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      A grieving artist, a smitten detective, a devious killer: You never know who you'll meet at the dog park.

      

      Would you recognize a killer if you talked to one every day? Artist Lia Anderson doesn't. Neither do her friends at the Mount Airy Dog Park. When the apparent suicide of Lia’s deadbeat boyfriend draws the attention of Detective Peter Dourson, he decides to adopt the dead man’s dog to infiltrate the tight group he’s certain conceals Luthor Morrissey’s killer. As his investigation uncovers secrets, a grieving Lia fights her growing attraction to the laid-back detective. Meanwhile, Luthor's killer lurks, desperate to stay ahead of the investigation—no matter who has to die…

      

      (69,000 words)
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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.”
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        * * *

      

      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?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            MONDAY, MAY 9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A rough, wet tongue dragged across Lia’s face, pulling her into unwelcome consciousness. She rolled away, hauling a pillow over her head. Honey tugged at the pillow. It had to be Honey because Chewy was busy emitting the cacophony of piercing yips that were making her head ache.

      Groaning, she surrendered the pillow, then turned her head to eye a grilled cheese sandwich congealing on her night stand. She shoved the sandwich away from the clock. Anna had done her best to tempt Lia’s appetite the day before, drifting in occasionally with tea or comfort food. Lia hadn’t touched any of it. Instead she’d curled up with Chewy wrapped in her arms, the confused schnauzer snuffling her tears as if he was trying to figure out what they were.

      A blonde muzzle edged onto the nightstand, sniffing at the now accessible sandwich. Lia narrowed her eyes. Honey snatched the sandwich and dashed out of the room.

      “That’s your breakfast, creep!” Lia yelled. “No kibble for you.” Like she cares. She’ll take dried-out cheese over kibble any day.

      It was 8:00 a.m. No matter how she was feeling, Honey and Chewy needed to run. The morning shift at the dog park would be in full swing. Lia dragged herself out of bed to face the inevitable.

      The Mount Airy Dog Park had two fenced areas, the smaller designated for small dogs. Few people used it because it had no trees and most of the small dogs preferred chasing the big dogs on the other side. The small enclosure was a good place to go if you wanted to be alone.

      Lia perched on the table by the fence, the only one with shade, and sipped coffee while Honey and Chewy made a resigned foray across a boring expanse of grass slightly larger than a typical back yard.

      Lia’s friends congregated on the other side, dogs milling around them. They were too busy watching Terry draw lines in the air with his finger to be aware of her presence. He’s probably calculating the trajectory of the bullet after it passed through Luthor’s skull.

      A petite, first generation Chinese-American named Marie Woo tilted her head at a skeptical angle, this month’s magenta bangs flopping over one eye. The tilt of her head told Lia she was about to challenge whatever point Terry was making.

      Nadine Moyers paused in the umpteenth lap of her power walk across the park to hear the news, her aging basset hound panting gratefully for the break. Nadine’s candid blue eyes widened in horror as Jim said something to her.

      Yep, talking about me.

      Catherine fussed with her Pomeranians a few yards away, glaring daggers at Nadine over their fluffy red sable heads. Catherine’s hair was dyed to match her dogs, with sable lowlights to mimic the guard hairs. It was an effect that cost more than three month’s kibble for Honey and Chewy. Who spends a thousand dollars a year on hair?

      Anna and CarGo detached from the group, followed by a tall man with a medium-sized black dog on a leash. The dog resisted, darting in different directions. Someone, especially Anna, should have told him it was a mistake to keep a dog leashed inside the park.

      The pair passed through the corral, into the picnic shelter that separated the two enclosures. Anna waved. “Lia! Detective Peter’s here. Look who he brought with him!”

      Lia recognized the rangy figure playing maypole to a dancing Viola. She felt a trill of something as he and Anna entered her side of the park. Nerves? “Detective Peter, is it?”

      “Ms. Anderson,” the detective said, nodding politely, “I hope you’re doing better today.”

      He looked at her with steady blue eyes in a way that made her feel vulnerable. Lia shrugged and resisted the urge to duck her head. “Anything is better than yesterday. How about you, Detective Peter, are you returning to the scene of the crime, or did something else bring you back to our little slice of paradise?”

      Peter extracted himself from the tangled leash and unhooked Viola, who jumped on Lia’s table in a mad dash and circled the tabletop, making uh-uh-uh noises. Honey and Chewy looked on in disgust. Viola had never sought out Lia as long as Luthor was around. Lia rescued her coffee cup and set it aside before giving the chow mix a hug. Any port in a storm, girl. I get it.

      “Viola’s staying with me for now. She’s been fretful. I thought she’d like to play with her friends.”

      Lia rubbed her cheek on Viola’s fur. “How did you wind up with her?”

      “Luthor’s folks weren’t keen about keeping her. I figured I could look after her until I found someone to take her.”

      “The old man’s allergic. So he says.” Viola squirmed out of Lia’s arms and leapt off the table. Lia took a sip of coffee. The cup wasn’t much of a shield, but it was all she had.

      “I thought there might be a friend who would want her if I hung onto her for a few days. Otherwise, it was the shelter. Maybe you know someone?” The look he gave her was hopeful, verging on desperation.

      “Thank you for rescuing her. I don’t know if I’m up to taking on another dog. I’ll have to think about it.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind, or if you think of anyone who’d like to have her.” He paused. “We have some questions about Luthor, loose ends to tie up. Can you stop in at District Five later today? I can come to you if you’d rather.”

      “That would be nice. You can never park at District Five.”

      “It’s a pain, I know. Any time in particular?”

      Arrangements made, Anna and Lia watched the detective head for the parking lot with his capering shadow.

      “That’s a nice young man,” Anna observed.

      “Are we talking a little cougar action here?”

      “Not a bad idea, but I suspect he might have a different agenda.”

      “And what agenda would that be?”

      “What white knight isn’t looking for a beautiful damsel in distress?”

      “He already has a damsel in distress, and he’s trying to get rid of her. Anyway, he’s too normal. I bet his mother still starches his Khakis, and his idea of a fun evening at home includes television. I’d be bored in a week.”

      Anna sighed. “After Luthor, you could use a nice, normal man. Someone with a steady job and manners. He has very nice manners, don’t you think?”

      Lia sat back, folding her arms. “Isn’t it morbid to play matchmaker with me the day after Luthor died?”

      “Only to someone who didn’t know him, dear.”
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      The door to Lia’s half of a two-family was open when Peter rang the bell, Viola at his side. Lia peered through the mesh of the screen door, then unlatched it. Viola nosed through and pushed inside, whimpering and jumping, her paws landing on Lia’s thighs while Lia’s dogs sniffed at her and wagged their tails.

      Lia knelt down so Viola could bathe her face with frantic kisses. “Aw, sweetie, I missed you, too.” She smiled at Peter. “Thanks for bringing her.”

      “Do you want me to hang onto her or can I unclip her?”

      “Let her go, sure.”

      Viola lunged, barking at Honey and Chewy as Peter bent down to release her. The trio ran off to the back of the apartment, where Peter suspected a dog door led to the back yard.

      “Can I get you anything?” Lia asked. “I’ve got green and herbal tea, filtered water, or I could juice up some carrots and celery for you.”

      Peter maintained strict cop face. It wouldn’t help to let her know how he felt about celery juice. “Pepsi?”

      “’Fraid not.”

      “Sweet tea would be nice if you have any made up, or water is fine.”

      Lia disappeared into the back. Peter took the opportunity to examine Lia’s living room unobserved. It was warm and colorful. A lot of hand work. Artistic, not the country cute crafts that exploded all over his mother’s house. None of the usual laminated presswood. The furniture was solid and simple—likely from one of the Amish communities due east. This was all her. There was nothing of Luthor, of any man here.

      He was examining a little bronze statue of a dancing woman when Lia emerged carrying two glasses of tea the color of swamp water and a squeeze bottle. He sighed inwardly. When in Rome…

      “I hope green tea is okay,” Lia said, handing him the squeeze bottle and a glass with a long spoon in it. “I dilute raw honey so it will mix with cold tea instead of clumping on the bottom. You can make it how you like.”

      Her hands were faintly gray-green, the color more intense around her cuticles. It boded ill for the tea. Peter squeezed the syrup into the tea, then located a coaster on her coffee table and set the bottle down. He stirred the tea and wondered if he could get away without drinking it. “My family’s idea of health food is putting margarine on the potatoes.”

      “I’m an artist, Detective. I scrape by, but I can’t afford to get sick. The cheapest and most reliable way to take care of yourself is with food. Call me up next time you can’t sleep and I’ll bore you right into a coma about it. Where are my manners. Please have a seat.”

      She gestured to a mission-style sofa upholstered with a flowery tapestry. A half-dozen pricey-looking, embroidered and appliquéd pillows marched across the back, reminding Peter of the way young girls piled stuffed animals on their beds. He sat on the edge, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees to avoid crushing them. Lia settled onto a straight-backed oak chair that looked like it came out of Peter’s elementary school.

      The dogs returned. Honey lay at Lia’s feet, grinning happily with a smudge of dirt on her nose. Viola jumped on the sofa, staking her claim to Peter.

      “Is it okay for her to be on your couch?” Peter asked.

      “She’s fine, but you might want to move your tea.”

      “My tea?”

      Lia nodded at Chewy, who was giving the glass of tea dangling from Peter’s hand a calculating look.

      “If he wants attention, he’ll head-bump your hand, usually the one that already has something in it. It’s never convenient.”

      Peter sat up, pulling his hands and the tea out of reach. “Thanks for the warning. You seem steadier than you were yesterday.”

      Lia looked down into her tea. Her hair fell forward, shading her eyes. “Painting helps.”

      The green is paint, not botulism. Peter took a sip of the tea and nodded at a pair of canvases, one a close up of a magnolia blossom, the other an iris. “Those yours? They’re beautiful.”

      “Thanks. The flowers sell best, but I’m too attached to those two to let go of them. I’m doing okay right now. Mostly I vacillate between grieving and being angry. I find it so much easier to function when I’m angry than when I’m grieving.”

      “Angry? How so?”

      She held the glass in both hands, tapping the rim with an index finger. “I feel guilty because I didn’t love him and stopped wanting to love him months ago. Then I get angry because for months, he put me in a position to hurt him, and I didn’t want to do that. Why did he have to kill himself? It’s not like we were talking marriage or even living together.”

      “I thought you just broke up.”

      “Saturday was the third time. The first time was in March. He wore me down and I took him back. Twice. And the whole time I’ve been trying to find a way to put more distance between us. I’m such a wimp. I should have stuck to my guns.” She winced. “Bad word choice. But I’m wondering if things would have gone so far if I hadn’t taken him back that first time. I spent most of the last few months being angry or resentful.” She blinked hard. “I can’t believe how much this hurts.”

      The retriever sat up and rested its muzzle on Lia’s thigh. Her fingers sank into the fur, flexing.

      “You can’t blame yourself.”

      Lia’s eyes were shiny pools when she looked at him, her smile ironic. “Sure I can. What can I do for you, Detective? You mentioned loose ends.”

      “I just have a few questions. Do you mind if I record this?” Lia shook her head. Peter produced a small cassette recorder and positioned it between them on the coffee table.

      “Why did you break up with him? Do you mind talking about it?”

      Lia pressed her lips together for a long moment, tapping the rim of her glass. “Luthor was a high energy guy. He walked into the room and everyone knew the party had started. You know anyone like that?”

      “Sure.”

      “He never turned it off. He always had a new plan, a big scheme, and everyone had to be on board with it. But he was more about the idea of the thing than actually doing it. After a while I realized none of his big plans were ever going to work. He wanted everyone to admire him for things he was never going to do, and if you didn’t, he’d pout.”

      She paused to sip her tea, one hand stroking the retriever’s fur. “He was fun at first. Then he was exhausting. After that he became disruptive. If he wanted to do something while I was working, he’d complain that my art was more important than he was. But this is my job. It’s my business, and I have bills to pay. It’s damned hard to make a living as an artist. At first I thought he was clueless about discipline. Then I wondered if he was deliberately sabotaging me.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know. But I felt like the dieter whose friends kept bringing pizza over.”

      “I can see why you resented him. Sunday you told me Luthor was upset the previous day. Did he have a history of suicidal moods or behaviors? Any family history of suicide or depression that you know of?”

      “Not that I saw or knew about. I knew this guy in high school. One day he had a fight with his girlfriend, picked up a steak knife and threatened to kill himself. He woke up on the floor, wondering what happened. He stabbed himself by accident. I could see Luthor doing something like that, getting caught up in his drama when he had people around and injuring himself by mistake.”

      Had she been the girlfriend in that scenario? Peter waited for her to continue.

      Lia stared at nothing and shook her head. “I can’t see Luthor getting morose and killing himself while he was alone. He loved an audience and he knew I’d be coming to the park.” Those expressive green eyes turned to him. “Why didn’t he wait until I was there so he could stage a grand scene? Maybe I could have stopped it.”

      “I don’t know. What do you think?”

      “I don’t understand it. I don’t understand it at all.”

      Peter squashed the urge to comfort. “We’re trying to figure out where the gun came from. It’s not registered, and his parents said they never knew him to have anything to do with guns.”

      “It was news to me, too. There are gun fanatics who come up to the park. Terry puts the NRA to shame, if you believe everything he says. José carries because he sometimes runs his dogs before daylight, and the park has a history—at one time they staged dog fights in the corral. If Luthor had any interest in guns, he would have talked to them about it.”

      Lia tapped the rim of her glass, as she did every time she needed to think. Peter filed the tic away for future reference.

      “You know what bothers me? Luthor was fussy about his looks. His clothes looked like he slept in them but it was a deliberate affectation. I can’t see him wanting to leave a gory mess. He’d want the person who found him to swoon with the romantic tragedy of it all. All I wanted to do when I saw him was vomit. I imagine you had to step around it. I know that sounds cynical.”

      “It’s not cynical if it’s true. Did you notice the gun at the time?”

      She shook her head. “The blood freaked me out so much I didn’t remember anything else until Jim found me. I don’t know how I got to that picnic table.”

      “When was the last time you spoke with Luthor?”

      “It was around one. I hung up on him when he called me the “C” word and unplugged the phone. He might have tried my cell, but I can’t find it, so I don’t know.”

      “How long has it been missing?”

      Lia frowned, her finger tapping. Chewy shoved his head under her hand. She pulled her glass out of reach with a speed that spoke of practice and vigilance.

      “I used it Friday in the studio. I usually toss it in my bag. It floats around in there until I need it, though by then the battery is dead. I might have seen it after that, but I can’t say for sure. Why do you want to know about my phone?”

      “No particular reason. I like to follow up on anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Oh,” Lia said. “That’s not unusual. My phone hides from me all the time. It’s probably plugged into the charger at my studio.”

      “Let me know if it turns up. I’d also like to find out more about Luthor’s state of mind. Can you give me a list of his friends? People he would have confided in? Someone he might have talked to Saturday night?”

      She chewed her lip. “I honestly can’t think of anyone. You must be wondering why I stayed with him, the way I’m talking about him. He was smart and he could be fun. When I realized he wasn’t Mr. Right, and just barely Mr. Right Now, it was just easier to let things slide. I don’t think he would have called an old girlfriend. He wouldn’t have confided in a guy. With them it was all bullshit bar talk. You might try the places where he hung out. People always knew who he was.”

      “And where was that?”

      “The dog park, of course. There were two bars he liked, the Comet and Northside Tavern. Sometimes Sidewinders, the coffee shop. That’s about it.”

      “José and Terry, how would I find them?”

      “That’s easy. Any morning at the park, before eight. Anything else you want to know?”

      “Just one last thing. We know you and Luthor were having problems. Was he upset about anything else? Work, money, someone besides you?”

      “Luthor liked his job well enough. He made a big deal about struggling with his book, but I finally realized that was a pose. Did you ever see the movie Sliding Doors?”

      “Gwenyth Paltrow, wasn’t it?”

      “She’s supporting her writer boyfriend, he’s cheating on her, and she doesn’t know it. He’s having a beer with his best friend and the friend asks him when his book is going to be done, and the boyfriend says something like ‘I’m a writer, I’ll never finish the bloody book.’ Luthor was like that. When I started getting fed up with him, I kept flashing to that scene. That movie’s probably the biggest reason why I never wanted him to move in with me.”

      “What was this book about?”

      “It kept changing. First it was a murder mystery, then it was a police procedural. Recently he introduced an alternate world scenario.”

      “Alternate world?”

      “Doppelgängers from another dimension, inspired by an old show on Fox television. Fringe. Luthor figured the doubles could commit the perfect crime. He thought it would be an original twist on the police procedural genre.”

      “I imagine it would be. Money problems?”

      “Luthor was always broke. He paid rent, bought a few beers, and that was about it. If he had money he spent it, but I wasn’t aware of any debts.”

      “What about conflicts with other people?”

      “None that I know of.”

      Peter stood up and turned off the recorder. “That’s enough for now. I’ll let you know if I need anything else. Thanks for your help.”

      Viola sighed and jumped off the couch.
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        * * *

      

      Peter made plans as he and Viola walked towards his Chevy Blazer. Pull Morrissey’s phone from his personal effects. Review the contact list and cross-reference against the call records, any text messages. Use those to establish a time-line and hopefully generate some leads. Check his browser history and emails. Visit the places Lia mentioned, talk to people. Recruit Brent Davis to help with legwork?

      First books tended to be autobiographical. Maybe Morrissey revealed something there. Then again, from what Lia told him about the book, maybe he’d con Brent into reading it.

      Morrissey’s parents were having his body transported to Buffalo. It might not hurt to ask a local to go to the funeral, see who came. Not a high priority. Unless Morrissey’s electronic activity indicated otherwise, this was local.

      Another visit to Morrissey’s apartment was in order. Somewhere in the junk shop showroom he called home had to be the reason why the man was dead.
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        * * *

      

      There are rules to getting away with murder.

      Rule Number One: You can’t confide in anyone. Nobody. Not ever. Secrets are ticking time bombs. Even with his mistakes, Widmer should have gone free after two mistrials. Then a woman came forward.

      She claimed Widmer bragged about killing his wife, that Sarah fell and hit her head during an argument and Ryan drowned her in the toilet while she was unconscious. It was a scenario that none of the experts had posited, an elegant explanation for the empty tub and Sarah’s dry skin.

      The woman’s credibility was dubious, but her story created grounds for a third trial and gave the prosecution the chance to correct the mistakes they made in the first two. Then they nailed him.

      Talking is tempting fate. That’s my mantra. While it’s delicious to hold my secrets, sometimes I feel the urge to drop a hint or two, something to make people wonder. The pressure builds and I sit quietly and meditate. I repeat a hundred, a thousand times, “Talking is tempting fate,” while I close my eyes and imagine the color orange to remind myself how ghastly I would look in prison clothes.

      Rule Number Two: Never kill when you are angry. You make mistakes when you’re angry, and the biggest mistake is giving in to the desire for violence. Violence leaves behind evidence of violence, telling the world that the death was, in fact, murder and not an accident or by some natural cause. To escape discovery, death must be coolly calculated and coldly committed.

      Rule Number Three: Make it look like something else. An accident, suicide, a health condition, anything but murder. You can’t be convicted for a crime if no one knows one occurred.

      Rule Number Four: Plan, plan, plan. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse. You have to review and practice your plan enough to find all the holes, and there are always holes. It has to be second nature because the mind often goes blank when stressed. You’ve got to be programmed in case fear strikes. When your mind blanks, you’ve got to go on auto-pilot and rely on muscle memory.

      Rule Number Five: Never repeat yourself. Don’t kill two husbands, two bosses, or two landlords. Never kill two people the same way. Repeating creates patterns and patterns draw attention. Avoid connections between victims because connections will eventually form a net with you in it.

      Rule Number Six: If you can’t have an alibi, don’t have a motive, at least not an obvious one. Nobody has an alibi when they are asleep in bed at night, but the authorities don’t care unless they think you had a reason to kill your victim. So if you think someone might become a target, don’t engage in conflict with them. Keep your animosity secret.

      Rule Number Seven: Keep still. Once you set everything in motion, do nothing that was not part of the original plan. People who scramble to protect themselves only wind up drawing attention to the thing they want to hide.

      Rule Number Eight: Avoid casting suspicion on anyone else if you can help it. It’s bad karma. Unless the person is really, truly, odious. Then you can consider it a “two-fer.”

      Rule Number Nine: No Souvenirs. Souvenirs are evidence. You never know when evidence will surface. Keep your memories and nothing else.
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      The petite bombshell smiled coyly from behind the deserted bar when Peter entered The Comet that afternoon. Desiree Willis was the antithesis of Lia, with her wild spray of coppery hair and green highlights. A tattoo of a Celtic trinity symbol peeked through an artful rip in her tee shirt. Bloody barb wire circled her left biceps.

      Peter couldn’t see behind the bar to check out the rest of her outfit. He made a mental bet that her jeans featured butt cleavage topped with a tramp stamp. Bonus points if the tattoo included a heart. She was the type who would practice posing in her mirror. He made a second bet that she had at least one selfie smiling over her right shoulder to display her tattoos to best advantage.

      Thinking of phones segued into thinking about Lia’s lost cell phone and Lia herself: long hair pulled back at the nape of her neck, plain T-shirt, serviceable khaki shorts, bare feet, short nails, no tats, piercings or jewelry. Her personal style was simple and functional, yet her paintings took the ordinary and made it lush and exotic, even sensual. Maybe a real artist doesn’t need to look like one.

      Desiree’s face turned misty when he showed her Luthor’s photo. She put down the glass she was wiping and scanned the empty bar, chewing her lip. “Luthor was such a doll.”

      “How long did you know Luthor?”

      “He was a regular before I started working here last winter, but we didn’t really start talking till spring. Sometime around spring break? He was coming in a lot more often then.”

      Maybe Luthor was more like the guy in Sliding Doors than Lia knew.

      “Were you close?”

      Her eyes dropped, guilty. “Ah ... geez. That girlfriend of his, she didn’t get him, you know? Just because she can crank out pretty pictures of flowers and people lap them up doesn’t mean she understood what Luthor was going through with his novel. He was breaking new ground, writing something important, you know? She was just a decorator.”

      Peter wondered why her opinion annoyed him. Bet number 3: that’s a direct quote from Luthor.

      “You knew him pretty well. Did you see him outside the Comet?”

      She looked away.

      “Desiree?”

      “Why do you have to know?” She pulled out a cutting board, piled lemons on the bar and began slicing wedges. For tea? Tequila? Peter gave her a moment.

      “It’s important,” he prodded.

      “He’s dead! He shot himself. What else matters?” Tears spilled from her eyes, spreading a wash of mascara across her cheeks. Peter knew better than to let them distract him from the fact that she wasn’t answering him.

      He kept his tone gentle. “We need to know why. Everything matters.”

      She set the knife down. “Look, there was this one night, right after they broke up, two, three months ago. He hung around after closing. We always have a few drinks after we lock the doors to wind down. I got a bit toasty. Luthor and I wound up necking in the parking lot and I took him home with me.”

      She took a cocktail napkin off a stack on the bar and blew her nose. “We were a thing for a few weeks. Those were the happiest two weeks of my life. Then I found out she had her claws in him again. I couldn’t deal. I told him I wasn’t going to be the other woman, and if he didn’t know what he wanted, he’d have to figure it out.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “What we had was so good, I was sure he’d end it with her and come back. Instead, he’d test the waters every once in a while. Then he drifted away. Stopped coming in when I was working, ignored me if I was hanging out. It hurt. A lot.”

      Peter privately thought Luthor did know what he wanted, and it wasn’t to be stuck with one woman. Further questions revealed Desiree hadn’t seen him for several weeks, and he hadn’t called. She’d been working until closing the night he died. Whatever happened that night didn’t appear to involve her.

      Desiree provided names of some of Luthor’s regular crowd. He’d have to come back on a Thursday or Friday night to catch everyone. Not much hope that interviewing them would reveal anything important, but it had to be covered.

      His trip to the Northside Tavern turned up a waitress. Sharon was a black-haired, dark-eyed waif who swore she and Luthor had been friends, nothing more. Luthor complained to Sharon that Lia was making him crazy. He hated her clinging, but she had mental problems and he couldn’t break up with her until she was stabilized on the meds she refused to take. Sharon insisted Luthor shot himself because it was the only way he’d be free of Lia.

      Sharon had been out of town for her sister’s wedding on Saturday night.

      No joy there.

      By the end of the afternoon, Peter was convinced Luthor had put more energy into the stories he told about Lia than he had in his book. Either Lia is a pure psychopath, or Luthor would say anything to get laid. My money is on door number two but it won’t hurt to keep my eyes open. You never know about some women.

      He’d grab an early dinner and look at Luthor’s phone records. Right now that looked like the only way to establish a timeline for Saturday night and figure out if Luthor had done anything besides harass Lia before he pulled the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Peter had never experienced anything like it. He’d swung by Dewey’s after work to pick up pizza before retrieving Viola from his neighbor, Alma. Now the dog sat less than a foot away from the sofa, eyes tracking every bite, drool intermittently hitting the floor. After eating two slices, he stashed the box on his bookcase, pulled out his notebook, and looked up a number. He fortified himself with two pulls on his beer before he picked up the phone. Viola stared at the box and whined.

      Lia answered on the third ring, thank God.

      “What can I do for you, Detective?”

      “I have a dog problem. I hope you can help me.”

      “I’ll give it my best shot.”

      “I’m trying to eat a pizza and Viola’s staring at me and slobbering all over the floor.”

      Lia’s warm laughter washed over him. He tried to be offended but was stuck with sheepish.

      “It’s not funny. I can’t eat like this. It’s killing my digestion.”

      “I see. You’ll have to distract her.”

      “With what? She acts like pizza is a tractor beam.”

      “Oh, it is. You distract her with the crust, and she’ll take it to some corner where nobody can take it away from her. You might make it half way through the next slice before she’s back.”

      “Can’t I just give her some kibble?”

      “She’s not stupid. She knows the difference. Pizza demands tribute.”

      “And that’s not bad for her?”

      “It’s better for her than a lot of dog foods. No chicken beaks in pizza.”

      “They put chicken beaks in kibble?”

      “You don’t want to know what they put in kibble. What’s on your pizza?”

      Peter stared at the box, which was no help. “Olives, goat cheese, garlic⁠—”

      Lia interrupted. “Whole cloves or crushed? Is this an Edgar Allen Poe?”

      “Yeah, from Dewey’s. Whole cloves, but you know that.”

      “Keep the garlic away from her. It’s poisonous. Don’t give her onions, chocolate, or grapes, and very little sweet stuff. She loves apples and carrots, and she especially likes avocado.”

      “Avocado?”

      “Her favorite outside pizza and liver treats. Some people say dogs shouldn’t get it, but it’s fine.”

      “You know a lot about this. Sure you can’t take her?” Peter threw a touch of desperation into his voice, hoping to engage her sympathies.

      “She’s an alpha bitch. So’s Honey. They get along as long as they don’t live together. Besides, you ever try walking three dogs at the same time?”

      “Um, no, and don’t want to.”

      “Exactly. Any other doggy daddy advice you need?”

      “Now that you mention it, I don’t think she’s house-broken. I take her for long walks and she does nothing, then as soon as we get home she’ll find some corner and do her business.”

      Lia’s sigh was audible. “Sorry. I should have thought of that. Viola’s a complicated little girl. She was abandoned at an early age and she gets anxious, especially in new situations. She feels especially vulnerable when she’s using the bathroom. I think that comes from her border collie side. She thinks more like a human than other dogs. You like anyone watching you in the bathroom?”

      “Good point. What do I do about it?”

      “She’ll get over it as she feels more comfortable, but she’s always had a shy bladder. Luthor would take her to the park and she’d find some nice, private bush to violate. You really have to watch her to pick up after her. You might get some disposable training pads from the pet store. She knows what they are and she’ll use them. If you want, I’ll teach you a little song we would sing to her on walks. It’s a signal she knows.”

      “She won’t pee because I don’t sing to her?” Maybe Sharon was right about Lia’s mental state.

      “Dogs are like people. They all have their quirks. Some more than others.”

      “Huh.”

      “It’s a big change, having a sentient creature around all the time. They have needs and personalities, but they’re still easier than children. Viola’s been spayed, so she’ll never come home pregnant, and while she may want to drive, she can’t reach the pedals. She’ll never wreck your car.”

      “You think I should keep her.”

      “I think she’s going to keep you. Don’t worry, you’ll like it. Bring her to the park if you need more pointers. Dogs are easy and fun if you keep a few things in mind. Otherwise they can run your life.”
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        * * *

      

      Now that Peter knew the drill, Viola daintily nibbled the crusts from his two previous slices, allowing him to make headway on the third in peace. His Poe had lost most of its heat by the time he’d gotten off the phone, but the advice had been worth it. Except the bit about singing to Viola so she’d pee. That was for the birds.

      Peter held his fourth slice with one hand and opened the binder sitting on his coffee table with the other. He kept one eye on a drooling Viola while leafing through an impressive stack of reports and statements. When he could no longer stand her piteous expression, he tossed her the crust and flipped to the autopsy report.

      Death occurred between 2:00 and 3:00 a.m. As expected, Luthor had died as a result of a gunshot wound under the chin, inflicted by a nine millimeter gun. Stippling on Morrissey’s skin indicated a contact wound. There was gunshot residue on his clothes and right hand, which didn’t mean much except that he had been near a gun when it fired.

      Peter skimmed the rest of the autopsy and skipped to the crime scene report, zeroing in on the blood spatter section. No blood on the underside of Luthor’s right wrist, and there should have been if he’d held the gun under his chin. Instead, spatter indicated Morrissey’s arm had been lowered. Edge characteristics of spatter on his hand suggested a wipe pattern or some other alteration. There was a void in the backspatter on the passenger side of the car.

      He looked at the photos accompanying the report. Blood spatter fell according to algorithms, in patterns that told the story of what was where when a shot was fired. When something was moved, it disrupted the pattern. The spatter on Morrissey’s jacket was a hair out of alignment with the lay of the fabric, creating a discordant sensation that Peter now realized he’d felt when he looked at the body.

      It was the kind of thing cops referred to as a hinky feeling. Hinky feelings weren’t intuition. They were real-world perceptions sitting just below conscious awareness. In this case they added up to the conclusion that had been lurking in the back of Peter’s head since he’d walked up to Morrissey’s Toyota.

      Someone had been in the car with Morrissey when the gun was fired. Someone who walked away speckled with blood that would have peppered the dash, the passenger seat, and the door if the seat had been empty. Someone who’d held the gun because Morrissey sure hadn’t held it. Someone, not Morrissey, who had pulled the trigger.

      It was most likely this someone who’d touched Luthor’s hand, post-mortem. There could be a lot of reasons for that. Say, Morrissey meets with Anderson at the park and Anderson ends the attempted reconciliation by shooting him. She touches his hand. To assure herself he was dead? An expression of remorse? Saying good-bye? But why rifle his clothes? What could she have been looking for? He’d had his phone and wallet. A token of some kind? Something she wanted back? Something that pointed to her?

      Anderson could have done it. He’d seen people in that shocked state after they’d killed someone. But he didn’t think she would have had the presence of mind to drive home, clean up, get the dogs and walk two miles to the park to wait for her friends to arrive. Unless she was a psychopath.

      Viola shoved her head onto Peter’s knee. Peter set the binder aside and ruffled her fur. “You know the woman. What do you think? Is she a crazed psycho-bitch?” Viola looked up at him, tongue lolling, opaque, brown eyes divulging nothing.

      No. If Anderson shot Morrissey, she would have been covered in blood when McDonald found her, and she wouldn’t have had her dogs. You don’t take your dogs with you to shoot someone. They’re too unpredictable around loud noises. If the dogs had been there when Morrissey was shot, they’d have been bloody and running scared in the woods.

      Peter took a long pull from his beer and thought back to Sunday morning. That golden retriever had clung to her, as if sensing Anderson’s distress and wanting to provide comfort. Psychopaths can fool people, but he didn’t think they fooled animals.

      Golden retrievers not being credible in court, Peter filed that observation away as suggestive rather than evidential. Still, he preferred not to look for zebras when there were horses around. Someone else in the car then.

      Someone killed Morrissey and tried to pass it off as suicide. A set-up or a crime of passion? Desiree and Sharon were out, but Morrissey could have had other women. Guys like him usually did, though Peter couldn’t understand why a guy who had a woman like Lia Anderson needed anyone else.

      Peter had spent the better part of Sunday canvasing the neighborhood—if you could call it a neighborhood—for witnesses. The dog park was surrounded on three sides by hundreds of acres of urban forest. As deer and coyotes were damned hard to interview and weren’t any more credible as witnesses than golden retrievers, that left the apartment complex across the road—a good three football fields away.

      Time of death fell in line with witness reports of two shots, fired sometime after 2:00 a.m. Peter thought back to the smeared blood on Morrissey’s hand. Someone who’d watched too many movies would have fired the second shot to get GSR on the supposed gun hand, and that could be the cause of the blood smears.

      A few of Peter’s witnesses had been up and moving around at the time of the shots. Normally someone would have looked out the window, maybe spotted a car leaving the park. But the view from the apartment complex was blocked by a dense screen of trees and tall bushes, likely planted as a sound break against the noise of traffic on Westwood Northern Boulevard.

      The one woman walking her incontinent dust mop of a dog at the time had been inside the line of trees and seen nothing. There was an unobstructed view of the entrance to the parking lot from houses on opposite ends of the complex—if you looked at the exact right angle and held your mouth right, but he’d had no luck there, either. Damn shame. If someone had caught a glimpse of a car—just the color or the body type—it would have made his job much easier.

      Peter got up to stretch and toss the remaining half of the pizza in the fridge. He grabbed another beer while he was there, then settled in on the sofa and returned to Luthor’s file. Viola jumped up beside him and lay her head in his lap. Peter stroked the silky head.

      “I guess there’s something to be said for a woman who still wants you after the pizza is gone. Seriously, though, do I really have to sing to you?”

      Viola closed her eyes and sighed with contentment.

      He turned to the report on Luthor’s phone, opened the binder rings and pulled it out. Bless Cynth for pushing this ahead of all the other demands on her time. First was the contact list, next was the list of calls. He skipped to the end. Saturday evening took up two pages, starting with a long list of outgoing calls to a number Peter recognized as Lia’s. She wasn’t kidding. He was harassing her. He counted up the calls, looked at the minutes. The earlier calls were longer, as if Lia tried to reason with Luthor, then became increasingly impatient. The flurry of calls at the end of the page lasted seconds and were exactly 2 minutes apart. Long enough apart for Lia to believe he’d stopped calling and be busy doing something else when he called again. What a jerk.

      The last call to Lia’s home phone was 12:57 a.m. Sunday morning. This is when she unplugged her landline. After 1:00 a.m. a set of calls to Lia’s cell phone appeared. More than twenty over a period of thirty minutes, again all outgoing, each lasting long enough either for Lia to hang up on him or for him to get her message system and disconnect. Peter wondered what Sharon and Desiree would say about the way Luthor hounded the woman who “had her claws in him.”

      The record showed an incoming text from Lia’s cell at 1:35 a.m. The two phones traded several more texts. He looked at the bottom of the report. There were no texts stored in the phone for the wee hours of Sunday morning. Whatever they had been, they were gone.
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      The gun, will it boil down to Dad’s old Luger? Never registered, absolutely untraceable; he picked it up at a gun show in the 70s, before Hinckley shot Brady and changed everything. I saved it as my “weapon of last resort.” I know how to shoot. I just don’t like the mess. But how often have I had a target ripe for a suicide scenario?

      Shooting Luthor was easy, like a fish in a barrel. I expected the blow-back, so I wore a paper painter’s jumpsuit, spray-painted navy blue so it could pass for sweats in the dark and stuffed my hair under a ball cap. Rubber gloves and booties completed the ensemble.

      I knew what Lia would do. She’d done it twice before. Luthor would call and call and finally she’d get fed up and disconnect the phone. All I had to do was wait until Lia’s cell started ringing; that meant Lia’s land line was unplugged.

      The cell started ringing at 1:03 a.m. He’d let it ring until he got voicemail and then called again. I ignored the phone, as if I was Lia. I assembled my gear while it continued to ring. When I was ready to go, I disconnected his current call attempt and sent him a text in Lia’s terse style.

      
        
        
        Lia: Talk park 2:30

        Luthor: Yes Yes Yes

        Lia: C U there

      

      

      

      I sat a quarter mile from the dog park in the entry to MacFarlan Woods, waiting for Luthor to drive by, then followed him into the parking lot. I parked far enough away from Luthor to avoid splatter on my car.

      He was still sitting in his car when I walked up, confusion on his face at seeing me. Still, he popped open the passenger-side door when I knocked on the window.

      I leaned in, my hand in my pocket, gun in hand.

      Luthor started to speak, “What are you⁠—”

      I’d rehearsed it to get it right, whipping my hand out of my pocket, safety off, finger on the trigger, jamming the gun under his chin before he could blink. It had to be a contact wound and it had to come from the passenger side.

      The right temple would have been classic and more certain, but I expected Luthor to turn to face me and lean forward. Getting the gun against his temple in the close confines of the car, then firing before he could jerk away was unlikely under the best of circumstances. With his right temple facing the back of the passenger seat it would have been impossible.

      With the chin shot there was more risk that I would miss important parts of the brain, but more certainty that I could get the gun into position and pull the trigger before Luthor realized what I was up to. Better, I could use the force of jamming the gun under his chin to push him back against his seat, where he would have been if he’d shot himself.

      It would have been so much easier from the driver’s side. I could have held the gun down by my side and out of sight, then tapped on the window for Luthor to roll it down. His head would have been right there and I would be standing over him with leverage on my side.

      But the shot coming from the left would have been a tip-off. So I had to do it this way. Jam the gun under his chin and get the shot off before he could flinch and spoil the trajectory, possibly surviving. It’s not like I could fire a second time to finish him off.

      The kick wasn’t bad, but the splatter was more than I expected. Some flew in my face and I didn’t like that. Worse was the feeling of Luthor’s gore drying on my skin while I took care of business.

      I changed into a second pair of gloves. Then the second shot, holding his hand on the gun so he would get gunshot residue on it, carefully aiming the gun through the shattered driver side window, sending the bullet up the hill, away from the first shot. I retrieved the second shell, then began the unpleasant task of rooting through his jacket for the phone so I could delete the text messages.

      When I was done, I pulled a plastic garbage bag out of my other pocket. I stripped off the jumpsuit, booties, cap and gloves and dumped them in the bag. Next I wiped off my face with a towelette I had in the pocket of the shorts I wore under the jumpsuit. I tied off the bag and placed it on the passenger side floorboard of my car. The whole process took five minutes, at most. A month of planning, a week of preparation, for those few seconds when I could rid the world of someone who Just Didn’t Get It.

      Back home, Baby sniffed me and whuffed, knowing the smell of blood and gun powder did not belong on me. I tucked the bag in my reach-in freezer so it wouldn’t tempt the dog, then took a very long, hot shower. I cleaned the drain and sanitized it with bleach. A bit much, but you couldn’t be too careful. This operation had been risky enough without leaving Luthor’s DNA around my bathroom.

      I tried not to leave anything to chance. Luthor’s phone records could raise some questions. I wasn’t worried about the second bullet. It might be found fifty years from now by a hobbyist with a metal detector. By that time it would have no meaning.

      Terry might be a problem. He’d seen the gun when I loaned him some camping equipment. I’d taken it along on my last camping trip and left it with my gear by accident. That was years ago. He probably did not remember. If he did, he knew enough about guns that he might remember the make and model. One of those risks you had to deal with.

      Better not to do anything at all about Terry. I’ve been of the opinion that my mornings would be ever so much more peaceful without having to listen to him blast liberals and recite odes to Sarah Palin. He’s been on my list as eventually needing removal, but now was not the time.

      If I just hold tight, everything should be okay. None of my removals have been discovered yet. As long as they continued to believe Luthor shot himself, no one was likely to turn over any rocks looking for evidence.

      Best to do nothing about Terry.
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      “Lia, darling, how are you?” Catherine slid through the crowd of dog park regulars and neatly inserted herself between Lia and Jim on their bench. The hug she gave Lia had Lia’s coffee tipping precariously. “How terrible for you. I wanted desperately to be here for you Sunday, but the police wouldn’t let me through. I hope they told you—that young detective said he would. I made him promise. You wouldn’t know, I’m sure you were in shock.”

      She turned to Jim and touched his shoulder. “Jim, did he tell you?” Lia swore she could hear lashes fluttering. She rolled her eyes so only Anna could see and resolved to ask her later if Catherine was batting her eyes.

      Lia had decided to rejoin what she called the General Population—And didn’t the mad scramble on this side of the park resemble a prison yard sometimes? A prison yard with barrel racing? Mostly people were giving her space. Except Catherine.

      “I wanted to bring you a casserole so you wouldn’t have to worry about food but I just had so much company, there was no way I could do it. I’m so sorry about Luthor, but you know, I never thought he was right for you. What an awful, awful thing for him to do. You must be devastated.” She turned to Jim. “I heard you saw him, too. Was it awful?”

      This time she paused in expectation of an answer.

      “It was grim, Catherine. You wouldn’t have wanted to see it.”

      “I’m sure it would have destroyed me to see something like that. I don’t think I’d ever be the same again. I don’t know what the world is coming to. I hope you’ll excuse me. I’ve got to run Caesar and Cleo to the groomers.”

      Catherine took Lia’s hands in hers and pressed them. “Don’t you worry, we’re all going to take care of you. Jim, you must walk me to my car. Caesar, Cleo, come, babycakes. It’s spa day!” Jim obligingly escorted Catherine and her yapping poms across the park.

      Anna raised her eyebrows, looked sideways at Lia and announced, sotto voce, “She came, she saw, she conquered.”

      Marie snorted.

      Bailey shook her head. “Is she always like that?”

      Anna, Marie, and Lia replied in unison. “Always.”

      “She’s done her good deed for the day,” Anna said. “She can go to lunch with a clear conscience. Tell us, what did Detective Peter want to know? Bailey, have you seen Detective Peter? He’s quite handsome.”

      “Anna, you go for it,” Lia said. “I can’t deal with being fixed up right now. Or ever.”

      “Seriously, why was he interviewing you? Surely there’s no question how Luthor died?”

      “Not at all. He said they were just trying to understand why, I guess because he didn’t leave a note. He wanted to know who Luthor might have been talking to, if he was having problems aside from the breakup. That sort of thing. Oh, and he called me later for advice about Viola.”

      “Did he now?” Anna gave Bailey a knowing look.

      “You can stop with the eyes, Anna, he’s just not used to having a dog.”

      “So why haven’t you taken her?” Marie asked.

      “She and Honey would have dominance issues if they lived in the same house, and I don’t think I could stand having her give me the ‘Where’s Daddy?’ look. It’s your fault, Bailey. You introduced me to that animal communicator. Now I know she’s missing Luthor and wondering where he is. If I took her, she might blame me for taking her away from him. I’d feel guilty every time I laid eyes on her. Besides, she likes men.”

      “You know,” Bailey offered, “calling Luella might not be a bad idea. She could explain it to Viola.”

      Marie considered. “You think a detective would go for the woo-woo stuff?”

      “So maybe we don’t tell him,” Bailey said. “He’d let you have visitation, wouldn’t he? And Luella could ask Viola how she likes him.”

      Anna gave Bailey a look. “So devious. I knew there was a reason I liked you.”
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      Peter was exhausted when he finally returned home Thursday evening. His bar interviews had turned up one dead end after another. Likewise interviews at Luthor’s job. While he was sure the Cincinnati Art Museum was a pit of seething passions, Morrissey, in his position as a part-time exhibitions installer, appeared well out of it.

      Viola wriggled and wagged as he opened the door. He knelt down to ruffle her fur and she gave him frantic kisses. Not a bad way to arrive home.

      “If you learned how to bring me a beer, this would be perfect,” he told her.

      He let her out the back, twisted the cap off a Beck’s and sat on the stoop, watching her sniff her way around the yard of the old Victorian that had been converted into apartments.

      The more he thought about it, the more it made sense that Morrissey’s death had something to do with the dog park. The parking lot was perfect for a meet up—or an ambush. The lot was nearly invisible from the street. If you didn’t use the park, you might not know it was there, though according to Lia there was a regular parade of druggies and adulterers who used it to conduct questionable activities. Murder being the most questionable activity of all.

      People meet at places they have in common. If the meet was Morrissey’s idea, he wouldn’t have suggested the dog park to someone who didn’t know it—too easy to drive past. And it would have seemed odd if anyone but a park regular asked Morrissey to meet there.

      It probably hadn’t occurred to Morrissey how isolated the most-used six acres of Mount Airy Forest would be at 2:00 a.m. Familiarity would have made him careless, more so if he thought he was meeting Lia.

      This crime had taken obsessive planning to set up. If Morrissey’s doer knew more about spatter patterns, his death would have been labeled suicide. This type of staging took detachment.

      Lia was still the obvious suspect, but he’d almost ruled her out. There hadn’t been a single wrong note when he first interviewed her. It wasn’t her—unless she was a special sort of crazy, the kind of Oscar-winning crazy that can live a lie and have everyone—including herself—believing it.

      Wouldn’t that be a damned shame, pretty woman like her?

      Procedure dictated he interview her again, and hammer her about the phone. But since it was most likely she—or someone close to her—killed Morrissey, all the interview was likely to accomplish would be to tip off Morrissey’s killer that the death had been classified as murder.

      Meanwhile, Viola provided the perfect excuse to visit the park and get a feel for who was who. So he’d hang onto her a while longer. He could always find her a home later.

      He was sure Lia would introduce him around. If she didn’t, from what he saw during his one visit, Viola would draw anyone who knew Luthor. And he could ever so casually ask Lia if she found her cell. So far, no one knew this was a murder investigation. If he kept it that way, maybe he could catch his quarry off guard. Whoever it was.
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        * * *

      

      My first removal was the hardest. Not the doing of it; I was quite glad to put an end to a life that exuded such misery that it spoiled the perfect peace of my existence. It was the pretense of grief afterwards I found hard to maintain. I decided never to remove anyone so close to me again.

      But the doing was easy. My target was conveniently asleep in a hospital bed with an IV drip. So simple to use a hypodermic to load the line with potassium chloride at the end of visiting hours.

      When his induced heart attack occurred, I was in a very public restaurant booth with friends. That was the first time, and it was in the restaurant that I most struggled, to keep still, to stay calm, to wait for events to unfold while pretending nothing had changed. The call came, ruining a very nice snapper almondine. I had to abandon this treat and also forgo the crème brûlée I’d planned to order for dessert.

      I learned much that night. I learned to use my own stress and tension to fuel the appearance of grief. I learned that at certain times people will forgive you if you pretend not to hear them and don’t respond to them. And I learned that while it is a good thing to be visible and accounted for when the removal actually occurs, it is also good if you can be alone when receiving the news. Schooling one’s voice over the telephone is much easier than managing one’s facial expression and mannerisms in a face-to-face conversation.

      The first one was easy because the plan was simple and I did not over-think it. But the more removals I do, the more aware I am of how many things can go wrong; how much danger is in each step along the path once the event is in motion. As the years go by, technology is increasingly my enemy. Surveillance cameras, time-stamped receipts, GPS devices, all must be accounted for. It becomes harder to obtain what I need to carry out these events without leaving a record. It is no longer enough to simply dispose of evidence; you have to obtain items in such a way that not a single kilobyte betrays you ever had a connection to them. I’ve learned to anticipate possible scenarios and obtain the necessary tools ahead of time as part of a legitimate purchase. My painter’s coveralls I bought two years ago when I repainted the living room. I bought them along with two gallons of paint and other supplies, at an old store that didn’t use a scanner. I paid cash. There was no camera.

      I did not have Luthor in my sights then, I hadn’t met him yet. But I knew someday I would need to protect myself from leaving DNA at a removal, and I put those coveralls away against that day.
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      Lia grimaced at the plans on her drawing table. Catherine wanted her garden to be a vacation of the senses, full of earthly delights. If we’re not careful, this will turn into a three-ring circus, with me and Bailey as head clowns.

      Bailey leaned over Lia’s shoulder, her Cleopatra haircut swinging with the motion. She traced an area alongside the winding path with a graceful finger, the cuticle grimy with soil. “I was thinking lavender along here.”

      “Won’t it crowd the path once it gets going?” Lia asked.

      “Not if we widen the path.”

      “Maybe. We’ll have the same problem with the mint. We want it to fill in but not take over.”

      “That means digging out the pathway, then pounding sand into the bed. We’ll need to fill in the spaces around the pavers with crushed limestone. We’ll also need a plastic border along the edge to keep plants from encroaching.”

      Lia sighed. “Catherine’s not going to like having plastic anything in her garden.”

      “She will once she sees the price for brick edging.”

      “You make an excellent point.”

      They continued to pore over the drawings for a free-form, paved labyrinth landscaped with herbs to provide aromatherapy. Round pavers would depict oriental symbols for peace, joy, truth, harmony, abundance, and energy. A pond, complete with a tiny island, would sit at the center of the labyrinth.

      “Does she know Chinese?” Lia asked.

      “Doubtful, but it’s awfully fashionable, isn’t it?”

      “Bailey, you’re such a cynic.”

      “I’m a pragmatist and you love me for it. That’s what it takes to keep a straight face around most society types.”

      “This project isn’t so bad, is it?” Lia asked.

      “No, it’s better than most. We may have a tough time making a profit, though.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Bailey extended a hand and ticked off her reasons. “One, I can tell she’s going to be insanely particular. Two, she seems obsessed with impressing her friends. Three, this seems to be a case of ‘I may know art, but I sure don’t know what I like.’”

      Lia snorted in spite of herself.

      “Ha. Made you smile. Anyway, I expect her to reject materials and change her mind a few dozen times—after we break ground. You did include a clause about change orders in your standard contract, didn’t you?”

      “It’s there. She acted like I’d stabbed her in the heart when I pointed it out to her.”

      “Remind me why we took this job again?” Bailey asked.

      “Because it’s a golden opportunity to show off our talents. And because we love pain and suffering. Want to see some tile samples?”

      “Sure. So what is Dame Catherine’s story?” Bailey asked.

      “She’s on her second husband. First husband died years ago. Current husband is a recent addition, don’t know much about him. She got him through her other friends.” Lia emphasized the word just enough for Bailey to notice.

      “Other friends? Who are her other friends?”

      “You know, the society folks she hangs with when she’s not slumming at the dog park.”

      “Is that what she’s doing?”

      “Feels like it sometimes, don’t you think?” Lia responded.

      “I’m not sure what to think of her. The one time I had a conversation with her, she told me I had a certain poise that commanded attention, but she wasn’t sure if anyone else would look past my unfortunate features to notice. I think she was saying I’m not pretty, and isn’t that a shame.”

      Lia shook her head. “You have to admire a creative backhanded compliment. She means well, though.”

      “If you say so. I’m still going to smudge the check with sage after she gives it to us.”

      A knock interrupted their mutual eye-rolling. Lia glanced out the window. “We speak, and Madame Devil appears.” Lia put on her game face and invited Catherine into the apartment.

      “Lia, darling. I’m so glad to see you working.” Catherine paused to give Lia air kisses. “I was afraid that awful business with Luthor was going to derail our little project. I can’t wait to see what you have for me. Tell me the drawings are finished. Oh, hello, Bailey.”

      Lia pasted on her best business smile. “Just waiting for your approval.”

      Catherine examined the drawings. “Marvelous. I love the Chinese symbols on the pavers. But I’m wondering … most people won’t know what they mean. Can we put the words in English around the edges, make them repeat as a border?”

      Behind Catherine, Bailey’s ever-so-graceful forefinger now pointed into her mouth. She mimed gagging, leaning over as if about to topple. Lia cleared her throat to cover the way her mouth twitched.

      “Not as a mosaic.” She gave Bailey an I’m-killing-you-with-my-eyes look.

      Catherine frowned. “Why not? I think I’d really like that.”

      You only want it because it’s impossible. “There’s only room for something one inch tall. The letter shapes are too intricate for the tile, and the tile would shatter. There would be a lot of waste, and the pieces would be so small they’d pop out with the first freeze. The labor would be excessive. It would triple the cost of the pavers and blow your timeline.”

      “Surely you can come up with something more reasonable.”

      “We could carve something in the cement, but that means we’d have to flip the stones before they were dry and I couldn’t guarantee they’d cure properly. Plus, the depressions would gather dirt. And it would just be plain grey, no color.”

      Catherine sniffed. “I wouldn’t like that at all.”

      “We could get those little plastic letters they have for kids and embed them,” Bailey said, her face all seriousness, “but the plastic would get scuffed and look pretty ugly after a week. Or less.”

      Lia sought to redirect Catherine. “Don’t you think the words would be awfully … busy? Right now the indigo symbols are on a multi-colored background, for a confetti effect. It’s elegant and energetic. To make the words legible, we’d have to go for a solid color background, and then your pavers would look just like something you see in every New Age store in town.” Exactly where you got the idea.

      “Perhaps.” Catherine tapped her chin with a short and inelegant finger wearing a chocolate diamond ring and topped with a French manicured nail.

      Bailey picked up on the direction of Lia’s thoughts. “Not having the translations makes it more exclusive, don’t you think? Everyone will have to ask you what they mean. And you’ll know because this is your mantra.”

      “You know, Lia, you may be right. How are the plans for the koi pond coming?”

      For some reason Lia did not understand, Catherine was acting like Bailey wasn’t there. Lia jerked her chin a fraction of an inch at Bailey, urging her to back away. Bailey handed a roll of paper to Lia and retreated.

      The drawing showed a large pool with an island accessed by stepping stones. In the center of the island was a circular mosaic bench that allowed you to face all directions.

      Catherine sighed in pleasure at the yin yang sign gracing the top of the bench. “I wish the stepping stones in the pond could have mosaics, too.”

      “We need a textured surface on the stones because water will be splashing on them. With mosaics, the surface would be too slick. You could fall. We wouldn’t want you to drown in your own pond.”

      Catherine pouted, “I suppose. Can we have it finished next month? I want to throw a solstice party to show it off.”

      Bailey glowered behind Catherine’s back. Her long, expressive hands mimed choking Catherine.

      Lia temporized. “It would be cutting it close. I’ll check José’s schedule to see when he can do the excavation. The pavers have to cure for a month for maximum strength.”

      “How strong do they need to be? It’s not like elephants will be parading through there.”

      “If I can’t have a month for curing, I won’t be able to guarantee the pavers lasting through the winter. It’s not just weight. It’s also the freeze-thaw cycle.”

      “You can make it work, can’t you?”

      Lia rubbed a temple, thinking of all the time she and Bailey would have wasted if Catherine backed out now. “First, you need to approve the plans. Then it will take a minimum of two weeks working full time to cast the pavers, a month for curing. We can get the excavation and landscaping done while the pavers are curing. Then a two-week window for installing the pavers. In order to finish by the middle of June, we’d have to cut back the curing time, but I may be able to add something to the concrete to make it stronger. And any changes once Bailey and I start will set the timeline back.”

      “You know,” Bailey said, “we have to get the herbs as soon as possible, because prime planting time is almost over. They’ll disappear off the shelves if we don’t order them now. They’ll just be getting established. You won’t have full growth until next year.”

      “Next year? Is that right, Lia? I think I should just put in a nice gazebo instead.”

      Bailey’s eyes bulged, her expression a mixture of incredulity and outrage. Lia took a moment to be grateful Catherine’s eyes were still glued to the drawing. Damn Catherine for treating Bailey like the hired help’s hired help. Reminder to self: talk to Bailey about her game face.

      “Gazebos are so nice,” Lia said, “I love Yvonne’s.”

      The reminder that a gazebo would not be unique in her set was enough to bring Catherine back on board. Lia was all smiles as she escorted Catherine out with a copy of the contract. Lia shut the door, then slumped against it, fanning herself with Catherine’s deposit check.

      Bailey shook her head. “Rich people.”

      “José has done some other work for her. He refers to her as the Princess from Jupiter.”

      “Sounds about right. But she’ll have her ‘perfect oasis of perfect calm,’ as she calls it.”

      “She’ll have hers. What about ours?” Lia asked.

      “Mmm. What would that entail?”

      “You tell me.”

      “Perhaps a nice little oak grove anointed with blood sacrifice? Catherine’s, perhaps?”

      The laugh burst out of Lia, followed by tears. “Damn, Bailey, I can’t help thinking how much Luthor would have appreciated that.”

      “It’s okay. Are you sure you’re not pushing yourself too hard? No one expects you to be 100%.”
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      Where does a chump like Morrissey get twenty-five thousand dollars?

      The neat bundles of twenty dollar bills were the last thing Peter expected when he opened the tool box he’d discovered under Luthor Morrissey’s recliner. Nobody else knew this was here. If they had, this place would be torn apart and the money would be gone.

      Peter scanned the dumpy apartment piled with second-hand furniture, chosen for comfort and probably donated by friends who were upgrading. He bet the dilapidated Lazy Boy came from a guy whose new wife made disposal of the chair a condition of the wedding. He snorted at the thought of a pre-nuptial agreement that stated, “engagement shall be considered null and void and wedding will be cancelled if said recliner inhabits marital premises as of 12:01 a.m. on wedding date.”

      Cash usually meant drugs, but Morrissey’s apartment lacked the usual signs of dealing or drug use. No papers, no pipes, no powdered milk, talcum powder, or quantities of other white powders used to cut drugs.

      A mule? Mules are usually part of the culture. What dealer would trust a mule who didn’t partake? Maybe if it was family, but Luthor’s family connections are loose, and nothing pops.

      Blackmail? A third class sleaze like Morrissey wouldn’t think anything of it. Might explain why he wasn’t worried about finishing his book or getting a better job. It’s also an excellent motive for murder.

      File it away, Dourson. It can’t be traced. It leads nowhere. When I have someone in my sights, Twenty-five thousand missing from their bank account will be a nice nail in their coffin. But I have to figure out who they are first and get enough on them to pull their bank records.

      This has to connect with the dog park, but those are working and middle class people. Who up there would be dealing in that kind of cash?

      A memory tickled. Monday morning, a woman, old enough to be Morrissey’s mother. Two fluff-ball dogs. What were they called? Pekinese? No, Pomeranians. Catherine, that’s her name.

      What could Luthor have had on her? Can’t be doing the pool boy. No pools in Clifton. Please, God, do not let me find video of Granny and her dogs doing something nasty.

      He shook his head. Speculation, Dourson, pure speculation. Just as likely he was being paid by Lia’s gun-freak buddy to run Uzis. Or maybe he was a killer for hire. Nah. Morrissey didn’t have the stones.

      Peter opened the closet. Morrissey may not have cared where he lived, but he cared how he looked. The array of jewel-toned shirts in natural fabrics reminded Peter of a peacock. Lizard skin boots kept company with Italian loafers. It seemed a bit rich for Morrissey’s blood, but maybe not for the guy with 25K stashed under his Lazy Boy.
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      Terry jerked his chin at the access road leading to the park. “Ho, Lia, isn’t that your young man treading the path to our little heaven?”

      Lia suspected everyone sitting at her table was now staring at the person heading for the corral. She tossed Honey’s ball, not bothering to look. She’d already seen Peter’s Blazer pull into the lot. Bailey caught her eye. Bailey, not accustomed to Terry’s purple prose, made a face.

      “My young man?” Lia asked dubiously.

      “Ah, yes, our stalwart officer of the law and his newly acquired canine companion. I’d take the lovely Viola, but then the poor lad would have no excuse to bump into our resident artist.”

      Lia rolled her eyes, landing them on Anna. “What have you been telling him? Why don’t you two go back to passing notes in math class?”

      “You think he needs encouragement from me?” Anna asked.

      “But this is math class,” Terry said. “And one plus one equals?”

      Lia pulled a pair of plastic grocery bags from her tote and handed them to Terry. “One plus one equals Jackson and Napa crouching by that tree as we speak. Time for latrine duty, Teddy.”

      “Teddy?” Bailey asked as they watched his retreating back. “I thought his name was Terry.”

      “Lia’s little joke,” Anna said. “She says with round glasses he’d be a dead ringer for Teddy Roosevelt. During his portly years, of course.”

      Bailey squinted at the sturdy figure bending over to retrieve Jackson’s daily present. “Maybe. I’ve never seen a photo of Roosevelt from this angle.”

      Jim, who’d been silently communing with Fleece, snorted.

      Viola bounded up and body slammed Honey, who took off after her. This sent Chewy into a fit of barking.

      “Okay, Little Big Mouth, enough,” Lia stated firmly.

      Peter reached Lia’s table in time to hear her last remark. “Little Big Mouth?”

      “Chewbacca. It’s what I call him when he annoys me.”

      “I thought he was Chewy?”

      “His full name is Chewbacca Wonder Pup, Master of Confusion.”

      Peter raised his eyebrows.

      “I named him Chewy,” Lia said, responding to the unasked question. “Marie informed me that schnauzers have too much dignity for such a silly name. She breeds show schnauzers, so she took it as a personal insult.” Lia patted her thigh, rubbing Chewy’s ears when he propped his front paws on her legs. “She doesn’t understand you, does she, Little Man? So I gave him a name full of consequence.”

      “And is Honey just Honey?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t elevate Chewy and leave her out. She’s Honey Bunny Sunny-Side Up.”

      “Huh,” was Peter’s only response.

      “Detective Dourson!” Catherine moved in next to him, planting a proprietary hand on his arm. “What brings you to our tiny corner of Cincinnati?”

      “Dog’s gotta run.” He shrugged and used the gesture to dislodge Catherine’s hand.

      “So you’re not here to ah—investigate—anyone?” Her emphasis on ‘investigate’ held prurient notes.

      Bailey cleared her throat to stifle a laugh. Anna nudged Bailey and Bailey nudged back. Lia thought Peter caught the byplay, but wasn’t sure.

      “Should I be investigating anyone?” Peter asked.

      “We’re all innocent as lambs and doves, Detective. I don’t think you’ll find any guilty consciences here,” Catherine said.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” mourned Anna. “I have to confess to murdering a hot fudge sundae last night.”

      “Really,” said Peter gravely. “And did that murder include cannibalism?”

      “Why, Detective Peter, you found me out! But you can’t prove a thing.”

      “No?”

      “I ate the evidence.”

      Terry, having rejoined the group, guffawed. “Well turned, my lady! You definitely have more than half a wit!”

      Catherine turned to Jim. “Walk with me.” Jim followed her obediently, Caesar and Cleo trotting alongside. Fleece followed with an aggrieved expression.

      “Was it something I said?” Peter asked.

      “Oh, Detective Peter,” purred Anna, “You committed the gravest of sins.”

      “Oh?”

      “You paid attention to someone else. Terry, I see Jackson and CarGo are sniffing around that sweet little lab. We’d better make sure Louise didn’t bring her to the park in heat again.” Anna dragged Terry away.

      Lia yelled at their departing backs, “You wouldn’t have to worry about that if you’d neuter your dogs.”

      Bailey pulled Kita’s leash out of her back pocket. “I’m taking Kita for a walk in the woods before I go. I’ll call you later about starting Catherine’s pavers. Come, Kita!”

      Way to abandon ship, Bailey. Accepting the inevitable, Lia gestured to the now empty table top. “Have a seat.”

      Peter climbed up next to her. Viola raced back and jumped between them, presenting her winsome ‘scratch my ears, please’ smile to Lia. Lia obliged, Viola turning her head to make sure Lia got the good spots.

      “Dogs seem to like you.”

      “I like them back. Viola and I are good buddies, when she’s in the mood. I wish I could take her but I know my limits.”

      “She’s okay with me for now.” Honey, jealous of the attention Viola was getting, shoved her head under Peter’s hand. He gave her an absent pat. He sighed. “I promised myself I wouldn’t talk business, but I do have a burning question for you. Do you mind?”

      “Shoot, Detective.”

      “Where would Luthor get a large amount of money?”

      “Luthor? Luthor and money weren’t even distant relations. He talked about taking me to Baja after he made a million on his book, but that was all talk.”

      “What if it wasn’t?”

      Lia snorted.

      “I found a significant amount of cash in his apartment.”

      “How significant?”

      “Twenty-five thousand dollars.”

      It took Lia a long moment to remember how to speak. “Are you sure it was his money? I’ve never known him to have any.”

      “Whose would it have been?”

      Lia frowned. “One of his bar buddies? It wouldn’t surprise me if one of those guys was into something shady.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Sometimes Luthor would say things that suggested his values were …” She searched for a word. “Flexible. He liked the idea of a big score. And I think he enjoyed being on the edge where his drinking buds were concerned. He called it research. I called it living vicariously. I could see him falling into some stupid scheme. I don’t know, I’m not sure what I’m talking about. Him having money when he was always crying poor … I can’t believe it, but on another level it doesn’t surprise me at all. Does that make any sense?”

      “Part of you didn’t trust him.”

      “The more I talk to you, the more I wonder where my brain was when I got together with him.”

      “I’m sorry to upset you.”

      “Don’t apologize. I don’t know where the money came from, but in a weird way it makes me feel less guilty over his death.”

      “Lia, look at me.” His finger slipped under her chin, tilting her head up so she couldn’t escape the concern on his face.

      She found herself caught in eyes a deep, luminous blue, the exact color of twilight in a Maxfield Parrish print.

      “The only guilty person is the one who pulled the trigger.”

      “You don’t think breaking up with him was its own kind of trigger?” The words came out so softly she wondered if he’d heard them.

      “I don’t know exactly what happened with your boyfriend, but the money tells me there was more going on with him than a break-up. I’m just not sure what.”

      “Will you find out?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “This is a lot to take in. Do you mind if we don’t talk about it anymore?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “I’m going to throw balls for Honey. You can join me if you like. I don’t feel much like talking, but if you’re with me the others will stay away.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Just their bizarre sense of humor.”

      She led him to a treeless area with a downhill slope, then pulled her “flinger” and a pair of tennis balls out of her tote. Honey bowed and barked in anticipation. Viola went on alert. Lia launched the balls, willing herself to relax with the mindless activity.
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        * * *

      

      Peter kept guard, enjoying Lia’s fluid movements and open affection for the dogs. When she left for her studio, he ignored the regret he felt and looked for other fish to fry.

      José had left, but Terry was still there. It didn’t take much for Peter to engage Terry in gun talk. Terry waxed poetic about his favorite rifle, what he called his “Sarah Palin special.” He admitted his preference for the Walther PPK as a personal protection weapon was an affectation born of his affection for James Bond movies—the Roger Moore Bond, not the Sean Connery Bond. After which he attempted to draw Peter into a debate about the merits of revolvers versus pistols for police work.

      When Terry was well warmed to his topic, Peter asked him who else around was a gun enthusiast.

      “These guys are amateurs.” Terry named a few names. “José has a concealed carry permit because he’s up here before daylight lots of days.”

      “Why so early?”

      “He’s one of the few morning people who works day shift. He needs to be done and gone before eight.”

      “Is it so dangerous here that he would need a gun?”

      “Well, at one time, the men’s room was a big gay pickup spot. We cynics think they put the dog park here to run them out, but we still occasionally get the odd, sad specimen heading for the bathrooms, sans dog. There was a rumor a few years back, that someone was using the entry corral at nights to fight pit bulls. I doubt you’ll run into either at 5:30 in the morning, but you never know.”

      “You seem to know a lot about what goes on up here.”

      “As much as anyone.”

      “We still have some things we’re trying to clear up about Morrissey.”

      “Luthor? What about him?”

      “We’re still trying to figure out what he was doing with a gun. His mother swears he avoided them. Did he ever talk to you about guns?”

      “Certainly.”

      Peter perked up. “What was the nature of those conversations?”

      “Conversation. Singular. He wanted to discuss a murder weapon for his book, so I reviewed the differences between pistols and revolvers, and Berettas versus Glocks and the impact of a twenty-two round versus a nine millimeter on the human body, and how caliber size affects exit wounds. He got a bit green while I explained the difference between red mist, like you get when someone steps on a land mine, and blood spatter from a gunshot wound.”

      “Where do you think Luthor got his gun?”

      “Good question. What flavor?”

      “Luger 9 millimeter. It’s more than thirty years old, not registered.”

      “Fascinating. And as untraceable as they come. Luger? Not the kind of piece you’d find for sale in a bar parking lot, I’d say.”

      “Not something that old. This one was pristine. Someone cared for it. My first thought was he got it at a gun show, but then it would have been registered.”

      “Not a family piece?”

      “The Morrisseys don’t own guns.”

      “Curiouser and curiouser. You check old posts on Craig’s list?”

      “Going back three months.”

      “You, my man, have a true mystery on your hands.”
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        * * *

      

      Keep still. That’s Rule Number Seven. Detective Dourson is talking to Terry. I want to barge in and either derail their conversation or at least find out what they’re saying. I must not. Showing my face to Terry when they might be talking about guns might jog his memory.

      Is Dourson’s presence as benign as he pretends? Lia looked upset when she left. They must have been talking about Luthor. I’ll ask her about it later.

      Terry’s mind is a repository of endless depth. Does he remember my gun, what make it was? He only saw it for a moment. I need a plausible story in case he asks me about it. Or would it be better to admit I own a Luger, then be distressed when I discover it missing? Is it conceivable that Luthor would have stolen it? What’s worse? Owning the suicide weapon, or not being able to produce an old Luger when he remembers? If he remembers.

      It all depends on Terry. Will he remember?
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        * * *

      

      A deft touch startled Peter out of his musings. He looked down at his arm, where a French-manicured hand rested against his skin.

      “Detective, I feel so neglected,” Catherine purred. “You’d rather listen to Terry’s odious opinions than talk to me.”

      “Purely business. Tying up loose ends.”

      “I’m sure I can tie up a loose end as well as anyone.”

      “Maybe you can. How well did you know Luthor?”

      “Oh, about the same as everyone else. That is, excepting Lia, of course.” She gave a little laugh. “After all, he was young enough to be my son. Why do you ask?”

      “We’re trying to figure out where the gun came from.”

      “I don’t think I can help you there. Are you sure you don’t have any other ends I might ... tie off?”

      Peter maintained strict cop face and reminded himself that forbearance was a virtue. “I was confused about one other thing.”

      “What is that, Detective?”

      “Luthor seemed to dress rather well, don’t you think?”

      “I always did admire a well put together man.”

      “So where did he get the money?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “His clothes seemed a bit rich for his finances. Did Lia give them to him? Was that why he didn’t want to break up with her?” He saw a flash of something in Catherine’s eyes. Then it was gone.

      “Lia?” Catherine tittered. “Some women enjoy dressing a man. Lia’s not one of them.”

      “Huh.” It was Peter’s standard non-committal response, designed to elicit elaboration.

      “Nothing against dear Lia, you understand, but personal appearance isn’t a passion with her.”

      Peter took in the rust—colored hair, cut in a fluffy style and highlighted—no, when they’re dark, they’re called lowlights—to match her Pomeranians. He wondered what Lia, with her flip flops and no-nonsense ponytail, thought of it. Catherine obviously had a passion for personal appearance. He decided to push a bit more.

      “Luthor was a real puzzle.”

      “How so, Detective?” Wide hazel eyes looked perhaps a bit too innocent.

      “You’ve got a would-be writer with a nothing job. He likes his beer, but that seems to be his only vice.” He paused. “What’s he doing with twenty-five grand in his apartment?” He saw a jolt of something in Catherine’s face before she looked away.

      “Perhaps,” her affectedly winsome smile returned, “He got it the same place Ollie North did.”

      “How so?”

      “From his change jar.” She laughed. “I imagine you’re too young to remember the Iran/Contra scandal.”

      “I think I was in Little League at the time. Or burning marshmallows over a campfire.” Peter made a mental note to ask Alma, his septuagenarian neighbor.
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        * * *

      

      Lia and Bailey eyed the stack of paver molds. It had taken the better part of a day to cut 12” circles out of 3” thick, 18” squares of foam insulation to form the sides of the molds. Each foam square would be paired with an 18” square of 1/2” plywood, which would be the bottom.

      Lia nodded at the stack of Styrofoam molds. “We’ve got forty forms. Depending on how inspired I am, I should be able to set up the mosaics for those in two to three days. Then a day for us to pour the concrete. Those can set for two days while I lay out the next batch on the extra set of plywood squares. The trick will be keeping the finished concrete thoroughly wet while it cures.”

      “We could get some kiddie wading pools and keep them submerged.”

      “That would work, but they wouldn’t hold enough pavers. After we pop them from the molds, we’re going to wind up stacking them at least five-high. We could cover them with wet burlap and plastic, spray them down every day.”

      “Put Styrofoam shims between to protect them? Then we’d be able to spray in between the pavers.”

      “We’d have to be careful. Don’t want the stacks falling over because the shims made them unstable.”

      “Good point.”

      Lia rolled her shoulders to get the stiffness out. “I’m so glad she went for the random confetti background; it will make it so much easier to produce a few hundred of these. And even though there are six repeating symbols, every paver will be unique.”

      Bailey nodded in agreement. “That’s what I thought. So while you get started, I’ll go out to Catherine’s with José and do a preliminary site survey, get a final quote on the cost for him to dig out the path and lay down a bed of sand.”

      “Will he pound it down with that funny vibrating thing?” Lia asked.

      Anna as she stuck her head through the doorway. “Funny vibrating thing? Is that a technical term or are we talking artificial appendages? I hope you don’t mind that I stopped by. I tried to call your cell. You know your mailbox is full?”

      Lia sighed. “I still haven’t found my phone. But I’m not looking very hard. I’m not looking forward to clearing out those messages.”

      “We could try calling it,” Bailey offered, “but I bet the battery’s dead by now.”

      Anna strolled over and perused the stacked forms. “Oooh, I see lots of pizza in someone’s future. Pizza and caffeine. So is Madame Butterfly paying a fast food surcharge for wrecking your diet?”

      “I’m going to move my spare juicer in here and pick up a 15-pound bag of carrots at Whole Foods. My diet won’t go totally down the toilet.”

      “Hear that, Bailey? Our girl not only has a juicer, she has a spare juicer. How many people do you know have spare juicers? But enough about art and food. Let’s talk about sex. I ran into Catherine and Marie at the park. They tell me you were having quite the tête-à-tête with Detective Peter.”

      “It was nothing. More questions about Luthor.”

      “What more could he possibly want to know?”

      “A lot, apparently. Mr. I’m-Too-Broke-To-Take-You-On-A-Real-Date had twenty-five grand stuffed in his Lazy Boy.”

      “No!” exclaimed Anna and Bailey in unison.

      “Where on Earth did that come from?” Anna asked.

      “That’s the twenty-five-thousand-dollar question. Bailey, would you have thought Luthor had even spare change to drop in the cushions of his recliner?”

      “He did always dress nice,” Bailey observed.

      “He said his mom sent him clothes. I never questioned it. Now I’m wondering if ‘Mom’ is some burly guy in Colombia with a shaved head.”

      “Luthor didn’t travel enough to be a drug courier,” Anna said.

      “He could have been picking up packages at the airport for someone,” Lia said.

      “Really, Lia, you think his Corolla would make it that far?” Anna responded.

      Bailey frowned. “I don’t know. Luthor had an elastic view of the world, but drugs? I can’t see it.”

      “I know,” Lia said. “But what can you see that isn’t worse?”

      “Oh, Lia,” Anna apologized. “I’ve gone and gotten you all upset. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, it was just simmering there below the surface.”

      “Sweetie, we don’t have all the facts,” Anna said. “We don’t know for sure what that money was doing there. It might not have even been his.”

      “Yeah, he could have been holding it for the big burly guy with the shaved head. Somehow it doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “You don’t suppose he got a book deal?” Bailey asked.

      “He took it in cash? And didn’t tell the whole world?”
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        * * *

      

      What rotten luck. Who would have thought Luthor could hang on to twenty-five dollars, much less twenty-five thousand? And that Dourson would find it? Now he’s got more questions, and he’ll continue digging.

      So far, I have been peripheral to this investigation. This is my third investigation. I’ve never been a “person of interest,” though this time there are more loose ends that could trip me up.

      My first removal was too close to me. It was exciting being in the spotlight, though it was very exhausting and I had to keep up the pretense much longer than I cared. I became a virtual prisoner in my own home just to avoid people. But the bliss! It was worth the risk to have serenity again, with the added pay-off of an inheritance. That first removal was such an epiphany. That I could remove people who disturb me! The blights on existence that make life less than pleasant for the rest of us could be eliminated. This exhilarating truth made my self-imposed confinement both necessary and difficult. I wanted to skip down the street singing tra-la-las. Not a good look for someone in mourning.

      I spent my time in planning. Thinking how it could be done, deciding who might be next and how long I should wait. I rated the people around me. Considered their good and bad points. It really all boiled down to who was making life unpleasant and was unlikely to change.

      I felt like Santa Claus, making a list and checking it twice.

      My second removal came a year later and I don’t think anyone would have argued with my choice. He was a stupid man, misogynistic, always yelling at his kids, the dogs. Drinking beer on his porch, wearing a Marlon Brando undershirt (I refuse to call them “wife-beaters”) displaying an unpalatable physique. His was the only worthwhile opinion on any matter. I’m sure if he ever apologized to his wife for anything, she’d have fallen over in a dead faint.

      He was tricky, having so many people around him. My break came when one of his children complained that they never had peanut butter in the house. Dad was allergic and almost died once.

      I waited until he was leaving for his annual hunting trip, then left a bag of brownies in his truck. I made them with peanut oil. He went into shock in his hunting blind and wasn’t discovered until his buddies missed him hours later. I’d put the brownies in a plain white bakery bag, layered with tissue. The police figured he picked them up at some country store during his trip. There were too many miles and too many back roads to find the source. The only fingerprints on the bag were his.

      There was a token investigation, centered around his wife. She was properly bewildered and was not a baker. A search of the house did not reveal chocolate or peanut oil. She received her life insurance, sold the house and moved away. This was a relief to me because she was the sort of woman to find another just like him. And if she didn’t, her boy was getting old enough to start displaying behavior he learned at Papa’s knee. Their house was soon occupied by a young couple who refinished the floors, tore out the cabinets, and exorcised the ghost of Archie Bunker, Jr.

      Removal number three was a supervisor who thought nothing of demanding that I work on the weekend and deliver reports to her home after hours. None of which was necessary. On one occasion, she was home with a cold. I brought along a bitter herbal powder. I told her it would help her symptoms and offered to make tea with it. She was touched by my consideration. I laced it with sleeping pills. When she passed out, I put on rubber gloves and rinsed out her cup to eliminate any residue. I wiped my fingerprints off the jar of herbs, and pressed her hand to it. Then I put it in her cabinet.

      I dragged her into the bathroom, removed her clothes, and ran bath water. When it was half full, I placed her in and pulled up on her ankles so that she was flat on her back under water. I’d read how it is impossible to rescue one’s self from drowning when the feet are held up like this. She never woke. I held her feet up for five minutes just to be sure, then carefully repositioned her legs with bent knees to look like she had been sitting in the bath, passed out, then just slid under. I scattered her clothes around as if she’d dropped them on the floor in a drugged stupor. On the way out the door, I dropped a few more pills on the table, picked up my report and left. I was never there.

      Universally disliked as she was, I saw distress but not grief at work. Our new supervisor lacked her flash and drive. He also lacked her temper and demands. Though I did not find him engaging, he was workable and not out to prove anything. I was not the only person who appreciated his willingness to trust in staff competence and the lack of eleventh hour revisions.

      It was ruled an accidental death. All evidence suggested she was alone when she died and no one looked any further.

      Lia was saddened but not destroyed by Luthor’s death. She would converse, even smile at a joke. But then she would go flat. Would grief cause her to dive into her work or leave her enervated and listless? She had a project to finish, a gorgeous serenity garden. If Luthor’s death had a negative impact on her work, would it be any worse than the constant stress she was under while he was alive?
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      The dogs Peter had known growing up were hunting dogs, not companion animals. He’d never thought of them being happy. But he couldn’t think of another word to describe Viola’s behavior, unless it was ecstatic. She’d grown more excited the closer they came to the dog park. Now she tugged on her leash, dragging Peter up the service road leading to the entrance corral as if she couldn’t let another minute to pass before she saw her friends. And the only reason her heel of a foster-dad brought her was to provide cover so he could spy on the dog parkers.

      To be truthful, if there hadn’t been a murder, he’d still use Viola to get closer to Lia. Lia of the mossy green eyes and hair of many colors was the first woman who interested him since Susan ended their engagement to marry the furniture king of Bowling Green. Damned inconvenient, in the middle of a homicide investigation.

      Because there was a case, he was keeping secrets from her. Everyone who hung out at this patch of the forest was to some extent a person of interest and he had to be careful. Not a good way to start with a woman.

      Why would someone kill Morrissey? It could be a jealous lover, but Luthor struck him as a man who believed in self-preservation and kept his women apart. Sharon and Desiree knew about Lia, but he figured that was strategic. There was only so much they could expect from Luthor if he was trapped in an unhappy relationship. They didn’t know about each other and Lia didn’t know about them.

      The killer knew the park. Morrissey let his women know about Lia, but he wouldn’t invite trouble by allowing them to cross paths with her, especially not on her turf. So the women moved down his list of possible suspects.

      It could be the money. If only he could figure out where it came from and what it was for. Or the money could have nothing to do with it. It could be a big, fat, sexy red herring. The initial search had missed it. Someone could have planted it later to distract him. But how would they know he’d find it?

      Then again, if he didn’t find it, they could always come back later and get it. That implied access to Morrissey’s apartment. No one had 25K to throw away like that. I’ve been watching too many movies.

      Peter passed through the double gates of the entrance corral and paused to look around while Viola danced on her lead.

      The four big motives for murder were money, sex, revenge, and power. Occasionally someone killed to protect their ass, but that hadn’t happened on his watch. Sex or money seemed the likely motive for offing Morrissey. Maybe a CYA if the money was blackmail.

      Peter wouldn’t count revenge out, though it was last on his list. Morrissey seemed the kind of guy who preferred to get his thrills vicariously through his questionable buddies and avoided trouble for himself. He might indulge in a little discrete blackmail if the victim were unlikely to retaliate. He was not a guy who tugged on Superman’s cape.

      Peter’s musings were interrupted by a golden body slam. Honey careened off his legs as Viola chased her around him, wrapping Peter’s legs with her leash. Peter, still reeling from the hit, toppled.

      Lia’s jade eyes laughed down at him as she extended her hand to help him up. He didn’t need the assist, but welcomed the opportunity to touch her. The strength and softness of her hand had barely registered when a jolt of something passed between them. Her eyes flashed wariness. Had she felt the connection as well?

      She bent over and removed Viola’s leash and handed it to Peter. “And that, Detective, is why we remove leashes inside the corral before we enter the park.”

      “Is that the reason?”

      Lia dropped her eyes, then turned to watch Viola chase Honey across the park. “One of them.”

      “Will the others prevent me from landing on my ass?”

      “They might.”

      “Then enlighten me. Please.” He gave her his most pathetic look.

      She thought for a moment. “You see the corral?”

      “I got the whole leash-corral connection.”

      “This is something just as important.”

      “Tell me.”

      “A corral has a gate. A gate is a portal.”

      “Oka-a-ay,” Peter replied, unsure where she was going.

      “Dogs guard their space. When they are inside the park, the park becomes their space and the gate is like the front door.”

      “And?”

      “What does a dog do when a stranger comes to the door?”

      “They bark?”

      “And sometimes they get aggressive.”

      “So dogs inside the park guard the gate.”

      “You’re a quick study. Sometimes they do, if they’re near it. It’s best to take your dog away from the gate after you enter the park, and don’t let them guard. You don’t have to worry about Viola with that. But …”

      “But?”

      “If you’re inside the corral, and dogs inside the park start guarding, there’s a chance a fight might break out.”

      “So what can you do?”

      “If a strange dog is guarding the gate and acting aggressively, snarling and growling, call their owner over and ask them to remove their dog from the gate. You have an advantage. You can always flip your badge out if you need to.”

      “That wouldn’t constitute an abuse of power?”

      “I’d say letting your dog be a bully is an abuse of power. You’re just calling them on it.”

      “I can buy that. What else?”

      “Don’t bring food or treats into the park. Some dogs are food aggressive, so it can start a fight.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Don’t ever put loose treats in your pocket. I think Viola has outgrown chewing the pockets out of pants, but even if she has, your pants will always smell like treats and you’ll get pestered by strange dogs. Any time you carry treats, keep them in a baggie. Of course, if you’re recruiting drug dogs, that would be a way to sniff out the talent.”

      “Pun intended?”

      “Of course. One big thing. Dogs are pack animals and they have to either lead or follow. If you don’t lead, they will decide it’s their job, and they’ll start behaving badly.”

      “How do you do that, besides with a leash?”

      Lia pondered for a moment. “It’s more about being consistent. Only have a few rules, but make them rules you can and will enforce every time. You can’t neglect it even once. You let it go and they know it’s not really a rule and they don’t have to do it.”

      “Sounds harsh.”

      “It’s better than yelling at your dogs because they don’t understand what you want. I’m not saying boss her around all the time. Keep it simple. Set basic routines around walks and meal times, and when they know what to expect, they’ll start doing it automatically.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Say somebody is harping on you to lend them money and you say no. If you’ve never loaned them money, they’ll give up pretty quickly. If you used to lend them money and now you’re saying no, it’s harder to get them to go away, right?”

      “True.”

      “Now suppose you spend fifteen minutes saying ‘no’ and then they wear you down and you say, ‘Well, okay, but this is the last time.’”

      “Okay.”

      “So what happens next time?”

      Peter scrunched his eyebrows and thought. “He’s not going to believe me when I say no.”

      “Exactly!” Lia flashed a broad smile. “Viola has a couple routines she knows, so it should be easy to get her back into a groove. But once you start with her you can’t blow it off.”

      “So what are they?”

      “When it’s time to go for a walk, have her sit before you clip on her leash. And when you are done, make her sit to unclip.” Lia lifted her hand, palm up, and Viola plopped on her butt. She maintained eye contact with Viola for a moment, then said, “Okay.” Viola popped up. “That’s the hand signal. Or you can just say, ‘Sit!’ in a firm voice.” Viola sat back down.

      “I haven’t been doing that. So what do I do now if she ignores me? “

      “You say ‘sit’ the first time and if she doesn’t do it immediately, say it once more, but this time gently push her butt down. Don’t keep repeating the command; it just becomes noise. Like teachers in school who yell all the time and nobody listens to them. Whatever it is, give her one opportunity to obey. If you need to, repeat the command and gently put her into position. And if she pops out of position, keep doing that until she stays. Reward her with treats when she gets it right, if you need to.”

      “Doesn’t sound too hard. So what else is she used to doing?”

      “Viola’s used to being told to lay down before she gets her meals, and she’s not allowed to eat until she’s released. You release her by saying ‘okay.’” Viola got back up. This time she sauntered off, hoping to avoid more commands. “Always have her hold a command until you release her.”

      “That sounds a little mean.”

      “Dogs are different from humans. They like being led unless they’re being led by someone ineffectual. Viola may give you some resistance, she may test you by trying to get up before you release her. If you let her get away with it, pretty soon she’ll be jumping all over you when it’s meal time. She might start snatching food from your plate when you’re eating.”

      “Sounds like a slippery slope.”

      “It is. Dogs know who’s a push-over and who isn’t. And their behavior will change accordingly.”

      “I have nephews like that.”

      “Exactly.”

      “If I make my nephews lie on the floor before I give them pizza, do you think they’ll stop acting like brats?”

      Lia’s face was carefully blank. “It’s worth a try, Detective.”

      “Will you teach me Viola’s pee song?”

      “That’s pretty personal stuff. I don’t think I know you well enough. You should make up your own pee song.”

      “Damn. Must I?” He looked at her sideways. “I think you’re making the whole pee song thing up just to con me into making an ass out of myself.”

      “I don’t need to humiliate you. You’ll do it to yourself the first time you talk baby-talk to Viola in public.”

      “Oops.”

      “See, humiliation is already a done deal. Surrender your self-respect, Detective, it’s very freeing.”

      Peter decided they’d talked enough about his personal humiliation. “How long have you been coming here?”

      “About six years. Ever since I got Honey.”

      “You come every morning?”

      “Pretty much. Except when it’s pouring rain or the roads are iced up.”

      “And the same people are here every day?”

      “Some more than others.”

      “You’re friends with all of them?”

      “Good friends with some, friendly with most of the rest. You’ll find all different kinds of people here, and you wind up associating with people you wouldn’t know otherwise. Sometimes the only thing we have in common is dogs. We all try to get along, but if the sordid underbelly of the park were exposed, I suspect you’d find a seething cauldron of political conflict, romantic discord and social rivalry.”

      “And which of these are you?”

      “Until last Sunday, I fell in the category of romantic discord. I guess I’m still there. I feel so guilty.”

      “Why?”

      Lia’s earnest green eyes glimmered with unshed tears. “I hate what Luthor did and I hate that he did it because I broke up with him. I especially hate that I’m relieved it really is over. His funeral is next week and whatever I do, I’m the villain. I stay away and it’s because I don’t care. If I go, then how dare I show my face after what I drove him to? I thought about sending flowers, but they’d only wind up in the trash.”

      “Have you talked to his family?”

      “I called his sister on the phone and she screamed at me for five minutes straight before I figured out there was no point staying on the line.”

      “I see what you mean.” Peter mentally took a deep breath and hoped he wasn’t making a big mistake. “Let’s sit down somewhere. I have something to tell you.”

      “Over there?” Lia pointed to an empty picnic table under a maple tree. They climbed on top and rested their feet on the benches.

      “Why do so many people sit on top of the tables here?”

      “If we sit on the benches we get slammed by racing dogs, or one of the dogs will jump on the table and get in our faces. Maybe just maintaining pack leadership? Height is dominance to dogs, so you’ll see little dogs jumping up on the table so they can lord it over the great Danes and rotties.”

      They fell silent. Peter wondered if Lia was the sort to shoot the messenger.

      “What are you being so mysterious about?” she asked.

      “What I’m going to tell you has not been made public, but I think you need to know. Can I count on your discretion?”

      “Hard to say, since I don’t know what it is. I’ll stay mum if there’s no compelling reason not to.”

      “That’s my line. Seriously, I need your promise.”

      Lia searched his face. “Okay then.”

      Peter paused, looking for the right way to tell her. “Do you ever watch forensic cop shows?”

      “You mean like CSI? Not often. Why?”

      “There were irregularities with Luthor’s death, things that weren’t obvious.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We can tell someone was in the car with Luthor when he died. And we know he didn’t shoot himself. It was staged to look that way.”

      She stared at him. “How can you know that?”

      “It’s technical. It’s also gruesome.”

      “Don’t treat me like a child.”

      “You remember all the blood in Luthor’s car?”

      “I can’t forget it. I see it every night when I close my eyes.”

      “There should have been blood on the passenger seat, but there wasn’t. It’s called a void in the spatter pattern. It means something was in the way and caught the spatter.”

      “Something or someone?” she asked.

      “We believe someone.”

      “I see.”

      Honey and Viola wandered over. Lia pulled a tennis ball out of her pocket and sent it down the slope. She watched the dogs race after it. “Even if someone was with him, how do you know he didn’t shoot himself?”

      “The spatter indicates Luthor’s arms were down when he was shot. He couldn’t have pulled the trigger. There’s more.”

      “More?” The word escaped Lia’s mouth in a high-pitched whisper. She swallowed.

      “Did you know Luthor had other girlfriends?” Lia looked away. Peter wondered if killing the messenger was occurring to her now. “He started with one young woman the previous time you broke up. He attempted to keep it going after you got back together, but she wouldn’t have it.”

      Lia gave a sad and cynical snort. “At least somebody had some class.”

      “The other woman he began seeing in a casual way recently. She seemed to be more a girlfriend in waiting. It hadn’t quite gone there yet.”

      Lia looked down, shaking her head. Finally, she said, “This is too much. Luthor was murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t know. Did you ever find your cell phone?”

      “Not yet. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Because Luthor traded texts with your phone before he was shot. We have to find it.”
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        * * *

      

      Anna and Jim watched from the other side of the park as Honey jumped up on the table and licked Lia’s cheek. Lia turned her head into Honey’s neck and wrapped her arms around the dog.

      “What do you suppose he’s saying to her that has her so upset?” Anna asked.

      Nadine walked up. “Lia looks really unhappy. Should we interrupt?”

      “I don’t think she wants company right now,” Jim said. “She knows we’re here if she needs us.”

      Catherine appeared and took Jim’s arm. “Hello, Anna, I just love your sweatshirt. You look so ... relaxed.”

      Anna ground her teeth.

      “Honestly,” Catherine said, nodding at Peter and Lia, “Why is he upsetting her like that? She’s in the middle building my labyrinth. It’s a huge project. She doesn’t need this.”

      Anna rolled her eyes. “Catherine, you’re all heart.”

      “You’d feel the same way if it was your garden that might be late and your party that might be ruined,” Catherine snapped.

      “No, I wouldn’t. And he didn’t need to do much of anything. Lia’s got a brave face, but our girl’s been hurting. It’s only been a week since Luthor died.”

      “Now, ladies, we all care about Lia,” Jim said.

      “Of course we do,” Catherine said.

      Anna narrowed her eyes until Catherine blinked and looked away.
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        * * *

      

      Peter wondered if he’d dropped too many bombs at once. It took all his patience to sit quietly while Lia communed with Honey. Viola jumped on the bench and rested her head on Lia’s knee. Chewy shoved his head under Lia’s hand. She scratched his ears absently while she brooded.

      She eventually sat up and turned around. “You dumped all this on me and I can’t share it with anyone.”

      “Not for a while, unless you have a priest or a therapist.”

      “I suppose I could talk to the dogs about it,” she smiled weakly.

      “Yes,” he smiled wryly back. “You can talk to Honey and Chewy. I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to tell you like this.”

      “Why did you tell me?”

      “I shouldn’t have, but I hate seeing you guilt yourself about Luthor.”

      “Is the way I’m feeling now supposed to be better?”

      “Maybe not. But at least it’s based on reality. It was unfair for you to keep blaming yourself.”

      “So you keep coming here, what, because I’m some kind of suspect?” Lia asked.

      Peter sighed. “Everyone’s a suspect right now. You’re way down the list. His death is connected to the park. The answer has to be here.”

      “I am so not ready for this.”

      “I know you aren’t. You could help me, though.”

      “How?” She picked up her flinger and half-heartedly tossed a ball for Honey.

      “A lot of murders are easy to solve, even if they’re difficult to prove. This one is different. Someone didn’t just get mad at Luthor and pull out a gun. He planned it, and my sense is that plan was in the works for a while. All this time, he’s been walking around the park, being everyone’s friend. It’s to my advantage that he doesn’t know there’s an investigation. I need to dig, but conducting interviews will only serve to alert him and make him more careful. You know the players. You can give me background information that would take me weeks to pull out of casual conversation.”

      “You really think somebody here did this? I can’t believe it.”

      “It has to be someone you know. They had to have access to you to take your phone. And they’d have to have been to the park to know how secluded this lot really is, even though it’s right on the street. They’d have to know you had a fight and that you were likely to unplug your landline.”

      “This keeps getting better and better.”

      “I’m really sorry. Do you see why it’s so important that you not talk about this until I say it’s okay?”

      “I’ve got to tell them something. Everyone who’s here knows you said something that upset me and everyone who’s not here will know by tomorrow,” Lia said.

      Peter pondered. “What if you just tell them about the girlfriends? You can rant and rave and cry big soggy tears if you want. Will that work?”

      She nodded. “I guess so.”

      “I’d like to interview you more formally, and record it. Later today, if possible. I can come by your place.”

      “How about the studio? It’ll be easier for me to talk if I’m moving my hands.”

      “Will it be private?”

      “Sure. Bailey won’t be there. She and José are working at Catherine’s.”

      “Can I give you a lift? This might not be a good time for you to drive.”

      “We walked up today. I think I need the walk home.”

      He watched her head over to her friends, looked on as Marie and Bailey came out of the woods and joined them, saw Anna put an arm around her and stroll with her to the corral and down to the parking lot. He wished he could be the one comforting her. But he couldn’t. At least she had someone.
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        * * *

      

      Keep still. This is getting increasingly harder. That scene at the park, what was that about? It had to be more than Luthor’s bimbo girlfriends. How could Lia not have known about them? Why was Dourson still pursuing this? I’ve been over it again and again. I made no mistakes. Yes, the cash confused things and that’s too bad. But people with money and extra girlfriends could still kill themselves.

      I keep thinking of a scene from the movie Lord of the Rings. The hobbits are hiding under the road as the Nazgûl pass over. Worms and centipedes and every creepy thing imaginable are coming out of the earth to get away from the ringwraiths, crawling all over the hobbits, and the hobbits can’t move a muscle or they’ll be discovered.

      Keep. Still.
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        * * *

      

      For the last week Lia’s emotions had bounced around like a Jack Russell terrier in a tennis ball factory. An over-caffeinated Jack Russell, on a sugar high. In comparison, Chewy and Honey lay napping on a pile of blankets in the corner of her studio. Their world was simple: eat, sleep, play. I want to come back as my dog in my next life.

      She wiped off her work table and selected the template for Catherine’s “peace” paver. Maybe if today was dedicated to peace, she might begin to feel some.

      Before Peter’s revelations, she’d only had to struggle with grief for Luthor, guilt over contributing to his suicide, anger at him for shooting himself, and shameful relief that he was finally out of her life.

      Now she was supposed to stop feeling guilty. Instead she got to wonder what the hell Luthor had been up to for the past year. She got to feel angry because he was a cheating prick. And she got to feel stupid because she’d been clueless. Now she was supposed to believe a killer was running around the park. And none of that cancelled out the grief, or the shame.

      It was too much to process. Thank God for art. Work was the only thing that took her out of the mess inside her head.

      Lia opened a box of midnight blue tile cut in random shapes. Goggles on and nippers in hand, she shoved her thoughts aside and set to work, losing herself in the colors and shapes. Once the character took form, she covered the background with random pieces of rose, saffron, and yellow; then gave the final design a once over, nudging the tiles with an orange wood stick to make space for concrete between them.

      She lowered a square of clear contact paper over the tiles, rubbing it so the tiles would stay in place while the paver was cast. This was topped with a mold base, making a sandwich with the tile in the middle. The stack was flipped, carefully so the base was on the bottom and the tiles were upside-down. Once the template was replaced with a Styrofoam ring, the completed mold went on a shelf.

      One down, forty-nine to go.

      Lia had just finished the Chinese character on paver number six when Honey’s gentle “whuff” alerted her to Peter’s arrival. She removed her goggles and waved him in before he had a chance to rap on the doorframe.

      “You look like you’re feeling better.” He leaned over the table, scooping the hair out of his eyes with one hand as he eyed the bits of blue tile.

      “Much. Your timing is good, I was about to take a break. Can I get you something? Water? Sweet tea? I remember you like it.”

      “Tea would be great.”

      Lia opened an ancient refrigerator and poured two glasses from the tap on a sun tea jar, then dragged a dusty, paint-speckled stool over to the table. She looked at Peter’s crisp khakis. “I can wipe this down for you.”

      Peter sat on the high stool, hooking his heels on the bottom rung. “This is fine.” He tilted his head back, taking a long swallow. “Thanks for the tea. It’s getting hot out there.”

      “Are you sure you’re a detective? You seem too friendly to chase down criminals.”

      Peter flashed a grin. His face was too open, giving the moment an uncomfortable intimacy. Lia dropped her eyes to the table. She took several pieces of rose-colored tile and placed them at random on the template, scooting them around with a fingertip.

      “Thumbscrews have gone out of style. At roll call, officers now spend five minutes chanting ‘You catch more flies with honey than vinegar.’”

      “They do not.”

      “Really. Amendment 277, Section C in the department manual of standard operating procedures. I’ll show it to you if you like.” He pulled a phone from his pocket. “We have an app.”

      This tugged smile from Lia that she didn’t realize she had in her. “So the movies have it wrong? You don’t slam perps against walls and hang them out windows to get confessions anymore?”

      Peter coughed, likely a smothered laugh. “Um, no. Cinematic interrogation styles are the last resort of angry cops who don’t care about their pensions. Most of the time being a detective is like being an accountant. I spend my time hunting down details and adding them up.”

      “And helping little old ladies cross the street.”

      He shrugged. “Rule number seven in the Official Boy Scout Handbook. I was an Eagle Scout.” He nodded at the template. “Tell me about your project.”

      Lia suspected he was only asking to relax her. Still, she unrolled her drawings for Catherine’s garden and showed Peter the molds she’d already set up. “We’re using jewel tones to suggest aura colors.”

      “Really? What do aura colors look like?”

      “Bailey says they’re like a rainbow, clear and intense.”

      “Bailey sees auras?”

      “She sometimes sees a haze of color around someone, never a full aura. It doesn’t happen often.”

      “And what does a full aura look like?”

      Lia wondered if amusement lurked under Peter’s politely expressed interest. She had her own misgivings about Bailey’s nutty hobbies but she wouldn’t let him know that.

      “She says they have a lot of layers, and sometimes they have rays extending out that attach them to other people. You can also have other colors, like turquoise or peach. Muddy colors, if you’re unhealthy; silver and gold if you’re a saint. That’s what halos are in old paintings. An exceptionally spiritual person can have such a strong aura that normal people will see a bit of it, mostly around the head.”

      “According to Bailey,” Peter said.

      “I’m not into the New Age thing, but somebody had to see something for halos to show up in centuries of art. Anyway, the background of each symbol is meant to evoke aura energy without being obvious about it. Catherine wanted to do a repeating rainbow theme, one red paver, one orange, one yellow, all through the labyrinth. Bailey and I talked her out of it.”

      “How did you do that? She seems like a determined woman.”

      “Bailey said she loved the idea because it reminded her of a playground. Catherine couldn’t change her mind fast enough. I guess it’s a vinegar-disguised-as-honey thing. I caught on. Now we double team her. Should we be wasting your time talking about my stuff?”

      “It’s not a waste, but we should probably get started. Is it okay if I record this?”

      At Lia’s nod, he set a mini-cassette recorder on the table and turned it on. “You were telling me about Catherine. She sounds like she’s very concerned with her image.”

      “She can be. She won’t leave the house without make-up on. Some of us have dog park clothes that we toss on in the morning and wear for days without washing. It’s pointless to put on clean clothes when you’re likely to get body slammed by a muddy dog. Catherine always looks like she’s ready for lunch in Hyde Park.”

      “This garden is a huge undertaking. What do you think that’s about besides wanting to be the coolest kid on the block?”

      “She said she wanted an ‘island of serenity.’ She’s seen labyrinths and aromatherapy gardens. She wanted to put it all together and top it off with the koi pond. It’s a great idea, but I feel kind of sorry for her.”

      “Why is that?”

      “She’s like a little girl who has to wear all her bows at the same time so you know how many she has. People who are so socially competitive and focused on material things make me think they don’t believe they’re enough without the extra trappings.”

      “So you’re wise, as well as talented?”

      Lia leaned back on her stool and folded her arms. “Suck up much?”

      Peter shrugged and did not look embarrassed.

      “When did Catherine decide she wanted a garden?”

      “Three months ago? Not long after she started coming to the park. She found out I was an artist and started having all kinds of ideas. I thought it was just talk; so many people like her dangle their money in front of you and never come through. As if talking about a big commission that’s never going to happen will make you fawn all over them.”

      “You don’t fawn?”

      “Not until I see cash. Not even then. Do you fawn over your boss every time you get your paycheck?”

      “An excellent point.”

      “But with Catherine, the idea caught hold and she got serious. I have to give Luthor credit for selling her on the commission. He kept talking about what a beautiful setting it would be for her. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she really eats up male attention.”

      “No, really?”

      The incredulous look on his face pulled a smile from her. She started to give his shoulder a friendly cuff, then stopped. One does not hit police officers. Especially when one is grieving.

      “Was Catherine interested in Luthor?”

      “Of course she was, the way he played up to her. It was a game to him. At least, that’s what he said. Now I’m not sure anything he told me was true.” The sudden shift in her mood had Lia staring down at the half-filled template with damp eyes. She added lavender tiles, shoving them aimlessly with the orange wood stick.

      “Did that bother you, your boyfriend flirting with another woman in front of you?”

      “How could I take it seriously? She has grandchildren.”

      “’What about Bailey? How far down the New Age rabbit hole has she gone?”

      Lia shrugged. “She hasn’t offered to hold a séance for Luthor—not yet—but she’s into just about every other New Age thing. Chakras, aromatherapy, herbs, acupuncture, energy healing, animal communicators, astrology—she’s at least tried them.”

      “And you’re a skeptic.”

      “I don’t know much about it. If I saw an aura or two I might be more interested. Bailey doesn’t hurt anyone and she’s a great landscaper. I’ve known her for years through library events. She started coming to the park at the same time as Catherine—I take that back. Catherine started coming early in March. Bailey was a few weeks later.”

      Peter raised his eyebrows.

      “It doesn’t mean anything. Every spring we get a new batch of people. The weather gets warmer and they decide their dog might enjoy running around outside. It shouldn’t irritate me but it does. I’m sure their dogs would like to run around in the winter, too.”

      “You’re a skeptic, but you’re building a New Age garden.”

      “I’ve got nothing against it. New Age is a huge market, and this is a new way to tap into it. Bailey knows her stuff. She’s interested in the healing potential of plants, both in the herbs and in what she calls ‘high vibration gardening.’ And it’s fun having a partner, even if it’s just for this project.”

      “What’s ‘high vibration gardening’?”

      “Bailey invented it. She uses specific plants to create an environment that encourages certain mental and emotional states. I get lost when she talks about it. Some people claim listening to Mozart aligns chakras. It’s like that, but with plants.”

      “Interesting.”

      “When we’re done with Catherine’s garden, we’ll take pictures and shop it around to see if we can drum up some business.”

      “Why gardens? People say you have a good thing going with the paintings.”

      “I thought you were here to ask me about everyone else. Why all the questions?”

      “It’s all part of the picture. I never know what’s going to be important. So, why have you turned in your brush for a trowel?”

      “This is a chance to try something new. It’s fun because it’s physical in a way that painting isn’t. And it will be like a painting you can walk through. When I get Catherine’s bench done, it’ll be a painting you can sit in.”

      “Sounds nice.” Peter’s smile was genuine and warm, transforming a pleasant face into something much more than the sum of its parts. Luthor’s smiles had been seductive or ironic or self-deprecating. Lia never would have called them genuine or warm.

      “It will be. Catherine bought the house next door after it caught fire last year and tore it down. She’s been dying to do something showy with the lot, and this is it.”

      “What’s she doing hanging out at a dog park?”

      “She doesn’t seem like the type, does she?”

      “I peg her as a lady who lunches.”

      Lia crinkled her eyebrows as she considered this. “Some of us are arty, and she likes that. When I’m being cynical, I think she comes because her husband won’t go anywhere near the park. Too much poop for Leo. She can flirt as much as she wants and none of it will get back to her society friends. When I’m not being cynical, I think it’s a relief to be around people who don’t care how she’s dressed or how much money she has. But that could just be me. If I was around her crowd all the time, I’d go bat-shit crazy. I’d wind up rolling in mud for relief.”

      “How does José fit in?”

      “He’s doing the parts that require machinery. He’ll help Bailey with the rototilling and digging out the path. Then he’ll use a compactor to pound in a base of sand for the pavers.”

      “What’s his story?”

      Lia smiled. “José is José. Though, now that I think of it, he’s not really José.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s Italian. When he was two, he said ‘no way’ to everything. His family called him José, for ‘no way, José,’ and it stuck. He won’t tell us his real name.”

      “That’s unusual, an Italian family calling their kid José.”

      “There has to be more to the story, but that’s all I’ve got. He’s your basic good-guy, who works with his hands and loves his wife. He’s a maintenance supervisor and works 80 hour weeks. He knows how to fix most things and does minor construction jobs on the side. He’s always helping somebody with something, and if a dog fight breaks out, he’s first to jump in to stop it.”

      “How does he get along with everyone?”

      “Everyone likes him. He gets frustrated sometimes when he’s running a crew. Some of the young guys can be punks, and there was a guy who was stealing materials from a job last year. He was really pissed at one of his neighbors for neglecting his dog, so José stole the dog.”

      “Really?” Peter’s eyebrows shot up.

      “The guy was such a jerk. José is a teddy-bear. Have you seen his bumper sticker?”

      “No, why?”

      “It says, ‘Mean People Suck.’”

      Peter raised his eyebrows. “I take it that’s his outlook on life?”

      “Something like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Peter watched Lia take a square of contact paper from a pile of hundreds cut to the same size. She peeled the back off in one smooth movement and laid the sticky paper across the tiles as cleanly as his mother fluffed her duvet every morning.

      “How do you do that without making a mess?”

      “Lots of practice.” She assembled the mold and placed it with several others on a set of shelves.

      “How many times are you going to do that?”

      “Three hundred. But not all of them today.” Lia returned to her stool, sat back and stretched her arms over her head, an unintentionally sensual act accompanied by a sigh of satisfaction. “I have some finished pavers if you want to see the end result.” She moved to a lumpy pile covered in plastic sheeting and lifted the corner, revealing stacks of finished pavers.

      “Pretty. What do the symbols mean?”

      Lia pointed to the nearest stack. “This one is ‘joy.’” She gestured to another stack. “That’s ‘harmony.’ The one I just finished is ‘peace.’ I thought I could use some today.”

      Peter pulled Lia’s stool out for her. She gave him an odd look as she sat down. He shrugged, self-conscious. “It’s ingrained. Blame my granny. Tell me about Anna and Jim. Are they part of this?”

      Lia gathered a handful of blue tiles and laid them on the template. She picked them up and moved them around, stared at the result, moved them again. It reminded Peter of his mother trying to create words out of gibberish when she played Scrabble. You’re a sick man. Looking at a woman this pretty should never remind you of your mother.

      “You’d think this was a dog park project, wouldn’t you?” Lia said. “I couldn’t have Anna working on Catherine’s garden; she’s already making jokes about putting land-mines under the pavers. It would totally skew the whole higher vibration thing.”

      “Bad blood there?”

      “Well, sort of. Have you ever noticed how Viola gets jealous?”

      “Jealous?”

      “Sure. You pet another dog and she’s right there, squeezing in?”

      “Never knew dogs could get jealous.”

      “Dogs have a much bigger range of emotions than they’re given credit for. Catherine does it.”

      It took Peter a minute to sort out the non-sequitur. “The squeezing-in thing?”

      “She’s an Olympic class squeezer-inner. She does it a lot with Jim, and it interrupts whatever we were talking about when she butted in. She doesn’t join the group, she moves in to cut Jim out of the herd, so to speak.”

      “What does Jim do?”

      “Nothing. Jim was married for more than thirty years before his wife died. He says he always does what women tell him to do. He thinks that will keep him out of trouble. It might, if only one woman is telling you what to do.”

      “And what does Anna do?” Peter asked.

      Lia kept her eyes on the template, working as she talked. “Make catty remarks, mostly. She figures people will eventually catch on to Catherine’s games and if they don’t, they deserve her. Bailey says that’s because Anna’s a Scorpio.”

      “What does being a Scorpio have to do with it?” This is a damn strange interview. Jealous dogs and astrology. Next she’s going to tell me one of her buddies talks to aliens.

      “Bailey says Scorpios love to sit back and watch people hang themselves.”

      “Always a good policy if you can work things that way. What’s her story?”

      “Let’s see … Never married.”

      “Any guys around?”

      “She and Jim are friends, but that’s all. She and Luthor didn’t like each other. I knew her before I met him, and she’s always been protective of me. Luthor didn’t like her because he couldn’t charm her.”

      Lia’s eyes grew sad, the way they did every time she talked about Luthor. Does she miss the bastard, or is she hurting because she just found out he betrayed her? Both, maybe?

      “What did she think about Luthor?”

      “Luthor liked to get mileage out of being a writer. Anna was never impressed. She kept saying ‘When is he going to buy you a meal that doesn’t come on a bun?’ Anna is full of advice, but I don’t think she ever dated much. She took care of her dad until he died, then she sold the house and moved here. That was years ago.”

      “Where’d she come from?”

      “Pittsburgh? One of the suburbs. If it was me, I’d have traded in the hills for some flat land so I could see the sky.”

      “Does she have a job?”

      “She works part time for a private foundation that funds projects in children’s education. Are you sure I’m not boring you with nonsense?”

      “People are never boring. Every detail adds to the picture.”

      “Why don’t you do background checks?”

      “I do. That’s places and dates. You’re giving me the heart. VICAP hasn’t popped any ‘murder disguised as suicide’ cases. I have to solve this the old-fashioned way.”

      Lia’s eyes stayed on her work. “VICAP? Isn’t that the violent crime data-base they talk about on FBI shows? You think the guy who shot Luthor did it before?”

      “Amateurs who fake suicides make huge mistakes. They put the gun in the wrong hand. They kill the guy five minutes after he orders take-out. Or they leave the body in a car in the woods and report the car stolen, only the car is a standard and the guy never learned to drive a stick.”

      Peter felt an urge to take Lia’s hand, tip her chin up and make her look at him. Not proper. “This person took time to think about what they were doing.”

      Lia’s head jerked up. She stared at Peter. “You think it was some kind of killer for hire?”

      “Not a pro. A pro wouldn’t bother to dress it up like that. Mistakes happen when you make things too complicated. In this case it was a tiny mistake and it easily could have been missed. I think I’m looking for someone who has murder as an avocation.”

      “You’re looking for a … a hobby killer?”

      “More of those around than people realize. Donald Harvey killed dozens of nursing home patients before anyone realized anything was wrong. Luthor could have been killed for a number of reasons. It could have been the money. If Luthor was blackmailing someone, maybe it was because he knew they killed someone.”

      “Blackmailing a murderer doesn’t sound smart.”

      “It doesn’t, does it? But nothing I’ve learned so far says your ex was a brain trust.”

      Lia bent back over her worktable. When she spoke, it was to her template. “You’re one surprise after another. How are you going to find this person if they’re so slick?”

      “It’s a good question. I’ll look at people who know the park, know you and Luthor had a fight, and had access to your purse that day to steal your phone.”

      “Why did they have to steal my phone that day?”

      “Because they timed this with your fight. The fight had to happen first.”

      “Oh.”

      “Then I’ll think about personalities and look at past histories, see if anyone has a pattern of deaths around them, but that’s going to be hard to find.”

      “How come?”

      “All of Donald Harvey’s murders took place at nursing homes where he worked. There was always an increase in the death rate. Once somebody started looking, the pattern was there. In Luthor’s case, we have no idea what kind of pattern to look for. It won’t be anything as obvious as multiple dog park gun-shot suicides. The only connection I have is you.”

      “Me?”

      “And your phone. Has anyone else died around you in the past few years?”

      “My grandfather died about five years ago in Georgia. Cancer. Nothing weird about it, and no connection here.”

      Of course it couldn’t be that easy. “Whoever took your phone might return it. If it turns up, don’t touch it. Call me immediately.”

      “Why?”

      “It might have trace evidence. I doubt it, but we could get lucky. Anyone at the dog park with deaths around them?”

      “Most of the morning crowd at the park are over forty, some are retired or nearly there. By the time you’re that age, people have died around you. I’m having a hard time with the idea that someone killed Luthor, and that it’s someone I know. But a serial killer? At the dog park?”

      “It doesn’t have to be someone at your park. It could have been a hired hit.”

      “That has to be it.”

      “But the person who hired him still had to steal your phone.”

      “There’s a homeless guy who’s been sleeping in the picnic shelter. He gives me the creeps.”

      Denial. It’s not just a river in Egypt. “You let him near your bag?”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Didn’t think so. Look, I know you don’t like the idea that one of your friends killed Luthor. But killers who do it more than once have wiring that’s screwed up. It’s the guilt that shows, and this guy isn’t feeling any. You won’t be able to tell the difference between him and anyone else. How about this. Who in your group couldn’t have done it?”

      “Well, José.”

      “Why not?”

      “He thought Luthor was a trip. They joked around all the time.”

      “What about his temperament? What makes him incapable of murder?”

      “José is too straightforward about everything. If he got mad at you, you’d know it because he’d punch you in the nose. Then he’d forget about it.” She thought for a moment, “He’s too good-natured to keep his mad going long enough to plan something like this. If he killed someone, it would be in the heat of the moment, and he’d turn himself in afterwards.”

      “Good. Who else?”

      “Jim’s retired. He was an engineer, so he’s smart and organized. He does this ‘Mr. Cranky Pants’ routine, but it’s mostly for entertainment value.”

      “How does that work?”

      “If you tell him he should have done something a different way, or if Terry dumps too much political propaganda on him, he gets blustery all out of proportion with the situation. But he’s not as irritated as he seems. He does it to end the discussion and have a little fun doing it.”

      “An interesting strategy.”

      “At heart, he’s the guy you go to if you want to talk about something that’s bugging you. He’s also the most consistently spiritual person I know. He’s Catholic and makes a real effort to live according to his faith. He doesn’t make noise about it, he’s not preaching or showing off.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time piety hid a murderous nature. “How did he and Luthor get along?”

      “By the time Jim was Luthor’s age, he had a family and owned a business. He never said anything about Luthor, but I don’t think he had much use for him.”

      Lia nipped a corner off a violet tile. It bounced into the middle of her design. She fished tweezers from a coffee can full of old brushes and strange tools, speaking as she worked the bit out from between the indigo tiles without disturbing them.

      “Catherine … anyone who dyes their hair to match her dogs has to be detail oriented. She’s narcissistic enough. Everything is all about her and she doesn’t have much empathy for anyone else. That’s the sort of temperament a killer would have, isn’t it? I don’t know if she’s smart enough.”

      “How so?”

      “She’s so obvious in her games at the dog park, and she doesn’t realize it. She’s not fooling anyone. You said the person who killed Luthor would be a good actor.”

      “True. But that could be part of her game.”

      “And she doesn’t get her hands dirty. I’m sure she paid the maid’s kid to do her shoplifting for her when she was in junior high. She acts like not knowing how to do anything practical is a virtue. I’d think a killer like you’re describing would need to be self-reliant and resourceful. Catherine is neither.”

      “I see your point.”

      “I think underneath everything, Catherine really wants to be liked. A lot of her posturing comes from insecurity. I know that doesn’t quite sound narcissistic, but that’s Catherine. I don’t think you off people when you’re looking for attention.”

      “What if you’re looking for attention and you don’t get it?”

      She set her nippers down and sighed. “Geezlepete. This is giving me a headache. I can’t think anymore. Can we continue this some other time?”

      Peter turned off the tape recorder. “I know this is hard. Do you have any friends across the country, someone with no connection to Cincinnati? Someone you know will keep it to themselves?”

      “I’ve got college friends.”

      “If you need to talk to someone besides me, talk to them. Don’t share anything about Luthor’s murder with anyone here, no matter how much you trust them. They might be innocent, but you don’t know who they’ll tell.”

      “Okay.”

      “Seriously. Finding Luthor’s killer could get ugly and dangerous if he finds out I’m looking for him.”

      “I said okay,” Lia huffed. “I get it.”

      “Look, will you feel weird if I hang at the park tomorrow? It would be good for me to see more of your crew, but not if it’s going to make you nervous.”

      “Let me think about it. Can I call you in the morning?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lia returned to work after showing Peter out but was unable to concentrate. The mosaic in front of her devolved into a pointless pile of colorful bits. The bits blurred as her emotions slipped the death grip holding them in check. She shattered like the broken tiles littering the table top.

      She shoved the template aside, planted her elbows on the table and covered her face with her hands. When the hard, harsh glare of afternoon sunlight slanted across the table, she was still there. She did not move until Honey nosed her knee, reminding her it was time for dinner.
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