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Penny

Penny Lane stepped back to survey her latest addition to the Orient Express Lounge—an elaborate cat climbing tree designed to look like a vintage train station, complete with platforms and waiting areas. The handcrafted piece fit perfectly between two antique side tables, each bearing crystal water fountains that bubbled fresh water for the cats to enjoy. 

"What do you think, Hercule? Should the waiting room cushions be burgundy instead of navy?"

From his perch in the bay window, her tuxedo cat Hercule Purr-row fixed her with a blue-eyed stare that suggested her color palette was an insult to feline sensibilities. His tail twitched once, deliberately, nearly brushing the vintage Orient Express poster she'd framed beside his favorite spot. When she didn't immediately pet him, he stretched, padded over to chairs, and pointedly settled on the single burgundy cushion.

"Well, that’s settled," Penny said. Hercule had an uncanny way of knowing exactly what she was saying. It was what made him such a valuable part of her reference team at the Venice Point Library. Just six months ago, they'd been contentedly cataloging new arrivals and running the mystery book club, never imagining that their lives were about to change. 

But when her Aunt Linda passed away, leaving Penny her Victorian house with its secret passages and prohibition-era history, it had felt like one of those plot twists in her beloved Agatha Christie novels—unexpected but somehow meant to be. The transition from organizing books to opening a luxury cat boarding hotel hadn't been as drastic as her former colleagues had predicted. After all, both jobs required patience, attention to detail, and the ability to cater to demanding personalities. Though she had to admit, the cats were sometimes easier to please than the library board had been.

Each room of the mansion had been carefully themed to recreate famous train journeys, a whimsical touch inspired by both her love of Agatha Christie and her aunt's collection of vintage railway memorabilia. The sunroom, dubbed the "Orient Express Lounge," featured art deco touches and golden accents. Through the glass-paneled door, she could see into the "Flying Scotsman Suite," its tartan cat beds and Highland-inspired climbing posts ready for feline guests. Down the hall, the "Trans-Siberian Sanctuary" offered heated beds and cozy nooks for shy or older cats who preferred peace and quiet.

Her favorite room of the house, though, was the library. Above the original marble fireplace, a commissioned painting depicted Hercule Poirot's infamous snowbound train, but with cats peering out of each window. Her collection of Christie novels lined the built-in bookshelves, interspersed with antique brass locomotive bookends and framed vintage railway tickets.

“Aunt Linda would have loved this,” Penny said with a sniff.

Linda Matthews had been a beloved spinster aunt who filled their shared life with stories of golden-age Hollywood scandals and epic train journeys. When Linda passed away last year, she'd left most of her considerable fortune to various animal welfare organizations and literacy programs—a final act of generosity that surprised no one who knew her. 

But she'd left Penny this magnificent Victorian mansion and enough seed money to chase her dreams, along with a handwritten note that read: "My darling girl, make it something wonderful." The memory of Linda's face when she'd returned from her dream trip on the Orient Express in 2023 had inspired Penny's theme for the cat hotel. Her aunt had spent that entire summer regaling anyone who would listen with tales of the train's dining car and the fascinating passengers she'd met. Now, as late morning sun caught the brass nameplates on each luxury cat suite, Penny could almost hear Linda's delighted laugh. The plates on each door mimicked old-fashioned train compartment numbers, and the baby gates between spaces were designed to look like railway crossing barriers.

Penny had a good feeling about The Feline Express’ chance of success. After all, the area’s well-heeled residents loved their cats almost as much as they loved their antique homes and pristine gardens. Many of them regularly traveled into Manhattan or Boston, and their pampered pets deserved a cat hotel of this caliber—she hoped anyway.

Hercule's tail twitched again as she adjusted a basket of catnip mice and jingle balls. "I know, I know. Everything has to be perfect for our first guests. Though somehow I suspect you'll be conducting your own quality inspections, won't you?" 

As if responding to her question, he hopped down from his perch and sauntered across the floor, every step radiating the dignity he'd shown even on the night she'd found him. She'd been setting up a new mystery display, when she heard a demanding meow over the drumming rain. Not the plaintive cry of a desperate stray, but something more purposeful. Outside the delivery entrance, she'd found a half-starved tuxedo cat sitting beside the dumpster, his white paws muddy but his posture aristocratic despite his sorry state.

Most surprising was his reaction to being discovered. Instead of running or begging for food, he'd simply stood, shook his paws free of mud one by one, and walked with her back inside the library. Even soaked to the skin, he'd carried himself like a gentleman showing a lady home.

After she'd dried him off and gave him some of her tuna salad from her lunch, he'd done something remarkable. While Penny was helping a frantic mother search for her daughter's lost lovey, Hercule had gotten up from her old cardigan that he had decided would work as a makeshift bed. He came back dragging a purple stuffed dinosaur that must have dropped out of the child’s stroller.

It had become a pattern. Books would mysteriously tumble from shelves in front of patrons who needed them. Lost items appeared in obvious places. And always, there was Hercule, watching with those intelligent golden eyes, his whiskers twitching with what Penny swore was satisfaction.

Now, three years later, those same whiskers twitched as he conducted his inspection of The Feline Express's amenities. His coat gleamed, his white spots were immaculate, and the tiny black spot under his chin stood out like a perfectly tied bowtie. The only hint of his humble beginnings was the slight kink at the end of his tail—a souvenir from his days on the street that somehow only added to his distinguished appearance. 

The distinctive "meow" of the doorbell startled Penny from her memories. She'd special-ordered the whimsical sound system. Now, hearing it for the first time with a real client, her stomach fluttered with anticipation.

She smoothed her dark slacks and straightened her favorite blouse—a navy button-down with tiny cats embroidered along the collar. The practical outfit was perfect for someone who needed to crawl under beds looking for hiding cats one minute and greet wealthy clients the next. She checked her reflection in an antique mirror. Her brown hair was already escaping its messy bun, but her cat-eye glasses at least were sitting straight. 

Opening the heavy oak door, she found herself facing a woman who could have stepped from the pages of Town & Country magazine. Her silver hair was styled in elegant waves. She wore an expertly tailored cream pantsuit, and a string of pearls that Penny suspected were far from costume jewelry. Her perfectly manicured hands clutched a luxury cat carrier as if it were a lifeline.

"Welcome to The Feline Express," Penny said warmly. "I'm Penny Lane."

"Penny Lane?" The woman’s eyebrows lifted slightly. "Like the Beatles song?"

"Exactly like the Beatles song." Penny smiled. "My parents met at a music festival in the eighties. Dad was wearing a ‘Yellow Submarine’ T-shirt, Mom was singing ‘Eleanor Rigby’, and the rest is history. They play in a cover band on weekends—The Retro Vinyl Revival."

"How charming," the woman said, her cultured voice carrying a slight tremor. She glanced over her shoulder at the quiet street, where autumn leaves skittered across the front lawn. "I’m Grace Smith. I called yesterday about boarding my cat?"

"Of course, please, come in." Penny gestured toward the library. "May I offer you some tea while we handle the paperwork?"

Grace's shoulders relaxed slightly at the offer, though she continued to hold the carrier close as she followed Penny inside. "That would be lovely, thank you."

The carrier was a masterpiece of Parisian design, matching the Louis Vuitton satchel Grace carried over her shoulder. Through its metallic mesh windows, Penny glimpsed a stunning white Persian with blue eyes that regarded her with regal indifference. A sparkling collar around her neck tinkled as the cat shifted inside the carrier.

"This is Countess," Grace said, her voice softening with genuine affection. "She's quite particular about her accommodations."

"Then she's come to the right place," Penny assured her. "Each guest receives their own private cat condo, and we maintain strict standards of cleanliness and comfort."

Grace nodded absently, her attention caught by the vintage railway posters. "Your theme is quite unique."

"My Aunt Linda loved the romance of luxury train travel," Penny said, retrieving the intake forms from her organized desk. "Especially from the golden age of rail, when every journey was an adventure."

"Yes," Grace murmured, still studying the posters. "I can see that. It doesn’t surprise me."

Before Penny could respond to that cryptic comment, Grace turned back abruptly. "How long did you say you could accommodate Countess?"

"We didn't discuss a specific duration," Penny replied, her pen poised over the forms. "We’re wide open for bookings at the moment, though."

"Let’s do two weeks," Grace said vaguely. "I'll call to extend if necessary." She reached for her handbag, removing a thick envelope. "I prefer to pay in cash. For privacy reasons."

Hercule chose that moment to make his entrance. He padded directly to Countess's carrier and began a methodical inspection. He circled it slowly, whiskers twitching, pausing to sniff each corner with unusual intensity.

"Oh, what a handsome boy," Grace said, but her voice held a note of anxiety as Hercule attempted to peek through the carrier's mesh windows. Countess, surprisingly, moved closer to the window to inspect him in return.

"This is Hercule," Penny explained, watching as her normally reserved cat pressed a paw against the carrier door. "He's fixed, so you don’t have to worry about any shenanigans going on.”

Grace's fingers worried at her pearl necklace. "Perhaps we should move Countess to her room now? She's had a long journey."

But Hercule wasn't finished with his investigation. He'd moved to the back of the carrier, nose working overtime as he sniffed along its seams. His tail had taken on the bottlebrush shape it usually reserved for when he'd discovered something significant at the library.

"Hercule, give our guests some space," Penny called, but he ignored her—unusual behavior. Instead, he sat back on his haunches and stared intently at a seemingly ordinary section of the carrier's side panel.

"I really must be going," Grace said abruptly, gathering her handbag. "You have my number if there are any issues. I'll be in touch about the exact pickup date." She hurried toward the door, pausing only briefly to look back at Countess. "Take good care of her."

“We will.”

Penny watched Grace's hasty departure through the bay window. When Penny turned back, Hercule remained beside the carrier, methodically circling and sniffing that same side panel.

"Come on, Inspector," she said, reaching for the carrier. "Let's get Countess settled in her room."

But Hercule didn't budge.

***
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HERCULE

Mon dieu, but how far we've come from our humble library beginnings. From a rain-soaked stray to proprietor of the most distinguished feline establishment in Connecticut—though naturally, I still maintain my detective credentials. This new venture of Penny's has its merits, I must admit, even if she does occasionally make questionable decisions about cushion colors. Burgundy, my dear Penny. Always burgundy for a proper railway waiting room.

The transformation of Tante Linda’s Victorian mansion into The Feline Express shows promise, though I did have to supervise every detail of the installation. These contractors wouldn't know proper climbing heights from common cat trees without my expert guidance. Still, the results are not entirely disappointing. The window perches catch the sun at the right angles, and the water fountains provide that essential background music for contemplative detective work.

But alors! Just when I was settling into my role as quality control supervisor, this mysterious Grace Smith appears with her equally mysterious Persian, Countess. The carrier alone raised more questions than a Christie novel—and believe me, I've supervised enough mystery book club meetings to know my detective fiction. The peculiar scent emanating from that side panel, Grace's trembling hands, her obvious anxiety... C'est suspect!

I must say, Countess carried herself with admirable composure despite the circumstances. Such bearing suggests a cat of refined breeding, though her eyes held secrets that would intrigue even the most seasoned investigator. The way she approached the carrier window to meet my gaze—très intéressant! Clearly, she understands the gravity of the situation.

Penny, bless her organizational heart, remains focused on intake forms and proper documentation. As if paperwork could explain away Grace's nervous glances and that thick envelope of cash. Though I suppose someone must handle the mundane details while I pursue the more substantial aspects of investigation.

This new establishment presents unique opportunities for my particular skills. After all, what better setting for mysteries than a mansion inspired by the very train where Poirot solved one of his most famous cases? Though I do hope our adventures prove less violent. These cushions are fresh from the upholsterer, and bloodstains are so difficult to remove.

Enfin, it seems our transition from house to luxury accommodation will not lack for intellectual stimulation. Already we have a suspicious clients, a mysterious carrier, and a Persian who clearly knows more than she's letting on. 

I do miss the library's superior heating vents. Though I suppose one cannot have everything. Even a detective of my caliber must occasionally compromise on comfort in pursuit of justice.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]


Penny

Penny made her afternoon rounds of The Feline Express, checking on each guest's comfort. In the Orient Express Lounge, three elderly Siamese cats from the same family had claimed the window seats, their chocolate points gleaming in the autumn light as they tracked falling leaves. Their owner was on a Mediterranean cruise, and they'd already settled into a comfortable routine.

Down the hall in the Trans-Siberian Sanctuary, a pair of British Shorthairs dozed in their open carriers, preferring their familiar beds to the plush accommodations she'd prepared. "Sleep well," she murmured, noting how they'd positioned themselves to keep an eye on both the door and window.

The Flying Scotsman Suite housed her more adventurous boarders—those who viewed closed doors as personal challenges. Mr. Whiskers, a massive Maine Coon, watched her through the glass panel with calculating eyes. His owner had warned her about his talent for doorknob manipulation.

Hercule supervised her rounds from various elevated positions, playing the role of quality control inspector. He'd just settled into his favorite spot atop the Victorian radiator cover when a series of delicate sneezes echoed through the Orient Express Lounge.

Countess sat primly on a burgundy cushion. Her pretty jeweled collar jingled, and the gemstones in it caught the light and sparkled. They couldn’t be real diamonds, emeralds, and rubies, could they? 

Suddenly, Countess sneezed several times in a row. Her blue eyes watered, and her nose was running a bit.

“I don’t like the look of that,” she said. Penny wondered if she should isolate Countess. She pet her, feeling her ears and paws were a little warmer than she would have liked them to be.

Penny reached for her phone, grateful she had Dr. Paul Harrison's mobile number on speed dial. Unlike most veterinarians in the area, Paul had chosen to focus entirely on house calls, converting a Mercedes Sprinter van into a state-of-the-art mobile clinic. His specialized approach and gentle manner with both pets and their owners had quickly made him the go-to vet for Guilford's most discerning cat owners.

"Harrison Mobile Veterinary Services," he answered on the second ring.

"Paul? It's Penny."

"How’s the cat hotel business going?" The warmth in his voice was evident. 

"Pretty smoothly until about ten minutes ago. One of my new guests, a Persian cat, started having sneezing fits. No discharge or lethargy, but her owner seemed particular about her care, so I'd rather be overcautious."

"Better safe than sorry with Persians. Their facial structure makes them prone to respiratory issues. Any other symptoms besides the sneezing?"

"Just watery eyes and nose. She ate all her lunch, and she's alert, grooming normally."

"I'm actually finishing up with the Hendersons' German Shepherd just a few blocks away. I could swing by in about twenty minutes if you'd like me to take a look?"

"That would be perfect."

Twenty-five minutes later, Paul's white van pulled into the circular drive, the words "Harrison Mobile Veterinary Services" gleaming in navy blue script against the morning sun. Through the bay window, Penny watched him gather his medical bag from the fully equipped mobile clinic interior. 

His tall frame ducked to avoid the van's ceiling as he collected his supplies, dark hair falling across his forehead in its usual unruly way. At thirty-four, Paul Harrison had the kind of lived-in handsomeness that came from days spent making house calls to anxious pet parents and nights studying veterinary journals. 

Today he wore his usual work uniform: well-worn jeans, a light blue oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and what Penny had come to think of as his "doctor shoes"—comfortable brown leather loafers that had seen their share of excited dogs and nervous cats. A perpetual five o'clock shadow darkened his square jaw, and laugh lines crinkled at the corners of his warm brown eyes, evidence of a man who found joy in his chosen profession. 

He'd taken over the practice from his mentor three years ago, converting it to a mobile service that better served Guilford's aging population who couldn't always transport their beloved pets to a clinic, much to his society mother's barely concealed disappointment. 

Watching him approach the front door, medical bag in hand and stethoscope draped around his neck, Penny thought he looked exactly like what he was—a small-town vet who preferred the company of animals to cocktail parties, and who would rather spend his weekends making emergency farm calls than sailing at the yacht club.

"Sorry I'm a bit late," he said when she opened the door. "Heinz decided to share his opinion about his new medication." He held up a forearm bearing fresh scratches, but his crooked smile suggested he was more amused than bothered.

Penny led him into the Orient Express Lounge, where Countess sat primly, as if she hadn't been sneezing moments before. "This is my sneezing patient. Her owner just dropped her off this morning." She had pulled the intake paperwork, in case he needed to see the vet records.

Paul set his medical bag down and knelt to Countess's level, moving with the careful deliberation that made him so good with nervous cats. He'd barely taken out his stethoscope when Countess let out another delicate series of sneezes.

"Hello there, beautiful," he murmured, reaching slowly toward her. Countess assessed him with regally before allowing him to stroke her head. Then he went still, his hand pausing mid-pet as he studied her more closely.

"I know this cat," he said softly, touching her gemstone collar. "The collar gives it away." He reached for Countess's intake paperwork, scanning the form where Grace Smith had filled out the details in elegant handwriting.

"You do?" Penny moved closer to look at the papers.

Paul glanced at the closed parlor door, then lowered his voice. "This is Starlight's Veruca Sapphire in the Sky of Crystalline. I've seen her at several shows. She's practically cat show royalty. Best in Show at three consecutive national championships."

"I take it, that's not common?" Penny watched as Countess delicately sneezed, somehow making even that look graceful.

"It's exceptional. She comes from one of the most prestigious Persian breeding lines in North America." He paused, seeming to debate with himself before continuing. "She belongs to Gloria Starling, not..." He checked the paperwork again. "Grace Smith."

"Gloria Starling?” Penny racked her brain. Why was that name so familiar? After a moment, she remembered that Gloria Starling was an actress from those cheesy seventies movies that Aunt Linda had been addicted to. “She’s an actress, right?” Penny had a vague memory of a pretty, curvy blonde woman.

"Former actress." Paul continued his examination of Countess. "She retired from Hollywood decades ago. These days, she keeps a very low profile." He listened to Countess's breathing with his stethoscope. "Most people don't even realize it's her at the shows. She's completely transformed herself into this quiet, professional cat handler."

“Do you think Grace stole her, or maybe she’s Ms. Starling’s assistant?”

Paul called up a picture of Gloria Starling on his phone. “This is Gloria at the NERFF show this year.”

Penny took the phone and saw that Gloria Starling was Grace Smith. “What does a toy gun have to do with cats? They don’t shoot foam bullets at them, do they?” she joked.

“What?” He laughed. “No. NERFF stands for the Northeast Regional Feline Fanciers. I volunteer at their shows in Binghamton.”

Countess sneezed again, drawing their attention back to the immediate concern. Paul resumed his examination, speaking quietly as he worked. "Her lungs sound clear. No congestion, no wheezing. Given how bright and alert she is, I suspect these are just adjustment sneezes. New environment, different air quality than she's used to. Persians can be sensitive to changes."

"Should we do anything for her?"

"Let's monitor her for the next few hours. If the sneezing increases or you notice any discharge, call me immediately. Otherwise..." He straightened up, tucking his stethoscope away. "Just make sure she stays warm and comfortable."

"Should we call Grace—err Gloria?" Penny asked, reaching for the client contact form. "Let her know about the sneezing?"

Paul shook his head. "No sense worrying her over what's likely a case of the sniffles." He smiled that crooked smile. "But I'll stop by tomorrow and the next few days just to keep an eye on her. Better to be overcautious with a cat of this caliber."

Countess chose that moment to sneeze again, then immediately began grooming her whiskers as if nothing had happened.

"See?" Paul gestured to her pristine self-maintenance. "She's not acting sick at all. Though I suppose when you're Starlight's Veruca Sapphire in the Sky of Crystalline, you never have an undignified moment."

Throughout the examination, Hercule had stationed himself next to Countess's carrier, which still sat by the door where Penny had left it. While Paul finished making notes in Countess's chart, Hercule systematically pawed at different sections of the carrier's side panel.

"Your boy seems fascinated with that carrier," Paul observed, watching as Hercule stretched up to sniff along its seams.

"He's been like that since it arrived." Penny tried to redirect Hercule's attention with his favorite catnip mouse, but he merely glanced at it before returning to his investigation. "I hope you don’t expect me to buy you one of those, buddy. We’ve got to board a lot more cats before I can afford a Louis Vuitton."

Hercule sniffed and sneezed.

“Don’t you start, now,” Penny said, suddenly having visions of eight sneezing cats.

Paul discussed follow-up care for Countess, but Penny found her attention split between Paul's instructions and Hercule's increasingly determined examination of the carrier. He'd progressed to pushing at the corners with his paw.

"I have to admit," Paul said, closing his notebook, "I'm a bit starstruck. I've read about the brooch theft scandal, of course—who in Connecticut hasn't? But I never expected to meet Gloria Starling's cat, let alone treat her."

"Brooch theft?" Penny asked, but before Paul could answer, Hercule let out an uncharacteristically loud meow. 

"It was quite the scandal back in '75," Paul began. 

Another insistent meow from Hercule interrupted him.

"Something's certainly gotten into him," Paul said, watching as Hercule circled back to the same spot on the carrier. "Sure you don't want me to take a look at him while I'm here?"

"He's trying to tell us something."

Paul knelt down to observe Hercule more closely. "He was a big help at the library."

"They were sad to see him go." Penny smiled, recalling some of Hercule's more memorable assists. 

Countess watched their exchange, her eyes following Hercule's movements with unusual interest. She'd stopped sneezing entirely, Penny noticed, and seemed more focused on Hercule's investigation than her new surroundings.

"Well, I should get going," Paul said, gathering his supplies. "Mrs. Peterson's cat needs his thyroid checked. But I'll stop by tomorrow morning to look in on our celebrity patient." He paused at the door. "And Penny? Maybe keep the identity of your guest under wraps. Gloria Starling obviously values her privacy."

After Paul left, Penny stood watching Hercule, who hadn't ceased his examination of the carrier. In all her years with him, she'd learned to trust his instincts. The question was: what had he discovered about the carrier that had him so intrigued?

***
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HERCULE

Nom d'une pipe! A Persian of distinguished lineage, an actress in disguise, and a carrier that positively reeks of mystery—it's enough to make a detective's whiskers twitch with anticipation.

I must say, Countess carries herself with admirable grace, even while performing that delicate sneezing routine. Though between us, I suspect those sneezes are less about environmental adjustment and more about drawing attention away from certain other matters. A champion show cat doesn't develop respiratory sensitivity overnight, n'est-ce pas?

Penny, bless her organizational soul, remains focused on running her establishment with characteristic efficiency. But at least she's learned to recognize when my investigations warrant attention. That business with the catnip mouse was rather beneath my dignity—as if I could be distracted from a serious investigation by mere recreational herbs.

The carrier itself presents a fascinating puzzle. That side panel... mon dieu, the craftsmanship is exquisite, but the subtle alterations are clear to anyone with properly trained whiskers. Though naturally, I shall have to be strategic about revealing its secrets. One can't simply blurt out one's discoveries like some common house cat.

Most intriguing is Countess's reaction to my investigation. Those blue eyes hold secrets, certainement. A cat of her breeding and show experience doesn't watch another's movements with such intensity unless something significant is at stake. We shared a moment of understanding—one professional to another, you might say.

Perhaps I'll pause for a brief grooming session. One must maintain proper standards, even in the midst of investigation. After all, we're not common alley cats solving mundane mysteries anymore. We're dealing with show circuit royalty now.
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Penny

While Countess slowly stopped sneezing, Hercule had maintained his vigil by her carrier in the Orient Express Lounge. Even when Countess herself showed no interest in it, preferring her plush cushion by the window, Hercule remained fixated on that same spot along the carrier's side panel. 

Penny watched him from her desk while inputting the information on her handwritten forms onto her computer. After three days of this behavior, she couldn't ignore it any longer. She didn’t want to invade her client’s privacy, but there was something in that carrier.

"All right, Inspector," she said, setting aside her paperwork. "Let's see what you've found.”

The carrier had multiple compartments for treats and supplies. Penny checked each one thoroughly but found nothing unusual. She ran her fingers along the edges, noting the quality of the stitching, until—there. A slight irregularity in the lining was almost imperceptible, unless you were looking for it.

Hercule's tail twitched as she examined the area more closely. The seam was different here, newer perhaps. Working carefully, she eased her fingers along the edge until she felt something give. A hidden pocket, cleverly sewn into the lining.

Inside lay an ornate art deco brooch. Penny's breath caught as she lifted it into the light. Diamonds and sapphires formed an intricate geometric pattern, the stones catching the sunlight and throwing tiny rainbows across the walls. The craftsmanship was exquisite. It had the same stones and colors that were in Countess’s collar. Penny wondered again, if these stones could actually be real.

Paul's words from a few days ago came back to her: "I've read about the brooch theft scandal, of course—who in Connecticut hasn't?" She'd been too distracted by the opening week of her cat hotel to ask him more about it at the time.

The brooch felt heavy in her hands. She needed to research that scandal and figure out exactly what she'd found. 

The distinctive meow of the doorbell interrupted her thoughts. Quickly pocketing the brooch, Penny headed for the door. On the front steps stood that old busybody, Margaret Wheeler. Every detail of her appearance was calculated to remind people of her family's three-century tenure in Guilford. Her white hair was swept up in a French twist, and she wore a tailored Burberry suit even though it was a Saturday afternoon.

"Margaret, what a surprise." Penny managed to keep her voice even, even though she was a bit annoyed at the interruption.

"Penny, dear." Margaret's fingers went to her Hermes scarf, a habit Penny had noticed at town meetings when the older woman was about to cause trouble. "I realized I hadn't properly welcomed you to the neighborhood." She looked around expectantly.

Penny forced a smile. Margaret Wheeler took her position as Guilford's old guard seriously—a little too seriously. Last month, she'd tried to prevent the new coffee shop from opening, citing "historic district authenticity concerns."

"Would you like a tour?" Penny offered, hoping to head off any complaints about zoning that might surface at next week's Selectman's meeting. Even though The Feline Express had been cleared last year, Margaret had a talent for dredging up old issues.

"How thoughtful." Margaret followed her inside, limping slightly. Her recent hip replacement hadn't slowed down her social surveillance of the neighborhood one bit. "I must say, you've made some interesting changes to the old place."

As they moved through the house, Margaret asked pointed questions about everything from ventilation to noise levels. But when they reached the Orient Express Lounge, her casual manner slipped. Her gaze went straight to Countess, then to the carrier beside her on the floor.

"What a stunning Persian," Margaret said. She moved closer to Countess's cushion, one hand absently touching her scarf. "Who does she belong to?"

"A new client of mine." Penny kept her answer vague, watching as Margaret's eyes kept darting between Countess and her carrier.

"You know, I used to follow cat shows quite closely," Margaret said, drifting toward the carrier. "This one reminds me of a champion I once saw..." She trailed off as Hercule suddenly appeared, positioning himself directly between her and the carrier. “That collar is stunning, isn’t it?”

“It’s definitely eye catching.”

The meowing doorbell sounded again, making them both jump.

"Might I use your powder room?" Margaret asked. 

"Of course," Penny replied. "It's right down that hallway, first door on your left."

While Margaret headed to the bathroom, Penny went to answer the door. Mrs. Baylor stood there with her tabby, Tigger, who needed boarding while she visited her daughter in Boston. The intake process took several minutes as Mrs. Baylor reviewed Tigger’s extensive list of preferences.

When Penny finally finished and returned to the Orient Express Lounge, Margaret was already making her way to the front door.

"Thank you for the lovely tour, dear," Margaret said, adjusting her scarf one last time. "I can see why the Selectmen approved your permit." She paused at the threshold. "If you need any help watching the cats, please keep me in mind." With that unexpected offer, Margaret left in a hurry, leaving Penny gape after her.

That was almost neighborly.

Hercule meowed from the Orient Express Lounge. She stopped in the doorway, frowning. Something was off. The carrier sat at a slightly different angle, and Hercule's agitated pacing confirmed her suspicion that someone had touched it.

Had one of the cats pounced on it? Or had Margaret been snooping?

She checked the hidden compartment, her fingers finding the seam more easily this time. It didn’t look like it had been discovered. Thank goodness she'd pocketed the brooch. The idea that Margaret had searched the carrier while she was distracted made her uneasy. She double checked that Countess’s collar was still there, and it was. Perhaps Penny was just reading too much into this. Margaret had probably recognized Countess the same way Paul had.

Pulling out her phone, she carefully photographed the brooch from several
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