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      Unless I’m mistaken, and I rarely am, I believe there’s a lovely break from the pace at which I come across random dead bodies.

      Not knowing how long this break may last, it would be prudent to take full advantage. Therefore, I'm thinking now is the right time to fulfill the promise I made to recount the early days of my career.

      I am Sir Percival. Cat detective.

      As a cat, I believe I am quite clever, good-looking, always a gentleman, and I groom my silver-grey coat to perfection. I remain ever on duty for when the next body drops, and…

      Gracious! There goes one now, across the street. I just witnessed it through our front window! I hate to chat and run but … Oh. False alarm. 

      It was just Mrs. Berrycloth. Drunk again, I’m afraid. I see she’s dusting herself off now. Good girl. On you go.

      Now, where was I? Oh, yes.

      Dead bodies have a habit of showing up in my neighborhood, and while this is understandably alarming, it’s even more alarming to realize someone nearby is a killer and needs to be found. I’ll not rest until I know all our humans and fur babies are safe.

      I know what you're thinking, and my answer is yes, of course, you may report to your humans all about how I came to solve some of my earliest mysteries. After all, we love our humans and wish to keep them happy and entertained. But do keep in mind how the poor dears have such limited comprehension. Go easy on them.

      My human family, Brook and Theo Potter, live with me here in my home. Theo’s rather strong as humans go, and a bit of a tall breed. Brook is more on the delicate side, with lively eyes, and doesn’t seem to mind how frequently Theo plays with her ginger hair.

      They live with me in the small town of Bisque, nestled within the Pacific Northwest. They believe with all their hearts that I'm an indoor cat, and I am content to let them think so. Humans are so cute.

      Brook and Theo are a lovely young couple, thoughtful and kind, who see to my every need. 

      Well, usually. When they’re not distracted.

      I only say that because they do tend to get caught up with one another, engaging in that awkward human courting ritual, kissing. Which, on occasion, seems to be leading to an even more awkward ritual. Although it’s not a ritual, exactly. More of an activity, if I’m being honest.

      Oh, bother, I may as well say it. I think they’re shagging.

      I’d rather not know, and I won’t mention it again. I prefer we all remain dignified. But they’re young and in love, so I suppose I must make allowances for randy behaviors. 

      Please forgive me for all that silly distraction. Let’s get to my story!

      It was Christmas time in our gentle little town when I first came across a situation that had me so worried, I couldn't rest until I knew everyone was safe. I've often referred to this case as The Sketchy Christmas Tree, because that is where it all started. Up in a Christmas tree.

      On this particular afternoon, as I lie on the couch licking my toes, I couldn't help but feel something peculiar tugging at my senses. My ears lifted as I picked up the sound of a human's footsteps outside, approaching the front door. As the sound drew nearer, I recognized it as the footsteps of my cat dad, Theo.

      Theo has always been mostly harmless, so I rolled over and closed my eyes. But something felt off. The footsteps were heavier than usual, and a strange smell wafted in from underneath the doorway. I opened one eye and saw Theo through the window, his face twisted in concentration as he wrestled a box much larger than himself, aiming for the porch. My head jerked up, eyes widening. 

      What foolishness was this? Why does no one ever ask my permission before bringing strange things into the house? Last time, it was one of those sketchy houseplants. You can’t trust them. If a plant wants to share my home, it will have to pass my rigorous inspection. I’ve done battle with many a houseplant, establishing my dominance. I run a tight ship.

      And now this. The biggest box I’d ever seen.

      Theo made it to the porch and was now fumbling with the doorknob, the box thumping aggressively along the outside wall.

      It was unnerving, and I feared something was about to change. I don’t like change.

      But then my cat curiosity took over, igniting, bursting into flame within my heart. What was this thing? What was inside it? I must know! I became hell-bent on exploring this monstrosity. Own it, bend it to my will. And give it a furious bunny-kicking.

      I sprang into action, leaping from the couch, bounding across the floor. Like the coiled spring of a clock ready to burst, I propelled myself through the air with all the grace and agility of a panther.

      I know this because I saw one of those once. I witnessed the movements of a panther in a show my humans call kitty TV. I knew then that I was very much like a panther.

      But back to my story. I propelled myself through the air (don't forget the part about grace and agility) and landed with deft precision on the windowsill, where I could get a better view.

      The door opened, bumping awkwardly into the wall as Theo almost lost control of the thing. I crouched, ready to assist should the box choose this moment to fall on Theo’s head. If the box knocked him unconscious, I could lick him awake. I’ve done that many early mornings.

      “Sir Percival, stay out of the way, little buddy. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll do no such thing! You may require assistance.

      

      

      

      

      

      The box filled the doorway widthwise, and was too tall to pass through the doorway upright. How my cat dad remained calm at a time like this, I didn't know. But I noted his breathing became a touch heavier as he wrestled the monstrous thing, slowly tilting it until it was lying flat on the floor, then dragging it lengthwise until it was all the way into the house. The coatrack just inside the door had a near miss as this new threat passed the threshold.

      This needed investigation! I couldn't let the size of the thing cower me. Even if it was the biggest box I'd ever had to deal with, I was ready for the fight. Remaining calm, I hopped down from the windowsill and approached the box, sniffing it cautiously. It smelled strange, like something I’d never encountered before. As Theo shoved cardboard across our hardwood floor, the deep bass sound was not unlike hissing, the box exuding a feral menace.

      My back arched so high I rose to my tippy toes, tail puffed out.

      The box lay there. Silently. Taunting me with its unfamiliarity. Just then, Brook came into the room. Thank goodness!

      
        
          
            
              
        Brook, I’m glad you’re here. You must talk sense into Theo and get that thing out of here.

      

      

      

      

      

      But instead of shoving that box right back out the door, she scooped me up in her arms. Not ideal in this situation, but not bad either. I could still defend her from here.

      She ruffled my head and booped my nose. I always love that, but it didn’t seem wise to let myself get distracted.

      “Sir Percival, I should put you in the other room for a few minutes, so you're not in the way while we set it up.”

      “Oh, let him stay,” said Theo. “You know how he loves boxes. As soon as we open it up, he'll have a blast with it.”

      Her gaze took in the size of the box as she set me back on the floor. “Wow. Are you sure this one is ours?” She put her hands on her hips. “I don't remember it being that big when we ordered it.”

      He hefted the box back up on its feet, narrowly missing the vaulted ceiling overhead. “You know, I wondered the same thing. But look...” He pointed to a label on the side of the box. “That's our name, Potter. Still, it is pretty big.” He took his coat off, hanging it on the coatrack while the box towered, slightly swaying. “I'm thinking they sent us the wrong size.”

      Brook shook her head as she surveyed the height of the box. “It's so tall.”

      He shrugged, tilting his head from side to side. “I kind of like the idea of a super-sized Christmas tree.”

      “But even with the step stool, I'll never be able to reach the top branches.”

      He pulled her close and nuzzled her neck. “That's what I'm for. I'll reach it for you.”

      She giggled, playfully slapping his shoulder.

      I sighed. Here we go again. When they get like this, it's difficult to communicate. I didn't know how else to alert them to the danger, so I started climbing the leg of my cat dad's jeans.

      I'd made it just past his knee when he took hold of me and brought me higher, where he could hold me. About darn time.

      “I think Sir Percival wants to be acknowledged.” He ruffled my head. “Every time we show affection for each other, he wants to change the subject.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Humph. I'm merely being sensible. You're the one who brought a big taunting mysterious box into the house, genius. Now listen. That box is very dangerous. Take it out immediately.

      

      

      

      

      

      Theo petted my head, lovingly. He must've appreciated hearing my sensible suggestion.

      Her eyes squinting, Brook considered the box. “We already paid for it, but we might have to buy more ornaments.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Woman, use your head! Tell him no.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Okay. Done!” He smiled, setting me down.

      Great... here I am on the floor again. Sighing, I had to accept I was outvoted.

      He grabbed a box cutter from the counter. “Let's get it out of the box and see what we're dealing with. I'll start cutting from the top and you can hold it steady from the bottom.”

      “Okay,” she said. “But first let's clear a big enough spot by the window.”

      They went to the large picture window and moved the chair and the small side table, setting them on the other side of the room. Indignant, I came forward to sniff the spot directly under the window. I'd had some perfectly good hiding places for my toys under that chair. A wave of anxiety came over me.

      They were moving things around! I didn't like where this was going. I didn't like it at all.

      Then it got worse. They pushed my toys aside, and away from beneath the large picture window. My heart dropped into my stomach.

      They moved the box to stand next to our large picture window. I watched in horror as Theo carefully cut through the tape, revealing a flurry of green branches springing out from the opening.

      Great Feline in heaven! It was worse than I thought. He hadn't merely brought home a giant box. He'd brought home a monstrous sketchy houseplant. My fur stood on end.

      It was a tree!
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