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It took me an absurdly long time to begin writing this book. What can I say? I was incredibly intimidated at the thought of writing a mystery novel. This now strikes me as particularly foolish, given that writing this book has been the most fun I've ever had in my entire writing career. 

I'm so excited for you to begin solving mysteries alongside Homer and his crew!

You'll notice that while the cats—Scarlett, Vashti, and Homer—are the same cats you already know and love, their human friends have different names and faces than the ones you're used to. I wrestled for months with the decision of whether to write myself directly into this fictional series, or to create a character who my readers don't already know, but who would be free to make her own mistakes, solve her own mysteries, and live her own life.

It's pretty obvious which side I came down on. But in order to ease the transition, you'll notice that the protagonist and I do share a few superficial similarities. ;)

As for the other characters in the book, there are no direct one-to-one corollaries. No character in this book is anybody other than themselves. 

This novel has been a great, great joy to work on. If you're one of those readers who's been with me since Homer's Odyssey, please know that I wrote this with you in mind. There's love for you on every single page of the book you're about to read.
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Coacoochee, Florida , a small South Florida coastal town only ten minutes up A1A from South Beach, which it resembles in many ways. Tourists flock to Coacoochee for its iconic Art Deco buildings, pristine shoreline, and vibrant nightlife. But beneath the glamorous veneer of celebrity hotspots and sun-drenched beaches lies an intimate community, where locals navigate exclusive enclaves and whispered secrets the travel brochures never reveal. 

Rachel Baum, the thirty-year-old manager of Coacoochee’s only bookstore, Title Wave Books; Rachel recently moved to town following a breakup.

Homer, Rachel’s one-year-old blind, black cat who gets into more trouble than is entirely good for him.

Vashti, Rachel’s two-year-old white cat, an acknowledged beauty and cleverer than most people give her credit for.

Scarlett, Rachel’s three-year-old, imperious gray tabby who sees it as her job to keep her two siblings in line.

Tommy “Mr. Nightlife” Duvall, originally from Savannah, GA and the gossip/nightlife reporter for glossy Palm magazine; Tommy is Rachel’s closest friend in Coacoochee

Daisy Locarro, a twenty-something scenester who’s worked as a part-time assistant for numerous Coacoochee notables (including Natalie Dunbar and Julian Singer-Adams), and who seems to know the entire town’s secrets.

Natalie Dunbar, an Australian investigative journalist, now living in Coacoochee, who tracked Australia’s most-wanted criminal to South America.

Hot Mike, Natalie’s eighty-pound German Shepherd who flunked out of police training but still views himself as a “working dog.”

Isabella Stuart, known around town as the “Queen of the Scene;” Isabella is about to leave her prestigious columnist position at the Miami Daily News to start her own PR business.

Marc Gottsegen, ambitious nightlife authority who writes the annual Coacoochee After Dark guidebook and views Tommy Duvall as his chief professional rival.

Danny Elliott, celebrity chef and owner of Sabrosa, one of Coacoochee’s hottest restaurants.

Griselda Carderas, the strikingly beautiful hostess at Sabrosa.

Laurie Castillo, one of the original Coacoochee “pioneers” and owner of Laurie’s Closet, a trendy boutique on Hibiscus Road.

Kotik, Laurie Castillo’s one-year-old tuxedo cat who has a tremendous crush on Vashti.

Dahlia Delgado, Director of Community Outreach for the Coacoochee Department of Tourism and an enthusiastic supporter of Title Wave Books.

Dorothea Wilson, owner of Title Wave Books, a former elementary school teacher, and a friend of Rachel’s mom. 

Julian Singer-Adams, a high-profile real estate developer and philanthropist who owns half of Hibiscus Road.

Brock Winfield, an aspiring author and former manager of Title Wave Books, who resents both Dorothea for firing him and Rachel for being hired as his replacement.

Samkhat, a feral “tortie” cat of indeterminate age who lives in and around the alley and loading dock behind Title Wave Books.

Nick Torres, Coacoochee’s Chief of Police.

Jessica Martinez, a Coacoochee beat cop, relatively new to the force.

Dr. Edwidge Michel, Coacoochee's Medical Examiner

Evan Kirschner, sales rep for Daydouble Books who frequently does business with Rachel.

Nadia, a University of Miami graduate student and part-time clerk at Title Wave Books.

Stewie, a local mockingbird who frequently bedevils the five cats.

Title Wave Books, Coacoochee's only bookstore, and the setting for much of this novel!
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It was ten-thirty a.m. exactly as Rachel Baum descended the wrought-iron staircase leading from the front door of her apartment to the back-office storeroom of Title Wave Books. Racing ahead of her were three cats—Scarlett, a plump and imperious gray tabby with a white chest and yellow-green eyes; Vashti, an emerald-eyed beauty with long, silky white fur and a gentle disposition; and, darting out in front of them all despite his blindness, a small and slender black cat named Homer. 

“Stop pushing, Vashti!” Scarlett aimed a warning swipe at Vashti’s head with one white paw. “You’ll knock Homer down!” 

Scarlett didn’t like to move fast. But that was only because, as far as she was concerned, Scarlett didn’t have to move for anybody. (It’s possible that Rachel and Scarlett had watched Goodfellas together one too many times.) Nevertheless, she hated being passed by her younger sister, and so perpetuated the fiction—despite all available evidence to the contrary—that Homer was apt to lose his balance if Vashti rushed ahead too quickly.

“As if!” Homer scoffed. To prove his point, he leapt from the step up to the staircase’s handrail. Balancing there for a precarious moment, he propelled himself upward once again and smoothly glided through the air, landing neatly in the precise center of Rachel’s desk in the shop’s back room, located several feet to the right of the staircase.

“HA!” Homer crowed triumphantly. “Nobody’s ever knocked me down, and nobody ever will!” He twitched his ears in Scarlett’s direction, to hear whether she'd been impressed by this latest feat of derring-do. 

Rachel had rescued both Scarlett and Vashti when they were less than two months old. She’d adopted Scarlett three years earlier at her mechanic’s garage, out of a cardboard box on which someone had scrawled Found Kittens. Vashti had been discovered a year after that in pitiable condition, wandering alone on the playground of the elementary school where Rachel’s mother worked. 

Dr. Andi, the kindly veterinarian who’d treated Scarlett and Vashti, was the one who’d performed the emergency surgery a year ago when Homer was only two weeks old—surgery that had saved his life but left him permanently blind. The couple who’d first brought Homer to the vet decided they no longer wanted the tiny black foundling. After a week of posting flyers and making increasingly desperate phone calls, Dr. Andi had been unable to find anybody else who did.

Until she’d called Rachel. 

Homer had always been blind. He didn’t know what colors were, or what it meant to picture something in your mind. (He could smell and hear things in his mind, but he knew that wasn’t the same thing.) He had no frame of reference when humans remarked on how much smaller he was than other cats, or how much curlier Rachel’s dark hair was than most people’s, or how well the new cut she’d recently gotten showcased her dark-brown eyes. He’d never seen a face and had no idea what Rachel’s or anybody else’s might look like. 

Nevertheless, Homer’s other senses were so finely honed, it was like he had his own kind of vision. Even Scarlett was impressed that Homer could smell the difference between a sealed can of tuna and a sealed can of tomato soup. When they’d still been living in Coral Gables—where Rachel had run a nonprofit dedicated to Everglades wildlife preservation—Homer had been able to pick out the sound of Rachel’s car heading home at the end of the day from among the hundreds of others whizzing down LeJeune Road, five whole blocks away. 

And even though Homer himself couldn’t have told anyone exactly how he did it, he had a way of sensing the walls and objects even in an unfamiliar room, and mapping it all out in his mind, that usually kept him from bumping into things.

“Look at him go!” Title Wave customers would exclaim upon watching Homer leap from floor to counter without knocking anything over, or thread his way seamlessly through bookshelves and disappear like a shadow into the back storeroom. 

“It’s sad how easily humans are impressed,” Scarlett often observed. 

“You shouldn’t goad Homer like that,” Vashti chided Scarlett now, swishing her glorious white plume of a tail—like an Arctic fox’s—in mild reproach. 

“Don’t worry about me," Homer said. “Anything Scarlett can do, I can do better!” With that, he sprang effortlessly from the desktop to the back of Rachel’s computer chair. He perched there for a moment, with the jaunty air of a parrot on a pirate’s shoulder, before jumping to the floor. Rachel had just reached the foot of the stairs, and Homer strolled over casually to rub his head against her shins.

To Rachel, all the meowing and feline acrobatics conveyed nothing more than three cats who were impatient to start their day. “Take it easy, guys,” she told them. “I’m moving as fast as I can.” Pulling a keyring from the pocket of her jeans, she opened the locked storeroom door, and all four of them entered Title Wave Books.

As always, Rachel paused to savor the quiet peacefulness of the store before it opened. Sunlight streamed through tall, south-facing Art Deco windows, and the wave-patterned terrazzo floor that had given Title Wave its name seemed to undulate in varying shades of blue and sand. The faint smell of salt from the nearby ocean permeated everything. 

The cheerful cat calendar tacked to the wall behind the register declared that it was Friday, October 2nd, 1998. Tonight Rachel was hosting a book signing for Danny Elliott, the owner and head chef at Sabrosa, which was located only three blocks down trendy Hibiscus Road from Title Wave. His new cookbook, Miami Spice, had come out a week earlier, and copies were selling briskly thanks to a relentless round of local and national publicity.

Rachel knelt to give Homer a scritch under the chin. “Remind me to look for our black Sharpies later,” she told him, wishing as she so often did that her cats could actually talk to her.

Homer was delighted with the attention and pressed his face into Rachel’s hand. “I will!” he promised. He didn’t know why Rachel couldn’t understand him when he talked, when all three cats had no problem understanding each other or the humans around them. “Humans are slow,” was what Scarlett always said, although sometimes she’d grudgingly concede that Rachel was better than most of them. 

As she flipped on the central AC, Rachel was grateful, not for the first time, that her apartment upstairs had its own separate unit. It would have been hard to justify air conditioning the entire building twenty-four hours a day in the blistering Miami heat, and Rachel didn’t want to get on the wrong side of her mom’s friend Dorothea. A retired teacher who’d once taught sixth grade at the elementary school where Rachel’s mother still taught first, Dorothea Wilson had had the foresight to invest her pension in Coacoochee real estate back when it was still cheap. She owned Title Wave Books, along with the building that housed it, and she’d come through with a new job and a new home just when Rachel had desperately needed both. 

Rachel was a thirty-year-old Miami native who’d never lived anywhere else. It was only six months since she’d moved east to Coacoochee from Miami’s Coral Gables, where she’d shared a home with the fiancé she was now no longer engaged to. A ten-minute drive up A1A from South Beach (assuming no traffic, which in Miami was never a safe assumption), and a world away from Coral Gables, Coacoochee was a sun-swept spot right on the Atlantic Ocean.

Measuring two square miles in its entirety, Coacoochee was the very definition of a small town, albeit one that could hardly be described as “sleepy.” For most of Rachel’s youth, Coacoochee had been nothing more than a collection of dilapidated Art Deco buildings where, some thirty years earlier, entertainers who’d been famous during her mother’s youth had put on extravagant shows at the big hotels. Changing tastes and decades of neglect had left the town moldering into decay, its once-gorgeous Deco apartments mostly occupied by recent immigrants and broke retirees who couldn’t afford anything fancier. 

Then the Eighties TV show Miami Vice had persuaded the rest of America there was still a hint of glamour to be found in South Florida. Artists and adventure seekers had flocked to Coacoochee, lovingly restored its shops and hotels, opened restaurants and nightclubs, and put the town back on the celebrity radar. These days, Coacoochee was practically overrun by the beautiful crowd. As Isabella Stuart, Coacoochee’s best-known gossip columnist, liked to say, it had become a playground for the genetically blessed.

It was also filled with plenty of the workaday types, like Rachel, who kept the whole thing running.

Rachel switched on the overhead track lights and got a pot of coffee started in the small café, carefully arranging muffins, scones, and croissants—delivered fresh that morning from Butterflake Bakery—in the display case. Homer, in the meantime, positioned himself atop the Local Authors display table, which was closest to the front entrance. The moment when the first customer of the day entered, and Title Wave’s front door opened onto Hibiscus Road, was always Homer’s favorite moment of the morning. He waited for it now—tail flicking, ears pricked, every ounce of him straining at attention. 

Hibiscus Road was an open-air pedestrian mall that stretched twelve blocks east to west, from the Oceanside Drive boardwalk at one end all the way down to apartment-lined Jacaranda Drive at the other. It was a vibrant blend of Mediterranean Revival, Midcentury Modern, and Nautical Moderne architecture, lined with restaurants, art galleries, eclectic shops, jazz clubs, nightclubs, a performance theater, and Coacoochee’s last remaining cigar store, where elderly Cuban men in colorful guayaberas gathered to sit outside and play dominoes over medianoche sandwiches. 

Minutes after Rachel had unbolted the front door and flipped the Closed sign to Open, the door swung wide with the day’s first customer and a cacophony of aromas from Hibiscus Road tumbled in. Homer smelled the tang of seaweed and salt water mingled with the sweetness of citrus blossoms from sidewalk planters; the woodsy fragrance of the royal palms that lined Hibiscus Road and the heady touch-up paint that city workers dabbed as needed on curbs and benches every morning; the fake-coconut smell of tourists drenched in sunscreen on their way to the beach; a profusion of exotic spices spilling from the back doors of trendy restaurants that wouldn’t open their front doors until later in the day.

Threading through it all: the aroma of the books around him, the fresh coffee brewing in the store’s café—and, most importantly, the reassuringly familiar scent of Rachel herself.

The day’s first customer turned out to be Daisy Locarro, looking slightly the worse for wear but still undeniably stunning in what was clearly last night’s party dress. Originally from Palm Beach, Daisy had arrived in Coacoochee five years earlier for vaguely defined reasons. “Palm Beach was dull,” was all she was apt to say when anybody asked. Daisy always seemed to be working as a part-time assistant for this or that celebrity or Coacoochee notable, collecting gossip wherever she went. But the gigs never lasted long, and nobody was quite sure where she got the cash to finance her “party all night, sleep all day” lifestyle. 

“Here comes trouble,” Vashti observed from her favorite overstuffed armchair in New Fiction. 

“Look at that dress she’s not wearing,” Scarlett added from her sunny spot in the front display window, one of two that flanked the store’s recessed entrance.

“Hello, gorgeous!” Daisy threw herself into Rachel’s arms. “I need coffee as black as my soul—preferably in an IV drip, if you have it.”

Homer twitched his ears at Daisy’s familiar voice, recognizing the faint trace of cigarette smoke and the remnants of a sultry perfume wafting from her disheveled blond hair. There was also the barest whiff of something else, something maddeningly elusive, that he couldn’t identify. 

Rachel laughed and disentangled herself from Daisy’s arms, heading for the café. “Morning, stranger,” she said. “Salvation awaits right this way.” She pulled an aqua-blue cup and matching saucer from the stack next to the coffee maker and poured generously. “You look like you had fun last night.”

“If by fun you mean dancing until I practically passed out, then yes.” Daisy breezed over to the counter and collapsed onto a stool. Rachel watched, amused, as she took a deep gulp from the coffee cup, looking grateful for the jolt of heat and caffeine. Nevertheless, her complexion paled slightly, and she pressed a hand to her forehead as if willing away a bout of queasiness.  

“Late night?” Rachel posed the question mostly out of habit—she could guess the answer from Daisy’s smudged eyeliner and the body glitter still clinging to her skin.

Daisy exhaled a playful groan. “I think my night actually started two nights ago. I have this vague recollection of closing the bar at Sabrosa after that Palm party and heading down to the Marlin on South Beach.” Rachel herself had attended the party at Sabrosa to celebrate glossy Palm magazine's fifth anniversary. She’d stayed late enough to feel it the next day—although clearly she'd still gotten home at a much more reasonable hour than Daisy had. “Then an after-hours,” Daisy continued, “then home for a disco nap.” She sipped again at her cup. “Mmmmm, you really do make the best coffee in Coacoochee. Anyway, last night a friend scored us an invite to a celeb party out on Mercury Island that didn’t end until about an hour ago.” 

Mercury Island was an exclusive, manmade island nestled in Biscayne Bay off the coast of Coacoochee. Infamous for its privacy, its over-the-top decadence, and the occasionally off-color hijinks of its famous denizens, it was a difficult place for paparazzi to access—which made it an eminently good place to be bad.

“Julian Singer-Adams himself gave me a ride back,” she added, name-checking a well-known philanthropist and real-estate developer who owned half of Hibiscus Road. Julian divided his time between Los Angeles and Coacoochee, and a few years back Daisy had been his part-time assistant. “I always forget he knows actual movie stars like—” Rachel raised an intrigued eyebrow, but Daisy caught herself and shook her head. “I can’t give away all my secrets. Yet. But trust me, you’d recognize them if they walked in here right now.”

Rachel smiled. “I’ll have to pry it out of you later. At Danny Elliott’s book-signing tonight?”

“Deal.” Daisy drained the last of her coffee in two gulps and set down the empty cup. “You’re the best. Thanks, babe!”

With that, she fished a couple of crumpled bills from her sparkly evening bag, set them on the counter, and started for the door. She paused long enough to blow an airy kiss toward Rachel—then she was gone, the clang of the bell announcing her exit.

Calm descended on Title Wave once again. Rachel began her morning walk-through of the store, re-shelving stray titles and straightening display tables, as she made mental notes about what would have to be adjusted or pushed out of the way to accommodate the expected crowd that night. She’d already hosted smaller author events for local writers, but so far nothing as well-attended as the Danny Elliott signing looked to be.   

Title Wave was divided into intimate reading nooks and browsing areas by tall maple bookshelves, with plushly comfortable vintage armchairs scattered throughout. Rachel noted with amusement that Vashti had wasted no time in claiming her favorite, distinguishable by its thick white coat of marshmallow-soft fur. That same fur speckled Rachel’s own furniture and about two-thirds of her wardrobe, no matter how diligently she deployed the lint brush. 

“Rich people may have designer labels on their clothes,” she often said, “but happy people have cat fur on theirs.”  

Amusement now turned to dismay, however, as Rachel observed the deep claw marks Vashti had gouged into the chair’s back. Groaning slightly, she maneuvered the chair—which was heavier than it looked—so its scarred back was pushed up against a wall, rendering Vashti’s handiwork invisible to the casual observer. Still, it was only a matter of time before Dorothea discovered it. Even though Dorothea herself was proudly owned by two enormous Maine Coons, Rachel didn’t want to test the limits of her tolerance.

“Stop clawing up the chair, Vashti,” Rachel admonished breathlessly, as she finished shoving it into place and Vashti leapt delicately to the ground. “I mean it.”

Vashti regarded her with innocent green eyes. “But how will everyone know it’s mine?”

As Rachel continued her morning walk-though, Homer began his own daily inspection. He’d long-since memorized the store’s layout, mapping in his mind exactly where the bookshelves stood, where the aisles turned, and where chairs and display tables had been set up. Brushing his body and whiskers gently along floorboards and shelves helped orient him, as did the scent markers he’d thoroughly rubbed into every inch of the place over the past six months. 

Despite Homer’s intimate familiarity with Title Wave at ground level, subtle things were apt to change from day to day. Without consciously thinking about it, he now adjusted his mental map of the shop to account for the wounded chair Rachel had just moved, his hyper-sensitive ears acting as a kind of sonar that told him it was now over by Caribbean Travel. Right next to the earthy aroma of coffee brewing in the small café. 

Skimming his whiskers lightly against the lower shelves of New Fiction and Beach Reads, Homer made a sharp left into Latin American & Caribbean Literature. One of the store’s speakers was directly overhead, piping the low-level thrum of jazz and Spanish guitar Rachel had mostly stopped hearing. This told Homer it was time to make a right through Tropical Gardening & Landscaping. Another right brought him into Biographies, and from here it was one left and a straight shot past Memoirs, Self Help, and Florida History all the way to the back of the shop. A final right turn took Homer past colorful arrangements of calendars and greeting cards until he arrived at the cash register. 

With practiced ease, Homer leapt gracefully from floor to countertop, deftly wending his way around stacks of bookmarks, pens, journals, and prominently displayed copies of Palm. The closest friend Rachel had made since moving to Coacoochee—Tommy “Mr. Nightlife” Duvall, who’d recently broken up with a long-term boyfriend of his own—wrote a weekly column for Palm, which accounted for its pride of place. 

Homer gave the stack of glossy magazines a cursory sniff, satisfied that nothing in his immediate surroundings required further investigation. Then he hopped lightly from the countertop to the floor. He’d just begun to examine an intriguing bit of tile, which still bore the trace aroma of a fish taco dropped by a careless tourist the day before, when a familiar sound caused him to raise his head.

“Natalie’s coming,” he announced to Scarlett and Vashti. The recognizable human stride, still a few blocks away, was confident yet measured, its soft thuds on the pavement accompanied by the faint swish of denim. Alongside this familiar sound, Homer also caught the gentle jingle of a metal leash and the distinct panting of a large German Shepherd.

“I doubt it.” Scarlett, still sprawled in the front display window, stretched lazily and flipped onto her back, exposing the fluffy white mound of her belly. This front-window perch was, to her way of thinking, the best in the whole shop. It allowed her to keep an eye on the store’s goings-on—a queen surveying her realm—while basking in the hot Miami sun. All from a spot that was agreeably inaccessible to the humans who filtered in and out over the course of the day. “If she were coming, I’d be able to see her.”

“Your eyes are closed,” Vashti pointed out.

“Homer doesn’t have eyes at all, and you never question him,” Scarlett retorted.

Vashti didn’t bother responding; everybody knew that when Homer said he’d heard something, you could stake your last can of tuna on it.

Only a few minutes later, the bell above the door jingled merrily once again. “Hello, swee-tie!” Natalie’s brassy voice filled the shop, her Australian accent making sweetie sound like two separate and distinct words. “How’s my favorite bookseller on this fine Miami morning?”

A large, auburn-haired woman in her late thirties, Natalie Dunbar was an investigative journalist and a field producer for Australian 60 Minutes. Her claim to fame was having tracked Australia’s most-wanted criminal to South America and capturing him there. Uniformly cheerful and endlessly resourceful, Natalie lived in a coral-colored stucco house only a few blocks from Title Wave.  

Rachel set down the stack of new paperbacks she’d been shelving and smiled as she headed back to the café. “So far, so good. How are you?”

“Can’t complain. Hot Mike and I are out for our morning constitutional.” She paused to pat the enormous head of the eighty-pound German Shepherd by her side. Gesturing to the small board propped on the café’s counter, which announced daily specials in colored chalk, she added, “A café con leche with coconut milk would hit the spot.”

Homer was already headed for the clean-dog smell of Hot Mike, which was accompanied by a gruff, “Morning, Homer.” Hot Mike turned his muzzle toward Vashti, now balanced casually atop the Hardcover Bestsellers front table, and added a respectful, “Ma’am.”

“Miss,” Vashti corrected gently, and commenced grooming the lustrous fur of her back. Scarlett rolled her eyes for what would undoubtedly be the first of many times that day.

Natalie was always accompanied on her morning coffee runs by her two-and-a-half-year-old German Shepherd, Hot Mike. As a puppy, Hot Mike was in training to be a police dog, but a tendency to hesitate when given a direct command made him unsuited for service. Natalie happened to be friendly with the K9 officer looking to rehome the six-month-old, and a tight bond between woman and dog had instantly formed.

The day she’d adopted Hot Mike, Natalie had asked Daisy, then working as her part-time assistant, to do two things: call the veterinarian to make an appointment for the puppy, and then transcribe a recording taken from a “hot mic,” i.e. a microphone left on after an interview had concluded. Daisy had dutifully booked a vet appointment later that same afternoon for one “Hot Mike.” 

Nobody had laughed harder than Natalie at the inaptly bestowed moniker, and two years later it still made her chuckle. Despite this—or perhaps because of it—Hot Mike was an exceptionally serious dog. He never chased his tail or barked at squirrels or rolled around on his back in the grassy dog park. Natalie’s attempt to alleviate his seriousness a tiny bit by dressing him as a hot dog last year for Coacoochee’s annual Halloween parade had been, as she’d observed dryly, rather like putting Christmas antlers on Sam the Eagle. 

Hot Mike’s commitment to Natalie was absolute and his guiding North Star. Deep down, though, he had the nagging sense he’d failed at fulfilling his life’s true purpose, and he secretly hoped for an opportunity to prove himself.

For his part, Homer liked Hot Mike immensely. He knew Hot Mike would have protected Natalie with his life, if it ever came down to it. Which was exactly how Homer felt about Rachel.

Natalie unhooked Hot Mike’s leash from his collar and perched on one of the café stools. “I don’t know how you do it,” she said, “but you make the best café con leche in Coacoochee.”

“Daisy Locarro said the same thing not one hour ago. Ironic, since I never touch the stuff.” Having finished steaming the coconut milk, Rachel combined milk and coffee in a wide, shallow white coffee cup, which she slid across the counter to Natalie. 

“You don’t know what you’re missing.” Natalie took an appreciative sip. “How is it possible for a Miami native to reach the age of thirty without developing a taste for coffee?”

“I know, right? I lived with a Cuban man for three years, and even that didn’t…” 

A darting pain shot through Rachel unexpectedly, cracking her voice and bringing a sudden dampness to her eyes. It had been six months, and most days Rachel was mostly okay. But there were still moments, like now, when even an oblique reference to Henry was enough to derail her. Natalie gave her a moment, sipping coffee and reaching down to pat Hot Mike’s head.

Rachel took a deep, steadying breath. “You’d think six months would be long enough to get over it.” Gesturing at the shelved books all around her, she added, “Working here, you realize it’s the oldest story in the world: Girl meets boy, girl and boy plan a future together, boy breaks girl’s heart by sleeping with other women.”

Natalie grimaced sympathetically. “I could write a chapter or two of that book myself. How’d you figure it out?”

“I found a piece of paper with another woman’s name and phone number.” Rachel paused to shoo away Vashti, who had leapt onto the counter and was sniffing a small pitcher of cream with interest. “And then it was like everything clicked into place at once—all the late nights ‘at work,’ all the excuses for suddenly not being around.” Rachel laughed ruefully and brushed a lock of curly hair—impossible to tame in Coacoochee’s seaside humidity—from her forehead. “Having my nonprofit lose its funding a week later was the cherry on the sundae.” 

Homer had instinctively moved closer to Rachel and was now rubbing his head furiously against the backs of her legs. An unpleasant sort of feeling bloomed in his belly. If he’d been a human instead of a cat, he might have called the feeling guilt.

Even though he’d only been six months old at the time, it was Homer who’d first detected the scent of a female human who wasn’t Rachel clinging too closely to Henry’s skin to be explained by casual contact. It was Homer who’d been able to hear the tiniest pauses in Henry’s speech—indiscernible even by Vashti and Scarlett—when he’d smoothly explained why he was working longer and coming home later. 

And Homer had been the one who’d nosed a small, discarded scrap of paper out of Henry’s coat pocket. Scarlett and Vashti hadn’t noticed anything amiss at first, but to Homer it had reeked of this mystery woman’s scent.

Although all three cats were perfectly capable of understanding human speech, none of them had ever even tried to decipher the gobbledygook humans were forever writing down. Nevertheless, Vashti had sensed something damning about this particular piece of paper. Its very brevity was incriminating. Some woman had wanted to tell Henry something sharp and urgent. Something he’d deliberately kept hidden from Rachel. And even though she’d liked Henry just fine (“You always like men,” Scarlett pointed out waspishly), Vashti had been the one who’d left the incriminating slip of paper conspicuously placed on the couch.

“If Henry isn’t doing anything wrong,” she’d reasoned, “there’s no harm in Rachel finding it.”

Scarlett had never had the smallest particle of use for Henry, who’d refused to acknowledge that the spot on the sofa closest to the lamp was reserved by rights for Scarlett’s exclusive use, and who never cleaned the litterbox to Scarlett’s exacting (but entirely reasonable!) standards, and who acted as if typing things into the computer on his desk was more important than crumpling up a ball of paper for Scarlett to play with.   

But even Scarlett had grieved for Rachel’s obvious heartbreak during those first few post-Henry weeks. Surprisingly, it was Scarlett who’d spent the most time curled up reassuringly on Rachel’s chest while she’d cried. “We’ll be all right,” she’d purred, nuzzling deeper into the crook of Rachel’s neck. “You’ll see.” 

Rachel bent down to grab a plastic bottle of water from the café’s small refrigerator, rubbing Homer behind the ears as she did so. When she stood again, she was smiling. “Still, I can’t say I’m sorry to have ended up here.” Her eyes slid appreciatively over what had to be one of the finest sights life had to offer: a sunny, beautiful room filled with books. Then she sighed. “Now I just need to get through tonight.”

 “The big shindig with Danny Elliott!” Natalie's eyes lit up. “Got a case of the jitters?”

“Maybe a little,” Rachel confessed. “Press and photographers and an actual VIP guest list make it a bit more complicated than I’m used to. Plus, I’ve been looking for our black Sharpies for two days now. I can’t have Danny autographing books with a blue ballpoint.”

Homer’s ears flicked. It was the second time this morning Rachel had mentioned the Sharpies. Feeling a sudden need to do something nice for her, he crept quietly over to where Hot Mike still sat attentively next to Natalie, using his nose and whiskers to guide him toward Hot Mike’s sturdy paws. 

“Hey, Hot Mike! Did you catch that about the Sharpies? Do you know what they smell like?”

Hot Mike gave an affirmative dip of his head. “Natalie uses them to label all her tapes. I know the scent.”

“What do you say we try to find Rachel’s before she drives herself crazy?”

“Copy that.” With a clatter of well-trimmed claws, Hot Mike hoisted himself to his feet. 

“I’ll help too,” Vashti announced, and leapt gracefully from the hardcover display table.

“Great!” Homer replied. “Let’s fan out.”

Scarlett, half-dozing in the warmth of the front window, opened one eye. “I saw her writing up shelf talkers the other day for some Agatha Christies that just came in. The ones on the top shelf of the bookcase toward the back of the store.” Scarlett heaved a mighty yawn. “She got distracted when the phone rang. Maybe she left them up there?”   

Rachel and Natalie found themselves highly entertained, if somewhat bemused, by what sounded like a sudden clamor of meows from the cats and low rumblings from Hot Mike. 

“They’re certainly chatty this morning!” Natalie noted. “It’s amazing how Homer isn’t intimidated by Hot Mike. Most cats see all that bulk and run for the hills.”

Rachel cast a fond glance in Homer’s direction. “Homer’s never been intimidated by anyone. Maybe it’s because he’s blind. He can’t see how big the other guy is, so it doesn’t faze him.”

“We could all take a page from Homer’s book,” Natalie said. “By the way—do you have that copy of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil I ordered? I want to take it on the plane with me to Argentina tonight.”

“Argentina!” Rachel’s eyebrows lifted. “Sounds exciting!”

“Just a work thing.” Natalie shrugged. “Although it’s kind of a funny story…”

While Rachel and Natalie talked, the three cats and Hot Mike plotted their next move, trying to keep their voices down.

“Vashti, can you show Hot Mike and me which shelf Scarlett’s talking about?” So Vashti went first, and Homer and Hot Mike followed one by one a moment later, trying to make their collective departure from the café area inconspicuous. When they arrived at the bookcase where Vashti stood in wait, Homer cocked his head, whiskers twitching as he sniffed the air and recognized faint traces of the pungent, acrid odor the Sharpies gave off. “They’re definitely up there.” He turned his head in the dog’s direction. “What do you think, Hot Mike?”

Hot Mike arched his neck, nostrils flaring. “I smell it, too,” he confirmed. “But I don’t see how we can get to them.” 

“I can think of a way, but we’ll need a distraction.”

“I’ll take care of that.” Her magnificent tail held high, Vashti strutted across the bookstore with the poise of a runway model. A fluid leap brought her to the countertop beside the cash register. She paused for a moment, waiting until she was sure Rachel’s eyes were on her. With a casual flick of one dainty white paw, she batted a stack of Title Wave bookmarks from the edge of the counter, sending them fluttering to the floor like confetti. She swished her tail again and scattered a neat pile of postcards onto the ground, then sent a pencil holder brimming with Title Wave–branded pens after them in a clattering cascade. A colorful heap of palm cards promoting the Danny Elliott book signing quickly followed.

“Vashti!” Rachel hurried over from the café. “What’s gotten into you?”

Vashti once again regarded Rachel with wide, innocent eyes. “Who, me?”

Natalie, observing Vashti’s antics from across the store, couldn’t help but laugh. “I think she wanted some attention.” She rose from her stool. “Here, let me help.”

Vashti leapt down from the countertop to join Rachel and Natalie, who had now both knelt on the floor to gather the detritus she’d strewn about. “I’m sorry.” She rubbed her head along Rachel’s arm. “But it’s for your own good.”   

Rachel had never been able to resist an affectionate Vashti (or any affectionate animal, really) and chose to interpret her soft mews as contrition. She stroked Vashti’s back with one hand as she gathered up pens and postcards with the other. “There are easier ways to get my attention, you know,” she told the cat. To Natalie she added, “Thanks for giving me a hand. Clearly I need three of them.” Both women laughed, while Vashti purred and nuzzled her head into Rachel’s palm for all she was worth.

In the meantime, Homer had crept closer to Hot Mike. “Ready?” Homer asked. “If you can give me a boost, I should be able to jump the rest of the way.”

“On my signal,” Hot Mike agreed. He lowered his body, bracing his weight on muscled forelegs. Though towering in stature, he always took care to move gently around Homer.

Homer hopped neatly onto Hot Mike’s back, sniffing the air to judge distance. Then Hot Mike rose upon his hind legs, giving Homer just enough extra height to leap onto the top shelf of the bookcase. For a precarious moment, it looked as if he might lose his footing. Scarlett and Vashti, both watching from their respective spots across the store, held their breath. Homer’s back paws scrabbled against the wood's smooth finish, but he steadied himself, his keen nose detecting the sharp, chemical odor of permanent ink.

“Got ‘em!” Homer declared triumphantly.

Working quickly, he nudged one Sharpie at a time off the edge. Hot Mike, waiting below, caught each marker in his mouth. He made a face at the unpleasant smell but said nothing. 

“Now,” Vashti said, “we just need to put them someplace where Rachel will think she found them herself.”

“I’m petting you.” Rachel, still gathering loose pens with one hand while stroking Vashti with the other, assumed the cat was meowing at her. “It’s not my fault my other hand is occupied.” 

Scarlett flicked her tail languidly. “Slide them near the café register. Where she keeps her notepads.”

Nodding, Hot Mike trotted around the shelves back in the direction of the café, setting the markers down where Scarlett had indicated. Then he padded calmly back to the stool Natalie had abandoned, just in time for Natalie and Rachel to return. Natalie was holding the book Rachel had rung up for her. 

“Well,” she said, draining the last of her café con leche, “time for me and Hot Mike to finish our walk. Thanks for the coffee and the chat, love.” The bell above the door jingled merrily as Natalie and Hot Mike left, the dog’s nails clicking on the terrazzo floor. 

    
  Late morning drifted into early afternoon as the sun climbed higher over Coacoochee, streaming through the tall Art Deco windows of Title Wave Books. A woman came in looking for a birthday gift for her father, something that captured the charm of 1950s Miami, and Rachel led her to a neat row of vintage photography books. She sold a couple of breezy romance novels to a pair of tourists who wanted recommendations on beach reads, and served coffee and pastries to a few of her regulars, who liked to spend a leisurely hour with their newspapers in the small café. Homer—fulfilling his role as what Rachel often described as “Title Wave’s unofficial greeter”—made sure each visitor was met at the door with a hearty “Howdy, friend!” and welcoming head-bonk to the shin. The comforting scent of coffee and sugar hung in the air, mingling with the briny ocean breezes drifting in from Hibiscus Road.

With the mini rush winding down and her coffee regulars settled into quiet reading, Rachel turned her attention to Title Wave’s two front display windows. One of them, naturally, was devoted to copies of Miami Spice and the upcoming author signing. Scarlett continued to snooze in the other, sprawled regally atop a hardcover copy of Oceanfront Empire, the autobiography-slash-business advice book “written” (almost certainly ghostwritten, Rachel thought) by Julian Singer-Adams. Scarlett’s plump posterior obscured his book almost completely, while the placement of her white front paws seemed to call special attention to The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, which rested next to it. 

Rachel leaned into the display window to place the newly updated version of Coacoochee After Dark, written by local nightlife authority Marc Gottsegen, which had been delivered by his publisher the day before. She paused in her work to rub Scarlett affectionately behind the ears, dropping a kiss on the black tiger-stripe “M” on Scarlett’s forehead.

“You have good taste!” Rachel whispered in her ear.

“I know.” Scarlett purred contentedly, closing her eyes and turning her face toward the sun.

Rachel knew her friend Tommy would be dismayed to see Marc Gottsegen’s new book displayed so conspicuously in the shop’s front window. While pretending at least superficial friendship whenever they ran into each other (which was often; Coacoochee was a very small town), Tommy and Marc not-so-secretly detested each other, and their professional rivalry went back years. 

Marc was at pains to let all and sundry know that while Tommy wrote a silly little nightlife column, Marc wrote actual books. Marc’s updated guidebook appeared like clockwork every October and was distributed to bookstores, tourists, and travel agents around the globe—which obviously made its publication a much bigger deal (here Marc would sneer almost imperceptibly) than a thousand weekly words in some local rag. 

Then again, Coacoochee locals looked for Tommy’s thousand words in Palm every Friday, eager to learn in real-time which people and places were hot and which were definitively not—which meant Tommy enjoyed higher year-round visibility than Marc. Perhaps this was why Marc had lately taken to mocking Tommy’s (admittedly self-appointed) moniker of “Mr. Nightlife” behind Tommy’s back. Mr. Nightlight? Never heard of him.

“He’s just jealous he didn’t think of it first,” Tommy coolly informed anyone who reported this bit of cattiness back to him—although privately, with Rachel as a sympathetic audience, he seethed.

Rachel was Team Tommy all the way—as was Vashti. Men were always admiring Vashti for her beauty, which made her prone to liking men more than women as a general rule. But Tommy was an especially enthusiastic admirer. “She’s so glamorous!” he always exclaimed. Vashti would preen and press the top of her head into Tommy’s hand as he petted her, while Scarlett rolled her eyes and Rachel chuckled, remembering the scraggly, woebegone kitten she’d rescued. “She looks like a movie star!”  

Rachel was happy (and so was Vashti!) to do Tommy a favor if and when she could. But Coacoochee’s only nightlife guidebook certainly warranted the attention of Coacoochee’s only bookstore.

“Tommy’s not going to be happy when he sees that,” Vashti predicted, having resumed her perch on her favorite scratched-up armchair.

“Maybe he won’t notice.” Homer brought up one hind paw to scratch furiously at his itchy right ear—grateful, as he sometimes was, that he never had to worry about seeing things that made him unhappy.

Rachel had barely finished positioning the last copy of Marc Gottsegen’s updated nightlife guide when in swept Tommy himself, all effortless style and brimming energy in a sleek linen blazer that perfectly complemented his dark jeans. Far more interested in fashion than football, Tommy nevertheless had the tall, broad-shouldered build of a natural athlete. His black eyes were several shades darker than his light-brown hair, and they sparkled in a devilish, perpetually amused way that never failed to lift Rachel’s spirits. A thirty-two-year-old Savannah transplant who’d arrived on the Coacoochee scene a few years earlier, Tommy had a knack for slipping seamlessly among its many social circles and scoring A-list invites to its most exclusive VIP rooms. Despite the success of his current gig, he’d made no secret of his bigger ambitions. Now, from the gleam in his eyes, Rachel could tell he had news to share. 

“Hello, my darling!” He warmly bussed Rachel on both cheeks—although not before he threw a scathing look at the updated window display. “I see we’ve done some redecorating.”

“Don’t you know frowning causes wrinkles?” Rachel laughed as Tommy’s forehead instantly smoothed out. “Come and get a cup of coffee,” she said. “I can tell you've got news, and I can’t wait to hear it.”

“Neither can I!” Vashti hurried across the store and leapt onto the café counter next to Tommy, who patted her head more absentmindedly than usual. Even Scarlett—feeling a bit overwarm after more than three hours in the sun—left the front display window and edged closer to the café with studied nonchalance.

Only Homer kept his distance, choosing to remain in one of the reading chairs closer to the back storeroom, where he snoozed on and off. Truth be told, he wasn’t as fond of Tommy as everyone else seemed to be. Homer’s favorite moments in life were spent curled up in the warmth of Rachel’s lap, upstairs in their apartment. Ever since Rachel had met Tommy—who insisted on taking her to this nightclub or that cocktail party three or four nights a week (you can’t mourn Hunter or Hendrix or whatever his name was forever, darling)—those evenings had become fewer and further between.

Tommy tried, and failed, to dial down a broad grin. “Isabella Stuart’s leaving the Miami Daily News,” he announced. “She’s decided to start her own PR firm, and she’s going to recommend me to be her replacement!” 

Isabella Stuart wrote the “Queen of the Scene” column for the Miami Daily News—South Florida’s largest and most prestigious newspaper. Her signature blend of charm and savvy allowed her to float seamlessly from rooftop parties to exclusive dinners to gala fundraisers, gathering scoops without ever ruffling the wrong feathers. She was tall, poised, and polished, with sleek chestnut hair and a couture wardrobe that had left many an after-dark doyenne weeping with envy. Isabella could command a room with a smile or a flash of her discerning green eyes, and insiders whispered that half the city’s social scene owed its rise—or downfall—to her strategic coverage. 

Tommy often described Isabella as his mentor and one of his closest friends. But to Rachel, it seemed as if Isabella sometimes treated Tommy more like a sidekick (be a love and fetch me another glass of champagne) than a colleague. She was thus genuinely delighted to see Isabella come through for him at last. “That’s amazing!” she told him with sincere enthusiasm. “I’m so happy for you!”

Tommy beamed. “Right? I mean, I’ve dreamt of this for years, but I never thought she’d actually leave the Daily News.” His black eyes gleamed, as if already seeing his new byline and photo in print. “She’s more attached to that column than I am to my weekly manicures.”

Rachel laughed. “Maybe she was getting bored at the top.”

“Or ambitious. You know Isabella. If she’s decided to start her own PR firm, it’ll be the talk of Miami.” A shadow flitted across Tommy’s face. “I hate leaving an opening for Marc Gottsegen at Palm, though. He can run me down all he wants, but I hear he’s been looking for his own weekly column. Apparently he’s tired of writing that glorified Yellow Pages for nightclubs once a year and wants to get into the bold-face name business.”

“Who cares? You’ll be at the Daily News!” Rachel wiped some stray crumbs from the café counter with a cleaning rag. “Stop worrying about Marc. Think about ways to make the column your own after Isabella leaves.”

They chatted about it for another few minutes—angles he could take that would differentiate his own version of the column from Isabella Stuart's—and then Isabella herself arrived, dressed in a crisp white sheath dress that perfectly showcased her trim-yet-curvy figure and the glossy curtain of hair that fell down her back. Every inch of her radiated poise, from the sharp click of her white Christian Louboutin heels on the terrazzo floor to the tilt of her prominent chin, one of her distinguishing trademarks.

Scarlett, who'd been standing behind the café counter near Rachel, now leapt to the countertop to sit next to Vashti. “All hail Her Majesty,” she whispered in Vashti's ear. Vashti snorted before she remembered herself and attempted to look disapproving.

“Darlings!” Isabella's smile was brilliant. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything important?" 

"Never too important for you, lovely." Tommy hopped down from his stool to plant a light kiss on Isabella's cheek. "I was just telling Rachel your big news."

Isabella was a woman who’d been photographed sitting down hundreds, if not thousands, of times. She’d been filmed and photographed in the plush velvet banquettes of exclusive nightclubs, in box seats at the ballet, in uncomfortable cross-back chairs at $20,000-a-table charity galas, and in any number of chaise lounges, wingbacks, ottomans, poufs, and loveseats in her own beachfront home—all to provide fodder for South Florida’s bottomless trough of lifestyle magazines and TV shows. Isabella seated herself now at the café counter with the air of someone who believed every moment of her life to be a documentable event, smiling once again as Rachel placed a steaming cup of coffee before her. 

“I’m meeting Julian Singer-Adams here so we can go together to the groundbreaking today.” Julian’s plan to finally build Coacoochee a first-run multiplex, down at the westernmost end of Hibiscus Road, was the talk of the town—as was his announced intention of donating the entirety of the theater’s first-week earnings to the Coacoochee Historical Society. “Is he not here yet?” Isabella glanced at her watch with the tiniest flicker of annoyance. As a columnist, she’d never waited for anyone and never had to.  

Like everyone else in Coacoochee, the bell above the door seemed to hate being left out of the conversation. It rang again, this time to announce the arrival of Julian Singer-Adams. His lean frame carried an aura of understated elegance, each movement reflecting the disciplined lifestyle that kept him fit into his fifties. His suit hovered in a shade somewhere between sand and champagne and was exquisitely tailored. Julian moved with the easy confidence of someone who owns every inch of the land he walks on—which he essentially did. 

Isabella smoothed her expression back into a smile. “Julian! Perfect timing.”

"Sorry to keep you waiting," Julian said, his own smile suggesting he wasn’t particularly sorry at all. His name at birth had been Julio Santos Aguilar, but whatever traces of an accent he still retained were barely detectable. His smile cooled as he looked at Tommy—only a degree or two, but Rachel noted it. "Tommy, always good to see you." His gaze settled on Rachel. "And, Rachel—the place looks even better than the last time I was here. Dorothea must be pleased."

"Thank you," Rachel replied, a touch warily. She knew Julian was itching to get his hands on the building Title Wave occupied, and suspected he’d made more than one offer to Dorothea.

"We should get going.” Isabella glanced at her watch. "The groundbreaking is at two, and you need to be fresh for the cameras.” 

"You look a lot fresher than Daisy Locarro did this morning," Rachel noted, then flushed as she caught the look Tommy threw her way. Had she unwittingly breached etiquette?

But Julian chuckled. "I ran into her at a party last night and drove her home this morning—poor kid could barely keep her eyes open."

"She’s lucky you were there to be her knight in shining armor.” There was, perhaps, the tiniest edge to Isabella’s voice, although her smile was blinding. It was equally bright when she turned it once again on Rachel.  "I almost forgot! I’m also representing Danny Elliott now, and I have a few more names to give you for tonight’s VIP list."

“Ah, yes. The big soiree for the boy genius.” Julian’s tone was withering. “You’ll all forgive me if I take a pass tonight.”

“Your presence will be missed at every moment,” Tommy assured him.

"Let me just grab my notepad," Rachel said to Isabella, and hastily slid her hand into the space next to the café register where she kept her pads and pens. With immense satisfaction, all three cats heard the exclamation they'd been waiting for since that morning:

"My black Sharpies!" Rachel shook her head in wonder. "They must have been here the whole time!"

    
  The afternoon passed uneventfully after Isabella’s departure. With Tommy’s help, Rachel brought the folding tables out of the storeroom and pushed aside bookcases—which had been built with wheels for this exact purpose—to make room for them. Tommy eventually headed back to his office at Palm, and Rachel divided her time between answering phone calls about the event, fretting over arrangements (Isabella had said Danny was sending over hot hors d’oeuvres and wine, and where was she supposed to set that up?), and alternately worrying that the outfit she planned to change into would be too dressy or not dressy enough. The cats tried to find out-of-the-way spots where they could snooze undisturbed by all the hubbub, and were mostly unsuccessful in their efforts.   

Beyond Title Wave’s doors, sun-dazed tourists stumbled back from the hot beach to chilled hotel rooms. Office workers gathered for happy hour at trendy-chic Sabrosa, or over at the 710 Bar, dark and intimate, where Hibiscus Road intersected with Seventh Street. Families in nearby homes started dinner preparations, sending intoxicating aromas into the air that made Homer’s mouth water. Scenesters stood before their mirrors to rehearse off-the-cuff witticisms they planned to dazzle fellow partygoers with later that night. The sun set on another perfect Coacoochee day, drifting into what gave every promise of being a perfect Coacoochee night. 

Had Rachel, or Homer, or any of their new friends known what was coming, they might have appreciated it more.
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For my grandmother Claire Moskowitz Berkowitz, one in a long
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