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Chapter One

The Mouse Hunt 
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“I am a real cat. I am a real cat.”

Smokey shakes her head as she stands outside Autumn Amelia’s bedroom door listening to the daily self-pep-talk and knowing Autumn only half believes herself.

“Autumn!” Smokey calls. “I’ve got an important meeting this morning. Miss Fluffington wants to talk to me about a new account, so I need to leave early. Are you making breakfast, or should I grab something on the way?”

“Coming,” Autumn calls. 

A skittering noise comes from behind the door, followed by Autumn’s frustrated cry of “Oh, this stupid floof!” Smokey pictures her fluffy sister slipping on the tufts of fur between her paw pads.

“You really should do something about that,” says Smokey as she heads for the stairs.

Smokerina, or Smokey as she is called, is Autumn Amelia’s older sister. They share the cottage in Wild Whisker Ridge that they’ve inherited from their parents. Autumn presides over the kitchen, rarely allowing Smokey to cook, for which Smokey is grateful.

“Granola and berries in cream since you’re in a hurry, okay?” asks Autumn.

“Perfect.”

Smokey smooths her gray skirt over her Russian Blue fur.

Autumn, a calico Maine Coon with black markings around her eyes that look as though she lost a fight with a mascara brush and thick double-layered fur in a crazy-quilt pattern of gray, white, and burnt orange, can never seem to look as pulled together.

“Ms. Fluffington says this account is the biggest Fluffington ArCATecture has ever had,” Smokey says while setting the table.

“What’s it for?”

“I don’t know. That’s one of the things she’ll tell me today. I hope she’s going to give me the lead on it. Whatever it is.”

Autumn carries a pitcher of cream from the refrigerator. On her way to the table, her paws slip, the pitcher flies into the air, and Autumn Amelia lands on her rump in the middle of the floor. Smokey, grabbing for the pitcher the second it leaves Autumn’s paws, catches it in mid-flight.

“Nice save, Smokey!” Autumn says, still on the floor.

“I’m always on guard when you’re carrying food.”

“It’s the darned floof,” says Autumn. “I can’t get a grip on anything.”

The floofless Smokey gives a mild snort as she sets the pitcher on the table.

“You needn’t snort, Smokey.”

“Snorting is vulgar. I never do it.”

“You did and you know it,” says Autumn, wiping the puddle of cream up from the floor. “Someday I’m going to glue floof to your paws while you’re sleeping and see how you like it. We’ll see who’s snorting then.”

Smokey can’t repress a laugh. Autumn Amelia turns away, but not before Smokey notes that Autumn’s jaws are clenched in an attempt to staunch her own laughter.

After breakfast Smokey dashes upstairs for one last check of her clothes and makeup. Once certain every fur is perfectly in place, she descends the stairs to find Autumn crouched low on the living room floor peering under the hutch, muscles tense, whiskers twitching.

Not this again. Smokey enters the living room, making sure her claws click on the floor so that Autumn is aware of her presence.

“What are you doing?” Smokey asks, though she knows all too well.

“Shhh! You'll spook him.”

“Who?”

“The mouse. Who do you think?”

“Autumn, there is no mouse.”

“Yes, there is. I heard him. He's under the hutch.”

“Autumn Amelia you've been imagining a mouse in this cottage forever. I’m telling you there is no mouse.”

“How do you know?” Autumn's tail thumps.

Smokey was considered a great huntress in her youth, in the years before Autumn Amelia's birth. Autumn has never caught a mouse. Smokey knows Autumn has no idea why cats catch mice and wonders what her gentle, peace-loving sister would do if she did catch one.

“I can see it,” says Autumn, her head half under the hutch. “I think it's a mouse. Please be a mouse. Oh, please be a mouse.”

Pitiful. Smokey shakes her head.

“I can't take it anymore. I'm going to get it. Come here mousy!” calls Autumn, charging the hutch, her right front paw sliding underneath, head up, the bulk of her body slamming into the bottom of the hutch making the glass doors above rattle. Autumn's outstretched arm flails in vain. She rolls onto her back, feet in the air, her other forepaw gripping the front of the hutch. Terrified that she might flip the heavy piece of furniture onto herself, Smokey yells, “Autumn stop! You can't do it that way!”

Autumn freezes. The impulse to laugh at the spectacle of Autumn Amelia wrestling with the living room furniture overtakes Smokey and for a moment she says nothing. Once she trusts herself to speak calmly, she says, “If you want to catch a mouse you must be subtle, use stealth, and intelligence. Now come away from the hutch and let's see if there's really a mouse under there.”

Slowly, Autumn extracts her arm while wiggling back into an upright position.

“Watch,” Smokey commands, crouching low until she's eye level with the bottom of the hutch. Slowly, she creeps forward, body tense, every inch of her on high alert. Smokey knows there's no mouse under the hutch, she would have sniffed it out, but old instincts take over, memories of the hunt kick in. She can't restrain whisker twitches, chittering jaws, and the rush of adrenaline.

Behind her she hears Autumn's whispered pleadings, “Please be a mouse. Please be a mouse. Oh, please let there be a mouse.”

Just as Smokey comes even with the space between the floor and the bottom of the hutch, she feels a paw tap gently on her back. “Remember what you promised, Smokey.”

Smokey sighs as the adrenaline rush fades.

“Don't worry, Autumn. If there's ever a mouse in this cottage, it's yours.” Then extending a paw under the hutch, she grabs a clump of fur with her claws and draws it out.

“Is this what you saw?”

Autumn looks at a fluffy clump of her own fur. It’s forever dropping off only to be found in tufts and balls all over the cottage.

“Well...maybe. I guess so.”

“I have to get to work,” says Smokey, straightening up.

Autumn heaves a heavy sigh. “I'll go clean the kitchen.”
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Chapter Two

Work
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SMOKEY HAS WORKED FOR Fluffington ArCATecture for several years, starting as a junior architect and working her way up to senior. She dreams of one day owning her own architecture firm, though the thought of starting from scratch and working her way up to something as successful as Fluffington's is a daunting prospect. Still, it's a dream that creeps into her thoughts too often to ignore. She imagines herself striding the halls of the Faunaburg Office Tower, the site of Fluffington ArCATecture, with the sophisticated air of Abigail Fluffington. She'll have to begin small, probably a few rooms in a strip mall. But she could do it. She's young, talented, confidant.

Smokey knocks on Abigail's office door, hoping that whatever project her boss wants to see her about is another stepping-stone on her way.

“Entré” calls Ms. Fluffington. “Ah, Smokerina. Do have a seat.”

Smokey sits opposite Abigail, only the vast expanse of a mahogany desk between her and the elegant cream-colored Persian.

“We have landed a huge account.” Never one for small talk, Abigail gets right to the matter at paw. “It was Rufus Tailwagger's idea. He was so excited when he told me about it. You know how that dog is. Once he gets an idea into his head, he's like a... well like a dog with a bone, I suppose.”

Smokey knows all about Rufus Tailwagger. He's one of the best PR dogs in the business; a huge Siberian Husky with piercing blue eyes and a long, bushy tail that's always wagging. The more excited he becomes, the more his tail wags. Once while explaining an idea for one of his dog parks to the Fluffington staff, his tail became so animated that he accidentally swatted Paulie Pomeranian clear across the room. Paulie was fine and Rufus was horribly embarrassed, but it did serve as a warning to give a wide berth to that dog's tail.

“What's his idea?” Smokey asks, trying hard to feign interest in yet another variation on a dog park.

“As you may know, Rufus has some close feline friends. On his last visit to them they started talking about the plethora of dog parks in Faunaburg while there's nothing at all for cats.”

Smokey's ears twitch. “Is he suggesting a cat park?”

“I suppose you could call it that, though it would be quite different from a dog park, cats having other needs. Rufus wasn't exactly sure what should be in it, not being a cat himself, though his friends did make a few suggestions. A catnip garden, some weatherproof kitty condos, etcetera, etcetera.” Abigail waves her paw like a queen dismissing a servant.

“Do we have a space for it?” Smokey asks.

“Yes, the lot behind those old high rises. You know, off Rodent Way.”

“Rodent Way? Did he think that was a good place for a cat park?”

“It has very nice features. It's large. There are lots of tall trees for climbing and claw sharpening. The soil has good drainage so there's no pooling of water anywhere that will get our feet wet or create mud puddles after a rain.” Abigail's lips curl ever so slightly. “That's precisely the reason the dogs have never wanted it. They do so like to roll in mud, though heaven knows why.”

“Did Rufus have any other ideas besides catnip and condos?” Smokey asks, deciding not to push the idea of looking for a different location yet.

“That's where you come in.” Abigail leans across the desk as if about to impart a state secret. “You may be surprised to learn this, Smokerina, as I'm sure it doesn't show, but I am well into my seventh life.”

Smokey does not have to feign her shock, not that she isn't aware of Abigail's advancing age, but that the Grand Dame Fluffington is actually admitting to it.

“I know it's hard to believe.” Abigail wraps her feather duster tail around herself so that the tip rests on the edge of the desk and strokes it lovingly with a freshly licked paw.

“I'm going to be forthright with you, Smokerina. This is the largest account we've ever received. Rufus mentioned it to Miguel Gato. He loved the idea so much he purchased that land parcel from the city.”

Smokey's jaw drops. Miguel Gato, owner and CEO of Gato Enterprises, a multi-national firm he inherited from his father who inherited it from his father before him, is the single wealthiest cat in Faunaburg.

“We're talking millions, Smokerina. He wants to go all out. It will be the first cat park in Faunaburg. For all I know, it may be the first in the world. It must be both tasteful and spectacular.”

Smokey swallows hard. “That's a tall order.”

“Indeed, it is, but you're my best architect. I want you on this project. Delegate everything else you're working on now to the rest of the staff. Include some of the best juniors to bring them up a notch or two. Dedicate all your time and effort to this project.”

Stunned, Smokey stares at Abigail.

“Well? Do you accept the project?” The tip of Abigail's tail thumps the desktop.

“Yes, of course! I never dreamed of such an opportunity.”

Abigail's tail stops thumping as she smooths the tip with her paw.

“Surprised? Your work is brilliant.” Abigail leans in close again. “If this is a success, I'll make you my partner. If and when I do retire, Fluffington's will be all yours.”

Smokey draws in a sharp breath. Excitement, anxiety, confusion, and joy all combine in one inexplicable emotion.

“Oh, Miss Fluffington, this is amazing!” I can't even...I don't know what to say!”

“Take a moment to collect yourself, my dear. You must succeed at this project first.”

Smokey nods. “Of course. I won't let you down, Ms. Fluffington!”

“It's taken me decades of hard work to build this firm. I want to be sure that after I'm gone it's in the paws of a cat capable of carrying on what I've started. Now, let's go tell the rest of the staff.” Abigail rises from her chair. “About the new account and you taking the lead on it, that is. The rest is between us. You understand, Smokerina?”

“I do.”

“Good. I'll call Rufus and Miguel to tell them you've agreed to take on the project. Rufus will want to meet with you. Stay out of the way of his tail. I'll have the surveyor's maps, city ordinances, permits, etcetera, etcetera on your desk by lunchtime. Congratulations, Smokerina. I am available anytime for consultation. I’ll expect frequent updates and detailed reports.”

Smokey fights the urge to jump to the top of the window frame and leap from one to the next. Instead, she follows her boss out of the office and stands proudly beside her as Abigail calls together the entire staff of Fluffington’s. Smokey barely registers the applause and congratulatory head bonks.

Once the staff returns to work, Smokey makes a beeline for the basement. There she races up and down the hallways, doing zoomies in and out of the janitors' quarters, sending squirrels and chipmunks diving into mop buckets for cover. She runs until she's exhausted and can safely return to her office with some semblance of composure.

* * * 

[image: ]


I'LL START WITH THE birthday cake, thinks Autumn Amelia. She sets out all her baking implements, ready to begin.

Autumn produces her creations for a local bakery, Furry Confections. When she began with Furry's she worked on the premises. Soon Tabby Furry, the bakery owner, noticed two things. First, Autumn was the best baker Tabby had ever encountered. Phenomenal was the word Tabby used. Not only could she make bakery staples to perfection she also concocted new recipes so delicious that customers began asking for special orders made specifically by Autumn Amelia. Sales increased to the point where Tabby had to hire two bakers to handle the everyday items so Autumn could focus on her special creations.

The other thing Tabby noticed was that food was disappearing. A customer might stop in to pick up a batch of cookies. Plenty had been baked, some had sold, but there should have been some left. Yet they had all vanished. This happened with several items. One day Tabby strolled through the back of the main kitchen, an area set aside for Autumn, and found her deep in thought, writing out ideas, while absentmindedly eating one salmon scone after another. The container for those scones was supposed to be under the glass in the shop's counter.

Tabby confronted Autumn, who apologized, explaining that eating while she worked gave her inspiration for new desserts. “I need different tastes in my mouth. It inspires me.”

“But do you have to eat so much?” Tabby asked.

“I only ate one,” said Autumn.

“Really?”

Autumn followed Tabby's outstretched paw pointing towards the bin and gasped.

“That bin was full, Autumn.”

Both cats stared. There were only two scones and some crumbs.

“Oh my!” said Autumn. “I must have been too lost in thought. I'm terribly sorry. But look what I've made,” she said, grabbing a nearby loaf pan. The aroma of warm cinnamon wafted under their noses. Autumn cut a slice of the pound cake she had just covered in salmon mousse frosting and handed it to Tabby.

Of course, the salmon mousse cinnamon pound cake began flying out of the shop as fast as Autumn could bake it.

Autumn promised to be more careful about her inspirational snacking. She had every intention of making good on her promise. For her part, Tabby tried hard to overlook Autumn's indiscretions. It was obvious that she was a baking genius and honestly didn't realize how much she was eating during her lapses into a trance-like state while new recipes presented themselves in her head.

Autumn, however, was simply incapable of keeping her promise. One afternoon as she was spreading a delicate ocean white fish frosting over a cookie with the circumference of a small cake, Autumn overheard Tabby talking on the phone in her office.

“I just don't know what to do,” she heard Tabby complain. “She's the best baker I've ever known, and I come from a long line of bakers. She's turned Furry Confections into one of the most popular spots in Wild Whisker Ridge. Customers are coming from surrounding towns just to try out something made by Autumn Amelia. Without her we'd just be a run-of-the-mill bakery. On the other paw, she's eating all my regular inventory and my other bakers are frustrated when they can't find ingredients and the customers get peeved when we've run out of bakery staples early in the day. Why just today a cat came in for a box of tuna chip cookies and there were none to be had. The cookie jar was missing, and I had nothing to offer. That jar was on the counter and full to the brim the last time I checked. I'm in a terrible quandary.”

Well, that's just ridiculous, Autumn thought. She must know I brought the cookie jar back here for inspiration, but I only ate a couple, and she could have come and boxed some up for her customer. Autumn sighed. I suppose I can do it myself and put them out front.

She grabbed some empty boxes from the shelf and set them next to the jar, then put her paw in to draw out some cookies. Deeper and deeper went her paw until all she could feel was the ceramic bottom and a few crumbs. Autumn drew out her paw and stuck in her head.

“Oh dear,” she said to the inside of the cookie jar. “I've done it again.”

Pulling her head out, she picked it up and carried it to Tabby's office. She knocked and when Tabby called, “Come in,” she set the jar on her boss's desk. “I'm afraid we have a problem,” she said.

Tabby peered into the empty jar then looked at Autumn. “Yes, Autumn, I'm afraid we do.”

With tears glistening in her eyes, Autumn removed her baker's apron with the words FURRY CONFECTIONS emblazoned across the front and held it out to Tabby.

“Autumn, what are you doing? You're not quitting, are you?”

“What else can I do? I'm causing an awful problem for you, but I can't stop eating everything. It seems to be the only way I can think up new recipes.” Autumn began to cry so hard she could no longer talk.

Tabby stood and threw her arms around Autumn. “No, you can't go. No one can bake like you. Let's sit down and think about this.”

“I can't think of a way to solve this problem,” said Autumn, taking a seat across from Tabby's desk.

“I can't afford to lose you, Autumn. On the other paw, I can't afford to lose half my inventory, either.”

They sat quietly for a while, Tabby thinking hard about a solution. Suddenly, Tabby said, “I've got it! How would you feel about working from home? You could do your baking there and eat all the treats you want. I'll even supply a few to help you with your inspiration. When we get special requests, I'll send you a list. When you finish, you can bring everything over or I can send a courier, so you won't have to waste time driving back and forth. That way you'll still be working for Furry's but you won't be tempted to eat everything in the shop.”

“That would be wonderful!” said Autumn, sorry to be exiled from the bakery, but delighted that Tabby had found a way to keep her on staff.

“And I'm going to give you the title of Specialty Baker,” said Tabby. “And a raise to go with it.”

“Really?” asked Autumn, feeling a little better about herself.

“Your special confections are what bring in the customers and keep them coming back.”

On the way home that day, Autumn wondered how to explain to it all to Smokey. As she neared the cottage, Autumn thought, I think I'll start with, “guess what, Smokey. I got a promotion and a raise today!”

* * *
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IT HAS BEEN TWO YEARS since Autumn began baking for Furry's from home. Today's first order is a cake for a kitten's birthday party. Autumn chooses a cake mold in the shape of a party dress. After adding her favorite secret ingredient — powdered moths — she makes the dough and pours it into the mold. While the cake bakes, Autumn mulls over flavors and designs for the frosting while absentmindedly munching from a jar of candied dragonfly wings. By the time the cake is finished baking she has decided on a light ocean whitefish butter cream with tuna flavored polka dots. The buzzing of the timer pulls her from her reverie, and she looks at the candied wing in her paw. Wouldn't these make adorable bows for the party dress? she thinks, popping the wing into her mouth.

Once the cake is cool enough, she whips up the frostings. Autumn deftly spreads the whitefish butter cream across the dress-shaped cake making frills down the front and ruffles along the hemline. She squeezes the tuna polka dots here and there all over the cake, careful to keep them all close to the same size.

And now for the finishing touch. Autumn goes back to the table and grabs the glass jar that, just this morning had been full of candied dragonfly wings, only to find it completely empty.

“Oh no!” she exclaims. “I've done it again!” She looks at the dress cake and thinks how perfect it would be with a row of dragonfly wings down the center and a few more at the waist. “They would have looked like perfect little ribbons,” she says, stamping her paw.

Candied dragonfly wings are Autumn's own creation. She's made a wide array of insects an integral part of her baking, but dragonflies are her favorite. She carefully cooks them with sugar and leaves them to dry and cool for hours until they become hard like sugar candy. It's a long, complex process, but the result, glistening wings in brilliant colors that burst with sweetness when crunched, can't be beat for either taste or beauty.

Why did I have them out here? She wonders. I didn't even know I was going to use them until I started thinking about the frosting.

Autumn looks over her list of orders again and then at all the ingredients set out for the day's work. “Aha!” she exclaims. “The toasted crickets are missing. I simply grabbed the wrong jar. Well, that explains it, but now what am I going to do about the dragonfly wings?”

She heads for the pantry to retrieve the toasted crickets and looks around for a substitute. Hmmm...mocha covered ants, roasted grasshoppers, catnip drenched praying mantises – not for a kitten's cake. “Drat! I don't see a thing that will work. Oh, I could just bite myself!”

Just as she's about to give up, something in the corner, way in the back on the very top shelf catches her eye. Is that what I think it is? she wonders. Autumn proceeds to the back of the pantry, climbs the shelves, tipping over boxes and bags along the way. Finally, she reaches the top. Yes! An extra jar of candied dragonfly wings sits glistening in front of her.

Jubilant, Autumn grabs the jar and begins her descent, jumping from shelf to shelf when she suddenly slips on her floof. When her feet go out from under her she misses the shelf on which she was supposed to land. Tightening her hold on the jar only makes it slide through the floof on her front paws, sending it rocketing into the air. All four paws flail wildly trying to get a purchase on anything. The skittering of her paws from shelf to shelf, then to the boxes below breaks her fall allowing her to land safely on all fours. But where has the jar of dragonfly wings gone? She doesn't recall the sound of glass breaking. Autumn wanders through the pantry and finally finds the jar lying on its side on a five-pound bag of moth flour.

Opening the jar, she sees that only a few wings have been damaged.

Autumn arranges the intact wings on the cake while eating the broken ones, then stands back to take in the full effect.

The kitten's party dress with polka dots, ruffles, and frills is set off to perfection by the sparkling bows of red, blue, green, and purple. Autumn claps her paws wishing she could be there to see the delight on the faces of the kittens when they get their first glimpse of it. Quickly, before anything can happen, she grabs a cake box, slides it in and ties it up with string. Then she calls Furry's.

“The cake for the kitten's birthday party is ready,” she tells Tabby. “Please send a courier to pick it up. What? No, there are no nuts or acorns. It's okay to send the squirrels. Thanks, Tabby. I'll bring the rest of today's orders over later. I want to get this cake on its way. I know the Mama cat will be in soon to pick it up and I have lots more baking to do.”

Autumn peers into the pantry, sees the mess she's made and shuts the door, not looking forward to cleaning up at the end of the day. Oops! I just need one thing, she thinks and, going back into the pantry, she empties the contents of a small jar into her apron pocket.

Autumn is about halfway through the next item on the list when the doorbell rings. She wipes her paws on a towel and, taking the boxed-up cake, carefully carries it out of the kitchen and through the living room where she opens the front door.

The Squirrel brothers stand before her, each of them wearing a hollowed out walnut shell for a helmet. Their tandem bicycles with the cart attached to the back is behind them in the semi-circular driveway.

“Here it is,” says Autumn, handing the box to the squirrels. “Be careful with it. Don't go too fast. I want this to get to Furry's all in one piece.”

“What is it?” asks Simon Squirrel.

“It's a cake for a kitten's birthday party.”

“Any acorns in it?” asks Simon's brother, Sam.

“No. No acorns.”

“What about walnuts?” asks Simon.

“No walnuts, either.”

“Peanuts?”

“Almonds?”

“Sesame seeds?”

“Sunflower seeds?”

The Squirrel brothers take turns naming off their favorite foods so fast Autumn's head begins to swim.

“No. No. No. There is nothing in that cake that a squirrel would want.”

The squirrels finish securing the box in the back of their cart, then run off.

“Get back here right this minute!” Autumn calls as the brothers chase each other around the trunk of a nearby tree. They run back to stand side-by-side in front of her.

“That’s better. Now give me your full attention.” She looks at them sternly, paws on her hips.

“That is a very special cake. The kitten whose birthday it’s for is a tripod. Do you know what that means?”

The squirrels nod. “Means she's only got three legs instead of four,” says Simon.

“That's right. You boys have a special mission to get that special cake back to the bakery in perfect condition so that the Mama cat can pick it up on time for her very special kitten's very special day. Do you fully understand the importance of your mission, men?”

The squirrels sit up tall and puff out their chests. “We do!” they declare.

“Good. I know you'll do just fine. Now, hold out your paws.”

The Squirrel brothers cup their paws and hold them out in front of them. Autumn reaches into her apron pocket and deposits a mix of nuts and seeds into each of the brother's paws which they immediately stuff into their mouths.”

“Fank ew, Mish Autumn,” they say.

“You're welcome. Now get going.”

Autumn watches Simon and Sam hop onto their bikes and pedal off.

“Remember what I said, boys. Be careful!” she calls.

“I'm glad that's done and out of my paws,” Autumn mutters to herself as she heads back to the kitchen.

Autumn Amelia is just boxing up the last batch of cookies when her cell phone rings.

“Hi Smokey. What's up?”

“Autumn, I have the most amazing news! I don't want to tell you over the phone. Just pull out a bottle of catnip champagne and put it on ice for when I get home.”

“This must be big news. C'mon, tell me,” Autumn pleads.

“Not until I get home.”

“Fine. Do you want me to make something special for dinner?”

There's silence for a moment then Smokey says, “Let's go out for dinner.”

Autumn drops into the kitchen chair with a thud. “Really?” she asks. “Are you sure? With me?”

Smokey giggles. “Yes, with you. And Jasmine. I'm going to call her right now and see if she can join us. You get that nip-pagne on ice, okay? Gotta go. See you tonight, Autumn.”

Autumn sits at the table in stunned silence wondering what on earth could have happened that would make Smokey want to go to a restaurant with her. Come to think of it, what restaurant could they even go to? Most of the restaurants in Wild Whisker Ridge are off limits to Autumn. She has a terrible habit of snatching food off passing plates as they are being carried to other diners. She doesn't mean to do it, doesn't even notice the waiters carrying big trays of dinner plates. It's as if the food is just floating by. The sight and smell overcome her and without realizing it, her paw reaches out for whatever catches her attention.

In a small, close-knit community like Wild Whisker Ridge, Autumn Amelia is too well-known and loved to be officially banned from any of the local restaurants, but she knows they're afraid to see her coming especially since the last time she was at The Feeding Bowl. Upon exiting the ladies' litter room she'd sniffed the aroma of tuna and crab casserole fresh from the oven and followed her nose to the kitchen instead of going back to her booth. The owner had to get Smokey to drag Autumn out of the kitchen. As Smokey led her away, Autumn called over her shoulder to the astonished chef, “Needs more cream and a little bit of nip and parsley sprinkled over the top to make it p-u-u-ur-fect!”

Since then Smokey has seriously curtailed Autumn's trips to restaurants. Autumn was, however, gratified to hear that The Feeding Bowl had taken her suggestion and the tuna and crab casserole had become their bestselling dish. Word throughout Wild Whisker Ridge's restaurants is that Autumn Amelia could become a world-renowned chef if she could only keep from eating the entire contents of the kitchen.

All the way to Furry Confections and back Autumn ponders what could have made Smokey relent. Upon returning, she whisks the cottage into shape, cleans up the mess she made in the pantry and takes a bath. About an hour before Smokey is due home, Autumn pulls a bottle of Fluffy Tails Catnip Champagne from the cabinet and sets it in an ice bucket to chill.
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Chapter Three
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The Restaurant

––––––––
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THE THOUGHT OF GOING to a restaurant begins to outshine Autumn's curiosity about Smokey's news. She paces the cottage floor thinking of all her favorite dishes, one food after another dancing through her mind like an edible chorus line. When Smokey arrives home, Autumn is sitting on the living room floor, staring into space, so engrossed in her food fantasies that she nearly jumps out of her fur when Smokey taps her on the shoulder.

“Excited about going out to eat, Autumn?” Smokey asks, giggling.

Autumn nods vigorously.

Smokey sighs and shakes her head. “Please wipe your mouth, Autumn. You're drooling. Dog's drool. Cats don't.”

Autumn wipes her mouth and follows Smokey into the kitchen, murmuring to herself, “I am a cat. I am a cat.”

In the doorway, Smokey stops, turns around, holds Autumn's face between her paws and says, “Yes, Autumn Amelia, you most certainly are a cat.” Then she turns back towards the kitchen. “Let's break open that nip-pagne!”

“Don't keep me in suspense any longer,” says Autumn watching Smokey grab two champagne flutes from the cabinet. “What's the big news?”

Taking the bottle from the ice bucket, Smokey announces, “This morning, Abigail Fluffington made me the sole lead on the biggest account Fluffington ArCATecture has ever had.”

“Smokey! That's terrific!”

“There's more. She said that if I do a good job on this project, she's going to make me her partner and, when she retires, I will get to take ownership of Fluffingtons!” With that Smokey pops the cork on the bottle.

Autumn claps and jumps up and down, her paws skittering all over the kitchen floor while Smokey laughs and pours the nip-pagne. She lets Autumn finish her wild dance before handing her a flute and clinking glasses.

“We've got to change,” says Smokey. “I've made reservations at Top Cat. Jasmine's going to meet us there.”

Autumn stands in the kitchen doorway, watching Smokey hurry up the stairs.

“Aren't you coming?” Smokey calls.

“I don't know, Smokey. Top Cat's a pretty fancy restaurant. I've been there once. Remember? Are you sure you want me to go? Maybe you and Jasmine should go alone.”

Smokey descends the stairs and walks back to Autumn Amelia.

“Autumn, this is the most exciting thing that's ever happened in my entire life. I want to celebrate it with my sister and my best friend.”

“But I'll embarrass you. You know I can't help myself. You should have seen what I did with the candied dragonfly wings this morning.”

Smokey laughs, a little snort escaping. She covers her mouth with her paw.

“I don't want to ruin your special night,” Autumn explains.

“The only way you can ruin it is if you don't come. Don't worry. Jasmine and I think we've got a way to keep everything under control. Now come upstairs and let's get ready.”

* * * 
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WHEN THEY PULL INTO the parking lot at Top Cat, Jasmine is waiting for them. Another Russian Blue, Jasmine and Smokey look enough alike to be identical twins. In fact, they are often mistaken one for the other. Watching them frolic excitedly in front of Top Cat's fancy, carved door, Autumn thinks the two could easily be supermodels, envisioning them gracing the covers of Catmopolitan or Glamour Puss.

Smokey and Jasmine stride into Top Cat like they own the place. And here I am, big old furball waddling along behind, thinks Autumn. She doesn't have long to feel sorry for herself. Upon entering the lobby all her senses become heightened to the extreme. She hears the rattle of dishes and sees plates of food being carried in one of the dining rooms just beyond the lobby. But it's the smells that really carry her away. The mixed aromas of roasting meats, simmering sauces, stewing seafood, and baking desserts nearly have her in a swoon.

“Smokerina! Jasmine! Darlings, what a pleasure to see you!” Jacques, the maître d', a tuxedoed French poodle, steps from behind his desk to kiss the air next to each cat's cheeks. “It has been a while. So good to have you with us, darlings.”

“We're celebrating tonight, Jacques. “I've made reservations for three,” says Smokey.

Jacques looks at his seating chart. “Ah, oui. The corner table in the back by the window.” Jacques looks up from his chart and, for the first time, notices Autumn Amelia standing behind the two Blues. “Oh, yes...Oh, my. Well. I see you've brought your sister with you. Good evening, Miss Autumn. A...um...pleasure to have you dining with us.”

Autumn barely hears Jacques. Her nose is too busy sorting out the various aromas. She has the uncanny ability to separate individual scents even when a multitude are mixed together. Swordfish, hollandaise sauce, lemon méringue, coq au vin, bananas foster, beef bourguignon, fresh cream, tomatoes...

“Autumn. Autumn Amelia.” Suddenly Autumn is aware that Smokey is tugging on her fur.

“What?”

“We're going to our table now.”

“Oh. Okay. Sorry, I was just smelling all the ingredients.”

“In what, pray tell?” asks Jacques.

“Everything, of course.”

“Of course,” Jacques sighs and rolls his eyes. “Well, if you ladies will follow me, I'll show you to your table.”

Before turning towards the dining room, Jacques leans close to Smokey's ear. He speaks in a low voice, but Autumn overhears. “Do you think there's a chance we can make it to your table without our patrons' dinners disappearing as your dear sister walks past them?”

Smokey glances at Jasmine and winks. “We've got that covered.”

“Autumn, would you be a dear and carry my purse for me?” Smokey holds her clutch out to Autumn.

“Mine, to if you wouldn't mind,” says Jasmine, handing hers to Autumn as well.

“Lead on, Jacques,” says Smokey.

They form a line, Jacques in front, then Smokey, then Autumn, paws full of purses, and finally Jasmine bringing up the rear, gently nudging Autumn with a “hang onto those purses, Sweetie,” every time Autumn's head turns in the direction of a passing tray. They make it to the table without incident and Smokey ushers Autumn into the seat closest to the window. She and Jasmine have her boxed in where she can't reach passing trays of food.

“See, Jacques. No problem,” says Smokey, triumphantly.

“The night is still young, Mademoiselle Smokerina. Your waiter will be here momentarily.” Jacques bows and departs with a flourish.

“He can be a bit of a snob, can't he?” Smokey says to Jasmine.

“A bit,” she replies. “But for a French poodle, he's not that bad. Now for heaven's sake, Smokey, tell me your news before I burst from curiosity.”

* * * 
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“THAT DINNER WAS DELICIOUS!” Smokey tosses her purse on the table by the front door and heads into the kitchen for a glass of ice water. “Did you have a good time, Autumn?”

“Tell you later. I need the litter box.”

Smokey knew Autumn had needed to go before leaving Top Cat, but had begged her to wait until they got home. It was bad enough that all the waiters were taking circuitous routes to their assigned tables to avoid passing Autumn. When their waiter had asked Autumn what she'd like to order and she'd said, 'one of everything' Smokey had to ask him to give her a few more minutes. Finally, Smokey and Jasmine convinced Autumn to narrow her choice to one meal with the promise that she could have a few bites of theirs. They'd used the pocketbook trick again on the way out. They'd had a fabulous dinner, great conversation, and lots of laughter, so when Autumn announced just before leaving that she needed to use the restroom, Smokey had a moment of terror and panicked.

“Autumn, couldn't you wait until we get home?”

“I really have to go, Smokey.”

“Please, just try. We'll be home in fifteen minutes.” Smokey knew she was being unfair, but she couldn't stand to have this perfect night ruined at the end.

Autumn sighed. “Fine, but hurry.”

I must be sure to praise Autumn for showing great restraint tonight, Smokey thinks.

Smokey pulls her cell phone from her purse to check her schedule for tomorrow and, noticing that she missed a call, taps the screen with one claw to play the message.

Hello, Miss Smokey. This is your cousin, Greyson. I just wanted to give you and Autumn the news that I've officially retired and now that I've got some free time on my paws I'm wondering if I could pay a visit to my two favorite cousins. I'll try calling again tomorrow.

Autumn comes out of the bathroom and joins Smokey in the kitchen.

“Well, that's a relief! And to answer your earlier question, yes, I had a very good time. Though I have to say I did feel a bit silly carrying around three pocketbooks.”

“Yes, but it kept your paws off food that wasn't yours, didn't it?”

“I suppose.”

“Well, I think you did a marvelous job. Not a soul in Top Cat can say you weren't the perfect customer. I think you're getting better, Autumn.”

Autumn laughs. “If you think that, you should have been here this morning. I ate an entire jar of candied dragonfly wings then made a disaster of the pantry looking for more. Now I'm all out and you know how long it takes to make them.”

“Maybe you'll get some help.”

“What do you mean?”

“Listen.” Smokey plays the voice mail message.

“Greyson's coming to visit!” Autumn exclaims. “How long has it been since we've seen him?”

“A couple of years, I think.”

“Autumn glances at the clock. “It's not too late. Let's call him back now.”

Smokey taps the call back icon. Greyson picks up on the second ring.

“Greyson, hi, this is Smokey. We got your message. Autumn's right here so I'll put you on speaker phone.”

“Hi Greyson!” says Autumn.

“Well, hello there, Miss Autumn. How are you?”

“I'm great. How are you?”

“Fine and dandy.”

“When did you retire?” asks Smokey.

“A few months ago. At first, I was keeping busy fixing things up around the house and yard, but before long I found myself just rattling around without much to do and I thought, 'why not go see my cousins up north?' That is, if you've got time and room for a guest.”

“Of course, we do,” cries Autumn. “Smokey just got a super exciting new project at work that could lead to a huge promotion and now you've just retired so we've got lots to celebrate!”

“Hmm...” muses Greyson. “A big project that could lead to a promotion. Sounds like you're going to be busy Miss Smokey. I don't want to be an imposition. I could come another time when it's more convenient.”

“Don't be silly,” says Smokey. “This project will take a while to complete, and life will just have to go on around it. It might even help to bounce ideas off you. Besides, Autumn works from home and she could use a little help. How good are you with dragonflies?”

“Dragonflies?” Greyson chuckles. “What do you do with dragonflies?”

“I candy them and use them for baking decorations. I used the last of them today to make bows on a kitten's birthday cake, so I need to make more.”

“Can't say as I've ever done that, but I'm willing to try my paw at it. When is a good time for me to come?”

“Anytime,” says Smokey.

“Come now!” says Autumn.

“Hold on, little ladies. Let me check my calendar. How about the week after next? I'm pretty sure I can get a flight that Friday. Would that work?”

“Looks good for us,” says Smokey.

“All right then. I'll talk to you once everything's been confirmed. See you soon.”

“It’s getting late,” says Autumn as Smokey puts away her phone. “Let’s do Evening Chant before I fall asleep.”

Smokey and Autumn head for the back yard. Gazing up at the stars and moon, they join paws and link tails as in unison they chant:

“Oh Great Creator of all the exists, we thank you for the day that was and the night that is.

We thank you for our fur and whisker, tails, and claws.

We thank you for how you have made us with amazing balance, lightning speed, great agility, able to see at night, and all the things that make us cats.

We thank you for the sun that warms our fur, the wind that blows our whiskers, the grass that tickles our toes and settles our stomachs, for trees to climb and flowers to sniff.

Oh, Great Creator, watch over us throughout the night and guide us through tomorrow.”

When their chant ends, each cat bows her head, offering her own silent pray. Back in the house, they bid each other goodnight.
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Chapter Four
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Rodent Way

––––––––

[image: ]


SMOKEY CAN FEEL THEM watching her. Yet every time she catches a glimpse of beady eyes or twitching noses they disappear. She tries to keep her mind on her conversation with Rufus Tailwagger. Pay attention, she tells herself. This is important.

Smokey and Rufus have spoken on the phone a few times and met in her office once, but this is the first time they've been onsite together. Smokey needs to get a good look at the plot of land, walk the perimeter, visualize what might go where. She'd never had a problem with any of her other projects. Ever since Fluffington’s had expanded into landscape design, Smokey had distinguished herself as the best in the firm. All the dog parks she'd designed had been a snap. She can stand in a seemingly empty spot and see, touch, and smell everything she envisions. It is something akin to the trance that comes over Autumn Amelia as she concocts new recipes. All Smokey need do afterwards is put it on paper drawn to scale and slowly watch it come to life. Once the builders and landscapers finish, it is always just as her vision predicted.

Today something is different. She isn't slipping into her usual designing daydream, and it has nothing to do with Tailwagger's presence. She feels on high alert as if she is the prey for something lurking in the tall grass edging the land parcel.

“What do you think? Great potential, right?” asks Rufus Tailwagger. “Loads you could do with it.” A little breeze breaks the dead still of the hot summer day. Smokey realizes that it's Rufus’s tail betraying his growing excitement and moves out of the way.

“It is large so there's plenty of room. I like the way the trees are spaced. I've been thinking a lot about trees lately. They're so integral to the landscape design and, for cats especially, trees are an important feature.”

“Trees? Oh, yes, that's right. You cats like to climb trees. You've got some tall ones here. Tall. Thick. Great stuff. But what about the descending issue? You don't think that will be a problem?”
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