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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. 

Here I was, Detective Donald Jackson, one year from retirement, one month from my sixty-fourth birthday, one week from my first traveling vacation in twenty years.  What was I doing in a small public library in this backwater town I’d called home since my divorce from Emily, my much younger ex-wife, nearly fifteen years ago?  What was I doing trying to solve a homicide, probably the first in this town’s history?  I kept asking myself those questions repeatedly as I strolled pass the wooden card catalogs of the Flower Hill Public Library, a pretty name for the scene of such an ugly crime.  

The FHPL was one of the last holdouts of the New Hampshire library system to retain an unautomated system of checking library holdings.  I didn’t care much for the OPAC’s of the larger libraries, anyway, with their computer databases that always seemed to freeze when I was looking for the next book in Lilian Jackson Braun’s “Cat Who” series.  Braun was my favorite mystery author.  I took it hard when she passed away. Like her character, Jim Qwilleran, I have a handlebar moustache that’s sensitive, although it doesn’t help me solve crimes.  I love cats, too, but I only have one and she isn’t Siamese.  Tinky is a stray Emily brought to my house one day about five years ago.  One of her daughters from her second marriage was allergic to cats, so she thought I might want to take Tinky for company.  She knew I liked cats, although we didn’t have any when we were married.  No kids either.  All the time I spent on cases back in Boston probably made a girl her age lonely. 

“Oh, thank goodness you’re here, detective Jackson,” a voice said from beyond my left shoulder.  I spun around to see Irma Carlton, the library’s director.  She was dressed in her usual stylish manner in a navy suit with a red handkerchief peeking out of her left breast pocket.  For a woman in the same age bracket as the deceased, early fifties, she was nothing to sneeze at even if you had allergies.  

“Hello, Ms. Carlton,” I replied.  “I’m sorry I’m late.  I was admiring your pretty garden on the west end of the library.”

“Thank you, detective.  I’ve tried to keep the Flower in Flower Hill Library, so to speak.  I make sure the library’s gardener plants flowers that bloom each season.  Of course, summer is the loveliest.  I’m especially proud of the roses.”  

“And you should be.  But, as you know, I’m here for less pleasant matters.  Have you gathered together the persons I requested to see?”

Irma nodded, bowing her head of short, dark curls.  “They’re all in the employee’s lounge.”  Suddenly, she dropped her naturally loud but inoffensive voice a notch lower.  “I have to warn you.  They weren’t all too willing to be questioned again.  It’s been over a month since poor Phyllis’ death, and most of us, excuse the pun, would rather not keep digging it up again.”

“I understand, Ms. Carlton, but Ms. Frost’s murderer has not yet been caught.  I’ve gone over all the information you’ve been kind enough to supply along with all the notes from the previous interrogations, and I hope this will be the last time I will need to question anyone.  In fact, I’ve narrowed the list of suspects down to six.”

“Yes, I know.  Four of my employees, Phyllis’ grieving husband, and one of our regular patrons.  It is so hard to believe that one of them could be the cold-blooded killer that laced Phyllis’ coffee with poison.”  Irma’s voice had remained low, as she walked around one of the card catalogs to allow a patron to shuffle through the cards.

“I know,” I empathized.  “But it’s a known fact that most murderers are familiar with their victims.  And since the murder did occur on library property, it’s a good guess the killer is right under our noses.”

Irma sniffed as if she could smell the thought.  “You think you know the people you work with, and then this.  It’s scary.”

“Library’s used to be safe places.  But even back in Boston, there’d be an occasional crime at the BPL.”

“This isn’t just a crime, detective.  This is the murder of our senior librarian.  Phyllis and I went to library school together.  I worked with her for nearly twenty-five years.”  Now Irma’s sniffing had turned to sniffling, as she removed the scarlet handkerchief and blew her nose.  Strangely, her eyes weren’t wet.  I was used to seeing “dry tears” at the few wakes I’d attended and wondered, in that moment, if Emily would cry real tears at my funeral.  But Irma Carlton was not one of my suspects, and the other six were waiting.

“Thank you for your assistance, Ms. Carlton.  I’ll try not to take your staff away from their jobs for too long.”

As if dismissing me, she bobbed her head again.  “I think you remember where the staff lounge is.  I’ll be manning the Reference desk if you need me.

The staff lounge was a small room hidden away in the back of the building past a hanging sign that read “Employees Only.”  It contained a square table, a blackboard on the opposite side of a cupboard above a sink, a coffeemaker, a refrigerator, and a very low-wattage microwave.  The last time I’d been there, during previous questioning, I’d tried heating a bagel that my new Sharp Carousel Deluxe would turn to a crisp in sixty seconds.  The library’s ancient, no-model brand (at least no decipherable name was on its rusted front) took a good three minutes just to warm the bagel’s edges and leave the center cold.  The library budget wasn’t high at Flower Hill, especially not where its employees were concerned.

Today, with a warm June sun filtering in through its only window, the staff lounge was full of voices.  I recognized two Bob Bond, the custodian, with his deep baritone and Lucy Lark, the clerk who’d made coffee that fatal day, with her screechy, nasal twang that was even more nasal this morning due to a bad cold.

“Where is this guy, anyhow?” Bond was saying.  “I have to drive the bookmobile at two, and Ms. Carlton needs me to finish painting the Children’s Storytime Corner.”

“I have things to do, too, Bob,” Lucy replied between a cough and a sneeze.  “But I think this is more important than any project we might have.”

I walked in on that note.  “Sorry I’m late, folks.  I appreciate your all coming.  I’ll try to take as little of your time as possible.  I realize this is the fourth session of questions for most of you.”

The people around the square, unclothed table greeted me with mumbles and a few shrugs.  I looked from face to face.  Bob Bond was seated across from Lucy Lark at the far end of the table.  It was odd how her voice, as low as it was, could travel the same distance as his deeper one.  Next to Lucy was Jane Hyde, the youngest of the three librarians at Flower Hill that included Phyllis and the second-in-command, Sandra Keene, who was seated next to her.  Frank Frost, Phyllis’ husband and Marvin Glitch, a library patron, were seated next to Bond.  The three formed the male representatives of the group.

“In previous sessions, I’ve questioned you each individually,” I began when everyone had directed their eyes toward me.  Lark was the last to look my way, but I was accustomed to her nervous flutter and didn’t believe it indicated guilt.  Although she’d made the coffee, she was the least of my suspects now.

“This time, I’d like to question you together as a group, one at a time.  I’ll start with Mrs. Lark.”

Lucy brushed back her brownish-gray bangs with a shaky hand that contained a crumpled tissue. In her early forties, and a mother of two, she only worked part-time at the library checking in books and collecting overdue fines.  “Yes, Detective Jackson, go ahead.”

I gave her credit for her act of composure.  In previous questioning, she had alternated between bursts of weeping and hysterical laughter.  In my opinion, she had taken Phyllis Frost’s death the hardest.

“I don’t have too many questions for you, Mrs. Lark.  We’ve already ascertained that you made the coffee the morning Mrs. Frost was poisoned.  Since no one else took sick that day, and the entire library staff drank the coffee made from the pot you brewed, I can only assume that Mrs. Frost’s coffee was tampered with before, after, or during the time she had her coffee break.”

Lucy nodded, and her bangs fell back over her eyes.  “Yes, Detective.  I think so, but it’s such a horrible thing.”  Her voice quavered, and I was afraid she would either break down again or have a sneezing fit.

Frank Frost cut in.  “Do we really have to rehash this all again?  I wasn’t even at the library when it happened, and I already know everything that transpired that day, including who went to the restroom when.  Does any of this really help catch my wife’s killer?”

“Calm down, Mr. Frost,” I said.  “Please bear with me, and I’d appreciate it if all of you would not talk out of turn.  I am trying to conduct this questioning as efficiently as possible.  I don’t plan on calling any of you back again after today.”

“Does that mean you think you’ll know the killer after questioning us for the fourth time?” Bob Bond put in, speaking out of turn as I’d just warned the group not to.

“Maybe.  Or maybe the case will go unsolved.  I hope not, but it could happen.”

Now it was Mrs. Keene’s turn to interrupt.  A single, blonde woman in her mid-thirties, Sandra Keene had worked as librarian at Flower Hill
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