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      To the many amazing travel cats and their people I’ve found across social media. Thank you for sharing your journeys.
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        Two weeks ago, I got my new cat, Trouble. Last week, he revealed he can talk.

      

      

      

      True to his name, he's been nothing but trouble since I got him. He even got me fired from the bakery where I worked due to excessive cat hair on my clothes (which wasn’t even that bad, thank goodness for lint rollers, but I digress). At least I now have more time to work on my travel cat blog.

      

      When Trouble and I go to the bakery to pick up my last paycheck, we find my ex-boss dead in the kitchen. And to make matters worse, the police—led by none other than my best friend’s cute older brother—catch me at the scene of the crime.

      

      Now at the top of the suspect list, I'm determined to clear my name and stay out of, well, trouble. But trying to solve the case and prove my innocence means I keep running into a certain handsome policeman. It’s a distraction I don’t need (but want).

      

      If Trouble and I can't figure out who really killed my ex-boss, my next adventure won't be a coffee date with a cute cop. It will be a trip to the nearest jail cell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      It had been two weeks since I adopted my cat, Trubbs, short for Trouble, from a cat café during an investigation into a man’s death while I was on a bus trip.

      It had been one week since I learned Trubbs could talk.

      Yes, really talk. And only to me. Sometimes he’d meow or make some other noise while we chatted when others were around, but they could only hear that. Little more than a baby meow to them. But I heard everything else.

      I haven’t decided yet if it’s all in my head. Both how he could talk and how I could hear him.

      My parents, who I rented an apartment from in the basement of their house, said he was a quiet cat. Clearly, they weren’t able to hear him. They must have had some good insulation soundproofing the main part of the house from the apartment below. Because beyond the talking, Trubbs didn’t live quietly either. He lived up to his name and then some. My new exercise routine, not that I’d had one before, was cleaning up after my cat—righting things on the counter, picking things up from the floor that he’d knocked off shelves, tiptoeing around the occasional broken object on my way to the closet to grab the broom or vacuum.

      And when he wasn’t causing a mess in the house, he was off gallivanting in the neighborhood somewhere. Causing trouble, no doubt. I’d wanted him to be an inside cat. He’d refused. Considering he had figured out several ways to escape the apartment, one I was still trying to figure out, I didn’t have much choice in the matter. Though that didn’t keep me from trying to convince him otherwise.

      “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” he told me yet again as he hopped to my nightstand, knocking the book that had been there off. “I’ll look both ways before crossing the street.”

      Looking at the book on the floor as I stood a few feet away at my dresser, I didn’t feel super confident about his answer. Trubbs didn’t even look to see where he was going before he jumped to wherever it was. He didn’t need to know I doubted his abilities, though. “That takes care of cars, but what about coyotes?” They didn’t roam in the main parts of town, but people closer to the forest north of us had reported sightings.

      “Pretty sure they’ll freak out and leave me alone once I yell at them.”

      After pulling out my shirt, I closed the drawer a little too hard in reaction to his statement. “You can talk to coyotes?”

      “If I want to. Just like how I can talk to you.”

      “Why can you talk to me?” I pulled my plain teal T-shirt over my head. My boss didn’t like us wearing graphic tees to work, even if our aprons would cover the entire design. “I’m not a witch, am I?”

      He made a funny noise that I hadn’t heard him make yet. I assumed it to be a laugh, but it came out as a half snort mixed with his squeak of a meow. “Goodness, no. At least not in the way you’re thinking. Maybe one of your ancestors was.”

      I slid my arms into the sleeves one at a time. “Have you tried talking to my parents? They say you’re quiet, and I know better.”

      “Completely unreceptive.” He flicked his tail.

      “So how can one of my ancestors be a witch if my parents can’t talk to you?” I picked up the black pants I had already laid out on the bed. Covered in cat fur. This was my life now. I’d have to run the lint roller over them once they were on. My boss had warned me about excessive cat fur on my clothes. Repeatedly.

      Trubbs licked a paw and brought it up over his ear. “Might be one of those recessive gene things.”

      I blinked at him a moment as I slipped on my pants. “How do you know about recessive genes?” Just what type of cat was he?

      He paused in his cleaning, his tongue partially out. “We had a lot of students come into the catio to study. One, in particular, would read out loud. Picked it up from her.”

      In a situation where nothing made sense, this probably made the most sense.

      I headed to my living room where I’d left my shoes, having kicked them off when I got home the afternoon before. Trubbs followed me, scampering up onto the recliner.

      “So do all the cats at the cat café know about recessive genes and whatever else people may have talked about while they sat there and studied?” I stuffed my foot into one of my shoes.

      “Well, sure, some do. Not all of them are regular cats.” He circled the seat cushion three times before sitting down.

      The next shoe needed to be tied again, and I stooped to take care of it. “Regular cats?”

      “Yeah, cats like me aren’t normal cats. Didn’t you notice the name of the cat café?”

      I thought back to my bus trip that resulted in Trubbs coming into my life. “Yeah, Feline Familiar, wasn’t it?”

      “That’s it. Familiar. As in witch’s familiar.”

      “But we agreed I’m not a witch.”

      “You aren’t. But plenty of others who come in are.”

      “So why me?” It was not the first time I’d asked the question.

      “I was so ready to get out of there.” It was not the first time he’d used that as an answer either.

      “That has nothing to do with me, though.”

      He flicked his tail again. I’d come to interpret it as his version of a shrug. “You had a good way about you from the moment you walked into the café. Thought you’d be going places. Wasn’t exactly wrong about that.”

      “Well, the only place I’m going now is to work.” I glanced at the clock on the stove. “Oh, sugar. I gotta go. Stay out of trouble today!”

      I should have listened to my own advice.
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      I hurried to my apartment door, then grabbed my bag off the side table next to the entry and left, pulling the door closed behind me. Had this been how Trubbs was escaping? In addition to being a talking cat, could he also use a regular doorknob? It wasn’t like he had to use a key. No one bothered to lock up in Wisteria Falls. It was a safe, small town. Everyone knew everyone here.

      I made it to work with no time to spare. Unfortunately, in my boss’s eyes, that practically made me late.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” he commented as I scooted across the kitchen to stow my bag in my cubby and grab an apron for the day. Purple. Like the tile floors in the bakeshop. The place had been renovated in the early 2000s, and the tile had played up the fun designs and bright colors of Flour Power bakery. Now, the floors, like the rest of the shop, had seen better days. I remembered coming into the bakery as a kid, back before my boss owned it, and had loved the sixties tie-dye vibe. I’d been so excited about getting a job here after culinary school because I’d had such fond memories of this place. All my birthday cakes had been from here growing up. This was the place to go. Not any longer. Although we still did okay, every day it seemed like fewer people were coming in, and Gio’s attitude was taking a hit.

      We’d all felt the brunt of it.

      Although my parents had a cat, my not living with them directly meant the few hairs I picked up during family dinners twice a week were easily taken care of in the wash. The moment Gio noticed I had cat fur on my required black pants my first day back at work after getting Trubbs, he’d lost it.

      “You cannot come into work looking like that,” he’d said at the time.

      I remembered looking down and seeing cat fur, but not an overwhelming amount of it. I’d seen more on Roni, whose jacket in the winter was covered with long tufts of fur from her dog. Somehow that wasn’t a problem.

      “Sorry. I forgot what having a cat was like,” I’d told him. “You must know how attracted they are to solid-color clothes, especially black ones.” I swore he’d told me he had a cat once, but that was years ago.

      “You forgot? That’s no excuse. Maybe next week I’ll forget to pay you.”

      That was when I started using the lint roller before work. Something I was now kicking myself for forgetting to do, even after I told Trubbs I needed to. Hopefully Gio wouldn’t notice.

      I smiled at Stacey and Roni, the other two bakers in the kitchen, as I passed them. There had been one more, Adam, but he’d been let go the week prior. Stacey rolled her eyes at Gio’s statement to me. She’d been the one to suggest the lint roller. It worked for her.

      With as much forced cheer as I could muster, I greeted my boss, ignoring his comment completely. “Morning, Gio. How are you today?” I wouldn’t let him get to me.

      Once upon a time, he wasn’t like this. Gio had been excited I was double majoring in culinary arts, with a concentration on baking and pastry, and travel and tourism. He’d practically offered me a job to work in the kitchen when I got my acceptance letter. I’d already been working in the shop on weekends and during school breaks.

      He wasn’t like this when I first graduated either. My first year had been great. Then, during a week when I was away for a beach vacation, he’d been surprised with a divorce. I doubted he had smiled since. I tried to cut him some slack, but that was three years ago now, and his demeanor hadn’t improved. If anything, it had gotten worse.

      “Same old. Same old.” Gio punched down some bread dough that had likely been rising overnight.

      I hopped onto my workstation next to the stove, happy to mix up some new lemon curd for the lemon square bars. “How about we throw some blueberries into this today? You know how well lemon and blueberry go together.”

      “No blueberries.”

      “But it’s the height of the season. They’re fresh and local and cheap.” I hoped highlighting the cost would spark some interest in him, although he never wanted to try anything new.

      “And that means everyone will be doing something with blueberries. No,” he grumbled. “Let’s stick to what we know.”

      I filled the double boiler with water and then placed it on the stove. “Are you saying we don’t know blueberries?” Which was impossible because we made fabulous blueberry muffins and pies.

      He let out a rumbly sigh. “I’m saying that we don’t need to reinvent anything.”

      “But we won’t be reinventing anything,” I said as I clicked the burner on and then cracked three eggs to get the three yolks and one egg white the recipe required. “Blueberries and lemons have been paired together for ages. Why don’t you try anything new anymore?”

      He used to once. Back before his mood turned sourer than the lemons I was about to turn into the most amazing curd. I should have just added the blueberries myself without asking. He still hadn’t picked up on my improvements to the curd over a year ago. I doubted he’d had any of the sweets we baked in years. No one could be so unhappy with cookies in their diet. A good friend once told me that cookies made everything better, and I agreed.

      “Because I like things the way they are.” Unfortunately, things the way they are were not good. Without innovation in our menu, the bakery had become stale. People wanted stuffed cupcakes with innovative decorations or cookies the size of their hand or a wider bread variety. Gio wanted none of it.

      By the time I’d cut and cubed the six tablespoons of butter required for the curd, the water had started to boil. I reduced the heat, then added my dry ingredients, lemon juice, and eggs to the top layer of the double boiler. “But what if it could be better?”

      Behind me, Gio’s dough hit his workstation hard. “Why do you want to change things?” he asked from much closer than his station.

      Not looking at him because I had to whisk the curd continuously so the egg wouldn’t curdle as it heated—no one would want lemony scrambled eggs on a shortbread crust—I replied, “Because I remember how great this place used to be.”

      “Oh, you mean when I didn’t own it, right?”

      “You know that’s not what I meant. I’ve been here a long time, Gio. Been coming here since I was a kid. Yes, some of that was before you took over from Max, but you’re the one who motivated me all through school and gave me my first experience working in a bakery. This place, you, and everyone here mean a lot to me. Why wouldn’t I want to do my part to help it succeed?”

      “Flour Power doesn’t need your help.” He was even closer now.

      “What are you saying?” The curd had thickened, so I pulled the double boiler off the burner, turned that off, and then set the pots on a trivet at my workstation. It was the first time I’d looked at Gio since getting here this morning. Behind him, Stacey stood with a blue piping bag in hand, eyes wide, frozen instead of frosting the cupcakes in front of her.

      “You can pick up your last check on Friday.”

      “That’s it?” I dropped the butter chunks into the curd to melt before finally turning toward Gio. “You’re just going to fire me for trying to bring some life back into this place?”

      He stood scowling at me with his arms crossed. “I’m firing you for changing recipes without my okay. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you using a whole egg instead of two more egg yolks in the curd.”

      “It makes the curd thicker and helps it stay better once you cut the lemon squares. I’ve been doing it for months, and no one has complained.”

      “And now you won’t be doing it any longer. You can put your apron in the bin.”

      “The butter still needs to be whisked in,” I told Stacey calmly. Then I yanked off my apron as I stormed past Gio on my way out of the kitchen. I slammed both it and the bakery key onto the shop counter. “You’re going to regret doing this,” I called out to him before leaving out the front door.

      In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have said that.
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      Furious over my firing, I drove to the next town over and stopped at the bakery there for a stuffed cupcake and a delicious latte. Although I’d been hearing great things about it, I hadn’t gone out of loyalty to Gio. That, and it would have frustrated me even more to see how much more Flour Power could be if Gio would only allow it.

      Instead of allowing it, Gio stifled it, and I’d become the second person he’d fired in less than a few weeks.

      Once the caffeine and sugar hit my system, I felt better and then slowly made my drive back to Wisteria Falls. I wasn’t ready to go home, though. It was still too early, and I wasn’t ready for Mom’s questions about why I was home when I was supposed to be working. She knew Gio kept turning down my ideas and that his attitude had soured over the years, but I had to come up with a plan first. Update my resume. Figure out where I could apply for jobs. Then I’d be able to answer her questions and those my father would no doubt have for me too.

      As I crossed the town line, I turned north onto Greenhouse Road toward our botanical park. Aptly named Wisteria Falls, the park’s main attraction was beautiful vining purple flowers that cascaded from the top of cliffs down into a small lake. Although the height of their season had been a couple months ago, the botanical gardens boasted some later-blooming varieties that were still flowering amid the greenery of the earlier kinds. That was on top of all the other flowers they had along multiple walking trails, and now, in midsummer, those were in abundance.

      I chose the hike. For the mostly paved paths I’d be taking, my bakery shoes were more than sufficient. They had to be with as much time I spent on my feet as I did. Did. Huh. I wondered if I’d end up at some desk job somewhere. I’d have to get an entirely new wardrobe if that happened. Doubted too many offices in town wanted t-shirts, black jeans, and sneakers to be worn in the office.

      One thing at a time, I told myself as I got out of the car and started my trek, my phone at the ready so I could take photos. Might as well turn this into a blog post to say I did something productive with my unexpected time off.

      “Morning, Meredith! How are you and that cat of yours?” Robin Clark asked me, a pair of binoculars around her neck. “I think I saw him palling around with one of my ferals.”

      “He refuses to be an indoor cat. Escapes no matter what I try to do.” I chuckled. “At least he’s making friends.”

      She smiled at me, then waved over my shoulder at someone else. “Living up to his name, then.”

      “You bet.” Robin knew all about Trubbs’s antics. She’d been on the bus trip with me when I ended up getting Trubbs. She and her husband had helped me bring him home from the cat café. “What are you doing here today?”

      “Local bird watching meetup. I may be a crazy cat lady, but I’ve always loved birds. I come here since I can’t put feeders out at my house. That wouldn’t be fair to them.”

      At that moment, the people Robin had waved to joined us, binoculars in their hands. I did a double take, and the older sisters giggled.

      “Aunt Bertha, Aunt Betty. Sorry, I’m not used to seeing you two so . . .”

      “Athletic?” Aunt Bertha provided.

      I nodded. We could go with that. I was more used to seeing the Aunts of Wisteria Falls (whose aunts they actually were, I wasn’t sure anyone knew) in flowing all-black or jewel-toned clothes with lots of beads and bangles. They put on an amazing Halloween party and a full yard and house display during the season, but they themselves seemed to live as if it were that time of year all the time, minus the decorations.

      “I didn’t even recognize you,” I confessed, studying the two.

      “It gets dreadfully hot after too long of a walk in our usual attire, especially in the heat like this,” Aunt Betty said.

      Aunt Bertha stuck out her leg and made a show of her purple leggings. “I admit these are rather comfortable. I can see why you young people like to wear them for more than yoga.”

      I chuckled. “They’re also good for sleeping in.”

      The sisters looked appalled, Aunt Bertha bringing her hand to her chest. “Oh Goddess, no. I can’t imagine that would be comfortable.”

      “Too restricting,” her sister agreed. “But perhaps when we go gather materials to make our brooms . . .”

      Robin waved behind me again. “Looks like the rest of the group is here.” She turned toward me. “You have a lovely walk, Meredith. Maybe next time you could come birding with us if you bring some binoculars with you.”

      “Oh, I don’t have any.”

      “Well, we have extra pairs somewhere in the house,” Aunt Betty replied. “We’ll start keeping a set in the car should you ever wish to join us.”

      I nodded politely but made no promises. It did sound somewhat interesting, however. “And you all have a lovely time bird watching. Hoping to see anything in particular?”

      “Oh, I’d love to see the ravens again. Such marvelous birds,” Aunt Bertha gushed.

      It wasn’t the answer I’d been expecting, but it fit the sisters perfectly. Goddess? Brooms? Ravens? Just who were those aunts?

      “Well, I hope you find them again.”

      The three walked away, tittering like birds themselves. I smiled at the trio and the group beyond them waiting for them to join, then waved one final time at them all before turning in the opposite direction. The three women had unknowingly helped me out in a big way, banishing the last of my anger over being fired and clearing my head to allow me to think about my next steps.

      The first of which was taking pictures of flowers and landscapes.
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      The reality of being unemployed hit me two days later when I realized I’d be picking up my last check the next morning. I’d land a job eventually, but what if the places where I’d already applied took a while to get back to me about interviews and even longer to decide who to hire?

      Guess I’d have to dip into my travel fund if things got too tight.

      “You should work on your blog,” Trubbs suggested after I’d finished yet another chick flick.

      “I finished all my posts for the next month.” I posted two a week. Sadly, I didn’t travel enough yet to justify more.

      Trubbs nudged my side in the direction of my laptop. “Have you talked about the cat café yet? I know you wanted to.”

      I grabbed the remote and clicked the button to shut off the TV. “Only in passing about it being where I got you.”

      He crawled up behind my shoulders to sit between them and the chair. “But you have more material for it. You took photos of that chocolate mouse.”

      The mousse mouse. It was delicious. “Right. I’m sure I could work it in.”

      Trubbs rolled to his back, giving his paws access to my ponytail. “You had a whole plan for once you introduced me, remember? The Purrfect Travel Companion? Why don’t you take the time to rebrand? Take me back to that park you went to with the birds or something. It would be fun.”

      “You don’t want to take yourself? I hear you’ve been getting around. Robin’s seen you at her house, and she doesn’t exactly live close.” I pulled my lap desk over toward me, then opened my computer.

      The movement caused Trubbs to shift slightly. He swatted my ponytail. “I like traveling as much as you do. Come on . . . You know I did great in the car.”

      “Will you wear a harness and a leash? A collar too? I know you’ve rejected the collar idea when you go outside alone.” Much to my chagrin. I’d asked him to wear one when I realized there was no way for me to stop him from going outside on his own. At least he was microchipped just in case.

      “You know I’d just lose it after a day or two, and you’d have to buy me another one. I may be able to talk, but I’m still a cat after all.”

      “That didn’t answer my question.” There was a knock at the door, and after moving my laptop, I went to answer it. Trubbs unceremoniously flopped to the cushion I’d vacated.

      “Fine, fine. I’ll wear your human contraptions if it means I get to see the sites,” he called after me as I pulled the door open to reveal my mom holding a box.

      Usually happy to give me my privacy unless invited inside, she peeked around me. “Is Trubbs okay? He seems a bit put out.” I had no idea what she had heard instead of him talking to me.

      “He’s unhappy I moved from the chair. What’s up?”

      She held out the box. “This came for you. It was missing the apartment number so ended up on our doorstep. Should have gone through the mail.”

      My dad, being our mail carrier, would have brought it to the right door. I glanced at the sender’s address as Mom placed the box in my hands. “Oh, good. My candy.”

      “More specialty candy for you to review? I’m only going to say it once, but you need to watch your spending.” I knew she was only looking out for me, but I was well aware of my financial situation. Always had been, even before getting fired.

      “Mom,” I started, exaggerating the ah sound. “This is the candy the cops from Snowhaven had to replace when I was on that bus trip. It’s not new.”

      “Oh, well, that was nice of them.”

      “They kinda had to.” I walked over to the counter in my tiny kitchen a few feet away and then set the box on top of it. Turning back to my mom, I asked, “You want to come in?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’ll leave you to whatever you were doing. Just wanted to give you the box. Any job leads today?”

      “No luck so far, but I’m going to rebrand my blog. New name, new theme, all that stuff. Trubbs did so well in the car ride home that I want to try taking him to a couple places. See how that goes. I think people will love it. I follow a lot of doggie travelers, but fewer people take cats places.”

      Mom brightened. “Did you see that article about the kitty mountain climber?” She was always finding cute things on the internet. If I wasn’t her daughter, she’d no doubt end up following me on my blog if I had a cat on it.

      “I have. I should go back and read it again. Maybe do some research and find out what sort of gear his owner takes with them when they go out.”

      “I’m sure I have it bookmarked.” She spun on her heels, then took a few steps toward the front of the house. “I’ll send it to you when I find it.”
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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