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			PRAISE FOR MIMI LEE GETS A CLUE

			“Mix an intrepid dog groomer with a sarcastic cat, add a generous dose of Southern California, sprinkle with murder, and you get a cozy mystery that’s bound to please.”

			—Laurie Cass, author of the Bookmobile Cat Mysteries

			“A fun, charming, and totally unique mystery featuring lots of adorable pets (and one particularly snarky cat). Mimi Lee is a winning heroine with a hilarious family, especially her meddling, marriage-obsessed mother.”

			—Kerry Winfrey, author of Waiting for Tom Hanks

			“I laughed out loud more than once reading Mimi Lee Gets a Clue, the first book in the new Sassy Cat mystery series. Mimi Lee is feisty, determined, and lots of fun—and I love Ma, her matchmaking mother. The story features an intriguing mystery, and Marshmallow, a talking cat that only Mimi, as his owner, can hear. . . . Sharp writing, a main character I’d happily be friends with, and a talking cat. What more could a reader want?”

			—Sofie Kelly, New York Times bestselling author of the Magical Cats Mysteries

			“Chow’s charming debut is an adorable mystery perfect for pet lovers. Mimi’s authentic family grounds the story amidst the glitzy and glamorous backdrop of L.A. I devoured it in one sitting.”

			—Roselle Lim, author of Natalie Tan’s Book of Luck & Fortune

			“Chow smoothly mixes intrigue, romance, and humor. Cozy fans will have fun.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A frothy, fun series debut.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Pet lovers will be delighted by this fun and yet suspenseful mystery. . . . The balance between suspense and humor is perfect and makes this read a page-turner.”

			—Book Review Crew
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			To Aunt Cathy, for being a blessing in our lives 

			(and for introducing us to shiok dishes).

		

	
		
			CHAPTER
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			I TOOK AN UBER to see Alice, because let’s face it, the countdown to Valentine’s Day sucked for singles. I knew so from experience. Cupid had kept on missing the mark all throughout my last twenty-five birthdays . . . until I’d bumped into Josh at my apartment complex’s laundry room last fall. For tomorrow’s February fourteenth outing, he’d planned a special surprise for us. And I couldn’t wait to cuddle up with my favorite Los Angeles lawyer.

			But today would be about my younger, single sister, Alice. I’d had to close up my pet grooming store early, and the Uber driver dropped me off around four at Roosevelt Elementary with its storybook red brick construction. Despite the conservative look, it still had the usual Californian exterior hallways with interconnected classrooms, the better to appreciate the good weather in the area. I saluted both the state flag and the Star-Spangled Banner, which waved at me from their respective steel poles as I marched up the stone steps into the school office.

			I didn’t see anyone behind the desk piled high with colorful flyers for after-school activities. The receptionist must have already left for the day. Maybe she’d had pre-Valentine’s plans.

			Alice and I had a tradition of doing a sister date to protest the annual lovers’ holiday. However, since I actually had plans this year, I’d moved our usual outing a day ahead. She’d probably been reminded of the occasion after seeing all those paper hearts and sweet candies being exchanged between her students. And in kindergarten, everyone was required to participate, which meant reminders of V-Day multiplied by twenty-five. Maybe Alice had gotten a few misshapen candy hearts and superhero cards, but I bet she wanted treats from someone else besides five- and six-year-olds.

			I heard someone clear their throat from the principal’s office. The door was open a few inches, and I could see a flash of blue from within. I wondered what the new head of Roosevelt Elementary was like.

			Alice seemed to have a much better working relationship with him than his predecessor. The previous principal had suffered from an icy attitude that had matched her cold steel furniture. As prickly as her pet hedgehog, she’d basically bullied Alice and threatened her with a layoff last year. She’d gone so far as to give my sister a pink slip. The principal had even bypassed the newest member of the staff to do so—until I’d stepped in and defended Alice.

			Where was my sister? She’d had a good time estimate of when I’d arrive at her workplace. After all, I’d texted her when I left the apartment, where my cat, Marshmallow, had grumbled at me. He’d given me a piece of his mind: “Have fun deserting me tonight.”

			I knew exactly what he’d been thinking because we had some sort of telepathic owner-pet connection. The whole mental communication thing had scared me at first. I thought I’d been experiencing some sort of psychotic break; I’d studied such things in college as a psych major. Despite not understanding the science behind it, I’d come to embrace our connection, snark and all.

			My phone dinged.

			Alice: Are you here already?

			Me: Yep. Waiting in the office.

			Alice: Sorry. Writing up a petition to fund the kinder playground. See you in five.

			I heard loud steps coming my way and looked up to find a Black man in his sixties wearing a navy blue dress shirt, striped tie, and tailored slacks. He appeared about twice my size, though that wasn’t too difficult, given my petite stature.

			Gesturing at my phone, he said, “I heard it ring and figured I should introduce myself.” He peered at me through thick-framed bifocals. “Are you related to Alice?”

			I nodded. “I’m her older sister. Mimi.”

			He grinned at me. “You two are practically twins.”

			“We get that a lot.” My sister and I did look alike. We both had the same five-foot frame and shared features such as oval faces, elfin ears, and small button noses. However, I tried and failed to tame my shoulder-length hair while Alice managed a sleek bob.

			“I’m Principal Lewis,” the man said.

			I extended my hand to him at the same time as he stepped forward and gave me a half hug.

			A surprising gesture from someone I’d just met, but he seemed genuinely happy to see me. “You’re definitely friendlier than Principal Hallis was.” I’d nicknamed the old administrator “Principal Hellish” in private.

			“Well, I do like to put the ‘pal’ in ‘principal.’” He gave a small chuckle.

			“I see that.” No wonder he and Alice got along. They both exuded warm vibes.

			“I want my staff to feel connected to me.” He twisted the gold band on his left ring finger. “As if they were part of my extended family.”

			What an intense statement. At least he wasn’t a horrific boss. I’d rather have a manager landing on the extreme side of nice.

			However, I definitely liked being my own boss and running my pet grooming salon, where I made up my own easy work schedule of ten a.m. to six p.m. I had no one else to answer to—except maybe Pixie St. James, who had gifted me the investment money. It’d been a very willing donation on her part, after I’d rescued her poor shih tzu from the churning waves near Catalina Island.

			The side door to the school office opened, and Alice rushed in. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” she said.

			A heavy book bag, no doubt stuffed with student projects, weighed down her left shoulder. Every teacher I knew had homework, just like their kids.

			She did a double-take on seeing my company. “Principal Lewis,” she said. “Did you meet my sister, Mimi?”

			“Yes, and she’s wonderful, just like you.” He turned to Alice and gave her a brief hug. Alice didn’t seem fazed by the quick embrace. Maybe because Dad also loved giving us giant bear hugs, even now, after we’d grown up.

			Alice smiled at him. Then she checked her wristwatch. “We’d better get going,” she said. “Shouldn’t you leave, too, Principal Lewis? Don’t you need to get things ready for your Valentine’s date with your wife tomorrow?”

			He hazarded a glance at the wall clock. “You’re right. I need to go over my plan for the all-day extravaganza.” Touching his close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, he said, “We can do that now that our kids are all adults with cute cuddly babies of their own. I’m starting the day with a scavenger hunt on the beach.”

			Alice gave him a thumbs-up. We said goodbye to the principal and headed to the staff parking lot.

			Once there, Alice said, “That’s odd. Helen’s car is still around.”

			“Who’s Helen?” I didn’t remember my sister mentioning her before.

			“She’s the newest member of the staff . . . and that’s her car.” Alice pointed to a white Prius C (unfortunately marked with bird droppings) a few paces away. A car woman after my own heart, I thought. Although I’d opted for a larger size of the popular hybrid.

			“Wait. Is that the same teacher Principal Hallis kept on, while threatening you with the pink slip last year?”

			Alice closed her eyes for a moment. “That’s right.”

			“You’re actually friends with her?”

			“I’m trying, but Helen’s really reserved.”

			No doubt my sister would be able to get chummy with someone aloof. Alice’s temperament was pure sunshine.

			She frowned. “I thought she already left campus.”

			I gestured to Alice’s heavy bag. “Maybe she’s doing some paperwork in her classroom.”

			As we crossed behind Helen’s car, a poof of fluff caught my eye from below the undercarriage of the Prius C. I paused, but Alice kept on walking.

			I crouched down to peek underneath the car but couldn’t see anything in the shadows. Huh. Had I imagined an animal?

			Straightening back up, I noticed something else looked off. The vehicle was occupied, but the figure in the driver’s seat was slouched in a weird position.

			Alice finally noticed that I wasn’t beside her and turned around. “Everything okay?”

			“Odd,” I said, peering through the window. The driver’s head lolled at an uncomfortable angle. My breath left me.

			My sister backtracked to my side and said, “What? Is something in there?” She moved around me and took a closer look.

			Alice screamed.

			Principal Lewis hurtled through the school doors into the parking lot. He goggled at us shocked Lee sisters standing there. Then he noticed the slumped body in the car, and his jaw dropped. Whipping out his phone, he dialed 911.

			Minutes later, the first responders came with their sirens blaring. We watched as the paramedics attempted to revive Helen. The glassy stare of her eyes and her unmoving chest, though, told me that they were too late.

			After we gave our statements and provided our contact information for the requisite recordkeeping, my sister started shaking. I hugged Alice tight as the sirens continued to flash and officers inspected Helen’s car.

			Eventually, I said, “Let’s go. I think it’s better if you didn’t watch anymore.”

			The principal nodded at us, a grim look on his face, as we left the tragic scene.

			

			•   •   •

			Although I still drove us to Tito’s Tacos, we didn’t stay to sit down and eat together like we’d planned on doing. Instead, I ordered their signature crunchy tacos to go, and we headed back to my complex.

			Seaview Apartments didn’t live up to its name and had no ocean view. Instead, I got an eyeful of the nearby 405 traffic.

			Probably still in shock, Alice didn’t compliment the interior courtyard like she usually did. Somehow she always managed to find the rectangular patch of artificial grass with its scattered potted ferns charming.

			We trudged over to my ground unit, one of fourteen (unlucky, according to Ma, who’d said, “Number like meaning for sure die”). She always spoke to me in her own version of Manglish, Malaysian English, a kind of pidgin she used with close family.

			As I unlocked the door, I said, “Feel free to stay the night, Alice.”

			My one-bedroom unit didn’t really have space for visitors, but I continued, “You can take the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

			Alice let out a shaky breath. “I think I just need some time to calm my nerves. I’ll be okay.”

			When we walked inside, Marshmallow pounced at us. “Back early, huh? Must have missed me too much.”

			I shook my head, and Alice greeted my cat with a half-hearted pat on his head.

			Marshmallow swished his tail and looked back and forth between my sister and me. “What happened?”

			Plopping down our dinner on my particleboard IKEA dining table, I sighed. I made sure to settle my sister gently in a chair.

			“We don’t have to talk about what happened at the school,” I said, sitting down by her side. “We could just eat.”

			Marshmallow’s blue eyes glimmered, and he made himself comfortable under the table . . . the better to eavesdrop, I suspected.

			Alice grabbed a chip. She dipped it into the salsa and tried to eat it, but she couldn’t even finish a bite. “Maybe I should talk about it. Get things off my chest.”

			“I’m really sorry about your loss, Alice—” Here, Marshmallow hissed, but I ignored him.

			“I can’t believe it,” my sister said. “I’d talked to Helen less than an hour before.”

			“The paramedics did the best they could.”

			Her mouth flattened into a thin line. “We found her too late.”

			“I’m glad we were at least together when we saw her. I don’t know what I would’ve done if I were alone.” I shivered. “Who would have imagined she’d be slumped over in her car like that?”

			“If I hadn’t tried to finish up my paperwork, we’d have gotten to the parking lot earlier . . .”

			I put my hand on top of hers. “Alice, you couldn’t have known.”

			She started tearing up. “But I did.”

			“What? How?” I almost knocked over the salsa in my surprise.

			“I ran into Helen in the restroom after lunch. She told me her stomach was hurting and she wasn’t feeling very well.”

			I shook my head. “Not your fault. I get stomachaches at times, and they always go away.”

			Alice fidgeted with her fingers. “I keep some ginger chews in my desk and dropped some off to her after the last bell rang.”

			I scrunched my nose and stuck out my tongue. The spicy tang made those my least favorite candies in the world.

			“Don’t give me that look, Mimi. Ma always says they work great on nausea.”

			I shrugged. To each their own. I often felt nauseated after eating them.

			I stared at the tastier food before us. “You should eat, Alice. Food helps settle nerves.” I snatched up a taco and bit into it. The tender shredded beef made my taste buds dance with joy, and I motioned to the spread on the table.

			Alice gave a tiny nod and picked up a taco. She held it in her hand.

			“By the way,” I said, “Happy early Valentine’s Day.”

			“Don’t remind me. What’s so happy about being couple-less while everyone else celebrates with cute dates and gifts?”

			I thought about something that might lighten her mood. “Well, you’ll get extra bonding time with Ma.”

			“Why’s that?”

			I gave her a genuine grin. “Valentine’s will be sure to inspire her. And now that she’s off my case, you’ll be the single Lee daughter she’ll work her matchmaking magic on.”

			“Oh no,” she said. “Tell me it won’t be like that time she created an online dating profile for you on that sketchy site.”

			“Maybe it’ll be more along the lines of when she ordered Chinese takeout to my shop to set up a lunch date with the delivery guy.” I hid my smile.

			Alice made a mock face of horror, but she started eating her taco.

			Thank goodness Alice had cheered up for the time being. I knew she didn’t have anything to do with her coworker’s death. Maybe Helen had struggled with some hidden fatal medical condition. Tragic because she’d been young like us, but perhaps inevitable.

			I shuddered, remembering the last time I’d been around a sudden death. I’d been shocked to find that the police had considered me a murder suspect. It had taken a lot of sleuthing for me to get my life back on track. I felt grateful that Alice wouldn’t need to share the same grueling experience of Detective Brown breathing down her neck.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			[image: ] two [image: ]

			I LIKE TO SLEEP in on Saturdays, but when I received a call early the next morning and checked the ID, I jolted upright in bed. “Alice, what’s wrong?”

			My sister’s voice shook as she said, “Somebody’s at my door, but I don’t recognize him. I know it’s dumb to be scared just because of what happened yesterday, but what do I do? I never get visitors!”

			“Maybe the guy’s got the wrong unit.”

			I heard some shuffling from her end. “I snapped a pic of him through the blinds, and I’m sending it to you. If anything happens to me, you’ll know who did it. Tell Ma and Dad I love them. And Marshmallow, too.”

			I rolled my eyes at my younger sister’s dramatics, but an anxious pit still formed in my stomach.

			Once I received the image, I recognized Detective Brown right away. Grim features, sandy buzzcut, and signature gray suit.

			“What should I do? Call the cops?” Alice asked in a tiny voice.

			“No,” I said. “He is the police. It’s Detective Brown. Let him in, but stall. I’m heading your way.”

			I hung up and changed into presentable outside clothes. As I ran around the house searching for my purse, Marshmallow heard the commotion. “This isn’t NASCAR, Danica Patrick. What’s the hurry?”

			“Detective Brown just showed up on Alice’s doorstep.”

			He hissed. “I’m coming with.”

			Nodding, I snatched a can of cat food and stuck it in my newly found purse. I rushed us over to the car.

			

			•   •   •

			I may have broken some traffic rules on the way there. Perhaps I could make it in the Indy 500 after all because we ended up at Alice’s place in record time.

			She lived in a sprawling complex of cookie-cutter tall beige buildings, separated by patches of fresh green common lawns. I pulled into a guest parking spot and sprinted to her unit with Marshmallow in my arms.

			After banging on her door, Alice’s sweet voice called out, “Come on in. It’s unlocked.”

			I found Detective Brown seated at Alice’s cozy dining table, its wooden surface draped with a happy sunflower-patterned fabric. The cop and I locked eyes.

			He shrugged one shoulder in greeting, as though unsurprised that another death had occurred with me nearby. Not guilty again, I thought, squaring my shoulders.

			Then Alice bustled over from the kitchen. She stood before the cop and served him a mug of steaming teh tarik. I could smell the sweet scent of “pulled tea” from where I stood a few feet away, though I doubted my sister had prepared the drink using the traditional method of pouring black tea and condensed milk between two containers at increasing heights. She’d probably opted for an instant powder package.

			In any case, Detective Brown accepted the mug with thanks, then he turned toward me. “Your sister asked that we wait for you to arrive and offered me snacks in the meantime.”

			I glanced down at the table and noticed a plate of green speckled soda crackers.

			Alice smiled at me. “I’ll bring you some tea, too.” She knew me well. I’d never refuse teh tarik, a common drink in Malaysia. The tea reminded Ma of her home country, and she made it often during my childhood, so I now associated the drink with happy family memories.

			Marshmallow wiggled in my arms, and I let him down. “Don’t forget about my stomach,” he said.

			I took out the can of cat food and pulled the tab. “Bon appétit,” I said, placing his snack on the floor.

			While Alice brought me my teh tarik, Detective Brown stared at the plate of crackers on the table. He picked one up. “What are these green things?” he asked.

			“Scallion bits,” I said.

			“Uh, savory.” He raised an eyebrow and nibbled on a cracker.

			My sister finally sat down with her own mug of steaming tea. The detective placed his cracker onto a napkin and cleared his throat. “Miss Lee—”

			We both looked at him. “Which one?” I asked.

			“Alice,” he said in a sudden brisk tone, and my sister’s light brown eyes widened.

			He pulled out a notepad and tapped his pen against it. “It seems that it was you who found the body yesterday.”

			“We both did,” I said, sitting straighter in my chair.

			He scratched the bridge of his nose. “Let me start with Alice’s account first.”

			I put my hand up. “You know, Detective Brown, they already took our statements at the scene.”

			“Well, I wasn’t there to do the questioning and to make sure all the details were recorded correctly. I’m in charge, and I insist on doing a thorough job.” He cleared his throat and turned to Alice. “When did you find the deceased?”

			My sister’s eyes dimmed. “Her name’s Helen. And I guess we stumbled onto the scene in the late afternoon. Mimi and I had planned to meet up for a girls’ night out.”

			Detective Brown gave a slight nod at the mention of my name but continued to train his sharp gaze on my sister. “Tell me more.”

			“I didn’t know why Helen was still there. When I looked in her car, she was slumped over . . .” Alice shivered and cupped her hands around her warm mug of tea.

			The detective scribbled some notes in his pad and glanced at Alice. Maybe realizing he was pushing too hard by her trembling, Detective Brown turned his attention to me. “What was your recollection?”

			“I noticed Helen in the car by accident. Thought I spotted some kind of animal lurking under her Prius.”

			Detective Brown bit the cap of his ballpoint pen. “Hmm, that would explain . . .”

			His words trailed off even while I leaned in to listen.

			“What else?” he asked me.

			I sipped at my milk tea and thought back to yesterday. “Helen’s head seemed slanted at an odd angle, one not comfortable for resting.” I rubbed my suddenly sweaty palms against my jeans.

			A deep line creased Detective Brown’s forehead. “Interesting.” He took a few swallows of tea and faced Alice again. “Do you have more to add to your statement? Anything you remember could help crack the case.”

			Case? I tugged at my ear. Had I heard wrong?

			Alice had stopped trembling by now. “Helen did complain of a stomachache yesterday.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Detective Brown wrote in his notepad. “When was this?”

			“After lunch.”

			The detective waited a few moments, but Alice didn’t seem to have anything else to add, so he slid his chair back and stood up. “Thank you, ladies.”

			Marshmallow meowed from his place on the dining floor. “Why is nobody getting a strange vibe about this besides me? What is Detective Brown doing here in the first place asking all these questions?”

			I hadn’t really wanted to think about that, but now Marshmallow had made me confront the facts. Swigging the sweet tea as a soothing mechanism, I instead felt the sugar grains lodge in my throat. The cop had definitely referred to the situation with Helen as a case. “Detective Brown,” I said, “is this officially a homicide investigation?”

			Alice turned pale, while Detective Brown’s ice blue eyes gazed at me, unblinking. “It is an unusual scenario. When a previously healthy young woman dies inside her own car, my department has to investigate.”

			Alice whispered, “Will you be shutting down the school?”

			“No, Miss Lee. We’ve already scoured Roosevelt Elementary. Feel free to go back to work come Monday.”

			“Thanks, Officer.”

			He brushed a hand against his formal gray suit. “It’s Detective, actually.” Pulling out a business card from his pocket, he placed it on the table. “In case you remember any extra details.”

			Using a somber tone to say goodbye, he also gave me a brisk handshake. “Mimi,” he added, “try not to get in the middle of the investigation this time around.”

			My back stiffened. It wasn’t my fault that Detective Brown had homed in on me as a prime suspect before. I, along with Marshmallow, had needed to investigate to clear my name.

			After he left, I watched Alice drink her cooled-down tea in one continuous gulp.

			She shook her head. “My Valentine’s Days are usually bad, but not at the level of a cop showing up at my door.”

			I nudged her shoulder. “Well, it can only get better from here, right?”

			“Easy for you to say, Mimi. I’m sure Josh is planning something great for you this evening.”

			I felt my face warm up. How could I respond to that? Perhaps it’d be wise to even cancel tonight’s outing. Was I heartless to go out on a date when Alice had discovered a dead body only yesterday?

			While these thoughts swirled in my head, I saw Marshmallow jump onto Alice’s lap. My sister stroked the puffy white fur on my Persian cat with satisfaction. “At least I get a few more minutes with you, handsome,” she said.

			He purred. “That’s right, gorgeous. And I’m way better than a thousand of those two-leggers.”

			Even though she couldn’t hear him, Alice smiled. Marshmallow had never failed to cheer her up whenever she felt down, ever since the moment she’d spotted him at the rescue shelter and decided to give him to me.

			“You know, I could leave Marshmallow here for the night,” I said.

			Alice shook her head. “You know the rules at this complex. We can’t own pets here, and I don’t want to get caught. The landlord is testy enough as it is.”

			She continued, “Besides, I’m feeling better now. Go and enjoy your time with Josh.”

			With my sister in a healthier emotional space, I breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps I could focus on my upcoming romantic date without feeling guilty after all.

			

			•   •   •

			Josh and I had been dating for a few months now, but this was our first Valentine’s together.

			“Should I dress up?” I’d asked him when he’d told me he was planning something. I possessed only one formal thing in my closet: my go-to little black dress.

			“No.” Josh had shaken his head, his cute floppy bangs swishing across his rich brown eyes. “And actually, you might want to go for a casual look.”

			What kind of activity would we be doing? I hoped it wasn’t something like paintball. The last time I’d gone, I’d ruined my favorite shirt and had sustained bruises that lasted weeks.

			When Josh picked me up that evening, I scrutinized his outfit. He’d donned a bomber jacket over a black T-shirt and slim jeans. On his feet, he wore a pair of Keen sneakers.

			I looked at his footwear. “Did you want to change into dress shoes?”

			He shrugged.

			“You’re so close by. Feel free to go back if you need to.” His apartment, unit number one, wasn’t very far from my own.

			“Nah. These are comfortable. A good break from the usual polished shoes I have to wear for work.” He put his arm around my waist and waved goodbye to Marshmallow.

			My cat flicked his tail in the air at us from the couch. He stared at the television screen in front of him. I’d left the National Geographic channel on at a low volume to keep him company while we’d be gone.

			I kept begging Josh for a clue about where we were headed as he drove south on the 405. After a solid five minutes of begging, he relented. “One hint,” he said. “We’re doing something international.”

			“Should’ve brought my passport then,” I said and winked at him.

			We shared a laugh, but then he quieted down and fixed his gaze at the moving traffic up ahead. He was pretty good at keeping me in suspense. When we got off the exit in Long Beach almost an hour later, I finally understood our destination.

			He’d arranged for us to travel to the Naples of Los Angeles. The neighborhood featured restaurants serving Italian fare and even a series of waterways for boats to glide along.

			We ended up at a quaint Italian café where he’d already made reservations for two. We sat in the back at a small square table with a flickering tealight between us. The checkered tablecloth and paper napkins lent an informal atmosphere, but I was still glad I’d changed from my “When Life Gets Ruff, Hug a Dog” T-shirt into a simple top.

			According to an advertisement in the window, the restaurant was famous for its handmade pasta dishes. We both salivated at the menu. He ordered penne, and I got the spaghetti.

			After the waitress left, Josh flashed me a wide smile. “Happy Valentine’s Day!”

			I grinned back. “I’m really excited about finally getting to celebrate this day as part of a couple.” Oh, wait. How much more of a loser could I sound like? I felt my insides shriveling up in embarrassment.

			I switched topics. “Er, how has this past week been for you?”

			Josh raked a hand through his hair. “Ugh. It’s been so busy at the firm.”

			True. We’d barely texted over the last few days.

			He continued, “Ever since you referred me to PetTwin, my bosses have insisted that I take on more patent law cases.”

			At the end of last year, I had connected Josh with a pet matchmaking company that used advanced virtual reality capabilities. They’d needed patent protection to secure their cutting-edge ideas. Ever since then, he’d been swamped with work.

			Josh took hold of my hand across the table and traced circles with his thumb on my skin. “How’s Hollywoof?”

			I loved the name and the play on words that I’d given my pet grooming salon. “Business is steady. I’m really glad I hired Nicola. She even handles basic grooming tasks, in between her sporadic acting auditions.”

			He selected his next words with care. “That all sounds good, but you seem a little on edge tonight.”

			“Why would you say that?”

			Josh pointed to the paper napkin in my hand.

			Or what was left of one. I’d picked up a napkin without even noticing and had shredded it to bits while we’d been talking.

			“Oops.” I pushed the tattered pieces into a pile. “I think I’m still tense with something that happened at Alice’s school yesterday.”

			Josh’s jaw tightened. “Is it school budget cuts again?”

			I shook my head. “After I met my sister at work and we walked to the parking lot, we found a teacher . . . slumped over in her car.”

			He raised his eyebrows at me. “Unconscious?”

			“No, dead.” I gazed at the checkered tablecloth and frowned. “The paramedics came, but it was already too late.”

			“I’m so sorry. That must’ve been really hard.” His dark brown eyes gazed at me with concern. “Are you and Alice okay?”

			I gritted my teeth. “So, Detective Brown showed up at my sister’s apartment this morning.”

			He scowled. “The nerve of that man.” Josh and Detective Brown didn’t get along, particularly not after the cop’s deep suspicion of me last year.

			“He ruined Alice’s day,” I said. “A double whammy since Valentine’s isn’t the best holiday for singles anyway. He has no consideration, given that it’s both a weekend and a special occasion.”

			“The detective probably didn’t even realize it was February fourteenth,” Josh said. “The man’s a workaholic.”

			I’d never seen Detective Brown relax in all the time I’d known him.

			“I bet he’s single . . . by default,” Josh said.

			I smirked. “No doubt about that.”

			Our trash talking the detective had lightened the situation and made me feel better. When our food arrived, I could savor the handmade pasta. I loved the chewy texture of the noodles, a consistency that far beat the store-bought packages I always used in my cooking.

			Josh gestured to my plate of spaghetti with his fork. “We could eat it together, Lady and the Tramp style?”

			“I think that kind of thing only works in cartoons. In real life, there’s major sauce splashing involved. Besides”—I pulled the dish closer to me—“this is way too good to share.”

			He gave me a puppy dog pout, and I caved. While we didn’t eat both sides of the same noodle, we spooned a little of our pasta onto each other’s plate.

			When we finally finished eating, I felt like I’d feasted. “This is the kind of traveling I enjoy,” I said. “A food-cation.”

			Josh laughed and checked his watch. “Okay, and now it’s about time to move on to our next reservation.”

			“I hope this isn’t going to be a progressive dinner date,” I said, patting my full stomach.

			“Not exactly.”

			We ended up walking down the quiet side streets and burning off those pasta calories before stopping at the waterfront. Josh pulled out his phone to make a discreet call as I admired the floating boats nearby.

			Five minutes later, a tall blond man strolled over to us with a clipboard in his hand. “Reservations for Josh Akana and Mimi Lee?”

			Josh nodded.

			“It’ll take a minute or two for your guide to show up.” The man ticked off some boxes on his papers and then turned to me. In a confident manner, he said, “Asian last name. Is it Chinese, Korean? Maybe Thai?”

			“None of the above,” I said. “It’s from my dad. And he’s white.”

			The young man’s face grew red as he looked down at his papers. “Oh.”

			At that moment, the guide turned up and saved the other man from further embarrassment. The newcomer carried both a picnic basket and a scarlet carnation in his hands. He gave the flower to me and said, “For you, bellissima.”

			Turning to Josh, he passed over the basket. “Are you ready?”

			Between the super fake accent and the striped shirt, I figured out Josh’s romantic plans. This gondolier would take us out on the water.

			We walked the short distance to the docks, Josh holding my hand all the while. A slim black gondola waited for us in the canal. So that’s why Josh had wanted to wear water-resistant shoes—in case his feet got wet.

			After situating ourselves in the gondola, Josh opened the picnic basket to reveal a small baguette with slices of salami. Though still stuffed, I managed a few bites as the gondolier perched at the stern and maneuvered us through the waterways with his oar.

			I relaxed into the romance of the scenario. Even the gondolier’s cheesy rendition of “That’s Amore” didn’t dampen my mood. Gliding down the canals crisscrossing Long Beach, we passed by the elegant homes at the water’s edge, dressed up and sparkling in the serene evening.

			Soon the gondolier paused underneath an arc. Josh’s eyes twinkled at me as he said, “Legend has it that kissing under a bridge means a couple will enjoy never-ending happiness together.”

			He leaned in, and I could smell the faint whiff of pine. Anticipating his tender kiss, I closed my eyes and tilted my head up.

			Smack. His mouth crashed into my nose.

			A kiss-astrophe. He’d bumped into my button nose. I rubbed it, hyperaware of the one feature I’d always felt sensitive about.

			He leaned in again and brushed his soft lips against the tip of my nose. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

			Then he kissed me full on the lips, and somehow his reassurance of my self-conscious flaw made the new kiss seem that much sweeter.
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			MONDAY BROUGHT A trickle of customers. Matching the slow pace, Marshmallow napped away in his usual spot of sunshine near the plate glass window. Or maybe he only pretended to sleep. He seemed to be giving me the silent treatment after leaving him alone for most of the weekend because of my Valentine’s date.

			The wash-and-dry clients (as I called them) came in a lazy wave. The dogs needed a typical shampoo and blow-dry. I’d already taught Nicola the skills to do the task, and if any of the customers bringing in their pets seemed startled by the beautiful groomer, they hid it well.

			Nicola possessed a gazelle-like stature coupled with a gorgeous symmetrical face. Maybe people didn’t blink at her good looks because the Los Angeles area was filled with a number of celebrities and plastic surgery–enhanced model wannabes. Or maybe the slightly bulbous nose that she worried about gave her a more approachable beauty.

			With the sluggish business, I used the downtime to clean the front of the store. I swept the floor with its Bark of Fame and accompanying doggie stars, dusted the flat-screen TV showing classic canine films, and wiped down the pleather benches in the waiting area. Afterward, I repositioned the searchlight to shine down just so on the cash register.

			I’d started refilling the glass jar on the front counter with my fresh homemade dog biscuits when my sister texted me in the late afternoon: School’s out. Please come over. Urgent animal dilemma.

			I left Nicola to handle the rest of the workday and close up shop. Meanwhile, Marshmallow and I crossed the palm tree–lined plaza to get to the parking lot. In my Prius, we zoomed onto the highway. Due to an unusual lack of traffic, we soon arrived at Roosevelt Elementary.

			At the school, I carried Marshmallow in my arms across the zigzag of outside hallways to reach my sister’s kindergarten classroom. When I let him down on the threshold, he paused and sniffed the air in confusion.

			What did he smell? I couldn’t detect anything in the air. “What is it, Marshmallow?” I asked.

			I hoped Alice would write off my question as an adorable pet owner mannerism, but I really had to ask him out loud because Marshmallow’s mind connection only worked one way. He could talk to me in my head, but I couldn’t speak to him without actually voicing my words. Nobody knew about my telepathic cat—not my boyfriend or any of my family, and I intended to keep it that way. They’d never believe me if I tried telling the truth.

			Marshmallow didn’t respond to my question. Strange. I usually couldn’t shut him up. He sniffed again and shook his head a few times.

			I looked around to see if I could spot anything unusual. My gaze slid past the walls filled with life-size crayon-colored versions of each student in the class and over to the whiteboard with the printed alphabet banner hanging above it. In another corner, I spotted the cozy reading area with its rocking chair and comfy shag rug. Nothing seemed off. And Alice herself sat at the teacher’s desk on one side of the room.

			When she finally noticed me, she bustled over to the doorway and gave me a big hug. “Thanks for coming, Mimi. I didn’t know who else to call.”

			“What exactly is the matter?” I asked, stepping inside more and peering around again.

			“I found something,” she said.

			Marshmallow padded over to the reading nook.

			“Yes, over there,” Alice said, traveling the same path as my cat. I followed, and Alice pointed to the rocking chair.

			Half hidden by a knit pillow, I discovered a matted ball of fur the size of a cantaloupe. A kitten had curled up in the chair. It blinked at me with forest green eyes.

			Could it be the same animal I’d seen before underneath Helen’s car? I let the little cat sniff my hand. The kitten mewled at me.

			“She says hi,” Marshmallow said in my head. He understood animals and could translate their sounds to English. That talent had been invaluable during the previous murder I’d been implicated in.

			“Why, hello there.” My hand hovered near the kitten’s head, and she leaned into it.

			“It likes you,” Alice said.

			“She’s a girl.”

			“How’d you know so easily?” Alice
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