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Nineteen and effectively homeless, estranged from his parents, Clair only had Linus. Even younger, but four-legged, Linus only had Clair. When it happened, Linus looked up into Clair’s eyes and called for help. 

Linus couldn’t even hold a phone in his paw, much less call anyone to get him out of the jungle. Even if Clair didn’t have family to call on, and even if like Linus, Clair didn’t have a credit card to call an Uber, at least Clair’s love for Linus was unending. That much even a cat knew. 

Every week, they hiked as a team, trudging through the sandy meadow clearings of Big Talbot Island and staring in awe as the sun completed its rise over the eastern coast.  Linus led the way, taking young Clair through the sun-seared jungle crabgrass.

Clair wore Timberlands, jungle pants, Tilley hat, and his high school cross-country jersey. Linus sported a rakish deep-purple collar and leash and absolutely nothing else. 

It happened when they trudged through reeds on windswept sandy earth. Linus bit at his own shoulder, then scratched feverishly at that same spot. A few minutes later, he sat down, looked at Clair as if requesting a diagnosis, then lay down. Lying in the grass, he stared up at Clair with cloudy blue eyes full of lethargy, refusing to walk any further. The cell signal was still strong on the trail, and Clair clicked in his phone contacts on Veterinarian. 

“Clair Heath. The kid with a cat and never any money. So what’s going on?” Doctor Liss said in a lazy North Florida drawl. Nothing ever seemed like an urgent concern, the way Doctor Liss talked to his clients. True to his reputation as an old-time veterinarian, he answered his own phone, and was known for carrying an ancient cordless handset around his office in his shirt pocket. Even Clair knew that was a North Florida drawl; Clair had rid himself of those same inflections in preparation for going off to Harvard, although that plan was now indefinitely deferred.

“I took Linus hiking. I think something bit him. All his energy is gone.” Clair felt his own energy draining.

“I’m sure next thing you’ll say is all your money is gone?” In response to Liss’s rhetorical question Clair remained silent. “We’re gonna have to check out what bit him. That’s called making a diagnosis. Gonna be let’s see, thr—five hundred to get started, deposit up front. You gonna bring him today?”

“Do I have to pay the deposit today?”

“Well, I’m not a, what do you call it, a loan office. I don’t work on credit. Yeah, you have to pay five hundred today.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t get together five hundred dollars today. Maybe by, I hope, maybe Monday I can. Is that alright?” Maybe. If he could do odd jobs from Craigslist over the weekend, moving and landscaping nonstop until Monday, he could maybe get three hundred. He’d worry about the rest later.

“Call me Monday when you have the deposit,” Liss said. His drawl’s control dial was set to maximum condescension.

“Can we do anything for Linus before then? Can I do anything?” There wasn’t much hope, but at least he could ask. 

“You mean because I am known as the kind, friendly veterinarian of Amelia Island, will I provide my expertise for free is what you’re asking?”

“I just thought—”

“You can see if any other vet is dumb enough, I mean generous enough, to work for free. I don’t think so.”

“I’m sorry. Do you know if anyone might do it?”

“You can call Pussy-Hound. He’ll charge you an arm and a leg and your ass too.”

“Pussy-Hound?”

“New vet on Stadler Road, Blake Jorgensen, one who shoots me dirty looks at Publix. Not easy to deal with is the kindest thing I can say. Some other things I could say about his lifestyle, but I’m not allowed to talk like that nowadays.”

“My dad told me about some new vet everybody hates and told me not to go see him.” According to Clair’s father, when he was still on speaking terms with Clair, the new vet in town was a very bad guy, didn’t know what he was doing, charged astronomical prices, and was in general to be strongly avoided. His father had never actually been to him, but he knew. If that description was to be believed, Clair wondered how a guy like that would ever stay in business. 

“Dr. Liss, do you maybe have Dr. Jorgensen’s num—ah, I’ll track him down and call him. Thank you.” Liss acknowledged Clair with a grunt and clicked off the phone. 

In the sweaty Florida jungle clearing, the sun’s glare on Clair’s face and his phone screen, with a sick cat on his one arm, was just about the worst time to be presented with the Google search results for Pussy Hound. Adding +”Stadler Road” to the search terms got rid of the unwholesome links and provided him with a phone number. He clicked on it to dial and listened to the phone’s speaker. 

A scratchy, nervous man’s voice announced:

You’ve reached Pussy-Hound. We do not accept phone calls. Please email us at info at pussy hyphen hound dot com. 

Clair could only imagine what lay at the unhyphenated version. Anyway, he clicked on the Gmail app on his phone and emailed, because it was better than resigning himself to Linus’s misery. He even attached a photo of Linus lying miserably in the crabgrass.

Clair gazed out to the swampy mangroves. His car was just behind them. It wouldn’t be a long way to hurriedly carry Linus once the vet gave the all-clear. Or he’d carry Linus all the way to the clinic if that’s what it would take to help him.

The phone beeped. Clair again rearranged Linus in his arms to check it. Email from Blake Jorgensen DVM: 

Come in right now. Hurry. I’ll be waiting for you. Important to treat feline tick bites URGENTLY. Be fast. 

That quick reply was unexpected, and the vet didn’t even mention Clair’s warning that he didn’t have much cash to pay up front. Maybe the vet, from what Doctor Liss had said about him, was going to strongarm Clair for money after Linus was already in the clinic. That was ok. At least Linus would be treated. Clair could deal with the cost, or whatever else came with it, once Linus was well.

It was time to go, fast. He didn’t bother to reply to the email, but jogged to the parking lot. His Honda was hot enough inside to make Linus let out a small, tired meow on the over-warm passenger seat.

Radio off, air conditioning up to MAX A/C, Clair drove the way he imagined a cat ambulance would drive. Each time Linus let out a small pained cry urged Clair to drive faster. After setting several personal speed records on local roads, Clair made it to Pussy-Hound in twenty eight minutes, exactly half the fifty-six minute time Google Maps indicated. Linus was worth the risk of a ticket. 

Clair pulled in to Pussy-Hound, a former bank branch hidden away on a leafy lot. The pink logo graphic on the building said it all: a wiener dog and a yawning cat, the whole assemblage resembling an erect penis about to enter a female orifice. Then there was the neon. Pink neon announced Pussy-Hound in case anyone was confused about where they’d just arrived.

He’d heard his father complaining that the building, with that name and that logo, looked more like a highway-exit adult video store than a veterinary clinic. And talking with Liss wasn’t the first time that Clair had heard that the guy who ran Pussy-Hound was a nutcase. Apparently this vet had named his clinic to advertise his sexual exploits to the world. 

But with veterinarians, as with anything, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Linus and Clair had to settle for whoever would accept paupers.

A dark handlebar mustache, with a man attached to it, stood outside the door, seemingly waiting for Clair. The man was small, wiry, intense, and his Metallica t-shirt didn’t match the gravitas expected of a veterinarian. This was the evil, scary, seven-foot-tall Blake Jorgensen? Something about the man’s intensity said that neither the mustache nor the t-shirt was ironic. Behind the man was the pink gaping graphic maw of the “pussy” in Pussy-Hound’s logo. He didn’t seem ashamed of standing in front of it.

Clair jumped out of the car and carrying Linus in his arms, embracing him closely, walked as quickly as he could toward the door and the man. The man shouted “Clair Heath is here!” to someone back in the office, then positioned himself in front of Clair, as if to block his way, and took Linus from him. 

“Thanks, Doctor Jorgensen,” Clair said, to no response nor even acknowledgement.

“Cat’s meat!” A voice boomed from inside a clinic room, and the man, still holding Linus, pushed Clair out of the way with a dismissive nod, then scurried toward that room somewhere deep inside the clinic. The interior room’s door closed with an affirmative, institutional thump.  Linus was somewhere inside there.

“Cat’s meat?” Clair asked the diminutive, bespectacled elderly woman, obviously dyed hair in a tight bun, typing in front of a monitor at the reception desk. That was what the person inside had demanded, wasn’t it? And the veterinarian had brought in Linus? She didn’t respond. There was a time for meekness, but this wasn’t it. “I’m sorry, did someone just say cat’s meat and then Doctor Jorgensen brought Linus into that back room?”

“Alright, alright,” the woman sighed, as if Clair had just cowed her into confessing something horrible. “Hold on a second, will you?” she said while still typing.

“But cat’s meat?”

“Ok, yeah, yeah,” the woman said, a New York enunciation clearly emerging from her speech. “Catsmeat is meat for cats. Cat meat is the meat of cats. Doctor Jorgensen gave his assistant, the guy who feeds the animals, the nickname Catsmeat. Ok? Couple of times a year, someone calls the cops and the Board of Health when they hear us say Catsmeat, but Doctor Jorgensen is fond of the nickname, ok?” 

She seemed to have an irritated-sounding monologue prepared for this very occasion. That didn’t answer the question of whether she was telling the truth, nor the more important question: whether Linus was soon going to be someone’s dinner.

“So that’s not Doctor Jorgensen?” Turning his wrists to the outside, Clair made a handlebar mustache with his two forefingers. He knew he looked more like a finger-catfish than like that mustachioed guy, but the woman understood whose mustache that was supposed to be.

“No, that’s not Doctor Jorgensen. That’s his assistant. Doctor Jorgensen named him Catsmeat. It sounds kind of like his real name, and also, he feeds the animals. In the nineteenth century, pet food was called catsmeat.” The woman sighed and shook her head with an air of exhaustion, obviously having explained the entire complicated situation a few times too many. Resignedly, she turned her palms outward and with her fingers replicated Clair’s handlebar-mustache double-handed finger gesture on her own face, just to confirm that’s the person she was talking about. It was that much more ridiculous on an elderly woman with old-time spectacles sitting at the tip of her nose. 

“And here you go, an info sheet. We also have a stack of these at the mayor’s office, for when people come to report to him that we’re selling cat meat or something.” She pulled a pamphlet from her desk drawer and slid it to Clair. Dear Pussy-Hound clients and friends, catsmeat is not cat meat!, the heading announced in bold type, with a collection of illustrations of nineteenth-century pet food vendors advertising catsmeat. As many afternoons as Clair had whiled away in the Jacksonville public library’s Dewey decimal nine hundreds—history—he’d never heard the term catsmeat. 

There must have been past misunderstandings at the clinic and cops breaking doors down in search of cat-eating. And Jorgensen must have insisted on keeping the nickname, despite the trouble. But then, that was not surprising from a guy who named his clinic Pussy-Hound. His fearsome reputation preceded him, and he wasn’t going to change it for anybody, apparently, not even the law. Clair could only fear to what sort of evil Jorgensen would subject Clair and Linus—but that could be all sorted out once Linus recovered. Clair would pay whatever huge amounts of money that he didn’t have Jorgensen would demand from him.

“Oh, I see,” Clair said, after scanning the handout. He saw, even if he didn’t believe. Those pictures of old-time pet food vendors could have just been sketched up by Jorgensen’s office crew.

He folded up the pamphlet and put it in his pocket. “And about the name of the clinic? Doctor Jorgensen likes to advertise his romantic exploits?” Maybe he could catch the clinic in a tremendous, obvious, bald-faced lie, if they claimed not to know that “pussy-hound” could have a salacious connotation. Maybe they would claim that pussy hound was a nineteenth-century term for a veterinarian or some other such nonsense.

“Yeah, Doctor Jorgensen advertising his romantic exploits, something like that,” she laughed. Her laughter was somehow uncomfortable at its edges, and it trailed away as if forcibly suppressed. Was she, at her advanced age, also one of Jorgensen’s conquests? Her eyes told nothing when Clair stared into them in search of clues. She raised her wrinkled hand and shooed Clair away like a fly, implicitly commanding him to sit down. 

She resembled the dictatorial vice-principal at Clair’s high school, and Clair did as he was told. He focused on the seashell decorations and model ships rather than on the fact that he’d just brought Linus to a clinic called Pussy-Hound, handed his cat over to a guy named Catsmeat, and was now listening to Marilyn Manson as the in-house waiting-room music. The office lady had probably selected the wrong Pandora station and hadn’t even recognized it.

Clair approached the water cooler. As he pushed the button to dispense water, he expected a fist on a spring to pop out, or green slime to pour over him from above, or for there to be some assistant named Houndstooth or Tigerclaw in charge of dispensing water. But the water poured as it would in any boring old veterinarian’s office. And it tasted like plain old water. Jorgensen must not have yet gotten around to filling the water dispenser with watermelon wine or donkey pee.

Clair sat down in an Ikea-ish Scandinavian bent wood chair that looked like the letter J for Jorgensen. He inspected loosely arranged piles of Scientific American and Cat Fancy and cat and dog shaped tins of Altoids and Fisherman’s Friend. The air conditioner blasted cold musty air that made the clinic smell like the motel rooms in which he’d sometimes visited his mom when she moved out of the house because she couldn’t put up with her dad.

The whole atmosphere just didn’t feel right, and they’d disappeared with his cat behind a closed door. It ran through him like a shock: he’d just handed his cat over to a handlebar-mustachioed, Metallica-t-shirt-wearing guy named Catsmeat. It was like the universe was telling him not to trust the guy, and Clair wasn’t listening. 

“Hello, I have a, can I—” Clair called out to the woman at the front desk, after he’d already stood up and started walking over to the hallway to rescue Linus. He felt like a second-grader requesting a washroom break.

“Just have a seat,” she said, waving her hand palm-down the way Latina mothers summoned children in Clair’s neighborhood. Was that still his neighborhood, if he’d been kicked out of the house? Better to focus on Linus instead of that.

“My cat is in there, with a guy whose name you say is Catsmeat.” Clair pointed at the locked door as if the receptionist would be shocked at this revelation and would as a matter of necessity reevaluate her position. If only Clair could see through the solid door, or at least wave to Linus to let him know he was nearby and that he was trying to make sure everything was alright for him. Clair still refused to trust his cat with anybody purportedly named Catsmeat, no matter what this woman claimed the word meant.

“I know your cat is in there, with a guy whose name I say is Catsmeat. Doctor Jorgensen is seeing your cat now. Doctor Jorgensen doesn’t like being disturbed while he works.”

“Ok, I just thought I could—”

“Trust me,” she said. 

“I can’t even go in to see what’s going on in there?”

Her hand went into her desk drawer again—would there be a handout about not disturbing Doctor Jorgensen? Claiming that Doctor Jorgensen was a perfectly nice guy, Pussy-Hound was a perfectly innocuous name for a veterinary clinic, and Catsmeat was absolutely not what it sounded like?

“Doctor Jorgensen has me do this demo when clients, at least male clients, are naughty.” She pulled out a Samsung flip phone with her right hand. In her left hand were two small walnuts in their shells. She opened the flip phone, slid the two walnuts into the opened crevice, and lay the whole contraption on the counter in front of Clair. 

“Pay attention.” She raised her fist in the air, then brought it down on the phone. The flip phone reliably made a crunching sound as the clamshell cracked the nuts. 

“He tells me to make the warning explicit and make a big show of it, but you’re a smart enough boy.” She took one crushed nut and popped it into her mouth, and gave the other to Clair, with a nod.  

“I got it,” Clair said, tossing a bit of shelled walnut into his mouth. It was delicious. Oh—was that—would that announce that—eating nuts—no, she’d just offered him the shelled walnut to eat; it wasn’t a gay litmus test. She hadn’t asked him whether he likes to pop nuts into his mouth. Still, he had to be on guard: this clinic was cray-cray. Doctor Liss should have used stronger words to warn him about this place. Clair should have just somehow scrounged up the five hundred dollars for the deposit at Liss’s normal, legitimate clinic instead of going to this Jorgensen maniac who was going to take all his money and maybe eat Linus. And now that they had Linus behind a locked door, there was nothing Clair could do about it, other than maybe trying to keep any sort of dialogue going with the door guard / office receptionist.

“Do you guys, do you guys know you’ve chosen the wrong music station?” he asked the woman as Marilyn Manson on the office sound system faded out to Eminem. Clair’s question-comment was apropos of nothing, like a nervous tic, a desperate plea for some human interaction in the loneliness of waiting to know Linus’s fate. 

He couldn’t ask about Linus, but at least he could comment about the clear mistake evident in a veterinarian’s office being serenaded by “The Real Slim Shady.” And not the clean radio version either.

“Oh,” the woman said with a smirk of simmering contempt about to bubble over like cheese on French onion soup, “Dr. Jorgensen, you know, he likes to choose our playl—”

“Clair Heath. Get over here.” A stern baritone boomed from down the hall as a door squeaked open. It was the same voice that had earlier called out for cat’s meat, or, if the woman was to be believed, for Catsmeat. 

Over here: over where? Down the hallway, only one head peeked out of only one door. Neatly styled blond hair—nothing like Clair’s messy brown locks—sat like a crown atop that head. The face was handsome to the point of resembling a cardboard cutout or a wax statue, as if a three-dimensional model of a perfectly beautiful man had been used to prop open a door. 

It wasn’t good, wasn’t proper, wasn’t becoming to notice male beauty even when he was at the vet’s office, but despite his attempts to do better, to be normal, Clair couldn’t stop himself. He looked at men wherever he was. What sort of wanton perversion was that? His father hadn’t been unjustified in throwing him out.

The statue-perfect giant in the doorway leaned out just enough to show off one huge shoulder and half of his chest, no more. He had not only the face of a model, but also the built physique.

His body said bodybuilder, but his irritation said Macoute. His demanding eyes, more than six feet above the floor and noticeably above Clair’s eyes despite his lean, stared down the hall directly at Clair.  Stubble on his face showed off that he’d been too busy to shave. And his voice signaled annoyance and intensity, like Clair’s high school P.E. teacher, who always sounded pissed off when telling his charges to run another lap. 

He was as pissed off as he was beautiful and as beautiful as he was pissed off. His appearance was in the category of men on billboards, or in online ads, or the Handsome Man of the Day Facebook pages he’d subscribed to—not of everyday men Clair had ever expected to meet in person. Of course, if Clair allowed this guy to see any bit of Clair’s homosexuality, or worse yet, Clair’s proclivity to stare at guys, he’d beat Clair to a pulp, turn him into catsmeat for real.

“Hurry up. This isn’t a fucking ice cream social.” The hulk’s tone of voice was all scolding impatience. His neatly parted blond hair and high cheekbones reinforced his words with militaristic authority. And those muscles, a shoulder and chest that looked as if it could destroy anybody—or maybe protect anybody, if somebody, anybody, ever got into this muscular pussy hound’s good graces.

Clair walked faster. He didn’t want to look at men in that way, especially not at veterinarian men, but he couldn’t stop himself. In the close-up light of the examination room, the man’s lab coat said Blake Jorgensen, PhD, DVM, which was all it needed to say.

“Hi, I’m Clair.” Clair extended his hand for a shake. Towering, intimidating, infamously unpleasant Jorgensen ignored the proffered hand. Instead, Jorgensen leaned down, his body at a right angle, to inspect the IV entry point into Linus. He gently patted near Linus’s shoulder and securely double-taped down the line. Linus lay with eyes closed, under a blanket, with a human-sized heart rate monitor beeping away over his cat-size body.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





