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THE ROOM WAS SILENT. Not a breath, not a sneeze, not a cell phone ping sounded throughout the crowd. Attention focused on the woman on the dais as though she were the only star in the sky.

In a high-backed antique wing chair, its gold brocade at odds with the austerity of the convention room, she sat like a rock star queen. A single spot shone down on her generous proportions. 

Her eyes were closed. 

In her hand, she held a photograph.
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Chapter 1
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I am the crazy cat lady, but I’m not quite crazy yet.

Basically I’m just a lady who likes cats. 

And has several cats. 

And volunteers at a cat shelter. 

And fosters sick cats.

Well, you get the picture, but I don’t see how any of that makes me certifiable and certainly not nuts enough to believe one session with a pet psychic could break open a plot of abuse, perversion, and brutal murder. Ask my friends, though I’ll admit they may be a bit biased, being mostly cat people, too. They’ll tell you I went into this with only the best intentions. I had no idea at the time where it would lead or I would never have gotten involved. But I did and once in I had to see it through. As with cats, curiosity trumps my better judgment every time.

I don’t know what I expected when I signed up for the Animal Communications Conference and Advanced Workshop given by the preeminent icon of pet whisperers, la Zoe. A little fun, some light entertainment. Not that I don’t believe humans can commune with their animal companions—I do. I talk to cats all the time, and usually they talk back, but it’s all pretty basic. I guess I just wanted to know if there were more to it than feed me, pet me, and whatever do you think you’re doing? if I didn’t perform the previous in a timely manner. An insight into feline philosophy, for instance? Or a catly consensus on world events? Maybe they could tell me the secrets of the universe, or even why they prefer one litter over another—that would be convenient. 

Yes, animal communication would be a handy trick, though at the time I didn’t hold out much hope of ever mastering it. And it certainly never crossed my mind that if I did, I might learn things I’d rather not know.

My name is Lynley Cannon, daughter of Carol Mackey, grandmother of Seleia Voxx, “mom” of Dirty Harry, Big Red, Solo, Little, Violet, Fraulein Fluffs, and my new and wonderful family member, Tinkerbelle. Those last seven are cats. I have a human daughter too, but when it comes to Lisa, I get along better with the cats.

I’m a busy person despite the fact that I’m nearing sixty. Sixty! It sounds so old! Except for the aches, pains, and intermittent memory loss, I don’t feel like a senior citizen in the throes of my golden years. The autumn of my life—what balderdash! Of course my father said the same thing when he turned eighty. Eighty—now that’s old!

Cats don’t care how old you are. They don’t look at your time-ravaged body, your wrinkling face, drying skin, gnarled knuckles, or veined hands. In fact, I believe they prefer older people. Less drama, less fear. It’s true that cats can smell fear and it irritates them. They would much rather smell nice calm happy emotions, the ones they can take a nap on.

I spend a lot of time with cats. Some might think that’s a bad thing, but my friends take it for granted. Besides caring for my own little clowder, I volunteer at Friends of Felines in my spare time, and since I’m retired, that means nearly every day. FOF, as we affectionately call it, is a small not-for-profit no-kill state-of-the-art cat haven. Built with love, sweat, tears, and many generous donation dollars, I am proud to say it’s become a model for shelters all over the United States.

I find peace helping those homeless sweethearts transition to their new lives in caring homes. Why people give up their pets I will never understand. Oh, yes, I’ve heard all the reasons, and some are certainly valid. Death, for instance. And illness. Homelessness is a new one that we’re seeing more and more these days. But excuses such as it got too old or it isn’t cute anymore just make my hackles rise. To me, a pet is a life-long commitment, like a child, only pets don’t grow up and go off to college; they stay and you love them. That’s all there is to it.

And that brings up another reason I’d been looking forward to the Animal Communication Seminar. A good percentage of FOF’s guests were strays with secret stories of the streets; many a time I’d wished they could tell me what happened out there to make them skittish or fearful or mad. Maybe with la Zoe’s professional instruction, I might finally be able to find out. My motives were innocent, I swear. There was no sense of doom, no inner alarms going off. I didn’t hear angels or see fairies or feel as if I were in the Time Tunnel. How could I have known that those few hours were going to change my life?

* * *
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I may be a crazy cat lady, but I wasn’t the only one there by a long shot. Cat daddies, dog dopes, bird buddies, gerbil guys—they all were drawn, just like me, to see the queen of pet communications. Most had come for the show, but an elite few would go on to a special session with la Zoe, herself. Frannie and I were to be among those few. 

Frannie also volunteered at Friends of Felines where we had met several years back. We had developed an instant rapport, though to this day I don’t know what she does when she’s not socializing stray cats, cleaning out litter boxes, and performing the many ordinary tasks that make a shelter run. We often got together for drinks after our shifts, her place or mine, but our chit-chat rarely veered far from the day’s work which both of us found to be infinitely interesting.

Frannie DeSoto is an amazing person. Though roughly my age, she has the air of a twenty-year-old. She is meticulous with hair and make-up, and whether she is volunteering at the shelter or attending a formal dinner, the platinum curls are always perfect, the bright pink lipstick never smudged or faded, and the nail gloss which invariably matches her whimsical eye shadow, sans chip or crack. I don’t have a clue how she does it. My look tends toward the opposite: hair springing into a mess of gray-red snarls the minute I walk out the salon door, and aside from a little lip color of a nondescript plum, I don’t wear make-up so that’s that.

After la Zoe’s introduction to Mindfulness and a short autobiographical narrative, the seer was scheduled to do actual readings from the audience. Everyone had brought a photograph or two in hopes of being chosen, and Frannie was one of the lucky ones. She was as excited as a kitten, which was cute to see on someone of retirement age. I was happy for her. She hadn’t had a cat for as long as I’d known her because her apartment building didn’t allow them, so the photo of the smiling tabby had to go back aways. La Zoe claimed she could speak to the dead so it wouldn’t be a problem.

Frannie nudged me. “Teasel’s up next,” she whispered rapturously. “Finally la Zoe will be able to tell me how my baby’s doing up in Kitty Heaven.”

I nodded, examining the woman on stage into whom Frannie was pouring her utter faith. She was large, manly even, reminding me vaguely of Darcelle, the famous Portland female impersonator. The long, concealing robes were classic gold; the unnaturally red hair was piled on top her head like a raspberry ice cream cone. I quashed a surge of skepticism; after all, if I had wanted to be cynical about the presentation, I could have stayed home and saved myself a hundred bucks.

We waited patiently for the spiritualist to finish up her current reading, a heart-wrenching attempt to locate a lost dog. Though la Zoe had found the pup’s energy and could attest to the fact that he was alive, his thoughts told her little that would help with the rescue since the dog himself had no concept of where he was. Even la Zoe was helpless in this situation; the best she could do was to send calming thoughts and assurance that his family would never stop searching. 

“I am sorry,” la Zoe said in a sonorous voice that could have belonged to James Earl Jones. “Your Max is out there. He is healthy but afraid. Do not give up hope.” She smiled broadly, a grin worthy of a Denobulan.

The couple who occupied the chairs next to the dais stood. Zoe handed the photograph to the man, then he and his wife shuffled somberly back to their seats among the audience.

The communicator took another picture from a neat pile on the little table next to her. “And now,” she drawled, “Teasel.”

She held the glossy page to her forehead for a moment—again I fought down the urge to scoff—then studied it intensely. “Ah. This one has crossed Beyond. Some time ago?” Her eyes grazed the room until they lit on Frannie. “Come up, my dear. Contacting those on the other side is always a bit bewildering for them. Teasel will need you close.”

Frannie rose and scooched down our row. Though no one would guess from her confident demeanor, I knew she was scared. We had talked in depth before the program about animal communication, specifically communication with the dead. At the time I hadn’t known she planned to submit her own passed puss for the reading. Now all those metaphysical debates, those half-formed thoughts, those dreams and nightmares we discussed made sense. Like myself, Frannie wasn’t sure people could actually commune with their dead pets, but I guess she figured it couldn’t hurt to try.

Frannie nodded a courtly hello to la Zoe, then sat down in the hot seat.

“I must have complete silence for this reading,” the seer announced. “This is the most difficult of all contact. The thread to the Beyond is tenuous. So much as a sigh and it can be broken, just like that!” She snapped her pudgy fingers.

The room hushed; everyone held their breath.

“Teasel,” the psychic crooned.

The silence reverberated.

It dragged out into a void of forever.

Then, finally and with great satisfaction, la Zoe smiled.

“She is here!”

* * *
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“Wow! That was amazing,” I said to Frannie as we sat in the lounge having a much-needed cup of coffee.

Frannie was silent. 

“Are you okay?”

She nodded slowly. “I think about her all the time, you know. It’s been nine years since Teasel—what did la Zoe call it? Crossed Beyond?”

I took a sip of my coffee. It was strong and lip-burning, just the way I liked it. “What did you think of the reading?” I said carefully.

Frannie’s big eyes gleamed. “Everything she told us was right on. About the way Teasel meows when she yawns. And how she follows wherever I go. Followed,” she revised somberly. “I still miss her. Teasel was the reason I started volunteering at the shelter, you know.”

“She must be very proud of you.”

Frannie gave me a quizzical look. “You don’t think la Zoe was making it all up, do you?”

I paused. That was a tough one. I still had my doubts, but Frannie was so happy to hear from her long-dead kit, I didn’t want to step on her high. I was saved from my dilemma by the clear ping of a prayer bell. It pinged two more times—the summons to la Zoe’s private session. 

“Maybe we’re about to find out.”

* * *
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We picked our way into a small conference room. A dozen chairs were arranged in a horseshoe with what had to be the queen’s throne, a particularly large office chair, occupying the gap. Frannie and I took seats, and I looked around for somewhere to put my stuff. Finally for lack of a better idea, I shoved my laptop and purse under the chair. I saw others coming to the same conclusion, stowing books and carryalls underneath, then awkwardly balancing computers, notebooks, or in some cases, old-fashioned pen and paper on their laps. I wondered at the lack of desks but had a feeling it was all part of the show.

A door opened on the far side of the room and in swept la Zoe. Her heavy robes rustled as she smiled and nodded to her much-diminished audience. Then without ado, she unzipped the front of her drape and shrugged out of the voluminous sleeves. Underneath she wore jeans and a Humane Society of the United States tee shirt, well worn, fading, with a few tiny holes at the hem. She undid the pins that held her red bird’s nest of hair and shook it out as if shaking of the regal persona.

“That is better,” she said, her deep, formal voice unchanged. “Now, are you ready to learn the secrets of life?”

There were titters and a cough.

“No, I am serious. Psychic communication is innate in all beings; it is merely locked away from our outward sight.” She paused and looked around the class expectantly.

“I don’t understand,” said a young woman.

“That is alright, you will. Put away your writing gear, you are not going to need it.”

There was the murmur of confusion, but eventually most everyone complied.

“Put away your pen, sir,” she told a young man who was holding on to the implement for dear life.

“But, ma’am,” he stuttered. “How am I supposed to take notes?”

“You will not be needing notes. Your heart will remember.”

“But... what if it doesn’t?” he persevered.

“Then it was not meant to be,” she flipped. “What I am about to tell you comes from inside. No amount of notation can help you if you cannot accept that.” 

She bent down to reach into a banker’s box beside her chair and pulled out an oversized paperback book packaged in plastic. “But if you are still unclear at the end of the session, you may purchase my book for a nominal fee. I will autograph it for you.” Again she laughed. “Trust me, all will become clear once you begin to listen.”

As with her first session, she began with a meditation, then moved on to a deep breathing exercise and a game of toss where we worked with a partner—to clear our chakras, she told us. After we’d had a few laughs chasing neon Nerf balls around the conference room, we got down to business.

I can’t tell you the rest of what happened because, like the magician’s assistant, we were sworn to secrecy. I wondered about the analogy at the time. La Zoe was right about one thing though: we didn’t need to take notes. Everything that went on in that room that day is seared into my memory for life. I will never forget it, no matter how much I wish I could.
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Chapter 2

[image: image]


Cats can be extremely stoic and are very good at hiding their pain. Often by the time their symptoms become apparent, the cause may be fairly advanced. Know your cat; note any changes in eating, sleeping, litter box habits, or general well-being. If there is any question, take kitty to your vet—it’s always best to err on the side of caution.

*  *  *
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It was only mid-afternoon when I headed for the bus stop by the Convention center, but the sky was smoky black, dark as twilight. Still, this was Portland in January, and I was just thankful it wasn’t raining buckets. The weather wasn’t foremost on my mind; the communication session had given me a lot to think about. The possibilities were endless. A part of me was predictably doubtful, but a more guileless element couldn’t wait to get home and try it out on my cats. What would I ask them first? If they were happy? How they were feeling? Were they healthy? With cats, it’s nearly impossible to know if they’re sick until something’s really wrong. Or would I just cut to the chase and ask what happened before we’d met? That’s what I really wanted to know. Would they be able to tell me? Cats are very here-and-now creatures; would the past be important enough to recall?

Dirty Harry was the one who’d been with me the longest. The big black-and-white male with the distinctive white “petticoat” around his back end was a four-year-old stray when he came to me a decade ago. Where had he been before that?

Little and Tinkerbelle, a pair of unrelated all-black sisters, were also strays whom I’d adopted from Friends of Felines. What were their stories?

Big Red, the ginormous orange tabby, lived on my porch until I took him inside. He’s afraid of feet; did that mean what I thought it did?

Violet, my sweet large girl—twenty-two pounds of pure love. What made her eat so much when other cats could pace themselves?

And Solo, the deaf white recluse who lived under the couch, was inherited from a needy friend; did she still miss her previous, if flighty, person?

Fraulein Fluffs was a hospice case I’d taken on. Thirteen years old with advanced renal failure, she was transferred to me by the Friends of Felines foster department to live out her few final days in the comfort of a real home. To note, that was several months ago and she’s still going strong. Her blood work had improved—a mistaken diagnosis or a miracle? What could she say about her true state of health? As the bus chugged up Hawthorne toward my neighborhood, I couldn’t wait to see.

My jacket buzzed and I jumped—no, it wasn’t a mouse in my pocket but my cell phone announcing a call. I glanced at the woman sitting next to me but she seemed not to have noticed. I guess it would take more than a little flinch to get the attention of a seasoned Tri-Met rider.

Wrestling the phone from the denim, I looked at the caller’s name. It was Kerry, the FOF Foster Coordinator. 

“Hello, Kerry,” I shouted over the noise of the bus.

“Lynley? That you?” Her voice was soft but urgent.

“What’s up?” I knew without being told it was more than a social call to see how Fluffs was doing.

“I hate to bother you. I know you’re already caring for the hospice kitty, but I have a special case I hoped you might consider.”

“Okay, sure,” I said without hesitation. I loved to foster and I liked a challenge; this sounded like both.

“I have a cat...” She paused. “A very special cat. He’s going to need some serious attention.”

“What kind of attention?” Usually my fosters had a physical ailment such as an upper respiratory infection, thyroid condition, or a surgery after which they needed some recovery time, but Kerry’s somber tone made this sound like something more.

“His name is Meow, or that’s what the team’s been calling him. According to the collar he came in with, his name is Wichien-maat Prince Zoom Meow-Meow, CFA Registered.”

“A purebred?”

“Yes and no.”

“Yes and no? What does that mean?”

“Um, we’re just not sure yet exactly what he is.”

“I take it the info on the collar went nowhere.”

“Disconnected number.”

“Microchip?”

“Surprisingly, no.”

“Did you check with CFA? Shouldn’t they have contact information for the breeder or owner?”

“Cat Fanciers’ Association has no record of Meow or of any cattery named Wichien-maat.”

The bus began to screech to a clunky halt, and I stood, grabbing the yellow metal pole with my free hand. Sure enough, there was a final bone-jarring lurch before it came to light by the curb.

“Hold on, Kerry. I’m on the bus; this is my stop.” Without waiting for affirmation, I gathered my purse and laptop, the one I hadn’t needed after all, and bumbled down the grid steps. I said thank you to the driver, a Portland custom, and watched as he pulled noisily away toward downtown. “Okay, I’m back. Now tell me all about Meow.”

* * *
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I was home just long enough to swap my computer case for my shelter bag and pick up my car. Now that I’m eligible for the senior citizen discount, I like to take the bus when I can, but the shelter was off the beaten track, and it was easier to drive. I’d forgotten all about communing with my cats; a quick pet and I was out the door. Little, my official sentry, sat at the window glowering as she watched me go, and it didn’t take a psychic to know she was mad.

As I drove the winding streets, I wondered about Meow—Wichien-maat Prince whatever —and how he could be a breed cat and yet not. Kerry had told me he was part of an investigations case and therefore unadoptable. Surprisingly, he wasn’t sick, just depressed, but depression could be a death sentence for a cat. He had stopped eating, and if he lost weight too fast, it could result in fatty liver disease, potentially lethal for felines. Kerry was hoping the change in environment would get him going; otherwise he would have to be force-fed or even fitted with a feeding tube, neither of which enhances a sad cat’s attitude.

Kerry hadn’t elaborated on the investigations side of the story. Friends of Felines often cooperated with the Northwest Humane Society’s Investigations Department, a team of commissioned police officers who handled complaints of animal neglect, abandonment, and abuse on a daily basis. The humane investigators were pet heroes, their single job—and a big one—to keep Oregon’s animals safe. While a lot of their work focused on education, they also had the authority to serve warrants, seize animals, cite offenders, and give highly respected testimony in court. Because of them, many bad guys had been convicted, and through their tireless efforts, uncounted animals had been saved.

All three of the agents were heroes in my mind, but Special Agent Denny Paris was someone I considered a friend. When I pulled into the parking lot and saw his big Ford truck out front, I felt my face flush. Besides being extremely good at what he did, he was seriously easy on the eyes. I may be decades his senior but never too old to appreciate a nice set of biceps and a perfect, manly smile.

Automatically I checked my face in the rearview mirror, frowned when I saw the old person staring back at me, then shook my head when I noted that the frown made me look even worse. It is what it is, I told myself as I touched up my lipstick. As I said before, the cats don’t care.

“Lynley,” Kerry exclaimed with her habitual enthusiasm—I swear the young woman’s smile could light the world. “Thanks so much for coming.”

I glanced around the office. Up against one wall was a bank of wire shelves filled with cat carriers in all shapes and sizes; from the yowls and mewls that echoed throughout the room, I guessed they were full. “Spay day?” I asked, nodding to the assemblage.

“Always! We’re doing it every week now. Anyone on public assistance can get their cat altered for just ten dollars. And we even throw in a homemade kitty blanket, courtesy of the volunteer craft club,” she added with a short laugh.

“I assume none of those are Mr. Meow.”

She shook her head. “He’s still in the kennels. I wanted to give you some background before you made your decision. And Special Agent Paris also has a few things to go over about the case. He’s stepped out for a minute, but he should be right back. I’d rather wait till he’s here to go into it if you don’t mind.”

She seemed nervous, and it didn’t look natural on the tall dark-haired girl. I put my concerns aside; I was sure she’d get it all out when she was ready.

“I wouldn’t mind checking the cattery if you think I have time. I always look in on Xena, the little tortoiseshell. She’s been in such a grouchy mood lately, sometimes a few wiggles with a ribbon helps to bring her around.” From my bag, I slipped a short wand with a waterfall of grosgrain ribbons attached to one end and gave it a cheerleader shake.

“Sure, go ahead. Take as long as you want.”

I pushed out the heavy door and buzzed myself into the cattery with my key card. The feline scent hit me, and I breathed deeply, enjoying the musky mix. I know—it’s weird and most assuredly an acquired taste, but to me, it always smelled friendly. Mind you, this was not the reek of a dirty litter box which I venture to say no one really cares for; the cattery was kept exceptionally clean, as were the cats.

Glancing into the stray cat room on my way by, I saw Frannie standing with her eyes closed. She held a huge black puss in her arms and was petting its head gently as she rocked back and forth. I changed my course and went in. Her lids lifted when she heard the clang of the door.

“I thought you were going home after the session,” I said, taking the opportunity to don my Friends of Felines green volunteer apron and tie the bow at my back. “Did you decide to come test out la Zoe’s lessons?”

“I meant to go home, but somehow I ended up driving out here instead.” She put puss back in a lower kennel, gave him a final pet and whisker scratch and closed the door. Big Boy settled down on his blanket and blinked with obvious contentment.

Frannie went to wash up in the sink. “I kept thinking about all the things la Zoe told us. How to establish contact, to make the cat feel at ease, then finally draw him out, ask our questions and listen to his answers with our hearts instead of our minds. Well, I wanted to try it for myself.”

“And did it work?”

She pulled off two paper towels and dried her hands. “As a matter of fact, I think it did. When I was doing Ronnie here, I suddenly had the clearest picture of a place, a countryside with grasses waving in the breeze and a big blue sky overhead. It was so vibrant, I could almost touch it. I could smell the dew on the hay. I felt like I was right there. It only lasted a moment and then it was gone, but I can still remember every detail, almost as if it were a memory of my own.”

“What do you think it means?” I asked, clicking open a kennel to scratch the sideburns of a gregarious gray shorthair.

“Well, I really wasn’t sure, so I went and looked at his paperwork, the questionnaire filled out by his previous owner. And you’ll never guess! He was brought in to the shelter by some people who lived on a farm!”

“Wow,” I commented, unsure what else I could say. Communication or coincidence? I’d just paid a chunk of hard-earned cash in favor of the communication side, but old habits die hard, and skepticism was one of my oldest. I tabled my disbelief, however, not wanting to spoil Frannie’s moment. Inconspicuously I offered up my mind to the gray, but either she didn’t have anything to say, or I wasn’t doing it right because I got nothing beyond the usual shelter confusion.

I said goodbye the old fashioned way—with words—and closed the kennel door. “I have to go back to foster care. I might be getting a new foster today, but Kerry wants to give me some info first. And Special Agent Paris is in on it.” I paused, still wondering at the implications. “I’ll call you later, see if you pick up anything else from the feline side.”

“Okay, and let me know about the new kitty. It sounds mysterious.”

I went to leave, then turned back. “You should try communicating with Xena. Maybe you can figure out what’s got her so upset.”

“We know what’s got her upset,” Frannie snickered. “She hates it here. She’s been stuck in that kennel for over half a year, and she needs a home.”

“Yeah, but every time someone wants to meet her, she hisses and spits. She’s not going to find one that way.”

“Okay, I’ll give it a try,” Frannie conceded. “Couldn’t hurt.”

I had been joking about the idea, but Frannie was right, it couldn’t hurt.
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Chapter 3
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If, like most of us, you’re not a cat psychic, you may still be able to understand what your cat is thinking. Body language—eyes, ears, whiskers and tail—convey many messages of their own.

*  *  *
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Special Agent Denny Paris was already in the foster office by the time I got back. Through the large display window that looked in from the spacious lobby, I studied the young officer. He was tall and sturdy, immaculate aside from a few brown curls escaping from under his NHS baseball cap. In his uniform, he looked like any other cop until you got to the face. There was a sparkle to his cat-green eyes and an optimism in his handsome countenance that belied the usual hardened police crust. Here was a man who believed he could make a difference, and with good reason. Denny and his team, Frank Dawson and Connie Lee, investigated over a thousand cases each year throughout the Pacific Northwest.

Denny and I got to know each other last summer when he helped me straighten out a bogus murder charge by tracking down the real killer, but I still called him by his official title of Special Agent, partly because I liked the sound of it and partly because he deserved the respect, every little bit.

Denny was head to head with Kerry. As I opened the door, he was saying, “...another homicide. That makes three.”

“I know,” Kerry answered. “You never think that sort of thing can happen so close to home, do you?”

“And the method, it’s like something out of Law & Order: Grisly Victim’s Unit.” 

“Hi, guys,” I said, feeling a little like I was interrupting. “Everything okay?”

The two looked up guiltily. “Oh, Denny and I were just talking about the news. Bad news, of course.”

I waited for her to elaborate, but she smiled passively, lips tightly shut.

I looked at Denny. “Special Agent Paris, good to see you again. How are you doing?”

“Good, Lynley.” He smiled, but his thumbs remained looped in his utility belt, a signal that he was running in one hundred percent official mode.

Kerry stepped out from behind her desk. A medium-sized carrier hunched on the laminated surface, and she ran a loving hand over it. I peered in through the grid door and saw two huge blue eyes staring back at me. The pupils were widely dilated so I blinked a reassuring cat smile and backed off, not wanting to push the greeting.

“Is this Meow?” I asked unnecessarily.

Kerry picked up a sheaf of papers and tamped them on the desk. “That’s him. He’s a beautiful cat and I think he’d be really very loving, if only...”

Denny held up a hand. “Whoa now. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here, Kerry. We have no assurance this cat can ever be resocialized.”

“Why?” I asked. “Is he feral?” I gave another glance through the grid, checking out a dark brown nose, wide brown ears and those deep blue eyes, so dark as to be almost purple. “He looks Siamese to me.”

Kerry and Denny looked at each other.

“Looks can be deceiving.”

* * *
[image: image]


For the next half hour, Denny and Kerry went over Meow and his special circumstances, but when I came away, carrier, fluid bag, and supply of special cat food in hand, I knew little more than I had going in. The three-year-old male wasn’t sick, but for some reason, he wasn’t eating, hadn’t had a thing for at least two days. He wasn’t drinking either, hence the fluid bag; I would be giving him subcutaneous fluids until he decided to take water on his own.

Meow was what breeders call a traditional, or Applehead Siamese, a muscular, athletic cat with a round head unlike the modern Siamese which tend to be long and lanky with a head like a pointy shovel. It still wasn’t clear if he were actually pedigreed or merely purebred. Apparently he was part of a case against a breeder, but he didn’t look neglected or abused so I didn’t know what the problem was, and Denny had elected not to enlighten me. My job was to try to get him eating again so he would live long enough to tell his story, whatever that may be.

Before I’d even made it through the front door, I heard my phone ringing. It was the land line in the kitchen, so I guessed it was either a sales pitch, a wrong number, or someone I knew only formally; my friends called on my cell. I said a quick hello to Little who was waiting on the side table like a tiny panther and shuffled my burden to the kitchen. Depositing Meow’s carrier on the dining table where he wouldn’t be bothered by my own feline welcoming—and sometimes not welcoming—committee, I picked up the handset.

I fully expected to hear the pause and click of a recorded message, but it was Fiona, event coordinator for the Clan MacKay Society of which I’m a proud member. My mother is a Mackey, one of the variations on the clan name, and I had been brought up from an early age to cherish my Scottish heritage, kilts, pipes, haggis and all. Well, maybe not the haggis, but I did like steel-cut oats and Finnan haddie; bagpipes made me cry; and I won’t even begin to say how much I loved a braw Scotsman in a kilt.

The second I heard her soft highland “Ged afternoon,” I knew what she was calling about.

“I didn’t forget,” I fudged. “The pot-luck tonight at the Scottish Rite Hall. I’ve been looking forward to it.”

“Ye put your name down tae help set up, if ye recall. Shall we say five-thirty?” 

I looked at the Kit-Kat clock wagging its metronomic tail on the wall. That would give me just enough time to get Meow squared away and run to the deli for a salad. “That would be fine, Fiona.”

“Come to the back, now mind ye. Geordie will be lettin’ you in. I appreciate the help.”

“No problem. I’m not going to be able to stay for the presentation though. I have a new foster cat who needs to settle.”

There was a pause. “Ye’n your moggies, Lynley!” She gave a little chortle. “But Alistair will be doin’ the recording so you can purchase the CD if you care to. Seumus MacKay is tellin’ the tale of his ancestors’ migration to the New World in 1736.”

“I’ll be sorry to miss that,” I said sincerely, having enjoyed tracing my own Scots ancestry back several generations. “Definitely put me down for a CD.”

“Just tell Alistair when ye come in. He’ll be handling all the sales.”

“Okay, Fiona. See you soon,” I said to the hang-up click on the other end. I sighed. Fiona McGillis McKay was a busy woman, but she got things done, and I wouldn’t want to trade places with her. The Portland faction of the Clan MacKay was a large and demanding group if the breadth of her martyrdom was any indication.

I heard a light knock at the front door, then a screen door click and a “halloo” as footsteps crossed the hardwood floor.

“You left your front door open,” said Halle as she ambled into the kitchen. “I thought you knew better, Lyn.”

I gave her a little hug. “I do, but the phone was ringing.”

“Ah, the ever-demanding social network. Still, hon, you of all people should know to be careful. You don’t know who might take that as an invitation to come in.”

I nodded in contrition. She was right; though the Mt. Tabor district was a relatively nice part of Portland, one never knew what crazies lurked among the Victorian homes and century-old arbors. “I know I’m early, but I didn’t have time to go home after work so I figured I’d kill a few minutes with my clan mate. Catch up on things,” Halle said, shedding her coat and seating herself comfortably in one of the mission oak dining chairs. “If you’re busy, just pretend I’m not here.”

I smiled. That was just like Halle; with her expansive personality she was about as ignorable as a tiger.

Halle MacKay Pratt was a sixty-eight-year-old semi-retired criminal lawyer. She always dressed meticulously, though in manly fashion as befitted her sexual preference. Today she was sporting a red Gaultier suit, white silk shirt, and a fine pair of Clark boots. The crimson wool clashed slightly with her flame-red spiked hair, and on her short and stocky frame, made her look a little like a beach ball, but one well-dressed and formidable beach ball all the same.

“Coffee?” I asked. “Or tea? I think we have time.”

Halle fished in her pocket and pulled
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