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“Look at all these cats!” Zoe Crenshaw glanced around the town hall. 

Felines of every color and description sat in cages. Some looked curiously as spectators walked past, oohing and ahhing at the beautiful creatures, while others dozed, not paying any attention at all to the admiring onlookers. 

“I know,” her cousin Lauren Crenshaw agreed. She and Zoe ran the local cat café, with her Norwegian Forest Cat, Annie, seating each customer who came in. But on this Saturday, they had closed the café, because Annie, a silver-gray tabby, was taking part in this local cat show. 

“Brrt,” Annie agreed with both of them. She sat in her cage, her green eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“It won’t be long now before the judging for your class starts,” Lauren reassured her.

“Brrt.” Good.

“Look, there’s AJ.” Zoe pointed to Annie’s friend, who sat in her cage in the next row. The brown Maine Coon tabby seemed to enjoy the attention of the passersby.

“And there’s Ed,” Lauren added. The big, burly man with monster rolling pins for arms, was their pastry chef and created the most tender, flakiest Danishes anyone had ever tasted. Lauren considered herself to be a good cupcake baker, but she knew she wasn’t in Ed’s league when it came to pastry. 

She waved to him, and he waved back. 

“Brrt!” Annie called out to her friend, imitating Lauren and raising a paw in greeting.

“Meow!” AJ returned the hello, waving her own paw. 

“I think Father Mike’s idea of a cat show to raise money to beautify the local park was a great idea.” Zoe grinned. 

“I didn’t think there would be so many competitors, though,” Lauren confessed. 

She hoped all the commotion wouldn’t be too much for Annie. This was her first show, and at first Lauren had been reluctant to enter her, but Zoe – and Annie – had persuaded her. 

“But I bet Annie will win,” Zoe told her. “She’s so beautiful. Inside and out.”

Annie was four and a half years old. The Norwegian Forest Cat was a large breed, and Annie’s long, furry coat and plumy tail shimmered with health, and the care Lauren had taken to brush her that morning. 

The customers at the café loved interacting with her, and their regulars enjoyed their chat with Annie as she sat at the table with them. 

“I know,” Lauren replied softly, her heart full of love as she glanced at the feline. Annie seemed to sense her mood, because she gazed back at Lauren, such a sweet, loving look that melted Lauren’s heart even more. 

“Let me know if this all gets too much for you, Annie,” Lauren whispered to her. “And we’ll go home.”

“Brrp,” Annie replied, giving a little nod.

“How’s Annie?” Father Mike, the local Episcopalian priest, came up to them.

“Brrt,” Annie told him. 

“I think she’s fine,” Lauren told him. “How are you?”

“This is all more involved than I thought it would be,” he admitted, running a hand over his balding head. “But I can’t complain about the turn out.” He looked around at the spectators of all ages and sizes. “And I can’t believe we have so many show cats here. I thought it would just be the locals entering their cats for fun.”

“I know,” Lauren agreed. 

“But don’t worry, we have two professional judges,” Father Mike continued. “We were lucky to get them.”

“How did you get them?” Zoe asked, her brown eyes quizzical. 

“Once word got around the congregation, someone told me their cousin was a judge and they’d ask her if she could volunteer for this show. Before I knew it, I had a male judge contacting me and asking if he could take part as well.”

“Where are they?” Zoe looked around the hall.

“Over there.” Father Mike gestured to the far side of the room, where a blonde woman in her thirties spoke to one of the church volunteers. She sported a sleek bob and was stylishly dressed. “That’s Dana. And Robert, the other judge, is speaking to a man over there.” 

Robert had big, pouchy bags under his eyes, as if he hadn’t had enough sleep, but was dressed soberly in dun slacks and matching jacket. Lauren guessed he was in his late forties. 

“Did you know AJ is competing in the cutest household cat division?” Lauren remarked. 

“Yes. I saw the entry form.” Father Mike smiled. “It’s a shame she doesn’t have a pedigree, otherwise she could compete in the long-haired class, like Annie.”

“I know.” Zoe nodded. “But I don’t think AJ will mind, do you? She seems to enjoy the attention she’s getting.”

Lauren glanced over at AJ – and Ed. Annie had found AJ as a stray kitten in their rear garden, and had brought her into the café. Ed had taken one look at the little mite and had instantly fallen in love. Today, he guarded AJ’s cage like the proud cat dad he was. AJ was eighteen months old now, and her fawn fur was striped dark brown. In the middle of her forehead was more dark brown fur in the shape of an M.

“Hi.” A dark-haired man in his fifties wearing a red checked shirt gently placed a cage on the bench next to Annie. “Is this the long-haired premier section?” 

“Yes.” Lauren smiled at him. 

“I’m Zoe, and this is Lauren.” Zoe introduced them. “And this is Father Mike, who organized the show.”

“With a lot of help from the congregation,” the priest said modestly.

“Jerry.” The newcomer shook hands with them. “And this is Toby.” He drew back the gold drapes shielding the wire cage. A large cat with an apricot colored coat dashed with white peeked out at them. His green eyes looked friendly.

“Ohh, he’s beautiful.” Lauren drew in her breath at the sight of the magnificent cat.

“Brrt?” Annie tilted her head as if to peer at the feline next to her.

“Not as beautiful as you, Annie,” Lauren said hastily in a whisper. She didn’t want to hurt Jerry’s – or Toby’s – feelings. Annie would always be the most beautiful cat to her. 

“He’s a Siberian Forest Cat,” Jerry said proudly. “He does pretty well at the shows as well. And we’ll be competing at another one in Sacramento next weekend. But that’s not why we do it, is it, boy?” He looked fondly at the cat. “He enjoys the attention.”

“He looks similar to Annie in build, yet a little different. And bigger,” Zoe said thoughtfully as she gazed from Toby to Annie and back again. 

“Yeah, Siberian Forests do have some similar characteristics to the Norwegians. For instance, they’re both big cats with long fur, and they have rounded tips on their ears, and big paws. And in the past, both breeds were used as mousers.”

Toby gazed at them, as if realizing they were talking about him – and it was all positive. 

“Good luck, Toby,” Father Mike said. “And of course, you too, Annie.” 

Someone caught Father Mike’s attention from across the room.

“Oh, dear. It looks like the refreshment table is in need of help.” He said goodbye and hurried over to the woman waving at him. 

“How long have you been entering cat shows?” Lauren asked curiously as Jerry gently stroked Toby.

“For the last few years,” Jerry replied. “I retired early and didn’t know what to do with myself, until I saw a cat show on TV. Toby was watching it too, weren’t you, boy?” Toby’s gold eyes gleamed with intelligence as he gave a quiet, chirrupy meow. 

“And I thought to myself, Toby would wipe the floor with those cats.” He laughed. “I’m only kidding. But I thought Toby might have a good chance if he competed. So we entered a couple of shows, he placed, and from then on we were hooked.”

“But this is only a small show,” Lauren said. 

“Yeah.” Zoe nodded. 

“I know.” Jerry shrugged. “But it should be a pleasant day out for both of us and we’re helping to support a good cause. Unlike some of the cats here, he doesn’t suffer from anxiety or travel sickness, so this is fun for him. You want to improve the local park, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Lauren and Zoe chorused. 

“So here we are.” Jerry smiled at them. 

“Kitty cats!” A little blonde toddler waved her chubby hands as she was pushed along in a stroller by a tall, athletic woman. 

“Inside voice, darling,” the woman told her gently. “We don’t want to scare the kitties, do we?”

“No,” the little girl said in a loud whisper. 

“Hi, Claire. Hi, Molly.” Lauren smiled at two of her friends – and favorite customers. 

“Annie!” Little Molly waved at her, then her eyes rounded as she caught sight of Toby. “’nother cat? Big cat!” 

She reached out to Annie’s cage, her fingers touching the wire.

“No, Molly.” Her mother pulled her hand back. “Don’t stick your fingers in the bars. You might scare Annie – and her friend.”

“Wouldn’t scare Annie!” Molly looked shocked at the thought.

“I know, darling, but she might be startled. So might her friend.”

“Sowwy, Annie,” Molly looked upset.

“Brrp,” Annie replied gently, as if accepting her apology.

Lauren and Zoe introduced Claire and her daughter to Jerry – and Toby. Molly’s eyes widened once more as she stared at the Siberian.

“Want cat – like Annie and Toby,” she pleaded.

“Maybe in a few years’ time. When you’re older,” her mother told her. “Lately, all she’s been talking about is how she wants a cat just like Annie.” She turned to Lauren and Zoe.

“I can understand that.” Zoe grinned.

“My husband and I have discussed it and we’ve decided if she still wants one when she’s older, we’d be agreeable.”

“I can give you the details of the breeder I bought Annie from,” Lauren offered. 

“That would be great.” Claire smiled. 

After chattering to Annie for a few minutes, and then saying hello gently to Toby, Molly spied AJ in the next row.

“AJ!” She called out to the Maine Coon. 

AJ didn’t come to the café often – Zoe’s idea of training the brown tabby to be Annie’s assistant hadn’t worked out – but she and Annie remained the best of friends. 

“It looks like we’re saying hello to AJ next,” Claire said wryly.

“Is your husband here?” Lauren looked around curiously. Claire’s husband worked in Sacramento. 

“Over there.” Claire pointed to a tall, medium-built man talking to Father Mike at the refreshment table, before he scooped up two cups of juice. He turned, spotted Claire, and waved. She waved back.

“Good luck, you two – three,” she amended as she glanced at Annie. “Good luck to Toby, too.” She smiled at Jerry. 

“Thanks.” Jerry beamed.

Lauren watched her wheel Molly over to AJ’s cage, where the little girl said something to Ed, which made him laugh gruffly. 

The buzz of conversation filled the room as people strolled past the cats.

“I wonder when the judging is going to start?” Zoe tapped her cheek. She glanced at Lauren’s practical white wristwatch. “Chris said he wasn’t working today and he’d come down and hang out with us.”

“You mean hang out with you.” Lauren smiled at her cousin. After some disastrous attempts at internet dating, Zoe had finally found a good guy – and she’d met him in person. Chris worked as a paramedic in Sacramento. Zoe had recently expressed a wish that he would transfer to Gold Leaf Valley, but Lauren wasn’t sure if she’d had the conversation with Chris yet. 

“Yeah,” Zoe admitted, her brunette pixie cut shining in the September sunshine streaming in through the windows. “Is Mitch coming?” 

“He said he wouldn’t miss it.” Lauren fingered the gold L necklace she wore. Her boyfriend Mitch had given it to her at the beginning of the year. They’d been dating for over twelve months and it was getting serious. He’d met her mom several weeks ago, but she hadn’t met his parents – yet. They’d been travelling around the country but were due home soon. 

“Maybe we can all go out to dinner tonight,” Zoe proposed. “What about Gary’s Burger Diner? Something close and not too dressy.”

“Great idea.” Lauren’s mouth started watering as she thought of the delicious burgers and fries at the local eatery. 

“We’ll tell the guys when they get here.” Zoe paused. “You and Mitch didn’t have any plans for tonight, did you?”

“Nothing in particular.” She’d been busy with the café that week, and grooming Annie every night in preparation for today – she wanted her fur baby to look her best, after all – and hadn’t thought about what they were doing on their date tonight.

“Good.” Zoe grinned. 

“Hello, girls.” An elderly lady tapped her way to them. Her gray hair was piled on top of her head in a bun, and wire-rimmed spectacles perched on her nose. “Oh, Annie, don’t you look lovely, dear?”

“Brrt!” Yes, I do!

“Your fur is so fluffy and pretty.”

“Hi, Mrs. Finch,” Lauren greeted their friend. The senior came to the café most days, and was one of Annie’s favorites. Annie always sat with her as they “told” each other their latest news.

“I do hope you win,” Mrs. Finch said to Annie.

“Brrt!” Me too!

“Oh – hello.” Mrs. Finch seemed to notice Jerry with his cat Toby.

Lauren and Zoe introduced them.

“My, he certainly is a big cat,” Mrs. Finch remarked. 

“Yes, ma’am. He weighs sixteen pounds and is five years old.” The two of them chatted for a couple of minutes, before Mrs. Finch turned her attention back to the trio.

“I do hope this event raises enough money to beautify the park,” she fretted.

“I’m sure it will,” Zoe told her. “There are so many people here, and Father Mike is running a refreshment stand.”

“It was Zoe’s idea,” Lauren told her. 

“The café is closed this morning so I thought it would be a great idea to raise some extra money for the cause.” Zoe grinned. “Although, I don’t think they’re serving coffee. Just juice and bottled water.”

“Would you like something to drink?” Lauren asked their friend. “I can run and get it for you.”

“You girls are too kind.” Mrs. Finch smiled at them, the orange spots of rouge on her cheeks looking like California poppies. “But I’m fine. I’ll just have a little look around and then I think I might go home.”

“Are you okay to walk that far?” Zoe asked.

Mrs. Finch lived in the next block to the café but the town hall was a little further away.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured them. “And if I’m not, the senior center is running a minivan. I’ll be able to get a ride home that way.”

After Mrs. Finch left, Lauren looked around the crowded hall. When would the judging start? She glanced down at Annie, who sat on lavender colored bedding in her cage, looking quite content. 

“There’s Brooke and Jeff.” Zoe nudged her.

Lauren glanced toward the opposite side of the room. Brooke, the local hairdresser, and her boyfriend Jeff, were strolling past the short-haired cats in that section.

Brooke looked up and caught Lauren’s eye. She waved, and Lauren waved back. Zoe raised her hand enthusiastically.

“Lots of people have already wished Annie good luck,” Zoe remarked. “Like Brooke and Jeff.”

“And Martha and Iris,” Lauren added. Their friend Martha had stopped by earlier, with their new friend Iris. They’d recently helped Iris acquire some gnomes for her garden.

“Ooh, look.” Zoe tapped Lauren’s arm. Father Mike spoke to the female and male guest judges.

“Maybe the judging is going to start.”

“I hope so.” Zoe grinned. 

Father Mike headed toward them. 

“The judging for the long-haired cats will start in a few minutes,” he told them – and Jerry. “I wanted to let you know.”

“Thanks, Father,” Jerry said. “Toby’s
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