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Chapter 1 Dam It, Pastry


[image: ]




The morning began with a low-hanging mist that settled like a thoughtful pause across Muffin Point. The mist made the grass look painted, and chipmunk fur stood just a little puffier until it dried. Bria Bumbletwist blinked her eyes open to the soft glow coming through her perfectly round window.

She stretched beneath her sunflower patchwork quilt, listening to the silence of everything still tucked in. Her nose twitched as she leaned over to grab her checklist from the nightstand. She scratched the side of her face, then reached for the drawer that held her slippers, lined with fleece and always facing the correct direction, as if they had a mind of their own.

She padded quietly into her kitchen, filling a clean glass with cold water, taking a drink, and turning toward her pantry. Today’s breakfast would be peanut butter on a toasted oat biscuit with a sliced banana. It was not her usual, but it was just different enough to feel like she’d made a bold life decision.

After breakfast, Bria went to the bathroom tucked neatly behind the staircase. She took a ten-minute shower, no more, no less, using her lavender soap and unscented shampoo. Once dried, she brushed her teeth for the length of her morning tune (“Muffin March,” forty-six seconds), added lip balm, and straightened her vest.

She paused at the front door with her clipboard and said aloud, “I think I’ll fix the porch swing today.”

Bria Bumbletwist held her checklist in one paw and a sharpened pencil in the other. In careful block letters, the paper at the top was labeled “What I Should Do.”

“Fix the porch swing,” Bria said. She checked the box next to it, then frowned and erased it. The swing still leaned slightly to the right, not crooked or perfect, and Bria wanted perfect.

She glanced at the small jar on her kitchen shelf labeled “Swing Fund.” Inside were exactly four buttons, one walnut, and a paperclip.

Each object told its own story. The red button came from her first-ever apron, worn thin by flour dust and good intentions. The green one was from Dotty’s emergency sewing kit, offered during a windstorm and a wardrobe mishap. The walnut was a gift from Flip, “for ideas,” she had said, and Bria liked to imagine it radiated possibility. The paperclip was added last week when she realized money wasn’t the only thing to hold things together. 

The red button came from her first-ever apron, worn thin by flour dust and good intentions. The green one was from Dotty’s emergency sewing kit, offered during a windstorm and a wardrobe mishap. The walnut was a gift from Flip, “for ideas,” she had said, and Bria liked to imagine it radiated possibility. The paperclip was added last week when she realized money wasn’t the only thing to hold things together. Each item in the jar was a tiny emblem of progress, each a step toward something sturdier than the day before. She tapped her chin and wrote another line on her checklist.

“Find more money,” Bria said. That, at least, felt like a plan. Bria stretched precisely twice and checked the porch swing tilt; it was perfect. She counted her steps down the spiral staircase and paused at seventeen to whisper good morning to the biscuit jar, a ritual she found quietly grounding, like confirming the day still followed rules she could understand.

“We’ll try not to ruin the day, hm?” Bria said.

She shuffled into the kitchen, where the canisters greeted her in order:

“Flour,” Bria said.

“Sugar,” Bria said.

“Oats,” Bria said.

“Ground Beans,” Bria said.

“Emotional Stability (Do Not Open),” Bria said.

Bria fed her potbelly ginny pigs, taking a moment to appreciate their muddy snouts and curious little noses. Each pig greeted her with a different dance: Pickle twirled in circles of anticipation, Sprig tapped her hooves on the edge of the trough in what looked suspiciously like Morse code, and Tutter attempted a small leap that ended in a somersault. Bria crouched, smiled, and ladled out the oats while gently narrating their breakfast behavior like a nature documentary voiceover. 

Who lived just beyond the herb line near the muddy river bend. Each pig had its own personality. Pickle was the bossy one with a habit of nudging the feed bucket, once pushing it into a shallow puddle and declaring it a soup. Bria remembered the time Pickle rearranged the pantry labels to spell “Oats = Fun,” a mess but an oddly poetic one. 

Sprig preferred to organize pebbles by shininess and had once traded a particularly sparkly one for a dried blueberry; Bria kept that blueberry stone on a shelf labeled “Important Barters,” A collection of items that had been traded for something seemingly insignificant but held great value in the eyes of her pets. 

Tutter always tried to eat with both front paws in the air as if performing a toast, once causing a muffin to launch into the herb garden during an especially enthusiastic salute. Bria had laughed so hard that she spilled the entire flour bin and never forgot it. It was the first time she realized messes could be worth remembering.

She hummed

“You’re my little nibblers, my flibberty-dibblers,” Bria said.

Sprig squeaked and twirled, clearly delighted.

Pickle immediately began rearranging the oats into suspicious piles.

Tutter attempted to pirouette on a muffin tin lid. Bria chuckled under her breath, half-impressed and half-worried. She made a mental note to check the tin’s structural integrity before lunch. She found the situation amusing and slightly concerning.

Bria ladled oats into their trays and added one gentle warning glance.

“No engineering until after breakfast,” Bria said.

Mimsy Nibblewick arrived wearing three scarves and looking at none of them, drifting into view with the air of someone who’d just had a conversation with a weather vane. Her steps were soft but oddly zigzagged, like tracing the path of an unsolvable riddle. Each scarf fluttered independently as though choosing its own emotion for the day.

“I stopped by to borrow your spatula or possibly a philosophical crumpet,” Mimsy said.

“The spatula is nameless,” Bria said.

“But you may borrow its silence,” Bria said.

Mimsy thanked her in sighs and wandered off in the general direction of Up.

Ten minutes later, Bria realized the pig pen gate was wide open. Her breath hitched. One cautious step forward revealed muffin crumbs where the pigs should be. A second step confirmed it: Her pigs had gone rogue.

She blinked twice, checked her checklist for any line that read “Pig Disappearance Protocol,” and found none.

The pigs were gone, and so was half her muffin display. In their place, a muddy trail of biscotti, receipts, and one motivational napkin led south. It flapped gently in the breeze like it had opinions about dam management, a sight that Bria certainly didn’t expect.

“I made this worse, didn’t I,” Bria said. It wasn’t the first time she’d asked herself that. Every time something spun out from a literal interpretation, she felt the pinch of not having predicted it, not having fit it neatly in a box or list. A perfect day, she believed, was one where nothing needed fixing after the fact.

She followed the trail past her herb boxes

“Do Not Roam,” Bria said.

She found her pigs hard at work near the riverbank, her piggy bank. For a moment, Bria stared, mouth slightly open, unsure if she should be impressed or horrified. There was precision in the chaos, and part of her felt a flicker of pride before being buried under a heap of dismay. They built a dam of logs, muffin trays, and two café chairs. One pig wore her “Ask Me About Biscotti” apron.

Bria tilted her head.

“They think it’s a bank,” Bria said.

The pigs had dragged logs from Fergus Nibbnose’s prototype pile

“Probably Won’t Explode,” Bria said. She squinted at the label and took one cautious step back. Her trust in Fergus’s inventions was generally optimistic, but she knew better than to stand too close without protective frosting.

They wedged them between flattened croissants, the buttery layers compressing under the weight with a soft squish and releasing a smell so warm and flaky it almost distracted from the engineering hazard.

“I never labeled the riverbank,” Bria said.

She made a note on her to-do checklist:

“Check pig intentions,” Bria said.

Then she added

“Also, buy more croissants,” Bria said.

Professor Hootley P. Owlington arrived mid-morning with his scarf already alphabetized by color.

“I encountered a muffin jam on the Path of Paws,” Hootley said.

“Not the metaphorical kind,” Bria said.

“The kind that stains feathers,” Hootley said.

They stood together in the drizzle of crumbs and confusion as the pigs reinforced their dam with spoon bundles.

Bria chewed her lip and tilted her head, her tail twitching with nervous logic.

“I mean, technically, they’re redirecting resources,” Bria said.

Hootley adjusted his glasses and began scribbling notes with the back of a biscotti wrapper.

“This is less dam and more accidental urban planning,” Hootley said. “Frankly, this validates my long-standing theory that if you give a pig a pastry, it’ll want to implement zoning laws.”

Bria paced in a small circle.

“Is it still mischief if they’re using bakery-approved construction materials?” Bria said.

“One of them just used whipped cream as mortar,” Hootley said. “The physics are a disaster, but the symbolism is sticky.”

They watched Pickle direct Tutter to wedge a croissant under a teetering tray.

Bria sighed. “This was not on the checklist,” Bria said.

“It should be,” Hootley said.

Dotty Leapling wandered by with a leaf-bound notebook.

“A haiku for this moment,” Dotty said.

“Bank built from breakfast,  Hope floats, but jam does not spread,  Croissants never lie,” Dotty said.

Flip McSnatch arrived next, holding her emergency pastry bag like a shield. Her expression wiggled between impressed and exasperated. Her eyes scanned the chaos with a practiced calm like someone who had seen one too many croissants become collateral damage and decided sarcasm was the only reasonable defense.

“Please tell me this is performance art,” Flip said.

“I said piggy bank,” Bria said.

“They heard ‘damn the stream,’” Flip said.

By midday, the pigs had sorted muffins into floatable, patch-worthy, and nibble-taxable categories. Bria blinked at the sorting labels, then glanced at Flip, who quietly nodded as if this was reasonable. Professor Hootley muttered something about ‘pastry-driven logistics’ and sketched diagrams on a napkin. One of the diagrams featured a croissant labeled ‘Load-Bearing Curve’ next to an arrow pointing to a stick of butter marked ‘Support Beam (Emotional).’ He tapped the edge thoughtfully, muttering about tensile jam strength. Dotty whispered a line of poetry under her breath. At the same time, Mayor Shellsworth refused to comment but pocketed a ‘nibble-taxable’ muffin for research.

Mayor Tumble Shellsworth stumbled over a pinecone, adjusted his top hat, and declared, “No more unauthorized pastries in municipal waterways,” Mayor Tumble Shellsworth said. A few townsfolk paused mid-bite, unsure whether to applaud or question the logistics. Flip snorted. Hootley jotted down the phrase on the back of his napkin. Bria just gave a tiny nod, mostly out of respect for the hat.

He tripped again while leaving.

Bria sat on the edge of her porch swing, rechecking the checklist:

Open Beanery

Greet pastries respectfully

Ask Mimsy to stop misplacing pigs

Reclassify what counts as a bank

“I’m trying to do good,” Bria said.

“You’re just doing literal,” Hootley said.

Flip handed Bria a croissant with a sticky note. Bria took it with a soft sigh and a small smile. The note read, ‘For emotional stabilization, one bite at a time.’ It wasn’t just a pastry; it was a reminder that even sarcasm could be a kindness in disguise. Bria took it with a soft sigh and a tiny smirk. “I know you’re making fun of me,” Bria said. “But somehow, it helps.” Flip’s sarcasm, though sometimes sharp, always felt like a breadcrumb trail back to calm. It reminded her that not everyone expected perfection, just pastries with personality.
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