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My father was a Freemason. What he did when
he left our house in his old-fashioned tuxedo, we never knew. We
did know that whatever it was brought him peace and pride. As I got
older, I was able to glean more about his works within the Order
and learned of the quiet good the Masons did for the community.

My father wanted to take it one step
further, though. He was active in bringing people of color into the
Freemasons—up until that time Black men had their own lodge.

My description of the Masons and things
relating to their organization comes from the few comments my
father made later in his life, as well as from the internet. If I
got something wrong, the mistake is purely on my part.
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Prologue

 


“Come along,” I whispered to my companions as we
tiptoed up the stairs of the haunted mansion.

“It’s not haunted,” I added quickly.

“Then why are you whispering?”

Why indeed? If anything, I should be excited.
After all, the house and its contents now belonged to Friends of
Felines. The gift would pay off bigtime for the cat shelter once
the items were sold and the stipulations were met.

Besides, our guide on this house tour was a
calico cat. What could possibly go wrong?


[image: tmp_b992a684d35c718f8eb417c58c344e90_JAt1cu_html_m49ef289.jpg]


Chapter 1

Besides being a great way to meet new people who
share your interests, volunteering helps increase self-confidence,
self-esteem, and life satisfaction, because unlike with many paid
jobs, you are appreciated!

A man was dead, and I was supposed to find his
killer. No, I’m not a private investigator or an officer of the
law. My name is Lynley Cannon, and I’m a cat shelter volunteer. I
know cats, not murder.

The venture did start with a cat,
however—Winter Orange, the dead man’s cherished puss. Her wealthy
cohabitor had made elaborate arrangements in case of his demise and
put Friends of Felines in charge. When asked to look after the
calico, I responded with enthusiastic candor. But I’m getting ahead
of myself. How could I have guessed the simple request to foster a
bereaved kitty would turn into tragedy?

* * *

Friends of Felines Cat Shelter was about to come into
something huge. It was all anyone could talk about, staff and
volunteers alike, so when Helen Branson, the shelter’s executive
director, called me into her office, I assumed it concerned the
bequest. In a million years, I’d never have guessed what she would
ask me to do about it.

I’ve been a volunteer at FOF for some years.
It’s a quiet, happy place where humans help care for and adopt out
homeless cats. There is a restful routine to it: seven a.m. cats
get fed; seven-thirty medications given; eight o’clock kennels
cleaned, litter boxes swapped out, water bowls filled, and so on.
Cats are creatures of habit, and suddenly finding themselves in a
shelter blows their life-long schedule all to bits. We try our best
to make things easy for them until they move on to their new
forever homes.

Jasper, an elderly red tabby, had been
adopted earlier that morning, and I was mopping down his kennel to
make way for a new arrival when the call came.

“Lynley, you’re wanted.” The staff girl in
her print scrubs put the phone back in its cradle and smiled
teasingly.

“Is it my Prince Charming come to take me
away from all this?” I joked, pushing my glasses up off my
nose.

The girl rolled her eyes. I guess the idea of
the handsome prince and a sixty-something cat lady who couldn’t be
troubled to wear makeup, let alone color her hair, seemed
farfetched. “It’s Helen. She said to tell you to come up and see
her when you have a chance.”

“Meaning right now,” I translated.

“Yeah, or five minutes ago.” The girl
laughed. “I’ll finish setting up the kennel for you.”

She came over and took the cloth and pet-safe
disinfectant spray from my hands, then sent me on my way. I didn’t
linger. In all the years I’d been at the shelter, I had never once
been called to the office.

Pausing briefly in the volunteer locker room
to pick up the tote I called a purse and check that my apron was on
straight, I proceeded upstairs to the second floor where the
corporate side of the rescue was housed. The atmosphere was
subdued, the long corridor vacant, and the doors to the workplaces
closed. At the far end was a balcony that looked out across the
lobby. The executive office sat on the opposite side of the hall
where the director could watch over the goings-on below.

The top half of the Dutch door was ajar, and
I could see Helen working on her computer. In her inbox lounged a
large and formidable black cat.

I felt a shiver of excitement as I gave a
little knock on the jamb. “You wanted to see me?”

Helen looked up, flashing her signature
smile. “Lynley, yes. Come in and sit down.”

I obeyed, folding my hands in my lap like a
schoolgirl, sudden memories of being called to the principal’s
office flitting unbidden through my mind.

Helen Branson, now in her sixties, had been
with Friends of Felines since its inception some decades ago. As
the place grew from a tiny volunteer-run concern to a prestigious
cat shelter with forty employees and several hundred volunteers,
her position had grown with it. She earned a generous salary, much
of which she funneled right back into the shelter. FOF was her
life; she nursed and protected it like a mama cat with kittens.

Helen leaned forward, fingers steepled and
elbows on her desk. From afar, with her carefully coiffed brown
curls that hung precisely to her shoulders and a touch of
warm-toned makeup, she didn’t look her years, but close as I was, I
could see the lines. They were happy lines; I’ll give her that.

Her gray eyes sparkled, and her lips curved
in a wicked, cat-like grin. “You’re an adventurous person, aren’t
you Lynley?”

It’s true I seem to find myself in situations
that one might consider bold or daring, and word gets around, but
to have the executive director of Friends of Felines call me on it…
well, that was totally unexpected. As I sat in that stiff office
chair listening to Helen unfold a tale that was more fit for an
Agatha Christie novel than real life, I became increasingly
enthralled.

“You may have heard,” she began, “the shelter
is to be the recipient of a generous bequest. Extremely
generous.”

“There’s been talk,” I said tactfully. “We’ve
all been wondering.”

“There is a reason there’s been no official
announcement as yet.” She paused for my reaction. I gave none. “The
reason is this, Lynley—it’s possible FOF may have to forfeit the
gift.”

Helen reached over and stroked the cat. “Meet
Odin. He helps me think. Keeps me centered on the important
things.”

“Cats do that,” I uttered, my mind still
trying to solve the mystery of what could keep the shelter from
receiving their due.

“Are you familiar with the name Roderick
Payne?”

I started. “Roderick Payne, as in the
notorious recluse? As in the noted millionaire eccentric? As
in…”

“…the enormous Payne fortunes?” she finished
for me. “That’s the one. Mr. Payne has passed away, leaving the
bulk of his estate to Friends of Felines. Not only is there an
unfathomable sum of money, there are stocks, bonds, gold, jewelry,
and a houseful of valuable items as well. Not to mention the
mansion itself. Payne House, one of the largest and most notable
homes in the West Hills, is also bequeathed to FOF.”

“Wow!” I muttered. “That’s wonderful! Isn’t
it…?”

“Well, yes it is. But there is a stipulation
in Mr. Payne’s will, one we may find impossible to meet.”

“I don’t understand.”

Helen pried a fat blue packet from underneath
Odin, wiped off a few black hairs, and handed it to me. The cover
read Last Will and Testament of Roderick Martin Payne.

For a moment, I studied the neatly
calligraphed words, impressive all by themselves, then I pulled
back the cover and turned over the crisp pages one by one. When I
got to the end, I gave Helen a puzzled look.

“I still don’t get it. The part about caring
for his cat is straightforward enough—that’s standard with our
Friends Fur-ever program. And the list of assets, well, it’s
overwhelming, but I’ll take their word for it. It’s this one that
makes no sense.” I flipped through, found what I was looking for,
and held it out to the director. “What does it mean?”

“And therein lies the conundrum.”

Helen rose. Moving to her front window, she
gazed across the balcony down onto the kitten room in the lobby
below. For a few moments, she watched the antics of the young cats
at play, then she turned back to me.

“You have to understand, Lynley, we could
really use this gift. It could mean the groundbreaking of the new
hospital wing we’ve wanted for so long. And to lose it over a
technicality…” She harrumphed and returned to her desk. “I don’t
know about the rumor mill, but only a few people have been told of
the bequest itself, and even fewer about this… twist.” She
flicked the document with a blunt-cut fingernail. “We want to keep
it that way. No point in getting everyone’s hopes up until we’re
more certain of our footing. That’s where you come in, Lynley. I
need three things from you.”

Three things? My curiosity ramped up
as I tried to envision what they might be. I had a hunch about the
first two, but as to the third, I dared not guess.

“Number one has to do with Mr. Payne’s
possessions. I understand you know something about antiques.”

“A bit. I’m no expert, but I have friends who
are. I’d be happy to arrange for someone to come have a look, if
that’s what you’re asking.”

“Yes, exactly. We are thinking of doing an
online auction at some point in the future, and first we need to
get an idea of what is there.” Her face scrunched into a mock
frown. “I’m useless at that sort of thing. I wouldn’t know the
difference between Art Nouveau and eighties’ kitsch!”

“Unless the items are terribly obscure, that
shouldn’t be a problem.” I was thinking of my friend who ran the
antique mall on 42nd street. What Gil, pronounced Ghee in
the French manner, didn’t know about old stuff you could fit into a
gold 1890s sewing thimble.

“Perfect. See what you can find out and let
me know.”

She scribbled something on a notepad.

“Next, I was wondering if you would foster
Mr. Payne’s cat Winter Orange—Winnie for short. She’s a calico and
has proven herself to be somewhat of a diva. It will take someone
with your expertise to make sure she is cared for properly. Are you
interested?”

“Of course. I was about to ask Kerry if there
were any cats who needed fostering. I can take her today if she’s
ready.”

“There is a catch, Lynley, and it may be a
deal breaker. According to Mr. Payne’s wishes, the cat must remain
in her own home.”

“You mean the Payne mansion?” I
spluttered.

Helen nodded. “That’s the agreement.
Everything Winnie needs is already there—beds, toys, food. Human
meals will be provided as well, and Mr. Payne left a generous
allowance for whoever takes on this job. Are you up for a little
live-in cat sitting?”

I opened my mouth to say something, but no
words came out. Things were flashing through my mind: How long
would it be? What about my other duties? What about my own cats—all
nine of them?

“I’ll do it,” I exclaimed before I could stop
myself. “As long as I don’t have to be there twenty-four-seven, I
think I can manage. I’d probably be putting in some hours there
anyway working on the estate auction.”

“Are you sure? I know it’s a lot to ask. And
don’t worry—if it gets to be too much or if something comes up, I
can arrange for someone else to take over. I don’t want you to feel
pressured.”

“Yes, I’m sure. You asked me if I was
adventurous—well, I’d say this is bound to qualify.”

“That will be a great relief to the staff.
Winnie has been staying here since Mr. Payne’s death, and to put it
nicely, she’s not a happy camper. Hopefully once she’s back home,
she will feel better. When do you think you’d be ready to
begin?”

I did some quick calculations. “Is tomorrow
afternoon soon enough?”

“Whatever works for you, Lynley. I’m just
grateful you’ve agreed. You’re doing us a big service.” Helen
picked up her desk phone and punched a number. “Good news, Kerry.
Lynley Cannon is going to foster Winnie. Can you get her set to go
for…” She put a hand over the mouthpiece. “Three o’clock
tomorrow?”

I nodded.

“Yes, that’s fine… I’ll tell her.”

Helen hung up, giving a sigh of relief.
“You’ve made the foster department very happy. Apparently our
little Winnie is a screamer. There’s a booklet of instructions that
go with her, but it’s back at Payne House. If you need anything
that isn’t already provided, I have a number you can call. Mr.
Payne wanted to make sure Winnie’s sitter was cared for in every
way.”

Curiouser and curiouser, I thought,
trying to picture myself in a mansion, and failing.

“That brings us to the last item on the list,
the codicil.”

I took up the will once more. “How did they
put it? ‘Codicil one: Stipulation to be met before the beneficiary
organization can inherit, recorded on video.’ There’s a video?”

Instead of replying, Helen pulled a remote
controller from her drawer. She clicked it, and the flat-screen TV
on her wall came to life.

At first there was only flickering,
accompanied by soft, classical music, Brahms if I recalled
correctly. I was about to comment when someone cleared their
throat. They coughed and gave another ahem. The picture
cleared to reveal a man at a massive antique desk holding a blue
folder. His face was in shadow but the tapestry behind him bloomed
with rich color and light.

He began to read, an elderly voice, low but
rising as he went along.

“I, Roderick Martin Payne, a resident of the
County of Multnomah, State of Oregon, declare that this is a
codicil to my last will and testament, which is dated as
aforementioned. Whereas I now desire to make certain changes in my
last will and testament, now therefore, I do hereby make, publish,
and declare this as a first codicil to my said last will and
testament by adding thereto…”

Payne paused, grunted, then in a flurry of
frustration, tossed the folder at the camera. “Aw, heck, Debon! I
can’t read this stuff. It’s all gobbledygook to me.”

“Uh,” said a voice off-camera. “Just say
whatever you want, Rod. It’ll be fine.”

“Okey-dokey. That I can do.”

Payne straightened his posture, folded his
hands in front of him, and began again.

“I, Roderick Martin Payne, being of sound
mind and all that legal rot, want to issue this codicil to my will.
It’s simple, really…”

But it wasn’t. Payne seemed to feel it
necessary to include his views on politics, religion, and the state
of the world as a preface. As the voice droned on, my interest
shifted to the picture itself. Since I could see nothing of the
speaker beyond his silhouette against the bright cloth, I began to
study the other things within the frame. Beside the tapestry hung a
painting: an autumn hill, bright crimson and gold intermingled with
dark blues and forest greens. A Tom Thomson—original I presumed. A
bronze statuette of a bucking horse might have been a Remington. A
glass paperweight contained an intriguing inset, a gold pyramid
with an eye at the top. Egyptian? I wondered. I’d recently
had occasion to learn a bit about ancient Egyptian relics, but
those were mostly in the theme of the cat god Bast. This motif was
unfamiliar to me.

My attention jerked back to Payne as he rang
the small prayer bell on his desk. He giggled, seeming very pleased
with himself. I didn’t need to see his face to know he was
grinning.

“All points of this bequest will become null
and void if the recipient does not fulfill this stipulation in a
timely manner. Now listen carefully. The beneficiary, Friends of
Felines Cat Shelter of Portland, Oregon, will be responsible for
the following: the discovery and the arrest of my
murderer.”

There was a pause, then the voice took up
again, louder than ever. As he leaned in toward the camera, a beam
of light hit his face, a mask of wrinkles and rage. “You got that,
Helen? Find my killer or you don’t get a dime!”

Helen clicked off the machine and sat back in
her chair. The document dropped from my hand, and I gave a little
squeak.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I blurted.
“Mr. Payne knew he was going to be murdered? Why didn’t someone
stop it? The police? Why wasn’t he given protection?”

I paused as another question came clear. “And
why ever would he give the job of finding his killer to us?”

Helen put up a hand. “I can’t answer any of
that, Lynley. I have no idea what went on in Mr. Payne’s final days
nor what he was thinking when he made this record.”

She paused to pet Odin, an indication of her
thought process. Then her eyes fixed on mine.

“I can tell you one thing, however. According
to the Oregon State Medical Examiner, Roderick Payne died of
natural causes.”
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Chapter 2




You may have heard of Tortitude, a feistiness
singular to tortoiseshell cats, but what about their near-sisters,
the calicoes? Calicoes can be sassy, spunky and independent as well
as sweet, loving, and loyal.

The executive director and I spent another half hour
going over the details of the enigmatic bequest. We talked further
about the antiques appraisal and my new foster, Winter Orange.
Helen petted Odin while I asked questions. The subject of the
paradoxical demand to find the killer of a man who died naturally
was carefully avoided.

Helen made me a copy of the will, told me I
could choose a team of helpers for the antiques inventory, then
swore me to secrecy. “I’ll be announcing the general points of the
bequest at the assembly tomorrow. I’d appreciate it if you would
keep what we’ve talked about to yourself until then, and
subsequently not mention anything I don’t touch upon in my
announcement.”

“Like catching a murderer? I assume you won’t
be making that part of the general knowledge.”

“Exactly. We can’t have strange rumors flying
around the shelter, can we?”

“But what are you going to do? How can FOF
find out about something that never happened in the first
place?"

“I’m not sure yet. Our lawyers are looking
into the legalities. There must be some way of circumventing such
an impossible demand.”

“And where do I fit in?” Did I really want to
know?

Helen stood and came around to face me.
“Since you’ll be spending time at Payne House looking after Winter
Orange…” She paused, then turned to pet Odin once more. He
responded with a chirp and a purr. “I don’t quite know how to put
this.”

“You want me to do some sleuthing,” I filled
in for her.

“Something like that. I don’t know if there
will be anything to sleuth, as you put it, but keep your
eyes and ears open. Maybe you can learn something to help pull us
out of this mess.”

She gave a quick smile, then her face
defaulted to her business mask. “As to accessing Payne House, we’ve
been asked to keep the number of people to a minimum. From FOF,
that will be you and your team, and by extension, your antiques
fellow. Anyone else will need permission to enter.” She rummaged
through some papers and retrieved a list. “You will be coordinating
with a Miss Whide, Roderick Payne’s personal assistant. Other staff
who may be present are a housekeeper and a groundsman—the estate is
quite extensive, as you may have guessed. A catering service will
bring your and Winnie’s meals each day.”

She looked up. “Sounds quite deluxe. I’m
going to have to drop by when things get a bit more organized.”

She handed me the page which I added to my
already-extensive collection. “The stipulations of the bequest are
eccentric, Lynley, but it would be such a benefit to the shelter.
We must do everything we can to make it happen. I appreciate your
taking this on.”

Picking a business card from a ceramic
holder, she wrote something on the back. “My personal number.
Anything you need, just call.”

She held out her hand. I took it in a solemn
shake. It was a strange thing to do, and I wasn’t sure of the
significance. A partnership? A pact? The feeling that went along
with the gesture was obvious enough—Helen Branson and I now shared
a bond. As I left the office, I took a deep breath. I had the
strongest feeling my world was about to change.

* * *

The first thing I did after the momentous meeting
with the FOF Director was run to the bathroom and splash cold water
on my face. I had a thousand—or should I say, a
million—questions vying for space in my head, and none of
them would settle long enough for me to come up with an answer.

Focus! I sternly told my mirror-self.
You have things to do—things that require clear and level-headed
thinking.

I listed them off on my fingers like a little
girl.

“One,” I said out loud. “Winter Orange. I’ll
be picking her up tomorrow and moving into the Payne estate. I need
to get ready. What does one pack for an overnight in a mansion?

“Two,” I went on, so as not to lose momentum.
“Gil. I must convince him to help with the estate inventory.” I
enjoyed the flamboyant faux-French antiques dealer and hoped he
wasn’t too busy to accept the job. “I won’t take no for an
answer.”

“Three, that other thing…” Here I faltered,
wrestling with a sense of apprehension. This was a weird one, and I
couldn’t help but be perplexed by it. Sleuthing out a killer who
didn’t exist was a hopeless task, but I’d give it my best. “Even if
I come up with nothing,” I reasoned to the mirror, “that would be a
kind of something, right?”

I heard the door swing open and snapped my
mouth shut, concerned the newcomer may have caught me talking to
myself. Then I saw who it was and smiled.

“Hey, Lynley,” said my fellow volunteer and
shelter buddy Frannie DeSoto. “What’s up with you today?”

I didn’t quite know how to answer her since
Frannie was the friend to whom I told everything, and my current
everything would require more than a quick bathroom
howdy-do.

I pulled off a paper towel and dried my
hands. “You got a few minutes?”

Frannie frowned. “Is something wrong?”

“No, it’s nothing like that. In fact, maybe
just the opposite. Meet you in the atrium?”

“Sure, okay.” Her look of concern began to
fade from all but her eyes where the worry stubbornly lingered.

* * *

I beat Frannie to the little lunch area on the second
floor balcony and was already at a table with a cup of cold mint
tea when she came in. Underneath her green apron, Frannie was
impeccably dressed in a pair of summer slacks and an Everlane
organic cotton shirt. Her platinum locks curled around her face
like icing on a cupcake—a new cut for her, but it suited. Though
like me she was in her early sixties, she favored the age-defying
tricks available to the older woman. On her, it worked. She always
looked crisp, clean, and ready for anything. Though I personally
couldn’t be bothered with the makeup, fine clothes, and spandex
undergarments, I respected her for her perseverance in the face of
the inevitable.

Frannie sat down across from me and squeezed
a slice of lemon into her paper cup of ice water. “What do you
think of this weather, eh? Hotter than blue blazes, as my mother
used to say. Though I never really knew what blue blazes
were. Still, I don’t remember ever having a summer like this
one.”

“It’s August,” I bantered back. “What do you
expect?”

She shrugged. “A nice thunderstorm would be
welcome. Take some of the edge off. I miss the rain.”

“Spoken like a true Portlander,” I said. “I
miss it too, until October comes, and it settles in for the
duration.”

I was small-talking and I knew it. What I
didn’t know was why. Frannie and I had been friends forever. We’d
shared the secrets of our souls on many occasions nearly as strange
as this one. Why was I finding it so difficult to tell her what was
on my mind?

Thankfully it was she who started the
conversation. “I hear you had a meeting with Helen Branson. Was it
about the new donation? Are we getting that big inheritance
everyone’s talking about? Come on girlfriend—spill!”

I laughed. Her look of unabashed curiosity
reminded me of a cat who has sighted something new in her world—an
open cupboard door, a strange piece of furniture—and won’t be
satisfied until she knows all there is to know about it.

“Yes, yes, and yes,” I replied coyly. “Helen
is going to make the official announcement tomorrow.”

“And what does she want you to do, Lynley
Cannon?” Frannie gave me the eye, sensing from my behavior it was
more than just caring for cats.

“She’s asked me to help out with a few of the
details.” I rolled my eyes. “A bunch of the details, actually. I
could really use your input. Would you like to help me inventory a
houseful of valuable antiques and art pieces for an online
auction?”

Frannie’s painted lips curved into a smile
knowing her feline curiosity was about to be assuaged. “Why, I’d
love to. Tell me all.”

I had only meant to give Frannie the briefest
summary of my conversation with the executive director as per her
instructions, but by the time I finished, I had practically recited
the whole thing word for word. Including the live-in cat sitting of
Winter Orange. Including hiring Gil to lead the antiques inventory.
And including the stipulation of finding a murderer that didn’t
exist. There was so much I still didn’t understand, and I hoped
Frannie’s innate levelheadedness might bring some insight. I was
not to be disappointed. After a break while I sipped my tea and
Frannie went for another ice water, she made her summation.

“That murder thing?” She waved a hand in the
air, the light glinting off her bright blue nail polish. “Forget
about it.”

I sat back in surprise. “But…”

“No buts. Lynley, I know you. This is the
sort of thing that drives you crazy—a mystery, a puzzle—but in this
case, you can’t move ahead without more information. Lots
more information. And first you need to establish whether there’s
anything to it. ‘Find my killer’ ” she quoted. “Since Mr. Payne
wasn’t murdered, it’s got to be some sort of joke or prank. Or
possibly the man was not in such sound mind as he claimed to be.
Wait and see what the lawyers come up with. It may very well turn
out to be a non-starter, so what’s the point of wasting your time
and energy?”

“But…” I began again.

Frannie reached out and patted my hand. “I
know it’s hard for you to let go of such a fascinating point,
Lynley, but for now you should concentrate on the antiques work and
your new foster cat. Leave the other thing alone.”

I uttered a sound somewhere between a sigh
and a huff. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, since to me, the
mystery aspect of the bequest was by far the most compelling. But
Frannie had a point. Chances were Roderick Payne’s unfathomable
demand would lead nowhere. I’d be smart to concentrate on the tasks
at hand.

“You’re right, Frannie,” I conceded, “as
usual. Humdrum, but right.”

“Let’s just call it practical. If the lawyers
decide the stipulation is genuine, you can worry about it then.”
She took a sip of her water. “Though I don’t really see why Mr.
Payne would ask Friends of Felines to do the investigating. That’s
police work.”

I didn’t reply. I’d had a few run-ins with
major crimes before and knew the police were limited, both in
resources and in imagination. Maybe Roderick Payne, as a devoted
cat person, put more faith in those with like minds than he did in
law enforcement.

“I wish I knew more about the man,” I mused.
“Then maybe this whole thing would make sense. He’s somewhat
famous. I’ll have to look him up on the internet.”

“He’s famous for being a recluse,” said
Frannie. “I doubt you’ll find much there. Now that he’s gone,
someone will probably write a biography, but until they do, you may
not get a lot of help on that front.”

She gazed off in space for a moment. “I do
have a thought though. You know who you should ask? Kelley Moro.
She’s a freelance journalist. She might have sources that go beyond
the norm.”

“Good idea! And she would be a perfect choice
for my auction team as well. But I’m already getting ahead of
myself. I need to talk to Gil first. He may have people of his own
he wants to involve.”

I drained the remainder of my beverage. The
honey had sunk to the bottom, and I enjoyed a particularly yummy
last sip.

“So that just leaves Winter Orange,” I said.
“I might as well go and meet her before we start to be
roomies.”

“You haven’t met our dear Winnie?” Frannie’s
painted eyebrows flew up, aghast.

“No, not yet. Have you?”

“Oh, yes. She’s in Tranquility Room. She’s
turned out to be a handful.”

“Helen called her a diva. What does that
mean?”

“You’ll see.” Frannie chuckled. “Let’s just
say it might be a good idea to stop by the pharmacy and buy a set
of earplugs before you pick her up.”
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Chapter 3

Upper respiratory infections often run rampant in
shelters. The viruses that cause URI are airborne, and even with
air filtration systems, can be easily passed to cats whose immune
systems are stressed by the sudden change in their lives.

After our little tell-all tête-à-tête, Frannie and I
went our separate ways, Frannie to help with medications in the
cattery, while I headed for the foster office. As I crossed the
shelter lobby with all its busy, happy people coming to look at,
and hopefully adopt, cats, I heard someone call my name.

“Special Agent,” I said to the handsome young
officer who was making his way toward me in long strides.

“Hello, Lynley. You know…” He turned his
cat-green eyes on me. “You’d think after all we’ve been through you
would start calling me by my first name.”

I smiled. He had a point. Denny Paris, Humane
Investigator out of Northwest Humane Society, had pulled my behind
out of the flames more than once. More than twice. More than… well,
you get the picture. He had saved my reputation and even my life.
We were close in a way most people could only imagine.

“I call you Denny—some of the time,” I
laughed. “But I think you should get the respect you deserve.”

His rugged face took on a slight blush, and
he gazed at his shoes with that aw, shucks look he got when
someone gave him praise. “Thanks, ma’am.”

“Tell you what. You stop calling me ma’am,
and I’ll call you by your first name, deal?”

“Deal.” He laughed. “You know I mean it with
the best intentions.”

“I do, but speaking as someone twice your
age, take my word, I’d rather you just called me Lynley.”

“Sure thing, Lynley.”

We gave each other knowing smiles, then he
grew solemn.

I sobered as well. “What’s up?”

“I could use your help on a case.”

“Of course. Anything I can do to assist the
animal cops. What is it? A hoarding situation again?”

“Yes and no. There’s an elderly man, Jack
Hess, who has several cats. I don’t know the exact number because
so far, he hasn’t let me into the house. He’s on hospice, and the
hospice people have concerns about his ability to care for them
all. I know you’ve worked with hospice patients.”

“My therapy cat Tinkerbelle and I do hospice
visits, yes.”

“He doesn’t need a cat visit—he’s got enough
of that already. What I’d like is for you to go in and assess
whether we need to do an official intervention, maybe take some of
the cats. We don’t want to interfere if we don’t have to, but
Hospice is worried he’s to the point where he can’t provide for
them properly anymore. And you know what that means. The first
thing to go is cleaning the litterboxes.”

“Have you
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