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Chapter 1


	 

	 

	 

	Hope Jones and Nozy Cat held a spirited exchange, and it wasn’t the first time they’d broached the subject.

	“I still cannot believe I’m talking to my cat,” Hope said. 

	You are a witch, Hope. That’s what the witches do.

	“We’ve never established that I’m a true-blue, real-deal, and 100% witch.”

	Have you experienced an itch to work at a broom factory?

	“No.” 

	Have you had a yen for the eye of newt or lizard’s leg as a food delicacy?

	“No.” 

	Have you scouted the sale ads looking for a pointy, crooked black hat?

	“Not even once. Quit being so ridiculous.”

	Nozy Cat set his sky blue eyes on her as his white whiskers twitched. He chortled away, which further miffed her. Would you rather talk to the devil than to me? Or to the wall mirror? Or to a termite-ridden dummy mounted on your hand? 

	“I suffer from grandiose delusions, and I should consult a shrink. Yes, that makes the most sense. Who can I ask for a recommendation?”

	Nozy Cat groaned to the extent felines can groan. Here comes the same old I’d-better-get-a-shrink line. 

	“I ignore it at my own peril, Nozy Cat. What if I’m losing my marbles?”

	Bwah, it’s all in your head.

	“You’d better take my fears more seriously. If I end up in the booby hatch, who’ll serve you the plates of sardines? Or let you sleep late every morning?”

	Believe it or not, you’re not the first person to grapple with this dilemma. Our favorite author Raymond Chandler once wrote in a letter about his conversations with his black Persian cat, Taki, whom he accused of keeping a secret diary on him.

	“Wasn’t he a boozer who saw pink elephants and the like?” 

	Who? Taki?

	“No. Mr. Chandler.”

	You’ve got me. I never met the guy in any of my past cat lives. 

	“I don’t need any more drama to complicate my life.”

	Pop a Xanax, enroll in a yoga class, or take a nature walk. Jeez, you’re grating on my nerves, and I’m jumpy enough as it is. 

	“That’s an easy thing for you to say. You don’t have a barely profitable bookshop to run or a headstrong teenage daughter to raise.”

	Standing up on his hind legs, Nozy Cat sawed his forepaw back and forth. His white whiskers twitched again.

	“What are you doing now?”

	I’m playing my air violin while you tell me your sad story. Where is my crying towel? 

	“Why are you so full of sass and vinegar?”

	I was born that way. What’s your excuse?

	Shaking her white-knuckled fists, Hope let out a frustrated scream that swept through the bookshop like a pterodactyl’s shriek must have resonated in the primordial swamps. The rapid patter of footsteps brought over Peggy Sue Roswell from the next aisle. Short and tubby, she favored belted pants suits and black pumps. She was a fellow bookworm and a peanut brittle addict. Her eyes wide open, she took measure of them. Nozy Cat yawned before he licked his forepaw twice and swabbed it behind his pointy ear.

	“Why did you scream?” Peggy Sue asked. “I thought the bookshop had gone up in flames.”

	Hope looked at Nozy Cat who stared off into space, as any uninterested feline would do.

	“I should have known why,” Peggy Sue said. “What do you have to say for yourself, Nozy Cat?”

	Meow-meow. 

	“I’m sorry I asked you,” Peggy Sue said. “Hope, would you like to fill me in?”

	“Why am I bedeviled by a feline that is fluent in English?” Hope replied. “I feel like I’m a cat serf, and I can’t deal with it any longer. Something has to give before I throw a full-on conniption fit.”

	“Would you like Travis and me to take Nozy Cat off your hands for a couple of weeks?” Peggy Sue asked. “You’d get to enjoy a cat-free vacation.”

	“Oh, be still my heart!” The prospect made Hope break out in a blissful smile. “Thanks for the offer but Stacey would flay me alive if I did,” she said.

	As well Stacey should after I’ve been taken hostage and held for ransom by Peggy Sue and Travis.      

	“Don’t flatter yourself, pussycat,” Hope said. “I’d never pay a ransom to get you back. I’d rather spend it on Dairy Queen’s onion rings and chocolate shakes.”

	How could I possibly rate lower than onion rings and chocolate shakes? I’m crushed. You should pamper and adore me like Cleopatra did the Pharaoh’s cats.

	“You ain’t no Pharaoh’s cat,” Hope said, smirking.

	Yeah, well, you ain’t no Cleopatra, either. Nozy Cat returned her smirk. That I can tell you.

	Hope teetered on the cusp of screaming again.

	“Shush up this pointless fussing,” Peggy Sue said. “Shelve the rest of the poetry books, so we can sort through the other boxes stacked up in the breakroom.”

	After Peggy Sue left them, Hope resumed her task while Nozy Cat on the top shelf watched her. None of the bookshelves stood higher than six feet. A volume of Denise Levertov’s anti-war poetry came from the box. Hope picked up the collected verses of Hilda Doolittle (“H.D.”), an American poet who’d befriended Ezra Pound and died in Switzerland in 1961. The Gwendolyn Brooks (“We Real Cool”) and Maya Angelou (“Still I Rise”) poetry titles caught Hope’s eye, and, biting her thumb, she debated over whether to save them or put them out for sale. She often faced the same problem throughout her workday. 

	Hope fell in love with many titles and yearned to read them when she had more leisure time. The rub was she didn’t make any money on the books she took home and added to her to-be-read piles, including the pile wedged under the bathroom sink. Bookworms she’d learned the hard way were ineffective booksellers. Conversely, Peggy Sue never held a book she wouldn’t set out for sale on the display shelves. Her ruthless attitude was spot-on since their livelihood depended on the volume of books they sold to the public.

	Go ahead, Hope. You know how badly you want to shoplift it. We’ll be partners in crime, and I’ll never snitch. Cross my heart.

	Hope dryly laughed. “As the bookshop’s self-appointed security officer, you shouldn’t encourage me to shoplift the wares,” she said.

	Nozy Cat shrugged, a human gesture he’d mastered. 

	Few buy much less read modern poetry. For one thing, few understand what the verses mean. Where is Stacey? Does she get to play hooky while I have to toil away in here with you and Peggy Sue?

	 “Her first piano lesson is this morning at Bree Crenshaw’s house.” Hope tucked the Maya Angelou poetry volume into her purse.

	Really now? Does our Stacey possess a musical talent I’ve not seen? No offense, but the poor lass has a tin ear and off-key warble. I’ve listened to her so-called singing while she has her earbuds in. She’s the furthest thing from sounding like a nightingale.

	 “Quit dissing Stacey. Who knows? Someday she’ll play a piano concert at Carnegie Hall and leave us breathless. The music critics will swoon over her smashing performance and extol her as a young virtuoso.”

	Uh-huh, and I’ll lay an 18-karat gold egg on my tuffet. How much are you forking out for her piano lessons? Is it cutting into my sardines budget?

	“Don’t let it trouble you. She’s my only child, so I think she’s worth spoiling and indulging during her summer vacation.”

	It must be nice. I’m your only cat, but I don’t rate any special treatment or VIP consideration. 

	“You’re in the pink and feeling your oats this morning.

	When are we going to tackle our next murder case? My snooper skills grow staler by the day, and I must keep them razor-sharp. 

	“If Sergeant Trogg is summoned to a new homicide, we’ll be among the first to know. He never forgets us.”

	Stacey says he’s mellowed out.

	“She’s joshing you. Sergeant Trogg is set in his cantankerous ways.” Hope glanced at the wall clock. “Isn’t it past time for you to take your midmorning siesta? I shouldn’t keep you from carrying out your official duties.”

	Hardy-har-har, that’s so funny I can’t breathe. I find it more entertaining to bug you than to take a nap. My feline mojo says an ill wind blows our way. Your smartphone will ring in three, two, one, and now you may greet your caller.

	Hope’s smartphone in the back pocket of her denim jeans buzzed. When she retrieved it, she noticed his sky blue eyes darken to a fiercer shade of indigo as they did when the bad news arrived. She still couldn’t decipher how the mystical bent to his feline psyche worked. Perhaps it tied in with her alleged witchery. The Caller ID showed her it was Sergeant Trogg. Her adrenaline rush increased her heart rate. She reached over, lifted Nozy Cat off his perch, and held him in one arm. He placed his forepaw on her smartphone.

	Allow me to take this phone call. 

	“Now you’re the funny one. I’ll put him on the speakerphone,” Hope said. “You must promise you’ll curb your snarkiness.”

	I give you my word as a bookshop cat.

	“Uh-huh. Where have I heard that said before?” Hope said.

	Hope greeted Sergeant Trogg who spoke in a gravelly voice, giving rise to their speculation he gargled with broken glass.

	“Guess what? I’m responsible for another homicide,” Sergeant Trogg said. 

	We’ll take it from here, Trogg. Go play shuffleboard or mahjong. Hang up on him, Hope. We’re back on the job. No help is needed. 

	Hope frowned at Nozy Cat. 

	“What did you say?” Sergeant Trogg asked.

	Hope clamped her fingers around Nozy Cat’s mouth before he cracked wise again.

	“Never mind. Who is the murder victim and where are you?” Hope asked.

	“Bree Crenshaw got it, and I’m standing in her living room next to her piano,” Sergeant Trogg replied.

	“She was supposed to give Stacey her first lesson,” Hope said, releasing Nozy Cat. 

	“Stacey is who called it in to me,” Sergeant Trogg said. 

	“Why didn’t she phone me first?” Hope asked.

	“You know, she didn’t tell me, and I didn’t think to ask her,” Sergeant Trogg replied. 

	Stacey is asserting her independence. A teenage girl reporting a dead body to the proper authorities is a rite of passage. 

	“When can you get down here?” Sergeant Trogg asked.

	“I can’t just drop everything I’m doing and come on the run when you call me,” Hope replied. 

	“Isn’t Peggy Sue there to hold down the fort?” Sergeant Trogg asked. “I’d like for you to scope out the murder scene.”     

	“Things have been slow,” Hope replied. “Mondays aren’t our busiest time.”

	Tell him I’ll be with you, and we’ll shatter his cop mind.

	“Who is that speaking?” Sergeant Trogg asked. “I think I recognize the tenor of his voice from somewhere.”

	I’ll dial out Sergeant Trogg, so he can’t eavesdrop on me.

	“Static must be crackling on the line,” Hope said.  

	“Will Flea Bite accompany you?” Sergeant Trogg asked. 

	“Nozy Cat,” Hope replied. “We go together like corn chips and salsa, so, yes, he’ll be with me.”

	“Just so you know, I have an aversion to felines,” Sergeant Trogg said.

	“Sergeant, you’ll have to learn how to get along,” Hope said. 

	“I suppose for the sake of Bree’s homicide I can stomach him,” Sergeant Trogg said.

	“That’s the spirit,” Hope said. 

	“As long as you can keep him on a short leash, everything will be ducky,” Sergeant Trogg said.

	Ducky? Nobody says ducky. What does it even mean? 

	Sighing, Hope wiped off her forehead. At times like now, she felt as if she was a den mother. They had to be the unlikeliest murder-solving trio. The early morning breeze was cool enough for them to walk the three blocks to Bree Crenshaw’s residence. August’s sunlight caused Hope to squinch her eyes. 

	Nothing thrilled her more than working amid the stacks at the Brontë Bookshop, even if she was on her feet all day and carried lots of heavy books. However, she realized she couldn’t stay holed up with them for weeks at a time. She had to venture out of her burrow and reconnect with civilization before she became a prairie dog. Plus, Nozy Cat would go stir-crazy. 

	Cooped up in the bookshop with a stir-crazy cat would result in bedlam and strain the limits of her sanity. While they advanced down the sidewalk on Main Street, he cleared his throat with a scratchy cough. She did nothing. He repeated it. She thought if she ignored him, he’d stop. His third time was too much. They halted. He plopped down on the sidewalk, fixing his sky blue eyes on her.

	“Why are you acting persnickety?” Hope asked.

	Our contract stipulates I only have to walk for two blocks. Any further distance requires you to convey me. Well, we’ve gone the two blocks.  

	“Do I look like a rickshaw or a chariot?”

	I am a cat. You serve at my pleasure. See how it’s supposed to work?

	“You’re lucky I don’t send you to the glue factory,” Hope said.

	Stacey would never forgive you.

	“I knew you’d play the Stacey card. Walking the three blocks won’t do you any harm. You could use the exercise since you look a little broad in the beam.”

	Guilty as charged. My sweet tooth is insatiable.

	“Can we delve into this murder case?”

	Sweet Springs is the new Cabot Cove. There’s a murder behind every closed door. We’ll move to a more salubrious climate. How does Brigadoon grab you? 

	“If I decide to move anywhere, I’ll tell you. Until such time, we’re stuck here. Make the best of it, dead bodies and all.”

	Now who’s acting persnickety?

	“You’re skating on thin ice, Nozy Cat. Be nice and let’s get going.”

	They resumed walking.

	Speaking of nice, did I ever tell you about my fifth cat life I spent at an upscale cathouse in Savannah?

	Hope gazed skyward as if she was praying for divine relief.

	You see, Hope, a cathouse is where the men and women rendezvous to—.

	“I’m keenly aware of what a cathouse is, and what commerce is transacted there.”

	Nozy Cat chortled before he continued. 

	I was the second-in-command under Madame Poontang. Am I getting too racy for you? I made the johns pay upfront. We didn’t accept credit cards or IOUs, only cold, hard cash. The bed frames had unlockable wheels. Big mistake! Around midnight at our busiest time, it was like at the Talladega 500. The beds were rolling in and out of the cribs as well as up and down the corridors. Talk about your playing dodgeball. I can’t tell you how many times a runaway bed almost plowed over me while I toted the night’s money satchel. 

	“Here we are at Bree’s house in the nick of time,” Hope said.

	I’ll finish telling you my cathouse story later.

	“I’ll wait to hear it with bated breath.”

	Bree had owned one of the shotgun cottages in Sweet Springs. A wood-framed structure with shuttered windows, a shotgun cottage rarely exceeds 12 feet in width, and the number of compact rooms packed together like bread slices determines its length. The white blooms of the hibiscus bobbing in the morning breeze lined the black slate walkway curving up to Bree’s front stoop. The twin white oaks provided a canopy of deep shade, and the squirrels skittered along the branches. 

	If any squirrel gives me a dirty look, I’ll break bad.

	“Ignore the squirrels. We have bigger fish to fry.”

	I always order sushi, never fried fish. Frying grease gives me feline flatulence in case you’re keeping a diary.  

	“Too much information, but I appreciate the heads-up. Has the coroner transported Bree’s dead body?”

	We should examine her stiff for clues. If we can’t do it here, does the town morgue accept walk-ins?  

	“All dead bodies, not stiffs, look the same: chilled, pallid, and inert. Now hush so nobody catches me speaking to you and thinks I’ve flipped my wig.”

	That cat’s already out of the bag, so to speak.

	While they moseyed up the slate walkway, Hope replayed her recent phone conversation with the late Bree Crenshaw to set up Stacey’s first piano lesson.

	“Your fee is affordable,” Hope had said. “Stacey will pay you at the end of each piano lesson if that works.”

	“That’s great. I don’t teach piano just for the money,” Bree said.

	“You’re like me with my bookshop. Are you sure we’re not an imposition?”

	“Not at all. Yesterday I had a student drop out. She just didn’t get it, God bless her heart. So, I refunded her money, and now Stacey can fill the slot.”

	“We aren’t all given the same gifts.”

	“I never married nor had children. However, I enjoy teaching them how to tickle the ivories and make gorgeous music.”

	“You might enjoy the best of both worlds, Bree.”

	“Should I reward myself by getting a bigger and better piano? I’ll buy a Yamaha or a Mason & Hamlin.” 

	“Sure, why stint yourself? You only live once.”

	“Do you have a pet? One of my students said I should adopt a seahorse or a grackle. I just smiled at the dear. She means well.” 

	“Nozy Cat is our pet.”

	“Is she cute?”

	“Nozy Cat thinks he’s as cute as a June bug on a Moon Pie.”

	“My days turn so monotonous while I’m surrounded by these four gray walls. My white-noise machine hums all day long unless I’m playing my piano or instructing a student.”

	“Getting a pet might be the right move for you.”

	“Are you seeing anyone special, Hope? I know you’re a widow.”

	“All of my time is consumed by a bookshop, a daughter, and a cat. Are you dating somebody?”

	“I’m being very selective now. Have you ever used a dating app?”

	“No, but I’ve heard good and bad things about them.”

	“How do you meet the new guys?”

	“Well, I’m done with the bar scene and the skeevy guys out to score.”

	“Would you drive as far as to Roanoke for a first date?”

	“The furthest I’d ever travel is 30 minutes. Or I’d meet him somewhere halfway between us if he lived in Roanoke.”

	“As a hometown gal I prefer to stick closer to Sweet Springs.”

	“You restrict your dating pool. So, I don’t mind driving the extra distance.”   

	“Your point is well taken. I shouldn’t tie up your time. I look forward to having Stacey as my pupil. She’ll find it lots of fun.”

	“She needs to cultivate new interests besides boys, clothes, and makeup.”

	Bree sighed. “She’s a blithe spirit. Don’t you wish you could turn back the clock and be like her again” she asked.

	Hope’s curt laugh sounded humorless. “I’m much happier now than when I was a teenage girl. Growing up was too painful for me to gut through again,” she replied.

	“There is that. Do you have any siblings?”

	“I was an only child. You have an older sister if memory serves.”

	“Midge and I stayed in touch after she moved to Roanoke, wanting to make a fresh start after her divorce. We visit each other on occasion and exchange gifts. Last Christmas I gave her a set of monogrammed linen handkerchiefs.”

	“Big sisters must be a blessing,” Hope said.

	“Yes, they are,” Bree said. “Midge is more like a friend than an older sister.”

	A customer entered the bookshop and stopped to browse at the first editions shelf. “I have to run, Bree,” Hope said. “Be well and have a stellar day. Thanks again for taking Stacey as your new student.”

	“No problem, Hope,” Bree had said. 

	Now Sergeant Trogg pushed open the wooden screen door to admit them into Bree’s living room. He smiled at Hope but scowled at Nozy Cat. The cop and cat were the bane of each other’s existence. Nevertheless, Hope had brokered an uneasy truce between them. In his mid-50s, Sergeant Trogg had a sunken face, a hooked nose, and thin lips. The townspeople described him as brusque, outspoken, and even rude. Nonetheless, she let it roll off her back, and they’d collaborated to close out the four previous homicide cases.

	Hope scanned Bree’s living room and cataloged the various items. She exhibited a practical while tasteful sense of décor. The wall-to-wall Berber carpet repelled stains and withstood the foot traffic. She had had the sofa and matching armchairs reupholstered, and they looked fresh. Nozy Cat eyed the sofa as a scratching post until Hope nudged him away from it. He leered at her when she wasn’t looking. 

	The furniture, vintage oak, looked sturdier than the new pieces showcased in the stores. Hope’s decades-old living room furniture could also benefit from an upgrade. Bree’s black upright piano and bench sat next to the front jalousie window. She displayed no sheet music on the music rack. Thankfully, the keys weren’t authentic ivory but were made of plastic. Hope didn’t notice any dust on them and wondered if the CSI technicians had processed them for fingerprints.

	How’s your hammer hanging there, Trogg? 

	“Did you have to bring it?” Sergeant Trogg nodded down at Nozy Cat. 

	“He, not it, remains part of our team,” Hope replied.

	“Even if, I don’t have to like it,” Sergeant Trogg said. 

	“You never fail to make that obvious,” Hope said. “Where is Stacey?” 

	“She went home after I questioned her,” Sergeant Trogg replied. 

	“I should leave and go comfort her,” Hope said. “She’s been put through a lot of trauma this morning.”

	Stacey is tough as a truck-stop steak. Ask Sergeant Bimbo how Bree died.

	“How was Bree murdered, Sergeant Bimbo?” Hope asked.

	“My name is still Trogg, not Bimbo,” Sergeant Trogg replied. 

	Nozy Cat’s white whiskers twitched as he chortled. Way to zing them, Hope. I couldn’t have said it better myself. 

	“Sorry. I didn’t get a restful night’s sleep,” Hope said.

	“I accept your apology,” Sergeant Trogg said. “The ligature marks on Bree’s throat indicate the murder weapon was a stout, flexible object.” 

	 “Did you recover it?” Hope asked.

	“Negative,” Sergeant Trogg replied. “Can you give me a few possibilities?”

	“Nylon cord is a strong material,” Hope replied. “Silk and catgut would also suffice.”

	Catgut? Nozy Cat gulped. I should hope not. 

	Sergeant Trogg nodded. When he looked down at Nozy Cat, he couldn’t resist doing it. 

	“There! Did you see what your cat just did?” The apoplectic Sergeant Trogg pointed, his knobby finger shaking. “Well, did you see it?” he asked.

	“What has thrown you into a dither?” Hope replied.

	“Your cat swiveled around his butt, reared it up, and mooned me!” Sergeant Trogg said. 

	Hope laughed. “You’re overreacting,” she said.

	Nozy Cat chortled away, his white whiskers twitching. What a putz!

	“I know what I saw with my own eyes,” Sergeant Trogg said. “No cop tolerates flagrant disrespect.” 

	Aw, tell him to go sit on his nightstick and rotate counterclockwise like a weather vane.

	“You could moon him back if it makes you feel any better, Fair’s fair,” Hope said. 

	“I beg your pardon?” Sergeant Trogg asked.

	“Is mooning a cop against the law?” Hope said.

	“It’s a felony,” Sergeant Trogg replied.

	Then lock me up if you can catch me. I like my odds, however.

	“Don’t go off on a Nozy Cat tirade, Sergeant,” Hope said. “We’re discussing Bree’s murder weapon, and nothing else matters.”

	Sergeant Trogg scraped his chin stubble. “I’m picturing a wire used to hang up a wall painting,” he said.

	“Good start,” Hope said. “What else springs to mind?” She appealed to her tuxedo cat full of quips and rarely, if ever, serious about much of anything. “Keep the creative juices flowing, Nozy Cat,” she murmured. “Give me something I can use.”

	Ignoring her, Nozy Cat licked his forepaw to prepare for one of his multiple daily tongue baths. Once he initiated one, she found it was all but impossible to interrupt him. She picked him up. Alarmed, he yelped but then switched to his purring mode. She pulled him in close to her and murmured into his ear.

	“I need an idea for Bree’s murder weapon,” she said. 

	Yawn. I’m too fat and lazy to strain my brain. Hit me up again tomorrow if you must.

	“Tell me something,” Hope murmured. “Have you found a new place to sleep, preen, and eat?”

	No. 

	“Then don’t blow me off,” Hope murmured. 

	Very well, since you insist, I’ll help. A broken pearl lies on the floor next to the piano bench leg. Maybe Bree’s killer strangled her with a string of pearls. It wouldn’t easily snap or come apart if the string were a multi-strand stainless steel beading wire. However, the force applied could break off the single pearl to land on the floor. 

	“Way to go, Nozy Cat,” Hope murmured.

	You may not be as happy after you receive my bill.

	Hope recovered the broken pearl with the hole drilled through it and studied it in her palm.

	“What did you find there?” Sergeant Trogg asked.

	“The pearl cracked off its beading wire,” Hope replied. “Bree’s strangler could’ve employed a string of pearls. Either she wore it around her neck, or her killer brought it into her house.” 

	Again, Sergeant Trogg itched his chin stubble. “A string of pearls would do the trick,” he said. He sneezed and wiped his nose on his handkerchief.

	Gesundheit! 

	Stuffing his handkerchief back into his hip pocket, Sergeant Trogg nodded. “Thanks, Hope,” he said.

	You are most welcome, Sergeant.

	Hope looked daggers at Nozy Cat as a warning to suspend his kitty-cat shenanigans. 

	“Do you also suffer from ragweed allergy?” Sergeant Trogg asked.

	Nozy Cat, saying nothing, smirked at her.

	“Something along those lines,” Hope replied. “Bag and tag this broken pearl as evidence. We may never track down another clue.”

	You’re the eternal optimist, Hope. It’s what I like about you. When shall we stop and take our snack break? 

	Hope just laughed, much to Nozy Cat’s chagrin. He knew there’d be no snack break coming anytime soon.

	




Chapter 2


	 

	 

	 

	At times, Hope felt as if she’d been misled since nobody had told her Nozy Cat was a chatterbox. Who had ever heard of an anthropomorphic cat except for Garfield, Sylvester, and the like found in popular culture? However, the talkative Nozy Cat had wormed his way into their hearts and become a family member. Despite her misgivings, she accepted he was here to stay for the duration. 

OEBPS/cover_image.jpg
Nozy Cat 5

Ed Lynskey









