

A Blue Ribbon Murder


 

The Kitty Club Cat Show has come to Fox Hollow, and everyone from casual cat lovers to competitive breeders has shown up for the contest. Pet shop owner Shell McMillan has two cats entered, and like everyone else she has her eye on the grand prize, a vibrant red leash with a solid gold cat-head figurine attached. As the judging begins, cat owners clash and the fur flies, until a power outage throws the whole arena into darkness. But when the lights come back up, the event’s organizer is found dead and the grand prize is missing.

 

Shell knows the obvious suspect is the victim’s stepson, who’s up to his neck in gambling debts and would kill to get his hands on his inheritance. But there are plenty of disgruntled competitors to consider too, including some who had an old score to settle with the victim. Every clue is catnip for Shell, especially as she puzzles out whether the thief and the murderer are the same person. Either way, with two crimes to solve and a killer on the loose, she’ll have to tread carefully so that her dreams of Best in Show don’t end with Rest in Peace . . .
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One


 

Thursday

 

“Loose cat! Watch out! Cat on the run!”

I looked up at the cry and tightened my hold on the cat carrier in my hand. I saw a streak of black flash across the floor of the Fox Hollow Civic Center, followed closely by a plump woman with pink and green streaks in her thinning hair whose purple and orange caftan billowed out behind her. “Escaped cat,” she shouted again. “Maverick! Come back!”

From the confines of her carrier my Siamese cat, Kahlua, let out a displeased growl. I leaned over to peer through the wire mesh door. “Sorry about all this, Kahlua,” I said. “I know you like your quiet time. I never anticipated this much excitement here.”

Here was the Northeast Kitty Club’s annual cat show. Thought they usually held the show in Hartford, their plans had been disrupted this year by a fire at their usual venue, forcing them to scout out a new location. Time was of the essence, because it was their twenty-fifth anniversary, and many special events had been planned that couldn’t be canceled. Several towns had jumped at the opportunity and submitted bids, Fox Hollow among them. Thanks to successful lobbying by our mayor, Susan Hart, and Garrett Knute, who’d recently joined our town council, we’d won the bid. My mother, Clarissa McMillan, never one to miss an opportunity for publicity, had immediately volunteered the secondhand shop she was a not so silent partner in to be one of the show’s sponsors, and had suggested I also become a sponsor. I said that I was more comfortable volunteering as a vendor—good way to drum up business, right? My mother had also suggested that I enter the pedigreed Siamese she’d given me for my birthday a few years ago, Kahlua, in the competition. I’d been a bit reluctant to do so—Kahlua sometimes wasn’t the most agreeable of cats—but my mother had made the argument that it would be good publicity for my shop, especially if Kahlua should happen to win Best in Show, and so . . . here we were.

I cast an anxious glance over toward where I’d seen the black streak and the woman vanish. “I hope everything’s all right,” I murmured.

“Oh, it will be,” said a voice behind me. “This happens at least once every show, or at least it has as long as I’ve been coming here.”

I turned to look at the speaker, a middle-aged woman whose salt-and pepper shoulder-length hair brushed the collar of her purple jogging suit. Gloria Carlisle owned a pet shop as well, Tails and Treats, in Carmont, a town twenty miles north of Fox Hollow. I’d met her a few times at vendor events and had found the woman friendly, albeit a bit quirky. Her own cat, an Abyssinian named Prince Albert, had won quite a few titles until his demise the year before last. Gloria had been devastated, and I’d had my doubts that she’d recover, but she had, maintaining that the prince wouldn’t want her to waste time mourning him. As a result, she’d gone into both breeding and training Abyssinians. Now she tossed me a small smile. “The search team will find the cat,” she went on. “He’s probably hiding under one of the tables in the vendor area.”

“Not mine, I hope,” I said. I shifted Kahlua’s carrier to my other hand. “The owner seemed pretty upset. I’d be glad to help look,” I offered.

Gloria waved her hand. “That won’t be necessary, Shell. The team is used to things like this. Besides, too many people running around after it will only serve to frighten the cat more.”

We’d been walking as we talked, and now we approached the exhibitor area. I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up. “Say, isn’t that the cat there?” I pointed toward one of the exhibitor tables near the grooming area. A black cat crouched beneath the table, mouth open, exposing its fangs. The cat looked more annoyed than scared to me. As we watched, a few volunteers wearing polo shirts with Northeast Kitty Club on them and badges approached the table with almost military precision. In a quick move, the tallest volunteer reached under the table and scooped the cat up. It gave a loud hiss, but the volunteer bent and spoke soothingly to the cat, who quieted almost immediately.

“Looks like someone’s a cat whisperer,” I observed.

Gloria let out a soft chuckle amid the smattering of applause from the nearby spectators. “It helps around here,” she said. “Ah—the owner approaches.”

The woman I’d seen earlier bustled over to the group and reclaimed the cat, who sputtered a bit as she clutched it tightly to her chest. She bustled off and the small crowd dispersed. “Just a typical day at the show,” Gloria said with a smile. Her gaze strayed to the carrier I held. “So,” she said, “I take it you decided to enter Kahlua? Good decision.”

“Thanks, but it was mostly my mother’s idea,” I said. “She said that Kahlua’s breeder always said she was a perfect example of the breed.”

“She is a beautiful cat,” said Gloria. “She might well win her breed. Just don’t get your hopes up for Best in Show, though.” A slow smile spread over her face. “Not to brag, but my cat Alfreda will be taking that honor.”

“You sound very confident,” I remarked.

“I am.” Her lips curved as she added, “I didn’t think I’d ever show again after I lost Prince Albert, but Alfreda convinced me otherwise. She was simply charming as a kitten, and she’s grown into a lovely cat. Young, but a perfect example of the breed. She’s everything a judge looks for in an Abyssinian—and I should know, believe me.” Her face darkened a bit as she added, “Sheena Crusher will say otherwise. That cat of hers took the breed title the last two years, but only because Prince Albert wasn’t in the running. I’m afraid she’s in for a rude awakening this year.”

I knew Sheena Crusher. She’d come into my shop, Urban Tails, a few times. A stunningly attractive woman in her late thirties, there had been rumors that before she’d gone into breeding Abyssinians she’d been a Playboy Bunny, but I had the feeling most of those rumors had been started by disgruntled women. Her cat, the Divine Miss M, had indeed won many awards and Sheena never passed up an opportunity to brag about her.

I could detect the note of venom in Gloria’s tone and figured this was a subject best avoided. “I heard that the competition is very stiff in all the categories this year,” I ventured. “Entries were up twenty percent.”

“All due, I’m sure, to the prizes,” said Gloria. “Thanks to a generous anonymous ‘friend of the show,’ for the first time ever the winning cat’s owner will receive a twenty-five-thousand-dollar cash purse, in honor of the show’s twenty-fifth anniversary.”

I let out a whistle. “Wow, that is generous. No wonder the entries are up.”

“And that’s not all.” Gloria leaned in closer and said in a low tone, “This year the cat voted Best in Show will receive a very special prize.”

My face fell. “It’s not a trophy?” I’d been visualizing how nice a trophy would look in Urban Tails’ window, right next to a photo of Kahlua.

“It’s in addition to the trophy,” said Gloria. “The committee has been keeping it under wraps but I happen to know that it was designed especially for the show by a famous artist—and very valuable.”

“That does sound intriguing,” I murmured. I was beginning to see why my mother had been so insistent I enter Kahlua. “I wonder what it could be?”

Gloria shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Speculation has been wild. Fortunately, we won’t be kept in suspense much longer. All will be revealed at the opening ceremony tomorrow night.”

“I guess I’d better get Kahlua registered then,” I said. I waved my free arm, encompassing the room. “I was trying to find registration but I’m afraid I got a bit turned around. None of this was around yesterday when Gary and I set up our vendor booth.” I happened to spy a large banner hanging a few feet away and grimaced. Secondhand Sue’s a proud sponsor of Northeast Kitty Club Annual Cat Show! Come visit our location on Main Street in Fox Hollow! “I know for a fact that wasn’t hanging there,” I muttered.

Gloria looked at the banner and chuckled. “I sense your mother’s fine hand in that little bit of advertising. It certainly is . . . large.”

“To say the least,” I said. “She took out a few full-page ads in the Gazette too. I guess I shouldn’t complain too much, since two of them were for my shop.”

Gloria patted my shoulder. “She means well, I’m sure. Anyway, you wanted to know where the office is, right? It’s just past the grooming area,” Gloria said. “I’m headed that way to pick up Alfreda, so I can take you there if you want.” She eyed the carrier and let out a soft chuckle. “No one told you that it wasn’t necessary to bring the cat along when you registered her, did they?”

“No, but then again, I didn’t ask. I just assumed they might like to see her.”

Gloria wagged her finger. “No harm done, but you know that old saying about assuming. That it makes an . . . well, you get my drift.”

We moved through the rapidly filling exhibition hall. When I’d been here yesterday, the hall had been virtually empty, except for the vendor area. This morning, however, was a totally different story. Check-in and information tables had been set up to the left of the center’s entryway. Beyond that stretched the vendor area, a double row of booths and tables that took up about a quarter of the floor space. On the opposite side of the hall were the “rings,” or judging areas. They were arranged one after another along the wall and separated by side curtains. Each space held twenty or so chairs for spectators in front of the judging table, a platform the size of a small desk. Each table was equipped with a scratching post for the kitties, and behind the tables was a U-shaped arrangement of benches topped with wire cages for the “cat-testants” to await their turn at judging. Right now all the cages were empty, but once the show began they’d be filled with hopeful cats, accompanied by even more hopeful owners.

We moved through that area into what I’d heard some people refer to as cat central. Rows of tables were set up, all with wire cages for the competing cats to reside in when they weren’t in the ring. This area was filling up rapidly. As we passed one table I saw two other Siamese cats in their cages. One was a seal-point like my cat, the other a lilac-point with beautiful, pink-toned frosty gray points. I bent over and whispered, “Don’t look now, Kahlua, but there’s your competition.”

Gloria heard me and turned her head. “Hah, if you ask me, Kahlua is head and shoulders above those Siamese.” She gave me a long look and added, “To be honest, Shell, I thought you might enter the princess in the competition. I’ve seen most of this year’s entries in her breed—Maine coon—and the princess is head and shoulders above them.”

The princess, aka Princess Fuzzypants, was a stray that had come into our lives a few months earlier when my other cat, Purrday, had found her abandoned in the shrubbery behind the pet shop. A beautiful Maine coon cat with silky red hair, the princess was truly that—majestic. We’d tried to find her owner with no success, and I had to admit I’d been more than a little relieved. I was fairly certain that Purrday’s heart would have been broken if he’d lost the kitty love of his life. “Gary and I thought about entering her,” I said, “but the princess is a stray. We have no papers for her.” Gary was Gary Presser, who’d been my costar on my old TV show, Spy Anyone. He’d come to Fox Hollow with the intention of convincing me to join him in a spin-off of our old series. Instead, he’d gotten involved in helping to solve a murder I was a suspect in. After that he’d decided he liked small-town life and decided to hang around. I gave him free room and board in my house, and he helped me out with the daily chores and at the pet shop—and solving the mysteries we always seemed to get involved in.

Gloria clucked her tongue. “No papers? Oh, dear. That’s too bad.” Her brow wrinkled and then she added, “When you get to registration, ask them about HHP.”

I frowned. “HHP? What’s that? Some sort of club?”

“I imagine some might consider it that.” Gloria gave a swift glance around, then put a finger to her lips. She leaned in toward me and said, “I’d get crucified if anyone knew I gave you this tip, so never mention my name, okay? Just ask about HHP.”

I looked at her. “That sounds very mysterious.”

Gloria’s lips split in a wide grin. “Well, then, it’s right up your alley, isn’t it?”

We were approaching the grooming area. The curtain that separated it from the surrounding area was partially open, and through the slit I could see a big-boned woman in jeans and baggy shirt struggling to put a red leash and collar on a very large Ragdoll cat. The cat, decidedly unhappy, let out a loud meow before hissing at the woman and kicking the collar to the ground with its hind paw. The woman, undaunted, retrieved the collar and repeated the action, eliciting the same response from the cat.

“If I were her, I’d give up,” I said. “That cat definitely doesn’t want to wear that collar.”

Gloria shook her head. “That’s Becca McNulty. She doesn’t give up that easily.”

I inclined my head toward where Becca was attempting to calm the cat with some soft words and petting. “It looks like she has.”

Gloria gave her head a more emphatic shake. “It’s a smokescreen, trust me. Becca isn’t giving up.”

A few seconds later I saw that Gloria was right. Becca once again attempted to slide the collar over the cat’s neck. The cat was having none of it, though. It let out a piercing meow, unusual for that breed, which were typically quiet cats. Becca bent toward the cat but she drew back, exposing her fangs with a loud hiss. Several people paused and started murmuring. As Becca tried again to slip the collar on the cat, I caught a flash of something bright.

“Did you see that?” I asked Gloria. “It looked like something on the inside of the collar.”

“Yeah?” Gloria craned her neck, then shrugged. “I don’t see anything. It was probably the glare of the overhead lights. Oh, oh!” She suddenly jabbed me in the ribs. “Don’t look now,” she said in a stage whisper, “but I think things might be about to get ugly.”

I tilted my head and observed a tall thin woman in a leather midi-skirt and a printed silk blouse making her way on four-inch stiletto boots toward the grooming area. As she flung the curtain aside and stepped forward, Gloria said, “That’s Isobel Lanford, the managing director of this event and a real pain in the you-know-what.”

Isobel Lanford stopped before Becca and placed both hands on her hips. “What is going on here? You can hear that cat screeching a mile away.”

Becca looked a bit harried as she replied, “Nothing’s going on here, Isobel. I’m just attempting to get Mirabelle ready.”

“It didn’t sound like it was nothing,” Isobel replied in a tone that dripped both honey and disdain. “To a casual observer it sounded like you were abusing that cat, and we can’t have the slightest whisper of animal abuse marring our anniversary show.”

“Of all the nerve.” Becca drew herself up to her full height, which was a good four inches shorter than the other woman. “I beg your pardon, Isobel,” she said in just as haughty a tone. “I resent your insinuation. I was not abusing my cat. I would never do anything like that. I was merely trying to get her collar on her.”

Isobel regarded Becca coolly as she reached up to pat a stray jet-black hair that had escaped her chignon “Perhaps Mirabelle doesn’t want to wear a collar. At any rate, that’s no reason to manhandle the cat.”

Becca’s eyes flashed. “Manhandle? You’ve got some nerve. Tell the truth, Isobel. You don’t give a rat’s ass about dignity. I don’t even know why they put you in charge. Have you ever even owned a cat?”

“I’m in charge because I have excellent managerial skills, but that’s not the point. If your cat doesn’t want to wear a collar she doesn’t have to. It’s not a requirement.”

“I know that, but it’s easier to show her with the collar and leash. Anyway, I’m sure that Mirabelle’s only fussy because she’s upset at these unfamiliar surroundings. She was used to Hartford. I’m sure once she calms down she’ll be more cooperative. She was fine yesterday when I put the collar on her.”

Isobel’s jaw tightened. She took a step toward Becca. “Now, you listen to me, girlie,” she said, her tone low and dangerous. She jabbed a blood-red nail in front of Becca’s face. “Our annual show has a reputation to uphold. Our organization has earned its reputation because we have rules that we follow to the letter, non-abuse of animals being one of them. We can’t afford to have even a whisper of bad behavior marring that reputation, especially not on the chapter’s silver anniversary.”

“You are such a hypocrite, Isobel.” Becca’s voice rose a few octaves. “You don’t care about the cats. You just care about making an impression on the association bigwigs so you can get a promotion. Admit it!” Her hands balled into two fists and she took a step toward Isobel. “You think you’re so perfect, above reproach. I am so tempted to teach you a lesson you’ll not soon forget!”

Isobel held up her hand. “Careful, Becca. Are you threatening me? Think carefully before you answer. I can have you ejected from participating in this show, and future ones.”

Becca’s jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t dare,” she whispered.

Isobel’s eyes gleamed. “Try me,” she hissed.

Becca’s face reddened and the two women stood still, just staring at each other. I held my breath, wondering what was coming next. Just then, though, a petite blonde wearing horn-rimmed glasses, a large folder clutched to her chest, scurried over to the grooming area entrance. Her gaze darted nervously back and forth between the two women as she reached out a tentative hand and tapped Isobel’s arm. “Ms. Lanford, is everything all right here?” she asked, her voice cracking just a bit. “I heard shouting. Is there a problem?”

Isobel whirled and looked at the girl. Then she looked at Becca. “No problems here, Mavis. Everything here is just fine and dandy. I was just clarifying a few of the rules for Ms. McNulty here.”

Becca’s cheeks reddened, and for a moment it looked as if she were about to protest, but then she ducked her head. “Right,” she mumbled. “The rules.”

Isobel smiled. “Good. All good here.” She started to turn but Mavis plucked at her arm again. She brushed it off impatiently and said, “Was there something else?”

The folder started to slip out of Mavis’s hand. She caught it before it hit the ground and then said, “Yes, ma’am. There’s a photographer outside who’d like to take some advance photos for the Fox Hollow Gazette, if it’s all right with you . . .”

“It most certainly is not all right,” snapped Isobel. “I specifically told the press no early photo ops. We’re still setting up, and everything must be perfect for the opening ceremonies tomorrow.”

“The photographer promised not to take long,” Mavis began, but Isobel cut her off.

“Hah—do they think I was born yesterday? I know what they’re really after—they want to try and get a sneak peek at our specially designed grand prize. Well, they’re out of luck. We don’t need another disruptive influence around here.”

“Disruptive? You’ve got to be kidding. If anyone’s a disruptive influence, it’s you, Isobel.”

A small cluster of people had gathered to the left of the grooming area when Isobel had appeared, and now a plump woman with stick-straight black hair stepped forward. In a tone that sounded even more condescending than Isobel’s she said, “You know it’s true. You’ve been jumpy ever since you came here, and that attitude is spilling over onto the event. And if you’re as concerned with the show’s reputation as you claim, I should think you’d welcome the chance to cozy up to the press, not alienate them. And I’m sure upper management would agree.”

Isobel’s lips thinned as she turned to face the speaker. I had the distinct feeling she was fighting hard to keep her emotions in check. “Of course you are right, Dolores,” she said at last. “I’m afraid I just got so caught up in things that I’m not thinking clearly. It was very . . . astute of you to point it out.”

Dolores’s lips curved in a cat-ate-the-canary smile. “Anytime, Isobel. And you know if these little details get too much for you, I’m always here and glad to help.”

“I’m sure you are,” said Isobel, her smile frozen on her face. “I think I have the little details under control, now.”

Dolores shrugged. “If you say so, Isobel.”

“I do.” Isobel turned away from Dolores and crooked her finger at Mavis. “Have you been able to reach my stepson?”

“Not yet, Ms. Lanford,” the girl said meekly. “He’s not answering his phone. I’ve left several messages. But Mr. C said he needs to speak with you as soon as possible.”

Isobel’s brows drew together. “Tell Mr. C I’ll get to him . . . eventually. And keep trying my stepson. Check with some of the women breeders and handlers. I’m sure one of them will know where he is.”

“Yes, Ms. Lanford.” Mavis shifted the large folder in her arms and followed Isobel as she swept from the area. As soon as the two vanished, there was a brief pause, and then the crowd dispersed.

“Wow-ee, that was something,” crowed Gloria. She shot me a cheeky grin. “You can’t make this stuff up.”

“You sure can’t,” I agreed. “I’m surprised, though, at how quickly Isobel caved in.”

“That’s because Dolores has an in with the Northeast Kitty Club management,” said Gloria. “Dolores and her late husband were both judges at this show for, like, forever until his death a few years ago. Her late husband was buddy-buddy with one of the bigwigs, and they hold Dolores in high regard. Because of that, Dolores isn’t afraid to speak her mind—and definitely not to Isobel. The two of them have always had a sort of love-hate relationship, but this year it seems worse than ever. I imagine that Isobel doesn’t want to ruffle feathers.”

“Oh-ho, I get the feeling I’ve missed something. Whose feathers is Isobel ruffling now?”

We both turned and I smiled as I recognized the tall, exotic-looking brunette who stood there. The proud owner of two champion Cavalier King Charles spaniels, Jillian Martin had been a model in New York before retiring at the ripe old age of twenty-eight and opening her own pet grooming business, Pawsitively Impeccable. After spending five years in the New York rat race, she’d decided to relocate here to Fox Hollow a few months ago, and her grooming salon continued to be successful, mainly because quite a few of her clients made the hour-long trip to get their dogs and cats groomed. At my mother’s urging, she’d offered her services—at cost—to the pet show. There had been a bit of a pushback, because the chapter rules stated that only the owners and judges were to handle the entrants, but my mother had argued that since quite a few of Jillian’s regular clients were participating in the show it wasn’t like she was a stranger off the street. After some back-and-forth they’d finally set her up in a stall in the farthest corner of the ballroom. Not exactly a prime spot, but judging from the steady flow of cats and owners that went in and out of her stall, location wasn’t a problem.

Gloria grinned. “You didn’t miss much. Just a little difference of opinion between Isobel and Dolores.”

Jillian spread her hands. “I can’t even take a bathroom break without some drama happening around here,” she said with a sigh.

“Yeah, well, Isobel and Dolores Johnson are like vinegar and baking soda. The two do not go together,” said Gloria.

“Well, the two of them had a set-to a little while ago, just outside my grooming tent,” put in Jillian. I heard Isobel tell Dolores to ‘stay away from him’ and to ‘grow up.’ Dolores told her that she was an adult, and she could do as she pleased, and then Isobel told her to start acting like one or she’d be sorry.”

“Sounds to me like they were arguing over a man,” I said.

“I bet I can guess who,” put in Gloria. “Isobel’s stepson, Dennis.”

Jillian frowned. “Really? Dennis is, like, half Dolores’s age.”

“What, you never heard of a cougar,” said Gloria with a look of mock disapproval. “And Dolores has been a widow for a few years. Good old Dennis seems to be bringing out that quality in a lot of the women around here. He’s garnered quite a rep as a ladies’ man. Flirts with all the females, but he seems to especially like the older ones, the ones that are pretty well-off—like Dolores and Sheena Crusher. Yesterday I saw them standing so close together you couldn’t fit a postage stamp between them.”

“Who? Dolores and Sheena?” I asked teasingly.

“No, of course not. Dennis and Sheena—oh, you’re kidding,” she said when she saw the slow grin spread across my face.

“They were probably discussing her investments,” suggested Jillian. “Yesterday I heard her say he was her number-one guy in that department.”

Gloria rolled her eyes. “Yeah, trust me, that’s not the only department he’s number one with her in. The sad thing is she thinks she’s the only one.” She struck a dramatic pose. “This place is seeming more like the set of a soap opera every minute. “The Bold and the Catly—or should I say Catty?”

“More like the Trials of Isobel,” remarked Jillian. “More people dislike than like her.” She inclined her head toward a heavyset woman with streaks of gray in her brown hair over in the far corner, fussing over a large gray Persian. “Take Carla Bickle, for instance. There’s no love lost there. Carla doesn’t miss an opportunity to bad-mouth Isobel.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is she involved with Isobel’s stepson too?”

“I doubt it,” said Gloria. “Dennis likes ’em slim, young and blonde. It’s probably because of that incident in Carla’s past. Six years ago she was accused of trying to poison a rival Persian cat.”

Both Jillian and I gasped. “You’re kidding,” I said. “Hard to believe a cat owner would go that far.”

“She denied it, of course, and nothing was ever proven, but she has to live with that shadow over her head. Isobel tries unsuccessfully to ban her from the show each year, and each year Carla goes on and on to anyone who’ll listen how Isobel is vindictive and crazy. And then there’s Mark Coffee.” Gloria inclined her head toward a tall gray-haired man in an Argyle sweater. He was brushing the shimmering silver coat of a cat who lay languidly on the table. “Isobel isn’t too thrilled with him either. Apparently at last year’s show he got one of the female judges who was leaning toward his closest competitor disqualified. Claimed she slipped him her room key when she returned his cat to its stall. The judge denied it, but he threatened to sue, and the judge—who, by the way, was a close friend of Isobel’s—ended up removing herself from the show to avoid bad publicity. This year Isobel read him the riot act and told him to behave—or else. Needless to say, he wasn’t happy.” She grinned at me. “And those stories are just the tip of the iceberg, believe me.”

Jillian glanced at her watch. “I have to get back to my tent,” she said. “I’ve got a Russian Blue coming in for a groom in ten minutes.”

“And I’d better get Kahlua registered and the two of us back to our vendor booth before Gary sends out a search party,” I said.

Jillian reached out to give my shoulder a squeeze. “I’m not sure just when the Siamese trial is, but if you want to bring Kahlua by beforehand, I’ll personally make sure she gets the best groom of her life.”

I started to demur, but Jillian held up her hand. “I won’t take no for an answer. After all, your mother was instrumental in getting me this gig. I know she’s excited about your cat being in the show, so a free grooming is the least I can do.”

Jillian went back inside her grooming tent and Gloria turned to me. “I’ve got to get going myself. Don’t forget what I told you, Shell. Ask about HHP. Trust me, you won’t be sorry.”

With that, Gloria turned and vanished into the crowd. I stood for a moment, and then I leaned over and whispered to Kahlua, “What have we gotten into here, Kahlua? After all those stories, I’m not exactly getting a warm and fuzzy feeling about this show.”

Kahlua looked at me, then closed both eyes. “Yeah, maybe you’re right,” I said. “It’ll be fine.” But my tone didn’t carry much conviction. I had a hunch that this cat show might well turn out to be more than anyone bargained for.

And unfortunately, my hunches were seldom wrong.




Two


 

When I finally pushed through the door marked Office, I noticed that the person behind the desk was none other than Isobel Lanford’s beleaguered assistant, Mavis. She glanced up as I approached the desk, her eyes widening slightly as she noticed the cat carrier. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so,” I said. “I’m Shell McMillan. I’m the owner of Urban Tails, one of the vendors here.”

“Oh, yes, you’re Clarissa’s daughter, right?” Mavis pulled a sheet of paper out of a manila folder and looked at it. “Was there some sort of problem with your vendor setup?”

“No, everything there is fine.” I gestured toward the carrier. “I wanted to register my cat Kahlua in the Siamese competition.”

Mavis rose from her seat and walked around the desk. She leaned over and peered into the carrier. Finally, she straightened and faced me. “She’s a beautiful cat,” she said. She walked back around the desk, opened a drawer and pulled out a packet. “You’ll need to fill these out,” she said. “I’m assuming you have pedigree papers?”

I tapped my tote bag. “I do.”

“Good. We’ll need to see them along with the completed form. Deadline for registration is noon tomorrow.” She brushed a curl out of her eye. “Normally it would be five o’clock today, but because of the tremendous interest in the show and the increase in entrants, Ms. Lanford decided to extend the deadline.”

“Yes, I heard about the entrant increase. I imagine that’s good for your show.”

Mavis shrugged. “I suppose so.”

She slid back into her chair and pulled a file folder in front of her. I leaned over, placed one hand on the desk. “I had another question,” I said.

Mavis glanced up. “Yes?”

“Is there a HHP category in this show?”

“HHP?” Mavis’s brow furrowed and then her expression cleared. “Do you mean household pet?”

HHP could certainly stand for household pet, so I nodded. “Yes.”

“We do have that category,” Mavis replied. “And it’s quite popular this year. Did you want to enter a cat in that category?”

“Yes. Princess Fuzzypants.”

I pulled out my phone and called up a photo of the princess. I held the phone out to Mavis. She looked at the photo and frowned. “She’s beautiful,” she said at last. “But I have to tell you, that cat doesn’t look like the typical household pet that’s usually entered in that competition. She looks more like a pedigreed Maine coon.”

“She was a stray,” I said quickly. “I have no papers for her, so I have no way to verify if she is indeed a pedigree. There could be some tabby somewhere in her DNA. It’s possible,” I said as Mavis hesitated. “I know a few people who adopted cats from our local shelter. The cats had Siamese in them. They looked the part, but they weren’t pedigrees.” As Mavis’s gaze strayed to Kahlua’s carrier, I added, “Kahlua is one hundred percent Siamese. Her father was a champion—it’s all in her papers.”

A back door opened and a tall, good-looking blonde man emerged. He didn’t see me, but walked right over to Mavis’s desk and leaned over. He draped his arm around the back of Mavis’s chair and leaned over so that his lips air-brushed her cheek. “Good morning, good-looking,” he said. “How’s everyone’s favorite assistant today?”

Mavis’s cheeks reddened and she inched away from him. “I’m fine, Mr. Lanford,” she murmured in a cool tone.

“Mr. Lanford?” The smile faded from his face, replaced by a frown. “Mavis, don’t be like that,” he said. “I told you—”

Mavis abruptly pushed her chair back and stood up. “Your mother has been trying to reach you,” she said in a curt tone. “I left you several messages.”

“My stepmother, you mean,” he said, and I could hear the edge in his tone. “What else is new? She’s always trying to reach me. Sorry, I haven’t had time to check my phone this morning.” He glanced over, saw me, and immediately took a step back from the desk. “Sorry,” he said. “I hope I’m not interrupting?”

“Dennis Lanford, this is Ms. McMillan, one of the show vendors,” said Mavis crisply. “She has—or rather, she might have—an . . . issue.”

His gaze flicked over me and he shoved his hands into the pockets of the cashmere jacket he wore. “Issue? What sort of issue?”

“Ms. McMillan is entering her Siamese in the competition,” piped up Mavis. “She’d also like to enter her Maine coon as well, but in the household pet category.”

Dennis turned to me. “You want to enter a Maine coon in the household pet category? I don’t know much about this show, but I can tell you that wouldn’t be allowed. Pedigrees aren’t allowed in that category.”

“She’s not a pedigree—at least, not that I know,” I said quickly. “Princess Fuzzypants does resemble the Maine coon breed but she’s a stray that my other cat, Purrday, found behind our store. I have no papers for her. As I mentioned to Ms. Watson, she might well have a bit of tabby in her.”

Mavis passed my phone over to Dennis. “Have a look,” she said.

Dennis looked at the princess’s photo, then handed the phone back to me. “That is one beautiful cat,” he said. He looked up and grinned at me. “If she’s got tabby in her, I’ll eat a whole dozen of the programs.”

“She looks like a pedigree to me too,” put in Mavis.

“Yeah, well, without papers to back it up . . .” Dennis rubbed his long fingers over his chin. “The household pets are judged differently than the pedigrees, that I do know. Unfortunately, there’s only one way I know to settle this.” He chuckled. “I’ll have to call the Dragon Lady—er, sorry, I mean my stepmother.”

He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket, but before he could flip it open the office door opened and Isobel Lanford herself strode in. She paused upon seeing us all gathered around Mavis’s desk and glanced sharply at Dennis before she said, “Good morning. Am I interrupting something?”

Dennis slid his phone back into his jacket pocket. “Not at all, Isobel. As a matter of fact, we were just about to call you with a question.”

“Oh?” Isobel’s eyes flashed, and I thought they matched the green of the sleek mock-neck dress she wore. “What question is that?”

“A simple one, I hope.” He made a sweeping gesture in my direction. “This is Ms. McMillan. She has a question about an entry in the competition.”

Isobel immediately turned to look at me. “Shell McMillan? Clarissa McMillan’s daughter, the actress?”

Dennis frowned and looked at me too. “Actress? I thought you were one of the pet vendors?”

“She used to be an actress,” Isobel cut in. “Your stage name was Shell Marlowe, right? And you were in a show called . . .”

“Oh my gosh,” squealed Mavis. “Spy Anyone, right?”

“That’s the one,” I said.

“I watched that show faithfully. I thought for a while I’d like to be an actress . . . or maybe a spy,” said Mavis wistfully. “Both seemed to be glamorous lives.”

“I can’t speak for a real spy,” I said, “but acting isn’t all Hollywood parties. It’s a lot of long hours and hard work.”

“You made it look easy,” said Dennis. “I watched your show every week. Sometimes I’d DVR it and watch it several times. To be honest, I was a bit sorry I never majored in drama, although I was in the theater club.”

“Now, Dennis, you know you would never have made it as an actor—not if it meant long hours and hard work,” drawled Isobel. Ignoring her stepson’s dirty look, she turned her attention back to me. “So, what seems to be the issue, Ms. McMillan? Were you unsure if a vendor could enter a cat in the competition? It’s permitted, I assure you. If you were a judge, or related to a judge, that would be another matter, but there is no hard-and-fast rule against a vendor, or a relative of a show sponsor, entering a cat in competition.”

“Good to know, Isobel, but that isn’t the issue,” Dennis said. He handed my phone, which he still held in his other hand, to her. “Shell—Ms. McMillan—wants to enter that cat in the household pet category.”

Isobel’s eyes widened as she looked at the photo. “This cat? But she . . . she’s a Maine coon, right?”

“Well, yes, we think she is,” I said. “She came to me as a stray, so I have no pedigree papers for her, therefore, I have no way of knowing if she is a pedigree or not.”

“That is true,” said Isobel. “The rules are clear. Without the proper papers, a cat, no matter what she looks like, cannot be considered a pedigree. Cats in that category are judged on health, temperament, grooming, appearance and disposition, and not according to any breed standard. They’re all judged in one group so everyone’s on an equal footing. It doesn’t matter if they’re a pedigree and can’t prove it, they’re not judged by those standards.” She looked at me. “Does your cat like to be held, Ms. McMillan?”

“The princess? Oh, yes.”

“Good, because she’ll be handled at lot during the judging. The judges are supposed to be fair and impartial, treating each cat on an individual basis.”

Dennis chuckled. “What my stepmother means is at the end of the day it all comes down to the judges. That’s why their relatives and friends can’t compete—and why judges must be above reproach.”

“Precisely. If there is any blowback, it will come from the other owners,” said Isobel. “Some of them will grumble, I’m sure, but in the end the cats are judged differently. The household pet judge won’t judge this cat on the basis of Maine coon standards, but rather on the criteria I mentioned that apply to standard household cats. So, Ms. McMillan, if you can put up with some snarky comments, I see no reason why you can’t enter this cat in the household pet category.” Isobel turned to Mavis. “Give Ms. McMillan the forms to enter her cat, won’t you?”

“Yes, Ms. Lanford,” murmured Mavis. She opened a desk drawer, pulled out another packet and slid it across the desk toward me.

Isobel smiled at me. “If anyone gives you any flack, refer them to me,” she said. “I’ll make sure they understand that no rules have been bent or broken.”

I picked up the packet and put it in my tote. “Thank you, Ms. Lanford. That’s very kind of you.”

“You don’t have to thank me.” Isobel waved her hand. “I’m just doing my job.” She hesitated and then said, “Brenda Benson is going to be here for the opening ceremonies tomorrow. She’s one of the directors of TICA—The International Cat Association. I happen to know that she’s quite a fan of your old show.”

“That’s true, Brenda is,” said Dennis. He winked at me. “You know how those Brits love those spy shows—James Bond and all that.”

Isobel cast a steely glance at her stepson. “I wasn’t aware you were on a first-name basis with the TICA director, dear? Then again, you do have so many female . . . acquaintances. It’s hard to keep track.”

Dennis’s face reddened slightly. “I met her at a party in London. She was looking for some investment advice.”

“I see,” said Isobel. “So she’s a client of yours? In that case, I hope you gave her better advice than you’ve given some others.”

Dennis swallowed. “Investments are a tricky business, Isobel. There are no hard-and-fast rules. Most of it is risk. And to make a good profit, sometimes one has to take a high risk.”

“And risks do seem to be what you specialize in,” responded Isobel. “Which reminds me, we didn’t finish our conversation from yesterday. I tried to reach you . . .”

“So Mavis told me. I’ve been occupied. Work.” Dennis glanced at his watch. “It’ll have to be fast. I have an important appointment—”

“I’m sure you do,” Isobel cut him off. “And I’m sure whoever she is won’t mind waiting for you. This matter simply cannot wait any longer.”

“All right, all right. Just let me make a quick call and I promise I’ll be right with you.”

“No more excuses.” Isobel held up her wrist, tapped at her watch. “You’ve got twenty minutes. I’ll be in my office.” She turned to me, reached out and clasped my hand. “Good luck with your cats, Ms. McMillan. Do let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you.”

With that, she turned and swept into her office and closed the door. Dennis stared at the closed door for a few moments, and I could see a muscle working in his lower jaw. He clenched and unclenched a fist at his side, then let out a long breath. He turned to me with an apologetic look. “Sorry about that,” he said. “My stepmother and I often don’t see eye to eye on much.”

I held up my hand. “That’s between the two of you,” I said. “It’s none of my business.”

He gave a nod. “Thanks. And good luck with your cats. I’ll be rooting for you, especially for the Maine coon. She’s a beauty.”

His pocket started to vibrate. He pulled his cell phone out, looked at the screen and frowned. He slid the phone back into his pocket and said, “My appointment is getting impatient. Mavis, be a sport. Do me a favor and tell Isobel I’ll catch up with her at lunch.”

With a smile and a quick wave, he left the office. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mavis staring at him, her brow furrowed, her eyes slitted. Then, as the door closed behind him, her expression relaxed and she cleared her throat. She looked at me and said, “Just have all the paperwork back by noon tomorrow. Then I’ll give you the schedule of shows. It will give you the basics . . . where and when to have the cats, things like that. If there’s no backup for your vendor table at the time of your showing, just put a sign up, back in an hour.”

With that, Mavis opened the folder in front of her and buried her nose in it. I took that as a sign of dismissal, and I picked up Kahlua’s carrier and made a hasty exit. As I started to make my way back to the vendor area, a movement in a nearby shadowy alcove caught my eye. I turned my head just in time to see Dennis Lanford emerge. He was holding hands with a tall, statuesque platinum blonde. They started to walk in my direction. I looked around, saw a large pillar, and quickly stepped behind it, out of sight. As they passed, I heard the woman giggle. “Oh, Dennis, you are too much,” she cooed. “You’ve got such a sense of humor.”

“I appreciate your faith in me, Desiree,” Dennis replied. I peeped around the corner of the pillar and saw him take her hand, turn it over, and gently kiss the upturned palm. “It means more to me than you’ll ever know.” He slipped his arm around her shoulders. “There is a small matter I need your help with, but it must remain strictly between us. It has to do with . . .” He paused. “One moment.” He fished his phone out of his pocket, glanced at the screen, frowned, then shoved the phone back into his pocket.
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