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CHAPTER ONE: TAKING CARE
OF HUMANS




 


MILDRED MISTLETOE WAS NOT an
ordinary cat. Her coal black coat had speckles of white, and she
preferred napping with the house mouse to chasing him. Though not
fond of the dog, she tolerated him.

Being born on Christmas Day was not
unusual. But as far as she knew, Mildred Mistletoe was the only cat
born under the Christmas tree, actually in the manger.

Her Mama Cat had pawed the Baby
Jesus and family out of the manger, but permitted the sheep and
donkey to stay. What Mama Cat, a local stray that had been brought
indoors during a snowstorm, did not do after Mildred Mistletoe’s
birth was stick around to care for her.

Her humans, twins Fergie and
Frankie O’Hara, had done a passable job. Frankie had some trouble
with the tiny bottle of kitten milk, but he got better after a
bunch dripped on his basketball shoes.

Mildred Mistletoe would turn five
this year. Fergie and Frank, who no longer permitted his mother to
call him Frankie, attended high school. And they seemed to have a
problem.

Mildred needed to solve it. If the
worried looks and yelling continued, Mildred’s birthday, always an
occasion for family presents and good food, would be
ruined.

Fergie sat staring at the corner of
the living room that held the Christmas tree, but when Frank came
in from walking Dog, she wailed, “It isn’t true! Why would those
girls tell people I took money from the Christmas dinner
collection?”

Mildred knew all about the dinner.
Each year, Fergie, Frank, and their parents cooked mounds of mashed
potatoes and baked hundreds of cookies. They took these to their
Illinois town’s community center Christmas Eve.

Purchased turkeys and hams were
added to the donated goodies, and Fergie and Frank helped collect
coins for the meat. They started at Halloween, a useless holiday
that yielded no good treats, worked through Thanksgiving, which
earned Mildred many good snacks, and finished a few days before
Christmas. In other words, about now.

Usually their parents, Amanda and
Terence, worked at home in December instead of taking a bunch of
business trips. They did seminars on organizing humans’ lives,
including getting rid of household clutter. Mildred especially
disliked that class.

The parents had bagged up all of
the old afghans. Fortunately, Mildred noticed this before they left
for the thrift shop. She shredded part of the ugly blanket on the
back of the couch, so Amanda took Mildred’s favorite afghan out of
the thrift store bag and put it back in front of the heat register.
Since Mouse often slept in the afghan folds, having it back was
essential for household harmony.

This year, Amanda and Terence took
more business trips. They said they were saving for college for
Fergie and Frank in three years. Mildred did not like the sound of
this, because it seemed Fergie and Frank would leave home for a
long time. That did not work for Mildred.

No matter what, this Christmas
season Mildred had to fix what had Fergie and Frank, especially
Fergie, so upset.

“I don’t know why they would do
that,” Frank said. “Are you sure you heard right?”

“Assistant Principal Samuels asked
me about it. He said some of the other kids who collect said there
were more coins in the box when my shift started than when it
ended.” Her voice quivered.

Never a good sign. Fergie didn’t
cry often, but when she did, she wanted Mildred Mistletoe in her
lap. A lot. Though Mildred rubbed her cheeks on Fergie’s knees, her
lap was way too small for a good cuddle.

The basketball, which Frank had
taken to carrying often, bounced once. Frank loved that he had
grown tall enough to dunk a ball. But even though he could do that
at school, he couldn’t bounce a ball in the house when their
parents were home. “Uh, do you know who said it?”

“Cyndi and Jennie were leaving the
office when I came in. Jennie kind of smirked and Cyndi wouldn’t
look at me.”

Mildred Mistletoe had been
listening from the hallway, but now she trotted into the living
room and sat in the doorway. She didn’t think Frank took Fergie
seriously enough. Lately, instead of going to the mall or movies
with his twin, he seemed more interested in spending time with the
other boys who played basketball.

Another ball bounce. “What do you
want me to do, Fergie?”

“Do? Tell them, tell everybody, I
would never steal anything!”

Frank grabbed the ball in one hand,
a new skill for him. “I can tell the guys, but they aren’t the ones
talking trash about you.”

“But you have algebra with Cyndi.
You can tell her then.”

Bounce. “Uh, I guess
so.”

Fergie’s voice got higher and
louder. “What do you mean ‘you guess’?”

“I mean I can tell them I think you
would never do that. But I wasn’t there.”

Fergie stood with her mouth open,
then turned and ran upstairs stomping on each step really hard, her
brown braid bouncing on her back.

Frank didn’t move, but after a few
seconds, he put the basketball under one arm and walked after
Fergie. But not stomping.

Mildred went to her blanket and
used one paw to prod the tiny lump that was Mouse. He needed to
move over so Mildred could stretch out.

Once her tail was comfortably
curled around her, Mildred’s thoughts went to the two girls Fergie
thought might have said bad things about her.

Jennie didn’t come to the house a
lot, but Cyndi was Fergie’s best friend since grade school. She
didn’t hang around as often as she used to. Mildred missed her.
Partly because she liked her, and partly because Cyndi would
sometimes bring Mildred clear toy balls that had colorful tiny
balls inside them. Mildred batted them all over the house – until
Terence would put them away.

Cyndi had a job at some cake
factory. Or maybe it was a place that made cheese, which would be
better, of course. She said her mom let her choose her own clothes
with the money she made.

Fergie wanted to get a job there
too, but Amanda said her grades would go down. Later, Cyndi had to
miss the Homecoming football game because she had to work. After
that, Fergie didn’t talk about getting a job.

And what about Jennie? She seemed
to like Cyndi better than Fergie, but Mildred certainly didn’t care
about that. She did mind that Jennie never wanted Mildred near her.
As if cat hair was as stinky as dog hair or something.
Insulting.

From upstairs, Mildred could hear
Fergie hollering, but not what she said. Before Mildred could
decide whether to patter up the stairs, a key turned in the front
door and the bolt clicked.

Thank goodness. Amanda and Terence
could calm down Fergie. Rather than go through her usual stretches,
Mildred raced to the front door.

Amanda came in first, red cheeks
matching the scarf she always wore in December. Mildred planted
herself in the foyer, and Amanda almost tripped over
her.

“Mildred Mistletoe! Why are you
sitting in the doorway?” She tilted her head upwards. “Kids. We’re
home!”

Upstairs, someone turned on some
music. Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer floated down the
staircase.

Mildred meowed, turned, and started
up the stairs. When Amanda didn’t follow, she sat on a step and
meowed louder.

Despite his rumpled pants and
occasional inability to find glasses that sat on his head, Terence
tended to figure out that Mildred had a task for them before Amanda
did. “What is it girl? You hungry or what?”

Mildred meowed again and walked up
two more steps. She didn’t look back. Terence would follow
her.

“I bet she killed that mouse that
runs around here and wants to show us.” Terence began to climb as
he spoke to Amanda. “I’ll see what she’s up to.”

Mildred kept her tail in the air so
Terence would be sure to follow. She got to the top of the steps
and padded to Fergie’s door. She turned as she sat, so Terence
would be sure to stop where she did.

He got the idea and knocked on
Fergie’s bedroom door. “Honey? We’re home. I think Mildred
Mistletoe is looking for you.”

Fergie’s voice, complete with
stuffy nose, came through the door. “I fed her an hour
ago.”

“Do you have a cold,
sweetie?”

“No. I’m studying.”

The door to Frank’s room opened and
he stuck his head out. “Hi, Dad.” Without saying more, he pointed
toward Fergie’s door and pretended to wipe away a tear.

Terence had a kind of
dog-who-just-pooped-on-the-rug look. He glanced toward the top of
the stairs, probably wanting to call Amanda, but decided to be
brave.

He nodded at Frank and put a hand
on Fergie’s doorknob. “Can I come in? Haven’t seen you in three
days.” He turned the knob and walked in.

Mildred followed Terence into the
room before he shut the door.

Fergie’s chair slid back and she
stood, balled-up tissue in one hand. “Dad!”

“Are you sick?”

Mildred hopped onto the foot of
Fergie’s bed and sat next to the stuffed owl.

“No.” Tears spilled onto her
cheeks. “Everybody’s being mean to me.” She walked into her
father’s arms and began to cry in earnest.

Mildred heard Amanda downstairs,
but thought she was in the kitchen and didn’t hear Fergie
crying.

Between sobs, Fergie retold her
story about being accused of taking money from the collection
box.

As Terence guided her to the bed,
careful not to disturb Mildred, the shadow of Frank’s feet appeared
on the other side of the door. No one else seemed to notice
him.

“Okay, sweetie, we just have to
explain the situation.” Terence had his arm around Fergie’s
shoulders and he kissed the top of her head. “We can clear this up
quickly.”

Fergie’s voice rose to a wail. “But
Cyndi was my best friend.”

Amanda’s footsteps came quickly up
the staircase. “Fergie? What’s wrong?”

Frank’s shadow moved away from the
door and his bedroom door shut, softly. Terence called, “Some
school stuff. Come on in, Mom.”

Amanda came into Fergie’s bedroom,
and Mildred leapt to the floor. She’d gotten the parents involved.
Her work tonight was done.
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