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[image: ]


Let me introduce myself, my name is Pamela Whitherspoon, a.k.a., amateur animal sleuth, pet detective, pooch finder, you name it. You may be wondering how I got any of those titles. Totally by accident and with a lot of reluctance I assure you.

I don’t read mysteries on a regular. Okay, I’ll admit, I do watch that old lady writer that always shows up at someone’s house, a party, or place of business, and sure enough, there’s a dead body. 

But that’s the extent of my mystery acumen. So, what happened, that I’m so lucky that people come to me when something inauspicious happens with one of their furry friends? 

Glad you asked. A year and a half ago, I helped solve three crimes. Nothing special about the way I solved them; it was getting in the head of the perpetrator and a lot of common sense. And being a professor of psychology at my local university, it was only natural; some clues here and there and case solved. Now suddenly when Fido goes missing, people come to me. 

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind...too much. It’s just that I would really hate to disappoint people if I can’t help them.

You wouldn’t believe the emails I get, and the cases people want me to work on. Lost canaries, a Beagle throwing up its dog chow. Most things a vet can solve. Others are so off the wall, I think the writers of the emails need to go see a shrink, not a detective.

Wait! Did I just refer to myself as a sleuth? Totally accidental I assure you. But sometimes I begin to wonder what my true occupation is.

Now I will confess that my last so-called case was very interesting. To be honest, it was downright heinous.

My neighbor, Mr. Harris inadvertently let his Dobermans loose and they chewed his wife to death. The police ruled it as accidental homicide. Mr. Harris was so distraught that he even insisted on having the pooches put down. 

The authorities had no argument. But it wasn’t like he had a choice; the cops were going to do it for him anyway, after they had them under quarantine for observation. They even footed the bill. Mr. Harris wasn’t charged with anything, but was told he couldn’t keep any kind of pet, not so much as an ant farm!

But something didn’t seem right to me. I don’t know, call it female intuition or my psychology teaching coming into play, but something wasn’t right when Mr. Harris was giving his explanation to authorities. For three days, Harris gave the same explanation to the media, verbatim.

To be quite honest, he and Mrs. Harris weren’t exactly the poster children for Match Me Up dot com. And as I recalled she hated....no, feared those dogs. So, something was definitely not Kosher with his story.

I figured that out when Mr. Harris first sent the dogs away to a relative out of town, because they were costing too much to feed and care for. Then all of a sudden, they were back. So one day, I thought I would be neighborly and give Mr. Harris a visit. Actually, I was being outright nosy.

Nothing changed in his routine to let me know that he had a different job. He and the misses didn’t mention a raise. Not that they would announce that to the world, but you can tell when a person’s income changes. More material items are seen coming into the household. Maybe an addition to the home or new furniture, a vacation. There wasn’t so much as a brand-new car in the driveway.

As a matter of fact, his finances changed for the worse when the dogs came back. The car they did have, a Lexus, was downgraded to a Kia. I found that odd, since he sent them away in the first place, because of lack of funds. But that wasn’t what really caught my attention and got my antennas up. 

I stumbled on his paid-in-full bill for Dog Protection Training—with the Marines.

It was just a matter of time. A little snooping, plus promising to go out on a date with the head trainer of the dog training academy, to find out that Mr. Harris’s canines were getting more than Alpo in their life.

So yes, after that and two other cases that aren’t even worth mentioning in my opinion, the word spread. And now you know why, whenever something strange happens that has to do with an animal, people come to me. I guess I should be flattered. 

But that was in the past, so I digress. Right now, it is the present and I’m busy. I’m leaving for Los Angeles for summer vacation, to visit some relatives. I’m hanging up the preverbal deerstalker hat and magnifying glass, and heading to the sunny West Coast, for some fun in the sun.

I’ll be hanging with my nephew Randy, my much older sister Miriam, who virtually raised me and is one puss away of being a crazy cat lady. After I sit a spell with her, it’s off to visit some friends in Dallas from my old college days. Then the  piece de resistance—the Bahamas. So, I’m packing my flip-flops, sunscreen and sundresses and waving at my new neighbors goodbye.

Five hours later, Randy was at the airport and greeting me. And lo’ and behold, I arrived in sunny Cali only to be greeted by—rain.

The irony. 

“Hey, Pam. Over here!”

I spotted him waving at me from a newsstand. A backwards baseball cap covering that thick curly hair, an umbrella in one hand and his iPad in another. I remembered talking to him on the phone before I left home. He said he was taking the train then the shuttle to pick me up on his own.

To be sixteen again and assert my independence.

I picked up my carry-on and went to greet him. “How is my favorite nephew?” I leaned in to hug him. He put on some weight. I had a strong feeling that Miriam and her culinary skills were the culprit.

Randy stood back and quirked his brow. “When did I become your favorite nephew?”

“Ever since I moved three thousand miles away. How’s your mother?” I took him by the arm, and we walked to the shuttle area.

“She’s doing great. She already has an agenda written out for us. Your stay is going to be full.” He managed to put his iPad in his pocket and picked at the sleeve of my sundress. “Plan on going to the beach and catching some rays?” he snorted.

Once outside, I stuck out my hand from under Randy’s umbrella. “What happened to sunny California?”

“Hurricane Pete off Baja.”

Our shuttle pulled up to the curb. The driver, with the help of Randy, put my  luggage in the trunk. There were three other passengers in the van, and they nodded to us as we entered.

“Looks like someone expected to go for a swim,” a pudgy elderly man said.

“I don’t think your weatherman talked to ours on the east coast this morning,” I said bitterly. I shook my head as I watched the rain cascade down the windows. 

I hope this wasn’t an omen.

“Pamela! It’s so nice to see you.” Miriam wrapped her arms around me and gave me her classic bear hug. She gently pushed me back a bit and looked me up and down. She tisked.  “Oh my. You look a bit thin and pale.” She took my chin and scanned my face too.

Gee thanks, I thought wearily. I’ll admit I’ve been working out more lately, and maybe my natural dark olive completion could stand some more sunlight. Hint, hint Los Angeles. But she made me sound like I needed to be fed intravenously.

Of course, compared to Miriam’s ample, yet pleasingly plump figure, I probably did look like a scarecrow to her.

“I’m sure you got something cooking for me to put on the weight.” I took a quick whiff of the air, as I made my way to the guest room, and she headed for the kitchen.

“You got that right,” she hollered. “Smothered pork chops, roasted brussels sprouts and sweet potatoes.”

Boy that woman can cook. As I was unpacking my things, Randy came in.

He was really my favorite nephew. A bit sarcastic for his age, but I liked that—sometimes. He was typical of today’s youth. Video games, going to the mall just to “hang” out, and watching reality shows.

I opened the closet door to start hanging up my clothes, and it was then I noticed the room.

Toile wallpaper. Really Miriam? I scanned the whole room. It resembled something out of French Country and Garden Magazine. She was so quaint; bless her old-fashioned little heart.

“So, you gonna go look for some old lady’s poodle today?” Randy asked, breaking into my thoughts. He was smacking his gum and concentrating on some game on his iPad.

Now I get what the older generation means when they say youth is wasted on the young. “No,” I sighed with slight annoyance. “Goodness, I solve a few cases and people think I should have a reality show.”

“That would be cool!” His hazel eyes got wider than saucers.

“Put your eyes back in your head. I am here for some good old R&R.” I stuffed my undies in the cute curio cabinet by my bed. Yes, Miriam outdid herself.

“Good luck with that,” Randy smirked.

I stood ramrod straight, then turned and faced the curly head, freckled faced imp that I called my nephew. “What do you mean by that?”

“Remember that agenda I told you about?” Randy took a seat on the edge of the bed, not once breaking his concentration on his game.

“Yes.” I slowly walked closer to him. I didn’t like the sound of this.

“We start tomorrow.”

“What? Can I at least sleep in one day first?”

“Are you kidding? You know your sister better than me. I’ve only been with her sixteen years.” He got up and left the room.

There was that sarcasm—the one I hated.

“This food is delish.” I cut another piece of smothered pork chop and popped it in my mouth.

Like the bedroom, the dining area was done in French country too. “Um...I’ve been meaning to ask you Miriam.”

“What’s that?” She took a sip of her homemade black cherry lemonade.

“The decorating.” I pointed to the wallpaper with my fork.

“Oh yes. I’ve been watching those home channels and DIY stuff. Keeps me busy with Kenneth away.”

Her husband Kenneth was a trucker. He helped raise me too. Good money, but hardly at home nowadays. In fact, one of the reasons they had Randy late in life was because of his job.

“I see. I know one thing, don’t stop watching those cooking shows.” I gobbled down the last brussels sprout on my plate.

“I see you’re enjoying it. I knew you were starving yourself.”

I immediately slowed down the shoveling of food. “What’s going on with this weather?” I tilted my head towards the window.

“It’s one of those rare moments L.A. has.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Trust me, tomorrow it will be so hot you can fry an egg on the sidewalk.”

“Hmm. If it’s still raining, at least I can catch up on some reading.”

“Meow, meow, meow.”

Hearing the cries of some felines, I looked down at my feet, and saw no less than three fat cats. Misty, Cookie and Hank. “Well, hello. I was wondering when you guys would make an appearance.”

“They hate the rain. Probably hiding behind the stove,” Miriam said, while putting more brussels sprouts on my plate.

“Honesty, I like the rain, but I was hoping for sun. I have some sundresses I want to show off.”

“You don’t have the monopoly on hating this weather.” Miriam said, cutting into her chop. “I have plans for us tomorrow and the rest of the week. But like I said, this weather can turn on a dime.”

“I was meaning to ask you. What are these plans?” I wiped my mouth and took another healthy gulp of lemonade.

“First off, I want to head to the mall. There’s this boutique that sells great hats.”

My brows shot up. That’s another obsession Miriam had. She had more hats than a milliner. “I see.”

“Then there are two movies I want to see. You know that new action one with, what’s-his-name...Van something.”

“Ahh. I saw that one.”

“Awww.” She looked genuinely disappointed.

“But I can see it again. It’s a great movie,” I quickly added.

“Then, I want to try this new seafood restaurant.” She beamed.

Did I mention she was also a foodie?

“Then the cherry on top; a cat show at the Civic Cen—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I held up my hand, while wiping my mouth with a napkin with the other.

“What’s new pussy cat?” Randy laughed at his own joke.

I cut him a look, then put down my napkin. “What’s this about a cat show?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you. They’re having a huge cat show. It’s the equivalent of the Westminster Dog show, so they say. They’ve changed all kinds of things about the old cats shows.” She scooped some sweet potatoes into her mouth.

This rain was an omen.

The whole two days it stormed. I could have stayed back east for this. But then I wouldn’t have been treated to a day of shopping for hats, two great movies, one which I had seen already, and the seafood restaurant. 

The hats Miriam bought were actually very nice. But I had a question for her that’s been bugging me since she mentioned this excursion. “Why do you need hats like these in California?” I picked up one that was a cute little number. A blue suede Pillbox, with a colorful feather that hung and swooped under the chin area. “This city isn’t the hat capital of the world, if you know what I mean.”

“I wear them to church, out to dinner and special events, like the cat show tomorrow.” She tried on a wide brim summery looking hat. It was yellow with a white trim, however the crown of the hat was open. “This is more to keep the sun off your face, but I love this feature, lets the hair breathe.” She twirled it around.

“I see. Well, if the weather is like this tomorrow, you won’t really need it. Besides, isn’t the cat show indoors?” I asked.

“Ninety five percent of it, but you can go outside to various vendors. And since there is still a threat of rain, I have a feeling all of the vendors will be indoors now.”

“Vendors?” I asked, while I picked up a pink straw striped hat

“Yeah. They sell their goods. From cat food, toys, kitty condos, things like that. But if it keeps raining like this, they’ll all have to come indoors. Going to be chaotic, if that happens.” Miriam flipped her ash-brown hair around her face and stuck it under another hat.

“Ahh. Concession stands to get cat owner’s money basically.” I smirked as I continued to look over all of her hats. I had to admit the woman had great taste. But nine hats in one shopping trip?

“Don’t knock it till you try it. They have great items and there is always something new each year.”

I turned to her and just stared. “You mean to tell me that you go every year?”

“Oh yes. Last year it was in Milwaukee.  It’s amazing how cat shows have changed in recent years, at least this particular one is more, how you say, in with the times. Not just picking them up and holding them. They’re letting the cats show their real personalities.  They even have fans and entourages.”

I shook my head. “I see. To tell you the truth, I can’t really get into this. I don’t have a cat. I don’t even have a pet.”

Miriam’s eyes bulged. “You mean to tell me the woman that solved the great Doberman murder case, doesn’t have one pet? Not even a Parakeet?”

Here we go. “That was only one out of what, three cases.” I paused a beat. “And how did you know about that, that was nearly two years ago? I never mentioned anything.”

“Randy told me after he saw it in the paper.” She quickly left the room, then returned with a newspaper, which was carefully wrapped in cellophane. “See.” She pointed to the article. “I kept this paper when I saw your picture and name. I tell people I have a famous sister.” She smiled, her plump face beaming with pride.

Lord love a duck.

After staring at her for a heartbeat, I took the paper from her and read the headline. 

East Coast native solves the crime of the Century. I shook my head at her, and continued reading. What local police couldn’t solve for months, Pamela Whitherspoon solved in less than two days. Mr. Harris was found guilty of first-degree murder when it was exposed that he trained his Dobermans to attack and kill his wife of fourteen years.

Wow. Word got around. I handed Miriam the paper.

“And I have two other clippings from your other cases.”

“Cases? Look, I just happened to tip the police on some clues.” I protested.

“You’re being modest.” She waved her hand at me.

I shrugged. There was nothing I could say. Today’s media loved a good story. But I was in no way shape or form someone that did this for a living. I’m a college professor for Pete’s Sake!

We continued sorting through Miriam’s extensive hat collection. She traded out her spring hats for her new summer ones. After that, we got ready for a special dinner. Kenneth was home.

Again, Kenneth was seldom home. Not unusual for a truck driver. So when he did pop in, it was a special occasion.

“Well, well, look who’s here.” He came over and pulled me in for his special bone crushing hug.

He was a big man, which seemed perfect for Miriam. But he was a tad....no, a lot overweight. Sitting in a truck for hours, going to greasy truck stops...then coming home to his wife’s cooking. He didn’t stand a chance.

“Glad to see you. It’s good I came when I did this time. I’m always missing you,” I said, as I checked my ribs for any cracks.

“So, how long are you staying here?” He sat down at the table as Miriam put out the goods. 

“Just three weeks, then I’m going to Dallas to visit some friends, then the Bahamas.”

“I’m sure Miriam is showing you a good time.”

Miriam smiled at her husband, then trotted off to the kitchen to get more food. 

They made the perfect couple. He reminded me of the old Marlboro man in those commercials, just a tad more padding. And she looked like a caramel-colored Gibson girl doll. Old fashioned and quaint. They don’t make them like that anymore.

“Oh, yes. We’ve been painting the town red. Tomorrow we go to a cat show.” I snapped my fingers. “Say! Since you’re here, maybe you would like to go in my place. I’m sure Miriam wouldn’t mind, being that you’re hardly here.”

“’Friad not. I leave early tomorrow morning, before the chickens put on their underwear,” Kenneth said, yawning.

I heard Randy chuckle behind his glass of iced tea. I gave him the stink eye, then continued to eat. Dang it!

Kenneth wasn’t kidding when he said he had to leave early. It was about two fifteen in the morning when I heard him kiss Miriam goodbye. I always envied their relationship. Despite them being apart for days, sometimes weeks at a time, they were tighter than tight.

Too bad he couldn’t stay the rest of the day.

Hours later.... 

“Okay you guys. We have a full day ahead of us.” Miriam was literally jumping up and down. She was going in and out of her walk-in closet trying on half her wardrobe.

“Is this show all day?”

“No, just half a day.” She tossed another dress to the floor.

That’s half a day of my life I won’t be able to get back.

We arrived at the civic center, and surprisingly the parking lot was packed. Man, I didn’t realize this was the spectator sport of the year.

“Hey Stacy!” Miriam waved over to one of her cat comrades. She came over and they began chatting.

“I’m glad someone else has to suffer with me,” Randy said, coming to my side.

“Oh really?” I crossed my arms over my chest and tapped my foot. A common habit I developed, dealing with my students. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you planned for me to come out here at this time. I wanted to come next week, but nooo. You said I had to come this week.”

“Aww, come on Pamela.” He huffed. “I’m your favorite nephew, remember?” He smiled a cheesy grin, popping out those dimples. “Besides, I need someone to lean on for support. I can’t take another one of these alone.”

I stared at him, and he looked genuinely traumatized. I guess it’s true what they say. Misery loves company. 

Entering the stadium, it was controlled chaos. The lines to get in were so long they wrapped around the street corner. And that was two lines; one for spectators and one for the participants of the show.

“You ever think of entering your trio in one of these?” I asked Miriam, making small talk while my feet were getting numb from standing. 

“Oh, no. My babies are mixed breeds. This show is just for pure breeds. Besides, I don’t have that much time. Do you know how much time and energy it takes for showing a cat?”

“No, please tell me.” As she prattled on, giving me a lesson in Cat Shows 101, I watched the participants as they checked in. It was done in an orderly manner, but it took forever.

I noticed the guards at the desks either taking a picture of the contestants and asking for picture I.D. Then they put on those plastic wristbands that one gets when going to a nightclub. They then marked the back of their hands with what I assumed as a fluorescent marker.

“Wow. Pretty efficient, but what’s the picture deal?” I ask Randy, who was engrossed once again in a video game.

“Something about identification or something.” He shrugged, not once looking up.

After about an hour, we finally got in and seated. I must admit, we had great seats—if that’s what you wanted. “How did you score these?” I asked Miriam, as I looked over the program.

“I’m a member.”

Of course.

“Boy, I though cat shows were more intimate and up close and personal. This is like Westminster!” The stadium was elaborately done, velvet curtains, people on the floor in formal wear. I needed to get out more.

“Oh, yes!” Miriam said, excitedly. “They are revamping cat shows. I think it’s great. Why should dogs be the only ones that get all the hoopla?”

Why indeed?

The announcer came on, and everyone stood for the National Anthem. Then there was a parade of people and their service cats. This I could appreciate. Working with students, I sometimes come across those with learning disabilities or personal problems. A pet can do wonders. Plus, psychologically speaking, a pet can do spectacular things for depression, loneliness and just overall good health.

After that ceremony, they went over the different categories we would be subjected to. There was a kitten show, an older cat showing, then best in breed. You name it, if it had to do with felines; this was the place to be. This took two days. Then it was Best in Show that took the last part of day two.

She didn’t tell me there were two days of this.

“Oh, I forgot.” Miriam smiled weakly. She then stuck her head in the program. “I hope a different cat wins Best in Show this year. Annie Get Your Gun always wins. I think ten times. Now that’s not fair to the other cats. She should be showing with the senior cats anyway,” Miriam moaned.

“Annie Get Your Gun?” I asked.

“Champion, Annie Get Your Gun, I should say,” Miriam said, snootily. 

Oh boy. This was a whole new world.

The lights went up, signaling that the show was about to start. I leaned back in my seat and got comfortable. Why fight it? Besides, I like cats. Now seeing a parade of them I don’t know, but Miriam assured me that I would learn so many things about each breed.

Being a teacher that piqued my curiosity—a bit.

The first breed up was the Siamese. I looked at my schedule, which by the way was a thick pamphlet, and they gave a brief explanation of each breed. The few things that stood out about Siamese were, they were talkative and loud. Yet they were very intelligent and bonded with their human family.

“Your attention please. There will be a slight delay. We...”

Right in the middle of the overhead announcement, a lanky man, with white spiked hair came out into the middle of the stadium, waving his arms frantically and running around like a ferret. A spotlight was on him immediately. 

“Help someone! Please help! Someone stole her! Someone took Annie Get your Gun!”

The stadium gasped and buzzed with excitement, as the spectators looked at one another and pointed to the stadium floor.

“Oh, my!” Miriam grabbed me by the arm, and leaned in and whispered, “Can you believe this? How Ironic. I bet you it was a competitor.”

“Is it that serious?” I whispered back.

“Are you kidding? These cat shows in the past five years have changed a lot. It used to be just picking up a cat feeling it’s bone structure and saying this is the winner.”

“A beauty contest for cats, “Randy said, with a smirk

“Basically, yes. No money, no recognition except among cat aficionados. But now, these people get sponsors and prize money,” Miriam looked around the audience. Then, “like I said, they’re trying to get the same respect and serious appreciation like the dog shows”

“One hundred thousand dollars of appreciation for Best in Show,” Randy piped in.

Damn! That’s a nice hunk of change for a mouse chaser. Hmm. But that still doesn’t make sense. I had to inquire further. “You said a competitor could have done it. What were they going to do? Switch this cat with theirs and enter it?  How can someone put another competitor’s cat in the competition? Wouldn’t the judges know?  Heck wouldn’t the owner of the stolen feline know?”

Miriam and Randy looked at me and just smiled.

“What?” I looked from one to the other. “Did I say something wrong?”

The next thing I knew, I was dragged backstage.

“I betcha she can find your cat,” Miriam said, to the frantic man. She quickly told the officials about me, and they ushered me backstage to meet the man with the missing cat. Apparently, I was a celebrity in their eyes too. My reputation, such as it was, preceded me.

“What? Wait?” I looked from the man to Miriam to Randy.

“How are you? The man asked, approaching me and wringing his hands. 

On closer inspection, this man could have played the lead actor in a Sleepy Hollow movie. Thin, disheveled and wild eyed, he was the perfect old school caricature of Ichabod Crane; before Johnny Depp played him of course. His pants were a multicolored harlequin print and that was topped with a crisp white shirt. 

Talk about eccentric.

“Uh...fine. I’m Pamela Whitherspoon.” I stuck out my hand, and he shook it vigorously. “Look, I—”

“Wait! I read about you. I’m Harold Jenkins. You solved that German Shepard murder case.” He pointed wildly at me.

“It was Dobermans, and—”

“Quick, come here.” Mr. Jenkins took me by the wrist and dragged me to yet another place in the building. “This is where I last saw her. We were grooming her for the Best in Breed category. “Oh, poor Snowball!”

The poor man wailed loudly. I absentmindedly patted him on the back, while looking around the room. It was lined with rows and rows of stands. There were people packing their things and putting their cats in their carriers. I figured the officials told people to leave.  I know they couldn’t have questioned everyone.

Mistake. That’s tampering with evidence. And suppose Mr. Jenkins’s cat, was in someone’s... “Wait a minute. I thought the cat’s name was Annie Oakley or—”

“Annie Get Your Gun,” he said, as he wiped his face on his sleeve. “That’s her show name. Her regular name, the one we use at home, is Snowball.”

“So, it’s safe to assume we’re looking for a white cat,” I said, my hands on my hips, looking around.

“Told you, she was good!” Miriam said, taking a seat.

“Whoa! Hold your horses. I didn’t say I was going to—”

“Please take the case.” Mr. Jenkins grabbed my arm and held it with a vice grip. “You don’t understand, this is more than just a missing cat. “Please Miss Whitherspoon. Oh God this is terrible!” He then threw himself on a nearby chair, sobbing uncontrollably.

Now being around people with pets, I see the gamut of emotions. People’s pets are a part of them. They’re family. Hell, they even get insurance! But there was something about Mr. Jenkins’s reactions that struck me as a bit over the top. My psychology antenna went up.

“Um...Mr. Jenkins, I understand your concern and trust me, I love cats too. This one being a champion, I know, is very important to you. However—”

“You’ll take the case?” He reached and grabbed my hands, holding them tight, his eyes searched my face wildly. 

I sighed. Here we go again. “I assure you; I’ll do everything I can with the proper authorities to help find her. Now do you have any rivals? I hear Snowball has won a lot—”

“No, no, no. That won’t do! The cops will ruin everything!”

I stood there stumped. I looked over at Miriam and Randy who looked just as confused as I was. They both shrugged their shoulders.

“Um...okay. I really don’t understand. Could you fill me in a little more?” I looked at Mr. Jenkins suspiciously.

“It had nothing to do with this event, I know that. Annie Get Your Gun is wearing a quarter of a million-dollar diamond necklace!”

“Damn!” Randy yelled from the corner of the room.

Being old fashioned when it comes to the younger generation, I don’t approve of cursing, especially in front of their elders and parents. But in this case, I’ll make an exception.

Damn!

“A quarter of a million-dollar necklace was on your cat? Why didn’t you call the police?” I almost screamed, but kept my composure. No point in getting us all knocked off, just in case the perpetrator was still in the vicinity.

“I’m so glad you’re going to take this case. I want the necklace part to be kept quiet. In fact, I really don’t want the cops in this at all. If you’re on the case, I know it will be solved quickly. But back to your initial inquiry; yes, it was a special piece, and no one knew that I was bringing it here. Except Kyle and that’s because he had to groom her.”

I tried not to show any emotion, but I really wanted to back up and scream at him. A quarter of a million-dollar necklace? Now that’s just plain ridiculous. But these show people are a bit eccentric, and Mr. Jenkins was the poster child. It was also ironic that the cat had better attire on than him.

I took a seat in front of him. I reached into my purse and took out a note pad. This was looking more like a regular theft; the cat just happened to be wearing the item of interest. “Can you describe this necklace?”

“Better than that. I have a picture.” Mr. Jenkins stood up and reached into his back pocket. He took out his wallet and flipped through some pics. He showed me the item in question.

“Wow!” Said necklace was encrusted with rocks from the lobster claw clasp down. It was more of a choker than a slim piece. Yep, this was borderline absurd. “Do you mind if I take this?”

“No, go right ahead. And here is a picture of Snowball.” He took out a picture of the cat and handed it to me.

Randy came over and took the pictures from me. He studied them, then handed them back. “Cute kitty.”

“Are you sure no one, besides this Kyle dude, knew you were having Snowball sport this necklace?” Randy asked.

Now my nephew was getting involved in this? Might as well, since I was basically brought here under duress. 

“Yes,” Jenkins said. 

“I see. Was this the first time you had to put on this particular necklace?” I asked.

“Yes, it was, but not the first time I put jewelry on her.”

“Really?” The wheels in my head started turning, but they were a little creaky. I may not know all the nuances of cat shows, but there were some things that were elementary. “I’m confused about something. Don’t they show cats without any embellishments? I mean, the judge needs to feel the whole body of the cat, right?”

“Oh yes, the necklace wasn’t for her to show.”

“Huh?” This case was getting more confusing by the minute and I just started. Oh God! They keep pulling me back in! “I don’t understand.”

“You see, it was for publicity and commercial shoots. She was going to be signed up for next year’s Calendar Cat. Snowball was going to another level in her career. She was having pictures taken after the judging and they would have been for the month of January.”

“I see. Wow. There is a lot of time devoted to this sport.”

“I’ll say. It’s not just showing the cat. I mean, if you come in fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh and so on, you’re pretty much through unless you get a better showing cat. But Snowball has been the champion for ten years running. And these past five years, since they’ve changed some rules, revamped the shows and handing out prize money, she’s been really on her game. Instead of retiring her, she was getting more sponsors, and we’ve been on the road more.”

“Well, it looks like you got this under control Pamela,” Miriam said, leaning over and patting me on the shoulder. “I’m going back home. I’ll catch a ride with Stacy,” she said, getting up from her seat. “Here’re the keys to my car. Randy are you staying here?”

“Yeah, I want to see the master at work.” 

“Wait...but...” I stood up to protest.

“I know you’ll solve this one in no time. At least no one was murdered.” Miriam kissed me on the cheek and left.

What the heck did I get myself into? 
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I watched as Miriam left the area. She just up and volunteered me for this case. I had nothing to go on; it was too soon to even get a handle on anything to make any sense. A missing cat with a quarter of a million-dollar necklace on, that’s all I had and it looked more like a regular theft.

But I had that niggling feeling again. The same one I had with the Harris case and the two before that.

I hated those feelings!

When I retuned back to the area where Jenkins was sitting, no less than four reporters came rushing towards me. 

“It’s her! She’s here to solve the case!” One reporter shouted.

“The Pet Detective, here in our city,” a lady reporter said, coming towards me. “You are a great role model for a lot of young girls. Such an unconventional line of work.”

Oh Lord. “Okay, step back please, step back!” I held up my hand, and some paparazzi flashed his camera. 

“Excuse me!” I said, as I pushed them out of the way. “I need everyone to leave this area right now. I need to have a minute with Mr. Jenkins.”

“Do you have a suspect?” one reporter yelled.

“Someone said there was a ransom for the cat, can you confirm that?” another one hollered.

“Is it true that clients come to you instead of the cops because you always get your man faster than the regular authorities?” yet another reporter asked, shoving a mic in my face.

“I just got here. Now leave! I’ll give you an exclusive as soon as I find something.” I lied, but they bought it and left the room. Sheesh, I was already sounding like the police.

Randy sat in the corner looking around. The only thing that could be heard was Mr. Jenkins sobbing. I handed him some tissue.

“Where is my Snowball?” He blew hard into the tissue.

“We’ll find her. She and the thief couldn’t have gotten far.” I pulled up a chair next to him, took out a note pad and pen.  “Let’s start from the beginning. Um...who was with you before the cat’s disappearance?” 

Mr. Jenkins rubbed his chin in thought. “Let’s see. The sponsors. The organizers of the event, security. Then my people of course. Bruce the bodyguard, Kyle my handler and groomer. Wilma, Snowball’s wardrobe lady and Emma came after. It all happened so fast.”

“Emma? What is her role?” Wait! Did he say a wardrobe lady? Now I’ve heard everything. Obviously, it wasn’t for Jenkins’s attire, but I digress again.

“Emma is my wife.  She was hurrying to get here when I called and told her. She was out running errands, but wanted to be here since this was the big show before the publicity shots.”

I continued writing and walking around the small area at the same time; just looking for any small nooks or crannies the puss could have stashed herself.

“Did your wife or Wilma see Snowball coming in this area? Maybe they ran into the cat walking around in the common areas?”

“No. In fact, Emma showed up after Snowball was taken. She said she heard it on the radio too.  Like I said, she was out taking care of some business. She has a lot of charities she works with. But she wanted to make sure to be here to join me when Snowball was up for Best in Breed.”

Hmm. Typical stage mom. “I see. Now the other people you mentioned, Kyle, Bruce and....” I looked at my notes. “...Wilma, she came after the theft too you said. Were the other two in the area at the time Snowball went missing?”

“Yes”

When he mentioned Kyle, he pointed to an unassuming man sitting in the corner. He looked like someone I needed to get to know better. “Um, Randy.”

“Yeah.” He jumped to my side quickly.

“Take this photo of Snowball and start looking around, will you?”

“Will do.” He took off like a flash. I went over to the handler and groomer, just to see if he was handling things he shouldn’t.

He was an inconspicuous man. No one you would notice walking down the street. Short. Bald and kinda square shape. I stepped closer to him. At second glance, one thing did stand out. A handle bar mustache plastered against white skin with bright rosy cheeks.

I shook my head. Why not?

I pulled up a chair next to him. He sat looking dejected, staring down at his shoes. I looked down and noticed something on the tips of said shoes.

Fur. Lots of fur. Lots of white fluffy fur.

“Excuse me...Mr...”

“Kyle, just call me...Kyle.” His voice was surprisingly deep and gravely. Didn’t expect that. 

“Kyle. When was the last time you handled Snowball?”

“Just this morning, here. In fact, I was the one that put on the collar, I mean the necklace.”

I got up and paced the room. It was becoming clearer already. This was definitely an inside job. This groomer handles this cat day in and day out. Probably sees the array of jewelry kitty wears. He got sick and tired of being the cat’s personal attendant and decided to take the necklace. He probably planned on leaving the country. People act funny when it comes to money, and a quarter of a mil can have someone sitting pretty on a small island.

“I don’t think I took my eyes off her for a second,” he continued. “I bent down to get something out of the bag and she was gone. I mean, they actually took her off her stand.”

“Her stand?”

“Yeah, over here.” We walked over to a large open area. “This is the actual grooming area.”

We were right in the middle of rows and rows of tables and stands. The area was empty now, but it was probably crowded and buzzing with excitement earlier, before the first showing. “So, Snowball was on this stand?” I went over and got a closer look. There was a leather leash attached to a slim metal pole.

“Yep. We need to leash them to keep them from jumping off.”

“Ahh.” Hmm. Another scenario popped into my head. “You don’t suppose she got spooked and jumped off the table. Maybe you didn’t have her leashed?”

“Nope.” Jenkins said, coming over to my side. “I checked her. I always check her and give her a little belly rub before we start grooming her.”

Okay, that wasn’t it. So back to my original conclusion. Of course, I needed to talk to the rest of the cat’s entourage. Lord, the cat had a staff. “Where’s this Bruce, the bodyguard? And Wilma, her wardrobe lady?”

“I sent him out. He’s looking around and questioning folks himself,” Jenkins said. “Wilma, I sent home. She didn’t even have a chance to take out Snowballs’ party gowns.”

I needed a drink. I scratched the side of my head and tried to picture the scene right before the cat-knapping. So far, the groomer was a person of interest for me. But there were many possibilities, and I needed to check them all. Remember that niggling feeling I had? It was getting worse. Or was that my stomach growling.

“My poor baby.” Jenkins went into a crying jag again.

“Don’t worry, we’ll find her and the necklace.” I patted him on the shoulder. “I have a feeling the necklace was the main thing the crook was after, Snowball was just in the way. The crook couldn’t take a chance and have Snowball meowing or scratching him while he took the necklace off her. So, he probably just scooped up the cat and ran off.”

“I just hope whoever has her doesn’t harm her. They could have the necklace.”

My brow shot up. “That’s mighty generous of you. But a quarter of a million dollars is nothing to sneeze at.”  I put my notepad and pen away. “I’ve been meaning to ask, was it and the cat insured?”

“Of course, but that’s not my concern. Snowball is worth three times that much, maybe more with commercials and movie deals lined up. I just want her back safe.”

Yep, this was not an ordinary case. I didn’t know whether Jenkins was more concerned about the cat or the necklace, yet, he was fretting over the necklace, when I first focused on the cat.

I patted him one more time on the shoulder and walked back towards Jenkins’ little area. Just then Randy came running up towards me.

“Well?” I put my pen and notepad back in my purse.

“No one has seen the cat. I checked with the security guards, and they checked everyone coming in and going out.”

“Sure about that? They could have
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