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            Chapter 1

          

          IS IT ALL A DREAM?

        

      

    

    
      Otis sat on the witness stand looking out across a courtroom drained of all its color and warmth. He scanned the room for a familiar face, someone, anyone, but no one he ever loved was there. He wondered if he was in the midst of a dream, but then his self-doubt told him otherwise.

      He felt a lump in his stomach rise through his throat, tears wanting to poke through his eyelashes, but he quickly swallowed them down. Now was not the place or time for that to happen, he thought. And he was right, too, because the last place a three-strikes cat like him could afford to be vulnerable was in a courtroom full of judgmental squirrels.

      The prosecuting squirrel wore a wig of white curls and a black trench coat and was firing questions at Otis that he couldn’t answer. So many questions. So many accusations. And he couldn’t understand why.

      “I’ve asked you repeatedly if you have ever eaten a mouse. You chose to supply a non-answer,” said the prosecuting squirrel. “I’ve asked you repeatedly if you have ever eaten a bird, and again you played innocent while simultaneously being indifferent to the severity of these criminal proceedings here today. You have been non-committal in every question this court has asked of you. I will try one last tactic to get to the truth, you ridiculous and insignificant little cat!”

      Suddenly, the squirrel leaped from his seat and hopped to the desk of the courtroom typist. “Read the question back for the court if you will, please,” he asked.

      The squirrel typist stood, smoothed her belt, adjusted her glasses and smiled while straightening the spent paper roll, and Otis thought oh, she seems nice.

      She looked over the rim of her glasses before glancing at Otis. “Ahem. Prosecution asked: ‘Do you recognize this animal—evidence marker # 352— and have you ever – at any point in your miserable, marginal life, ever, ever, ever eaten a mouse before while deployed in that cheap fur suit, using your prancing, stealth-like abilities, and if not, how do you explain your rough sandpaper-like tongue, gruesome fangs and claws and/or your otherwise indifferent attitude toward these criminal proceedings here today?’” End quote. “Defendant answered: ‘Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.’ End quote.’”

      She is NOT nice!  thought Otis.

      Otis could see his squirrel defense attorney was in the process of wiping his claws together and throwing them up in the air as if to say my work here is done.

      Otis looked around in disbelief. Even his defense attorney was against him. “This trial is a sham,” Otis yelled. “I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      When his defense attorney saluted the Judge on his way out of the courtroom, it confirmed his suspicion. As the door slammed behind his only ally, the jury and gallery of squirrels jumped out of their chairs to rush him. Otis braced for impact as the room began to spin.

      Then the courtroom slowly dissolved into a liquid blob. Otis found himself being dragged down a fuzzy-looking hallway by two faceless animal shelter employees. He was positioned before a camera, photographed, paw-printed and issued a prisoner number before being thrown into a cold, cement-floored holding cell.  It was intentionally designed to be horrible to any living creature, and sadly for Otis, it was all too familiar to him. This place, this horrible animal cage, represented some of his worst memories. He knew how he got there and why, and what’s happened since made him suddenly snap out of this recurring nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      Otis wiped his eyes with his forepaws, reeling from the rotten, reoccurring vision that haunted his days. When he yawned and looked outside the window, he was relieved to find it void of squirrels and other animals, and only the aspen leaves blinking back at him.  He smelled the sweet smoke of a fire burning in the wood stove and knew all at once he was safe, that his nightmare was nothing more than a dream, part fact, part fiction.

      His favorite bed among the three his human companion made for him was attached to the large window frame in the living room and warmed with old blankets. He especially liked the fact it overlooked a tall grass meadow with lupine, foxglove and mountain mint at the foot of an aspen and birch forest.

      He sprung from his bed and walked to the kitchen area where a bowl of warm milk always awaited him, next to another bowl of crystal-clear water, and another bowl holding the remains of yesterday’s dinner. He drank the milk and looked up at nothing, letting the milk drip from his goatee, back into the bowl and not onto the wooden floor. He knew to be considerate that way.

      To the right of the sink, Otis looked at the brilliantly color-detailed, hand-drawn depiction of a mouse segmented and dissected like a cow one would see from the butcher shop in town. All the segments of the mouse chart show “good,” “good,” “good,” but one red-colored call-out alerts an addendum to the mouse: GALLBLADDER -- BAD! -- SPIT THIS OUT!

      Above the mouse chart, a hand-carved wooden drip clock ticked away the seconds. The clock, fashioned after the Salvador Dali painting The Persistence of Memory, had hour plots made of a different wood and of an opposing grain. Nice touch he thought, but I still don’t get the whole time-tracking thing and why humans pay any attention to it.

      He looked at the bedroom and saw the door was closed. He walked to it and lowered his head against a large orange button on the side of the door frame, which activated a spring mechanism inside the wall to open a smaller door for him to walk through. As Otis stepped through it, he kicked the button on the other side of the door as he entered. The door closed behind him as he hopped on the bed where Bob lay fast asleep, face down in a feather pillow.

      The cat watched him sleep, listened to his snoring, and saw his torso rise up and down with each deep breath. Enough of that, he thought.

      “Bob!” Otis said. “Wake up!”

      “Huh? What’s that?”

      “Come on. Wakey, wakey.”

      Bob turned his head over to face the wall, still with eyes closed. “Too early, Otis. Go back to bed.”

      Otis walked on one of Bob’s outstretched arms to the other and back again, each time purposely stepping into the cavity of his ear.

      “That’s very annoying, Otis; you know that, right?” said Bob.

      “Yep. I do,” said the cat.

      “Can you stop?” pleaded Bob.

      “Time to eat, Bob. Chop chop.” Otis looked at his companion who still refused to stir. “Come on, I need to talk. I had that dream again last night…”

      Bob pulled his head out of the comfort of the pillow, pulled the blanket back, and stuffed his feet into the thick-piled wool slippers by the bed.

      Otis looked worried as his companion struggled against the stiffness of his labor-long, 84-year-old muscles and joints; Bob recognized the concern on the cat’s face and bent to pet him on his hindquarters.

      “Okay, let’s talk about it. What do you want to eat? How about tuna?”

      “Sure, Bob. That sounds good.”

      “Hey, Bob? I’ve been thinking about that squirrel…”

      “Leave him be, Otis,” said Bob. “Leave him be.”

      Otis quickened his pace to match Bob’s, trying in vain to make eye contact. “Hang on, hang on, hear me out — It’s the sheer waste that gets my dander up — “

      “He’s got a job to do like everyone else, Otis. Leave him alone.”

      “Yeah, you’re right about that; but why is it a squirrel can haphazardly strip a tree of its nuts, ‘store them’”, said Otis, feigning air quotes with his paws, “in places he’ll soon forget, because let’s face it, his brain is only about big as one of your toenails—he does that— ‘stores’ them, theoretically, for winter. Ha! I don’t think so!”

      “Let it go, Otis. Let it go.”

      “Hang on, hang on. Storing them implies he’s put a level of thought in the action, right?”

      “Yes, exactly,” said Bob flatly. “A lot of animals have to store food for winter.”

      As if he were offended at the mere suggestion, Otis stood on his hindlegs and placed his right paw over his heart. “Wait a minute! You’re siding with ‘em? Squirrels… of the rodent family. Am I hearing you right? You know what, I’ll fix my own food!”

      Bob sprouted a chuckle that lifted his chest and looked at the pull tab on the cat food tin in his hand before lowering it to Otis’s eye level and left it there, lingering. “Here ‘ya go. Pull the tab on this can and open it and scoop it into your bowl from the shelf. I’ll wait.”

      “You’re so cruel. You know I can’t do that. Hello! No opposable thumbs!”

      “Uh-huh. Exactly,” said Bob. “Exactly.”

      “Question: What’s preventing the squirrel from climbing trees in the winter and taking only what he needs, huh?”

      Bob placed the can on the hand-hewn wooden counter, pulled the tab as cat and human heard the sound together.  “Well, let’s see,” he said. “There’s snow, ice, freezing cold temperatures, strong winds, other animals finding the same food source, the longevity of pine nuts as a reliable food source and the inability to hide that food because the tree has lost most, if not all of its foliage—all of those conditions can contribute to the declining resource opportunities for the squirrel.”

      Otis looked at Bob and only mildly considered what his companion said. “Okay. Aside from the freezing cold weather, strong winds, other animals getting too close, and the short shelf-life of pine nuts, why can’t he just take what he needs, when he needs it?” said Otis, seemingly in a single breath.

      Bob began to feel the wisdom of his words slipping away as Otis voiced his displeasure at the balance between cat and squirrel. Bob held the cat’s food bowl in his hand, the mound of tuna now visible to the recipient waiting by his feet. “Ahhh, forget it,” exclaimed Otis. “I’m talking to a softie over here!”

      The tea kettle whistled. Bob tilted the kettle over the bowl and stirred the oatmeal until it became a paste, then stirred in the maple syrup he had tapped from the trees on his daily hike.

      Otis drank water from his bowl and crossed below his bed by the window. “You going out today?” he asked Bob.

      “Yep. Gonna check on the bees. And the mushrooms should be coming up right about now,” said Bob, as he ambled to the door, raised the wooden latch and stepped outside. “You goin’ out?”

      “Yeah,” said Otis. “Hold the door.”

      They stood on the porch together, each one looking at different points in the meadow yard, making their respective mental notes about the order of things. Bob stepped onto the dirt to retrieve his long-tailed bike and checked the tires for air. Everything seemed fine, he thought, so he hopped on and circled back to face Otis, sitting there, looking back at him.

      “I haven’t seen that hawk for a few days but that doesn’t mean he’s not out there. That eagle may have moved on, but you can’t count on that either,” Bob said. “And the owl we’ve been hearing at night, well, you can’t assume him not waking up to have a noon day snack…be careful, don’t go too far.”

      “I won’t. I’ll keep sight of the place,” said the cat, as he watched his human companion pedal up the earthen pathway leading up, beyond the cabin. “Give my regards to the squirrels…kidding! Don’t!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          BAD NEWS AND BEARS

        

      

    

    
      Bob had been pushing the pedals of his bike for nearly an hour, following a game trail winding up through the articulations of terrain, high in the mountains. He drew his leg over the seat and laid the bike down carefully against a fir tree. Off in the distance, he located the long bamboo pole with its rope-operated mechanical jaw for cutting tree limbs and stepped back to scan the upper reaches for pine nuts.

      He recognized every pine tree within a certain radius the same way he would recognize his students when he taught high school math forty years before. He employed the same methodology from teaching, noticing the slightest personality differences that made each one unique, and then committed them to memory.

      On the outer reaches of the circle, he recognized a tree he thought was ready. He looked up to study it before saying “yes” to no one other than himself. He pulled the nylon rope to open and close the sharpened steel jaws, gently clipping the flowering bunches of pinecones. As each clump of cones fell, he adroitly caught them in his left hand before they could spill on the ground. He spun his frameless backpack around to his stomach and gently lowered each set of clippings inside. He repeated this effort over and over until the tree gave up a little less than half its fruit, leaving more than enough to germinate its stock. Looking in his backpack, he approximated the count and seemed happy enough before replacing the bamboo pole in its hiding place.

      Heading south, Bob walked through a tall grass meadow to the edges of a natural spring that bubbled up from the ground. It was there he recognized an anomaly, a patch of ground where onions and wild leeks grew together in bunches, and beyond that chokecherry and blueberry bushes mingled with wild strawberries. The growing pattern didn’t make sense, he thought. None of them really belonged there in that section of the mountain, but sure enough they were there. And he was the only human to know about it.

      He picked and gathered what he could and gently lowered them into his backpack, the pine nuts separated from the onions, and the onions separated from the berries by fabric partitions within the pack. He looked at was left on the ground, determining there was more than enough for the next visit and the visit after that.

      In a southwest direction, about a mile away, he walked to an area that had been struck by lightning. It burned about two acres of land before the flames found a way to die out. Some months later, the ground there was giving up Morel mushrooms, more than Bob had ever seen at one time. He harvested those too, cutting the stalks clean with his pocketknife before placing them into a gauzed bag fastened to a loop on the outside of his pack.

      Now heading northeast to check on the four boxes of honey hives, he saw them situated in a clearing. The boxes were protected by two rows of electrically charged steel wire and powered by a single portable solar panel and a battery bank to keep the bears away. He thought the honey would survive without the shock system, but he soon learned that it wasn’t ever going to be the case with bears. He removed the plastic gallon jug and glass containers lashed to the side of the pack and placed them on the ground, then he walked the pack a distance away so the bees would not light on it. He took a series of deep breaths to calm himself before disconnecting the electrical charge.

      The bees were awake and twirling into and out of the hives. Thousands of them of them. Most any other beekeeper would have full protective clothing or at the very least protective gloves, but it wasn’t like he drove up on them in some pickup truck. He biked there, from miles and miles away. Besides, if he acted right and cleared his mind of stress, he usually wouldn’t get stung more than once or twice each time.

      He raised the lid of each of the primary-colored boxes and used a four-inch wooden scraper to remove sections of combs filled with pure honey. He folded the oozing combs into the container as gently as possible, then slowly backed away, reattaching the charge to the perimeter wire as he left.

      He picked up his pack and eased it across his back before being able to carry the jug with two hands. He had less than a mile back to his bike which, in the past, seemed like the right distance for errant straggler bees to give up the honey-filled container. Today, they were well-behaved and seemed to favor their respective queens back at the hives.

      In less than an hour he made it back to his bike, slipped the sweat-soaked pack off his back and laid the jug down at his feet.  He reached into his pack and, without looking, pulled his hand out holding a leek and one small white onion. He unsnapped the sheath to retrieve his pocketknife and began quartering the onion. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a squirrel with a soft and kind featured-looking face approach. It wasn’t the first time they had seen each other, and she didn’t happen to appear out of nowhere. This was routine for them both.

      Bob smiled and raised his head a notch as if to say “hey.” The squirrel did the same and inched closer. Bob took one of the quarters from the onion and extended it her way. She grabbed it with her claws, smelled it, and then rubbed the cut onion across her cheeks.

      “You crazy little varmint, you. Who does that?” said Bob, quietly laughing at the squirrel by his feet. He watched as she finally took a bite, then another and another until there was nothing left.

      Bob cut off a section of leek and handed that to her too. She took it and smelled it but gave an expression to indicate she was less satisfied with it than its Allium cousin. Bob made sure she looked at him before he smelled his remaining piece and bit it, letting out a Hmmmm. Good. Bob saw the squirrel make the calculation in her head before warily biting into it. He saw her roll the piece of leek back and forth in her mouth, chewing, rolling; chewing, rolling, before she stopped and swallowed. Bob saw the process in her expression-filled eyes and laughed when she bit and chewed more pieces until the section of stalk was completely contained in her stuffed cheeks.

      “Okay. That’s enough fun for me today. I have to scoot. See you next time.” And with that, Bob spun his right leg over his left and used the kinetic energy to rise to his feet. Before he strapped his backpack on, he reached in to grab one piece of each of the mushrooms, onions, leeks, and berries, placing them in a semi-circle on the ground. “Tell your friends. You have to share,” said Bob, watching the squirrel watch him back.

      Bob performed the quick once-over on his bike, pinching the tires and shaking the front and rear axle hubs for firmness. It took a minute or two before Bob picked up the game trail back to the cabin, but once he did, he saw the distant outlines of the town of Fluffington gleaming in the distance. He furtively glanced at the lights again, not wanting to fall back into the memories of his old home. He couldn’t go there emotionally, so he grabbed the handlebars with two hands and pedaled fast to the cabin a couple of thousand feet below.
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        * * *

      

      Otis sat on his hind legs, chewing on something indiscernible, studying the mouse dissection chart above his food and water bowls and squinted his eyes at the words: “Don’t eat this! Spit it out!” within the chart.

      Sitting attentively, he continued to chew for a moment before the acrid taste of something most foul stung his taste buds. He stood up and abruptly stopped chewing. He took a step toward the open kitchen window and spat out a kidney shaped morsel of organ, watching it arc its way out of the cabin to the grass outside.

      Then he looked at the veins and tendons dangling from the open chest cavity of the mouse. Why do I even try? Not worth it, he thought. With his teeth, he picked up the mouse by its tail and carried it bobbing back and forth with each step on the way to the door. He kicked the door button with a forepaw and the mini door beside the big one opened.

      Scanning the air for flying threats, he speed-walked to the edge of the yard and released the mouse from his teeth. He watched the lifeless body fall in a lump by his paws, its dead eyes seemingly focused on the cat’s indifference. Otis looked back at it and wondered what changed in his mind, what calculation occurred for him to feel something bordering on remorse.

      Back inside the cabin he went to the water bowl and drank, trying to dilute the bitter tang from the mouse. He ate a couple bites of dry food and then hopped on his bed under the window. Leveling his eyes to the door, he checked to see if everything was closed up while he licked his forepaws. Outside, the aspen and birch leaves twinkled with every minor push of breeze; he watched them flash and spin in the gold afternoon light which in turn produced an odd hypnotic, drowsy effect. He stayed that way until his eyes eased shut and his head slowly lowered onto the blanketed pillow of his bed.

      It didn’t take long before the outlines of another horribly bad dream took shape. Like a ring from a bell, a slow trickle of information and images entered his sleep from all directions until the focus narrowed just enough to make the dream clear.

      Outside of the window, a large, daunting, physically imposing squirrel led a pack of rodents just like him, but this one, the standout among the troupe, had big menacing fangs and a pronounced handlebar mustache that grew into a pair of bushy lambchop sideburns. The lead squirrel tapped on the glass, just opposite Otis’s nose. Off in the distance, some nameless, faceless squirrel had thrown an acorn that bounced off the glass. Still, Otis didn’t stir. Thinking it was a brilliant idea, the lead squirrel waved his arm for it to happen again. And it did. Again, Otis didn’t wake.

      The lead squirrel tapped on the glass again, but this time the rodent flared his nails and tapped with a little extra force.

      Still nothing.

      The squirrels behind the lead squirrel began to murmur their displeasure, one of them demanded the lead squirrel lean to one side, and when he did, a barrage of nuts was fired all at once, pelting the glass until it shook in its frame.

      The lead squirrel leaned back looking at the cat inside. “Hey! Wake up!” he said through the glass. “Wake up! We want to talk to you!” The squirrel tapped on the glass again, taunting Otis to wake. Flustered, he huffed and paced outside the window before finally raising both forepaws to POUND on the glass. This made Otis, half awake, look outside.

      The squirrel leader saw Otis’s eyes open. “Hey! You got a problem with me? Huh?!” he said.

      Otis shook his head, smacked his tongue in his mouth like he was battling a hairball.

      “Hey! I’m talking to you! Answer me! What’s your problem, buddy?! Huh?! Let’s go, kitty cat! Come on! We got to talk about your attitude, mister!”

      When the fuzzy squirrel imagery in his mind began to dissolve away, Otis woke up, convinced he was dreaming. He looked out the window in all directions but could not see anything other than trees and sky. Maybe I’m getting on the other side of this dream stuff, perhaps I’m finally able to separate dreams from real life, he thought.

      He stepped off his bed to land on the floor plank below and turned around to look out the window again. Still nothing there. He walked to the water bowl and drank more than usual, and when he finally had enough, he let the water drip from his goatee, back into the bowl. He scanned the room and felt a whizz coming on, so he sauntered to the bathroom to relieve himself in the kitty litter box situated next to Bob’s composting toilet.
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        * * *

      

      Bob slowed the bike to the third meadow of the day, applying the front and rear brakes in unison to slow to a rolling stop before landing on his feet. He eased the pack off his back and opened the flaps to see that enough room remained for a quart or two of chokecherries.

      He felt a sudden temperature drop and looked up from where he came. The clouds rolled fast over the mountain like a waterfall, colored dark grey and interspersed with thick pockets of a black mass. He judged its speed and determined he didn’t have a lot of time left to complete the remainder of the day’s tasks.

      Walking up to the bushes, he noticed fewer berries than the last time he saw them just five days ago. Something must have gotten to them, he thought. He scanned the entirety of the bush and saw some inside the very thicket, in the middle. He pulled down his shirt sleeves, buttoned the wrists, and waded shoulder high through the thick and thin thorns, keeping his hands above his collar bones.

      Once he reached the middle of the bush, he picked as many as he could stuff into his pack, only needing to spin in a circle to pluck everything he needed. Once the circle gave up what it did, he repeated the process, further, deeper into the interior of the bush.

      Off in the distance, he heard something rustling, the sound of wood limbs and twigs breaking under some weight—something heavy, judging by the sound of it. Then the bushes started snap back, like they were getting pushed aside by force, something big, maybe comparable in size to a human, he thought.

      Bob froze in place and listened. He could see the outer reaches of the thick chokecherry bushes moving as if something were creating a path through them. He looked behind him, didn’t see anything, didn’t hear anything either except the rustling of the bushes, but after a few seconds that stopped too.

      He felt his heart racing and thought to look at the pulse in his wrist. He lowered his heart rate by breathing in a practiced, deliberate manner, all the while looking for any movement in the bushes. He knew better than to move. If it were wild—and big—it probably would be aware of his presence by now. The worst thing he could do would be to startle it. If that happened, there would be no telling what would come next.

      Bob spun around in a tight 360-degree circle. For a moment he heard breathing—breathing other than his own, and for a brief moment thought there might be more than one of them.

      As soon as he thought of moving out of the protection of the center of the bush, he saw the branches and twigs folding behind him, aiming in his direction. The snapping of branches, the weight — it was like he could actually hear the weight.

      He still couldn’t see whatever was advancing in his direction, but he knew it wasn’t slowing down. Better start moving, get a leg up on the bike, he thought.

      The sky quickly darkened, and a loud thunderclap shook the ground. The rain started to fall in tiny drops but soon became larger and malformed. He looked up and saw the clouds roiling, tumbling from all directions.

      Bob determined the shortest distance back to his bike and started walking that way. He knew how to be conscious of his steps, of his surroundings and most of all not to panic. But now he could hear the breathing. Offset patterning, he realized. Now he knew there were at least two of them. He thought he could smell them. Gamey. Rank, not rotten but at the same time not far away from that certain, strange odor. Probably a bear, he thought. Hopefully not. But probably…

      Whatever it was seemed to match his pace and that made him worry even more. They were following him. No doubt about it. “Don’t panic. Don’t run. Just keep going until you break out of these bushes,” he said, under his breath. “Okay. Almost there. Keep goin’.”

      When he reached the edge of the berry bushes, his bike would be just twenty feet away. He started to walk backward, being careful not to trip. But when he reached the bike, he no sooner swung his leg around the seat to hop on that the bushes gave up what was scurrying inside: two adolescent black bear cubs. They started crying as soon as they saw Bob and started to run for him.

      “Figures!” he said, before finding his footing on the pedals. He looked back to see the bears holding pace. “Hey! Don’t even think about it! Get back! Stay! Stay!” Bob shouted.

      The rain began falling in thick, heavy sheets, straight down from the grey sky and it didn’t spare anyone. Another thunderclap reverberated in the air and seemed to shake both Bob and the bears. The bears squinted against the pelting rain. They appeared genuinely miserable, which was soon reflected in their half-hearted pursuit. “Hey! Do not even think of following me! Stop!”

      Bob pedaled for all he was worth, occasionally looking back at them while simultaneously taking extra caution in the rain and slick mud. He felt his tires slip at the turns and he had to check himself slow down, otherwise he’d end up on the ground the hard way. And if he fell and injured himself all the way up here, there would be no one to call for help or even know where to look for him.
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