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Foreword

Bonjour,

This collection of stories were all inspired by a single photo, which I can’t reprint here because I don’t own the copyright. But I can link to a New York Times Article I read about the picture in question because at the time my spouse, also in this collection of stories, was sending me hilarious Louvre heist videos. One such video, said there really needed to be story written about the dapper man in the photo. Thus my idea to gather my writer friends and challenge them to produce something in a week.

Writing a short story collection about the internet craze of the week is not the best idea because writing takes time and by the time you’re ready to publish everyone has moved on. In fact, they are even making arrests in the Louvre case as I write this. But even if you are reading this the day I published or even months or years from now, the stories are fun and we had a blast to see what we could produce in a week.

À la vôtre!

Aaron Frale
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Dapper Man and Cat

Aaron Frale
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The Dapper Man stepped onto the scene, black coat, gold vest, and signature blue tie. The Louvre heisted: tiaras, brooches, emerald necklace, and emerald earrings among the thefted items. The thieves used a ladder truck and power tools to take the items in broad daylight. But there was one detail missed by the press and the investigators on the scene.

A cat had witnessed the entire thing. The CCTV footage revealed that the furry feline friend had perched itself on a tree across the street. While cats lazing on a Sunday morning seemed quite unremarkable in lieu of the heist that captured the world’s attention, this particular cat had a camera collar, the kind where kitty obsessed owners can watch a live feed of their pet’s shenanigans.

The furry fuzzbucket was positioned in such a way that it had a perfect view of the robbery. One of the bandits had made a critical error in judgement. While they were cutting through the window with power tools, one of the thieves lifted their mask to wipe sweat from their brow. They were smart enough to hide their face from the CCTV but not the cat. If he found the cat, he’d find the thief.

“A tabby cat!” The dapper man said to the policeman leaning on his vehicle.

“What?” the cop with tree trunks for arms asked.

“I need to find this tabby cat!” He pulled out his phone and showed the man a photo of the moggie in question. The officer gave him a sideways glance, a you can’t be serious look. The dapper man had no time to explain. The clock was ticking and the owner hadn’t come forward with the footage collected by the creature. 

“It’s Paris. There’s lots of cats.” The copper shrugged.

“This one has all the answers. The camera you see there, it only has so much storage, and will overwrite old footage in favor of new ones.”

“Maybe it left tracks? Paw prints we can follow?”

Perhaps the burly man was not so thick after all.

“Come,” the dapper man said and they made their way across to the tree in question. They had lucked out. The tree was close enough to the truck used to break into the building that it was behind the crime scene tape. But they were unlucky in that the foots of the various crime scene investigators trampled whatever evidence may have been left.

However, the dapper man’s umbrella was equipped for just such an eventuality. He sprayed the sidewalk with a mist from the tip that coated it in a fine dust. Footprints and more importantly paw prints appeared plain as day. They could see where the meowbox had come from and where it went from the tree.

A member of the official investigatory team saw them and stomped over gesticulating wildly. “What are you doing?!” He yelled. “This is a crime scene!”

The dapper man didn’t even give the newcomer the benefit of looking away from the ground. He fished an ID card from his vest pocket and the investigator deflated.

“My apologies,” he said. “On behalf of the French government you have our–”

“There’ll be time for that later,” the well-dressed gentleman said. “Come Watson.”

“It’s Larry,” the cop said.

“Larry?”

“My boss is the only one who calls me Watson.”

Not flinching at the irony of the law enforcement official’s name, they strode off in the direction of the tracks, occasionally spraying the ground to see the way until they came to an alley. It was a dark place with lots of trashcans and places for a cat to hide. There was also a whole mess of paw prints, and several non tabbys.

Larry climbed into the nearest dumpster and his charming partner gave the cop a peculiar grin.

“What?” Larry asked.

“My dear Larry, the cat in question would not be in a dumpster. It has a camera collar. Therefore, I deduce that it has an owner and not indeed a stray. It would not need to dig through the trash for sustenance, and from the preponderance of toms in this alley, food sources would be well guarded by rivals. Since there is no evidence of wounds from scuffles, the feline would not have encroached on another cat’s territory.”

“So, why’s that cat wearing a camera collar?”

Sure enough, resting in the dumpster next to the one the policeman had climbed into was not just any old cat but the cat. The dapper man used his special forces hand signals to instruct his partner about how best to approach.

“I don’t follow,” Larry said.

“You take one side, and I’ll get the other,” he huffed.

Larry climbed out and they crept around so as not to wake the sleeping creature. They tiptoed to either side. The fuzzbucket was just out of reach. The dapper man made a diving motion with his hands and counted down with three fingers.

Larry jumped on one. “No wait!” the dapper man yelled and went on zero. They flew head first startling the purmachine and it hopped onto the fetching man’s fedora, climbed on his back with all its claws, and leapt from the dumpster into the alley.

By the time they dug themselves out, the cat was gone and the beauteous man wasn’t so good looking anymore with a layer of filth staining his black jacket and vest. That did not deter him as the cat could be seen bouncing up a stairwell.

“There!” He said and they ran, scampering up the fire escape rattling the grates as they went. An old lady stuck her head out the window and shook her fist at them, yelling about the racket they made.

Once on the rooftop. They saw the animal trotting to the next building over and leaping to the other side. They ran after the meowster and jumped from building to building in hot pursuit. They had to scramble over triangular skylights and HVAC equipment, slowing them down just enough that the target was just out of reach.

The striped crusader seemed to tire of the game and decided to curl up on a ledge. Larry stopped them and pulled a can of sardines from his pocket.

“Do you always carry sardines? And why didn’t you mention that before?” the dapper man huffed.

“They are high in omega-3’s, and I always carry sardines in case I get hungry.”

“I supposed you eat them on buttered toast.”

“Baguettes have too many carbs.”

The stud in posh clothing rolled his eyes and swiped the tin from his mate and popped the top. He walked delicately towards the pawriffic pet and held the can out as a peace offering. Meanwhile, Larry circled around to cut off any avenue of escape.

The exquisite sullied man approached and held his offering out. The mouser sniffed curiously, and he slowly reached for the collar. Larry stumbled on a piece of scrap metal and startled the striped fuzz. It jumped and the dapper man leapt.

The dapper man’s hands gripped the collar and the cat backed away. It got loose from the filmmaker’s necktie and jumped from the roof top to the alley below and scampered away. The kitty was superfluous now that the dashing detective had the answers in his hand, a camera collar with the footage that would solve the case.
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A SHOWER AND A CHANGE of clothes later. How many black coats and gold vests did this guy own anyway? Larry and the cute crime scene investigator crouched around the footage at the copper’s computer. 

It was the wrong cat. 

This particular one was nowhere near the Louvre on the day in question. The camera collar had a little number 7 etched into the side. Leading the attractive man to conclude, there were others. He searched the internet and found an obscure website, “Cats of Paris.” Many live feeds from the POV of the French furry friends filled the page. They were named Tawny Tortoiseshell and Curious Calico with numbers for each feed.

“7 - Terrific Tabby” was offline. A quick count revealed there were about 5 other tabbies. Geo markers indicated the rough neighborhood of the animals.  2 of them were in locations too far from the Louvre to make sense, 1 of them was asleep in such a way they could see the fur and it didn’t have the coloring, which left 2 possible cats.

However, they didn’t need to find the kitties as there was an archive for each stream. The first of the 2 candidates were on the wrong side of the Louvre on the day in question, which left “15 - Tricky Tabby.”

Before he was able to investigate any further, Larry knocked over a coffee onto the man’s waistcoat.

“Sorry,” Larry said while grabbing tissues. “I was going to point out number 15. I guess I got too excited.”

The dapper man rolled his eyes at his clumsy yet well-meaning friend and headed for the bathroom.
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WHEN THE STUNNING SLEUTH returned with a fresh vest of the same gold color, Larry was noodling around on his phone.

“What did you find out about number 15?” The dapper man said.

Larry jumped and stuffed his phone into his pocket. “Sorry, I was entering in my carbs,”

“I thought you don’t eat carbs.”

“I can have some. There’s sugar in the coffee and sugar is a carb.”

The dapper man rolled his eyes and sat back at the computer. The Terrific Tabby must have been snoozing because the live feed was an extreme closeup on the fur. There was an archive button but when he clicked it, the screen errored out with a not found message.

“What do you think it means?” Larry asked.

“Anything from poor website management to a cover up,” the dapper man said, and he clicked back to the live feed. 15 began to move and the footage displayed the feet and chairs of a cafe. A hand came down to pet the kitty and gave the cat some tuna salad. “Come, I know where that is!”

***
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THEY ARRIVED AT THE cafe too late to catch the critter during lunch hour but the well-dressed man watched the feed the entire ride from a laptop and he glanced around the area and could retrace the steps of the cat. He looked at the computer then ran into the
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