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Penny

The stack of mysteries teetered in Penny's arms as she nudged the gilt-edged display table with her hip. Another wobble and—there. Joanne Fluke nestled perfectly against Agatha Christie, their spines gleaming under the brass library lamp. Now for Louise Penny to balance the classics.

Her cat-eye glasses slipped down her nose for the hundredth time today. No hands free to push them up, not with M.C. Beaton demanding proper placement. The scent of aged paper and leather bindings wrapped around her like a familiar sweater as she worked, drowning out the drumming April rain against Venice Point Library's towering windows.

Something still wasn't right about this display. Penny set down the remaining books and stepped back, absently tugging a strand of auburn hair back into her increasingly messy bun. Her sensible Mary Janes with a delicate strap had long since stopped being comfortable, but the afternoon children's story time crowd had left the new release section in cheerful disarray. Tomorrow's mystery lovers' book club deserved nothing less than perfect order.

The restored library stood as her favorite place in all of Guilford, from its soaring ceiling medallions to the original hardwood floors that creaked beneath her feet. Dark wood shelves stretched toward ornate moldings, every detail lovingly preserved during last year's renovation. Even the card catalog cabinet remained, though its drawers now held historic photographs instead of cards.

Her watch read 3:45 PM—just over two hours until closing. The spring storm would probably chase away most patrons early, but if she could just get this arrangement right...

The center needed height. Something to draw the eye upward. She began rearranging each book, letting the brass lamps catch the gold lettering on their spines. Her parents still joked about their bassist-turned-bibliophile daughter, but she'd never regretted choosing library science over the musical career they'd expected. The library held its own kind of music—the whisper of pages turning, the soft tap of computer keys, the gentle creak of those historic floors.

As she approached the delivery entrance where Reference met the Children's wing, a distinct sound cut through the rain—a meow. Not a stray's desperate cry or a housecat's demanding yowl. No, this meow sounded like a polite but firm knock on a door.

Curious, Penny moved closer to the entrance and she cracked open the door. The meow came again, clearer now. Through the rain-streaked window, a shadow moved near the dumpster.

"Hello?" The word escaped before she could question the logic of answering a cat. She switched on the exterior light, squinting through sheets of rain. There, beside the dumpster—a black and white Tom cat sat perfectly upright, as if waiting for an appointment. The sight was so unexpected, so peculiar, that she found herself double-checking to make sure her eyes weren't playing tricks on her.

The delivery entrance had always been a magnet for strays, especially in bad weather, but she'd never seen one quite like this. Most cats huddled in miserable balls or yowled desperately for attention. This one looked like he was waiting for someone to take his coat and offer him a menu.

Wind whipped her navy skirt, making the tiny white sailboats on it dance. Rain spattered her bare legs. But the cat didn't dart inside like any sensible creature would. Instead, he lifted one white paw, shook it fastidiously clean of mud, then repeated the process with each remaining paw. Only then did he look up at her with striking yellow eyes.

"Would you like to come in?" The words slipped out naturally, as if she were greeting a patron rather than a stray. She'd always had a habit of talking to animals, but something about this one made casual conversation feel entirely appropriate.

The cat stood, gave a final shake that sent droplets flying from his tuxedo coat, and walked past her into the library. Not running, not scurrying—walking, with the measured pace of someone being shown to their table at a fine restaurant. Water droplets marked his path across the floor, each footprint precisely placed.

"Well," Penny murmured, pushing her rain-speckled glasses up her nose. "I suppose we should get you dried off." The storm had intensified, rain now hammering against the windows with renewed fury. Lightning flickered in the distance, followed by another low rumble of thunder.

She kept all sorts of supplies in her office, including clean towels for the occasional coffee spill. The cat followed her, his own steps silent but deliberate. In the better light, she could see how thin he was beneath that elegant black and white coat. A small white spot under his chin gave him the look of wearing a tiny cravat. Despite his obviously hungry state, he carried himself with remarkable dignity.

The cat allowed her to dry him, maintaining perfect posture as she gently rubbed his ears. His whiskers—unusually long—twitched occasionally, as if he were considering important matters. She noticed a slight kink at the end of his tail, probably from some long-ago mishap.

"I have some tuna salad left from lunch," she said, wadding up the damp towel. 

The whiskers twitched again. Was that amusement in those intelligent eyes? The way he watched her reminded her of her favorite fictional detectives—observant, calculating, perhaps a bit smug about knowing something others had missed.

Thunder crashed overhead as they settled in her office. It rattled the windows, but the cat didn't react. He ate hungrily and then lapped up the water she set out in the bowl she used for cereal when she had to eat breakfast at the library. When he was done, he hopped up on the chair where she had discarded her cardigan sweater, turning three tight circles before settling himself.

"You're either lost or abandoned," Penny mused, watching him. "No collar, but you clearly have standards." The cat's only response was to tuck his paws beneath him with deliberate care, those remarkable yellow eyes fixed on her face as if he understood every word.

“I should call Dr. Harrison to come and check you out and see if you have a chip.” Unlike most veterinarians in the area, Paul Harrison had chosen to focus entirely on house calls, converting a Mercedes Sprinter van into a state-of-the-art mobile clinic. “I bet someone is looking for you.

A fresh burst of thunder shook the building, and rain clattered against the windows with renewed intensity. The cat remained perfectly composed, as if inclement weather was beneath his notice. 

“Don’t worry, boy,” she said. “We’ll get you back to your people.” Although, she had a pang of fear that some jerk dumped him off.  If he wasn’t chipped, she’d put out posters around the town green once the storm blew out to sea.

A distraught voice from the children's section interrupted Penny's contemplation of the unusual cat.

"It has to be here somewhere," A young mother’s voice carried clear desperation. "Morgan, honey, we'll find Purply, I promise."

The toddler's answering wail echoed through the library's quiet spaces. Penny hurried toward the sound. Near the children’s section, the mother bounced a sobbing toddler on her hip. Dark circles under her eyes suggesting this wasn't their first meltdown of the day.

"I'm so sorry," the mother said, trying to soothe her daughter. "She was fine until she realized her dinosaur was missing. We were here for story time, and—"

"No need to apologize." Penny kept her voice gentle. "Let's look for it together. When did you last see it?"

"Right after the Three Little Pigs." The woman—Wendy, Penny remembered from story time—shifted her daughter to her other hip. "She always holds Purply during the wolf parts."

Morgan hiccupped. "Want Purply."

"We'll find Purply," Penny assured her, already scanning the area. "Was it a big dinosaur or a little one?"

"Little," Morgan mumbled into her mother's shoulder. "With spots."

Thunder rattled the windows, making Morgan burrow deeper into Wendy's embrace. Between the cushions and behind the reading nook chair, Penny searched all the usual hiding spots

"She won't sleep without it." Wendy's voice cracked slightly. "We've been here since story time ended, looking everywhere. I even checked between all the books.”

"Sometimes they turn up in the most unexpected—" Penny stopped mid-sentence.

The tuxedo cat had appeared, something purple dangling from his mouth. He padded directly to Wendy and Morgan, sat down with perfect posture, and delicately placed a small spotted dinosaur at their feet.

"Purply!" Morgan squirmed until Wendy set her down. She snatched up the toy and hugged it close, all traces of distress vanishing.

Wendy stared at the cat, then at Penny. "Did he steal it from her?”

“No.  No.  I just let him in from the rain not ten minutes ago.  He’s a stray, I think.  Or else he was just looking to get out of the rain. Where did you find it?" Penny asked the cat, not really expecting an answer.

But he padded to a gap between the wall and a bookshelf, squeezed his way in and then shimmied back out. The dinosaur could have fallen there during story time. 

"Did he just show you where he found it?” Wendy asked.

“Good kitty,” Morgan said.

"I’m not sure,” Penny murmured.

“What’s his name?” Morgan asked.

“He doesn’t have one.”

“Everyone has a name,” Morgan insisted. The cat had come back. He watched Morgan with gentle interest as she gently reached out to pet him.

“I guess we should give him a name.  Until we find out he’s got another one.  He’s such a good detective and he’s got a cute little mustache.  I think we’ll call you Hercule.  Hercule Purr-row.”

Wendy chuckled. “That works. Thank you both so much." She gathered Morgan up again. "We should get home before the storm gets worse."

After they left, Penny turned to her feline detective. "That was either a remarkable coincidence or..." She trailed off as he met her gaze with those intelligent eyes. “Nah, just a coincidence.”  

Hercule simply turned and walked back toward her office, tail held high, that slight kink at its tip giving him a jaunty air. Clearly, he had already decided where he belonged.

***
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HERCULE

Mon dieu, but humans can be most perplexing creatures. Take my dear friend and associate Penny Lane, for instance. A woman of considerable intelligence when it comes to organizing books and helping patrons, yet she fails to grasp the most elementary principles of feline detection.

This morning, as I conducted my routine inspection of the children's section (purely professional, you understand, though the carpet is particularly comfortable for impromptu naps), I observed clear evidence of petit larceny. The young Morgan's purple dinosaur had left distinctive traces - a thread here, a small scuff mark there. The trajectory was obvious to anyone with properly trained whiskers.

But did Penny immediately comprehend when I attempted to direct her attention? Non. She was far too preoccupied with her "proper library procedures" and "story time preparations." Sacrebleu! As if these mundane matters could compare to the urgency of a child's missing companion.

I must confess, it tries my patience sometimes. Here I sit, a distinguished gentleman of exceptional breeding (though my papers, regrettably, were lost in circumstances I prefer not to discuss), forced to communicate with head butts and strategic placement of my magnificent person. My little grey cells work tirelessly, yet I am reduced to meowing to make my point.

Still, one must make allowances. Penny has other admirable qualities. She keeps my food bowl adequately filled, provides an excellent cardigan for my afternoon contemplation, and shows remarkable adaptability when I present her with evidence. If she occasionally requires guidance in the art of detection, well - did not the great Hastings himself need Poirot's assistance in seeing what was directly before his eyes?

Besides, this library has become quite an acceptable domain since I chose to adopt it. The ventilation system provides excellent surveillance opportunities, the reference desk offers a superior vantage point, and the patrons have learned to show proper appreciation for my expertise. Even that insufferable therapy dog Max has come to acknowledge my superior investigative skills.

Ah, but I digress. There is work to be done and more mysteries to be solved with impeccable feline precision. After all, order and method are not just for Belgian detectives, we cats invented them.

Now, if you'll excuse me, I believe I hear Penny approaching. Poor woman, not everyone can be blessed with whiskers of such exceptional sensitivity. C'est la vie. We must all work with the tools we are given. Even if some of us must work a little harder to compensate for our humans' limitations.

But first, perhaps a small snack. A detective must maintain his strength, after all. And that therapy dog isn't the only one who deserves treats for a job well done.
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Chapter 2
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Penny

Morning sunlight streamed through Penny's office window, casting a warm rectangle across her desk where Hercule lounged on her abandoned cardigan. The cat had behaved himself overnight in her office. After throwing out the makeshift little box in the dumpster out back, Penny set up a more standard food bowl, water dish, and litter box.  She tucked them discreetly in the corners of her office away from the door.

"At least you have manners," she told Hercule, who merely blinked his large yellow eyes at her in response. "We should probably find you a proper bed, though. Or a cat tree."

She tried to stop herself from getting carried away.  After all, he might be leaving as soon as his owner came forward.

A knock interrupted her mental checklist of what else a library cat might need. She looked up to see the veterinarian in her doorway. Paul Harrison was a tall man. Dark curls fell across his forehead as he ducked slightly under the frame. His white coat sported a constellation of ink stains around the pockets, but he was so handsome he made her stutter.

"Dr. Harrison?" Her voice came out higher than she had intended.

"Paul, please." His smile crooked charmingly to one side. "You called about a stray?"

"Yes, I—" She stood too quickly, banging her knee on the desk. She hid a wince. "Come in."

"Looks like he's made himself at home already." Paul set his medical bag down and approached slowly. His manner reminded her of how he must handle all nervous animals, though Hercule seemed more curious about the newcomer than nervous.

"I found him yesterday during the storm. Or rather, he found me." Penny caught herself fidgeting with her glasses and forced her hands down. "No collar, obviously, but I hoped you could check for a chip."

"Let's take a look at this guy." Paul reached for Hercule. "Has he eaten?"

"Some tuna last night, and I picked up some Meow Mix and some squeeze up treats."

"Good thinking." Paul lifted Hercule onto the desk, and the cat allowed it with his usual dignity. "Though tuna's not the best regular diet."

The vet's hands moved expertly, checking ears, eyes, teeth. "Is he okay?" Penny asked, trying to distract herself from how Paul's rolled-up sleeves revealed tanned forearms.

"So far so good." Paul ran a handheld scanner over Hercule's shoulders. "No chip. But he's in decent shape for a stray. Underweight, probably needs shots—" He glanced up, brown eyes warm with humor. "But no fleas, which is good since he’s made himself at home on your sweater."

Penny's laugh came out breathier than she'd intended. "It’s comfy."

"He's got good taste." Paul grinned, reaching into his medical bag. "Most of my patients aren't this cooperative. Or this particular about their comfort."

"Doing house calls must keep you busy."

“Very.”

“Is it more difficult than being in a regular clinic?”

"It has its challenges." Paul prepared a vaccination with practiced ease.

"I like meeting pets where they're comfortable. Less stress for everyone. Though my father keeps reminding me I could be running his hospital in Boston by now." He administered the shot smoothly. "But I like knowing my patients' names. And their owners'."

"I know what you mean." Penny watched him work. "My parents still think I should've stuck with music."

"Oh?" The crooked smile returned.

"Hence the name. Penny Lane."

Paul's laugh was warm and genuine. "Please tell me you have siblings named Jude and Eleanor."

"Only child, thankfully." She found herself smiling back. "Though Dad did lobby for Lucy."

Hercule accepted a treat from Paul with genteel delicacy.

"I'll ask around about missing cats," Paul said, packing up. "But fair warning, this could be the cat distribution program in action." He nodded at Hercule, now resettled on the cardigan.

"That's a problem." Penny sighed. "My apartment doesn't allow pets, and the library director doesn't know about him yet."

"You haven't told Miranda?"

"I’m planning to. Soon. Very soon."

Paul's phone buzzed. He checked it, frowning. "Emergency at the Collins' farm. But here—" He scribbled on a prescription pad, ink smudging his fingers. "Best food for getting his weight up. And my personal cell number, just in case." The phone buzzed again. "Sorry, I really have to answer this."

"Of course." Penny took the paper. "Thank you."

She watched him hurry out, white coat flapping. When she turned back, Hercule yawned sleepily and closed his eyes.

"Don’t make yourself too comfortable," she told him. "We still have to convince Miranda to let you stay."

No amount of rehearsal would make this conversation easy. Penny smoothed her skirt and checked her reflection in the window of Miranda Bateman's office. The library director valued structure above everything else—not exactly compatible with surprise cat appearance.
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