
CAT CAFÉ

a Crazy 

Cat Lady 

Mystery

by Mollie Hunt

Cat Café, the 5th Crazy Cat Lady mystery

by Mollie Hunt

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written consent of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Copyright 2018 © Mollie Hunt

Editing and Design by Rosalyn Newhouse

Published in the United States of America

No generative AI has been used in the conceptualization, development, or drafting of this work.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cover Art: “Coffee, Tea, or Me?“ by Leslie Cobb 

© 2014 Leslie Cobb www.lesliecobb.com

E1



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CAT CAFÉ

    

    
      First edition. September 21, 2018.

      Copyright © 2018 Mollie Hunt.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386376347

    

    
    
      Written by Mollie Hunt.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

Cat Café (Crazy Cat Lady cozy mysteries, #5)

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

About the Author

Sign up for Mollie Hunt's Mailing List

Other Books by Mollie Hunt

Crazy Cat Lady Mysteries

Cats’ Eyes 

Copy Cats 

Cat’s Paw 

Cat Call 

Cat Café 

Cat Noel 

Cosmic Cat 

Cat Conundrum 

Adventure Cat 

Cat’s Play 

Cat House

The Tenth Life Cozy Mysteries

Ghost Cat of Ocean Cove 

Ghost Cat on the Midway 

Ghost Cat at the Mystery Hotel

Other Mysteries

Placid River Runs Deep 

Poetry

Cat Poems: For the Love of Cats 

Cat Seasons Sci-Fantasy Tetralogy 

Cat Summer

Cat Winter 

Cat Autumn

There’s a Cat Hair in My Mask: How Cats Helped Me through Unprecedented Times - A Memoir

To my mother.

Acknowledgements

––––––––
[image: image]


Most fiction, no matter how farfetched, is based on fact. 
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Prologue


[image: image]


The body was found lying face up on the floor of the Cat Café. Rojo, the large brown tabby, sat astride it, his copious bulk resting firmly on the solar plexus. Had the person been aware, the weight might have proven uncomfortable. The body was past that; however, no attempts had been made to move him, no squirms or reprimands. Thus Rojo had settled in for the duration.

A young cat shelter volunteer with magenta hair and a mad penchant for all things feline found the corpse. Her job was to check in with the café cats every Friday morning, so her presence wasn’t unusual. Nor was it unusual for the demised, one Bea Landrew, to have been there at that early hour—‌the matron queen of cats often showed up at the crack of dawn to spend quality time with her clowder before the customers arrived. Everything was as it should be except for Bea’s state of health and the fact that sometime on that sunny Portland morning she had keeled over dead after drinking poisoned Morning Thunder tea.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1 
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Cat Café Fact: Though originating in Asia, cat-themed cafés have become popular all over the world, giving people a place to relax and interact with cats. A cat café will often partner with a cat shelter to provide adoption services for those who want to take their new furry friend home with them. 

*  *  *
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It started when Rhonda Kane invited me to a late birthday soirée. She’d asked where I’d like to go, and my mind instantly lit on the Blue Cat, Portland’s first and only cat café. The Blue Cat was a favorite of mine for a couple of reasons. First off, the owner Bea Landrew was an old friend of my mother’s and in fact had babysat me when I was a kid. I have fond memories of a bowl of Licorice Allsorts on her coffee table and the happy dilemma of choosing only one of the layered, shaped, or speckled delights. 

The second reason I loved the café was the cats. The fifteen or so kitties who hung out at the café waiting to be adopted were furnished by Friends of Felines, the shelter where I volunteered with a passion, so I often knew at least one of them personally.

My name is Lynley Cannon, and I’m what polite people call a cat person and what the unaware often refer to as a crazy cat lady. I don’t really like the cliché, though I smile and nod when someone employs it. They mean no harm—‌the fact that being a kind, loving, altruistic animal advocate does not make one insane has just never crossed their minds. I do admit to having more than the usual number of cats in my personal care—‌eight at the moment—‌so I can understand the confusion.

Rhonda was a cat person herself, but she had never been to a cat café, so she jumped at the plan. She immediately googled the popular hot spot, but instead of description, snack menu, and a collage of cute and funny cat photos, she got a large banner of bold red type running across the screen: Closed until further notice.

That was not a good sign, and the clang of alarm bells went off in my head. It was probably nothing—‌a website glitch or a bout of remodeling—‌but with Bea now in her eighties, things could happen. There is a special affection for a treat-wielding auntie, a bond that never fades, and the unexpected hiatus just didn’t feel right. Besides, if the café were closed, what had become of the cats?

Rhonda and I put our lunch date on hold—‌since my birthday had been at the beginning of May and it was now the third week of June, a few more days wouldn’t make any difference. Besides at sixty-one, I didn’t have the same enthusiasm I’d had when I was younger. When you’re a kid, birthdays are the most important event of the year. Then come the milestones—‌sixteen, twenty-one, thirty, forty. By the time fifty rolls around, the fervor wanes, and at sixty, one is just thankful to still have good health.

But what about eighty? That would be another thing entirely. I was flooded with thoughts of slips, tumbles, heart attacks and stroke. Was Bea Landrew alright, or had one of the ever-looming dangers of age finally befallen the vibrant old woman?

* * *
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That was how I came upon the mystery at the cat café. If it had not been for Rhonda asking me to a birthday lunch... If I’d chosen another favorite place such as Huber’s or the Golden Dragon... If Rhonda hadn’t looked up the website right then and there... I might never have known the café was closed. I might have gone on, blissfully ignorant, and someone else would have had the worry. But call it fate, bad timing, or even karma, it was me.

For a while, I pushed the problem to the back of my mind. Though retired, I lead a busy life, and along with everything else—‌family, cats, projects, and of course, many hours spent volunteering at the shelter—‌I was trying to pull my garden together. If I didn’t get ahead of the weeds that had sprung up in my sprawling flower and vegetable plot, they would soon grow into a deep-rooted jungle. I’m not the most active person, so by the end of a morning pulling dock, chickweed, and the good old American dandelion, I was pretty much done in. I used my righteous fatigue as an excuse not to follow up on the café conundrum, hoping that if I put it off long enough, the place would reopen, rendering the issue moot.

It didn’t.

As I lay feet up on the couch, Dirty Harry on my lap and Tinkerbelle at my shoulder, my mind kept circling like a restless cat. I’d been checking the café’s website daily, but the banner still dripped across the screen like oozing blood, and now the business phone was disconnected as well. I couldn’t believe Bea would just shut down with no good reason. She loved her little café, loved the cats as if they were her own. No matter how I spun it, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

I sighed and sat up, displacing two very comfortable cats. There was only one way to get to the bottom of the mystery and that was to go check it out for myself. 

Harry reasserted himself on my lap and curled into a sulky ball. Tinkerbelle snuggled into my side. I leaned back on the couch and let my eyes slip closed.

Tomorrow, I promised myself. I will go tomorrow.

* * *
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The next day dawned lush, beautiful, and warm, the ideal of summer in the Pacific Northwest. I’d gotten up early to divide the iris border and was finished long before the sun was high, and the temperature began to soar. They looked good, light green-blue fans lined up against the front fence like wallpaper trim. I knew the extra breathing room around their feet would help them bloom better next year. The yellow, blue, and purple heads were always a spring favorite in the neighborhood.

Congratulating myself on a job well done, I was ready to relax with a much-needed cup of coffee when I was greeted at the back door by a clowder of hungry cats who could care less about the irises.

“Hold your horses,” I told the horde as I dropped my gardening gloves and dirty shoes in the mud room. “Breakfast is on the way.”

Yes, I talk to my cats. Out loud. As if they were people, which to me they are. Why not? Cats are responsive, quick-witted, empathic, and can be the best of company. They enjoy hearing a human voice and I enjoy their melodious—‌and in some cases, not so melodious—‌replies.

Once back in the big farmhouse kitchen, I went for the cat food with a quick detour to the coffee maker. As the coffee perked, I set out the line of little Fiestaware bowls and began to gather the various cans and pouches necessary for the morning ritual. Dirty Harry, the big-boned tuxedo male, and Tinkerbelle, the floofy brown-black female, were the elders of the group, both in their mid-teens which translates to an extremely high number in cat years. They got half a can of senior formula each, and Tink received asthma medication as well. Big Red, aptly named for his red tabby markings, had Irritable Bowel Syndrome and also received meds. His was prescription food, but he liked the other cats’ better, so he enjoyed his repast in a space of his own. Violet, with her gorgeous gray and white coat, was overweight—‌twenty-two pounds of velvet-covered roundness. Her fare, part of a weight-management regimen, was also served separately. Little, the silky jet-black girl, was easy, and so were the Siamese kitten Mab and the black longhair male Emilio—‌just pâté for them. Solo, the deaf white female with one blue eye and one green, also ate paté, but she was reclusive and had to be coaxed out from her hiding place under the couch which could take a while.

Solo was being particularly reticent this morning, and after spending the previous hour on my knees in the garden, I had no desire to get back down on them to cajole a bashful kitty. Besides, the sense of something off the mark at the Blue Cat had been building ever since I’d got up that morning. I managed to forget it while outside, allowing the Zen of gardening to pilot my unruly mind, but once I was back in the house, the unease had resurged with the vengeance of an attacking cat, impossible to ignore. 

“Solo,” I told the white cat in no uncertain terms. “I don’t have time for this right now.” Shoving her bowl under the couch, I gave a see if I care grunt and let her be.

I called the café once more and got the same recorded, beep—‌the number you have reached is no longer in service. I glanced at the clock. It was still only eight-thirty. The place didn’t open until ten, but I knew Bea was usually, if not always, early. Time to pay her a visit. She lived above her business in the third-floor apartment, so even if she wasn’t with the cats in the café salon, I could always go knock on her door.

I changed out of my gardening clothes into a loose sundress, donned sandals and a broad brimmed straw hat, and called it good. The minute I grabbed my purse, Little was there to see the reason why. Little, the news-hound of the house, didn’t approve of my leaving without an explanation, so I let her walk me to the door. 

“I won’t be long,” I told her. “I’m just checking on a friend. And I’m not even taking the car.”

She gave a drawn out meow and wrapped herself around my ankles. Though always an affectionate cat, she was being especially clingy today. I disentangled her and slipped outside, locking up behind me. As I left, I glanced back. Sure enough, she was in the window. I could see her mouth moving, calling to me. Then she did something I’d never seen her do before. She sat on her haunches, lifted both paws to the pane, and began scrabbling at the glass. I gave her a wave and walked on down the street. I hadn’t understood the meaning of the aberrant display. Did it have to do with my trek to the unexplainably closed café, or was she just chasing a bug? No way to tell, but I was becoming more anxious with every step.

* * *
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The Blue Cat was a short distance from my house, down through the old neighborhood with its rows of turn-of-the-century houses, past the Walgreens and the local library, and into the cosmopolitan district of Belmont. Little shops, eateries, and bars lined the thoroughfare; a bicycle kiosk with its row of bright orange rental bikes took up a full quarter of the parking area. A small food court, its entrance half hidden by a huge peach tree, gave out exotic smells. Many of the stores weren’t open yet, but the street still bustled.

I wasn’t noticing the fun stuff in the shop windows or the sidewalk coffee drinkers, nor did I register the enticing scent of baking bread and pastries as I passed Cupcake City, the tiny but popular bakery where I bought all my best goodies. I was two shops away when I heard a shout from behind me.

“Lynley! Hey, wait up.”

I turned to see my lovely granddaughter Seleia, donned in a plain white dress and a pink bib apron with the big round cookie logo of the Cupcake City bakery embroidered on the front, her uniform.

Seleia Voxx at seventeen looked so grown up I nearly didn’t recognize her. Her long red-gold hair was tied up in a soft bun, and her carefully made-up eyes sparkled. She was as tall as me now—‌had been for some time—‌and she carried her slim build with the grace of a dancer, reminding me of the little girl in the turquoise tutu bounding and twirling her way through her first ballet performance. She had been excellent without a doubt, and that’s not just grandma-speak.

“Seleia,” I exclaimed, retracing my steps. “Look at you! I didn’t know you’d started work yet.”

Seleia beamed—‌her first job and she was proud as all get out. “Yes, last week. I meant to call you but I’ve been so busy. You know how it is when you’re working.” She gave a great sigh and I had to stifle a giggle. World-weary already! I could only imagine what adventures lay before her.

“Can you come in for a cup of tea?” she asked. “I’ll buy.”

I glanced down the way toward the big Victorian colossus that was the Blue Cat. I could just see a strip of the house front, its bank of bay windows looking out upon the street, and the peak of its dormer rising above the low roofs of the neighboring shops. I was antsy to appease my cat-like curiosity about Bea, but I could see Seleia wanted to show off her newfound position as bakery helper. How could I deny her moment in the sun?

“Of course, but I can pay for my own. I don’t want it coming out of your salary.”

“Don’t worry about that. I get all the tea I can drink for free, and I’m allowed to share with family. You know how kind and thoughtful Missi is. I love working for her. And I really am being useful. She’s got one other girl, Katie, but Katie only comes in on weekends. The rest of the time Missi’s been doing it by herself, plus all the baking. She’s amazing. You’ve met her, haven’t you?”

I followed Seleia into the small shop where an antique cash register and a bowl of cabbage roses sat on a small desk by the door. An oak and glass display case filled with breads, cakes, and delectables took up one side of the long room, while the eating area occupied the other. There were only three tables, one at the front window and two against the wall. At the back by the door to the kitchen stood the tea service. Patrons ordered at the counter, then were brought their fare if a server was about; if not, it was a serve yourself deal. Many customers were old friends who knew the drill and were more than willing to assist newcomers.

“Here,” said Seleia, offering the window seat. “Sit here. What kind of tea would you like? Do you need me to list the choices?”

I knew the menu from my many previous visits but thought it was good practice for her so I nodded. She ran through the rather extensive selection, and I decided on chamomile, a proven anxiety-blaster.

“A pastry? Cookie, perhaps?” she asked. “Missi just took a batch of peanut butter cookies out of the oven. They’re still warm.”

“That sounds perfect.”

She sprung away in a whirlwind of efficiency and quickly returned with a round, fragrantly steaming teapot and a big golden cookie on a floral plate. I noticed she had brought two cups.

“You have time to join me?”

“Yes, but if someone comes in, I’ll need to take care of them.”

She sat and began pouring the tea. To note, she didn’t spill a drop.

“How are you liking your job?” I asked around a delicious mouthful of cookie.

“Oh, I love it. It’s sort of different, dealing with so many people, being nice and friendly but not too friendly because it’s a workplace, you know. Most of the clientele are older.” She paused. “I mean older than the kids at school, not older like old. Though some of them are old, like Carol’s age or more.”

Carol Mackey, my mother and Seleia’s great grandmother, must have seemed ancient as the West Hills to the teenager, but Seleia was raised among people of all ages and never had a problem with the generation gaps.

“Will you make enough here to pay your tuition for space camp?”

“I only need to pay half. Lisa and Gene are paying the rest. But yes, I’ll make that much with some left over.”

“You’re calling your parents by their first names now?”

“Mother—‌I mean, Lisa—‌suggested it since I’m getting to be an adult myself. Of course I’ve called you Lynley for as long as I can remember.”

“I guess I never really thought of myself as the grandma type.”

“Oh, but I call you grandmother as well sometimes.”

I laughed. “I don’t mind it coming from you.”

“I’m actually glad Lisa insisted I take responsibility for part of the expenses,” Seleia went on. “Otherwise I probably wouldn’t have thought about getting this job. It’s a wonderful learning experience.”

Ah, the lessons of life. “How are your plans for the trip coming along? Are you excited?”

“Oh yes. It’s all arranged. I’ll be flying to Huntsville, Alabama on August thirtieth for one week. I’m staying in a house with three other trainees. I’ll have a room of my own and the meals will be communal.”

“It sounds fascinating. I’m so glad you’ll have this opportunity. Does this mean you’re considering a science major?”

“It might. I have a lot to think about in the next year of school.”

The only thing I could think at the moment was, My grandbaby will be going off to college!

“Have you seen Freddie lately?” I asked to change the subject.

Seleia blushed and shuffled in her chair. “Well, yes, Grandmother, as a matter of fact I have.” She looked at me with kitten eyes. “He and his aunt are working on a movie that’s being filmed in Oregon City. He’s pretty busy and so am I so we don’t get together often, but we have a date to go to a play at Portland Center Stage on Saturday. He got complimentary tickets through his work.”

Freddie Delarosa, the new boy in Seleia’s life, worked as a production assistant for the film company where his Great-Aunt Grace was the costume supervisor. Seleia and I had met them on a local shoot when I was standing in as a cat handler for an injured friend. Seleia and Freddie had instantly hit it off.

“Well, that sounds like fun. Tell him hello for me and regards to Grace as well.”

“I will for sure. He’s moved into his own apartment, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know,” I answered, trying to keep the trepidation out of my voice. The young man was edging up on twenty with Seleia still legally underage for another few months, but so far he had proven himself trustworthy and respectful, and Seleia could handle herself better than most girls twice her age.

The bell over the door tinkled as a pair of women entered, big grins on their faces, arms wound around each other. Seleia jumped up and slipped behind the counter to take their order. For a moment, I watched with pride as she expertly interacted with the couple, then I turned and gazed out the window at the street scene which was getting busier as the hour progressed. Glancing at the clock over the display case, I saw it was already nine-twenty-five. A little ping of angst shot through me as I thought again about the café closure. When another few customers began to line up for their morning goodies, I plunked down a ten dollar bill, took a final swig of tea, and waved to Seleia. She waved back with a smile, then returned to carefully stacking a dozen iced chocolate chip delights in a pink paper box. I left the cozy bakery feeling happy, nostalgic, and full of cookie, but the moment the door closed behind me, and I was on the street once more, the anxiety resurged. The chamomile tea hadn’t done its job after all.
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Chapter 2
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Men love cats too. There may not be as many self-confessed cat men as there are cat ladies, but when you meet one, never underestimate their dedication to the welfare of cats.

*  *  *
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Behind a short strip of garden, the old house rose like a combination fairy castle and gothic fortress. The three-story building had originally been built as a single-family dwelling for one of Portland’s founding fathers. The design was one hundred percent Victorian, down to the diamond-shaped shingles and the hand-tooled porch trim. When Bea Landrew bought it with an English teahouse in mind, she had restored its original gingerbread facade, choosing three authentic colors—‌burgundy, chartreuse, and a color I could only describe as baby-poo brown.

The Victorians believed in living high, and in this case, the builder had designated the second story to be the main part of the house, leaving the street level as a sort of basement area. Though the elaborate staircase that wound up to the grand front porch was quite passable, Bea had installed an elevator to transport teahouse customers who couldn’t, or didn’t, prefer to climb steps. 

The rambling rooms, each decorated in old-time style, made the teahouse a unique experience. One could sip a cup of fresh-steeped Darjeeling surrounded by flowing Art Nouveau opulence or share a pot of imported Earl Grey in the homey atmosphere of the traditional kitchen. It hadn’t taken long for Portland’s au courant to discover this one-of-a-kind rendezvous, and Bea had a success on her hands.

Then one day, Bea learned of a brave new twist on the tea-slash-coffee gathering spot. Generally known as cat cafés, there were places where people could come to hang out with cats. Most served food and drinks, but some just featured the promise of feline companionship. Like cats, each café had a distinct style of its own. Bea, a cat person through and through, thought it was the best idea she’d ever heard and quickly moved to renovating her teahouse to include the feline element. Tea For Me closed its doors, and a week later, the Blue Cat opened. That was four years ago, and it had been going strong ever since.

Until now.

I couldn’t remember Bea taking a day off for anything short of major holidays. She had plenty of help to run her venture, so if she wasn’t there in person, her savvy representatives covered for her. Beyond entertainment, all the café cats were up for adoption, and she believed they should have as much exposure as they could get.

The cats! I thought, picking up my pace. If the place is closed, what has she done with the cats?

As I crossed the street, I caught the flashing red and blue of an emergency vehicle. A police car roared up and screeched in beside it. No sirens. That was strange. Then a big white van arrived and pulled into the loading zone directly in front of the Blue Cat. With a shock, I realized my fear for Bea Landrew may not have been paranoia after all.

Running that last half-block, I could hear the hubbub of voices, barked commands and shouts. There was another sound as well, coming from inside the house, the keening wail of a woman. I knew that sound, knew it signified tragedy. Or worse. 

A stony-faced officer was stringing police tape across the front of the property. I reined in my impulse to crash through and dash headlong up the steps, instead pausing beside a growing crowd of onlookers. Rubberneckers, my mother would have called them.

“What’s happened?” I gasped to a chunky woman in low rise jeans and work boots.

“Don’t know,” she said out of the side of her mouth, her black-outlined eyes never leaving the site. 

Police and paramedics were striding purposefully up the front steps, but I saw no sign of fire equipment. “Not a fire then?”

“Don’t know,” the woman reiterated.

“Got to be some health crisis,” put in a young man with a shaved head and a full, brown beard. “They got the guys in with their gurney.”

“Someone’s dead,” remarked the portly gentleman beside him, gesturing to the coroner’s transport van. I recognized the elderly man in the ancient black tux and top hat, having seen him around the neighborhood many times. Colorful characters were as commonplace as chicken coops in this part of Portland. Some people called them weird, but I liked to think of them as folks with a story.

Those stories held no interest for me right now. “Who...?” I croaked, my throat as dry as cat sand.

“Someone,” he replied, then turned and strolled off down the street, swinging his cane and humming a tune from Sound of Music.

A shiver ran down my spine. Was Top Hat Larry correct about a death? One could never tell with Larry. But there was no ignoring the ominous white vehicle with its blue state insignia on the doors. There could be only one reason for its presence, and that reason didn’t bode well. Yet it might not be Bea at all; it could just as well be a customer with a peanut allergy or a panic attack. Except the place was closed—‌closed according to the internet and closed according to a big, roughly-painted sign stuck in the front window. I thought of asking the work-booted woman if she knew anything about the closure, but I was pretty sure her answer would be yet another “don’t know.”

Suddenly among the blue-clad officers I picked out a familiar face, a tall, dark-haired policeman whom I’d met through my good friend Special Agent Denny Paris, Humane Investigator out of Northwest Humane Society. Denny and I had a friendship forged in fire and even a little blood, but though that handsome young animal cop had saved my behind—‌even saved my life—‌I doubted his PPD colleague would remember me. That didn’t matter now. Bea was family.

“Sergeant Burgdorf,” I called from my spot behind the crime scene tape. The officer looked my way. “Hugh,” I persisted, ducking under the tape and taking a tentative step or two forward. “It’s Lynley. Lynley Cannon. I’m a friend of Special Agent Paris.”

Burgdorf trained his deep brown eyes on me, then gave a small nod and started over. I took another few steps and we met in the middle of the walkway.

“You’re the cat shelter volunteer?”

“That’s right.”

“Nice to see you again, Lynley. Denny speaks highly of you.” He smiled briefly, then, as if moderating a naturally gregarious personality, he sobered into the classic deadpan of a seasoned crime professional. “What are you doing here?”

“I live nearby, on the other side of Thirty-ninth, I mean Cesar Chavez Boulevard. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to calling it that,” I said for no good reason. “You probably know it was renamed back in 2010. That should be more than enough time to re-acclimatize, don’t you think?” I was about to go on but caught myself. I was using small talk as a procrastination device because the real question—‌was Bea Landrew alright—‌might not deliver an answer I wanted to hear.

I took a deep breath. “What’s happening in the café?” When my inquiry was met with stony silence, I added, “The owner is a close family friend and the café cats come from my shelter. Please, if something’s wrong, you’ve got to tell me.”

He paused, then took me by the elbow and walked me away from the spectators. “You’re an acquaintance of Beatriz Landrew?”

“Yes,” I choked. “She and my mother have been friends since they were kids. Did...? Is...? Look, I need to know.”

Burgdorf gave no direct reply to my stammering, just a flat, “Can you come with me please?”

Adrenaline shimmered down my backbone, and a cold claw of dread gripped my heart, but I nodded.

He turned and began climbing the shiny chartreuse stairs. As I followed, light-headed and a little nauseated, I wasn’t so sure I wanted the grisly details after all.

* * *
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Officer Burgdorf led me up the steps, across the covered front porch, and into the foyer. Everything looked normal, the Victorian splendor broken only by a cashier station with a menu and a list of rules for visiting the cats. Another officer stood by a set of wide pocket doors through which I could see the parlor and the cat rooms beyond. The usual clowder of friendly cats milling around the large living room had been replaced by a crowd of uniforms. A man in a white coat was crouched on the floor, bent over, back rounded, intent on something.

The body. It had to be the body.

“Is that Bea?” I whispered.

“I’m sorry, Lynley. Mrs. Landrew was discovered earlier this morning, by that woman there.” He pointed to a forlorn soul hunkered on a settee in the corner of the parlor. Her eyes were as red as the magenta streak in her hair, and she was dabbing a wad of tissues at her nose. I saw she wore a green apron with the Friends of Felines insignia. So she’s one of us, I thought to myself, though I didn’t recognize the young tear-splotched face. I smiled but she didn’t seem to notice.

“Any updates, Greg?” Burgdorf asked the cop at the door.

“Forensics team is in there now. They’re leaning toward, uh...” The officer looked at me uncertainly.

Burgdorf studied me as well, and suddenly I felt like a specimen under a microscope. Then he gave a clipped, “Lynley’s okay.”

“Well, Hugh, they’re saying it might be suicide.”

Burgdorf responded with a clouded, “Hum.”

“Suicide?” I exclaimed. “Bea would never kill herself.”

Burgdorf was silent, giving me that cop-stare that meant he knew more than he was telling.

“But she wouldn’t,” I pressed. “Why would she, Officer Burgdorf? She was a happy woman.”

“It could still be natural causes,” he conceded. “They won’t know for sure until they run more tests.” I noted he politely sidestepped the word autopsy.

Burgdorf motioned me into the parlor where he gestured to a chair at a tea table for two. The white linen tablecloth with its cross-stitched kittens was pristine and so at odds with the circumstances that I had to look away. “Have a seat, Lynley.”

I sat and he took the chair across from me, perching with his long legs stretched to one side. He took out a notebook and a pen.

“Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

“Sure, I mean no, of course not. Ask away.”

“When was the last time you saw Bea Landrew?”

I thought back. It had been a while. “Probably a couple of months ago, maybe three. I came into the café with a friend. But I’m sure my mother has seen her since then. Oh, no!” I cried. “How am I going to tell my mother? She’ll be devastated.” Then I gave a weak smile. “I guess it’s a good thing it’s not murder. Mum and her roommate would be all over that.”

Burgdorf frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, sorry. It’s probably not at all appropriate, but Carol and Candy are couch sleuths. Their favorite pastime is solving murders before the pros. On television, of course.” I glanced at the scene in the living room. “It couldn’t be murder, could it?” I added meekly.

“As I said, Lynley, we’ll have to wait and see.”

I picked up a silver sugar spoon and put it down again. “No one would murder dear Bea. She was the sweetest person in the world. Everyone in the neighborhood loved her. Murder would be as ludicrous as suicide.” I picked up the spoon again and gave a little tap for emphasis.

Burgdorf made some notes. “You just answered my next question, whether she had any enemies that you know of. Is there anything else you can tell me about her relationships?”

“Not really. She had a son my age, but he died a few years back. Some sort of accident I think that took both him and his wife. There was a grandson. He’d be about...” I stopped to calculate. Last time I’d seen the boy he was in grade school. “Well, I guess he’d be in his late thirties now, but I could be off about that.”

“Any other family?”

“No, both son and grandson were only children. Bea’s husband passed away a long time ago.”

Burgdorf made more notes as I reflected on the brevity of life. At my age, I was on the far side of the slippery slope. Each year seemed to fly by faster than the last. They were good years, though. I was luckier than some.

A phone jingled—‌not mine. Burgdorf pulled out his cell, checked the display, and rose. “Burgdorf,” he responded. To me he mouthed, “Got to take this,” and headed outside, busy with official dialogue. The FOF volunteer who had discovered the body had also disappeared. Aside from the collective in the next room, I was alone.

I gazed around at the empty couches, chairs, and tables. Ordinarily the parlor would have been packed with customers waiting their turn to visit the cats. Through the glass door, they could watch them play, sleep, and do cat stuff until their name was called. 

There were four cat rooms in all. The first was the house’s old-fashioned living room, spacious and nicely furnished where cats sat on davenports and settees or lounged on long shelves by the bay windows. Next came the dining room, complete with an antique table and chairs. This room was popular with groups because they could sit comfortably with their food and drink. The cats, being cats, enjoyed lounging on the hand-loomed placemats among the cups of coffee and glasses of Oregon wine. The original kitchen was no longer functional, the food on the menu being prepared in a certified area at the back, but for all intents and purposes, it looked and felt real. The ornate vintage stove, the green-tiled counters, and the deep farmhouse sink were favored by the kitties. A built-in booth and a few wooden chairs provided seats for humans; the cats hung out wherever they pleased. The fourth room was a stylized bedroom with a pair of narrow chenille-covered beds piled high with pillows, a perfect place to lounge and cuddle with a sleepy cat.

It was strange to be the only occupant of the parlor; it was strange for the cat room doors to be wide open; it was strange to see police there instead of cats. I had to face the facts. This whole thing was just plain strange.

I wondered where the cats were now and guessed they had been relocated to their boudoir, the room that housed their food and commodes where the public did not go. The forensics team would have enough cat hair to sift through without the constant distribution of more. Besides, with all the people running around, it wouldn’t be safe to let a bunch of nervous kitties run free.

Suddenly I tensed. What if they weren’t in the boudoir? What if they were gone? What if they’d been let go or had gotten away? What if...?

I leapt up and crossed to the doorway. I knew better than to get in the middle of the crime scene, but I had to find out. I spied Greg, the officer whom Burgdorf had spoken with earlier. Taking a deep breath, I dove in.

“Excuse me, Officer... Greg, is it?”

The man turned, his sullen suspicious eyes giving me the once over.

“I just have a question, and Officer Burgdorf went outside to take a phone call.”

“And you are...?”

“Lynley Cannon, friend of the deceased. I’m also associated with the café cats, or rather with the shelter that provides them. I wanted to know where they are. There are supposed to be a dozen or more on the premises, but I haven’t seen any sign of them.”

“Please wait here, Ms. Cannon,” the officer said curtly.

He marched off and disappeared into the dining area. When he didn’t come back, I figured he’d forgotten me, was ignoring me, or had been called away by a more important issue than a cat lady question. Then an older man in plain clothes came out, looked around until his eyes lit on where I stood, and started over.

“You the one asking about the cats?” 

“Yes. Lynley Cannon. Thank you for speaking to me.”

“No problem, Lynley.” He stretched out a hand. “Detective Devon, Portland Police.”

Detective Devon, with his silver-gray hair and craggy features, had to be in his sixties, though he held himself with the upright, confident bearing of a man half that age. His tepid blue eyes held a glint of something greater, a spark of enthusiasm, a gleam of humor. Maybe it was my imagination, but it seemed like there was more to the man in the nondescript suit coat than he presented at first glance.

I shook his hand, a friendly, gentle shake. “The cats. Are they still here?”

“Now we were just discussing the cats. Yes, there are a whole slew of them in that room over there.” He waved at the door with a cat flap, now secured closed. “At least six. We were about to call animal control to pick them up. Do you have a better idea?”

“Yes, in fact I do. These cats are from a shelter, Friends of Felines. I’m a volunteer there. Let me call and make arrangements for someone to come. Don’t send them with animal control. Please. They would just have to transport them back to FOF, and it would be more work for them and definitely harder on the cats.”

“Okay, sounds good. Make your call. But they need to be out soon as possible.” He lowered his voice and leant in a little. “I’m a cat daddy myself, love the little sweethearts, but we’re not sure what we’re dealing with here, so, well, we’ve got to keep it professional.”

“I’ll call now. Don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll be quick once they hear the circumstances.” I pulled my cell phone out of my purse and began to dial. “And thank you, Detective. Our furry friends thank you as well.”

It took only a few minutes to have the Friends of Felines van lined up to come get the cats. I said I would wait, but Allie the cattery manager told me there was no need—‌they would be by within the hour. I related the news to Detective Devon who seemed relieved. Offhandedly I pondered why the young volunteer who had found the body hadn’t called FOF herself.

Burgdorf had been gone for quite some time, and I wondered if he still needed to question me. I decided I’d give him until the FOF van arrived. If he didn’t reappear by then, I’d leave my card with the nice detective and take off. Though all I’d done this morning was a little gardening and a short walk, I felt exhausted. The only thing I wanted in the whole wide world was to get home to my cats.

My attention returned to the gathering in the living room. Some of the team were packing up, readying to go. I couldn’t see Bea from where I sat, nor did I want to. I’d viewed more dead people than I care to admit, but this would be the first time the victim was someone I knew well. Cared for. Loved.

Suddenly it hit me, and the tears began to fall. I remembered... Stealing into her bedroom to look at her sparkly jewelry. 

I remembered... Climbing the apple tree in her backyard. 

I remembered... Visits with Carol, who back then I called Mommy. The zoo, the park, the pool.

I’d lost track of Mum’s old friend during my college-slash-hippie years and only renewed our acquaintance, this time as adult to adult, when Bea opened the teahouse and then the cat café. Bea Landrew was a bright, strong, optimistic woman, even up into her senior years. I couldn’t think she had ended her own life. I just couldn’t.
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Chapter 3
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Cats dislike change. Even a shift in the furniture can throw some cats off their game. It helps to expose them to small changes on a regular basis and to be sympathetic to their moods when facing greater ones such as a change of residence or family dynamics.

*  *  *
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Turns out I never did have to view the body. Burgdorf returned, took note of my breakdown, and shot me back home in his police cruiser. He said he would be in touch. I thanked him for the ride. I trudged up the front steps to my big old home as if I were carrying a lion on my shoulders. My hands shook as I unlocked the door. Little was there to greet me, dancing into the living room and flopping on her back for me to rub her belly. I obliged, then did my own flop onto the couch where I squeezed my eyes shut and speculated on what to do next.

The day that had started out so warm and lovely had now grown into a scorcher. I wasn’t good with heat and knew the stuffy city-polluted air was doing nothing for my equilibrium. I forced myself up again to turn on the box fan, then sleepwalked to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of ice water. At one time in my life, it would have been a martini, I reflected, my answer to both celebration and despair. But I’d chosen a different path. The water was perfect, a drink that would neither dehydrate nor induce me to do something I might regret later.

I was still standing next to the refrigerator when my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket and checked the caller.

“Hi, Frannie,” I said in a monotone.

“Lynley, what’s the matter?” Frannie DeSoto was my closest friend and knew me well, knew immediately that something was up. Frannie and I had a lot in common, including age, philosophy of life, and a passionate love of cats. We had met as Friends of Felines newbies, and like me, she’d been volunteering ever since. Out of all the people who could have called at that tenuous moment, Frannie was probably the best equipped to lend support.

“It’s a long story. Hold on a sec.” I sank down at the mission oak table and gulped the water, then gave a sigh. “Where to start?”

“Well, as the King said in Alice in Wonderland, ‘Begin at the beginning, and go on till you come to the end.’ ” 

“Was that the Red King or the White King?” I posed. “I can never remember.”

“I’m not sure it makes a difference at the moment,” she said softly, then waited for me to find my voice.

“Okay. You know the Blue Cat? The cat café on Belmont?”

“Of course. I’ve been there many times—‌we’ve been there together at least twice. You’re a friend of the owner, Bea something, isn’t it? I’m so bad with names.”

“Bea Landrew. Well, there’s no easy way to say it. She’s dead. At the café. I was there.”

Frannie gasped. “Oh, honey, you were with her when she died?”

“No, I didn’t actually see... It was earlier this morning, or maybe late last night.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss. I know you cared for her and had known her a long time. What happened?”

“They’re not certain yet. Her place was overrun with police, and you know how tight-lipped they can be. I did talk to an officer on the case, a friend of Special Agent Paris.”

“Well, if he’s a friend of Denny’s then he’ll be a good man. I’m sure he’ll keep you informed.”

“I’m sure he will,” I said, empty words and wishful thinking.

“What have they done with the FOF cats?”

“Allie sent the van for them. They should be back at the shelter soon.”

“That’s good, though I’m sorry they have to go through another move. Change is so hard on them, and as nice as we try to make the shelter environment, they must have been happy at the big café.”

“I know,” I sighed. “I thought the same thing.”

“Do the police consider the death suspicious?” Frannie asked.

“I’m not sure. The officer didn’t know. But someone mentioned they were considering suicide. There’s no way it was suicide































[image: image]
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MoLrrLie HuNT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





