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Chapter One
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"Three cats in a tree," Tanya called into the office.

"Did you tell them that we're not firefighters?" I asked, scuffing my shoe into the carpet. 

These calls were repetitive and a waste of our time. We needed some real clients and some real work, but the agency had been dead since quarantine hit a couple years back and we were piled high with bills. Our office space was sucking up more funds than we could keep up with, and payroll was floating on thin ice. 

"I told her," Tanya replied. "She asked if it qualified for our services if it was a mystery as to how to get them down."

"Did you tell her no?" I asked, slapping my head.

"I told her I'd ask the boss," Tanya replied. "She said she was willing to pay whatever we wanted if we could get them down."

I groaned. I wasn’t trying to compromise my main mission which was to help people with private investigation, but a little money would be nice. "Tell her I'll be there in ten," I said, getting out of my chair.

"Will do," Tanya said, rushing back to the phone. 

I put on my suit jacket and took it right back off, thinking about all of the cat hair that I might encounter with the new task. I hated getting hair on my clothes. I loved animals but it was a big pet peeve of mine to wear clothing covered in fur.

"She said she will be waiting, and she said Fluffy has a bit of a temper, so you might want to avoid her paws," Tanya said as I was walking out of the door.

"Great," I replied. "Now, I'm dealing with an angry feline."

"Wouldn't be the first time," Tanya said with a smirk.

"If that isn't right," I replied. "I'll be back in a little bit. If someone calls, take a message. If someone calls about another cat, give them the number to the fire department."

"Will do," Tanya replied.

I walked out the door and through the parking lot, getting into my car. It was a hot day, and I had to roll my sleeves up just to deal with the heat that had built up inside of the vehicle. I opened up the sun roof and rolled down the windows, trying to get some air flow. I didn’t want to be a hot mess by the time I got there.

As I rolled down the street, I listened for the directions from my GPS on where to turn. More often than not, the GPS directions were a little outdated, making it difficult to account for traffic or construction zones. I finally got into the neighborhood that the woman had asked me to be in and almost instantly, I saw a small crowd of people at the bottom of a tree. I stopped my car and walked towards the crowd.

"Did you call about a group of cats stuck in a tree?" I asked, looking at a woman with green eyes and dark brown hair. She had to be in her mid to late thirties, and the other two people standing with her looked like they could be her children.

"Yes," the woman said, a worried look on her face."We've tried everything to get them down, but nothing seems to be working."

"How'd they get up there in the first place?" I asked.

"Well, Fluffy has quite the entourage," the woman said. "Beans and Tipsy have been chasing her all day, and they seemed to have followed her into the tree."

"I see," I said, wondering how I would get into the tree. "Does anyone have a ladder?"

"We sure do," the woman replied, signaling to one of the teenagers behind her. "Joe, can you get our ladder?"

"Sure thing," the young man replied, running off.
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As I waited for Joe to come back with the ladder, I got to know the woman who had called me better. Apparently her name was Martha and she was a school teacher in the area. Fluffy was the class pet. I guess kids didn't get fish or hamsters anymore. They got comfort animals. She said Fluffy had run out the school door when the bell rang, and Beans and Tipsy, pets from other classes followed him.

I wanted to ask her why she didn't just get him down from the tree if they had a ladder, but it seemed a little rude. Maybe, she was afraid of heights or something. I wasn’t quite sure. I just wanted to get up the ladder, get him down, and get back to work.

Joe finally came back with the ladder, and I placed it on the tree. I climbed up, letting the young man hold the bottom of the ladder and neared the cats. As soon as I got up there I heard a subtle hissing noise. It was Fluffy, and he wasn't quite standing up to his namesake. I called to the cat and put out a hand to let him sniff it. This usually worked for dogs, so I didn’t see why it wouldn't work for cats. 

Fluffy got close to my hand, but instead of sniffing it, he took a big bite out of my skin. I pulled my hand back suddenly, reassessing the situation. I was so close that I knew I could grab him out of the tree, but it was clear that Fluffy didn't like me, so instead, I called the two other cats. 

Tipsy and Beans were much kinder than Fluffy. They let me pick them up and carry them down from the tree. I handed the cats to Martha and Joe and they secured them in kennels that they had brought with them. I had originally thought this would entice Fluffy to come down, but apparently, Fluffy wasn't as interested in Beans and Tipsy as they were in him.

I stood at the bottom of the tree, trying to figure out what to do next. Fluffy was stubborn, but I wasn’t going to let him win. I had dealt with tough criminals. I had tracked people that the feds had on their most wanted list. I wasn’t going to let a cat get the best of me.

"Fluffy is going to do what he wants to do," Martha said, dropping her head. "This might be a lost cause. Maybe, if anything, he will come down for his dinner."

"Dinner?" I inquired, thinking about the tuna sandwich I had in my jacket pocket. I had made it earlier, thinking I would have time for a quick snack and forgot that I had put it in my pocket. 

"Yes," Martha said. "Fluffy never skips a meal."

"Hold on one minute," I said, signaling to my car. "I need to grab something."

I ran across the street and unlocked my car, reaching for the jacket that I had tossed on the front seat. The inside of the car was extremely hot at this point, and I could smell the hot tuna. My car smelled foul, but Fluffy might still find the sandwich appetizing. I took the sandwich from my pocket, closed the car door, and ran back across the street. 

"Here, Fluffy," I said, taking the sandwich out of the loose saran wrap and placing it at the bottom of the tree. Fluffy didn't hesitate. He jumped out of the tree and ran directly towards the sandwich.

"Got him," Martha said, wrapping her arms around Fluffy and putting him in a kennel, sandwich still hanging from his mouth.
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“Thank you for helping us,” Martha said, pulling a checkbook out of her purse and writing a small check.

“No problem,” I replied. “This isn’t my usual kind of thing, but I’m glad I took a chance at it.”

“Yeah, I was a little hesitant about calling your agency about our cats, but I have had a difficult time getting a hold of the fire department lately,” Martha replied. “When they pick up there, the wait is always longer than expected, and the operators that pick up the phone don’t have manners.”

“You would think being a fire department that they would be extremely helpful and attentive to your issues,” I said, wondering why the fire department would have such bad customer service. 

“I know,” Martha replied. “But there have been times we have had to wait two or three hours to get someone to come around. I guess a cat in a tree isn’t a huge emergency for them. I mean, I get it. There are probably a lot of fires and other issues they handle, but when I see a fire fighter sitting at Cassie’s Counter, eating a sandwich after I have been trying to get a hold of someone to help me, I feel a little disgruntled.”

I nodded. The world had changed a lot since we were kids. People used to be willing to extend a helping hand. Now, they were too occupied with everything else to do so. “Things are
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