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      I said good morning to the cat, and the cat said good morning to me. That was one of the strange things about JenniFur. She said good morning, while most cats said, “Do not greet me. You are not worthy of a hello. Feed me. Feed me or suffer my wrath.” 

      Also, she said good morning in English. 

      “I want food,” she said. A magical cat was still a cat, after all. Her manners only stretched so far. 

      “I am feeding you,” I replied, opening a can of tuna. 

      “If you do not feed me this very second, I will vomit on the carpet.” JenniFur ran in front of my slippers.

      “You know, you would get fed a lot faster if you didn’t try to trip me up every time I walked towards your bowl.”

      “How can I trust you won’t forget to feed me?” JenniFur replied. She head-butted my calf. 

      “I feed you every day,” I muttered, emptying the can into her bowl. 

      I stood, tossed the can into the recycling bin, and glanced in the mirror. I looked a mess. My hair was in the type of curlers my grandmother had worn every night for seventy years. I didn’t mean the curlers looked the same; they were her exact curlers. I’d inherited them while my cousin, the favourite, inherited her home, furniture, and savings.

      “Feed me,” JenniFur said.

      I looked down at her. “I literally just fed you?”

      “I don’t recall,” JenniFur said, “I feel as though I haven’t been fed in seventeen years.”

      “You were fed five seconds ago,” I said, even though I knew there was no point in arguing with her.

      JenniFur did not reply. Instead, she vomited on the rug. 

      I groaned. “Great! Why can’t you throw up outside?”

      “It’s cold outside,” JenniFur said. “I would like my breakfast now.”

      I cleaned up while JenniFur tried to trip me up. Then I fed her again, because I wanted two seconds of peace and quiet to remove the curlers from my hair. I didn’t get the chance in the end, because there was a knock on my door. 

      I lived above my bookstore called A Likely Story. It was a cozy, quaint little apartment deep on Wild Lime Mountain. The man who ran the bookstore, Edison, was a small, wizard like individual who sometimes knocked on my door with coffee and crumpets. After the stress of JenniFur, I was looking forward to the caffeine.

      I opened the door. “Edison, that’s so sweet.”

      But it wasn’t Edison. It was Detective Caspian Cole. Caspian was ridiculously handsome. Seriously, no man had any business being that dashing. I scrunched up my nose, trying to keep out his cologne, which was warm and spicey and inviting.

      “Check out the buns,” JenniFur said. If she was a person, I figured she would have wolf whistled. 

      “That is wildly inappropriate,” I said. For a moment, I had forgotten that Caspian had no idea I could speak to JenniFur. I was the only one who could hear her thoughts.

      “No,” JenniFur said, she was purring now. “The finger buns.”

      It turns out she was not talking about Caspian’s bottom, but the bread covered in icing and sprinkles. 

      “Why have you brought those?” I said, thinking the only place those buns would go would be straight to my buns. 

      “A bribe.” Caspian looked flustered. 

      “I’m listening,” I replied.

      “Oh, are you ever,” JenniFur said.

      I ignored her. 

      “My niece is in town for a while.”

      “I didn’t know you had any siblings.” I stepped to the side to let Caspian into the apartment. 

      “Neither did I,” he replied, “until three years ago. It turns out I have a half-brother who is fifteen years younger than I am. We’re not at all close, but he’s asked me to look after his daughter, Harriet, for a few weeks. She’s my niece.”

      “Yes,” I replied. “I’m aware how families work, Caspian. Is everything okay?” 

      “Oh, yes. My brother’s away on business. I don’t know the first thing about kids, Nell.” Caspian ran a hand through his hair. 

      “You’re a homicide detective. I would think taking care of a kid would be easy for you.”

      “What do they eat?” he asked.

      “How old is she?”

      “I have no idea. She’s so small. Tiny. A baby, really. With these beady little eyes, like a shark.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “At home,” he said.

      “You left a baby at home, alone?”

      “No, Edison’s watching her. I called him before I popped over. He’s watching her while I speak to you.”

      “Okay. Well, do you have anything at home for her?”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh, Caspian, like formula. Teethers.”

      He paled. “Oh no!”

      “That’s no drama. We’ll stop by the shops on the way to your house, okay?”

      “My brother’s going to kill me,” Caspian said.

      “He does have nice buns too,” JenniFur said as I closed the apartment door. The day had already descended into madness, and it was not yet nine o’clock.

      We bought formula, a teething toy, a rattle, three bibs, three onesies, and a breast pump. We hadn’t meant to buy the breast pump, only Caspian had shoved anything from the baby section into the cart, and I hadn’t noticed until we packed the car. It was one awkward situation on the drive over to his house, trying to explain how a breast pump worked. Men really were another species. 

      Edison hurried out of Caspian’s home when we parked outside on the road. “Thank goodness you’re here,” he exclaimed. “She’s a monster. A monster!”

      He hurried to his car and drove away.

      “How bad could a little baby be?” I thought as I looked towards the house.

      It turns out Caspian’s niece was not a baby but a teenager. She stood on the porch, arms folded, glaring down at us. Her hair was brown but with two chunky strips of bleach at the front, and her fingers were decorated with the kind of plastic rings my daughter had loved when she was Harriet’s age. 

      “You said she was tiny,” I muttered to Caspian.

      “She is tiny. Look at her.”

      “I’m Nell,” I called out to Harriet. 

      “Whatever.”

      “You gave me the impression she was a baby,” I hissed.

      “I said she was tiny?”

      I exhaled. “Then why did we buy baby stuff?”

      Caspian shrugged. “I followed your lead. You’re the one who knows about children.”

      Ignoring Caspian, I walked over to the house. “Are you looking forward to spending the next few weeks with your uncle?” I asked sweetly.

      “Please. This town is so boring. Wild Lime Mountain? Gross. I could have been with Maddie at the beach.” 

      “But does Maddie have teethers?” Caspian said, unloading everything we had bought from the supermarket.

      “This stuff is for babies,” Harriet said. She rolled her eyes. “I’m not a baby, Uncle Caspian. I’m thirteen.”

      “A terrible age,” he said.

      “What’s this old lady doing here anyway?”

      “I’m not an old lady!” I exclaimed. “I’m fifty-something. I might not even be halfway through my life.”

      Harriet groaned. “I don’t want to learn how to knit.”

      “And I don’t want to teach you how to knit,” I replied. 

      Harriet narrowed her eyes. “Do you know Kung Fu?”

      “Yep,” I said. “I’m a ninja.”

      “Really?” She brightened.

      “No, of course not.”

      To my surprise, Harriet laughed. “Okay. Sorry. But Maddie’s grandmother is a Kung Fu instructor. Isn’t that cool?”

      “That’s lovely. Look, I’m sorry you’re stuck on the mountain for a few weeks, but I own a bookstore. You’re welcome to stop by anytime you feel bored.”

      “I love books,” Harriet said. I could tell she was warming up to me, even though I didn’t teach Kung Fu. “Do you sell coffee?”

      “You’re not allowed to have coffee,” Caspian said. “You’re thirteen.”

      Harriet rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Uncle Caspian. What’s your Internet password?”

      Caspian told her, and Harriet disappeared into the house. Teenagers can only waste so much energy on adults before they needed to bail. I understood. I was a teenager once myself many moons ago. I didn’t plan on telling Harriet that, though. Everybody her age seemed to think that fifty-year-olds had always been fifty, that we were born into an advanced age, and that the sands of time would never touch their naive little heads. If only that were true. 

      “You’ve got your hands full with that one, Caspian,” I said affectionately. I liked spirited girls. The world too often tried to crush that spirit out of them.

      “That’s why I bribed you with finger buns. I need help,” he said.

      “Well, for starters, feed her pizza. Kids love pizza. And pasta. Make it extra cheesy. I’d also recommend giving her an allowance if her brother didn’t leave her any money.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “With an allowance, she can buy books and snacks when you’re out.”

      “What if she spends the money on cocaine?”

      “Oh, my goodness, Caspian. There’s no cocaine on Wild Lime Mountain. You’re a detective. You should know that. Besides, just because she’s a teenager, doesn’t mean she’s into drugs. She likes books. She said so herself.”

      “Pizza. Pasta. Books. Okay. I think I can do all that.” Caspian frowned. “Hey, Nell, were you talking to your cat before?”

      “No! What. Maybe. Hmm?”

      “It sounded like you were talking to someone before I knocked, only there was no one else in your apartment.”

      “I’m a crazy cat lady,” I said. “What can I say?”

      Caspian nodded. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Thanks for the finger buns. I’d better get moving.”

      “Sure,” he replied. “Do you need to take the rollers out of your hair.”

      “What rollers?” I said. I reached up to touch my hair, only to remember that I was still wearing my grandmother’s rollers. “Oh no!” I was absolutely mortified. My ears burnt with embarrassment.

      I looked down at my feet. I was still wearing my slippers. In fact, I was still wearing my pyjamas too. They were not even cute pyjamas, but long johns with a butt flap. For a horrid moment, I thought the flap might have fallen open, but when I reached around to check, it was still buttoned close. Well, that was something.

      “Why did you let me leave the house looking like this, Caspian?”

      “I don’t know anything about fashion,” he said.

      “This is not fashion. This is pyjamas.”

      “I think you look fine.”

      “No woman wants to look fine, Caspian. Why is it that men think it is acceptable to tell women they look fine? We want to look glamorous, breathtaking. We want to look unhinged. Anything but fine!” 

      “You look unhinged,” Caspian said. He seemed puzzled.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      Harriet burst through the front door. “Can you people keep it down, please? Adults are so annoying. Why don’t you both chew loudly and sneeze while you’re having your little lovers’ tiff!”

      With that, Harriet slammed the door, leaving us on the porch.

      Caspian’s face flushed red. He opened the door for me. “You go inside.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up one hand to forestall me. “You don’t need to speak with Harriet. Sit in the living, room and I’ll fetch the nice bottle of wine I just bought. I left it in the car. It’s the least I can do. First, I’ll give Harriet some money.”

      I smiled and walked inside. To my relief, Harriet was nowhere to be seen. I walked into the living room and sat on a comfortable couch. I hadn’t been in Caspian’s house before. It was masculine, the large Chesterfield couch on which I was sitting was upholstered in dark blue fabric, and there was a dark brown leather Chesterfield opposite. It looked much younger and in far better condition than the leather Chesterfield in the reading room in my bookshop and the even older one in my living room.

      I stared at the fire. They were real flames, and it took me a few moments to realise it was one of those fires that looked like a real wood fire. That was certainly a plus. I did love open fires, but I didn’t like the venomous snakes and deadly spiders that came with firewood, although thankfully the deadly Funnel Web spider wasn’t usually found this far north.

      I shuddered and looked at the doorway. Caspian was certainly taking his time. I crossed to the window and looked out. His car was still parked on the street, and the door was open. There was no sign of Caspian.

      That was strange. I walked to the front door and opened it. I walked outside and looked in his car. He wasn’t sitting there, speaking on his phone. I was turning around to go when I noticed what I thought was blood on the ground.

      I gasped, but on closer inspection, it was only red wine.

      That’s when I saw the broken glass. The wine bottle was shattered, its pieces glinting in the early morning sun.

      Where was Caspian?
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      My heart was beating out of my chest. I hurried back inside. “Harriet!” I called. “Harriet!”

      She appeared, a petulant look on her face. “What?”

      “Have you seen your uncle?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Are you mad? Of course, I have! I saw him a few moments ago when he gave me his credit card.”

      “I didn’t mean then,” I said tersely. “He said he was going to the car to fetch a bottle of wine, but there’s no sign of him, and the wine bottle is broken.”

      “Maybe he cut himself and came inside to treat it,” she offered.

      I pushed past her. “Caspian! Caspian!” I called repeatedly, but there was no response.

      “Harriet,” I said urgently. “Hurry! Search the house for your uncle.”

      To my surprise, the girl did as I asked. I went back outside and looked up and down the street.

      There was no sign of Caspian. My mind ran through all the possibilities. Had there been a police emergency and somebody had collected him? No, because he would have had time to come back inside and tell me. I couldn’t think of a possible single logical explanation for Caspian going missing like that. I walked down the side of the house and looked in the garage. He wasn’t there.

      I made my way back to the front door. Harriet rushed through it. “He’s not in the house!” she said. “Has he been kidnapped?”

      “Who would want to kidnap him?” I said, rubbing my forehead vigorously.

      “You can tell me the truth. I’m not a child,” she snapped.

      “I don’t have a clue what’s happened to him. Maybe he has been kidnapped.” My reply seemed to placate her somewhat.

      “Should we call the police?”

      I nodded. “That’s a good idea.” I hurried back into the living room and fetched my phone from my handbag. I asked to be put through to Detective Sam Stevens. As soon as he answered, I said, “Hi, this is Nell Darling. I’m at Detective Cole’s house. He wanted me to meet his niece. He went outside to his car to fetch a bottle of wine, but he didn’t come back. I went to the car, but the car door was open, and the bottle of wine was smashed on the road. There’s no sign of him.”

      I walked out to the car and looked at the glass on the road as I was speaking.

      Detective Stevens took a while to respond. “I’m not sure why you called me.”

      “But he’s missing, don’t you see? He vanished into thin air. I think he’s been kidnapped.”

      “Kidnapped?” Stevens’s tone was incredulous.

      “Yes, kidnapped,” I said firmly. “Maybe it’s something to do with a case you’re working on. He disappeared about twenty minutes ago. His niece and I have searched the house, and he’s nowhere to be seen.”

      “Have you called him?”

      I planted my palm on my forehead. Why hadn’t I thought of that? “No. I’ll do that right now.” Without another word, I hung up on the detective and called Caspian’s number.

      At once, I heard a phone ringing. The sound seemed to be coming from under the car. I leaned down. There, under the car, was a phone. I got down on my knees on the hard road, wishing I had a cushion to kneel on, and tried to reach for his phone. It was a little too far away. I struggled back to my feet and called the detective back.

      “Please take this seriously,” I said. “His phone is under his car. I really think something has happened to him.”

      “If he doesn’t turn up in a couple of hours, call me back,” Stevens said.

      I pushed on, considerably annoyed. “But why would his phone be under the car? Look, you’re a detective, so it should be obvious to you that something’s happened to him. He went to the car to fetch a bottle of wine, and he was coming back inside at once. The bottle is smashed, and his phone is under the car. Don’t they say the first few hours are the most important in the case of a kidnapping?”

      Stevens sighed again. “All right. I’ll drive up to Wild Lime Mountain and check it out. Will you stay at his house until I arrive?”

      I told him that I would.

      I turned around and almost walked into Harriet. “What’s happening?” she asked.

      “Your uncle’s partner, Detective Stevens, is coming up here now,” I said.

      She nodded. “I heard. Do you want me to try to reach Uncle Caspian’s phone?”

      I shook my head. “No, best to leave it there and let the police process it. This is the scene of a crime.”

      Harriet’s bottom lip quivered, so I quickly added, “Try not to worry. Your uncle’s very clever, and he can look after himself.”

      She narrowed her eyes again. “I suppose it’s good that there’s no blood splattered around,” she said.

      My breath caught in my throat. I hadn’t thought of that. “Err, yes, yes,” I sputtered. “We had better get back inside and wait for Detective Stevens.”

      With a shrug, she walked back along the garden path, with me following behind her. She opened the door and disappeared. I walked into the living room. I paced up and down, looking out the window at intervals in case Caspian returned. It was going to take Detective Stevens at least half an hour to drive up the mountain, and that was if he left as soon as I called. The waiting made me nervous.

      My phone rang, and I jumped. For a moment I hoped it was Caspian but realised nanoseconds later that his phone was under his car. I looked at the caller ID: Edison.

      “Edison,” I began, and was about to tell him what had happened when he interrupted me.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m still at Detective Cole’s house,” I said. “But Edison, he’s vanished! He ducked outside for a minute, and the bottle of wine is smashed, and his phone’s under his car. I think he’s been kidnapped!” My voice rose to a high pitch.

      “I’m sure he’s fine.” Edison’s tone was dismissive. “But Nell, something terrible has happened.”

      “Terrible?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll have to tell you in person,” Edison said and then quickly added, “It’s nothing to do with your family or anything like that. Can you come back to the bookshop straightaway?”

      “No, I can’t. I have to wait for Detective Stevens. He’s coming to investigate Detective Cole’s disappearance.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” Edison said again. “A more pressing matter has arisen.”

      “Edison, please tell me what’s going on. I can’t take the suspense.”

      “All right, Emerson Mortcombe is dead.”

      “Dead?” I echoed. “Oh, that’s absolutely terrible! What happened to him?”

      “He was murdered, of course,” Edison said. “But they say it’s natural circumstances.”

      I scratched my head. “When did this happen? Was Caspian called to the scene? Or Detective Stevens?”

      Edison didn’t answer for a moment, and I imagined him shaking his head. “No, the police haven’t been called. The doctor insists it was natural circumstances, but Emerson Mortcombe was murdered.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That’s what I need to tell you in person. I can’t trust this sort of information over the phone.”

      “Could this have something to do with Detective Cole’s disappearance?”

      “No, he’s probably just popped to the shops, or he’s talking to a neighbour,” Edison said, once more dismissively.

      I opened my mouth to say he couldn’t have driven to the shops as his car was still there, but Edison was still talking. “But Nell, be very careful. Come back to the shop as soon as you can and don’t take any detours. You could be in terrible danger.”
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      Detective Sam Stevens took an hour to arrive. At least, it was an hour before I saw him. I just happened to look out of the window and saw him crouched down, looking under Caspian’s car. I had no idea how long he’d been there.

      I hurried outside, but Harriet beat me to it. “Where is my uncle?” she demanded to know.

      Detective Stevens jumped, banged his head under the car, said a few rude words, and then straightened up. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Harriet. Uncle Caspian is my uncle.” She rolled her eyes, possibly as she had said the word uncle twice in a row. Who would know?

      “He’s not here.”

      Harriet rolled her eyes again. I took over the conversation before she said something I would regret. “Something’s happened to him,” I said, in the firmest tone I could muster. “Like I told you earlier, he said he was just popping out to the car to fetch a bottle of wine. When he didn’t come back, I went outside and found the wine bottle smashed all over the road, and his phone was under the car. I suspect he’s been kidnapped. At any rate, it’s clearly foul play.”

      This time, Detective Stevens seemed to take my suggestion more seriously. He scratched his head. “It does seem strange. And he said he was only going out to the car?”

      I nodded. “Yes. He said he’d be right back.”

      “And there
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