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THE FIRST ANNUAL CAT SHOW

The flyer that went up on the café's community board carried considerably more polish than Councilwoman Ruiz's usual hand-lettered efforts — professionally printed, glossy, sponsored in bold gold script by Ashby Champion Cattery. THE MAPLE HOLLOW COMMUNITY CAT SHOW — Benefiting the Silver Lake Animal Shelter — Judged by Dr. Marcus Whitfield, DVM.

"Well, this is a step up in production value," Priya observed, studying the flyer with visible interest. "Beatrice must be thrilled. A proper cat show, judges and ribbons and all, right on the heels of that new roof."

"She mentioned it last week, actually," Clara said, remembering Beatrice's excited call. "Said a breeder from over in Larchmont offered to sponsor the whole thing — cover the venue costs, the ribbons, even a modest cash prize for Best in Show. Said it would draw considerably more attention to adoption than the bake-off ever could, given how much more visual a cat show tends to be for local news coverage."

"Generous of him." Mabel, arriving at her usual hour with her usual instinct for arriving precisely when something interesting was being discussed, peered over Clara's shoulder at the flyer. "Roland Ashby. I know that name."

"Should I be worried?"

"Not worried, exactly. Just — informed." Mabel settled onto her stool, already warming to the subject. "Ashby Champion Cattery's been operating over in Larchmont for about twelve years now. Breeds purebred Maine Coons and Norwegian Forest Cats, wins ribbons at every regional show worth mentioning. Quite the reputation in certain circles. I've also heard, more than once, some rather less flattering whispers about how many cats he actually keeps on that property, and under what conditions."

"That's concerning, if true."

"Rumors, mostly, nothing I'd repeat as established fact." Mabel's expression turned thoughtful. "Still. Odd, isn't it, a man who breeds and sells purebred cats for considerable sums of money, sponsoring an event specifically designed to encourage people to adopt shelter cats instead. Rather like a car dealership funding a public transit campaign."

"Maybe he's just being a good neighbor," Priya offered, though her tone carried its own note of skepticism.

"Maybe," Mabel agreed, in the particular tone that suggested she found the explanation considerably less likely than the alternative, whatever that alternative might eventually turn out to be.

Beatrice herself stopped by the café that same afternoon, practically glowing with excitement over the sponsorship details, spreading a folder of event logistics across the counter with obvious pride. "Ashby's covering the professional judging equipment rental, the venue tent, even a modest cash prize for the top categories. I haven't had a sponsor this generous in fifteen years of running this shelter, Clara. This could genuinely transform our adoption numbers for the whole rest of the year."

"That's wonderful, Beatrice. Truly." Clara studied the folder, genuinely pleased on her friend's behalf despite the small, persistent unease she couldn't quite name yet. "How did the sponsorship come about, exactly? Did you reach out to him, or did he approach you?"

"He approached me, actually, about six weeks ago. Said he'd heard about our work through the regional shelter network, wanted to support genuine community animal welfare initiatives." Beatrice's smile turned slightly puzzled at the question. "Why do you ask?"

"No particular reason. Just curious about the logistics." Clara kept her tone light, not wanting to dampen Beatrice's evident joy with her own still-forming suspicions. "I'm glad it's coming together so well. This town could use a properly joyful event, after everything this past year's brought."

"It really could." Beatrice gathered her folder, checking her watch with visible excitement about the preparations still ahead. "I should get back to the shelter. So much still to organize before Saturday. But thank you, Clara, for everything — the café's support means the world, same as always."

She left in a flurry of enthusiasm, and Clara stood behind her counter for a long moment afterward, turning the timeline over in her mind. Six weeks, Ashby had approached her, apparently entirely unprompted — the same rough timeframe, Clara would later realize with considerable unease, that aligned suspiciously closely with when his facility expansion loan had apparently come under increasing financial pressure, according to Mabel's later research.
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TOWN TALK

News of the upcoming cat show traveled through Maple Hollow with predictable speed, and Clara found herself fielding opinions on the matter from half her regular customers within the first two days of the flyer going up.

Ronan and Denise arrived together that evening, settling into their usual window seat with the easy familiarity of two people who'd become, over the preceding year, something like fixtures in Clara's own life. "A proper cat show," Denise said, studying the professionally printed flyer Clara had tacked up near the register. "That's a step up from Frances's strudel and a hot cider booth, isn't it."

"Considerably fancier, yes. Beatrice seems thrilled about it, honestly." Clara poured them both coffee, settling in across the counter. "Sponsored by a breeder over in Larchmont. Mabel's already got opinions about him, predictably."

"When does Mabel not have opinions," Ronan said, with obvious fondness. "Though I'll admit, breeders sponsoring shelter fundraisers always struck me as a slightly odd pairing, business-wise. Bit like a steakhouse sponsoring a vegetarian cooking class."

"That's almost exactly what Mabel said, word for word."

"Great minds," Denise said, laughing. "Though I suppose some people genuinely do care about animal welfare broadly, regardless of which side of the adoption-versus-breeding debate they personally land on. I'd like to think the best of people, especially when there's a good cause attached."

"I'd like to think that too," Clara admitted, though something in her own instinct, remembering Ashby's strange, sharp comment about Whitfield being thorough "almost to a fault," kept her from fully committing to Denise's generous read on the situation.

Owen stopped by later that same evening, delivering the week's bread order with his usual quiet efficiency, though he paused at the counter longer than strictly necessary once he noticed the flyer himself.

"Ashby Champion Cattery," he read aloud, something flickering across his face. "I actually know that name, come to think of it. Had a customer mention them a while back — said something about the cattery's cats winning ribbons but the operation itself not being quite as pristine behind the scenes as the show results might suggest. Wasn't sure how much stock to put in it at the time, secondhand gossip and all."

"That's the second time I've heard something like that in as many days," Clara said, filing the observation away alongside Mabel's own suspicions.

"Small world, this particular corner of Vermont." Owen shrugged, hefting his empty delivery crate back toward the door. "For what it's worth, I hope it's nothing. Beatrice deserves a good, clean fundraiser after everything this town's put her through this past year. Lord knows she's earned an easy one, for once."

Clara watched him go, the accumulated weight of three separate, independent warnings about Roland Ashby settling uneasily in her chest — small, scattered pieces that wouldn't fully assemble into anything concrete for several more days yet, though the unease itself, she would later realize, had been entirely justified from the very start.
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THE COMMITTEE MEETING

The show's planning committee met at the library two days before the event, considerably better funded and organized than the town's usual fundraising efforts, given Ashby's substantial sponsorship covering venue rental, professional judging equipment, and a catering budget that made Councilwoman Ruiz visibly relieved during the budget review.

"This is the most smoothly funded event this committee's managed in years," Ruiz admitted, reviewing the numbers with obvious satisfaction. "Mr. Ashby's been remarkably generous, covering costs well beyond what we initially requested."

"Generous, or invested," Trevor Baine put in, his usual skeptical caution evident even amid the good financial news. "A man doesn't typically write checks this size without expecting something meaningful in return. I'd just ask that we keep our eyes open about what that something might be."

"The return is publicity for his cattery, Trevor, same as any sponsor at any charity event. That's not sinister, just ordinary business sense." Ruiz's tone carried a note of weary patience, though Clara noted she didn't entirely dismiss the concern either. "I'll admit, I did have Dr. Whitfield specifically request full editorial control over the health judging criteria, precisely to avoid any appearance of the sponsorship buying favorable treatment for Ashby's own entries. Whitfield insisted on it himself, actually, said he wouldn't lend his name to any event where the sponsor's cats got preferential treatment."

"That speaks well of Whitfield, at least," Trevor conceded.

"It does. The man's reputation on that circuit is apparently spotless, decades of thorough, uncompromising work." Ruiz moved the meeting along toward logistics — parking arrangements, volunteer shifts, the shelter's adoption booth placement — and Clara found herself, listening to the rest of the planning unfold, holding onto that particular detail with quiet unease: a sponsor whose own cats would face the exact same uncompromising scrutiny as everyone else's, judged by a man determined not to grant favors regardless of who was footing the bill.

Mabel, seated beside her, leaned in with a murmur once the meeting moved past the topic. "That's rather interesting, isn't it. If Ashby's cattery has anything to hide, he's just funded the exact event most likely to expose it."

"Unless he didn't expect Whitfield to actually follow through on that independence," Clara murmured back. "Or unless something about the arrangement changed, closer to the actual event."

"Or unless he simply miscalculated how thorough Whitfield intended to be," Mabel said, her expression thoughtful. "Wealthy men aren't always as clever as their bank accounts suggest, dear. Sometimes they simply assume money buys cooperation, right up until it very publicly doesn't."

The meeting wrapped an hour later with logistics settled and the show's schedule finalized, and Clara walked home that evening turning the exchange over in her mind, an unease she couldn't fully articulate yet settling quietly alongside everything else she'd already begun to notice about Roland Ashby and his generous, complicated sponsorship.
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ROLAND ASHBY

Roland Ashby arrived in Maple Hollow three days before the show, and Clara met him for the first time when he stopped into the café — not for coffee, as it turned out, but to personally scout the location for what he called "a proper cross-promotional opportunity."

He was a tall, silver-haired man in his fifties, dressed with the kind of tailored, understated wealth that made everything around him look faintly shabby by comparison, and he surveyed the café's sunroom with an expression Clara found difficult to read — something between professional appraisal and genuine distaste.

"Charming little operation," he said, in a tone that made charming sound like a polite substitute for something less flattering. "Mixed breeds, mostly, I assume, given they're rescues."

"Mostly, yes. A few purebreds who came through the shelter system too, over the years."

"Interesting." He said it the way a man might comment on a curiosity rather than a compliment. "I've spent twelve years breeding for temperament, health, proper lineage — the whole science of it, really. There's something to be said for controlled breeding, Ms. Whiskerton, whatever the current cultural sentiment says about adoption being the only virtuous path forward."

"I don't think anyone's suggesting it's the only path. Just a good one, for a lot of cats who need homes."

"Of course, of course." He waved a dismissive hand, already moving toward the door. "I'm sponsoring your little shelter's fundraiser in good faith, whatever my personal views on the broader philosophical questions. Good publicity for the cattery, good cause for the town. Everyone wins." He paused at the door, glancing back with an expression that had gone, just briefly, harder and more calculating than his easy charm suggested. "Dr. Whitfield will be handling the judging and the veterinary health checks for all entrants, myself included, naturally — wouldn't want anyone accusing me of favoritism toward my own stock. Man's thorough, that one. Almost to a fault."

He left without further explanation, and Clara stood in the doorway for a long moment afterward, turning the strange, brief flash of tension in his final comment over in her mind — a small, sharp thread she filed away without yet understanding why it seemed to matter.
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MABEL'S EARLY WARNING

Mabel arrived at the café the next morning with her research folder already taking shape, though considerably thinner at this early stage than it would eventually become once the investigation was fully underway.

"I made a few calls," she announced, settling onto her stool with characteristic purpose. "Turns out Ashby Champion Cattery has a documented history worth knowing about, dear, well before any of this business with poor Dr. Whitfield."

"What kind of history?"

"Two prior complaints filed with the state breeding board, both eventually dismissed for lack of sufficient evidence, both alleging overcrowding and inadequate veterinary care for breeding queens." Mabel spread a printout across the counter. "Both complaints came from former employees, interestingly — a groundskeeper who quit rather suddenly four years back, and a veterinary technician who worked there briefly two years ago before leaving under circumstances nobody seems willing to discuss in detail."

"Why were the complaints dismissed?"

"Insufficient documentation, officially. Unofficially, my source suggests Ashby's lawyer made rather short work of both complainants, threatened defamation suits substantial enough to make either of them think twice about pursuing things further." Mabel's expression had gone grave. "Money buys quite a lot of silence, Clara, in circles like this. I'd wager Dr. Whitfield's reputation and standing on that show circuit made him considerably harder to intimidate into the same kind of retreat."

"That would explain why Ashby might have felt particularly threatened by him specifically."

"Precisely my thinking." Mabel gathered her papers, though her expression remained
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