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This book is dedicated to the town that shaped me, held me, and occasionally raised an eyebrow or two at me...

To the people of Hangtown — better known these days as Placerville — where history lingers, stories refuse to stay buried, and the characters practically write themselves.

To my sister, Sandra — lovingly known as Cray-Cray — because no matter how wild my imagination gets, you still manage to outdo it in real life.

To Bella Louise, my tubby, opinionated muse...and to Misty, who is deeply missed and forever loved.

To Derek — wherever your spirit now roams — may it be free, adventurous, and at peace you were the world’s greatest husband.

To my Facebook family — my daily dose of laughter, snark, encouragement, and occasional chaos — thank you for keeping me inspired and entertained.

To Tamara and Gary, for being steady, grounding, and exactly what I need when life gets a little sideways.

And to Gina — my “Baby Girl”  and spirit daughter— who reminds me every day what it looks like to live boldly, authentically, and without apology.

You are all part of this story... whether you meant to be or not.
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Every good mystery begins with something small.

A missing item. A strange conversation. A feeling that something isn’t quite right. In most places, those things pass unnoticed. But not here.

Welcome to Hangtown Creek Senior Mobile Home Park — a place where the coffee is strong, the opinions are stronger, and everyone knows just enough about their neighbors to be dangerous.

At first glance, it looks like any other quiet community tucked into the foothills of Northern California. There’s a pool that gets more use for conversation than swimming, a clubhouse that hosts everything from bingo to passive-aggressive meetings, and a steady rhythm of daily life that feels... predictable. But that’s the thing about places like this. They’re never as quiet as they seem.

Behind every polite smile is a story. Behind every story is a secret. And sometimes... those secrets don’t stay hidden.

At the center of it all is Bella Louise — a cat who sees far more than she should, understands more than anyone realizes, and has absolutely no intention of staying out of anyone’s business.

This is not your typical mystery. It’s a little messier. A little funnier. And occasionally, a little darker than expected. Because in Hangtown, trouble doesn’t arrive with sirens and flashing lights. It slips in quietly...Settles in...And waits to be noticed. And when it is? Well...that’s when things get interesting.
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​AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Let me start by saying this:

I didn’t exactly plan to write a mystery.

I certainly didn’t plan to write one starring a slightly judgmental, somewhat dramatic, undeniably fabulous cat who believes she is the center of the known universe.

And yet... here we are.

Like most good things in life, this story didn’t arrive in a neat, orderly outline. It showed up in pieces — conversations overheard, personalities that were too big to ignore, moments that made me laugh a little too hard, and the kind of “you can’t make this stuff up” situations that somehow always seem to find me.

If you’ve ever lived in a close-knit community — especially one where people have lived a lot of life — then you already know:

Everyone has a story. Everyone has an opinion. And everyone is paying attention... even when they pretend they’re not.

This book is a little bit of truth, a little bit of imagination, and a whole lot of “inspired by real life but not admitting to anything.”

The setting? Very real.

The personalities? Let’s just say... I’ve been lucky enough to know some unforgettable people.

And Bella Louise? Well she’s as real as they get. As to her Catelepathy who knows for sure but I’m not arguing with any gentle nudges.

Welcome to Hangtown. Things are about to get interesting.
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Chapter 1: The Sovereign Observes
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Bella Louise adjusted her position on the high, sisal-wrapped perch, curling her tail with a precision her two-legged staff could never hope to emulate. From this elevation, the 1978 double-wide revealed its true nature, no longer a relic of the seventies but a kingdom remodeled to a state of acceptable perfection. The morning sun slanted through the custom plantation shutters, catching the dust motes that Derek had failed to vacuum from the corner of the crown molding. It was a minor oversight, but Bella Louise noted it for the future, her amber eyes narrowing as she cataloged the imperfection.

Below her, the kitchen hummed with the inefficient movements of the humans. Sandra, known in certain circles as Cray-Cray though Bella simply categorized her as the Primary Caretaker of the Kibble, was currently engaged in the ritual of the coffee machine. Sandra’s hair was a startling shade of deep purple this morning, a color that would have been garish on a lesser species but served as a useful visual marker in the low light. She wore her rhinestone cat-eye glasses on a silver chain, the crystals glinting as she bent over the counter to inspect the grind of the beans.

"I’m telling you, Cindy, if we don't get the patio stones reset before the Labor Day picnic, Stephanie will notice," Sandra said, her voice gravelly and devoid of its usual morning cheer. She reached for a mug that bore a painted likeness of a Siamese, an insult Bella Louise tolerated only because the ceramic held heat well when placed near a lounging spot.

Cindy sat at the breakfast nook, her petite frame almost swallowed by the oversized floral cushion. She was the Insightful One, a human whose brain functioned with a clinical rhythm that Bella Louise found almost tolerable. Cindy was currently peering over the top of a psychological journal, her pixie-cut hair standing in ruffled peaks that suggested she had been awake and thinking long before the sun had cleared the Sierra foothills. She didn't look up from her reading, but her fingers tapped a rhythmic code against the mahogany tabletop.

"Stephanie is coming for the gossip, Sandra, not for the geological stability of your walkway," Cindy replied, her tone dry and incisive. "Besides, Derek said he’d look at it after he finishes the weather-stripping. He’s a stabilizer, not a stonemason. Give the man a moment to breathe."

Bella Louise let out a soft, directional huff. The humans were talking again, using their vocal cords to vibrate the air with concerns that had no bearing on the immediate schedule. It was seven-oh-three in the morning. The ceramic bowl in the kitchen—the blue one with the cracked glaze on the rim—remained offensively empty. To the left of the bowl, a small puddle of condensation had formed beneath the water fountain, another sign of Derek’s deteriorating attention to detail.

Misty, the Russian Blue who had seen fifteen winters and still insisted on the dignity of her breed, padded into the room with a silent, sliding grace. She did not jump to the high ground. Instead, she moved toward Cindy’s ankles, leaning the weight of her silver-grey flank against the human’s shin. Misty was an emotional opportunist, a creature of soft touches and calculated affection who believed that a well-timed purr was worth more than a thousand judgmental glares. Bella Louise watched with a flicker of condescension as Misty began to shed a fine layer of silver fur onto Cindy’s soft, slouchy harem pants.

"Oh, hello, sweetness," Cindy murmured, dropping a hand to scratch the delicate area behind Misty’s ears. "At least someone in this house isn't vibrating with anxiety about the HOA guidelines."

Sandra snorted, a sound like a starting motor, and moved toward the pantry. This was the moment of tension. The cupboard door creaked open, revealing the neatly stacked tiers of canned monstrosities that Sandra insisted on calling 'treats.' The smell hit Bella Louise before the tin was even touched—the cloying, wet stench of ocean whitefish and synthetic gravy. It was an olfactory assault, a peasant’s breakfast that ignored the sophisticated crunch and nutritional density of the premium dry kibbles.

Bella Louise stood, her paws kneading the sisal carpet of the perch. She projected a thought, a sharp, crystalline needle of intent directed toward the base of Sandra’s skull. Put the tin down. The bag. The silver bag with the resealable zipper.

Sandra’s hand hovered over a can of Fancy Feast. She paused, her head tilting to the side as if catching a frequency from a distant radio station. Her rhinestone glasses slipped down the bridge of her nose. She blinked, her bold neon eyeliner smudging slightly as she looked away from the wet food and toward the top shelf where the dry kibble was stored in a Tupperware container to maintain its structural integrity.

"Actually," Sandra said, her voice trailing off. "I think Bella’s looking a little... substantial. Maybe we should stick to the crunchies today. Less bloating."

She replaced the can and reached for the silver bag. Bella Louise sat back on her haunches, her chest puffing with the quiet satisfaction of a general whose orders had been followed without a shot being fired. The catelepathic nudge had been successful, as it always was. Humans were remarkably receptive to ideas they believed were their own, especially when those ideas were delivered with the weight of feline authority.

Misty, however, was less disciplined. She let out a soft, trilling chirp and looked toward the refrigerator. Bella Louise felt the secondary pulse of Misty’s mind—a soft, sugary cloud of desire. The white coldness. The foam. The sweet peak of the whipped cream.

"Don't look at me like that, Misty," Cindy laughed, though she was already shifting her weight to stand. "Derek will have my head if I give you dessert for breakfast. It’s bad for your kidneys."

Bella Louise watched as Cindy walked to the refrigerator anyway, her hand instinctively reaching for the pressurized can of Reddi-wip. It was a pathetic display of human weakness, but it served Misty’s purposes. The Russian Blue waited, her tail tip twitching in a rhythmic countdown. The hiss of the nozzle was the only sound in the kitchen for a moment, followed by the soft plop of foam into a saucer. Misty dived in, her face disappearing into the white cloud with a lack of dignity that Bella Louise found physically painful to witness.

Order, such as it was, had been restored to the interior of the double-wide. Bella Louise turned her attention to the exterior. Beyond the windows, the Hangtown Creek Senior Mobile Home Park was beginning to wake. It was a tightly packed ecosystem, a grid of meticulously maintained carports and postage-stamp yards that existed in the strange, quiet space between a next door mortuary and the towns historic cemetery. In Placerville, death was a neighbor you waved to over the fence, but here in the park, the residents were more concerned with the trim of their decorative bushes than the proximity of the headstones.

Through the slats of the shutters, Bella Louise observed the neighborhood hierarchy taking shape. In the carport across the way, Stephanie was loading a wicker basket into her pristine sedan. Stephanie was the social glue of the park, a woman who understood the power of a well-placed lemon bar. She moved with a deliberate, elegant pace that suggested she was constantly aware of being watched, which, given the number of retired judges and bored widowers in the vicinity, was an accurate assessment.

Then there was the blight. Adjacent to Sandra’s property sat the home of Mavis and Tony. Even from this distance, the tension emanating from that lot was palpable. It wasn't a mental projection like catelepathy; it was a physical weight, a jagged edge in the atmosphere. Mavis’s yard was a cluttered defiance of the park’s upscale aesthetic, a collection of rusted garden gnomes and overgrown weeds that seemed to thrive on the woman’s volatile energy.

Mavis was already outside, her hardened face set in a permanent scowl as she paced her small porch. She was wearing a tattered robe that looked like it had been salvaged from a gold mine fire, and her voice—a harsh, mountain-folk rasp—cut through the morning air. She was shouting at Tony, who was hunched over the engine of a grease-stained truck in the carport. Tony was a slight man, greasy and slick in a way that reminded Bella Louise of a rodent that had spent too much time in a deep fryer.

"I told you to fix that latch, Tony!" Mavis screeched, her hand gesturing wildly toward the interior of her home. "If he gets out because you’re too lazy to turn a screwdriver, I’ll bury you in the north lot!"

A sudden, piercing squawk erupted from inside Mavis’s house, a sound so loud it rattled the glass in Bella Louise’s window. It was Marty, the macaw. Bella Louise felt a ripple of distress from the bird, a jagged, colorful vibration that spoke of confinement and agitation. Marty was a primitive creature, all feathers and mimicry, but he was observant. He saw the things the humans missed, and his screams were often more than just noise. To Bella Louise, the bird was a loud, fluttering nuisance, but he was a useful barometer for the chaos next door.

Sandra paused in her kibble-pouring, her purple head tilting toward the window. "She’s at it early today. That poor bird sounds like he’s being plucked alive."

"She’s devoted to him, in her own pathological way," Cindy said, returning to her journal but keeping her ears tuned to the shouting. "People like Mavis use pets as proxies for the control they don't have over their own lives. It’s a classic displacement of anxiety."

Bella Louise jumped down from her perch, the impact cushioned by the high-pile rug that Derek had insisted was 'ivory' but which was currently a subtle mosaic of cat hair and kibble crumbs. She moved to the sliding glass door, her nose twitching as she caught the scent of the morning air. It smelled of oak leaves, dry dust, and the faint, metallic tang of the nearby gold mines—the historic Hangtown flavor that permeated everything in this part of the foothills.

She watched Tony wipe his hands on a rag that was blacker than his soul. He didn't look at Mavis as she screamed. He looked at the truck, his eyes shifty and calculating, his movements oily and smooth. He was a man with secrets, the kind of secrets that felt like rot behind a baseboard. Bella Louise had seen him loading crates late at night when the humans were snoring, and she had heard the hushed, desperate tones of his phone calls from the carport.

Misty joined her at the door, her face still spotted with a few stray bubbles of whipped cream. She looked out at Marty’s window, her ears swiveling. "He is very unhappy today," Misty projected, her mental voice a soft, mourning bell. "The feathers are falling. He feels the cold coming even in the heat."

He is a bird, Bella Louise replied, her thought a sharp correction. He lacks the intellectual capacity for existential dread. He is merely reacting to the lack of hygiene in that household.

But as she watched, Mavis slammed the door of her double-wide, the sound echoing like a gunshot through the quiet park. A single, bright blue feather drifted down from the porch, caught in a stray breeze. It tumbled across the asphalt, over the property line, and came to rest on Sandra’s pristine driveway. It was a small thing, a vibrant splash of color against the grey, but it felt like a declaration of war.

Sandra saw it through the kitchen window. She set the Tupperware container down with a heavy thud. Her jaw tightened, the lines of her face becoming deep, stony trenches. When Sandra went quiet, it was a sign of a pressure cooker nearing its limit. She didn't shout back; she simply stared at the feather, her rhinestone glasses catching the light in a way that made her eyes look like twin lasers.

"If she lets her trash blow into my yard one more time," Sandra whispered, the words vibrating with a deep, administrative fury, "I’m going to the board. I don't care if she’s lived here since the Gold Rush. Standards must be maintained."

Cindy looked up, her expression one of weary caution. "Sandra, let it go. It’s a feather, not a hazmat spill. Don't engage. Engaging with Mavis is like wrestling with a pig in the mud—you both get dirty, and the pig likes it."

"I work for the coroner, Cindy," Sandra said, turning back to the coffee. "I spend my days dealing with people who didn't follow the rules. I have very little patience for those who think they’re exempt while they’re still breathing."

Bella Louise watched the interaction with clinical interest. The human staff was beginning to fray at the edges, their internal hierarchies clashing with the external pressures of the neighborhood. It was a fascinating study in primate behavior, but it was also a threat to the stability of her kingdom. If Sandra became too distracted by the neighbor’s vulgarity, the kibble schedule might suffer. If Cindy became too detached in her analysis, she might miss the subtle signs of a deteriorating environment.

Bella Louise moved toward the blue bowl. It was time for the final nudge of the morning. She didn't meow; that was beneath her. Instead, she stood perfectly still, her shadow falling directly across the empty ceramic, her gaze fixed on Sandra’s left hand. She projected a single, undeniable truth: The vessel is void. The staff is failing.

Sandra blinked, the anger in her face softening into a confused sort of guilt. She looked down at the bag of kibble she was holding. "Oh, for heaven’s sake. I’m standing here holding the food and not even pouring it. Sorry, Bella Louise. My head’s in a bad place this morning."

The kibble hit the ceramic with a musical tinkle-tinkle-plink, a sound that Bella Louise found more harmonious than anything a macaw could produce. She waited for the bowl to be full before she approached, maintaining her dignity even in the face of her preferred vintage. She took a single, deliberate bite, savoring the dry, salty crunch that fueled her superior intellect.

Misty hovered nearby, hoping for a stray morsel, but Bella Louise ignored her. There was a hierarchy to be maintained, and it started with the first meal of the day. Outside, the park continued its slow transition into the heat of a California summer. The gold mines slept in the hills, the dead rested in the cemetery, and the residents of the Hangtown Creek Senior Mobile Home Park prepared for a day of gossip and gardening.

Bella Louise looked toward the blue feather on the driveway. It was still there, a tiny, feathered omen. She felt a shift in the air, a subtle vibration that suggested the routine was about to be shattered. The humans thought they were in control, that their small disputes over yard debris and patio stones were the sum of their worries. They were wrong, of course. They were always wrong.

She finished her breakfast and began the ritual of the morning bath, her tongue smoothing the tabby markings on her shoulder. There was work to be done. The kingdom was under threat, and the humans were too blinded by their own emotions to see the rot spreading from next door. Bella Louise would have to guide them, one mental breadcrumb at a time. It was a heavy burden, being the only truly observant creature in a forty-acre radius, but she accepted it with the stoicism of her station.

The sun climbed higher, burning the mist off the foothills and revealing the sharp, jagged beauty of the Gold Country. Bella Louise returned to her perch, her tail wrapping around her paws as she settled in for the morning watch. The sovereign was at her station. The humans were at their tasks. For the moment, the world was in its proper orbit, however fragile that orbit might be.
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Chapter 2: Neon and Silence
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Sandra stood before the vanity mirror, her reflection a study in defiance of hair and makeup rules for women her age. The fluorescent bulb overhead flickered with a rhythmic, dying hum that set her teeth on edge, but she didn't look up. Instead, she focused on the precision of her eyeliner, a shade of electric cobalt that complimented the deepest streaks in her violet hair. She was sixty-eight years old, a woman who had spent four decades filing the remnants of human tragedy, and if she wanted to look like a neon sign in a dark alley, that was her prerogative.

She adjusted her rhinestone cat-eye glasses, the silver chain clinking against a collar of starch-white linen. Working for the coroner's division meant inhabiting a world of beige hallways and the lingering, clinical scent of formaldehyde and floor wax. The makeup was her armor, a vibrant barrier between her own pulse and the stillness of the intake room. She didn't feel the weight of the morning's earlier annoyance with Mavis, not exactly, but her movements were clipped, her fingers steady as she capped the mascara.

"Sandra, the news is saying the heat index is going to hit triple digits by noon," Cindy said, leaning against the doorframe of the bathroom. She was still in her silk robe, her pixie-cut hair a chaotic map of sleep-mussed peaks. "You'll melt before you even get to your office. Maybe tone down the structural integrity of the foundation?"

Sandra didn't turn around, her gaze fixed on the mirror as she blotted a lip color that could have been used to signal low-flying aircraft. "If it's worth doing, Cindy, it's worth overdoing. Besides, the cooling system in the morgue is the only thing in this county that actually functions on a budget. I'll be the most comfortable person in Placerville, even if I'm surrounded by people who aren't breathing anymore."

"Your professional detachment is always so refreshing before my first cup of caffeine," Cindy replied, her voice dry and tinged with the familiar snark that had defined their sisterhood since the late sixties. She stepped into the room, reaching for a stray comb on the marble counter. "Though I suspect Mavis is the one actually driving the 'overdoing' today. You're vibrating. I can hear your earrings rattling from the hallway."

Sandra paused, her hand hovering over a bottle of perfume. She looked at her reflection, noticing the way her jaw had locked into a rigid, stony line. It wasn't anger she felt—anger was messy and inefficient. It was a desire for order, a craving for the kind of silence that usually came in manila folders. The blue feather on the driveway had been a violation of the grid, a messy intrusion from the chaos next door.

"Mavis is a clerical error in human form," Sandra said, her voice dropping into the low, gravelly register she used for difficult encounters. "She thinks because she's lived here since forever, the park rules are mere suggestions. She
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