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Author’s Note

This novel takes place approximately four months after the events in Not a Werewolf, and contains spoilers for that story.

Table of Contents

Storm Warning

Jake Has a Dream

The Rains Move In

Sheltering in Place

No One Likes Getting Wet

What the Rains Left Behind

Don Finds a Mermaid. Kind Of.

Jake Considers His Physical Fitness

What’s that Smell?

Jake Meets a Girl

All-You-Can-Eat Shrimp

The Benefits of Meditation

We’re All Grownups Here

Facts and Feelings

A Familiar Face

Jake Has Concerns

Living Arrangements

Rainy Days and Cats

Waters Successfully Muddied

Brunch with the Locals

Time for a Salad

Jake Gets a Murder Board

Perez Has a Theory

Don Has an Admirer

Mr. Hillebrand Has Concerns about His Son’s Lifestyle

They’ve Got Apps for Everything These Days

Coffee with Gloria

Movie Night with Cats

Friends and Frenemies

Speaking Frankly

Boo Makes a Confession

Moving Always Sucks

When Cats Attack

About Jake’s Meditation Practice

About the Location

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Storm Warning 



[image: image]


“It’s too hot,” I whined, shifting to find a cooler spot on the sofa.

My neighbor and best friend, Don, grunted from where he was sprawled on the wood floor of my apartment. I interpreted that as agreement.

Bridger, Don’s recently-neutered kitten, was lying on my coffee table, flat on his back with all three legs pointing in different directions. The breeze from the rattling window unit was ruffling the fur on his belly.

“Your window unit doesn’t sound so good, man.” 

“Yeah. I told my dad. They’ll look at it when they come to replace yours. I think he’s going to have every unit in the place checked out.” Failing window units weren’t such a shock, considering how old this place was. I just wished we had thought to check them out before it started getting so hot. Now it was July, and too hot not to have air conditioning in Houston. The good thing about your dad owning the building, though, was that you got a quick turnaround on repairs.

“It wouldn’t have to work so hard if you’d close that window.”

I turned my head to look at the window in question where Raymond was sprawled, belly down, half in and half out of the room.

“But what about Raymond?”

“Raymond is a freaking squirrel. He’s used to hot weather; he’ll be fine.”

“I guess he could come inside with us.”

“Outside. He’ll be fine outside.” 

Don still hadn’t come to terms with Raymond. Raymond can’t help it if he’s a squirrel.

“Do you work tonight?” I asked.

“Yeah. Happy hour and then dinner. Should be decent tips.” Don was trying to save up money to go back to school in the fall. I reminded myself again to talk to Petreski about whether there was something the police department could do for him, like a work-study program. Don would make a killer information analyst, if he could just get the education and training.

“Maybe I’ll go with you and sit in the A/C.”

“I thought you had a date with Petreski tonight.”

“I did, but he has to work. Some stake-out thing with Perez.” My boyfriend, Ruben Petreski, is a homicide detective, and his partner, Victoria Perez, does not like me. Petreski says that’s just her way, and that she’s reserved and it takes her a while to accept people. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t like me, though, just like I’m sure she didn’t really need his help tonight.

“Okay,” Don said, “but we’re closing that window so Bridger doesn’t get out.”

As far as I knew, Bridger had only tried to get out once. It was right after we found him, and he was trying to follow another cat out the window. But Boo, best cat ever, stopped him cold. He’d never tried again. Whatever Boo did, it had staying power.

But Boo’s not your typical cat, since he’s also my boyfriend. I don’t mean that I’m dating a cat. Well, not exactly. What I mean is that Petreski is a Cat. So is Perez. By which I mean they can turn into cats, which is, I grant you, kind of weird and took some getting used to. Even for someone who reads lots of paranormal romance. Lots and lots of paranormal romance.

The hardest part, though, is that I can’t tell Don. I can see how they wouldn’t want just anybody and everybody to know, but Don’s my best friend and keeping a secret from him is super hard.

“Is it supposed to rain today?” Don’s voice drifted up from the floor behind me.

“I’ll check.” I reached for my laptop, which was sitting on the coffee table. One of Bridger’s paws twitched, but he didn’t wake up.

“Your cat is comatose,” I told Don.

“He’s been through an ordeal. He’s recovering. Besides, cats sleep more when it’s hot.” I had no idea whether that was true, but I didn’t have the energy to question it.

“No rain yet,” I said, checking the local forecast.

“What about that tropical depression? Do they think we’re going to get any rain from that?”

“It’s just sitting in the Gulf, taunting us. They’re saying it’ll probably be upgraded to a tropical storm pretty soon if it keeps this up.”

“Shit.”

I was just a kid when Allison hit, in 2001. Living in The Heights, we didn’t have any flooding right where we were, but we couldn’t get out of the neighborhood because of the high water all around us. My parents tried to keep me occupied, but sooner or later we would all wind up back in front of the television, watching the non-stop coverage. 

“Where were you when Allison hit?” I asked.

“Still living in Dallas.”

“Ew.”

“I was eleven. It’s not like I had a choice.”

I didn’t ask about Ike because I knew. We had gone to Austin for the weekend to help my parents unpack and arrange furniture in their new house. We hadn’t been able to come back to Houston for a week. Don had been a wreck until his mom had found a way to text him that she was okay.

“Hopefully this thing will do something soon. I want some rain, but not a storm. Just something to break this heat.”

Don grunted again.

“We should probably get some supplies, just in case.”

“Does that mean getting in the car?”

“Yes,” I sighed. 

“Okay,” I could hear him getting up. “Let’s get this over with.”

❧

I let Don drive to Kroger, so I wouldn’t have to listen to him complain about my driving. It was a Tuesday morning, so even though we weren’t the only ones with this idea, it wasn’t crowded and the shelves weren’t stripped bare.

We pushed the cart up and down the aisles, taking our time and enjoying the refrigerated air. I put my foot down when Don tried to put canned tamales in the cart. Some things are simply not done, even during a weather emergency.

“We are not savages,” I told him.

He was putting the can back on the shelf when I looked up and saw Jennifer Katz heading towards us. 

“Hey, Jake,” she said, leaning in for a hug. “Y’all getting storm supplies, too?”

“Yeah. How’ve you been? You look great.” I hadn’t seen her in over a month, and hadn’t known her for much longer, but running for your lives together has a way of bonding people.

“I just got back from teacher training.” 

“Training to teach what?” Don asked.

“Yoga. I’ve started teaching at some of the local studios. Maybe I’ll even open one myself one of these days.”

That explained her toned figure and glowing face. Okay, maybe the glowing face also owed something to her recent, not unwelcome, widowhood.

“That’s awesome,” I told her. “You’re doing okay, then?”

“I am. Don’t worry about me. And you? You still seeing that handsome detective?”

“When I can. He works a lot.”

“You boys have a safe place in case the storm gets bad?” she asked. “I’ve got room if you need a place to hunker down.”

“That’s really sweet, but we’re on the second floor of an old brick building, so we should be fine. It’s made it through worse. Also, we’ve got a cat and Buttercup probably wouldn’t be thrilled.” 

Buttercup was Jennifer’s bulldog, and he was a pretty mellow guy, but I had no idea how he’d react to having Bridger invade his territory.

“Okay. But you know where to find me if you need to.”

“That was awful nice of her,” I said to Don as we continued down the aisle.

“Well, you did save her life.”

I shrugged. I couldn’t argue, but it was embarrassing to talk about, so I focused on finding the peanut butter, knowing the inevitable argument over smooth versus crunchy would distract us both.

❧

I sat in my regular spot at the bar where Don worked. There were the usual faces – the older, retired barflies, the younger barflies who worked from home and set their own hours, and the soccer mom barflies. No, really, that’s a thing. There’s a practice field nearby, and there are a couple of moms who come in for a beer, instead of sipping chardonnay out of a travel mug in the bleachers. They’re the smart ones, if you ask me, especially in this heat. 

“I’m not bringing Annabel tomorrow,” I heard one say.

“You worried about the storm?” the other one asked.

“That and the heat. It’s crazy, making the kids practice in this heat. I told the coach, but he didn’t seem concerned about it.”

“Yeah, well he’s an asshole. Fuck him.” 

I didn’t know soccer moms used that kind of language, and was impressed.

The first soccer mom checked her phone. “Drink up, lady. Gotta go get the kids.”

The ladies paid their tab and left.

“Do soccer moms tip well?” I asked Don when they were gone.

“Okay,” he shrugged. “Better than the retired guys on fixed incomes.”

“Hmm.” I looked around the bar. I noticed a few people being shown to tables in the restaurant. It must have been later than I realized, and I tried not to be grumpy, thinking that I should be getting ready for dinner with Petreski, not drinking beer and watching Don tend bar.

A dark-haired man approached the hostess stand, a full-figured blonde on his arm. I did a double-take, but it wasn’t Petreski. Ridiculous to think so, because even if he were going to cheat on me, it wouldn’t be with a curvy blonde. It was the dark hair that caught my attention, but also something about the way he carried himself and scanned the room. I realized he must be a cop. 

The blonde said something to him, and he turned back to her. She smiled, and dimples softened the hard lines of her face. I didn’t think the soccer moms would have approved of her short skirt, but she wore it with confidence, and even I couldn’t help but appreciate the way she rocked those stiletto pumps as she made her way to their table.
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Jake Has a Dream
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I was small. Or rather, I was small in my dream. I knew I was small because I had to look up to see anything, but I didn’t feel small. I felt like a beast, and I knew I could kick ass. I could hear someone crying, and went to investigate. I could hear my nails clicking on a hard floor, and liked the sound of it. 

There was a closed door, and I could see a light underneath it. Whoever was crying was in there. I sniffed, and the air was warm and humid. I heard splashing, and the crying got louder. It must be the bathroom. I whined, and the crying stopped. I whined again.

“It’s... it’s okay Ruby. I’ll be out in a minute.” 

I sat down to wait, and the sobs started again.

“Jake! Dude! Wake up!”

Don was shaking me, and I bolted upright. “What the – oh, crap.”

“You were crying.”

“Nooo...” I groaned, bending forward and burying my face in the covers. “No no no no no.”

“What? Was it... one of those dreams?” Don asked, referring to the disturbing, psychic dreams I had had in the spring, leading us to find a murder victim in the bayou near our apartment building.

I nodded, not sitting up. “Yeah.”

“You gonna hurl?”

I shook my head, and felt the bed shift as Don stood. I could hear him in the kitchen, and he was back a minute later with a glass of water.

“Drink this and tell me about it.”

“Can I have a beer?” I asked, taking the glass.

“No.”

“Petreski would let me have a beer.”

“No he wouldn’t. Tell me about the dream.”

I sighed. “I was little. Like a Chihuahua or Yorkie or something. But I had attitude, too. I could hear someone crying, and there was a lady in a bathroom. I could hear water splashing, like she was in the bathtub, and she called me Ruby and then she started crying again, and I woke up.”

“Okay. That’s not so bad, though, right? A lady crying in the tub? Maybe she lost her job or had a fight with her boyfriend or something like that.”

“You know what happened the last time I started having these dreams. They all led to bad things.”

“But they also helped us save Bridger.”

“Yeah, but...” 

Bridger scrambled up on the bed, still not a very good jumper, having only one hind leg. We watched him tromp around a bit, before he settled against my leg and yawned.

“Tell you what,” Don said, taking the glass back to the kitchen. “We’ll go see Miss Nancy today.”

I don’t know which surprised me more – that he was actually suggesting I go see Miss Nancy, or that he would go with me. For years he had rolled his eyes whenever I would mention my spiritual advisor. But when one of my dreams led us straight to Bridger, my skeptical friend had to admit that maybe there were things in this world that defied explanation or logic.

“Jake?”

“Huh?” I looked over to where Don was settling back in on the sofa.

“Miss Nancy? You wanna go see her today?”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks.” I reached over to turn off the bedside lamp. “Bridger? You gonna go over there with Don, or you gonna stay here with me?”

Bridger stretched and purred, so I left him alone. 

“I think your cat likes me better,” I told Don.

“Furry little traitor. Where’s Boo, anyway?”

Boo – Petreski – ugh, it’s so confusing when your boyfriend turns into a Cat. Anyway, even before we started dating, he’d show up here in Cat form and spend the night, waking me up if I had a bad dream. It was nice, actually. When he’s a Cat he’s a lot like a regular cat, and likes to cuddle.

“I don’t know. He’ll be back.”

“Too bad you can’t ask him. Maybe you could use your psychic powers on him?”

“Yeah. Too bad.” Except, of course, that I could ask him. But for some reason my animal empathy, or whatever it was, didn’t extend to Cats that weren’t really cats.

❧

The first time I had brought Don to meet Miss Nancy, she had used the good tea set when the three of us sat around her kitchen table. This time we got mugs, which meant Don was part of the family now. My mug had a unicorn on it. I double-checked, but there was no rainbow – coming out of its ass or otherwise. Don’s had a kitten on it, which Miss Nancy thought was sweet and amusing. 

We had brought Bridger with us, curled up in the cat sling Don had made for him out of an old sheet. Don didn’t want to leave him at home in case the A/C finally gave up the ghost, and Miss Nancy likes cats, so that wasn’t a problem. He started squirming right after we sat down, so Don put him on the floor and we all kept an eye on him while we talked.

“So, more dreams, then?” Miss Nancy asked, pouring me some tea. She wasn’t wearing any kind of head wrap or turban today, and her long dreadlocks were piled high on top of her head. I could see only the slightest touch of grey at her temples. I had no idea how old Miss Nancy was, and knew better than to ask. I figured she was about the same age as my mom, since they were good friends. But only my mom’s hairdresser knew for sure whether she had any greys yet. 

“Just the one, last night,” I replied, tearing my eyes away from Miss Nancy’s dreadlock crown.

“It sounded bad, though,” Don said. 

“But it wasn’t too bad... no one was getting killed or anything. Just a lady crying.”

“Whatever it was, it was disturbing enough to – Ruby? – that...” Miss Nancy’s voice trailed off and she tilted her head back to look at the ceiling. Don and I stayed quiet, letting Miss Nancy gather her thoughts.

“I think, boys, that we may have a clue here. A clue about how or why this happens.”

“Huh?” I was lost.

“I mean, why you have the dreams you do, and don’t have dreams constantly, about any old thing.”

“Oh.”

“I had wondered about that,” Don said. “Like, why he wasn’t dreaming every night, about dogs doing everyday, normal things.”

“I think,” Miss Nancy turned to him and they started discussing me like I wasn’t sitting right there, “and I’m no expert, mind. But I think it has something to do with an animal’s heightened sense of danger.”

“Instinct?”

“Yes, that’s right. I think that when Jake starts having these dreams, he’s picking up on a... a consciousness that’s broadcasting this sense.”

“Like a distress signal.”

“Exactly. They can’t talk. They can’t warn anyone that something bad is going to happen. Even if they could talk, they might not even realize what it is they’re feeling. They just have a feeling.”

“Like, they’re picking up on things they’ve heard or seen, without realizing they’ve heard or seen them. Or they’re attuned to their human’s fears.”

“Like Jennifer and Buttercup,” I broke in.

“Jennifer and Buttercup?” Miss Nancy asked.

“When Petreski and Perez were questioning Jennifer Katz, I could sense Buttercup getting agitated, but if you were just looking at Jennifer you would think she was calm. She was hiding her emotions from us, but she couldn’t hide them from her dog.”

Miss Nancy looked back up at the ceiling, and Don and I sipped our tea.

“So what do we know?” Miss Nancy raised her head and looked back and forth between us.

“Well...” I tried to follow her logic. “We know that somewhere nearby, there’s a lady with a little dog named Ruby. And this lady is, I don’t know, in danger? Or just upset?”

“She’s afraid.”

“Yes!” Miss Nancy turned to smile at Don. I stuck my tongue out at him, the show-off. “She’s afraid of someone or something.”

“But how does this help, though? I don’t know who she is, or where she is. And if I did, should I warn her? And about what? What would I say? ‘Excuse me, miss, but I had a bad dream about your dog. Were you by any chance crying in your bathtub the other night?’ She’d think I was insane, or a stalker, or a peeping Tom.”

“The message board.”

I turned to Don. “What about it?”

“I’ll post something on the neighborhood message board. I’ll just say I need to get in touch with the owner of Ruby, and see what kind of response I get. Maybe someone will know who she is.”

“That’s very practical, Don.” Miss Nancy beamed and patted his hand. I rolled my eyes. “Don’t roll your eyes, Jake. Don’s idea is a good one. If you can find this lady, maybe you can help her.”

She was right, of course. We finished our tea and got ready to take Miss Nancy to the market and the botanica. Don wanted to go to the bakery, too. I thought that was an excellent idea, because our storm supplies were woefully lacking in pastries.
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The Rains Move In
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“You have to call Petreski, you know,” Don told me as we climbed the stairs to my apartment.

“Why?” Not that I minded, but I figured I could call him when I wanted to, not when Don told me.

“You had a dream. He should probably know.”

“But nobody was killed.”

“As far as you know.”

“Morbid.”

“You said it yourself. The dreams seem to wind up with bad things happening.”

“Okay, fine.”

Don’s window unit wasn’t due to be replaced until the next day, so he was still camping out at my place. I stayed on the landing to make the call while Don went inside. The landing window was at the front of the building and I could see the live oak where Raymond lived. I leaned on the windowsill and looked for him in the branches while I called Petreski.

He picked up almost immediately. “Hello?”

“I had a dream.” So much for the pleasantries.

“Oh?” he asked, his voice dropping an octave. “Was I in it?”

“Not that kind of dream.”

“Oh. Oh. One of those dreams.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. It just shook me up a little. It’s been a while.”

“What about... what happened?”

I told him about the dream, about Ruby and the lady in the bathtub.

“But no one was hurt?” He asked when I had finished.

“Not as far as I could tell. But when I had these dreams before... it started before anyone was... you know...”

“Yeah. Okay. You know what I’m going to say next, though, right?”

“Yes. Stay out of it, be careful, all that stuff.”

“I mean it, Jake. If you have another dream, let me know, but don’t go looking for trouble.”

“I’ll try. But I think Don’s already online, doing his thing.”

“Oh, geez. Okay, but keep it online.”

“Okay.”

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I really am sorry about last night. How’s Friday for you?”

“It’s... Friday is fine. Is it okay with Perez?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I sighed. “I mean, I don’t think she likes me. Or at least, I don’t think she likes me dating you.”

“It’s not that. I’ll deal with Perez, okay? You think about what you want to do on Friday. I’ll pick you up at seven?”

“Okay. Oh – and I need to remember to talk to you about Don.”

“What about him?”

“It can wait, I just need to tell you so I’ll remember.”

“Um, okay. I’ll see you Friday. And stay out of trouble.”

❧

I was right. By the time I got inside, Don had already posted a message on the neighborhood site, trying to track down Ruby’s owner. With nothing else to go on, I turned my attention to studying. 

At long last, to my advisor’s delight (or was it relief?), I had declared a major: Psychology. Don asked if that was because I was crazy. Oh, he’s a laugh riot. But now I had some catch-up to do to get my major-specific prerequisites out of the way, and that meant summer classes.

“Where are you going?” I asked when I looked up to see Don putting on his bike helmet.

“Library. Got anything to go back?”

I shook my head. “You need to get a car, man.”

“Not in the budget. You know that.”

“Maybe my dad can hook you up with something old and cheap.”

“I’ll get a car when I can afford one. Or maybe a scooter. But car, insurance, gas? I can’t afford all that right now. I do okay with the bus, my bike, and Uber.”

I didn’t push it. My dad owned several car dealerships, and people were always trying to trade in old cars my dad had no use for. He’d be happy to help Don get into one of those cars, and he’d get it checked out to make sure it was safe and reliable, but Don had his pride and he wouldn’t want my dad going to the trouble. 

“Okay. Well, be careful out there.”

Don left, Bridger found a sunny spot to stretch out in, and I got back to my books.

❧

By the time Don got back from the library the sunny spot was gone, swallowed up by dark clouds that had moved in from the south. Don made it inside just as the first drops fell, and we sat on the sofa and watched as the rain started coming down in earnest. 

Bridger had disappeared under the bed at the first crack of thunder. The weather forecast wasn’t predicting flooding at this point, but I’d seen it turn before.

“Good thing we got supplies,” Don said.

“Yeah. We probably won’t need them, though.” I went to the kitchen to boil some water and rummaged in the bakery sack for a marranito.

“What are you doing in there?” 

“M’k’ng tea,” I mumbled around a mouthful of spice cookie.

“Are you into the pastries already?”

“Mno,” I lied.

“Geez, you’re like a little kid.” He came into the kitchen and looked inside the bag. “You’re gonna get fat, all the junk you eat.”

“I am not!” I looked down at my belly. “I’m not fat!”

“I didn’t say you are fat. I said you will get fat if you don’t stop eating so much junk.”

I looked back down at my belly, and tried to pinch my waist. No fat there. Don obviously didn’t know what he was talking about.

❧

That night I lay in bed listening to the rain on the roof. I wondered what Boo – Petreski – was doing. He wouldn’t come over in this weather. I wondered how Raymond was faring. I had no idea what squirrels did when it rained. Did Raymond have a safe place to weather a storm if it came to that?

I picked up my e-reader and thumbed through my library for something to read. One of my favorite authors had a new book out, and it looked like just the thing to take my mind off what was going on. The main character was involved with a merman – I guess that was the newest thing in paranormal romance. I wondered for a moment whether mer-people were a real thing. Petreski admitted he didn’t know for sure about werewolves, but he turned into a freaking Cat, so shifters did exist, no matter what Don said. I stuck my tongue out in the direction of the sofa, but Don was asleep and didn’t see.

I checked the weather app on my phone. Rain all night, but not heavy. The A/C guys were supposed to come in the morning, and I didn’t want anything to keep them from replacing our window units. Having Don sleeping on my sofa was seriously cramping my style – what little style I had.

I woke around midnight from a dream where I was being pursued by a merman. He was only after me, though, because he was a chubby-chaser and I had a nice layer of padding on me. I was relieved to discover I still had a 30-inch waist, and blamed Don for that horrible dream. 

When I drifted off again, Ruby was waiting for me. I was in the same house as before, in the kitchen, and could hear a woman’s voice. I followed the sound to an open bedroom door. I could feel my tail wagging as I approached the bed where my human sat, a phone pressed to her ear.

“No, I swear,” she said. She tucked her hair behind her ear, and I recognized her – the blonde in the short skirt and high heels from the other night.

“I haven’t told anyone, but if you’d just –” the person on the other end of the line must have cut her off.

“Please,” she whispered. “I don’t want anything from you, just –”

Her lip trembled and she wiped at her eyes with her free hand.

“No. I haven’t done anything. I don’t know what I want to do yet. Hello? Hello?”

She took the phone from her ear and looked at it. “Seriously? Asshole.” She threw the phone down on the bed and turned to look at me. “Looks like we’re on our own, Ruby.”
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Sheltering in Place
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“Then what?” Don asked as he poured water into the coffeemaker.

“I don’t know. I woke up.”

“And you’re sure you’ve seen her before?”

“Yeah – at the bar the other night. I remember her because when she came in her date reminded me of Petreski. Dark hair, and carried himself like a cop.”

“So, we know she’s blonde, has a dog named Ruby, and dates – or had a date with – a maybe-cop.”

“Not much to go on.”

I cracked the window to put some sunflower seeds out for Raymond. The rain had stopped for the time being, but there was more expected. I hoped the A/C guys came before it started again.

By the time Raymond showed up to eat his seeds, the coffee was ready and the A/C service van had rolled to a stop in front of the building.

“Thank God,” Don muttered.

“You can say that again.”

“Not that I don’t love you, man, you know that.”

“Yeah, I know. And it’s not that I mind you and Bridger staying here, but...”

“We just need to get back to normal.”

“Whatever the hell that is.” I went downstairs to let the A/C guys in.

❧

“No, Mom, we’re fine. I swear. It doesn’t look like it’s going to be that bad,” I told her when I called her that afternoon.

“You know we worry. I remember Ike... I’m just so glad you boys were here when that hit.”

“Yeah, but that was different.”

“Oh, your father wants me to ask you about the new A/C units.”

“The guys just left. They wound up replacing all the units upstairs, one down, and servicing the rest. Don’s back over at his place.” 

“Are they nice? They work okay?”

“They’re great.” I walked over to the window unit and fiddled with the vents. “A lot quieter, and they’ve even got heat strips. Tell Dad thanks for us, okay?”

“I will. You’re sure you don’t want to head over here for a couple of days?”

I thought about it for a few seconds. I wondered whether I’d still have dreams about Ruby if I was all the way in Austin. That was tempting, but it also felt like I’d be dodging a responsibility if I left Houston now.

“Nah, we’ll stay. Thanks, Mom. Try not to worry, okay?”

“I’ll do my best. Love you, sweetheart.”

“You too, Mom. Give my love to Dad.”

I ended the call and crossed to one of the front windows. The rain had started coming down again, and water was flowing down the sides of the street. It was moving fast, and I could see it spilling freely into the storm sewer at the corner, so I wasn’t worried yet. 

I still had my phone in my hand, so I texted Petreski. “Had another dream. Call when u can for details.”

“Will come over later tell me then ok?”

“OK”

❧

The rain had eased off into a drizzle by the time Boo showed up around eight, but he still looked like a drowned rat when I opened the door. His bright green eyes seemed larger than usual with his long black fur plastered to his skull. I stepped aside so he could trot past me.

“You’re dripping water everywhere!” I fussed, and he turned to glare at me before disappearing into the bathroom.

“I thought cats were supposed to be tidy!” I grumbled, looking at the trail of water on my hardwood floor.

“It’s a damn good thing you’re cute,” Petreski called out from the bathroom, right before a rag sailed through the air in my direction.

“You think I’m cute?” I asked, the wet floor forgotten for a moment.

There was no answer, so I glanced at the rag to make sure it was a cleaning rag and not a wash rag. It was, so I started wiping up the drops of water on the floor.

“Thank God I got that right.”

“Huh?” I looked up to see Petreski leaning against the bathroom doorframe, rubbing his hair with a towel. He had changed into a t-shirt and a pair of gym shorts he kept in my bathroom closet.

“The rag. I grabbed it from the right pile.”

“I am not OCD.”

He pushed off from the doorframe and leaned down to kiss me. “I didn’t say you were. And I like that you’re organized. And I really like that you never run out of beer?”

I rolled my eyes. “Get me one, too.”

I hung the rag on the side of the bathtub to dry, because mildewed rags are no joke, and followed my boyfriend into the tiny kitchen.

“Are you hungry?” I asked, taking the beer he handed me.

“Always.”

I was about to suggest ordering a pizza, but remembered what Don had said earlier about my eating habits. Of course Don was full of it, but it couldn’t hurt to mix things up a bit.

“I could, uh...” I tried to remember what was in the refrigerator, “I could make something.”

Petreski looked at me like I’d started speaking in tongues.

“What? I can cook.”

“I know, but you usually don’t.”

“Don said maybe I should be more careful about what I eat.” I rubbed a hand over my midsection and shrugged.

“You look fine. Don doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” 

“That’s what I said!”

“Order us a pizza, Slim, and while we wait you can tell me about your dream.”

❧

“So, what are your initial impressions?” Petreski asked when I’d finished describing my latest dream.

“My impressions? You’re the detective.”

“Yeah, but you were ‘there’. What struck you?”

I scratched at the label on my bottle while I thought about it. “She’s in some kind of trouble, and she feels like she’s got no one to help her.”

“Hmm.”

The downstairs door buzzed, and I got up, grabbing my wallet from the bookshelf on my way out. I felt sorry for the driver, having to go out in the rain, so I tipped him a little extra. It was worth it not to cook.

“Any brilliant insights while I was gone?” I asked, putting the box on the coffee table before heading into the kitchen for plates and beers.

“No.”

I sat down next to him, and reached over, rubbing at the spot between his eyebrows with my thumb. He leaned into my touch, just like a cat, and I smiled.

“What?” he asked.

“You get a little line between your eyebrows when you can’t figure something out.”

He smiled at that, and leaned in to kiss me.

“What was that for?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Because I wanted to. Isn’t that a good enough reason?”

“I suppose.” I disguised my grin by taking a drink of my beer.

“What about Don?” Petreski asked, opening the pizza box.

“He can take care of his own dinner. Besides, he’d just give me shit about ordering pizza again.”

“No. I mean why did you need to talk to me about Don?”

“Oh, that. Does Hastings still suck at his job?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Because I think Don would be a kick-ass analyst.”

“I agree, but he doesn’t have the training.”

“And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Is there anything the police department can do to help him? Like an on-the-job training program, or an entry-level position that would help him pay for the education? A student worker position? Anything like that?”

Petreski was quiet for a minute, pulling a slice of pizza onto his plate and licking the grease off his fingers. “I don’t know. I’ll see what I can find out, okay?”

“Yes! That would be great! Thank you!” I grabbed him in a bear hug and he laughed, balancing his plate.

“Okay, okay. But I can’t make any promises. There may not be anything. But if there is, I’ll find out.”

I released him and turned my attention to the pizza, but part of my mind was still going over the conversation Ruby – and I – had overheard.

“She has a secret. Or she knows something someone else doesn’t want her talking about. She’s in some kind of trouble.”

“Hmm?” Petreski grunted around a mouthful of pizza.

“The blonde lady. She said she hadn’t told anyone. So she knows something that someone else doesn’t want her telling, I guess?”

There was a flash of light outside, and the lights flickered in time to the thunderclap that followed.

“It’s getting worse,” Petreski said, glancing at the window. “What kind of secret, you have to wonder. Is she blackmailing someone – or is someone blackmailing her, maybe?”

“It sounded like she needed help, but not from whoever she was talking to. She said she wasn’t asking for anything. And then she told Ruby that they were on their own.”

“Pregnant? Or financial trouble? It’s all just speculation at this point.”

We were silent for a minute, eating and listening to the rain, which had started coming down in earnest. 

“It’s going to flood tonight.”

“Yeah. Class will probably be cancelled tomorrow.”

“How’s that going?”

“Fine,” I shrugged. “I’m just getting pre-reqs out of the way at this point. I’ll start getting into the good stuff when the fall semester starts.”

“The good stuff?”

“Abnormal psychology, that kind of thing.”

Petreski snorted and wiped his face with a paper towel.

“What’s so funny?”

“You should take paranormal psychology!” He started laughing, and then laughed harder when I just kept looking at him.

“Ha ha, very funny.” I took a drink of my beer. “I would, though, if they offered it. Maybe I’d learn something useful.”

He stopped laughing at that. “Sorry.”

“Why?”

“I shouldn’t laugh. It’s obviously bothering you.”

“No.” I shook my head. “No, it really isn’t. I just wish I understood it better.”

After a couple of minutes I got up and opened a window so I could see outside. There was a yellowish glow from a streetlamp across the street, and I could see water starting to build up along the curb.

“What do squirrels do when it rains?” 

“Squirrels? I don’t know. Are you worried about Raymond?”

“Yeah.”

I heard him get up from the sofa and felt his arms come around me from behind. He rested his chin on my shoulder and leaned his head against mine. “He’ll be okay. He knows what to do. Can you sense him?”

“He’s out there, I can tell.”

“Is he worried?”

I tried to relax, to sense Raymond’s chittering consciousness. He felt annoyed, but not frightened.

“He’s fine, I think.”

“Leave the window up a little if it makes you feel better.”

I nodded, and my back felt cold when he turned to go back to his pizza slice.

“You should stay tonight,” I said, flopping down next to him and reaching for my beer.

“Are you trying to seduce me, Mr. Hillebrand?” 

“No, I just don’t want you to drown, Boo.”

“Oh.” I could hear him pouting, I swear. 

“Well, maybe a little of both.”

“Good answer.”

He reached down, threading our fingers together, and we listened to the storm move in.
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The grass was wet and I didn’t want to walk on it. A raindrop landed on my nose and I shook my head, not liking the sensation.

“Come on, Ruby. Don’t be such a princess.”

I looked up and saw the blonde lady looking down at me, her face framed by an umbrella. I whined and she smiled.

“I know, sweetie. But if you’ll just do your business we can go back inside, okay?”

Ruby’s full bladder must have won out over her aversion to wet feet, and a few minutes later the blonde lady picked her up and I could see the scene from a new perspective. We were on a street without curbs, and there was a water-filled ditch next to the sidewalk. It looked like the area a little north and west of where I lived, where the houses and lots were smaller, and gentrification hadn’t made as many inroads.

The lady turned, and headed up a walkway to a wood frame house with a covered porch. She put Ruby down just inside the front door, telling her what a good girl she was, and I could feel Ruby’s pride in a job well done as she trotted to the kitchen.

I heard the water running – it sounded like the bathtub being filled. Ruby sniffed at her food dish. It looked like a fresh serving of canned food had been spooned into the bowl. Ruby took a few bites of the food before lapping up a big drink of water. There was a dog bed in the corner, and Ruby headed for it, yawned, and my view of Ruby’s world tilted to one side before she closed her eyes and we both slept.

❧

I wasn’t sure what time it was when I woke up the next morning – was it dark because it was early, or dark because of storm clouds? I leaned over so I could look through the blinds without getting out of bed. The street was quiet, and there were puddles in the low spots. The streetlight was still on. 

I checked my phone, decided six-thirty was a reasonable hour to be awake, and opened the weather app on my phone. There was flooding in the low-lying areas, and some of the bayous were over their banks. Morning classes were cancelled, which meant a free day for me. I got up to fix a pot of coffee and took a quick shower.

Refreshed, and with a hot cup of wake-up juice, I slipped back into bed and reached for my e-reader. I gave Petreski a nudge with my foot and he groaned, shifting away from me.

“Foot’s cold. Ass.”

“Mm. There’s coffee.”

“Ngh. What time is it?”

“Sevenish. I don’t have class today. What time do you have to be at work?”

“Ten.” He yawned and slid out of bed. “You said coffee, right?”

“Yep.” I slurped at the cup in my hand. “Hot and fresh. Get it while it lasts. Top up my cup and I’ll tell you about my dream.”

“Dream? I don’t remember you waking up last night.” He brought the pot over and poured more coffee into my cup.

“I didn’t. It was, I don’t know, different somehow.” I told him about the dream, about how it seemed normal, which was strange because I never dreamed about normal things.

Petreski didn’t have any brilliant insights, but he hadn’t even finished his first cup of coffee so I wasn’t really expecting much. He climbed back in bed a minute later, cup in hand, and looked over my shoulder. “What are you reading?”

“A book.”

“What kind of book?”

“Fiction.”

“You’re only this cagey when it’s paranormal romance. More werewolves?”

“No.”

He leaned in closer to the screen. “Finn’s Fins? What’s that about?”

“If you must know, apparently the new thing is mermaids. Or mermen, as the case may be.”

“Mermen. Okay. And before you ask – no, I’ve never met a merman. Or a mermaid.”

“I wasn’t going to ask. Sheesh.” I was totally going to ask.

“Okay, my bookworm,” he leaned over to kiss my cheek, “I have to get going. Don’t spend all day reading merman books.”

❧

I finished Finn’s Fins and decided to swear off merman books. I preferred my shifters with fur, both on and off the page. I mean, seriously... humans were mammals, and fish were, well, fish. How could someone be part mammal and part fish? How would that even work, biologically speaking? It was only ten-thirty – too early for deep thoughts or lunch, but I had skipped breakfast and my stomach was growling.

I got dressed and checked the weather again. The water levels were going down, no more rain was expected for at least a couple of days, and I had a kitchen full of food.

I went across the landing and knocked on Don’s door. “I can hear you moving around in there. You need to come help me eat some of this food we bought.”

“What?” Don opened his door and squinted at me. “It’s not even eleven. It’s too early for lunch.”

Bridger slipped by him and hopped across the hall and through my open door. “Hah! Got your cat! Groceries, dude. Peanut butter pancakes for brunch.”

“That sounds disgusting,” Don said, but followed me back across the hall.

I told Don about my dream while I fixed the pancakes. He didn’t have any ideas either, so we decided not to think about it for a while. 

I wouldn’t say the pancakes were disgusting, but I wouldn’t be saving that recipe. “Maybe if we had some bananas?”

“Probably not.” Don shook his head.

My phone rang, and Don took the plates to the kitchen to start cleaning up.

“Ooh! It’s Petreski!”

“Keep it clean while I’m here!” Don called from the kitchen. 

“I’m not allowed to talk dirty because Don’s here,” I said as I accepted the call.

“Um, good, because I’m at a crime scene.”

“Why would you call me from a crime scene?” I asked, although I had a pretty good idea why.

“I’m sorry, Jake, but I need you to come down here right away. Allen Parkway at Waugh.”

“What is it?”

“When the water went down in Buffalo Bayou this morning, someone found a body.”
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I parked as close as I could get to where Petreski told us to meet him, and we walked towards the scene, stopping when we reached the line of yellow tape. I texted Petreski to let him know we were there, and then we waited, trying not to look like rubbernecking ghouls. The smell of bat guano was strong in the heat and I already felt queasy, even without looking at a body. I felt Don’s elbow dig into my ribs and jumped. 

“What?”

He nodded towards the scene and I turned to see what had caught his attention.

Detective Perez was heading straight for us, her curls bouncing like angry little snakes and her Dr. Martens squeaking on the wet grass. Her scowl was even fiercer than usual, and I wondered what I had done now. But whatever had her in full-on Valkyrie mode, it wasn’t me, because she stormed right by us without a glance. We watched her climb into an unmarked car, and I winced when the door slammed. 

“Wow,” I said. “At least it wasn’t me this time.”

“She looked really upset,” Don said.

“She always looks like that.”

“No.” Don shook his head. “This was different.”

We both started when the tires of Perez’s car screamed as she sped off.

“Yeah. I think you’re right.”

I turned back towards the activity below, and saw Petreski climbing the hill, his face grim.

“What’s with Perez?” I asked him, when he was close enough.

“Later,” he answered, barely moving his lips. 

“So, is it... did you want me here because it’s...”

“Maybe. It could be an accident, a drowning. We don’t know yet, but until we do we have to treat it as a suspicious death. And between us, based on what you told me, I’m inclined to label it a homicide.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just looked over at Don, then back at Petreski, waiting for him to fill us in.

“The victim is Lana Forrester. Does the name ring a bell?”

I shook my head.

“No,” Don said.

“Her roommate has identified her.” Petreski gestured over his shoulder to where a young African-American woman was talking to a uniformed officer. She was crying, and looked like she was on her way to the gym or out for a run, in jogging shorts and a tank top, but what drew my attention was the Chihuahua she held in her arms.

“That dog...”

“It’s the victim’s dog, and her name is Ruby.”

“Shit,” Don whispered.

“Yeah,” Petreski and I responded in unison.

“But if you know all this already,” I asked, “why are we here?”

“Because if Lana Forrester is the woman you’ve been having the dreams about, I need to know for sure. And I need you to look around, see if you recognize anyone else, like the man you saw her with the other night.”

“Do I have to, you know, look at her?”

“Not in the flesh, no. I have a picture on my phone – just of her face. Are you okay with that?”

I nodded, and he gave my shoulder a quick squeeze – as much affection as I knew he would allow himself at a crime scene. “Thanks. Ready?”

I nodded again, and he held up his phone. The woman on the screen was definitely dead, and she was definitely the woman I had seen at the restaurant and in my dreams. Her face was pale and looked waxy, with dark shadows around her eyes and the color leeched from her lips, but it was her. I could feel the burn of tears at the corners of my eyes and blinked hard. Don put an arm around my shoulders and I leaned into him.

“Is it her?” Don asked.

“Yeah.”

“Okay. I hate to ask, but can you look around? See if you recognize anyone? The man from the restaurant – is he here?” 

I stepped away from Don and scanned the scene. The slope leading down to the water was dotted with uniformed officers and forensic techs. A couple of people were kneeling over Lana Forrester’s body, mostly blocking her from my view. Along the top of the slope, behind the yellow crime scene tape, a smattering of onlookers watched the activity. Beyond them I could see a van from one of the local news stations setting up.

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure? Look again, at everyone. I need you to be sure.”

There was an edge in his voice that got my attention. “What are you not telling me? What am I really looking for?”

“You think it’s someone inside the scene, don’t you?” Don asked.

Petreski didn’t answer, which was all the answer I needed. I looked again, focusing this time on the officers milling around. I think if he suspected one of the techs, Petreski would have pulled them already.

“That’s him!” I gasped, stopping myself from pointing at the last moment.

“Where?”

“In uniform, talking to the bald guy in the grey suit.”

“Shit.”

“You knew it was him, though, right?”

“Jake, I need you to go home now.”

“What? Why?”

“Jake, please. I’ll explain later, but this is a giant fuster-cluck and I need you out of it, okay?”

I sighed, annoyed at being shuffled off home, but I nodded. “Fine.”

As Don and I turned to go I took a last look at Ruby, trembling in the roommate’s arms. I looked up, but the young woman was looking at the dark-haired cop I’d seen with Lana. She turned suddenly, and our eyes met for a moment before I turned and followed Don back to the car.
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“Talk to me, Jake. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

I shrugged and slouched lower in the passenger seat. I hadn’t even tried to argue when Don took my car keys. He didn’t say anything else and we were home in a few minutes. 

About two minutes after I let myself into my apartment and threw myself down on the sofa, Don opened the door without knocking and plopped Bridger down in my lap on his way to the kitchen.

“Huh?” I started scratching the spots behind Bridger’s ears that I knew he liked. “Hey there, little man.”

“You looked like you could use a cat and a beer. That’s the cat, and this is the beer.”

I yelped when I felt a cold bottle against the back of my neck, but reached up to take the drink.

“Best. Friend. Ever,” I said, after taking a big swallow.

“Yeah. And that gets me peanut butter pancakes.”

I snorted and took another swallow. Bridger pulled himself up to rub his face on my chin and I stroked his belly. “He’s not getting very big yet.”

“Vet says he probably won’t get real big. He won’t be a bruiser like your Boo. He was probably the runt, and with the missing leg he probably couldn’t compete well with his littermates for food. But he’s healthy and happy now.”

“That’s what matters.”

“Yep.”

We didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Bridger squirmed around on my lap for a while before sprawling out on the sofa between Don and me and falling asleep.

“I wonder how Ruby’s doing.” I decided to start by focusing on the dog.

“Hmm. I’m wondering why you didn’t have more dreams last night.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, with Wilton you were there for all of it. Murphy couldn’t protect his owner, but he was there, and so were you.”

“Ruby must have slept through it.”

“Slept through what, though? The last thing you remember was going to sleep. It seems like if someone came into the house, or if Lana left, Ruby would have woken up.”

“Yeah. Little dogs are always yapping about something, right? I mean, if there was an intruder, Ruby would be sounding the alarm.”

“So why didn’t she?”

“Maybe she knew whoever came. Or if Lana left, she wasn’t worried so Ruby didn’t worry. And if Miss Nancy’s right, if Ruby wasn’t worried she might not be broadcasting.”

We weren’t getting anywhere, and I was feeling restless and frustrated. I went to the kitchen for some sunflower seeds. Don didn’t say anything when I opened a window and put the seeds on the sill for Raymond. “I haven’t seen Raymond since before the storm.”

“He’s fine. Squirrels know what to do. He probably has a nest somewhere dry.”

“I hope you’re right.” I tried to relax my mind and feel Raymond’s presence, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Ruby and Lana. “Don’t you need to go to work?”

“Nope. Traded with one of the guys who wants tomorrow off.”

“Petreski and I were supposed to have a date tonight. That’s probably not going to happen now.”

“Probably not.”

The downstairs door buzzed and I looked out to see Petreski on the front steps. I went downstairs to open the door and he followed me back up, neither of us speaking.

“Don’s here,” I said, as I opened the door. “We’re having beer, but I can make coffee if you want some?”

“No, not right now. We need to talk about the dreams, and Lana.”

“She was murdered, yeah?”

“M.E. says it looks like she drowned, but we won’t know for sure until after the autopsy. With the flooding last night it could easily be written off as an accident, but that would be too convenient for me, especially...”

“Especially what?”

“Sorry, I’ll get back to that. Right now I need to know every last detail of last night’s dream.”

I went over it again, then told him what Don and I had discussed before he got there.

“There’s another possibility.”

“What?”

Petreski took out his phone and thumbed through his contacts. “Hey. Yeah, it’s Petreski. The Forrester case. I need you to pick up the dog and have her tested for drugs. Yeah, I think she may have been knocked out. Call it a hunch. I’m not convinced this was an accident, and if that dog was drugged we need to test her before it’s all out of her system. Okay. Yeah, thanks.”

“Oh, that does make sense,” Don said when Petreski disconnected.

“I wonder...” I made my way into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee, just so I had something to do with my hands.

“What do you wonder?” Petreski leaned against the back of the sofa, his arms crossed.

“Why Lana? Why would someone kill her? Did it have something to do with the phone call I overheard? Or was it something else? If the dog was drugged, though, that means it was premeditated. And what about that guy at the scene today – the cop who was out with Lana the other night? Was he her boyfriend?”

“That’s... complicated. I believe they were involved, but he’s being cagey about it.”

“What did she do? Maybe she caught her boss skimming funds or having an affair with his secretary or something.”

“She worked at a gentleman’s club over off Richmond,” Petreski told us.

“How? Like, as a waitress?” Don asked.

“A performer.”

Don opened up my laptop and started tapping away at the keyboard, probably looking up her act.

“She was a dancer, then? What is it with cops and exotic dancers, anyway?” I asked. “It seems like cops are always dating exotic dancers. Or prostitutes.”

“I don’t date exotic dancers or prostitutes,” Petreski replied. “You watch too much TV.”

“I could be an exotic dancer,” I said, throwing my hands up and gyrating my hips, a come-hither pout on my face.

“Uh...” Don looked up from the computer and frowned.

Petreski shook his head. “Nope. I don’t think so.”

“Dude, you have no rhythm and you can’t dance. At all.” 

“Promise me you’ll never do that again.” Petreski looked stunned. “And don’t make that face, either.”

“Y’all are just jealous because you don’t have my killer moves,” I told them. But I stopped dancing and sat down because, honestly? I have no rhythm and I totally can’t dance.

“She was a mermaid!” 

“Say what?”

“A mermaid.” Don turned the computer around so we could see the screen.

“No way!” There on the screen was Lana, sitting in a giant martini glass, the lower half of her body encased in a sparkling fish tail costume. Her long blonde hair was supplemented with blue and green extensions that were arranged to cover her ample – and bare – breasts.

“What is it with mermaids all of a sudden?” Petreski grumbled.

Don turned the computer back around and started reading. “Says here that the club she works – worked – at has a water show. There’s a big glass tank in the club and they call it a mermaid aquarium.”

“Weird.”

“Dude, you’re the one who’s been reading mermaid porn,” said Don.

“It’s not porn!”

“Don’s right. You’ve been reading that mermaid stuff. Okay, okay, mermen, whatever. Anyway, you don’t get to say it’s weird.”

“I do, actually, because I’m the one who’s been reading it, and I’ve read enough to declare it weird based on an informed opinion.”

“Uck. I hate it when he does that.”

“Does what?” Petreski and I both asked.

“Makes his insanity sound reasonable with logic. You can’t argue with him when he does that.”

“I don’t do that! Do I do that?” I turned to Petreski.

“You do. You totally do that.”

I frowned.

“Don’t worry. I think it’s charming.”

“Can we get back on track?” Don interrupted us.

“Yeah. Like, what’s the deal with the cop boyfriend?”

Petreski shook his head. “Can you ask me anything else?”

“It seems to me that that’s the pertinent question right now.”

He sighed and went to the kitchen. He came back with a cup of coffee and looked down into it before answering. 

“He’s Perez’s ex.”

“Ex... you mean, the one who...?” I didn’t finish the question. Don didn’t know about Perez’s daughter who had died, or the man who had abandoned her, and it wasn’t my place to spill those beans.

“That explains why she was leaving the scene, then,” Don said.

Petreski nodded to answer my question. “Yeah. She can’t be on the case with the personal connection. She is, as you can imagine, pissed.”

“I thought he had left town.” Petreski had never said so, I just assumed it.

“He did. He was in San Antonio until a few months ago. He came back to Houston, but I didn’t know that until this morning. It got ugly.”

“Did Perez know?”

“Yes.” The look on Petreski’s face told me that particular question was not open for further discussion.

“And this guy...”

“Bobby Standing.”

“Standing. He was dating Lana?”

“They were involved. That’s all I’m going to say.”

“The roommate knew him. Or at least knew who he was. I think.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She was staring at him when we left. I saw her looking at him.”

“And you never saw or heard anything of the roommate in the dreams?”

“No. Maybe she works nights or something?”

“She’s a personal trainer with private clients. Works odd hours. No,” he held up a hand when I opened my mouth. “That’s all I’m saying. I need to get back to work.”

“Well, that’s nice, isn’t it?” I said after Petreski left.

“What?”

“He comes over and picks my psychic brain for the bits he wants and then leaves.”

“Well, yeah. He’s got a murderer to catch. Probably. And he told us plenty.”

“Like what?”

“We know Lana was dating – or whatever – Bobby Standing, who happens to be Perez’s ex. You don’t think Perez would... you know...”

“No way. You saw how angry she was. If she did – that – she’d have kept it together. And Petreski’s told me a little about this guy. From what I know of Perez, she’d be more likely to kill Standing.”

“Okay. We know the roommate is a personal trainer. We know Lana’s name and where she worked.”

“Yeah, we know all this... but what can we do with it?”
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Jake Considers His Physical Fitness
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Don was right – another cancelled date with Petreski. I couldn’t complain this time, though. I couldn’t blame it on Perez, either. Poor Lana, poor Ruby, poor everybody. Murder was a messy, disruptive, time-consuming business for those left behind.

Saturday afternoon I was in my apartment, studying and minding my own beeswax with my fourth cup of coffee (it’s supposed to prevent dementia, so don’t judge me). There was a quick knock and Don came in right away.

“What?” I was used to Don barging in – he was more like a roommate, or an annoying brother, than a neighbor.

“I got a reply!” He sat down next to me on the sofa, putting his laptop on the coffee table where we could both see it.

“A reply to what?”

“That message I posted, about looking for Ruby’s owner.”

“Well, someone was bound to know her.”

“Yeah, but this is a private message from her roommate.”

“Ooh. That is interesting.”

Don opened the message and read: “I think you might be looking for Lana Forrester. I’m her roommate. Unfortunately, Lana passed away yesterday. If your message has something to do with Ruby, I am taking care of her now. Can I help? Her name is Dani Jarvis.”

“Gosh. That’s, like... what should we do? We should tell Petreski, right?”

“We should,” Don agreed.

“But, he’ll just tell us to ignore it, don’t you think?”

“He would.”

I sighed.

“But I don’t think we should.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised. Don was always the one telling me to rein it in. 

“Yeah. And I think I know just what to say.”

I looked over his shoulder as he typed.

“I’m really sorry about your roommate. I was talking to her one day when she was out with Ruby, and I remembered her dog’s name, but not hers. The reason I was trying to reach her was because she had mentioned that her roommate was a personal trainer. Is that you?”

“Oh, that’s good.” I bumped my shoulder against his. 

While we waited for Dani to respond, we looked at her profile and then Don looked her up online. She had a website where she blogged about nutrition and fitness, and you could contact her about training services. Pretty straightforward stuff. I recognized her in the pictures on the website. She was fit, and her biceps were impressive.

“I bet she’d be strong enough to do it.” Don said.

“Do what?”

“Drown her roommate in the bathtub.”

“Oh, geez. I guess. But would she drug the dog, though? I mean, she lived there; Ruby knows her and would be unlikely to raise an alarm.”

“She’d have the means and the opportunity, I’d say. But motive?”

“Who knows? But killing your roommate... seems kind of obvious.”

Don’s computer dinged, and he checked his email. “It’s her.”

“Yes. I’m a personal trainer. If you go to my website you can find out more, and fill out the questionnaire about your current fitness, goals, etc. Once I review it I’ll call and we can set a time/place to meet and discuss in more detail. Thank you for your interest!” At the bottom of the message was a link to the site we had just been looking at.

“Wow,” I said, “right down to business, huh?”

“She’s probably got bills to pay, and no roommate to share the rent now. Depending on their arrangement, she might need to find a new place to stay. You never know.”

“Yeah, you’re right. And we don’t know how close they were, although she was crying at the crime scene.”

Don went back to the website and clicked the link to open the questionnaire.

“Are you going to make an appointment to see her?” I asked.

“Kind of.”

“Huh?”

“I’m going to make an appointment for you to see her.”

“Me? Why me?” I hadn’t forgotten his comment about my weight, and wondered whether he had an ulterior motive.

“Because I can’t afford a personal trainer, and you’re the one who wants to talk to her.”

“Oh. Okay, then.”

We filled out the questionnaire together, guessing at my weight since neither of us had a scale. Since I spent most of my time either studying, reading, or binge watching TV shows, I had to describe my lifestyle as sedentary. I have to confess that describing yourself as sedentary when you’re only twenty-six years old just feels wrong.

“Additional comments...” Don’s fingers hovered over the keyboard for a moment before he started typing. “I am completing this form for my friend, Jake, who is in denial about his physical fitness.”

“What the hell, dude? Denial?”

“Pizza and beer are staples in his diet.”

“I haven’t heard you complain about the beer supply!”

“I am concerned that he will start putting on weight as he gets older if he doesn’t start paying more attention to what he eats.”

“I can’t believe you said all that!”

Don hit “send” and I made a kind of gurgling sound. Ulterior motive – I should have known.

“I think I hear Bridger crying,” I said.

“No you don’t. You just want me to leave so you can pout.”

“Do not.”

Don patted my knee and stood, closing his laptop. “Okay. Let me know when she calls. I need to go get ready for work.”

I went back to my studying, and had almost forgotten about Dani Jarvis, Personal Trainer, when my phone rang.

“Hello?” I answered. I probably sounded nervous and wary.

“Hello, I’m trying to reach Jake Hillebrand?”

“This is –” I cleared my throat and lowered my voice. “This is he.” 

“Hi. This is Dani Jarvis, the personal trainer? You – or I guess a friend of yours – filled out the questionnaire on my website. Are you interested in meeting for an initial consultation?”

“Oh... um... yes? I’m not sure what that, uh, entails, though.”

“Just a chance for us to meet, discuss your goals, see if I, and my services, would be the right fit for you, that kind of thing.”

“Oh, sure. Yeah, that sounds good. My schedule is pretty flexible.”

We chatted for a few minutes, setting a time and place to meet the next day. Don had already left for work, so I texted him to let him know I had spoken with her, and then I looked around my apartment trying to decide what to do next.

There’s only so much studying you can do before your brain collapses, and I’d reached my max. Don was at work, Petreski was probably working, and I was feeling restless. I grabbed my e-reader and headed over to Ground Up. Chances were I’d bump into someone I knew.

Harry, the owner, wasn’t working, but he usually worked mornings anyway. We’d gotten to know each other a bit over the last few months, and he was cool with Don bringing Bridger into the shop as long as he stayed in his sling.

I got a beer and a sandwich and settled into a corner of one of the sofas to read. Sure enough, I only got through a few pages before someone sat down next to me.

“Jennifer. Hi.”

“Hey Jake. Mind if I join you?”

“No, I could use the company.”

“No hot date?” 

“No. He’s working again.”

“Is it hard? Dating a cop?”

I thought about it for a minute. “I don’t think so, really. I think I’d worry more if he was in uniform. But it makes his schedule unpredictable because when he’s got a case he has to work long hours.”

Jennifer nodded and poured some tea into her cup.

“What about you?” I asked.

She shrugged, just one shoulder, and smiled. “Not sure I’m ready to date just yet. I’m enjoying being on my own and doing my own thing.”

“Yeah, I can see how you’d feel that way.” 

We didn’t say anything for a minute, but it didn’t feel awkward.

“Tell me about the yoga teaching,” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. Do you really want to hear about it?”

I nodded and took a bite of my sandwich. I listened while she told me about immersing herself in her yoga practice after her husband’s death, and how being a teacher had always been a dream of hers. I was glad that she was going for it now that she had the chance.

“You should give it a try,” she said.

“Uhh...” I looked down, at the sandwich in one hand, beer in the other. “I don’t know. I’m not very flexible.”

“It’s not about being flexible. You might get flexible if you do it, though. And it’s good for your back, and your balance. You’re still a full-time student, right?”

I nodded.

“So you probably spend a lot of time hunched over a book or computer. The exercise would help offset that. You don’t want to get a hunchback, do you?”

Hunchback? First Don warning me about getting fat, and now Jennifer Katz talking about a hunchback. “Have you been talking to Don?”

“No. Why?” 

“Nothing. I don’t know – about the yoga – I’ll think about it. I’m supposed to be meeting a personal trainer tomorrow.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

Why? I wondered. Why was that good? “Do you... do you think I’m putting on weight?” I asked.

She cocked her head to one side, looking me over. “No, you look fine to me. But the closer you get to thirty, the more you want to watch out.”

I took another bite of my sandwich, but I didn’t enjoy it.

“So who are you meeting?”

“Huh?”

“The personal trainer? I know a few.”

“Oh. Dani Jarvis. Do you know her?”

“Yeah. I know Dani. She sends some of her clients to the studio where I’m teaching now. She’s tough. She will kick your ass.”

“Really?” I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that.

“In a good way. And when she’s finished with you, come on over and I’ll help you stretch out.”

“I’ll see...”

Jennifer laughed. “You really don’t like the idea of exercise, do you?”

“I walk a lot, doesn’t that count?”

“Well, sure, it helps. But you should work on keeping your core strong and your muscles toned. Get in shape young, and stay in shape, and you’ll avoid a lot of misery when you’re older.”

“I suppose. I’ve agreed to talk to Dani, anyway.”

I reminded myself that my real reason for meeting Dani was to fish for information about Lana, but now I was starting to think Don might be right. I took a drink of my beer, savoring its hoppy bite and wondering whether Dani was going to make me stop drinking. That might be a deal-breaker. 
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What’s that Smell?
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“Why is she here, again?” I looked down at the curly-haired calico Rex sitting in the doorway of my apartment. She looked back at me, her golden eyes steady and unblinking. Perez didn’t like me any better in Cat form than she did as a human. Maybe even less.

Petreski came out of the bathroom, human and dressed in shorts and a tank top. “What?”

“Why is she here? Isn’t she supposed to be avoiding you or something? Because of the case?”

Perez growled, low in her throat, and Petreski shot her a warning glance.

“She needed to get out. I thought maybe she could visit Bridger.”

“Bridger?”

“She likes him. Asks about him all the time. Think it would be okay?”

“I don’t see why not.” I shrugged and stepped around Perez, who followed me across the landing. I knocked on Don’s door and waited.

“Hey, what’s up?” he asked when he opened the door. I saw Bridger’s head appear over the arm of the sofa.

“I’ve got a kind of weird favor to ask.”

“Yeah? The day you ask for a favor that’s not weird will be weird.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, but seriously.”

I heard Bridger make a trilling noise, and then he was hopping across the floor towards Perez.

“Hey, who’s this?” Don asked, looking down.

“She’s... a friend of Boo’s. I was wondering if she could hang out with Bridger for a while.”

“Um... she’s what now?”

“I told you it was weird. But if you’d just humor me, okay? Please?”

Don scratched his head and looked back and forth between Perez and me. “I guess, okay.”

“Be nice,” I said, looking down at Perez. She hissed at me and Don laughed. 

“What’s her name?”

“Oh. I don’t know. She looks like a Snookum-Doodles to me, don’t you think?” She hissed again, but stopped when Bridger butted his head up against her. She licked a swipe across the top of his head and looked up at Don.

“Hell no. Come on in, Princess, and I’ll tell you embarrassing stories about Jake, because he’s a meanie. Yes he is.”

Perez and Bridger trotted into Don’s apartment and he stuck his tongue out at me before he closed the door.

“What? No! No stories! Don? Do you hear me? No stories!”

I realized I was wasting my breath and went back to my own apartment, where Petreski greeted me with a beer and a kiss. He obviously knew he was in hot water and was trying to suck up to me. It was almost working.

“Don’s going to tell her horrible things about me,” I grumbled.

“Will they be true?”

I shrugged.

“Jake?”

“Some of them, maybe.”

Petreski laughed.

“It’s not funny. Have you told Perez about the dreams?”

That sobered him up. “Crap. No. Do you think Don would mention that?”

“No way of knowing. He talks to Bridger all the time, and he thinks she’s just a regular cat, so there’s no telling what he’ll say. I can hear him now. ‘Oh, Princess, you have such pretty fur, you’ll never believe what that mean Jake dreams about! He dreams about murders! Yes he does! He does! What do you think about that, pretty kitty?’” 

“That’s a horrible Don impression.”

“You should hear his Jake.”

“Princess?”

“That’s what he called her.”

“Oh well. You know she’s Cat, so I guess it’s not the end of the world if she finds out you’re... you know.”

“Whatever the hell I am?”

He put an arm around my shoulders. “Whatever you are, it’s pretty amazing. I’d probably never have met you if you weren’t whatever you are.”

He was still trying to butter me up, and I decided I’d let him.

“I just don’t want her to hate me any more than she already does.”

“She doesn’t hate you.”

“Wait. Wait a second. You said she knew he was in town – Standing.”

Petreski sighed.

“Well, could that have something to do with it? She’s pissed off and I’m a convenient target?”

“Now that you mention it, I could see that happening.”

“But?”

He sighed again.

“Oh, good grief. Enough with the sighing. Whatever is up with Perez is affecting her attitude towards me, and sooner or later it’s going to affect us. You and me. And I’ve gotten used to having you around, Boo. If there’s anything I can do to fix whatever’s going on, I think I should know.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Why?”

“It’s the way you smell.”

“What?! The way I smell? I don’t smell bad. You said you like the way I smell.” The way I smelled? I couldn’t do anything about that, could I? Change my diet? Oh, geez, not that again.

“I do like the way you smell. But I’m not Perez. And it’s not that you stink... it’s that she thinks there’s something... odd about your scent.”

“Odd?”

“It rubs her the wrong way.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever rubbed anyone the wrong way before.”

“This really bothers you, huh? You’re used to being liked.”

“Well, Josh Katz didn’t like me. I accepted that.”

“Josh Katz was a murderer. I don’t think he counts.”

“True. But I’m friendly and approachable. Everyone says so. I’ve never met a dog – or a regular cat – who didn’t want to be my friend. So yeah, it bothers me. I don’t think it would if she was some random stranger, but she’s your partner and your friend. It’s important to me that we get along, at least.”

❧

Boo was gone the next morning when I was awoken – awakened? woken up? – whatever – by someone leaning on the downstairs buzzer. I raised the open window far enough to stick my head out and saw Perez on the doorstep, getting ready to hit the button again.

“I’m coming!” I called down to her, and turned to pull on a t-shirt and shorts. I checked the clock – seven-thirty. She must have stopped by on her way to work.

I shot a glare at Don’s door as I passed by. He must have blabbed, and it’s not like I could say anything to him because he didn’t know that “Princess” was actually Perez. I braced myself, and opened the door.

“Good mor –”

“You’re a psychic.” It wasn’t a question – it was an accusation.

“Yeah.” No point in lying about it.

“Can you read my mind?”

“No.”

She was right up in my face, so close I could see the golden flecks in her brown eyes. They reminded me of her eyes when she was in Cat form.

“Where did you go just now?” 

“Huh?”

“Your mind was drifting, I could tell. What is it with you, anyways?”

“Maybe you’re the psychic?”

She inhaled, a sharp sound, and started to bristle.

“Can you tell what I’m thinking? Feeling?”

“No. I told you. It doesn’t work like that. You can ask Petreski.”

She took a step back. And then another. “I will.”

“I –”

She held up her hand, and I shut my mouth. “I knew there was something off about you. I knew there was something Petreski wasn’t telling me.” She sounded hurt as much as angry.

“I don’t run around telling people what I am, any more than you do.”

She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, then nodded once before turning on her heel and striding down the walk towards her car. I turned to go back inside, thinking about what she had said. Was there some kind of body chemistry difference about me because of my abilities? And why did Perez pick up on it, but not Petreski?

Don blabbed, I texted to Petreski. I didn’t add “I told you so,” but I thought it real hard. 
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Jake Meets a Girl
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Dani was on the patio of Ground Up, frowning at something on a laptop screen. Ruby was sitting on the ground at her feet, leaning against Dani’s leg and watching a floppy-eared King Charles spaniel puppy chew on a rawhide bone. Ruby started wagging her tail as I approached, and Dani looked up.

“Uh, Dani Jarvis?”

“Yes.” She stood and held out her hand. “Jake Hillebrand?”

“That’s right.” She had a firm handshake and I was reminded that whoever killed Lana would have to be strong.

“You look...” she cocked her head to one side. “Have we met before?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Ruby had come over to sniff my feet and ankles when I sat, and I leaned over so she could sniff my hand. 

“She likes you.”

“Dogs usually do. I’m kind of an animal magnet, I guess.”

The spaniel puppy had inched his way over, but his leash was too short for him to reach me.

Dani snapped her fingers. “I just remembered! You were there!”

“Huh? Where?”

“The park. The other morning when... Lana... you know when I mean, right?”

I couldn’t deny it. “Yeah. I remember seeing you there now.”

“But why were you there?”

I couldn’t tell the whole truth, not by a long shot, and especially not if I wanted her to tell me anything about Lana or Standing. “It’s kind of a weird coincidence. My boyfriend – Detective Petreski – is in charge of the case.”

“The good-looking one in the nice suit? The tall one?”

“That would be him. I was there for something else.” I really hoped she didn’t ask many more questions because I wasn’t sure how much longer I could bluff through this.

She looked at me, and I could tell she was sizing me up. “That is a weird coincidence,” was all she said.

“Well... I think maybe my friend’s post on the neighborhood site, looking for Lana so he could find you? I think maybe that raised a red flag – someone looking for her, I mean.”

“Mm... Maybe.”

“I’m... I am really sorry about your friend.”

“Thanks.”

“I wasn’t sure if you’d want to do this so soon. I mean, if you’d rather wait and do this another day...”

“Oh, no.” She narrowed her eyes and looked me up and down. “I see what you’re trying to do.”

“Um... you do?”

“You’re trying to get out of this because you don’t want to get in shape.”

“I... uh, yeah. I am. Sorry.” I was only mostly lying.

She shook her head. “I’ve cracked tougher nuts than you.”

Why did she have to make it sound so painful? I didn’t like the idea of my nuts getting cracked.

“Would you like to see my references? Or talk to any of my other clients?”

“Oh, I have a friend who’s familiar with your work. If she says you’re okay, that’s good enough for me.”

“Oh. Do you mind if I ask who?”

“Jennifer Katz.”

She looked at me again, and then her eyes got big. “Oh... You’re that Jake, aren’t you?”

“Um, which Jake?”

“The one who was there when her – uck – when Josh tried to kill her?”

“Oh. Yeah.” I’d be glad when people started forgetting about that. I felt a weight on my feet and looked down to see Ruby settling in. She huffed out a sigh and tilted her head up to look at me. 

“Okay. I can see you’re not comfortable talking about it. That’s cool.”

“Thanks. It still feels like it happened to someone else, you know?”

She nodded. “I get it. So let’s talk about your fitness goals. What made you decide to meet with a personal trainer?”

“It was Don’s idea, really. He’s my friend who filled out the questionnaire. But he said something the other day about me getting fat if I wasn’t careful. Jennifer said I should get in shape now and stay in shape so I’ll stay healthy, or something like that. Petreski says I look fine, but he would say that no matter what, I think.”

“But what do you think?”

“I don’t know. I had a dream the other night that I was fat, but I think that was because Don was giving me a hard time about eating cookies. I really don’t want to get fat, but I’m not very good at saying no to sweets, or beer, or cheese. Oh, and nuts and hot dogs. Pie... I really like pie.” I thought about Dean on Supernatural and sighed. He ate pie and burgers all the time and didn’t get fat, but that wasn’t real life, and even if it was, chasing demons and killing monsters probably burned a lot of calories.

“Would you say you’re a creature of habit?”

“Oh, yeah. I guess I am. I like to have a routine, even though it’s constantly getting disrupted.”

“And that stresses you out?”

“A bit.”

“Would you say you eat more when you get stressed?”

“Oh. That’s a good question. I never thought about it. Maybe?”

“One thing I recommend to all my clients, no matter what, is finding a way to reduce stress. These days, everyone’s got it. Job, family, school, information overload. Relationships, money. Everyone’s different, but it’s there. And stress disrupts your sleep, affects your hormones, and can cause you to overeat or drink too much.”

“I’ve been trying meditation.”

“That’s an excellent idea. Yoga can also be good for stress, you know.”

“I had a feeling you were going to say that.”

We chatted a while longer. I didn’t bring up Lana or Bobby Standing, figuring that since she had recognized me from the crime scene she might think I was digging for information. Well, to be fair, I wanted to. She took a lot of notes, and I went ahead and signed up for a one month trial. She was going to write up some dietary guidelines for me.

“Not a diet,” she said. “You’re lucky – you’re not overweight. We just want to get you on an eating plan that will work with the exercise program we’ll come up with.”

She promised I’d still be able to drink beer if I wanted, but I’d have to be ready to make other sacrifices instead. I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. We’d be meeting again in a couple of days so she could assess my fitness level and measure my body fat percentage. 

Our business wrapped up, we said our good-byes and I eased my feet out from under Ruby. I took my empty coffee cup inside and left it in the dish bin, waving to Harry as I left the shop and started walking home.
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All-You-Can-Eat Shrimp
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“I think we should go to that gentleman’s club.”

“Say what?” Don looked up from the library book he was reading.

“The club where Lana worked? We should check it out. Maybe we’ll learn something.”

“I don’t think so.” Don started reading again.

I flopped down on the other end of his sofa and waited for Bridger to come investigate me. He always did.

“I’ll buy you a lap dance.”

“That sounds awful. No, thanks.”

“Well, I can’t go by myself. Petreski would kill me.”

“If I go with you he’ll kill both of us.”

“You didn’t have any problem with setting me up to meet Dani. What’s with the scruples all of a sudden?”

“Scruples?”

“Yeah, scruples. Like, worrying about –”

“I know what it means, Jake. It just sounds weird when you say it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Just... there’s a big difference between meeting a legitimate personal trainer in a public place in the middle of the day and hanging around a dark club watching women take their clothes off.”

“Well, I admit it doesn’t sound very appealing. But then, I’m not interested in women taking their clothes off in general.”

“I’m just saying, a lot of times there’s illegal activity going on in places like that – drugs, sex work, that kind of stuff. I just don’t think we should be getting anywhere near the whole scene.”

“Hmm... All the more reason to check it out. What if Lana found out something? Or was involved in something that got her killed?”

“Do you ever listen to yourself? That’s all the more reason to stay away. If there’s anything going on there, or she was involved in anything, the police will find out. Let the professionals deal with it.”

I pulled out my phone and opened the web browser.

“What are you doing now?” Don asked.

“What was the name of that club, again?”

“Not telling. You can find it on your own.”

“’Kay.”

I started a search, and with all we knew it wasn’t difficult to find.

“Slippery When Wet?”

“They have a theme.”

“Ew. I guess. They’re open now. Ooh, they have a lunch buffet!”

“No.”

“All-you-can-eat shrimp!”

“No.”

“But –”

“What would your trainer say?”

“She’s not really my trainer, and it’s lunchtime. I’m going to go get some shrimp and check out the big aquarium. Aren’t you curious about the aquarium? Oh...”

“What? Oh what?”

“If she was performing as a mermaid, she was probably a pretty good swimmer, right? So to drown...”

“Maybe, yeah. It does point towards murder rather than an accident, but we had already figured that.”

“Yeah, but what if she was drowned at work? In the tank?”

“Well, it’s possible in theory, I guess. But without seeing the tank set-up we don’t know if it’s possible in practice. And then to drive her all the way back across town... it doesn’t make sense.”

“Exactly! Now I’m definitely going. You can drive if you want.”

“Aw, crap. Fine. But no lap dances.”

❧

Slippery When Wet looked better than I expected when we pulled into the parking lot. Well maintained, lush landscaping, and discreet signage. We bypassed the valet and self-parked near the back. My dented Subaru stuck out in the lot filled with BMWs, Audis, and assorted luxury autos. I even saw a Bentley. As we approached the door I stopped to admire a Tesla. Don grabbed me by the elbow and tugged.

“You’d trash it the first month. Do you have any idea how expensive it would be to fix?”

“It’s so pretty, though. I’m just looking.”

“You’ll dent it with your eyeballs. Stop looking at the fancy car and let’s get this over with.”

I sighed and let Don drag me to the entrance. I paid the cover charge, which included the lunch buffet, and we were in. I was expecting it to be dark and seedy, but it was well lit and on the posh side. We were younger than most of the crowd, and definitely not as well dressed. No one said anything, though – that’s customer service right there.

The tables were on tiered levels leading down to the central aquarium, which was empty of mermaids at the moment. I wondered if that was because of Lana, or if they didn’t do the mermaid shows during the day. It looked more like a fancy seafood restaurant than a gentlemen’s club, except that the clientele were all men, and the waitstaff were all scantily-clad young women.

The buffet was over to one side, and I could make out a pile of peel-and-eat shrimp glowing pink under the lights. I kept one eye on the buffet table as we took our seats and waited for someone to take our drink order.

“They’ll bring out more if it runs out, you know.”

“I know, but it’s just so... so... I can’t seem to stop looking at it.”

“Remember you’re meeting with Dani in a couple of days.”

“Shrimp is, like, healthy, right? It’s paleo – she’ll probably want me to eat paleo, don’t you think?”

“You know that would mean no pizza, right?”

That got my attention.

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Paleo would mean no bread or cheese, so no pizza.”

“That’s so not happening.”

“That’s between you and Dani.”

The waitress – who introduced herself as Gloria – arrived at that point, and I ordered an iced tea.

“Long Island Iced Tea?” she asked.

“No. Just a regular iced tea.”

“There’s a two-drink minimum, sweetie.” She smiled and winked. “I can bring you a regular iced tea, but I’ll have to charge you for a beer.”

“I might as well have a beer, then.”

“I’ll have a gin and tonic,” Don told her. “Since he’s paying.”

“You’re driving back, don’t forget,” I told Don as we made our way to the buffet.

“We’ll figure it out. And just because you ordered a beer doesn’t mean you have to drink it.”

“You take that back. What a hideous thing to say!”

Don shrugged. I thought about my waistline and decided the only solution was to soak up the beer with a pile of shrimp and – ooh – hush puppies!

I had just started on my plateful of shrimp when Gloria returned with our drinks.

“What’s up with the aquarium?” I asked her. “Are there only mermaids in the evening?”

“Oh, well...” she turned her head to look at the tank. “The shows are on hold for now. But,” she turned back to me and tilted her head to one side, “if you don’t mind me saying so, you don’t seem like the kind of guy who’d be interested in mermaids.”

“I’m here for moral support,” I answered with a wink and nodded towards Don. I didn’t look at him because I knew he’d be giving me the stink-eye at this point. “My friend has a thing for mermaids,” I continued, throwing caution to the wind. “And I am interested in all-you-can-eat shrimp.”

“Ahh... got it. Well, Mike – Mr. Miletti – wants to keep it more low-key during the day. Attract the business crowd, that kind of thing.”

“So, no mermaids?”

She leaned down, and the view was impressive. “Just between us, the star – Lana – died during the flooding the other day.”

“No! How terrible!”

“And now Mike has to find someone to take her place. So, until that happens, there won’t be as many shows, and only in the evenings because we’re short-handed.”

“What about you?” 

“What about me?”

“Are you going to try out, or audition, or whatever? To be a mermaid? I mean, you’re pretty enough.”

“Oh, that’s sweet.” She patted my hand. “But no, you have to be a really good swimmer, be comfortable in the water, and I’m not at that level. Like, Lana was a competitive swimmer in high school. She won all kinds of medals and even got offered a college scholarship for swimming!”

“It sounds like you were friends. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Oh, thanks sweetie, but we were... I wouldn’t say we were friends, but we knew each other. I’d better get back to work. I’ll be back to check on you in a bit, okay?”

I nodded and turned to face Don’s death-glare.

“Since when do I have a thing for mermaids?”

“Since I needed to explain why I’m at a gentlemen’s club in the middle of the day.”

Don took a big gulp of his drink and sat it back down, never taking his eyes off my face. “I’m going to drink your drinks, too, and then you’re driving home.”

“Fair enough.”

I was just sitting down with my second pile of shrimp when my attention was caught by movement at the entrance. Petreski and the bald detective I’d seen at the crime scene were standing at the desk, talking to the hostess. I saw Petreski sniff the air, and then turn to look straight at me.

“Shit.”

“What?”

“Petreski’s here.”

“We are so dead, and it’s all your fault.”

My phone vibrated in my pocket and I pulled it out.

“WTF???” read the text.

“All u can eat shrimp!!!” I texted back.

I got no response and knew there’d be hell to pay later.

“Just ignore him,” I told Don. “Pretend we don’t know him unless he comes over here.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want anyone here to know we know the cops, and maybe Petreski doesn’t want them to know either.”

“Fine. But I want it made clear that this was all your idea and I did not want to come.”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine.”

Gloria returned a few minutes later with our second round of drinks. Her hand shook a little when she sat my beer on the table, but she didn’t spill any. She was a pro. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“Oh, sure. It’s just...”

I didn’t say anything, but I put on my best worried face. As usual, it worked like a charm. She glanced over at the tank, where I could see Petreski and Baldy (I really needed to learn his name) talking to a slim, dark-haired man in a black suit and burgundy shirt. 

“See those two men, the tall one and the bald one? They’re cops!”

I kept quiet and tried to look surprised.

“It seems Lana’s death was... she was... murdered!”

“No!”

She nodded, her eyes round. We turned to look at the tank. Baldy was handing the other man a piece of paper. He looked it over, then pointed over his shoulder. Petreski nodded, and walked in that direction. 

“Must be a warrant,” Don said.

A few moments later, we saw Petreski appear above and on the far side of the tank. We watched as he took a vial from a jacket pocket and fill it with water from the tank. I glanced over at Don, and our eyes met. If they were taking a water sample, then there must have been something other than bayou water in Lana’s lungs.

❧

Not one to be deterred by grouchy friends or disapproving boyfriends, I managed to polish off another plate of shrimp and a bowl of peach cobbler with ice cream. If it weren’t for the two drink minimum I could eat there all the time.

By this point Don wasn’t making much conversation, just giving me dirty looks and drinking my beer after polishing off his second gin and tonic.

“Dude, you are going to regret that later,” I told him.

“Regrets? I’m not the one eating strip buffet shrimp. You can tell me about regrets.”

“I will have no regrets. I may even come back.”

“How are you gentlemen doing this afternoon? Everything alright here?”

I looked up to see the owner – Miletti – standing next to our table. I had seen him earlier, after Petreski and Baldy had left, making the rounds.

“Oh!” I said. “The buffet is great! We were sorry to miss out on a show, though.” I nodded toward the empty aquarium. Don grunted and took another swallow of my beer.

“Ah, well, I’m afraid shows will be limited for a while.”

“Oh, of course. The server told us you lost your star – I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. Yes, she was the star, but we have other lovely mermaids in our cast, and shows should be back on again by this Friday evening. I hope you’ll be able to join us in the future?”

“Oh, I hope so. Thanks”

He nodded to both of us and moved on to the next table.

“He seems nice,” I said, scraping the bottom of the cobbler bowl with my spoon.

Don rolled his eyes and polished off my beer.
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The Benefits of Meditation
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“So was it worth it?” Don asked as I merged onto the highway to go home.

“Huh?” I was preoccupied, trying not to merge into a monster pick-up truck.

“The club. Was it worth it? Petreski saw us, and was it worth it just to confirm that she was murdered somewhere other than the bayou? We pretty much knew that already, didn’t we?”

“Well, aside from a plateful of surprisingly good shrimp, we learned more than that.”

“What? What that’s useful?”

“Lana was a good swimmer. Probably a great swimmer, if she got a scholarship for it. And if that’s the case, why was she working there? Why wasn’t she in school, or training for the Olympics or something like that?”

“Maybe something happened to the scholarship, or it didn’t cover everything and she had to make up the difference.” Don would know all about that, so I couldn’t argue.

“Yeah, maybe. And there was something weird about the waitress and the owner.”

“Weird how?”

“Sometimes she called him Mike, sometimes she called him Mr. Miletti, and she was totally freaked out by the cops.”

“You think she had something to do with it?”

I shrugged. “Probably not, but you can never tell. What did you make of Miletti?”

“Smooth.”

“Yeah. And he was out mingling and chatting right after the cops left, like he didn’t have a care in the world.”

“Maybe he doesn’t. Also, it’s his job, his business. He’s got to make sure the customers are happy and not worried about what’s going on behind the scenes. He can’t let anyone see he’s rattled by the cops, even if he is.”

“Yeah, of course. Makes sense. But you’d think her co-workers would be more torn up about it. Anyway, Gloria seemed genuinely shocked, but she’s got something going with Miletti, or she wants to, maybe? Or she thinks he could be involved and she’s freaking over that. I don’t know, just a feeling.

“Maybe you should meditate on it,” Don said, and I swear I heard a tone.

“Excuse me? Was that a tone?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“A tone. A sarcastic little tone. You have something against meditation?”

“Not a thing. Not a single thing. But I’ve seen you meditate.”

“And...?”

“I shouldn’t say anything. Maybe it’s your mantra or something.”

“Maybe what’s my mantra?”

Don inhaled with a loud snoring sound, then whistled the breath out.

“That’s... what?! I don’t snore! And I’m meditating, not sleeping!”

“Sure, Jake. Whatever you say.”

“I mean, maybe... once in a while... It’s stress relieving, you know? And sometimes the stress just goes so completely that I slip into a sleep state or something. Like, like a trance! I’m sure it’s a high level meditation thing.” I was pretty sure it wasn’t.

“Sure. I’m sure that’s it.”

“And even if I did, I certainly don’t snore!”

“No, of course not. What was I thinking?”

“But seriously, the club.”

“What about it?”

“I have more questions now than before we went.”

“Why are you doing this, exactly?”

“Doing what?”

“Going to the club, meeting with the trainer, all of it. Why not just leave it to Petreski and the cops? It’s their job. You’re a student. You should be studying, not running around like Miss Marple or Jessica Fletcher.”

“You couldn’t think of a better comparison than little old ladies?” I saw myself more as a Cumberbatchian Sherlock Holmes. I just needed a long coat, although I’d never get to wear it in Houston.

“Nope.”

“Don’t you want to know? And poor Lana. She deserves justice, and I saw things no one else saw. If something I see or someone I talk to triggers a memory or a connection, maybe it will help. I can’t just sit by doing nothing if there’s even the smallest thing I can do.”

Don sighed. “Fine. Okay. But be careful. Don’t do anything that will put either of us in danger. When I think about Katz...”

He hadn’t brought up Katz in weeks, maybe months. 

“You’re still thinking about that?” I asked, like it was no big deal.

“He almost killed you, Jake. Killed. As in dead, no longer here. How do you think that would have made me feel? Your parents? Miss Nancy? Petreski?”

“I get it. I swear – public places, low profile, all that stuff.”

I couldn’t get mad at Don for worrying, but I was getting tired of everyone warning me to be careful. 
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We’re All Grownups Here
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The rain had started up again before we got home. On top of what we’d already had there was sure to be more flooding. On the bright side, maybe I would have to cancel my appointment with Dani. 

“I’m going to go check on Miss Nancy,” I told Don. “Do you want to come or shall I drop you off?”

“I’ll go, but shouldn’t we call first? What if she’s got a client, or whatever?”

“She hates talking on the phone, so half the time she doesn’t answer. If she’s busy she hangs a tota on the door. So we’ll just drive by and see.”

There were no brightly-colored birds hanging from the knocker when we arrived, so I parked and we made our way up Miss Nancy’s front walk. The yard smelled fresh and herbal after all the rain. I didn’t know what all the plants were but I could appreciate Miss Nancy’s green thumb.

Miss Nancy gave us both big hugs and fussed over us as we headed back to the kitchen for tea. 

“Where’s the little furbaby?” she asked.

“At home. We were out already when we decided to come see you.”

“Jake made me go to a gentlemen’s club and he ate too much shrimp off the buffet.”

She didn’t bat an eye when Don told her where we’d gone. “You ate strip club shrimp? Boy, are you out of your mind?”

That’s what she decided to focus on? “It was fine.”

“Honey, those places are not known for their kitchens. There’s no telling how fresh that shrimp was, or how long they left it sittin’ out.”

“It was fine.”

She didn’t look convinced and made me drink ginger and mint tea. I decided it was best not to argue and drank the strong brew. Don got something with hibiscus in it that smelled delicious. I wanted to ask her how she knew so much about strip club buffets, but the look on her face did not bode well for that line of questioning.

I should be happy that so many people cared about me and worried over me, but honestly it was just tiring and I was starting to feel suffocated by the fussing and scolding. 

And that’s when it hit me... sitting there in Miss Nancy’s spotless kitchen, the windows open and the smell of herbs and flowers blowing in from the back yard. I was the baby... the youngest... a man-child Peter Pan who, in their eyes, hadn’t grown up. Maybe it was partly my fault for dicking around with school and not choosing a path sooner, but I was a late bloomer in that regard. It didn’t make me a child, and it didn’t mean I deserved to be treated like one. 

“Jake? Jake, honey?”

I blinked a couple of times and turned my focus to Miss Nancy.

“You okay, honey? You were a million miles away.”

“I was thinking. Sorry.”

“Looked like it was a big thought.”

“It was. I think it really was.”

She patted my hand and poured me some more tea. I didn’t argue, but I didn’t drink it, either.

“I pay all my bills on time,” I blurted out.

“What?” Don’s confusion was obvious. Miss Nancy just watched me, sipping her tea.

“I’ve never had a speeding ticket. I don’t drink and drive and I pay my credit card off every month.”

“Uh... okay?”

“I think Jake’s trying to make a point,” Miss Nancy told him.

I looked back and forth between the two of them – Don’s confused face and Miss Nancy’s serene one.

“I’m just saying, I’m a responsible adult, and if I want to take my chances with strip club shrimp, it’s my own decision.”

Miss Nancy leaned forward like she was going to pat my hand again, then stopped and sat back in her chair. “I’ve worried over you since you were six years old. It’s not like I can stop now.”

“I know, Miss Nancy,” I leaned over and took her hand in mine. “And I love you for it, and I worry about you, too, you know.”

She nodded, her eyes bright. “But...”

“But... it seems sometimes that everyone’s gotten used to seeing me a certain way, but it’s not the way I am, if you see what I mean?”

“You’re not our baby anymore. I know that. But you being all grown up, I don’t feel like you need me now.”

“Oh, Miss Nancy. I’ll always need you. You’re the wisest person I know and I don’t know what I’d do without your advice and your hugs. So we can worry about each other, and look out for each other. But I also need everyone to understand that I’m not foolhardy or taking dangerous chances.”

Don didn’t look convinced, but at least he didn’t say anything.

“Right.” Miss Nancy nodded once and set her mug back on the table. “So now maybe you’ll tell me what on earth you boys were doing going to a strip club.”

“Hmm...”

“Something foolhardy,” Don said.

He seemed completely unfazed by the dirty look I sent him.

“You remember the woman I was dreaming about the other day?”

Miss Nancy nodded.

“She’s... she’s the woman who was found in the bayou after the latest rains.”

“Oh my lord!”

“Yeah. And she worked at this club, so I went there to see... I’m not sure. But I wanted to see where she worked and the people she worked with.”

“Oh, that poor girl! Did you learn anything?”

“I’m not sure. But I’m meeting with her roommate again tomorrow.”

“Okay, you’ve lost me now. What’s this about a roommate and why are you meeting her? Again?”

“She’s a personal trainer,” Don told her. “I set Jake up with her so he could pump her for information, but I don’t think it would hurt for him to get a bit of exercise, too.”

“Probably not.”

“Guys... you’re doing it again.”
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Facts and Feelings
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I guess it wasn’t so bad. I met Dani on the bayou trail near my apartment. Mostly she just made me walk and talk at the same time. Although, when she did ask me which direction I preferred, I pointed west, since east would have taken us past where I’d found Clarence Wilton’s body a few months before.

Walking and talking I can do for hours. Or that’s what I thought, anyway. Dani was sneaky, and before I knew it we were going up what passed for hills in Houston at a faster and faster pace and I was panting.

“Okay, okay, I give up!” I said, stopping to put my hands on my knees and catch my breath.

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Hah! Like you don’t know. I admit it, okay? I’m maybe a bit out of shape.”

“Maybe. A bit.”

“So what’s it going to take?”

She pointed to a bench a little farther up the path and I staggered towards it, collapsing with a sigh.

By the time we’d finished our heart-to-heart I had signed up for three months of her services. Walking, jogging, body weight exercises, even gym workouts with – gasp – weights. I told her my budget didn’t really run to a gym membership on top of everything else, but I could use the wellness center at school at no charge, so she said she’d figure something out, but I’d better promise to do what she said even if she wasn’t there to keep an eye on me. 

Jennifer was right. Dani was tough, and I hadn’t even really started yet.

I was trying to think of a way to bring up Lana without sounding like some kind of creeper, but then she made it almost too easy.

We were still sitting on the bench, looking over the bayou towards the highway, and she sighed.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“Sorry,” she shook her head, “just thinking about Lana. My roommate.”

“Oh. Are you... were you close? I know sometimes roommates aren’t.”

“Pretty close. We went to high school together, but didn’t really become friends until college. When she bought a house, she needed a roommate, so she asked me since she didn’t want to share with a stranger.”

“That makes sense. I wouldn’t want to, either. I imagine for a woman it’s even more so.”

“Yeah. And in her line of work, well, she was nervous about who might come around or follow her home or whatever.”

“Her line of work?” Look at me, playing it cool.

“She worked at a gentleman’s club, as an entertainer.” She looked at me, waiting for me to say something before she said more. Waiting to see if I was going to be judgy, probably.

“I can see why she might be worried – like, maybe an obsessive admirer or something?”

“Right. And she didn’t want to be alone because, well, there was a lot about her life that was just plain shitty.”

“She had you, though, right?”

“Except I wasn’t there when she needed me, was I? She didn’t want to be alone, and then something happened and I wasn’t there. I should have been there.”

She looked out across the bayou, her lips pressed in a thin line and her jaw thrust forward. I could barely see it shaking.

“But if you’d been there – wherever – you might have been killed, too. You might not have been able to stop whatever happened, and I bet she would have hated that.”

She didn’t say anything for a minute, and then nodded. “Yeah,” she said, her voice tight. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“It happens sometimes.”

She shifted on the bench to look at me. “Jennifer was right about you.”

“What do you mean? What did Jennifer say? Why did she say anything?”

“Geez, chill. I just asked her about you, since you said you knew her. A girl can’t be too careful.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” I thought about Lana.

“And she said you were cool, but that I’d better be careful or I’d wind up telling you my life story before I even realized it. She said you’re, like, a magical listening machine.”

“Something like that. I prefer to think of myself as friendly and approachable.”

“That, too.”

“So, if the house was Lana’s, will you have to move? What will you do?”

“I don’t know. Look for an apartment, I guess. I don’t know what will happen or if there’s a will or what. The only family she has left is her father, and if the house goes to him, I want to get out before he turns up.”

“Bad news, is he?”

“The worst. I had heard stuff about him when I was in high school. Rumors and stuff. But the day after she graduated, he kicked Lana out. Told her she had her free ride to college and he was done with her.”

“Jeez.” I couldn’t imagine what that must have been like. I made a mental note to call my parents when I got home and tell them they were awesome. Even though my dad would be insufferable for a week, it was worth it.

“Yeah. He’s a racist asshole. She was glad to oblige and get the hell out, even though she struggled to make ends meet. She had a scholarship, but it didn’t cover everything so she had to get work, and that’s how she wound up as a, well, a mermaid.”

“A mermaid? At a gentleman’s club?”

“Yeah, they have a, like, nautical theme or something. She swam around in a big tank in a mermaid outfit. She liked it, though, because it paid well and she didn’t have to have much direct contact with the customers. Also,” Dani chuckled a bit, “she said it was better than dancing because when she was in the water her boobs defied gravity.”

I couldn’t help it, I laughed too. “That’s awesome. She sounds great.”

“She was. She was strong, too. She was a good friend.”

“And Ruby? Will you keep her? Or will her father want to take her? That poor dog.”

“I don’t care what he wants, I’m keeping her. I doubt he’ll want her, though. He hated that dog and the feeling was mutual, apparently. She’s practically the only thing he let Lana take when she left home. Just the dog, the clothes on her back, and the beater car she had bought herself with money she’d saved from her part time job. She worked hard for everything she had. Harder than she should have had to.”

❧

“She doesn’t sound like someone anyone would want to kill,” Don said later when I told him about my conversation with Dani.

“No. She sounds like someone I would have liked. But she worked hard and stood up for herself, and sometimes that pisses people off.”

“The more I think about it, the more I think the key is that phone call. That whatever got her killed had nothing to do with her specifically –”

“But it was more about something she knew, or it was about the person she was talking to.”

“Yeah.”

I was distracted by a tapping at the window and looked over to see Raymond scratching at the glass.

“Oh, great,” Don muttered. I ignored him and went to grab a handful of sunflower seeds from the kitchen.

“Raymond!” I said, raising the sash. “We’ve been worried about you!”

Don made a rude noise.

“Well, I have, anyway.” I sprinkled the seeds onto the sill and crouched down so we were at eye level. “All that rain and everything. I’m glad you’re safe, buddy.”

Raymond picked up a seed and started going at it with his little teeth. I didn’t sense any vibes coming from him that would suggest he was hurt or upset or in any way discombobulated by the storms the last few days, so I left him to his snack and went back to the kitchen to poke around in the refrigerator.

“Did Dani give you a grocery list? Or an eating plan?”

“Geez, are you going to follow me around Kroger and monitor everything I put in my cart?”

“Do I need to?”

“Look, I only started this thing with Dani to dig for information. I’m not seriously planning to go through with it.”

I really wanted a peanut butter sandwich, but I didn’t want to make one with Don hovering around judging my choices. It’s not that I felt guilty or anything.

“Then why did you sign up for a three month plan? I thought you were just going to do one month.”

“She’s a really good salesperson. Also, I felt bad for her, what with losing her friend and maybe her home.” I wasn’t going to add that the forced march Dani led me on had left me winded and feeling like an old man.

“Yeah, right, whatever. Still, it wouldn’t hurt you to eat a salad now and then.”

I made a peanut butter sandwich, in protest, and polished it off with the last marranito. 

❧

My defiant lunch was still feeling heavy in my belly when Petreski showed up that night. He came alone, which was a good thing because I had worked myself up for a conversation I didn’t want Perez overhearing. He probably had a few choice words for me, considering we hadn’t spoken since my Slippery When Wet adventure, but I was ready when I heard the soft scratching at my door.

“We need to talk about Perez,” I said as he trotted past me on the way to the bathroom. “Did she talk to you? About me?”

I could hear water running and then he stepped out looking human and delicious and I steeled my spine, reminding myself that this was Serious with a capital ‘S’.

“Of course,” he said, his tone dry. “We obviously have nothing more pressing to discuss.”

“Well, you’re not talking about the case, because she’s not on the case. And she said she was going to talk to you about me, so it’s not outside the realm of possibility that at some point in the last thirty-six hours, the subject may have come up.”

“Geez,” Petreski ran his fingers through his hair and turned to go to the kitchen. “Don was right. Wait... what the?”

“What?” I followed him into the kitchen and saw him standing in front of the refrigerator, a frown on his face.

“What is all this? Salad? Fruit? Is that... yoghurt?”

“I need to eat healthier, and don’t change the subject.”

“Beer?”

“Yes, please.” I took the beer he handed me and tried to twist the top off with my shirttail before remembering it needed an opener. Petreski handed me one and took a long pull of his beer while I opened mine.

“Fine,” he said. “We’ll have your discussion, and then we’ll have mine.”

“Ugh. Okay. Perez – did she tell you she came by here that morning?”

“She did.”

“And she’s told you before that she thinks I smell weird.”

“Yeah, but I just ignored that because I figured it was a matter of body chemistry of personal taste or whatever. It never occurred to me that it might be related to you being... different.”

“Well, to be honest that might not be it. But it’s not very nice being told that you smell funny.”

“No, of course not.”

“But she was really pissed off and wanted to know if I could read her mind. Even if I could, I wouldn’t want to. She probably thinks about doing horrible things to me.”

“She doesn’t. I swear. But she is very protective and she doesn’t trust you. Her instincts have been telling her that there’s something different about you, and since she didn’t know what it was she was on guard. Maybe now that she knows about you, about what you are, she’ll start to accept you.”

“Or she’ll hate me even more.”

Petreski shook his head. “She really doesn’t hate you. She just needs time to process. And now is not a good time, what with Standing being in town and involved in this case.”

I took another swallow of beer and turned to head to the couch. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“She’ll come around.”

I shrugged.

“But we do need to talk about what you’ve been up to the last couple of days.”

“You mean my perfectly innocent trip to have all-you-can-eat shrimp at a public place in broad daylight?”

“Something like that.”

“I just wanted to see what it was like, where she worked.”

“Yeah? And how was the shrimp?”

“Fine. Wait, aren’t you going to yell at me or tell me not to do it again and be careful?”

“I’ve said it enough. And, Josh Katz aside, you are careful. Would I rather you not poke your nose in? Of course. But I’ve figured out I can’t tell you not to do something. So, as long as you’re careful and stay in public and share anything you learn with me, I’m not going to give you grief over it.”

“Oh.” I had to admit I was surprised. I had expected an argument, or at least a scolding. But he was treating me like an adult, and then it really hit me that I was getting what I had asked for the day before, only without having to ask for it. I stretched over to where he was leaning in the corner of the sofa to give him a hug and a big smacking kiss on the cheek.

“What’s that for?” 

“Because you deserve it.” That got me a kiss in return.

“Well, thank you. So...”

“So?”

“So, did you learn anything?”

“You... maybe.” I flopped back over to my end of the sofa. “I’m not sure.”

I told him everything I could remember – Gloria’s revelations about Lana’s swimming skills and my suspicion that Gloria and the owner either had a thing going or Gloria wanted them to. The swimming was no surprise to Petreski – of course he would know that already. He looked thoughtful when I mentioned Gloria’s crush on Miletti.

He was more interested in what I had learned from Dani, about Lana’s jerk-off father and how she’d struggled to make ends meet.

“Being a mermaid must pay more than I thought,” I said, after I finished telling him about my conversation with Dani.

“I don’t know. I can’t help wondering if she had another source of income.”

“Dani didn’t mention anything.”

“Something Dani may, or may not, have known about.”

“You mean something illegal? Maybe something that could have gotten her killed?”

“Maybe. Working in the industry she did,” Petreski shrugged, “there would have been a lot of opportunities.”

I didn’t like to think about Lana being involved in something like drugs or prostitution, but I had to admit that she was awfully young and seemingly underemployed to have purchased a house on her own, even with a roommate. 

“What about her father?” I asked.

“What about him?”

“Has he turned up, or been contacted, or whatever?”

“No. We haven’t been able to reach anyone in her family. What we found at her place backs up what Dani said. No pictures or yearbooks or letters or anything pre-dating her move to Houston. She listed Dani as her emergency contact. We’re trying to get her phone contacts and call history now, but no luck yet. Her phone is missing.”

“Did she have a will, or any kind of insurance or anything?”

“Not that we’ve found yet. But she was young and single, so it’s unlikely those were priorities for her yet.”

“Yet?” I asked. 

Petreski squeezed his eyes shut and leaned back. “Yeah. You’ve probably figured, since you saw us at the club, that it wasn’t bayou water in Lana’s lungs.”

“Yeah?”

“The autopsy turned up something else. She was pregnant.”

I was glad I hadn’t just taken a drink of my beer, because it’s a toss-up whether it would have gone down my windpipe or out my nose. “Oh, shit.”

Petreski grunted.

“Wait... was it, you know, Standing’s? Because that would be too much, what with Perez and all.”

“We don’t know yet. We’re waiting for DNA results.”

“That could explain the phone call, though.” I thought about how desperate she had sounded, how alone she must have felt.

“I don’t want to jump to conclusions. She wasn’t very far along. The M.E. said she may not have even known. Also...” 

“What? Also what?”

“We think, based on what the roommate told us, that Lana may have also been involved with Miletti. Obviously we can’t really know for sure who she was or wasn’t actually sleeping with, but that means we can’t rule anybody out, either.”

“Geez. Now I’m wondering more than ever who she was talking to.”

“Hastings is working on it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Good luck with that, then. Wait – should you really be telling me all this?”

Petreski shrugged. “I’m kind of past caring. It’s not like you’re going to run around telling anybody. Except Don, obviously. And he’s not the type to blab.” Hah! Someone had a selective memory. My confrontation with Perez still rankled.

“And Raymond. Don’t forget Raymond.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll take my chances there.”

“But it’s okay?”

“In a way, you’re kind of an informant, if you think about it. Besides, I’m sure Stanek goes home at night and talks things through with his wife. Why shouldn’t I get a sounding board, too?”

“Stanek?”

“My partner for this case.”

“Bald guy, grey suit? I was wondering what his name was. So I’m, what, the little woman?” I made a face so he could see I wasn’t down with that description, even though I was secretly pleased that he thought of me as a partner of sorts.

“Hardly. You’re... um...”

“Yes?” 

“Well, you know.”

“Nope. Not sure I do.”

He scratched his head and scowled at the wall and I decided to let him off the hook for now. 

“Tell you what. You think about it and let me know when you figure it out. You hungry?” I got up and headed toward the kitchen.

“God, yes. Should I order a pizza? Or do you want Chinese?”

“What, with this fridge full of food? I was thinking a nice big salad.” The look on his face was worth it. He looked like someone had kicked his puppy – or kitten, rather. “Or, how about a salad with the pizza?”

“Okay. I guess.” He still looked ever so slightly horrified, so I stepped back to the sofa, leaning over the back to kiss him. 

“Just because I’m trying to feed you a salad doesn’t mean I don’t still love you, Boo.” 

It was out before I realized what I was saying, and there was no putting that genie back in its bottle. His eyes went wide, and I’m sure mine were about to bulge out of my head. I could feel the blood rushing up my neck and my face turning red. 

“I mean –” I sputtered out.

“You love me?” he asked at the same time.

“I, uh...”

“You do.”

Whatever I was going to say to that didn’t matter, because he grabbed my shirt, hauled me down over the back of the sofa, and I decided that the salad could wait.
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A Familiar Face
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“What’s up with you?” Don asked as he buckled himself into the passenger seat of my Subaru.

“Nothing. Why?”

“You’ve been quiet all morning. You’re never quiet. Have another dream last night?”

“Nope. Everything’s good. Really good.” I smiled as I put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. “Really, really good.”

“Oh. Spare me the gory details.”

I’ve always told Don everything. From my freshman year crush on our history teacher to my decade-long obsession with Idris Elba. Every soaring success and every crushing heartbreak, Don heard about it. And yes, sometimes in gory detail.

This time, though... This was different. This was the Real Deal. The L Word. This time I didn’t dare screw it up and it was too new and precious to share with anyone, not even my best friend. Not yet. This time I was keeping it just for me. Just for a while.

Don gave me a funny look when I dropped him off at work, but he didn’t ask again.

I parked in my usual lot on campus, judging where the sun would probably be when I left and choosing a spot that should get some shade in the afternoon. The air hit me like a hot, wet blanket when I got out of the car. Sometimes when we get rain it cuts the humidity, but not this time. I headed for the nearest building, planning to cut through in the A/C. 

I didn’t do this very often, only when the weather was bad. Usually that meant rain, but suffocating humidity can count, too. It was an older building, with a door at each end and a long hallway that ran down the middle with classrooms and labs on each side and a stairwell at each end. Everything was a drab, institutional green or grey and I was glad I didn’t have to take any classes here. There weren’t many people around, and the students I did see looked about as lively as the walls, which is probably what made the girl at the other end stand out.

There was something familiar about her, but I only caught a glimpse as she came out of the stairwell and turned to exit the building, her long dark hair swinging and her bright pink dress the only flash of real color in sight. I quickened my pace and came out of the building in time to see her getting into the passenger seat of a fancy little Audi. I couldn’t see who was driving, but I recognized Gloria, the waitress from Slippery When Wet.

I made a quick note of the license plate, wondering why even as I was doing it. There’s nothing inherently sinister about seeing a young woman on a college campus. But it was a coincidence seeing her here when I’d never seen her at all before a couple of days ago, and she was connected to Lana. 

I jogged back inside and up the stairs to the second floor. It looked just like the ground floor, except there were some groupings of tables and chairs. I approached a group of three students, a boy and two girls.

“Excuse me? Sorry to bother you, but have you seen Gloria?”

“Who?” asked one of the girls, looking up from her book.

“Gloria. Long dark hair, pink dress. She said she’d be here about now.”

“Sorry. Don’t know her.” She looked back down and I turned to the other two. They shrugged and shook their heads and I moved down the hall, looking at signs and posters, trying to figure out what Gloria might have been doing here.

Most of the offices and labs belonged to the Chemistry Department, but I didn’t see anything that would give me a clue what she had been doing here, or anyone else to ask.

I passed by an open door and glanced in. A woman who looked to be about my mother’s age was frowning at a computer screen, but glanced over at me when I paused in the hallway.

“Are you here to turn in your paper?”

“Paper?”

“Sports Nutrition?”

“Um, sorry. No. I was just looking for someone, but I think I missed her. Sorry to bother you.”

She nodded and resumed frowning at the computer screen. 

I moved on, but there were no other signs of life on the floor. The only thing that made sense was that Gloria had been here to turn in a paper, which meant she was a student. Again, nothing sinister, but I tucked this bit of information away to consider later.
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Jake Has Concerns
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I was on the sofa surrounded by books with my laptop burning a hole in my thigh when Don stuck his head in the door.

“Is my cat in here?”

“I thought he was our cat.”

“Keep telling yourself that. You know you’re going to get testicular cancer holding your computer like that.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” I said, but I leaned forward to put the computer on the coffee table anyway, which disturbed Bridger, who had been curled up next to me. He sat up, stretching so hard he vibrated.

“There’s my baby,” Don cooed and I stuck my finger in my mouth, pretending to gag.

Don opened the door all the way so he could come in to get his cat, and that’s when I saw his companion.

“What’s she doing here?” I asked, nodding at Cat Perez, watching me from the doorway with malice and loathing in her orange eyes.

“Now that’s no way to talk about a lady,” Don said. “She was on the porch when I got home and followed me in. I hope she hasn’t decided to adopt me – I can’t afford two cats.”

“I think she’s probably pretty self-sufficient.”

“Well, it’s good for Bridger to have a friend, I suppose. He likes having her around.” Bridger started squirming in his arms, so he set him down on the floor. Bridger hopped over to Perez and the three of them headed across the hall to Don’s place.

“Geez, dude,” I called after him. “Close the door, at least.”

I caught him before he closed the door to his apartment.

“What’s up? Don’t you need to study?” he asked. I had a test the next day, but I was as ready as I’d ever be.

“Something kind of weird happened today. At school.”

“What?”

I looked around him to see Perez flicking her tail back and forth while Bridger tried to pounce on it. I couldn’t tell whether she was listening or not.

“Um...”

“Jake, seriously, it’s almost midnight and I’m beat. What’s up?”

“Remember the waitress? From Slippery When Wet?”

“Yeah?”

“I saw her on campus.”

“What was she doing? Like, following you or something?”

“No. I think she was turning in a paper, and then she got in a waiting car and they drove off.”

“Wow. That is weird. So sinister.”

“Fine. I get that it’s not really weird. It’s perfectly reasonable for a young woman to be a student at the largest university in the city. But it struck me as weird that I saw her there so soon after seeing her for the first time where Lana worked. That’s what felt weird.”

“It’s probably just a coincidence. I mean, you could have seen her on campus before, but never noticed because you didn’t know who she was.”

“I guess. But I was in a building I don’t usually go in when I saw her, and I’ve kind of stopped believing in coincidence.”

“Sure, I get it. You want a cup of tea or something?”

“I thought you were beat.”

“I’m going to take a shower. Come in, make some tea, play with the cats, whatever. We can talk later, but right now I’m sticky and I smell like stale beer.”

He turned to head into his bathroom and I stepped into his tiny kitchen – a mirror image of my own – to boil some water. I could hear thumping and scratching noises coming from the main room where Bridger and Perez were wrestling on the floor. I guess she was teaching him to hunt or fight or whatever it is adult cats teach the little ones. That reminded me of the daughter Perez had lost, and it annoyed me that I was feeling sympathy for Perez.

I opened the cabinet to get mugs and teabags, and that’s when I noticed the noise had stopped. I turned to see Perez sitting in the doorway, watching me.

“Hey, Snookum-Doodles.”

She huffed out a sigh and turned her head to one side.

“Fine. I get it. You don’t like me. But Don is my best friend, so if you want to keep coming over here, you’re going to have to figure out how to live with that.”

Her ears twitched.

“As for Boo...”

She turned to look at me.

“Whatever problem you’ve got with me, he doesn’t. I’m not going anywhere.” I paused as I remembered the evening before. “Yeah, maybe not ever, so get used to having me around.”

She didn’t move or sigh or even twitch an ear. She just sat there staring at me to the point that it started to freak me out a bit. I guess Bridger got tired of being ignored by his new playmate and chose that moment to tackle her. She turned to chase him and I went back to making tea.

“Did I hear you talking to someone?” Don was standing where Perez had been not thirty seconds earlier, rubbing his wet hair with a towel.

“Just setting Snookum-Doodles straight on the rules of the house.”

“Don’t call her that. I don’t think she likes it.”

“Is that what you’re wearing?” I asked, nodding at his boxer shorts and faded t-shirt.

“To hang around my own apartment and sleep in? Yes. Geez, I’m not dressing up for you.”

“Not for me, but don’t, like, flash the cats or anything.”

“Seriously? They’re cats; they wouldn’t care if I ran around naked.”

“Ew. Please promise me you won’t run around naked in front of the cats.”

“Uh, sure, okay.” I could tell he was just humoring me, though. He took his mug of tea and headed into the main room. “You still freaking out over Gloria?”

“I wasn’t freaking out. I just don’t like surprises. I like my life to make sense.”

“Ouch. When was the last time that happened?”

“February?”

Don laughed and blew on his tea. 

It was almost one in the morning by the time I crawled into bed, but my test wasn’t until eleven and I felt better after just hanging out with Don. I ignored Perez – or “Princess” as Don called her – and she ignored me. It wasn’t an ideal solution, but it would do for now.
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Living Arrangements
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I was feeling pretty good about myself the next afternoon. The test was over and I was confident I had done well. The only downer in my day was that I was heading to the park to meet Dani and not to Ground Up for a beer. I could have a beer after, though, right?

The sky had started getting grey again that morning, and I wondered whether we were in for more rain. The bayou at the park, which I had to drive over to get to and from school, was still higher than normal. It had a tendency to flood, especially to the east, and I didn’t want to get trapped on one side or the other if we had a serious downpour.

A little rain, though, might be okay. Just enough to cool things off and rain out my meeting with Dani. But no such luck. Dani was waiting for me, stretching her legs at a bench beside the trail. She smiled when she looked up and saw me approach, but it wasn’t convincing.

“You doing okay?” I asked when I got close enough.

“You bet! You ready to walk? We’ll go over some body weight exercises you can do using the equipment in the park as we go.”

“Um, sure. Let’s get going.”

Okay, so she wasn’t in the mood to spill her guts just yet. That was fine. I wouldn’t push, and sooner or later she’d crack.

It happened while she was making me do something called incline pushups on one of the benches. I almost didn’t hear her at first, what with the blood pounding in my ears.

“I have to find a new place.”

I stopped, even though I hadn’t done all the reps she’d told me to do. “Already?”

She shrugged and nodded, her lips tight, and I could tell she was trying to hold it together.

“What happened?”

“There’s no evidence of a will anywhere, not that I expected there to be. She was so young, you know?” Her voice did crack then, and I wasn’t sure what to do. I held out a hand and she took it.

“I’d offer you a hug,” I said, “but you made me get all sweaty.”

She kind of laughed at that and sniffed before squeezing my hand and letting go. “Thanks.”

“But seriously...”

“But no will means the house and everything goes to her family, and that’s just her father.”

“And you want to be out before he shows up.”

“Yeah. I don’t suppose you know of any cheap apartments or anybody looking for a roommate?”

“I might...” I did, actually, but I knew it could also be a very bad idea, in so many ways. “I’ll see, and if I hear of anything I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks,” she put her shoulders back and wiped her eyes. “Thanks a lot. Sorry. I didn’t mean to break down on you there. And you only did four pushups.”

So much for spilling her guts. But if she didn’t benefit from her roommate’s death, what motive could she have had? And I was really getting curious about Lana’s father. 

❧

“That sounds like one of your worst ideas ever, and you’ve had a lot of bad ideas, you have to admit.”

“I’ll admit no such thing,” I told Don as I contemplated the last half-inch of beer in my bottle. I looked around the Ground Up patio to see who else was there. The King Charles spaniel I had seen the other day was there, watching a bird peck at some crumbs. He turned to look at me and wagged his tail. At least someone didn’t think I was a screw up.

I had just stood up to get a second beer when thunder rumbled in the distance. “Probably time to head home,” I said. The gentleman with the puppy was putting a marker in his book and gathering his trash.

“It’s far away. We might not even get any rain.” Don stood up anyway, adjusting the makeshift sling he used to carry Bridger when he took him out and about.

“No.” I shook my head. “I have a feeling we’re in for some bad weather.”

“Isn’t she still a suspect?” Don asked as we crossed the street.

“Maybe. I don’t know. But she didn’t do it, I’m sure of it.”

“How can you be so sure?”

I couldn’t blame Don for being cautious. Old Mr. Levine on the ground floor was moving into a senior citizen high rise at the end of the month and I was thinking about suggesting that unit to Dani. “She’s gutted over Lana, and now she’s about to be homeless. You don’t kill someone if it’s going to make you homeless.”

“Crime of passion?”

“Hardly. You don’t stop to drug the dog when you’re committing a crime of passion. And the dog knows her – she wouldn’t have raised an alarm over Dani.”

“She might if Dani was hurting Lana. But even if you’re sure, and I’m not saying you’re not right, but even so, what about Petreski? You’re supposed to be careful, and this is skirting the edge of careful.”

“I’m not going to stand by while she gets kicked out of her home by some abusive racist.”

“You don’t know for sure that’s going to happen. We don’t really know anything about him beyond what you’ve heard from Dani, right? He could be perfectly normal.”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. Even if he is okay, she believes he’s not and she’s freaked out. I’m going to have to go with my gut on this one.”

“Okay, but just consider this one thing. Do you really want your personal trainer living downstairs?”

Now that was a chilling thought.
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Rainy Days and Cats



[image: image]


Rain again. Was it ever going to stop? I could feel my hamstrings and calves starting to tighten up from all the walking I’d done that day and rolled over, trying to flex my feet and stretch my legs. 

“Drink some water,” Petreski whispered.

“Huh?”

“Water. You’re getting sore, right? Stay hydrated, it’ll help.”

“Ngh.” I shuffled to the kitchen and filled a glass. The clock on the microwave said 2:34 and I groaned. At least I didn’t have class tomorrow. Today, rather.

I finished my water, refilled the glass and put it on the nightstand before collapsing back into bed.

When I woke again I realized I wasn’t really awake. I was in the kitchen of Lana’s house. Something had startled me. I ran to the door and growled, sniffing at the bottom of the door. I couldn’t hear anything but rain, but maybe Ruby could. I ran from room to room sniffing and growling at all the windows until I was back in the kitchen, barking at the door until the lights came on and I heard Dani’s voice. “Ruby? What is it?”

I jerked awake, sitting up with a cry.

“What? What is it? A cramp?” 

“Dream.”

“It’s okay. It’s okay.” Petreski turned on a bedside lamp. “You’re okay. Is anyone hurt?”

“No. I don’t think so. Ruby’s freaking out. I think someone’s outside Lana’s house and Dani’s there.”

Petreski was out of bed and pulling on jeans before I’d finished. 

I threw off the covers and headed for the closet.

“You are not going with me, Jake.”

“But –”

“No. Stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’ll call you when I know something.”

I sighed, but headed for the kitchen to make some coffee. No way was I getting back to sleep. “Fine. But you better call.” I was talking to an empty room. That man can move fast when he wants to.

The clock on the microwave read 4:12 now. I’ve heard of people getting up at four for crazy commutes or marathon training, so I figured it wouldn’t kill me to make an early start. 

I watched the coffee run into the pot and wondered how I’d fill my day. It was still dark out and I could hear rain. Not hard, just a light drizzle now. I got a handful of sunflower seeds out of the cabinet and went to open Raymond’s window.

The street lights were still on. Across the street I could see standing water and a few leaves were swirling near the storm drain, but not going down. That couldn’t be good. I left the seeds on the sill and opened up my laptop on my way back to the kitchen.

I pulled on a t-shirt and socks, settled into a corner of the sofa with my phone, my laptop, and a cup of coffee, and waited. 

About ten minutes later I had a text from Petreski, Dani ok. Call soon.

I texted back, Thx. Flooding be careful.

And then I waited some more. I realized that this was what it would be like, life with a cop. Lots of waiting and worrying. I wasn’t worried right now, though, so one thing at a time. I had to figure out if I was okay with the waiting.

Mostly it was frustrating, not knowing. I pulled up another local news site to see what they were saying about the flooding. More of the same.

I leaned over to get my textbook from the coffee table. Might as well get ahead while I could. But as I read the same paragraph for a third time I realized I couldn’t concentrate. Whether it was the early hour, lack of sleep, or not knowing, I couldn’t say. I needed to be doing something, but the apartment was already clean. I needed a hobby. Maybe Jennifer would teach me how to knit?

My phone started ringing and I scrambled to answer it.

“I’m on my way back.”

“Is Dani okay? Is she safe?”

“Yes. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Is there coffee?”

“Of course.”

I met him at the door with a cup of coffee and he took it with a sigh. “Best boyfriend ever,” he said once he got the first sip down. 

“Well?”

“When I got there the lights were on and I could hear the dog barking. Dani opened the front door as I was getting out of the car, asking if something was wrong and saying she hadn’t called the police. I told her someone had reported a prowler, and I came to check it out since Lana Forrester had been murdered and we didn’t want to take any chances.”

“So, was there anything?”

“I looked all around the house. There was some disturbed ground near a couple of windows and some smears of mud on the back steps, but no clear footprints or signs of someone trying to force their way in.”

“I’m sure someone was there. Ruby was sure.”

“I believe you. I’m just saying that whoever was there left almost no trace, nothing solid, and all this rain isn’t helping.”

“I don’t like the idea of Dani staying there. It’s not safe. What if they come back and get in next time?”

“I told her it would be better if she left, but she says she doesn’t have anywhere else to go.”

“I have an idea.”

“It better not involve your sofa.”

“No. But Mr. Levine on the ground floor is moving out in a couple of weeks. Dani needs a new place, that will let her bring Ruby, so... I was thinking...”

“You’re determined to save the world, one person at a time, aren’t you?”

“No. But it makes sense.”

“You’re right, it does. But that doesn’t get her through the next couple of weeks.”

“I had a thought about that, too. But I’ll need to make a phone call and it’s too early.”

“And what’s that thought?” Petreski asked as he poured himself another cup of coffee.

“Jennifer Katz. She has room, and she knows Dani. Maybe she’d be willing to let her stay for a few days.”

“It’s not a bad idea. Call her later and let me know what happens, okay?”

❧

I got Jennifer’s voice mail, and when she hadn’t returned my call by lunchtime I called one of the studios where I knew she taught. Jennifer was in the middle of nowhere on a retreat – no cell phones. Was it an emergency?

I had to think about that a minute. “I’m not sure. If it turns out to be one, can I call you back?”

“Yes, of course. Namaste.”

“Um, nama..., thanks, bye.” I disconnected, feeling awkward. Was I supposed to say Namaste, too? Was it like aloha? I’d ask Jennifer when I reached her. 

I left Petreski a voicemail to let him know that Dani didn’t have a place for at least two more nights and crawled into bed for a nap. I hated sleeping in the middle of the day, but my legs hurt and I was exhausted after all the early morning excitement.

An angry screeching from the tree outside finally woke me up. Raymond was on a branch a few feet from the window, screaming at the cat sitting on the windowsill. Perez.

I opened the window a few more inches to let her in. “It’s okay, Raymond. Thanks for looking out for me.”

Perez looked back at Raymond, eyes wide, and jumped down to the floor. She looked up at me, still looking startled.

“Raymond is my friend. Don’t mess with him, okay?”

Her whiskers twitched and she looked away, crossing the room to stand by the door. She mewed once, then scratched at the door, looking at me, then at the doorknob.

“Looking for Bridger?” I checked the time. “I don’t think Don’s home right now.”

Another mew, another scratch. Geez, in Cat form she was actually kind of cute and I felt sorry for her, knowing things weren’t going great for her right now.

“Fine. We’ll go see.” I took Don’s spare key from the basket by the door, just in case.

When there was no reply to my knock, I started to unlock the door. A paw appeared, reaching for my toes, as I opened the door. “Watch out little dude, I’m opening the door.” Perez slipped in as soon as the door was open wide enough.

“Keep an eye on him, okay?” I told Perez, and left the doors open so the cats could have the run of both places while I fixed myself some dinner.

About the time the pasta water started to boil I heard Bridger scrambling up onto my bed, where he rolled around on the pillow Petreski usually used before curling up for a nap.

Perez watched me from the floor at the foot of the bed. 

“You can get up there if you want to join him. I’m not fussy.”

She looked up at the bed, then back at me.

“Is it because I smell funny? Yeah, Petreski told me. There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m just me, and I am what I am. You want to hang with Bridger, you’re going to have to get over it. What’s it going to be, Princess?”

She looked at me for another few seconds, then jumped up on the bed. I turned back to the stove and poured pasta into the water. When I looked again, Perez was holding Bridger down and licking all around his face and head. I wondered if Petreski would be able to smell them on his pillow later.

Petreski called while I was eating. Dani still didn’t have a place and didn’t want to leave the house. Petreski was going to go by and check things out later.

“We’re going to leave a car out front. Maybe whoever tried to get in will come back and we can catch them in the act.”

“I don’t like it.”

“I don’t either, but we can’t make her leave. We’ll do everything we can to make sure she’s safe.”

“Is it okay if I call her?” I asked.

“Yes, but don’t tell her too much, okay?”

“Got it. I just want to tell her about the apartment.”

Dani answered on the first ring.

“Dani, hi. It’s Jake Hillebrand.”

“Oh. Hi, Jake. Your, um, your boyfriend was here earlier. I guess you know?”

“Yeah. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, just nervous.”

“Sure. But it sounds like they’re going to do everything they can to make sure you’re okay. I was going to see if Jennifer Katz could put you up for a few days, but she’s out of town and I can’t reach her.”

“Oh, I couldn’t ask either of you to do that.”

“Well, I tried anyway, but it didn’t work out. But I do have a line on an apartment for you, if you’re still looking.”

“Really?”

“There’s an apartment in my building that’ll be available next month. It’s an older building, a ground floor studio, but it’s a great location and probably the lowest rent you’re going to find around here anymore.”

“Can I bring Ruby? Are dogs okay?”

“Yes, absolutely. Some of the other residents have pets. There’s no laundry on site, but there’s a laundromat nearby. If you’re interested I can set up a time for you to come see it.”

“Oh, gosh. Yes. Thank you so much. You let me know when, and I’ll be there. Do you know if there have been a lot of applications already?”

“I don’t, but it doesn’t matter. My parents own the building, so if you want the apartment it’s yours.”

She thanked me a few more times before I was able to get off the phone. I tossed it down on the sofa next to me and looked over to see Perez watching me from the armrest at the other end of the sofa.

“What?”

She mewed, short and quiet.

“You know what? Most people think I’m a nice guy. I like to do things to help out my friends. Maybe I drink too much coffee and read trashy romance novels and eat more pizza than is technically good for me, and sometimes I have dreams about bad things that turn out to be real, but that doesn’t make me a monster. Maybe you should give me a chance. Just sayin’.”

She mewed again. Maybe that was a maybe. Time would tell.

I heard the door open and close downstairs, and from the way Bridger perked up I could tell it was Don coming home. Bridger was at the door by the time Don got to the top of the stairs.

“You’ve got cats,” Don said as he bent to pick up Bridger before the three-legged terror tried to climb up his jeans. “Were you a good boy today?”

“You asking me or him?”

“Well, I was asking him. But were you a good boy, too?”

“I was asleep for most of it.”

I told him about the events of the day while he greeted Bridger and “Princess”. Perez even let him scratch around her ears for a few seconds before slipping out of his reach. I tried not to take it personally.

“She likes you,” I said.

Don shrugged. “I guess. She’s skittish. We respect each other’s boundaries. I need to take this one home and feed him, grab a shower, then I’ll be back over. Got a couple of DVDs at the library if you’re interested?”

“Sure. Got nothing going on tonight.”

“How ’bout you, Princess? Dinner and a movie? Come on if you’re hungry.”

Perez jumped down and trotted across the hall, Don following and closing his door behind them.

I put away the leftovers and cleaned up the kitchen while I waited for Don to come back, and wondered whether Perez was going to eat cat food. I wasn’t about to ask her. 
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Waters Successfully Muddied
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“Who do you suppose was outside Dani’s house?” Don asked. We were at Ground Up, sitting on the sofa I had shared with Jennifer just a few days ago. I leaned forward to push down the plunger on the French press.

“I’ve been wondering that myself. And why.”

“Who have we got? Standing, Miletti, Gloria, Lana’s dad...”

“No one seems to have seen Lana’s dad. They haven’t been able to reach him and he wasn’t at his home when they sent someone out there.”

“Where’s out there?”

“He’s got a ranch or farm out past Brenham somewhere. Not sure, exactly.” 

“So he’s not completely out of the running. Who else?”

“Could be unrelated. Could be someone who heard the homeowner was dead, and went there to rob the place, not realizing there was a roommate still living there. Could be someone after Dani. What if Dani was the target all along and Lana was in the wrong place at the wrong time?” I said it, but it didn’t feel right.

“But if it was whoever killed Lana, why come back?”

“Looking for something, maybe? Or maybe they were after Dani because they think she might know something or have seen something?”

“I wonder if they came back last night?”

“There was a car parked in front of her house all night, and I think if anything had happened, Petreski would have told me.”

“It could have been anyone. Seriously. Someone we don’t know about. One of her co-workers, a stalker. Did she have a stalker?”

“Not that I know of. From what I saw, from what Dani said, it seems like she led a pretty quiet life.”

“I wish we knew what Petreski meant when he said ‘involved’. It didn’t sound like they were really dating, you know?”

“Yeah. I picked up on that too. But I don’t think he’s going to tell us any more than that.”

We drank our coffee, keeping one eye on the weather in case it started raining again. The weather app on my phone said it wouldn’t, but it had been wrong before.

❧

Petreski was waiting for us when we got home. He was sitting on the interior steps, and I didn’t bother asking how he got in – he always managed to get in. I’d seen him looking grim before, but this took it to a whole new level.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Standing is dead.”

“Wait... what? Standing? Dead?” 

“Can we go upstairs?”

“Yeah. Yeah, of course.” We all went upstairs, and Don detoured to his place to drop Bridger off.

“Was Perez here last night?” Petreski whispered as soon as Don was out of earshot.

“Yeah. Here and at Don’s. Why?”

I wouldn’t say he looked at me like I was stupid, but he was definitely waiting for me to catch up.

“Oh. No way. You can’t think...”

“I have to confirm. She has no alibi.”

“Even if she was here, she still doesn’t have an alibi. She was a Cat.”

“I know, but at least –”

“Hey.” We both jumped when Don came in the room. “Sorry. Y’all sure are jumpy.”

“Yeah, well, I... Wow. Standing. I’m guessing it wasn’t natural causes, right?”

“No. No question of that.”

“How, um, how unnatural was it?”

“Shot with his own gun.”

“Could it have been suicide?” I asked. “Guilty conscience for being a major prick?”

“Wow,” Don raised an eyebrow at me. “Harsh.”

I shrugged. For some reason I didn’t want to examine closely, I was angry on Perez’s behalf. 

“No.” Petreski answered. “Men like Standing don’t usually kill themselves. And they certainly don’t stash their own bodies in dumpsters.”

“Well, no, I guess not,” I admitted. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that the dumpster was behind Slippery When Wet and the gun was nearby with fingerprints all over it.”

“Nowhere near. The gun was wiped clean and the dumpster was in an alley behind a pawn shop near Standing’s apartment. It could have been completely unrelated to Lana Forrester.”

“But you don’t think so,” Don said.

“Of course not. But this makes things so much worse.”

“Because he was a cop?” I asked.

“Yeah, which gets everyone worked up on its own, but on top of that I’ve got a sneaking suspicion he was dirty, and no one wants to hear about it.”

“Hey, what kind of car did Standing drive?” I asked.

Petreski didn’t have to look at his notes. “An Audi TT.”

Don’s eyebrow was up again. 

“Kind of pricey for a cop, isn’t it?” I asked. Petreski’s personal car was a six-year-old Honda Accord.

“That’s what I said.”

“Gloria got into an Audi,” I said.

“Who what now?” 

“Gloria – she’s a waitress at Slippery When Wet. I saw her on campus a couple of days ago. I followed her outside and saw her get into a little Audi. I didn’t see the driver, though.”

“What color was it?”

“Silver. But that’s a really common color for that car. I wrote down the license plate.”

“Okay. Give it to me and I’ll find out if it’s Standing’s.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell him about seeing Gloria already,” Don said while Petreski went out on the landing to make his call.

“Things got kind of busy and it slipped my mind. I didn’t think of it again until just now. But what if it was Standing? Was he involved – whatever that means – with both of them? I hope Gloria’s okay.”

“I am not going back there.”

“The shrimp was really good.”

“It wasn’t Standing’s car.” Petreski came back in the room, tucking his phone into his pocket.

“Oh. Well, there’s probably dozens of silver TTs in town.”

“Probably. The one you saw is registered to Michael Miletti.”

“Oh,” Don said. “Well, that’s not so weird, right? He’s her boss, maybe he was giving her a ride to help her out?”

“Maybe.” Petreski didn’t look convinced. He had that line between his eyebrows. I caught Don’s eye and motioned towards the kitchen.

“What?” he whispered when we got to the kitchen.

“He’s thinking. Let’s give him a minute.”

We stood there in my kitchen, looking around and not saying anything. It’s a small kitchen and there wasn’t much to do.

“You want a beer or something?” I finally asked, just to say something.

“It’s, like, 10:30 in the morning, dude.”

“Coffee? I could make coffee.”

“We just had coffee. And I need to go to the bathroom. Can I go now?”

“You can go.” We both jumped at the sound of Petreski’s voice right behind us. 

“Ohmigod, my heart,” I breathed, clutching my chest. 

Don made a beeline for the door.

“I need to go meet up with Stanek. See you later?”

I nodded, and he was out the door.

❧

He was back after dinner with no news, although he was able to tell me that Gloria Quintanilla was safe and sound. 

“There’s something there that’s driving me crazy,” he said.

“How do you mean?”

“Miletti, Lana, Gloria, and Standing. The relationships between all of them. I can’t help thinking there’s something there. Now two of them are dead.”

“Is DNA back yet? On Lana’s pregnancy? And was Ruby drugged? I’ve assumed she was, but...”

“She was. That is, Ruby was drugged. We don’t know about the DNA yet.”

“So how was Ruby drugged? How did whoever did it get in the house and do it? It must have been in her food.”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing. Can you go over the dream again? The one you had the night of the murder?”

I went to get my notebook from my nightstand.

“You started writing them down?”

“Yeah,” I said, settling into my corner of the sofa. “I started a couple of days ago. I’ve been trying to write down everything I can remember, every detail.”

I opened to the dream I had that night – the strange one that ended with Ruby falling asleep. I read through my notes, telling Petreski what I had written, and filling in more details as they came to me. I wrote those down in the margins.

“Hmm.” 

“Yeah. I mean, it feels like I’m missing something, but I can’t figure out what, or how to take it to the next level, if you know what I mean.”

❧

“Why is there cat hair all over my pillow?” Petreski asked.

“Um, because you’re a Cat?”

Petreski leaned in closer and sniffed. He picked a hair off the pillow and squinted at it. “This has stripes on it. I do not have stripes.” He picked up another one and held it up. “And this one... this one is curly. Perez was here. Perez and Bridger. Rolling around on my pillow!”

I stifled a laugh. He sounded so indignant. “Can’t you just turn it over?”

“Turn it over? But it’s... it’s my pillow. I can’t believe you let them roll around on my pillow.”

“Technically only Bridger rolled around on it. Perez just kind of, like, lounged on it. And gave Bridger a bath.”

“On my pillow.” He sounded forlorn now, so I took pity on him and got a clean pillowcase out of the closet.

“Here,” I said, holding out my hand. “Hand me the pillow.”

He did, and I changed the pillowcase. “Here.”

He took it and sniffed.

“Okay now?”

He nodded and tossed it back in its place on the bed.

“I’ll tell them to stay off of it from now on. Well, I’ll tell Perez.”

“At least you and Perez are getting along now, though. Right?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe we have an understanding. She hasn’t hissed at me in a couple of days. That’s probably progress.”

“And she was here, or at Don’s?”

“As far as I know. Do you know when Standing was killed?”

“Sometime between eleven and one in the morning.”

“She was here. Don and I were watching a movie and she and Bridger were with us. The movie ended around 12:30, then she followed Don back across the hall. I don’t know what time she left his place. Is she really a suspect?”

“Not as far as I’m concerned. But a lot of people know their history, so we have to clear her.”

“Complicated.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s the why that’s driving me crazy.”

“You mean, why is it complicated?” Petreski looked confused.

“No, I mean, why was Ruby was drugged? I mean, in the grand scheme of things it was so the killer could do the deed, I assume. But why would a particular killer need to drug the dog? Dani wouldn’t need to because she lived there and Ruby knew her. But what about anyone else? Like, who would know that there was a dog, and that if there was a dog that it would need to be drugged?”

“Anyone who observed her, presumably. Which, again, points to premeditation, but not to a specific suspect.”

“No... but I can’t help thinking that the whole drugging thing is important. Like, what was she drugged with? Is it something easy to get?”

“Oh, geez, you ask a lot of questions. The drug angle will get worked to death, I promise, but please let me get some sleep first, I’m begging you.”
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Brunch with the Locals
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“You sure are a lot of trouble,” I said, looking down into Perez’s yellow, feline eyes. She was perched on the arm of Don’s sofa, swishing her tail back and forth for Bridger to chase.

She hissed at me, so I guess things were back to normal after all.

“Petreski’s out there running his ass off trying to clear you, and all you do is lounge around on Don’s sofa. I mean, you do get that Standing being murdered doesn’t look good for you, right?”

Perez looked away from me, purring loudly.

“Okay, I get it. No love lost there. And maybe someone did the world a favor, but don’t let it mess up your life.”

She thumped her tail a couple of times before jumping from the sofa and exiting through the open window.

“Whatever.”

“Who are you talking to?” Don asked as he came out of the bathroom.

“Per...incess. I think I pissed her off and she left.”

“She’s a prickly one, but she’s good with Bridger. It’s weird that she doesn’t like you, though.”

“Yeah. Super weird.” If he only knew. “You ready?”

“I guess, but where are we going? I am not going back to the stripper shrimp buffet.”

“Ugh. No, we are not going to the ‘stripper shrimp buffet.’ Brenham.” Anyway, I had checked, and the buffet was closed on Sunday.

Don stopped halfway down the stairs. “Brenham? What’s in... No. No, I am not going to Brenham.”

I grabbed his shirttail as he turned to go back upstairs. “It’s a beautiful day for a drive in the country.”

“You just want to go to Brenham and poke around and see if you can find out anything about Lana’s dad.”

“Well, that would be a bonus, sure, but I’m thinking, oh, fried chicken, slice of pie maybe...”

“What would Dani say if she knew you were eating fried chicken and pie?” 

I didn’t answer, just tugged on his shirt again and he sighed.

“Fine. We’ll go. But I reserve the right to say I told you so when this all goes horribly wrong.”

“Fine. Whatever. I’ll let you drive.”

We hadn’t had much to go on, but Don’s research skills had yielded a full name – Frank Forrester – and a few details. His name was on the website of one of the churches in the area. One of those churches where neither Dani nor I would have felt at home, if you know what I mean. Seems Frank was a deacon or board member or some other position of authority. I got the impression that Frank was the kind of guy who got off on authority.

I directed Don to a popular diner close to the church and we got a couple of seats at the end of the counter where we could watch the door. It was almost time for church to get out, and I figured there would be a decent number of churchgoers coming in for Sunday dinner.

Brenham was close enough to Houston to have a weekend influx of city people, but the clientele here was mostly locals, and we got a few sidelong glances.

“Am I obvious?” I asked Don, keeping my voice low.

“What do you mean? That you’re spying?”

“No. I mean me. Like, am I picking up a homophobic vibe?”

“I think it’s more of a ‘wary of strangers’ vibe.”

“But am I?”

“Well, maybe your jeans fit better than a straight guy’s would. Make you feel better?”

“Yes and no. I just don’t want to get beat up in the parking lot.”

“You boys aren’t from around here,” the waitress behind the counter said as she stopped by to top up our coffee.

“Um, no ma’am,” I said. “Houston. Just wanted to get out of the city for the day.”

She nodded. “Too hot and crowded.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I figured it was best to put on my manners until I got the lay of the land.

“Ma’am? Can’t remember the last time I got called ma’am by a city boy.”

“Oh, well my grandma was very old school about manners.”

I could see Don trying to keep a straight face out of the corner of my eye.

“Well, it’s nice to hear. You need another minute with the menu?”

“Oh, yes, thanks.”

“Your grandma was what, now?” Don asked once the waitress was out of earshot. He snorted and I couldn’t blame him. Grandma Rosemary, the one who set up the trust fund for me, was not, as one might assume, dead. She was living in an artist colony in Arizona. The last time I spoke to her on the phone she was nagging me about wearing sunscreen because, and I quote, “sunburned nipples are nothing to joke about.” I gave a little shudder thinking about it, even now.

“I panicked. Maybe my other grandma was, back in the day. It could be.”

“Sure, dude. Whatever you say. The next time I see Rosemary I am so telling her about this. Your dad is gonna laugh and laugh and laugh.”

The waitress – Susanne, her tag said – came back then and I ordered a short stack with a side of sausage. I looked around the room while Don placed his order. It looked like a few churchgoers were starting to trickle in.

“What do you really think you’ll find out?” Don asked. “It’s not like you can start asking questions. We don’t even know what he looks like.”

“I didn’t think he’d be here. I don’t think he’s in town.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Because if he’s not here, people will be talking about it, won’t they? Gossip, dude. The real American pastime.”

I picked up my coffee and opened my ears. Sooner or later someone was going to wonder where pillar of the church community Frank Forrester could be.

❧

I was on my third cup of coffee and dragging my last bite of sausage through a puddle of maple syrup when I finally heard something.

“He’s in Houston. Family business,” a lean, grey-haired man in a western shirt with a bolo tie was saying to a woman who was sitting down across the table from him.

I picked up my coffee and leaned back, trying to hear their conversation without being obvious. 

“Family business?” the woman snorted. “Far as I know the only family he’s got left is that little hussy daughter of his.”

“Hmm,” the man responded, but I could see him stiffen and lean back. He seemed disinclined to continue the discussion. Figures I would be sitting near the one person who wasn’t a gossip.

Don glanced over at me and raised an eyebrow. He had heard the exchange also.

“Dr. Wells,” a man in dusty jeans and boots approached the table. “I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch, Dr. Wells, but Stormy is colicky and Shari’s having a fit over it.”

“No problem, Rob. Let me just settle up here and I’ll be right out.” The man nodded and left. Dr. Wells stood and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “Mrs. Pruitt, I’m sure you understand. Duty calls.”

I wouldn’t say he ran away, necessarily, but he didn’t dawdle over his good-byes.

I kept my eye on Mrs. Pruitt in case she picked up the conversation with another victim. She scanned the room, lips pursed, before getting up and heading for the door.

“Ready?” Don asked.

I nodded.

We stepped out into the sun and headed for the car. We passed Mrs. Pruitt, standing in the shade of the awning of the business next door, cell phone pressed to her ear. 

“...haven’t seen him in days... Houston, Dr. Wells says. They’re thick as thieves, you know...”

“Now that was interesting,” Don said, once we were in the car.

“Told you so.”

“Dr. Wells, local veterinarian and close friend of the elusive Frank Forrester.”

“Who hasn’t been seen in days, apparently. I wonder how many days? I wonder if he left town before or after Lana’s murder.”

“And whether Dr. Wells supplied his friend with animal tranquilizers, either knowingly or unwittingly.”

“So many questions.”

“I’m really starting to hate small towns,” Don grumbled as he put the car in reverse.
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Time for a Salad
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“Where were you today?” Petreski asked when I opened the door that evening.

“And a good evening to you, too,” I said, holding the door and leaning on the door frame so he couldn’t get in.

Hi sighed and rolled his shoulders. “Fine. Hello, Jake. I was worried about you today. Where did you go?”

“Better.” I stood back so he could come in. “And to answer your question, Don and I went out for lunch and a drive in the country.”

He turned back to look at me, his green eyes narrowing. “Where in the country?”

I waved a hand in the direction of nowhere in particular. “Oh, you know. Around. Looking for bluebonnets and... stuff.”

“Bluebonnets? Bluebonnet season is way over. Try again.”

“We were hanging out in a diner in Brenham.”

“Of course you were.” He ran his fingers through his hair and looked up at the ceiling.

“Oh, and we went to Buc-ee’s. Want some jerky?”

“No, I do not want some jerky. What kind of jerky? No. No, I do not want jerky. I want... Okay, fine. Just one piece. And a beer.”

He was still studying the ceiling as I went to the kitchen to get beer and jerky. By the time I got back he had taken off his jacket and tie and was sitting on the sofa with his feet on the coffee table. I handed him his beer and he took a long swallow before he spoke again.

“I’m assuming you went to Brenham to look for Forrester?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “Not for Forrester himself. Because that would be foolhardy and dangerous, and didn’t we both agree I was going to be careful? No, I was looking for something more exciting. Gossip.”

“Gossip?”

“Oh, yeah. Small towns are great gossip mills.”

“I am aware. I did grow up in a small town, remember?”

“Psh. Waxahachie is practically a Dallas suburb these days.”

“It’s small enough. Now spill. I know you must have heard something. You’ve got that smug look on your face.”

“Okay. So, Don figured out that Forrester is a big-wig in one of the churches there. So we went to the most popular restaurant closest to the church, and just sat at the counter listening.”

“And?”

“A woman named Mrs. Pruitt was talking to Dr. Wells – he’s a vet – and he said someone – I didn’t hear who – was in Houston dealing with family business. And then she said something about a hussy daughter.”

“Hmm. Could be talking about Forrester. Charles Wells is one of Forrester’s known associates.”

“Known associates? Sounds suspicious.”

“It just means they know each other.”

“Suspiciously.”

“Anything else?”

“Then I heard Mrs. Pruitt on the phone saying something about whoever – probably Forrester – not being seen around in days. And that’s it. But I wonder how many days? And we wondered whether Forrester could have gotten the drugs used on Ruby from this Wells guy. Oh, and Wells did not want to talk to Mrs. Pruitt. He got all stiff and formal when she started getting nasty and judgy.”

Petreski sat in silence for a while, chewing on a bite of jerky. I leaned back and looked out the window for a few seconds before getting up to make a salad in my tiny kitchen.

I had just started cutting up a tomato when Petreski stuck his head in. “You’re really making a salad? I thought that was all a joke the other day.”

“Nope. I’ve got this stuff and it needs to get eaten. So we are having a salad and, um... I guess a sandwich. I’ve got stuff for sandwiches. I honestly do need to start eating better.” I sighed. Just because I’d made a mature decision didn’t mean I was happy about it. “I had pancakes for lunch and I’m meeting my personal trainer tomorrow, so...”

“Your personal trainer Dani Jarvis. I don’t know what’s more unnerving – that you have a personal trainer or that it’s Dani Jarvis.”

“Dani’s really nice.”

“She’s also still, technically, a suspect, even if you’re sure she didn’t do it.”

“I’ll make you a deal. If she did do it, I’ll find a different personal trainer.”

Petreski rolled his eyes and went back to the living room. I took that as agreement and went back to chopping my tomato.
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Jake Gets a Murder Board
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Dani was waiting for me in the lobby of the university wellness gym the next morning. She had worked out some kind of arrangement to get in as a guest trainer and was going to get me started on a weight training program. Oh, joy.

“Okay, so don’t be intimidated,” she said as we walked through a forest of strange machines and racks of weights.

“I’m not intimidated,” I lied.

“Everyone starts somewhere. Even that guy.” She nodded towards a guy in a sleeveless t-shirt with a thick neck and bulging arms. She winced when he grunted loudly and dropped his weights on the floor with a yell and a whoop. “Okay. Don’t be that guy.”

“No problem.”

“It is entirely possible to get a balanced physique without turning into a skinny-legged douchebag.”

“Tell me how you really feel.”

She laughed and we continued on to a corner station with an adjustable bench and a rack with an assortment of dumbbells. “Let’s start here. You can actually get a pretty good workout just with hand weights. And you’re not looking to get big or compete, right?”

“Absolutely not. I’m actually pretty happy with the way I am now.”

She laughed and shook her head. “I wish everyone was this easy.”

We spent the next half hour going through a series of exercises that worked my back and chest – to help combat student slouch, she said, and I remembered Jennifer’s hunchback remark. I was starting to feel a little self-conscious and straightened my shoulders. 

As we were walking towards the locker rooms we passed the cardio area and she stopped. I turned to see what she was looking at, and just stopped myself from gasping.

“A friend of yours?” I asked, nodding towards Gloria Quintanilla, sweating it out on a stair machine. “Do you want to go say hi?”

“Oh, no. We should get going.”

That was when Gloria looked up and I could tell she recognized Dani. She glanced at me and got that “don’t I know you from somewhere” look on her face.

“Yep, you’re right. Gotta get cleaned up for class.”

I turned toward the locker room, hoping to get moving before Gloria figured out where she knew me from.

Maybe everybody was right and I should just stay home and mind my own business. Too many people knew too many other people.

I rushed through my shower, wanting to make a speedy exit from the gym. I kept my head down as I crossed the lobby and left the building, not looking up until I got to the corner and had to cross the street. It wasn’t until I was settling into a carrel in the library that I relaxed and let myself think about what I’d seen in the gym.

Dani and Gloria knew each other. I had now seen Gloria twice on campus. Signs pointed to Gloria being a student. Dani had been Lana’s roommate, and Gloria was Lana’s co-worker, which was a perfectly innocent connection and it was completely possible for them to have met. So why would Dani pretend not to know Gloria, unless there was something funny going on?

❧

“I need a murder board,” I announced when Don stuck his head in my door that afternoon.

“A murder board? Like on cop shows?”

“Yeah. To keep track of everything.”

“Why? What happened?” He came the rest of the way in.

“I was at the gym with Dani this morning, and we saw Gloria – from Slippery When Wet. They knew each other.”

“What did they say?”

“Nothing. They just looked at each other and then Dani pretended that she didn’t know Gloria. But things are getting complicated.”

“Why would Dani pretend not to know Gloria, unless they’re up to something?”

“That was my thought!”

“And if they’re up to something, maybe you should distance yourself from Dani and stay away from all these people.”

“I knew you were going to go there. Not happening. Whatever they’re up to, I’m sure it didn’t have anything to do with Lana’s death.”

“What about Standing’s?”

“What? You mean, you think maybe they killed Standing?”

“Maybe. Like, revenge or something.”

“Nooo... No, I don’t think so.”

“You mean you don’t want to think so. But it’s not entirely out of the question.”

“See? I need a murder board. Plot all this out – the connections and everything.”

“Ugh. I think there’s an old whiteboard in the back room at work. I’ll see if they’ll let me borrow it.”

“Cool. Do you work tonight?”

“Yes. Fine. Let me borrow your car, and if I can, I’ll bring it home tonight. Happy?”

“Yes. Yes! You’re the best friend ever!”

Don rolled his eyes and left.

“Best friend ever! I love you, man!” I called after him. The last thing I saw was his middle finger rise above the railing as he went down the stairs.

❧

The first thing I figured out when I got my murder board was that I had no idea how to set up a murder board.

Don’s boss just gave him the board since it was pretty much trash anyway. You could see faint traces of black and green lines and writing that wouldn’t come off. I cleaned it as much as I could and then leaned it against the coffee table. I sat on the floor in front of it, picked up my dry-erase marker, and... nothing. 

I stared at it for a minute, and then turned it sideways so it was wider than it was tall. That looked more murder-boardy.

I had to start somewhere, so I wrote “LANA” near the top of the board. Then I wrote “STANDING” next to that, since he was also now a victim.

I started filling in names and information and trying to figure out who knew who and how they were connected. I got up to make some coffee and grabbed my dream journal so I could add those details to my timeline. 

Staring at the board, I admitted I was stuck. I was only looking at a small part of the picture. I knew next to nothing about Standing, Miletti, or Frank Forrester, and had no real way of learning more. No safe way, that is. I could go back to Slippery When Wet and poke around, but then I’d start looking suspicious and Gloria would recognize me for sure now.

I guess I was just... stuck. And now I needed to get to class.

It was ridiculous to keep looking over my shoulder, but I couldn’t stop. What if I ran into Gloria again? I was starting to feel like everything was just too close and maybe Don and Petreski were right and I should step back. But I couldn’t. The dreams wouldn’t let me. Why would I be having these dreams if I wasn’t supposed to do something with that information? 

So I went to class and looked over my shoulder.

I was walking back to my car when my phone rang. 

“Hey, Jennifer! How was your retreat?”

“It was great! How are you?”

“Oh, I’m fine. School. The usual.”

“Well, I heard you were trying to reach me. You sure everything’s okay?”

“I was calling about Dani – Dani Jarvis?”

“What about her?”

“Well, I’m not sure whether you knew, but her roommate was murdered.”

“Lana?”

“You knew her?”

“Not well. She came to yoga class now and then with Dani. How terrible! How is Dani?”

“Okay, I guess, but she needs a place to stay. She has to get out of the house, well, for several reasons, but she needs somewhere that she can take her – Lana’s – dog. I’ve got a line on an apartment for her, but it won’t be ready for a couple of weeks. I was wondering whether you knew of anything?” I bit my lip, waiting for her answer. If I knew Jennifer at all she would offer to let Dani stay with her if she could.

“Well... I have room, but I don’t know how Buttercup would feel about sharing his space with another dog.”

“Oh, I wasn’t trying to –”

“No, no. Of course. I’m just thinking out loud. Tell you what. Why don’t we set up a meet – Dani and her dog could come over to the house, and we’ll see how Buttercup reacts. If it’s okay with him, it’s okay with me.”

I knew I could count on Jennifer. “Thanks. Thank you so much! I’ll call Dani and get back to you.”

❧

Later that afternoon, Dani and I sat on the sofa in Jennifer’s sunny living room and watched Ruby and Buttercup circle each other. 

“I think they’ll be fine,” Jennifer said as she put a tray of iced tea and glasses on the coffee table. “Y’all want tea?”

“Oh, yes, please,” I answered, taking the glass she poured and handed to me.

“Jenn, I really hate to impose like this,” Dani said as she accepted a glass.

“No, no. Don’t you worry about that. It’ll be fun to have someone around for a while.”

“If you’re really, really sure, then I’m, gosh, so grateful. I’ve got to get out of that house. There was a prowler the other night, and after Lana... anyway, I just feel so lucky to have met Jake when I did.”

I looked down at my drink and kept my mouth shut. I felt like a heel, knowing that the real reason I’d gone out of my way to meet Dani was to get information about Lana.

“Jake is one of the world’s special people,” Jennifer said, compounding my guilt.

“Y’all... please...” I started to protest.

“You hush,” Jennifer scolded. “If it wasn’t for you... Anyway. Enough of that. Dani, do you want to bring your stuff over tonight?”

And that was when Dani lost it. Heaving sobs and tears pouring down her face. Jennifer ran from the room and came back a few seconds later with a box of tissues, handing Dani a couple as she sat down on the other side of her.

I sat there feeling helpless. I wasn’t sure what my role here was – comforting friend? Stoic rock? Superfluous male?

Jennifer was holding Dani in a hug now, rocking her back and forth and whispering to her.

“It’s okay. Just let it out. I know, I know.”

I caught Jennifer’s eye and shrugged, trying to make it a question. She nodded toward the kitchen. “Jake, honey, why don’t you go get the bottle of bourbon from the kitchen? I think we could all do with something a little stronger, don’t you?”

I fled. There was a bottle of Maker’s Mark among the small collection of liquor bottles in a tidy row on the kitchen counter. I grabbed it and opened the cabinet above the little bar, pulled out three glasses, and took everything back to the living room.

Dani’s sobs had subsided to hiccups by this point, and I concentrated on pouring us each a small amount of the mellow brown whiskey. 

“Better?” Jennifer asked after Dani had swallowed a few sips.

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. You’ve probably had to be real strong the last few days. You needed to get all that out in a safe space. You want to talk about it?”

Dani glanced at me. “I can leave if you want,” I said. “You know, if you want to talk privately.”

“No. Stay, it’s fine. I do. I’m not sure where to start, but I think it’s better if you are here.”

“Start wherever you like,” Jennifer said.

“When you called this a safe space... it was the first time I’ve felt safe since, hmm, since maybe before Lana was killed.”

“Before?” I asked. “Were there threats, or –”

“Shh. Let her tell it her own way.” Jennifer put her hand on my arm to quiet me.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Dani said, shaking her head. “I’d wonder the same thing. But no, it was more... subtle than that. It was something about Lana. Or more like, something about what was going on around Lana.” Dani took another sip of her drink and clutched the glass in both hands.

“Okay, here it is. She’d been sleeping with her boss. I wouldn’t call it dating. Lana wasn’t interested in him for more than just a good time. She liked sex, but wasn’t interested in a relationship. Nothing wrong with that, but it struck me as kind of high risk, especially if you’re doing it with your boss.” She looked up at me and I nodded, agreeing and encouraging her to continue.

“Then this other guy – this cop named Standing – started sniffing around. Lana started seeing him, too. But with him it was more like dating – going to dinner and talking on the phone a lot. I thought maybe she was getting serious about him, but when I asked her about it she laughed. Said she was still seeing Miletti, too. I thought that sounded stupid. I mean... there was just something about Standing that rubbed me the wrong way, you know?”

I nodded. “Oh, yeah, totally.”

“I was worried. I didn’t trust either of those guys, and there was Lana involved with both of them.”

Jennifer sighed. “It’s hard, when you feel like a friend is making a bad decision and there’s nothing you can do.”

“Yeah. Exactly. Lana’s attitude was always that everything would work out – no matter what it was. But I’m a little more cynical. I just knew something was wrong. You probably think that’s silly,” she said, looking up at me.

“Not at all. Seriously.” Seriously.

She looked back down at her drink and didn’t say anything for a while.

“So, did anything actually happen? Like were either of them ever... did either of them ever hurt her?” I asked.

“No. Not that I knew of. I mean, Miletti wouldn’t do anything like that – she couldn’t work if she had bruises or injuries. Doesn’t mean he couldn’t be a bastard, though. Standing, I don’t know. But a few days before she... before she died... she started looking upset. I asked her if something was wrong, but she didn’t want to talk at first.”

“At first?” Jennifer asked. “Did she ever open up?”

“Yeah. She... she finally told me that she thought she might be pregnant, but she wasn’t sure whose it was or what she was going to do.”

I remembered the phone call. I wished I knew who she had been talking to.

“But there was something else. Something about Standing. I’m not sure what it meant. She said she didn’t think he was really interested in her for herself. When I asked her what she meant she clammed up. Just shook her head and wouldn’t say anything else about it. And then she was gone.” Dani downed the rest of her drink and sat the glass on the coffee table. “I probably should have told all that to the cops, right?” She asked me.

“Probably. But you were upset and afraid, right? You can tell them now. I’ll help you, if you want.”

❧

Petreski wasn’t thrilled about getting this information at such a late date, even if it mostly just confirmed suspicions he already had. For me it confirmed the nature of the phone call I overheard – that she did know she was pregnant and probably talking to one of the possible fathers.

The remark I kept coming back to was that Lana felt Standing wasn’t interested in her for herself. If not, then what was he interested in? Was it just a fetish thing, like he was into mermaids, or swimmers, or blondes? Or was it something that had nothing to do with sex at all? Something more sinister? Something to do with what she did or where she worked? One more unanswered question to put on the murder board.
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Perez Has a Theory
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I was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of my murder board that evening when Don came in, Bridger hopping behind him and Perez – in Cat form – bringing up the rear.

“Check out my entourage, dude.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m ever so impressed.”

“Solved the case yet?” he asked, coming back from the kitchen with a beer.

“I wish.” Perez sat down next to me and looked at the board. “What do you think, Snookum-Doodles?”

She hissed at me, but didn’t take her eyes off the board. Don laughed.

“So what happened today? You said you got Dani moved into Jennifer Katz’s place.”

I looked at Perez, trying to decide how much to say in front of her. I knew she hadn’t done anything, but I also knew she wasn’t supposed to be involved in the investigation. But she was sitting here looking at everything I’d written down about it, so I sighed and told Don – and Perez – everything Dani had told me that afternoon.

Later, when Don left, carrying a sleeping Bridger, Perez lingered. She was curled up in one corner of the sofa, and I’m sure she was pretending to be asleep. I sat at the other end and watched her for a minute.

“You’re not really asleep, are you?”

She cracked one eye open and looked at me.

“Yeah, didn’t think so. You got something you wanna say? About that, I mean?” I asked, pointing at the board.

She got up, stretched, and then jumped down to go sit in front of the board. She raised one paw to scratch at Standing’s name and hissed.

“Yeah, I get it. He was an asshole.”

She hissed again, louder and longer.

“This is ridiculous. If I get you something to wear, can we have a conversation about this?” She sighed and looked away.

“Tell you what. I’ll put a t-shirt and a pair of sweats in the bathroom. They’re clean. If you’re up for talking, you can go in there and get dressed. If not, the window’s open.

She was still while I got the clothes out of a drawer and put them in the bathroom. She stared – glared? – at me for a few more seconds and then went into the bathroom, pushing the door closed with her body when she was inside.

“Standing killed Lana Forrester.”

Perez stood in the bathroom doorway, wearing the clothes I had put out for her.

“Do you know that for sure, or do you just think he did?”

“I didn’t see him do the deed, if that’s what you’re asking. But he doesn’t have an alibi for that night. Not really.”

“He was on duty, wasn’t he? They can track the car, his phone, GPS and stuff, right? They would know if he wasn’t where he said he was.”

“Just because he was on duty, doesn’t mean he was where he said he was. Or where the technology said he was. Technology can be tricked and manipulated. GPS can be turned off.”

“So you’re saying he ditched his car and went to Lana’s house, in the pouring rain, drugged her dog, killed her, and somehow got her body to the bayou, all without anyone seeing him?”

“He could have used a second car. Parked his cruiser somewhere innocent, said he was taking a meal break, and then used another car to get to Lana’s and do the deed.”

“But his personal car is a two-seater Audi. Not so good for bad weather driving, let alone transporting and dumping a body.”

“It could have been some other car. He could have... he could have stolen one. If an old beater car or van was stolen from somewhere near wherever Standing took his dinner break, it might not have been noticed and wouldn’t have LoJack or some other tracking device...”

“Or borrowed!” I said. “He could have just used it and put it back where he found it, and the owner never reported it stolen, because it wasn’t. Not really. They probably never even noticed it was gone.”

“Can I have a beer?” she asked after a minute.

“Um, yeah. Of course.” I went to the kitchen to get her one.

“Are you expecting Petreski tonight?” she asked when I handed her the bottle.

“No. Why?”

“I don’t want him to know we were talking about this.”

“Oh, yeah. Of course. No, he’s not coming over as far as I know, but I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep from telling him about this, you know?”

“Right.”

“So... About Standing killing Lana. You got anything more than a theory? It’s a great theory, but it’s not evidence.”

She took a long pull on the beer before answering. “Just my gut. But I think it’s worth looking at where his car was, and where his phone was, that night.”

“But, if Standing killed Lana, who killed Standing?” I asked.

“Good Samaritan?”

I snorted. 

She stood, putting the empty bottle on the table, and walked back to the bathroom.

“Just to make things clear,” she said before pushing the door almost closed, “this does not mean we are friends now.”

After she left I rolled the clothes she had worn inside a used towel and stuffed them into the laundry bag beneath some dirty clothes, to make sure Petreski’s sensitive nose didn’t notice that she had been here wearing my clothes. I had nothing to feel guilty about, but sometimes Petreski asks too many questions.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Don Has an Admirer
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The next morning I was surprised to find myself looking forward to meeting Dani at the park. I didn’t even object when she headed east along the bayou, towards where Don and I had found Clarence Wilton’s body a few months before.

I was also surprised by the thought that I wanted to introduce Dani to Miss Nancy. I don’t know where that thought came from, but I had learned by now to trust my instincts and go where they told me.

“Dani,” I gasped when we stopped at the edge of the trail where some sadist had installed a pull-up bar, “I have a friend I want you to meet.”

“Does he need to get in shape, too?”

Too? What was that “too” supposed to mean? “No. I mean, I can’t really say, but that’s not why I want you to meet her.”

“Sorry. Her. So why do you want us to meet, then?”

“Well, this is going to sound weird, but I’ve just got this feeling you two should meet.”

“Some kind of cosmic nudge?” she asked, pointing at the pull-up bar. “Try for five.”

“Ugh.” One.

“Do... Don’t...” Two.

“Mock. Ugh.” Three.

“Unh...” Fourish.

“The cosmic... nudge,” I finished from where I sprawled on the grass.

“So who’s this friend of yours, then?” she asked, looking down at me.

“Her name is Miss Nancy. She’s, like, the wisest person I know.”

“Not Miss Nancy the spiritualist?” She looked interested now.

“I guess so. You know her?”

“No, but I’ve heard of her. There are a few women in this one Pilates class I teach that I’ve heard talk about her. They’ve heard about her, but haven’t been able to get an appointment to see her.”

“They probably won’t. Miss Nancy is... particular. I’ve never figured out how her schedule works.” Women who gossiped in Pilates classes were not Miss Nancy’s type.

“But how do you know her?”

“Friend of the family. She was my babysitter when I was a kid.”

“And you want me to meet her? Why?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, it’s just a feeling. And I have recently learned that it’s best to take those feelings seriously.”

She studied me for a minute, biting her lip, before answering. “I’ll make you a deal. You manage five on Wednesday and I’ll meet your Miss Nancy.”

“Yeah. Okay.” I hoped she’d move on and let me rest for a while and then stagger home, but she took her job more seriously than that. We finished the forced march and parted ways in the parking lot. She drove off in her sporty SUV and I trudged home, getting soaked when the skies opened up again.

I told myself to stop thinking about how an SUV was perfect for driving in wet weather and transporting things. And people.

❧

A hot shower and a cup of coffee improved my mood, and I forced down a bowl of yoghurt with honey and fruit, determined that I would grow to love it. I wasn’t there yet, though.

Petreski probably did pull-ups all the time at the cop gym or wherever cops worked out.

I have 2 get better at pull-ups – advice? I texted Petreski.

Yeah – ask yr trainer

Wow. That was super helpful. Kind of made a bet w her and have to do 5 on Wednesday to win

Wait – u can’t even do 5?!

Okay, that was seriously not only not helpful, but now I was pissed off. He could probably do 50 or some stupidly high number.

Mean, I texted back after a couple of minutes. 

I tossed the phone onto the cushion next to me and turned my attention to the murder board leaning against the coffee table. I should be studying, but I couldn’t stop obsessing over the lines and arrows and that’s when it hit me.

I needed to know more about these people, and right now the only link I had between Lana’s work and Lana’s home was Gloria. I needed to meet Gloria for real.

I knew her name, where she worked, where she went to school, where she worked out, and I was pretty sure I knew that she was taking Sports Nutrition this semester. I was a student at the same university, and I worked out, after a fashion, at the same gym. Perfectly innocent and reasonable that I would be around and about on campus, right? 

I mean, I’m not a stalker, but maybe I could employ some stalker-adjacent techniques in the name of truth and justice? I had enough self-awareness to ask myself whether I was standing at the top of a slippery slope. Petreski would say yes. Don would tell me to leave it alone and let the police handle it. 

I sighed and looked at my laptop. It would be super easy to open it up and look at the class schedule, see when and where the Sports Nutrition class met. I got up to take my bowl and coffee mug to the kitchen. I was going to be responsible. I was going to play it safe. I finished rinsing the dishes and put them in the drainer to dry. I was going to mind my own business, study hard, and trust Petreski and Baldy, no, Stanek, to do their job.

I wondered what Perez would think of my new hands-off policy. She’d probably think I was a total putz.

I thought I was kind-of a putz.

❧

“I need to learn more about Gloria,” I told Don as we walked over to Ground Up that afternoon. 

“Why? I mean, seriously, why?” he asked, shifting Bridger’s sling to his other shoulder. “Hey, little dude’s finally putting on some weight.”

“Because I need to... um... I need to.”

“Oh, well that explains it then.”

“Come on, man. You know I can’t let this whole thing go. And I know there’s some kind of secret involving Gloria. We need to know if she’s involved.”

“We? Not me. Not we. You. I don’t need to know anything.”

“Fine. Whatever. Me. So? Any ideas? I was thinking I’d hang around on campus near where her class is and accidentally on purpose bump into her.”

“I don’t want to know. I don’t want to be involved. And please tell me you don’t mean ‘bump into her’ literally.”

I hadn’t completely ruled it out. “Of course not. What kind of weirdo do you think I am? No, don’t answer that.”

Don waited out front while I went inside the coffee shop. After a short chat with Harry, I got a bottle of happy hour wine and a couple of glasses and rejoined Don outside.

Don was right behind me and slammed into my back when I came to a stop at the edge of the patio. I heard Bridger squeak in protest as I backed up.

“What the hell, dude?” Don asked.

“On the patio! It’s them!”

“Them who?”

“Dani and Gloria!”

“So? Seems perfect to me. You said you wanted to learn more about her. Here’s your opportunity.”

“It’s weird.”

“How is it weird?”

“When Dani saw Gloria at the gym the other day she acted weird. And now they’re here together. I don’t want to walk in on something and have it be, you know, weird.”

Don rolled his eyes. He’s super good at that, thanks to me. I’m an inspiration. “It’s not weird. Ugh, and if you say weird one more time I will slap you. You come here all the time. It’s in the neighborhood. There is nothing wrong with you being at Ground Up having a glass of wine. Which, by the way, wine? Since when do we drink wine?”

“Since beer has, like, a million carbs and gluten and stuff.”

“I like gluten and carbs and stuff.”

“But I have to do five pull-ups on Wednesday. I need all the help I can get.”

“Okay, I’m starting to feel like this conversation is getting away from me. I’m not going to ask about the pull-ups. Can we please just go sit on the patio and drink this bottle of whatever you got? I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”

“Fine.” I squared my shoulders, and turned back towards the patio, trying to act normal.

“You’re doing a great job.” Don whispered from behind me.

“Shut up. I will kill you in your sleep.” Luckily Don was behind me so he couldn’t jab me with his super-pointy elbow.

I picked a table near the front and tried to act like I hadn’t seen the two women. I poured us each a glass of wine and took a sip. It was nice. Fruity, but not too sweet. Harry hadn’t steered me wrong. But it wasn’t beer, and I sighed.

“Jake?” I turned to see Dani standing a few feet away, empty coffee cup in her hand.

“Oh, Dani! Hi! How’s it going?”

“Fine. You? Hi, I’m Dani, Jake’s trainer,” she said, looking at Don with a big smile.

“Oh, hi. Don. Don Olson. I filled out the form about Jake.” He leaned forward to shake Dani’s hand and I’m pretty sure I didn’t imagine him having to tug a little to get it back.

“That’s right – I remember now that he didn’t fill it out himself. You’re a good friend to look out for him like that.” Ew. Was she... she was! She fluttered her freaking eyelashes. 

I snorted.

“Um, thanks. He needs a lot of looking out for. He’s very high maintenance.”

Dani laughed. Of course she laughed. “I’m starting to figure that out. Well, I should get back to my, um... I should get back. Just going to get a refill. Nice to meet you, Don.” 

“Oh, gross,” I said when she was out of earshot.

“What?”

“She likes you.”

“What, a girl can’t like me? I have good hygiene and a cute cat.”

“I’m just picturing the next time I see her. She’s gonna be all, ‘does Don have a girlfriend? What does Don do? Blah blah blah Don blah.’ Ick. Who needs that?”

“So tell her I have a girlfriend. Or that I’m broke. Either one should do the trick.” Don frowned. 

“Do you want me to, though? I mean, are you interested?”

“In a murder suspect? No, even if she is cute.”

“She’s not a suspect, I’m telling you. Despite her dubious taste in men, I think she’s okay.”

“But I’m still broke. Women tend to prefer men who can take them out to dinner or a movie now and then.”

“Well, I’m not going to lie to her, anyway. Let the chips fall where they may. But... oh...”

“What?”

“She’s moving into Mr. Levine’s apartment next month, remember?”

“Oh, crap. Now do you regret making her that offer?”

“Not even a little bit.”

❧

“Dani didn’t seem to be acting weird,” Don said as we were walking home later.

“Aside from lingering glances and fluttering eyelashes, you mean?”

“Stop it. I mean, about being seen with Gloria. They didn’t seem any stranger than we did – a couple of people hanging out at the coffee shop.”

“I guess.”

“But it could get weird if Gloria recognizes us.”

“Shit. You’re right.”

“Do you think either one of them will buy that it’s a coincidence?”

“Maybe... Houston is the world’s biggest small town. I never seem to go out without bumping into someone I know.”

“Except this time the thing you’ve all got in common is a murdered woman.”

“That is a bit... awkward, I have to admit.”

“They’re not stupid. If they start talking they’ll figure out something is hinky.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. I’m not going to worry about it now.”

“But what if one of them –”

“I’m one hundred percent sure Dani had nothing to do with Lana’s death. I can’t picture Gloria being involved either. And even if one or both of them was, I’ll be fine as long as I play dumb.”

“Act natural, in other words.”
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Mr. Hillebrand Has Concerns about His Son’s Lifestyle
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Tuesday morning I was showing Mr. Levine’s apartment to Dani and bracing myself for questions about Don. Thankfully she was playing it cool, but she did perk up when I told her Don and I both lived upstairs. At that point there was no doubt she wanted the apartment. She told me she would fill out the online rental application that afternoon, and I resigned myself to a minimum lease of twelve months living upstairs from my personal trainer. 

She didn’t mention Gloria, and neither did I. 

After seeing Dani out I headed back upstairs to call my Dad.

“Hey, Son! How’s life in the big city? Staying dry?”

“Hi, Dad. It’s all good. How’s everything there?”

“Can’t complain. Your mom’s taking art classes and that’s keeping her busy these days.”

“Sounds messy.”

“Not yet. Just sketching right now. But she does leave pencils and erasers and stuff all over the place.”

“She any good?” I asked.

“I don’t know. She won’t let me see anything. When I ask about it she says they’re just drawing shapes and stuff.”

“Maybe it’s naked people and she doesn’t want you to see that she’s spending her afternoons looking at hot young bods.”

“Ooh. Maybe I should take art classes too! Nah, it’s a beginner class. You know how your mom is. She’ll show me when she’s ready.”

“Oh, before I forget. I showed Mr. Levine’s apartment to somebody today, and I’d really like it if you let her have it. She’s going to fill out the online application today. Her name is Dani Jarvis.”

“I don’t see why not as long as her application checks out. Is she a friend of yours?”

“Not exactly. I mean, not yet. We haven’t known each other long and she’s, I guess technically, my personal trainer.”

“Oh, your mom will be pleased that you’re getting some exercise!”

“Et tu, Dad?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Anyway, she’s kind of in a jam because her roommate, um, died, and she can’t stay there any longer.”

“Uh huh. What aren’t you telling me?”

“Fine. Okay, in a nutshell, her roommate, who owned the house they lived in, was murdered. Dani has to move out because the house will be going to the roommate’s father, who’s awful. Oh, and she has a small dog, so she needs a place she can afford that will let her bring the dog.”

“Murdered? Are you sure it’s safe to rent to this girl?”

“Yeah, the murder was all about her roommate, not her. She’s just had some bad luck.” I was convinced this was true, and that was good enough for me.

“You know, I’m concerned about this new murdery lifestyle of yours.”

“Murdery lifestyle? Dad, murdery is not a word.”

“You know what I mean. First you’re finding dead bodies, and now you’re hanging out with people whose friends are getting murdered. And you’re dating a homicide detective. That’s an awful lot of murder in the air and I’m worried about you.”

“Aw, Dad. You don’t need to worry. I met Petreski because I found that body – just one – not the other way around. And if friends of friends are getting murdered, it’s nice to know I’ve got a homicide investigator on speed dial, don’t you think?”

“Hmm.”

“But anyway, Dani’s nice, she works hard and her dog is really well trained. So give her a shot, okay?”

“Sure, Jake. You know I will.”

“Hey, Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Um, how did you know, well, that Mom was ‘the one’?”

“Ah-ha!”

“What?”

“I knew things were getting serious!”

“What?! What are you talking about?”

“You and that cop of yours!”

“I don’t –”

“You never talk about him. You’re just like your mom with her sketching. Don’t want to talk about something you care about until you’re sure about it. I’m right, aren’t I?”

“I’m going to call Mom and tell her to get you checked for dementia.”

“Hee hee!” My dad was enjoying this way too much.

“You think I’m kidding.”

“Jake, just relax and enjoy life. If it’s right, you’ll know. Try imagining your life without him, and see how that feels.”

“I’m hanging up now.”

“Yes, Son, you do that. I love you, too.”

I turned off the ringer on my phone. I knew it wouldn’t be long before my mom started calling, wanting to interrogate me about Petreski. I should have kept my big mouth shut. When would I learn?
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They’ve Got Apps for Everything These Days
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“What are you doing?” Don asked, looking over my shoulder from behind the sofa.

“Geez, personal space dude. What if I’d been doing something super private?” 

“Are you?”

“I’m updating my food diary.”

“Your what?”

“Your girlfriend told me to keep track of everything I eat and enter it in this app.”

“She’s not my girlfriend. What app?”

“It’s one she gave me. I don’t think it has a name, as such. I enter what I eat, and it tracks all kinds of stuff like carbs and proteins and vitamins and stuff. Dani can access it to review it and give me advice about what I’m eating. I enter my exercise, too. It’s pretty comprehensive.”

“Hold on. Can I see it?” Don asked, holding out his hand.

“Um, I guess so. Just don’t mess it up.”

Don rolled his eyes as he took my phone. “I’ll try.”

I cracked open a textbook while Don tapped away at my phone.

“Hold on. Does Dani have a background in nutrition?” Don asked after a few minutes.

“I don’t think so. I know she’s a personal trainer and studied exercise, um, physiology? Something like that. Why?”

“Because nutrition is a big part of this. They say abs are made in the kitchen, you know?”

“They do?”

“Yeah. Like, everything comes back around to what you eat, right? So exercise is important for health and fitness, but diet is key for losing weight. So where does Dani get her nutrition expertise?”

“Um...”

“Who do we know of, who knows Dani, and knows something about nutrition?”

“Um...?”

“Starts with a ‘G’?”

“Ohhh... but she’s still a student, right?”

“Maybe she’s a grad student? Or close to finishing? Whatever, I’ll bet that’s the connection between Dani and Gloria – this app. I mean, other than them both knowing Lana.”

“Maybe Lana is how they met?”

“Makes total sense.”

“And, it’s perfectly innocent. So why act cagey about it?”

“I don’t know.”

“But wait,” I said, putting the textbook back on the coffee table. “Don’t you need a lot of programming know-how to create an app?”

Don shrugged. “Not so much anymore. There’s programs that just about anybody can use. I think now it’s mostly a matter of subject matter knowledge, and in this case the ability to analyze data. Maybe they have someone else working with them who has tech skills. Don’t see that it matters, though.”

“No. Probably not.”

“But like you said, why be cagey about the whole thing?”

“Maybe there’s lots of money-making potential.”

“Yeah. These days people are making money by creating things and selling them to bigger companies. Is there anything ground-breaking or innovative about their program?”

“How on earth would I know? I’ve never used anything like this before. It’s easy to use, though. But it’s not automated. Dani actually looks at what I enter. It’s more like a way for us to interface. But I guess it could be – whaddayacallit? – commercialized. Maybe as a resource for personal trainers or nutritionists working one-on-one with clients.”

“Hmm.” Don scrolled around on the app a bit more before handing my phone back. “Still don’t see how it relates to Lana, though.”

“It probably doesn’t.” 

“You want coffee?” Don called from my kitchen. I grunted and could hear him pouring water into the coffee maker. I knew we were friends for a reason.

“Oh! I just thought of something terrible!”

“What? What?!” Don stepped out of the kitchen.

“What if Gloria remembers where she saw us and tells Dani that you’ve got a thing for mermaids?”

Don sighed and went back into the kitchen. “So what if she does?”

“What if Dani shows up at your door in a mermaid outfit?”

“What if you give it a rest?”

I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see me. “Could get awkward, I’m just sayin’.” I muttered to myself.
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Coffee with Gloria
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“What about Miletti?” I asked Petreski that evening as we sat at the bar while Don was working happy hour.

“What about him?”

“Could he have –” I looked around to make sure no one was too close before lowering my voice, “could he have killed Lana?”

“Could he? Sure. But what would his motive be? By all accounts she was making him good money and no one we’ve questioned has indicated any tension between him and Lana.”

“What about jealousy? Or, you know, mob ties?” 

“What, because his name is Italian? That’s a stereotype, isn’t it?”

“Uh...”

“Besides, it’s not his real name.”

“Say what?”

“Nope. Michael Trumbull from Kansas City. Sorry to disappoint you.”

I sighed. “Lame.”

“If it makes you feel any better, he does have a record.”

“Oh, swell. But nothing that backs up him being the killer?”

Petreski shrugged. “Not directly, no. He was a small time pimp, cut a deal, testified against some bigger fish, changed his name and started over here.”

“Do you think he was doing that here? That the club is a front?”

“There’s nothing to indicate that that’s the case.”

“There’s nothing to indicate that that’s the case.” I repeated. “That’s some fancy phrasing there. They teach you that in cop school?”

Petreski snorted. “Do I really sound that stuffy?”

“Not all the time. Only when you’re trying not to say something.”

“Hmm. I think you may know me too well.”

“No such thing, Boo,” I said, clinking my beer bottle against his.

“Am I interrupting anything?” Don asked from the other side of the bar.

“Nope,” I answered.

“Too bad. Another beer?”

“I’d better not.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Petreski said. “Busy day tomorrow.”

“So what is it?” I asked Petreski as we walked back to my apartment building.

“What’s what?”

“What were you not saying back there? About Miletti?”

He didn’t answer right away, but after a minute he said, “It’s kind of a gut feeling. I don’t like him for Lana, but I don’t like ruling him out for Standing.”

“Well, Lana was, according to Dani, sleeping with both of them. Miletti might not have liked that. Maybe he’s the jealous type.”

“Maybe. But he has an alibi. Says he was at the club, and there were plenty of people who saw him there. So he couldn’t have done it, not really, but there’s just something there that’s eating at me.

“Well, don’t give yourself wrinkles over it, Boo. You’ll figure it out.”

❧

Later that night, after Petreski had gone home, I sat in front of my murder board, filling in what I had learned about Miletti/Trumbull and wondering how they were all connected.

What had Dani said the other day at Jennifer’s? Something about thinking Standing wasn’t interested in her for herself. Was Standing really interested in Miletti? Was he trying to get information about Miletti? 

It seemed Standing rubbed everyone the wrong way. I was irritated just thinking about him. He must have really turned on the charm to get Lana to give him the time of day, let alone keep him around for a while. Or he was great in bed. He must have something going for him – Perez kept him around for a while. Or maybe he’d changed since then.

But back to now – why go to all that trouble if there wasn’t something in it for him? 

Petreski had said something about Standing being dirty, hadn’t he? So... dirty cop seduces entertainer who works for a business owner who used to be a pimp. Was Standing trying to exploit that somehow? Maybe he knew, or figured, that Miletti was up to his old tricks and was trying to get a piece of the action. 

Of everyone on the board, three people would really know, and two of them were dead. The next closest would be Gloria, and I couldn’t figure out a way to talk to her that wasn’t totally weird.

❧

“Do you mind?”

I looked up from my book to see, of all people, Gloria Quintanilla herself pointing to the chair across the table from me. I tried not to do a double take.

“Oh, of course not. Please.” I gestured toward the chair and she sat, lowering her bag to the floor and setting her coffee on the table. The campus coffee shop wasn’t crowded, since it was summer semester, so she could have sat somewhere else. She was here on purpose.

“I’ve seen you before,” she said, taking the lid off her coffee and emptying a packet of sweetener into it.

“Yeah. I, uh, get around.”

“You were at Ground Up the other day. Dani says you’re one of her clients.”

“Yeah. That’s right.”

“Dani was really interested in your friend, I think his name was Don?”

“Is that why you’re here? To find out about him? Did Dani put you up to this?”

She shook her head. “That’s not Dani’s style. But she’s a friend, so I’m asking. Because, see, I kind of got the impression that your friend is into mermaids.”

“Ugh.” I leaned forward, elbows on the table, and buried my face in my hands. “No. That’s not it.”

“No? So what’s going on then?”

“I just said that. Don didn’t even want to go. He was just there to keep me out of trouble.”

“But instead you got him into it.”

“It’s kind of my superpower.”

She cocked her head to one side and studied me for a minute before picking up her coffee. “Hmm. Dani likes you, and you seem like a nice guy. Funny, too.”

“I try.”

“And your friend? Is he a nice guy?”

“The best. He’s been my best friend since we were fifteen.”

“So why were you there, then?”

She was smart, and she wasn’t letting this go. “I don’t suppose you’d buy that I was there for the shrimp?”

“You did get your money’s worth. But no, I wouldn’t.”

I sighed. “I am – and Don will back me up on this – a hopeless snoop.”

“But what were you there to snoop about?”

“Lana.”

“Lana? But why? Did you know her?”

“No. I hadn’t even met Dani yet at that point. But I... it’s complicated. But you remember those detectives that came while we were there? One of them – the younger one – he’s my boyfriend.”

“Oh. Well done, you. But you didn’t say anything. Oh – he didn’t know you were there, did he?”

“Not until he saw me.”

“And you were in big trouble after that, yeah?”

“Eh. Not so much. He’s used to me being a snoop.”

Gloria leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs and kicking her top leg back and forth.

“So what’s your deal, then?” she asked me.

“My deal?”

“Yeah. Why were you snooping? What was your interest? How did you know about Lana?”

“Do you believe in the paranormal?” Either she’d buy into it, or she’d think I was a (hopefully harmless) weirdo and leave it alone.

“What, like werewolves and demons and stuff?”

“No. More like, oh, spiritual connections, ESP, that kind of thing.”

“I don’t know. My Tia Zoila does. She says she sees ghosts and communicates with spirits.”

“Do you believe her?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Other than that, though, she’s a very practical, no nonsense person. She’s not a kook or delusional or anything. So I guess maybe I give her the benefit of the doubt. Why? Are you saying you saw Lana’s ghost?”

“No. I’ve never seen a ghost. Let’s call it intuition. I had a feeling, or something, about someone. And that someone turned out to be Lana, and shortly afterwards she was dead, and I can’t let that go.”

“A feeling? What kind of feeling? And how did you know it was Lana if you didn’t know her?”

Oh. My. God. This girl was not giving up. “I didn’t exactly know it was Lana so much as I realized it was Lana after the fact.” It was close enough to the truth for me.

“Too bad you didn’t realize it earlier.”

Ouch. “Yeah. That’s what I thought, too.”

We sat in silence for a minute before I said, “You told me that you and Lana weren’t really friends, but that’s not exactly – precisely – true, is it?”

She sighed, her leg swinging faster before she stopped it. “Oh, fine,” she said, almost under her breath. “Maybe not exactly. In hindsight I think we probably would have gotten there eventually, and she introduced me to Dani, who’s become a really good friend. But Lana... she was, well...”

“Was it about a man?” I asked when she seemed to be having trouble finding her words.

“Stupid cliché, right?” She huffed out a humorless laugh. “And then when she met that Bobby guy. Well, I thought she’d start going out with him and leave Mike alone, but no. She wanted both of them. It just made me so angry and frustrated. It feels petty now, though.”

“You can’t always control your feelings.”

“No. That’s true. But it was stupid. And he’s my boss, which is even more stupid. I mean, seriously, what was I thinking?”

“Was? You don’t feel that way about him now?”

“That’s what makes it so stupid! It’s like, now that she’s gone my eyes are opened. What she had with him wasn’t all that great. Sure, I still find him attractive, but I don’t want him like I did. I mean, what’s to say anything I would have with him would be any better?”

“Different people? You’re not Lana.”

“No,” she shook her head. “It’s more about him. He’s very closed off. There’s something, oh, hard and cold about him. And the world he lives and works in? It’s something I want to leave behind. It’s a job I took to help pay for school, and that’s it.”

“That makes sense.”

“I thought Lana wanted out, too, but after she met Bobby she seemed even more interested in Mike. Maybe she was trying to play them off against each other or something? I don’t know. I’m not good at those games. It was confusing and frustrating for me.”

I nodded. “Sure. I totally get that. For them, too, maybe.”

“That’s the weird thing. Bobby seemed totally on board. I think he knew she was still fooling around with Miletti. One night I – oh, I never even thought about this until now. Weird.”

“What?”

“Well, one night I was leaving work and saw them – Mike and Bobby – talking in the parking lot off to the side, away from the back entrance. I didn’t hear what they were saying, but I did catch Lana’s name. Bobby had his back to me, but I could see Mike’s face and he looked pissed. Bobby was laughing, but it was a mean kind of laugh, if you know what I mean?”

I nodded. This was big stuff.

“I wondered if they were arguing over Lana, like maybe Bobby was baiting Mike, but I didn’t want to stick around and I didn’t want them to see me. And now Bobby’s dead and I’m wondering... oh geez. What if... what if Mike, you know?” She sat up, her hands shaking and eyes wide.

“I know, but – oh, shoot. No, I didn’t mean to freak you out. It’s okay, yeah? It’s okay. Miletti had an alibi, right? He didn’t do it.”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah. I’m okay. Sorry. And it’s ridiculous, right? Mike was at work when Standing was killed. I saw him. He was there all night, just like I told the police. I’m being silly.”

“No, you’re not. I think it’s perfectly normal to be worried and afraid when murder happens close to home.”

“Hah. Speaking from vast personal experience, are you?” she scoffed. She was trying to play it cool, but her hand shook when she picked up her coffee cup.

“Not vast, no. But personal, yes.” Personal enough for me, anyway.

“Oh. Sorry.”

“No worries. But I guess I do have a unique perspective.”

“Look, I know Dani’s been talking to you. She barely knows you, but she seems to trust you and I guess I can see why. But I’m gonna worry about her, and I’m not going to let that go.”

“Dani’s lucky to have a friend like you. But, and no offense, but how do we know you didn’t kill Lana? Or Standing? You’ve got motive.”

“You don’t. But I didn’t. I know you’re going to tell your boyfriend what I told you. Fine. But if they want to question me again, ask them not to do it when I’m at work, okay? I don’t want to get in trouble.”
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Movie Night with Cats
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Things seemed to be stalling out all over the place. I told Petreski everything I had learned from my chat with Gloria, but nothing had come of it yet. Standing’s finances were being examined, and Miletti had been questioned more than once by this point, but there hadn’t been any breaks in the case. 

All of which meant that I finally got to go out for dinner with my boyfriend. I should have known it was too good to be true, because when a break finally came it was while I was trying to enjoy a slice of something Dani would not have approved of at House of Pies.

“Oh, fuck me,” Petreski muttered, eyes fixed on a point across the room.

“Well, I was thinking maybe later we could...”

“Ssh!”

“Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it?”

“Jake, please. Would you just... Can it really be this easy?”

“Can what be this easy? What are you talking about?” By now it was obvious he wasn’t talking about what I was talking about.

“Frank Forrester. He just sat down at the counter. We’ve been looking everywhere for him, and he just walks into House of Pies and sits down in my line of sight? Seriously? I’ve gotta call Stanek.”

I drank my coffee and pushed crust crumbs around my plate with my fork while Petreski made his call.

“I’m going home alone, aren’t I?” I asked when Petreski ended his call.

“Yeah. Sorry. Look, here’s my car keys,” He handed me his key chain, and I had to tug a little to get him to let go. “Just, be careful, okay?”

“I’ll be super extra careful. Don’t worry, okay?”

“Hmm. I’ll text or call you later, let you know how things are going, but I don’t know if or when I’ll be done tonight. Sorry.”

“I get it – it’s okay. I’ll see you later.”

Petreski went over to sit on the empty stool next to Forrester, and I passed Stanek coming in as I left. He gave me a nod, his face grim, and headed over to join Petreski and Forrester. I sat in Petreski’s Honda, watching through the restaurant window as Petreski and Forrester stood, and the three of them made their way outside, climbed into an unmarked sedan, and drove off.

True to my word, I was super extra careful driving Petreski’s car back to my place. For lack of anything better to do, I used one of the Whataburger bags I found in the passenger seat to gather up used napkins and fast food wrappers. My man is not a slob, but it was obvious he spent way too much time in his car, and Dani would be horrified by all the junk food he ate.

Don was working, so I used my key to let myself into his apartment. Bridger was asleep on the sofa, but woke up and stretched when I turned on the light. 

“Hey there, little dude,” I said as I scooped him up. “Looks like it’s just us tonight. You wanna watch a movie with your Uncle Jake? Huh?”

He made a weird little noise when he tried to meow and yawn at the same time. 

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. But I get to pick the movie.”

Bridger seemed cool with this, and was asleep on my lap when Cat Perez scratched at Don’s door halfway through the latest Thor installment.

“Surprise!” I said, when I opened the door. She huffed and stalked past me to join Bridger on the sofa. “Don’s not here, and Bridger and I are watching a film full of manly derring-do and feats of strength and bravery. You can join us if you want, but you’re not allowed to complain about the movie and I’m not providing snacks.”

She curled up at the end of the sofa, Bridger tucked up against her. I assumed this meant my terms were acceptable, and resumed the movie.

I don’t know how late it was when I woke up, Bridger spooned against my chest and something warm pressed up behind my bent knees. I looked over my shoulder and could just make out Perez, curled up and sound asleep. This would have to be my little secret – Perez would deny it with her dying breath. I put my head back down and was asleep again in a few minutes. 

The next time I woke it was Don shaking me.

“Dude. Jake. Why are you asleep on my sofa? Petreski dump you?”

“What the? No! What’s wrong with you?!”

“Well, why are you here, then? Thought you had a hot date.”

“Petreski found Forrester and took him off to question him. I came home and watched a movie with Bridger.”

“Forrester? They found him?”

“Yeah. Get this. We’re sitting in House of Pies having dessert, and Forrester just walks in and sits down at the counter. Petreski just about died. He called Stanek and they took Forrester off in Stanek’s car, so I came home.”

I checked my phone, but no texts or calls. “They must still be questioning him or processing him, or whatever they’re doing.”

“But you saw him? Forrester? What did he look like? How did he seem?”

“Oh, uh, old I guess. About my dad’s age.”

“Your dad’s not old. He’s only 52. He was a father at your age.”

“Shut up! Really? Huh.” I hadn’t thought about it like that before. “Okay, then a bit older than that. Sixtyish, I guess. Grey hair, cut super short. Really tan and lean. He was wearing jeans and a plaid shirt. He could have been any other guy you’d see on the street.”

“How did he act?”

“I don’t know. Hungry? I didn’t hear anything any of them said, and he didn’t give Petreski a hard time about going with him. They didn’t cuff him. Nothing dramatic.”

❧

I went back to my own apartment and stared at the murder board for a while. I had added in all the latest information from Gloria, and picked up the marker to make a note that Forrester had surfaced.

I was dozing off when my phone chimed with a text message. Petreski was still at the station and I wouldn’t be seeing him tonight. I wasn’t surprised, and it was late, so I took myself off to bed. Tomorrow was Wednesday, and Wednesday meant pull-ups.
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Friends and Frenemies
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“I guess four really is your max right now.”

I squinted up at Dani. She was silhouetted against the sky and I couldn’t see her expression. 

“Ugh. I had a late night.” Who was I trying to kid? Four really was my max. “But next time I’ll hit five, and you’ll meet Miss Nancy.”

“Oh, I’ll meet her anyway. Come on.” She reached down to help me up and we continued our walk.

“Really? I thought I had to do five.”

She shrugged. “Eh. I just said that to give you some incentive. To see if you were blowing off the work. But if four is all you can do, even with incentive... well, at least now I know what we’ve got to work with.”

I sighed and focused on walking without falling down. I had to admit it wasn’t taking it out of me as much as it had a few days ago. I told her what had kept me up – that Frank Forrester had been picked up by the police last night.

“Good,” she said. “Maybe now they’ll figure something out.”

“You think he did it? You think he killed Lana?”

“Well, it doesn’t make sense when I think about it. I mean, why would he? He didn’t approve of the way she lived her life, but they hadn’t had contact for years as far as I know.”

We finished our walk mostly in silence, and when we parted ways in the parking lot we made plans to visit Miss Nancy that afternoon.

❧

Of course, Miss Nancy was charmed by Dani because Dani was trying to make me take care of myself. Bleh.

She gave Dani a once over, then led us back to the kitchen for tea, which she served in mugs this time.

“Wonder Woman!” I whispered in awe as she set the mug in front of her new friend.

“Tsk. If I give you Superman will you behave?”

“Probably not,” I admitted. I got the unicorn again and sucked it up.

“Don’s not with you today?” She asked. Dani perked up at Don’s name, and I knew there was no way Miss Nancy could have missed that.

“Not today, no. I wanted Dani to meet you. For some reason. I’m not sure why,” I rolled my eyes, but in a totally mature way.

Miss Nancy smiled at Dani and patted my hand.

“Jake gets notions,” she said.

“Cosmic nudges?” Dani asked, a small grin on her face.

“If you like. I find it best to just go with it. More often than not, he’s right.” She patted my hand again and poured herself some more tea. “So, Dani, how did you meet Jake?”

“It’s kind of complicated, I guess. He’s a client, so that’s how I met him, but now he’s just kind all over my life and up in my business. Oh! But not in a bad way, though!” 

“No, of course not. He has a habit of doing that, doesn’t he? But he means well.”

“I do! I really do!” I felt the need to defend myself for some reason.

“Yes, dear. That’s what I just said. Why don’t you go outside and cut me some of those roses along the back fence?”

I had been dismissed, apparently, so took my mug with me and grabbed the clippers and basket from the mudroom on my way out. I dawdled about the backyard, admiring the beds of herbs and flowers as I made my way to the back fence. I set my mug down on a flagstone and started hunting for the perfect blooms. I don’t know how long I’d been back there, but it must have been a while because Miss Nancy sent Dani out to find me.

“Miss Nancy’s wondering whether you’ve been kidnapped by aliens or tripped and knocked yourself out or what?” Dani asked as she came around a hedge.

“Ha ha ha.” I picked up the basket and my mug and we walked back to the house. “You ladies have a nice chat?” I asked.

“Yes, of course.”

“What’d you talk about?”

“None of your business.”

“Ooh! So me, then.” I grinned.

“No. Not you. Just none of your business.”

“Jacob, stop being nosy and bring me those flowers!” Miss Nancy called from the top of the steps, and I jogged the rest of the way to hand her the basket.

“Any tea left?”

“Yes, but it’s gone cold. That’s what you get for dawdling.”

❧

Dani seemed thoughtful as she drove me home.

“About Miss Nancy,” I said.

“Hmm?”

“It’s just that you mentioned those women talking about her in Pilates.”

“My lips are sealed. Besides, Miss Nancy doesn’t strike me as the Pilates type, and I doubt she suffers fools.”

“Too true. I figured you’d get it.”

“Yeah. She did say something though... something about you.”

“Uh oh. Do I want to know?”

“She said you have a gift.”

“Oh. Well, I don’t know if it’s a gift, necessarily.”

“She said a lot of things, actually, but what it all boiled down to was that I could trust you, and I’d be hard pressed to find a more loyal friend.”

“Wow. That’s humbling.”

“You’ve still gotta pay for training, though.”

As Dani drove off I turned to go into the apartment building. I stopped to check my mail, tossed the junk in the recycling bin, and headed for the stairs. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw Perez sitting on the steps – not in Cat form, but human, dressed in her usual grey jacket and Dr. Martens. 

“Oh, geez!” I put my hand to my heart. “Are you trying to kill me?”

“No, but it would be a perk,” she answered, but it didn’t sound as wholehearted as it might once have.

“You waiting for me? Or Don?”

“You, of course.”

“Look, you’re not messing with him, are you?”

She glared at me for a moment before answering. “No. He’s a nice guy with a nice cat. I don’t mess with nice people.” She stood and I stepped around her. She followed me into my apartment and started to examine my bookshelves.

“I’m a nice person, and you mess with me.”

“I don’t mess with you,” she said, not turning from the bookcase. “You just don’t appreciate my winning personality.”

“Your – did you just make a joke? For real?”

She shrugged.

“So, what? Are we calling a truce?”

She turned then, and leaned against the bookcase, arms crossed. “I’ve resigned myself to the fact that you’re not going anywhere. But there’s something about you that draws people in. I’m not sure I like it. It feels... dangerous... to me. And I don’t like anything that could put Petreski in danger.”

“And you’ve never attracted anyone dangerous before?” I asked, thinking of Standing.

“Yeah. I had an ex who was a murdering asshole. I get it. But that’s the kind of danger I understand. What you’ve got going on is different. It’s not normal.”

“I can’t believe I’m having a conversation about what constitutes normal with someone who can turn into a Cat.”

“Again, that’s pretty straightforward, and for Petreski and me it’s just part of the day-to-day. It’s physical, not metaphysical. Dreams, clairvoyance, seeing through the eyes of others... that’s different. It takes you places you don’t belong. It brings you pain and uncertainty and questions, doesn’t it?”

I nodded. I couldn’t argue with that.

“And has it helped, really? You’ve seen things happen, but have you been able to do anything productive about it?”

She was asking the hard questions I hadn’t wanted to ask myself. She was right, too, if I thought about it a certain way. But only a certain way. Sure, I had never seen a killer’s face, but I had seen enough to raise questions to answer and leads to follow.

“Bridger,” I said. “If I hadn’t had those dreams I never would have found Bridger. He would have died.”

“And that makes it worth it?”

“I think so. Yeah, he’s just one small life, but he was totally worth it. Don’t you think so?”

She looked down at her feet. She had to know I was right. She still didn’t look happy when she met my eyes again.

“You have to know I would never do anything to put Petreski – or you – in danger,” I told her. “I just tell him what I see. What he does with it is up to him. He’s a grown man. He weighs the risks and makes his own decisions, and we both have to let him.”

She shook her head. “That’s not what I’m getting at, though – not entirely.”

“You’re afraid.”

“What? Don’t make me laugh.”

“You are. Not of me, but you’re afraid of something, aren’t you?”

She shook her head again, her curls bouncing. “I don’t think afraid is the right word. I like things to make sense, and this doesn’t make sense.”

“Yeah, well, join the club.”

When Perez left we still hadn’t reached a resolution. We each just had to accept that the other had Petreski’s back, and learn to live with each other. At least I had a clearer picture of where I stood with her, even if I had no idea what I could do about it.

“I need a nap,” I said to the empty room after she left.

There was a scratch at the window closest to the live oak and I opened it a few inches. “Hey, Raymond. You hungry?” I went to the kitchen for some sunflower seeds. “Don and Bridger aren’t here, so you can come in if you want.”

He hopped in and sat on the windowsill, waiting for his seeds.

“Steer clear of women, Raymond. They ask a lot of questions and make you think heavy thoughts.”

Raymond studied me while he nibbled at a seed. Bits of hull fell on the floor below him.

“Try to keep the mess outside, okay buddy?”

He twitched his tail, but turned so that the hull crumbs fell on the ledge outside. 

“Thanks.”

I get it. This is definitely not normal. Damn Perez for making me think about it, but either there was something odd about me, or a magical squirrel had set up shop outside my window. 
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Speaking Frankly
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It wasn’t until that evening that I found out what happened after Petreski and Stanek left House of Pies with Forrester the night before.

“My gut tells me he killed Standing, but there’s no forensic evidence linking him to it. Or to Lana’s murder. But Lana... I don’t know.” Petreski shook his head.

“What don’t you know?” I asked from the kitchen as I got plates out of the cabinet. I joined Petreski on the sofa where he was opening takeout cartons from the Chinese place we favored.

“Too much,” he sighed. “But he denies having anything to do with her death, and I believe him.”

“But everything I’ve heard about him –”

“From a single source, who may or may not be reliable.”

“Seriously?”

“Okay, fine. Yeah, we ran background on him, and he’s not someone I’d want my daughter bringing home, but that doesn’t make him guilty of every crime in the vicinity. The problem is, you have your dreams, and your feelings, and I believe you – I believe they’re reliable – but they’re not evidence. I can’t arrest someone based on dreams and feelings.”

He was right. I knew he was right. Maybe that made Perez a little bit right too, much as I hated to admit it. This had to be what she was getting at – knowing what happened was one thing. Proving it, though, was another. A jury wasn’t going to take it on faith because some college student who’s obsessed with paranormal fiction had a dream.

“Yeah, but he kicked Lana out, right?”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t mean he could bring himself to kill his own daughter.”

“So what about her phone calls? Did you ever figure out who she talked to that night?”

“Yeah. Three calls – Miletti, Standing, and Forrester – in that order.”

“So it would have been Forrester she talked to when she said she guessed she was on her own. Did she ask him for help? She had to have been desperate to call him. Like he was her last resort.”

“Mm,” Petreski nodded, his mouth full of shrimp fried rice.

“So where has he been? He wasn’t at his place, and no one had seen him in Brenham.”

“He said he had a change of heart the next day, after he talked to Lana. I don’t know – he seemed sincere. Said he tried to call her back later, and when she didn’t answer he drove to Houston. Says he stopped for gas, so we’re checking that out. But my suspicion is it will check out.”

“From what I’ve heard, he doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who has changes of heart.” I swirled my egg roll around in a big puddle of spicy mustard.

“You’re putting too much mustard on that.”

“It’s fine.” I took a bite, and added more mustard to the exposed innards of the roll. 

“Jake...”

“It’s fine, I’m telling you. I do this all the time,” I protested, sniffling. 

“If you say so.”

“So tell me, more,” I sniffed, “more specifically, about,” sniff, “Frank Forrester’s – gah – change of heart.”

Petreski gave me some side eye, and I sniffed again, blinking hard to keep from crying.

“Uh, okay. You sure you don’t want to –”

“I’m fine!”

“Okay. So maybe change of heart isn’t exactly the right –”

“Guh!” I ran to the bathroom to blow my nose and splash cold water on my face. 

“What the hell?” Petreski asked, standing in the doorway.

I stood up and looked in the mirror. My face was flaming red and the dripping water disguised my manly tears. “Just clearing my sinuses. You know, as you do.”

Petreski rolled his eyes. “For real.”

“For real. Fine, the mustard was way hotter than I remembered, okay? And I didn’t want to admit it. Happy now?”

He shook his head. “Ecstatic. Come on, do you want to hear about Forrester or not?”

“Of course.”

“So, as I was saying, change of heart may not be entirely accurate. It seems he had a chat with his pastor or reverend or whatever, and they told him he should try to persuade her to ‘do the right thing’.”

“And what would that be?”

“As far as I can tell, he was afraid she was going to get an abortion, and he was going to talk her out of it.”

“Probably wouldn’t stop at talking, I’ll bet.”

“Maybe not, if his reputation is anything to go by. But we’ll check his story with the reverend.”

“It still doesn’t put him out of the running for killing Lana, though, does it?”

“No. I hate to admit it, but we still have too many suspects for Lana’s murder.”

“And Standing?”

“Forrester says he was at his motel, alone, and no one saw him. We’re checking, but it’s a cheap place with no security camera coverage where his room is. He could have come and gone without being noticed. He could have stayed there without being noticed, and no one would be interested in talking to the police about it. No one back home knew where he was staying, and he didn’t call anyone there.”

“That all sounds pretty suspicious to me.”

“To you, yeah, because you’re a social creature. Frank Forrester is a loner. He just likes to be alone and be left alone. There’s no crime in that, but it does make it difficult to establish an alibi, and easier for him to move around unnoticed.”

“But why didn’t he answer his phone? Surely the police have been trying to contact him on his cell phone.”

“Battery’s dead and he claims he forgot to bring his charger. He’s not a chatty guy, so replacing the charger wasn’t a priority. He attempted to call Lana from the land line in his hotel room. Again, it’s annoying for us, but someone not keeping their phone charged and on all the time isn’t a crime.”

“So weird.”

We ate in silence for a minute before Petreski resumed the conversation.

“Speaking of Lana’s pregnancy.”

“Hmm?”

“DNA came back. It was Miletti’s.”

“Is that significant? I mean, if she didn’t know for sure, then Miletti and Standing wouldn’t know for sure either, right? I mean, unless one of them knew for sure he couldn’t be the father.”

“Yeah. And no, I don’t think it’s really significant. I mean, neither of them are father material as far as I can tell. But I can’t see that as sufficient motive for killing her.”

“I wish we knew what she said to Miletti and Standing. Wait – if Standing was leaning on him, maybe Miletti’ll talk if he thinks Standing killed Lana, and Lana was pregnant with his child – you see where I’m going with this, yeah?”

“Yeah. Maybe. But maybe Miletti wouldn’t care enough to expose himself. If Standing had dirt on him, Miletti’s not going to want to share, and with Standing dead, he doesn’t have to. He can just keep his mouth shut and this all goes away.”

I carried our dirty dishes into the kitchen while Petreski dealt with the containers. “You want dessert?” he asked as he put the leftovers in the ’fridge.

“Always. But I probably shouldn’t.” I rinsed the last dish and put it in the drainer.

“What if we walk?”

What an enabler. How could I not love this man?

“Just let me put on some shoes.”

❧

“Just so you know,” I said later as we were walking back from the gelateria, “this doesn’t count as an official date.”

He reached over to hold my hand. “How about now?”

I shook my head and took a bite off the edge of the cone. “Nope.”

“So what constitutes an official date? For those of us keeping track.”

“Planning. Advance notice. Wearing long pants.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. So what is this then? It feels almost date-like. Kind of date-adjacent?”

“This is hanging out. It’s, like, a date’s socially awkward cousin.”

Petreski chuckled and swung our arms back and forth. “So, do a certain number of hanging outs add up to a date?”

“Nope. Now, I’m not trying to downplay the importance, or the benefits, of hanging out. Dates are just a little more... hmm... special.”

“Okay. Where do booty calls fall on the hierarchy?”

“They don’t.”

“No?”

“No. Seriously, Boo, don’t you think I have more self-respect than that?”

Petreski pulled me to a stop for a kiss. “Of course I do. You are, without a doubt, the most unique person I’ve ever met.”

“That better be good.”

“Very, very good.” His smile was a flash of white teeth in the darkness.

“Come on, Boo. Let’s get home. Self-respect only goes so far, you know.”
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Boo Makes a Confession
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The rush of finally finding Forrester wore off before long. I hadn’t had any helpful dreams, what with Dani and Ruby staying with Jennifer. I had mixed feelings about that – no dreams meant no danger, but it also meant no new information. Perez would be thrilled. It seemed everything had gone quiet, even though I knew Petreski and his team were hard at work behind the scenes, checking financial records and so on.

I tried to focus on school, and I was even starting to enjoy exercise. Although, that may have been due more to hanging out with Dani, who I was starting to consider a real friend, despite my underhanded way of meeting her. I would occasionally cross paths with Gloria, and while I couldn’t say she was warm, I figured I’d wear her down eventually.

It was just life as usual, or as usual as my life gets.

A couple of evenings after Petreski told me about the interview with Forrester I heard a soft scratching at my door. It had been pouring rain all day and Boo looked pretty ratty when I let him in. I turned my head and covered my mouth with my hand, hoping he wouldn’t see my grin. He’s a regal feline and a bit vain about his appearance.

“I saw that,” Petreski called from the bathroom.

“Aw, Boo, don’t be like that. You know you’re gorgeous.”

I went to the kitchen to get him a beer, which he accepted with a kiss and a thank you, and I knew all was forgiven.

“I talked to Dani Jarvis this morning,” he said.

“Dani? She’s not a suspect again, is she?”

“No. But I had to tell her that we’ll be releasing the house to Frank Forrester in a few days, so she needs to get any remaining belongings out of the house. She went over there this afternoon and packed a few boxes. She has forty-eight hours before Frank Forrester gets access. I’m telling you because she might ask for help.”

“Okay, sure. Is it okay if I help her, then?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. We can’t find anything linking Dani to anything that happened. As far as we can tell it’s all linked to Slippery When Wet, or to her father. We just can’t prove anything.”

“Miletti’s still not talking?”

“Nope. No reason why he would.”

“And what about Forrester? Anything new there?”

“No. We’re watching him. He’s still in town, waiting for access to the house, I assume. Not doing anything out of the ordinary. Went to WalMart, bought a phone charger and some food. Hasn’t left the motel for the last twenty-four hours. He’s in a holding pattern, and so are we. Unless something drastic happens, Forrester snaps, or new evidence turns up, we’re dead in the water, so to speak.”

He took another sip from his beer, and headed for the sofa. “So what have you been up to all day?”

“Studied. Went to class. Behaved myself.”

“That’s it?”

“Reading.”

“Dare I ask?”

“Probably not. Went to the gym. Pumped some iron. Real manly stuff.”

“Mm hmm. Pumping iron. Sure.”

“Sure.”

We sat in silence, drinking our beers. He leaned back, closing his eyes, and I studied his profile. Handsome, of course. That’s already been established. He had a heavy stubble, even though I’d bet he’d shaved that morning. He looked tired, and I figured this case was probably getting to him.

“Are you sleeping?” I asked him.

“No. Just resting my eyes.”

“No. I mean, not right now. In general. You look tired. Is it this case?”

“Eh. Maybe. Partly.”

“It’s just... well... you don’t have to come over here every night. Not if it’s keeping you from work, or getting rest, or anything.”

“I don’t come over every night. Do you, uh, do you think I come over too often?”

“No! That’s not what I’m saying! I mean, I don’t want you overdoing things or anything. I don’t want to be a burden, you know? I don’t want you to feel like you have to, or are, I don’t know, obliged?”

“Obliged?”

“I want you to come over, as often as you want. But I want you to want to come over.”

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Listen to me.”

“I’m listening.”

“Okay. I want to come over, get it?”

I nodded. “But maybe sometimes I should go to your place, do you think? I mean, that would be more fair, right? So you’re not always going to the trouble of coming over here?”

“If I’m ever overstaying my welcome you’d tell me, right?”

“You’re not! That would never happen, and that’s not what I’m saying!”

“Okay. Maybe we need to clarify exactly what’s going on, here, then.”

“Do we?” I gripped my bottle tighter.

“I hate my apartment and I have crappy neighbors.” Oh. That wasn’t what I expected.

“Oh, okay then. Well, then you can come over here all you want. But then why don’t you... oh... oh shit. Are you mad because I offered the apartment to Dani instead of you?”

He shook his head. “No, not really. I mean, I get it. She really needed it, and you didn’t know how I felt. And I didn’t know it was going to be available until you had already offered it to her. I don’t know. It’s stupid.”

I slid over to get closer. “No, it’s not! I’m sorry I didn’t know. But do you think you’d really want to live in the same building as me? It wouldn’t be too much too soon?” 

He shifted to put his arm around me and I snuggled in. “I don’t know. Maybe it would be. But the point is moot now. But promise me that if another unit is coming available you’ll tell me, okay?”

“I promise.”

“And we can decide then if we’re ready to be under each other’s feet all the time.”
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Moving Always Sucks
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“Jake, I hate to ask, but I really need a favor. Kind of a big one.” Dani bit her lower lip, and looked down at the asphalt of the parking lot. We had just made it through a five-mile walk and I had almost – almost – managed five pull-ups.

“Sure. If I can. What is it?” After last night’s conversation with Petreski, I was pretty sure I knew. She had the look of someone who was about to impose – like asking someone to help them move. I guess we really were friends, then.

“I need to get the last of my stuff from Lana’s house. It’s all packed up in boxes already, and Jenn said I can keep it in her garage until I move into the apartment.”

“And you need help moving it? No problem. When do you want to go over there?”

“Um. That’s why it’s a big favor, actually. I have to get it out today or tomorrow, but I’m completely booked up with clients and meetings until late and I don’t want to do it after dark. Is there any way, if I gave you the key...?”

Her voice trailed off and she looked up at me with puppy dog eyes. Argh. I am such a pushover. 

“Sure,” I sighed. “How many boxes are we talking?”

“Oh, Jake, thank you! Thankyouthankyouthankyou! Not many. Like, nine or ten. They’re all in either the kitchen or my bedroom. Just the boxes, no furniture or anything, I swear!”

“It’s fine, really. Besides, I’ve got all these muscles now, right?” I held out my hand and she gave me the key. “I should be able to get over there this afternoon.”

She handed me the key and the look she gave me made me feel about ten feet tall. 

❧

I parked on the street in front of Lana’s house. It looked like any other house on the block. A 1930s bungalow, white with black trim. The lawn needed mowing and the landscaping was basic, but it had good bones and someone would either fix it up or tear it down. These days, and in this neighborhood, it could go either way.

There was still some water standing in the ditch in front of the house, but the rain had stopped for now. I stood on the porch and fished the key Dani had given me out of my pocket. I thought I heard a rustling in the bushes, but when I looked around I didn’t see anything.

“Probably a squirrel,” I told myself, and turned back to the door.

Inside, the house was like I remembered it from my dreams. Hardwood floors, simply furnished. There was a bathroom off a small hall to the right of the living room, and a kitchen at the back of the house.

Dani’s boxes were on the kitchen table, and I stacked them near the front door before going to the front bedroom. There were only two more boxes and I figured I could get everything in one carload.

It took a few trips to get the boxes out to the car, but they all fit. I closed the hatch and went back into the house to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. I was tempted to snoop in Lana’s stuff. The police had searched the house, of course, and it was hard to believe they would have missed anything.

I stuck my head into Lana’s room anyway. The linens had been stripped from the bed, making the room look bare. There was only one piece of art on the wall – a print of a dog in primary colors. Nothing fancy or expensive. I looked behind it, but found nothing, just like I expected. I opened a couple of dresser drawers. The contents were in disarray, but I had no way of knowing if that was from the search, or if Lana had just been messy. I didn’t think she was, based on the rest of the house, but maybe she just hated folding laundry.

The nightstand had only one drawer, containing a fingernail file, some eye-drops, and hand cream. There was an open box of condoms. At least she was practicing safe sex.

A small desk in the corner was bare except for a few pens and pencils in a mug with a Chihuahua on it. This woman really liked dogs. There was no computer or notebooks or diary or anything like that. The police probably took them. I opened the file drawer, but that was empty, too. The top drawer had some office supplies, a few cough drops, and not much else. Probably any scrap of paper that had anything remotely interesting on it was at the police station.

I went back out to the living room and looked around. There was a TV, but it wasn’t huge. There was a docking station with speakers, but it was a basic model. She owned a house, yes, but she didn’t live extravagantly. It finally dawned on me what was missing – books. Granted, I’m something of a bookworm, and I know not everyone’s a big reader, but I’ve never been in a house with no books at all. Based on the empty shelves in Dani’s room and the weight of a couple of the boxes, I could tell Dani had at least a few. But Lana? Not even a trashy paperback on the nightstand. Not even a – no, wait. I crouched in front of the TV and opened the door of the entertainment stand. A few DVDs, romantic comedies, mostly, and one – count it, one – book. 

The book was at the bottom of a stack of DVDs, and I pulled it out. It was big, heavy – an art history textbook. I opened it and flipped through. I held it up and nothing fell out. I flipped to the back and there was a clear plastic pocket attached to the inside of the back cover. There was nothing unusual about that – I had plenty of textbooks with something similar. I opened the pocket and took the disks out – there were two – and looked at the labels. The one labeled ‘Disk Two’ felt different. The design looked similar, but the label was applied, not stamped. I looked at Disk One and realized it didn’t say it was Disk One. This book was only supposed to have one disk. 

I put the disks back in the book and the book back in the entertainment center. I needed to tell Petreski so he could remove it properly. But this, whatever it was, it had to be something. I stood up and headed to the kitchen.

There were some cans of dog food in the kitchen pantry, and I put them in a plastic grocery bag I found under the sink. I checked around for more of Ruby’s things and by the time I finished had accumulated a bag full of toys and treats. Ruby was a pampered little lady. 

Lana had clearly loved her dog and I was struck again with a feeling of loss. It seemed strange to feel such a personal sense of grief over the death of someone I hadn’t even known. Maybe it wasn’t really me feeling it. Maybe it was residual feelings from Ruby. I made a mental note to talk to Miss Nancy about it.

I looked out the window in the back door and saw a tennis ball in the yard. I opened the door and went down the three steps to a small concrete patio. 

I put the ball into the grocery bag in my hand and was straightening up when I heard a snap come from behind me. I turned toward the sound just as a man stepped out of the bushes.
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When Cats Attack
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“Just stay right where you are.”

Frank Forrester looked like hell. There were bags under his eyes and his cheeks were covered with grey stubble. He seemed to be wearing the same clothes I’d seen him in a few days before. If I didn’t know better I would say he looked like a man tormented by grief.

I raised my hands, dropping the bag. Dog toys spilled out on the ground at my feet.

“Hey, Mr. Forrester... Frank...” I said in what I hoped was a soothing voice. I held myself as still as I could and tried to look nonthreatening. 

He took a deep breath and his hand shook. That wouldn’t have been so bad, except that there was a gun in that hand and it was pointed at me. 

My mouth flooded with saliva and I swallowed, trying not to gag. “It’s, um, gonna be okay, yeah?”

“No.” He shook his head. “It’s not. My daughter is dead and it’s your fault.”

“How’s that, Frank? I didn’t know your daughter.”

“Not you. All of you. This city. Fags and feminists and that so-called boyfriend of hers. She used to be a good girl until she started hangin’ around with – ”

Okay, at this point it just turned into a rant full of racial slurs and misogynistic white supremacist bullshit and I wished I could tune it out, but I couldn’t. I let him go on to buy some time.

“ – you get what I’m sayin’ to you, boy? Do you?”

Oops. “Um... I can see you’re very, um, passionate about this, Frank.”

His eyes narrowed. “You messin’ with me? That other guy. That cop – he thought he could mess with me. Thought he was so clever. Thought he was better than me. Thought he was real funny. You think you’re clever, boy? Think you’re funny?”

“No! No, sir. Not at all. I’m just, uh, nervous is all. Maybe you could put the gun down and we could talk about it?”

“Talk about it? What’s there to talk about?”

“Anything you like, Frank. We could talk about Lana, if you want. Maybe... maybe you could tell me more about Lana, huh?”

His face tightened up and his hand started shaking even more. “She was my little girl!” He said, his voice rising. 

I nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. Someone hurt her, and you just want to make it right, yeah? Who hurt her, Frank? Was it Standing?”

“It was this city! It corrupted her! Made her sinful! People like you and that... those... friends of hers.” He said “friends” like it was a dirty word.

I decided that now was not the time to point out that he was the one who kicked Lana out of his house. Where did he think she was going to go? A freaking convent? The time for logic had passed. I was fumbling around trying to figure out what to say next, where to go with this, when I heard a noise behind me.

Frank shifted his gun hand, pointing now at someone behind me and to my right. “You stay where you are!”

“Sure. Okay.” The voice was deep, and calm. I turned my head to see Stanek standing near the corner of the house, elbows bent and his hands empty, raised to shoulder height. His face was expressionless. “How you doin’, Mr. Forrester?”

“How am I – GAH!” Forrester’s arm swung wide and he was screaming in pain as the gun fell to the ground. Stanek moved faster than I thought he could, slamming into Forrester and taking him down. The black blur that had raced from the bushes and sunk its teeth into Forrester’s wrist was disappearing to where it had come from with a flash of its tail. I surprised myself by running to where Stanek and Forrester rolled on the ground, kicking Forrester’s gun out of reach.

Stanek had Forrester in cuffs and was dusting grass off the knees of his grey suit trousers when Petreski came running around the corner of the house, shirt untucked and his tie trailing from his jacket pocket.

“Where the hell were you?” Stanek asked, voice still calm as he examined the grass stains on his knees.

“Sorry. Got held up. Looks like you’ve got it under control.” Petreski pulled a bag and gloves from an inside pocket and dealt with Forrester’s gun.

“Yeah, well. Could’ve gone sideways if this guy’s cat hadn’t gone all protective. Damnedest thing I ever saw.”

“Oh... I don’t... I mean, he’s not my cat, per se. I mean...” It wasn’t until the words were out of my mouth that I realized they might sound dismissive. 

“You sure about that?” Stanek asked, his face impassive, and I wondered whether he knew more than he was letting on. He didn’t wait for an answer, just started pushing Frank Forrester towards the driveway. “Come on, Petreski. You can read this guy his rights on the way to the car. Oh, and Mr. Hillebrand will need to make a statement. Tomorrow will do.”

I finally got the courage to meet Petreski’s eyes. “You okay?” he asked. I nodded, and he was jogging after Stanek and Forrester. 

“Wait!” I called after him, and he stopped and turned. “Inside – in the TV stand. There’s a book, with a homemade disk in the back. It could be important.”

He jogged back to me. “Come again?”

“In the TV stand – I was checking to make sure I got all of Dani’s stuff and I found a textbook. It has two disks in it, but it should only have one. I put it back where I found it.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me, but I don’t have time to wrangle it out of you right now. Is there anything else I need to know before I go in there?”

I shook my head, and he was on the move again.

My knees started to shake and I sat down right where I stood on the wet grass, one of Ruby’s toys squeaking in protest beneath me. I ignored the damp soaking up through my jeans. “Shit.” I pulled my phone out and called Don.

“Jake?”

“Shit.”

“And it’s lovely to hear your voice, too.”

“I... um...”

“Jake? Are you okay?”

“I... no? Shit.”

“Okay. Are you safe? Where are you?”

“Y – yeah.” I didn’t like the way my voice was trembling. “I’m safe.” Deep breath, Jake. “I’m at Lana’s house. Can you come get me?”

“You have the car, remember? Did you have an accident?”

“Oh yeah. No, it’s okay. But can you come? I don’t think I should drive.”

❧

I could hear Don’s voice raised in the hallway, and the lower rumble of Petreski’s reply. Don was chewing Petreski out for leaving me alone earlier. I decided not to interfere. Let Don get it out of his system. 

After a minute I got up and put my ear to the door. 

“I had to leave. I had to deal with Forrester. He said he was okay,” Petreski said.

“Of course he said that! He’s not going to –”

“Not going to what?” I asked, opening the door.

Don and Petreski turned to face me. I don’t know why they looked so surprised. Did they really think I couldn’t hear them shouting right outside my door?

“Not going to what?” I asked again.

“Not... you’re not going to want to be a bother.”

“Jake is never a bother.” Petreski said, frowning.

“Bullshit,” I said. “I know I am. And I am okay. I had a scare, and I needed a friend, so I called Don. It’s all fine.”

“But –”

“Don. Please. I get it. But let it go, okay? I’m tired and the two of you fighting is not helping anything.”

Don didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “Okay. Fine. But just... I was scared, too.”

I walked across the landing to hug my best friend. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m okay now, though. We all are.”

“Yeah.” Don sniffed and nodded. He turned to give Petreski a glare before going back into his apartment. “You need to take better care of him, or I will kick your ass.”

Petreski just nodded, looking serious. I hid a smile with my hand, because Petreski had about three inches and forty pounds of muscle on Don.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Petreski asked as he closed my apartment door behind us.

“Yes, Boo, I’m sure. Do I need to make my statement tonight?”

“Come to the station first thing tomorrow morning and talk to Stanek, okay?”

“Sure. So, did Forrester confess? Did he kill Standing?”

“Says it was an accident. That he confronted Standing about Lana and Standing pulled his gun. They struggled, the gun went off, and Forrester panicked, stashing the body.”

“Do you believe him?”

Petreski shrugged. “Yeah, I think I do. It fits with everything else and with the evidence we’ve found.”

“What about the disk? What was on it? Or can’t you tell me?”

He shrugged. “They haven’t finished with it yet, but there’s a record of her meetings – or ‘dates’ – with Standing. A kind of diary, notes about her suspicions. As far as we can tell, she trusted Standing at first because he was a cop, thought she was helping him build some kind of case by giving him information about Miletti. Somewhere along the way she figured out he was manipulating her and using that information for his own gain, so she started keeping records. She was smart, if maybe too trusting.”

“What kind of information about Miletti? Anything criminal?”

“She was too vague about that. Seems like after she figured out what Standing was up to, her sympathies were with Miletti and didn’t put anything definite about him in writing.”

“But, why keep seeing Standing after she figured it out?”

“She was afraid of him, and rightfully so, I’d say.”

“So, was it Forrester outside Lana’s house that night? Or Standing, or what?”

“Forrester denies it, so I’m left thinking it was Standing. We’ll never know for sure, but Standing makes sense. He may have been trying to search for any evidence that he’d been there, or looking for Lana’s diary or notes. Fortunately he was unsuccessful, and thanks to you we have it. You hungry?”

“It’s, like, 11:30.”

“Yeah, but I haven’t had dinner. You hungry?”

“I am, actually. I could murder a tamale platter and a tostada.”

“Hey,” Petreski said, his strong arms pulling me into a tight hug. “For real, you’re okay? We’re okay?”

I nodded.

“When you said ‘not my cat,’ it was –”

“I realized after I said it how it sounded. I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I meant, well, I don’t own you. But you’re mine, and I’m yours, okay?”

He sighed, and I could feel him relax.

“Alright, then. Let’s go find a tostada for you to murder.”

Cat Perez was on the landing when I opened my door.

“Hey,” Petreski said, crouching down to talk to her. “You were right, you know. Standing killed Lana. We may never be able to prove it, though.”

She blinked, then turned her head to look at me. I didn’t need to be any kind of psychic to understand the I-told-you-so in that look. I shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t think any of us is really surprised.”

Don’s door opened at that moment. “What’s going on out – oh, hey, Princess. You wanna come in and have dinner with Bridger?”

Perez gave us one last look, turned, and with a flick of her tail sauntered into Don’s apartment.

Petreski and I started down the stairs, but there was still one last question on my mind.

“Hey, Boo? Do you think Perez is really eating cat food?”

“Nah. Not unless Don’s buying the premium stuff. But you remember what happened the last time you fed a stray?”


Coming Soon
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Not a Zombie
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It’s the start of a new semester and familiar faces are popping up all over – most of them unwelcome. Jake knows Petreski’s not going to like his new study buddy and Don has a big decision to make. Jake’s mother will no longer be denied, and it’s meet-the-parents time. Miss Nancy’s past comes calling in an all too literal way. And to top it all off, Petreski’s ex shows up and it turns out there’s someone out there who Perez hates even more than Jake. Oh, and somebody gets murdered.
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About Jake’s Meditation Practice
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Jake’s experience with meditation is based on my father. When his macular degeneration became disabling in 2001, the VA sent him to what he referred to as “blind school” in Tucson, Arizona. One of the classes he took there was meditation for stress relief.

He was frequently scolded (gently) for falling asleep during meditation class. He argued that falling asleep was proof that the stress relief was working. The instructor wasn’t buying it, but it was too good not to include here. 
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About the Location
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Jake’s neighborhood is a fictionalized version of my own “hometown” of Woodland Heights. Most of the locations are real, but portrayed fictionally. Some are based on real places, but the names are changed. If you were to ask me about any location in the book, I could take you to the spot(s) that inspired it. Jake and Don’s apartment building is based on an apartment building I lived in myself. It is still standing, although others like it have sadly been lost in recent years. I love my neighborhood, and I grieve to see the so-called progress that is being inflicted upon it. 
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Madeline Kirby lives in a Craftsman bungalow in Houston, Texas, with her husband, four cats, and a squirrelly neighbor who leaves pecan shells all over the front porch. If she’s not at home writing, you’ll probably find her at her local coffee shop. 

You can follow Madeline on Twitter – @Madeline_Kirby – or check out her neglected blog, www.evilgeniusatwork.com. 
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