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The bus lurched, sputtered, and with a wheeze, groaned, and the engine shut down. 

“That doesn’t sound good,” Dolly said, not bothering to open her eyes.

Merle’s ears perked. He listened for a second, then scratched his nose and laid his chin back on his paws. “Sounds like a fuel pump to me.”

Dolly chortled. “What do you know about engines? You’re a skunk, not a mechanic.”

“I learn a lot by listening.”

“Bah,” Dolly said.

“Shhh,” Merle said. “Listen.”

Dolly struggled to get to her three feet and moved to the center of their shared pen. She stood as best as she could on one paw and stretched the rest of her raccoon body toward the grate in the ceiling. She stood still and eavesdropped on the conversation that had already started within the bus cabin. 

“What’s wrong?” Codi Cassidy asked. 

Dolly overheard a short groan coming from a man. 

“It could be the fuel pump. I’ve been suspecting it was on its last legs,” Bozeman James answered. 

“How long will it take to fix?” Codi asked. 

“Two days at the most, depending on how hard it will be to find a replacement pump in this town,” Bozeman said. 

“Where are we?” 

“About an hour south of Pueblo, Colorado.”

There was a brief break in the conversation, then Codi spoke.  “Will we make it to New Mexico in time for our gig in Quincy?” 

“With time to spare,” Bozeman said. 

“Okay. I guess we’re camping here for a couple of days,” Codi said. 

Based on the footsteps that traveled through the bus above her, Dolly guessed the conversation was over. 

“Told you,” Merle said. 

Dolly returned to the blanket she used as her nest, did a couple of circles, and laid back down. “How long do you think we’ll be here?” 

“Probably a few days. Long enough for us to get out and explore the area, that’s for sure. Perhaps you’ll find a new rock.”

Dolly smiled at the thought. As a raccoon, she was naturally curious and loved to collect things, especially pretty rocks. It was a shame her human did a random search of the space Dolly shared with Merle now and then to collect Dolly’s treasures. 

“It could be this little layover won’t be so bad after all,” Dolly said before slipping back to sleep. 

A little over an hour later, Merle and Dolly woke when the door to their cage opened. Dolly opened her eyes and saw a smiling woman with a round face and light blue hair. 

“Hi kids,” Codi said. “Ready to roam?” 

The woman stepped back from the opening, and Merle and Dolly both left the cage and dropped into the gravel parking lot in which Bozeman had parked the bus. Merle stopped in front of the woman, who bent over and scratched Merle’s ears before handing him a small tomato, his favorite. Dolly, knowing how they played the game, rubbed her head against the woman’s leg, and once she finished with Merle, Dolly allowed Codi to scratch her between the ears and handed her a banana. Dolly purred and chittered to show her excitement, then disappeared under the bus with the banana and enjoyed the treat. 

“I don’t know how you eat those things,” Merle said. 

“Me? Every time you eat a tomato, you squirt juice all over your mouth. What are you, some sort of animal?” 

Merle grinned, bit through the tomato, and as juice and seeds erupted from between his lips, he swallowed the fruit in one enormous gulp. 

“That’s gross,” Dolly said. 

Merle licked what he could reach with his tongue, then used his paws to clean up the rest of his face. “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” 

“Plan?” Dolly said. “Same as always. Roam around, check out the action, and be back on the bus by daybreak.” 

“Think we can convince the others to come out with us?” Merle said, referring to a pair of chipmunks, Willie and Waylon, who also lived aboard the bus.

Dolly shook her head. “No way. And I can’t blame them. They’re much too small to be out at night. There are too many nocturnal predators out there. Come on, let’s go.”

Together, Dolly and Merle sniffed around the parking lot, then ventured into what they thought was a small patch of woods. Dolly scampered from tree to tree until she stopped under an apple tree. She sniffed around the fallen apples, turning her nose up at the rotten ones on the ground until she found one worth eating. She took it between her paws, and when she went to take the first bite, it squirted out and began rolling down a hill. 

“Merle! Get that apple!” Dolly said as she began running after the treat. 

Merle sighed and followed at a saunter, not a full-blown scamper. “Come on, Dolly, there are plenty of apples here. That one doesn’t want to be eaten.”

Dolly ignored the comment, gaining on the apple. It reached the bottom of the hill and came to rest against a curb. A second later, the chase was all over. 

“Gotcha!” Dolly squealed as she triumphantly wrapped her paws around it. She lifted the treasure and was about to take the first bite when a sound drifted through the night. Soft at first, like the wind brushing through chimes. The sound swelled as if a full orchestra had joined the single chime.

“What is that?” Merle asked as he finally reached Dolly’s side. 

Dolly’s ears perked. “You caught that, too?” 

“Yes,” Merle said. “What in the world is that?” 

“It’s the bell tower in the center of town,” a squeaking voice said. 

As one, Merle and Dolly looked to their left. They had been so engrossed in the music that they never noticed the gray squirrel who had joined them. 

“I’m Remy. Nice to meet you.” The squirrel raised his hand and gave them a friendly wave.

“I’m Dolly. That’s Merle. Can you tell us more about the bell tower?” 

Remy’s ears perked as the melody grew louder, and he turned his head toward the sound. 

“The clock tower is at the center of town,” Remy said, pointing to the west. “You can’t miss it since it’s the tallest and oldest building in the area. It’s attached to the courthouse. The loveliest walnut trees you’ve ever seen surround the courthouse.  They must be a thousand years old! I get most of my winter supply of nuts there, as do most of the squirrels and chipmunks in this area. You haven’t lived until you’ve had a perfectly ripe black walnut.” Remy rubbed his stomach with a paw.

“Sure,” Dolly said. “But what about that mysterious music?” 

“The clock tower plays a short song every hour. Of course, the humans hear the clock chime, sure, but only animals can pick up the actual music beneath the regular gong. Everything with whiskers, tails, fur, feathers, or fins can sense the music. You’ve been listening to it. Feel better, don’t you? Less anxious? That’s the magic behind the music. Every time a song is played, we pause and listen. Our heartbeats slow, and our minds settle. Why, I once saw an owl stop chasing a field mouse just because the music started. The owl landed right in the grass next to the mouse, and together they listened to the melody, and they became the best of friends. Why, I’d stake my last walnut that story is true, so don’t you go thinking that I’m a liar! Speaking of walnuts, have you tried the ones at the courthouse?”

“The music, Remy,” Dolly said. “Tell us more about the music. You say the humans can’t hear it?” 

“That’s right,” Remy said as he scratched his left ear. “They can’t perceive it, but somehow they’re still affected by it. They calm right down too, although they don’t understand why. Once every hour, they feel the peace without ever knowing where it comes from. Arguments soften, babies stop crying. No living thing is immune to the music.” 

Remy scratched his other ear, then pointed at Dolly’s apple.  “Are you going to eat that? Oh, never mind. I knew of a squirrel who ate a whole apple once, and a day later, tipped over and died. Fell right out of a tree, she did. Why I’d stake my last walnut on that.” Remy stepped away from the apple.

“How does the music do all that? Where does it come from?” Merle asked. 

Remy looked Merle right in the eyes. “Hey, you’re a skunk. I once saw a skunk eat a whole crate of walnuts. You’re not here to steal my walnuts, are you? Come to think of it, I’ve never seen either of you before.” 

“We’re new in town and will only be here for a couple of days, then we’ll be moving on,” Dolly explained. 

Remy leaned forward. “After you’ve eaten all the nuts?” Remy put his hands on his cheeks. “Oh, no! I’ve told you the best nuts are at the courthouse! The skunk is going to eat all the nuts at the courthouse!”

Dolly stepped forward, holding her paws in the air. “Whoa, Remy, calm down, okay? How about we make a deal? You tell us about the music, and I promise Merle won’t eat any of the nuts.”

Merle tilted his head. “I won’t? You know I love a good walnut.”

“See,” Remy said, chittering faster. “He will eat all the nuts, he will!”

“Calm down,” Dolly said. “Breathe. No, he won’t eat a single nut, not unless you give it to him yourself.”

Remy eyed Merle with suspicion. “You’re sure?” 

Dolly nodded.

“You promise?” Remy asked Merle. 

Merle sighed. “Fine. No nuts unless you offer them from your own paws. Now, tell us about the music.”

Remy straightened up and sat back on his tail to get comfortable. “It’s magic. There’s something inside the clock tower that’s magic. I’ve never been up there. I’ve only been as high as the walnut trees around it. Do you like walnuts? The courthouse is where everyone goes for the finest walnuts around.”

“Magic?” Dolly said, questioning if she’d understood the words correctly. 

Remy nodded. “Everyone around here loves it when the tower sings. Of course, it plays the main song only once an hour, but between them, it still sings to us, although lighter, like a radio always playing on low volume.”

They concentrated and caught soft music coming from the clock tower. 

“We should get closer,” Dolly said. “How far is the courthouse?” 

Remy rubbed his chin. “Not far. I could get there faster than a rabbit. You might think the rabbit would be faster, but have you ever seen one run? It runs for a while, then stops and hops and nibbles on grass for a bit before remembering that it was running!  Those goofy rabbits. I can surely outrun a rabbit, but I couldn’t out fly a hawk. Mostly because I’m a regular squirrel and not a flying squirrel. Can you imagine a flying squirrel? I sure can’t.”

Merle glanced at Dolly and tipped his head toward town.

“Thank you, Remy, for all the information. It was nice meeting you.”

Without waiting for a response, Dolly and Merle checked for traffic, then walked into the street, following the music.

Remy, who was in a soliloquy about flying squirrels, noticed they had left his side. He looked around, then spotted them on the concrete. He lifted his fist in the air and shook it. “Remember! You promised not to eat my nuts!”

“Nuts?” Merle said under his breath. “He’s nuts.” 

“Oh, come on now, Merle,” Dolly said. “You know how squirrels are. Let’s go. I want to get closer to the music.” 

“Closer?” Merle blinked at her. “Closer, as in the courthouse? There are likely humans there, and maybe cats, or, worse yet, dogs!”

Dolly was already trudging ahead. Merle sighed a sigh of reluctant agreement and trotted after her, tail swishing like a fluffy white flag of surrender.  
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Dolly led the way through alleys, yards, and the occasional street, relying on her senses to follow the music coming from the center of town. Merle, a dutiful companion, followed, albeit sometimes several yards behind. Although Dolly only had three legs, she easily outpaced Merle, who, in his defense, wasn’t used to such adventures and preferred to stick close to the RV that they called home.

They stopped inside a row of hedges directly across from the town square and peered across the street. It seemed mostly quiet, except for the occasional passing car. At one point, an insomniac strolled by with a jittery pug wearing a sweater with a snowman on it. Merle was prepared to run when the pug got closer, but when the dog saw the pair, he simply nodded hello at them and continued on his way. 

Street lamps dropped pools of light on the pavement, but there were enough long shadows to hide the raccoon and the skunk as they left the comfort of the hedge and ran across the road to the courthouse square. 

The courthouse looked like any other, all made up of marble, pomp, and circumstance, with the courthouse name, county name, and dedication date carved into the stone. It stood three stories high. Around the grounds were memorials to every war a county resident had fought in, country and state flags, both illuminated at night, and a stand of black walnut trees. 

The bell tower attached to the courthouse loomed tall above everything, and its appearance looked unique compared to the building on which it sat. The old building displayed carvings of musical notes that spiraled up its stone walls. Cracks in the bricks made it look like time had tried to erase the tower, but magic kept it standing strong. 

Merle’s eyes wandered to the highest window, where the bell lived. “Who do you think plays the music?” he asked. “A ghost? A wizard? Perhaps a musical owl?” 

Dolly smirked. “Perhaps it’s a very talented raccoon with excellent apple-theft skills.”

Merle snorted. “Oh, sure. A raccoon. That’s realistic.” He stepped on a walnut, looked down, and scooped it up. 

Dolly noticed and slapped the nut from his paws. “Hey, you promised!”

Before Merle could come up with a snappy reply, something soft and black dropped from a low wall bordering a flower garden next to the courthouse wall. It landed as gracefully as moonlight touching water.

A cat. 

Not just any cat. A sleek, black-furred creature with green eyes and whiskers so long they looked like the balance poles of a high-wire walker. Her paws didn’t make a sound on the ground, the way only cats can manage. She flicked her tail and stared at the two furry intruders. 

Merle forgot all about the walnuts and stayed statue-still. 

The cat tilted her head. “You’re standing in front of my flowers.” 

Dolly looked at her. “Your flowers?” 

“Yes. I supervise their blooming.” Her voice had the confidence of someone who always got the last sardine. “I also supervise this square. The bells, the benches, and most especially the birds. They’re always trying to dig in the flowers. They claim to be looking for seeds and grubs, but I assume they’re trying to destroy my flowers.” 

Merle leaned in to whisper to Dolly but whispered too loudly. “Maybe we should leave before she supervises us into the afterlife.”

The cat’s ears twitched, catching every word. “I don’t supervise afterlives. Those are Egyptian cats.” She stepped closer. “Who are you? Thieves? Troublemakers? Or perhaps fans of fine music?”

Dolly stepped forward. “We are admirers of the tower’s melody. We’re from out of town and have never experienced anything like this before.” 

“Admirers,” the cat repeated. “Okay. In that case, welcome. My name is Maggie.”

“We’re delighted to meet you, Maggie. My name is Dolly. This is Merle.”

The melody continued to swirl from above, curling around the trio like a ribbon. Dolly saw Merle physically relax, his tail lowering. Even the air seemed to sparkle with invisible notes that drifted from above like rain. 

Maggie closed her eyes. “Ah, this is my favorite part.” Then she opened one eye toward them. “Since you two are new here, you should know that this tower draws newcomers. It brings animals together.” 

“Yeah, we heard that from a squirrel. Remy was his name,” Merle said. 

Maggie hissed. “Remy. He’s always trying to
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