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In honor of my three cats, Harry, Hermione, and Soup who continue to inspire my cat tales and in memory of those who came before them who remain in my heart and on my pages. 

Miss Eugenia Pratt, senior librarian, found Samuel Small’s body on Monday morning when she opened the Lavender Lake Library. The library’s most annoying patron was discovered face-down in the newspaper, periodical, and local history archives in the basement. Nearby lay the murder weapon, a bound volume of the Lavender Lake Ledger that had been used to bludgeon Mr. Small’s skull. 

Although Eugenia had no idea who’d murdered Mr. Small, she blamed custodian Carl Connors for the fright she received upon finding the dead man. Carl had called her at home earlier to report he’d be delayed due to car trouble and asked her to open the library. With Mr. Beasley, the director, away at a conference, Miss Pratt was in charge. It was also her job to feed and change the litter box of Agatha, the black cat that lived in the library’s archives. Agatha had turned up at the library door a year ago, and no one had claimed her after her picture appeared in the local paper. Mr. Beasley said she could stay but not in the main part of the library since he was allergic to cats and so were some patrons.

When Eugenia saw the cadaver, she dropped the can of cat food she’d brought to feed Agatha, but she didn’t scream. The senior librarian in her mid-sixties who had worked for forty years at LLL, prided herself on her control. Calmly, she went upstairs and dialed 911. The employees began to arrive at that point – Barbara Baker, another reference librarian; Molly McPherson, a young library intern; Wilma Anderson, the circulation desk clerk; and Carl Connors, the custodian who’d gotten a jump from AAA. 

“Good morning, all,” Eugenia said. “Before you sign in, I think you should know the police are on their way. There’s a body in the basement. It’s Mr. Small. He’s been murdered.”

Barbara gasped. The forty-year-old housewife with three teenagers could handle most emergencies, but she looked as if she would faint when she heard this news. Bracing herself against the desk, she said, “I can’t believe it. He was just here yesterday.”

Wilma, a perpetual diet club drop out, wobbled forward. Eugenia couldn’t tell if her face was red from the exertion of mounting the two steps into the library or from hearing about Mr. Small. “I saw him yesterday, too,” she said after catching her breath. “He checked out some books on investing. He’s always trying to figure out what to do with his money.”

“What time was that?” Molly asked swinging her head so that her long blonde hair nearly whipped Carl in the face. One of her dangling silver hoops fell to the floor.

“I believe it was a quarter to five,” said Wilma picking up the earring and handing it to Molly. “He’s always waiting until the last minute before the library closes to check out his books.”

Molly reinserted her earring. Luckily, the back had remained in place. “I think it was earlier than that because he asked me to help him find some articles in the archives around that time, and he already had a bag of library books with him.”

Eugenia knew that only she, Carl, and Barbara had keys to the archives. Mr. Beasley’s were in his desk drawer. “I went to feed Agatha at 4:30, and no one was down there. Didn’t you lock up at five, Carl?”

The custodian shook his head. “I don’t usually check the room before we close because hardly anyone uses it, and the door was locked when I got there.”

No one had an opportunity to comment after that because the Sheriff and one of his officers had arrived. 

“You got trouble here, Ms. Pratt?” Sheriff Jones asked, his bulk barely passing through the entrance turnstile. Wilma had yet to share with him her secret of entering sideways.

“Afraid so, Sheriff Jones. One of our patrons was murdered. His body is downstairs.”

Jones’ pupils widened behind his square-framed glasses. “Lead the way. Come along, Parker.” The two men followed Eugenia through the stacks to the stairway that led to the archives. The others tagged along. Carl was last because he locked the library’s doors and put up a “closed” sign.  

Officer Parker, who had training as a medical examiner, confirmed Eugenia’s assessment that Mr. Small had been killed by the bound newspaper volume. While he was examining the corpse, Agatha came around a corner sniffing, her black tail high and inflated.

“It’s okay, Agatha,” Eugenia said, “I’ll feed you now. I got interrupted by the murder. Too bad you can’t tell us how it happened. You’re the only witness.”

The sheriff smiled wryly. “I’m afraid that’s true, but don’t worry. We’ll solve this case even though we’ve never had a murder in Lavender Lake.”

Eugenia was aware that Lavender Lake’s population was barely 500 and only half of those residents held library cards. Of those, maybe 50 visited the library on a regular basis. Mr. Small was a regular patron but not a friendly one. He often berated the staff and flaunted the fact he was rich, although he lived a tightwad lifestyle.

While Eugenia fed Agatha, the Sheriff asked each staff member who had been present the day before to answer questions. He interviewed them privately in the Director’s office upstairs. Parker stayed with the others. 

When everyone had been questioned, Jones returned scratching the stubble on his chin that his razor had missed that morning. “No one has admitted to bringing Mr. Small down here,” he said. “Miss McPherson didn’t have a key to the room, although Ms. Pratt mentioned
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