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What if a retired cat-lady found a stolen sixty-eight carat chunk of trouble in her backyard pond?

Lynley Cannon is the crazy cat lady, but she's not quite crazy yet, though a bizarre connection to a bumbled heist and a double homicide have got her wondering. When her elderly cat Fluffs drags in a dusky brown beach agate that turns out to be one of the stolen Cats' Eyes diamonds, things happen fast.

Theft, kidnapping, and murder—the police are baffled! Aided by friends, family, and a hunky animal cop, Lynley sets out to find the crooks herself. But the killer is desperate, convinced Lynley has the diamonds.

Will Lynley live to clean the litter box another day?

“...an outstanding amateur sleuth mystery that will delight cat lovers and mystery lovers alike.” —Readers Favorite 5-Star Review

THERE IS NO MORE COCKTAIL HOUR,

no fairy lights

no prism colors

no morning glances

no midnight soirees.

I am older and my world has shifted.

Soft fur, silent eyes.

I am the crazy cat lady, only I’m not crazy yet. 

Not quite.

[image: Icon

Description automatically generated]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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My name is Lynley Cannon and I am the crazy cat lady, only I’m not crazy yet. I swear. Everything I say is true, though it may seem like the wildest fiction. It does to me, now that I look back, starting when Fluffs discovered the stone. But I’m getting ahead of myself. How are you to know what led up to that unfortunate find or its dire consequences? Why, at the time I didn’t even know myself and could never have guessed. 

I am fifty-eight years of age, and life in the slow lane has been pretty serene. Quietly happy, or happily quiet, whichever you choose. I’d had a good run in my youth—sex, drugs, rock ’n’ roll—but I was over it. Too much trouble. Too much drama. I have better things to do.

Which brings me to the cats. I don’t know where I got the reputation of being a crazy cat lady; I only have seven in my care at the moment. And two aren’t even mine but fosters from FOF, Friends of Felines, the shelter where I volunteer. One is named Addison and he’s here to recover from a kitty cold. The other is Fluffs.

Fluffs’ is a sad tale gone good. Originally she came to me for a few precious weeks of hospice before she passed on. It had been so poignant, bringing home the dying cat, the scrawny gray with chronic kidney failure, to give her some last, best moments of TLC. But it soon became apparent that nobody had bothered to tell Fluffs her time was up. That was months ago and she’s still going strong.

Fraulein Fluffs isn’t the name I would have chosen for a cat, but it was the name she came with and at twelve-plus, there was no going back. I accepted her as she was, though I admit to calling her Fluffo when no one else was listening. She allowed the silly pet name as long as it was accompanied by affection and food. I treated Fluffs as the treasure she was. And then one day she found a treasure of her own.

Mondays are always busy. Through a quirk of fate, I’m retired, but I seem to be busier than ever. I’m finally doing all the things I used to think about when I was at work but never did because I was always too tired when I got off. That Monday was no exception. After yoga and a brisk walk around the park with the senior ladies, I spent some time on the computer compiling my Scottish heritage, the Mackey family tree. Got to get it all down before I pop off in case anyone’s interested. My daughter isn’t—Lisa’s too busy in the here-and-now—but maybe someday my granddaughter will take a break from her texting and her iPod and whatever else might be invented for sedentary self-gratification long enough to wonder where she came from. When that time comes, I want to be ready.

I was in the midst of a particularly difficult connection between a great-uncle and a third-cousin-once-removed when I heard a clink and then the clackity-clack of a sharp-sided object rolling across the hardwood floor. It stopped, then started up, then stopped again, creating just enough distraction to turn my attention from the quandary of my ancestors to the question of what was making the noise.

Cat toy, I thought to myself. But which one, and who was playing? Can’t be Red—Big Red was seventeen pounds of muscled tabby dynamite; when he played, he sounded like a dancing elephant. Dirty Harry, the black and white, didn’t play much anymore; he was getting on in years and preferred to sleep in his donut or his cupboard by the TV. And when Harry did sport around, it was with the little female, Little. Though Little, an all-black panther-shadow with daring yellow eyes, was half his size, they boxed and wrangled like tigers. Violet, who got her name from her gray-violet coat, didn’t play at all because she was what veterinarians call morbidly obese, which for us laymen, translates into as wide as she was long. Solo was just that: a singular beauty. White as a ghost, she lived an almost-feral life out of sight of human eyes. Addison, the fourteen-year-old black male I mentioned earlier, was in quarantine. That left only...

“Fluffo?” 

I tracked the enigmatic sound, not raucous enough to be the plastic bell-ball but too irregular to be the walnut. Down the stairs, through the hallway, and there she was, batting something small and glittery into a corner.

“What have you got?” I said softly as I crossed the room. When she heard me, she stopped dead in the middle of a serve and looked up with big, guilty eyes. Her paw covered the item, pressing it down with the gentle firmness she might have used on a baby mouse.

I bent over and scooped the object out from under her. Fluffs gave me a look that could have frozen fire and stalked off in the opposite direction.

“Fluffs,” I called apologetically but I knew it was no use. She was miffed, and then she was gone.

Shaking the thing in my hand, I felt the smooth, oily heaviness of stone. Opening my palm, I glimpsed it for the first time.

I’d like to say I had a premonition of fate at that historic moment, a frisson of expectancy, a sense of Things to Come, but I didn’t. My only thoughts on the brown agate with the dark slash through the center were How pretty! and then What’s it doing in my living room? since I didn’t remember having ever seen it before.

A jangle of electronic church bells rose from the direction of the kitchen—my cell phone. The stone still in my hand, I went to answer it. This proved more difficult than expected since it wasn’t where it was supposed to be: on the wooden tray by the real phone. The bell played merrily along, mocking me as I searched through my purse and rifled my coat pockets. Finally I found it under yesterday’s mail just as it clicked over to message mode. With a sigh I waited for the caller’s number to appear. When it did, I saw it was from the shelter.

I shot an alarmed glance at the Kit-Kat clock on the wall. Its switching tail and roving eyes confirmed my sudden fear that time had gotten away from me. My shift was about to start, and I wasn’t even dressed yet. My apron was still in the dryer. I hadn’t even cleaned my own cats’ litter boxes, and here it was time to do the forty-plus trays at FOF!

Without another thought, I tossed the errant rock into a catch-all basket on the kitchen table and ran to get ready. Maybe if I had been paying attention, if I were better at multitasking, if the phone hadn’t rung right then, things would have turned out differently.

Maybe not.
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Chapter 2
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Cats smile with their eyes. That slow blink that exudes total contentment is their way of showing they trust you. If you blink at them, slowly and without staring, they will often blink-smile back at you.

“That was a good day’s work,” I said to Frannie as I unlocked the door and we stepped into my entrance hall. It was a routine we both knew so well we thought little of it.

Frannie DeSoto also volunteered at Friends of Felines and was also of a certain age. A small round woman with a chronic smile, her short platinum blonde curls contrasted with her brilliant lip color and blush. Eye shadow varied with her mood, anything from lavender to chartreuse, with nail polish to match—or not. I’ve never seen her without full war-paint whether she’s out on the town or swabbing litter boxes. I, on the other hand, dabbed on a little lipstick in the morning and called it good. It takes all kinds to make a village, or whatever the saying.

Frannie was the closest thing I had to a buddy. She and I often got together after shifts. The thing I liked about spending time with Frannie was that I could be myself, cat hair and all. She, too, knew the joy of kittens, the sadness of euthanasia, and the fundamental wisdom of spay-and-neuter. She didn’t mind stepping over cat toys, beds, and food bowls placed strategically around the floor. She was not repulsed by cat yack or litter mess. I never knew what she did with the rest of her life, but at the shelter, she dredged out kennels, scrubbed cat pans, washed blankets and towels. She always had a treat in her pocket and a laser light on her key chain. I had ultimate respect for her.

I took off my coat and tossed it on a chair. Almost before it landed, Little was up on it, kneading it into a bed. Dirty Harry wrapped himself around Frannie’s ankles. He, too, thought she was the cat’s pajamas, and for stoic Harry, that was saying a lot. Automatically she reached down and rubbed his sideburns, talking softly in cat-speak.

“Six adoptions and... how many holds, Lynley?” she said, disengaging Harry so she could walk again.

“Three, I think. Kanga, Zuzu, and who else?”

“Cat-erine the Great. That man and his son were really interested in her.”

“I hope they come back,” I said. “It seemed like a good match. Tea?”

Frannie nodded. “Sure.” She followed me into the kitchen, giving Violet a pet on her head as she went by. Looking around, she asked, “Where’s the rest of the brood? The hospice—Fraulein...?”

“Fluffs,” I finished for her. “She’s probably curled up on one of the chairs—watch you don’t sit on her.”

Frannie laughed her distinctive little chortle, carefully checking availability before seating herself at the kitchen table. I got busy with the tea things: pot, bags, kettle. 

All of a sudden, I stopped dead. The kettle—it was on the wrong side of the stove! And the lid was tilted! I never leave the lid tilted. And I never put it on the left side of the stove either. That’s where the big fry pan goes when it’s not dirty. I glanced at the sink. The pan was there waiting for a bath after frying a chorizo-basil omelet for breakfast. Nothing strange about that. So maybe I had moved the kettle. And maybe I had cocked the lid without thinking. Without remembering. I admit my memory isn’t what it used to be.

I picked up the wayward pot, filled it with cold water, then thrust it onto the burner and lit the gas. That’ll show it for confusing me, I thought with satisfaction as the wet bottom sizzled in the flame.

I turned back to Frannie and leaned against the countertop. She was playing string with Fluffs who had come on cue when she heard her name. Thankfully my friend hadn’t noticed my momentary bout of paranoia.

“Are you going to the Volunteer Appreciation Dinner?” I asked as if nothing had happened. Which it hadn’t.

“Most assuredly,” she said, tickling Fluffs’ nose with the ribbon. Fluff batted back with amazing speed and dexterity, clipping the thin green satin with a razor claw. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Yeah, me too. It’s always nice to be appreciated. The place I worked before I retired was a little short on that, to say the least.”

“I know what you mean. I wish I could have volunteered for a living.”

We both chuckled. “I’d love to be rich so I could donate thousands of dollars to worthy causes like FOF,” I said. “Get my name in the quarterly magazine with the rest of the philanthropists.”

“You know who I really respect? The people who donate anonymously,” Frannie declared. “I could never do that, I’m too egotistical. I like seeing my name in print.” Fluffs jumped onto her lap, and she paused as the delicate cat got her tiny self comfortable. “Even if it’s down at the bottom of the page with the FOF Allies, the ones who can only manage a few hundred a year.”

“Not everyone can afford to be in the Michael V. Smith Circle.”

“No kidding,” said Frannie as she gently rubbed around Fluffs’ ears.

I could hear the purring from across the room and thought once again how lucky I was to have her in my life—Fluffs, I mean. Well, Frannie, too, come to think of it.

Turning to the cupboard, I got down two mugs with cat pictures on them. I put them on the table along with a pint milk carton and a sugar bowl. The kettle was beginning to whistle so I turned off the heat and went to get the tea.

“What would you like? Earl Gray? Oolong? I have herbal tea, too. Chamomile, Peach Passion.”

“Oolong sounds good.”

“Oolong it is then.” I flipped open the lid of the tin where I keep my collection of tea bags and for the second time, stopped short. The tin was empty.

I stared at the vacant expanse as if by sheer willpower I could bring back the little packets with their bright colors and spicy scents. It didn’t work.

Frannie mistook my bewilderment. “Anything’s fine if you don’t have Oolong. You must know by now I’m not picky.”

I looked up at her blankly, then back down at the tin. Unable to sum up in words the confusion I was feeling, I turned it upside down.

“Oops,” Frannie translated.

“More than oops. Last time I looked, this was full, or at least partly full. I remember. This time I’m certain.”

“This time?” she questioned. “What do you mean?”

“Well, a moment ago, when I went to get the kettle, it was on the wrong side of the stove. And the lid was off. I’m almost sure I hadn’t left it like that, but I couldn’t think of another explanation so put it out of my head. But now I’m beginning to wonder.”

Frannie’s painted brows furrowed just the tiniest amount. I knew what she was thinking; at our age we’re always watching for signs of the dreaded ‘A’ disease: Alzheimer’s. In my grandmother’s time, it was known as senility and seemed the inevitable end to anyone who made it past seventy. In those days, a little confusion or a few misplaced items, forgetting a name or a face, could land you in the nursing home to while away your remaining days watching soap operas and game shows with other such unfortunates. Now we’re enlightened; we call it dementia and know there are several different forms. The nursing home has been upgraded to the assisted living facility; the nurse is now a care giver; you have your own TV where you can watch anything you like if you can remember how to turn it on. But no matter what you call it, those mental diseases are the pit of oblivion from which you never return.

“I didn’t forget,” I justified. “The kettle maybe, but I know there were tea bags here this morning. I had tea before I went to the shelter.” I gestured toward the cup on the counter with the amber string hanging out of it in case she needed proof.

“Hmm,” Frannie said softly. “What do you think it means?”

I wasn’t listening. I was foraging in the condiment cupboard, pulling out crackers, raisins, corn starch, coffee, anything that might conceivably be hiding the absent bags. When that didn’t yield any clues, I began on the next cupboard even though it only contained plates, bowls, and glasses.

“There are some tea bags there on the hutch,” Frannie offered with sympathetic caution. She gently dislodged Fluffs and set her on the floor, then walked over. My gaze followed to a little pile of packets on the shelf. She held one up. “Are these them?”

I nodded like a zombie as I recognized the same lot that had earlier that day been in the tin: orange wrapper for peach; gray for the Earl; purple for Oolong; yellow for chamomile. All present and accounted for on the maple sideboard.

Frannie selected two of the purple packs. She ripped them open and pulled out the bags, placing them in the cups I’d set on the table. Going to the stove, she retrieved the kettle and poured the steaming liquid over the top. Then she picked up the cup with the black cat face on it which she knew to be my favorite and brought it over to where I stood like a stupefied deer.

“Here, Lynley. I think you need this.”

Between the heat of the cup in my hands and the strong perfume scent of the steam, I revived and sat down at the table, checking the chair first for Fluffs. Frannie was staring at me with concern.

“Has this been happening often?” she asked.

“What? Having my stuff move around on its own? No, never. I mean, sure, sometimes I lose things. My cell phone or my keys. But then when I finally find them, it all comes back to me. This isn’t like that. I didn’t move these things. Something’s happenin’ here, as they said in the old song.”

“Ah, yes, Buffalo Springfield,” Frannie replied nostalgically, apparently ready to let go of my senior moment. “Those lyrics seemed so timely back in the sixties, right up there with all the greats. Dylan, Baez, Seeger.”

“Remember Country Joe and the Fish? ‘And it’s one, two, three, what are we fighting for? Don’t ask me, I don’t give a damn; next stop is Vietnam...’” I paused. “What was the name of that song? I remember it was something absurd.”

We both giggled and pointed at each other. “Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag!” we exclaimed in unison as the decades fell away.

“I wonder if the kids today have ever even heard any of the old protest songs.”

“There have been a lot of remakes recently. Many of those topics are still timely, you know.”

“I guess they are, come to think of it.”

Frannie and I both jumped when the phone rang, and then pretended we hadn’t. I went and picked up the receiver—it was the land line—poked the talk button and put it to my face.

“Hello?”

There was a click on the other end, and I thought it was going to be a sales call but then a person spoke. Plain English, I might add.

“Is this Lynley Cannon?” he asked flatly.

“Yes. Who’s this?”

There was another click as the caller hung up. 

“Hello? Hello?” I waited a few seconds to make sure it was a disconnect, then banged the handset back in its cradle.

“Wrong number or telemarketer?” Frannie asked with a knowing sigh.

“Neither. I don’t know. It was a man. He asked for me by name—my whole name. Then he hung up.”

I went back to my chair and narrowly missed Fluffs who had claimed it in the seconds I had been gone. Instead of moving her, I took a chair nearby.

“Maybe it was one of those credit card calls,” Frannie suggested. “Sometimes they know your whole name.”

“Those always sound like they’re calling from India or somewhere. No, this was...” I considered. “I don’t know what it was.” Then after a pause, I added, “Really. I don’t.”

Frannie took a long draught of tea and then put her cup down. “I should probably take off. It’s getting late.”

I glanced at the clock: it was ten-thirty according to the white hands of Mr. Kit-Kat.

She got up and took her cup to the sink. “You going to the shelter tomorrow?” she asked with just a touch of awkwardness.

“I don’t know. I’m not signed up, but I might stop in anyway.” I smiled as I walked her to the door. “I love being retired!”

“Yeah, it’s the best, isn’t it?” She turned to me and her face sobered. “Maybe you should think about getting some rest, Lynley.”

“Why?”

Her gaze dropped to the floor where Little—ever the polite hostess—was waiting to see her out. “You seem tired. Tired people can make all sorts of mistakes.”

I bristled. “You don’t believe me? About those things being moved?”

“Of course I believe you. But there has to be an explanation, doesn’t there? We know they didn’t walk around by themselves. I’m just saying you’ll think better with a rested brain. You’ll figure it out.”

Retrieving her coat, she opened the door and started down the steps. Glancing back, she said, “Call me tomorrow?”

“Sure,” I grumped, and then pulled myself together. After all, she was just looking out for my welfare, as friends do, even when their assumptions are dead wrong. “Think good thoughts about Cat-erine the Great and her maybe-new family.”

“I will.” 

Frannie gave a wave and was off. I watched to make sure she made it to her car without being accosted, then closed the door, listening as the latch clicked into place. I hesitated, then flipped the deadbolt. Looking down, I saw Little standing by my feet. She was eyeing me with an almost quizzical stare.

“What?” I asked her out loud. I guess it goes without saying that I talk to cats in a proper and intelligent manner.

Little blinked slowly, which, for you laymen, is a cat’s way of smiling. I smiled back.

Scooping her up, I held her close. The warmth of her body and the rumble of her purr were instantly soothing, but they couldn’t quite offset the feeling that something had happened. Was happening. 

It wasn’t over yet.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]


Many all-white cats with blue eyes are deaf. All-white cats are also especially susceptible to skin cancer, so it’s best to keep them out of the sun.

After Frannie left, I went to bed. I realized how exhausted I was the minute my head hit the pillow. Still, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t get that blasted kettle and tea tin out of my mind. I tried really hard to make it into a slip of the brain, but it just wasn’t working. I had nothing to do with those shifty little shifts and I knew it.

Which meant it was someone else. Someone else! This thought left me feeling paranoid and violated. Someone had been in my house without my knowing it, looking in private places, touching my stuff. Until I found out who it was, I would have no peace.

My mother had a key; maybe she’d dropped by without calling. Except my mother was eighty-three and doesn’t drive. She does, however, stay up until all hours, so the best thing to do would be to call her and ask. If she admitted to the trick, I could rest easy. Then again if she didn’t...

“Hello Carol?” I said when she answered her phone.

“Lynley! Nice to hear from you, dear. How are the kitties?”

“Kitties are fine, Mum.”

“And how’s the little deaf one? The one who’s so shy?”

“Solo?” Carol had a soft spot for disabled animals, and when she learned that white cats with blue eyes often suffered from congenital deafness caused by the degeneration of the inner ear, the shy girl in her silent world became her favorite. “She’s good.”

“I love her eyes: one green and one blue. She has such an enigmatic stare. Do you suppose it’s because she can’t hear, poor dear?”

“I don’t think she thinks of herself as a poor dear, Mum.”

“No, cats don’t, do they?”

The conversation lagged as I tried to compose what I wanted to say. How do you ask your octogenarian mom if she broke into your house? I took a deep breath and faltered.

“Addison’s almost over his URI and should be out in the general population in the next couple of days,” I blurted.

“Addison? You have a new one?”

“He’s a foster. He goes back to the shelter once he’s well. For someone else to adopt,” I added. “I thought I told you about him.”

“I can’t keep them straight, dear. I don’t know how you do it.”

“You’ll have to come meet him. He’s very sweet.” I paused, feeling a flush across my face. “Or maybe you’ve met him already?”

“I really don’t think so. When would it have been?”

“Um, today maybe?”

“Pardon?” She sounded genuinely surprised.

“Mum, did you come by today? Did you come in the house while I was out?” I hesitated. “Did you make tea?”

“Tea? No, certainly not,” she huffed. “You know I’d leave a note if I came by when you weren’t there. It’s rude to go into other people’s homes without their permission, even if they are your daughter. And what’s this about tea? You aren’t making any sense, dear.”

“Sorry, it’s nothing,” I sighed.

“It doesn’t sound like nothing.”

“I’ll tell you about it tomorrow, okay?”

“Alright. I need to get back to my show anyway. Candy and I are watching Saturday Night Live. Betty White is the hostess. She has a bit of a potty-mouth but she’s very funny. And we old people have to stick up for each other. Did you know she’s even older than me?”

“That old?” I joked.

Carol harrumphed. “Take care, dear. Get some rest, you sound tired.”

“I guess I am. Talk to you soon.”

So it wasn’t my mother. I put the phone down, briefly wondering if she might have come over and forgotten about it, but I put that idea out of my head. No one could accuse Carol Mackey of senility. She was sharp as an unclipped claw. Her years as a legal assistant had honed her into an extrapolating machine. Granted that was a while ago, but she refused to let her brain go to waste. She and her roommate, Candy, who had been a medical transcriptionist before that job became universally outsourced, were always coming up with mental exercises. Their ongoing favorite was to solve all the mysteries the media had to offer. Television, movies, books: Carol and Candy had the killer pegged before they were halfway through.

Maybe I should get them to solve mine, I thought despondently. I certainly had no idea what to do next.

I was feeling very sorry for myself which was getting me nowhere. What would Carol do? I queried as I straightened my back and took a deep breath. First step: revisit the scene of the crime. Or was that what the criminal did? Whatever—it seemed as good a place to start as any.

I shrugged on my bathrobe after turning it around several times to find the armholes—is there a Murphy’s law that says no matter how you pick up a robe, it’s always upside down and inside out? I skipped the slippers—I just wasn’t up for a wrangle with them too—and padded down the stairs in my bare feet. Stopping just inside the kitchen door, I flicked on the light. I am Columbo! I told myself, then amended it. I am Marple; Fletcher; Ramotswe; Millhone! Peabody! Or maybe Nancy Drew? I added wryly.

Squinting my eyes, I panned the room for clues, consciously ignoring the penetrating gazes of several hungry cats. Everything looked normal except for the little pile of tea bags on the sideboard. Even those had been so carefully placed that they didn’t stand out, not as if the room had been tossed or anything. I had the feeling they were telling me something. If I just listened hard enough I could...

An urgent meow from the next room broke my concentration.

“Harry?” I called as I shook off my daze and went to find the big cat. He was in the living room in front of my makeshift entertainment center, a wide wooden bookshelf with my old analog TV set on top. The shelves held an ancient VCR and a cheap DVD player. To each side was a long cabinet that housed my meager collection of movies.

Both cabinet doors were shut tight.

“Did you get closed out of your cave?” I said to Harry, who liked to sleep in the left middle cubby. It’s so cute to find him there, just the white civil defense symbol markings on his face and the pair of glowing green eyes floating in the gloom. The DVDs on that shelf were pushed to the back so the big black-and-white could fit his considerable roundness into the small space.

Except they weren’t.

As I swung the door wide, I saw that the contents of all three shelves were up front and center. I noted as I looked closer that they were also all mixed up. Some even lay in a flat stack which was just plain wrong. I always kept them upright, like records, back when there were records.

Another enigma. Instead of solving the mysteries, I was uncovering more.

Suddenly I felt angry. With a sweep of my hand, I dumped the whole lot of them on the floor. “There you are, Harry. All better,” I said, much too loudly and with far too much desperation. Harry took one look at me and stalked back to his donut where he circled, lay down, and feigned sleep with his back to the offending cupboard.

I eyed the mess of plastic cases on the floor and was instantly ashamed of myself. What had Frannie said? There had to be an explanation. And like the proverbial light bulb going off in my head, I suddenly knew what it was.

* * *
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I slept fine for the rest of the night with Red on one side of me and Little on the other and woke refreshed in the morning. My previous unease seemed like classic paranoia in the friendly light of day. My new theory of the relocated objects was a bit convoluted but altogether plausible, as the MythBusters say. 

You see, I have a granddaughter. She’s fifteen. Need I say more?

Seleia spent a lot of time with me since now that she’s a teenager, her parents are suddenly woefully uncool. For some unknown reason, Grandma was still okay. In my opinion, I’m far less cool than Lisa, her artist mother who travels all over the world showing her strange but beautiful work, and Gene, her architect father who commutes to New York every other week to consult on the rebuilding of Ground Zero, but I’m not about to dissuade her if she thinks otherwise.

For Seleia to hang out and watch a movie was easy to imagine. She probably pawed through the lot to find something besides my old-lady films. Seeing as I don’t have a liquor cabinet for her to raid, she could have gone to the kitchen, put the kettle on the other burner, dumped out the bags to see what there was, and made herself a cup of tea. She’d been very careful, and if I weren’t so anal, I would never have noticed the intrusion.

Yes, it had to be Seleia. The only catch was she didn’t have a key. But I was young once and knew that to the teenage mind, obstacles such as that are merely challenges. She had plenty of opportunity to make one on the sly if she’d been so inclined.

Still, I wasn’t mad at her. It was the natural order of things for young people to push the limits with their loved ones. I’d make her ’fess up and return the key. I would be stern. Convey to her that even Grandma needs her personal space. How would she feel if I went through her stuff, etc. etc.? She would get it. She was a good girl at heart.

No time like the present, I decided. I would take care of it right away, soon as I fed the cats. It was Sunday; she’d be home from school. I’d call—no, I’d just drop by. Catch her off guard and face to face.

I heard the rattle of the kitchen doorknob, and then a little tap-tap on the pane of the window. Aha! I said to myself, recognizing Seleia’s personal knock. Maybe I won’t have to force a confession after all. She’s probably here to tell me all about it.

And if not, I thought as I went to unlock the door, she’s going to do it anyway!

“Lynley, the door was locked,” she said, bursting in with teenage exuberance almost before I got the thing open.

“Come in,” I said after the fact. “Isn’t it awfully early for you to be up? It’s not even noon yet.”

She gave me a wilting look, so sweet on the young face that I had to smile. “Lynley! I’ve got better things to do than sleep my life away.” She went through to the living room and flopped down on the couch, swinging a long, Levied leg over the arm. “But did I wake you?”

I looked down at my robe and bright pink slippers, suddenly aware I hadn’t even brushed my hair or washed my face. I hadn’t even made coffee!

“Wait right here,” I said, running back upstairs to get dressed. “Make us some coffee, will you?” I shot back over my shoulder.

She didn’t answer but I heard the clink of the glass pot and the running of water.

A few minutes later I was clothed and washed, and we were sitting in the living room with our beverages. Seleia had been twitching like a cat with fleas ever since she had arrived.

I looked her up and down, then said in my most solemn grandmother voice, “Do you have something to tell me, dear?”

“Oh, Lynley, how did you know?” She kicked off her glitzy loafers and squirmed her legs underneath her on the sofa. “I just couldn’t wait. It happened yesterday!”

I felt relief wash over me. This was going well. I wouldn’t have to wring the truth out of her after all. She knew what she’d done was wrong and was going to acknowledge it all by herself.

“Go on,” I encouraged. “You know you can tell me anything,” I added with compassionate magnanimity.

“I know,” she said with a wriggle. “But this is kind of hard.” She sighed. “Okay, here goes...” Another sigh, so cute.

“You know that guy I told you about? Vinnie?” she said with a blush rising in her face.

I frowned. I hadn’t really minded Seleia breaking into my house, but it never crossed my mind she might have brought a boy. Should I have checked my sheets? I wondered suddenly.

“Well, Vinnie’s a great guy,” she went on, oblivious to my discomfort. “I’ve known him for quite a while now, ever since the beginning of term...”

Five months, I calculated. An eon in teen-time I supposed.

“...and he’s really nice. He’s a little older than me. He’s a senior, only two years, that’s not so bad, is it? I mean mom and dad are two years apart, and anyway you always tell me I’m adult for my age.” 

She looked at me with big, dare I say innocent, brown eyes. I couldn’t help but smile. “Go on.” 

“Well, Vinnie’s been helping me with my science. It’s physics, which I love, but I have a problem with some of the theories—the quarks and gluons and stuff. So Vinnie’s really good at it; it’s what he wants to do, become an astrophysicist. Cool, eh?” 

“Very cool,” I agreed as she expected me too, though I was beginning to wonder where this was leading. I couldn’t quite imagine the pair crashing my house to study particle physics. But she was off and running again.

“So Vinnie’s got a car, an old Volkswagen—he knows how to fix it himself. It was his dad’s back a long time ago, in the seventies I think.”

“Definitely the dark ages,” I commented.

“What? Oh, yeah. Anyway he’s got this car, and we drove up to Skyline and took a walk in the cemetery—Vinnie likes cemeteries, too. He doesn’t think they’re scary; he knows a lot about the history of the people buried there and stuff. He’s interested in history too, especially local, where the families are still around. He’s into lots of things.”

She stopped for a breath.

“They say an interested person is an interesting person,” I threw out.

“Huh? Yeah, I guess. Oof,” she grunted in surprise as Harry landed in her lap. “Where’d you come from, big guy?” she asked him, rubbing his sideburns the way he loved so much.

“They haven’t had their breakfast. I was just about to feed them when you came.” I stood up. “Do you mind? I really need to get at it before we’re ripped to shreds. Go on with your story. I’m still listening.” Listening for the part about making a key and slipping into my house while I was gone, is what I wanted to say, but I controlled the urge. It would be better if she told me herself.

I went into the kitchen. She watched through the doorway as I opened the tins of cat food and spooned the paté out into little bowls. Now that food was imminent, the cats were very vocal. Fluffs liked hers soupy and ate in my office so she wouldn’t be distracted; Red had a room of his own as well so he wouldn’t eat his and everybody else’s. Dirty Harry and Little ate at the feeding station under the counter. Violet ate anywhere the food was but required a bigger bowl that she could get her pretty face into. I pushed Solo’s under the couch. “I need to take Addison’s. He’s in the kennel. Be right back,” I told Seleia.

I returned a minute later. The only sound was the slurping of cat meat and the soft tapping of Seleia’s bare toe on the hardwood floor. The silence began to stretch out, so I asked, “Sorry about the interruption. You had something to tell me?”

She hesitated, then burst out all at once, “Vinnie wants me to go to Destination Science with him this summer and it’s a science camp and it’s in Salem and he’d drive us there in his Bug but mom says I can’t go alone with him but I’m old enough to know what to do and can you please please talk to her, I really really want to go and it is science after all?”

She gave me the most pleading of looks, but I was no longer in the mood to be appeased. This Vinnie story had absolutely nothing to do with her home invasion, and I was a little miffed to say the least. I had so quickly accepted that she was going to tell me everything that I had stopped contemplating the confrontation that would come about if she didn’t.

“Is that it?” I managed without sounding too upset.

“It, what?” Again the kitten eyes.

I took a breath. It didn’t help. “Seleia, I know what you did. You might as well own up so we can get this out of the way and move on.”

“What I did?” Suddenly her eyes became furtive, and the innocent act was supplanted by unease. “What do you mean?”

I slammed my coffee cup down onto the table. Little, who had taken up residence on my lap after her meal, leapt away in rebellion. “Don’t play games with me, Seleia. I know you were here yesterday. I know you got into the house while I was gone, and since I didn’t leave the door unlocked or the window open, I have to assume you have a key which you must have made without my knowledge or approval.”

I collected myself and gave a resigned sigh. “It’s not that I mind you coming around or even being here while I’m gone. I trust you—or at least I did, before this.”

I paused. Seleia was laughing. The distress was gone now, and her air was one of relief.

“What’s so funny about getting caught for a breach of propriety?” I grumped.

“But I didn’t,” she giggled. 

“Didn’t what?”

“I didn’t come yesterday. And I certainly didn’t make my own key. Though now that you mention it, it sounds like a good idea.”

“Don’t lie to me!”

Her face turned stony. “I’m not lying, Lynley. I thought you knew me better than that!” She
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