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CHAPTER 1


 

Susan Becker slipped into her gently worn terry cloth robe after stepping out of the shower. Though the cold tile of her master bathroom floor always sent a shiver through her, she rarely remembered to take the preventative step of bringing her slippers into the bathroom for her morning showers. She treated her icy feet to the welcoming warmth of her plush and fuzzy red bath mat. It was the bit of whimsy that had somehow found its way into Susan’s heart to disrupt the black and white world that had been her bathroom. After this addition a year ago, various splashes of red had gradually invaded the space from red towels to a bright red toothbrush holder.  Susan considered her morning ablutions to be more ritual than obligation, so she never rushed through them even though it meant waking at a painfully early hour to start her baking by 3:30 am. As soon as she felt finally prepared to face the day, Susan ventured out of her master bathroom toward the closet that lay across an ocean of gray colored carpet. At least once a week, she promised herself she would take this horrid carpet up because it was almost the exact same color as her feline companion’s fur, therefore making him almost completely camouflaged. No sooner had she made this promise again when she stumbled over his soft and furry body directly impeding his course. Mr. Giles’ drowsy green eyes looked up at her accusingly, as if to say, “Why are you kicking me? Don’t you see I’m trying to sleep?”

Susan kept an eye warily upon him as she continued making her way to the cramped closet near her 4-poster bed. On the other hand, Mr. Giles had lost interest in his human roommate, instead he had immediately settled back into a peaceful slumber. She donned a pair of jeans and a T-shirt that was more uniform than outfit, then started for the bedroom door. Before she turned off the light and left the room, Susan paused as she stole one last glance at Mr. Giles. She felt a twinge of envy as she left him slumbering while she was off to prepare for the 7a.m. opening of her bakery. With a sigh, she slipped on her house shoes and flicked the switch.

Susan had found that every non-carpeted surface felt frigid at this hour of the day, no matter the season. So she was grateful for the protection her house slippers provided on the hardwood floors while she made her way down the narrow hallway to the kitchen. It was difficult for her to focus on baking for her patrons before she had eaten anything herself, so breakfast was a high priority. Susan was soon immersed in the calm blues and greens of her kitchen décor. She rummaged around in her refrigerator until she had two eggs and a bag of extra sharp cheddar cheese in hand.  While she was scrambling the eggs, she pulled some salsa and tortillas out of the fridge.  Barely ten minutes had gone by before she had put two piping hot breakfast burritos in a small plastic dish, snapped the lid shut, and headed out the door.

While munching on her burritos, she meandered down the creaky wooden steps which led from her front door directly into her small bakery. The ovens warmed up in her commercial kitchen and Susan pulled some overnight batters out of the refrigerator. Doughnuts, muffins, and cinnamon rolls were always an expectation for the breakfast crowd. By 6:30a.m, she had all of these best sellers waiting in their trays. Susan left them covered and on top of the stove for a few more minutes. It was a trick she had learned to keep the treats warm while they were waiting for the shop to open. Skimping on details like that could jeopardize her reputation for having the best baked goods in town.

After sliding a few more tasty selections into the oven to bake, she exited the swinging doors from the kitchen to the shop. On the back counter sat three large pots of coffee, two with brown tops and one with an orange top. From the cabinet below, she removed the packages of regular and decaf coffee, and then set all of the pots to brew. Absentmindedly, she had grabbed a rag and started to wipe down her counters and display cases, though they were already clean from the day before. This was the part of the morning routine that Susan found most tedious. While she busied herself turning on all the lights and filling up the cash register, Mr. Giles strolled into the room to join her. They made the rest of the rounds together until 6:59 arrived. Susan flipped her sign from closed to open then went back behind the counter to help herself to a cup of coffee before any customers arrived. In her opinion coffee was best when it was chock full of cream and sugar to mask its bitter flavor. On this occasion she made liberal use of a delicious Butter Pecan flavored creamer so she could have a full dose of caffeine without any unpleasant coffee taste.

It was 7:12 and no one had come in yet. It wasn’t that surprising to have a slow day in early August, the summer tourist season in Lakeside, MO was winding down. But there were still things going on around town this week and most kids weren’t back to school yet, so she thought she might get some local travelers in today. The thing with travelers from nearby towns is that they usually don’t come in the shop first thing in the morning. After all, they were on vacation, why should they get up at dawn? Her mind drifted from the vacation plans of her customers to wistful thoughts of her own vacation plans. She imagined herself lazily sleeping in before venturing out to explore some new and exciting place. It had been awhile since she had been on vacation and the places that she hoped to visit continued to accrue with the passage of time. Just as she was envisioning herself at the Louvre, her daydream was interrupted by the jingling of the bell on her door signaling the arrival of her first customer of the day.

It was Kip Fletcher, Lakeside’s finest police detective, at least in Susan’s humble opinion. The fact that he was easy on the eyes didn’t hurt either. Though not your classic tall and chiseled type that many women found attractive, Kip’s features had a boyish quality that melted her heart. He sauntered over to the bar stool nearest to the rectangular glass display cases which made up half of the front counter space. “Good morning, Suzie. What smells so good?”

“Everything’s good here, you know that. “

“Well I’ve got my eye on those blueberry muffins,” he pointed to them in the case next to him. “Tell me something. Are they half as sweet as the woman who made them?”

“Well, they’re at least half, “she answered with a wink.

He smiled broadly in response, then leaned across the counter and looked into her eyes. “Well, I can’t pass up anything that sweet. So I’ll take two.”

Susan turned her attention quickly to the display case, so Kip wouldn’t notice that she was blushing. She slid two blueberry muffins off of aluminum tray in the display case. The plates were in the cabinet behind her, she was relieved for yet another reason to avoid eye contact. She placed the muffins on an ivory collared plastic plate, then slid them across the counter to the detective. “Would you like a cup of coffee with that?”

“Sure,” he agreed amicably. “You know how I like it.”

She did indeed. She’d shared enough meals with Kip to know exactly how he liked his coffee. She poured him a cup in a porcelain mug and since he was the only customer there so far, she fixed it up just as he would like before setting it next to his plate.

After taking his first few bites and murmuring his satisfaction, he began sipping his coffee contemplatively. His attention was obviously elsewhere as his facial expression had become quite perplexed.  Kip’s job was to investigate homicides and missing persons. Susan figured he must have a new case.

“I have to tell you, Sue, this latest case is really a strange one.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“You know the circus is in town, right? Well, it seems that someone broke in early this morning to steal their white Bengal tiger. During the commission of this crime, one of their security guards was murdered. He had a mark on his neck, which the medical examiner says looks like an injection mark. We don’t know yet if killing the guard was part of the plan or if things just went sideways.”

“A missing tiger?! Who would steal a tiger?”

“No clue.” Kip returned his attention to his muffins. “Right now, I don’t know why anybody would want to steal a tiger. And, honestly, I don’t know who could steal a tiger, even if they did want to.”

“That is a valid point,” Susan conceded. “So you don’t have a motive?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly. Until I find out differently, I’m assuming money is the motive. I don’t really know how much a white Bengal tiger might fetch on the black market. But I’m willing to guess that it’s a pretty penny.”

“I would agree with that assessment.” To Susan this seemed to be neither.

“The mayor is very upset over this thing. You know how he feels about anything that affects tourism or revenue. And since we have closed every case that we’ve opened this year, he called me personally about this case.”

Susan couldn’t help but wonder who Kip was including in the “we” who solved every case this year. Certainly she and Mr. Giles had been just as instrumental to solving the cases as Detectives Kip Fletcher and Frank Matthews had been. But she didn’t investigate crimes because she wanted to take the credit. She had her own reasons for wanting to solve Lakeside’s mysteries and it had nothing to do with getting attention. So she decided to ask about the mayor instead, “So, Miles is up in arms, huh?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s in a tizzy.” Kip checked his watch, took his last swig of coffee, and then grabbed his remaining muffin. “Speaking of which, I should go. I’ll see you tomorrow night?”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
THE LAKESIDE GOZY CAT MYSTERIES SERIES

JANET EVANS





OEBPS/image0.jpg
SKY VALLEY COZY MYSTERY m SERIES
THE CAT WHO SMELLED

MURDER

WILLIAM JARVIS





