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      A thumping sound echoed through an open window as the first rays of sunshine reached the Parrot Eyes Inn.

      “I’ll get it,” Evelyn told her husband. She stepped out of their private apartment inside the hotel, took the elevator down in her nightgown, and retrieved the newspaper that had been thrown against the front door.

      Peter lifted his coffee cup and then held it halfway to his slightly parted lips as he stared up at the small television on the kitchen counter. Doris Troy’s classic Motown hit “Just One Look” provided the soundtrack for the Pepsi commercial which had debuted the night before during the Super Bowl. On the screen, a bright red Lamborghini Diablo pulls up to the Halfway Cafe, the driver-side door swings up, and Cindy Crawford steps out in a tank top and cut-off jean shorts. Two boys watch wide-eyed through a fence as the supermodel slowly struts across the parking lot to buy a cold soft drink from a vending machine.

      The newspaper smacked against the back of his head, sending coffee all over the round table.

      “Is that a great new Pepsi can, or what?” one of the boys on the TV asked.

      Evelyn grinned as Peter scrambled to grab a paper towel and wipe up the mess.“I know what can you were staring at.”

      Peter opened his mouth to respond before thinking better of it. He wiped the table clean and then opened the newspaper. Evelyn poured him some fresh coffee and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Look at page three. There’s supposed to be an article about some stolen art being recovered.”

      Peter quickly flipped back from the sports section and found an article with the headline “Art Thief Caught Red-Handed.” He read aloud.

      “Police in Orlando have apprehended a man suspected of being involved in a series of thefts across the state. A search of James Fuller’s home revealed that he was in possession of several stolen items including jewelry, museum artifacts, and three paintings by the artist Julian Van Church. The paintings are part of a set of four depicting the seasons of the year. Winter, Fall, and Spring were found but the fourth, Summer, was not located.”

      Evelyn sighed. “So they found the others but not ours?”

      “So it seems.”

      “The lobby doesn’t look the same without it. He must be the one who stole it. Maybe he’ll tell them where it is.”

      “We can hope.”
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      “You need me to carry that for you, little lady?”

      The woman carrying the fake palm tree across the hotel lobby glared at the construction foreman. “At your age? You should be thinking about finding six strong people to carry your old body across the cemetery.”

      “Watch it, Maggie. I outta put you over my knee … “

      A sudden hush fell over the previously noisy lobby of the Parrot Eyes Inn.

      I had been sitting in my favorite chair, curled up with my tail across my face and regretting that I had followed Sheila, my human, to work today. I could have been enjoying a catnap at Sunset Cottage.

      Maggie dropped the potted plastic plant and slowly walked to the reception desk. She stepped behind the desk and pulled up the right sleeve of her T-shirt, exposing a black and white tattoo of a bird that appeared to sing out as Maggie flexed her muscle.

      “Let’s settle this here and now, Troy, if you’re not scared of getting beaten by an interior designer.”

      Maggie placed her elbow on the desk, her hand opened wide inviting the man to arm-wrestle.

      A voice called out from the office behind Maggie.

      “Is this what I’m paying you to do?”

      Sheila Mason rushed out of her office, frowning. She was followed by an intrigued-looking Victor Bloodworth.

      “You’re the manager, Sheila, but as the new owner I must admit that I’d be interested to see how this plays out.”

      Sheila cast a stunned glance back at Victor before rolling her eyes and waving her hands in a “go ahead” motion.

      The half-dozen construction workers in the lobby stared intently as Maggie raised her eyebrows at Troy who reluctantly stepped up to the desk and took the younger woman’s hand. Victor placed his hand on top of the two others, gave the combatants a solemn look, then raised his hand to start the contest.

      Troy let out a grunt as his knuckles slammed onto the desk.

      “Now you can carry it for me,” Maggie said as she strutted away. The shocked construction workers parted to make room for her.

      Sheila snorted.

      “Show’s over. Back to work.”

      One of the workers, a young man, approached Sheila.

      “I need something from the storage closet but it’s locked. Can you open it for me?”

      “Here, Cody, you can unlock it.” Sheila handed him her keys and stepped back into the office that used to be Evelyn’s until Victor bought the Inn and made Sheila the manager. Evelyn was still living there in her private top-floor apartment while she decided what she wanted to do next.

      Victor followed Sheila back in and closed the door to keep out the noise as much as possible. I snuck in just before the door closed. Maybe I could get a nap in there.

      Sheila plopped down in her chair behind a desk covered in architectural drawings.

      “If you want me to get this hotel re-opened in time for Memorial Day, we need them focused.”

      Victor smiled and remained standing. He spoke gently in his distinguished English accent.

      “I had a feeling it wouldn’t take long. And, yes, I do need the Grand Re-opening to happen on schedule. I just got word from a dear friend of mine who wants to reserve the penthouse suite that weekend.”

      Sheila leaned forward and rummaged around for a notebook and pen.

      “What’s his name?”

      “He would prefer to remain anonymous for now but you’ll recognize him as soon as he arrives, as will everyone else in Paradise Cove.”

      Sheila set down her pen.

      “This summer is going to be the busiest in years. Evelyn tells me that they went three summers without a single vacancy back in the early days when this place was new. We may not have any this summer.”

      Victor smiled. “Then I suggest you pace yourself. You’re doing a great job. I have every confidence that you will get it done. Go home and relax a little at your house on the beach before this beautiful day disappears. And speaking of disappearing … “

      “Where are you off to this time?”

      “To do some research. The novel I’m writing now takes place on a private island in the Mediterranean and there’s only one way to get the descriptions correct. Fortunately, another friend has offered the use of his estate.”

      Victor grinned as he reached for the doorknob and pulled.

      “Don’t be jealous. You have your own paradise here if you’ll take the time to enjoy it. And your friends may not be as famous or wealthy as mine but they are more than equal in every other measure. Spend some time with them.”

      Sheila nodded and stood.

      “Come along, Whiskers. The boss has spoken.”
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        * * *

      

      “Can Sheila come out to play?”

      Tarrie Ann let herself into Sunset Cottage, then into our liquor cabinet. A few minutes later the whole gang was enjoying margaritas on the deck, catching what was left of the first good sunshine in weeks. January had been miserable, by Paradise Cove standards anyway, and everyone had come running when Sheila sent out a group text saying she was leaving work early. I was stretched out on the top rail between the deck and the dunes. The warm sun felt nice on my fur.

      “Should we play one of those ice-breaker games?” Julia teased. “It seems like we haven’t been together in forever.”

      Becky nodded. “Since the Christmas party. Which I will never forget!”

      “Good! Then you can tell me what happened because my memory is a little fuzzy,” Tarrie Ann said.

      Sheila picked up her phone. “Should I play the video?”

      Tarrie Ann slapped Sheila’s hand down. “I remember enough to know that’s a bad idea!”

      Julia taunted Tarrie Ann. “I thought bad ideas were your thing!”

      “They are, but I don’t need to see the evidence!”

      It was good to hear them all laughing again. As much as I had been looking forward to some peace and quiet for a catnap, it was just as refreshing to hear their banter. Orange tips were coloring the few clouds in the sky as the first signs of sunset appeared. With just the slightest breeze coming off the water, the air was comfortable.

      Sheila lifted the pitcher from the glass table and refilled her margarita glass.

      “Becky, are you going to tell us how things went with Randy in Atlanta?”

      “Did you get a kiss at midnight on New Year’s Eve?” Julia asked.

      Becky blushed. “A kiss that made the hair on my legs grow! All of his friends were there, cheering him on as he dipped me back and sent me to the moon.”

      The ladies all clinked their glasses, celebrating Becky’s happiness.

      “Will we be seeing him again soon?” Sheila inquired.

      “I hope so. I can’t sell houses down here if I’m up there all the time. Which … he wants me to be.”

      Everybody got quiet.

      Tarrie Ann asked what the others were thinking. “Did he ask you to move in with him?”

      “Not directly, but he sure made me feel at home. I’m pretty sure it’s coming. I’m a lot less sure of what my answer will be.”

      Silence took over again. Eventually, Julia broke it.

      “You’re not the only one.”

      “The only one what?” Becky replied. “Is there some man we need to know about?”

      “Just my father. I hadn’t been up to Cincinnati since the previous Christmas and I didn’t realize how much his age had gotten to him. He hides it when we talk on the phone but the house is a mess and it’s more than he can handle.”

      “But your brother and sister live close by, don’t they?” Tarrie Ann asked.

      “Close enough to check in on the weekends. They have families, though, and it’s hard. Since I’m by myself, they think that … “

      Sheila finished Julia’s thought for her. “ … that you can just put your entire life on hold and let them off the hook.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Those selfish … “

      Becky put her hand on Sheila’s. “It’s hard. For everyone.”

      Sheila took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Julia. I didn’t mean to put any more pressure on you. You’ll figure out what’s best and we’re here to support you whatever that is.”

      Julia smiled. “You’re the one under all the pressure. How are things at the Inn? Will you be able to get it re-opened in time for Memorial Day?”

      “I’d better. The reservations are pouring in, thanks to the publicity we got last year, and Victor’s got one of his celebrity friends coming.”

      The conversation got lively again. Nobody believed Sheila when she claimed not to know who the celebrity was.

      “I swear, Victor didn’t tell me anything more than I would recognize him when I saw him. But what’s the big deal, anyway? We have our own celebrity right here! Tarrie Ann, we haven’t heard about your holidays yet.”

      “Count your blessings! You don’t want to know.”

      Sheila refilled Tarrie Ann’s margarita glass for her. “Spill it, girl. Not the drink.”

      Tarrie Ann took a long sip, sighed, and opened up.

      “So, you know I stayed in New York with my daughter. What you don’t know - and neither did I - was that she invited her father to stay, too.”

      A gasp went up from Becky and Julia.

      “I hadn’t seen Alister since the TV reunion show ten years ago.”

      Sheila looked confused and I was, too. Becky explained.

      “You know Alister was Tarrie Ann’s love interest on her old TV show, right? Well, they rehearsed a love scene alone one night and she’s been paying for it ever since.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Tarrie Ann argued. “Sophie is the best thing that ever happened to me. But she was lucky to survive the holidays after pulling that stunt.”

      “So you and Alister … in real life?”

      “Trust me. He was a lot better on television.”
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      I had heard more than I wanted to about how Tarrie Ann’s daughter came into the world, and the sun was getting closer to the horizon, so I hopped down from my perch on the deck railing and left the ladies to their sordid gossip. I had my friends to catch up with.

      The sand under my paws felt nice as I stepped off the boardwalk. I hadn’t been a fan, at first. The beach seemed more like a giant litter box than a playground but I’d come to appreciate it. The cold, snowy winters we had endured in Colorado kept me from complaining about the windy January days here. At least the sand didn’t melt and get my fur wet. As long as I stayed away from the waves, I was dry and happy.

      Jimmy was fishing from the pier, as usual, occasionally glancing up toward Sunset Cottage. His dog, Buster, sat on the wood beams with his head between his paws, keeping a close eye on the fishing line and hoping Jimmy would reel up a fish for him to play with.

      Blue, a great blue heron I had become friends with, sometimes liked to stand in the water and on this day she was half in, half out. Each wave lapped up over her three long front toes on each foot as well as the short back toes, before retreating and leaving thin trails in the sand like a shadow. I announced my presence as I approached. Blue doesn’t like surprises.

      “Looks like this sunset is going to be a nice one.”

      Blue stood still for a moment then gradually turned her head to look at me with her right eye. She took three steps back, just enough to be out of the reach of the waves. This was new. I padded up beside her and set myself down facing the shimmering water and dipping sun.

      We watched together in silence for several minutes, just appreciating the most beautiful part of the day. Eventually Blue spoke, something she did very little of.

      “You seem troubled.”

      “I do?”

      I hadn’t realized it, but now that Blue said it I considered my feelings and realized she was right. She waited for me to figure it out.

      “I guess … I just feel a little … unappreciated.”

      Blue’s head nodded just the slightest bit.

      “I mean, I know Sheila appreciates me as a companion. She never forgets my Fancy Feast and my litter box is cleaned out every day. Every once in a while she fluffs up my special pillow made from Fred’s old uniform - that always brings a little of his scent back up. I shouldn’t complain, but I just wish my work as a detective would be recognized more.”

      “Your badge looks nice. Did she shine it for you?”

      “She did! Thanks for noticing. I’ve always loved this badge, ever since Fred presented it to me. But he’s the only one who considered it a real badge. To everybody else, it’s like some sort of a joke. Sheila and her friends are nice about it, even though they don’t understand, but Chief Anderson … “

      My mood soured just thinking about the police chief who never gave me any credit for solving murders in his town.

      “Every time he sees me now, he says my full name but he says Detective weird. Like I don’t deserve the title. ‘Oh, I see you brought Detective Whiskers with you.’ I guess I don’t understand why Kojak gets to be an official member of the police force as a K-9 officer but a cat doesn’t stand a chance.”

      “Kojak is your friend, isn’t he?”

      “Oh, yeah. I mean, we got off to a bit of a rocky start and he still gets mad at me sometimes. I guess all friends do. And without his help, I couldn’t have stopped some of these killers. It would just be nice if he wouldn’t avoid me when the chief and Officer Reid are around. You know, acknowledge me a little instead of only talking to me when nobody is looking.”

      The sun was nearly touching the horizon and a brilliant orange glow spread out around it, all the way north and south. The few clouds in the sky were also orange. We watched silently until a sudden scream pulled our attention away.

      Zappa cursed and hopped along the beach on three paws.

      “Sorry, man. And woman. I stepped on a sharp shell.”

      He was panting, out of breath.

      “What are you up to, Zappa? I thought you’d be laid out in the dunes.”

      “Yeah, man. Usually. But that’s the thing, man. That’s all I ever do and I ain’t gettin’ no younger, man. I don’t wanna be one of those fat cats that can hardly walk. I gotta get some exercise, man.”

      I could have sworn I heard a quick laugh escape Blue’s beak but her face didn’t give anything away. I managed to keep a straight face myself, just barely. The idea of Zappa exercising was hilarious. I couldn’t wait to tell Roddy, my mouse friend. Although, he might not find it funny. He preferred that Zappa stay slow and lazy.

      The top of the sun disappeared in the distance and the beach took on a darker hue.

      “Time for this house cat to head inside. You two stay warm, tonight, okay?”

      Blue nodded then turned herself south, spread her glorious wings, and flew off over the pier. Jimmy waved and Buster watched. Whenever Blue took off she grabbed attention. Which was ironic because attention seemed to be the thing she wanted the least. But maybe that made sense. When you feel like people are always staring at you, it’s probably nice to blend into the background for a while. Me, I always felt like I didn’t get enough attention. I wondered what it would be like if I ever did get recognized as a proper detective. It would certainly make it harder for me to sneak about and listen in on conversations. Something to think about.

      Zappa limped toward the dunes, still favoring his right front paw but stepping on it lightly now.

      I meandered back to Sunset Cottage. The light bulbs Jimmy had strung up above the deck for Sheila had turned on and gave the gathering below them an even more festive feel. Sheila and the girls were still enjoying their margaritas and each other’s company. They didn’t even notice me as I made my way under the table and then through the pet door into our living room.

      Roddy was waiting for me in front of the sofa.

      “Whiskers. Your fur is looking nice this evening. Did you enjoy the sunset?”

      Something was up. Roddy never just sits around in the open like this and he’s certainly never complimented my handsome black and white coat before.

      “Spill it, Roddy. Did you chew your way into a bag of chips or something?”

      We had a deal. Roddy had been in the house longer than Sheila and me so, despite Sheila’s expectation that I would keep the house rodent-free, I allowed him to stay as long as he only ate food that dropped to the floor. He still talked fondly about the long visit from Sheila’s messy grandson Freddy over the summer. He’d gained a lot of weight then.

      “Not at all, Whiskers. Just being friendly.”

      Roddy gave me a hurt expression but his acting skills were less than impressive.

      “You want something.”

      “I don’t! I mean, yeah, I kinda do. But I can be nice to my friend, can’t I?”

      I grinned at him. “I knew it. Just ask me. You know I’m a reasonable cat.”

      Roddy shuffled his feet for a moment.

      “It’s kinda embarrassing, really. You ever … think about settling down?”

      “I feel like Sheila and I have settled in quite well. At least, considering. It was a bit crazy at first with Mitch getting killed next door on the day we arrived. But Paradise Cove and Sunset Cottage feel like home now. I can’t imagine … “

      “That’s not what I mean, Whiskers. You ever … uh, see a cute girl cat and wonder … “

      “Oh! You mean settling down with a partner. Falling in love and all that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Have you … “

      Roddy’s cheeks grew as pink as his nose.

      “I might have met somebody.”

      “Well, congratulations! That’s great news, Roddy! I’m happy for you. I really am!”

      I reached out to give him a congratulatory pat on the back but Roddy pulled away. He still wasn’t completely comfortable being touched by a cat. I get it. He composed himself and looked at me with his eyes wide and pleading.

      “So … you won’t mind there being … another … “

      “Oh.”

      I hadn’t considered the implications. Roddy wanted his new girlfriend to live with us at Sunset Cottage.

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to bring another mouse into the house. You remember what it was like when Philip and Michael were here. They weren’t careful enough and I had to chase Philip when Sheila saw him. I almost killed myself trying to make it look convincing. Do you want me to have to chase your new friend around? Do you think she could handle that?”

      “I’ve told her the deal. She’ll stay in the wall most of the time and let me do the foraging.”

      “About that. You’ve been complaining that Sheila never drops anything. Without Freddy around, would there be enough food for the two of you? And, without getting into your private business, how long would it be before there are a few more mouths to feed? Have you considered that?”

      Roddy’s head dropped. The pink glow was gone from his cheeks. He was despondent.

      “Hey. Don’t be that way. Chin up. Of course you deserve a chance to be happy and live a full life. We just have to think it through. Something will have to change. We’ll figure it out.”

      I gave myself a mental kick in the butt. What was I saying? I had no idea how we could make this work. A whole family of mice living in Sunset Cottage? Sheila would kick me out if she knew what I was saying.

      I looked outside at Sheila and her friends, laughing and smiling. That’s what makes life good. Sharing it with cats, or people, or mice that you love.
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      I had anticipated a slow start to the next day, thinking that the margaritas might keep Sheila in bed later than usual, but when her alarm went off she practically jumped out of bed. Spending time with her friends had energized her and she was eager to get started on her many tasks at the Inn.

      “If I get there before all the construction noise begins, I can make some calls and get ahead of schedule,” she told me.

      “Or you could make some calls from here while I sit on the windowsill and watch the gulls on the beach,” I meowed, knowing she wouldn’t understand.

      “Yes, of course. It’s the most important meal of the day! One Fancy Feast coming up.”

      She thinks food and belly rubs are the only things I think about. In reality, they make up less than ninety-five percent. Slightly less.

      A few minutes later I had feasted and Sheila was enjoying her bacon and eggs on the deck. It looked to be another nice day and a larger-than-normal crowd was gathering for Yoga on the Beach. Evelyn was there this morning. And, just outside the dunes, I spotted Zappa stretching himself and attempting a downward-facing dog pose. He fell on his side and rolled in the sand.

      “Oh, sugar! I was hoping Evelyn would let me in. I gave Cody my keys yesterday and left before he could return them. I’ll have to call him and swing by to pick them up if I want to be the first in.”

      Sheila stepped back inside and located her phone.

      “Cody? Sorry to disturb you so early but I never got my keys back from you yesterday. I want to get an early start today. Could I meet you on my way in and … Oh, that would be wonderful. See you in a few. Thanks!“

      She put the phone down and grabbed her plate.

      “He’s on his way to breakfast and said he would walk over to meet us at the Inn, Whiskers, so we’d better get moving.”

      So much for the slow morning I had anticipated. We were out the door and on Sheila’s golf cart before Zappa could move into his next Yoga pose. I couldn’t wait to tease him about it!

      Nosy Nancy was working in her front yard. It didn’t need any work — that was just her way of watching the neighborhood.

      “Oh, Sheila. It’s good that I caught you. We need to discuss your construction workers. A few of them seem to be unaware of certain HOA policies. I’m glad we were able to bend a few rules to let them stay in town during the renovation but we can’t just toss out all the rules, can we? Could I schedule a time to come by for a little information session?”

      “Well, I don’t have my schedule handy at the moment. I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

      “Glad we were able to bend the rules?” Sheila mimicked under her breath as we sped away. “You were outvoted and you weren’t happy at all about it.”

      As we turned the corner, I saw that the street ahead was blocked by a truck pulling a large fifth-wheel camper. Todd was behind the wheel of the truck, sweating profusely, while Margo shouted for him to “Turn the wheel! No, the other way! Back up! No, Stop! Stop Stop!” Whatever she said next was drowned out by the sound of the camper scraping against their mailbox.

      We waited impatiently until Todd finally got the camper out onto the road and drove away, almost forgetting to wait for Margo. When we arrived at the Parrot Eyes Inn, though, Cody was nowhere to be seen.

      “Maybe he went inside.” Sheila tried the door. No luck. She knocked on the glass. I thought I heard something, maybe a door slamming, but nobody appeared. Sheila pulled her phone out and called Cody again. It rang several times before going to voicemail.

      “Cody? It’s Sheila. Did I miss you? I’m sorry we got delayed. I’ll check the coffee shop to see if you’re there.”

      We got back on the golf cart and headed to Sea Brews. It was busy and I recognized a few of the customers as construction workers but Cody wasn’t one of them. I looked for a seat to hop into for a better view but they were all full.

      “Here for the new Murder Society Mocha? It’s delicious!”

      “What?”

      Sheila turned and gave a confused look to the lady eagerly showing off her paper cup with a picture of a dagger on the side.

      “The Murder Society Mocha. You and your friends have your own drink now! Isn’t that great?”

      “I didn’t know anything about that.”

      The barista noticed Sheila. “Good morning! Your usual or do you want to try the new drink? I guess we should give you one on the house since it’s named after you and your friends. It has the bitter smell of almonds. That’s from the almond milk. Two shots of espresso are enough to the living or jolt the dead to life. The chocolate is dark, and we put a sticker of a murder weapon on the side of the cup for that extra touch! You get to choose your weapon.”

      I quickly wondered if the ladies had ever trademarked their name. I was certain they hadn’t.

      “I think I’m good.”

      Sheila exited in a huff, almost leaving me stuck inside. She pulled out her phone and sent a text. I couldn’t see what she typed or who she sent it to but her phone quickly dinged three times in quick succession with three different alert sounds as we rode back to the hotel. A school bell. That was Julia. A cash register - Becky. And some guy from an old song saying “Tequila!” No prizes for guessing that one. Sheila parked and, seeing nobody had arrived yet, spent the next few minutes responding to text messages. I hate it when they text. It’s like listening to somebody speak a foreign language. I could tell some of the messages were funny and some others angry from the expressions on Sheila’s face but beyond that I was clueless.

      Eventually, Maggie walked up holding a Sea Brews coffee cup with a sticker of a pistol on the side.

      “Did you know they’re selling a drink named for you and your friends now? They told me I got the first one!”

      Sheila lowered her eyebrows and let out a deep breath.

      “Oh. Not a fan, I take it. It’s getting cold anyway.” Maggie tossed the cup in the trash can beside the front door of the Inn. “Forgot your keys?”

      “Cody’s got them. He was supposed to meet me here but now he’s not answering my calls.”

      Maggie pulled out her keys and opened the door as a truck pulled up. A few workers stepped out, complaining about the smell inside the truck.

      “Put your stinky clothes in the back, Troy. They gonna smell even worse by this afternoon.”

      Troy exited the driver’s seat with a gym bag and tossed it in the truck bed.

      The complaining worker approached Sheila.

      “Lights are gonna be off and on today, Mrs. Mason. Testing out some wiring we ran yesterday. I’m not sure how much of the existing electrical we’ll be able to keep.”

      Sheila sighed. “This is why I was trying to get in early. Just give me a heads-up when you can, Darren. I’ve got a lot of calls to make.”

      Darren held the door as Sheila and I walked into the lobby. It had gotten worse since we left the day before. Tools, boards, buckets, and other construction supplies were scattered everywhere except behind the reception desk where Sheila settled in. My favorite chair was gone now, probably in the dumpster on top of the plastic palm tree, so I hopped up on the desk where I could see the whole area. A steady stream of workers had started arriving and it wasn’t long before the first electric saw cut into what had been a quiet morning.

      Then another noise. A scream from down the hallway. A worker came running out of the second guest room looking like he’d seen a ghost.

      Sheila and I took off running toward the room, dodging a pallet of flooring tiles, leaping over a rolled-up rug, then slipping to the floor when the lights went out just before we reached a paint cloth that had been spread across the entrance to the hallway. I meowed as Sheila landed on my tail.

      “Thanks for the heads up, Darren!”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Mason. Just a second … “

      We got back on our feet as our eyes adjusted. Sheila and I finished our trip at a more careful pace and stood inside the dark guest room, wondering what had made the macho construction worker scream like a little schoolgirl. Then the lights came on and we saw it.

      One end of a long crowbar protruded from the wall on our left. It was dripping blood onto the carpet below.
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      Chief Anderson looked at the shoe in Sheila’s hand and glanced down at her bare feet.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Mason. You seem to be missing a shoe. Hello again, Detective Whiskers,” he added sarcastically for my benefit.

      Sheila ignored his attitude. “I stepped in something and didn’t want to track it around the area.”

      Sheila had decided to call Chief Anderson before doing anything else. Not only was she afraid of further disturbing a possible crime scene, but she wasn’t at all excited to see what was on the other side of the wall. Officer Reid and Kojak, my K-9 officer friend, had left a vehicle accident and arrived just behind the chief. Kojak began sniffing at the bottom of the closed door. I stepped aside to give him space to work.

      “I did my best to avoid anything contaminating your crime scene,” I told him.

      “I smell blood,” Kojak barked.

      “That’s what she stepped in. She just doesn’t want to say it.”

      Sheila opened the room door. Kojak rushed in, pulling Officer Reid behind him. Chief Anderson followed.

      “Dear sweet Lord,” the chief muttered. “I need to see the next room.”

      Kojak continued sniffing around the blood and Sheila’s shoe while I followed the chief out the door and back to the first room on the hall.

      “All the guest rooms are unlocked during the renovation,” Sheila told him. “Go ahead.”

      Chief Anderson slowly opened the door and peered inside the room. He pulled his head back, looked again at the open door to the room with the blood, and then focused again on the room he had just opened. He stepped inside, leaving the door wide open.

      “I was expecting to see a body here.”

      I interpreted the open door as an invitation and followed the chief in. The wall on this side was perfectly clean with no sign of a body, the other end of the crowbar, or even a hole it could have passed through. Each of us scanned the room for any sign of trouble but saw nothing. Sheila stepped in looking around.

      “There has to be … “

      Her voice trailed off and she tilted her head to the side. I recognized that as a sign of confusion. It’s a look that you see often from dogs, mainly because they are often confused. Padding over to the wall on my right, I sniffed the area and found what I was looking for.

      “Kojak!” I called out.

      The big K-9 came through the room, Officer Reid stumbling behind holding his lead.

      “Smell around this bookcase,” I told him, then jumped up on the bed where I would be out of the way and have a better view.

      Kojak sniffed where I had and barked again. “Blood!”

      Just then Evelyn showed up at the room door, still wearing her yoga outfit.

      “What in the world is going on?”

      “That’s what I’m investigating, Mrs. McDermott. We have reason to believe there may be something behind this wall.”

      “Oh, there shouldn’t be anything in there. We closed that up decades ago. This bookshelf was a hidden door at one time. There’s a little latch behind these books … “ She moved a few old books to the side revealing a small handle. It was the same dark brown as the bookcase and barely noticeable. “This room was originally a library and Peter, my husband, put this in for me. There was a small space just large enough for me to sit and read in private. A few guests discovered it so Peter nailed it up. They were talking in Washington about making a new law requiring hotels to have rooms for disabled guests and we decided to go ahead and do it. Renovating the library was the easiest thing. Nobody was using it, anyway. Such a shame. People don’t read like they used to. Anyway, if you turn this latch it unlocks the door but with the nails in place it won’t open any … “

      As Evelyn turned the latch, I heard a click and then the bookcase swung open.

      Just inside lay a handful of nails that had been pried up. Beyond them, Cody’s body was pinned to the wall with the end of a crowbar sticking out his back.

      Evelyn fainted into Chief Anderson’s arms.

      “Everybody out!”

      The chief reached down with his right arm, swooping up Evelyn’s legs, then carried her out of the room.

      “Someone please open one of these other rooms!”

      I realized I might not get another chance so I pounced off the bed and into the space left open by the bookcase door. Another pool of blood blocked me from entering the space so I poked my head inside for a look. There wasn’t much to see besides the body. Just a dusty floor. There were a couple of areas where the dust had been disturbed, but not full footprints. It looked as though someone had tiptoed around the blood. And beside the far wall, part of the floor was clean.

      A rectangular space was dust-free.

      Something had been removed from the small room.

      “Sheila Mason! Get your cat out of my crime scene!”

      Chief Anderson had returned and was not happy at all to see me investigating. As I had suspected, he would be doing his best to keep me out of the area from then on.

      I dodged the chief’s efforts to grab me, leaping across the carpet to the far side of the bed. Officer Reid and Kojak took over the chase.

      “You know better than that, Whiskers!”

      “I’m going! Just make sure they see beside the wall. Something was there, and now it’s gone. Figure out what it was and we can find the killer!”

      Kojak made a half-hearted lunge in my direction. I ducked under the bed and was quickly out of the room. A little more time to check things out would’ve been nice but I had my first big clue. I was looking for something that had been leaning against the wall in that hidden room. Unfortunately, it was probably long gone by this point, along with the killer.

      The sound of an electric saw filled the air again. Chief Anderson barged out into the hallway, strode to where the saw was plugged in, and pulled the chord from the wall.

      “This entire hotel is a crime scene. I need you all to leave. Don’t take anything with you - if it was here when you arrived this morning then it’s evidence in my murder investigation.”

      Sheila came rushing down the hall. I moved beside the wall to get out of her way.

      “The entire hotel? Really? I have to get this place completely renovated and ready for a Grand Reopening by Memorial Day. Victor says we’ve got a major celebrity coming.”

      “I don’t care if Elvis Presley hisself is gonna show up and tell us he faked his death. I’m tired of being accused of sloppy investigating. Anything valuable that you’re worried about you can lock up in a storage area if you want to but nothing that was here when you walked in this morning can leave and nobody needs to be coming in and out until I say so.”

      Darren cautiously approached the chief.

      “I don’t wanna cause any problems but the electrical system is not safe right now. I could turn it all off, but that would mean no air conditioning, and even in January that’s not a good idea in Paradise Cove. The body … uh, Cody … he’d get a little ripe real quick.”

      Chief Anderson rolled his eyes.

      “And if you just leave it on?”

      “I’d say you got a fifty-fifty chance of your crime scene going up in flames.”

      Sheila’s eyes widened and she stared at Chief Anderson, hands on her hips.

      “Fine. You can do what you need to do. Just make sure I know when you’re in the building.”

      Sheila pointed down the hall. “What about Evelyn? She lives here.”

      “Not for the next few days, she doesn’t.”

      “Can we at least get some of her things for her? Her apartment was locked and nobody else has those keys. I’m pretty sure even you don’t think that a woman of her age shoved that crowbar through a young man’s body.”

      “Fine. Fine. Fine. As soon as she recovers her senses, help her to collect what she needs. Then I want this place locked up tight. Nobody is gonna say I dropped the ball this time and you and your friends - and your cat - won’t be anywhere near the investigation. Do you hear me?”
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      Evelyn was feeling better and Sheila helped her stand up from the bed. They walked carefully down the hall toward the lobby and the elevator to take her up to her apartment on the top floor. Sheila had offered Evelyn the use of our guest room until the investigation was finished and Evelyn had gratefully accepted. We were headed up to the apartment to pack some clothes and toiletries.

      As we passed the rooms where the body had been discovered, Officer Reid was discussing the crime scene with Chief Anderson.

      “Kojak pointed it out, sir. See this area here? There’s no dust on the floor. Something was propped up against the wall but it’s gone now.”

      “I see that. Can’t have been anything too big. Maybe three feet long but thin. You sure it’s not in here?”

      “I looked. Not a lot of places for it to hide.”

      Evelyn paused outside the room door, listening, then continued forward to the elevator. While we waited for the doors to open she kept glancing back toward the rooms where Chief Anderson and Officer Reid were busy. I could tell she was thinking hard about something.

      When the doors closed in front of us and the elevator started rising, Sheila asked if Evelyn was okay.

      “I’m fine now. I was just wondering … “

      The sentence lingered in the air until the elevator stopped and the doors opened. I slipped between their legs and turned left toward Evelyn’s private door. I’d been on this floor before but never inside Evelyn’s apartment. I was curious to see it. Construction hadn’t reached this area yet and everything was neat and quiet.

      “What were you wondering?” Sheila asked as Evelyn rummaged through her bag for her keys.

      “It’s just … we lost something a very long time ago. Now I can’t help thinking that maybe it was here all along.”

      She turned a key in the door and opened it.

      Welcome to the 1980s.

      The renovation was long overdue throughout the Inn but nothing had quite prepared me for this. Except maybe watching old TV shows with Sheila. The first thing that hit me was the floral pattern of the wallpaper. I was so captivated by the design that I didn’t even notice the carpet. My paw sank an inch into the dark brown shag which tickled my belly as I waded through it.

      Just past the entryway was a small living area which would have seemed larger if it weren’t for the television. The screen was much smaller than I was used to but it was encased in a larger wooden box that stretched almost from one wall to the next. To the right of the screen was a knob with numbers and the brand name - Philco.

      “Can I get you a drink?” Evelyn asked, holding up two tall glasses. They were more like goblets, really, made of emerald green glass with square lumps poking out around the middle section. The glass tapered down toward the bottom and then spread out with a bottom like a wine glass. She was standing in the kitchen surrounded by dark wood cabinets and dark wood paneling on the walls. A light fixture resembling a wagon wheel was suspended over a small round table with black swivel chairs.

      “No, thank you. I don’t want to rush you but from the way Chief Anderson was talking earlier he might get tired of waiting and kick us out before you’ve got what you need.”

      Evelyn set the glasses on the table.

      “I’ll get my suitcase and start packing then. Thanks again for letting me stay with you. It’ll be like a fun sleepover party! I can’t remember the last time I spent the night anywhere other than this hotel.”

      “This is a nice print on your wall,” Sheila said, looking at the one thing in the room that didn’t make my eyes hurt. It looked just like the view from Sunset Cottage on a nice summer day. “Julian Van Church. I’ve heard of him.”

      Evelyn came back into the room and joined Sheila in front of the framed print.

      “That’s what I was wondering about earlier. He painted that picture here in Paradise Cove before he became famous. It was the ‘summer’ of his Four Seasons series. The young woman on the beach? That’s me. Peter bought it for me.”

      “Oh, you look gorgeous! And it’s nice that you have it to remember him by.”

      Evelyn looked Sheila in the eye.

      “You don’t understand. Peter didn’t buy me this print. He bought me the original. It was the centerpiece in our lobby. Until it was stolen.”

      “Stolen? And you never got it back?”

      “They caught the thief and recovered some other paintings, as well as jewelry and artifacts. He confessed to having stolen the items and said he kept everything. But our painting wasn’t there and he refused to talk about it.”

      Evelyn pulled a three-ring binder down from a bookshelf, opened it, and handed it to Sheila who read out loud from the news article inside.

      “A search of James Fuller’s home revealed a treasure trove of stolen items. Investigators have tracked down the victims of his crimes and returned all of the valuables including three paintings from the Four Seasons series by Julian Van Church which are expected to be auctioned off for record prices soon. The paintings had been displayed side-by-side on Fuller’s living room wall with one empty space, presumably for the one missing piece, entitled Summer. Art collectors say the missing painting would fetch even more if it was ever located safely.”

      Evelyn took the binder and placed it back on the shelf.

      “We gave up hope a long time ago. But did you hear the police downstairs? Something was propped against the wall in that hidden room. Could it have been our painting?”

      “You think James Fuller stole it, hid it, and finally came back for it?”

      “I don’t know. It sounds crazy but it would explain why they never found it. If he was caught before he could return for it … “

      “How would he have gotten it behind the bookcase? Was it still a library back then?”

      “No, we had already converted it to a guest room.”

      “So he would have had to rent the room to get access to the secret entrance.”

      “But the room was for disabled guests only and James Fuller was perfectly healthy when they caught him. You wouldn’t believe some of the things he did to steal those items. Climbing walls, riding underneath a truck.”

      I could see the lightbulb come on over Sheila’s head. She was thinking the same thing I was.

      “It’s the perfect disguise. Arrive in a wheelchair so you get exactly the room you want then, if somebody sees you, they won’t suspect it’s you because you’re walking around.”

      Evelyn reached back up and ran her finger along a series of binders on the shelf until she found the one she was looking for. She set it on top of the giant television cabinet and flipped through the pages to find the right date which she had seemingly memorized.

      “Room 101. One guest - John Brand.” Not James Fuller. Evelyn sounded disappointed.

      If there was one thing I had learned from our previous case with the famous murder mystery writers it was that you can’t trust what someone tells you their name is. I leaped from the television cabinet to the shelf where Evelyn had replaced the first three-ring binder. I nudged it with my nose and meowed.

      Sheila noticed.

      “Evelyn, were there more articles in that binder about Mr. Fuller?”

      “Yes, I kept all of them.”

      Well done, Sheila! I hopped back down to the television cabinet as Evelyn reached up and grabbed the binder again. She opened it and flipped through several articles before finding one that mentioned some of the aliases James Fuller had used in his crimes.

      One of them was John Brand.

      Gotcha!

      Case closed in about one hour, possibly less. Kojak and his human police friends were downstairs trying to sniff up any kind of clue and we already knew who the killer had to be. He was ‘known to the police’ as they say so he likely had a probation officer he had to check in with. All we had to do was hand the information over to Chief Anderson and let the police track him down.

      “Great work, Sheila!” I meowed.

      “Oh, I think I have some cat treats around here somewhere.”

      Evelyn wandered into the kitchen.

      Sheila stared at me with her head cocked slightly to the side.
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      When we arrived back down in the lobby most of the workers had gone. Troy had collected the most expensive tools and Maggie was stacking them in a storage closet along with several design pieces that had already arrived. Darren walked into the lobby from where the electrical breaker box was located and gave Sheila a thumbs up.

      “You’ve got power and air conditioning downstairs where you need it and it’ll be safe for now. I’ve opened a window upstairs and the access door to the roof so some of the hot air above this floor can escape. But I’ll need to come back when I can shut the rest down for a bit.”

      “Thanks, Darren.”

      Kojak and Officer Reid were watching the door, making sure nobody took anything out.

      “Is Chief Anderson still here?” Sheila asked.

      “Yeah,” Officer Reid answered then lowered his voice, “but he’s in a foul mood. That’s why I’m out here. Too many smells for Kojak to find anything of much use but the chief doesn’t know that.”

      Kojak ignored me and kept sniffing.

      Sheila, Evelyn, and I walked down to the guest room where Cody’s body had been found. They each carried a binder from upstairs and Evelyn also had a travel bag packed up with a few sets of clothes.

      “Is the coroner on his way yet?”

      Chief Anderson turned and looked after asking the question then frowned when he realized he hadn’t been speaking to his officer.

      “What can I do for you ladies?”

      Sheila ignored the dismissive tone in his voice.

      “It’s what we can do for you, Chief Anderson. We believe we know who killed this young man, and why.”

      “Oh? I haven’t even got the body moved yet but I guess that’s why you’ve got a coffee drink named after you and I’m just counting down the years to retirement. Please, go ahead and enlighten me with your theory.”

      Sheila told him about James Fuller and the missing painting. She read one of the news clippings about the thefts and Fuller’s various aliases. Evelyn showed him the hotel registry with ‘John Brand’ checked in to Room 101.

      Reluctantly, Chief Anderson agreed that it was possible that Fuller had returned to retrieve the stolen painting and killed Cody when the young man showed up unexpectedly early.

      “There’s not much more I can do here until the coroner arrives.” He glanced at the travel bag Evelyn carried. “It looks like you’re ready. Mrs. Mason, have you got everything locked up safely?”

      “We’re about done, yes. My electrician says he’ll need to come back later when he’s able to turn all the power off for a while but it’s safe for now.”

      “Then I guess we should lock up for a bit until the coroner arrives. I’ll track down this Mr. Fuller and find out where he was this morning.”
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      “A toast!”

      Tarrie Ann raised her margarita glass into the air.

      “To Sheila and Evelyn. For solving this murder before the rest of us even knew about it!”

      Becky, Sheila, and Evelyn clinked their glasses together with Tarrie Ann’s. Julia was working at school and unable to attend the impromptu lunchtime meeting of the Paradise Cove Murder Society. Evelyn was happy to sit in for her. It was another nice day and we were all enjoying the sunshine on the deck at Sunset Cottage. I had found my spot on a rail at the edge of the deck. The ladies were sitting around the glass table with drinks and a large tray of loaded nachos Sheila had made.

      Becky took a sip of margarita followed by a nacho loaded down with beef, cheese, refried beans, and jalapeños, then got serious.

      “Can you believe the nerve of those people at Sea Brews, profiting off of our name with their Murder Society Mocha? Did any of you know about this?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      “And after the way they treated us when we were accused of committing crimes ourselves. Well, I think you should open a coffee shop in the hotel, Sheila, and put them out of business.”

      “Victor did mention that it might be a good thing to have.”

      “Speaking of Victor, what does he say about the renovation being stopped?” Evelyn asked.

      “He hasn’t returned my call yet. He seems to leave his phone off for days at a time. Hopefully, by the time he does I can tell him it’s all dealt with and we’re back to work.”

      Just then Sheila’s phone rang but the ring tone wasn’t Paperback Writer by the Beatles so it wasn’t Victor. It was the sound of a police siren. Sheila’s grandson Freddy had assigned ringtones to all of her contacts when they were together at Christmas.

      Sheila answered in speakerphone mode.

      “Chief Anderson. Have you found him yet?”

      “Are you trying to pull some prank on me, Mrs. Mason?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “A few months ago you tried to get me to arrest a man that was already in prison. Now you’re sending me after a dead man.”

      “James Fuller is … ?“

      “Pushing up daisies, as they say. For over a year now. Was in and out of prison and finally died serving a ten-year sentence at Iverson Correctional Institution.”

      “So he couldn’t have … “

      “Not unless he’s a zombie, no. Do you want me to send somebody to check his grave and make sure he hasn’t clawed his way out?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Well, in that case, if it’s alright with you, I think I’ll go back to investigating this murder myself and see if somebody who isn’t dead might have done it. Is that okay with you Mrs. Mason? Can the professionals do their jobs now?”

      “Yes, Chief An … “

      The call disconnected.

      The mood around the table dropped from celebratory to disbelief. Everyone was silent for a long moment until Becky spoke up.

      “We’re not just going to sit around, are we?”

      “I can’t afford to. Chief Anderson has shut the renovation down until the investigation is over and I’ve got to have it ready for Memorial Day weekend.”

      “Then it’s time for this meeting of the Paradise Cove Murder Society to get serious. What do we know about the murder?”

      Sheila bit her lower lip and furrowed her brow. “I know it happened within a one-hour period this morning. Cody was alive when I called him to ask about my keys around 7:15. We found the crowbar sticking out of the wall around 8:15.”

      I was wondering who had access to the building at that time and Tarrie Ann was, too.

      “Who has keys to the building?”

      “Well, I do,” Evelyn said, wiping some stray queso from her chin. “But I was on the beach doing yoga. I had to unlock the door to leave and I’m certain that I locked it back up.”

      “Normally I do,” Sheila answered. “But I left my keys with Cody. It’s possible that he unlocked the door and let someone in but I’d say that was unlikely. The only other people with keys are Troy - the construction foreman, Maggie - the interior designer, and Darren - the electrician.”

      Becky set her margarita glass on the table and pulled a pen and notepad out of her purse. “That’s our primary list, then. Did any of them know about the painting?”

      Evelyn thought for a moment.

      “The painting is still talked about every once in a while because the artist got famous later. So anybody could know about it but if I didn’t know it was still in the building, how would they know?”

      “What about the hidden room?” Becky asked.

      “Back in the day, we showed it to a few friends and guests that we liked. Not many, though, and it’s been decades. Sheila, didn’t Troy tell you that he was one of the original workers who helped build the hotel?”

      “That’s what he said. Do you remember him?”

      “Not really. He looked a little bit familiar but it’s been so long. And we’ve all aged so much since then.”

      Becky scribbled in her notepad and then set her pen down.

      “Then that’s where we start. Troy had access to the property and he might have known about the secret room. We should find out what we can about him and where he was this morning between 7:15 and 8:15.”

      Sheila picked her phone up from the table. “I’ll ask to meet with him about how to handle the delay. Come to think of it … He had a bag of dirty clothes in his truck when he showed up to work. Why would he have dirty clothes with him before he even got started?”
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      “She’s got to go!”

      Roddy was upset. I’d never seen him so out of sorts. Fortunately, there was enough of a sea breeze to keep his voice from traveling far out on the deck. Not that anyone was listening. The ladies had gone their separate ways after lunch, leaving a veritable feast of crumbs and cheese drippings on the deck. But before Sheila left to take a walk on the beach, Susi, the housecleaner, had shown up. Roddy could do nothing but watch from behind some potted flowers while all those delicious morsels got swept up, tossed into a bag, and thrown into the trash can. Wasted.

      With Sheila working every day at the Inn, she had more money and less free time so she had asked Susi to come in twice a week instead of just once.

      “Sheila never makes a mess, anyway! Why does she need a cleaner?”

      Roddy had a point. Sheila was one of the neatest people I’d ever known. This was one reason why Roddy’s request to let his lady friend move in was just a bad idea. With or without Susi, there wasn’t enough food falling on the floor to feed even one mouse.

      “I understand, Roddy. Don’t worry, we’ll figure out something. Just give me a little time. It looks like my new investigation has to start all over.”

      “You can’t let the real cops handle it for once?”

      Roddy knew he’d messed up as soon as the words came out of his mouth. I stared at him and shook my collar so that the badge dangling over my chest rattled.

      “Sorry, I, uh … I know you’re a real cop, Whiskers. I just meant … “

      I should have told him it was okay but instead, I turned away and walked down the boardwalk to the beach. Sheila had arranged to meet Troy at the pier in a few minutes and I wanted to be ready when he arrived. With the renovation on hold, he wanted to join Jimmy for some fishing. Sheila said she’d join them after her walk.

      Blue was in her usual spot - close enough to the pier for Jimmy to toss her a fish but far enough away to keep Buster from running after her. That crazy dog would never catch her. Blue was a lot quicker than she looked, but she didn’t leave much to chance. She was a cautious one.

      “Afternoon, Blue! How’s the fishing today?”

      Blue turned her head ever-so-slowly in my direction. Her long neck was just one thing that amazed me about her. I’d wondered several times if she could turn her head all the way around but I’d never asked.

      “Hi, Whiskers.”

      “Mind if I join you for a bit?”

      “It’s a public beach.”

      Blue’s head very slowly turned back toward the water. I padded up beside her and sat my tail end on the sand. The sea breeze was enough that on most January days it would be uncomfortable. But with the sun shining in the early afternoon, it felt nice. I tried to relax and enjoy the feeling of salty air blowing across my fur.

      After a few minutes, Blue turned toward me. Not just her neck and head this time. She lifted her left foot, turned her body a quarter turn, and planted her foot again.

      “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?” I asked.

      “Something’s bothering you.”

      Her neck curved down until her head was almost level with mine. It was the closest look I’d ever gotten at her orange eyes. They were intimidating.

      “Do you … think I’m a real detective?”

      “Oh, that again.”

      “There’s been another murder. Roddy just told me that I should sit this one out and let the real police take care of it. And Kojak barely acknowledged me when he came to investigate. I pointed him in the right direction for a clue but he didn’t share anything with me.”

      I waited for Blue to say something but she just stood there looking at me.

      “Maybe I should just keep my clues to myself from now on. Solve the case without him. He’s the one who gets to ride along in the police truck and help them sniff out clues while I have to sneak around and run my own investigation.”

      “Sounds like you’re jealous. I wonder if he is.”

      “Is what?”

      “Jealous.”

      “Why would Kojak be jealous of me?”

      Blue lifted his long left leg again and turned back to face the water. She didn’t answer my question, which infuriated me.

      “He’s at every crime scene. Everywhere Officer Reid goes, there’s Kojak. Julia said they even showed up at the school one day and they told all the kids about some of the cases he’s investigated. They clapped for him and lined up to meet him. Meanwhile, I was probably watching an old episode of Remington Steele with Sheila.”

      Blue nodded slowly.

      “I mean, I guess it is nice being able to make my schedule. And it had to be a little humiliating this morning when Officer Reid had him sniffing around in the lobby just to get away from Chief Anderson.”

      I waited for Blue to laugh about that one but she resisted, just like she had every time I had made a joke.

      “Maybe there are worse things than being unappreciated. It’s because nobody suspects me that I can walk right up to any conversation and listen in. And maybe Sheila is starting to get it. I pointed out a big clue this morning at Evelyn’s apartment and Sheila gave me a strange look like maybe she knew I was helping her figure it out.”

      “Speaking of Sheila … “

      I hadn’t even noticed her pass behind us toward the pier but now I saw her as well as Troy. They were both walking up the steps and headed toward Jimmy and Buster. Troy carrying a rod and reel, Sheila with a couple of seashells.

      “Thanks, Blue. Good talk. I’m gonna run and see what Troy has to say for himself.”

      By the time I reached the pier and climbed up the steps, Buster was completing his olfactory investigation of Troy. The older man had stood patiently, allowing himself to be sniffed.

      “He probably smells my dachshund, Oscar.”

      Sheila snorted, making Jimmy and Troy laugh.

      “You named your wiener dog Oscar?”

      “Oscar Mayer the seventh. My family has always had dachshunds. My grandmother started the tradition with the name. The last four have all had their pictures taken with the Weinermobile.”

      Buster spotted me and galloped out to greet me.

      “Whiskers!!! Where you been, dog? I mean cat. I know you’re not a dog. You’re a detective! Solve any murders lately? Huh? Huh?”

      I’ve never understood how some dogs can have so much energy. Puppies, sure. Kittens are the same way. But cats eventually grow up. Some dogs, like Buster, spend their entire lives like kids after they sneak a Mountain Dew from the refrigerator.

      “Hi, Buster. It’s … good … to see you, too.”

      The excitable dog didn’t notice my awkward pause. Or, if he did he ignored it. He kept going with his verbal barrage for a long minute before Jimmy pulled him away from me and tied his lead to a post on the pier railing. I hopped onto a cooler and settled in to hear what Troy had to say.

      “Any word on how long the renovation will be on hold?” he asked Sheila.

      “Nothing yet. I did hear that the coroner arrived, so at least poor Cody isn’t stuck there anymore. Sorry, I probably could’ve said that in a better way.”

      Troy gave Sheila a curious look like he didn’t understand.

      “Anyway, no. I don’t know how long it will take. What can we do in the meantime to keep the project from falling behind?”

      Troy hooked some bait onto his fish hook.

      “I reckon the best thing I can do is this right here. You’ve had us working non-stop so if fate wants to give me a little time off, I’m going to make the most of it. I suspect you’ll be pushing us even harder as soon as the police say it’s okay to get back to work.”

      Sheila saw Jimmy nod his head and decided to let it go. Troy was right. There wasn’t much that could be done without being in the building and some rest and relaxation would be good for everyone. She needed to solve the case, though, before the delay got too long.

      “I do appreciate you and your crew. And I’m very sorry about Cody. Had he worked with you long?”

      “Nah. This was his first job with us. Good kid, though. It’s a real shame.”

      “Was there anybody he didn’t get along with?”

      Troy looked at Sheila suspiciously.

      “Is that why you wanted to meet up? Are you and your little club investigating? Wait, do you think it was me? Or one of my crew?”

      “Well, if we wait on Chief Anderson to figure it out then we’ll never get the Inn opened again. When I hired you, you told me that you had helped to build the Parrot Eyes Inn. Did you know about the hidden room?”

      Troy tossed his line into the water and let out a sigh.

      “Yeah, I knew. Everybody on the crew back then did. We joked about it being like an episode of Scooby-Doo. I mean, who does that? But I didn’t even remember where it was and I sure didn’t open it. I have no idea what Cody was doing in there, especially that early in the morning.”

      “He was there to let me in the building. He borrowed my keys and I wanted to go in to make some calls before it got noisy.”

      Troy nodded. “Makes sense. But why was he opening that hidden door?”

      “Maybe he didn’t open it. Maybe he saw it open and interrupted somebody else. I talked to him on the phone at 7:15 this morning so it happened after that. Do you mind telling me where you were between 7:15 and 8:00?”

      The look on Troy’s face told me that he did mind. He glared at Sheila and his face turned bright red.

      “It’s none of your business what I do when I’m not at work!”

      Sheila took a step away from Troy but she looked straight back at him without wavering.

      “You had a bag of dirty clothes in your truck when you showed up. Had you changed clothes already that early in the morning? Why?”

      For a moment I was afraid that Troy would attack Sheila. Fred had taught me that a good detective knew when to stop pushing in an interrogation, especially if the person you were talking to could be dangerous. I was glad that Jimmy was there. Maybe his presence would make Troy think twice about doing anything stupid.

      Troy threw his fishing rod down angrily on the deck of the pier. Buster must have thought he wanted to play fetch because he grabbed the rod in his mouth like a stick and took off running toward the end of the pier. Jimmy smartly pulled out his knife and cut the line before the hook could come up and snag someone. He took off after Buster.

      We all stared at Buster, then Troy looked back at Sheila. He seemed to have calmed down a little.

      “If you’re looking for someone to interrogate, you might want to talk to Maggie. I saw her in that room the other day. She said she was taking measurements but I didn’t see a tape measure.”

      Then he walked away, leaving his fishing rod behind.

      After a few failed attempts, with Buster playfully pulling the rod away, Jimmy finally got a hold of it and brought it back to where we had all been standing.

      “Are you okay?” he asked Sheila.

      “I’m fine. That probably wasn’t smart. He’ll never talk to me now and he might even quit. But it was a simple question. Why won’t he tell me where he was? What is he hiding from me?”

      Sheila was right. Troy had gotten upset over nothing - unless he had something to hide. But it could just be that his nerves were shot after seeing one of his workers dead.

      I wasn’t going to learn anything new now that Troy was gone so I left Sheila and Jimmy alone. Okay, not alone. Buster was still there, which was the real reason I wanted to leave. Plus, I was ready for a catnap.

      Instead of going down the beach to the boardwalk in front of Sunset Cottage, I cut through the dunes. Zappa greeted me from behind some sea oats.

      “I don’t think the yoga helped him.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The guy that just threw a fit on the pier. I saw him at yoga this morning. He was a couple of rows behind Evelyn and never took his eyes off of her.”
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      Evelyn pulled a meatloaf out of the oven and turned to set it on the countertop in our kitchen. I scrambled out of the way and hopped down to the floor before the hot dish could burn my fur. She had promised Sheila a home-cooked meal every night that she would stay with us and Sheila had confided in me that she was happy to have Evelyn’s company but preferred her own cooking. What’s the old saying? Don’t eat anybody’s meatloaf but your mama’s?

      “That smells delicious,” Sheila said convincingly enough to fool anyone but me.

      “This was Peter’s favorite. I cooked it for him every Sunday.”

      Evelyn paused for a moment, seemingly lost in an old memory. Sheila seemed to be silently reminiscing, as well. It had been about a year since we lost Fred. The old house had been filled with delicious-looking meals from friends and neighbors, but for weeks Sheila made a fresh dinner for two every night. It was what she had done for so long that she didn’t know what else to do. She barely ate any of it, but cooking made her feel like he might be coming home.

      It was hard to believe how much our lives had changed since then. Moving to Paradise Cove. Making friends. Solving murders. And now Sheila was starting a new career as a hotel manager. She had discovered that she wasn’t ready for retirement. The new job made her feel alive. And useful. Needed.

      I have to admit I was a little jealous. I enjoyed my investigations when they came along but day-to-day I was just a house cat. My detective’s badge didn’t mean much without an office to report to. And I didn’t even keep the house clear of mice. I knew Roddy was smelling the meatloaf and hoping for a taste.

      Evelyn carried two fully loaded plates to the table and sat down across from Sheila.

      “So Troy just refused to say where he had been?”

      “It upset him that I asked. Mmm, this is good!” There was more surprise in her voice than she probably wanted but I could tell she was enjoying Evelyn’s meatloaf. “I can see, I mean taste, why Peter liked it.”

      Evelyn smiled. “It’s the breadcrumbs. He liked it okay at first. But when I added the breadcrumbs he loved it.”

      “You didn’t notice anybody when you left for your beach yoga, did you? Anybody in the hotel parking lot, maybe?”

      Evelyn shook her head while she chewed on her meatloaf.

      “Before he stormed off, Troy suggested we look at Maggie. He said he saw her in the first guest room a few days ago. She told him she was taking measurements but he wasn’t convinced.”

      “That room is different from the others so it would make sense. It might also explain how she could have found the hidden door. If her measurements didn’t add up right, she might have started looking for what was causing that.”

      “Or Troy could just be upset because she beat him in arm wrestling.”

      “She what?!”

      “Yesterday. He offered to help her carry something and she got offended, then showed him she was stronger than him. I knew he was in trouble as soon as she pulled up her sleeve. Nobody gets a tattoo on their muscles if they aren’t proud of them.”

      “Was it an anchor, like Popeye?”

      Sheila snorted.

      “No. Some bird.”

      “You know, now that you mention it … I saw Maggie in that room, too. About a week ago. She told me she was looking at paint samples. Didn’t you already pick out colors?”

      “I thought we had. But maybe she was just trying to see how they looked in a certain light.”

      “Maybe.”

      Evelyn and Sheila ate quietly for a minute. Eventually, Sheila put her fork down.

      “I’m stuffed. Thanks, Evelyn. That really was good.”

      Evelyn smiled and continued eating.

      “How can I find out where Maggie was this morning without getting my entire renovation crew mad at me? I don’t want her throwing a fit and storming off like Troy did.”

      Sheila was forgetting something. She already knew at least one place Maggie had been because she showed up with a cup from Sea Brews coffee. How could I remind her of that? I hopped back onto the counter, careful to avoid the still-warm baking dish, and padded over to where she kept her coffee cups. There were four of them dangling below a cabinet from small hooks. Stepping underneath them, I managed to bump them with my tail just enough to cause a couple of cups to knock against each other, making a clinking sound.

      “Whiskers! Be careful! You’ll break my coffee cups,” she scolded me. Then her eyes narrowed and her head tilted again, like it had earlier when I reminded her about the binder.

      “Coffee. Maggie had a Sea Brews cup when she arrived this morning and she said she got the very first Murder Society Mocha. I could ask them what time she was there and if they saw where she went.”

      “That’s a good idea, Sheila. You’ve got a gift for this sleuthing thing. I don’t know how you think of all these things.”

      “I’m starting to wonder about that myself,” Sheila confessed. She stared at me.

      Was I finally getting through to her? Fred understood completely. He knew I was helping with his investigations. He asked for my thoughts and I did the best I could to let him know about any revelations I had. Sometimes it was easy. I would just put my paw on a picture of a suspect. Other times it was a real challenge to get my thoughts across to him. But he always knew I was helping and he always paid attention to me. I had missed that, even more than I had realized. Now Sheila was beginning to get it, I thought. She at least suspected that there was more to it than mere coincidence. There was a reason I bumped the coffee cups. A reason I nudged the binder earlier. Would she start paying more attention? I didn’t know, but I would certainly be doing my part.
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      After dinner, Sheila had texted the others and arranged for a morning meeting of the Paradise Cove Murder Society. They all agreed, Tarrie Ann begrudgingly. Sea Brews opens at 6:30, early enough that Julia could join in before running off to school.

      The next morning we pulled up on Sheila’s golf cart right on time. Julia was already there, waiting, wearing a denim skirt and a pullover with a cat sewn in the front. Becky came in just behind us, looking sharp in a pantsuit and her trademark stiletto heels. Sheila’s phone sounded with a “Tequila!” ringtone. Tarrie Ann was running behind but asked Sheila to go ahead and place her order.

      “This one’s on Victor,” Sheila announced as the barista unlocked the door. She pulled out the credit card he had given her for business expenses. “It’s all in the name of getting the Parrot Eyes Inn open in time for his celebrity friends.”

      She lowered her voice. “Remember to play nice. We want their help.”

      The barista looked nervously at Sheila. She hadn’t forgotten her chilly reaction the previous morning. Sheila smiled graciously.

      “I’m sorry about yesterday. I was just surprised. Four Murder Society Mochas, please. And muffins.”

      The barista was relieved. She swiped Sheila’s card and handed it back with four fresh muffins and we found a table in the corner. I curled up on the bench between Becky and Julia hoping one of them would share their muffin. Tarrie Ann stumbled in a minute later. As always, she looked stunning in blue jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt with a baseball cap.

      Usually, when I came with Sheila the barista would call out names for customers to pick up their drinks. This time she came around the counter carrying a tray.

      “Here you go … four Murder Society Mochas for the world-famous Paradise Cove Murder Society. Here’s a sheet of stickers so you can each choose your murder weapon. I texted the owner that you were all here and he asked me to get a picture for the wall. Do you mind?”

      Sheila plastered a fake smile on her face.

      “Of course!”

      She took a cup from the tray, placed a sticker with a poison bottle on the side, and held it in front of her. Tarrie Ann pulled a compact mirror from her clutch purse and adjusted her already-perfect hair before selecting a shotgun sticker. Becky peeled off a baseball bat sticker and then ran her hands down her chest, smoothing her jacket. Julia looked left and right for something to hide behind then, not having any luck, slunk down a few inches in her seat and looked away from the barista’s phone. I lifted my chin to make sure my badge was visible.

      “Everybody say murder on three. One, two, … “

      “Murder!”

      “That’s perfect, thanks!”

      Sheila stopped her as the barista turned to go back behind the counter.

      “Can you tell us who was the first person to get one of these fabulous drinks?”

      “Oh, I think you know her. She seems to know all the construction guys working at the Inn. Maggie, I think her name was?”

      “I hope she liked it. How early did she have to get here to buy the first one?”

      “She was here when I opened up yesterday.”

      “At 6:30?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Did she say if she liked it?”

      “No, she left as soon as I gave it to her. Seemed like she was in a hurry. Most people are at this time of morning. Which … “

      The barista glanced anxiously at a couple of customers waiting by the counter.

      “Sorry. Go ahead. Thank you!”

      The ladies huddled together as the barista got back to work.

      Becky said what we all were thinking.

      “She would have been out of here by 6:35. Plenty of time to get to the Inn and pry open the hidden door before Cody got there.”

      Sheila nodded. “He was already on his way to breakfast when I called him at 7:15. He could have gotten to the Inn, unlocked the door for me, then heard a noise and gone to check on it. When he surprised someone and found the secret door, they killed him with the crowbar they used to pull out the nails. If I hadn’t given him my keys he would still be alive.”

      “He would be,” Julia agreed. “But you might not.”

      Sheila’s face went pale.

      “I hadn’t thought about that. I would have been the one to surprise … “

      The bell on the cafe door dinged and Sheila stopped speaking as Maggie walked in. The interior designer was looking at her phone and walked up to the counter without noticing us.

      Becky spoke quietly.

      “If the barista mentions that we asked about her, Maggie will know we’re investigating her.”

      Sheila nodded. “You’re right.” She stood up and joined Maggie at the counter.

      “Hey! Good morning! Let me buy your coffee. It’s the least I can do since we’re all locked out of the hotel. Do you want another Murder Society Mocha?”

      Maggie put her phone in her back pocket.

      “I thought you weren’t happy about that?”

      “I was just being petty. I got over it. We all think it’s great.”

      She motioned to the table where the rest of us were watching.

      “Why don’t you go meet the rest of the group? I’ll bring your coffee over.”

      Maggie started to object then smiled and came to our table. All the ladies introduced themselves. I stuck my neck out and sniffed her hand when she held it out to me. I still didn’t understand why humans think we want to smell their hands but if it makes them happy, you know. Maggie’s fingers smelled like cheap soap.

      “So this is the famous Murder Society, is it? Are you meeting to talk about Cody’s death?”

      Becky nodded.

      “We couldn’t resist. A man dies in a secret room that had been closed off for decades? Too juicy, right? But we can’t figure out what Cody was doing in there. Do you have any ideas?”

      Good job, Becky! She was playing dumb. Fred had taught me this interview tactic and Columbo used it all the time on TV. Even if you think you know what happened, get the suspect to tell you their theory in their own words. They might accidentally say something that only the killer would know. Or they might slip up while thinking of a fake story and then you know they’re lying.

      “Maybe he was working with a partner and they double-crossed him once he got the door open for them? I don’t know. It’s all too shocking.”

      An interesting theory. If we found any evidence that it was right, then it would make Maggie more of a suspect. But proving it would be another matter and smart killers knew that it was easier to get caught by making up a lie than by telling a little bit of the truth.

      Sheila walked over and handed Maggie her coffee and a muffin. “You like the pistol, right?” Everybody had a muffin but me and so far nobody was sharing. I would prefer a donut but muffins are nice, too.

      “You’re here early, Maggie. With the renovation shut down, I would have thought you might sleep in. Do you have some morning ritual you do every day?”

      I was so proud of the ladies. First Becky, now Sheila was asking a question that might tell us what Maggie had been doing yesterday morning without coming right out and asking it like an accusation.

      “I’m just an early riser. Early bird gets the worm, right? I’ve got some good measurements for most of the rooms so there are some things I can be doing.”

      Early bird. That reminded me of the bird tattoo on her arm. I wondered what it was for.

      “Yeah, Troy mentioned you had been measuring in the room where Cody was found. Did you notice anything weird about it? Did you maybe tell anybody that there could be a hidden room?”

      Maggie looked suspiciously at Sheila and then glanced around the table at the other ladies.

      “Troy also mentioned to me that you had been interrogating him. Is that what this is? You think I discovered the secret room then killed Cody?”

      “No, we just … “

      “Save it, Sheila. I already gave a statement to the police chief. If you want to know where I was when Cody was killed, ask him.”

      Maggie stood up to leave. She took a step toward the door and then turned around.

      “If you’re going to investigate all the people that work for you, maybe you should start with your electrician, Darren. He showed me his tattoo yesterday after he saw mine. It’s a clock with no hands. That’s a prison tat. It means he served time. Did you know he was an ex-con?”

      Maggie turned back to the door and walked out, leaving her muffin. While the ladies were distracted, I knocked a chunk of it off her plate onto the floor. Hey, I think better on a full stomach.

      Julia got up to excuse herself. She had to get off to school.

      “Come by Sunset Cottage after school. I just found out it’s Evelyn’s birthday so I’m throwing her a surprise party at three-thirty.”

      Nobody else was in a hurry so we took our time, enjoying the coffee and muffins, the ladies making plans for the small party. I kept looking for a chance to knock some more of Maggie’s muffin onto the floor but it never came. Oh, well. I shouldn’t overdo it anyway or I’d have to join Zappa at the next yoga session.

      We were finally getting up to leave when Officer Reid walked in to get Chief Anderson’s morning coffee. That meant Kojak would be outside in the truck. I rushed to the door, snuck out before it closed, and hopped into the truck cab through the partially opened driver-side window.

      “Hey, Kojak.”

      “Whiskers. You better not let Officer Reid catch you in here.”

      “There’s a line in the coffee shop. He’ll be a minute. Thought I’d check in and see what’s new in the case.”

      “I thought y’all figured it out already. The dead guy did it.”

      Kojak laughed.

      “Very funny. How was I supposed to know he died in prison?”

      “You weren’t. That’s why you let the real police do the inves … “

      He stopped talking when I showed him my claws.

      “Just messin’ with you, Whiskers. I know you’re a good detective. You don’t have to prove yourself to me anymore.”

      “So why do you ignore me when people are around?”

      “Because they don’t know what I know. And it’s better that way. You can get away with things that would get me kicked off the force.”

      “It would just be nice to be treated like a professional. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I get it. I’ll do better next time.”

      “Thanks. Have you found any evidence? Got any good leads?”

      “Not much. They did a few interviews yesterday. Gonna talk to a few more people today. No fingerprints on the one end of the murder weapon. Chief Anderson thought he might get one from the other end but anything there got messed up when it … “

      I interrupted him.

      “Yeah. No need for the grisly details.”

      Kojak grinned. “I didn’t realize you were so queasy. The blood all belonged to the victim and there’s way too many DNA samples in the hotel room. You wouldn’t believe what people do in … “

      “Again. No need to spell it all out.”

      “Sorry. Anyway, they want me to do another sniff around for gloves. If that’s how the killer kept their fingerprints off of the crowbar then they probably have blood on them.”

      “Check the older guy’s truck. He tossed a stinky gym bag into the back after he pulled up yesterday. It’s probably nothing, but … “

      “Yeah, you never know. Thanks for the heads up.”

      “No problem. I’d better split before your handler gets back. See ya around!”

      I didn’t realize how soon that would be. Sheila had decided to take Maggie’s suggestion and ask Chief Anderson about Darren’s criminal record.
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      “Mrs. Mason. I know you’re anxious to get back to work but I can’t let you disturb my crime scene.”

      We were at the police station. Sheila had held the door open for Officer Reid who was carrying two cups of coffee. We had walked in right behind him as if we belonged there. I felt like I did. The office was outdated with a fax machine sitting on a counter next to an empty coffee pot. But it was comforting in a way that only a law enforcement officer would understand.

      “I know that, Chief Anderson. Actually, I’m here because I have some information for your investigation.”

      “Another suspect? Let me guess … last year you accused a guy locked up in prison at the time of the murder and yesterday a guy that died in prison before this new murder. Who are you going to blame this time? A ghost?”

      “Very funny, chief. And that guy who was locked up in prison was involved, even though he wasn’t the one who committed the murder.”

      “And you’ll never let me forget it, I’m sure.”

      Sheila glared at Chief Anderson until he finally motioned for her to have a seat. I hopped into the other guest chair in his office but he shooed me out of it.

      “I haven’t forgotten about what you did to my good chair, Detective Whiskers. You can stay on the floor.”

      I chuckled to myself. It had been petty and almost got me killed but the look on his face when he sat down in his wet seat had been worth it.

      Sheila explained why we were there.

      “I should have had background checks done on all of my workers but we were - are - in a hurry. And I haven’t ever hired people before. So I didn’t. But we have reason to believe that one of the workers, my electrician, has a criminal history. Have you interviewed him yet? Darren Spruill.”

      Chief Anderson shuffled through a few papers on his desk then ran his index finger down a list.

      “Not yet. He’s the one who said he needed to get back in because there’s some electrical work halfway done that could be dangerous, right?”

      “That’s him. I’m wondering now if he has another reason for wanting to get back inside. Can you check his criminal record to see if there’s anything we should be worried about?”

      The chief scowled and then turned his computer monitor to where Sheila wouldn’t be able to see it. I padded to a corner behind him where I had a partial view. He accessed a secure law enforcement database and typed in Darren’s full name. A mugshot appeared on the screen. It was Darren.

      I couldn’t make out the specific crimes listed below the photo. Chief Anderson read through them silently then shook his head.

      “Nothing here of a violent nature. Nothing to suggest he’s capable of murder. Sorry, Mrs. Mason.”

      “Anything for theft? Of valuable objects, maybe?”

      “No. And stop asking me. I’m not going to play a guessing game until you eventually get it right.”

      He scrolled down the screen and the list of convictions disappeared before I could get a good view. But I did see one thing of interest.

      Sheila was getting up from her chair. I couldn’t let her leave yet. Not until somebody noticed what I had seen. I jumped up on Chief Anderson’s desk and bumped the computer screen so that it turned in Sheila’s direction. With my nose, I tapped the screen where I wanted her to look.

      “Get that cat off my desk!”

      Chief Anderson was reaching for papers that I’d intentionally kicked off the desk with my hind paws. Sheila picked me up and read the computer screen.

      “Chief! You need to look at this again!”

      “Look at what?” he asked angrily, grabbing the monitor and twisting it back again. “You DON’T need to be looking at classified records!”

      “What prison did you say James Fuller was in when he died?”

      “I don’t remember, and what does it matter?”

      “Wasn’t it Iverson Correctional Institute?”

      Chief Anderson looked at his computer then flipped through the papers I had knocked off his desk. He found the one he was looking for and scanned the page.

      “Iverson. Yes, it was. How ‘bout that? James Fuller and Darren Spruill both spent time at the same prison.”

      “When? Did they overlap?”

      The chief ran his finger across the page and then looked back to his computer monitor.

      “Two years. They were in the same prison for two years.”

      “They must have known each other! Fuller could have told him about hiding the painting in the secret room. Darren took the job to get access. He broke it open, stole the painting, then killed Cody because he surprised him by coming in early to meet me.”

      The chief still wasn’t convinced.

      “But once the body was discovered he had to know we’d eventually spot his criminal record. He would have taken the painting and fled town.”

      “Unless the painting is still inside the Inn. He ran out of time, hid the painting somewhere he could get to it later, and left. Then he made a point of speaking to me when he arrived so that I would remember seeing him get out of the truck with Troy and the others.”

      “You’re welcome,” I meowed.

      Chief Anderson ignored me but I’m pretty sure I saw Sheila wink in my direction. She was finally catching on and knew that I was helping her. It felt good to be recognized, even if only with a hidden wink.

      Sheila was excited.

      “I need to go back inside and find Evelyn’s painting.”

      “Not so fast. We don’t have anything but circumstantial evidence to prove that this Darren guy is my killer. If he wants to go back in the building, I say we let him. If he’s guilty, he’ll lead us straight to the painting and then we’ll have what we need to arrest him. Why don’t you give him a call and tell him he can go back in at four this afternoon? That’ll give me time to set the trap and be ready.”

      “I can’t be there then. I’m throwing a surprise party for Evelyn at my house at three-thirty.”

      “Well, that’s a shame.” Chief Anderson took a sip of his coffee and then pulled off a sticker with a picture of a bomb on it. With a disgusted look he tossed it in a trash can behind his desk. “However will the trained police department be able to catch a killer without the help of the Paradise Cove Murder Society? Maybe drinking one of your special coffees will turn me into a proper investigator.”

      The sarcasm was thick as molasses, whatever that was. I’d heard it mentioned in some old TV shows set in the South but I’d never seen any myself. I was certain Chief Anderson had some in his garage. Or bathroom. Or refrigerator. Wherever Southerners keep that stuff.

      Sheila made the call and Darren agreed to be at the Parrot Eyes Inn at 4 PM. We headed home so that Sheila could make preparations for Evelyn’s party.
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      Sheila was silent on the way home. I sat beside her in the golf cart, enjoying another pretty day in Paradise Cove. It was a little cooler than I preferred, but then again it was January. We never got January days like this back in Colorado.

      The house was empty. Evelyn had told Sheila that she had plans with a friend in a town nearby and would be back around 3:30. Perfect timing, aside from the situation with Darren, as it would allow Sheila time to set up a few decorations and prepare a few snacks. Julia’s school would be done for the day by then, Becky could finish her realtor work early, and Tarrie Ann was always up for any kind of party as long as she could have a margarita.

      Sheila sat down on the sofa before getting started. I decided it would be a good time for a catnap and bounced from the floor to a chair and up to the bookshelf where she had set my special cushion made with fabric from Fred’s old police uniform. Julia had made it for me and stitched my name on the side - Detective Whiskers.

      I curled up and closed my eyes.

      “You really did help him with his cases, didn’t you?” Sheila asked quietly.

      My tail twitched impulsively. I moved it back away from my face and opened my eyes.

      This was the moment I’d been waiting for. Ever since Fred passed, I hadn’t been able to communicate with any human. I could occasionally point their attention where it needed to be but they never realized it was intentional. Sheila had started to wonder, I could tell, in Evelyn’s apartment and again with the coffee cups. When I pointed out the name of Darren’s prison today it confirmed what she suspected. She finally knew that I was a true detective. Fred’s partner-in-crime-solving. Now that the moment had arrived, I wasn’t quite sure it was what I wanted after all.

      I pushed myself up and kneaded the cushion with my front paws, pushing air out and drawing faint memories of Fred’s scent. Deeply, I inhaled and remembered the hundreds of nights we spent working together in the basement back in Colorado. When he would bring cases home and we’d solve them together after he ate the dinner Sheila had prepared. It was our thing. I missed it more than even I had realized - but could it ever be the same with someone else? Even Sheila? If it could, would that cheapen what we had in any way? Would It be a betrayal of my partner and mentor? My friend.

      I wanted to tell her she was right. To make it clear, once and for all, that I not only understood her but that I was sending her messages in my own way. That I was carrying on the detective work that Fred had taught me. That the badge I wore so proudly was not just a trinket. It was a symbol of the respect I had earned from him.

      But my voice was frozen, and so was the rest of me. I slowly sank back down into the cushion and closed my eyes.

      Sheila and I sat in silence until she eventually stood up and walked to the kitchen. I fell asleep to the comfortable sounds of her doing what I had always known her to do.

      I awoke sometime later when the shelf I was napping on shifted.

      “Excuse me, Whiskers. I didn’t mean to disturb you. That was a long catnap!”

      Sheila had attached one end of a ‘Happy Birthday’ banner to the top corner of the bookshelf. The banner stretched across the room which was decorated with a few other party favors. The house smelled incredible. There were several platters on the coffee table and the kitchen counter. One of them, of course, held a couple dozen of her famous Macaroni Muffins which had been her go-to party treat when she and Fred were invited to parties back in Colorado. It was the only way she could get him to go out. He loved those macaroni treats covered in three cheeses and baked in a muffin pan.

      I had awoken with a whole new attitude. Maybe I dreamed about Fred, I couldn’t remember, but somehow it was all clear in my mind. Sheila had been Fred’s partner, too. This was way too obvious for a detective like myself to miss but sometimes we can’t see what is closest to us. While I helped Fred sift through clues, Sheila kept the house and family going. Without her taking care of the kids, the cleaning, the cooking, and all of the other parts of domestic life, he never would have had time to work with me in the basement. When he died, my role had changed. I had stepped up to be a lead investigator and protect Sheila.

      But her role changed, too. With the children grown and gone and nobody but me to take care of, Sheila had rediscovered herself. She was doing investigations, too, with her friends and had taken on the big job of restoring and running the only hotel in Paradise Cove. A hotel that would soon be welcoming big-name celebrities.

      Fred would be proud. Of both of us. And, I decided, there is nothing that would please him more than to see Sheila and me grow closer together. To share a bond that was not quite the same but just as special as what he and I had enjoyed. To take on all of the challenges of life together, including investigating big cases when they landed in our laps.

      I hopped down from the shelf, padded over to where Sheila was arranging some more decorations and rubbed up against her leg.

      “Yes,” I meowed. “Fred and I did solve cases together. And there’s nothing I would love more than to do the same with you.”

      “Of course, I have time for a belly rub,” she replied, reaching down and picking me up. Her slender fingers went to work on my soft belly and my head started swimming.

      Even though we could communicate now with gestures and signs, she would still never understand a word I said. And if that meant a lifetime of treats and belly rubs … I could live with that.
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      “Margaritas are here!”

      Tarrie Ann stood outside the front door with a pitcher in each hand.

      “Come in, come in,” Sheila said, holding the door open and taking one of the pitchers.

      Tarrie Ann promptly pulled out two glasses and poured drinks for each of them. She took a long sip.

      “Now, we’ve got a little time before Evelyn gets back so what did you learn from Chief Anderson this morning?”

      The click-click-click of stiletto heels on the front porch told us Becky had arrived as well.

      “Yes, what did you learn?”

      “Well, I did confirm that Darren has a criminal record and spent time behind bars. Chief Anderson wouldn’t tell me what he was convicted of but he said it was nothing violent.”

      Sheila looked at me and raised an eyebrow as if asking permission. I shook my head slightly. One human understanding me was enough. No need to tell the others. They’d just think she was crazy, anyway.

      She nodded and said, “You’ll never guess where he was locked up.”

      “Alcatraz!” Tarrie Ann blurted out.

      “No, he’s not The Bird Man of Alcatraz.”

      Sheila paused long enough for Becky to get frustrated and gesture with her hands to get on with it. “Iverson Correctional Facility.”

      Becky furrowed her brow. “That sounds familiar. Where have I heard that before?”

      “Right here when Chief Anderson called and told me that James Fuller had died in prison.”

      Becky jumped and almost spilled the margarita Tarrie Ann had handed her.

      “At Iverson Correctional! They were in the same prison!”

      Sheila grinned. “At the same time, for two years.”

      “Have they arrested him yet?” Tarrie Ann asked.

      “Not yet. Chief Anderson wants to make sure he has enough evidence to close the case. Darren said he needed to get back in the building to make some electrical wiring safe. The police are setting up to watch him when he goes in and see if he leads them to the painting or some other evidence.”

      Becky set down her drink. “We need to be there!”

      Sheila shook her head. “Chief Anderson made it clear. No interference from the Paradise Cove Murder Society. Plus, we’ve got a surprise party to throw. I need to get dressed. Whiskers, come with me. I’ve got a little party favor to add to your collar.”

      I followed Sheila to her bedroom and she closed the door behind us before speaking to me quietly.

      “I remember Fred used to put the names of suspects on index cards. I’m guessing he did that for you so that you could point him in the right direction.”

      She walked over to her dresser where she had laid out index cards with names on them. I hopped up, impressed that she had figured out part of our system. She had been thorough. There was a card for everyone who had been around the Parrot Eyes Inn before the murder. She even included Victor and Evelyn. I must have slept longer than I thought.

      “It sure looks like Darren is the killer but we’ve been wrong before so if you have anything to tell me, now is the time. We still don’t know where Maggie and Troy were when Cody was killed.”

      Maggie, I didn’t have a clue. But Troy? Zappa had told me that he was at the beach doing yoga and watching Evelyn. I put my right front paw on the index card with Troy’s name on it.

      “Troy?” Sheila blurted out a little louder than she meant to. “You think he did it?”

      I shook my head and pulled the index card across the dresser, knocking a few off as I went. I placed it next to the card with Evelyn’s name.

      “Troy AND Evelyn? They did it together?”

      I took in a deep breath and reminded myself that it hadn’t been easy with Fred, either. I shook my head.

      “Troy meant to kill Evelyn?”

      I rubbed my front paws over my head. You always remember the good parts. The frustrating parts were coming back to me now.

      “Troy was with Evelyn?”

      I jerked my head up and looked straight at Sheila. I nodded.

      “But … Evelyn was doing yoga on the beach. Why would a man like Troy go to beach yoga?”

      If I had eyebrows, my right one would have been raised like The Rock in an “Are you kidding me?” fashion.

      “Oh. Oh oh oh. Troy likes Evelyn! That’s why he had a bag of stinky clothes in his truck! From doing yoga on the beach!”

      Sheila had turned giddy. She was enjoying our partnership and the thought of Evelyn with a gentleman suitor was sending her over the edge. Rushing over to her closet she pulled out a cute dress.

      I crawled under the bed while she changed clothes. There were some things I would still keep sacred for Fred.

      When I heard the door open, I crawled out and followed Sheila to the living room where Tarrie Ann pretended not to have just placed a Macaroni Muffin into her mouth. Sheila noticed.

      “Stop that! We need those for the party. And we might have one extra guest coming.”

      Sheila picked her phone up from the kitchen counter and placed a call.

      “Troy. I’m so sorry I upset you yesterday. I know you didn’t have anything to do with Cody’s death. Listen, we’re having a surprise birthday party this afternoon for Evelyn and I wondered if you would like to … That’s great! She should be here about three-thirty.”

      Becky saw the glow in Sheila’s face. “What’s going on?”

      “Evelyn’s surprise party will be an even bigger surprise than we thought. She’ll have a gentleman caller!”

      “Hurrah!” Tarrie Ann lifted her glass in celebration. “We’re going to need another pitcher!”
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      While Tarrie Ann mixed another pitcher of margaritas, Sheila sat down to relax for a moment. She’d earned a rest after cooking, cleaning, and decorating. Lifting the television remote, she scanned through the channels and then stopped when she saw an image of the Parrot Eyes Inn on the screen.

      A news anchor named Bonnie Hometchko was in the studio. “A small beach town earned a reputation last year as the new Murder Capital of Florida and it looks like they’re planning to hold onto that title here in the new year. Reporter Pamela Prince is in Paradise Cove now. Pamela, has there been another murder?”

      Sheila turned up the volume and we all stopped to watch. Except for Tarrie Ann who continued to mix the margarita even with her eyes on the television. I was certain she could do it blindfolded at this point.

      “Thanks, Bonnie. Yes, a body was discovered yesterday morning at the Parrot Eyes Inn and our sources tell us that the victim had been impaled by a crowbar.

      But what’s waking up this sleepy town is the possibility that a valuable work of art, one thought to have been lost forever, may have been the cause of the crime and it could still be nearby. I spoke to the police chief moments ago and he confirmed that, if the painting was the reason for the murder, whoever has it would have been unable to make a quick getaway.”

      Chief Anderson’s image appeared on the screen.

      “At the same time that the murder occurred, there was a traffic accident involving some local residents hauling their new fifth-wheel camper out for a vacation. There were no injuries in the accident but the only road out of town was blocked for a couple of hours. Because the body was discovered before the accident cleared, we suspect the perpetrator would have been forced to hide the painting — if indeed that’s what they were after — and wait for a better time to leave. This has given us a chance to piece together a few clues and I’m confident that we will have a suspect in custody soon.”

      Pamela Prince reappeared.

      “Chief Anderson wouldn’t tell me what those clues were or who they were investigating but I can tell you that the painting he believes to be the motive is a work entitled Summer by the famous artist Julian Van Church. I also spoke with the owners of the fifth-wheel camper involved in the accident and they had a theory about the painting’s possible location.”

      The screen showed Todd and Margo standing in front of their damaged camper. Todd started to speak and was interrupted by Margo.

      “I wouldn’t call us heroes, exactly, but we’re very happy that we were able to prevent the killer from escaping. I suspect that they may have hidden the painting near the scene of the accident to prevent taking it back into town.”

      “Thank you, Margo. For News Channel Five, I’m Pamela Prince in Paradise Cove.”

      The television screen switched back to Bonnie Hometchko in the studio. “Thank you, Pamela. Be careful. The town is likely to go crazy looking for that painting. It was stolen from the Parrot Eyes Inn there decades ago, just as Van Church’s star was rising, and could bring hundreds of thousands of dollars at auction if it is recovered. Some art experts say it could even fetch a million dollars or more with its new-found notoriety.”

      The news anchor moved on to another story and Sheila switched off the television. “We may need even more margaritas, Tarrie Ann.”

      Everybody laughed when Tarrie Ann reached for the tequila bottle.

      “I was kidding!”

      “I knew that.” Tarrie Ann topped off her glass and started to join us in the living room but got diverted to the front door when someone rang the bell. It was Nosy Nancy.

      “Nancy. Come to remind us of the HOA noise limits before our party gets started?”

      “You’re having a party?”

      Sheila glared a hole in Tarrie Ann’s back but managed to plaster on a smile before Nancy looked at her.

      “Just a little surprise birthday party for Evelyn. You’re welcome to join us.”

      I caught a slight catch in her voice on the word welcome.

      “We’re even expecting one of the construction workers so you can give him a lecture about the HOA rules.”

      Nancy plastered on a smile of her own and ignored the dig. “Evelyn’s birthday? Wouldn’t it be a great birthday surprise if she got her painting back after all these years? Is she offering a reward if someone finds it?”

      “I think she’s trying not to get her hopes up. It’s hard to believe that it could have been under our noses for all these years and even you didn’t know about it.”

      The way she said it didn’t show off even a hint of the sarcasm Sheila must have felt.

      A knock at the still-open door interrupted the awkward discussion.

      “Come in, Troy!”

      Troy tried to walk through the door but the massive bunch of balloons he was holding didn’t fit. It must have been fifty helium-filled balloons with Happy Birthday designs printed on them. “Oops. Sorry. Uhhh … ”

      “Just walk them around back,” Sheila suggested. “We can tie them back there so Evelyn doesn’t see anything before she walks in. I’ll meet you back there.”

      I hopped down from my shelf and padded out back with Sheila. I wanted to see what they would tie them to — and if whatever it was would fly away with all the helium. It was easily the most balloons I had ever seen. Troy came around and Sheila placed a heavy silver tray full of Macaroni Muffins on top of the balloon strings. The tray wobbled when Troy let go and then settled down. As soon as people started eating, though, I was afraid the balloons would fly away.

      “I bought every balloon they had at the Five and Dime,” Troy explained.

      “I see that. Evelyn will love it. Come on in and I’ll introduce you.”

      Sheila held the door for Troy then stepped back out for a quick word with me.

      “You’re going to have to investigate on your own, Whiskers. It won’t be long before Darren shows up at the Inn and I’ve got to stay here. See if you can sneak in and make sure the police don’t mess things up!”

      She bent down and scratched my cheek. “I’m so glad we can be a team now. You and I are going to catch every criminal in Paradise Cove.”

      “I hope there aren’t many left,” I meowed. “This was supposed to be a quiet little town.”

      “Yes, I’ll save some treats for you.” She straightened up and walked inside. Some things still hadn’t changed.

      As the door was closing I noticed a tiny pink nose extend out of Roddy’s crack in the wall. A light bulb went on over my head. Maybe I could accomplish a little something extra on this trip to the hotel.
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      “It’s the perfect time to check it out,” I told Roddy. “The building will be almost empty.”

      “Except for your K-9 officer friend, his police buddies, and a killer.”

      Roddy had joined me out on the back deck at Sunset Cottage and was eyeing the platter full of Macaroni Muffins. I hissed at him to get his attention back on me and away from the treats. Not only would taking food from a tray be a major violation of our deal, but I was also afraid that the loss of even a single treat would be enough to allow the strings of the balloons to slip out from underneath.

      “Kojak won’t bother you. C’mon. It’s exactly what you’ve been looking for. Once it reopens, the hotel will have more than enough food for you and your new lady friend. And even a few little Roddies.”

      His cheeks turned as pink as his nose again.

      “Well, I can’t go without Mae. Give me a minute.”

      Roddy hadn’t told me where his lady friend was staying and I hadn’t asked. He scampered off through the dunes. I was looking forward to meeting her.

      For a moment I was alone on the quiet deck, left to enjoy the soft roar of waves crashing on the beach. The peace was broken by a loud cheer from inside. Evelyn had arrived and the party was officially on. I watched her beaming face as she looked around at the friends who had gathered to surprise her. When she spotted Troy she looked confused for a moment but her smile quickly returned. Tarrie Ann thrust a margarita glass into her hand and pushed her toward the blushing gentleman.

      Then Roddy was back with his new friend. Mae couldn’t have been far away.

      “Detective Whiskers, allow me to introduce Mae. Mae, Detective Whiskers.”

      The girl mouse hid nervously behind Roddy. That was understandable. I imagined that not many mice would be excited to meet a cat.

      “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, Mae. I have to admit, I haven’t always been the biggest fan of mice but Roddy here has won me over. You must be a very special lady because you’re all he talks about these days.”

      Mae slowly stepped out into the open. She still appeared quite nervous so I thought it best to get moving. The walk might take her mind off of me.

      “Let’s head on over. The Parrot Eyes Inn has lots of room but I’ll make sure you two are the exclusive rodent residents.” I paused for a moment, unsure if I had just committed a faux pas. “I’m sorry, is that word considered offensive?”

      “No, no. Not at all. We’re very proud to be rodents. Just like beavers, hamsters, and the capybara.”

      I was relieved, but I should have known. Roddy would have been a very unfortunate name, otherwise.

      “Follow me.”

      I led the way along a path between houses and avoided the streets as much as possible. We would probably be a very curious sight if anyone spotted us. Two mice following closely behind a cat. If anyone did see us they didn’t say anything and we arrived at the Parrot Eyes Inn before Darren. Chief Anderson was early, sitting on his official Paradise Cove Police Department golf cart beside the front entrance. We crept beside the wall, well hidden by some shrubs, until we were as close to the door as we could safely wait.

      Mae stayed behind Roddy, giving herself a little distance from me, but she didn’t seem as nervous. Excited was more like it now. I could tell she was imagining what life would be like inside the big building.

      A few minutes later Darren walked up.

      “You didn’t bring any tools.” Chief Anderson looked at Darren skeptically.

      Darren wasn’t bothered. “I left them inside, just like you insisted.”

      “Of course. I’m waiting on a call and my signal’s not good inside. If I let you in, can I trust you to just do what you need to make the electricity safe for now?”

      I was impressed. Nice play by the chief. He was giving Darren some privacy to go after the painting. Or at least he seemed to be. I was certain that Kojak and Officer Reid would already be inside, waiting to spy on the ex-con electrician. I would be keeping an eye on him myself, while also letting Roddy and Mae get a good look at the property.

      Chief Anderson unlocked the front door and held it open as Darren walked inside. He let it go and walked back to his cart, giving us a perfect opportunity to sneak in before the door fully shut. Mae hesitated and barely made it, the door brushing her tail as it closed.

      “This way,” I meowed quietly. Roddy and Mae followed me along the wall where we were out of Chief Anderson’s sight. Darren went to the storage closet, unlocked it, and collected his tools while we made our way out of the lobby toward the kitchen.

      Mae squeaked and her eyes bulged. Roddy huddled beside her as they took in the scene. Long countertops where thousands of meals had been prepared over the years.

      I shared what I had overheard from Sheila and Victor’s discussions. “They aren’t planning a full restaurant but they will have fresh breakfast items every morning and a limited selection of sandwiches and snacks for room service. Same rules as at the house - you can only take what falls on the floor or gets thrown away. This room will be off-limits. But hotel guests aren’t nearly as neat as Sheila. You’ll have more than enough.”

      It was a lot for them to take in so I left them alone for a moment while I checked on Darren. I wasn’t the only one. Kojak and Officer Reid were peeking around a corner. Kojak smelled me and looked back. He quietly motioned with his head toward Chief Anderson who had come inside and was crouched down behind the reception desk.

      Officer Reid was looking around the corner intently so I was able to sneak over beside Kojak and see for myself. Darren was carrying his toolkit down the first-floor hallway toward the utility closet where the circuit breakers were located.

      A scratching noise from behind caught my attention and I turned to see Roddy and Mae scurrying away from the kitchen. They were off to explore other areas of the hotel but I knew they’d already decided. The Parrot Eyes Inn would be their new home. Mae headed for the bar while Roddy stopped to watch our surveillance.

      Kojak sniffed and his eyes narrowed. He grinned.

      “I smell blood,” he whispered to me then yanked Officer Reid into the hall, barking.

      Chief Anderson jumped out from behind the reception desk and quickly followed them to the utility closet.

      The sudden barking and running frightened Mae. She darted away to the only open door in the opposite direction from the activity - the storage room where Darren’s tools had been. Roddy found a closer hiding place underneath the paint cloth that Sheila and I had stumbled over the previous morning.

      As soon as Chief Anderson passed me, I padded quietly behind him to see what Kojak had alerted for.

      “Step away from the electrical panel!” Officer Reid ordered.

      Kojak jumped up the wall but couldn’t quite reach the open space. He stopped and pointed his nose up the wall.

      Officer Reid reached inside and pulled out a pair of bloody gloves.

      “Darren Spruill, you are under arrest for murder. Now why don’t you go ahead and show us where you hid that painting?”
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      “I didn’t do it! Those gloves aren’t mine!”

      Darren protested his innocence but Chief Anderson kept pushing him to confess and lead them to the painting. Kojak stood guard, making sure Darren didn’t try to make a run for it.

      “Whiskers!”

      Roddy was calling from the hallway and sounded desperate. I didn’t want to leave the interrogation but I knew that Kojak could fill me in on whatever I missed. Without Officer Reid or Chief Anderson ever noticing my presence, I padded back out to the hall.

      Roddy was running around in circles. As soon as he saw me he took off toward the lobby where someone was walking out of the storage closet Mae had hidden in. The person’s face was covered by a hoodie pulled over their head and most of their body was shielded by a large cardboard box. The box was thin but tall and long - a little longer than the dust-free area in the hidden room when we’d discovered Cody’s body.

      The painting! It had to be inside the box and whoever was carrying it was quickly headed toward the front door. But the painting wasn’t what Roddy was so worried about. A frightened squeaky voice was coming from inside the box. Mae!

      “She’s in there, Whiskers! Save her!”

      Apparently, Mae had hidden inside the box. Now she was being whisked away by the real thief while the police were interrogating Darren. If they got away then neither Mae nor the painting would ever be seen in Paradise Cove again.

      I froze.

      Whoever the culprit was, I couldn’t stop them on my own. I would need help. But was there enough time to get Kojak? Would he even believe me and come to help with his handler and the chief both watching and convinced that they had their man?

      My moment of hesitation sealed Mae’s fate. While I tried to figure out a plan, the thief - and likely killer - reached the front door, stepped outside with the box, and pulled the door shut. Roddy and I watched helplessly as they placed the box in the back of a moving truck across the street and drove away.

      Roddy and I were trapped inside.

      “What are we going to do Whiskers? We have to save Mae!”

      Grey hair shook as Roddy’s body expanded and contracted from deep, heavy breaths. He was hyperventilating.

      Kojak. Our only chance was to convince him to get the door opened. I took off running back to the utility closet where Darren was still proclaiming his innocence. Chief Anderson wasn’t hearing it.

      “Give it up, Darren. We know you were in prison with the man who stole the painting decades ago.”

      “What man?”

      “James Fuller. He must have told you about it before he died. He told you where to find it and you were stealing it when Cody showed up so you had to kill him.”

      “James Fuller? If he stole a painting he never told me about it. He barely talked to anybody and when he did he only ever talked about his daughter, his little Magpie. I swear, he never told me about a painting!”

      It was starting to make sense now. Darren had been set up. If the bloody gloves had been there from the beginning then Kojak would have found them. But the real killer was getting away and I was stuck inside my own prison, unable to chase them down.

      “Kojak!” I meowed loudly to get his attention but Chief Anderson heard me, too.

      “What are you doing in here? Scram!”

      He slammed the door shut, leaving me outside the utility closet. I could hear him still berating Darren inside.

      “Nobody is leaving this hotel until you show me where you hid that painting!”

      Kojak growled menacingly. He wasn’t listening to me and it wouldn’t have made a difference if he did. The chief wasn’t going to budge.

      I returned to the hallway where Roddy was running in circles again. I stepped in his way and he ran into me, falling over on the carpet.

      “Get a hold of yourself, Roddy! We’ve got to find a way out of here, quickly!”

      “The door is closed, Whiskers!”

      “Has that ever stopped you before? You’re a mouse, Roddy. There have to have been other mice in this hotel. I can’t squeeze through their holes but you can. Find where they got in and go for help.”

      “What kind of help? If I show up asking a human for help they’ll just grab a broom and chase me away - or worse!”

      Roddy was right. There was no way he’d be able to get Sheila or any other human to come and open the door. I needed a plan and I found one. It was crazy, but it was the only chance we had to rescue Mae and get Evelyn’s painting back. I had frozen before. Now I would have to be fearless. Decisive. Daring.

      Roddy had been searching the walls while I thought and he suddenly cried out in excitement.

      “I’ve found it! Here’s an opening. Someone’s been getting in and out of this crack!”

      “Great! Go to the beach and find Blue. Here’s what I want you to tell her … “

      Roddy’s face transformed from excitement to disbelief as I described what I wanted him to do. “Surely you can’t be serious!”

      “I am serious, and don’t call me Shirley.”

      My joke fell flat. I’d wanted to say that line ever since I’d watched the movie Airplane! with Fred and Sheila but Roddy wasn’t in the mood for jokes.

      “Just go. Trust me.”

      He squeezed his way into the wall through a pencil-sized hole. It never ceased to amaze me the tiny cracks mice could go in and out of. I followed the scratching sounds along the wall until he turned away toward the front of the building. Moving to the main door, I watched him emerge from the side of the hotel and scurry back in the direction of home. He was on his way and now I had to get myself in position.

      Darren had told Sheila the previous day that he opened the access door to the roof so that hot air could escape since there was no power and air conditioning above the ground floor. That was my escape route, too. The elevator wasn’t working, and I couldn’t have operated it even if it had been, so I would have to climb stairs. Fortunately, those doors had also been propped open to allow air circulation in the building.

      The first flight was easy. The adrenaline pumping through my body helped me to jump two stairs at a time. I started to slow down a little on the second flight and by the third flight I was thinking that maybe I should join Zappa for yoga on the beach. My sedentary lifestyle was catching up with me.

      Eventually, I reached the top floor and paused for a quick break. One more set of stairs led to the roof and I could feel a light breeze passing through. Slowly now I crept toward the open door. As I stepped out onto the roof, doubt filled my head. Roddy had thought I was crazy and I had begun to believe he might be correct. But Mae’s life was on the line. And Evelyn’s painting would be gone forever if I didn’t take immediate action. I would not freeze up again.

      I peeked over the edge to see the sidewalk below. They say cats always land on their feet, right? That wouldn’t help me much from this height. Even if I survived the fall, my legs would be broken and I’d never catch up with the killer. It may already be too late but I had to try.

      Lifting my gaze back up, I scanned the horizon and spotted the most amazing thing I had ever seen. Blue was flying in my direction, her long beak holding tightly to a series of strings. Each string was connected to a Happy Birthday balloon.
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      “Are you sure about this, Whiskers?”

      Blue had landed on the hotel roof next to me. Together we had arranged the strings underneath my front legs while Blue kept them weighed down with her foot.

      “Not at all. But I have to try. Roddy will never recover if Mae disappears, never to be seen again.”

      “The killer must be long gone by now. Roddy said the moving truck drove away as soon as the painting was secured in the back.”

      “They haven’t gotten away yet. Look.” I motioned with my head toward the edge of town, just visible from our vantage point at the top of the tallest building. The one road leading away was crawling with cars and people and golf carts. “Margo said on the news that the killer might have hidden the painting near where the road was blocked yesterday morning. Now everybody from within driving distance is out there looking for hidden treasure.”

      Blue looked where I had indicated and saw the truck slowly maneuvering through the crowd.

      “Okay, so there’s still a chance. But I’m not sure the balloons will carry you.”

      “I don’t need them to fly. I just need them to take me down slowly.”

      “What if they do make you fly?”

      “Then I’ll need one more favor from you.”

      I explained my plan to Blue and she gave me an even more skeptical look than Roddy had. But she agreed.

      The moment of truth had arrived. The balloons were secured as well as I could get them, the wind was blowing off the water and in the direction I needed to go. Blue’s foot stayed firmly planted on the strings as she looked me straight in the eye, questioning me.

      “Do it,” I said.

      Blue paused one second then lifted her foot.

      I felt the tug of the strings lifting my body. First, my front paws came off the roof, straightening my body. Then the weight slowly disappeared from my hind paws which began to drag along the rooftop. All the weight of my body shifted from my feet to under my front legs where the strings tugged against me. A gust of wind swept over my fur and caught the balloons, lifting me into the air.

      It was exhilarating. The balloons Troy had brought for Evelyn were just enough to carry me away and I sensed myself rising slowly as I floated with the gentle breeze toward the edge of town.

      “I’m flying!” I called out to Blue who had taken flight also and was gliding beside me.

      “There’s nothing quite like it, is there?”

      She was right. Nothing I had ever done or imagined came close to the sensation of flying high above the town. I could see for miles. I pressed my neck forward so I could look below me.

      “Don’t look down!” Blue called out but it was too late.

      The sight of my hind paws dangling with nothing between me and the ground far below sent a jolt of fear through me and I lost my grip on the balloon strings. Blue swerved underneath me, propping my hind legs up just long enough for me to regain my composure and my grip on the strings.

      “There went one of your nine lives,” she scolded me.

      “Thanks!” Taking a deep breath, I assessed the situation. I hadn’t gone crashing to the Earth, so that was good. And I was headed in about the right direction to where the moving truck was still pushing its way through the crowd of treasure hunters who had no clue the painting they were searching for was maneuvering between them at that very moment. The News 5 truck was parked beside the road and Pamela Prince was conducting interviews. That all worked in my favor but there was one problem. The people below were getting smaller.

      “I need to go down, Blue.”

      “You really want me to do this?”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “Okay. Hold on tight.”

      Blue flew up above me to where the balloons were bunched up. Pulling her head back, she took aim and lunged forward with her neck like when she was catching a fish. Pop! Her pointed beak broke through mylar and one of the balloons collapsed down beside me.

      I was no longer rising but I wasn’t going down either.

      “Another one, Blue!”

      Blue glided back behind me, then flapped her long, feathery wings and floated to the balloons. Another strike with her beak and a second balloon dropped down empty and shriveled like its partner.

      I began to feel myself dropping down. Slowly the ground beneath me was getting closer and I could just make out a voice from below. Sheila’s voice.

      “Whiskers! Have you gone crazy? Come down here!”

      Steeling my nerves, I looked straight down again to see Sheila’s golf cart moving below me on the street. Sheila’s head poked out from the side as she looked up then ducked back inside to watch where she was driving.

      The wind shifted and I began to drift to the right, away from the street. I tried swaying my body to direct the balloons but they responded more to the wind than to me. I had to change the weight ratio.

      “Blue! One More!”

      Again Blue fell back behind me, then swept forward to pierce another mylar balloon. The helium escaped and I started dropping rapidly. Now my weight was a stronger force than the breeze and I was able to direct the remaining balloons back to my left and into the path of the street again. Sheila’s golf cart moved below me as I fell faster and faster.

      Twenty feet. Ten feet. Five feet directly above the golf cart. I raised my front paws high, allowing the balloon strings to slide away but one of the strings caught between my badge and my collar. As the freed balloons rose higher, the deflated balloon connected to the string was pulled up over my head, blinding me and twisting my body upside down. I reached up with my right paw, extended my claws, and tugged the balloon away.

      It’s not true that cats always land on their feet. I proved that theory wrong as I crashed onto the roof of Sheila’s golf cart with a thud. She slammed on her brakes, sending me crashing forward and I just barely managed to stick a claw into a seam on the frame of the roof.

      “Whiskers! Are you okay?”

      “I’m ok, Sheila. But we have to get to that moving truck!”

      “No, I don’t have any treats with me!”
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      “What were you thinking, Whiskers? You could’ve gotten yourself killed! It’s not worth risking your life over a bunch of balloons. Why on Earth would that bird steal them, anyway?”

      Sheila was standing beside the golf cart, looking at me on the roof with her eyes stretched wide open.

      “There’s no time to explain, Sheila. We need to catch up to that moving truck.”

      “I already told you. I don’t have any treats. I just jumped in my golf cart to see where the balloons were going. Troy was so proud of them and Evelyn loved them.”

      “I bet she would love her painting even more!”

      How was I going to convince Sheila to drive forward again so that we could catch up with the moving truck? Should I leave her behind and just run? We were still a good distance away.

      I hopped down from the roof of the golf cart and jumped onto the floor where the brake and gas pedal were. Pushing my paw against the gas pedal didn’t move it at all but Sheila finally realized that I hadn’t been trying to rescue the balloons from a thieving Great Blue Heron.

      “You’re trying to get somewhere, aren’t you?”

      “Yes!” I meowed.

      Sheila looked ahead and saw the edge of the crowd gathered around the one street out of town. She hopped back in the cart and I quickly moved away as her foot reached toward the pedal. We took off as fast as a standard golf cart will go.

      As we reached the edge of the crowd I knew that it was time to get out and run.

      “Follow me!” I meowed at Sheila, hoping she would guess what I meant.

      Through the maze of vehicles, people, and pets I ran. Darting between legs, through a sideways parked golf cart, dodging a big dog, and underneath several cars including one with a Georgia license plate. Treasure hunters were already arriving from out of state. Ahead I could hear a horn honking and saw the moving truck. An arm stretched out the driver’s side window, gesturing for everyone in front to move out of the way. They appeared to be almost out of the congested area. A patch of grey stood out on the back bumper, blocking part of the license plate from view. Roddy had caught up to the truck!

      Losing my breath but not my determination, I ran forward like a cheetah. As I reached the barely moving vehicle I hopped up, joining Roddy on the back bumper.

      “Whiskers! Thank goodness! You’ve got to stop them!”

      Only a few more vehicles were in the way. A golf cart moved to the side, its driver glaring at the driver of the truck. We lurched forward. The truck was now maneuvering between the last of the parked vehicles and would be able to drive full speed in just a moment.

      “Hop on!” I instructed Roddy.

      “What?”

      “Hop on my back. Grab my collar and hold on tight!”

      Roddy crawled up and wrapped his tiny fingers around my collar the best he could. The roll-up door on the back of the truck was surrounded by rubber that helped seal the door closed. Extending my claws again, I poked them into the rubber and pulled myself, and Roddy, up the side toward the top of the truck.

      “It’s up to you now,” I told Roddy as we reached the top. “Get up there and make them stop. Mae is counting on you!”

      Roddy crawled over my head and onto the flat top of the truck’s cargo area. His tiny feet clicked across the roof.

      Pulling back my claws I dropped away from the truck and landed on my feet on the road just as the truck maneuvered around the final obstacles and began to accelerate. I stepped to the side for a better view and spotted Roddy reaching down from the roof to the top of the open window on the driver’s side. With the truck gaining speed, Roddy held tight to the window frame with his front paws, allowed his body to drop, and swung himself through the window.

      A scream echoed from the truck cab and the vehicle swerved. First to the right, then over-correcting to the left, and finally back to the right before it veered off the road and smashed into a tree. The door opened and Maggie came running out, swatting at her chest and back until Roddy dropped out from underneath her hoodie.

      What is it with women and mice?

      She was strong enough to beat Troy in arm wrestling and to thrust a crowbar through Cody’s chest. But a tiny ball of grey fur sent her into a panic and kept her from escaping with a million-dollar painting.

      The crowd had turned their attention away from the search and toward the crashed truck. Several had pulled out phones - some to call in the accident and others to video Maggie’s slappy dance which would soon go viral.

      Sheila pulled up on her golf cart with Pamela Prince riding shotgun. The intrepid reporter had hitched a ride through the crowd and took off in hopes of getting an interview with Maggie or any witnesses.

      “Over here,” I meowed. I led Sheila to the back of the truck and pawed at the latch.

      “Something’s in there?”

      I nodded vigorously.

      Sheila lifted the latch and pulled up the sliding door then jumped back as Mae ran out. I leaped up into the open truck and over to the cardboard box that had fallen flat on the floor. One edge of a picture frame was exposed in the opening.

      “Is that … “

      Sheila reached in and pulled the missing painting from the box as dozens of treasure hunters watched. Pamela Prince’s cameraman caught it all on video, including Maggie’s reaction as she dropped to the ground, her face falling into her hands. Not far away, two blurs of grey fur rushed through the grass and collided. Roddy and Mae were reunited.

      A siren sounded from back in town and the crowd slowly parted to make way for Officer Reid pulling up in his truck. Kojak was riding up front and Darren was handcuffed in the rear seat. Chief Anderson followed behind in his golf cart with the police logo on the front. The News 5 cameraman swiveled his camera away from Maggie to catch their arrival.

      “What in the world is going on here?” Chief Anderson demanded, puffing out his chest for the camera.

      “They’re all here looking for the lost painting,” Sheila explained. “But there’s no need to look anymore. I’ve found it. Or, rather, Detective Whiskers has.” She reached down and stroked my fur then tugged gently on my badge. “Your thief and Cody’s killer is over there in the grass.”

      “Maggie? Was she working with Darren?”

      The chief still didn’t get it.

      “I told you I was innocent!” Darren screamed out the window of the truck.

      This was going to take some explaining and I wasn’t sure how I would do it. But Mae was safe, the painting was safe, and Cody’s killer wasn’t going anywhere. They would figure out the rest when they processed Maggie for jail and found out that her last name had been Fuller. The same as James Fuller who stole the painting decades before. Maggie was his little Magpie, as Darren said he called his daughter. The bird tattoo on her arm? It wasn’t just any bird. It was a magpie. A symbol of how much she loved her father and how far she would go to carry on his legacy.
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      “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “That was all you, man. Flying through the sky like Supercat. That was crazy, man. I didn’t do a thing.”

      Zappa and I were stretched out on the beach, enjoying the early morning sun just outside the dunes and fifty feet from where a couple dozen senior citizens were stretching for their Yoga on the Beach session. Zappa had given up on the exercise.

      “No, really. You were the one who told me about Troy being infatuated with Evelyn. If you hadn’t shared that clue, he would have still been our primary suspect and he never would have brought balloons to the party. You gave me my wings, Zappa.”

      Zappa stayed silent for a moment, contemplating. Or just dozing off. I was never quite sure.

      “I bet that was cool, man. Think Blue would ever take me up?”

      As if on cue, a shadow passed over us. Blue held her magnificent wings out wide and glided gracefully to the sand at the edge of the water.

      “I need to go thank her.”

      “Yeah, man. See ya later, alligator.”

      I padded softly over until I was in hearing distance then announced myself.

      “Morning, Blue! That was some adventure, huh?”

      I could barely discern a slight nod as Blue continued staring out at the water.

      “You came through when I needed you. I can’t thank you enough.”

      No response.

      “Kojak told me they got a confession. Maggie’s father told her where to find the painting and when she found out about the renovations, she faked a resume to get hired. She thought she could steal the painting, close the hidden room back up, and nobody would ever know it had been there. Cody surprised her when he showed up to let Sheila in so she panicked and killed him.”

      Blue just stared into the waves, but I knew she was listening.

      “She knew Darren was an ex-con because of his tattoo so she decided he would be the perfect patsy to take the fall. Before they locked everything up, she hid the gloves in the electrical panel and then waited for the right time to tell Sheila about his criminal history. She was waiting outside when he went back in, knowing that the police would be watching him and that he would go to the electrical panel before doing anything else. That gave her the perfect chance to sneak in while the doors were unlocked and Darren had their undivided attention.”

      I was still sure I had Blue’s undivided attention, even though she didn’t say anything.

      “Funny thing is, everybody thought the accident with the camper blocked the killer from leaving town right after the murder but it was Sheila showing up looking for Cody outside the Parrot Eyes Inn that forced her to hide the painting again and wait. Then, when she thought she was going to get away, the road was blocked by people looking for the painting that she had in the back of the truck.”

      “Very funny,” Blue said without laughing. She was back to her old self like nothing had ever happened. But it had happened. Blue saved the day. I always knew I could count on her.

      “Anyway, thanks for coming to my rescue. I hope we get to fly together again sometime.”

      We stood together in silence, enjoying the peaceful morning until one of the senior citizens cried out after getting themselves into a yoga pose they couldn’t get out of. I swear I heard a brief chuckle from Blue but by the time I looked at her, she was stone-faced again. Time for me to head home.

      Troy was at Sunset Cottage when I walked through the pet door. He was holding Evelyn’s bag in one hand and her hand in the other.

      “Thanks again for letting me stay with you, Sheila. And for solving the mystery so I can go home again. And for inviting Troy to the party. And for getting my painting back! I still can’t believe it!”

      “Are you going to sell it?” Sheila asked. “They said on the news that it might sell for over a million dollars.”

      “Actually, I wanted to ask you about that. I know that you don’t currently have an interior designer … “

      Sheila snorted.

      “ … but I was wondering if you would consider hanging the painting back where it belongs. In the lobby of the Parrot Eyes Inn. Victor was generous when he purchased the Inn so I don’t need the money — at least not right now. It would be nice to see it back where it was when Peter surprised me with it.”

      “I know I can speak for Victor on this one. We would love to display it for as long as you want to leave it in our care. And I’ll make sure he gets some good security for it!”

      “Wonderful!”

      Evelyn and Troy walked out and Troy opened the passenger side door of his truck and then helped her step up into the high seat before moving around to the driver’s side and getting in.

      Sheila turned to me.

      “Aren’t they cute? Hold on a minute, Whiskers. I just need to put on some shoes then we can head over to the Inn. I want to show you something.”

      She walked into her bedroom and I heard a squeaky voice from the living room call my name. Roddy and Mae stood just outside the tiny crack in the wall.

      “Think we can hitch a ride with you? I’ve just got a couple of things to move over.”

      “What kind of things does a mouse … “ I stopped myself. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. If you can get it and yourselves on the back of the golf cart, I won’t say anything. I’ll be riding up front today.”

      They smiled and disappeared back into the wall as Sheila returned with her shoes on.

      “All set, Detective?”

      She opened the front door and we walked out to her golf cart. I didn’t think Roddy and Mae would make it in time but just as she turned the key I heard the tell-tale scratching of someone on the back. It was too quiet for a human to hear so Sheila was none the wiser.

      Nosy Nancy came running out of her front door as we drove away but Sheila pretended not to notice. We cruised on past Todd and Margo’s house where Margo was ‘supervising’ Todd’s efforts to repair the camper. When we pulled into the front parking area at the Inn, Roddy and Mae hopped off and scurried to where he had emerged the previous day on his way to get Blue. The more I thought about what we had done, the more it seemed like some fantasy I had imagined. I looked up to the top of the Inn and pictured myself flying off the roof holding a bunch of balloons. Had I really done that? Yes. Yes, I had.

      Sheila pulled out the keys she had finally gotten back and unlocked the front door. The storage closet had been locked again and she opened it as well, then brought out some masking tape and a marker.

      “I have a proposal for you, Whiskers. I don’t think this storage closet is going to be needed once the renovations are finished so I believe I can put the space to better use as a small office. What do you say?”

      She tore off a couple of pieces of tape and stuck them on the front of the closet door, one piece above the other.

      “This is just a placeholder, of course. We’ll get a proper sign to make your new position official.”

      Pulling the cap off the marker, she began writing on the tape.

      “Detective Whiskers”

      “Director of Hotel Security”
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        * * *

      

      That’s the end of Mission Impawsible and the beginning of a new chapter for Detective Whiskers as he takes on his first official job. The next book is called Only Meowders in the Building and you can get it here.
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      I hope you’re enjoying the adventures that Whiskers and Sheila are taking. Both of their lives have changed dramatically and they are meeting the changes head on. Ready for another adventure? Book six in the series is titled Only Meowders in the Building and you can order it here.

      May I ask a favor of you? As an author, my number one goal is to have people read my stories. The more people the better, but I want my stories to reach the right readers. The people who will enjoy them and, hopefully, get something positive from them. That’s why reviews mean so much to me. Every time you leave a review for one of my books it helps other readers know if the book has what they are looking for. The more you describe the story and characters (without giving out spoilers!) the more likely it is that someone searching for exactly this book will find it. If you don’t like to leave reviews that’s okay. I still appreciate you very much!

      Have you signed up for my newsletter? I won’t flood you with emails but I do make sure my newsletter readers are the first to know about new releases and special promos. Sometimes I’ll do giveaways and special events that you only know about if you get the newsletter. You can sign up now.

      There’s so much happening with social media that it’s hard to keep up. I haven’t been able to develop a meaningful presence on all of the platforms but I am active on Facebook. If you’d like to follow me there you can find me at facebook.com/authorchrisabernathy. It’s a great way for us to interact with each other.

      You can also find me on my website and on my Amazon Author Page.

      Okay, I’m going to get back to writing new stories for Sheila and Detective Whiskers. Keep reading to find out how to make the newly famous Murder Society Mocha, Sheila’s Macaroni Muffins, and Evelyn’s meatloaf.

    

  


  
    
      Each of the books in the Detective Whiskers Cozy Mystery Series is dedicated to a cat who has gone above and beyond the call of duty to protect and serve its loved ones.

      There are several cats working for the police department in London, England. Most of them serve exclusively as ‘mousers’ keeping mice away from the offices where the human police do their work (and maybe allowing a few to hang around like Roddy - who knows?). But one cat, named PC Peach, was out with their handler when they spotted a suspect who had been hiding from police. PC Peach took off and cornered the criminal in an alley, giving the two-legged officers time to catch up and arrest them.

      Good job, PC Peach!

      You can read about our other Hero Cats on my website, AuthorChrisAbernathy.com.
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      Detective Whiskers did some good police work in this book but it would have all been wasted without the help of his friend Blue. Shy and introverted, Blue prefers to stay out of the spotlight but Whiskers knew that when he needed her she would be there for him. If you are lucky enough to have friends like that you should thank them, so I want to do that. They aren’t so shy and introverted like Blue but my friends Grady Lacher, Randy Moeller, Karin Gordon, Todd Berry, David Gomi, David Deshler, Rick Ray, and Jason Seehafer have known me from the time when I was the most uncool kid in school, to the time when I got much more praise than I ever deserved, and now as I’m stepping into new adventures with my writing. I know without any doubt that any one of them would do anything in their power to help me if I needed them and that makes a huge difference in my life, even when I don’t need anything more than to know they are out there.
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      Murder Society Mocha

      This is the perfect drink for your book club meeting whenever you’re reading a murder mystery, especially a Detective Whiskers mystery!

      
        	Brew an extra strong cup of your favorite hot coffee or, if you have an espresso machine, use two shots of fresh espresso

        	Stir in a tablespoon of black cocoa powder, unsweetened

        	Sweeten with a tablespoon of white sugar

        	Splash in two tablespoons of almond milk

      

      What about the final touch? At Sea Brews they had peel-off stickers for each customer to choose a picture of their weapon of choice. Not everybody has these murder weapon stickers in their house (congratulations if you do) so you may choose to draw on the cups, have Sharpies ready for guests to draw their own weapons, or come up with some other creative way to make the drinks look special. I ordered a bag of Gustaf’s Skulls & Bones Halloween Gummy Candy, sold on Amazon by Lyza’s Sweets and Treats, and a bag of sword-shaped drink stirrers. Stick the sword through a gummy skull and a couple of bones then rest the sword over the top of the cup for presentation.

      

      Sheila’s Macaroni Muffins

      Everybody loves Mac and Cheese, right? This special twist on the classic side dish is perfect for casual parties, game-day snacks, and more.

      What you need -

      
        	A large muffin pan

        	Non-stick spray

        	Bread crumbs, Italian style or plain (3 tablespoons)

        	Macaroni pasta (about a cup and a half)

        	Milk (two cups)

        	Butter, unsalted (three tablespoons)

        	Flour, all-purpose (four tablespoons)

        	Cheddar cheese, sharp, hand-shredded (one and a half cups)

        	Salt (just a dash)

        	Pepper (a small dash)

      

      How to prepare it -

      
        	Spray the non-stick spray into the muffin tin then shake a thin layer of bread crumbs on the bottom and sides of each cup.

        	Cook the macaroni as directed on the package (but without adding anything)

        	Over medium heat, melt the butter in a medium saucepan. Remove from the stovetop and whisk in the flour. Place the saucepan back on the stovetop and whisk in the milk, a few splashes at a time. Pour in the salt and pepper while you wait for it to boil. After about one minute the sauce should start to thicken.

        	Reduce the heat on the stovetop to a medium-low then add in the cheddar cheese, a small handful at a time. Stir each time until the cheese is melted before adding more.

        	Pour the cooked macaroni into the saucepan and stir to get it all coated in the cheese sauce.

        	Use a spoon to fill each cup of the muffin tin with the mixture then sprinkle the remaining bread crumbs on top.

        	Bake at 350 degrees until the top of each Macaroni Muffin is a golden brown. This should take about 20 minutes or less.

        	Be patient. After taking the muffin tin out of the oven, set it on the counter and wait ten minutes so that the muffins firm up. If they are stuck to the muffin tin, use a knife around the sides to free them then pull them out with a spoon.

      

      

      Evelyn’s Meatloaf

      Sheila was surprised at how much she enjoyed this dish and, as Evelyn pointed out, the bread crumbs make the difference. Good thing you bought a large tin of them for your Macaroni Muffins!

      What you need -

      
        	8” x 4” loaf pan

        	Bread crumbs (Italian style)

        	Milk (half cup)

        	Ground beef (1.5 pounds)

        	One onion (chopped)

        	Green bell pepper (diced, one-half cup)

        	HP Sauce (half cup, may substitute Heinz 57)

        	One egg

        	Salt (1.25 teaspoons)

        	Pepper (freshly ground if possible)

      

      How to prepare it -

      
        	Preheat oven to 350 degrees.

        	Grease the loaf pan lightly

        	Mix bread crumbs and milk in a small bowl

        	In a separate, larger bowl, mix the ground beef, bell pepper, half of the HP Sauce, egg (beaten), salt, and pepper.

        	Add contents of smaller bowl to the large bowl and mix ingredients with your hands. Place the mixture in the loaf pan.

        	Brush remaining HP Sauce on top

        	Bake for one hour or until the center reaches at least 160 degrees and is no longer pink.

        	Remove from oven and wait 5 minutes before slicing and serving.
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      The Detective Whiskers Cozy Mystery Series

      1 - Paw & Order

      2 - CSI: Cat Sleuth Investigation

      3 - Miami Mice

      4 - Purrder, She Wrote

      5 - Mission Impawsible

      6 - Only Meowders in the Building

      

      More books by the author

      I spent most of my adult life as a radio and television personality using the name Chris Wright. I used that name again when I wrote a couple of radio based stories built around a fictional morning show who love to pull crazy pranks and talk about things that guys talk about when they’re with their buddies.

      Prequel - Rise of the Radio Gods

      Novel - Blowing up the Airwaves
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