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Everyone loves a locked room mystery. From Agatha Christie to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to Edgar Allen Poe, the intelligent mind of the reader rejoices at the thought of the impossible crime. Not only “Who done it?” but “How the heck did they pull it off?” Depending on the genre, it may involve magic, the paranormal, science, or merely a clever killer. But no matter how you look at it, you think, “What fun!” Right?

Big Sigh!!!

Not necessarily.

Not when it’s real life.

Not when you’re the person in the locked room.
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Chapter 1
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The sea raged like something undone. From out of the hollow hills came the screech of an animal: a cougar or a wolf. A gull floated in the cold, gray sky above, a winged shadow against the cloud cover. A typical January morning on the wild Washington coast—I found the scene exhilarating.

My name is Lynley Cannon, and as a native resident of urban Portland, it had been a while since I’d traveled into the wilderness. My presence today was a gift, and I was prepared to take full advantage of it.

“Showtime,” came a voice from behind me.

I turned to see my friend and co-panelist, Special Agent Denny Paris, standing in the doorway of the lodge. As my eye traced the stunning lines of the grand, turn-of-the-century inn, I had to confess that maybe this wasn’t the backwoods after all.

“Ready, Lynley?” Denny asked, holding the door for me.

“As I’ll ever be,” I replied, pushing through into the cozy warmth of the lodge’s magnificent conference room. Dutifully I took my place on the stage. I straightened my glasses, folded my hands, and stared at the ever-increasing audience as they, in turn, stared back at me. I glanced at Denny. The young man with his fine features, cat-green eyes, and sandy hair curling from under his blue police cap seemed the epitome of confidence. I wished I had half his aplomb.

As I am an introvert, I was less than thrilled to be the center of attention even though I knew it was for a good cause: cats. I’m all about cats, and the Long Beach Cat Summit promised to be a top-rate event. The special agent and I had chosen to present on the subject of shelter cats. It had sounded like a good idea when we submitted the proposal; now that I sat in the spotlight, I was having some serious second thoughts.

Denny must have picked up on my angst because right on cue, he turned to me and whispered, “You look great, Lynley.”

I didn’t have a mirror, nor did I need one to know what I looked like: a tousled, slightly frumpy, sixty-something cat enthusiast. His compliment was a lie, but a kind lie all the same.

“This is an excellent opportunity to get the word out about cats in the shelter system,” he went on. “I’m glad I convinced you to come along.”

I smiled back, unsure whether I should thank him or do him bodily harm.

The panel hasn’t begun yet, I thought as my trepidation ramped up into near-panic. Still time to make a run for it. I could say I needed to use the bathroom; get a drink of water; retrieve a necessary item from my purse, and then go. Go go go! Denny would figure it out when I didn’t return. He’d make the best of it. They would never even miss me...

My attention was hauled back to reality as a big man in a black uniform lumbered up the steps to the stage. Though probably a bit over the perfect weight for his stature, he carried it straight and tall. His round face held a kindly smile, but his eyes, shadowed by the bill of his hat, were a mystery. Then he pulled the hat off. The smile broadened, and a pair of bright blues lit up as if he knew everyone in the place and was glad to see them. 

The room instantly quieted, whether from anticipation of the show or the man’s magnetic personality, I couldn’t tell.

“Welcome,” he said in a deep, rolling basso that matched his figure. “For those of you who don’t know me...” He gave a little chuckle which was echoed throughout the room. “I’m Sheriff Matt Boulder.” The sheriff raised a self-effacing hand to the smattering of applause. “Thank you, thank you, but tonight’s not about me. No re-election speeches, I promise.”

He paused for another bout of laughter. “You kitty-cat folks are in for a treat. For our first panel of the day, I have with me Special Agent Denny Paris from the Northwest Humane Society. Special Agent Paris heads up a team of humane investigators—you may know them better as animal cops—for our Pacific Northwest area. Besides handling animal abuse and neglect cases, his team works hard to educate our kids about pet care and safety so they grow up treating animals right.”

This time, the applause was enthusiastic. Denny gave a courteous nod, but I was close enough to see his face redden. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who was nervous after all.

“Also we have Lynley Cannon.” The sheriff peeked at an index card in his hand. “Cat expert from Friends of Felines Cat Shelter over in Portland. Besides being a longtime cat shelter volunteer,” he read off the page, “Ms. Cannon fosters cats and has several cats of her own, including a registered therapy cat that she takes into assisted living communities. Lynley is here to tell us about her experiences.”

The applause rolled around to me, polite and optimistic. I gave a little wave and fiddled with my pen, hoping that when it came my turn, I wouldn’t freeze, pass out, or toss my cookies.

* * *
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All went well. The hour sped past with Denny speaking about his investigations and me chatting about cats. People asked the usual questions. How many cats do you have? (Eight.) What’s it like to volunteer at a cat shelter? (Fun and exhausting.) How do you keep from adopting them all? (Willpower and knowing they will get a good home with someone else.) And the inevitable Why does my kitty pee on the carpet, linoleum, bathtub, pillowcase, or boyfriend’s new boots? (See your veterinarian to rule out a medical cause, then look for behavioral issues.) I didn’t freeze, faint, or embarrass myself with inadvertent bodily functions. In fact, once I got over the initial stage fright, I quite enjoyed it. I was almost sorry when it came to an end and Sheriff Boulder stepped up to the microphone once more.

“We have time for one last question,” he announced.

Several hands went up, but before he could choose, a man at the back of the conference room stood. Pulling the beat-up ball cap off his head, he choked it in his restless grip as he made a query that changed everything.

“What’s being done about the murder?”

All eyes turned, including mine and Denny’s.

“Now, this isn’t really the time...” Sheriff Boulder began but the man cut him off.

“I want to know, and I’d bet these other people agree with me.” The man gave a sweeping gesture. “We want you to tell us what’s being done. Now.”

The sheriff’s face went hard as granite, his expression unreadable. I looked from him to Denny, who seemed as surprised as I was. I must have heard wrong. There must be some explanation. Murder, here in Long Beach? In this sleepy little town? I sighed, reflecting back to a mere hour ago when my only concern was fielding people’s questions about cats.

Rats! I thought to myself. What was the world coming to? It seemed like everywhere I went, people were killing each other. But at least this time it wasn’t my problem, didn’t have anything to do with me. 

A murmur ran through the crowd, and a second man rose. “Answer his question, Matt.”

The woman next to him stood as well. “Yeah, Sheriff.” She ran a hand across her brow. “We’re trying to raise our families here. We need to know if we’re in danger.”

“Hey, Lil,” Boulder said without skipping a beat. “I know everyone’s concerned. I am too. But really, I have nothing new to tell you. We’re pursuing all avenues, and as soon as I know something, you’ll know too. I promise.” He skewered the concerned mom and dad with an honest but definitive gaze. “Okay?”

Mom and Pop hesitated, then nodded and sat down. The man at the back took a little longer, but he finally uttered a clipped “yup,” and reclaimed his seat.

Sheriff Boulder scanned the room for any final hecklers, then turned and beamed at Denny and me.

“Let’s have a big hand for Special Agent Denny Paris and Friends of Felines volunteer Lynley Cannon. Our next panel is about fifteen minutes away.”
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Chapter 2
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Most people recognize the obvious signs of a scared cat: raised hair along the spine, ears pinned back, enlarged pupils, hissing, and aggression. But did you know that curling up small is also a sign of fear, as are inappropriate elimination, over-grooming, crying, and anorexia?

*  *  *
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A murder! I was not ready for that. It wasn’t so long ago I’d been way too up-close-and-personal with a series of wrongful deaths back in Portland. But at least whatever happened here had nothing to do with me. I was a visitor, a tourist. I’d be back home soon and never need to give it another thought. 

Denny’s and mine had been the first of four afternoon panels, and once we finished, I could sit back and relax with the rest of the audience. I enjoyed the enrichment panel, three young ladies offering simple ways to keep your kitty busy through the use of toys, puzzles, and environment. The “Writing for a Cause” workshop wasn’t really my thing, but I found it thought-provoking all the same. I feared the final contribution, a presentation on basic cat care, would be a bit too, well, basic for me, but the speaker turned out to be fascinating, and I learned a few things.

It had been fun, but now my enthusiasm was beginning to wane, along with my energy. I could think of nothing more inviting than a good, hot bath and an early night to bed, but that was not to be, at least not for a little while yet. As one of the panelists, my presence was required at the Meet and Greet buffet dinner in the lodge’s vast social room to mingle with the public and answer the inevitable follow-up questions about cats.

The Cranberry Lodge was the area’s oldest and most distinguished hotel, built at the turn of the last century when people craved both adventure and luxury. The Long Beach Peninsula, a thirty-mile stretch of land at the southwestern tip of Washington state, had been little more than an outpost at the time, the end of the Lewis and Clark trail. The historic pair had seemed less than impressed with the wild west coast, assigning their camps such names as Dismal Nitch, Desolation Bay, and Cape Disappointment. In spite of their assessment, some enterprising entrepreneur had decided it was the perfect site for a log lodge, and people had been flocking to the destination ever since.

The edifice was stunning with its columns of giant logs, but the interior was even more remarkable. The huge lobby boasted balconies and a vaulted ceiling three stories high, while the social room where the Meet and Greet was being held was only slightly less spectacular. A cavernous fireplace, in full flame and tended by a man in a black suit, took up one end of the room. Pillars and beams were fashioned from entire trees. Floor-to-ceiling windows ran the length of the westerly wall. Since it was past six and already well into winter dark, the terrace and the dunes beyond were lit with replicas of old-fashioned gas lamps, giving a soft glow that reached toward the sandy shore and the incoming tide.

I found myself quite content to sip my ginger ale and people-watch from my spot by the fireplace. Unlike Portland, where the crowd would have dressed in designer jeans, big-name costumes, and suits, these people wore practical fleece and wool, Carhartt sweatshirts, and boots—not the fancy fashion kind but real ones, used for slogging through north coast mud. Conference attendees strolled by to say hello and then moved on to the next expert. So far no one had asked me a cat question that I couldn’t answer.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” said Denny as he strode up with a plate of sandwiches.

“Oh, it’s fun. Everyone’s really nice. You seem to know a lot of them.”

He gave an expansive gesture with the arm not involved with the food. “These are my folks. I was born on the Peninsula, you know. I lived in Ocean Park up until I went into the police academy.”

I knew Denny was from the state of Washington—he still retained a bit of that distinctive Washingtonian drawl—but for some reason, I’d presumed he hailed from the Seattle area, some three-hundred miles north. I hadn’t realized his hometown was so close, nor so rural. The idea he grew up in a tiny town like Long Beach or the even tinier Ocean Park gave new insight to his gregarious and compassionate personality.

While I stood contemplating Denny’s roots, a woman in a long, fitted wool coat approached us.

“Excuse me,” she said in a soft voice, big doe-eyes flitting shyly between me and the floor. “I wanted to say how very much I enjoyed your talk. Thank you for coming to the summit.”

“You’re very welcome. I hope it was informative. I know a lot about cats but not so much about public speaking.”

She seemed to enjoy this little confession, one introvert to another. The eyes raised to mine, that rare shade of violet made famous by Elizabeth Taylor. “Oh, yes. You did nicely. Cats are such enigmatic beings. You seem to understand them very well.”

“I see you’ve met our crazy cat lady,” laughed Sheriff Boulder as he joined us.

Both the woman and I turned to the big man. “I’m not crazy yet, Matt,” the lady said lightly.

I gazed around in surprise. She had unwittingly quoted one of my favorite comebacks to the not-unusual accusation of being a CCL. Who was this tall, sinuous blonde, I wondered, that had obviously attained her own cat lady status in the community?

Her hair, cut and styled in boyish fashion with long, wayward bangs that fell across her face, was the deceptively simple creation of a very expensive stylist; her makeup was discreet but perfect. Though her clothes were modest—the wool coat over a plain brown dress—they were quality, not off any rack. A gold chain around her neck held a collection of enamel and jewel-accented cat charms. I had no doubt the gems were real.

“You’re looking at my necklace,” she observed, her fingers gently touching the cluster of tiny icons. “They are my cats. Now you see where Matt gets the idea I might be a little crazy about them.

“Tabby Langford,” she said, holding out her hand to me, but instead of eliciting a handshake, she passed me a business card. “I sense you and I are kindred spirits.”

I took the card, glancing at the picture of a lovely striped tabby cat, with name and information in a flowing font across the side. “Nice,” I said, stuffing it into my purse and pulling out one of my own. “I always enjoy talking about cats.”

“I was wondering,” she said hesitantly, “if you wouldn’t mind giving me some advice. You mentioned a cat who suddenly became aggressive. Were you speaking from your own experience?”

“Yes, I fostered a cat who was prone to intensely aggressive outbursts. I was working with a behaviorist, and what we discovered was surprising.”

“Would you mind telling me more?” To Denny, she said, “May I borrow Lynley for a minute? I promise to bring her back.”

Tabby took my elbow and guided me to a small sofa by the wall of windows. Beyond the terrace I could see the black void of the ocean dotted with little red and white lights where boats were moored.

“What would you like to know?” I asked, sitting down and pulling my sweater a little tighter around my shoulders.

She sank gracefully into the seat and scooched to face me. “One of my cats, Butter, has recently been experiencing episodes of—well, I would have to call it hostility, violence even. Afterward she cowers and hides, displaying all the physical signs of fear—ears back, pupils dilated, whiskers flat. Eventually she returns to her normal, loving self again, but it can take up to a full day. It seems to be random, four times in all, but it’s quite acute. She is fifteen and had never done this before last year. Is it anything like what happened with your foster?”

“My foster was only four, and I’m afraid we never did figure out exactly what made him go all Mr. Hyde. It seemed to be a combination of things, several triggers. Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary that the outbursts might have in common?”

She was quiet a moment. I got the impression there was something—something she was hesitant to put it into words.

“Yes, actually...” she began but stopped abruptly, the blood draining from her face.

A commotion had broken out across the room as an older man in a stylish raincoat headed straight for us, shouldering people aside as he came. The man pulled up just short of Tabby, glaring at her with piercing golden eyes. He must have been in his late fifties, but his trim physique and graceful posture made him seem younger. His dark hair carried only a hint of gray at the sides. His face would have been handsome had it not been for the deeply pronounced scowl.

The scowl lifted as the man turned to me. “Hello there,” he said crisply. “And who might you be?”

Tabby rose to her feet and pasted on a smile, though her eyes still glittered with distress. “This is Lynley, darling.” She placed a hand on the man’s forearm. “Lynley Cannon. She was a member of the cat panel today. Lynley, this is my husband, Charles.”

The man, Charles, stayed statue-still for a few moments as he inspected me, then he threw a possessive arm around his wife.

“Another cat lady?” he laughed. “Leave it to Tabby to find them wherever she goes.” He turned to the woman, whom I guessed to be some decades his junior. “You and your darned cats, darling! Sometimes I think you love them more than you love me.”

It was a joke... or was it?

Tabby tittered nervously. “No, darling, of course I don’t.”

“Are you contradicting me, darling?” The smile was still set, but the eyes had turned hard as agates.

“No... I...” Tabby began.

The man gave a great guffaw. “Just teasing.”

I was finding his thinly veiled harassment awkward to watch when he turned to me and said, “I’d better be getting this little one home to bed now. It was nice to meet you, Lynley.”

Without pause, he steered his wife aside and began to propel her across the room toward the door.

Tabby managed a glance over his shoulder. “Thanks, Lynley. We’ll talk later, okay?”

I waved and nodded as she was hauled outside. I’d enjoyed our cat conversation and very much hoped we could carry on later, but her husband troubled me. It wasn’t the age difference—love bridges more complex gaps than mere years—so much as his attitude. His constant use of the endearment, darling, to say nothing of the way he’d grabbed her up and whisked her away without even asking if she was ready to go made my fur stand on end. It was as if she were his possession instead of his life-mate. Maybe that was the case. Rich, older man weds gorgeous, younger girl. It’s not an unfamiliar story. And more to the point, it was none of my business. But I hadn’t liked his tone of voice when he mentioned her cats. Almost as if he were jealous. And to a man like that, jealousy was not something to be taken lightly. I suddenly wondered if Butter’s aggressive outbursts had anything to do with him. It wouldn’t be the first time a cat reacted violently to a human’s aversion.

I made my way back to Denny and Sheriff Boulder by the grand fireplace. Denny leaned his tall frame on the mantelpiece, and the beefy sheriff stood, hands in pockets with his backside to the warmth, but though the stance seemed casual enough, there was an edge to it. The two had their heads together, deep in conversation, but shut up when I arrived, as if I’d interrupted something confidential.

“Lynley,” Matt Boulder greeted, his gregarious smile reasserting itself. “Did you solve Tabby’s cat problem?”

“Not really,” I replied. “Her husband came and took her home, so we didn’t get to finish our conversation.”

The sheriff’s eyebrows knit, but he didn’t comment.

“Do you think she’ll come back to the conference tomorrow?” I continued. “I’d really like to talk to her a bit more.”

Matt hesitated. “Yeah, probably, if she can get away.”

“Get away? What do you mean?” I said, afraid I knew exactly what he meant but not wanting to admit it. That husband again...

“Oh, nothing. She’s a busy girl, that’s all. Heads up several community services and volunteers a great many hours at the humane society.”

“Ah,” I said, almost certain he wasn’t telling me the whole story.

But the Tabby saga would have to wait, because I had a feeling there was something far more momentous going on.

“And what were you guys discussing so seriously?” I asked, curiosity being my middle name.

Denny and the sheriff looked at each other. Matt gave a little nod, then Denny skewered me with his cat-green gaze.

“Why, the elephant in the room, Lynley.” His face hardened and his voice turned cold as he leaned in and whispered, “The murders.”
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Chapter 3
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Since most of us can’t speak “cat”, it is important to learn how cats communicate their wants and needs using their ears, eyes, tails, and body.

*  *  *
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“Murders?” I gasped. “As in, more than one?”

“Two to be precise,” said Sheriff Boulder. “There have been two suspicious deaths on the Peninsula within the last year. One occurred just a few weeks ago. We have no proof that they’re connected, but...”

“I take it suspicious deaths,” I said, parroting the lawman’s euphemism, “aren’t a common occurrence around here.”

“No, ma’am. Lots of fights, mostly drunks, buddies who are sorry in the morning when the booze wears off, but nothing that ends in killing. And nothing even remotely like these, as far as I know, ever.”

“These were premeditated,” Denny put in. “Elaborately premeditated. Can I tell her, Matt? Fact is, Lynley’s had more experience with violent crime than any other non-professional I know.”

The sheriff looked at me questioningly.

“It just happens,” I shrugged. “Wrong place, wrong time.”

“She’s helped the Portland Police on more than one occasion. She’s good, Matt. Smart and savvy. Her insights might be helpful, and if not, I promise she won’t go posting details on Facebook. She knows how to be discrete.”

I nodded. “Soul of discretion,” I mumbled. My prowess as an amateur sleuth was not a subject with which I was totally comfortable. The last time I was involved with a murder, I’d nearly ended up dead myself.

The sheriff considered. “Go on, Denny. I guess it can’t hurt. Most is public knowledge. Chances are she’s going to hear all about it anyway. It’s a small place—everybody talks.”

“Matt was just telling me,” Denny began, “the first victim was discovered at a bed and breakfast over on Sandhill Road. That’s across the Peninsula on the bay side,” he explained. “When he didn’t show up for check-out time, management went to see. His door was locked. They knocked but he didn’t answer.”

Denny paused and shuffled. “Now this is the weird part, Lynley. The bolt was drawn from the inside.”

“That’s when they began to get worried and called the department,” Sheriff Boulder picked up. “My deputy, Clyde, responded. He looked through the window and could see the guy slumped in the recliner like he was asleep. Clyde tried to rouse him by knocking and calling out, but the man was totally unresponsive. The windows were painted shut—it’s an older house refurbished into a B&B—so Clyde ended up breaking in the door. The patron was dead, had been for some hours. We still don’t know how the killer got out. The room was locked up tighter than a razor clam.”

“And the second murder?” I asked. “You said there were two.”

“Yeah, just a few weeks ago was another one, a local man, found dead in his office, again all locked in tight.”

A slew of questions popped into my mind—How did they die? What did the pathologist say? Was there any sign of a break-in? Anything out of the ordinary about the rooms? Anything the two men had in common?—but since I was the guest here, I quelled my cat-like curiosity and waited for the sheriff to continue.

Much to my frustration, however, all he said was, “Well, guys, I’ve got to be getting back to the station. Still got paperwork to finish before I can go home tonight. You think about what I told you, will you, Denny?”

A meaningful look passed between the two. “Sure, Matt. I’ll talk to you later.”

The men shook hands and Matt began to depart, then turned back to me. “You too, Mrs. Cannon. If you have any of your, uh, insights about the cases, I’d be interested in hearing them, since you’re a friend of Denny’s and all.”

“Of course, Sheriff Boulder. I’d be happy to help if I can.”

“Uh, yeah. Thanks,” he said cautiously, still not convinced of my amateur worth. I couldn’t blame him—what could a sixty-something cat lady contribute to a murder investigation in an unfamiliar town?

“Matt’s a good dude,” Denny commented once the sheriff was gone. “We go back a long way. In fact, we went to school together.” Denny chuckled. “He wanted to be a pilot and I wanted to be James Bond.”

“Well, you got your wish at least.”

“How so?” He gave me a blank look.

“Well, you’re a little like James Bond,” I explained with a smile. “But instead of saving the world, you save animals. Which is pretty close to the same thing as far as I’m concerned.”

Denny blushed and looked away. I could almost hear the humble investigator mumble, “Aw, shucks, ma’am,” to the heartfelt compliment.

“So did Sheriff Boulder fulfill his dream of becoming a pilot?” I asked to change the subject.

Denny laughed. “Not at all! When he finally got a chance to go up in a small plane... Well, let’s just say things didn’t work out anywhere close to the way he’d imagined them.”

Shoving his hands in the pockets of his uniform coat, he gazed into the fireplace, as if the scene were replaying itself in the flames. “We were in our early teens. Matt bragged to everyone how he was going on a mission flight with a group of firefighters. Somehow Matt had convinced them he knew what he was doing.”

“I sense there’s more to the story.”

Denny chuckled. “They went up. They came down. I was there to greet them, along with a bunch of us. Matt nearly fell out of the plane, he was in such a hurry to get his feet back on solid ground. He ran to the side of the airstrip and heaved. That was the last we heard about him being a pilot. He went into law enforcement right after high school and found his true calling there.”

“Oh, dear. Was it aerophobia, or was he just airsick?”

“A little of both, I think. Reality is often a far cry from the way we imagine things.”

“At least he tried.”

“That he did,” Denny said. “Matt was never afraid of trying.”

We were silent a moment, watching the people as they conversed in groups and clumps.

“We’ve got snacks at the cabin, but no staples until someone goes to the store.” Denny gestured to the buffet table. “So this is dinner. I’m going in for another round. What about you? Can I get you something?”

“Not right now, thanks. I’ll take another pass before we leave.”

I watched him stroll across the room, stopping to greet a few folks on the way. He seemed totally at ease with his surroundings, and I suddenly felt a little envious. Though it seemed like a nice and friendly community, I knew no one aside from Denny. And Sheriff Boulder, I added. And Tabby. I liked Tabby, my Peninsula cat lady counterpart. But Tabby was a conundrum, and I had no way of knowing if I would ever see her again.

Then I remembered another thing about friendly Long Beach that gave me a chill down my spine. There had been two murders committed here. And the killer was still at large.

* * *
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“We just loved your little talk,” gushed a woman in a red-and-black checked flannel shirt. “You must know everything there is to know about cats!”

I broke from my morose reflections and laughed. “Oh, certainly not everything, that’s for sure. Cats are amazing. I’m always learning something new.”

The woman gave me the widest of grins. “I’m Corrie Hollins, and this is my husband Al.” She gestured to her companion, a middle-aged man with mousy brown hair and a long face.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Lynley...”

“Lynley Cannon,” she interrupted enthusiastically. “Yes, we know. Everybody knows. We’re all so glad you’re here.”

“You and Corrie have something in common,” Al said, leaning in conspiratorially. “You are both cat shelter volunteers.”

“Oh, no, Al,” Corrie hemmed. “Mrs. Cannon is much more involved than me. I just play with the cats, clean their litter boxes. And I make little write-ups about them, to try to help get them adopted.”

“That sounds involved to me. And please, call me Lynley. Really, I’m no different than any other volunteer.”

“That’s sweet, Lynley,” Corrie said, shyly turning wide, brown eyes on me. “But we know better.”

“Have you been to our shelter yet?” Al asked.

“Not yet. I’m going tomorrow evening. They’re giving Special Agent Paris and me a tour of the facilities.”

“It’s small, nothing like Friends of Felines, where you work.”

“Volunteer, Corrie. I’m a volunteer, just like you, remember?” Corrie’s insistence on treating me like a celebrity was getting on my nerves.

Al took Corrie’s arm. “You’ve said your piece now, sweetie. We should let the nice lady alone.”

“Oh, of course,” Corrie flustered. “We’ll be off then, Mrs. Cannon.” She gave me the biggest smile. “And leave you to your fans.”

“It’s Lynley,” I reminded as she and her husband backed away, keeping their eyes on me the whole time. I was amazed they didn’t bump into anyone as they disappeared into the crowd.

I sighed, standing alone by the fireplace. Where were all those fans Corrie Hollins had mentioned? I could use a diversion right about now.

Be careful what you wish for, my mother had told me on more than one occasion. Apparently I hadn’t quite got the message, because as if a playful genie had popped out of a bottle to answer my plea, a gaggle of teenage girls bore down on me like cats to dinner. Attired in oversized graphic tee shirts, fanciful leggings, and cat ear hair bands, they seemed a little underdressed for the weather, but such is fashion, especially for the young.

“Oh, Lynley,” exclaimed a cute, olive-skinned girl of about sixteen. “We just wanted to come over and introduce ourselves. I’m Vannie.”

She held out her hand in a professional manner. What else could I do but take it? “Nice to meet you, Vannie.”

The other four must have decided introductions were the thing, because Vannie was followed by Maxi, then Erin, Nancy, Georgina, and Riva. I would never keep them straight, recalling names not being one of my superpowers, but I admired their courtesy and spunk.

Vannie glanced proudly at her mates. “We’re the Kitty Sisters.”

“Oh?” I replied to the group who were heartily nodding affirmation. “And what are the Kitty Sisters?”

“We’re cat sitters,” said Riva, a roundish teen with long dark hair done up in a ponytail. “Lots of kids do babysitting, but we like cats better.”

I laughed. “I understand completely.”

“We take care of kitties all up and down the Peninsula,” Vannie added. “We even have clients over in Astoria.”

“We’re very good,” said a lanky pre-teen—Georgina? “We’ve got tons of references.”

“And what makes us so good...” Back to Vannie now—she seemed to be the spokesperson for the group. “...is that we know a lot about cats. We’ve all taken pet first aid and other classes at the humane society. And Riva’s studying for a cat behaviorist degree online.” The ponytailed girl grinned proudly. “But you’re the expert, Lynley...”

“We think you’re amazing!” Erin blustered.

“And we were hoping you could give us some tips,” added Maxi.

“That we could use for our job, you know,” Nancy finished for her.

For a moment, they all began talking at once. Then, amid a round of shushing sounds from Vannie, they simmered down and fell silent, expectant faces all staring at me.

“Well, you’re in the right place,” I commented. “The Cat Summit is bound to give you some new ideas. I encourage you to ask questions of all the speakers.”

“We have been,” said Riva. “I’m the one who asked you about feline body language, and how to interpret the different signs the cat is giving you.”

“Oh, yes. I remember.”

“And you said you’d give us a flyer.”

“They’re on the literature table in the conference room, but I don’t know if the room’s still open. Will you be here tomorrow?”

“Absolutely!” chorused the group.

Among nods, smiles, and a few giggles, they began to wander off in the direction of the soft drinks.

“See you tomorrow,” said Vannie, leaving me alone once more.

But not for long. From out of the crowd, Denny came to my social rescue. He was balancing another plate of sandwiches with two pieces of pie a la mode.

“This is my aunt’s famous pumpkin mousse delight,” he said by way of greeting. “I brought you a slice because it goes fast, and you’re going to want to try it.”

I smiled, taking the paper plate from Denny and breathing in the spicy scent. “If I must,” I sighed in jest. “But let’s find somewhere to sit. I don’t like to eat standing up.”

We wove our way over to a table underneath a colorful Native American weaving hung from the polished log wall. As we settled with our fare, I admired the perfect, deep orange wedge of mousse with its tan crescent of crust decoration, then took a bite. It was even better than Denny had let on, creamy and robust at the same time, with just the right amount of spice.

“Oh, this is wonderful!” I cooed. “You said your aunt made it? Is she here?”

“Aunt Cait? No, since Uncle Julio died, she doesn’t go anywhere at night. Doesn’t really go anywhere at all, except to church.”

“Oh?” I said through a pumpkin haze. “That’s sad.”

“Not really. Her church keeps her busy, and she’s on a bunch of committees and boards, including for the humane society. She’s active on social media too. She’s got more friends now than ever, even though she’s never met them face to face.”

“Sometimes social media doesn’t get enough credit. If you use it right, it can be incredibly fulfilling. You can connect with people all over the world, see their pictures, learn about their culture. And their cats,” I added with a laugh.”

Denny worked on his sandwich, a vegan pate with butter lettuce on brown bread. “That’s what Aunt Cait says. I don’t get into it myself, and I was worried about her at first—the dangers of the internet and all. But Aunt Cait explained her deal, showed me the sites she visits and the friends she’s made. She won’t stand for any nonsense and blocks anything she doesn’t like. I was surprised how well she’d got the whole thing figured out.”

While Denny nattered on about his aunt’s online exploits, I found myself watching a tall, elderly man in a tweed suit jacket circa nineteen-fifties. Though smoking was banned in the building, a pipe rested in his mouth. The pipe was obviously unlit, and just as obvious was the man’s fervent wish that it had been.

“Do you know that man?” I asked Denny, gesturing without pointing, since I was brought up that pointing was impolite. “He doesn’t look very happy.”

Denny followed my gaze. “Oh, that’s Benedict Slaughter. He’s a mystery writer. I’m not sure why he would be here—as far as I know he has no interest in cats.”

“Research for a book maybe?”

“Possibly, though I’ve read his stuff, and it’s more along the lines of gritty, hard-boiled thrillers. A rogue male detective in New York City. I’m not sure where he’d fit a cat into the scenario, but you never know.”

“That might explain why he would attend the Summit,” I surmised, “but not why he’d bother with the Meet and Greet, only to stand all by himself in the corner.

“Oh wait,” I revised as the writer was joined by a balding man in a slightly rumpled suit. He met Mr. Slaughter with a handshake, said a few words, then handed him an envelope. Slaughter gave a curt nod and the two parted, the newcomer blending into the crowd and Slaughter heading for the door.

“Looks like he’d been waiting for that man,” I mentioned rather unnecessarily.

“That’s Doctor Phillips, one of the local GP’s. Phillips is the medical research adviser for Slaughter’s books. Why the interest, Lynley? Are you getting bored?”

“No, not at all. I just like to people-watch. Who else do you know around here?”

Denny laughed. Pushing his now-empty sandwich plate to the side and placing his pie front and center, he gave me a wink. “Practically everybody.”
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