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THE hallway’s carpet was threadbare and devoid of colour, other than a nondescript brown, which he doubted was part of its original hue and more an accumulation of the sort of thing vacuum cleaners had been invented for. Wallpaper, originally on the wall, had peeled and fallen over years to collect like leaves along a skirting board. Some pieces had caught upon ornate lamps that jutted like withered claws from wall. Although only one worked, cracks in walls, large enough to pass for windows, allowed ample illumination from streetlamps outside. There was also evidence of rising damp so severe that it might be better described as reverse rain, though which, while making everything smell like mud, reduced the hotel’s fire-risk markedly.

With the lift not working, he took stairs, which turned out to be just as broken and twice as dangerous. The lobby was quiet and dingy, and smelt like dead badger. It was, however, in a better state of disrepair than upstairs, as recent fire damage had done much to dry the place. Wallpaper, although in its more traditional location, was a collage of several patterns, including one that had been banned in more upmarket hotels for economic reasons. There was a wooden door on one side of the lobby so warped that it appeared to be entirely responsible for supporting the upper floors, beside which hung faded pictures that did nothing for the lobby’s ambience, though did help hide missing masonry. In one corner were some armchairs arranged around a little table missing a leg, which accounted for said arrangement, while another had stools leaning against a window revealing a dark alley. At least, it would have done, had it not been covered with brown paper and sticky-tape. There was an empty aquarium in a large puddle, several pot plants, one of which was in a pot, and a poor scattering of magazines that were dated shortly after the invention of the printing press.

Despite all this, Oscar felt it had the sort of rustic charm that was inevitable after staying in a hotel decorated with aerosoled manure.  Moreover, there were no other patrons, which pleased him greatly.

There was, however, a dog behind a reception desk who appeared even less interested in Oscar’s presence than the newspaper he was reading.

When Oscar approached, the dog did not look up.

He had not looked up earlier that afternoon when Oscar checked in. Although having been given a key, it turned out to be for appearances only, as none of the rooms’ doors had locks and only three had hinges.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” said Oscar.

The dog continued reading.

“That is, in as much as you’ve done nothing with it. It’s quite a novel approach that affords an old-world charm. A sort of teetering fragility, though that might be woodworm. I saw a rat earlier. Is it staying long?”

The dog’s indifference was admirable.

Oscar placed his key on the counter. “You can have this back, if you like, as I clearly shan’t be needing it.”

The dog licked a claw and turned a page.

“Tell me,” said Oscar, “which is the quickest way to the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe?”

“Depends on where you are,” the dog said, without looking up.

“Well, I’m here. In Liebe.”

“Then it should be fairly quick, relatively speaking.”

“Yes, but from this hotel: which is the best way to get there?”

The dog shrugged. “There is no best way. As with most things in life, there are both advantages and disadvantages.”

“As opposed to this place,” said Oscar, glancing at a ceiling that was preparing for demotion, “which has only the latter.” He wondered why every experience he had checking into hotels ended up being harder than physically getting to them. “So, would you be good enough to advise me of the quickest route out of the myriad available?”

“In a hurry, are you?” the dog said, turning to the following page.

“I am, actually. I think I spent too long fluffing my pantaloons.”

The dog glanced over the counter, before returning to his paper. “Not long enough, if you ask me.”

Oscar smoothed them uncomfortably. “Well, I’m not asking you—”

“Then what are you doing at my desk?” Another turn of page.

“Look, I need to get to the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe almost immediately—”

“A poet, are you?”

“Not really, though I do need to get there—”

“You won’t need to be there unless you’re a poet.”

“Well, in a way then, yes, I am a poet.”

“Only the greatest poets are invited to the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe,” the dog said, frowning at a particular sentence, “none of whom would downplay their status in the manner you just did.” The dog looked at him. “Nor would they have sought accommodation in an establishment such as this.”

“Establishment? You’re actually comfortable using that word?”

“I’m certainly more comfortable than you are,” he said, returning to the paper, “judging by those pantaloons.”

Oscar fluffed them. “Why? What’s wrong with them?”

“They’re bigger than you are, for a start.”

“It’s the current fashion.”

The dog humphed. “Where—in the dark?”

“No. Asquith, actually.”

After a scoff, the key was taken and thrown into a shoebox containing several others, before the newspaper was perused further.

“Right—look—can you at least order me a taxi?”

“I could, but the fact that you need one means you’re not worthy of attending the lecture.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“If you need a taxi then you’re clearly not a poet. Those worthy of attending the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe stay in much fancier hotels closer to the place.” He glanced at Oscar with the sort of contempt that usually booked suites. “If you’re in this dump then it says far more about you than I need to.”

None of this was doing Oscar’s confidence any good, and he considered going back to his room and staying there until rotting floorboards gave way and he returned to the lobby unconventionally. “Look,” he said, “I would like a taxi all the same. And if that’s too difficult then I’ll call one myself, if you have a telephone. Do you have a telephone? And by that I mean one that works and isn’t being used to prop up shelving.”

Another page was scrutinised. “Your insistence on telephones and taxis proves that you know even less about poetry than me. I see it all the time: animals believing themselves to be worthy of the Inaugurate Halls just because they can rhyme a few words.”

“Just get me a fluffing taxi,” Oscar growled, “before I pull you across the desk and use you to flag one down.”

The dog’s indifference could have been nominated for an award. “I shall not direct you to the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe,” he said, “because you are clearly not worthy. And as for your threat to use me as a flag—” He peered at Oscar’s pantaloons again, “that’s rather hypocritical, considering you’re wearing one.”

“Whether you believe me or not,” said Oscar, though teeth inseparable, “I nevertheless have an appointment there! Just because I booked a room in the sort of place that’s barely managing to house internal walls does not reflect my credibility as a poet!”

“Of course it does. Gifted poets have pride enough to hire abodes worthy of their talent, not languish a squalid cesspit like this.”

Oscar placed both paws upon counter and leant on them. “I’ll have you know that one of the best hotels I have ever stayed in was also one of the most disgusting.”

“I rest my case.”

“Your rationale is appalling,” Oscar growled. “I cannot believe you consider poetry to be related to pride.”

“My case is now comatose—”

“Poetry is about what one sees and feels. It’s inherently introspective and has nothing to do with image!”

“My case is now clinically dead and funeral arrangements are pending—”

“Pride is the antithesis of poetry!”

“It’s been cremated, buried and resides within a box labelled ‘return to sender’.”

Oscar stared. “You just don’t get it, do you? And I suppose you believe the epitome of a credible poet is the D’dôdôSette?”

“Oh, quite the epitome, indeed!” the dog said. “The animal is both artist and performer. A bard, no less. His whopping pride complements his massive talent.”

Leaning close, Oscar hissed, “Let me tell you something: I not only know the D’dôdôSette well but can assure you that he’s come to realise that conceit is the greatest hindrance to the art!”

The dog offered a lethargic chuckle and put down his newspaper. “I’m sorry, but your claim of knowing the D’dôdô-Sette is even more fantastic than your claim to be a poet.”

Oscar was about to say something further, before wondering whether the dog’s impudence was a hobby. His own confidence was already cowering under the aforementioned table and contemplating a career change by becoming one of its legs. “I don’t need your help anyway,” he said, leaving the desk.

“Finding your way may be difficult,” the dog said, returning to newspaper, “considering how lost you are already.”

Oscar stormed from the hotel and tried slamming its door. Not closing well to begin with, however, it flapped before falling off. Although this cheered him enormously, he braced and looked up worriedly when suspecting the rest of the place might follow.

Evening was warm and alley smelt like garbage. There was something suspicious running down its middle, within which were lumps, and its pavement had a slickness of rain despite an absence of any. At the alley’s end was a busy street, where he hailed a taxi. After scrambling into its rear, he asked its driver to be taken to the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe, relieved to find him more obliging.
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Important Note

____________________

 

The Velvet Paw of Asquith Novels are international jet-setting adventures with large casts of characters. As examples of New Fable genre fiction, they do not have individual protagonists and antagonists, but instead have character couples known as protagona and antagona.

 

These character couples afford greater immersion into the books’ expansive cinematic atmosphere through carefully constructed shifts in character point-of-view. It is hoped that this cultivates greater vibrancy and depth to the books’ cinematic ludicrousness.
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The Velvet Paw of Asquith Novels are available as award-winning audiobooks, with lush orchestrations and immersive cinematics. Find them at all good online retailers, and some less reputable ones.
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For my beautiful daughter Tabitha, who appears in these pages as the immutable Tabby Miss Cakes.

I love you so much, my darling, and see you in my dreams.
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The poets, when speaking of the world’s transience, always find their best poetry:

“These, our finished days, reverberate like playground after dark.

We wake from this dream and return to what was known before birth.

With all the dramatics and clamour and conviction in which we toiled,

Now realised as game, and find amusement at our own naiveté.

Our sack of meat and bones, through which the universe did peer,

Returns to tree and sky and sea, and countless other things.

And such folly did the game arouse that we choose to play again,

In an endless cycle of hide and seek.”

 

 

“TELL me about your mother.”

Doctor Flem Funnel-Bremly leaned back and waited for an answer, despite knowing what it would be. He had asked the question of this patient each week for the past five years. Over that time, her response had not improved. It began with verbal abuse, was followed by a blazing row and culminated in the sort of violence that demolition is renowned for. She had thrown things at him, smashed his pot plants and stormed from his office before confirming an appointment with his secretary for the following week.

This was because Tabby-Emther-Essden-Plthrthg-Tonquaroughly Cakes was both insane-of-the-mind and not getting better. Her lack of progress, coupled with desperation to make some, had been financially rewarding for Funnel-Bremly, even after taking office damage into account.

Funnel-Bremly sat in a plush armchair and held a pen over a pad of notepaper. His chair was expensive, upholstered in green Cavaron leather and squeaked when he moved. The chaise longue upon which Tabby lay was a similar design, and both went well with his office, which was also expensive, green and plush. Dark green wallpaper, riddled with gold flower motifs, was divided by wooden beading around its middle that complemented a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. At one end of the room was a mahogany desk, upon which was a gold-nibbed writing set and an elegant reading lamp with a cover of green glass. Pot plants in reinforced concrete containers stood on either side of floor-to-ceiling bookcases, the latter brimming with leather-bound spines and folders crammed with years of patient notes. His office had an air of sophisticated intellectual establishment, which pleased him, as he aspired to the same.

He pushed at glasses that slid down his snout before pondering Tabby through them. Most practitioners treating a patient for five years without improvement would consider it failure.

Funnel-Bremly, however, did not.

In his opinion, if a patient could not be cured, then there was unlikely to be much wrong with them in the first place. Indeed, he had written a book of such opinion, entitled Stop Whinging, in which he suggests that all mental disorders arise from self-indulgent moaning. The book’s release had founded a new movement in psychiatry known as Funnelism. Up until Funnelism, psychiatry had focused on patients. After it, focus turned to the practitioner. Funnelism insists that mental illness is the patient’s problem, not the psychiatrist’s, and consequently, neither is failing to cure them.

Rather than spending hours tailoring treatment to patients, Funnelism instead advocates a two-stage treatment regime, regardless of patient presentation. Firstly, a clinical insistence that they stop whinging is implemented, followed by a serious dose of perspective. For example, if a patient hears voices that are not there, sees things they should not, wears gardening tools on Thursdays, or eats house bricks, Funnelism insists that they stop moaning while simultaneously pointing out that in a hundred years no one will care. For more difficult cases, a millennium may be used.

Highlighting patient whinging against a backdrop of eternal indifference turns out to be the proverbial slap in the face necessary for behavioural re-evaluation. Moreover, because they are mad, patients readily accept this and continue wearing gardening tools and eating bricks without beating themselves up about it afterwards. 

Tabby, however, was different. 

She did not accept this proverbial slap, with five years of expensive therapy testament to the fact. And although she didn’t wear gardening tools on any day of the week, she did hear voices that were not there and certainly saw things she should not.

Funnel-Bremly glanced at his bookcases and at one shelf that bulged with notebooks from their previous sessions. Tabby’s insanity had cultivated a temper so short that she had a habit of losing it—and even finding it again often left her furious. As a result, she tended to punch animals in the face.

She didn’t mean to.

She was not an aggressive dog at all, despite her habit of hospitalizing strangers. Had she a choice, she would prefer discussing the weather or cheese rather than smashing animals’ snouts. And although she did not understand why she heard voices that were not there and saw things she should not, she was adamant that it had nothing to do with her mother.

Habitually punching animals in the face invariably compromises socialising. As a result, despite her tender years and charming looks, Tabby had never conversed with anyone for longer than twelve minutes without involving casualty departments and bail application.

Tabby lay on the chaise longue and stared at the same ceiling she had for the past five years. She had wanted to be a doctor but decided against it when realising there was little point helping others if she could not help herself.

Instead, she worked in a library.

Funnel-Bremly asked the question again. “Tabby, tell me about your mother.”

The only thing she had said about her mother was her bizarre choice in names. Tabby had no siblings. Her mother worked in a laundrette and her father in a coal mine. On this alone, it was a convenient marriage. Both were kind and loved her. She had changed schools twice: once when her father had changed mines and again when setting fire to a teacher’s car after ensuring the teacher was in it. 

“Tabby? Your mother. Tell me about her.”

She wiped at tears. “We’ve been over this before.”

Funnel-Bremly glanced at bookcases again. “Indeed,” he said, “yet never once have you answered.”

“I have.”

“I mean without destroying my office afterwards.”

“It needs redecorating.”

“Well, it certainly does after you’ve trashed the place. And we’ve been over that too: violence toward my office is merely excuse to avoid talking about your mother.”

While she stared at the ceiling, he felt a déjà vu so intense that he wondered about jotting it down. With a sigh, he lowered the notebook. “Tabby, you must understand that such a reaction insists that I probe further. You don’t want me resorting to Funnelism, do you?”

She rocked her head against pillow.

“Good. Now, do you know why you find it so hard to talk about your mother?”

“Because there’s nothing to say.”

“Well, I think there’s a great deal to say.”

She turned to glare. “What is it with you and my mother anyway?”

“It’s you and your mother I am interested in, Tabby. This has nothing to do with me. You know that.”

“I know only that there is nothing to say on the matter.”

“There is always something to say about mothers.”

“It depends on the mother.”

“You’re avoiding the question again.”

“I’m not avoiding anything,” she said. “I’m answering your question by saying that there’s nothing relevant to say.”

“Perhaps I ought to be the judge of that.”

“She had a bizarre choice in names,” she said, after a shrug. “Clearly, she was a fan of hyphens.”

Funnel-Bremly nodded, having noted this over two hundred times already. “Yes, but more than that. Tell me how she makes you feel.”

“She doesn’t make me feel anything. I feel nothing good or bad regarding her. I am completely devoid of opinion on the matter.”

More nods as he flipped through well-scribbled pages. “So, you’re indifferent to her?”

“I’m indifferent to the question. It’s irrelevant. She’s irrelevant. It’s like asking me to express my opinion on pompoms: they’re fluffy, light and often found on hats. But I see no point in deliberating over them.”

“But most animals would consider their mothers rather more influential than pompoms, Tabby.”

“Perhaps. Certainly, she avoided sitting on hats.”

“Now you’re being flippant.”

“No. I am answering an irrelevant question with irrelevance. It makes perfect sense to me.”

“If things made perfect sense, Tabby, I don’t think you’d be here, do you?”

“Then what do you want me to say? If you keep pestering me like this, then I’ll end up mentioning something about her that you’ll insist arises from a deep-rooted maternal pathology that gives rise to hallucinations—something I’ll spend the next six months agonising over until it’s contradicted through further questioning—which will not only leave me in a greater mess for a further six months but you in traction for even longer!”

Funnel-Bremly sighed, knowing a tantrum was imminent. He cast an uneasy glance at his reinforced concrete pots. They were designed for war zones, so should survive another of her outbursts. He peered at the floor beside him where an empty tray waited as an impromptu shield. 

“All right,” he said, deciding on a more lateral approach. “Tell me how your mother doesn’t make you feel.”

“Oh, for fluff’s sake! How many more times? My being insane-of-the-mind has nothing to do with my mother!”

“Nevertheless, Tabby, tell me how she makes you, or doesn’t make you, feel.”

“I don’t think—”

“Don’t think, Tabby. I want to know how you feel. Begin the sentence with I feel.”

“I feel your pedantic wording is ridiculous. Using words interchangeably makes no difference to what I wish to say!”

“And what do you wish to say?” When she turned to glare again, he added, “Need I remind you that I’m a psychiatrist and you’re a librarian. There’s a difference. A big one.”

Eyes narrowed. “You know very well my reasons for surrendering medicine,” she said. “I did not take the decision lightly. Being a librarian does not make me any less of an animal than I otherwise might have been. Indeed, such sacrifice might prove I’m a far finer one.”

“Are you certain of that?”

“You know I am. You must have written it down often enough. I cannot help others if I am ill myself.” She folded paws and turned back to the ceiling. “It was a necessary sacrifice.”

“Are you certain, Tabby?”

She nodded as tears welled.

He hesitated. If she got upset, his office would not stand a chance. Nevertheless, he asked again. “Your mother. Tell me about her.”

After a sigh, she wiped at eyes. “Have I made any progress?”

“In a manner of speaking,” he said, thinking of his new yacht.

She sat up, which had him lean toward the tray.

“I don’t think I am making progress,” she said. “What’s more, I think my boss is beginning to suspect the same.”

He frowned. “Fingelberry? But I was under the impression that you were finding the library very peaceful. As I recall, only last month you assured me that you felt far less likely to punch animals in the face while working there.”

She nodded. “Yes, but recently I’ve been arguing with patrons again.” Her eyes welled with more tears. “I know it’s ridiculous: animals come to the library looking for books, not fights. So why do I end up telling them that they’re stupid while trying not to smash their faces in? If they’re in a library, they’re not complete idiots, surely? So why do I find myself telling them that they are?” 

“Perhaps you’re indirectly telling yourself?”

“No,” she said, with a defiant sniff. “It’s definitely them. I find their voices and questions and smiles irritating, even though all they’re doing is asking about due dates and where the non-fiction is.”

“And that irritates you?”

“Yes! It’s a library. Surely they can read? I mean, there are signs all over the place! It’s not difficult to work out where the non-fiction is if they read signs indicating where the non-fiction is. They should consider it practice for when they get there.”

“The Great Library of Liebe is the world’s largest library, Tabby.”

“All the more reason to make an effort.”

“But it’s your job, surely? Informing patrons of due dates and helping them find non-fiction is what a librarian does.”

“A librarian should not have to teach stupid animals how to be less so.” She hit her head with a paw. “They irritate me so much that I end up screaming at them.” Blows lessened and she looked sheepish. “At least, I did until recently.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She bit her lip. “I mean that I’ve stopped screaming and returned to face-punching.”

He closed his eyes when realising he was going to need more shelving. “So even in the library, you find an opportunity to punch animals in the snout?”

She nodded.

“I thought we’d been over this, Tabby. I thought we’d developed coping mechanisms to implement when you start feeling like thumping animals. Remember? So you can redirect violence into something resembling polite supper conversation.”

“Yes, but there’s a problem with your coping mechanisms.”

“What’s that?”

“They’re rubbish. They don’t work at all. When I get annoyed, the last thing on my mind is implementing mechanisms of convivial supper conversation because all I want to do is punch them in the face!”

With a sigh, he studied her for a time. She did not look remotely capable of such violence. She was beautiful, for a start, with long and floppy ears that hung around as though the latest fashion. Her eyes, big and brown, seemed incapable of harbouring anything other than wonder at the world. Yet here she was, Tabby-Emther Essden-Plthrthg-Tonquaroughly Cakes: the most unstable patient he had ever met who was not in prison.

She had a sick note regarding that.

Nevertheless, sick notes from psychiatrists as eminent as he would become redundant if she had returned to punching animals in the face. His reputation had persuaded Fingelberry to employ her at the library, and a relapse would not do much to sustain it. Although Fingelberry was a kind animal, the Library Board was not so understanding. Ambulances were supposed to be noisy. Libraries were not.

He changed the subject. “The visions, Tabby. Are they as frequent?”

She looked away to fight tears. “Yes.”

“More frequent?”

“Yes.”

“And still the same imagery?”

“Yes.”

“And the voices, Tabby. Do they whisper more insistently than before?”

She stared at nothing: a lull before storm.

“Tabby? The voices. Are they more insistent than before?”

She shook her head and sniffed at escaped tears.

“Are they lessening then?”

When she shook her head again, he frowned. “If they’re not as insistent, but not lessening, are they getting louder perhaps?”

She shrugged.

“What do they say?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“Why? You can’t hear them clearly anymore, perhaps?”

Another shake of head.

He was encouraged. “And is that a good thing?”

She turned to him slowly. “I can’t hear them properly,” she said, “because they scream.”

He reached for his tray while swallowing at nothing. “All the time, Tabby? Do they scream all the time?”

She returned her attention to ceiling.

After some deliberation, he said, “And you’re absolutely convinced that this has nothing to do with your mother?”

When she turned to glare, he retrieved his tray without any sudden movements.

“Would you please leave my mother out of this?”

He glanced at reinforced pot plants, hoping the war zone was a particularly violent one. He did not want his office inverted again. The repair bills alone were his greatest expense last quarter.

After hospital bills.

“It’s just that every time I mention your mother you get defensive.”

“I am not getting defensive!”

“I stand corrected.” he said. “Offensive is perhaps more apt.”

“Offensive?” she cried. “How do you think I feel? I have no choice! Your insistence over my mother drives me mad—which is quite an achievement, considering I’m already insane!” She leant closer. “I can assure you, Funnel-Bremly, that my mother has got nothing to do with my problem!”

“That you admit to having a problem, Tabby, is the first step to recovery.” He wanted to jot this down but did not dare surrender the tray.

Her glare hardened. “I told you I had a problem five years ago! For five years, you’ve been supposedly curing my madness and yet nothing has changed! I still hear voices that aren’t there and see things I shouldn’t! Am I beyond help? Tell me, Funnel-Bremly, because I have seen five psychiatrists in seven years and none of them have helped. All they could do was refer me to you—"

“You did put two of them in traction.”

“—and here I am five years later having made no progress, whatsoever, other than ample opportunities to discuss my MOTHER!”

She stood and swayed like a tree about to crack. “Listen,” she growled, “my mother has nothing to do with me hearing voices that aren’t there and seeing things I shouldn’t. She’s got nothing to do with the fact that as a result, I spend my sad and lonely existence assaulting every second animal I come across!”

“Every second one’s not so bad—”

She turned to him as though mechanised. “That’s because the others run, Funnel-Bremly! They run from me! Can you imagine what that’s like? Can you imagine how it feels to have had no contact with anyone for longer than twenty minutes?”

He shook his head and braced the tray.

“Twenty minutes!” she cried, while lunging around his office in a frenzy of inversion. “I’ve never spoken to any animal for longer than twenty minutes!”

“Tabby,” he said, after dodging a hurled paperweight, “we’ve gone over this many times and discussed numerous coping mechanisms that you could—”

“You can shove your coping mechanisms right up your bottom! They don’t work, Funnel-Bremly. They never have! I am beyond coping mechanisms!”

“You see? That was a perfect opportunity to insert one and steer things toward a more constructive narrative. It’s called conversation, Tabby, and it’s not difficult. It can be rather fun if you make the effort.”

She stopped lunging and stared. “Are you patronising me?”

He sighed. “No, I am not. But I am frustrated that after all this time you still haven’t inserted anything into your social interactions other than clenched paws.”

When she stormed closer, he raised the tray.

“This is not about inserting coping mechanisms!” she cried. “My inability to discuss the weather is a symptom of my illness! I need, therefore, to be cured! That is what I require from you! Not ways of implementing cheese discussions prior to smashing animals’ faces in!”

With a groan, she spun around and grabbed his desk.

“I don’t want to hear voices that aren’t there anymore! Or see things I shouldn’t! I want to be like all the other normal, boring idiots running around the place. I want to chat about spoons and jumpers and weather without being compelled to smash snouts!”

She gripped the desk so hard that it shook with her.

“And what’s more,” she cried, picking the thing up and waiting while lamps and gold-nibbed writing sets slid to the floor, “I do not want to discuss my MOTHER!”

With a growl, she hurled it at a bookcase, which toppled, fell and spread its contents across the floor. After more growls, she picked up the chair that had been behind it and smashed it across a pot plant. Her obscenities were so extraordinary that he wondered about jotting them down. He did not, however, being too busy deflecting pawfuls of books she threw at him. After another cry, she wrenched open the door and stormed from his office, before confirming her appointment for next Thursday.

In the wilting chaos of her wake, he lowered the tray and wiped books from his lap. He stood and surveyed the damage, impressed that she had cracked a pot plant after all. He waded through mess, gathered the session’s notes and circled the word mother several times, before hunting for an intercom that used to be on his desk. He also hunted for his desk.

After finding both, he pressed a button on the former.

A broken speaker crackled when his secretary’s voice spluttered from it. “Do you need an ambulance?”

“Not this time, no.”

“Insurance details then?”

“Yes, please. Did she make time for next week?”

“I’m afraid so. It’s rather hard to refuse her, you see.”

He sighed, knowing that it certainly was.
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DOORS of the underground train hissed open. Passengers spilled from carriages and jostled among those eager to replace them. It was a busy evening, with disembarking animals eager to get home, as were those trying to board.

One, in particular.

The Returned Poet hopped with impatience while waiting for the alighting bolus to lessen. When the station he sought was announced over the platform’s loudspeakers, he could wait no longer, and fought through a throng of animal and pillow, ignoring indignant swipes of those waiting courteously.

Air smelt of ozone and detergent, and noise of train and bustling made further station announcements incomprehensible. Passengers had long given up trying to decipher them and instead clutched pillows. Some time ago, when an announcement advised everyone that services had been suspended due to drivers developing acute train allergies, passengers were forced to sleep on underground platforms. This led to renewed determination to hear the station announcements from poorly positioned loudspeakers. However, the desperate shushing from those trying to hear drowned out said announcements, resulting in passengers giving up and bring pillows on the off chance instead.

Dodging flailing paws, the Returned Poet scrambled into a carriage and recommenced impatient hopping. Embarking passengers watched him warily, concerned that he required a toilet while being unable to find one. He glared back, aware his robes were tattered and that he had not washed for months. He tried steadying breaths that had become even more ragged than attire and willed the train to move. When it began to, he willed it to go faster, which it did. He stared at the ceiling, trying for patience while his hopping bordered on dance and whimpered as panic rose like bile. Concerned by such antics, passengers gave him such a wide berth that it eventually encompassed the entire carriage. When the train began slowing, he hopped to its door and tried opening it. A squeak of brakes tormented him until the train jolted to a stop. When doors opened, he ploughed through a tide of boarding animals while peering to be certain of the station’s name. His relief at having arrived forged a determination on par with that of boarding passengers, and once free, he lunged toward stairs.

At the top of them, two Ticket Inspectors waited, one of which stepped forward.

“Excuse me, sir,” a large, uniformed dog said, barring the way in a manner akin to walls. “May I see your ticket?”

When the Returned Poet halted, his aroma did not, and the Inspector retched as it sailed past.

“May I see your ticket please, sir?” he said, while a paw clutched snout.

Patting tatters absentmindedly, the Returned Poet had not only forgotten to purchase one but did not care. The Ticket Inspector was not surprised. Having considerable experience inspecting tickets, he was adept at identifying fare evaders in the same way others identified colour. He had been nominated for Ticket Inspector of the Year for an eighth year running.  Having been thrown from a train by fare evaders recently, however, he had failed to achieve the award and had instead been demoted to station duties, which had shattered his confidence into the sort of thing dustpans had been invented for.

Nevertheless, the Inspector folded his paws and glared. “So you don’t have a ticket?”

The Returned Poet shook his head, desperation to arrive having left him oblivious to the necessities of doing so.

“If you don’t have a ticket,” the Inspector said, “then I shall afford you the opportunity to purchase one now. If you don’t purchase one, then I shall have no choice but to reprimand you.”

The Returned Poet stared, desperation leaving no room for decisions, either.

“Well?” the Inspector said. “Would you like to purchase a ticket now? Or would you prefer a reprimand? Reprimands can be nasty. There’s profanity, for a start. Certainly, a ticket’s nicer.”

Holding out tatters to indicate having no money, the Returned Poet was unable to believe he had come so far only to find he needed a few coins for the last bit. He asked whether a reprimand would take long, as he had to be somewhere almost immediately, which the Ticket Inspector hoped might be a bath and wardrobe in that order.

“I shall offer you a caution,” the Inspector decided, pulling out a notebook and flicking through pages. Finding one, he scribbled upon it, before tearing it off and holding it out. The Returned Poet took it and read.

 

Don’t do it again.

Tickets exist for a reason, you know.

If I catch you evading a fare next time,

then I shall get very cross indeed, all right?

 

The Returned Poet looked up in bewilderment.

“You are fortunate,” the Inspector said, pocketing his book. “I have spent the past few months in traction, which has made me seriously consider how much effort I should make regarding tickets. Which, as you might imagine, leaves me in somewhat of a quandary, considering I’m a Ticket Inspector.”

The Returned Poet nodded, seeing the dilemma at once.

“Should you find any money upon you at a later stage,” he continued, “I insist that you return here and purchase a ticket in order to make amends, understood?”

After another nod, the Inspector stepped aside.

“Go,” he said, “before I change my mind and care.”

After glancing at the other Inspector, who had watched with interest, the Returned Poet hurried past and scurried up more stairs.

The second Inspector approached the first.

“How are you feeling?” she said, unable to imagine the trauma of being thrown from a train, let alone miss out on Ticket Inspector of the Year for an eighth year running.

The large dog sighed and wiped a tear. “Oh, you know,” he said. “Quite fine, except that I don’t seem to have any sarcasm anymore. And how can I be a Ticket Inspector if I don’t have sarcasm?”

“Give it time,” the second said, patting his shoulder. “You have to give these things time, you know. You’ve been through an awful lot recently—and I’m not just referring to traction. Being thrown from a train must be dreadful, let alone when thrown by fare evaders.”

There were some nods. “It was pretty horrid, yes.”

“You must remind yourself of the Ticket Inspectors’ mantra: ‘the moment tickets are no longer inspected is the moment that society needs them to be’.”

The notebook was retrieved and fiddled with self-consciously. “It’s just, you know, so disappointing. I could have had the title for an eighth year running.”

There were understanding nods from his colleague.

“It’s not the title itself, you understand,” he continued. “It’s just encouraging to know that the Ticketing Board recognises that I’m good at inspecting tickets.”

“But they do know you’re good at it. Seven times in a row being proof of the fact.”

“Then why did I get thrown from a train? I’m used to inspecting the hardest, toughest railways in the world, not being thrown onto them.”

“Perhaps it was slippery?”

“And now I’m assigned to Liebe, where the only fare-evaders are ones that catch the wrong train and end up here accidentally.”

“Look, I’m certain the Board just want you to recover properly, that’s all. And once you have, I’m convinced they’ll again assign you to the most dreadful routes imaginable. Before you know it, you’ll be sarcastic and infuriating and ticketing fare-evaders until your bum falls off.”

“But that requires that I care.” The notebook sagged. “And at the moment, I just don’t.”

“Give it time.”

“Do you really think so?”

Another pat of shoulder. “Rudeness is like a plant,” the second said. “It takes time to grow and blossom. And you’ve just been very heavily pruned.”

The Returned Poet stumbled from the station.

The city of Liebe was busy.

It bustled in amber haze beneath a night sky thick with cloud. Streets and pavements choked with fumes, honks and shouts as traffic struggled against pedestrians vying to return home. Cars stopped and started, tending toward the former when pedestrians got in the way, and buses did the same with cars. Above it all, lamp posts illuminated everything with a patience rare for the time of day.

The city was known well to the Returned Poet. 

Liebe is known as the city of poets, having hosted the greatest recitals ever recited, and being home to the greatest poets who had ever lived. One building epitomised poetry’s prestige: the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe, an institution providing the most revered poetic licences since the things had been first issued.

It was where he had learnt his craft.

He stumbled across pavement and into a boulevard swollen with traffic, battling its current until reaching the other side. He hurried past pedestrians, ignoring their stares. He ignored the aromas of restaurants too, despite having not eaten for years. He rounded a corner and turned down a laneway, until breath became more ragged than attire. When emerging from it, he skidded to a halt and stared.

Across the street, high upon a hill flanked by beautiful gardens, resided a magnificent mansion. Beneath cloud-heavy night, the building had sinister mass. Its sandstone walls shone in dark silvered grime. Spires stretched toward sky like treacle, as though having been spun from the clouds they hung beneath.

He pulled tattered robe closer, convinced that brightness of day would render the place no less sinister. For those knowing little of rhyme, the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe left them in awe of the craft, while those knowing something of it, were left with an awe greater still.

With more stumbles, he crossed the street and grasped railing. Beyond it, manicured lawn rose blue where it sprawled and black where groves of tree wound up from earth like claw and hair. Cold air rolled down its flanks, smelling of wet branch and dead leaves, and rendered the acrid scent of traffic suddenly more appealing. He continued along railing until reaching a gated driveway. Squeezing though, he hurried across gravel to cover of trees, which he peered from until certain he had not been seen. With tatters pulled closer, he scrambled across lawns and up its hill.

When nearing the building, he crouched in hedges. Trembling with hope, he fought breath that threatened to leave and never return. After a deep one for courage, he stumbled across more gravel to alcove. He reached for a metal knocker and thumped it once upon a door. A boom echoed through space beyond. Having finally arrived, he slumped against stone and sank down, struggling to reconcile his nightmare of return with the splendid years studying in the place.

A latch shifted and bolt followed. He scrambled backwards with paws already clasped, readying to beg and plead.

The door opened to reveal a slither of cat, whose whispers poked out along with a portion of paw.

“The Elder Splunnet Pom-Wimple,” the Returned Poet whispered, unable to find volume. “I need to see him urgently!”

The cat said nothing.

“Please—I was a student of his many years ago. I pray he still resides within?”

“Is he expecting you?”

The hesitation that followed was answer enough.

“Unless he is expecting you,” the cat said, the door no wider, “I cannot allow you to enter, regardless of how urgent your business. You will have to wait until a more sensible hour when he is available in the Halls, and make an appointment in the traditional manner, which involves both making an appointment and a more sensible hour.”

“I assure you that my request is not for personal gain. I have something terribly pressing to advise!”

“And that is?”

“I fear I cannot tell you, sir. But I beseech that you ask him to grant me a moment. He will be indebted, I can assure you.”

“Even so, I cannot. If you wish to speak to him, I have told you how you might do so. Goodnight.”

The door moved to close.

“Wait!” he cried, lunging at it. “Please—look—I shall wait here. All I ask is that you pass one word onto the Elder, and you will be asked to fetch me directly!”

“But he’s having supper,” the cat said. “I can’t disturb the Elder Pom-Wimple while he’s having supper!”

“Mention this word to him, and you can be assured he will have no appetite for what remains of it.”

The cat sighed. “And the word?”

The Returned Poet whispered, “The Creed.”

“The what?”

“The Creed.”

“I can’t hear you. You’re whispering.”

“I know—and I’m sorry—but it’s such a terribly dangerous word!”

“And yet you wish me to utter it?”

“Just mention it to him. Please. I shall wait here. I can assure you that he shall demand my presence!”

“Creed?” the cat repeated, to be certain.

“The Creed.”

“The Creed?”

“Yes.”

“So it is, in fact, two words.”

“What?”

“It’s two words you want me to mention.”

“Does it matter?”

“Of course it matters! You’re asking me to disturb the most esteemed Pivotal Elder of the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe with an assortment of words—and during supper, no less—so I think it rather does!”

“It’s not an assortment of words, it’s just two—and one of them isn’t that important.”

“Which one is that then?”

“What?”

“Which word isn’t important?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“None of this is obvious.”

The Returned Poet stared. “The first one: the.”

“The?”

“Yes.”

“And what was the second one again?”

“Creed.”

“The. Creed.”

The Returned Poet nodded. “Please, I beg you mention both to the Elder.”

“I haven’t agreed to mention either, yet.”

“Please—I implore you!”

“I mean, it’s almost a sentence—”

“Please, cat!”

“In fact, I am quite certain it is a sentence. If you’d asked me to mention a sentence rather than swamping me with an assortment of words—some of which apparently aren’t even that important—we could probably have avoided all this confusion and the Elder’s supper needn’t be threatened in the first place.”

The Returned Poet felt blood rise in panic.

“It’s cauliflower cheese tonight,” the cat said, deliberation apparent. “It’s the Elder’s favourite. So, if I’m going to interrupt him, it had better be worth it. One word, possibly, but not a sentence.” A frown. “So, I shall mention the second word only,” the cat decided. “Just think yourself lucky it’s only one syllable.”

“Please mention both!”

“I can’t! It’s cauliflower cheese!”

“You need to mention both!”

“Why?”

The Returned Poet stared so much that his eyes hurt. “For support.”

“Support?”

He nodded. “The second word is so dire that the first must be included to lessen the shock when uttered. Should you mention the latter without the former, the Elder may well bring up whatever portion of cauliflower cheese he has already consumed.”

The cat was aghast. “You wish me to make the Elder Pom-Wimple vomit? That’s hardly helping your argument!”

“Please!”

The door was opened more and the cat studied him. “Only if you admit that it’s a sentence.”

“What?”

“Admit that it’s a sentence and I’ll have a bit more of a think about it.”

“Why do I need to admit it’s a sentence?”

“Because I have but a lowly role within this most esteemed institution. I’m responsible for mops and doors, you see, which I am grateful for, of course. But if you’re supposedly a poet and I’ve just recognised a sentence when you haven’t, then your admission to such oversight would make me feel a great deal better about being lowly.”

“Yes, it’s a sentence—but does it matter?”

“You’re the poet,” the cat said, “so it fluffing-well ought to.”

When the door closed, the Returned Poet released a breath he had been unaware of holding. He turned to the gardens. Their manicured blue was ominous, night having surgically carved the grounds and rendered them bruised. He shrank against alcove and waited.

The Inaugurate Halls of Liebe were huge, so it would take some time for the Elder to be sought. Upon hearing the words, he would require time for shock to dissipate before any could be uttered in reply. He would tremble, perhaps, go a strange colour and probably gag. He might throw his meal of food aside and demand the messenger be fetched directly. The Returned Poet smoothed tatters in anticipation. He would be ushered into a reading room, where, in the presence of the venerable Elder Pom-Wimple, he could surrender a burden that threatened to crush the world.

He waited.

After a time, he doubted the cat had done anything at all.

He knocked again.

There was another shift of latch and slide of bolt, before the slither of cat reappeared. An enquiring blink left the Returned Poet stunned he had to ask.

“Well? The Elder Pom-Wimple. Did you find him?”

“I did, yes.”

“And?”

The cat shrugged. “I mentioned the words. Both of them, actually, and then in reverse order to make quite certain. But the Pivotal Elder was entirely indifferent.”

The Returned Poet stared as the door began closing. “Wait!” he said, a paw upon it. “Pom-Wimple? Splunnet Pom-Wimple? The esteemed Pivotal Elder herein? That was who you mentioned both words to?”

“Yes. And he wasn’t bothered with either of them.”

A weight of despair pressed at lung. “But—what—he reacted not at all?”

The cat shrugged again. “I noticed him hesitate, but then he continued slurping. That was it, really.”

“He asked nothing of why such words were brought?”

The cat shook his head.

“But—there must be some mistake.” He pressed against door. “You did not pronounce them clearly enough! Or perhaps you whispered too quietly?”

“Not at all. I have rather good diction, as it happens. It’s a prerequisite for employment within the Inaugurate Halls. I’m also very good with mops, quite good with buckets and know an awful lot about doors.”

The Returned Poet’s stare became all-consuming. He had expected shock, not indifference. He had anticipated the Elder gasp with horror and flail in a desperate bid to know more. “Something is wrong,” he whispered, before pushing at wood. “Let me in. I must see him!”

The cat barred his way. “No chance. I have done what you asked, and no one appears to care. The Elder Pom-Wimple is not interested in your words and is now busy with pudding. That is an end to it.” He looked the dog up and down. “And what’s more, your attire is hardly befitting a Poet of Liebe, if indeed you are one at all, considering your inability to identify sentences. On the account of your clothes alone you shall not enter this place.”

The Returned Poet forced the door with a shoulder. “Regardless of attire, cat, who is larger: you or me?”

The cat barred it with effort. “It matters little,” he growled. “You shan’t enter. And certainly you will not disturb the Elder!”

“I do not believe you have even sought him! You have done no more than play games of tease with dangers you cannot imagine!”

“Excuse me,” the cat said, “but I have done exactly as you asked. I even swapped the words around. I can’t help it if the Elder’s more interested in pudding. And what’s more, I don’t need to imagine anything: this is your madness, not mine. Now leave before I get cross.”

The Returned Poet felt night close in, its dark weight a reminder of what he had fled. If his teacher was in denial, then the world was already lost. With a growl, he shouldered the door. It shifted and there was a frantic scrabbling at bolts behind it.

“I shall be in soon enough, cat,” he growled, “so I advise you to step away!”

After another lunge, bolts were surrendered.

With door open, the cat stepped back, saying, “You shan’t get away with this, you know. No one barges into the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe without some pretty dire consequences, I can assure you!”

The Returned Poet did not hear, besotted by a vestibule once known well. Its floor remained as he remembered, with thick carpets across polished stone, and ceilings towering above columns supporting a colossal web of black beam. Lamps glowed from recesses within cathedral-like walls, between which rugs cascaded, their fabric stained with centuries of incense that left air potent, mature and wise.

“Did you hear what I said about dire consequences?”

“I fear, cat,” he whispered, staring at its height, “such consequences are already upon us all.”

While the cat ranted about security arrangements and mops, the Returned Poet revelled in nostalgia—until the cat mentioned cauliflower cheese again.

“Which dining room?” he demanded.

The cat had armed himself with a mop and bucket. “Which what?”

“Which dining room is the Elder in. There are over thirty in this vestibule alone!”

“I’m not telling you!” the cat said, sloshing his bucket threateningly. “You shouldn’t even be in here. I’m responsible for doors, you know, and having poorly attired animals barge through them has rendered my tenure of the role dubious!”

When the Returned Poet marched closer, the cat retreated. “Don’t even think about hitting me!” he cried, waving his mop. “I’m also very good with this—which you’ll discover if you get any closer!”

After another growl, the Returned Poet hurried across the vestibule. The cat called after him, waving his mop and shouting things about security and unconventional mop-usage.

At the far end was a broad sweep of staircase in a glacier of marble, up which he leapt until arriving at a landing as elegant as the hall downstairs. Corridors led from it, and he spun around while trying to recall which one led to dining rooms. Choosing one, he hurried along it, turning at some corners and ignoring others. He burst through a large doorway and into a library, which he stumbled though, ignoring two surprised Elders reading in it. After careering through more doors, he transgressed a reading room, three sitting rooms, a second library and a cheese room before eventually skidded to a stop in a large dining room in which three Elders were eating pudding.

Two looked up in surprise.

The third, however, did not.

With breath lost somewhere near the second sitting room, the Returned Poet stared at him.

The Elder Splunnet Pom-Wimple, the Pivotal Elder of the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe.

His teacher.

His mentor.

A dog unperturbed at having a mad, tattered vagrant burst into dining rooms during pudding.

With a surge of hope, the Returned Poet stepped forward. With breath elsewhere, however, he was unable to find words.

“Elder Pom-Wimple?” he cried, when it arrived, clasping paws in plead as much as apology.

The Elder did not look up and remained engaged with pudding.

The Returned Poet glanced at the others, both of which stared at him.

“Where’s the custard?” one asked.

“Elder Pom-Wimple,” the Returned Poet said, ignoring them. “I must speak with you. It is terribly urgent!”

Still Pom-Wimple ate.

The others did not. “Did you bring more custard? Because I cannot see any custard.” He turned to his colleague. “Can you see any custard?”

The other shook his head that he could not.

“Where’s the custard?”

Still ignoring them, the Returned Poet took another step, hesitating to mention words that needed to be, lest the Elder sprayed pudding across table. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I must speak with you regarding the Creed!”

When he opened them, the Elder continued slurping.

“Did you hear me, Elder? I speak of the Creed!”

A deliberate licking of spoon.

Astonished, the Returned Poet stared. “How can you ignore my mentioning the word? I speak of the Creed, no less!”

Still nothing, other than further demands for custard.

“You must help me, Elder! I have been stolen for years, yet have found myself returned this day with barely a week having passed! We are trapped, Elder! All of us! Your greatest students! Stolen from this world and forced to work upon the Creed!”

Still nothing.

“How can you just ignore me!”

“I know nothing of which you speak.”

The words were heavy and felt like granite.

The Returned Poet’s stare worsened. “You know nothing of it?” he whispered, taking another step. “You know nothing of the Creed? Nothing of Enslaved Poets?”

“I know nothing of which you speak, dog,” the Elder growled, staring at his pudding. “I know nothing of your creeds or your slaves. You speak in riddles. This is a hallowed hall of verse, and I do not take kindly to being invaded by vagrants who believe they have tendencies in the craft.” He glanced at his colleagues, who agreed, before demanding custard.

Despair descended and breath again left. Something was wrong. The Elder had once encouraged his studies. That he now refused acknowledging them was devastating. Without the Elder’s help, those enslaved would remain trapped and the world would invert as a consequence.

“You deny me?” he whispered through tears. “You deny what you once taught?”

When the Elder returned to pudding, the cat in charge of doors arrived with security in tow.

Blind with desperation, the Returned Poet collapsed to his knees. “Tell me, Elder,” he whispered, “do you also deny the Ardath—”

“DO NOT MENTION SUCH NAMES HEREIN!” The Elder had stood, his chair skittling backwards.

Everyone froze, silence fell, and the Returned Poet’s hope surged.

One of the other Elders stood also. “Dog,” he said, “not only have you failed to bring custard, but you distress our colleague. He has already admitted knowing nothing of your cause, so I suggest you leave now lest your tatters become more so and unable to cover you at all.”

Flanked by security, the Returned Poet ignored them also, not interested in the fate of his attire. Having risked his life to find the Elder, he refused to surrender. When grabbed by security, he fought their grasp.

“They write the Creed!” he cried. “The Enslaved Poets write under duress of the Morigan! You know it to be true! You told us this would come to pass! You, of all animals, know the horrors the Morigan is readying! You must help us, Elder Pom-Wimple! You must before this world becomes theirs!”

To this, the Elder smashed a paw at half-finished pudding. The bowl scattered across table and fell to the floor. Seething, he approached. “There is nothing I can do for you, dog,” he growled. “I know nothing of your Creed or the Seven of whom you speak. I know nothing of your poets enslaved, nor of world’s duress. Is that understood?”

Hope surged further. “That you mention them by number proves you know! You deny them because of fear! Well, I have seen them, Elder! For years I’ve remained crushed beneath their will! If you refuse to help, then you shall choke upon denial when the world crumbles beneath their rule!”

In disgust, the Elder turned back to the table and ordered the dog’s expulsion. Despite further protests, the he was dragged from the room. While the Elder stood and seethed, the cat in charge of doors slunk forward to retrieve the bowl, before scraping splattered pudding off the floor back into it. After returning it to the table, he apologised for having permitted such disturbance and asked whether it meant he was no longer in charge of doors.

The Elders ignored him.

“Do you know that animal?” one asked, helping Pom-Wimple back to his chair.

“I have no idea, truly.” He sat and flapped a napkin as though having been the reason for standing.

“Why in the Name of Verse would he mention fables of creeds and Morigans?” the other asked.

To this, Pom-Wimple did not reply, knowing the answer only too well.
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THE great library of Liebe is huge and old and has the sort of prestige that envy was originally invented for. Tabby loved working in it, providing she did not interact with animals frequenting the place. Questions regarding the whereabouts of books on interpretive paw painting or the nomenclature of seahorses, she could answer by pointing. More detailed queries, however, often had dire consequences. Although pointing reduced the likelihood of extreme violence, it nevertheless left her dreadfully lonely.

She sat behind a borrowing desk and refraining from assault, which she achieved by sitting on her paws and forcing the sort of smile that looked as though it involved sutures. Punching patrons in the face was not condoned by the Library Board, so she had tried negotiating a clause in her contract that might overlook any assaults that avoided actual hospitalisation. When her boss had laughed at this, she had punched him in the face, which left her on ice so thin that it might be best described as meniscus. As a result, answering patron queries by mere pointing was the only way to ensure their safety. It was, however, frustrating that after years of therapy, this technique was one she had developed herself. Fortunately, patron queries had reduced since the library began trialling new signage indicating where the non-fiction was. Tabby looked at one of them, which was shiny, well-lit, with large letters and an arrow and was relieved at the number of patrons taking its advice rather than asking for hers. This was doubly fortunate because Tabby found the phrase ‘non-fiction’ even more irritating than requests for directions to it. Non-fiction suggests fiction is in some way superior, which she found ridiculous, considering it’s founded on the intangible. Instead, she felt non-fiction ought to be labelled independently: factual, for example, which would help rectify the inequality of invention over reality in much the same way that she battled insanity. Were patrons to ask where the factual books resided, she would be far less inclined to punch them in the face. When mentioning this to her boss, Fingelberry had laughed again, though not before cowering behind a barricade of books piled upon his desk.

She sat on her paws and tried appearing sane.

To be behind the borrowing desk at all was unusual, as her temper generally had her assigned to reshelving, which she loved because it allowed opportunity to read. This morning, however, a staff member was away, and the library was busy. Fingelberry had initially assigned her to the help desk before realizing the hypocrisy of such appointment. While being assigned to the borrowing desk was just as dangerous, it was less likely to involve patrons asking where the non-fiction was.

She retrieved paws and shook them, dreading the thought of having to use the borrowing stamp in case she stamped patrons’ faces.

She must show restraint.

She owed it to herself.

And Funnel-Bremly.

And Fingelberry, for that matter.

Let alone innocent members of the public.

She sat upon paws again and considered getting patrons to stamp their own books by using facial gestures only. If not, she would try one of Funnel-Bremly’s ridiculous coping mechanisms while reaching for it. After all, polite dinner conversation was preferable to extreme violence unless extreme violence was its subject matter.

When a young dog approached, she groaned and sat harder.

He smiled and waved a book helpfully.

“I wish to borrow this, please,” he said, handing over a book about the nomenclature of seahorses.

After some facial gestures that did not help either of them, Tabby removed her paws, took the book and waited for his library card. So excited was he about seahorse nomenclature, however, that he forgot about it.

“Card,” she said, extending a paw.

Realising his oversight, the dog apologised and rummaged through his fur. “Sorry,” he said, handing it over. “I forgot about that bit. I’m just so excited to find a book on seahorses, you see. Especially their nomenclature.”

She took a deep breath and inserted a subject-extrapolative coping mechanism. “Do you like seahorses?” she said, wanting to punch herself in the face.

“Oh, yes, indeed! They are the most fascinating creatures imaginable. I have read over seven books on them, though have not come across this one before. I only read books about seahorses, you see, because they interest me considerably.”

“Do you mean eight or three hundred?” she said, already bored.

“What?”

“Do you mean that you have read eight books on seahorses or three hundred?”

The dog stared, not understanding. “I don’t understand.”

“You said you’ve read over seven books, which implies a number greater than seven. So do you mean eight—with this being your ninth—or a figure nearer three hundred?”

“Three hundred is an awful lot of books. I don’t think anyone’s read three hundred books on anything.”

“I have.”

“On seahorses?”

“No.”

“That’s good.” He laughed. “Otherwise I’d ask where you found them all.”

“And I wouldn’t tell you.”

“You wouldn’t? Why not?”

“Because I’m not the one interpreting the world through the narrow-minded assumption that reading only what interests me affords a realistic view of it—a view which conveniently justifies avoiding the convoluted, intricate farce that the world’s built from, which would not only prove the ignorance of said assumption but disprove the assumption that I’m not at all ignorant.”

After more staring, the dog said, “I’m sorry, but I didn’t understand a word of that.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Perhaps you could explain it again?”

“You’re an idiot.” She stamped card and book harder than necessary while the dog looked on in confusion.

“Are you being sarcastic?” he said, with a knowing smile.

“That you even ask proves my point.”

“Wait—are you saying that I’m stupid?”

“I don’t think I need to now.” She handed both back to him.

“Do you like seahorses?” he said, taking them.

“I’ve never tried them.”

“No, I mean does the subject interest you?”

“Not particularly.”

“Perhaps I can convince you otherwise? Perhaps over supper?”

“Perhaps not.”

“We don’t have to talk about seahorses. We could talk about other things.”

“Like what?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know.” He glanced at some nearby books. “Eighteenth century architectural heritage of Splaam?”

“I can borrow a book on that.”

“Ah, but you can’t talk to a book.”

“It would be more interesting than talking to you.”

“That’s not very nice.”

“Neither are seahorses.”

He stared again, realising she was not joking. “I think you’re just being rude.”

“Oh, so you’re not stupid?”

“Why are you so insulting?”

“Why are you so stupid?”

He glared. “You’re really mean, you know.”

“You have no idea,” she said, before punching him in the face.

Twenty minutes later, after the ambulance had left and borrowing desk hosed down, Fingelberry asked her to step into his office for some very stern words, most of which would be his.

Unlike the library, Fingelberry Flampp-Yogurt’s office was small and cramped, with barely room for a desk. Despite being Head Librarian, this was not surprising. Designed from the outset to be the greatest library in the world, the Great Library of Liebe housed books at the expense of everything else. including administration. Indeed, Fingelberry had been surprised that he was given an office at all, having expected a cardboard box or one of the wooden packing crates the library’s books arrived in. Other library staff were not so fortunate, though did have places to retreat when necessary. There was the pavement, for example, outside.

Despite being small, Fingelberry’s office was lined with shelving and crammed with books such that the removal of one would remove them all. The books were Fingelberry’s favourites: unknown volumes and forgotten editions. They were old and weathered, and gave his office an incense of musty paper, saged ink and aged leather. It was a room both pregnant and claustrophobic and left Tabby spellbound. Indeed, she sometimes wondered whether punching patrons in the face was merely excuse to be summoned to it.

Fingelberry wedged himself behind a bunker of books built upon his desk in response to their previous arguments.

Tabby followed, besotted by books rather than pending reprimand. He watched her with concern and a sadness for her struggle. Were it not for her blood-stained paws, anyone would assume the most violent thing she contended with each day was getting up at the beginning of it.

A dog tall and old, Fingelberry wore glasses that he peered over unless reading, and an old, worn coat that he never took off. He had the look of the austere: a drawn searcher and the bearing of a cleric. Being a kindly animal, he had readily granted Tabby’s position in the library, though had not anticipated it being such a violent one.

“Tabby,” he said, “as we have discussed on previous occasions, there is a limit to how often I can permit this sort of behaviour.”

She stopped browsing and her gaze fell to a carpet so old that only mould held it together.

“I have tried helping you,” he said. “I am a very tolerant animal as you know and will do anything I can to assist your treatment. But you must understand that I cannot allow such wanton violence upon patrons or staff, including me.”

She said nothing, aware she had broken his nasal septum twice previously.

“We all get cross, Tabby. Goodness, we all get frustrated. But you are an intelligent animal, and I cannot understand your predisposition of smashing animals’ faces in.”

She stared at dusty spines, wondering at the tales they recounted.

With a sigh, Fingelberry withdrew from his bunker. Considering what he was about to say, he felt to deserve a punch in the face. “I am very sorry, Tabby, but although I am Head Librarian, the Great Library of Liebe is governed by animals far more influential than me. Your antics have become impossible to hide, which leaves me in an untenable position.”

She said nothing.

“As much as it grieves me, I am on the verge of having to relinquish your terms here.” He braced, expecting a flail of paws, expletives and books.

When none arose, he opened an eye.

She continued perusing books, though blinked through tears. Although feeling wretched, there was nothing he could say that had not been said countless times already. There’s a limit to the sacrifice one can make for another before both become embroiled in slaughter.

She reached to touch a spine. “I understand.”

“Yes, but you’ve said that before.” He sighed, aware of the waste: whether in medicine or a library, she had much to give, yet was burdened with a mind too insane to deliver.

“I can hardly blame you,” she said. “That you have given me opportunity at all leaves me grateful.”

He looked away, finding her loneliness more painful than a smashed snout. “Tabby, other than sick notes from Funnel-Bremly, I know little of what you battle. Perhaps you might help me understand. What frustrates you so? I know you to be above the mediocrity of others. So why do they infuriate you?”

She sniffed at tears and wiped blood upon shelving. The books had age, wisdom and contentment, while she had nothing.

“Do you truly not know?” he said. “After all your sessions with psychiatrists, do you still not understand your anger at others?”

“I am not angry at others,” she whispered. “Or frustrated with them, despite how it might appear. I am angry and frustrated with myself.”

“But why? You are an intelligent animal, and you’ve been so committed to getting better. Surely you can find kindness rather than frustration?”

“A lack of kindness is not the problem,” she said. “The problem is that I haven’t been cured. My madness leaves me so alienated that I’m beyond help.” After a sigh, she said, “I’m even thinking of trying Funnelism.”
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