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Penny

“The cat has a skincare line,” Agnes Maple announced from the back seat of Paul’s SUV. “There’s a serum.”

“Whose cat?” Penny asked.

“Tabitha Wellbrook’s. The cat’s name is Bijou and she’s got two million followers on Instagram.”

“A cat is covered in fur,” Penny said.

“The serum is for the owner. I think it has catnip in it.” 

The Colonial Cat Fanciers Expo’s invitation had started all of this. It had arrived in August on cardstock thick enough to shelve, addressed to “the current steward of Starlight’s Veruca Sapphire in the Sky of Crystalline.” 

Penny had to read it twice before remembering that was Countess, the Persian cat she had inherited from a former client. Former, because Gloria Starling had died while trying to track down a stolen brooch to clear her name. 

Three national Best in Show titles, the letter said, and a breeding line the committee would be honored to see again. Penny had spent a week wondering if she should get Countess back on the pageant circuit. 

Then Paul had pointed out that Gloria had left a significant trust fund for Countess that covered all the expenses for shows and it was just sitting there unable to be used for anything else. It was that and the thought that her dear Aunt Linda would have already booked the rooms that made her decision. 

Just because Penny wasn’t familiar with cat shows didn’t mean she couldn’t add this experience to her new adventures. And to think, she had retired from the library and opened her own business boarding cats for a much slower pace.

Agnes had the expo program open on her lap and her reading glasses parked at the end of her nose. “And here’s your head judge. Mikhail Dorfman. ‘The most celebrated eye in the fancy.’ That’s a direct quote. There’s a photo of him kissing a Burmese on the forehead.” She reached over from the back seat to show them the program.

Agnes was Penny’s neighbor, a retired New Haven police detective who had invited herself along on the short road trip from Guilford to Mystic, Connecticut where the week long show was being held.

“He gave Countess her grand final in Cleveland,” Paul Harrison said, eyes on the road. 

Penny looked over at him, amused. Paul was Guilford’s veterinarian and, as of this past year, officially much more to Penny than the man who did Hercule’s dental cleanings. 

Paul and Agnes had been so eager to relaunch Countess into her show career that they had talked about nothing else. They cleared their schedules and devoted their spare time learning all there was about the Mystic expo.

A single meow sounded from the cargo area. It was deliberate and timed the way a lawyer repeats an objection for the record.

“It has been noted, Hercule,” Penny said over her shoulder. “Your objection to the carrier, the seatbelt, and the entire journey has been entered into the minutes.”

Hercule Purr-row, her rescue kitten turned retired library cat, wasn’t show quality. But he made up for that in personality.

A pause. Then one more meow, with the dignity of a cat saying he would see them all in court.

In the carrier beside his, Countess rode in regal disinterest. She’d walked into her carrier that morning without being asked and arranged her tail like a woman arranging a fur stole. Some cats traveled. Countess toured.

What Penny hadn’t told anyone was the real reason she was doing this show. It had to do with finances. The Feline Express boarding house was almost a year old. Most new businesses didn’t survive past their first year. As she went over her finances with Hercule sitting on the bank statements as though warming them might improve them, she faced the fact that she might become a statistic. 

While Penny couldn’t use Countess’s trust fund for anything that wasn’t show related, she could parlay a win into free publicity. People coming to this expo boarded cats. Not to mention that the breeders and owners wouldn’t leave their champions with the neighbor kid when they went on vacation. 

The Feline Express’ logo would be printed right on the bench card alongside her business card with a ten percent off coupon for a weeklong stay. If Countess showed well, some of these people would remember where Countess lived and maybe in the coming year, The Feline Express would be more booked than empty.

It was a perfectly sensible plan. Still, everyone she’d told about the trip had said the same thing, that the cat show circuit was cutthroat. Penny hoped that was an exaggeration.

“Oh, before I forget,” Agnes said, leaning between the seats again. “Did your brother ever say what that letter was about? The mysterious one from Boston that sat on your hall table for a week like an unexploded shell?”

Paul laughed. “Gutters. Four pages about whether to fix the Briar House gutters now or in the spring. There was a diagram. James agonizes in writing. It’s how he relaxes.”

“Four pages. About gutters?”

“There was a follow-up postcard.”

Penny looked out the window so no one would see her smiling at the marshes going by, gold and rust in the afternoon light. After the year they’d had, a four-page letter about gutters felt like a gift.

The drawbridge in downtown Mystic was down when they came through. Sailboats and other craft bobbed along the Mystic River. Beyond the village, the hotel and convention center was tucked away between the seaport and the aquarium. A banner over the hotel’s entrance read COLONIAL CAT FANCIERS EXPO around the silhouette of a cat in a tricorn hat.

“Cute,” Agnes said.

The lobby was a gridlock of luggage carts and cat carriers stacked like steamer trunks. A woman in a quilted vest ran a lint roller over her husband’s back. Somewhere behind the desk, a cat was complaining in Siamese, and three other cats were singing the songs of their people in response. There was a vague smell of cat urine that Penny hoped wasn’t coming from her area.

After collecting the room keys, they followed the signs to exhibitor registration in the main hall, where the expo was still assembling itself out of crates and extension cords. Vendor booths lined the walls. Judging rings ran down the center. White tables, numbered cages, and the grooming stations stood along the far wall in long chrome rows.

Penny stopped inside the doors and took it all in. She was so out of her league.

Near the entrance, a young woman in a butter-yellow coat crouched behind a phone on a tripod, directing a seal-point Siamese. “Bijou. Bijou, baby, look left. No, the other left.” The cat looked straight into the lens with the dead-eyed competence of a professional. 

“That’s her,” Agnes said in a loud stage whisper.

Tabitha Wellbrook looked younger and more tired than two million followers would suggest.

Deeper in, a small white-haired woman was lecturing a younger one over a half-built booth, holding up a swatch of cage drape like evidence. Other owners and breeders buzzed around the conference center, getting the lay of the land. A woman in a severe navy blue pants suit crossed the hall, a vendor badge swinging on its lanyard. She was reading something on her phone as she walked. The case caught Penny’s eye for half a second, white with little pink and blue flowers. It looked out of place with the woman’s professional attire. 

Penny didn’t know anyone yet. By Sunday, she suspected, everyone in this hall would know everyone. But right now, she needed to find the registration table and get her information packet.

“Would you like a sample? It’s our new salmon formula.” A man had materialized at her elbow, holding out a foil packet of freeze-dried treats. He was sixtyish and rumpled, in a brown suit that had been good quality during a previous administration. “Mervyn Coatesworth, Whisker and Crown Premium Provisions. Is this your first show?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’re still smiling.” He said it kindly, pressed a second packet on her, and moved off toward the booths. He left behind a faint smell Penny needed a moment to place. Mothballs. Somebody’s suit had spent the summer in a cedar closet that was losing the fight.

“Whisker and Crown,” Agnes read off the packet. “If this stuff is any good, Hercule’s about to develop brand loyalty.”

Registration took three lines, and the last one was for grooming-station assignments. It snaked past the corner station with the black-and-gold setup, the one half the hall seemed to orbit. Its placard read JORIE BLENKHORN, GROOMING TO THE CHAMPIONS. The woman working there was fiftyish and built like a greyhound, with a silver bob sharp enough to cut and a steel comb she used for pointing.

Paul looked down the row, then said, “I’ll run the cats up to the room.” He headed off to the elevators at top speed. 

“You’re at station forty,” the volunteer told Penny, sliding a card across.

“Forty?” Jorie said it without glancing up from the Persian on her table. “Who’s in forty?”

“Lane. Entry 112, Starlight’s Veruca Sapphire.”

The comb stopped. Jorie looked Penny up and down. Penny got the feeling she was being assessed and found lacking.

“Gloria Starling’s cat,” she said. “I groomed that cat at Nationals twice. Best coat I ever had on my table.” She went back to her Persian. “And now she’s being entered by a hobbyist. They’ll let anyone steward a line these days. It’s like watching someone inherit a Stradivarius and use it to prop open a door.”

A few people nearby got very interested in their paperwork.

Penny pressed her lips together, picked up her station card, and thanked the volunteer. Jorie watched her a moment longer, waiting for something she didn’t get, and went back to her cat.

It was only when they turned away that Penny noticed that Agnes had faded back into the crowd. She was frowning at Jorie. Penny was glad Agnes hadn’t tried to be a white knight. People like Jorie liked to get under people’s skin. The best way to handle them was to ignore them. 

After they got settled into their rooms, and they were in the elevator heading back downstairs, Agnes gave Paul the Stradivarius line word for word, with gestures.

"That sounds like her," he said, watching the floor numbers.

Penny waited for the rest of it. Paul had a kind word for every difficult animal in three towns and most of the difficult owners. 

“Do you think we need reservations to eat at the hotel restaurant?” he said as the doors opened up on the main floor.

* * *
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THE OPENING-NIGHT MIXER filled the riverside ballroom. Someone decided the signature cocktail of a cat show should be called a Hairball. Penny felt this showed a failure of imagination at the naming stage and a failure of nerve at the approval stage. She drank one anyway. It was purple.

She’d expected to spend the evening alone by the cheese table since Paul and Agnes had not been invited. Instead, she was being sought after and that was good because she was handing out business cards left and right. Countess’s return to the circuit was on everyone’s minds. Breeders asked about her line plans. A man with a Maine Coon on a leash asked if she’d be at Westchester in the spring. 

“We’re taking it one show at a time,” became her mantra.

The judges held court at a long table by the windows. At nine o’clock, with a fanfare of trumpets, Mikhail Dorfman arrived. He came through the doors wearing a midnight-blue jacket with a tangerine pocket square. It was like Elvis had entered the building. He greeted people in three languages on his way across the floor. 

He paused to pet cats and shake hands with their owners. Penny was glad Hercule and Countess were upstairs away from all the noise and showboating. She hoped she wouldn’t regret letting them roam free around the room.

Halfway across the floor, Mikhail changed course toward a heavyset man with a lanyard full of keys, who was straightening chairs along the wall. "Winston! There he is." Mikhail took the man's hand in both of his and pumped it. "Four hundred cats under one roof and not one disaster. You are the only man in this room doing real work."

"Glad it's going smooth," Winston said, standing rigid until his hand was released. Then Winston stepped back, tugged his sleeve straight, and went back to the chairs. Mikhail had already moved on. It was the first hand all night that hadn't shaken back.

When Mikhail reached Penny, everyone turned to watch. Penny squirmed under the attention.

“Madame Lane.” He took her hand and kissed it with the confidence of a man who’d been doing it all his life. “I can’t wait to see our beloved Veruca Sapphire. I judged her grand final in Cleveland. She has the finest profile I have seen in a decade of Persians. Magnifique. I will pretend to be impartial, but I am only a man.” He leaned in to whisper confidentially into her ear. “The other Persian owners are secretly plotting to assassinate you.”

“I’ll watch my back,” Penny said. 

Mikhail laughed, big and theatric, and moved on to delight somebody else. 

Penny shook her head. He was a lot.

The opening speeches started and Penny sat down with a tray of appetizers and a wine spritzer and told herself she was having fun. As the event was winding down, her eyelids started to droop and she forced her mind to focus on the details of the room to stay awake.

She tried to place names with faces and wasn’t doing a very good job of it. When she saw her opening to make a graceful exit, she did. Unfortunately, she moved too quickly and startled a waiter carrying a loaded tray. He swerved out of the way and his hip hit the table Mikhail was sitting at. The movement jostled his water glass and a small brass tin the size of a travel sewing kit skidded for the edge. 

Penny reached for it, but the woman in the professional pants suit with the cutesy phone was closer. She caught it flat-handed without looking and set it back by his plate. 

Her vendor badge read Dr. Sloane Weller, Harmony Animal Wellness.

“Nice hands,” Penny said.

“It comes in handy,” she said.

Mikhail's hand went to his breast pocket, quick and flat, the way a man in a crowd checks for his wallet. Then he smiled, and the hand came away smoothing the tangerine silk.

"Thank you, my dear," Mikhail said, already turned back to the judge beside him.

Dr. Weller nodded at his shoulder and headed for the vendor side of the room.

Penny watched her go. She'd gotten a hand kiss and a death threat just for standing still. The woman who saved the man's property got three words and the back of his jacket.

Penny ducked away before Mikhail could engage her in conversation again.

Agnes and Paul had claimed a corner table in the hotel restaurant, and the waitstaff had given up trying to take the bread basket away. Paul was halfway through a story about a Bengal who could open lever doorknobs. Penny dropped into the third chair and stole a roll.

"How was the hairball?" Agnes asked.

"It tasted like grape Kool Aid with a kick.”

“How was the reception?” Paul asked.

“The head judge kissed my hand and told me the other Persian owners are secretly plotting to assassinate me."

"I like him already," Paul said.

Agnes uncapped a pen and pulled a cocktail napkin toward her. "All right. Preliminary rankings."

"Rankings of what?" Paul asked.

"Most likely to flip a grooming table by Sunday." Agnes wrote “Number One” at the top and underlined it. "It's people-watching. I read rooms, and this is the best room anyone's handed me since I retired. Number one, the influencer. Nobody who photographs her own cat eleven times before lunch is at peace. Number two, your hand-kissing judge. I don’t trust smarmy guys to keep their cool. Number three, the groomer."

"You can't rank her just for being rude to me," Penny said.

"Watch me. She’s a time bomb." Agnes wrote it down. "Number four, the man handing out free fish. Nothing in this life is free, and especially not fish."

"He smelled like mothballs," Penny offered.

"Mothballs." Agnes added it in the margin with a flourish. "Honorable mention, Bijou the cat with the skincare line. Follow the money."

Penny laughed for the first time all day. Paul's hand came to rest warm over hers. The napkin sat between the three of them in Agnes's spiky capitals. It was the silliest document Penny had ever seen. She was going to put it into Countess’s scrapbook right next to the ribbons she was going to win this week.

When she got back upstairs, Hercule was waiting on the windowsill with the lights of the drawbridge behind him. Countess was asleep in the middle of the bed Penny had been planning to use.

“Big day tomorrow,” Penny told him, scratching the spot under his chin where the black mark sat like a crooked bowtie. “I’m going to need you to be a good boy while Countess has her moment in the sun.”

Hercule regarded her with his golden eyes half-closed, which she chose to read as agreement.

* * *
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HERCULE

The humans believe the carrier contains me. This is a fiction I permit them, the way I permit Mademoiselle Penny to believe I have never noticed the pill she buries in my pâté. The zipper has a flaw on the left side. A great detective does not announce his exits. He makes them.

Alors. Duty.

In the morning Countess competes in the hall below, a colleague of my establishment and a cat under my protection. I do not permit a colleague to enter a venue I have not inspected. The exits. The sightlines. The character of the staff. The police would call it a security assessment. I call it manners. So while Mademoiselle Penny worked the room, I went down.

The ballroom held the opening ceremony, a ritual of braying laughter and grandiose speeches, the whole flock milling like gulls around a dropped sandwich. Though gulls show more direction. A building full of cats, and not one of us consulted, fed, or admired with proper formality.

In the great hall the judging rings stood empty under dimmed lights, and the little grey cells began their work. At the central ring, where the judges' effects waited for morning, the nose found two scents twisted into a single strand. Antiseptic, the harsh soap that lives in the creases of much-washed hands. And a woman's perfume, lily of the valley, worn so light it was nearly gone. When two scents arrive everywhere together, they do not belong to two visitors. They live on one skin.

That skin had stood at the near edge of the table, at the head judge's place, where a human rests their hands. The trail was hours old, not days, laid down after the stewards finished and the lights went down and the hall emptied. A woman with much-washed hands stood at Monsieur le Juge's table in the dark. The nose reports who, and where, and when. The why belongs to the little grey cells, and the little grey cells have opened a file.

At the grooming wall, beneath the shampoos and the ozone of the dryers, something chemical kept to itself. Sharp. Clinical. Into the file it goes.

And as I returned along the perimeter, a side door sighed open at the far end of the hall, and a figure slipped into the night trailing the unmistakable reek of mothballs. I do not say it signifies. I say only that I have smelled it, and what I have smelled, I do not forget.

Three scents, then, on the first night: the perfume that lingered, the chemical that hides, the mothballs that left.

The inspection also located the kitchen, intelligence whose urgency the reader will appreciate, and established that the night staff includes a young man susceptible to a slow blink. One cultivates one's assets early. The cheese wasn’t a bribe. I accepted it anyway.

I returned before anyone knew I was gone, and looked in on Countess, asleep in the center of the bed with the stillness of a champion conserving herself. I didn’t wake her. A great detective stands the night watch so that others may rest.
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Chapter 2
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Penny

By eight the next morning, the exhibition hall was transformed. The crates and extension cords were gone. In their place, the room was set up with row upon row of cats in their enclosures, preparing for their time with the judges.

Dryers droned along the grooming wall, the air smelled of coat conditioner and burnt convention coffee. A public-address voice read bench numbers in the unhurried tone of a train conductor. Down the center of it all, the judging rings waited under their lights, and the folding chairs around each one were filling up.

Penny had been awake since five.

She’d spent part of that time rehearsing the grooming sequence from an instructional video on her phone, part of it steaming wrinkles out of a blouse that didn’t have any, and an embarrassing portion of it whispering encouragement to a sleeping cat. Countess had woken at seven, eaten exactly half her breakfast, and entered her carrier like a soprano who didn’t need to warm up.

Paul had taken Hercule down to the convention floor in his carrier to keep Countess company. Then he and Agnes headed for the vendor area before the general public came in and it got too busy to shop. Now Penny stood at bench forty with her supplies laid out like a surgical tray and her stomach folding itself into smaller and smaller squares. Everyone around her moved with the ease of long practice. They had rolling cases with custom decals and aprons with their cattery names embroidered on them. Penny had a laminated checklist and a cat that a stranger had once offered fifty thousand dollars for.

“You’re erasing her.” The voice arrived at Penny’s shoulder, dry as a fallen leaf.

It was the white-haired woman from yesterday, the one who’d been lecturing over the booth drapes. Up close she was even smaller. She had sharp gray eyes behind glasses on a beaded chain, and wore a cardigan the color of strong tea.

“I’m sorry?” Penny asked.

“The drape. Ivory fabric behind a white Persian. You’ve erased your own cat. She’ll read as a smudge with a face.” The woman was already unclipping it. From her own rolling case, she produced a length of slate-blue velvet and began to pin it behind Countess.

“I appreciate your help,” Penny said.

The woman stopped, mid-reach for the last pin, took her glasses off, and looked at Countess for a long moment. “Starlight’s Veruca Sapphire. Where are her ribbons?”

Penny froze. Should she have brought them? She hadn’t wanted to show off. “They’re at home.”

The woman tsked. “I showed against Gloria Starling for ten years and never once beat her with a Persian. I’m Nellie Crumb. Exotic shorthairs, row six.” She said it like a rank and regiment.

“Penny Lane. I’m new.”

“I know you’re new. The whole hall knows you’re new.” Nellie repinned one corner a quarter inch and approved it. “Gloria would rather have burned that cat’s papers than see her sit home in a parlor. Whatever else they say this weekend, remember that.” She went back to row six without waiting for a reply, leaving Penny gaping at her.

While Agnes cat sat with Hercule on her lap, Penny went for coffee. She was in line at the coffee urns by the show office, where a familiar silver bob was bent over the coordinator’s table.

“It’s one page, Winston. You staple it into the Sunday agenda and let the membership vote.” Jorie had a printed sheet pressed flat under two fingers. “Amendment fourteen. Titled cats may be shown only by their breeder or by the owner of record at the time of titling. It protects the lines. It protects the titles. It keeps championships from getting passed around in wills like gravy boats.”

The man behind the table was heavyset with a gray-stubbled beard. He had a lanyard filled with keys next to him. “And I’m telling you, bylaws go through the rules committee in March, not through me on the morning of an event.”

“You set the agenda.”

“I photocopy the agenda.” He rubbed between his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. “Put it to the committee in writing, like everyone else.”

Jorie straightened, collected her page, and swept the coffee line with a glance on her way out. She met Penny’s eyes long enough to make sure the message had reached its intended audience. Then Jorie was gone toward the grooming wall, heels striking the concrete like a clock.

Penny stood very still with her empty cup. Was Jorie one of the Persian breeders or was she just an unpleasant jerk?

If Jorie got her way Countess could never enter a ring again because the owner of record at the time of titling had been Gloria Starling.

“Don’t let her get to you,” the man named Winston said. “Jorie hated Gloria too. She wanted people like her banned for morality reasons.”

“Jorie sounds like a really unhappy person,” Penny said.

“She has her moments. Don’t worry, this amendment she’s throwing around won’t pass. The committee hates new paperwork more than they hate new people, and that’s saying something.” He handed her a lid she hadn’t asked for. “I’m Winston Knox, nice to meet you.”

“Penny Lane,” she said shaking his hand.

“Like the song?”

“Yeah. My parents were hippies.”

Winston nodded. “You should be getting back. Your cat needs to be in the judging cages in ten minutes.”

“Thanks,” Penny said. As she hurried to get Countess, she passed Mervyn Coatesworth at the hospitality table. A row of paper gift bags stood along its edge, each one tagged with a judge's name in calligraphy, and he was tucking a foil packet of Whisker and Crown into every bag.

"Every judge in this hall has a houseful of cats at home," he said as she passed, not looking up from his work. "A judge who feeds your brand sells your brand."

* * *
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RING TWO HAD FILLED by the time Penny got Countess benched in her numbered cage behind the judge’s table. Agnes had saved her a front-row seat by putting her handbag on it and daring people with a glance if they tried to move in. Paul had Hercule on his lap. They were both people watching.

On the white-skirted table in front of the seats was a spray bottle, a narrow cat scratching post, and a feather teaser lying ready like a conductor’s baton. Twelve cages of Persians surrounded it in a horseshoe. In the center wearing a dove-gray suit with a lavender pocket square, was Mikhail Dorfman.

Penny hoped he had only been teasing about Countess being his favorite. That was all she needed, bad press instead of good. Still, as she looked around at the audience there were a lot of cat fans here. She hoped she had enough business cards for the whole week.

Mikhail judged the way some men tell stories. Each cat got a full production: the lift, the long look, the hands moving through coat and over bone, and all the while a running commentary pitched to the gallery. “Observe the ear set. Small, round, low on the head. Like little secrets.” The gallery ate it up. Penny, who had promised herself she would watch with professional detachment, was leaning forward by the third cat like
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