauzer curled protectively against her side. The schnauzer lifted its muzzle, watching him with suspicion.

      The woman’s head bowed over the retriever, giving him an intimate view of the butterfly clip restraining a mess of multi-colored brown hair. He suspected the figure under the baggy sweats was slight, though he could tell she was of above average height.

      He had a sudden flash of Michael Douglas coaxing Kathleen Turner out from under a bus in a Central American jungle. What was that film? Something about a stone? He kept his hands relaxed and gentled his voice as he moved into the group.

      “Hi. You found the body?”

      The woman nodded and continued to stare at the top of the retriever’s head.

      “Lia Anderson, is it?”

      Another mute nod.

      “We had to send your friend away. I hope that doesn’t upset you.”

      She shook her head, still looking down. “Are you a detective? Jim said you must be a detective.”

      “Yes, Detective Dourson. Peter Dourson, from District Five.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” One of her fingers traced mysterious shapes on the table top beside an abandoned coffee cup, her whole being centered on that moving finger as if the pattern she created held the solution to everything.

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “How long will I be stuck here?”

      “We’re not sure at this point. Is there somewhere you have to be?”

      “Luthor … the blood … it’s so awful.”

      He wished she’d look up. Sometimes suspects ducked their heads because they couldn’t lie with a straight face. That wasn’t the case here. This woman curled into a ball because it was the best she could do to remove herself from the situation. It was something a child would do, and it pulled at him.

      “I know. I’d like to ask you some questions, but the witness advocate isn’t here yet.”

      “I’ve got Jim and Anna. I don’t need anyone else.”

      “Are you sure? Do you have someone to be with you when you leave here?”

      A sturdy woman with a white, de rigueur Cincinnati bob brushed a strand of hair away from the bowed face. “I’ll take her home. She won’t be alone.”

      “All right then. You would be?”

      “Anna. Anna Lawrence. And this is Jim.”

      Jim was older and weathered by the elements. It was a contrast to most of the people he spoke to, who aged young with drugs and alcohol.

      “Jim McDonald? You called this in?”

      “Yep. I got here right before Anna.”

      “What time was that?”

      “Around six.”

      Peter raised his eyebrows.

      “All the dogs know is daylight. They could care less what time it is.”

      Jim’s grumpy resignation made Peter’s mouth twitch. He squashed the urge to smile. “Is that every day?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Peter turned to the bowed head, talked to the butterfly clip. “When did you get here?”

      “O-dark-thirty? I don’t know. We left the house a little after four. We walked here.”

      “Who was with you?”

      “Just Honey and Chewy.”

      Honey and Chewy must be the dogs. “That’s pretty early.”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “How long does it take you to walk?”

      “Thirty, forty minutes.”

      “Does four-forty-five sound about right?”

      “I guess. I don’t have a watch.”

      “What happened when you got here?”

      “I saw the car and I was pissed.” Her index finger made a spiral, then scribbled it out.

      “Pissed? How come?”

      “Detective,” Anna said, “he was her boyfriend. She broke up with him yesterday.”

      Peter hadn’t heard this bit of news. He needed to tread carefully. “I’m sorry.”

      The voice emerging from that bowed head broke. “I’m sorry, too. So sorry.”

      Peter could not see the tears but he knew they were there. “Are you okay to do this?”

      A hand rubbed under her nose. She sniffled. “I don’t want to wait.”

      “Okay, tell me what happened after you got here. Take your time.”

      Lia haltingly recounted events up to the time she threw open the car door.

      “What did you see?”

      “Blood, all over. The back window, the seat. He was surrounded by it. He was staring at me.”

      “This is really important. Did you touch anything?”

      “No, no. The passenger side door handle, that’s it.”

      “Why the passenger side door?”

      “It was closest.” Her finger resumed its tracery. Maybe she was casting spells.

      Peter turned to Anna and Jim. “Did either of you touch anything?”

      “I looked in the window,” Jim said. “I didn’t touch the car.”

      “How about you, Anna?”

      “I didn’t go near it.”

      Peter returned his attention to Lia. “Tell me about the breakup. Whose idea was it?”

      What followed was a dull recitation of hours of phone calls and recriminations, a verbal flood laced with wheedling, begging, and profanity that left behind a vile tone, though Lia couldn’t quote anything Morrissey said. She recalled he’d called her “angel” in one sentence and used the “C” word in the next. Peter decided Luthor Morrissey was a major ass long before she finished her story. No wonder the woman was such a mess.

      “It was so nasty, I couldn’t get it out of my head. That’s why I couldn’t sleep. Was it suicide, Detective?”

      She looked up at him finally, green eyes glistening in a damp face. Those eyes reminded him of sun filtering through leaves, of cool green walks in Kentucky hollows. Her cheekbones were high and wary. The mouth underneath trembled, a soft, living thing. He noticed a slight dent in her chin, as if someone had pressed a thumb in it, like the cookies his grandma made at Christmas. Tendrils of hair escaped the clip on the back of her head, skimming those suspicious cheeks and snaking down a long neck, reinforcing her fragility.

      Peter mentally shook his head and focused on her question. “It’s early to know anything.”

      “I’m sure you’re not allowed to say.”

      “That, too, but really, it’s too early.”

      “I was so angry. I wanted him gone, but I didn’t want dead.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?” she pleaded.

      “Yeah, I think so,” he said.

      Peter remained behind as Anna and Jim collected their pack of dogs and escorted Lia to a green SUV. He picked up the abandoned coffee cup. It was still almost full and smelled like hazelnut. He dumped it in the trash.
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        I remember most the explosion of blood and glass, the gory blow-back speckling my clothes, my face and even under my cap and into my hair. I’ll burn the jumpsuit this evening, and the neighbors will assume I’m grilling out. I’ll encourage that impression by dumping Liquid Smoke on the fire.

        I’m probably worrying over nothing. The police might never ask questions, not if they buy the suicide scenario.

        I disliked shooting Luthor. I would have preferred doing it another way but he had no convenient health issues to exploit. He didn’t care for risky activities that could be manipulated into accidents. He had only one obvious weakness, and that was his dependence on Lia.

        The clothes are no problem, but what do I do with the phone? It had been easy to lift from Lia’s tote. Easier still to lure Luthor with a text message. It would be simple to return it to Lia, just drop it behind the driver’s seat of her Volvo. The windows are always open for the dogs. But I’d have to remove those final text messages, and if the police came asking questions, possession of the phone might cause Lia problems.

        If Lia got the phone back, she would feel compelled to listen to all of Luthor’s messages from last night. She could still do it without the phone, but would she bother? Too bad there was no way for me to find out what was on voicemail without leaving a record. Checking messages could tip Lia off that someone else had her phone, and that wouldn’t be good at all. Curiosity killed more than the cat.

        Better to destroy it.

        It had taken more time to dig Luthor’s phone out of his jacket and delete my texts than it had to kill him. It had been delicate going, putting it back. I felt horribly exposed even though trees blocked the view of the parking lot from the street. But Luthor’s phone couldn’t be missing. That would be a tip-off.

        If Luthor’s death is ruled a suicide, they won’t bother to pull the phone records, will they?

        Such a nasty job, all the way around. I dislike guns, dislike blood, and dislike loose ends. I looked at the loose end in my palm. What to do, what to do?
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