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“Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul.” — Emily Dickinson
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THE WARM SPOT
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Nobody asked Misfit to explain the fence rail. She will explain it anyway, because a treaty that nobody can articulate is a treaty that will not last, and she has never been willing to run this yard on good faith alone.

The top rail is eleven feet long, and for the first hour of any clear morning it is the only warm spot in the yard, because it catches the sun before the grass does, before the porch stone does, before anything else so much as considers waking up. Misfit discovered this in her first summer here and has considered it settled law ever since.

Whistler disputes this. Whistler has disputed this for three summers running, and he does it the same way every time. He comes down the fence line at first light, old and gray and unhurried, and takes the whole rail for himself. Not a share of it.

The whole thing.

As though the matter had never once been raised.

Misfit would like it on the record that she raises it every time.

On the second morning of August, she came out to find him already up there, folded ear turned toward the sun. The ear that was bent flat by an indisputably giant, almost gentle cat, years before she ever met him. She took her position directly beneath him, the professional distance, the correct distance.

The distance that says I am not asking you for anything. I am simply going to sit here until this becomes a problem for you.

She sat and stared with science in her silence.

The katydid, half asleep in the fence grass, offered the opinion that Misfit is very good at staring. It is possibly her best skill. The katydid was not asked.

[image: Misfit looks up at gray Whistler on a fence beneath Fury's two suns.]

He looked down at her eventually, the way he always does, and made a sound like a gate that has needed oiling since before either of them was born, and moved over six inches.

His tail waved gently over the six inches, sweeping over the sunlight and catching a rambling mosquito off guard who fell to the second rail.

Six inches. On a rail eleven feet long.

She sat and didn’t blink.

When his tail had circled back around him and he settled in to watch the grass for movement, she went up onto the rail.

She took all six inches of the warm spot on the rail, the spot that had been sitting in the sun the longest and therefore mattered the most.

She sat, tail and ears up, eyes focused on Lorraine’s bottom steps for a surprise treat.

No movement detected on the stairs at this early hour, but the steel bird with the rebuilt wing threw its light up onto the treehouse, where Lorraine’s newest installation had gone up sometime in the night. Six toes. One torn ear. Worked in steel, standing watch over the yard at the correct height and the correct angle, which somebody had clearly measured. Not an intruder.

She has declined to comment on the likeness.

She sat under it for some time anyway, at the professional distance, and did not once look up. That is not the same as not knowing it was there.

Neither of them said anything else about the warm spot, because there was nothing else that needed saying.

[image: Misfit and Whistler sit beneath a musical phrase while a cardinal perches nearby.]

This is the whole of the treaty. It has never once been written down. It has never once been broken. Misfit privately believes this is because the two of them are the only signatories serious enough to keep it.

[image: Six-toed paw print.]

She did not learn about the lion until the middle of the month, and she learned it the way she learns most things that matter. Sideways, from Whistler, without either of them agreeing to have the conversation.

The humans at Ashmoor call the flat stone at the back of the property “the old marker.” They mow around it twice a month and have never once, in Misfit’s observation, looked down while they do it. She has looked down. She has looked down at it a great many times over the years, because Whistler sleeps on it every single summer of his life. A cat that valuable does not spend that many nights on an ordinary stone. Not for no reason.

It is a grave. There is a lion under it.

Not a lion the way this yard has squirrels. A lion the way a thing is once and then is not. Brought here from somewhere with better weather by people who are also gone now, and put under a flat stone at the back of a property that mows around him twice a month and has never once looked down.

The stone holds heat. That is the part nobody upstairs knows, because you have to be a certain height to find it out. It takes the whole day in and lets it back out slowly all night, long after the grass has given up and gone cold, and if you put your chin down on it at the right hour you can feel the day still in there, going.

[image: Misfit faces Whistler resting on the old marker stone at Ashmoor.]

She has this from Whistler, who does not explain things, who has never explained anything to her in the whole of their acquaintance, and who did not explain this either.

Not directly.

She asked once, in her way, which is to say she did not ask at all.  She sat close enough and stared long enough that a lesser cat would have felt obligated to fill the silence. He made his gate-sound and put his chin back down on the warm stone.

That was the whole of the conversation. It was, as far as she is concerned, entirely sufficient.

She has worked out the arrangement herself, because that is what staring is for. Somebody very large is down there. Somebody very small goes out every summer so that nobody has to be down there alone.

She has not told him she worked it out. He would only deny it, and given the size of what he is carrying, she has decided he is entitled to deny anything he likes, for as long as he likes, without her interference.

[image: Six-toed paw print.]

By the end of the month she owed him a proper accounting, because it had been several rotations since her last formal Whistler inventory, and a gap in the field record is worse than a boring one.

Age: unconfirmed. He will not confirm it, on principle, and she gave up asking some time ago.

Ear: folded, not notched. She wants that on the record before anyone compares the two of them, because a comparison is exactly what people reach for and it is exactly wrong. His ear was bent by something that could have killed him and chose, at the very last moment, not to. Hers is missing a piece from something that warned her off with sharp claws and simply failed. They are not the same kind of survivor, whatever the wren upstairs likes to imply about “matching sets,” and she would thank people, and wrens, to stop treating them as one.

Voice: a gate that needs oiling. “Nnnggghhh—rrrreee-uhk.” Unchanged since her last report. She does not expect this to change and would be faintly alarmed if it did.

Notable behavior: he took the good rail again on the last morning of the month, the one that catches first light before anything else in the yard does. He made a little room for her before she had even finished making her point. Six inches, same as always. Neither of them mentioned it.

For that warm spot on a clear August day, she will make a little room for him in the record.

She did not thank him. She did not expect it. That is the whole arrangement, filed and closed.

She is not amending it today, or any day, for as long as there is a warm stone at Ashmoor and somebody small enough to keep it company.
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ONE GREEN EYE, ONE BLUE
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Misfit would like it entered into the record, before anyone gets the wrong idea, that she was not saving a spot.

It rained hard through the fifth of August, the kind of rainstorm that comes in sideways under the porch step. There is exactly one board under there that stays properly dry. The third one near the lattice, which she located through diligent survey work two summers ago, and has, on principle, never shared.

Pigeon came in wet to the shoulders around six that evening. One green eye and one blue blinking the rain off, smelling like the underside of the entire yard. She did not ask.

Pigeon has never once asked for anything in her life, because she does not need to. She has an unfair amount of charm and has always known precisely what that is worth.

Misfit turned her nose the other direction and moved over, shifting her shoulders and twitching her tail.

[image: Misfit and Whistler shelter beneath a porch during rain.]

The board is wide enough for two, if one of them is small and one of them isn’t.

She is not taking questions from the wrens or the snake about it.

[image: Six-toed paw print.]

It is worth stating, for anyone keeping score, that the arrangement runs entirely on Pigeon’s terms and always has.

On the seventeenth, laundry day, Pigeon came over the fence to watch the humans hang hot clothes onto themselves before they had properly cooled. A practice Misfit finds baffling and has said so, repeatedly, to no effect.

Pigeon watches everything as though attendance were mandatory. She alone had received the invitation. Nobody invited her. She came anyway. She always comes anyway.

Sitting with Misfit, Pigeon quietly related that the swans from the memorial place had come down the creek. Nothing more. That is the entire report. Misfit has had to build the rest of it herself, which is generally how it goes with Pigeon.

Misfit has never seen a swan. What she has assembled, out of a yard’s worth of loose talk and one sentence from a cat who does not elaborate, is this.

They are white the way nothing in this county is white. Not snow-white, which goes gray by February and apologizes for it. The white of a thing that has decided on itself.

They are enormous, and they do not hurry, and they come down the creek without performing any of the small negotiations every other bird here performs on arrival. No checking of exits. No little apology for the space taken up. No readiness to leave.

They arrive as though the water had been holding the appointment.

Misfit has filed them, provisionally, under Not Yet Classified. It is a folder she keeps for a very small number of things and does not enjoy needing.

Pawing at a rock, Pigeon dug up a white feather and laid it down next to her. Then she looked sweetly at her own feet, shook her whiskers, and swatted an ant that was going about its business.

For eleven days, Misfit had
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