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To my darling (and dashing) husband, Thomas.
You’re almost as snuggly as the animals.
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The Crime of Awfulness
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Crime doesn’t often visit the town of Gray Birch, Colorado, because it can’t squeeze itself over or between the mountains. They’re too high, you see. And too close together. Even the clouds here have to tuck in the abdomen just to pass by. I’d certainly never seen Crime in my seven years as a resident. Not until last summer. Well, spring, really. It all happened last spring under the cloak of a white sky that didn’t so much murmur mystery as conundrum. And this crime, this conundrum, blew in with the snow—just as cold, just as shocking.


But first, before I recount this tale, an introduction. You may call me Bijou. Though Brynhild or Freydis would be more fitting because, despite my French name, I’m 100 percent Norwegian Forest cat. Possibly 99 percent. I know this because I have the beautiful long fur. And the strength of ten bears. Also, I’ve earned exactly 103 tabby stripes for bravery.


My ancestors, dear reader, were Viking cats. Rapturous specimens and decorated longship mousers possessed with the Ancient Bloat of Respect. That bloat now resides on me. Some might say I’m overweight, but I know better. This bloat has been passed down through posterity and hangs proudly between my knees. And like all forms of respect, it must be fed frequently.


Now, as a modern-day Viking cat, you’d think I’d bat the jowls of Crime with rapid-fire paws. But when I trotted along the riverpath that shockingly snowy night of June 1 and stumbled upon the beaten and bloodied corpse, I wasn’t in my most Vikingest state. I was too full of maple cupcakes and bubble ale. For instead of anticipating Crime that night, I’d anticipated, and greatly indulged in, the grand opening of Witching Flour, Gray Birch’s new bakery. And I wasn’t alone; nearly the whole town had come out for it.


The corpse was, as corpses tend to be, very dead. It laid supine on the riverpath, propped up by an unenthusiastic shrubbery. The side of its head was matted with blood and rogue spindrifts of river spray, and one hand lay palm-up on the ground, its fingers extended as though reaching for something important. Something unseen.


Donning my imaginary Viking helmet and hefting my imaginary Viking shield, I crept closer. Overhead more clouds gathered, crowning the mountains and murmuring the many merits of more snow. The flakes coming from these springtime drifters were heavy and thick, cloaking the surrounding flowers in buttercream. This storm, I knew, had angered the townspeople. They were desperate for summer, their knobby knees revealed beneath paisley skirts just that night. Possibly, I thought, closing in on the shrubbery, this much blood would anger them as well.


My paws sinking into winter’s spite, I circled the shrubbery to investigate the matter of identity. Reaching the riverside, I stopped to face the corpse head-on. Now we Viking cats have many expectations, but I had not expected recognition. I stared at this face I knew, but there was a failing to see eye to eye. Its eyes were empty and mine full.


For a long moment, time stood still, all noise and all thought drowned in the shock of falling snow.


And then, with a buzz of oddly composed clarity, I knew it was imperative I search for that same something important and that same something unseen those stiff, white fingers reached for. I knew now what it was. Who it was. He could be hiding. He hated violence. He hated cold and darkness. I called for him, but, of course, he couldn’t answer. Lifting my paw, I pushed off, searching every bush and bramble, checking every hollow and tree well, arching around rocks and stuffing myself in spaces never meant for a Viking’s vastness. I gave extra care to check the river, my eyes piercing the moonless waves and coils—the water slick and soft as it slid over its rocky bed.


But there was nothing. No tracks in the snow, no scent upon the wind, no sound but the whisper of my own paws. Returning to the shrubbery, I forced myself to face those poor, sightless eyes head-on. Then, without warning, a war cry ascended from my lips, ballast to the weight and thump of my dropping heart.


Swallowing, I found my throat arid. Unfamiliar with the ways of Crime, I racked my brain while my stomach roiled. All the while, that poor, dead face stared at me with a horrid, tactless derision.


Then I saw it. The tiny circle of red webbing. His collar, silver tag faceup, the name, Fennec, engraved across the slick surface. It lay half-buried in the snow, inches from the corpse’s outstretched fingers.


Any air I still possessed flung itself from behind my incisors and legged it for Lapland. A rush of sound filled my ears as though the whole of the river had drained into their canals. Dizzy, I tipped to the side and made a snow cat on what was recently a burgeoning mushroom.


A Viking, I mused, staring up at the tumbling flakes, really should possess more fortitude. Possibly though, Crimes of Awfulness took getting used to. There had never been any murders or dognappings in this town before. There were a few hundred stone cottages nestled in the forested valley between the mountains, yes. There were mild-to-medium cases of altitude sickness and honeyed lattes peppered with cayenne, yes. Murders and dognappings, no.


Swiveling my neck, I looked again at that once kindly face I knew and loosed a lament that could chip wood. I was just a splat in the snow. A gray-and-black-striped mop, wrung out and left to dry under the watchful eye of a blizzard. Bijous weren’t meant for shock. They were meant for swording, fjording, and consuming great quantities of salted cod.


The minutes floated by as I mused darkly on offenses against the law, letting the snow mound on my midriff and waiting, waiting for Trauma to vacate the system.
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BOBI PINN: I certainly don’t think Witching Flour’s grand opening got—what did you say? —out of hand. Sure, there was some champagne flowing and people were partaking, but what’s wrong with that? Gum, Lieutenant? It’s cinnamon.


TAHEREH: This can’t be happening. A dognapping and a murder? I mean, stuff like that just doesn’t happen here. Gray Birch isn’t a murdery place. It’s droll, not violent.


DR. FLORA: This is outrageous. The way people treat animals in this world is disgusting. That poor puppy. I just gave him his shots, you know. Poor baby was terrified. I might go and give myself a few shots now too. I can’t help thinking, Lieutenant, that I could’ve stopped it somehow. Seen something or … I don’t know.


DIRK SQUARE JAW: It’s gotta be a woman who did it. Women just can’t let things go, can they? Probably felt jealous over a romance. Or a scarf. Got hysterical. You know how it is, Lieutenant. I don’t gotta explain life to you.


SPENCER: Yes, I attended Eddy’s grand opening for Witching Flour and … I’m sorry, may I have a tissue? This is all such a shock. I mean, my Bijou found the poor soul. Oh dear, I think I’ve started to cry.


POLICE LIEUTENANT LOU TENNANT: Hold on now. Why is there a cat in here? This is an official police interrogation. Margaret? Hello? Can someone please remove this damn cat?
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The Potbellied and the Pit Bull
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Two months earlier …


Bijou!” Spencer called. Her wool socks slid across Fox Burrow’s warped oak floors. “Bijou Bonanno! We have new guests!”


Starting from my position atop the giant bag of new dog food, I spat out a mouthful of mixed plastics. Five more minutes and I’d have a hole chewed clean through it. But as co-owner and manager of the prestigious Fox Burrow Pet Inn, I couldn’t leave guests unattended.


Descending the dune of kibble (feeling each bump and crunch under the paws), I trotted from the brightly lit kitchen through the warm hallways of the three-story Victorian Spencer and I had turned into our inn. Despite creaky eaves and a few graying boards, she sat strong at the end of Sourdough Drive, her blue siding and white shutters snuggled within a grove of willows, pines, and cottonwoods.


On my way to reception, I paused to nip off the tip of a wandering ivy plant. The pruning of plants was just one of my many duties as manager. Others included (but were not limited to) welcoming all guests, fluffing their beds, testing their meals for poison, and regaling them with bedtime stories of ancient Viking battles won and won.


In fact, as manager, I held so many duties I’d felt it prudent to hire an assistant. But even Duty was displeased with the lack of applicants, and so Spencer’s mentally negligible Pomeranian, Skunk, fell headfirst into the role. Her latest dating profile said: Hi, I’m Skunk! Single, female, punloving Pom residing in the mountains but dreaming of the tropics. Petite with big hair and a passion for peanut butter and patchouli.


Passing the living room, I felt the heat of a crackling fire in the hearth and arched my lumbar. Outside, the wind had picked up with the descent of the sun, and, like all Norsecats, I appreciated a grand flame.


Trotting into the front room used for reception, my first view was of Spencer’s feet, clad in her favorite blue-and-white polar bear socks, tucked out of sight under the desk. On the other side of the desk, toes nearly touching hers but for the thin partition, were a pair of Vans shoes.


“Of course we have a room for all of you,” Spencer was saying, tucking her long blond hair behind one ear. “We designed the Hachiko Suite specifically for people who want to stay with their pets.”


“Oh, that’s a relief. You’re a lifesaver.” Jacking up my head, I saw a handsome, dark-haired man with glasses sitting across from Spencer. “I apologize for walking in so late and making such a last-minute request. The apartment I’m renovating is in much worse condition than I initially believed, and the town’s main inn—the Doe?—already turned me away.” The man had dimples that flashed periodically when he spoke. But Spencer didn’t notice. Her blue eyes, so like the sea, were studying the booking calendar on her laptop.


“It’s no problem at all,” she murmured. “The Doe doesn’t allow animals, and the Hachiko Suite isn’t booked as often as our other rooms. You said you didn’t yet know how long you’ll be with us?”


“Could be a couple of weeks. If you can put up with us that long.”


Spencer smiled at her screen, the freckles across her cheekbones forming a chain like pieces from Barrel of Monkeys. “I’m sure we’ll manage.” She typed a few lines of information, the keyboard clicking amicably.


Us? Who else was here? All I could see was this last-minute man-guest, and a good manager always knows exactly who arrives at her establishment. Rocking the bloat back and forth, I built momentum and then sprang onto the desk for a better vantage point. “Oh, Bijou, there you are,” Spencer said, unfazed by my sudden appearance. “This is Eddy. Eddy Line. Eddy, this is Bijou.”


“Hey, Bijou.” Smiling, Eddy leaned forward and held out his hand (tanned with clean half-moon nails), which I greeted with a polite sniff and rub. His scent was a soothing mixture of sun, salt water, and fresh baked bread. His brown eyes focused on me from behind their round glasses. “Bijou … is that French? You seem like more of a northern kitty to me.”


I blinked and then pranced vehemently. Very few bipeds pegged my Vikingness so soon, if at all. “You may call me Freydis,” I informed him.


“Whether she’s French or not, I like the name Bijou,” said Spencer, closing her computer. “It means ‘jewel.’”


“Ah, well, she is like a polished gem,” said Eddy. “Shiny and round.”


I tried to figure out if that was a compliment or not while Spencer laughed, her gaze at last settling on him. And she gave a start. It wasn’t a big start. In fact, only someone who knew her as well as I did would have noticed. But it was enough to tell me this was the first time she’d truly looked at him. What’s more, he was a guest himself, not just his pets (if they existed), and I watched that fact sink in and circle behind her eyes. Then, as expected, Apprehension settled on her and she began to straighten the pens on her desk.


Eddy, meanwhile, gestured to the floor beside him, and both Spencer and I peered over the edge of the desk. “These are my boys, Fennec and Hamlet. They’re both sleeping. It was a long drive from California for Hamlet and I. Fennec here only had to make the trip from Denver though. We just adopted him.”


Sitting next to Eddy’s leg was a carrier with black mesh on the top and sides. Inside, two small shapes curled around each other, one covered in sandy fur, the other pink, bald, and wearing a sweater.


“Oh my,” Spencer said. “They’re both just babies. Is Hamlet a potbellied pig?”


“Yep. And Fennec is a pit bull. I think they love each other already.”


“I can see that.” Spencer’s eyes were bright, the animals instantly relieving some of her apprehension. “What’s that red pattern on Hamlet’s sweater? Balloons?”


“Pomegranate seeds.” Eddy grinned. “My grandmother likes to sew him sweaters she thinks the youth of today will enjoy.”


“Ah, you’re lucky you still have a grandmother.”


“I know. She called me yesterday to say that she read in Husbandry Over Husbands magazine how prone potbellied pigs are to obesity. She warned me that he can’t have fruit. ‘One grape, Eddy,’ she said, ‘and he’ll bloat like the fat disciple, Jude. Or was it Judas? Jesus spoiled that one, you know. Too much unleavened bread.’”


Spencer’s laugh rollicked around the room while I sat with my toes lined up at the edge of the desk and stared down at my tiny new guests. Something, a feeling perhaps, had taken hold of the claws and worked its way up. A swine had never before come to Fox Burrow. A miniature horse, yes. Several gerbils and a hamster, yes. A mini lop named Dolly Parton, of course. A hundred dogs and cats, to be sure. But never a swine.


With a sigh that could swaddle Oslo, I jumped to the floor for a better view of the thing and found myself perturbed. No, it was worse than that; I was in a moral gymnasium, and I hated swordless exercise. Swines were pink, and not only did I disapprove of the color pink, I was fairly certain I disapproved of swines. They belonged in the barn with the rest of the cloven-hooved. Surely now that she’d seen him, Spencer would rescind her offer of the Hachiko Suite. It was our nicest room, and this boar would leave it in squalor.


“So the Hachiko Suite is number four on the second floor,” said Spencer, handing Eddy a large brass key. “You’ll be up there with the cats. That’s their floor, each with their own suite of course, while the dogs are on the first floor, and Bijou, Skunk, and I are on the third.”


“Skunk?” said Eddy, pocketing the key.


“My Pomeranian. I’m actually surprised she’s not here. She loves greeting new guests.”


I was having trouble feeling anything below the whiskers. Spencer had officially agreed to lodge this pork chop in luxury, and she’d done so without discussing it with me. This was not how clans stayed united. But, summoning patience—a Viking’s least best quality—I told myself it could still be fixed.


In his sleep, the swinelet let out a grunt that bullied his dormant neck skin. Also, his nose looked more like the back end of a baboon than a breathing device. Furthermore, his eyes were peeling open to stare at me with something akin to intelligence. Looking into them, I realized someone was home. “You are a swine,” I informed him.


He wagged his tail happily. “And you’re a cat, and he—” he pointed at the still-sleeping puppy, “—is a dog.”


“This isn’t a game,” I said, annoyed. After a moment I followed his gaze to where it’d landed on the bookshelf. “What are you looking at?”


“There’s a book on airplanes.”


“No, there isn’t.”


“Yes, there is.” He jutted his nose at a thick tome with a Bell P-63 Kingcobra on the cover.


“That’s a bee,” I said.


“No, it’s not—” His argument was cut off by Skunk bounding into the room, late, as usual, and completely unaware of the situation. She’d been napping in her favorite upstairs cabinet, the one containing Spencer’s prized collection of essential oils, and so she smelled like a fairy burp.


“What’d I miss?” she asked, her tiny white muzzle protruding from a lion’s mane of black hair.


“That.” I pointed at the pig.


“Is it a shih tzu?” she asked, still looking at me.


“I’m a Hamlet,” said Hamlet.


Skunk turned and her greeting froze on her tongue. I could see it dangling from the edge with one arm. A quiver started in her tail and worked its way hand-over-hand to her nose. Confusion had taken hold, and with confusion came fear. She flicked panicked eyes at me. “What is it, Bijou?”


I folded my tail around my paws. “I can explain it to you, but I can’t understand it for you.”


“It’s pink.”


“Yes.”


Her eyes clouded over, a sure sign of Thought. I could see Dilemma forming between her ears. Pink was on her list of favorite things. Foreign objects were on her list of least favorite things. Before her stood both. I sighed. An assistant manager, I thought, really should be more decisive. I waited to see if she’d stand her ground or leg it for wide-open spaces.


It was Spencer who made the decision. Rising from her chair, she scooped up the Pom and, tucking her comfortably beneath an arm, announced we would all be great friends.


Well, my brain waved the red flag of warning, but I watched as Dilemma cleared from Skunk’s eyes and her tiny tongue lolled to the side in a smile. “I’ve always wanted a pink friend, haven’t I, Bijou? In fact, I said so just the other day.”


Eddy’s phone buzzed and he pulled it from his pocket. “Sorry, I should take this. It’s my contractor.”


Spencer waved her free hand. “Of course, answer it.”


“Hi, Mike.” A frown marred Eddy’s face as he listened to the voice on the other end. After a moment, he sat back in his chair and ran a hand over his face. “Seriously? Okay. Yes, I’ll be right over.” Slipping the phone back into his pocket, he looked at Spencer. “Gas leak. One of Mike’s guys must’ve hit a pipe earlier today, and the neighbors just called it in.”


“Oh dear, that’s not good,” Spencer said. “You go on, and we’ll get Fennec and Hamlet settled and comfortable here.”


“Are you sure? They might be a bit nervous without me. Fennec especially. He has some fear issues, and, you should know, he’s a deaf-mute.”


Spencer’s eyes widened. “Really? Poor boy. We’ll take extra good care of them both, I promise. They’ll be happier eating dinner and getting cozy here than waiting in your car, don’t you think?”


Clearly anxious about leaving them alone, Eddy’s jaw twitched. But then he nodded, softening. “You’re right, they’ll be much happier here. Thanks, Spencer.” Rising, he gave me a pet before jotting down his phone number on a tattered envelope sitting on the desk. “Call me if you need anything. Though I really shouldn’t be gone long. I’m not going far.”


“Where is this apartment of yours?” Spencer asked, glancing at the envelope before slipping it into the top desk drawer.


“Well, it’s not just an apartment, really,” said Eddy, zipping up his coat. “I actually bought the old firehouse on Main Street and am turning just the upstairs into an apartment. The bottom floor will be a bakery.”


“Wait, you’re the person who bought the old firehouse?” Spencer said, her eyebrows climbing. “Everyone wanted that old place, but I’m glad you got it. This town needs a good bakery.”


“Hopefully I can provide it. That is, if the place doesn’t blow up or crumble down first. I’m calling it ‘Witching Flour.’”


“Witching Flour.” Spencer smiled. “How clever.” She waved toward the door. “Better get to it then.”
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Skunk, who’d been completely riveted by Hamlet, only realized there was also a puppy after Eddy had gone. With unbridled excitement, she raced around the house, her toenails screeching as she slid around corners and into walls. We could hear her breathless pants ballooning and popping as we walked upstairs to the Hachiko Suite. In front of me, Spencer moved carefully with the carrier so as not to jolt Fennec and Hamlet. I lugged myself after her, each paw dipped in a weighty pillar of concrete.


The second floor contained six cat suites (three bedrooms each divided in half) plus the much larger Hachiko Suite at the end of the hall. Walking this hallway, we could hear our guests eating their dinner and sipping their catbernet behind closed doors, their purrs tumbling through the walls and into our ears. A blue-and-silver carpet runner ran the length of the hall, and everywhere plants dangled and lanterns flickered.


Entering the Hachiko Suite, Spencer immediately set down the carrier and lit the gas fireplace—flames unfurling across the wall like blue-and-orange blossoms. Then she moved to draw the thick, creamy curtains over the windows before drifting about, lighting numerous candles on bookshelves well out of Fennec’s and Hamlet’s reach. Hints of black cherry and vanilla floated through the room. For over a year now, Spencer had been very into hygge, and she swore it changed her life. The long Colorado winters had always been hard for her, and hygge helped. Though the concept was more Danish than Norwegian, I very much approved. The two countries had once been a single kingdom after all, and the art of being consciously cozy was extremely feline.


Kneeling on the thick, cream-colored rug, Spencer reached toward me, and my fur tingled with the anticipation of pets. But, horribly, her hands flew right over me like dirigible double-crossers and landed on the carrier. Unzipping it, she called to Hamlet, who happily trotted out. “Aren’t you cute!” she said, scratching him between the ears.


“I think the word you mean is hideous,” I said, donning the frosty cloak of the maltreated. “Not cute. Though your confusion is understandable. I myself struggle at times with words that start with C and H. It was a dismal day three summers past when I called myself a hat.”


Spencer didn’t reply. Instead she peeked in at Fennec and stroked him gently between the eyes with a finger. “Oh, there’s nothing like a good puppy sleep,” she whispered. “Soak it all in, buddy. And when you wake up, you’ll see you’re in a safe place. No one will hurt you here.”


At her touch he stretched clumsy, too-large paws and sighed, his downy puppy coat like a sandbar in the sea of black mesh. Leaving the carrier open so he could come out when he wanted, Spencer rose and began to set up a playpen in the corner of the room with a patch of potty grass inside and a bunch of blankets and rubber chew toys. Then she retrieved a litter box and litter from the hallway supply closet and set up a bathroom for the swine, who used it right away. I watched him do it with a raised brow, pondering the ethics of feline appropriation.


“Okay,” said Spencer, looking around. “I’m going to fix you guys some dinner. You want to come help, Bij? Skunk will look after them.”


I looked over as the Pom galloped into the room, waving the flag of joy. Yes. Yes, I was coming. But not to help make dinner. There was much to ponder, and pondering, I thought, made up the difference between the very intelligent and the very dumb. Also, I couldn’t watch the inevitable squalor. Turning tail, I followed Spencer unhappily down the stairs.
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We Norsecats look splendid in armor. Particularly helmets. And this was why, alone in the firelight of the living room, I stuck my head into an empty succulent pot. Instantly I felt connected to the ancestors and to that fjord of blood that ran all cool and slushy in my veins.


I would’ve stayed in the pot all night, listening to the dulcet tones of seafaring pillagers and to the kabump kabump of a dozen wooden bows breaking through cresting waves. But alas, Hunger descended, and we Viking cats have appetites rivaling the American pygmy shrew. Like them, we need great quantities of food to keep our phenomenal metabolisms going. Daily we eat three times our own body weight, and even one hour without food can usher in certain death.


Having not pondered nearly enough, yet too hungry to ponder, I left the ancestors behind and made my way to the kitchen, arthritic floorboards creaking beneath my paws. Outside, the evening alpenglow faded through the windows, softening Fox Burrow’s dormant hoopskirt of a lawn. This lawn, so lush in the summertime, backed up to the Arkansas River (the golden vein of Gray Birch’s tourist-driven economy) and beyond that sat the low mountain of Napping Cowboy. West, across the valley from the Cowboy, stood a massive range of mountains, each crowned with snow. One of these, the largest of all, was a lone prince with three faces, and he overlooked the town with gray, Loki-like eyes.


Upon entering the kitchen and maneuvering around a stove that looked as though it’d rather be anything else, I found Spencer measuring out food for Fennec. Beside his bowl was a dinner of mashed bran and lettuce for the swine. “You know,” she told me, “cats and pigs have a lot in common.”


I propped up an eyebrow. Other than being quadrupeds, I couldn’t think of a single commonality. Besides, just the other day I’d walked to the extra-far spigot on my hind legs.


“Hamlet and Skunk will make marvelous friends,” Spencer continued. She took care not to look at me. To be casual. “You could be too. Now, I can tell you’re unsure about him, and that’s okay. But, well … I love you, Bij, more than anything, but sometimes you can be just a wee bit barbaric.”


Taking that as a compliment, I snuck seven and a half morsels of dog food when she wasn’t looking.


“I mean, he’s just a baby. Completely harmless and smart too.” She reached over and smoothed the furrows between my ears. “Anyway, just think about it. For now, can you go give Miss Tut her turndown? She’s such an early bird, and remember, she bought the Purrfection package, which includes a second glass of pinot meow or catbernet along with her aromatherapy.” She finished filling Fennec’s bowl and rubbed her temples. “God, I need to call Tahereh tonight. It’s been so long since we’ve had a human guest, I don’t remember how to do it anymore. We need food. Our website says a gourmet breakfast is included in the price of the room, doesn’t it? As it stands, Eddy is in for a crusty bread heel topped with some very old jam. Hardly appetizing.” She paused for a moment. Then, “Maybe Pete would like to join us? I’ll call him too.”


A tiny bray escaped between my incisors. Pete Moss was our groomer and general doer-of-all-jobs-needing-doing. He was a lovable, if reticent, man who would in no way contribute to the breakfast conversation. And while he had soft hands and the soul of a goddess, he looked like a reanimated bog body. In fact, I was fairly certain he was a bog body. If Spencer was looking for someone to break the ice at the breakfast table with her and Eddy (which she was), she’d picked the wrong man.


Sneaking seven and a half additional morsels of dog food, I lifted my paw and pushed off to see Miss Tut, who was one of my favorite guests. She came every spring for three months while her humans flew to the hot sands of Hawaii. While old, she was the most elegant of Siameses with eyes like pilot lights and a soul like John Quincy Adams. Her suite was one of my favorites, too, with a giant window overlooking the unbroken forest to the south.


After ten minutes in Miss Tut’s company, I’d quite forgotten the case of the undercooked bacon and been given a history of the Whig Party and reminded that every time a bald eagle calls, a patriot is born. Miss Tut knew all about US history and even tried to enlist in the military twice before her hip froze up.


Now, as a Viking cat, I care more for Norse doctrine than American politics. But Miss Tut enjoyed sharing her pinot meow, and though not my favorite drink (which was ale), a good manager always did what she could to indulge her guests’ delights.
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Drunken Warbler
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Cats named Bijou are normally debonair, and I’m no exception. It’s the French side of me that Spencer implanted with her appellation. I can’t help it, though it does at times clash with the sheer force of my Vikingness. And clash it did that first night Hamlet stayed at Fox Burrow.


Eddy still hadn’t returned and it was bedtime. That most holy time when cat and human (and Skunk) curled up together in trust and friendship. Since kittenhood (after Spencer rescued me from that cold box in that cold alleyway) I’d laid on a pillow next to Spencer, her long blond hair draped over me like a blanket. That pillow was my throne. My sanctuary and my shrine. It was when I felt closest to the Norsegods, Freyja in particular. My beloved Freyja (goddess of love, war, death, and more) who rode in a chariot pulled by cats. In fact, Freyja and her cats were stitched on the pillow along with my favorite bedtime poem.


Fluffy kitty
Norse kitty
Tiny ball of floof
Viking kitty
Slayer kitty
Fjord meow poof


And now, after kneading that throne to the brink of luxury, Spencer announced the puppy and the pig were lonely and scared in the Hachiko Suite and so would join us up here. In our room. On the bed. Well, my tail nearly detached at this announcement. Never had guests been allowed into our upstairs quarters.


“Poor things,” Spencer said, heading toward the stairs to retrieve them as the pig’s yellow-bellied grunts vibrated the floorboards. She passed by our room’s giant circular window, the moon turning her robe lily-white. “I’m surprised it’s taking Eddy this long. It’s after ten for God’s sake … but no, I shouldn’t call him. We’ve got a handle on everything, don’t we?” She turned to me, her lips firm. “Now you be nice and curl up with them, Bijou.”


Curl up with them? Curl up with them? As in welcome a swine to my pillow? What kind of spell had this pig cast on Spencer? No, this lodged a protest deep in my throat. A protest that I loosed upon her as soon as she returned holding both the carrier and the pink barbarian. “Fennec still won’t come out,” she lamented, lugging the carrier to the bed. “He gobbled up his dinner, but only after I put it in the carrier with him. And now he’s cowering in the back, terrified.” She placed the carrier down by Skunk, who licked it. “Good girl. See if you can comfort him, Skunk.” Then Spencer turned and placed the little rubicund terrorist on my pillow. “Scoot over, Bij.”


I protested louder. Vikings didn’t spoon barn animals. Well, maybe some did. But not the ones destined for Valhalla.


The swine brushed his dewy nose against my shoulder, his bare buttocks descending on Freyja. Well, this was simply too much for Bijou.


Lighting the dynamite beneath my paws, I waited for them to blow. The fuses were short. In .2 seconds I’d shot straight to the ceiling, my legs locked and splayed, my tail inflated. I swam the paws through the air and was out the door and down the stairs before Descent was finalized.


Skunk’s surprised yelp ushered me out the cat door and onto the frozen, yellow grass. There, I blinked and imagined the screech of a perfectly plump pillow deflating. How had this happened? I’d been in for a perfectly cozy night, and now my sacred sleeping arrangement was besmirched. Never had a guest so mistreated their manager.


Nostrils flared, I swiveled my neck in search of a new berth. The dark bulk of our old horse barn caught my eye. But if the pig wasn’t sleeping there, I certainly wasn’t. I was a proud Viking and as such, didn’t require any old barn. I welcomed the elements and would cushion my head with rock and cover the fur with hailstones.


Yet as the wind increased, I decided I didn’t want to sleep entirely out in the open. Even the ancestors sought a smidgen of shelter in the night. To my left stood the new agility course Spencer and Pete Moss had built last fall. It was situated within a low, white painted fence and pushed up against the edge of the property. Just past it, beyond a hedge, stood the neighbor’s squat brick house that belonged to Police Lieutenant Lou Tennant. His security light was on, bathing much of the course in soft, yellow warmth, and I fluttered toward it like a moth.


The obstacle that afforded the most protection was the dog chute. It lay torpid on the ground, blue and frosty and baffling to all manner of canine. Stepping gingerly toward it, I tapped it three times with a paw faster than lightning. Assured it wasn’t, in fact, a snake or giant cucumber simply posing as a chute, I slithered my way inside. It smelled like a tent and Skunk’s essential oils. Skunk loved the agility course. She bounced around it daily, her hair flying, her tongue flapping in a sickening attempt for treats and praise. Clenching my jaw, I forced myself into the prone position. Dethroned by a sow, I was desperate for Sleep, the great healer.


Slowly, I nodded off. A dream taking shape and cloaking my eyelids with silk. This wasn’t so bad. Not really. My northern blood ran true, and I welcomed nature like an innocent clergyman a longship.


I was undulating with the North Sea when a manylegged horror penetrated my sleep, porcupining the fur. The thing was hard shelled and halfway up my nose by the time I pierced it with my imaginary sword, Dewclaw. Fleeing from the chute, my ears chilled like champagne glasses in the night air. I’d been under the impression that beetles hibernated in winter. But now that one had proved both wakeful and guilty of unlawful entry, I dared not return to sleep.


After a moment, I decided there was only one place to go. The Drunken Warbler would still be open and it wasn’t far. It sat in the heart of town, past the end of Sourdough Drive, left on Pecan Street, and then right on Main. Foggy would be happy to see me. He appreciated quadrupeds like myself—the ones with many layers and great depth. Like puff pastry. And a little appreciation, I thought, would be much appreciated right now.


[image: Image]


Foggy Lawson, the fifty-year-old proprietor and bartender of the Drunken Warbler, greeted me at the back door after I scratched it. We were old friends, Foggy and I, and though I didn’t often come to the pub alone, he served me my favorite ale right away.


“Skol,” I cheered, taking a long drink until my chin hairs were as white as his. Burping discreetly behind a paw, I looked around the pub from my stool at the counter. The Warbler wasn’t crowded. Not at this time on a Thursday night. But a few souls dotted the rich oak booths, and I exchanged nods with Bobi Pinn, Gray Birch’s most chop-happy hairdresser. She had pink tresses that night and sat in a corner booth, chatting with pretty, young Dr. Flora, the vet at Flora’s Fauna. Both were nursing hot toddies. I crouched down a bit on my stool, not wanting Dr. Flora to see me. She’d poked and prodded Bijou enough in life already.


I spared a sideways glance at Foggy, but he seemed unconcerned with Dr. Flora, even though not long ago they’d ended a five-year engagement. They’d seemed happy together for most of those years, despite the significant age difference and despite rumors that Foggy often attended anger management. And they seemed happy enough now, separated. Bipeds in small towns often found odd ways of getting along—some of which included frequenting each other’s establishments and complimenting one another’s “briskness of servitude” and “generous tipping practices.”


The door opened and the grande dame of the town, Demelza Corn, swept inside, followed clumsily by Brooke Binder, owner of the Snoozy Poet bookstore. They joined Bobi and Flora at their table, signaling Foggy to bring more drinks.


“Ah, the Toddy Club meets again,” said Foggy, giving me a wink. “It’s up to three nights a week now.” He reached over and rubbed my ears with calloused fingers. “Are they still trying to recruit Spencer?”
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