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			1. Junior Detective Morton Digby: 
A New Partner

			Tuesday

			It was the summer of 1954 and the noonday sun was stopped dead in the sky high above the City. Its rays beat down mercilessly on Junior Detective Morton Digby, who was standing outside the precinct by the food cart on the corner. He was a border collie mix. An average-sized dog with a thick black coat and a white belly, neck, and ruff. His ears were fully dropped, his eyes were icy blue, and a characteristic white strip ran down the middle of his face spreading out across his snout. He had on a threadbare tan jacket that hung loosely over a white linen shirt and a navy-blue tie.

			Morton tugged at the brim of his battered trilby, shading his eyes from the sun’s glare as he turned to face his partner. “And this is Frankie’s Frankfurters,” Morton said, snapping his fingers and pointing finger guns at the food stand. “I can vouch for the number one, which comes topped with sauerkraut and mustard.”

			It was his partner’s first day on the job and Morton was giving him the lay of the land. Senior Detective J.B. Puddleworth eyed the food cart dubiously. “Don’t tell me you eat this junk for lunch every day?” he asked much too loudly. 

			“Just about,” Morton replied, casting an uneasy glance at the dachshund in the baseball cap who was poised at the ready in the shade of the cart’s umbrella.

			“I suppose it won’t kill me to eat a little street food,” his partner muttered. Detective Puddleworth was a Scottish terrier with a wiry black coat, a stubby tail, and a long, bearded face. A short dog, the tips of his bat ears reached only to Morton’s shoulder. The Scottie had arrived for his first day decked out in a gray pinstripe suit with a paisley kerchief folded into his breast pocket, a dotted tie twisted just so, and a felt fedora set at a rakish tilt.

			Morton stepped up to the cart. “Hiya, Frankie. I’ll take the usual. And a bag of salt-and-vinegar potato chips.” The dachshund handed him a wrapped-up frankfurter and a bag of chips, and Morton pocketed his change. Detective Puddleworth ordered the same for himself with the air of someone throwing caution to the wind. 

			Morton was just getting acquainted with his new partner. A framed photograph of a dog in a pink hat had already landed on Detective Puddleworth’s desk, and when Morton had asked about it he’d learned that the Scottish terrier and his wife had just moved from a stand-alone house in Staten Island to an apartment on the Upper East Side. His partner had proudly revealed another morsel of personal history when he’d declared—in front of all their gathered colleagues, mind you—that he could trace his ancestry back to a twelfth-century Highland chieftain. Muted laughter had rippled through the bullpen, and Morton had spotted one patroldog making a finger-twirling motion near his temple.

			With their lunch in hand, Morton turned west in the direction of the nearby river, and said: “Our best bet is to grab a bench over by the water.”

			Detective Puddleworth went all pop-eyed. “You can’t be serious, Morton! I’m going to melt if we stay outdoors a minute longer.” To prove his point, he began to pant heavily and mop his brow theatrically with his pocket square. “Come along, Morton. Let’s get out of this heat.” Without waiting for a reply, the Scottie turned and marched back toward the precinct.

			Morton stared after his partner, wondering if he was expected to follow. The knock on short dogs was that they were often bossy, and while Morton didn’t want to pigeonhole his partner unfairly, he was worried that Detective Puddleworth might prove overbearing. They were ostensibly equals, but it wasn’t unheard of for senior detectives to treat a junior detective partner more like an assistant.

			Reluctantly, Morton turned and followed the Scottie up the steps and past the granite columns that flanked the police station’s main entrance. He was desperate for their partnership to work. He had been without a proper partner since he’d been promoted to detective at the start of the year.

			The West Village’s 6th Precinct was based out of a five-story building on Charles Street only a few blocks from the Hudson. It had an attached garage fashioned from a converted stable, and a small jail capable of holding up to twenty-five prisoners in a pinch. Inside, a cavernous first-floor hall served as the bullpen for detectives and uniformed officers alike. It was a dreary wood-paneled room, unevenly lit by brass pendant lamps.

			Like most police precincts around the city, the 6th remained something of a boys’ club for dogs. In recent years a wave of female personnel had joined the force, but for now the fairer sex were relegated to desk work and not permitted out on patrol. The changes opening up the force also meant that plenty of cats had earned their badges. Most notable among the felines at the 6th were two huge Maine coon littermates who alternated shifts at the front desk. This brother and sister duo boasted mitts the size of bear paws and claws to match. Nobody messed with those two cats. But the bulk of the uniformed officers and detectives at the 6th were the usual lads—male canines who started out as flatfoots and worked their way up the ranks. There were a handful of terriers, bulldogs, and mutts. The rest were mostly hounds: bloodhounds, basset hounds, coonhounds, foxhounds, greyhounds—and anything and everything in between. 

			The two detectives found the break room empty. It was a windowless space adjacent to the bullpen with sickly green walls and a lingering smell of burnt coffee. There was a small fridge, an electric percolator resting on the narrow counter, and a row of vending machines along the back wall.

			Detective Puddleworth grabbed a paper cup and filled it with water from the small sink, slurping it down in a few gulps. “Ahh. I needed that. You know what this precinct could use? Air conditioners!”

			“Don’t hold your breath, J.B.,” Morton observed dryly. Detective Puddleworth frowned and patted his whiskers with a small napkin. Morton went up to the bright red Cleo Cola machine and dropped two nickels into the slot. They both caught on the first try and he gave the chrome knob a twist until it clicked, allowing him to remove a chilled glass bottle. After popping the cap, he sat down at one of the room’s two round Formica tables. Tearing open the bag of potato chips with his teeth, he popped a handful in his mouth. Then he took a bite of his frankfurter and chewed thoughtfully. 

			Detective Puddleworth sat down across from him, his short legs dangling from the wooden chair. The Scottish terrier took a dainty nibble from his frankfurter, and then another. “Not bad,” he conceded. 

			Conversation centered on Detective Puddleworth’s recent move. Adapting to apartment-style living was proving to be a big adjustment for the Scottie and his wife, especially as they had a family of Saint Bernards living directly above them. Morton reckoned Detective Puddleworth was perhaps seven years older than him—but as he listened to the Scottie talk, he was struck by how little resemblance his partner’s life bore to his own carefree bachelor existence.

			“I wish I’d thought to ask for ketchup on my frankfurter,” the Scottie griped. Morton would never think to ruin a perfectly good frankfurter with ketchup. Nevertheless he hopped to his feet and went over to the fridge, returning with a half-full bottle of the red condiment. “Fabulous!” the Scottie exclaimed, unscrewing the cap. “Now tell me, Morton, what made you join the force? Not many border collies go into police work, do they?”

			“I am something of an anomaly around here,” Morton admitted. “Border collies generally prefer country life, and we lack that fierce pack-dog mentality that draws so many canines to law enforcement. Of course I’m not one hundred percent border collie,” Morton added, not wanting to make a secret of his mixed heritage. “My grandmother ran off with a stray, returning home alone two months later to give birth to a litter of five. It was a big scandal in its day.” Morton scrutinized the Scottie’s face for any hint of disapproval, and saw none. Even though most cats and dogs nowadays held open-minded views on the subject of purebreds, the police force drew more than its fair share of troglodytes. “My two older brothers run a wool factory up in Maine,” Morton went on. “They expected me to join them and were upset when I packed my bags and left for the City Police Academy. I remember my brother Petey saying, only half-jokingly, You’ll be back soon enough with your tail between your legs! Herding dogs need fresh air and open horizons! But I had a foolish notion that by joining the force I could help make this city a little safer.”

			Morton was startled when Detective Puddleworth banged on the table with his fist, causing the ketchup bottle to jump half an inch into the air. “Horsefeathers!” cried the Scottie. “There’s nothing foolish about it! This town is overrun with dangerous criminals, and it’s up to us to catch them. I’m itching to roll up my sleeves and dive into some big-city police work! At my former precinct we were lucky to get the occasional burglary. I got out of bed one day and told myself that I needed to go where the action was if I expected to make a difference. So here I am, for the exact same reasons as you! I may not have much practical experience with major crimes, but I’ve read every criminology book on the shelf. I know all there is to know about conducting crime scene investigations. But my real forte is the psychology of the criminal mind. I just finished reading Think Like a Crook by Wanda Squirlcatcher. It was a revelation.”

			Morton cocked his head to one side and gave his partner a curious look. “Can books really help much with police work?”

			“Oh yes. Very much so. Surprisingly I’ve learned almost as much from reading murder mysteries as I have from textbooks.” The Scottie dropped his voice: “I’m addicted to dime-store crime novels. They are a reliable source of crime-fighting tips. All the great detectives combine keen powers of observation with a deep insight into animal psychology. It’s not enough to have a great sniffer, the modern-day detective must employ deductive reasoning to pinpoint the villain!” 

			Morton got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as he listened to Detective Puddleworth ramble on about his favorite fictional sleuths. When the Scottish terrier finally paused to take another bite of his frankfurter, Morton couldn’t resist throwing cold water on his partner’s dreams of crime-solving glory. “I hate to break it to you, J.B., but I doubt they’re gonna hand us any big cases. There’s a pecking order around here and currently we rank dead last. We’re looking at mostly shoplifters, pickpockets, and drunk tank duty.”

			Now it was Detective Puddleworth’s turn to stare at him in dismay. “I didn’t sell my home and move into a cramped apartment to be put on pickpocket duty! Didn’t you and your former partner ever work on any interesting cases?”

			“Actually, you’re my first partner since I made junior detective,” Morton confessed, leaving unsaid the fact that no one there had wanted to team up with a herding dog. Morton blotted at his chin with a paper napkin to rid himself of a stray dab of mustard and took a swig of soda as a brief silence descended between them. Morton had no desire to go into detail about how tough the few months had been at the 6th Precinct.

			The Scottie gulped down some more water and then changed the subject: “Looks like we picked the right lunch spot.”

			“I suppose,” Morton conceded. “But the break room isn’t always this quiet. As often as not it’s full of rowdy dogs telling crude jokes and playing juvenile pranks.”

			The Scottie raised his bushy eyebrows. “That explains your reluctance to eat inside. Lucky for us there’s nary a scoundrel in sight!”

			The words were barely out of his mouth when Sergeant Doyle wandered into the break room in search of a fresh cup of java. The sergeant was a barrel-chested bulldog with a smushed nose and an unfortunate propensity to drool. He was wearing his usual crisp navy uniform with two columns of brass buttons going down the front. 

			“Sergeant,” the two detectives grunted in unison, acknowledging their superior officer with a nod.

			“Well, well. What do we have here?” sneered the bulldog. “If it isn’t dingbat Digby and his new partner Detective Puddlenuts!” The sergeant guffawed at his own lousy joke and a stream of spittle shot out and smeared against one of the lower cabinets.

			Detective Puddleworth’s lip pulled back in a snarl, but thankfully this passed unnoticed by the sarge, who had shuffled over to the counter. Cursed with short arms and legs, the bulldog needed to stretch to reach the coffeepot. He unscrewed the cap, filled his mug with the sludgy brown liquid, and then turned to face the detectives. “Did you two hear the news? Buckley and Callaway finally collared that arsonist. They’re doing a victory lap around the station as we speak. The captain is happy as a pig in mud!” The bulldog chugged his coffee as he circled their table. “You’re new around here, Puddleworth, so let me clue you in. Buckley and Callaway are the top dogs on our team. They can follow a week-old scent blindfolded over bridges and through tunnels until they close in on their target. Of course, they’re both hounds. You could say they’ve got a nose for the job, unlike some other detectives I know.” The bulldog hooted and slapped Morton on the back. Then the sarge’s eye landed on the ketchup bottle sitting mid-table. “Hey! Leave some ketchup for the rest of us! Is there even any left?” Grabbing the glass bottle, the bulldog gave it a shake. The cap must have been loose because it flew off, along with a spurt of ketchup that caught Morton right in the face. “Oops. Sorry about that, pal! Geez, I really nailed ya!” The bulldog snickered. Then he smacked the ketchup bottle back down on the table and sauntered off, chuckling heartily.

			Without saying a word Detective Puddleworth held some napkins out to Morton, who did his best to wipe the splatter off his fur. Feeling miserable, he got up and went over to the sink to rinse his muzzle. When he was done, he patted himself dry with a dish towel.

			The Scottie regarded him sympathetically. “Looks like that bench would have been a better lunch spot after all.”

			“It’s just a bit of ketchup. I’ll live.”

			Detective Puddleworth shook his head in disgust. “I don’t think I can put up with that sort of thing day in and day out. He’s lucky I didn’t pop him in the snout!”

			Morton grinned. “I doubt punching the sarge on your first day would go over well.”

			“Please tell me he’s not in charge of assignments?” 

			“I’m afraid so.”

			The Scottie looked crestfallen.

			Morton now regretted dampening his partner’s enthusiasm on his first day. Detective Puddleworth might be a bit of a loon, and a major food snob, but he also seemed like an honest dog whose heart was in the right place. “You know what, J.B.? Let’s just take it one case at a time. With hard work and a little luck, we’re bound to catch a break.”

			“That’s the spirit!” cried the Scottie, beaming. “Every dog has its day! Our luck could change in a flash! Who knows? We might even land a murder case before summer’s end.” 

		

	
		
			

			2. Flint Lockford: 
The Piano

			Flint Lockford was an Irish wolfhound with a scruffy gray coat and glowing amber eyes. He was seated at his desk with the sleeves of his checkered shirt rolled up past his elbows and his furry fingers tapping out a steady beat on the keys of his Underwood SX. Flint worked as a newshound for the Knickerbocker Gazette, where his turf was mostly crime, vice, and stories that dealt with the mob. The Gazette’s headquarters were located in a flatiron-style building in the heart of Greenwich Village. Its busy thirteenth-floor newsroom was filled with a veritable flotilla of desks, with Flint’s jammed in the northeast corner, affording him a small sliver of a window looking out onto a busy Sixth Avenue intersection and the West 4th Street basketball courts across the way.

			When the typewriter dinged, Flint slid the carriage over and picked up his staccato rhythm right where he’d left off. But moments later he stopped mid-sentence when the telephone on his desk leapt out of its cradle with a loud jangle. Wondering if this might be the call he’d been waiting for, he grabbed for the receiver. 

			“Good morning, sir. This is Thompson Jewelers,” a curt female voice on the other end of the line informed him. “Your ring has been sized and polished, and is ready to be picked up.”

			

			“Thank you. I’ll be right over,” he replied, biting back what he really wanted to say, which was that it was about darn time. He had a dinner reservation for two tonight at Bertolotti’s, and the jewelers had cut things mighty close.

			Hanging up the phone, he glanced at the Timex on his wrist and saw that the hands were converging at the top of the dial. Flint rubbed his chin as he contemplated the complex logistics of stopping at Thompson Jewelers during his lunch hour while still meeting his deadline. The Gazette liked to keep its reporters busy, and Flint always had several irons in the fire. He was currently working on a piece dealing with corporate malfeasance at a blue-list Wall Street firm, as well as another article about the mob’s efforts to infiltrate the police force. But it was his muckraking exposé of the deputy mayor—whose scandalous backroom deals had become a real headache for city hall—that was due on his editor’s desk for initial review by three o’clock.

			Over the years Flint’s daily routine had settled into well-worn grooves. He was a dog who knew where his bones were buried, and he faithfully returned to his favorite haunts whenever possible, never feeling the need to stray far from the beaten path. On weekdays he typically ate lunch by himself at the Ritz Diner on the corner of Waverly and Grove, where he sat on the same stool around the bend of the counter, and without fail ordered the egg and cheese sandwich on a roll with cheddar, chasing it with a root beer. His next stop was always Claudette’s Bakery on Bleecker, just to end on a sweet note. Then he would be back at his desk by quarter to one. With his extra errand today, Flint knew he would have to up his tempo to double time.

			

			 With some misgivings he set aside his typewriter, slid his jacket off the back of his chair, grabbed his hat from the rack, and strode briskly toward the exit. He would just have to type a little faster when he got back. Right now what he needed to do was get his paws on that ring.

			The editor-in-chief, Mr. Boswell, was standing in his usual spot, surveying the busy newsroom. He was a graying tortoiseshell with owlish eyes and thick bristly whiskers, impeccably dressed as always in a chestnut brown suit. As Flint walked past him, Mr. Boswell tugged discreetly on the chain of the pocket watch tucked into his vest and his round eyes grew curious. No doubt he was wondering why Flint was jumping the lunch gun when he had a deadline looming. 

			Boswell was a no-nonsense army veteran who had served as a captain during the war, where he took part in the D-Day invasion. In peacetime, he had swapped out his platoon of soldiers for a platoon of journalists. Plenty of cats and dogs in the newsroom’s staff had their own war stories, although they almost never talked about them. Flint was no exception, having served as a seadog aboard a submarine hunter in the Atlantic, where his ship got torpedoed about a month before the end of hostilities. With a gaping hole below the waterline the vessel soon capsized and sank, and Flint was one of only a handful of survivors. 

			He stepped off the elevator in the lobby and was spun out through revolving doors onto the street where he was met by a wall of heat. Suspended high in the sky the blinding summer sun beat down on the concrete and asphalt, which in turn soaked up the sun’s rays and spit them back up with a vengeance. Heedless of the soaring temperatures, the Greenwich Village sidewalks were bustling with the usual mix of too-cool-for-school cats and dogs. The long-haired breeds were all showing off clipped summer looks, with many of the lads sporting Bermuda shorts paired with colorful socks, while the dames opted for A-line skirts that hit just below the knee. And who could blame them in this weather? Flint chose to keep his shaggy appearance year-round, coping with the heat mainly by panting. And because Mr. Boswell was a stickler for office dress codes, no one on the newsroom staff was permitted to ditch the jacket and tie during the warmer months.

			Flint bounded through the door of the Ritz Diner and claimed his stool, tipping his hat to Margie, the tabby in the pink gingham apron who was standing behind the counter. 

			“You’re early today,” said Margie. 

			“Yeah, I wanted to beat the lunch rush.”

			“The usual?”

			“You betcha.”

			His food arrived promptly. Flint wolfed down his sandwich and drained his soda in half his usual time, then he hopped up to pay his tab at the register. 

			“And you’re off like a shot!” Margie quipped as she handed him his change. “What gives? You working a hot story?”

			“Nope. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow, depending on how it goes.” Flint gave her a wink and slapped a quarter down on the counter by way of a tip. Margie watched him with a bemused smile as he flew out the door in a whirlwind. 

			Flint set off for Thompson Jewelers at a brisk pace, still licking his chops and brushing crumbs from his whiskers. The store was nearly twelve blocks away, and he was huffing and puffing by the time he got there. He disappeared inside for all of five minutes, and when he came out he had a velvet box weighing down the pocket of his tweed sport coat. Inside said box was a modest diamond engagement ring that he hoped would do the trick. It was all he could afford on a journalist’s salary, and it had left his bank account as empty as an old tin can.

			But what do I need money for? he asked himself. I have good friends, a job that means something, and the most amazing girl in the whole world. Flint wasn’t sure what he had done to deserve Bianca, but he wasn’t about to question his good fortune. Flint glanced at his watch again and was pleased to note that he was back on schedule, which meant he had time to swing by Claudette’s and still make it back to his desk under the unofficial lunch wire. The bakery was a daily ritual that he hated to skip. He had a real weakness for peanut butter cookies. 

			Whistling an airy tune, he strolled east on Bleecker’s scant sidewalks. Despite being little more than a narrow one-way street, Bleecker had evolved into a bustling main drag as the neighborhood had grown into a magnet for artists, writers, musicians, and free-spirits of all kinds. The street’s many cafés and music clubs were getting set to throw open their doors and welcome crowds that would linger well past midnight. 

			Flint soon found himself standing in front of the small pastry shop, its name stenciled in gold leaf on the tinted window. Before heading inside, Flint stopped to check his reflection in the glass—as he always did—taking a moment to straighten his striped tie and set his hat at a jaunty angle. 

			Six stories above his head, an upright piano began to fall silently through the air. Flint never saw it coming. One minute he was standing there, eyeing himself in the darkened glass, the thought of the still-warm peanut butter cookie making his mouth drool. And the next a four-hundred-pound piano clobbered him with irrevocable finality, the ear-splitting clang ringing out through the neighborhood, punctuating his death with the dissonant sound of every possible chord played simultaneously. The plate-glass windows of his favorite bakery frosted over with a web of cracks. 

			Later on, the crash of the piano would become a doleful topic of conversation for anyone who happened to find themselves within a ten-block radius at the time. These ear-witnesses would shake their heads sadly and point out how unlucky it was that the poor pooch happened to be standing right in that spot at that moment. And did you hear that he had a ring in his pocket?

			Flint’s ghost, released from its corporeal anchor, hovered three inches off the ground, contemplating the mangled figure that was himself, lying prone under the smashed piano. The busted strings were still reverberating in the air around him and it looked for all the world as if the instrument had expired as well.

			Flint instantly grasped the gist of the situation—he was dead. There could be no doubt about that. He held up a transparent paw and stared right through it at the checkered yellow cab coasting past him on the street. He gazed upward, curious as to where this unanticipated piano had come from. Up on the rooftop he saw a rope and pulley, and next to it stood a figure—the silhouetted head of a dog—peering down in his direction. A moment later the mystery dog ducked out of sight, but not before a flash of silver caught the sunlight, drawing Flint’s attention to the knife gripped in the dog’s hand.

			Flint blinked in disbelief. This couldn’t possibly be what it looked like, could it? Had he just been murdered with a piano? It seemed the most plausible explanation considering the knife and the way the sinister figure had stared down at him.

			Horrified passersby were beginning to gather. Cats and dogs ran out of nearby shops and gawked at the grisly scene. Blood was oozing out from under the piano’s busted frame, and Flint felt oddly embarrassed that his body was at the center of it all. Not that there was anything he could do about it. 

			Once the reality of the moment sank in, Flint’s thoughts turned to sweet Bianca and the life they had planned together. Their whole future had just gone up in smoke: No more getting married. No more honeymoon in Rome. No more adopting pups and kits together. He wondered what would become of Bianca without him? Flint hovered on the sidewalk, not knowing which way to turn. Everyone pouring out onto the street looked right through him. He was utterly invisible. A frizzy white dog rushed out of the bakery, and Flint recognized the bichon frise as the eponymous Claudette. She moved toward him, and before he could react, she had walked right through him as if he wasn’t even there. Flint shuddered—it was a most peculiar sensation. 

			Wanting to put some distance between himself and the growing number of onlookers, Flint drifted into the shadows of an open space by the stairwell of the neighboring record store. His feet weren’t actually making contact with the ground, and near as he could tell, locomotion was mostly a matter of leaning forward and willing himself to move.

			He was still astounded by how suddenly his life had been snuffed out. Although, perhaps he shouldn’t be so shocked. Just the other night, while out on a date with Bianca, they had stopped to have their fortunes told at Louisa’s Psychic Parlor over on Christopher Street. Louisa, a melodramatic Russian blue with a towering turban and hoop earrings, had peered closely into her crystal ball and frowned in confusion. “Your future appears unusually clouded.”

			“What’s that?” he’d said.

			“I see your upcoming week clearly but then it fades. I’d watch my step if I were you. Don’t take any needless risks. And steer clear of musical instruments!” Flint and Bianca had been mystified by Louisa’s cryptic prognostication, but they had simply laughed it off. After all, who took something as silly as a crystal ball reading seriously? Of course, he would’ve taken Louisa’s warnings more to heart if he’d thought for one second that pianos would be falling from the sky.

		

	
		
			

			3. Tatiana Val: 
The Getaway

			Businessdog was one of Tatiana Valova’s favorite disguises. She was wearing an oxford-blue shirt, gray slacks, and a striped tie, such that at a glance anyone would mistake her for a working stiff. A beat-up leather satchel and thick square glasses with clear lenses completed the look. Standing up on the roof, five stories above the bakery, Valova braced herself for the loud crash of the piano after she cut the rope. But she was still taken aback by the resonating boom that spread out across the neighborhood. She poked her nose over the ledge and peered down at her handiwork—a perfect bullseye. Crushed beneath the busted piano, the wolfhound lay motionless. She flipped the knife closed—it was time to make herself scarce.

			Valova, who usually went by Val, was an Afghan hound. She was tall and slender with combed cream-colored locks and a pointy snout. Her great-grandmother had been the grand-niece of a Bulgarian tsar—if family lore was to be believed—and from a young age Val had held her chin up a little higher than all the other pups in her mountain village. 

			As a teenager Val had immigrated to America along with her family, settling on the border of the City’s rapidly expanding neighborhood of Siamese Town. Her father found work at a coffin manufacturer while her mother did women’s wear piecework. Val was in her twenties when the war broke out. She enlisted as a Bulgarian translator for the Office of Strategic Services, and from there it was a short jump to field operative, as female agents were prized for their ability to pass unnoticed behind enemy lines. She had been schooled in the dark art of espionage, which included all manner of weapons training, after which she’d taken a primary role in various covert operations involving the elimination of high-profile targets.

			After the war, Val had returned home an unsung hero, only to find that a series of foolish investments, combined with the shenanigans of a crooked accountant (now deceased) had left her family destitute. To save her family from ruin she had fallen back on her wartime training and set herself up as an independent contractor. She didn’t like killing, but she had become inured to it, and more importantly—she was good at it.

			Val took off at a light jog across the rooftop, the piano’s strings still humming in the muggy West Village air. She easily hopped over a low double wall onto a neighboring roof and kept going. On reaching the next building over she leapt effortlessly across a three-yard gap—heedless of the five-story drop. Sprinting over to the hutch, she yanked on the stairway door. It wouldn’t budge. Undeterred, she picked the lock in seconds and stepped into the murky stairwell. There she paused, letting her eyes adjust to the light and listening intently, her curved tail held still and alert as she assured herself that all was quiet. 

			 One floor down Val located a garbage chute, conveniently tucked away in a small nook. Opening her leather satchel she removed a gray dress with a houndstooth pattern and a pair of matching flats. She peeled off her disguise, shoved it into the satchel, and tossed it down the shaft. Then she slipped on the belted dress and shook out her blond tresses, and the transformation was complete. Val proceeded down the stairs at a leisurely pace. 

			On the third floor she smiled nonchalantly at a housecat carrying a heaping laundry basket up the stairs. The housecat peered at her curiously. “Excuse me, miss, but did you hear that strange noise moments ago?” the cat asked her.

			Val responded without slowing her pace: “Yes, it was very odd, don’t you think?”

			“It shook the whole building!”

			“Maybe it was some sort of truck crash on the street?”

			“That’s what I was thinking!” said the housecat.

			Val reached the next floor, turned, and passed out of the cat’s orbit. Reaching the lobby, she walked out through double doors and back into the sunlight, emerging behind the ring of rubberneckers that had formed around the lurid scene outside the bakery. Fighting the urge to take a closer look, she turned in the opposite direction, swimming against the tide, as more cats and dogs were drawn to the commotion. She continued east on Bleecker, crossing Sixth Avenue, the tumult receding behind her.

			Confident that she wasn’t being followed, and a firm believer that the best place to hide was always in plain sight, Val stopped at a lively soda shop on MacDougal. The soda jerk behind the counter was a chipper young mutt in a white paper cap and a red bow tie. She ordered an ice-cream soda and watched as he poured milk into a tall glass, stirred in the chocolate syrup, added two scoops of vanilla ice cream, and filled the glass up the rest of the way with soda water. He slid it over to her with a straw, a long spoon, and a congenial “Here you go, miss.” She flipped a nickel into the tip jar.

			Val was pleased with herself. Today’s job had been just the sort of plum contract she’d needed to leave this sordid life behind. She could finally afford that California beach house she’d been dreaming of. The plan was to move out west with her elderly mother and start a new life. The minute the second half of her payment for today’s job was wired to her account, she would kiss this lousy city goodbye. Her client, Mister X, had specified that she needed to make it look like an accident, and surely there could be no complaints on that score. 

			She had gone out with a bang, pulling off an unprecedented hit that was sure to be written up in the papers. The idea for the piano drop had come to her while she was tailing Flint around town, learning his obligingly predictable routine. When the wolfhound had stopped outside the bakery after lunch for the third day in a row, Val’s gaze had wandered upward to the apartment for rent sign in the fifth-floor window directly above the pastry shop. That’s when it hit her. If she dropped something heavy out of that window, it would land right where Flint took a beat each day to adjust his tie in the glass.

			Later that night Val had been given a tour of the vacant apartment by the building’s super. Val had stuck her head out of the large French windows and peered down at the ground below, her mind whirring as a plan began to take shape. All she needed was something lethally heavy. Turning around, her gaze settled on a dusty old upright piano pushed into a nook of the living room. 

			“Does that piano come with the apartment?” she asked the super, a slovenly gray cat in a stained T-shirt.

			“The last tenant left it behind,” he replied. “That busted piece of junk ain’t worth a dime. I was gonna put it by the curb but it’s all yours if you want it.”

			The piano drop idea was so outlandish that Val was immediately taken with it. She rented the place on the spot, putting her deposit down in cash. It took her half the night to jerry-rig a rope and pulley to the frame of the water tower directly above her on the roof. Then she leaned a ramp against the windowsill and slid the piano along it, hooking it to the pulley with a canvas strap. 

			After that it had been a simple matter to hoist it into place shortly before Flint Lockford’s arrival. And sure enough, the next day at 12:25 the piano was dangling high above the ground with the rope securely tied to a radiator. Val went up to the roof, ready to cut it loose in a flash. The minutes ticked by as she stood there out in the open, completely exposed. Where was that darned wolfhound, she grumbled. Just as she was getting set to bail on her plan, she spotted him walking down the block, approaching from an unexpected direction. The brim of his hat was pulled low to keep the sun out of his eyes, but she recognized him from his loping gait, his shaggy outline, and his tweed jacket.

			The rest was history. The cops would likely file away the whole affair as a bizarre accident. There was nothing to suggest otherwise. Nothing, that is, except for the queen of spades playing card she had threaded brazenly between the piano strings. She delighted in leaving her calling card hidden at the scene of the crime, a telltale clue meant to torment whatever hapless investigators were charged with solving the case. 

			Val carried her ice-cream soda over to a free stool at the counter by the window and tucked into her treat, savoring each sugary spoonful. The bell on the door kept dinging as dogs and cats came in looking for icy relief from the heat. The stool to her left was taken over at one point by a college pup in torn jeans and a baseball cap, who tossed his backpack on the floor. Val paid him no mind, but five minutes later when he was joined by a university friend, her ears twitched in their direction. The new arrival was a tubby young cat with an equally overloaded backpack. “Hey, Jimmy, get this!” he exclaimed. “Some poor wolfhound got flattened by a falling piano just a few blocks from here. It was some kind of freak accident!”

			“Geez! That must’ve been that sound I heard!” 

			“I bet it was. I was several blocks away when I heard it, and by the time I got there a bunch of cops were blocking off the scene and pushing everyone back. But I managed to catch a glimpse from a distance!”

			“Was the dog badly hurt?”

			“Hurt? A piano landed on him. He’s dead as a doornail!”

			The other cat let out a slow whistle. “Unbelievable.”

			“Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Can you imagine having that kind of rotten luck! And to top it off, someone saw the cops pull an engagement ring from the dead dog’s pocket. He must’ve been about to propose to his sweetheart!”

			Val stole a sideways glance at the two students who were shaking their heads sadly. Now I know why he was late to the bakery, she thought to herself, unsettled by this unexpected information. When she had tailed Flint around town, she had seen him with his feline girlfriend, but she hadn’t thought their relationship serious. The timing of the hit made her feel suddenly queasy.

			Hers was an ugly business, she was under no illusions about that. Being a hitdog meant getting your hands dirty in the worst possible ways. Still, she always stuck by her own moral code. For one—she refused to kill cats. She had nothing against cats. Besides which, with up to nine lives each, cat assassination was infamously problematic. She also never targeted female dogs. On the rare occasion when jobs like that came on the market, she took a pass. Nope, it was only male canines for her, and it was rare for her conscience to tweak her on that score. Val had a low opinion of your typical male dog. She considered them belligerent, unimaginative, and foul-smelling creatures. All the evils of the world could be traced back to them. Of course there were exceptions, but as a rule the dogs who ended up on hit lists in this town were real lowlifes. 

			It occurred to her now that in her zeal to leave this seamy underworld behind her she had not done her due diligence on this job. Was it possible she had just killed a kind and decent dog? Val slurped down the last bit of her ice-cream soda, a troubled look on her face. What’s done is done, she told herself. There was no point in tormenting herself about it. It was time to clear out her bank accounts and get the hell out of Dodge.

		

	
		
			

			4. Junior Detective Morton Digby:
The Investigation

			The din made by the smashed piano petered out before reaching the 6th Precinct, which meant Morton and his partner knew nothing of the incident until the sarge collared them after lunch. “Look alive, fellas! Your day just got a whole lot more interesting. A crazy call just came through to dispatch—a ten fifty-two. You’re not going to believe this! Some dog just got flattened by a falling piano! The word from the captain’s office is that I should hand the assignment off to the two of you. You’re not the team I would’ve picked, but hey, the big dog must have his reasons.”

			“We’re on it!” said Detective Puddleworth, taking the pink dispatch slip from the sergeant. The two detectives grabbed their hats and made a beeline for the door. Morton got behind the wheel of a black-and-white patrol car while the Scottie sat beside him in the passenger seat. They turned on the siren and the lights and took off down the street, followed closely by another squad car full of patroldogs. They made a left on 10th, the wheels of the cruiser squealing on the blacktop, and then a right on Bleecker. Not two minutes later they screeched to a stop behind a small crowd of onlookers.

			“Police! Coming through!” The two detectives pushed their way past the crowd of cats and dogs gathered in front of the bakery. An unsettling sight came into view. The busted upright piano had flattened the poor Irish wolfhound like a pancake. As they edged closer to the body, the two detectives exchanged a look and Morton saw his own revulsion mirrored in the Scottish terrier’s eyes. It was a sobering thing to see a dead dog lying there in the street like that.

			“Everybody, step back!” barked Detective Puddleworth, taking charge of the scene. He directed the patroldogs to rope off the area and to press back the ring of cats and dogs. A fire truck pulled up, sirens blaring, as well as a box truck ambulance. A keen-eyed journalist flashed her press ID and slipped under the police rope. She was a chic gray tabby, her white blouse tucked into a pencil skirt with a split hem. She was already scribbling away furiously in her notebook. Directly behind her came a lumbering Saint Bernard with his press card stuck in the band of his hat. A head taller than his colleague and three times as wide, he stepped over the rope that the tabby had ducked under. A large camera with an attached flash hung from his neck, and, raising it to his eye, he set about documenting the grisly incident.

			The firedogs were barging onto the scene, and Morton took a step to his left to let them pass. He shivered, feeling a sudden chill, as if he had just walked into a meat locker. It was a darn peculiar sensation, at odds with the scorching temperatures on the street, but it was gone as quickly as it came, and Morton chalked it up to a delayed reaction to the mangled body.

			In a short time, Detective Puddleworth managed to impose a semblance of order on the chaos churning around them, after which he joined Morton, who was examining the dead dog. “That poor wolfhound didn’t stand a chance,” the Scottie lamented. “He really got clobbered by that piano. Looks like an open-and-shut accidental death case to me.” 

			Morton cocked his head. “Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

			Puddleworth shot him a quizzical look. “Jump? It’s barely a hop. I mean, just look at him! Still, we’d better find whoever was moving that piano. My guess is they’re looking at dog-slaughter charges.” 

			“Something is bothering me about this business. But I can’t quite put my finger on it,” muttered Morton. “This whole scene feels oddly theatrical.”

			“Theatrical? This is the City, Morton! Crazy stuff no one would ever believe happens every darn day!”

			Morton squinted up at the building and saw a thick rope dangling from a hoist attached to the water tower on the roof. He pulled off his hat and scratched the patch of white fur on his forehead. “That’s true enough as far as it goes, J.B. But it won’t hurt to poke around for a few minutes and make sure it all adds up.”

			Detective Puddleworth fanned himself with his fedora. “There’s no harm in being thorough if it will set your mind at ease. I’ll tell the firedogs not to move the busted piano until we give them the okay.”

			Then the two detectives set about interviewing bystanders in search of any direct witnesses to the incident. They talked to a few cats and dogs in the front rows of onlookers, but no one seemed to have been looking that way at the precise moment it happened. They were about to give up when Morton spotted a snowy bichon frise in a white apron poking her head out the door of the bakery, looking distraught. “Hey, what about her? Let’s see if she knows anything,” Morton suggested, jerking his head in her direction.

			“I’m Detective Puddleworth, and this is my partner, Detective Digby,” said the Scottie. “Do you work here?”

			The bichon peered at their gold badges. “Yes. I mean—this is my bakery. I’m Claudette.”

			“Be sure you write all this down,” the Scottie whispered to Morton. Addressing the baker, he asked: “Did you know the victim?”

			“Not by name, but he’s one of my regulars. He came into the shop every day at half past twelve, like clockwork, and he always stopped to straighten his tie in the window. He was a big fan of our peanut butter cookies.”

			“Did you see what happened?”

			“No. There was a huge crash! It shook the whole store and scared the living daylights out of me. I looked over and saw the window filled with cracks. It wasn’t until we opened the door and looked outside that we realized what had happened.” She stared at the ground. “What terrible luck.”

			When they were done questioning the baker, the two detectives moved on to a close-up examination of the victim. The first thing that struck Morton was that the piano had not slipped loose from the canvas sling wrapped around it, but rather it was the thick rope holding up the sling that had given way. Morton traced the meandering path of the rope on the sidewalk until he located the loose end, squatting down to inspect it closely. “That’s odd,” he said. “It looks like a clean cut.”

			The Scottish terrier frowned as he too scrutinized the severed rope. “That is strange. You’d think it would be frayed. But still, in and of itself this doesn’t tell us that much. I’d say it’s time to let the firedogs haul that piano off him. Then we can go through the victim’s pockets.” 

			They had just finished communicating this to the fire chief when Sergeant Doyle appeared at their side. “Hey, fellas! I figured I’d stop by and see this with my own eyes. What a gruesome sight!” he said gleefully. The bulldog glanced down at Morton’s notes and looked puzzled. “What’s with all the notetaking? What happened here isn’t much of a mystery.”

			“We just figured we’d do this by the book,” said the Scottie.

			“Suit yourselves,” said the bulldog with a shrug.

			The three of them watched as the firedogs—Dalmatians in domed metal helmets—lifted the busted piano off the wolfhound and lugged it over to the curb. Three Siamese cat paramedics maneuvered the crumpled form of the wolfhound onto a stretcher. Morton cringed. There was nothing dignified about being scooped up off the sidewalk. 

			With the wolfhound rolled over onto his back, the photographer took two steps closer to the stretcher and a look of horror spread across his features. The two detectives converged on him. “Hey, you with the camera! Do you know the victim?” Detective Puddleworth demanded.

			The Saint Bernard removed his hat and nodded glumly. “Do I ever. It’s my pal Flint! I can’t believe it. We worked together at the Gazette. He was a buddy of mine, and a top-notch journalist. We often played pool together after work. I can’t believe it’s actually him.” The Saint Bernard hung his head, his droopy eyes welling with tears.

			Detective Puddleworth peered up at the press card tucked into the reporter’s hat. “Mr. Otis Hubbard, is it?” The Saint Bernard nodded. “Morton, be sure to take down this dog’s name and phone number.” 

			Morton dutifully recorded the dog’s contact information in his notes, even as he chafed at his partner’s commanding tone. The feline reporter had been interviewing the baker, but seeing the look of distress on her colleague’s face, she rushed over. Glancing down at the dead dog, her eyes went wide as saucers. “Oh no! It’s Flint! How awful!” She put a hand to her mouth, squeezed her eyes shut and stood there, stunned.

			“And your name is?” Detective Puddleworth inquired delicately. 

			The tabby opened her eyes and took a deep breath. “Penelope Flick, field reporter for the Knickerbocker Gazette,” she replied in a trembling voice. Morton scribbled her name in his notes as well. 

			They found several items on the dead dog’s person: a scuffed leather wallet with a press ID card in the flap that confirmed the dog’s identity, a spiral notebook full of hard-to-decipher shorthand, a shiny ballpoint pen, and a wristwatch with a cracked dial, the hands stopped at 12:34.

			“That gives us a pretty good time of death,” Detective Puddleworth noted matter-of-factly. They placed the items carefully into a canvas evidence bag. Patting down the wolfhound’s jacket, Morton discovered one last thing. He peered curiously at the small ring box. Detective Puddleworth took it from him and opened it to reveal a diamond ring glinting in the sunlight.

			The Saint Bernard hung his head morosely. “Flint told me the other day that he was planning to propose. You’ve never seen a cat and dog more in love than Flint and Bianca.”

			

			The gray tabby stared at the ring, aghast. “Poor Bianca! She is going to be devastated.”

			“Tell me about this Bianca,” said Detective Puddleworth, nudging Morton in the ribs so that he would get his pen ready.

			“She works as a bartender over at the Calico Cat Lounge,” Penelope informed them. “She’s as close as you’re gonna get to a next of kin within city limits.” 

			Morton looked up from his notes to see the sergeant looming over them again. “Let me see that ring!” demanded the bulldog, stretching out a meaty paw.

			Detective Puddleworth handed him the box.

			The bulldog tsked. “That’s one unlucky son of a gun. I guess I’d better go break the bad news to this waitress, before she finds out some other way.”

			“I can take it if you like,” Morton said quickly.

			“No, no! I’ll do it myself,” said the bulldog, sucking back a stream of drool that had dipped below his chin. “You need tact for this kind of thing!”

			“Perhaps we should let Bianca keep the ring?” Detective Puddleworth suggested kindly. Morton cast an appreciative glance at the Scottie. He approved wholeheartedly of this notion.

			The bulldog shrugged. “Sure, why not? No point in having this little gem sit in an evidence locker gathering dust. Just make sure to leave it off your report so our good deed doesn’t bite us in the ass! I’ll see you two bozos back at the station.” The sergeant stomped off, barreling his way through a wall of rubberneckers.

			The two detectives watched solemnly as the paramedics covered up the wolfhound with a white sheet and slid the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. The gathered crowd around them began to dissipate as it drove away. 

			Detective Puddleworth leaned against a nearby lamppost. “Are you ready to conclude it was an accident, Morton? I’m sure there’s some logical explanation for the way the rope broke. We can’t be grasping at straws.”

			“Why don’t we take a closer look at that piano?” Morton suggested, pointing at the busted instrument sitting in the gutter. He had to admit it did indeed seem like a tragic accident, but having done little more than follow the Scottie’s orders since they’d arrived on the scene, Morton relished the opportunity to direct the investigation for a few minutes, even if it turned out to be a waste of time.

			They circled the piano, examining the stray copper wires jutting out from the frame and the disjointed ivory keys. Morton reached out and lifted the piano’s splintered lid, peering down at the tangled mess of strings inside. His eye snagged on something out of place. Reaching down, he worked a playing card free from between the strings, holding it carefully by the edges. The Scottie peered eagerly over his shoulder as he flipped it around and they both stared down at the queen of spades. 

			Detective Puddleworth let out a slow whistle. “I don’t believe it! It’s the calling card for the Queen of Spades! The notorious hitdog!” 

			Morton leaned in and gave the card a sniff. “It’s been sprayed with perfume. Some kind of citrus floral fragrance.” 

			The Scottie’s nose quivered above the card. “You know what, Morton? This playing card changes everything!” 

		

	
		
			

			5. Bianca Moon: 
The Broken Heart

			In the moments before the piano came crashing down to earth, Bianca Moon was standing outside the Calico Cat Lounge, patiently waiting for the boss to arrive and open up shop. The lounge was a snazzy West Village hangout, set at the unlikely intersection of Fourth Street and Tenth Street in the topsy-turvy geometry of the West Village, with Seventh Avenue making up the third edge of a triangular plot.

			Bianca had silky white fur, a plumed tail, and eyes like large green marbles. She looked resplendent in a periwinkle keyhole dress with a ribboned collar and a matching pillbox hat. Bianca was a Turkish Angora. That is to say she was an Angora on both sides, and stashed somewhere in her closet she had the papers to prove it. Not that she put much stock in that kind of thing.

			Two other employees were waiting alongside her. A few paces to Bianca’s left stood Gerald the janitor, a grubby mutt who was always mumbling unintelligibly to himself. He seemed to go through life in a state of perpetual drowsiness. At this very moment his head was drooped beneath his baseball cap, and Bianca could make out the telltale sound of snoring, even though he was standing upright on the sidewalk. Bianca suspected the only reason Gerald managed to hold on to his job was because he was a whiz at fixing the finicky bowling pin machines in the lounge’s basement game room.

			And to Bianca’s right was Roxy, an alley cat who had recently been brought on as a waitress. She was sprawled unladylike along the metal steps that led up to the back entrance on the second floor. Dressed in a battered denim jacket and matching denim pants, she kept her eyes hidden behind wayfarer sunglasses. Roxy’s fur was a mottled red and black tortoiseshell pattern that suited her hard-boiled personality. 

			Bianca flicked her wrist and stared at the dial of a square silver watch. Her eyebrows twitched. Normally by twelve thirty they’d already be inside setting up. With a sigh she pressed herself back into the little sliver of shade afforded by the building’s overhang. The sidewalk was crowded with a mix of fast-walking locals and slow-moving tourists. Snippets of conversations drifted to her sharp ears, mixed with the occasional rumble of a passing truck and the background hum of the city. 

			“Broonnggg!” A loud jarring clang cut through the air, echoing throughout the neighborhood. There was a momentary glitch in the pedestrians’ steps as they looked around, ears perked, trying to locate the source of the booming noise. 

			Bianca froze. “What the heck was that?” she asked, her tail already puffed up to twice its normal size as a shiver ran through her.

			“Beats me,” Roxy replied. “Some kind of church bell gone wrong?” 

			Gerald pushed his hat off his face and blinked sleepily before letting out a noncommittal grunt.

			The last echoes of the mysterious ringing faded away. “It was too jangly to be a bell,” Bianca pointed out.

			

			“Look at you with your hackles raised, acting all spooked! You’re such a scaredy-cat! You gotta learn to play it cool in this town, Princess.” The alley cat unsheathed her claws and studiously examined her needle-sharp nails.

			“Don’t call me ‘Princess’!” Bianca snapped, rankled as always by the nickname Roxy had cooked up for her. “And I’m not a scaredy-cat. That sound just gave me a strange feeling is all.”

			“I know a scaredy-cat when I see one,” Roxy insisted. Gerald let out another grunt, this one managing to get across the sense that he agreed with the alley cat. Roxy peered at Bianca over the top of her sunglasses. “You won’t last long around here if you hit the roof every time someone turns on a vacuum. Get a grip, Princess.”

			Bianca scowled at her.

			As the normal noises of the city reasserted themselves, and with no repetition of the eerie sound, Bianca began to wonder why she was so jumpy. She hated looking like a wuss in front of the alley cat. Roxy was chewing gum, making the occasional loud pop whenever a large pink bubble collapsed. But her gum must have been losing its flavor because she unexpectedly spit it out of her mouth, sending it flying over the sidewalk and into the gutter. 

			Bianca cringed. “Did you have to do that?”

			The alley cat shot her a What? look. “Did you want me to swallow it?”

			“There’s a garbage can right on the corner.”

			“Yeah. Key word in that sentence—corner. We can’t all be as ladylike as you, Princess.”

			Bianca gritted her teeth.

			

			“Hey, did you write any pretty poems this morning?” Roxy asked her teasingly.

			“So what if I did?” Bianca replied curtly, regretting the day she had mentioned her writing ambitions in front of the alley cat. When Bianca had packed her bags and traded a cloistered suburban life for the excitement of the big city, her goal had been to become a published poet. But writing poetry wasn’t going to pay the bills anytime soon, which was why most of her evenings were spent behind the bar at the Calico Cat Lounge.

			“Just making conversation,” said the alley cat. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist.”

			Bianca groaned inwardly. Talking to Roxy was pointless. The alley cat only poked fun at her ambitions because she didn’t have any of her own. We aren’t friends and we will never be friends, Bianca told herself, not for the first time. Roxy had taken an instant dislike to her when they first met. The alley cat had pegged her right out of the gate as a stuck-up rich girl, even though Bianca would never dream of looking down her nose at anyone. At least Roxy hadn’t caught on yet that she was a college girl, because if she ever found out about that she would have a field day. They said cats were crueler than dogs, and while Bianca had never allowed herself to believe it, Roxy had just about changed her mind. The alley cat liked to push her buttons, and there were moments when Bianca felt the urge to lunge at her and scratch her eyes out. But she always took a deep breath and counted to ten, giving herself time to cool off. 

			Roxy was a born-and-raised city girl, and she had been a regular at the lounge long before Bianca arrived in town. Roxy had a posse of alley cat pals who liked to crowd around and watch her play pinball. She was known for being able to squeeze twenty minutes’ worth of fun from a single nickel on any of the pinball machines. And thank goodness for that because she was always strapped for cash. Bianca had a hunch that Roxy had been just one paw away from living out of a garbage can when Tabatha hired her. The skinny around the lounge was that years of living on the street had left Roxy with only four lives to burn.

			Bianca didn’t doubt that her own life had been easier than the alley cat’s. But easier did not mean easy. Orphaned as a kitten, and with no close relatives to take her in, Bianca had been lucky to be adopted by a well-to-do couple who raised her as their own on a large estate in Scatsdale. The Stewarts were Angoras like herself, and they had been her only family for most of her life. She loved them both dearly.

			Looking up, Bianca saw Tabatha hurrying up the street in their direction. Her boss was dressed simply but elegantly in a form-fitting purple dress, accessorized with a chunky set of pearls and a floppy hat. Fishing the keys out of her purse, the buxom calico went up the steps. “Did you guys hear that weird boom?” she asked. “It gave me such a fright! I wonder what it was?” 

			Bianca smirked at Roxy. 

			“We heard it too, Boss!” replied the alley cat. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about!”

			Tabatha set about unlocking the back entrance. A widow, she had opened this joint herself after the war and it had quickly become a home away from home for a lively mix of hepcats and dapper dogs from the neighborhood, and transformed Tabatha into a doyenne of Village nightlife. Bianca adored her boss—even though she knew that hidden behind the calico’s broad smile was a hard-nosed businesscat. Bianca knew Tabatha had taken a chance when she’d given her a job without any experience, and she was determined not to let her down. She relished having a front row seat to the nightly dramas of West Village life and took great pride in her work. Bianca never forgot a regular’s name or drink, and was known for crafting smooth
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