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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hazel Worthington looked around the small village located a short distance southwest of Portland, Oregon. “More people visit Brigadoon than this boring place,” she hissed in disgust. “That’s going to change if I have anything to do with it.”

      Flipping her shoulder length, starkly dyed hair back, Hazel slammed the door of her BMW shut and marched down the sidewalk. The loud tapping of her designer heels reverberated over the soft buzzing of streetlamps on the deserted street. Her feet ached from the tight shoes, but she had no intention of letting middle age impede her ability to wear the latest hot styles. As she passed beneath one of the lamps, her chartreuse-colored suit shone like neon, an anomaly in an area where fleece and jeans usually reigned.

      Almost every store on this block of Main Street had been closed for hours. Even the owner of the rather unconventional shop above the bookstore had turned off the sign’s light an hour and a half earlier.

      Hazel glanced around, then, from her purse, pulled out a large ring jingling with keys. Unable to see in the dark of the door well, she turned around and held the keys up to the light of the streetlamp.

      Sorting through the color-coded keys, Hazel selected the one with the turquoise tag. “There it is,” she said, under her breath. Then she snorted in disgust. “Why am I whispering? There’s nobody around in Deadsville Village this time of night.”

      Humming to herself, Hazel entered the store and flicked all the light switches on. Dropping the keys into her voluminous Burberry bag, she withdrew a measuring tape and notebook. She tucked the purse behind the counter, as though she always placed it there, and began walking around the store.

      “Ugh, who reads all these puerile books anymore? And why do they have to smell so, so musty or whatever it is. This space will be so much nicer when we get rid of all this junk.”

      Hazel went from corner to corner, hooking her measuring tape onto the edges of bookshelves and stringing it across the store, this way and that. As she got to the back right corner, she yanked a curtain aside and saw a door. “Hmm… I wonder where that goes?”

      Flicking the measuring tape to release it from the shelf across the room, she tried the door handle. It was locked. “Well, crap.”

      She bustled to the front of the store and yanked the ring of keys from her purse. She held up the second key on the turquoise tag. “I’ll bet this one works.”

      Hearing a muffled meowl, Hazel paused. “There’d better not be a cat in this horrible store. That would be the death of me!”

      She was almost right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Professor Madeline McPhee yawned widely and almost missed the exit from Interstate 5. She yanked the steering wheel of her gray Honda Civic to the right and grimaced as her tires squealed on the rain-slicked pavement of the exit ramp. Though hers was one of few cars on the highway at this late hour, she was accompanied by a steady stream of freight trucks barreling along, one driver of which honked in protest at her last-minute maneuver.

      At the bottom of the ramp, she turned left, which ultimately led her to the right, which was the opposite direction that she’d intended to go. She so disliked Dunnett Village’s puzzle-like entrance. It had been a couple of decades since Madeline had navigated these twisted roads without her aunt by her side, much less done so in pitch black conditions and when she was so exhausted. Glancing at the dashboard on her car, she noticed that it was 1:42 a.m. and a chilly 39 degrees outside.

      She wished she’d stayed in Hood River for the night. But she’d been so close to the end of her journey, so she’d pushed on, even though she’d been on the road since early that morning.

      Retracing the route, Madeline finally found the small, unmarked road that led up to Dunnett Village’s Main Street. Expecting the quaint village to be deserted at this time of night, she was surprised to see the bookstore’s front windows brightly lit. Wondering what the elderly store owner was doing there that late, Madeline slowed her car and peered inside the store as she drove past. Not seeing anyone, she figured William had likely forgotten to turn off the lights. She turned up Cypress Street and drove the remaining half mile to her aunt’s house.

      Madeline felt a wave of relief as she pulled her car up into the drive of the three-story, majestic Craftsman Grandfather McPhee had built a century before. Her heart lifted at the sight of lights blazing in every window, Fiona’s way of welcoming her home. Before Madeline had even unbuckled her seat belt, the front door swung open and her eighty-three-year-old aunt bustled out onto the porch, wearing her fuzzy pink bathrobe, and waving madly.

      “Sweetie, you’re finally here! I was getting a bit worried.” Fiona folded Madeline into a warm hug then waved her inside.

      “Sorry, I didn’t call you. I didn’t want to wake you.” Madeline followed her aunt inside, feeling awkward as an old memory surfaced from when she’d first arrived at her aunt’s house more than four decades earlier as a newly orphaned eight-year-old.

      “Like I’d go to bed before you got here. C’mon, I’ve got a nightcap ready with your name on it.”

      “I should unpack the stuff in the trunk first.”

      “Oh, bosh! Grab your suitcase and we’ll get the rest in the morning.”

      Madeline sighed with relief and was soon settled in the living room, holding a warm mug of cocoa spiked with brandy and spilling over with home-made whipped cream. With each sip, a feeling of security stole over her, as though the world’s troubles could never reach her here.
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        * * *

      

      After tossing and turning much of the night, Madeline finally gave up on sleep just after 6 a.m. Sitting upright, she paused to listen to the soothing sound of rain on the roof. She was a long way from Boston, a city that had been freshly frosted by a late March snowstorm when she’d driven away five days earlier. Even though she’d lived back east for over twenty years, Oregon was where she felt most at home. She put her glasses on and looked around the converted attic in the dim, dawn light, sweet remnants from her childhood still occupying the room. Fiona had never taken down the elaborate doll house Uncle Grady had crafted for her by hand. And her stuffed animals, many threadbare, still sat at attention on the bookshelf, tucked in between the many books Madeline had read too many times to count. The covers of her complete collection of Nancy Drew mysteries were particularly worn.

      Stretching her shoulders, which ached from the cross-country drive, Madeline pulled aside the heavy curtain covering the dormer window above her bed and looked up into the stately limbs of a Douglas fir, its needles dark green against the gray sky. For now, she had no classes to teach, no plans, just a couple of months of freedom before she started her new position as a professor in the Chemistry Department at a local university. She heard pans rattling downstairs and rechecked the time on her phone. She’d forgotten that Fiona was an early riser and realized that she needed to get moving.

      Madeline pushed back the billowy comforter and frowned as the damp cold of the room hit her bare legs. She eyed her suitcase and wished she’d packed more to tide her over until the rest of her belongings completed their journey across the country in the moving van. Like a flannel nightgown and slippers, essential items for Oregon’s early spring weather, but which were probably somewhere in Nebraska at that moment.

      Eyeing the knee-high boots she’d kicked off last night, Madeline decided to brave walking barefoot down to the second story bathroom. As she entered the pale pink and black-tiled room, clothes and boots tucked into her arms, she reached over to touch the radiator. Barely warm, a consequence of Fiona’s thrifty ways and something to endure until she got her own place.

      Spying the electric towel warmer, she switched it on before hanging the thin pink towel her aunt had left for her on one rung and her jeans and sweater on the other. She started a mental shopping list, with the first item being a big fluffy towel to tide her over until the movers arrived.

      After her shower, Madeline gratefully climbed into her warm clothes and did what she could to towel-dry her hair with the skimpy towel. She checked her reflection in the mirror, noting the frown lines on her forehead and strands of silver threading through her auburn curls. The weariness in her face reflected the toll that stress from a crumbling marriage had taken on her over these last few years. Coming back to Portland meant turning a new page, as well as being there for her ageing aunt, who’d been there for her after the loss of Madeline’s parents.

      Heading downstairs, she was guided toward the kitchen by her aunt’s singing in a key all her own. As she entered the warm room, Madeline spied her aunt bustling between the sink and the old AGA stove, a red and green plaid apron tied around her ample waist. “Good morning, Fiona.”

      Her aunt turned and smiled. “Ooh, you’re up. Did you sleep alright?”

      “I nodded off for a bit. It was cozy under that comforter.” Madeline walked over and gave her aunt a quick hug. “Though I can’t say I’ve missed Oregon’s damp weather.”

      “Keeps things green though, doesn’t it? I hope you’re hungry. I’m making you a proper breakfast.” Fiona wiped her hands on the apron and picked up the spatula. She flipped the slices of sizzling bacon over in the iron skillet.

      Madeline leaned against the sink. “You didn’t have to do all this. I usually have oatmeal.”

      “Well, this is a special day. We’ll do oatmeal tomorrow. Help yourself to a cup of tea. The pot’s on the dining room table.”

      Madeline walked into the snug room, darkened by chest-high wood wainscoting. Framed photos of family members surrounded a painting of her grandfather, Angus McPhee, decked out in a kilt. Angus had moved to Portland from Scotland as a young man to seek his fortune. After much success as a businessman, he’d had the McPhee Craftsman built in the early 1900s and located it far enough from downtown Portland to be out of the hubbub but not so far as to make trips downtown onerous.

      Madeline spied the large pot of tea wrapped in its tartan cozy next to the rack of toast and bowl of home-made marmalade. She could do without the British Isles tradition of cold toast but was gladdened by the sight of the marmalade, something she never got around to making for herself. She poured a cup of tea and carried the steaming brew back into the kitchen. “How can I help?”

      “It’s all done. I’ll make a plate for you.” Fiona piled a sturdy plate high with fried eggs, mushrooms and tomatoes, and topped them with a couple of slices of thick-cut bacon. “Here you go, honey.”

      “I saw the marmalade.”

      Fiona laughed. “Of course, you did. I made a fresh batch for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      As they settled down at the table, Madeline took a large bite of bacon and eggs, then took a moment to fully enjoy the rich flavors. “This is heaven after days of hotel breakfast bars. It’s nice to be back home.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here. It’s been lonely since your Uncle Grady passed.”

      Madeline reached for her aunt’s hand. “I miss him too.”

      “Any chance we can get your daughter to go to university here instead of Arizona? I’d love to have all three generations in Portland.”

      “I wish but I think Kirsty’s testing her wings away from Mom.”

      “We’ll see how long that lasts. What about you? Perhaps you’ll meet a new man here.” Fiona’s eyes twinkled, as she buttered a slice of toast.

      Madeline laughed. “No thanks. I’ll be as busy with work as I was in Boston so probably won’t have time to date.”

      “Or the desire? We’ll have to see to that,” Fiona said.

      “Don’t you dare round up any characters for me.” Madeline moved to divert her aunt quickly. “Any suitors on your end?”

      “There will never be anyone for me but Grady McPhee,” Fiona replied, firmly. “He was ornery but solid as a rock.”

      Madeline smiled. “He was a good man.”

      They finished breakfast then headed into the kitchen to do dishes. After Madeline handed Fiona the last dish to dry, she untied her apron and turned to her aunt. “Any plans for today?”

      “Why don’t we take a walk down to the village, work off a bit of that breakfast?”

      “Now?” Madeline checked the old grandfather clock in the corner. “Are any stores open this early?”

      “Not ‘til nine. But it’s nice to window shop when it’s not so crowded and get some fresh air.”

      Buttoning up their raincoats, they stepped out into the drizzling rain. They walked the half mile down Cypress Street until they reached Main Street, the narrow thoroughfare threading through Dunnett Village.

      As they ambled along the sidewalk, Madeline looked around at the buildings constructed when Art Deco styling began to push aside the curves of Art Nouveau. “This place never changes, does it?”

      “Actually, there’s a marijuana shop above the bookstore now.”

      Madeline spun around to look at her aunt. “A weed shop? How’d they get that approved?”

      “There was quite an uproar but it’s legal now. And it’s called a dispensary, Maddie, not a weed shop. See the green cross?” Fiona pointed to a large sign that hung above the Lewis and Clark Bookstore awning.

      “Yes, I see.”

      As they walked beneath the sign, the owner of the bookstore bolted out through his shop’s front door, grasping his ancient pug tightly in his arms. His face was distorted with shock.

      “William, are you alright?” Fiona asked, alarmed.

      “No! Thank goodness you’re here, Fiona.” He ran to her. “There’s…, I think there’s a dead body in there!”

      “What?” Madeline quickly looked through the glass window into the store that had been so brightly lit when she’d driven past the night before. In spite of the overhead lights, she didn’t see anything resembling a body.

      “And a cat, a huge bloody cat.”

      Madeline put her hand on his shoulder and tried to calm him. “Is there a dead person or a cat?”

      “Person. It’s that awful real estate agent, Hazel Worthington.”

      “Are you’re sure she’s dead?” Madeline asked, urgently.

      “I don’t know. She sure looked dead to me. There’s so much blood.”

      “Did you check to see if she’s still breathing?” Madeline asked.

      “Are you kidding? I’m not going near her. I’d just opened the door when Bolivar started barking like crazy and tugging at his leash. And there was this huge bloody cat sitting by the body hissing at us.” The dog in his arms snuffled and whimpered.

      “Oh my,” Fiona said. “Did the cat kill her?”

      “That’s not likely,” Madeline replied. She turned back to the shop owner. “William, did you seen anyone else hanging around in there?”

      He shook his head. “Dead empty. Oh, sorry!”

      “Okay, I’ll go take a look in case there’s something I can do for her,” Madeline replied, hurriedly. If the woman had been attacked by someone, she hoped that person wasn’t still lurking inside the store. “Where is she?”

      “Between the card racks!” He pointed shakily with his free hand.

      “Be careful, Maddie,” Fiona said, tightly.

      Madeline handed Fiona her cell phone. “Call the police.”

      “Do we have to?” William asked, his voice quavering.

      Madeline looked at him in surprise. “We need to get help whether she’s dead or not.”

      He grimaced. “I don’t trust them. Aren’t you a scientist? You know what to do, right?”

      “William, I teach chemistry. I don’t know how to handle a possible crime scene, which this might be if there’s blood like you said. Fiona, call the police now.”

      While Fiona tapped in the emergency number, Madeline wondered what was behind William’s aversion to the police. Steeling herself, she pulled a tissue from her purse and used it to open the door. She stepped past the counter and walked carefully along the bookshelves lined up against the wall like silent soldiers. She kept an eye on the back of the store in case someone was still lurking there. When she got to the section holding colorful cards and wrapping paper, she peered over the rack and saw the lifeless body of a middle-aged woman staring blankly toward the ceiling. A large patch of dried blood stained the paisley carpet beneath the shoulders of her bright green suit. The source of the blood appeared to be a gaping wound across her neck that no one would have been able to save her from, even if they’d arrived on the scene hours earlier.

      “Poor thing,” Madeline said, softly. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen a dead body, but she found it difficult to be dispassionate. This woman had been alive the day before.

      Snuggled up against the body’s legs was a luxuriously furred cat that, spying Madeline, stood and stretched. It looked once at the body, then sauntered around the card rack and soon wrapped itself around her legs, purring loudly.

      Madeline shook her head. “Uh oh. You’re going to disrupt evidence moving around like that.” She knew she’d have some explaining to do to the police if she removed the cat but figured it would be better than to let it continue to wander around.

      She removed her raincoat and used it to pick the cat up, then wrapped it into the coat. “Let’s get you out of the way, little one.” Groaning at the unexpected heft of the animal, she cradled it in her arms. As she held the cat close, she caught the scent of an unusual odor coming from it. It didn’t quite smell like a woman’s perfume, like something the victim might have worn, but it was not something she usually associated with cats.

      “Maddie, what’s going on?” Fiona called from the front of the store.

      “I’ll be right out.” Madeline took another moment to look around the back of the store, noticing the disarray. William might not put a lot of effort into decorations, but he was an extremely neat man. The books scattered around the floor in the back had certainly not been his doing. She turned and tiptoed toward the front door with the enveloped cat snuggled comfortably in her arms, purring thunderously. As she headed toward the door, she noted that the front half of the store appeared undisturbed. Passing the checkout counter, she saw a large, plaid purse tucked beneath the register. It must have been the woman’s since Madeline was certain the designer bag wouldn’t be something an old hippy like William would own.

      She stepped through the door that William held open for her. The close proximity of the cat triggered a furious round of snuffling barks from the pug, quivering in fury from where he’d been tucked inside William’s flannel shirt. The cat hissed and clawed at Madeline’s shoulder. She quickly moved a few feet away and pinned the frightened cat to her chest to keep it from bolting.

      “That cat is like the wreck of the hiss purr hiss!” William said, clutching his dog.

      Fiona chuckled. “Nice play on Longfellow, dear.”

      “Thanks,” William said, then scowled. “Did that cat kill Hazel?”

      Madeline bit her lip. “There’s no way a cat could have done that, William.”

      “Done what, honey?” Fiona dropped her hand holding the cell phone down by her side.

      “It looks like her throat was slashed by a knife or something, though I didn’t see a weapon anywhere near her.” Hearing the voice of the dispatcher still coming through the phone, Madeline reached for it. “Fiona, let me talk to the police.”

      “Right, dear, here you go.”

      Madeline explained what she’d seen to the dispatcher then suggested they move further down the sidewalk away from the front door, which might have evidence of the crime that had occurred within. Just past the windows, she huddled close to the building to shelter from the cool misty weather, which had started to seep into her bones, especially since her warm, cozy raincoat was currently wrapped around the cat.

      “You’ll stay until the fuzz gets here?” William asked, nervously.

      Madeline reassured him. “Of course, we will. Do you have any idea why Ms. Worthington was in your store?”

      He pinched his lips. “No idea.”

      “Do you always get to your store this early in the morning?”

      “Nope. But I got a big shipment of books yesterday. I needed to get the rest of them on the shelves before I opened up this morning. I was too tired to finish last night.” He batted away several strands of silver hair that had escaped his ponytail, but they floated back around his face, catching the morning light like crinkled ribbons.

      “Wow, you were really working late last night. I saw the lights were on when I drove past,” Madeline said. “It was almost 2 in the morning.”

      He frowned. “I headed home way before that. I can barely stay awake past nine these days. Must have been one of the other stores.”

      Madeline frowned. “No. It was definitely your store that had all the lights on.”

      “Could you have forgotten to turn them off?” Fiona asked.

      “I don’t think so.” William scratched the pug’s head, distractedly.

      “That’s odd,” Madeline said. “Was the door locked when you arrived?”

      “I didn’t notice,” he said. “I put my key in like I always do.”

      “Is there another way out the back?” Madeline asked. She found the chaos she’d seen in the back of the store compared to the undisturbed front puzzling.

      “Why?” He asked, clutching the dog more tightly.

      “There were a lot of books pushed from the shelves toward the back and I noticed more books spilling from a box.”

      “Oh great,” he said. “Now I have a big mess to clean up. And what am I supposed to do about the body?”

      “I’m sure the police will take care of that, William,” Fiona said.

      “Then what?” he asked, despairingly. “There’s so much blood.”

      Madeline replied, gently, “I’m sure they have crime scene cleanup crews.”

      “I’m not keeping that cat! They’ll have to take it too.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Fiona said. “We’ll watch over it until we find a new owner. Poor thing lost its human in such a dreadful way.”

      “I suspect the police will need to examine it,” Madeline said. “You know, I think it’s still a kitten.” She shifted the wrapped cat to her other arm.

      “That beast?” William shielded the snuffling dog with his arm.

      “Look at the size of those paws,” Madeline said. “I think he’s a Maine Coon. A red one.”

      “Oh, I thought the thing was covered in blood!” His face was pinched in disgust.

      “That’s the color of his fur.”

      Fiona peered over the edge of the coat. “Why that’s a lovely shade of rusty-red.”

      The cat looked up at her and began a rumbling purr.

      Madeline turned to look up the street as sirens of an approaching patrol car and ambulance sounded, the flashing red and blue lights illuminating storefronts along Main Street.

      “Fuzz is here!” William grumbled.

      Fiona patted his shoulder. “Everything will be fine.”

      The emergency vehicles pulled into the open parking spaces in front of the bookstore, an area usually jammed with cars when the shops of Dunnett Village were open for business.

      “Goodness, the police get younger every year,” Fiona said. “I swear it was just yesterday that boy was one of my students.”

      Madeline looked fondly at her aunt, as Fiona waved to the young, dark-haired officer stepping out of the police car. He couldn’t be much over twenty and Madeline realized she could relate to her aunt’s comment. Young adults were beginning to appear younger and younger to her too and she was only fifty.

      Fiona called out. “Good morning, Officer Kelly.”

      As he hurried to join them on the sidewalk, the officer took a second look at the cat tucked into Madeline’s arms, then stopped in front of them. “Hello, Mrs. McPhee. Mr. Lewis, I got a call that you found a body in your store?”

      William pointed sullenly toward the middle of the store. “It’s in there. I had Dr. McPhee take a look.”

      “Dr. McPhee, is it?” He asked, looking over at Madeline. “Are you Mrs. McPhee’s daughter?”

      “Niece. And I’m a chemistry professor, not a medical doctor.”

      “Got it. So, you went inside?” He looked through the large, plate glass window past the array of books and small toys.

      “I did so I could see if there was anything I could do for her,” Madeline said. “But it looked she was killed hours ago, since the pool of blood beneath her is dry.”

      “I’ll go take a look.” Snapping on a pair of latex gloves, the officer walked into the store. They watched his progress through the window, Fiona inserting herself between Madeline and William to keep the squabbling animals separated.

      After squatting near the body, the officer continued to the back of the store, disappearing for a moment.

      “Where’d he go?” Fiona asked.

      “That’s where I keep supplies,” William mumbled.

      Madeline looked over at him. “Do you keep a box cutter back there?”

      “Nope. I use my dad’s old Swiss Army Knife to open boxes.”

      “Did you take it home last night?”

      William shook his head. “I always leave it back there so I can find it. Why?”

      “I wonder if that’s what the killer used,” Madeline said.

      Officer Kelly walked back outside. “Alright folks, I’m going to call for the medical examiner. Please move further down the sidewalk, I need to secure the scene.”

      “I’m not leaving my store!” William stood his ground.

      Fiona patted his arm. “It’s okay, dear. We won’t go far. The store’s perfectly safe with the police here.”

      “Alright.” Shooting one last look toward the front door of his store, William followed Madeline and Fiona down the sidewalk.

      Officer Kelly finished his call then joined them. He turned to William. “That door in the back, where’s that lead?”

      “It goes to the upstairs space I rent out.”

      “Who rents that space?”

      William snorted. “The dispensary.”

      Officer Kelly looked up toward the unlit sign with the large green cross, signifying the store’s identity with no need for a name. “Do they have the key to that deadbolt?”

      William shook his head vehemently. “No way! I don’t want them coming into my store.”

      “Got it. Mr. Lewis, aside from the body, did you see anything or anybody in the vicinity when you arrived this morning?”

      “Nope.”

      “How about you, Dr. McPhee? See anything in particular?”

      “I walked along the perimeter of the front bookcases when I went in to check her condition.” She nodded toward the animal in her arms. “I found this cat sleeping by the woman’s legs. When it saw me, it walked over, so I picked it up to prevent it from moving around the crime scene.”

      Officer Kelly looked at the cat. “Any blood on it?”

      “I didn’t see any, but I haven’t really examined it.”

      “Not sure we could see blood on a cat that color.” As he leaned in to look more closely, the cat’s purr became almost deafening.

      “True,” Madeline said. “I wrapped him in my raincoat, so you’ll be able to check him for evidence.”

      The officer straightened. “I’ll let the evidence techs take care of that. Do you mind holding him until they get here?”

      “No problem,” she replied. She smiled down at the animal nestled comfortably in her arms. He reached up and pawed at her glasses, nearly knocking them off her face.

      Fiona reached over and straightened them for her.

      “And we’ll need your fingerprints,” Officer Kelly said.

      “No problem, though I was careful to not touch anything besides the cat and immediately wrapped him in the coat,” Madeline said.

      “Any of you know who the victim is?”

      William muttered, “It’s that realtor lady, Hazel Worthington.”

      “You know her father, Officer Kelly,” Fiona said.

      He shook his head. “Can’t say I do.”

      “He’s on Dunnett Village’s council. He usually runs community meetings when the mayor’s out of town which, as we all know, is about half the time.”

      “Oh right, Fred. Did you call him or his wife?” Officer Kelly asked.

      “Should we have?” Fiona asked, looking worried.

      “No, it’s best to leave that to the detective.” He turned to William. “Since she was a realtor, could the victim have gotten a key to your place?”

      “Heck no! In spite of her harassment, I was not selling my store,” William said.

      “Harassment? She wanted you to sell?” Madeline asked.

      He nodded angrily. “She said she had someone who would pay a lot for it.”

      “I see. Did she tell you who that was?” Officer Kelly asked.

      “Nope.”

      The officer turned to look at the door, pondering. “The lock doesn’t look damaged.”

      “Look, I didn’t check the darn thing when I went in, okay?” Glaring at the policeman, William pointed toward the store. “When are you taking that body out of my store?”

      “Sorry, Mr. Lewis. We have to wait for the ME and detective assigned to the case so they can examine the body and collect evidence. I’m afraid you won’t be opening your store today.”

      “Well, that’s just peachy,” William hmphed.

      At the sound of an approaching bicycle, they all turned and watched a black-haired young man ride a well-worn Schwinn up to the door leading to the dispensary.

      As he dismounted, his eyes widened at the sight of the cat in Madeline’s arms.

      “Good morning, Adam,” Fiona said.

      Face reddening, he blurted, “Oh, uh… Hi Mrs. McPhee.” Hurriedly straightening the large pack on his back, he yanked the door open, and disappeared upstairs, bike and all.

      Fiona whispered to Madeline. “That boy’s an odd one.”

      Officer Kelly frowned. “I don’t think that store’s open yet.”

      “He works up there,” William grunted.

      “Got it. Does he have access to your store?”

      William shook his head vigorously. “Just me, nobody else.”

      “Okay.” He turned to Fiona and Madeline. “Did either of you see anyone suspicious in the area this morning?”

      Fiona shook her head. “We’d just finished breakfast and came down here on our walk when we saw William run out of his store.”

      Madeline clarified. “Though we didn’t see anyone this morning, I did see lights on in the store when I drove through the village around two a.m. last night. I peeked through the window as I drove past but didn’t see anyone.”

      “Alright, thanks.” Officer Kelly noted that in his book.

      “Oh great, here comes that dreadful woman.” William glared at a petite, middle-aged woman heading their way.

      She was wearing a fleur de lis-patterned caftan that flared behind her as she hurried along the sidewalk, glancing with interest at the flashing lights of the police car.

      The woman strode up next to William and put her hand on his shoulder. “My goodness, is everything alright?”

      He abruptly pushed her hand off and shook his head.

      Fiona spoke up. “Good morning, Julia. I’m afraid there’s been a murder in William’s store.”

      “A what? Why that’s awful. What happened?” Julia said, eyes widening. She took a couple of steps toward the bookstore and peered in through the window.

      “Ma’am, if you can stand back,” Officer Kelly said.

      “Good luck with that,” William muttered.

      Madeline watched in amazement as the woman stood her ground, looking up at the policeman.

      “Who was killed?”

      “It’s Hazel Worthington,” Fiona said.

      Julia slapped her hand to her mouth. “That’s awful! What happened to her?”

      “We’ll have more information later, Ms., um…”

      “Dubois, Officer. I am Julia Dubois and I own the lovely store next door. I call it Rive L’Ouest and sell exquisite samples of our beloved Oregon crafts beside their sister French…”

      “So,” the officer interrupted, “do you have any idea why she might have been in the bookstore?”

      “Poor girl. She was helping me prepare an offer to buy it.”

      “You’re the one trying to push me out?” William yelled. He received a sympathetic bark from the pug inside his shirt.

      “The way you’re running the place, it’s an absolute eyesore.”

      “It’s not for sale. And my bookstore’s been here a heckuva lot longer than that frou frou shop of yours.”

      “Frou frou?! Why I never. It would be much nicer for this town to have a little café next to my shop not that musty old shop of yours.”

      Officer Kelly intervened. “Perhaps you two can discuss that later.” He turned to Julia. “Now, do you have any idea how Ms. Worthington might have gotten into Mr. Lewis’ shop?”

      “She was my realtor so of course I gave her the key. That way she could check the place out.”

      “How in heck did you get a key to my shop?” William’s bellow set off another round of snuffling and barking from the pug.

      “For heaven’s sake, William, would you keep that obnoxious dog of yours under control,” Julia said. She straightened her scarf.

      Officer Kelly took a deep breath. “Ms. Dubois, how did you get the bookstore key?”

      “Well, as I understand it, William was friendly with the previous owner of my shop.”

      William glowered at Julia. “I shoulda gotten the key back from that danged woman.”

      “Okay, that explains how Ms. Worthington likely got in. Now, everybody, I want you to move down the sidewalk so I can secure this scene.”

      Madeline motioned to others. “Come on, everybody, let’s go stand in front of Julia’s shop so we can get out of Officer Kelly’s way.”

      Just then, a van with Portland Medical Examiner on its side pulled up and parked next to the patrol car.

      “ME’s here,” the officer said, sounding relieved. “Dr. McPhee, I’ll go let them know they need to take the cat off your hands to collect evidence.”

      She looked down at the purring animal in her arms. “Do you know how long they’ll need to keep him?”

      “We want to take him home with us,” Fiona added.

      “I’ll tell them to call you when they’ve finished examining it.”

      “Thanks,” Madeline said. She followed him toward the ME’s van. After handing the evidence tech the cat wrapped in her coat, as well as her cell phone number, the tech had her sign a chain-of-custody form confirming the transfer of the cat to them. Missing the small amount of warmth she’d gotten from the coat-wrapped cat, she walked back over to the group huddled in front of Rive L’Ouest and stood shivering.

      Fiona pulled the wool scarf off her neck and wrapped it around Madeline’s shoulders.

      “Thanks.” The warmth of the scarf helped replace some of the heat Madeline had been getting from the cat but she still felt bereft without the purring animal in her arms. From Fiona’s earlier comment about taking it home, she figured they were both already attached to the cat.

      “Do you need us here or can we go home?” Madeline asked the officer. “I’m freezing without my coat.”

      “The detective may want to talk to you later.”

      “No problem. You can reach us both at Fiona’s.” Madeline gave him the address and phone number.

      “Thanks.”

      Julia stood as tall as her five feet, two-inch frame allowed. “I’d better get going too. I’ve got a lot to unpack before shoppers arrive. I must get all that cardboard out to my recycling bin.” She turned to Madeline. “One must keep up appearances, you know.”

      Madeline and Fiona walked quickly back up the hill towards home.

      Though the walk warmed her somewhat, Madeline shivered. “I’m going to make some hot tea. Then I’d better go pick up some supplies for the cat.”

      “Don’t get too attached, honey. If it was Hazel’s, her parents may want it.”

      “If they do, I’ll give them whatever I pick up. So, Fiona?” She turned to her aunt. “What is William’s problem with the police?”

      “Oh, that silly man!” Fiona said. “He has a history with them, something about being an eco-terrorist in the eighties.”

      “Ooookay.” Madeline figured that explained a lot about the bookstore owner.
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      After spending almost an hour in the pet supply store, Madeline turned her Civic onto Cypress Street and saw the patrol car and a black Crown Victoria, likely also police, parked in front of her aunt’s house. She pulled her car up the steep, cobbled drive and parked beside them.

      Grabbing the box of litter and one of two large bags of cat supplies she’d bought, Madeline walked up the steps onto the porch and maneuvered her way through the front door.

      She followed Fiona’s voice toward the back of the house. As she entered the kitchen, she found the same young officer from that morning seated at the butcher block table next to a broad-shouldered man with salt and pepper hair cut in a military style. His severe gray blazer was in stark contrast to the delicate cup of tea and floral porcelain plate piled high with scones set before him.

      The two men stood when they saw her.

      Officer Kelly spoke up. “Dr. McPhee, this is Detective Griff O’Neill.”

      “Ma’am.” The detective extended his large hand to shake hers.

      Madeline was too encumbered by the bulky shopping bag and box of litter to take his hand. Slightly embarrassed, she dropped the box to the floor and tried not to wince as it hit the floor with a thud. Before she knew it, she soon found her hand engulfed in his tight grip.

      “Um… Hello Detective.” As she felt her face flush in response to his roughly handsome face, she hoped he hadn’t noticed and that her face hadn’t yet colored to match her Auburn curls.

      Fiona nudged the litter box toward the wall with her foot. “Honey, why don’t you set the bag down and take a seat? The detective wants to ask you some questions about what happened this morning.”

      Madeline dropped the bag against the wall and sat in the chair next to the detective. She felt a bump against her leg. “What the…” The cat she’d found at the murder scene slipped out from beneath the table and leaped up into her lap. “The evidence techs finished with him already?”

      “I brought him over since you said you’d be willing to take care of him for now,” Officer Kelly said.

      Fiona grinned. “We are indeed, right Maddie?”

      “Definitely. At least until we make sure someone’s not missing him.” Madeline scratched the large kitten under his chin, and he collapsed into her lap, purring loudly and kneading his paws against her stomach.

      Detective O’Neill glanced over at the shopping bag and raised his eyebrows. “Looks like you bought out the pet store.”

      Madeline smiled, sheepishly. “I’ll pretend there isn’t a second bag of stuff still in the car.”

      He let out a boisterous laugh. “So, you’re going to keep the thing?”

      “I suppose we’ll have to see if Hazel’s parents want him,” Madeline said, regretfully.

      Officer Kelly set down the scone he was eating. “That reminds me. We just came from the Worthington’s. They said they didn’t know anything about Hazel owning a cat. Matter of fact, her mother said she was extremely allergic to them.”

      Madeline frowned. “Then I wonder who he belonged to?”

      “And how he got into the store with her?” Officer Kelly added.

      Madeline turned to the detective. “I apologize for picking him up. I wouldn’t have messed with a crime scene, but he was on the move and I was afraid he’d mess up evidence.”

      “I understand,” the detective said. “We usually have more trouble with dogs at murder scenes than cats. Wrapping him in your coat was the right thing to do. Which, I’m sorry to say, they’re going to need to hang on to so they can also check it for evidence that might have rubbed off the cat.”

      “I’ll get my other coats in a few days when the moving truck arrives.”

      “It’s still pretty cold out,” Detective O’Neill said, looking concerned. “I’ll tell the lab to hurry things up. It’s not likely they’ll find much, since the cat had hours to clean itself up. But they’ve gotta check.”

      “I understand.” Madeline stroked the cat’s ears, which elicited a thunderous purr.

      Fiona tsked. “Do you hear that? And William thought the cat might have killed Hazel. This kitten doesn’t have a dangerous bone in his body.”

      The detective laughed. “Yeah, I think we can leave it off the suspect list.”

      “He also didn’t seem too traumatized by the morning’s events,” Madeline said, puzzled. “Most cats would have been freaked out by something like that. I wonder if he was even there when the murder happened, especially since he didn’t belong to Hazel.”

      “Hey cat, what were you doing at a murder scene?” O’Neill poked the cat’s flank, an action that elicited a lightning fast thwack on the detective’s hand. He leaned away from the cat as he examined the scratch on his finger. “I don’t know Mrs. McPhee, it might have one or two dangerous bones.”

      Fiona smiled, mischievously. “Well, you did poke the little lion, Detective.”

      “That I did,” he chuckled.

      “Do you need a bandage?” Madeline asked, leaning over to check his hand.

      “Naw, it’s not bleeding.”

      Madeline looked the cat over. “Strange that he reacted that way, when he seems so gentle in other ways. I wonder if you touched a sensitive spot. Did your techs check him for injuries?”

      “They didn’t say but I suspect they were more focused on collecting evidence. He doesn’t look hurt to me, not that I’m going to risk touching him again.” The detective eyed the cat warily.

      Madeline stroked the cat’s flank. “He’s probably fine but, just in case, I think it’d be best if I have him examined by a veterinarian. Did your techs scan him for a microchip?”

      “They said he didn’t have one,” Officer Kelly said through a large bite of scone.

      “That’s odd for a cat like this,” Madeline said. “He looks like a purebred Maine Coon.”

      “Might be a good idea to have your vet scan him too. Maybe they have a different scanner. So, Dr. McPhee…” the detective began.

      “Call me Madeline.”

      “Alright, Madeline. I’ve got to ask you some questions. I know you already went over some of this with Officer Kelly.”

      “No problem. I’m happy to help.”

      The detective’s first questions went over the same territory as Officer Kelly had earlier that morning. The young officer didn’t seem to have any further questions, instead busying himself eating another scone from the plate Fiona kept pushing his way.

      Putting his hand up to refuse Fiona’s offered plate, the detective glanced at his notes. “Officer Kelly noted that you were driving past the bookstore at 2 a.m. What were you doing in the area that late?”

      “I was on the last leg driving out from Boston. I should have stayed overnight in Hood River, but I really wanted to get home, so I pushed on.”

      “Home?” he asked, his eyebrows raised. “You don’t live in Boston?”

      “I’m originally from here.” She looked toward Fiona. “And I’m moving back after more than twenty years back east.”

      “Finally!” Fiona said.

      He paused, watching Madeline for a moment. Madeline felt unsettled by the intensity of his scrutiny and wondered how it was that cops could bring forth feelings of guilt and the urge to spill the beans even when you were boringly innocent.

      “So, you’re, what, a Professor?”

      “Yes, of chemistry.”

      “Mr. Lewis seemed to think you could solve the crime,” the detective said, his face unreadable.

      Madeline rolled her eyes. “That wouldn’t be the first time. I often run into people who think scientists can figure anything out. Though I did help Boston PD on one case. But there’s a big difference between tracking down pollutants and criminals.”

      “What’d you do for Boston PD?” he asked, curious.

      “My work involves chemical fingerprinting environmental pollutants so you can figure out where they come from. The police needed help identifying which part of the Charles River a victim drowned in. The chemical fingerprint of the water matched an area upriver of Boston. The body, on the other hand was found in his pool.”

      “Huh, interesting.” He watched her thoughtfully. “So, what time did you pass through Hood River?”

      “Oh, I guess it was around midnight, one a.m.?”

      “And before that? Anywhere someone can place you?”

      “I stopped for dinner at a Thai restaurant in Boise around 6 for curry.”

      Fiona frowned. “What are you implying, Detective?”

      He smiled wryly. “Just have to cover all the bases, Mrs. McPhee.”

      “Oh pshaw! Maddie wouldn’t hurt a fly.” Fiona crossed her arms across her ample chest and glared at the detective.

      Madeline laughed. “It’s okay. Let me look up the restaurant for you.” She entered the information in her iPhone and turned it to the detective so that he could get the phone number.

      “Thanks.” He handed Officer Kelly the phone. “How well do you know Mr. Lewis?”

      “A bit. I run into him occasionally on my visits home. I often stop in to buy books.”

      “Did you see anything out of order in the bookstore besides the dead body?”

      “Other than books knocked off shelves toward the back of the store and the cat curled up by the body, nothing too odd. But I got out of there quickly once I realized it was too late to help her.”

      “Did you turn the lights on when you went in?” he asked.

      “No. The store was brightly lit when we got there and, as I told Officer Kelly, they were on when I drove past last night. So, I’m curious…”

      He looked as though he was holding back a smile. “About what?”

      “Didn’t William have a security camera in the store?”

      “Nope. Seems the man is opposed to surveillance, as he calls it,” the detective said with a straight face.

      “That would have made it easier to identify Hazel’s killer,” Madeline said.

      “Yes, it would have.” He looked back and forth between the two women. “Alright, I think that’s about all I need for now. I may need to talk to you again and if you think of anything else, give me a call.” He handed her his card.

      “Will do.”

      Officer Kelly turned to Fiona. “Thanks for the scones, Mrs. McPhee.”

      “My pleasure.”

      As they stood to leave, Detective O’Neill looked around the room. “Nice house. I like the woodwork in these old places.”

      Fiona smiled. “My father-in-law built this house the year before my husband was born. Madeline was born here too.”

      He looked at Madeline. “I thought you were her niece.”

      “I am. My dad was Uncle Grady’s younger brother. My parents lived here for the first couple of years of their marriage. We moved into a house up the hill when I was one. When they died some years later, Fiona and Grady took me in and raised me.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “When I was eight, they were caught in an avalanche on Mount Hood while hiking.”

      “Sorry to hear that. Losing parents that young is hard on a kid,” he said. “Glad you had your aunt and uncle.”

      “Me too,” she said, smiling toward Fiona.

      “Alright, we’ll get going.” The detective nodded toward Officer Kelly. “I’ll follow you out, Jack. I can never find my way out of this place. The roads are like a puzzle.”

      “They sure are. I was raised here, and even I took a wrong turn last night,” Madeline said. She handed the cat to Fiona and walked the two men to the front door.

      As he stepped out, Detective O’Neill turned to her. “Keep your ears open. People might tell you and your aunt things they won’t tell us.”

      “I will.” Madeline closed the door after them and walked back to the kitchen.

      Fiona sat in one of the chairs, the cat filling her lap. She heaved a sigh. “Well, that was interesting.”

      Madeline sat next to her and stroked the cat’s head. He rolled his head upside down, in a clear request for chin scratches. She complied. “Fiona, do you know a good vet close by?”

      “Have a scone and some tea, honey. It’s been a while since breakfast. Meanwhile, I’ll call my friend Tina and see who she recommends. She’s got quite the menagerie of cats and one dog who thinks he’s a cat. She got him when he was a puppy and the cats set to training him right off the bat. And he’s a Husky!”

      Madeline laughed at the thought of a big, wolf-type dog being under the command of cats. “Good idea.” Madeline smiled down at the cat. “In the meantime, what are we going to call you?”

      “I was thinking of naming him Angus,” Fiona said.

      Madeline’s eyes widened. “You’re naming him after Grandpa?”

      “It’s a good Scottish name and with this boy’s reddish coat, he’ll fit right in with the McPhee Clan.”

      “Unless we find his owner.”

      “Well,” Fiona replied, firmly, “we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
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      Madeline ended her call to the veterinarian as the late afternoon sun streamed in through the living room window. “Angus has an appointment first thing in the morning. Maybe their sensor can find a microchip that the police couldn’t. He seems like a purebred cat, not the usual kind of stray.”

      “He sure isn’t.” Fiona reached down to stroke the cat’s flank as she stepped around him to get to the refrigerator. She yanked open the freezer door and started rummaging around inside.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “I’m making a chicken casserole to bring to Hazel’s parents, the poor things. They must be in their seventies and she was all they had.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea. I’m sure they’ll need a lot of support over the next few days.”

      “Ah, here it is.” Fiona pulled out a butcher paper-wrapped package and dropped it into the sink.

      “What can I do to help?” Madeline tied one of her aunt’s plaid aprons around her waist.

      “Thanks, honey. Why don’t you get some oil heating in the iron skillet? I’ll thaw the chicken.”

      Madeline eyed the size of the package in the sink and pulled the large skillet from the shelf, then set it on the burner to heat. “I can’t imagine what they’re going through, losing their daughter in such a violent way.”

      Fiona nodded, sadly. “It was hard enough when you lost your parents to an accident.”

      Madeline looked over to her aunt. “Fiona?”

      “Yes, honey?”

      “How much do you know about William?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I find it odd that William didn’t want to call the police after someone was killed in his store. That’s kind of suspicious, don’t you think?”

      “Oh pshaw! He wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Fiona said. “It had to be some dangerous criminal she bumped into.”

      “A bookstore isn’t usually a target of burglars. On the other hand, if it was someone she knew, why would they kill her there?”

      “That is a bit odd, isn’t it?” Fiona started pulling apart the chicken pieces to speed their thawing.

      Madeline pulled a box of mushrooms from the refrigerator. “I’ll sauté some onions and mushrooms.”

      “Get a jar of artichoke hearts out of the pantry, too.”

      Madeline raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure? Not everyone likes those.”

      “Fred loves them. He always orders the chicken and artichoke sandwich when we meet for lunch.”

      “You have lunch with him?”

      “A few of us always get together for a strategy session before village meetings. We like to make sure we have our ducks in a row.” Fiona paused. “Though they did get that dispensary past us.”

      Madeline smiled. “So, you’re one of the big wigs in town, are you?”

      Fiona looked over at her in surprise. “Well of course! Your grandfather was one of Dunnett Village’s co-founders, then Grady was nominated for the seat. Of course, I had to run to take his place when he passed. We McPhees like to have a say in our village affairs.”

      An hour later, Fiona pulled a bubbling casserole from the oven. “I’ll call over there to let them know we’re coming.”

      “Are you sure it’ll be okay if I join you? They’ve never met me, and it might be too much for them at such a difficult time.”

      “I’ve told Fred and Wanda so much about you, they might as well know you. It’ll be fine.”
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      There was no room to park in front of the Worthingtons’ beige brick ranch, so Madeline pulled up next to a pale blue, faux Tudor on the next block. Like many neighborhoods on the outskirts of Portland, this one had a mish mash of housing styles emanating from descendants periodically selling off small parcels from their more spacious family estates.

      They were silent as they walked up to the Worthington’s front door. As soon as Madeline knocked, the door swung open and an older woman with strawberry blond hair and an abundance of freckles appeared.

      “Yes?”

      “Miranda? I believe we spoke on the phone. I’m Fiona McPhee and this is my niece, Madeline.”

      “Oh, yes. Come in. My sister and brother-in-law are in the living room with some friends and neighbors.”

      Miranda led them into a room crowded with overstuffed chairs, vibrantly colored artwork, and a red leather couch, though the colors did little to alleviate the feeling of gloom in the room. Madeline had an urge to open the heavy drapes covering the picture window to bring in what remained of the afternoon’s waning light, though that was unlikely to ease the pain of parents going through such a difficult time.

      There were about a dozen people seated or standing awkwardly in the crowded space. Madeline searched the group and figured that the older woman and man seated at the center of the couch were likely Hazel’s parents, as they were clearly the focus of concern. From the level of discomfort in the room, Madeline wondered whether the guests struggled to find the right thing to say to the grieving parents of a murdered woman, as she herself did. She hoped that she’d be able to find the right words, particularly since she hadn’t known Hazel.

      When she and Fiona stepped further into the room, the tall, portly man with a salt and pepper afro stood from the couch and wiped tears from his face. His voice caught in his throat. “Fiona, thank you for coming over.”

      “Fred, I am so sorry about Hazel.” Fiona reached up to give him a hug. She leaned toward the woman who’d been seated next to him and who bore a striking resemblance to Miranda, though with hair dyed dark brown instead of blond. “Wanda, dear, how are you holding up?”

      Wanda’s voice quavered. “I can’t believe Hazel’s gone. She always called every morning to check up on us. We should have known something was wrong when we didn’t hear from her this morning.”

      “How I wish today had been like any other for you. Fred, Wanda, let me introduce my niece, Madeline.”

      “I’m so sorry about your daughter,” Madeline said, gently.

      “Thank you, Madeline. Your aunt has told us all about you over the years. It’s nice to finally meet you,” Fred said. “I wish it was under different circumstance.”

      “Me too,” Madeline said.

      “I don’t think it’s really sunk in yet,” Wanda said. She seemed to notice the casserole in Madeline’s arms. “Oh my, you two didn’t need to bring us anything.”

      “The last thing you need to think about right now is cooking,” Fiona said. “We made you a chicken casserole that should last several nights. You can freeze it if you need to.”

      “That’s so thoughtful.” Wanda waved to her sister. “Miranda, would you take care of it?”

      Madeline handed the still warm chicken casserole to Wanda’s sister.

      A silver-haired man dressed in a black suit and tie, which was neatly tucked into a gray sweater vest, pulled himself up from the armchair he’d been sitting in. “Here, Mrs. McPhee, please take this seat.”

      “Thank you, that’s very kind.” Fiona settled onto the edge of the chair closest to Fred and Wanda.

      Wanda gestured to the man, who was now standing next to the couch. “This is our minister, Jim Erickson, and this is his wife, Anna.” Wanda indicated the woman seated next to her. She proceeded to introduce the remaining people in the room, most of whom also attended the Worthington’s church. “It’s such a comfort to have you all here, though I sure wish we’d been able to get Hazel to attend our church.”

      Anna patted her hand. “She was a busy woman.”

      Wanda’s eyes teared and she grabbed a tissue from the large box on the coffee table before her. “Can you believe this? Our baby is not supposed to die before we do.”

      “That is definitely not the way we want things to happen,” Fiona said.

      Miranda returned to the room carrying a mug of creamy coffee that she handed to Wanda.

      Wanda gripped the mug tightly. “Thanks, sis. I don’t know what I’d do without you today.”

      With an agonized expression etched across his face, Fred looked toward Madeline and Fiona. “I can’t figure out why anyone would want to hurt Hazel.”

      “You ask me, you should have that ex of hers checked out,” Miranda said.

      “Had he threatened her?” Madeline asked.

      “Not really.” Fred shook his head. “Though, he was devastated when she broke it off with him and kept calling her. I almost went over to his place to tell him to back off, but she didn’t want me to. But our Hazel was way out of that boy’s league.”

      “He’s one of those creatures who works at home on his computer all day,” Miranda said. “He’d have never gone outside or put on a decent outfit if it wasn’t for Hazel. And the way he smelled, was it some cheap cologne?” Miranda asked.

      “It was deodorant soap. That green stuff,” Fred said.

      Wanda sniffed with distaste, as though remembering the smell. “Hazel gave him lovely bottles of cologne, but he never opened them.”

      “What Hazel saw in him was beyond me,” Miranda said.

      Madeline considered whether it was possible that Hazel’s ex would kill her in the middle of the night in a bookstore. Had he been following her? It seemed unlikely but she wasn’t an expert on murder.

      “Well, I have to say I’m glad you’re involved,” Fred said to Madeline, as he wiped away tears.

      Madeline snapped to attention. “Um… involved?”

      “William told Fred that you’ll be helping the police figure out who killed our Hazel,” Wanda said, eyes expectant.

      “I’m not really …” Madeline started.

      “I’ve heard there are a lot of cases that don’t get solved. And we want this murderer in jail as soon as possible,” Fred said.

      “Maddie will do everything she can to make sure they don’t drop the ball,” Fiona said.

      “I’m sure they know what they’re doing. But I’m happy to help however I can,” Madeline said. Wondering what the bookstore owner had gotten her into, she hoped their expectations wouldn’t draw her in beyond her capabilities. Detective O’Neill had seemed plenty competent to her, not to mention that he probably wouldn’t appreciate a novice like her getting in the way. But she supposed it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on how their investigation was proceeding. There was a murderer out there and she didn’t want any harm to come to any villagers, especially her aunt.
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      As Madeline and Fiona finished washing the breakfast dishes, Madeline leaned down and stroked the cat wrapped around her ankles. “I wonder if he’s always this attached or if he’s feeling abandoned.”

      “He sure is a needy little boy. Did you get any sleep last night?” Fiona asked.

      Madeline chuckled. “Not much but he did keep me warm. Okay, Angus. It’s time to take you to the vet. I want to make sure you’re healthy and maybe they’ll luck out and find out who your owner is.”

      Fiona tugged at the sleeve of her cardigan. “I’d rather wait to see if anyone comes forward.”

      Madeline smiled. “I know what you mean, but there may be someone out there missing this wonderful animal.”

      “Oh, all right.”

      “Then we’re ready to go. Would you open the pet carrier for me?”

      Fiona lifted the plastic carrier onto the kitchen table and swung the door open as Madeline lifted Angus into her arms. As she aimed him toward the opening, his eyes widened in alarm, and he splayed his legs out in every direction.

      Madeline frowned. “Darn it. He’s going to make it tough.”

      “Honey, turn him backward and stuff him in butt first. That used to work with that feisty stray we took in. Remember Puma Thurman?”

      “Boy, do I! Let’s see if this works on you, buddy.” Madeline turned Angus around and snuggled him for a moment before stuffing him backside first into
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