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      February 2023 Review of Katz’ Cat by Canadian author, Anne Shillolo.

      I liked this book so much that I did not want it to end! Katz’s Cat has it all. Sweet humor, lovable characters, talented pets, and a cast of memorable characters.

      Is there really a place called Twinkle, Texas? I want to go there!

      Main character Jimmy Katz is an honest, open-hearted reporter who decides to leave The Big City for a quieter life in Twinkle. It’s not long before he finds out that even a small town can be hiding big secrets. And Jimmy finds himself at the center of a deadly conflict.

      The mystery plot is complex, making the book a real page-turner, as we follow Jimmy, along with his new friends, loquacious parrot, and clever kitten, towards a surprise ending.

      I hope this is a series and can’t wait for Book 2. If you like books by Jana DeLeon or Lilian Jackson Braun, Katz’s Cat will make your day!
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jimmy Katz drove his late-model Honda CR-V with a periwinkle blue paint job along twisted roads to Twinkle, Texas, 385 miles from the closest shopping mall. All four windows were down at least six inches, blowing his sandy hair about. The town lived in Starlight County, which was the second county established in the old Republic of Texas.

      His journey started from Houston on I-10 heading west. After a couple of hundred miles, he decided to add scenery and traveled county roads heading northwest, west and southwest. It was a dizzying drive along two-lane roads that reminded him of a drunken snake he once found in his backyard as a child.

      Guppy, Jimmy’s green Amazon parrot with a blue splotch over his beak between his eyes and bright yellow feathers at the base of his neck, was the designated backseat driver. The bird came to have an immense and colorful vocabulary from his previous owner. Boxes, bags, and suitcases hemmed in Guppy’s travel cage. He squawked in indignation when a vehicle zoomed past the CR-V speeding. “Slow down, you numbskull!”

      Jimmy checked the rearview mirror, then both side mirrors. He flipped his signal light to pass a farmer on a tractor, then sped up and got around him before an 18-wheeler roared past in the opposite direction on the four-lane road. The farmer tooted his horn and waved. Jimmy waved back, one of the good- natured experiences of the Texas countryside.

      “You know, Guppy, if we were still in The Big City, that farmer would have waved his middle finger at us,” Jimmy said, his baby blue eyes lit with humor.

      “To hell with ’em! To hell with ‘em!” Guppy squawked. “You got that right, buddy. I’m so done with The Big City,”

      Jimmy said. He thought back on this life-changing move and what brought it about. He had covered a story for The Big City paper which took him to I-45 N. He pulled o# the highway, stopped at a gas station and filled up his car.

      Just as he tightened the gas cap, three thugs approached him, one waving a gun in his face. They took his money and his keys. He begged them to let him have his briefcase. As they got in Jimmy’s car and drove o#, a window buzzed down and the briefcase !ew out and bounced along the ground before coming to a stop just a short distance from where Jimmy was kneeling.

      He was so shook up, he could barely pull his cellphone out of his pocket. The manager of the gas station ran out of the convenience store, followed by several customers.

      “Are you okay, man?” the manager asked. “I called the cops.”

      “Thanks. I can’t believe they robbed me at gunpoint,” Jimmy said as he stood.

      A customer brought him his briefcase. “You’re lucky they were in a charitable mood. Typically, they don’t let you have anything.”

      Three weeks later, the cops called. They found his vehicle,

      barely recognizable after being torched. Then he discovered the insurance company paid the actual cash value for his CR-V, and didn’t pay o! the note. His head spun the problem. He didn’t know how he would get into another vehicle while still having to pay the current balance on his fried car.

      Jimmy was in the process of spiraling downward with the enormous problem those thugs presented. He didn’t make a lot of money. He didn’t have any backup plan. He didn’t have any family to fall back on. Brian McKinley, his one true friend from way back in kindergarten, was o! on a sabbatical somewhere trying to find himself after a bad breakup. Jimmy had been okay with his life until a month ago. As long as he had a roof over his head, and he and Guppy had food, he was satis#ed.

      The only other time in his life when things hit rock bottom was when he was between jobs for a little longer than he expected. He had to rent a storage unit for his meager posses‐ sions after he was evicted, and he and Guppy were forced to live in the storage unit, hiding from the security and management staff.

      He shook o! that bad memory as he drove the rental car to the newspaper, turned in his resignation, cleared out his desk and went home to his apartment. He took a week to decompress from reliving the experience of identifying his vehicle.

      “Guppy, we’re getting out of the city and moving to the country. I hope I can find a good place for us to live where I’ll build you a fenced-in area and you can be outside whenever you want, okay?”

      “Freedom!” Guppy squawked from his perch on a suspended fake log in a corner of the tiny living room. Jimmy had papered the floor with old newspapers in a wide circumference around the bird. Parrot hygiene was very important to Jimmy.

      FINALLY, his luck turned. Someone was selling their mother’s Honda CR-V. It had low mileage, was in pristine condition and they only wanted fifteen hundred dollars. He could make it work.

      The Twinkle Independent News (TIN) was a biweekly paper that published on Wednesdays and Saturdays. They were looking for an experienced journalist to fill a recently retired news veteran’s slot. When Jimmy came across the Help Wanted ad online, he immediately sent them his resume. He received an email less than 24-hours later with a Zoom link for an interview.

      His interview with Bill Trance, a fifty-something managing editor with an upbeat personality, went smoothly. The pay wasn’t all that great, but the cost of living would be much lower than The Big City, so it would all work out. He accepted the job. Trance suggested a couple of places Jimmy could check out for temporary lodging until he got the lay of the land.

      So, here he was, on the road to Twinkle, Texas, on the outskirts of civilization, leaving all the downsides of high population, bumper-to-bumper traffic, deafening noise, and heavy pollution behind him when his phone rang.

      “Hello? Who is this?” he asked when Unknown showed on Caller ID.

      “Jimzer! It’s me,” Brian said through a crackly connection.

      “Where are you?”

      “Bri? Where the heck have you been? My life’s turned upside down. Guppy and I are on the way to Twinkle,” Jimmy shouted into the phone.

      “What happened? I went by your place and it’s vacant, man!

      Twinkle? Is that in Texas?”

      Jimmy explained the situation and promised to call him

      when they got situated. “Text me your new number. It didn’t come through.”
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        * * *

      

      “GUPPY, they have some strange names for towns out in the country,” Jimmy said. “We’ll have to check out Jupiter, Star, Clem’s Corner and Pancake. Who would have thought we’d be moving to a town named Twinkle in Starlight County?”

      “Time to eat,” Guppy squawked.

      “No, it isn’t,” Jimmy said. “Hey, look—there’s an oil derrick way over there!”

      He drove for another thirty miles, then passed the sign for Twinkle that showed Population, 3,000. He slowed his speed to the required 45-mph and kept his eyes peeled for the directions to Mrs. Potts’ house on Burbridge Street. GPS told him to take the next right. Then his destination would be on the right at 400 feet.

      Jimmy found the large two-story white rooming house, pulled his vehicle up at the curb, and parked. “You wait here, Guppy. I’ll go meet with Mrs. Potts and see where we’re going to stay.”

      “Time to eat!” Guppy squawked.

      “We’ll eat as soon as we’re settled,” Jimmy said as he got out of the car and walked up the walkway lined with fragrant herbs. He had never seen mint, fennel, parsley, rosemary, thyme, or oregano grown in such abundance. He climbed the two steps and rang the doorbell.

      The door opened, and a stout, fiftyish woman with shocking white, spiked hair and streaks of purple greeted him.

      “Mr. Katz?” she asked in a moderately loud voice. “That’s me. Please call me Jimmy,” he said.

      She opened the door wider and invited him inside. She glanced at his car. “Will your bird be okay in the car?”

      “Oh, sure. The windows are halfway down. He’ll be okay for a little while,” Jimmy said.

      “Do you think you’d prefer the upstairs apartment or the ground floor?” Mrs. Potts asked.

      “Can I see them first? I don’t have much with me, but I want to see what Guppy’s views would be,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      JIMMY SETTLED Guppy’s travel cage in a corner of the living room between two windows. One was a view of the backyard where he noticed a vegetable garden. The other was the side of the property with a mature oak tree with squirrel activity.

      He hauled his boxes, bags, suitcases, and his laptop case out of the vehicle and up the stairs, and got to work unpacking. The apartment was comfortably furnished with an overstuffed sofa, a recliner, two end tables, a coffee table, a 36-inch TV on a stand, and an empty bookcase. A desk was against the wall. He set his briefcase on the desk, moved a box of "les and office supplies beside it then carried his book boxes to the bookcase.

      The bedroom featured a queen bed with a high headboard, two nightstands, a dresser, and a chest of drawers. It was more than he would ever need, but he liked the setup. The bathroom contained a clawfoot tub plus a shower stall, two sinks, a bunch of drawers and cabinets under the long counter, and his and hers closets. He discovered the toilet behind another door.

      He had really lucked out with the accommodations. There was a small kitchen with all the amenities: a gas stove,  a refrigerator, a dishwasher, a microwave, a small pantry with a can of corn, a kitchen table, and four chairs. He opened cabinets and found

      dishes, cups, glasses, pots and pans, and silverware. Another door hid a vacuum, broom, dust mop and dustpan, a bucket and mop.

      He was thankful that all the floors were a rich, honey-colored hardwood—the real stuff, not engineered. Jimmy loathed carpeting. It was a cesspool for nasty bacteria that caused the majority of all allergies. The apartment had several nice throw and area rugs that would be easy to care for.

      “Waiter! Waiter! Where’s my food?” Guppy squawked. “Just hold on,” Jimmy said. “I’m going to set up your area, and then I’ll get your food and water. I’ve got to go grocery shopping and stock up with people and bird food.”

      Jimmy made another couple of trips out to the vehicle. He assembled the three pieces of Guppy’s tree, which brought the height to five feet, then the other two pieces that were the cross branches. Once everything was together, he placed it between the two corner windows. Then he attached Guppy’s food dish holder and stainless water bowl holder. He dug old newspapers out of the box and papered the floor.

      “Okay, big guy. Here’s your new place. Do you like it?” He opened the travel cage, and the bird climbed onto his arm. He walked over to the tree, and Guppy climbed onto his perch and checked out the windows.

      Jimmy tackled putting together Guppy’s sleeping and activity cage. It was a huge wire cage with a hanging rope, wood perches, and food and water cups. It took a while to put it together. He also attached the bird’s favorite toys where he liked them. Almost an hour later, the cage was completely assembled.

      Jimmy rolled the cage to the end of one of the fake tree branches. When his bird wanted to play or go to bed, he could walk across the branch into his cage.

      Guppy squawked indignantly. “Where’s the food?”

      Jimmy tore into a box and pulled out a package of Guppy’s favorite seed mix. “You’ll have your veggies and fruit when I get back from the store.” He took the water bowl to the kitchen sink and filled it, then settled it into the metal attachment on the fake tree. “Be back later.”

      He locked the apartment door, headed down the stairs and out the door. Jimmy had never lived anywhere that had a garden or herbs growing, and he appreciated this new country life where the air was so aromatic from herbs that he automatically inhaled.

      The journalist turned the car around and headed back to the main street, Stonerich Boulevard. He decided to stop at the paper before grabbing a bite to eat, to see where he’d be working, and to meet his new boss. GPS told him to make a left on Jiltson Way, and his destination would be on the right.

      Jimmy parked the car in front of the Twinkle Independent News building. It was an old tan brick building with windows along the front and huge wooden double doors. He went inside and was greeted by a middle-aged receptionist wearing a Bose headset. One hand typed, another copied as she rolled her chair as if on a speedway behind a six-foot command center with three 32-inch monitors, a gigantic flashing keyboard and a fax/copier. One monitor displayed her typing. The other two showed security pictures of Jiltson Way, the front door, back door, and the parking lot.

      Ten feet behind her was the newsroom floor.

      The nameplate on the counter read Millicent Montoya. “Hi, may I help you?” she asked.

      “I’m Jimmy Katz…”

      “Oh! You’re the new reporter! Let me call Bill. Welcome to the TIN!” she blurted as she worked the switchboard. “Bill, Mr. Katz is here.” She looked up at Jimmy. “He’s on his way.”

      Jimmy perused the framed headlines on the wall: Twinkle Derricks beat Clem’s Corner Buckshot’s 10-2. Mitch Ogilvie’s 100th Birthday. Bertha Potts Wins FFAs Herb Competition Hands Down. He stared at the headlines as if they were in a foreign language he couldn’t understand. No murders, rapes, robberies.

      “I’ll bet those are a little different from the headlines you’re used to,” Bill Trance said.

      Jimmy jumped. He hadn’t heard the managing editor approach. They shook hands.

      “There’s no crime headlines,” Jimmy said, mildly shocked. “You’ll get used to country living in no time,” Bill said. “Let me show you where your desk is, then we can go to lunch.”

      They walked through the room that was the heart of the paper. Several unoccupied desks showed active use with stacks of notes, newspaper clippings, file folders, and whatnot. There were four offices along a wall. A large map of the area and a map of the United States covered a wall. A whiteboard was on another wall. He noticed a jumble of large conference tables throughout the room.

      Bill walked up to a desk that held an office phone, wire baskets, a pencil cup, and a lined tablet in the middle of the clean surface. “Here’s your new desk, Jimmy. If you stop back by before six, you can meet some of your coworkers.” He steered Jimmy to the offices along the wall. “This is my office. Door’s always open. Want to grab a bite to eat?”

      “That would be great. Where’s a grocery store? I need to stock up. My bird expects me to bring home his fruit and veggies.”

      “What kind of bird do you have?” Bill asked.

      “Amazon parrot named Guppy, and he’s a talker,” Jimmy said.

      “Did you settle into Mrs. Potts’ place?” Bill asked.

      “Yes. Thanks so much for the recommendation. It’s clean, quiet and just the right size. Guppy has a good view from two windows,” Jimmy said.

      As they left Bill’s office, he pointed to a door. “That’s the door to the parking lot,” Bill said. “Milly, we’re going to Francesca’s.”

      “Okay, boss,” Milly said with a wave.

      They walked next door to a cafe with a huge plate-glass window. Bill didn’t wait to be seated. He walked over to a booth and slid onto the seat, with Jimmy sitting across from him. He reached over to the wall at the end of the booth where plastic-coated menus were behind the condiments.

      Bill handed a menu to Jimmy. As they were perusing their choices, a buxom woman padded over to the table.

      “Hey, Bill. Do you want to know the special for today?” she asked.

      “Hi Francesca. This is my new reporter, Jimmy Katz. He’s not from around here, so give him a break,” Bill said, with a wink. “What’s the special?”

      Francesca grinned. “Hi, Jimmy. Today’s special is a double patty cheese burger with bacon and my special sauce, a side of either fries or onion rings, and a drink. Should I give you a minute to look over the menu?”

      “The special sounds good to me. I’ll have onion rings,” Jimmy said.

      “You know what I want,” Bill said.

      “Two specials coming up,” Francesca said. Jimmy frowned across the table at Bill.

      “The special is the same every day. In other words, there isn’t a special,” Bill said.

      “Oh, okay,” Jimmy said.

      “When you come in tomorrow, ask Milly for your press card and a window sticker for your car. That way you won’t have to worry about getting yelled at by the police or any other

      officials until they get to know you. Then, all bets are o",” Bill said. “Make sure you keep your receipts for any expenses while you cover your assignment. You turn those in to Milly with an expense report. Oh, and ask her for a map of Starlight County. Sometimes GPS doesn’t work out in the boondocks.”

      “How many towns do we cover?” Jimmy asked.

      “Aside from Twinkle, there are eight towns: Jupiter, Star, Clem’s Corner, Lockton, Pancake, Bridge, Derrick, and Dime Water. You’ll get to know your way around in no time,” Bill said.

      Francesca carried two heaping plates to the table. “Two specials. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Jimmy looked at his plate. He had never seen such a huge burger. “Thanks. This looks great!”

      “Homemade buns to fit the burgers,” Francesca said proudly.

      Jimmy grabbed his knife and cut the burger in half. Even that was a handful. He and Bill chomped and chewed. The onion rings were good. Nice and crisp.

      “This is great! I don’t think I can finish this huge burger,” Jimmy said.

      “Supper. A two-fer-one deal,” Bill said. “Now, for coffee and breakfast, you might want to try the Four Score bakery. They have great coffee choices and good breakfasts. Francesca’s isn’t open for breakfast.”

      “Where’s the bakery?” Jimmy asked. “Morales Street. You can’t miss it,” Bill said.

      They finished lunch. Bill paid for both of them. When they were outside, he pointed out the driveway to the rear parking lot.

      “Where’s a grocery store?” Jimmy asked.

      “Dime Water Food store is around the block. The sign is missing the D on Food so it reads Foo,” Bill said.

      They shook hands on the sidewalk, and Jimmy drove around the block to the grocery store.
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        * * *

      

      JIMMY MADE two trips from the car to the apartment with groceries. He hunted for a colander to wash the produce and finally found one stuck in a big pot in a lower cabinet. He hunted down a chopping mat for the veggies and fruit. He found a set of plastic mats in different colors: green for produce, yellow for poultry, blue for seafood, and red for meat. Then he got busy making Guppy’s bin of vegetables. He prepared a separate bin with fruit the bird loved.

      “Waiter, waiter, where’s my food?” the bird squawked.

      “Hold your horses. You can see me in the kitchen fixing it for you,” Jimmy said.

      “Fix it! Fix it!” the bird bellowed. He had a good pair of lungs.

      Jimmy filled the plate with chopped asparagus, mushrooms, carrots, broccoli, spinach, and orange bell peppers. He tossed in red seedless grapes, orange slices, and chunks of banana.

      “Here you go. Enjoy!” he said as he placed the plate inside the special metal holder on Guppy’s tree. “I’m going to do some more unpacking.”

      Jimmy eyed the desk, then the bookcase across the room. He moved the bookcase close to the desk and unpacked his books, which included Words on Words, The Newspapers Handbook, Doing Ethics in Journalism, Essential Researcher, Associated Press Stylebook and Libel Manual, The New York Times Manual of Style and Usage, and the Chicago Manual of Style.

      He set up the desk and unpacked his office supplies. He found his laptop charger, hunted for a receptacle, and plugged the charger into the computer. Once that was all to his liking,

      he grabbed a beer out of the fridge, flopped onto the sofa and grabbed the remote.

      “Let’s see what’s on TV,” he said. He discovered Net!ix was available, so he flipped through the choices and settled on a mystery. Weary from the long trip, he dozed o" for a while. When he woke, he shut the TV o", checked on Guppy, who was already in his sleep cage, and he went to bed.
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      The alarm on Jimmy’s cellphone blared. In the other room, Guppy moved from his sleeping cage to his fake tree and looked out the windows. He drank water and perused his empty plate.

      “Waiter, waiter, where’s my food?” he blared.

      Jimmy turned over, grabbed his phone, stopped the alarm and checked the time. He flung his feet over the edge of the bed and trudged over to Guppy. He swiped a hand over the bird’s head, grabbed the empty plate and the water bowl.

      “Be right back, buddy.”

      He washed the plate and bowl, prepared Guppy’s breakfast of fruit and veggies, which included some sweet potato the parrot was especially fond of, and refilled the water bowl.

      “Breakfast’s ready!” Jimmy called out.

      “About time!” Guppy squawked.

      Jimmy retreated to the kitchen, started a pot of coffee, grabbed a frying pan and cooked four scrambled eggs. His cooking skills were mediocre, but at least he wouldn’t starve.

      “Time for a shower. You ready?” Jimmy asked Guppy.

      “Bath time!” the parrot squawked out.

      He brought Guppy to the bathroom. “Let me get the water going.” Once the water was the right temperature, Jimmy placed Guppy’s bath stand in the shower stall and held his arm out for the bird to hop onto the stainless-steel stand.

      The bird flapped his wings, snapped at the water with his beak, and had a good time.

      Jimmy showered and washed his hair, then shut the water o#.

      “Awk! Water! Water!” Guppy squawked.

      “You’ve had enough water,” Jimmy said. He grabbed a towel and wiped his face, hair, then wrapped the towel around his waist. He grabbed a smaller towel and rubbed it lightly over the parrot. “Stay there while I shave.”

      Jimmy finished with his bathroom routine. He dressed in a suit and tie and got ready for his first day at his new job. He walked Guppy back to his fake tree in the living room. Before leaving, Jimmy unplugged the coffee maker and checked the thermostat to make sure Guppy would be comfortable.

      “See you later, Guppy. I’m heading out to start my new job.

      Make sure you supervise the squirrels and birds.” “Awk,” the bird squawked. “On the job!”
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        * * *

      

      JIMMY DROVE the Honda into the parking lot for the TIN and entered the back door. He stopped at Milly’s desk.

      “Hi Milly. Bill said you’d have my press card,” he said.

      “Welcome aboard, Jimmy.” Milly handed him a Manila folder. “Make sure you put the windshield stickers on the inside. It’s one of those clear things that peels o# for easy placement. I give everyone two so they can stick one on the front and rear windows. Better to have them visible coming and going.

      The phone list is in there. Better plug the numbers into your phone so you know who’s calling.”

      She dragged a laptop case across the counter and hefted it up to the reporter. “Here’s your MacBook Pro. There’s a bunch of paperwork I need you to fill out and sign in your packet.”

      Her phone rang. She gave him the thumbs-up as she answered with, “Thanks for calling the Twinkle Independent News. How can I direct your call?”

      Jimmy grabbed the laptop case and the envelope and waved at Milly, then walked into the inner workings of the paper. He found his desk and got busy setting up. He was the only one in the room, which he thought was strange.

      Moments later, a guy in a sports jacket, jeans and cowboy boots approached his desk. “Hey, we’ve just started our catchup meeting and Bill said you probably didn’t know.”

      Jimmy stuck out his hand. “Oh! Jimmy Katz.” They shook hands.

      “Danny Stonerich.”

      They walked to the conference room. Danny slipped into his seat and took a sip of his coffee. Jimmy felt his collar tightening as all eyes were upon him.

      Bill stood, walked up to Jimmy, and patted his back. “Everyone welcome Jimmy Katz. He’s Herb’s replacement and comes to us from The Big City, so he has plenty of experience. He’s not used to country life, so be gentle.”

      There were some tittering and outright guffaws at Jimmy’s expense.

      Bill turned to the older man, who had been writing on the whiteboard. “This is Sylvan Stonerich, the editor and publisher of the TIN.”

      Sylvan crossed the room and shook Jimmy’s hand. “Welcome, Jimmy. I hope you have a long and fulfilling career with us. You finding your way around town okay?”

      “I haven’t really had time to explore yet, but I know where to get breakfast, lunch and groceries, thanks to Bill,” he said.

      Bill went around the room introducing people: Gert Pruptek, a thin 40-something with penciled eyebrows above her shaved brow line. She looked as if she’d blow away with a high wind. Gert was in charge of sales, classifieds, and circulation.

      Eddie Garcia was the production layout person and the go- to tech support guy who had one of those big black ear plugs in his right ear. He also kept the TIN website up to date.

      Kingston (Deuce) Bainbridge, wearing a t-shirt with the number 14 in big blue letters, sported a tan from his many sports activities, and had a sparkling smile. He covered the sports beat.

      The staff writers included Gigi Thompson, a natural blonde with shapely white-blonde eyebrows, big blue eyes, and a knockout figure. Her revealing blouse, form-fitted crop pants, and three-inch high heels spoke volumes as she gazed wide- eyed at being introduced to the new reporter.

      Agatha (Ag) Diaz, a 50ish cowgirl type of woman, wore her long, undulating brunette hair down the middle of her back. She looked like a laid-back, carefree person in jeans, short deco‐ rated boots, a t-shirt and a jeans vest. Ag was a 15-year veteran staff writer with the TIN.

      He had already met Danny Stonerich, a staff writer. Jimmy wondered if he was related to the big man.

      After introductions, the meeting commenced with Sylvan at the whiteboard.

      Mable Pinchmore was suing Dusty Burbridge. Danny was assigned to get to the bottom of the problem.

      Gigi would cover the Bottoms Top story. Marivelle Twinster, the owner of the fashion store, had taken out a full-page ad for the store’s new inventory which was sure to cause a stir.

      It was the closest thing to Victoria’s Secret the country town had.

      Ag would head out to Pancake to discover if the Gorken’s cow had really given birth to a two-headed calf, or if it was a hoax.

      Deuce was covering the home baseball game between Twinkle and Clem’s Corner.

      Gert snippily suggested that Gigi might consider taking photos this time, that is, if her cellphone managed to not leap into another toilet. It looked to Jimmy that an undercurrent existed between the two women, and to get between them would be dangerous as the high-velocity verbal shrapnel flung around. Bill managed to diffuse the situation by suggesting Gert accompany Gigi and take the photos herself. The older woman gloated with satisfaction.

      The meeting broke up and Jimmy headed to his desk to empty the manila envelope, fill out the forms, load his cellphone with the TIN and other numbers. He also had to log into the laptop to see what software was loaded. He left the TIN at 11:10 and headed over to the library on Andrajules Street to talk to Divinia Reynolds about the summer programs.
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        * * *

      

      DIVINIA REYNOLDS WAS A STATELY, full-figured woman in a flattering blue dress with white polka dots and shirring at the waist. The 50ish woman was all business. Her office was on the second floor at the top of the stairs, and the glass walls gave her a bird’s-eye view of the two floors so she could easily keep track of patrons, employees, and volunteers.

      “I’ve taken the liberty to pull some books for you,” Divinia said as she handed him the first book. “This is a history of Twinkle and the leading families. Here’s a book that covers the

      entire Starlight County. When you’re not from here, you won’t know the histories or the people. And I don’t know how much you know about oil and gas, but I’m going to assume you’ve noticed derricks as you drove into town. This book will give you a heads-up about the O&G industry here in Starlight County.”

      Jimmy was grateful for the thoughtfulness of the woman. He was in new territory and wasn’t well equipped with the goings-on in country towns and the surrounding county. The closest he had come to the country was Pearland, Texas, which wasn’t anything to sneeze at, with a population around a hundred-thousand.

      They discussed the planned summer programs: the summer reading program (all age groups), creating with PVC pipe, cooking basics, intermediate cooking, creating a dream board, and careers in oil and gas.

      He thanked her and headed back to the office, where he commenced to write up details about the programs so he wouldn’t forget. He wondered if Bill wanted a block with the class titles, days and times with brief descriptions of each, or something more engaging.

      Jimmy stopped by Bill’s office where he found the managing editor chomping down on a sandwich and reading a rival newspaper with a red pen. He furiously circled something and glared at the page.

      “Hi, boss. Thought I’d let you know that I met with Divinia and got the details about the summer program,” Jimmy said.

      “Look at these errors! If our newspaper had these kinds of mistakes, I’d #re someone!” Bill slurped his milkshake and calmed down. “How’d it go? Divinia’s a gem.”

      “She was very helpful. Did you want the summer program courses in a big block, or do you want me to add write-ups and pictures I can find on the web?” he asked.

      “How about the basics in the big block, and a sidebar with details and pictures? Eddie has unlimited space for the website, but we only have ten pages in print,” Bill said.

      “Okay, I’ll get on it,” Jimmy said.

      “Make sure you lock up your laptop when you go home,” Bill said.

      “No problem. I have a MacBook Pro at home, and I can email my work back and forth,” Jimmy said.

      Bill nodded his approval, picked up the red pen and tackled the next page with glee.
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        * * *

      

      JIMMY CLIMBED the stairs to his apartment and unlocked the door. “I’m home!”

      The apartment was quiet. He crossed the floor to the desk and set the library books down. Guppy’s tree and sleeping cage were empty. A tightening in his chest gripped him as he called out to the bird, frantic.

      “Guppy?”

      He raced about, checking the windows. They were secure. He entered his empty bedroom, then tore into the bathroom. The Amazon parrot was nowhere to be found. Jimmy raced down the stairs to Mrs. Potts’ place. He heard the bird before seeing him.

      Mrs. Potts was shelling peas at the kitchen table while Guppy sat perched on one of the chairs. She rolled a pea across the table, and his bird snatched it up in his beak.

      “Guppy! I liked to have a heart attack when I couldn’t find you!” Jimmy calmed himself with a couple of practiced breaths. He looked to his landlady for an explanation.

      “I’m so sorry to have scared you. I take it you didn’t see the note I left on the table?”

      He shook his head.

      “I was pulling weeds in the garden and kept hearing this tapping sound. Too loud for a woodpecker, and we don’t get many around here. I looked all over the place, then I saw your bird in the window,” she explained. “When I moved to the side of the house, he tapped on that window. I wanted to make sure nothing was the matter. We’ve had a good time—he’s very entertaining!”

      “That he is. I hope he didn’t say anything inappropriate,” Jimmy said. “His former owner had quite a racy vocabulary.”

      “I promise not to scare you again. How about I text you if he wants company?” Mrs. Potts asked.

      “That would be great. Would I be able to build an enclosure in the backyard so he can be outside evenings and week‐ ends when I don’t have to work?” Jimmy asked.
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