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“You look amazing!” Lauren Crenshaw admired her cousin Zoe’s elf costume. 

Consisting of a green, red, and white dress, with striped green and red stockings, and a green hat topped off with a white pom pom, she really looked the part. Her brunette pixie bangs peeked out from under the white fur trim of the hat. 

“Brrt!” Annie, Lauren’s large and fluffy silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat, agreed. Her green eyes were lively with curiosity as she studied Zoe’s outfit.

“Thanks!” Zoe grinned, her brown eyes sparkling. “I can’t believe I haven’t taken part in the Christmas play before – it’s been so much fun! And I get to play head elf!” She twirled around.

They stood backstage at the town hall in Gold Leaf Valley, a small town in Northern California. It was Wednesday evening and they were getting ready for their first dress rehearsal. The opening – and only – night of the play was fast approaching, and their director, playwright, and lead actor, Father Mike, had seemed nervous every time they had rehearsed.

Lauren, Annie, and Zoe ran the Norwegian Forest Cat Café. Annie led the customers to the table she chose for them, while Lauren and Zoe made cappuccinos, lattes, and mochas. Lauren also created delicious cupcakes.

Today, they’d closed a few minutes early so they wouldn’t be late for the early evening rehearsal.

“Zoe, are you ready?” The balding priest of the local Episcopalian church stuck his head around the crimson velvet curtain. “Everyone else is here – apart from Mrs. Adley, who’s playing Mrs. Claus.”

“Yep.” Zoe zipped over to the stage. 

“Is it okay if we watch from back here?” Lauren asked, glancing down at Annie, who wore her lavender harness. They’d attended the rehearsals before, but now it all seemed much more serious.

“Of course.” Father Mike smiled. “But why don’t you two sit out front and be our audience? You can tell us if everything looks good.” A worried expression crept over his face. “Or not.”

“I’m sure everything will be fine,” Lauren assured him.

“Brrt,” Annie agreed, her silver-gray fur shining in the overhead lighting. 

“I hope so.” He checked his watch. “We’re still waiting for Mrs. Adley – unless she’s arrived since I’ve been back here.”

“No, she’s not here,” Zoe called.

“I guess we’ll just have to start without her,” Father Mike said. 

The sound of an old-fashioned Christmas carol cut through the air. Father Mike looked at Lauren, and Lauren and Annie looked back at him.

“I think you’re ringing,” Lauren told him.

“Oh, yes – so I am.” He searched in the red jacket of his Santa costume. “New phone with a new ringtone. I’m still not used to it.” 

Lauren decided to give him some privacy, and she and Annie went to sit out front, in the theater seats.

“Can you see me?” Zoe waved from the stage, in front of a painted backdrop featuring the black night sky sprinkled with silver stars. A large, wooden sleigh painted red took up part of the stage.

“Yes.” Lauren smiled.

“Brrt!” Annie perched on the purple velvet chair next to Lauren. 

The other cast members appeared from backstage: Ed, Lauren’s pastry chef, a big burly man with monster rolling pins for arms, and Mrs. Wagner, who was playing an elf. 

It was a small cast, and the play had been written by Father Mike a few years ago. When he had asked if he could put up a flyer at the café advertising auditions, Zoe had jumped at the chance to take part. 

Lauren – and Annie – looked expectantly at the priest as he walked onto the stage.

“Folks,” he began, his face and tone glum, “I’m afraid I have some bad news. Mrs. Adley has pulled out. She’s spending Christmas in Vermont with her family and new grandbaby. She said she’s sorry to let us down, but the baby arrived early, and she wants to help out her daughter.”

There was a small silence. 

“That’s totally understandable,” Zoe spoke. 

“Of course it is,” Mrs. Wagner agreed crisply. Spectacles perched on her slightly beaky nose, and a green and white elf hat covered her gray, feather cut hair. “Who wouldn’t want to assist their family at such a joyous time?”

“Yeah,” Ed said, nodding. The bell on his elf hat jingled. Ed was playing a naughty elf, which Lauren thought was the complete opposite of his real self. Although usually a man of few words, he seemed to enjoy taking part in the play. The rest of his costume consisted of a green, red and white jacket and pants, his elf hat the same as Zoe’s, just a little bigger and with the addition of a bell.

“I’m glad you’re all taking this so well.” Father Mike appeared to relax a little. “But I’m afraid we have a little problem. Who can we get to play Mrs. Claus at such late notice?”

“I would do it,” Zoe spoke. “But I love being head elf.”

“And I think you’re an excellent head elf,” Father Mike told her earnestly.

“Lauren, do you want to do it?” Zoe turned to look at her sitting in the audience. 

“Me?” Lauren’s eyes widened and heat hit her cheeks. “No – I don’t think I could.” She didn’t want to let down Father Mike and the others, but she didn’t think she could pull something like that off. She wasn’t as outgoing as Zoe. 

“I’m sorry,” Lauren added, feeling guilty.

“That’s perfectly all right,” Father Mike told her gently. “Who else could we ask?”

“Hmm.” Zoe tapped her cheek. “There’s Brooke, the local hairdresser, but she told me the other day she was super busy with everyone wanting to get their hair done for their Christmas parties. And Martha, of course. I bet she’d do it, but I don’t know if she’d need to have her walker on stage with her.” Martha was a senior – and their friend. 

Lauren racked her brains. “What about Claire?” she called out.

“Good thinking!” Zoe nodded. “Yes, Claire might be interested, but she’d need someone to babysit her toddler, Molly, unless Molly could come along to rehearsals.”

“Ms. Tobin?” Lauren suggested.

There was a small silence. 

Ms. Tobin was one of their regular customers. To start with, she had been their prickliest and most demanding one as well, but had mellowed ever since Lauren, Zoe, and Annie had saved her from an internet scam. But sometimes there were still flashes of the old Ms. Tobin.

“That might work,” Father Mike said slowly. “But we need someone who can learn their lines quickly, since we’re opening in three days.” 

“Isn’t Ms. Tobin helping out at the senior center right now?” Mrs. Wagner commented. “I thought I heard someone mention it when I was there yesterday.”

“Oh.” Father Mike’s expression fell. 

“Who else could we get?” Zoe’s gaze flickered around the stage.  

Lauren was about to take a deep breath and volunteer, however reluctantly, when:

“Brrt!” Me!  Annie sat up straight in the theater chair.

Zoe’s mouth parted. “Of course!” She giggled. “Annie could play Mrs. Claus.”

“Brrt!” Annie jumped off the chair and leaped onto the stage, the lead from her harness dangling behind her.

“Annie!” Lauren started after her and climbed onto the stage. 

The Norwegian Forest Cat hopped into the sled, her mouth tilted up at the corners, as if she were smiling. 

“Brrt!” I can play Mrs. Claus! 

Father Mike smiled. So did Lauren. And Ed. Mrs. Wagner did so reluctantly.

“That would be a wonderful solution,” the priest said, “if it’s okay with Lauren.” He glanced at her. 

Annie looked so pleased with herself that Lauren didn’t have the heart to deny her fur baby. 

“If it’s okay with everyone else,” Lauren replied. 

“Yes!” Zoe high-fived her. “This is going to be awesome!”

“But will your cat know to sit still in the sled?” Mrs. Wagner asked. “Or is she going to jump out and run around the stage when she’s not supposed to?”

“I think Annie will know what to do,” Zoe replied before Lauren had a chance. “She’s been watching the rehearsals with Lauren.”

“And she doesn’t run around the café,” Lauren replied. “She leads customers to their table, and sits with them if they’d like her to, but if they don’t, she relaxes in her basket.”

“I think Annie could really draw in the crowds,” Father Mike said. 

“And it wouldn’t be like anything this town has seen before.” Ed nodded, the bell on his cap jingling. 

“But Annie won’t have any lines as she can’t talk,” Mrs. Wagner pointed out. “How is the dialogue going to work if Mrs. Claus doesn’t speak?”

“Brrt!” Annie said.

“I think that’s how.” Lauren gave Annie a loving look.

“Yes, Annie can say her lines in Norwegian Forest Cat talk.” Zoe grinned. 

“And I can carry the rest of the dialogue when we’re in the sleigh,” Father Mike said.

“Well, if you’re sure, Father,” Mrs. Wagner said doubtfully.

“I think Annie’s sure,” Lauren said.

“Yep!” Zoe winked.

“Then it’s settled.” Father Mike beamed at them. “Welcome to the cast, Annie.”

“Brrp.” Thank you. Annie settled down in the sleigh, looking like she never wanted to get out of it.

“What if Annie wears a Christmas hat?” Zoe proposed. “Like the one you’re wearing, Father Mike?” 

“I don’t know if she’d like that.” Lauren furrowed her brow, glancing at Annie, who didn’t seem concerned at all about the prospect.

“We could try it and see,” Father Mike suggested. “And if Annie doesn’t like it, she doesn’t have to wear it.”

“Okay.” Lauren nodded. 

“We might have a hat small enough backstage,” Zoe said.

“We could check after rehearsal,” Father Mike replied. “I think we should just get started now, before we run out of time.” He glanced at his watch. 

“Where do you want this, Father Mike?” 

Two men in their early forties appeared from back stage, carrying a large scenery backdrop depicting Santa’s workshop, with toys in various stages of production.

“We’re not quite ready for that yet, Jay and Kyle,” the priest told them. “We’re going to start with the scene featuring Santa and Mrs. Claus in the sleigh.”

The two brothers had recently moved to the small town and had joined the play as backstage crew. Martha had told Lauren and Zoe that their mother was in assisted living nearby. 

“That’s a cat.” Jay did a double take as he noticed Annie. “In the sled.” His eyebrows shot up to his forehead. He was wiry, and of medium height, his hair cut in a fashionable spiky cut, and stubble covering his chin.

“Annie is joining the cast and playing Mrs. Claus,” Father Mike told them. 

“I’ve never heard of that before.” Kyle, his brother, gave Annie a quizzical glance. He was a little taller than Jay, and his brown hair was cut in a boyish style that suited his clean-shaven look.

“I’ll make sure she’s okay,” Lauren spoke. She was very protective of Annie.

“Me too,” Zoe added.

“And me,” Ed said gruffly.

“And me, of course,” Father Mike told them. 

Everyone looked at Mrs. Wagner, including Annie. 

“And me too, I suppose.” The woman sighed. “Wait until they hear about this at the senior center.”

“They’ll love it,” Zoe assured her. “In fact, with Annie in the play, it should be a sell out!”

“Which would be a very good thing indeed,” Father Mike said. “The ticket sales will go toward the local wildlife sanctuary.”

“Let’s get started then,” Mrs. Wagner suggested.

Lauren watched the dress rehearsal, proud of Annie’s prowess. She seemed to know exactly when Father Mike paused, waiting for a response from her. Her brrts and brrps seemed to provide the perfect answer to his remarks. 

Father Mike finished the scene by saying, “Well, Mrs. Claus, do you think I should enter my workshop now?”

“Brrt,” Annie answered, her green eyes shining with delight.

“You’re a natural, Annie,” Zoe praised.

“Yep.” Ed nodded.

“You were wonderful, Annie.” Father Mike turned to her, still sitting in the sled with him. “Thank you.”

“Brrt!” It was fun!

“Now we can start the next scene, which takes place in my – Santa’s – workshop,” the priest said. “Jay and Kyle, could you change the set now, please?”

“Yes, Father.” Kyle gestured to his brother. “Come on.”

Lauren watched them wheel away the starry backdrop before putting in place the workshop scenery. 

“How’s Mrs. Snuggle?” Zoe asked as they waited to resume their rehearsal.

“She hasn’t hissed at me for a while now,” Father Mike said, his face lighting up. “And last night she even sat in my lap. It was only for a few minutes, though.”

The priest had recently adopted a white Persian, who was a former show cat. Her full name was Mrs. Snuggle Face Furry Frost but everyone had developed the habit of calling her Mrs. Snuggle for short. 

“I’m sure she’ll realize how lucky she is to have you looking after her,” Lauren told him. The grumpy feline did not seem to make friends easily – either of the human or animal variety.

“Brrt!” Annie added, still sitting in the sleigh. 

“Have you gotten her spayed yet?” Zoe asked.

“Yes, a few weeks ago,” he answered. “And now I’m putting together a little Christmas stocking for her. Just so she knows someone loves her.”

“Ohhh.” Lauren misted up. Father Mike lived alone, but she hadn’t realized he’d been lonely until he’d admitted it when Mrs. Snuggle had come into his life. He always seemed so busy, helping his congregation and raising funds for good causes, that she hadn’t thought he would have time to be lonesome. She just hoped Mrs. Snuggle appreciated his kindness. 

“Annie’s getting one too.” Zoe lowered her voice.

“So is AJ.” Ed spoke. Annie had discovered AJ as a stray Maine Coon kitten in the garden, and had brought her into the café kitchen. Ed had instantly fallen in love with the little brown tabby, and it seemed to be mutual. 

“I hope Santa Claus won’t forget us,” Zoe joked. 

“I don’t think so,” Lauren answered. She’d already bought her cousin’s gift and had hidden it in her closet. All she had to do was wrap it. 

“Perhaps we should get started,” Mrs. Wagner suggested. “I do have to get home tonight.”

“Of course.” Father Mike nodded. “Let’s take our places and start the scene.”

“Annie, you’re not in this part of the play.” Lauren scooped up the cat and cuddled her. 

“Brrp.” Annie’s lower lip jutted out. 

“We can sit in the audience,” Lauren whispered to her.

Annie seemed mollified as Lauren carried her to one of the plush theater chairs. “We can watch Zoe and Ed. And Father Mike, of course,” she murmured.

Annie sat up straight as Father Mike, in his role of Santa, entered the workshop and asked for the toys for all the good boys and girls. 

Zoe played the head elf in charge of the gifts and making sure everything was on schedule, bossing around Mrs. Wagner and Ed. It turned out that the toy making was not on schedule as Ed’s character was stealing some of the toys to keep for himself. The scene ended with Zoe chasing Ed around the stage, with Mrs. Wagner jumping up and down – or as well as she could – from the sidelines. 

Lauren thought Ed was a good sport for taking on the role, but he’d told her gruffly a few weeks ago that he’d wanted to help out Father Mike who was always doing good for other people. 

“That was wonderful, everyone.” Father Mike beamed. “Now, we have the final scene, where Mrs. Claus – Annie – and I hop in the sleigh and deliver the presents to all the girls and boys.”

“Brrt!” Annie jumped down from her chair and bounded up to the stage. Lauren followed.

“That’s right
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