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Being Followed
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“There they are again.” Smokey nods in the direction of two cats loitering across the street as she and her best friend, Jasmine, exit Meowers, their favorite lunch spot in Faunaburg.

“They’re still following you?” Jasmine asks.

“I see them everywhere I go. It’s creepy.”

“Maybe you should tell the Police Dogs.”

“Tell them what? That I keep seeing the same two cats, but they never do or say anything to me?”

“Are you sure it’s always those same two?”

“Yeah. I’m sure of it because they remind me so much of my parents. The Russian Blue looks just like my dad and the Maine Coon like my mom. Younger, though.”

“They do remind me of you and Autumn Amelia,” says Jasmine as she and Smokey continue down the street, the cool September breeze making their whiskers twitch. “Except that the Main Coon isn’t calico because it’s a male.”

Smokey glances back over her shoulder. The two cats haven’t moved, but they’re both looking at her. A shiver runs down her spine. “If they’re near the parking lot again after work I’m going to ask a security guard dog to walk me to my car.”

“Good idea,” says Jasmine. “I still think you should let the Police Dogs know your concern. It wouldn’t hurt to have a report on file.”

“I’ll think about it. Meanwhile, I’ve got so much to do.” Smokey’s boss, Abigail Fluffington, has officially made Smokey her partner, announcing it at the same time she shared the news of her engagement to Smokey’s cousin, Greyson. The wedding is to be held in the chapel at Oneness Park, the place for all furs and feathers that Smokey had a part in designing.

“I still can’t believe Greyson is marrying Abigail Fluffington,” says Jasmine. 

“Neither can I, though Autumn Amelia claims she’s long saw it coming.”

“Will Autumn be catering the reception?”

“Need you ask?”

Jasmine giggles. “It will be the wedding of the century.”

“That it will.” Smokey checks the time on her phone. “And I will be uninvited if I don’t get back to work.”

“Is Abigail still driving you up the curtains?”

“Like you can’t imagine.”

Ever since Abigail made Smokey her partner at Fluffington ArCATechture, she’s insisted on drilling Smokey in every aspect of the business. She constantly comes up with scenarios, in which something goes wrong, and wants Smokey to explain on the spot what she would do. Smokey appreciates all the knowledge and wisdom Abigail is imparting through this method, knows it will be invaluable as she continues to build her career and, when Abigail retires, takes complete charge of Fluffington’s. But Abigail’s non-stop barrage of information peppered with questions that feel like an interrogation, is getting to be a bit much.

Jasmine giggles. “Better you than me.”

“Thanks a lot,” says Smokey.

As they approach the Faunaburg Office Tower, Jasmine says “I have to get back anyway. Louisa and I are meeting with Dash this afternoon.” 

Louisa, a great blue heron, had been a member of the web design team Jasmine formed when Oneness Park was still in the planning stages. They hit it off so well that after that project ended the two of them decided to start a web design business together. Soon after, they hired a deer named Dash to do their marketing.

“Do you still like working with Louisa?” Smokey asks. Jasmine had been a freelance web designer. Smokey was surprised when she announced that she was dissolving her own company to start a new one with a partner.

“I do,” says Jasmine. “It’s great being able to bounce ideas off each other. I feel like my creativity has really increased. I’ll always be grateful for things working out so that I had to form that team. Otherwise, I might never have met Louisa or known how much better it is to work with a partner.”

“That’s good,” says Smokey. She tries to feel happy for Jasmine, but something about it bothers her. She’s had difficulty warming up to Louisa. The few times they’d met, Louisa had been cordial but aloof. Smokey didn’t know what to make of her. She reminds herself that Jasmine is the one working with Louisa and as long as they get along, that’s what matters. So far, their business venture seems to be doing well. Still, she can’t shake the negative feeling.

After saying goodbye to Jasmine, Smokey rides the elevator to the suite of offices occupied by Fluffington’s. 

“There you are, Smokerina.” Abigail, an elegant Persian cat, emerges from her office the moment Smokey steps into the lobby. “Come into my office. I’ve pulled a stack of old accounts from the files. I want to go over them with you.”

Smokey asks, trailing her former boss. “Closed accounts? Finished projects?”

“Yes,” says Abigail. “From before you started working here. I want you to know the history of Fluffington’s. Also, as we go through them, I can tell you the details of everything that happened while they were in progress. We’ll see how you would deal with the issues that came up on each.”

Smokey fights a sigh as she eyes the tall pile of folders on Abigail’s desk. “Do we have time?”

“That’s only the first drawer. It will take days, weeks, even, to get through them all. You did delegate your own projects amongst the staff as I suggested, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but–”

“Then we have nothing but time. Make yourself comfortable. Let’s get right to it.”

They are halfway through the first file when Abigail’s cell phone rings.

“It’s Buster,” she tells Smokey. “He’s the printer doing the wedding invitations. I need to take his call. Keep reading through the file.”

Smokey sits back in her chair and tries to continue reading.

“Yes, I see it,” says Abigail, pulling up her email. Smokey glances at the screen to see an image of an invitation on white paper with two pink roses at the top.

“I don’t know,” says Abigail. “It’s young looking. I want something more mature. I don’t think pink works. Please try something else.”

Abigail slips the phone back into her pocket. “I hired Buster because he’s the best specialty printer in Faunaburg,” she tells Smokey. “I do hope he’ll come up with the right design. We’ve tried several.”

“The wedding is getting close. I thought the invitations would have been done by now.”

“I know, they should have been, but I want everything to be perfect. Buster has told me that at this point it will have to be a rush order. I don’t care. As long as they’re just right.”

“How many samples have you looked at?”

“I think I’ve seen stationary with every flower under the sun, some with clinking nip-pagne glasses, others with floral borders, and I don’t know what all.”

“What are you looking for?”

Abigail gets a perplexed look. “That’s the problem. I’m not sure. I thought I wanted flowers and a lot of pink, but after seeing some samples that didn’t seem right. So, I’m trying out several styles. Nothing fits yet.”

Smokey wants to argue that the invitations are not that big a deal, but she knows better. No detail is too small for Abigail Fluffington. “I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for soon.”

“I hope so.” Abigail sighs. “I never realized how much work it is to prepare for a wedding. There’s so much to do. It’s overwhelming.”

Smokey feels her eyes widen. Abigial Fluffington rarely admits to anything getting the better of her. “At least you don’t have to worry about the food. Autumn Amelia –”

“That reminds me. I must go over the menu again. I want to change some things. Would you ask her to call me?”

“Of course.” Smokey knows her easy-going sister is starting to get annoyed. This will be the fourth time Abigail has wanted to change the menu. “Autumn will want it finalized soon.”

“And that dessert chef that works for her, what’s her name?”

“Sukey.”

“Yes, Sukey. Why can’t I remember that cat’s name? I must talk to her again, too. And I want her to make a groom’s cake as well as the wedding cake. Greyson’s your cousin. What do you think he’d like?”

“Shrimp,” Smokey says, laughing. Greyson’s love for shrimp is legendary.

Abigail looks puzzled for a moment, then bursts out laughing. “No, really,” she says. “What kind of cake?”

“Greyson will eat anything. But seriously, if you can get Sukey to make some kind of shrimp-flavored frosting he’ll be in heaven.”

“Hmm...” says Abigail. “That’s a thought. Enough about wedding preparations. Let’s get back to business,” she says tapping the files with her paw.

At the end of the day, an exhausted Smokey leaves Faunaburg Office Tower. As soon as she steps out the door, she notices the same two cats she saw earlier loitering near the employee parking lot.

Not again. She retreats back into the building to ask a security guard dog for an escort. All the way home, she keeps asking herself, who are they, and why do they keep following me?
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Interruptions
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“It’s almost time. Is everyone ready?” Autumn Amelia asks this question every evening before the dinner rush. She already knows the answer. Her restaurant staff is top notch. Mama Cat’s Kitchen has done so well in the year it’s been open she’s had to add more cook and wait staff.

“Ready, Chef Autumn,” says Sally, her sous chef. The tip of the beagle’s black and white tail waves proudly. Autumn is delighted that Sally loves working with her. The poor thing was miserable under her last boss, the great Chef Gustav. He may be one of the best chefs in the world, but he’s also one of the worst bosses. Autumn, on the other paw, wants every fur and feather on her staff to thrive. She respects their individual strengths and loves to see them all continuing to grow in expertise. With it comes tremendous pride in their work, from perfectly presented and delicious entrees to dishes and silverware so sparkling clean she can see her reflection.

The door between the kitchen and the main dining room opens far enough for Tanner, the black Labrador maître d’ to poke his head in. “Chef Autumn, we’re already full, with a waiting list. Patrons are lined up at the door.” Having delivered his message, he returns to his station near the entrance.

“Oh, my whiskers! I think we get busier every night,” says Autumn, smoothing her apron. “Let’s not keep our patrons waiting.” She turns to the waitstaff lined up near the door. “Go out and be pawsome!”

The waiters head for the dining room. Within minutes they begin returning to the kitchen with orders. The chefs fly into action. Much has been prepped ahead of time, so now they are ready to cook whatever had to wait and put everything together. Autumn peruses her kitchen, making sure every plate is elegantly presented. She stops to taste test some dishes, sauces in particular, adding something here and there, but satisfied that they have learned her recipes so well. Waitstaff come and go in rapid succession, bringing in orders, bringing out trays of food. 

Autumn is finally used to the flurry in the kitchen as bodies move around her like leaves in a whirlwind. For years she worked from home, alone in her own kitchen. Overseeing her own restaurant is a dream come true but more work than she’d ever imagined. She thinks of it as controlled mayhem and thoroughly enjoys herself.

“Where are the rest of the shallots?” asks Jason, the saucier, a hefty racoon.

“There,” says Sally, pointing across the room.

“Can we make the coconut and cilantro sauce for the Mast Biryani without the cilantro?” asks a waitress, a charming all white standard poodle, coming in from the dining room.

“So, then just coconut sauce?” asks Sally, rolling her eyes. She’s got five plates lined up in front of her making sure everything on them is placed just so.

“Yeah. I guess. The patron says she loves everything in Mast Biryani but she’s allergic to cilantro.”

Sally sighs and looks over at the saucier. “Jason?” she asks.

“Don’t worry,” says Autumn, noticing his harried look. “I’ll whip up a sauce for one. No cilantro.”

“Thanks, Chef Autumn,” says Jason.

Autumn moves off to a counter and stove at the back of the kitchen, a space she’s reserved for herself. It’s where she creates new recipes.

As she works, the noise and bustle of the kitchen disappears. Autumn falls into a trance-like state. This is her bliss. Being head chef is amazing, but she laments that so much of the cooking has been taken out of her paws. Still, she’s able to indulge her love for creating new recipes. It’s what she’s known for and why Mama Cat’s Kitchen, named in honor of her own Mama Cat who imbued her with the love of cooking, is in such constant demand.

After pouring the mix from the blender into a frying pan, she is interrupted by a tap on her shoulder. “Yes?” she asks without looking up.

“Might I trouble you for a few moments?” Autumn snaps out of her trance. That voice does not belong to anyone on her staff. That is Abigail Fluffington.

“Abigail, what are you doing here?”

“I need to speak with you about the menu for the reception. I asked Smokerina to have you call me, but I never heard from you.”

“When did you ask her?”

“This afternoon at work.

“I haven’t seen or spoken to Smokey since we both left the house this morning. She was probably waiting until I got home tonight.”

“No matter. I’m here now. May we talk?”

The kitchen noises that had vanished while Autumn was engrossed in making the sauce have returned. As she turns to look at Abigail, she glimpses the flurry of activity in the kitchen. “We’re very busy, Abigail. Can’t it wait?”

“It will only take a few minutes. The wedding is in less than three months.”

Then you should stop changing your mind every five minutes, thinks Autumn, but she says, “Let me finish this sauce first.”

Sukey, the pastry chef, appears on the other side of her. “We’re running low on moth flour, Autumn. I have enough for tonight and tomorrow, but we’ll need to get more soon.”

“Sally is placing an order tomorrow. It’s on the list.”

“Can we get extra? I can’t believe how fast I’m going through it.”

“Sure. I’ll bring some from home to tide us over.”

“Thanks.”

“Oh, Susie, I need to speak with you, too,” says Abigail.

“Susie?” asks Sukey, raising her eyebrow whiskers.

“Her name is Sukey, not Susie,” says Autumn. Abigail has been working with Sukey on her wedding cake for months. It’s inexcusable that she can’t remember her name.

“My apologies. Sukey. I’d like to meet with you as soon as I finish talking to Autumn Amelia.”

“I’m busy, Ms. Fluffington,” says Sukey.

“It is very important. I’ve changed my mind about the cake, and I need to discuss a groom’s cake for Greyson.”

“I can see you tomorrow morning around ten.”

“That’s not convenient for me. Surely you have a few minutes now.”

“I really don’t,” says Sukey who turns on her heel and stalks back to her station.

“Well, that was rude,” says Abigail.

Before Autumn can respond, Sally slides in next to her. “Is that sauce ready yet?”

“Perfect timing.” She hands the frying pan to Sally.

“Alright, Abigail. To my office. We need to do this quickly. My help is needed in the kitchen.”

“Of course, of course. This won’t take but a moment.”

Thirty minutes later Autumn’s desk is strewn with lists of menu items each of which Abigail has approved then discarded.

“I’ve never known you to be so indecisive,” says Autumn. “You usually know exactly what you want. What on earth is the problem?”

“I wish I knew,” says Abigail. Her eyes glisten. Autumn’s annoyance vanishes as she watches the grand dame of Faunaburg’s business world fight back tears.

“You do want to marry Greyson?” she asks.

Abigail’s eyes go wide. “Of course!” She takes a deep breath. “Ever since I was a little girl, I dreamed what my wedding would be like. Then, when I went into business, I worked so hard to make Fluffington’s a huge success that I didn’t have time for anything else. Oh, I dated now and then, but I was determined that nothing would impede my career.”

Autumn nods.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m very proud of what I’ve accomplished. But now that I’m older, I’ve found something I had grown to believe I would never have. I am in love. Deeply, hopelessly in love. It’s come at an unexpected time in my life. I’m nearing retirement. Greyson has already retired. We aren’t kits anymore.”

Abigail quickly wipes a tear away with her paw.

“When I first started planning, I thought back to my youthful dreams. Then I realized that everything I’d decided on was too young for a couple our age.”

“Abigail, you should have whatever makes you happy,” says Autumn.

“Yes, but I realized, a bit late, I’ll admit, that all that pink and flowery stuff isn’t what will make me happy now. I’m not sure what I do want, and there isn’t much time left to plan.”

Autumn thinks for a moment, then says, “What comes to mind when you picture the wedding now?”

“I don’t know.” Abigail balls her paws up into fists and slams them down on her lap. 

“Elegant and sophisticated. Am I right?” asks Autumn.

“Yes, exactly. But what is that?”

“You’re asking me? Abigail, you are the embodiment of elegance!”

“So, I should be able to figure it out. Why can’t I?”

Autumn sighs. “I’ll go through the online menus of the most upscale restaurants in the world. Then I’ll put together a few menu options and we can meet again. How does that sound?”

“Oh, Autumn, you are a dear. What would I do without you? Now, about the cake. Would you let Su...” Abigail stops abruptly. She’s forgotten the pastry chef’s name again.

“Sukey,” Autumn offers.

“Yes, Sukey. Could we use your office now to discuss the cake?”

“Can’t you find a way to meet with her in the morning as she suggested? You own Fluffington’s. It’s not like you have ask permission to come in late.”

“Yes, of course. I suppose she’ll be better disposed towards me if I do that. But we can do it here?”

“Yes. I will give her a paws-up on your idea of elegant and sophisticated. She might be able to bring some ideas to the meeting.”

“That would be wonderful.”

“And Abigail, Sukey is a Siamese. They tend to be a bit high-strung. But you won’t get a better, more beautiful wedding cake anywhere.”

“You could make a perfect cake, I’m sure–”

Autumn cuts her off. “I’ve never made a wedding cake in my life. It’s a specialty. I wouldn’t want to try my paw at it for the first time on yours. Sukey is an expert. You won’t be disappointed. Now, I need to get back to the kitchen. Shall I tell Sukey you’ll see her here at ten tomorrow?”

“Please.”

As they step outside Autumn’s office, Abigail grabs her arm. “Oh! I’ve just thought of another word.”

“Another word?”

“Yes, to go with elegant and sophisticated. Include romantic.”

“Okay.”

“But not too romantic. Don’t go overboard. But a hint of the romantic would be lovely.”

Autumn nods. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Wonderful. Ta-ta.”

Autumn leans against the doorframe as she watches Abigail stride away. She closes her eyes and lets out a long sigh. “I can’t wait for this wedding to be over,” she says under her breath before heading back to her kitchen.
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A New Neighbor
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“I’m going for a walk,” says Autumn after she’s cleaned up from breakfast. It’s Saturday and she doesn’t have to be at the restaurant until a little before noon, but Smokey thinks she looks tired.

“Why don’t you go back to bed? You got home late last night.”

“No,” says Autumn. “If I do that, I’m apt to sleep too long and I’ll feel miserable going into work. Getting out in the air will wake me up. I just hope we don’t have too many nights like last night.”

“Aren’t you happy that the restaurant is doing so well?”

“Of course, but last night was the busiest it’s ever been. I thought my paws were going to fall off from all the running around.”

“I thought you said things slowed down once school started.”

“They did in Beaks and Whiskers,” says Autumn referring to the informal dining room at Mama Cat’s Kitchen where the youngsters like to hang out.

Smokey chuckles. “So now it’s the adults’ turn?”

“I guess so because it’s busier than ever in The Meadows. I love it, but it would be nice to get a break once in a while.”

“You really need to stop working for Furry’s,” says Smokey. “I know you feel loyal to Tabby Furry, but Mondays and Tuesdays are supposed to be your days off. You need that time to relax.”

Autumn sighs. “You’re right. It’s just that Tabby has always been so good to me. I hate to leave her without a specialty baker,” says Autumn.

“Leave detailed instructions for all the recipes you’ve created.”

Smokey knows that Autumn Amelia’s creations are the reason Furry’s Confections has done such a booming business. Furs and feathers come not only from Wild Whisker Ridge, but from all the surrounding towns to buy her treats.

“I suppose I could,” Autumn agrees, but Smokey hears the reluctance in her sister’s voice.

“Autumn,” she says, getting up from the kitchen table and putting her paws on Autumn’s shoulders, “I think you will have to. Otherwise, you are going to burn yourself out. You need to have a life apart from cooking. I know you love it better than anything, but if you burn out wouldn’t that be a growling shame?”

Apprehension flickers in Autumn’s eyes, though she says nothing.

“Come on,” says Smokey. “Let’s go for that walk.”

The little cottage in Wild Whisker Ridge that Smokey and Autumn Amelia inherited from their parents sits back from the road. The long driveway is shaded by trees so that they can’t see the street until they get to its end. Once on the sidewalk of Zephyr Lane they notice a moving van unloading furniture at a house down the street. The sisters have been speculating about who their new neighbors will be.

“I should make something for them,” says Autumn. Maybe dinner. They’re not going to have time to cook until they’re settled in.”

“In your copious spare time?” asks Smokey.

“We should welcome them to the neighborhood.”

As they approach the house, they notice a handsome black and white cat directing the two rottweilers from the moving company. “He must be our new neighbor,” says Autumn. “Let’s introduce ourselves.”

“Autumn, he’s busy.” But Autumn is already heading across the street. Smokey sighs and follows her.

“Hi, I’m Autumn Amelia Koshkyn and this is my sister, Smokey. We live in a cottage over there.” She points down the street. “You can’t see it from the road, but between those two trees is the dirt driveway.”

“Nice to meet you both,” he says. “I’m Buster Parker.”

“We don’t want to hold you up,” says Smokey. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thank you. I think I’m going to like it here.”

“We hope you will,” says Autumn. “I’d like to make dinner for you and your family. How many will I be cooking for?”

Buster’s eyes widen. “That’s awfully nice of you, but it’s just me. I figured I’d grab a bite somewhere.”

“Oh,” says Autumn. “How about lunch? I can drop it off when I leave for work.”

“Don’t go to any trouble.”

“It’s no trouble,” she says.

“Autumn is a chef,” Smokey interjects. “She runs Mama Cat’s Kitchen at Oneness Park in Faunaburg. Have you heard of it?”

Buster’s eyes grow wider. “You’re that Autumn Amelia?”

“That’s me,” she says.

“Have you been?” asks Smokey.

“Only to On the Side,” he says referring to the take-out section of the restaurant. The food was fantastic. I can only imagine what it’s like for a sit-down meal.”

“Thank you,” says Autumn. “Come by anytime you’re in Faunaburg. You’ll be my guest. Do you get into the city often?”

“I work there,” he says. “I own a printing company. I’ve lived in the city for years, but I’ve always wanted a home in a rural area. The timing seemed right, so here I am.”

“You own a printing company?” asks Smokey. “And your name is Buster. You must be doing the wedding invitations for my partner, Abigail Fluffington.”

Smokey notices Buster’s whiskers tremble for just a second. “Uh, yes. Ms. Fluffington is your partner?”

“Only recently. She was my boss, but she made me her partner after the completion of Oneness Park.”

“That was quite an accomplishment,” says Buster. “For a while I didn’t think that park would ever happen. Jerome Ratley gave you a hard time, if I remember correctly.”

“He did, but when we changed it from a cat park to a park for all furs and feathers, he finally came around.”

“Well, I’m glad it became a reality. It’s a wonderful place. Weren’t you the lead architect?”

“At first, but when we changed plans, we went with co-leads. It was a great experience. I’m so glad we were able to do it.”

“Hey, Mr. Parker, where do you want this table?” calls one of the rottweilers.

“We should let you get back to moving in,” says Smokey. “It was nice meeting you.”

“Nice meeting you ladies, too,” he says.

“I’ll stop by with a sandwich on my way to the restaurant,” says Autumn.

As they continue their walk, conversation focuses on their new neighbor.

“He’s very handsome,” says Autumn Amelia.

“You think so?” asks Smokey, unable to keep the teasing from her voice.

“Don’t you?”

“I suppose. I think he liked you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I saw how he looked at you. He probably can’t wait for you to drop off that sandwich.”

“It’s the sandwich he’s interested in, not me.”

“Well, you are that Autumn Amelia, after all. I still think he’s interested in you.”

Back at home, Smokey sits at the kitchen table, entertained by Autumn’s obvious preoccupation with making the perfect lunch for Buster. She’s decided on a tuna sandwich but adds celery and coarse-grain mustard to the mix of tuna and mayonnaise. After piling the tuna between two slices of homemade multi-grain bread, she wraps it in a brightly colored cloth sandwich bag. Then she puts some pickles and olives in a small container. She chops some carrot sticks and cuts a few cherry tomatoes into flower shapes. After placing these in another container and adding two salmon cookies for dessert, she packages everything into a food carrier.

Even though Smokey sits at the table the entire time, Autumn seems to have forgotten she’s there. As she works, she hums merrily to herself. It appears to Smokey like she’s floating around the kitchen.

At first, Smokey is amused, but the more she thinks about it, the more she starts to feel troubled. What if Buster asks Autumn out on a date? Autumn has never been on a date. If he tries to take her to a restaurant it could be a disaster with Autumn’s penchant for unconsciously eating whatever food happens to be passing by on a waiter’s tray. Or entering the kitchen uninvited to improve their recipes. And, what about this Buster cat? They’ve only just met him. Yet, Autumn seems to have fallen for him. What if he isn’t as nice as he seems? Or what if he was just being polite? Smokey suddenly regrets telling Autumn that she thought he was interested in her. She might have gotten her sister’s hopes up for nothing.

“It’s all ready,” says Autumn, scooping up the carrier. I’ll drop this off at Buster’s and head to work. See you tonight.”

After Autumn leaves, Smokey grabs her cell phone and calls Jasmine.

“Hi Smokey, what’s up?” asks Jasmine.

Smokey relates all that has happened. “I don’t know what to do,” she finishes.

“Why do you have to do anything?”

“I told you, we hardly know anything about him.”

“It sounds like Autumn Amelia is going to make a point of finding out,” Jasmine says and laughs.

“But she’s so naïve. What if he’s not such a great guy?”

“Then Autumn will tell him to get lost.”

“I don’t want her to get hurt.”

“Oh, Smokey, you’re being overprotective. Let her have some fun.”

“I will if it turns out he’s okay. And right for her. And is really interested. I need to find out more.”

“About him? I think Autumn’s the one who should do that. She’s not a kit, Smokey. Back off.”

Smokey is stung. Why doesn’t Jasmine understand?

“I’m not trying to spoil her fun,” says Smokey. “I just want to be sure–”

“Sorry, Smokes, I’ve got to go,” Jasmine interrupts. “Louisa just arrived.”

“Louisa? Are you at work on a Saturday?” When Jasmine and Louisa went into business together, they decided to rent office space instead of working from home saying it felt more professional, especially for meeting with clients. Smokey thought it was a waste of money but couldn’t convince Jasmine of that. Louisa must have been behind it.

“No, we’re not working. I’m at home. Louisa and I are going shopping for stuff for the office. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

Smokey stares at her phone after Jasmine hangs up. What just happened? “It’s that darned Louisa,” says Smokey aloud. She doesn’t say her next thought out loud, but she can’t help thinking it. She’s stealing my best friend.
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“I hope you like tuna,” says Autumn, holding out the food carrier to Buster.

“I love it,” says Buster. “But I’m sure I’d love anything you made. Your reputation precedes you.”

“Well, I do love cooking. I see the van’s gone. Is everything in?”

“Yes. Now to unpack. Fortunately, living in a small Faunaburg apartment means I didn’t have much to bring with me, so it shouldn’t take too long. I may need to do some shopping, though. The house is going to look a little sparse.”

“Need any help? I’d be happy to lend a paw.”

“Great! I’m not much at decorating.”

“That’s really my sister’s specialty, but I enjoy it, too. We can always ask her advice if we get stuck.”

“I don’t want to hold you up. I know you’ve got to get to work.”

“That’s okay,” says Autumn. “It’s my restaurant. There’s no one to dock my pay if I’m late.”

“Of course. I forgot.” Buster laughs. “I own a business, too.”

“I don’t own Mama Cat’s Kitchen,” says Autumn. “Miguel Gato owns it, but he’s given me carte blanche so for all intents and purposes, it’s mine.”

“Sounds like a sweet deal. I enjoy printing, and I’m capable of the finance end of it, but it’s not the part I like very much. I guess no job is perfect. That’s why I like to get away on my boat when I can.”

“You have a boat?” asks Autumn, her heart skipping a beat. Ever since she was a kitten and got a colored-glass pirate ship, she’s daydreamed about captaining one of her own.

“Sure do. I thought about bringing it here, but I’d only have to haul it back to Niptucket when I want to use it.”

“I love Niptucket. We try to get out there at least once every summer.”

“I grew up there,” says Buster. “I keep the boat at my parents’. They’ve got room for it and that’s where I use it anyway. Do you like boats?”

“Love them, though I don’t know much about sailing.”

“Well, how about I take you and your sister out sometime?

“We’d love that!”

“Great. I should probably put this sandwich in the fridge. Thanks so much for making it for me.”

“Let me know if you’d like any help settling in.”

“Will do.”

On the drive to Oneness Park, Autumn keeps thinking about Buster. She hopes he’ll ask for her help decorating his house. She really hopes she’ll get to see his boat and even go for a sail on it. Wait until Smokey finds out he has a boat on Niptucket! 

Most of all, she keeps thinking about how handsome he is. His face is white on his mouth and cheeks and in a wide line upwards that narrows the higher it gets. The black fur starts at his eyes and goes back to the top of his head and ears. But there’s the most adorable black triangle from his nose to his mouth. His whiskers and all his paws are white. He was wearing jeans and a tee-shirt, but from what she could tell the rest of him was mostly white fur with big black spots. She giggles as she realizes his markings remind her of a miniature cow. So adorable!

Autumn is so lost in her reveries she pulls into her parking spot at Oneness Park without even knowing how she got there. As she strolls to Mama Cat’s Kitchen, she wonders at the feeling of floating on air. Autumn has never had this reaction to man-cat before. She can’t wait to tell her best friend, Dusty.

After letting herself in through the employee entrance, Autumn heads for her office. Upon opening the door she’s caught up short by the sight of Sukey sitting at her desk and Abigail Fluffington across from her.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” says Autumn, backing out and closing the door.

“Autumn Amelia, come back in here,” calls Abigail. “For catness’ sake, it’s your office.”

Oh, right, thinks Autumn. She opens the door again and goes in. “I forgot you were going to meet in here today. Wait, wasn’t that at ten? It’s almost noon.”

“Yes, well, it went longer than we expected,” says Abigail. “But I think we’re finally finished.”

A glance at Sukey tells Autumn that this has not been an easy process.

“Did you decide on cake?” she asks.

“Yes. Maybe. I think so,” Abigail stammers.

“We’ve got it narrowed down to a few choices,” says Sukey. “What do you think of these, Autumn?”

Sukey spreads out some pictures on the desk. One is a multi-tiered cake with white frosting and a cascade of red roses running down the tiers at an angle, another is all white with pearl-like accents, and the third is similar but with gold accents.

“They’re all lovely and certainly elegant and sophisticated,” she says. “The roses on this one add that touch of romance you’re looking for, Abigail. Don’t you think?”

“Yes, I agree. Yes, I think that’s the one to go with.”

“You’re sure?” asks Sukey.

“I think so.”

“I need you to be sure, Ms. Fluffington.”

“I know. Oh dear, I’ve never been so indecisive in my life. Whatever is wrong with me?”

“You need to relax,” says Autumn. “I know you want everything to be perfect, but maybe you’re overthinking. All these cakes are gorgeous. There’s no wrong choice.”

“You’re right, Autumn. That’s the one,” she says tapping her paw on the picture of the cake with the cascading red roses.

“Okay. We’re set.” Sukey places the picture into her portfolio.

“Thank you,” says Abigail, shaking Sukey’s paw. “And thank you, Autumn, for helping me decide.”

“No problem.”

“I’ll leave you two to your restaurant work. Ta-ta!”

Just as Abigail reaches the door, she turns back with a gasp.

“What is it?” asks Autumn.

“The groom’s cake. We never discussed it.”

“I can’t do it now,” says Sukey. “It’s time to prep for today. The restaurant will be opening for lunch soon. You’ll need to make another appointment.”

“I’ll call you once I check my schedule.”

“For a head start, are you looking for something sophisticated, elegant, and romantic for the groom’s cake, too?”

“Oh, dear. I hadn’t really thought about it.” Abigail knits her eyebrow whiskers. “I suppose it should hold to the theme. On the other paw, I don’t want Greyson to think I’m overly serious, so I think it should be something...Oh, I don’t know.” She places a paw over her mouth in concentration. “Yes, I do!” she says raising that same paw. “It should be whimsical.”

“Whimsical?” asks Sukey.

“Yes. But tasteful, of course. I can’t wait to see what ideas you come up with. Ta-ta again, ladies.”

Once Abigail has left, Sukey looks up at Autumn with an expression of pure exasperation, then drops her head in a face plant on
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