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 Lovers 
 
    “Hey, Kitty-Cat.” Warm arms wrapped around me as the voice purred into my ear. Yes, I recognized the irony. She called me “Kitty-Cat”, but she was the one who purred. 
 
    I didn’t turn around, but from my perch on the barstool I leaned backwards against the woman, laying my cheek beside hers, my head resting on her shoulder. “Hey, Allie,” I replied. 
 
    Yes, more irony. I was “Kitty-Cat,” but she purred and was named Allie. Go figure. 
 
    “You feel good,” I added. 
 
    “I came here to get lucky,” she whispered. We locked gazes in the mirror behind the bar. 
 
    God! She was beautiful. She always had been. Oh, I wasn’t bad myself, but I wasn’t in Allie’s league, certainly not beauty-wise, and I didn’t think brain-wise, either. We’d known each other for years and years and had been friends since the day I’d stood beside her on the playground when we were each twelve years old. She was the first to call me “Kitty-Cat”, a name most of my friends used, and one I never repeated. I was Catherine, Catherine Jane McGuire. My mother called me Cathy. Allie used to call me Cat, but she began calling me Kitty-Cat when we were fifteen, and even when I’d told her I didn’t like it, she’d continued. 
 
    The moniker had grown on me, but I’d never have admitted it. 
 
    For a woman, Allie was tall and lanky, but with curves in all the right places. She had long, black hair that she might spend hours working on, and was never seen in public without perfect makeup. Oh, she wasn’t caked with it. In fact, other than her lips, she was subtle. But perfect, with perfect eyes and perfect cheeks and perfect skin, and signature, red lips. 
 
    Allie loved red. She absolutely loved it, and she looked amazing in it. Tonight she wore one of her favorites, a dress she referred to as “lady killer”. It was red, form fitting, silky, and downright dangerous. 
 
    “You’re beautiful as always, Allie,” I said. I turned my head to look at her, but she continued to watch me in the mirror. I couldn’t tell if she was looking at me or at her. She was vain and would be the first to admit it, but she had a lot to be vain about. 
 
    I loved Allie to pieces, and I knew she felt the same about me. Oh, we couldn’t share a household. We’d tried, and we’d fought, and fought terribly. Our friendship had barely survived, and it had taken the better part of a year before we’d regrown as close as we always had been. 
 
    And that was only because I saved her life, but that’s another story for another time. Now? Well, you’ll see. 
 
    “Tell me you weren’t hoping I’d show up,” she replied. 
 
    She still hadn’t stopped hugging me. I didn’t mind. No, I didn’t mind at all. She felt really good, and she smelled amazing, too. She’d never told me why she always smelled so good, but I suspected magic. Even when we’d lived together, even when I’d saved her life, even when I’d once gotten on my knees and begged her to tell me her secret, she hadn’t. But I suspected magic. I was convinced. No one smelled as good as she did naturally. It just wasn’t possible. 
 
    Was it? 
 
    “Where’s your latest poppet?” I asked her. 
 
    “She bored me.” 
 
    Ah, boredom. If Allie had a flaw, it was that she was easily bored. It was part of what made her so alluring and exciting. Allie was up to try almost anything. Oh, she wasn’t insane about it. She didn’t take unnecessary risks. Allie was very, very good at managing risk. But over the years, she and I had done almost everything. She’d wanted to explore the world, and she’d invited me on her journeys. We would arrive somewhere we’d never been, and she’d be full of energy, excited to learn all about our new location. I never understood the allure, but showing me was part of her excitement, and I’d grown to love our trips. And we had adventures, all the adventures one might expect. We’d jumped out of airplanes and watched bullfights. We’d loved the former and hated the later. We smoked pot together, but Allie hadn’t enjoyed it, and we’d never tried anything heavier. We read books, books she selected, and discussed them afterwards. And we’d had sex. A lot of sex over the years, and she always had something new she wanted to try. 
 
    I never said “no”. Almost never. 
 
    The occasional three-ways had been fun, but she’d once invited me to a party, and we’d been there for about twenty minutes when I realized it was a sex party. At least it had been all women, but I realized she expected us to engage in some sort of orgy, and that was the one time I’d put my foot down with her. 
 
    About sex, at least. 
 
    I’d offered to leave without her, but she’d quietly left with me. 
 
    “You seemed quite smitten,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I wasn’t smitten,” she replied. 
 
    “You gushed about her for an hour.” 
 
    “Okay, I was a little smitten. Kitty-Cat, she wouldn’t try anything.” 
 
    “You can be pretty intense, Allie,” I said. “What did she balk at?” 
 
    “Everything. Seriously. She wouldn’t even step into Little Fuji.” That was our favorite sushi place. “Literally.” 
 
    “You dumped her because she wouldn’t try raw fish? Allie, most Americans are afraid of sushi.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just food, Kitty-Cat. I wanted to see a show. She wouldn’t go with me.” 
 
    “What show?” 
 
    “Okay, it was a little edgy, but you’d have gone.” I didn’t say anything to that. “And...” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “She was boring!” 
 
    “Allie.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t let me...” 
 
    “Stop right there.” 
 
    “But-“ 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    She tightened for a moment, then relaxed. “I know you do,” she whispered. “You get me.” 
 
    “Allie.” The thing is, I did get her. And she got me. I loved everything about her, and I thought she felt the same about me. We were great, absolutely great. 
 
    We just couldn’t share a house, and if we were together too much, even if we weren’t sharing a house, we began to fight. We’d learned to limit the duration of our trips. Ten days. Really, a week was better, but if we knew it was only another day or two, we wouldn’t fight. But if it were a two-week trip, we began bickering around day six or seven, and the last several days were terrible. 
 
    We’d talked about it. We’d tried to work on it. We’d failed. 
 
    “You didn’t dress like this for me,” I said. 
 
    “Are you saying I don’t put in an effort for you?” 
 
    I thought before answering. “No,” I said eventually. “You always look stunning. But you didn’t know I’d be here.” 
 
    “Are you looking for someone else tonight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then be my date.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed her cheek. “Your date, is it?” I asked huskily. 
 
    “There’s a new band,” she said. “If the music is any good, we can dance.” 
 
    “I’d love to, Allie.” 
 
    She didn’t wait after that. She grabbed my drink from the bar, and I found myself following her to a table near the dance floor. It was one of the reserved tables. She’d paid good money to ensure a table. We sat down at adjacent sides, her on my right, facing the dance floor. She held my hand, resting them on top of the table for all to see, and she smiled at me. 
 
    “The Great Wall.” 
 
    I laughed. “All right.” 
 
    “I’ll plan everything.” She always did, and I simply nodded. I knew it would be an amazing trip. Expensive, but amazing. She could afford it far more than I could, but we’d never let that stop us. I’d once told her, “I can’t afford this, Allie.” And then we’d had a discussion. We’d come to arrangements. So it would be an expensive trip, and Allie would supplement what I could afford. I always felt a little guilty about it, but it was her decision, and she’d said more than once she didn’t want to try to bring anyone else. And so I let her. Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I did. 
 
    We stared into each other’s eyes for a while, acting like new lovers. She was just so damned beautiful, and her eyes were hypnotic beside. The spell wasn’t broken until the barmaid stopped by. We ordered fresh drinks, and once she was gone, Allie smiled at me before lifting my knuckles to her lips and kissing them, watching me the entire time. 
 
    “There’s something I want to try later.” 
 
    I laughed. “Why am I not surprised? What?” 
 
    “I don’t want to tell you.” 
 
    “Am I going to like it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It will be a little intense.” 
 
    If Allie thought it was intense, it was more than a little intense. 
 
    “Do I need a safe word?” 
 
    She stared for a while before answering, and I thought that was an answer in itself. “I want you to trust me.” 
 
    “No safe word.” 
 
    “No. Please.” 
 
    I smiled. “When was the last time I said no to you?” 
 
    “2007,” she replied without hesitation. “But when was the last time I didn’t ask?” 
 
    And that was another reason I loved her; she never took me for granted. Never. I squeezed her hand to let her know she’d made her point, then sipped from my drink. “So. New band. What kind of music?” 
 
    “Hell if I know. Miss Smiles just told me there was a new band tonight.” 
 
    Miss Smiles was Allie’s pet name for the hostess. Allie gave everyone pet names. I’d received the first, and it had become her thing. One of her many things. A name like Miss Smiles sounds condescending, but it wasn’t intended that way. May had been offended the first time Allie called her that, but Allie had immediately launched into a spiel about how friendly and welcoming May was, with such a warm, brilliant smile that lit the entire room. 
 
    “I’m sorry, May,” she had said. 
 
    But May had offered her smile, that smile that really did light the room, although I hadn’t really put it that way before, and set her hand on Allie’s arm for a moment. “You can call me that if you want.” 
 
    So far, that particular name hadn’t been picked up by anyone else, but only because Allie didn’t interact with May enough for people to hear it very often. 
 
    And so, we sat back, holding hands and drinking our drinks. Allie ordered a vegetable plate, and while we were waiting, the band moved onto the stage and began adjusting their equipment. 
 
    It was a good band for the place: five women. They were younger than us, and attractive, although they wore too much makeup, and truth be told, they looked like throwbacks to the 80s. 
 
    “They look familiar,” Allie said. “I could swear I’ve never seen them before, but they look familiar.” 
 
    “I know. God, those clothes.” 
 
    “Who can notice the clothes? I’m stuck on the hair. But the guitarist is cute.” 
 
    “There are two guitarists.” 
 
    “The one with the black hair.” 
 
    “I think it’s a wig.” 
 
    “I think they’re all wigs,” she clarified. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    It took them a few minutes, but then the blonde guitarist said, “Give us a little mo, Deb.” 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” Allie whispered to me. 
 
    The drummer began to click out a beat with her sticks. It took about five seconds before we recognized the song. Allie screamed, grabbed my hand, and didn’t have to say anything else. I let her drag me onto the dance floor. 
 
    The band was playing “Manic Monday” by The Bangles. 
 
    Dancing with Allie is as intense an experience as anything else one could do with Allie. Okay, that probably wasn’t literally true, but I loved dancing with her. Everyone did, if they weren’t afraid of being the center of attention. 
 
    I wasn’t as uninhibited, but I did enjoy dancing with her. 
 
    They played “Manic Monday” followed by “Going Down to Liverpool” and “Hazy Shade of Winter”. Then the blonde guitarist actually introduced themselves. “My name is Vicki,” she called out. “On drums is my sister, Deb. You know Susanna. On bass is Micki, and over there on keyboards is Jane.” 
 
    “Jane?” Allie yelled into my ear. “Who the hell is Jane? And seriously? A tribute band?” 
 
    I shrugged. They weren’t terrible. 
 
    “We’re going to slow it down, ‘Vicki’ announced.” I recognized the song by the second measure, and I didn’t give Allie a chance to walk away. I slipped into her arms and wrapped mine around her. Then we slowly swayed back and forth as ‘Susanna’ sang “Eternal Flame”. 
 
    “I love this song,” I whispered to Allie. 
 
    “I know you do,” she whispered back. 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    “I know you do,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Brat. Shut up and hold me.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We stayed for a set and a half. I was sure the only reason we didn’t leave sooner was because Allie wanted to dance like an Egyptian. But she was getting bored, and so when she said, “I really do have something special planned,” I agreed we could go whenever she wanted. 
 
    I would have danced all night, but I knew something. Whatever Allie had planned, I wouldn’t be bored. I didn’t mind that we left. 
 
    We hadn’t coordinated, and so we both had cars. We drove to her place, and I parked in the garage in the spot that was mine when she didn’t have a current pet. I even had my own remote. 
 
    She waited for me by the door, and I didn’t resist as she spread my clothes across three rooms. 
 
    Allie was many things, but boring was never one of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 New Client 
 
    “I think I’m walking funny,” I announced after descending the stairs. “God, what did you do to me?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you remember,” Allie replied. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “For the record, and in case you’re wondering, that was insane.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s not what you were saying about six hours ago.” She put on a voice. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t stop! Alllieeeeee!” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said. “You seem pleased with yourself.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you wasted that on me.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” she said, turning away. I followed her to the kitchen and watched her begin to pull things from the refrigerator. I saw what she had and turned to the pantry. I found the electric griddle and carried it to the counter. It was dusty, so I took care of that, not saying anything. 
 
    “I mean it,” she said. It was five minutes later, but I knew exactly what she meant. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “No,” she said, and we both turned to each other. “I’m not sure you do. God, I wish we didn’t fight.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    “No one else gets me,” she said. “No one is like you. You’ve ruined me for all other women, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “You’d get bored if you couldn’t get variety, Allie. And I couldn’t watch you with someone else, not if we were sharing a house.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get bored with you, and you know it. I didn’t waste that on you. I was saving that for you. You. Do you get it?” 
 
    I looked down for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    “I was going to check out the band, and if they were any good, I was going to call you and tell you to get your ass down there. I dressed for you, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “You hated the band.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe I didn’t have a backup plan? And I didn’t hate the band. They were okay, but I barely paid attention to Bangles the first time around, and calling themselves by those names is so far over the top I don’t know what to call it.” 
 
    “Well, we danced to my favorite song.” 
 
    “And if we hadn’t, we’d have waited for it, or I’d have bribed them to play it if I couldn’t take any more.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You were bored. You wouldn’t have lasted much longer.” 
 
    “I was dancing with you, and I wasn’t bored. But I had plans, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “They were good plans,” I said. “You could make those plans again.” 
 
    “I just might,” she replied. 
 
    We worked on breakfast for a bit, but then she set her hand on my arm. “Before I forget. I meant to call you Friday, but I went from meeting to meeting.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No business talk today,” she declared. “But I need you to come to the office tomorrow. Can you do that?” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    “Sure. What’s up?” Allie sent me business. Not often, but for referrals, she was my best. 
 
    “No business on Sunday,” she said. It wasn’t a religious thing. It was a “everyone needs time to play” rule. She paused, but then she said, “I have a client. He could use your help.” 
 
    “I figured. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Dick-face.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” I said. 
 
    “I haven’t said it directly to him,” she appended. 
 
    “And you want me to work for him?” I asked. Allie was a financial genius. She rescued companies in trouble. The work I did wasn’t quite so open. Allie called on me when a client needed someone to work behind the scenes, shall we say. She might call me Kitty-Cat, but I was more of a chameleon. 
 
    And I had skills. 
 
    “I don’t want to ruin the day thinking about him, and I only mentioned it because I couldn’t get to you on Friday.” 
 
    “Got it. Your office. Two PM. Lunch first?” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry. Maybe another time.” 
 
    “Sure. No worries.” 
 
    We finished making breakfast, and we were physically affectionate with each other while we did so. It was just little touches. We each went out of our way for them. It was one of our games. One of us might walk behind the other, and we’d touch. Arms were stroked. Asses were stroked. Cheeks were caressed. Necks were kissed. You get the idea. It had started long before either of us realized we were gay, although it hadn’t been as overt, not at first, not when we were fifteen. But it was this game that had helped me realize who I was, and we’d never stopped playing, even if we were seeing other people. 
 
    I’d had two girlfriends dump me over it. The first had surprised me, because the game was so automatic to me that I hadn’t even thought about it. I’d warned the second one, but she was so insanely jealous of Allie, it was just one nail in the coffin. The thing is, neither of us cheated. Ever. Not with each other. Not on each other. But I could understand how someone might assume, and I could definitely understand how other women would hate my relationship with Allie. 
 
    But none of them had been interesting enough to tone down my relationship with her. 
 
    And I’d had girlfriends that had liked Allie, that had liked her a lot. We hadn’t lasted, but it hadn’t been Allie that had gotten between us. And while I’d gotten between Allie and some of her girlfriends, there were nearly always other reasons her relationships with them didn’t last. 
 
    More than once we’d talked about it. 
 
    Yeah, it was a weird relationship. It was beyond weird. 
 
    But I loved her, and she loved me. 
 
    And she was really, really hot. 
 
    “Got plans today?” she asked while we ate? 
 
    “A few minor errands. I could fit them in.” 
 
    “Spend it with me?” 
 
    “I’m not up for more of last night.” 
 
    “Neither am I. That was pretty insane.” 
 
    I laughed. Those had been my words. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I dressed professionally, black slacks and jacket with a white blouse. It was very Men-in-Black and an utter cliché, but I’d learned over the years that some clients found some clichés comforting. 
 
    Allie and I were both small business owners. Mine was significantly smaller than hers. She had a history as a CPA, but she’d formed Tight Financial Services in response to male hegemonic behavior at her previous employer. An under-performing kiss-ass man had gotten the promotion she felt she had earned, and she’d called out the company president about it. She’d gone into his office with carefully crafted reasons why she had deserved the promotion, and the man had agreed with everything she said. 
 
    “Then why didn’t I get the promotion?” 
 
    “I need you right where you are, Allie,” he told her. “Wayne will handle the politics better than you would.” 
 
    “I see,” she’d replied. “I’ve busted my ass for our clients and for this firm, and now I can see how far it’s going to get me. I quit.” 
 
    She’d walked out of his office and stopped by her desk long enough to collect her personal things. 
 
    She then spent about six weeks looking for a traditional opportunity before she stumbled across Montana Rose. They were both applying for the same position at one of the large firms in Minneapolis, and they’d got to talking. And then went to lunch. And then to dinner. And then to bed. And in the morning, they said, “That was fun. Going into business together would be more fun.” 
 
    They hadn’t slept together since, but they made for good business partners. 
 
    TFS started out like any startup: small. But they had been every bit as successful as they’d hoped, and they’d grown. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    TFS offices were in an office park in Plymouth, not far off 494. They had one of a cluster of squat buildings, not at all unlike other office parks all over the metropolitan area. The receptionist knew me. 
 
    “Hello, Ms. McGuire. Ms. Berry is expecting you in her office.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped past her. I knew she’d announce me to Allie, so I wouldn’t surprise her. 
 
    Montana and Allie held offices that were kitty-corner from each other, with a conference room in the corner between them. Neither held the corner office. Oh, they both could have; there was one more corner office in the other corner, occupied by the general manager they’d hired at the same time they’d moved into this office. Rather than fighting over the other corner, they’d done it this way. The third corner was a portion of the main bull pen, as they called it, the farm of cubes for the remaining employees, and the fourth held such a poor view, no one wanted it. 
 
    Montana’s door was open, so I stepped into the doorway. She was on the phone; she was always on the phone. But she waved then pointed to the headset surgically attached to her ear. I waved back and took the last few steps to Allie’s office. I stood in the doorway and knocked on the doorframe. 
 
    “Close the door,” Allie said, barely looking up. So I pulled it closed with me on the outside. “Not funny!” she yelled. “Get in here.” 
 
    Laughing, I opened and stepped through, closing the door behind me. Then I put on an innocent expression, my eyes wide. “Why, Ms. Berry. Why did you order me to close the door? Do you have nefarious intentions for me?” I covered my mouth with an open hand, trying to act the coquette. 
 
    “Knock it off,” she ordered. “Sit.” But her lips quivered. 
 
    I took the chair. “Have a nice weekend?” I asked, my voice a singsong. 
 
    “I had amazing sex with a smart ass,” she said. “Knock it off.” 
 
    “The amazing sex?” 
 
    She didn’t respond to that but paused a moment and then said, her tone serious. “So.” 
 
    “So. You wanted to talk about Jerk-off.” 
 
    “Dick Face,” she corrected. “Jerk-off just got himself fired from Harlot Enterprises.” 
 
    I laughed. “There’s no such place.” 
 
    “It’s an entirely appropriate name,” she said. “You’ve met Alexandra Harmon.” 
 
    I shuddered and said nothing. 
 
    “So. Dick Face.” She sighed. “Rohan Sawyer.” 
 
    “Rohan? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She stared into my eyes. “He’s an engineer.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. 
 
    “Consultant.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “The title on his business card is ‘Inventor’.” She opened a folder and slid a card to me. I picked it up. Yep. That was his title. 
 
    “Okay,” I said again. 
 
    “He claims to have invented something. Frankly, I didn’t understand it. And he claims all his work was stolen from him.” 
 
    “Stolen how?” 
 
    “You know, I’m going to let him explain that. Kitty-Cat, I don’t trust him. He’s slimy.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you shown him the door?” 
 
    “Because Montana begged me to be a little less judgmental. You know how I can be.” 
 
    “No. I have no idea what you’re talking about. Was Harlot Enterprises your client?” 
 
    “You remain a smart ass,” she replied. “In my head, I was calling him Dick Face three minutes into our meeting. I don’t even know if it’s fair, but ultimately, his money is as good as anyone else’s.” 
 
    “Life is too short to keep clients you hate.” 
 
    “You hate most of your clients.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say most.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you dumped a client because you didn’t like him?” 
 
    “I’ve dumped clients.” 
 
    “Because they wanted you to break the law.” 
 
    “You and I both know that’s never been the real problem, Allie.” 
 
    “Yeah. But I think I’ve made my point.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. So, Mr. Sawyer.” 
 
    “It’s Montana’s fault you’re here. She’s the one who mentioned you. I was ignoring his hints. But when she mentioned you in front of him, I decided you were old enough to make your own decisions.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “We’re working on retainer, and if you take this job, you should, too. His finances are a mess, and he stopped paying his bills.” 
 
    “Got it. Should you be telling me that?” 
 
    “It’s not like you’d repeat it,” she said. “I’ve got tickets to a show on Saturday.” 
 
    And that was the end of the conversation. I didn’t ask what show; I only asked what I should wear. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Twenty minutes later found us in the conference room, and a moment later, Tight Ass showed Dick Face in. I didn’t even know Tight Ass’s real name, but in this case, this was an honest term of endearment from Allie. 
 
    Tight Ass worked out, and even for a couple of dyed-in-the-wool lesbians like Allie and me, his ass was worth looking at. 
 
    Allie didn’t call him that to his face. She called him “T.A.” I wasn’t sure how she explained it to him; I’d never asked. Maybe they were his initials. Maybe she claimed it was something else. But he’d worked for her for years, and I’d never seen him show anything but respect for her, and he answered to “T.A.” when she used it. 
 
    Maybe I was prejudiced by Allie’s comments earlier, but I didn’t like Rohan Sawyer on sight. He was small for a man but had the look that said he was clearly God’s gift to women. I was sure there wasn’t a woman on the planet who would agree with him. I knew I wasn’t being fair, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    I didn’t like him, and it didn’t get any better when he opened his mouth. 
 
    Or when he looked me up and down and smiled. I was reminded of a little rodent. 
 
    When had I become so judgmental? 
 
    But we shook hands, and then we sat down, Allie and me on one side, Rodent Face on the other. 
 
    Jerk Face. Um. Mr. Sawyer. 
 
    He gave me his business card. “I’m an inventor,” he said, pointing out on his card. “I invent things.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Ms. Berry has told me very little. Why don’t you start at the beginning, and we’ll see if I believe I can help you.” 
 
    “What is this costing me?” 
 
    “Initial consultations are free,” I said. “I cannot vouch for Ms. Berry’s time.” She charged by the hour, and I knew she’d be charging for this. He glanced at her, and I could tell he wasn’t happy, but before he could complain, I said, “After this, if I think I can help, I begin with some basic inquiries. I spend an hour or two, or sometimes a little longer. Then I call you, and I tell you whether I still believe I can help, and what I think it will cost. If you turn me down, then I don’t bill you.” 
 
    “And you tell me what you discovered?” 
 
    I smiled. “For that, I bill you.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth but nodded. “She said you’re good.” He pointed to Allie. He looked me up and down. “You’re a woman.” 
 
    “If you have a problem with that-“ I didn’t wait but pushed away from the conference table. 
 
    “No, no!” he said hastily. “Maybe a woman is exactly what I need. It was a woman who stole from me, after all.” 
 
    “I see.” I stared at him for a moment then settled back down. “What was stolen?” 
 
    “My invention.” 
 
    “Be more specific.” 
 
    “Not without an NDA.” 
 
    “Everything I learn is confidential,” I said. I had my briefcase. I pulled an envelope from it, withdrew a single sheet of paper, and slid it to him. “This is my standard NDA. It’s the only one I’ll sign today.” 
 
    He read it, and I had a pen waiting for him by the time he finished. He picked up the pen, filled in some information, and sent it back to me. I glanced at it and signed. Then I slid it to Allie, who witnessed my signature and set it aside. “I’ll make a copy before we’re done,” she announced. 
 
    “What exactly was stolen, and how was it stolen?” 
 
    “I had an idea,” he answered. 
 
    “Ideas are a dime a dozen.” 
 
    “This was a good idea. A great idea. The best idea I ever had.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I needed financing.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “And?” 
 
    “And she stole it!” 
 
    “Mr. Sawyer, I need two important pieces of information. I need to know what she stole, and I need to know how she stole it. Are you accusing her of stealing your idea?” 
 
    “No. She stole all my work. I told her my idea, and I showed her enough she knew I wasn’t a crackpot. She brought me in, and I worked with her engineers. We made it work.” 
 
    “Made what work?” 
 
    “Do you know anything about solar cells?” 
 
    “Some,” I said. 
 
    “Well, the price of solar cells has been dropping. They’re becoming economically viable. But they aren’t the only piece to the puzzle. Most people want their solar panel to supplement the power from the power company.” 
 
    “All right,” I said slowly. 
 
    “For that you need something called a grid-tied inverter.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it. What does it do?” 
 
    “In layman’s terms? It matches the power from your solar panels to the power from the grid. And they’re still expensive.” 
 
    “And you invented it?” 
 
    “No, no. They’ve been around for decades. The prices have been coming down, but that’s largely because the Chinese have been producing cheap units.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said again, slowly. 
 
    “They’re cheap,” he said. “I mean: the quality is poor. You get what you pay for.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I figured out how to make them for about the same price as the units from China, but with much higher quality. My idea was worth gold. I swear it.” 
 
    I sat back in the chair and studied him for a minute. “All right,” I said finally. “I can see that. So you willingly entered into a business arrangement, but you got screwed.” 
 
    “Not just screwed. Swindled. She stole my company from me.” 
 
    “Your company?” I tapped the business card. 
 
    “Fine. Our company. We split, sixty-forty.” 
 
    “And your split?” 
 
    He looked down for a minute. “Forty,” he admitted. “But forty percent of a pile of gold is a lot better than one hundred percent of an unproven idea.” 
 
    My estimate of him just raised a good ten points. “Very true,” I agreed. “And somehow she swindled you of your forty percent. How?” 
 
    “She blackmailed me. I didn’t do it. I didn’t! She was twenty. She said she was twenty. No way was she fifteen!” 
 
    “Fuck,” Allie and I said together. 
 
    “She’s twenty! I swear it. I can tell the difference between fifteen and twenty. But she called me into her office, showed me a video, and then told me if I didn’t want the video to go to the cops, I’d sign a few papers. I panicked!” 
 
    “A video. Of you and this girl, who might be fifteen or might be twenty.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Of the two of you having sex.” 
 
    “They set me up! They had to. How else would she have video?” 
 
    “Where was this?” 
 
    “A hotel. She said she was in town on business and brought me back to her hotel. A good hotel. And I snooped a little. She looked like a businesswoman. She had a laptop on a table, and there was a suitcase in the closet. Suits hanging up. Stuff in the bathroom.” 
 
    “But there was video.” 
 
    “And then at the end, a video of the woman crying and saying she was only fifteen. But no way! She’s twenty. I swear it.” 
 
    “But you panicked.” 
 
    “And signed. She assured me it would all go away if I signed.” 
 
    I stared, saying little. I didn’t know what he expected me to do, and I didn’t think I believed his story. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “I know it sounds crazy. And I know how I come across. Okay? Women never believe me. I’m not a slime ball.” 
 
    “You had sex with a woman you thought was...” I looked him up and down. “Half your age.” 
 
    “She came onto me! I didn’t try to pick her up. She caught my eye at the restaurant, and she smiled. A minute later, she asked if the seat opposite me was taken.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think this was at all strange?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” he said. “Do I look like I expect hot twenty-year-olds to introduce themselves to me?” 
 
    “But a gift horse and all that.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You didn’t wonder whether she intended to roll you?” 
 
    “Of course I wondered. That’s why I checked out the room so thoroughly. I made sure she didn’t get a chance to drug me, but I couldn’t catch her in a lie. I was set up.” 
 
    “You were certainly set up,” I agreed. 
 
    “She did this to me.” 
 
    “Which she?” 
 
    “Both of them, I suppose,” he responded. “Nyla St. George.” 
 
    Fuck. I didn’t say it this time. “You’re accusing Nyla St. George of framing you for having sex with a minor and then blackmailing you to steal your business from you.” 
 
    “That’s right. You yourself admit for there to be video, it had to be a setup.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen this video. Do you have a copy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re no one, Mr. Sawyer. Nyla St. George, on the other hand, is definitely not no one.” 
 
    “I have stills.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one with a briefcase. He withdrew his own folder from the briefcase, sorted through it, and slipped two eight-by-tens to me. The quality wasn’t bad. It was a shot of a hotel bedroom, and there were two people on the bed. Mr. Sawyer was clearly one of them, and there was a blonde-haired woman with him. They weren’t naked, but they were well on the way. 
 
    The second was a picture of a woman. It looked like the same woman. But in this photo, she looked decidedly younger. She was seated in a chair in a nondescript room. I couldn’t tell anything from the background. She was crying. 
 
    I compared the women in the two photos. Mr. Sawyer leaned across the table. “No way is she fifteen.” He tapped the photo of the woman in the hotel room. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “I’d easily believe she is,” I said, tapping the second photo. 
 
    “I know. It’s not the same woman. It can’t be.” 
 
    They looked like the same woman, photographs taken several years apart. I turned the picture of the fifteen-year-old around and said, “Mr. Sawyer, could this be a photo of the woman you slept with, taken five years ago?” 
 
    “It’s not the same woman.” 
 
    “Taken five years ago.” 
 
    “In the video, she used my name. My name!” 
 
    I tapped the photo. “Could this be the woman you spent an evening with, taken five years ago?” 
 
    He picked it up and studied it. Then, in a small voice, he said, “Yes.” 
 
    I immediately thought of at least three ways this could have happened. First, the photo from the hotel room wasn’t good enough to be sure of her age or whether it was the same woman. If I had the entire video, then maybe I could be sure. But I couldn’t be sure from this picture. Second, video of the girl crying could have been taken years ago, and overdubbed in some way when offering details. Third: makeup, either on the girl in the hotel or on the crying girl. 
 
    I thought about Nyla St. George. There was no way I was willing to believe she’d have actually used an underage girl this way. I could not believe that. 
 
    But was I willing to believe she would use blackmail? For that, I didn’t know. I didn’t know the woman, after all. I knew of her. And I knew I was willing to blackmail people, if I felt they deserved it. Hell, I’d done it. Twice. For clients. The victims had definitely deserved it. 
 
    Of course, the most obvious solution was that Mr. Sawyer was every bit the lying scumbag I thought he was. 
 
    But I was pretty sure he’d been set up, and that gave the rest of his story some credence. I wasn’t sure how much. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Find proof. A contract signed under duress isn’t binding.” 
 
    “You want me to find this girl.” I tapped the photo from the hotel room. “Do you know anything about her?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s gorgeous and was really good at keeping me talking.” 
 
    “You didn’t learn a single thing about her.” 
 
    “Do you think she’d have told me the truth?” 
 
    “A name.” 
 
    “She told me to call her Fay.” 
 
    “Last name?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Look. Everything is in here.” He slid the folder across to me. I took it from him and dug through it. He had his contracts and a written description of what he thought had happened. I looked through it all. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Did what work?” 
 
    “Your invention.” 
 
    “Yes. It worked.” 
 
    “Proof?” 
 
    “I had to give her everything. She claimed it all belonged to the company. Her company.” 
 
    I looked through everything a second time. Finally I looked up, and I’m sure he could read my answer in my expression. 
 
    “I was set up!” 
 
    “You certainly were,” I said. “Assuming you aren’t lying entirely, but I don’t know why you would. It would be your money if I were to spend my time.” 
 
    “I’m not lying.” 
 
    “Mr. Sawyer, I could look around.” I tapped the photo. “Maybe I can find this woman. Do you remember the room number?” 
 
    “Six-something.” 
 
    “Six-something. That’s not helpful.” 
 
    “It was months ago,” he wailed. “She waited months to spring this on me. It’s all there.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s all here. With a date and room number, I might be able to get a name. It would take a significant bribe of a hotel employee. Without a room number, I’m starting from scratch. I have a bad photo of one woman and a fairly good photo of someone you assure me is a different woman.” I tapped the photo set in the hotel room. “I’m not going to find this woman.” I tapped the other photo. “If this woman is even from Minnesota, it is possible I could find this woman. From only a photo, I doubt it. We don’t have a copy of the video to analyze. We don’t have a voice recording. The only way I’m going to find her is if it’s Ms. St. George’s personal assistant, and somehow I doubt it.” 
 
    No one spoke to that. 
 
    “You don’t believe me,” Rohan accused. 
 
    “Tell me what you think I should do.” 
 
    “Find proof.” 
 
    “So I should, what? Break into who knows how many offices and search them? What?” 
 
    “No. I expect you to break into the safe in her home office.” 
 
    “That’s illegal,” I said. “If I were to do that and get caught, having suggested it in front of a witness makes both of you accessories.” I turned to Allie. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to break any laws. I don’t do that. But maybe you could get me a cup of coffee. I’m going to yell at your client, and I don’t think you should be in the room.” 
 
    She didn’t even question me. Allie stood up and left the room, not saying a word. I knew she’d give me ten minutes, probably to the second. 
 
    I turned back to Mr. Sawyer. “You are a fucking idiot. That makes it a conspiracy. Furthermore, asking me to do it is solicitation. Maybe you didn’t do this.” I tapped the two photos. “But you, Sir, are now guilty of solicitation to commit several crimes.” 
 
    He looked at me nervously. 
 
    “When Ms. Berry returns, you are going to apologize to her. Repeatedly.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “She doesn’t do things like that.” 
 
    He stared at me, and I saw the minute he realized what I hadn’t said. “The proof is in her safe.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “That’s where we met. She told me to sit down, offered a whiskey, and then stepped to her safe, opened it, and withdrew a folder. It had these photos, the legal contracts she made me sign, and a thumb drive with the video.” 
 
    “Where is the safe? Don’t even try suggesting it was behind a painting on the wall.” 
 
    “A sculpture, actually. It’s hinged.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that at one point, there was possibly some evidence stored in her safe that would corroborate a portion of your story. That is possibly evidence she blackmailed you, but it is not evidence you are innocent.” 
 
    “I swear. The woman was twenty. No way was she fifteen. No way. You don’t have to prove I’m innocent. You have to prove she blackmailed me.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “She can’t bring it to the police. She’d be guilty of blackmail. If the woman really is fifteen, then she covered up a rather important crime. Even if the police don’t go after her, she’d be murdered in the papers. And if she did some sort of switch, she’d still have to produce this fifteen-year-old. I don’t think she can do it. Even if she can, she won’t want the bad press. But she can’t, because the woman I slept with that night wasn’t fifteen!” He practically thundered the last words. 
 
    I paused, studying him for a while. “How are your finances?” 
 
    “I have money.” 
 
    “I won’t touch this without a retainer, a fairly significant retainer. And this won’t be cheap. I would have to lay significant ground work, and I’m going to bill you for every minute I spend on this from the moment I walk from this office.” I paused. “Twenty grand retainer.” 
 
    He almost choked, but then he pulled out his checkbook. I let him slide the check to me. 
 
    I studied it then pulled out my phone. I fired up my banking app, and a minute later, I’d deposited the check. Ah, modern technology was wonderful. 
 
    “You will receive an un-itemized bill of my time and expenses,” I said. “I am not promising results. Not this time. I think you’re screwed, and I don’t think this is going to get you anywhere. Now, do you want a refund?” 
 
    “You’re going to try?” 
 
    “Is Ms. Berry going to see this check go through your expenses?” 
 
    “She’s doing my business accounting. That was a personal check. No.” 
 
    “We’re going to tell her I refused to help you, and you are going to look like I just spent ten minutes reading you the riot act. Am. I. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal clear, Ms. McGuire.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “And just to be clear, I have no intention of breaking any laws, Mr. Sawyer.” 
 
    “But-“ 
 
    “If there is evidence to be found, I will find it legally. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    I was surprised. He took it.


 
   
  
 

 Background 
 
    Until I knew the check wouldn’t bounce, I was going to be cautious with how much time I spent. But I could afford to do some basic research. 
 
    Everyone knew who Nyla St. George was. At the age of nineteen, Nyla St. George inherited the family fortune. At the time, absolutely no one had any idea who she was. By my personal standards, it was quite a fortune, but as one measures fortunes, it was barely a pittance: a few million dollars, some minor property, and a small electrical supply company originally formed by her parents. 
 
    People knew who she was now. People thought they knew everything about her, but that was ridiculous. No one knew everything about anyone, after all. 
 
    But we knew her uncle tried to swoop in and take over from poor, innocent Nyla, who was just a woman, and barely a woman at that. He underestimated her. She let him run the company for a year and then suddenly threw him out. This was long before she was important enough to make the papers, but in the intervening years, there had been no end to the rumors, none of them good. 
 
    Since then, Nyla surprised everyone, and she did it over and over. She reinvested heavily in the company, selling high quality products for good prices. St. George Electrical developed a reputation for excellence and service. If you wanted cheap, you went somewhere else, but if you wanted good, you called SGE. 
 
    She branched out. She bought more real estate: apartment buildings, rental homes, several strip malls, an office park or three. 
 
    She invested in a medical supply company that was floundering. She stripped the company and fired a lot of people, but she retained the tiny research department. Four years later, they began producing patents. Some of them were exceedingly lucrative. 
 
    She reproduced that particular trick in at least several other industries, and there were probably businesses no one knew about. 
 
    St. George Enterprises grew. And grew. And grew. Nyla St. George was on the board of directors of a half dozen companies. She’d twice been the president of the Chamber of Commerce. She had the mayor of Minneapolis and every Governor of Minnesota on speed dial. She joined the arts board and was well known for her philanthropy. 
 
    It took her fewer than thirty years, although looking at her from a recent press clipping, I’d have been hard pressed to date her at much over thirty-five, not the forty-five she was now. 
 
    And this was the woman that Rohan Sawyer accused of blackmail and theft. I had a hard time believing it, but at the same time, I was as cynical as anyone. Someone doesn’t get that far in business without a few skeletons, or perhaps more than a few. 
 
    But there was something else I knew. Someone with business dealings this far flung was getting ripped off somewhere. And I decided to find out where. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It took ten days to find what I wanted. I’m not going to explain everything I did. It was, after all, nine and a half days of dead ends and an afternoon of luck and reward for going through nine and a half days of dead ends. 
 
    When looking for fraud, there are a variety of ways to find it. If you know you are being defrauded in a certain manner, then finding the culprit isn’t typically that difficult. Follow the money. Right? 
 
    I didn’t know where Nyla St. George was being defrauded. I just knew that someone with holdings that vast had to be, somewhere. And I thought I could find it. 
 
    But where? Well, that was the trick, right? 
 
    The thing is, someone willing to act in an unethical fashion in one area was just as likely to do so in another. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time I’d done something like this. Oh, it was the first time I’d done something exactly like this. But I’d been around the block a few times, and while walking around that block, I’d gotten to know people, people who could keep their mouth shut while performing little tasks for me. And so I used those people to set up employees of the St. George empire. 
 
    Oh, not it big ways. In little ways. I wanted to see if I could get a nibble. 
 
    I began with people who would be under the least amount of supervision, people likely to feel under appreciated and completely anonymous. I started with people who managed her various real estate investments, the managers of her apartments and office complexes. Nyla St. George owned a small grocery store chain, just a half dozen stores, but I included the management from each of the stores. Ms. St. George also owned other businesses, fairly autonomous businesses, and I built a list of people who might be in a position to steal from her. 
 
    I discovered that Linda Murphy was willing to take groceries that didn’t belong to her. Ms. Murphy oversaw two of the St. George apartment buildings. 
 
    Rich Bacon -- that was really his name -- didn’t return a wallet when he had the chance. Mr. Bacon was a handyman responsible for much of the maintenance at several of the office parks. 
 
    The very lovely Lydia Hallows had an interesting trick. Ms. Hallows had a penchant for illegal parking. By itself, that didn’t make her interesting. But I caught her, quite by accident, transferring a parking ticket from another car to her own, most likely in hopes a passing meter maid wouldn’t add a second ticket to a car already sporting one. 
 
    Rene Hobson collected lottery tickets, including losing tickets that didn’t belong to her. I thought it likely she was attempting to write off unearned losses against actual gains. She must have won something earlier in the year. Gavino Penny, on the other hand, gambled for much larger stakes, but pursuing that possibility was beyond the scope of my current research. 
 
    Darien Geary, Xavier Milford, and Tammaro Dyer each took advantage of a twenty-dollar bill hanging out of the back pocket of a distracted woman talking on her phone during a cigarette break. 
 
    You get the idea. 
 
    I found far more people who didn’t take advantage of the opportunities I presented to them. Most people are, by and large, honest, whether that is from morality or simple fear of getting caught. And, of course, I didn’t provide large incentives. They would have cost Mr. Sawyer more money than I wanted to spend on a simple fishing trip. 
 
    In all, I collected a list of seventeen people who might be more corruptible than most. 
 
    And then I sent out my agents again. And then I sat back to wait, or so I thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chance Encounter 
 
    I watched the woman across the restaurant. Eventually she caught me at it. She smiled and looked away. But she glanced back at me throughout her meal, the frequency increasing as the meal commenced. By the time she and her friends paid their bill, she was watching me more than engaged in conversation with her friends. They stood, collected their things, and turned for the exit. But the woman took a different path than her friends, and as she passed me, she dropped a slip of paper onto my table, barely slowing to do it. 
 
    I smiled at her back and waited. Just as she was about to turn the corner, she turned to me. 
 
    And for the first time, she smiled. 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    I picked up the paper. There was a name: Laila. Pretty name. And a phone number. I smiled. I hadn’t needed either, but I had needed her to offer them. 
 
    Laila Ellison was fifty, single, and only most remotely connected to Nyla St. George. Laila’s son had worked construction for SGE. He’d died in an industrial accident. The resulting lawsuit was taking longer than it should. I wanted to know why. 
 
    I pulled out my phone, compared the number given to the one I already had for the lonely Ms. Ellison, and then sent a simple text. 
 
    I like older women. If you liked what you saw, call me. Tonight, 9 PM. 
 
    The reply was even simpler. 
 
    I can’t. 11? 
 
    I let her stew and then sent my own reply. 
 
    Sure. 11 works. 
 
    Laila was prompt. My phone rang exactly at eleven that night. I was already in bed, and I would find I didn’t have to lie during the resulting conversation. Well, not much. 
 
    “Laila,” I said in my best bedroom voice. Allie had told me I had a pretty good bedroom voice, although I didn’t think mine was as good as hers. But I thought it might be enough. 
 
    “You have the advantage,” she said. Her voice wasn’t bad, either. “Is this who I think it is?” 
 
    “We met,” I said. “Well, our gazes met. How was the fish?” 
 
    “I barely noticed,” she replied. “Are you going to tell me your name?” 
 
    “Cat,” I said. 
 
    “Cat?” 
 
    “Catherine.” 
 
    “Ah. But you prefer Cat.” 
 
    “Actually, I love Catherine, but you know how Americans are. We’re always in such a hurry. My family calls me Cathy, but I’m not really a Cathy.” 
 
    “So. Cat. Or Catherine.” I could hear her smile. “I think I prefer Catherine. I’m not in a hurry. Are you?” 
 
    “Maybe for some things,” I said. “But perhaps slow is good, too.” 
 
    “But not too slow.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “Not too slow.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We talked for an hour. I actually liked her. She was sweet and funny. I felt a few moments of regret, and I vowed to make sure I didn’t hurt her. 
 
    “I should warn you,” I said. “I like you.” 
 
    “And you have to warn me?” 
 
    “I don’t like commitment.” 
 
    She paused, saying nothing for a while, and I wonder if I’d blown it. “I don’t need commitment,” she said eventually. “I require discretion. I’m not exactly out.” 
 
    “I can be discrete.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you were today.” 
 
    “I was daydreaming, Laila, staring out the windows. You, on the other hand, couldn’t keep your eyes off me.” 
 
    She laughed. “If that’s your story. But we’re clear, Catherine, aren’t we?” 
 
    “So, when we meet, it will be in some dusky, out of the way motel?” 
 
    “Oh, I do hope not. It doesn’t need to be all cloak and dagger. Just...” 
 
    “No PDA. No lingering looks in front of your church ladies.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So. What now?” 
 
    “Let me take you to lunch,” she demanded. 
 
    “When.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” There was a pause. “I suppose technically, later today.” 
 
    “It’s past midnight. Where?” 
 
    “Vick’s. 1 PM.” 
 
    “Vick’s,” I repeated. “Very nice. How do you want me to dress, Laila?” 
 
    “Very feminine, Catherine. And very proper.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    I heard her smile. “What are you wearing right now?” 
 
    “I’m in bed.” 
 
    “You already told me. And?” 
 
    “Silk negligee.” 
 
    “Really. What else?” 
 
    “Undies.” 
 
    “Also silk?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. I think you’re in a ratty sweatshirt.” 
 
    “I dressed for you.” 
 
    “Send me a photo.” 
 
    “No. But listen.” And then I moved the phone and rubbed it up and down the negligee. Then I lifted it again. “Do you know what that was?” 
 
    “No.” I told her what I’d done. “Do it again?” 
 
    So I did, and I did it longer, then lifted the phone back to my ear. “Believe me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Trust is low,” I said. I thought about it. What was the harm? “What do I get if I send a photo?” 
 
    She laughed lightly. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Quid. Pro. Quo.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want a photo. I’m neither in bed nor wearing anything particularly intriguing. Ask for something better than that.” 
 
    “Fine. I want a promise. You promise we’ll have a nice time together.” 
 
    “I promise, Catherine. If I get that photo.” 
 
    “Give me a minute. I have to turn more lights on, or all you’ll see is black.” I climbed from bed and flipped on every light in my bedroom. Then I climbed in, artfully arranged everything, and then took three different selfies. 
 
    I really hate selfies. I really, really hate selfies, and I grimaced. But I examined each of them critically. Finally I picked one. It was tasteful, if a photo of me in bed dressed like I was could be considered tasteful. “Laila.” 
 
    “Do I get the photo?” 
 
    “I’m trusting you. You can look, but then you’re going to promise to delete it. You won’t keep a copy. Promise.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    “When you’re ready to let me keep similar pictures of yourself, maybe I’ll let you keep some of me.” 
 
    “You’re trusting me to delete it.” 
 
    “You’re trusting me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Church ladies.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Did you just threaten me?” 
 
    “No. I wouldn’t do that, Laila. I’m only pointing out we’re both trusting each other. Now, I promise I won’t do anything to push you out of any closets. I’m not in the closet, but I’m not given to sending photos like this to people. Promise.” 
 
    “I promise. But please let me keep it until morning.” 
 
    “You’ll delete it in the morning.” 
 
    “Promise.” 
 
    “All right then. If I do something stupid and hang up, please call me back.” Then I fumbled with the phone some more and sent the selected photo. “It’s on the way.” 
 
    There was a pause, and then I heard her phone beep at her. There was a long pause, and then she said, “You are very lovely, Catherine. I’m sorry I doubted you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you, Laila.” At least not about that. When I didn’t have to. I felt a twinge of guilt, but I made a fresh vow I wouldn’t hurt her. If anything, I’d end up helping her, or perhaps nothing would come of this, but she’d have had a little fun. I thought she could do with a little fun, and I didn’t mind helping her find it. 
 
    “One PM.” 
 
    “One PM,” I agreed. “Good night, Laila.” 
 
    We hung up. I moved around the room, turning off the lights, and then climbed back into bed. Then I lay there, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    I liked her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Got a minute?” 
 
    “Hey, Kitty-Cat,” Allie said over the phone. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m investigating something.” 
 
    “You’re always investigating someone.” 
 
    “There’s someone I want to ask some delicate questions, and I don’t want her to know why I’m asking.” 
 
    “Is she the target of your investigation?” 
 
    “No. She’s nearly entirely unrelated.” 
 
    “So she’s not going to get hurt?” 
 
    “Not that way.” 
 
    “Ah. But if she finds out what you’re doing...” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Tossed out a line for her already?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And she bit.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “And now you feel like shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What kind of promises are you making?” 
 
    “No commitment and be discrete.” 
 
    “Do you intend to give her good value, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “I’m not some sort of whore. God damn it, Allie, I’m being a whore! Just. God damn it.” 
 
    “A little bit, yeah,” she agreed. “You’ve done this before.” 
 
    “She’s nice.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “Deserved what they got.” 
 
    “Are you offering your heart, or a little fun?” 
 
    “A little fun.” 
 
    “But it sounds like you care about her.” 
 
    “I suppose I do.” 
 
    She paused for a while. “Who is going to get hurt if she tells you what you suspect?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I suspect anything. I’m curious about something. That’s all.” 
 
    “Worst case scenario, then?” 
 
    “Someone else is defrauding the person I’m investigating.” 
 
    She laughed. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. It would get me an in.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s convoluted,” she said. “So you’re going to what? Give her a quick roll and then pump her for the info?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “That’s pretty shitty, Catherine.” 
 
    Oh fuck. She never called me that unless we were fighting. 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. 
 
    “So, don’t do it that way.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said you like her. Give her a real chance.” 
 
    “Allie... She’s like... fifty.” 
 
    “Oh, ho! Older woman.” 
 
    “And she’s not out. There’s no future.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s not out because she hasn’t met someone worth coming out for.” 
 
    “Allie...” 
 
    “What do you think she wants?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, be open to it. It’s not like you’re making promises. Be honest about everything else, or as honest as you can. Fifty, huh? Think you can get it up with a fifty-year-old?” 
 
    “For her, yeah.” 
 
    “That good, huh?” 
 
    “She looks good.” 
 
    “For fifty.” 
 
    “For fifty,” I agreed. 
 
    “Give her good value, Catherine. And when you come crying to me, I’ll have some really good penance waiting for you.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “I know a soup kitchen that needs a volunteer.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I tell you what? I’ll find your ten Hail Mary’s, and you won’t fight me.” 
 
    I sighed. “All right. Are you disappointed, Allie?” 
 
    “A little, Catherine. Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Hurt her, and I get to stake you out for a night. It’s still mosquito season.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Someplace up north, and you’re paying for it.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you do that to me.” 
 
    “Yes, you will. Hang up now. I have a meeting.” 
 
    I stared at the phone. She wasn’t serious, was she? She wouldn’t really do that to me, would she? I wouldn’t let her, would I? 
 
    I wasn’t sure of either. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to hurt Laila. No. I wasn’t going to hurt her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I dressed in a conservative dress, hose, and heels. The dress was knee length and looked like something one of those mothers from 60s television might wear. June Cleaver or something. 
 
    Underneath was a different story. 
 
    I was early. I told the hostess I was meeting someone and stepped into the bar. I ordered a lemonade and texted Laila. “Arrived early. You have to find me.” 
 
    I didn’t get a response, and my lemonade was half finished before I felt someone standing behind me. “Hello, Catherine.” 
 
    I rotated on the stool and smiled. Laila had put in her own effort, but for the first time we were looking each other in the eye. 
 
    I noticed the crow’s feet, although she’d tried to hide them. But I also noticed the nervous smile, and the perfect hair, and the curves. I returned the smile. 
 
    We air kissed, and then we followed the hostess, the bartender following along behind me with my lemonade. We were seated near the windows, handed menus, and assured our waiter would be along shortly. 
 
    “So. Disappointed?” 
 
    “No,” I said. I gestured. “This isn’t what I wanted to wear.” 
 
    “You look lovely.” 
 
    “You look amazing.” 
 
    “Please. I look fifty.” 
 
    “An amazing fifty. I told you. I like older women.” I paused. “Well, some older women. I like you.” 
 
    She studied me carefully, and I thought I’d gone too far. But then she shook herself a little and smiled again. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “That was I coming to a conclusion.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “To enjoy myself.” She lowered her voice. “And you, if you let me.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We had an amazing lunch, and later we stood on the sidewalk outside the restaurant. “I want to ask you something,” she announced. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She looked around conspiratorially, then took my arm. “Where’s your car?” 
 
    I gestured. She dropped my arm, but we moved to my car door. I wondered if she intended to kiss me. That didn’t seem particularly discrete. 
 
    “What are you really doing, Catherine?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “I have money, but not the kind of money that means I could keep you.” 
 
    “You think I’m a hooker?” 
 
    “No, no,” she said. “Please, Catherine. No. I wasn’t accusing. I just don’t understand.” 
 
    “Is it so hard to believe I find you fascinating?” 
 
    “Don’t give me a line about staring out the window. You spent forty minutes watching me yesterday. Why?” 
 
    “Laila,” I said. “You’re sweet. You’re funny. You seem playful. I like you. Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but you wouldn’t have known any of that yesterday. Now don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I heard you laugh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That friend of yours said something. I didn’t hear what. But I heard you laugh. It was so... And then I found myself making up stories in my head about you.” 
 
    “What kind of stories?” 
 
    “Oh, stupid stories. I wondered what your real story was, so I began making things up. Like... You’re an heiress. Or an FBI agent. Stuff like that.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I have an active imagination.” 
 
    “I’m an open book. You’re the mysterious one.” 
 
    “You’re mysterious enough to be able to meet for a long lunch, somewhere expensive, and I get the impression you have the afternoon off as well.” 
 
    “I’ve held my job for twenty years. I have more vacation time than I know what to do with. And I couldn’t bring you here every day. No mystery, Catherine. You, on the other hand, seem to be quite adept at talking a lot but telling me very little.” 
 
    “Did you just accuse me of talking too much?” 
 
    “I accused you of being good at distraction.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to offer fresh distraction. I’m wearing a garter belt.” 
 
    She stared and then laughed. I loved her laugh. 
 
    “Do you want to see it, or not?” 
 
    “My place. Park in the garage.” She pulled her phone out and punched at it for a minute, and then my own buzzed at me. I pulled it out and nodded. 
 
    “Can you find it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Don’t linger out front. The door will be open, and my car already inside. Close the big door on your way into the house.” 
 
    Then she turned around, and I watched her walk away. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Nice house, Laila.” 
 
    It was cute, a nice, modern rambler. Two-car garage, three bedrooms, and an open floor plan. I liked it. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. She took my purse from me and set it on the kitchen counter, then she pulled me into her arms. I thought she was going to kiss me, but she stopped with us facing each other, our noses only a couple of inches apart. 
 
    “How often do you do this?” 
 
    “Not often,” I said. “Just like this? It’s my first. Encouraging an older women to pick me up? Once in a while.” 
 
    “Monthly?” 
 
    “No. Every two years. It’s not regular, but like that.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I date closer to my own age more often.” 
 
    “You said you like older women.” 
 
    “I do. I like younger women, too.” 
 
    She laughed. “So you like women.” 
 
    “Yeah. I like you, Laila.” 
 
    “Promise me there’s no one else.” 
 
    “No commitments. I have a weird relationship with a friend, but... Well, it’s weird. She knows about you.” 
 
    “What?” She pushed me away. 
 
    “Not by name!” I said. “Not a single detail. Well, I told her you were older, and we were having lunch, and I told her I hoped you didn’t waste time seducing me.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “She told me to give you a real chance.” 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Call her up.” 
 
    “Oh god, Laila.” 
 
    “Or leave.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. You want to ask my friend whether I’m lying?” 
 
    “Frankly yes.” 
 
    “I am reminded of gift horses.” 
 
    “I’m checking your teeth. Or leave.” Then she held out her hand. 
 
    I stared for a while then stepped away. I found my phone and speed-dialed Allie. 
 
    “If you’re going to prompt her, you may as well leave,” Laila said. 
 
    “Fine.” I turned my back and lifted the phone to my ear. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat,” Allie said. “I take it that it didn’t go very well.” 
 
    “Allie, I’m going to put you on speaker. Don’t say anything for a moment.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “But let me close the door.” 
 
    I heard her get up, and then I pulled the phone from my ear and put it on speaker. I set it on the counter in time to hear her office door close. 
 
    “Allie,” I said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “What’s going on, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat?” Laila asked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Who is that?” Allie asked. “Oh my god. You’re still with her.” She began laughing. “Gift horses, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” Laila said. “I’m checking your friend’s teeth. Did you really call her Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “It’s sort of my thing,” Allie explained. “What do I call you?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Laila replied. “Call me... Elle.” 
 
    “Elle?” 
 
    “It’s an initial.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. Elle. Elle-Belle.” Allie laughed again. “That’s my thing.” 
 
    “Elle-Belle. I think I like it. But do I get a similar name for you?” 
 
    “No one else does. I’m not sure you’re special. That could change if you and Kitty-Cat become a real item, but you’d have to come out of the closet, Elle-Belle.” 
 
    “How much did you tell her?” Laila asked me, her voice filled with accusation. 
 
    “Fifty,” Allie answered. “A pretty hot fifty, from what I could tell. Smart. Funny. A great laugh. In the closet. No commitment, but that’s Kitty-Cat, not you. You wanted discrete. Catherine can do discrete. She’s very good at discrete, actually, but it’s not her normal style with women.” 
 
    “What’s her style with you?” 
 
    “Best friends.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “With benefits.” 
 
    “And you’re not jealous?” 
 
    Allie paused. “We fight. If we’re together too much. Kitty-Cat was with me two weekends ago, but I went out with someone else this last weekend, and I have no idea what she was doing.” 
 
    “I told you it was complicated,” I added. 
 
    “Look, Elle-Belle,” said Allie. “Kitty-Cat is my absolute favorite person on the planet. She called me because she’s afraid she’s going to hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s when you told her to give me a real chance.” 
 
    “She likes you, Elle-Belle. Yesterday you were...” 
 
    “A potential notch on the headboard?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that way, “Allie responded. “But close enough. Then you guys talked last night, and something changed. I can’t tell you if she’s serious. I mean, come on. You’ve barely met. But she cared enough to call me.” I could hear Allie shrug. “Hell, you don’t know if you’re serious, but if you’re hiding in the closet, you can’t be that serious. You’re just looking for some fun. So have some fun. Maybe the two of you will decide you want more. Maybe you’ll have a nice time and good memories. But I’ll tell you this.” 
 
    “What?” Laila asked when Allie didn’t continue. 
 
    “If you want to keep her, you’re going to have to work at it. She’s used to a certain level of excitement.” 
 
    “Is that a euphemism?” 
 
    “Well, you could take it that way and be accurate, but it wasn’t meant that way.” 
 
    “So she does this a lot?” 
 
    “Hell, no. She knows me, and I’m bored easily. Kitty-Cat is my go-to girl when I want to do something no one else will do. You know. Hiking the Himalayas. Shit like that.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m up to that.” 
 
    “It was just an example. She’ll keep any promises she makes, Laila, but no one’s teeth are perfect, Elle-Belle. I think you’ve looked as closely as is wise. It’s awfully early to look for flaws, especially if this is just an afternoon or two of fun.” Her tone changed. “Call me later, Kitty-Cat. You owe me dinner.” 
 
    “You admit that in front of me?” Laila asked. 
 
    “Of course. I could have gone all jealous on your ass and had her thrown out of there in seconds, probably with scratches. Instead, I told the truth.” And then she clicked off. 
 
    We both stared at the phone for several seconds, and then by some unknown signal, we both looked up into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “She seems very intense.” 
 
    “She is,” I agreed. 
 
    “You really hiked the Himalayas?” 
 
    “It wasn’t Everest or anything like that,” I said. “Well, I mean. We didn’t go higher than base camp. We’re not mountain climbers.” 
 
    “You’re serious.” 
 
    “I can show you photos some time. It was amazing.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve never done anything like that.” 
 
    “It’s all Allie,” I said. I leaned against the counter. “Do I need to leave?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “The mood needs a little repair.” 
 
    “I suppose it does.” 
 
    She stepped in my way. I thought she had plans for me, but she stepped past me to the refrigerator. “There are glasses there.” She pointed. I didn’t know what she intended, but then she pulled a bottle of wine from the refrigerator. 
 
    I collected glasses. She opened and poured, then handed one of the glasses to me. We lifted our glasses, and then stopped. Finally she reached out, and I let her clink against my glass. “To the unexpected,” she said. 
 
    “Unexpected,” I agreed. 
 
    We moved to her living room, bringing the bottle with us, taking up opposite ends of the sofa. We sat quietly, and I was at a loss for what to do next. I didn’t have to worry about it. Laila took care of it. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous.” 
 
    “I’m fit and not entirely homely,” I countered. “You’ve broken hearts.” 
 
    “A few, in my younger years. None lately.” She paused. “I’ve been too afraid to let anyone too close.” 
 
    “You were awfully brave yesterday, then.” 
 
    She briefly tipped her head sideways, a sort of half shrug, I decided. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you.” 
 
    “Because of things Allie said?” 
 
    “Yeah. And because I, well. I sag.” 
 
    “Hmm.” And then I set my glass on the coffee table and worked on my shoes for a minute. Laila watched me, and then I turned sideways on the sofa and pulled my feet out. I stretched out, but couldn’t quite reach her. So I moved forward until I could play with her with my feet. 
 
    She laughed. “Asking for a foot rub?” 
 
    “While I wouldn’t turn one down, no. I wanted to touch you.” 
 
    Then I waited while she removed her own shoes, and soon we were both turned sideways. It wasn’t at all proper, but it was something else. 
 
    It was fun. 
 
    We teased each other with our feet for a while. Eventually my toes went exploring her ribs, stretching out, trying to tickle her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing?” 
 
    “I think you’re trying to tickle me. I’m not ticklish.” 
 
    “Oh, was that a challenge?” 
 
    She made to grab my foot, but I pulled it away before she could, and she pulled her own away. We both found ourselves hugging our knees, our feet well retracted to safety. 
 
    “I think you fibbed, Laila.” 
 
    “There’s no way that was going to work,” she replied. 
 
    “Maybe not, but if you’re going to try to tickle my feet, we won’t know. Because I fully admit my feet are ticklish. And I bet yours are, too.” 
 
    “Fine. My feet are, but my ribs are not.” 
 
    “Let me try.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Let me try.” 
 
    She didn’t deny me immediately. “With your feet,” she said finally. In response, I waved my fingers at her. “No. You said you could tickle me with your toes.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I said I was going to try. You’re the one insisting your ribs aren’t ticklish.” 
 
    “I’ll let you try with your feet.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said. “You’re the one who raised the stakes. Put your ribs where your mouth is.” 
 
    “You may try with your feet. That’s the best you’re going to get.” 
 
    “I am not conceding your assertion your ribs aren’t ticklish.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    Dutifully she obeyed, and when I told her to stretch out again, she did. I moved a little closer and then reached out with both my feet. She moved her arms away, giving me nearly all the access I might want. 
 
    I already knew there was no way I could tickle her this way. That wasn’t the point though, was it? 
 
    Still, I worked at it for a minute or two. She never stopped smiling, and not once did she peek. 
 
    “This isn’t working.” 
 
    “I told you.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Take the dress off. Give me bare skin.” 
 
    At that, her eyes opened. “Not here.” 
 
    “The shades are drawn. Is anyone going to walk in on us?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Fine. You first.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat...” 
 
    I groaned. “Not, you, too.” 
 
    “It fits.” She paused. “Do you hate it?” 
 
    “No. Elle-Belle.” 
 
    She smiled. Then she stood, and I watched as she stepped out of the dress. She had a nice figure, and when she looked at me, I made sure I was smiling. Then she sat down on the sofa, although her body language wasn’t as open as it had been. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” I ordered. “And relax. I won’t bite.” I stretched out both feet, and then I began to caress her sides with them. 
 
    I’ve been caressed through panty hose before. It can feel really good. Smooth and rough at the same time. I really liked it, and I thought Laila did, too. It would have been better with my hands, but I thought this might be less threatening. 
 
    It took time, but I watched her visibly relax. She let her arms droop, and when I nudged at them, she spread them more widely, giving me more access. She was still wearing a bra, so I couldn’t do much there, but I just let my feet explore. 
 
    Her lips parted, and her breathing hitched a few times. 
 
    “That’s not working,” she said. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” I asked. “I got you half naked and rather relaxed. I’d say it’s working like a charm.” 
 
    Her eyes opened, and she laughed. 
 
    “Your turn.” 
 
    “Take me to bed.” 
 
    The pause was clear, but then she smiled. “I’d love to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Questions 
 
    Her stomach growled first, but it was only by chance. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Pshaw,” I said. “Will you let me cook in your kitchen?” 
 
    “No. I’ll cook.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “I bought groceries. In case.” 
 
    “Did you really?” 
 
    “Yes, I really.” She leaned closer and kissed my cheek. “Do you intend to disappear after dinner?” 
 
    “Only if you ask me to leave.” 
 
    “You’ve made me feel incredible.” She rolled onto her back, pinning my arm, but she was grinning. “Kitty-Cat-“ 
 
    “Almost no one calls me Catherine,” I said. 
 
    “Am I invading some thing you have with Allie?” 
 
    “No. She has all our friends calling me that. For, like, the last fifteen years.” 
 
    “And I’m not one of your friends?” 
 
    I sighed and rolled closer. “If that’s what you want to call me, it’s fine, but I love the way you say my name.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and turned her head. “Catherine, what happens now?” 
 
    “You find us both robes, and we go make dinner.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “I like you, Laila. If all you wanted was an afternoon of fun, I understand, but you’d have to ask me to go home, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Did you just ask to move in?” 
 
    “Oh, lord, no,” I said. “But I’m saying I’m not in a hurry to go home, and I’d like to see you again. Laila, I won’t do long term if it feels like sneaking around, but I didn’t come here looking for a little fun and then move on.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re precious.” And then she rolled off the bed. A minute later, she was fitting a robe over my shoulders. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We stayed up late, talking. But then she said, “I didn’t take tomorrow off.” 
 
    “Right. When do I get to see you again?” 
 
    “When do you want to see me?” 
 
    “Friday for dinner, my place?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Busy?” 
 
    “Oh, Friday is perfect, but here.” 
 
    “I’ll bring groceries.” 
 
    “No, you will not. You may bring a bottle of red wine.” 
 
    “Laila, you bought lunch and you cooked dinner.” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me.” 
 
    “Fine. No arguing. But will you tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “I want to cook for you. It’s my thing, like making up pet names is Allie’s.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know I am a fine cook.” 
 
    “You’re arguing again.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed her. “Friday night. Six?” 
 
    “Six is perfect. But may I call you before?” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    Together, holding hands, we moved back to her bedroom. I found my clothes, and she sat on the bed, watching me dress. When I was done, I moved to her, and she wrapped arms around me. I bent down and kissed her deeply. 
 
    She walked me to the door. I reached for the handle, but she leaned past me and set a hand firmly against the door, holding it closed. I turned and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t want you to lie to me anymore.” 
 
    “I haven’t been-“ but she covered my lips with her fingers. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask you ‘why’ anymore. I hope you’ll tell me the truth before this is over. I can’t think of a single reason why you’re here.” 
 
    “I had every bit as much fun as you did, Laila.” 
 
    She stared into my eyes and then pulled away. “Gift horse,” she said. “I’m not asking anymore, and you aren’t going to make up lies. But I haven’t figured out how you could possibly hurt me, other than the way any two lovers could hurt each other, and I don’t know why you would want to do that.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    At that, she nodded. “Maybe someday you’ll tell me. Maybe you won’t. But if it’s going to be like this afternoon, I’m going to take Allie’s advice and enjoy it.” 
 
    “She gives the best advice,” I said. 
 
    “I want to meet her.” 
 
    “If this goes on for more than a week or two, then I’ll invite you both to dinner.” 
 
    “No. Here.” 
 
    “Laila-“ 
 
    “I lied.” 
 
    “You lied. I thought I was the one who lied.” 
 
    “I am a particularly fussy eater. I hate trying to get people to make foods I like.” 
 
    “I’m a decent cook.” 
 
    “The list of things I don’t like is long. I can be adventurous, but picky at the same time.” 
 
    “Sushi?” 
 
    “Love it. In fact, I love most Japanese cooking, but Chinese not as much. But I love Thai. Go figure. Hate spice and don’t eat egg rolls. I can’t stand the texture of pot stickers. I like sweet Indian curry but not hot. I don’t eat eggs anyone else makes, because they never get them right.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. If this turns into something long term, I suppose we’ll have to address it. But for now, can we just do it my way?” 
 
    “Of course, Laila.” 
 
    “Good. Now, kiss me, promise to drive safely, and promise me you won’t blow me off in a text message.” 
 
    “I promise. Friday. Here. Bottle of wine.” 
 
    “Bring a change of clothing. Just in case. But no nightie. If you want one, you can borrow one of mine.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “So,” said Allie the next morning. “How was it?” 
 
    “Tame.” 
 
    “Uh huh. And? Did you get the information you wanted?” 
 
    “I didn’t even try.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Good question. I’m seeing her Friday. And she said she might want to meet you.” 
 
    “I’m not talking to her again until you’ve come clean to her, Catherine.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “You put me on the spot yesterday.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So, how was it?” 
 
    “You asked that.” 
 
    “You gave a half-ass answer.” 
 
    “It was good.” 
 
    “But tame.” 
 
    “Really good.” 
 
    “Better than me?” 
 
    “No one is better than you, and she and I seem to fight faster than you and I do. She knows I’m lying.” 
 
    “Damn, Kitty-Cat. I thought you were better than that.” 
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    “Guilt is a terrible thing.” 
 
    “I like her, Allie.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “She’s in the closet.” 
 
    “Then how did you find out?” 
 
    “Her closet has a glass door.” 
 
    “Ah. Does she know?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. God, Allie, I don’t know.” 
 
    “It sounds like a mess.” 
 
    “I’m trying to keep it simple.” 
 
    “While not pumping her for information. Why is that, Kitty-Cat? I’ve watched you extract information from...” She paused. “Damn, now I can’t think of anything.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “You like her, Kitty-Cat. You wanted to see her again.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. Have fun. I want her number.” 
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    “Give. Or else.” 
 
    “It’s not happening, Allie.” 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She was still. “Don’t you really?” she finally asked. 
 
    “You know I do. Why do you want her number?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to make sure she calls me if you hurt her.” 
 
    “Do you think I could keep that from you?” 
 
    She sighed. “Probably not.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    More information came in. I had enough to go to Nyla St. George. But now I wanted more. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The garage door was open when I pulled up. I drove in, parked, and hit the opener to close the overhead. There was a note on the service door. “Enter.” 
 
    “Laila?” 
 
    “Kitchen,” she called back. 
 
    Carrying my purse and the wine, I stepped through the mudroom and into her kitchen. Laila was at the stove, stirring something, but she turned to me and smiled. 
 
    She was a little smudged, but the aromas were amazing, and she didn’t look half bad. I returned her smile and held up the bottle of wine. “I hope this is all right.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t even know what it is.” 
 
    “It’s red.” 
 
    I laughed. “That it is.” I set it on the counter, my purse beside it, and closed the distance. We embraced and kissed. 
 
    She’d been sampling whatever she was making, and she tasted like the house smelled. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I said. “What is it?” 
 
    “You’ll see. Open and pour. I think you know where everything is.” 
 
    I took care of the wine, and by the time I turned to her with her glass, she had a buttermilk biscuit ready, dripping in butter and honey. She held out a piece towards me, and I opened my mouth. She slid the piece in and then caressed my lips with her honey-dripped fingers. 
 
    “You didn’t,” I said around the food. 
 
    “I did, and now I’m going to lick them off. Swallow.” 
 
    She took the glass from me and set it aside, and then she pulled me in for a kiss, wrapping am arm around my neck, but keeping her fingers out of my hair. I let her do what she wanted. But instead of kissing me, she licked at my lips. 
 
    No one had ever done that before, but I immediately found myself growing wet, and I moaned. 
 
    No. I didn’t, not really. Did I? 
 
    “Oh, you like this,” Laila whispered. “I thought you might.” She went back to licking me, her tongue caressing my lips then sliding past them to brush against my teeth. Then she pulled away and gestured. 
 
    The rest of the biscuit was on a plate, waiting for me. 
 
    “Someone is feeling playful.” 
 
    “And bold,” she replied. “I wasn’t sure you were coming.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that’s later. I’m easy, but I’m not THAT easy.” 
 
    She paused three heartbeats then laughed loudly. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she asked, “Are you starving?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say starving, and while I like where you’re going with this, I’d hate to let the food get ruined.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “Why would it be ruined?” Then her eyes widened. “Oh. No. I mean. Later. But. No. That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Then what did you mean.” 
 
    “I want you to let me feed you.” 
 
    “From your hand.” 
 
    “Right. I can’t stop thinking about the biscuit.” 
 
    “This is an expensive dress, Laila.” 
 
    “I won’t spill. Promise.” 
 
    “You’re really serious?” 
 
    “Tell me the idea doesn’t turn you on.” 
 
    I smiled and moved to my place at the table. 
 
    I’d both fed girlfriends and been fed by them, but this was different. It had never been an entire meal, a rather formal meal at that. Laila had me turn sideways, and then she perched in my lap. She took turns feeding us both. And while it wasn’t the most frustrating experience of my life, or the hottest, I found it pretty damned hot. 
 
    “You’re squirming. Am I too heavy.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare move,” I whispered. “You’ve got me so horny I can barely stand it.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Like you weren’t squirming.” 
 
    “Maybe I was,” she agreed. “There’s dessert. We’ll have it later. Go clean up and then meet me in my bedroom. I want you sitting on the bed. Demurely.” 
 
    I laughed. “I could help you clean up.” 
 
    “But you’re going to do this my way, aren’t you?” 
 
    “All right, Laila.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I waited perhaps ten minutes. I was sorely tempted to snoop, but I didn’t. I sat at the end of her bed, my hands in my lap, and I waited as patiently as I knew how. 
 
    I heard her in the bathroom, and then she appeared in the doorway. We smiled at each other. “I want to watch you undress,” she said. “And then I want you to undress me.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I worked slowly, taking each piece off one at time, folding it carefully, and setting it in a pile on the corner of her dresser. Then I turned to her and began walking slowly. She met me half way, but we didn’t kiss. 
 
    Well, we did, I suppose. I began removing her clothing. She fully cooperated with me. As I moved around her, I kissed the freshly exposed skin, light, feathery kisses here, there. 
 
    Her breath hitched a few times, but when I was done, she didn’t attempt to hide herself. 
 
    “Take me to bed, Catherine,” she whispered. “Convince me you want me.” 
 
    And so I did. And I did. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Later, she found robes for us again then took my hand and led me downstairs. She set me in her sofa in her darkened living room, but then she lit several candles. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Dessert was fruit dipped in cream, and this time she asked me to feed her. We were both a little worn out -- and I was entirely satiated, so it wasn’t as hot as earlier, when she had fed me. Instead I decided it was sweet, and I took my time. 
 
    There was still fruit left, but she begged off, and so I sat down on the sofa beside her, and after a moment, we leaned together. 
 
    “What do you do, Catherine?” 
 
    “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    “Your job.” 
 
    “Oh.” I decided I didn’t want to lie to her. “I’m a private detective.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It’s not as glamorous as they make it out to be on television,” I said. 
 
    “Do you have any current cases?” 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t talk about them with you. I’m sorry. My clients are confidential. You understand.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me what sort of cases you work on?” 
 
    “It varies. I prefer working for companies.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Fraud investigation.” 
 
    “And you prefer that over, what? Following wayward husbands?” 
 
    “I hate that work,” I said. “We live in a no-fault state, though.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You don’t need an excuse for a divorce, so you don’t need to prove your husband is a cheat. And even if you do prove it, you’re not going to get a bigger settlement.” 
 
    “Child custody-“ 
 
    “Yeah, which is the most common reason I get those kinds of jobs. I take them, but I hate it.” 
 
    “What else? Missing persons?” 
 
    “Sometimes. I’m a licensed bounty hunter.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I don’t necessarily go looking for that work, but if it lands in my lap, I’ll take it.” 
 
    “What’s your success rate?” 
 
    “It’s not bad, but I don’t think it’s necessarily good, either. It’s not usually a bondholder that comes to me. Those guys have their own bounty hunters on retainer. But a victim might come to me and pay me to help make sure someone shows up in court on time. It doesn’t happen often.” 
 
    “Ever hurt someone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Been hurt?” 
 
    I paused. “Yes. I’ve had the crap beaten out of me twice.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “The second time was a setup.” 
 
    “Someone set you up?” 
 
    “No. I set him up. I knew he liked to hit women. I set myself as bait. What I didn’t realize was how quickly he would turn violent, and the off-duty cops I’d hired to watch over me weren’t as fast as I wished they had been.” 
 
    “Their fault?” 
 
    “No one’s fault. They couldn’t be obvious, after all. That one is still in jail and will be for a while. Most importantly, he didn’t get the kids, and he’ll never have unsupervised visitation again.” 
 
    “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “God, Catherine. I couldn’t do something like that.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize it would get that far out of hand. I miscalculated.” 
 
    “Still.” 
 
    “Still,” I agreed. “So. Happier conversation. I can tell you’ve had kids.” 
 
    “One,” she said. A whisper. “A son.” 
 
    “There’s a photo on your dresser. Grandkids.” 
 
    “No. It’s not a good topic.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Will you tell me why?” 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    “Oh god, Laila, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Which you knew.” 
 
    “How would I know that?” 
 
    “You’re a private detective.” 
 
    “And you think I’ve investigated you. And then you think I’m such a cad I’d bring it up right after declaring a desire for a happier conversation.” 
 
    She leaned her head on my shoulder. “Will you stay?” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “The whole weekend?” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Saturday, I twice tried to get her to talk more about her son. She told me he died in an accident, and she said there was an ongoing court case, but then changed the topic. I didn’t push it. 
 
    Sunday, we stayed in bed for a while, but eventually headed to the kitchen for brunch. 
 
    “I have to do errands today,” she said. 
 
    “I could help you.” 
 
    “Or you could go home.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    We didn’t talk for the rest of the meal, but she let me help her clean up. We didn’t touch. Then I went to her bedroom and dressed. She didn’t follow me. I stared at the photo of her son for a while, but I couldn’t delay forever. 
 
    She was waiting for me in the kitchen. I had to pass through it to get to the garage. She was still in the robe, and she wouldn’t meet my gaze. She stepped out of my way, and I stepped past her. But I only got three steps before I said, “You’re telling me goodbye. Will you tell me why?” 
 
    “What are you investigating?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    We both turned, and her arms are crossed. “What are you investigating? Why are you here? Why all this?” 
 
    “You promised to stop asking.” 
 
    “I’m asking now.” 
 
    “Until about twenty minutes ago, I had an amazing weekend,” I said. “I thought you did, too.” 
 
    “Why are you asking about Johnnie?” 
 
    “Your son?” 
 
    “I think you knew that.” 
 
    “I can’t be the first person to want to know about you, Laila.” 
 
    “You’re the first private investigator who has gone to this much work.” 
 
    “I take it there have been others in the past who have gone to less work?” 
 
    “One or two.” 
 
    “And you think I’m here to hurt you.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to believe that?” 
 
    “Give me a chance to prove it.” 
 
    “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to believe me. Why don’t you tell me what you think I’m here for? You seem to think you have something to hide, and you seem to think I’m here to uncover it. Tell me what it is, and when I ask you to dinner tomorrow night, maybe you’ll believe me.” 
 
    “I’m not having dinner with you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Laila.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you could learn the others haven’t already learned. I don’t know why you’re investigating me. You should be investigating that job site. They’re the ones who got Johnnie killed, and now they’re trying to cheat me.” 
 
    “You don’t seem like the sort trying to profit off your son’s death.” 
 
    “I asked for enough to pay off his debts, debts I’m making payments on. Her lawyers said ‘no’. My lawyers turned around and asked for an even five million. Her lawyers really said ‘no’.” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “Like you don’t know.” 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “Nyla St. George.” 
 
    I didn’t respond right away and then said, “Oh. She doesn’t have a reputation for screwing people.” 
 
    “No. She lets her lawyers do it.” She turned away. “And you’re working for them.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “I think you are.” 
 
    “Humor me. Let’s go sit down. Tell me everything, and when I don’t run, you’ll know.” 
 
    “You’ll let me down easy.” 
 
    “Try me. Or are you going to just give up? If you are so sure I couldn’t possibly learn anything that would hurt your case, then what would it hurt to try me?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Wait in the living room.” 
 
    She strode to her bedroom and slammed the door. I set my things down, walked through two rooms, and sat down on her sofa. I spent the time going through my messages. She let me wait, and when she finally appeared, I could tell she’d been crying. 
 
    “Over me?” I asked. “Or Johnny.” 
 
    “Both, I suppose,” she said, understanding what I was asking. 
 
    I meant to stand, to comfort her, but she pointed at me and said firmly, “Stay there. I mean it. Keep your hands -- and feet -- to yourself.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. I held my hands up defensively. 
 
    She prowled the room for a minute then plopped down on the sofa. For the next time minutes, she didn’t look at me, not once, but she told me what had happened to Johnnie. 
 
    It had been an accident, but there’d been negligence. There was no foul play or anything like that, just human error. Asking for enough to clear his debts wasn’t at all unreasonable. Five million? That was probably high. 
 
    “All right,” I said when she was done. “And do you think you’ve told me anything that isn’t known by every lawyer working the case?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what haven’t you told me? What could I possibly want from you, Laila?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Sure you do. You said there have been other investigators.” 
 
    “They asked questions.” 
 
    “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “About Johnny.” 
 
    “What about Johnny.” 
 
    “They wanted to know if he was some sort of drug addict.” 
 
    I froze. “Oh. Well, I’m not going to ask you about that.” 
 
    “Then what do you want to know?” 
 
    “I want to know why the case is dragging out. I take it you’re sticking to your guns and want your five million?” 
 
    “I was ready to settle two years ago. I want to put this past me. I want three things.” 
 
    “Do the opposing lawyers know what those are?” 
 
    “I’ve told them enough times.” 
 
    “Then you won’t tell me anything new if you tell me what they are.” 
 
    “I want whatever is fair,” she said. “And I think at this point, I’d be quite happy if a judge would tell me. And I want to know they’ve cleaned up their act so no other mothers are going to go through this. And I want a written apology in her damned hand. Not written by some flunky. Hand written and signed by her. It doesn’t need to be long or elegant. I just need to know she knows my son’s name, and that he died working for her.” 
 
    And then she started to cry again. She didn’t stop me when I moved closer. She didn’t stop me when I put my arms around her. She didn’t stop when I pulled her against me. I let her cry. 
 
    “Laila,” I whispered. She was still crying, but more quietly. “Why isn’t it settled? You know I’ve worked this kind of case before. You’re not being greedy. Is it your lawyers?” 
 
    “No. It’s her lawyers. I thought we had a settlement.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Her lawyer.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “He told me...” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was his secretary that was going to write the letter. Not her.” 
 
    “What?” I exploded. “He told you that?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Were there witnesses?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I paused. “Then what?” 
 
    “I stormed out and told my lawyers no deal.” 
 
    “Making you look like the bad guy.” 
 
    “Do you think I care?” 
 
    She pushed away from me then found a box of tissues and cleaned up. “Tell me what you really want to know.” 
 
    “I want to know when I can see you again.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “We don’t ever have to talk about it again.” 
 
    She turned to me. “You should go.” 
 
    “I like you, Laila. I’m not in love, but I like you. I enjoy spending time with you. I want to see you some more. I’m pretty sure you like me.” 
 
    “You’re a lying bitch.” 
 
    “Everyone lies,” I said, “but do you really think I’m lying about any of that?” 
 
    “What’s the real reason you’re here?” 
 
    “To spend time with you.” 
 
    “The truth!” she screamed. 
 
    I stood up and moved to the window. I stared out for a while. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m not here to cheat you.” 
 
    “Fucking liar.” 
 
    “I knew about Johnnie.” 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    I spun. “I had one question, Laila. One. Why was this dragging out?” 
 
    “Took you long enough to ask.” 
 
    “Yeah. I wonder why that is.” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “We talked on the phone. And I liked you. How hard is that to believe?” 
 
    “You admit you’re investigating me.” 
 
    “It turns out, I’m investigating Nyla St. George’s lawyers. I didn’t know that at the time. One question. I had one question. Why was this dragging out? I could have asked about it the first night. I’m an expert, Laila. An expert. I could have steered the conversation during that first phone call. You’d have told me anything after I sent you that photo. I didn’t ask. Do you want to know why not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because I wanted to spend time with you. I could have asked over that first lunch. I didn’t. Or that first afternoon or evening. I didn’t. I could have asked any time this week when we talked. I didn’t. I didn’t, because I knew I could get what I wanted, but then we’d be done. And I don’t want us to be done. And I don’t think you do, either.” 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “Tell me you hated it.” 
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    “I learned more about you, and once I did, I decided I wanted you. I wanted you to want me. I still want that.” 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “Let me prove it.” 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “What was the settlement going to be?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I’ll get it for you.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the fucking money.” 
 
    “I’ll get you everything you want.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “How much was it going to be?” 
 
    “A half million. I’d have settled for less, but I won’t settle without a letter, and now I want to know she wrote it herself.” 
 
    “I’ll get it.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “If I call you, promise to answer.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I’ll have a settlement offer for you.” 
 
    “Call my lawyer.” 
 
    “No. You. Frankly, if your lawyer was any good, he’d have done what I’m going to do?” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Well, he’d have hired me.” 
 
    “Arrogant.” 
 
    “If I call, answer your phone. If you’re not going to give me that, then I’m not going to bother.” 
 
    “Call me about anything else, and I’m hanging up.” 
 
    “Can I call to hear your voice?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    We stared at each other. “No. You can text.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    And I walked from her house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Meeting 
 
    Getting a meeting with Nyla St. George wasn’t as hard as it could have been. I was open with what I wanted. Blunt, actually. I told her gatekeepers I had information about fraud within her organization, and I would only present it to her. I asked them to check my references. And then I waited. 
 
    It took nearly exactly twenty-four hours before I received a phone call from a Mr. Korey Spear, Esquire. “What can I do for you, Mr. Spear?” 
 
    “I am the attorney for SGE. I understand you have information about fraud within our organization. I am asking if you’ll share that information with me.” 
 
    “No. I will talk to Nyla St. George herself. Get me an appointment.” 
 
    “She is a very busy woman.” 
 
    “You checked my references. They are impeccable. I know it. I know that you know it. Do you think I am bluffing, Mr. Spear? Do you think I’m trying to waste everyone’s time? I will speak directly to Ms. St. George.” 
 
    “I’m sure that won’t be possible.” 
 
    “Tell me. It seems like a woman like her is likely to read the newspapers. Do you think she’d rather learn of my discoveries from the front page of the Star Tribune?” He didn’t say a word. “But you checked my references. You also learned I’m at least halfway decent at my job. do you really think I can’t show up at, oh, say a certain charity event this Friday? Ah, but maybe you can prevent her from showing up, although I don’t know how, given that she’s the guest of honor. How do you think she’ll react when I tell her in front of a room full of people about the fraud I’ve found, and then tell her I tried to do this quietly, but her gatekeepers wouldn’t have it? Get me the damned appointment, Mr. Spear. Tonight would be perfect. I know where her home is.” 
 
    “She isn’t going to discuss this at home.” 
 
    “In fact, come to think of it, her home is a perfect place. No one at the offices will see me coming and going. No one need suspect what I’m there to say. Yes. Tonight would be perfect. Shall we say, eight PM? Please call and confirm.” 
 
    And then I hung up. I got a call back an hour later. Eight PM. Her place. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I dressed in my Men in Black outfit. Ms. St. George owned a significant piece of property twenty minutes west of The Cities, and I made sure to arrive early, then pulled up to the gate at five minutes short of eight. 
 
    There was a gatehouse, an actual gatehouse, with a uniformed guard. I was a little surprised, but I simply held up my ID, and a moment later, the gate began to retract. “Follow the lights. Someone will meet you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I drove leisurely, the drive gently curving as it passed through the trees. I wished I’d come earlier. I’d bet it was beautiful during the day. 
 
    The lights led me to the front of a mansion. I was impressed. Another uniformed guard was waiting, and I parked where he indicated then collected my briefcase. He led me to the door, but then he turned to me. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I need to search you.” 
 
    “I have a concealed carry permit.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    I stared at him, considering. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m not letting you in while you’re armed. You must know that.” 
 
    “Fine. Left ankle and right belt.” 
 
    “Please return them to your car. No one will bother them.” 
 
    I kept a lock case in my car for just this very event. I returned to the car and disarmed. I left the knives there, too. Hey, a girl can’t be too careful. 
 
    I let him frisk me. He was thorough, but not rude. Then he searched my laptop case. The search was cursory, and then he gave everything back. “Very good, ma’am. Thank you for your understanding.” 
 
    “You’re very polite,” I observed. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. This way, please.” 
 
    He led me through the house, and I couldn’t have been more pleased when he showed me into a large, lavish office. 
 
    I immediately recognized Nyla St. George. With her were two gentlemen, each of them fifty-something with greying hair and lawyer’s suits. That wasn’t a surprise. 
 
    The first was Mr. Spear, the lawyer I’d threatened. The second was a Mr. Reed Adamson. Mr. Adamson was introduced as the head of SGE security. I thought he had a very nice suit for the head of security, but what did I know? 
 
    I looked around. It was, as I said, large and lavish. There was a large, beautiful wood desk with a high tech, ergonomic chair behind it. At the other end of the room was a beautiful conference table, long enough for perhaps ten people to sit, although there were only four chairs. I suspected chairs moved in and out as necessary. 
 
    The room was full of plants and art. And one wall was filled with what looked like patent announcements. I couldn’t tell from where I stood. 
 
    On the wall immediately behind the desk, mounted to the wall, was a sculpture. I stared at it for a minute before turning to the occupants of the room. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me,” I said when Nyla gestured to a seat at her conference table. “I told Mr. Spear I wished to speak directly to you.” 
 
    “I am right here, Ms. McGuire.” 
 
    “Perhaps I wasn’t clear. I should have said I will speak only with you. Send them away.” 
 
    “If you are here to discuss fraud, I will retain my lawyers, thank you.” 
 
    “That would be wise. I tell you what. Send them away. Once they’re gone, you don’t have to say a single word if you don’t want to. I’ll do all the talking. If you want to call them back after that, it’s up to you.” 
 
    “Nyla,” said Mr. Spear immediately, but the woman held up a finger, silencing them. 
 
    “Are you here to threaten me, Ms. McGuire?” 
 
    “Not at all. What I have to say is for your ears only. What you do with it afterwards is your business.” 
 
    “Half my company knows you want to talk to me about a fraud case.” 
 
    “Oh, please. I had to get through your gatekeepers somehow, and I didn’t think you’d prefer my alternative methods. If they blabbed, you should fire them and hire people who know a little discretion.” 
 
    “Why all the cloak and dagger, Ms. McGuire? I am assured you are competent, but this seems quite dramatic. You’re not telling me everything.” 
 
    I didn’t answer I simply leaned back in my chair and folded my arms. 
 
    She studied me for a minute and then said, “Please wait in the parlor. I don’t imagine this will take long.” 
 
    “Nyla-“ began Mr. Spear. 
 
    “I can handle this,” she said. “Go.” 
 
    They nodded, and twenty seconds later, the doors closed behind them. I listened for their retreating footsteps, then I climbed to my own feet and poked my nose into the hallway. No one was lingering. 
 
    “You’re a very suspicious person,” she observed from behind me. “Well?” 
 
    I moved back to my seat, opened my laptop case, and slid a thumb drive across the table to her. 
 
    “You don’t honestly believe I’m going to insert that into one of my computers.” 
 
    “It’s safe,” I said. “But here. Use mine.” I pulled out my laptop, flipped it open, unlocked it, then turned it around and slid it across the table to her. 
 
    She watched me briefly then inserted the thumb drive. She knew what she was doing, but it took about thirty seconds before she said, “These files are corrupt.” 
 
    “No. They’re encrypted.” 
 
    “And you expect me to break your encryption like some scene from a bad hackers movie?” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m waiting for you to ask your question again.” 
 
    “Which question?” 
 
    “Why the...” 
 
    “Why the cloak and dagger?” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Are you going to answer?” 
 
    “I’m going to let you figure it out,” I said. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this file?” 
 
    “Let me drive for a moment.” She nodded but when I pulled the computer back, I turned it sideways so if she wanted, we could both see the screen. She leaned forward on the table and accepted my invitation to watch. 
 
    Opening the file took twelve distinct steps. The last step produced a video, and I let it start but then froze it. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I didn’t know if I’d actually make it this far,” I said. “If someone confiscated that thumb drive, I didn’t want to give up my information.” 
 
    “I see.” She pulled the laptop to aim in her direction more completely and then resumed the video. 
 
    It wasn’t much. A few minutes. She watched it start to end. Everything was there. 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You went through all this because Lydia is falsifying expense receipts.” 
 
    I smiled. “If she’s doing this, she’s doing more.” 
 
    “I see. And I suspect you want some sort of reward for bringing this to my attention.” 
 
    “Nope. It’s a freebie.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Marketing.” 
 
    “Marketing?” 
 
    “I’d love to be considered for future opportunities.” 
 
    “This is a job interview?” She paused. “Get out.” 
 
    “Of course.” I pulled the computer back to me, unplugged the thumb drive, and set it on the table. Then I stowed my computer, zipped up, and stood. “Thank you for meeting with me.” I turned for the door, took three steps, and then froze. “Tell me. Does the name Johnnie Ellison mean anything to you.” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. “More cloak and dagger, Ms. McGuire?” 
 
    I turned to face her. “Does it?” 
 
    “It sounds vaguely familiar. Refresh my memory.” 
 
    “Wrongful death lawsuit.” 
 
    Her face clouded. “Oh. I remember. His closest living relative is his mother. We thought we had an agreement, but then the greedy wretch stormed out screaming that she’d see us in court.” 
 
    “Was it a generous agreement, Ms. St. George?” 
 
    She eyed me. “I do not believe I should answer questions like that.” 
 
    “All right. But are you curious?” 
 
    “I might be.” 
 
    “Good. I know Laila Ellison.” 
 
    “Ah. And you’re here to find ammunition for her lawsuit. Get out.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not. You don’t have to say another word, but I hope you’ll let me get this out.” 
 
    “Fine. Go ahead.” 
 
    “You offered a half million, assurances the cause of the death was resolved, and a personal apology from you. In my professional opinion, the half million is light, but Ms. Ellison would have been happy with that. This was never about money for her.” 
 
    “I believe you are mistaken.” 
 
    “She wanted enough to pay off her son’s debts, the ones she’s now making payments against, and that’s what she first asked for. Your lawyers turned her down.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “So that’s when she hired her own lawyers. The numbers grew from there.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a surprise. And now she wants five million.” 
 
    “Korey Spear, partner at Daniels, Evans, Feldman, and Spear. He isn’t on salary, so I presume you pay him a pretty penny for every hour he works, and more for his staff.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Tell me, Ms. St. George. Why would Mr. Spear tell Ms. Ellison that it was his assistant that would be drafting and signing that personal apology she wants?” 
 
    She stared for a good ten seconds and then screamed, “Bullshit!” 
 
    “I have no proof,” I responded calmly. “You and I both know if this goes to a jury, it’s going to be more than a half million, but I can get you a settlement now for the original half million, but the apology might need to be quite convincingly from you.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking liar.” 
 
    “Funny. That’s what Ms. Ellison called me when I said I wasn’t working for you.” 
 
    She stilled. “What’s your angle?” 
 
    “No angle.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You’re right. This is a job interview. But I think I present a pretty damned good case. Don’t you, Ms. St. George? I just want to know you’ll think of me in the future. I don’t need any more promises than that.” 
 
    She stood up and turned away, moving to the windows and staring out into the twilight, her back towards me. 
 
    “Why all the cloak and dagger?” 
 
    “So you would have a cover story. Oh, and the lovely vixen Miss Lydia really is defrauding you. I don’t like her. Not at all.” 
 
    “I think you’re lying.” 
 
    “I might be. If your lawyers are defrauding you, that’s your loss, not mine. Intentionally sabotaging a civil suit.” I clucked and shook my head. “There’s not an ounce of proof, and I don’t know if Ms. Ellison would assist if you were to pursue charges. He said, she said and all that. But I can deliver that settlement agreement, but only if you’re there in person and will offer an honest apology.” 
 
    She whirled. “A man died. A man who worked for me died. It wasn’t my fault, but he shouldn’t have died!” 
 
    “Your lawyers are trying to make it look like he was doing drugs. I can’t prove that, either.” I paused only a moment. “What are you going to do, Ms. St. George?” 
 
    “Are you lying to me?” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “No, I’m not lying to you. I can’t prove anything I’m saying. But I can get you that settlement, or I think I can. I believe Ms. Ellison.” 
 
    “The apology is the sticking point.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Call her.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced she’ll easily take my call.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She thinks I’m working for you.” 
 
    “I bet there’s more than that.” 
 
    “If there is, it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “Call her. If you can’t reach her, I’ll deal with her lawyers.” 
 
    I nodded, pulled out my phone, and sent a text. “Please answer when I call. Please, Laila.” 
 
    I waited a minute and then received, “This better be good.” 
 
    I made the call and moved back to the conference table. I set down my computer, and then Laila answered. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I made a promise to you,” I said. “I would like to put you on speaker phone. I am not alone.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I punched buttons and set my phone on the table. Ms. St. George moved closer. “Laila, can you hear me.” 
 
    “I’m here. What do you want, bitch?” 
 
    Across from me, Nyla lifted an eyebrow, but then she said, “Am I speaking to Ms. Ellison?” she asked. “The mother of John Ellison.” 
 
    “You are. Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “My name is Nyla St. George, Ms. Ellison. I do not believe an apology should be delivered over the phone. Do you believe if we meet in person, we can come to an agreement?” 
 
    Laila immediately began sobbing, but in the middle, she managed to say, “Yes.” 
 
    We listened to Laila cry for a minute or two, and then Nyla said, “Ms. Ellison, I imagine this is very overwhelming. Would it be okay if I contact your lawyers tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I want to ask a favor. I would prefer you not tell anyone we talked.” 
 
    “I should tell my lawyers...” 
 
    “I’ll ask for a meeting with you and them,” she said. “But I heard what Korey told you. He lied. I am asking for an opportunity to pursue that myself. Please.” 
 
    “Catherine,” Laila said, “Promise me you aren’t messing with me.” 
 
    “Would a photo do? Would you recognize Nyla St. George?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I looked at her. She nodded, so I picked up the phone. “If I lose you, I’ll take the photo and call you back,” I said. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay. Wait. I want her to do something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I need to know this isn’t a photo from last week or something like that.” 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Nyla. “Fine. Should I stand on one foot or something?” 
 
    “Tug your ear. Like Carol Burnett.” 
 
    “Fine.” Nyla assumed a pose, and I took the photo. Then I forwarded it. No one said a word, and then Laila began crying again. 
 
    “Ms. Ellison,” said Nyla, “I will call your lawyers tomorrow, but it might not be until the afternoon. I can’t force you, but imagine something. Imagine Mr. Spear’s expression when I fire him.” 
 
    “Were you really going to write the apology yourself?” 
 
    “I was upstairs waiting to deliver it from my own hand, Ms. Ellison. I am so very sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. St. George.” 
 
    “We’re going to hang up now. I know this is a difficult time for you.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I handled the hang up, and then Nyla and I stared at each other. “That was really her?” 
 
    “It was,” I said. “I can’t prove what I told you. And she could have been lying to me.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How well do you know her?” 
 
    “Well enough to believe I know what kind of person she is. She’s a grieving mother, and she believes she has cause to hate you, but do you blame her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does it add up?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s just trying to make an excuse for not settling sooner?” 
 
    “The thought crossed my mind, and if she asks for her five million, she’s not going to get it.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t promise she won’t, but I firmly believe the only sticking point disappears if you deal with her directly, and you try to do the right thing.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re careful with your words.” 
 
    “I don’t make promises I can’t control.” I paused. “Well, I promised I’d make this happen. I had faith. I shouldn’t have promised.” 
 
    “It appears you have delivered.” She gestured to that thumb drive. “If that has a virus on it, I will see you ruined.” 
 
    “I’m not a hacker. If there’s a virus on it, then you’ll find the same virus throughout every machine I own. Get your experts to check it and if they find something, I’ll pay them to clean my systems for me.” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t know what to believe about you.” 
 
    “Do me a favor. Put that way.” I gestured. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She picked it up and quite casually walked around her desk. She folded the sculpture aside, and she didn’t even try to hide the safe from me. She thumb drive disappeared, and she closed everything up. 
 
    “You let me watch that?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t rob me,” she said. “This would be the most elaborate robbery plan since Oceans Thirteen.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re probably right. Well, unless you have something else.” 
 
    “Not just now,” she said. 
 
    I picked up my laptop case and turned for the door. “You’re going to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. Then she waited until my hand was on the doorknob before she said, “Ms. McGuire.” 
 
    I turned to face her. 
 
    “I do my homework.” 
 
    “I imagine you do.” 
 
    She looked me up and down. “What are you doing Friday evening?” 
 
    I considered my answer. She was ten years older than I was, but I hadn’t been kidding when I’d told Laila I liked older women. But I was done sleeping with people I was investigating. For now, anyway. 
 
    “That’s very sweet, but with any luck, I’ll be spending it with Ms. Ellison. If she’ll have me.” 
 
    “I see.” She smiled. “Perhaps by Friday, she won’t be calling you a bitch.” 
 
    “No, but she may think I’m after her half million dollars. Or she may not trust me, anyway.” 
 
    “Does she have cause to distrust you?” 
 
    “Yes, but not because I ever hurt her.” 
 
    “Well. If that doesn’t work out, perhaps you’ll let me know.” She crossed the room and held out a business card. “This has my private information. In case you ever want to reach me directly. No gatekeepers.” 
 
    “I won’t abuse it.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. Good evening, Ms. McGuire.” 
 
    “Good evening, Ms. St. George.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Twenty-four hours later, I stared at the text. 
 
    I need some time. 
 
    Finally I responded. 
 
    I understand, Laila. 
 
    A minute later was her reply. 
 
    So perhaps you could come to dinner on Friday. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    I’ll bring the wine. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I answered my phone. “Catherine McGuire.” 
 
    “Nyla St. George. Have I caught you at a good time.” 
 
    “Ah, Ms. St. George. Yes, right now is perfect.” 
 
    “Have you spoken with Ms. Ellison?” 
 
    “I’m seeing her on Friday. Is it settled?” 
 
    “It is,” she responded. “How much do you know about me?” 
 
    “Only what is known publicly, and what I could guess after we met.” 
 
    “Would you tell me what you’ve guessed?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m not sure I care to.” 
 
    She laughed. “I wish you would.” 
 
    “You’re clearly intelligent, but I knew that before we met. You seem like a good person, but I haven’t fully resolved that with a simple fact. Successful businesses typically require a certain...” I trailed off. 
 
    “The word you are looking for, Ms. McGuire, is ruthlessness. And I can be quite ruthless when the situation calls for it. But when it comes to business, I believe in a simple policy. Everyone involved in a business exchange should come away from the exchange satisfied. I have tried to avoid doing business with anyone who doesn’t share that attitude, but of course, complete avoidance is impossible.” 
 
    “And that is when you need to be ruthless.” 
 
    “No. That is when caution is required. Ruthlessness is required when someone tries to cheat me.” 
 
    “Did we just begin talking about Mr. Spear?” 
 
    “Not yet. You’re not done answering my question. What else did you decide?” 
 
    “Well. You find time to take care of yourself.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Fishing for compliments?” 
 
    “Maybe I am.” 
 
    I laughed. “I know your age. Your parents died when you were nineteen. You’re now forty-seven. But you could pass for significantly younger, and I’m not sure you were trying that hard when we met. You have a fit figure, and whatever products you use must be exceedingly expensive. But there’s something I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “There are very wealthy women making a living in Hollywood. Their efforts to remain young are obvious. I don’t understand how you have access to methods they do not.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of women at least ten, and perhaps twenty years older than I am,” she replied. “You managed to offer a compliment while making it quite clinical.” 
 
    “You don’t need my compliments, but I thought you might prefer honesty.” 
 
    “You’re right. Did you learn anything else?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re comfortable handling things yourself.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. When my parents died, everyone wanted to tell me what to do. What that really meant was they wanted to run my life. It was insulting, especially as none of them knew as much about the business as I did. I grew up in a household where discussing electrical supplies was the dinnertime conversation. I knew my parents’ business as well as anyone still living. I learned if I wanted something done right, I had to see to it myself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Ancient history. It took time to learn a far more valuable lesson.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “How to let go. How to hire good people and then trust them.” I didn’t respond to that. “There’s risk in that approach, but if I hadn’t begun to learn that lesson, I couldn’t have grown any larger than I was, oh, by my twenty-fifth birthday.” 
 
    “I can understand that. And now we’re definitely talking about Mr. Spear.” 
 
    “Yes. Good ol’ Korey. He’s gotten rich riding my coattails.” 
 
    “I imagine he’s not the only one.” 
 
    “He’s not, but he’s among the top five.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of legal work.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Greedy bastard.” 
 
    “So you’ve had time to look into it.” 
 
    “Yes. I do not have a law degree, Ms. McGuire. I wish you did.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I have my own skills, and I’m not ignorant of the law, but you know a hundred people with better skills to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “I have fired Daniels, Evans, Feldman, and Spear.” 
 
    “Based on what I told you?” 
 
    “I am not that hasty. I do not care to share details, but I was able to identify several instances of Korey intentionally dragging out work. This was the most egregious, as Ms. Ellison deserved closure. I cannot tell you how angry I am with Korey. If it were just about money, that would be bad enough. But she was already a victim, and he manipulated her into becoming a victim a second time.” 
 
    “You took care of her.” 
 
    “I did,” she said. “I am only sorry I didn’t do it sooner.” 
 
    “You followed your own advice. You hired good people and trusted them. And I have no doubt Mr. Spear is a very good lawyer.” 
 
    “He is. I thought he was also a good person. What is interesting was that he never actually lied to me, and that is probably why he got away with it.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause, and then she said. “Well. I wanted you to know. And to thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I looked at the contents of the drive you gave me.” 
 
    “With a throwaway computer?” 
 
    She laughed. “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s safe, but that is still wise.” 
 
    “There were two files. You opened one.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said. “We got sidetracked.” 
 
    “There is something interesting in this other file? It’s much smaller.” 
 
    “Gavino Penny may have a gambling addiction.” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” she said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am sure he likes to gamble. I am somewhat more cautious in calling it an addiction. And I found no direct evidence he is out of control or finding ways for you to supplement his addiction, if that’s even a fair word.” 
 
    “Do I need to hire you, Ms. McGuire?” 
 
    “My advice? Audit the books. You have people better than I am for that. He may not be stealing from you, Ms. St. George. As I said, I found no indications.” 
 
    “But you found he likes to gamble.” 
 
    “And to me, that’s a red flag. I didn’t dig deeply enough to discover if he’s in over his head. He may be in control. It may be that won’t last.” 
 
    “You’re full of good news for me,” she complained. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. But I did give you an opportunity to fix one problem.” 
 
    “You did, and for that, I am grateful. Do you expect to have more revelations for me?” 
 
    “I’ve done all the free digging I intended,” I replied. I laughed. “A hell of a job interview.” 
 
    “You’ve made your point in that regard. I want to ask you a personal question.” 
 
    “All right,” I said cautiously. 
 
    “If I were to suggest you call me Nyla, what would I call you?” 
 
    “Ah. Different people call me different names, Nyla.” I paused to see if she corrected me. She didn’t. “My mother and most of my family call me Cathy.” 
 
    “I don’t see you as a Cathy.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not really sure what that means, but I get that a lot. Laila calls me Catherine.” 
 
    “That fits better than Cathy.” 
 
    “Most Americans like to shorten names, and so I often introduce myself as Cat.” 
 
    “Cat. All right. You’re not done though, are you?” 
 
    “My best friend calls me Kitty-Cat, and over the years, that has spread to most of my other friends.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” Nyla responded. “Do you answer to it?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “It’s... Playful.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Does it fit your personality with your friends?” 
 
    “Probably. I think maybe I’ve grown into it.” 
 
    “But not at all appropriate professionally.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you giving me permission to choose?” 
 
    “I suppose I am.” 
 
    “Well, if we were to become friends, I may be tempted to use the name your other friends use. But for now, I believe I will stick to one of the more professional choices.” 
 
    “Cat or Catherine are both fine,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No preference?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I may end up using both. We’ll see what begins to roll off my tongue. Catherine.” She paused. “Well, I’ve taken up enough of your time.” 
 
    “And you’re a busy woman.” 
 
    “We’re both busy women. But Catherine, I want you to know you are welcome to use the information I gave you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Business. Friendship. More than friendship.” 
 
    “You must have a million friends.” 
 
    “I have a million acquaintances. I have few friends, and I lost several this week.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
    “Give me a little time,” I said. “But I’ll use the information.” 
 
    “Good. I look forward to hearing from you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I stared at the phone for a while after that. What was I going to do with her? 
 
    And what was I going to do about that safe behind her desk? 
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    “Mr. Sawyer,” I said, looking at him from across the desk in my office. “I have now had two fairly lengthy conversations with Ms. St. George.” 
 
    “You told her you were working for me?” he squeaked. 
 
    “Of course not. She seems highly ethical, Mr. Sawyer.” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving.” 
 
    “The pieces do not add up, Mr. Sawyer,” I told him coldly. “There is every indication you were set up, and I am not willing to accuse you of lying about that. But I am convinced there are things you’re not telling me.” 
 
    “That hag blackmailed me and stole what should be mine!” 
 
    “She does not at all strike me as a hag. She strikes me as someone who works very hard to do the right thing.” 
 
    “She runs a multi-billion-dollar enterprise,” he countered. “She’s ruthless.” 
 
    “I imagine, when necessary, she is. But she is also an exceedingly good actress, or she is every bit as ethical as her public reputation suggests. Tell me. Why did she feel the need to be ruthless with you?” 
 
    “Because she’s a greedy bitch. She didn’t want to share the profits with me.” 
 
    “That is a possibility, but do you know? I cannot find any references to her cheating anyone. There are the typical lawsuits. Organizations the size of hers always have lawsuits. But not one of them addresses her personally acting in an unlawful or even unethical fashion.” 
 
    “So she’s good at covering her tracks.” 
 
    “You might be right,” I admitted. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “I told you everything.” 
 
    I didn’t believe that for a minute. And it was deeply frustrating I couldn’t pin a lie to him. He’d been right about the location of the safe, and about her casual nature in opening it with others watching. I found that shocking, actually. I wouldn’t have done it. Her security was undoubtedly good, but I didn’t think it was that good. Real life isn’t like the movies. People don’t have teams of security officers glued to a bank of monitors keyed to pressure sensitive tiles in the floors. I’d gotten a glance at some of her systems, and they weren’t any better than you’d find in any McMansion. Oh, she had security guards, but they weren’t an elite military force. 
 
    I could get in and out. 
 
    Why was she so cavalier about her safe? Was it an act? Did she have somewhere far more private, and the safe was for show? I thought that was most likely. 
 
    But I’d need unfettered access to her house for hours, potentially days, to discover that. And I wasn’t willing to do what it would take to achieve that access. 
 
    Not for this man. Not without some evidence she was hurting people I could care about a lot more than I could ever care about this little worm. 
 
    We stared at each other, and then he slumped. “You can’t help me, can you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t add up, Mr. Sawyer.” 
 
    “Talk to her. You got in twice. Talk to her.” 
 
    “You’re giving me permission to tell her you hired me?” 
 
    “I bet you can be more subtle than that.” 
 
    “I suppose I can. Mr. Sawyer, I’m not willing to risk my future for you. You understand that.” 
 
    He looked away, and at least for a moment, he looked broken. For a moment, he looked like someone worthy of compassion. When he spoke, his tones were subdued. 
 
    “As you’ve undoubtedly guessed, I struggle. This was the first really good idea I’ve had. I’ve invented other things, but I’ve never made much money for them. I thought this time I finally had something.” 
 
    “Where did you get the money for my retainer?” 
 
    “The last of my savings.” 
 
    “How do you pay your current bills?” 
 
    “Odd jobs.” 
 
    “What type of odd jobs?” 
 
    “The last job was wiring someone’s deck with indirect lighting. Stuff like that.” 
 
    “Allison Berry is not cheap.” 
 
    “She’s keeping the IRS off my back. Barely. If you can’t help me, I’d like my money back.” 
 
    I stared at him for a while. He refused to look at me. “I’ll talk to her,” I said finally. “It needs to wait a week or two. Then we’ll see. You know I’ve spent a good share of your money.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “A quarter of what you’ve paid me.” 
 
    He nodded. “Not as much as I was afraid.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her, Mr. Sawyer, but unless you can give me reasons why she would choose to be this ruthless with you, quite in contrast to everything else I’ve been able to learn about her, the next time we meet will be to pass over a refund of your outstanding balance.” 
 
    He nodded, and it was a broken man who walked from my office. I stared after him, sure he was telling a portion of the truth, but nowhere near all of it. I considered turning my investigation on him, but frankly, if I didn’t find anything, it wasn’t fair to him. And if I did find anything, then I wouldn’t want to help him, anyway. Either way, there was nothing to be gained but satisfying my own curiosity. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I focused on other jobs. I had other clients. I did a deep background check for one of them. I consulted on a fraud investigation. I served as an expert witness in a court case. 
 
    And on Friday, I arrived at Laila’s house, dressed to kill, with a bottle of wine in my hand and an overnight bag in my car. The garage door wasn’t open, so I parked in the driveway and walked to the front door. 
 
    She met me there. She was dressed more conservatively than I was, but she looked nice, and we smiled at each other. “Thank you for inviting me.” 
 
    She stepped aside, and I walked past her. She closed the door, and we stared awkwardly at each other. 
 
    “You’re in charge,” I said finally. “I’d love a kiss. I’d love a lot more than a kiss. But if you can’t stand to touch me, I understand.” 
 
    She reached out, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to her. She wrapped her arms around me and held me tightly. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Will you tell me why?” 
 
    “I wanted to know more about her. I stumbled upon the case, and it didn’t make sense that it would drag out like this. I was curious.” 
 
    She stepped away, and we looked at each other. “I’m parked in the driveway. Am I to take that as a sign?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a sign that there are things piled up where your car would go. That’s all.” She smiled. “She didn’t give me a check. She had the money transferred directly into my account, and the bank said the funds were available immediately. I paid all my bills and I bought some new furniture. I’m going to hang onto the rest.” 
 
    “That’s wise.” I reached for her hand, and she let me take it. Then I pulled her into her living room. 
 
    She was right. She’d bought new furniture. It wasn’t cheap, but it was perfect for the house. “You have good taste.” 
 
    “Thank you. I couldn’t believe they could deliver this quickly. It arrived this afternoon.” 
 
    “Normally they’re happy to haul your old furniture away.” 
 
    “They offered, but I didn’t have time to discover if someone else would want it. Nieces. Good Will.” 
 
    “I like donating to women’s shelters,” I said. “But I don’t know if they’d want furniture.” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s why it’s still in the garage.” 
 
    “Did you protect it?” 
 
    “It’s wrapped up in the same coverings these came in,” she said. “And I put down boards to keep it off the concrete.” 
 
    “Don’t keep them too long. Mice.” 
 
    She made a face. “Yeah. Understood.” 
 
    We were still holding hands. She pulled me through to the kitchen. I set the wine and my purse down. Two glasses were already waiting, so while she poked at whatever she was making, I opened and poured the wine. I held her glass to her. 
 
    “To new chances,” I said. 
 
    “I like that,” Laila replied. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We ate and then moved to the sofa. We sat down and played footsie for a while. “Laila, can I offer some unsolicited advice.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “When word gets out about your financial windfall, people are going to come out of the woodwork offering to help you spend it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Do you have a financial advisor?” 
 
    “There’s one at work, but if she were any good, wouldn’t she be working somewhere she could make more money?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. Unless you negotiated up from what you told me, you’re not rich, but you have enough to help your retirement.” 
 
    “I didn’t. She did.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She paid me seven-fifty. And she apologized for the way I was treated. She offered. I would have taken less, as long as it came with apologies.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, you’re not rich. But you can be comfortable.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I have no intention of changing my lifestyle.” 
 
    “My point is you don’t need the sort of financial advisor and team of legal experts that the one percenters might need, but if you do need someone, this is something that Allie does. It’s up to you. I only pointed it out, but unless you ask, I won’t ever mention it again.” 
 
    “I’ll think about that,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I want to give you a tiny bit more advice. It’s worth what you’re paying for it.” 
 
    She laughed. “All right.” 
 
    “It’s okay to spend some of it.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I know. It’s okay to spend some. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you. It’s good advice. If I pushed, would you offer examples of how you think I should spend it?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t say that. I only said it’s okay if you do. I know how I’d spend some of it.” 
 
    “Then tell me that.” 
 
    “When Allie and I travel, she supplements what I pay. I’ve never been comfortable with it, but I can’t afford the same level of travel she can, and she basically begged. ‘Who else could I bring? And I want to go.’ Understand?” 
 
    “Ah. Yes, I think I do.” 
 
    “And if you can’t guess, I like my clothes.” 
 
    She laughed. “I like your clothes, too.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t upscale my house. I might be willing to slightly upscale my car, but I drive a lot for my job, so I’m careful about that.” I smiled. “And I might take some classes.” 
 
    “What kind of classes?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe cooking classes.” 
 
    “I thought you said you could cook.” 
 
    “The best cooks I know are constantly taking classes. That’s probably why they’re good.” 
 
    “I thought about quitting my job, but that money wouldn’t last if I did something like that.” 
 
    “Yeah. It can make things easier for you, but you’re right. You can burn that kind of money quickly, especially if you have a lot more time to devote to spending it.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah. I thought about buying one of those travel camper things. An RV. I could go on trips. I don’t know if I’m as adventurous as you and Allie, but I might like to see America. But they’re so big, and I don’t know if I want to actually drive one.” 
 
    I laughed. “That might ruin the experience. You can rent them, you know.” 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    “You can rent anything,” I said. “You could try it. You could try different models, too. Learn what’s important to you. Learn if you’re willing to drive something that big. You can Google RV rentals. I bet there’s a thousand hits.” 
 
    “Where would you go?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re asking the wrong person. You should have that conversation with Allie. We go wherever she decides to go. The last time this came up, she mentioned the Great Wall.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can drive my RV to China.” 
 
    “Probably not. America is a big place.” 
 
    “And there’s all of Canada. I could go to Alaska.” 
 
    “If you do, you should talk to people who have done it. I don’t know what the roads are like. It could be hundreds of miles of gravel or something. You wouldn’t want to ruin your shiny new RV. Or it might be perfectly fine. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Right. But I bet I have fun learning about it. If I asked, would Allie help me?” 
 
    “She’d love to help you. Your only problem would be reining her in. Her plans can get pretty grandiose, and she doesn’t understand the concept of getting your toes wet.” 
 
    “She sounds fun.” 
 
    “She is. If we didn’t fight, neither of us would be on the market.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Laila replied. 
 
    “We fought to, well, not fight. We failed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” Then she looked down at our feet, still busy teasing each other. I followed her gaze, and neither of us spoke for a while. When finally she did, her tone was subdued. “I want you to know I’m deeply grateful for what you did.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I want to know how this started.” 
 
    “I had a question I wanted answered,” I said. 
 
    “That wasn’t a chance encounter in the restaurant.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “You manipulated me.” 
 
    “I smiled, and I stared.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “You might live in a closet, but it has a glass door. You’ve been careful, but some of your past encounters haven’t been.” 
 
    “That scares me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing overt. I wasn’t sure until you kept looking back at me.” 
 
    “So I gave myself away?” 
 
    “I made it as hard as I could.” 
 
    “Why are you here now?” 
 
    “We’ve been through this, Laila.” 
 
    “I suppose we have.” 
 
    “I had one question. One. Why was it taking so long? There are two assumptions. You were being greedy, or they were being exceedingly foolish. By the end of our first phone call, it was nearly impossible for me to believe the first. And Nyla St. George didn’t get where she is by being foolish.” 
 
    “Is that why you seduced me?” 
 
    “You mean why I let you seduce me?” I asked. “No. Every bit of our time together has been for the joy of it, Laila.” 
 
    She looked up. “I don’t know if I can offer more than you’re getting from Allie. I don’t know if I’ll ever come out of my closet, even if it has a glass door, the way you put it. I’m from a different generation.” 
 
    “You’re not that much older.” 
 
    “You grew up during a time of increasing acceptance. I grew up during a time when a popular insult was ‘queer’. As kids, we didn’t necessarily know what it meant, but we used it anyway.” 
 
    “Do you hate yourself?” 
 
    “No. I used to. But I’m uncomfortable standing apart from the crowd. I know that won’t change.” 
 
    “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. The real question is far closer. Are you going to hold all this over me, or can we move past it?” 
 
    “I want to move past. But you manipulated me. And then you did something for me no one else was going to do, and I am so torn between the two I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be blunt. I hope you don’t keep me out of your bed for the former. But I also don’t want to be invited there if the only reason is the latter. The only way I want to land back in your bed is because we’ve had such good times there already, and we both want more of those good times.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to separate those out,” she admitted. She looked away but continued to talk. “I like having you here. And yes, we had good times in bed, and I bet we could have more.” 
 
    “Laila, do you want me to try to seduce you tonight?” 
 
    She didn’t answer with words, but she nodded, slowly. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She didn’t put up much of a struggle. I made long, slow, gentle love to her, and she clutched at me and cried out, “Kitty-Cat!” as she trembled. 
 
    Afterwards, we snuggled together, not talking, and then we slept. 
 
    It was some hours later that I woke. I could see Laila sitting on the edge of the bed, her back turned towards me. I watched for a minute, and then I heard a single sob. 
 
    “Laila,” I whispered. I sat up and wrapped around her. 
 
    “I can’t do this,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “I woke up worrying about your car. I woke up worrying about who would see it. Who would figure out why you were here.” 
 
    “There are solutions.” 
 
    “I could fall in love with you, Catherine. It wouldn’t be hard. But I’m never going to be able to come out of the closet. How can I do that to you? How can I do that to myself. If we could keep this casual, I could do that. Booty calls. I could handle booty calls. But if we do this, I’m going to fall in love, and if you’re not lying to me, so are you.” 
 
    “Laila, we don’t have to solve this tonight.” 
 
    “I think you should go.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I think you should go,” she repeated. 
 
    “Laila, please don’t do this.” 
 
    “You deserve better. I can never be the right person for you. We can take a little hurt now, but if we don’t face the reality, it’s going to be a lot bigger hurt, and not even that long from now.” 
 
    “Laila, please.” 
 
    “You can do better.” 
 
    “I could do younger. I’m not sure younger is better. But I know I couldn’t do better-better.” 
 
    “Allie-“ 
 
    “Allie and I fight.” 
 
    “You and I would fight, and it wouldn’t be because we were spending too much time together. I’ll freak out about where your car is parked, or that you’re seen driving here too often, or because of a look you give me in public. How many times can you take something like that before you decide I’m ashamed of you? How long before you begin pressuring me to come out? Times have changed, right? This is accepted. I don’t think I’ll ever do that. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I’d decide you were worth it. But what happens if I come out, and we break up the next week? Do you know what that would do to me? Or ....” 
 
    “Laila,” I whispered, holding her tightly. 
 
    “You should go.” The words were said dully. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like that.” 
 
    “I know myself better than you know me.” She spun around to look at me. “Are you in love with me?” 
 
    “No, but I’m fond of you, and if it’s not clear, very attracted.” 
 
    “But you’re not in love yet. I’m not, either, but I know I could be. You?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, let’s look at this. I’m never going to give you everything you want. Everything you deserve. But the price of a relationship with me is it has to be exclusive, Catherine. No more benefits with Allie.” 
 
    “I don’t need those benefits.” 
 
    “No more trips, Catherine. Do you know how insanely jealous I’d be? What does that do to your friendship with her? What does that do to both of you? And maybe if I were giving you everything, that’s a price you’re willing to pay. But you’d barely be getting more from me than you already get from her, and you’d be paying a huge price for it.” 
 
    “The three of us could go together.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be an interesting dynamic,” she said. “Except I’m not hiking the Himalayas or the Great Wall or any of those things. I’m not adventurous like that, and I don’t think we can agree on a trip to a supermarket, much less a trip around the world.” 
 
    “Laila.” 
 
    “Tell me what part I’m wrong about,” she demanded. “Do you think I want to watch you leave?” 
 
    “We could keep it casual.” 
 
    “No, I do not believe we can. I don’t want casual with you, and even if I did, I’d want exclusive. Are you really offering an exclusive casual relationship? Is that even a thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably not.” 
 
    “You’re too amazing, Catherine. I will fall in love. And unless you’ve been lying, so will you.” 
 
    “I haven’t been lying,” I said, lowering my eyes. “I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go, either!” she said. “But if you stay, it’s going to hurt a lot more.” 
 
    I sighed. I tried to find an argument. I couldn’t. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. Then I rolled out of bed and began looking for my clothing. She turned on a light for me, and slowly I got dressed. 
 
    “I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But you have to.” 
 
    She didn’t walk me out. 
 
    We haven’t talked since. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 More Questions 
 
    “This is nice,” Nyla said with a gesture. “I haven’t been here before.” 
 
    “It’s new,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m glad you called. I wasn’t sure you would. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Not that long.” 
 
    “Three weeks is a long time in my world.” 
 
    I laughed. “I suppose it can be.” 
 
    She lifted her glass and clinked it. Then we busied ourselves with the menus for a while. Finally she set hers aside, and I felt her eyes on mine. “How is the very sweet Laila Ellison?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said. I’d been sure she would ask. I hadn’t come up with a good answer. 
 
    “Ah,” Nyla replied. “I’m sorry. Did you want to tell me what happened?” 
 
    “She’s still in the closet.” 
 
    “Oh, please. She pinged my gaydar through the ceiling.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I shrugged. “Maybe she can’t get over how we met, and it was all an excuse. But I woke up, and she was on the verge of an all out panic attack because my car was in her driveway.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Nyla replied. “I’m sorry.” She set her hand on mine, and we stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    When she didn’t withdraw, I glanced down at her hand. “Is that an offer?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Well, not exactly.” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    She hadn’t pulled her hand away, though. “When we last talked, you made what felt like an offer,” I said. 
 
    “I believe I made a few, and they were honest offers.” 
 
    “I’d like to try friendship. Maybe once we know each other better, there might be more. I’m interested, but I want to do it that way, if we do it at all.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” she said. She squeezed my hand and then withdrew her touch. 
 
    After that, we had a nice meal, engaging in easy, light conversation. Nyla was clearly highly intelligent, far smarter than I was, but I felt like I held my own, and I felt like she was enjoying my company. She also seemed deeply passionate, although once I got her talking about business, I didn’t get a word in edgewise for ten minutes. She was mid-story when she broke off and blushed. 
 
    It was cute. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t be. I like seeing your passion.” 
 
    “I can be quite single minded.” 
 
    “Nyla, seriously. It’s not like you’re incapable of talking about anything else.” 
 
    “No, that’s never been one of my problems.” 
 
    “We all have problems,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, now you owe me.” 
 
    “I owe you?” 
 
    “Yes. I just spent ten minutes telling you about my business. So you owe me.” 
 
    I laughed. “What did you want to know?” 
 
    “How? How did you uncover the things you uncovered?” 
 
    “Ah.” I told her how I identified people who might be in a position to steal from her, and then said, “I’ve found that people who are willing to, well, take advantage of one situation are frequently willing to take advantage of others. So I gave them an opportunity. Some took it. Some didn’t.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’ve done the same thing a time or two in the past. So, what did you find you haven’t told me about?” 
 
    I paused, unsure if I wanted to answer, and after a moment she added, “I’ll pay you. This is business.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s not it.” 
 
    “Well, I presume you investigated more people than you actually caught.” 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. “But we’re in public.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. So you can come to dinner. Thursday. Seven PM. We’ll have a nice dinner and conversation afterwards.” 
 
    I considered then nodded. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “I bet you aren’t accustomed to that answer.” 
 
    “It seems you are not suitably impressed by my wealth and power.” 
 
    “I am very impressed by you,” I countered. “I’ll give you everything I have, but I decided I want to be paid after all.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Answers.” 
 
    “Oh, you think so. Answers about what?” 
 
    “I don’t want to say here. I discovered something that doesn’t make sense. I want you to explain it.” 
 
    “Give me a hint?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I can’t make promises. You know that.” 
 
    “Promise to answer what you can.” 
 
    “That I can promise.” 
 
     “Perfect. Can I bring anything?” 
 
    “Any evidence you have.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “And skip the cloak and dagger this time.” 
 
    I laughed. “All right.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Thursday arrived. I dressed for comfort. I didn’t want her to try to seduce me, so it would be wrong to encourage too much of that sort of attention. 
 
    I didn’t bring absolutely everything, but I brought most of it, carefully organized in a single folder, thicker than it should have been for the time I’d spent. 
 
    She opened the door herself this time; there’d been the guard at the gate, but no guard at the front door. She saw the folder and asked, “No thumb drive this time?” 
 
    “Nope.” I sighed dramatically. “You don’t seem to trust my thumb drives.” 
 
    “I didn’t know where it might have been,” she replied. “And it wasn’t wearing a condom.” 
 
    I laughed and stepped through the door. 
 
    We hugged, which surprised me, and she brushed her cheek against mine. “I’m marking you with my scent.” 
 
    “Like a cat.” 
 
    “You’re the Cat,” she said. “But yes.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    She offered her arm and led me deeper into her house. 
 
    We had a nice meal, just the two of us, and witty banter for conversation. I liked her. I really, really liked her. And realizing that, I sighed. 
 
    “What?” she prompted. 
 
    “Just a realization.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I seem to be attracted to older women.” 
 
    She laughed then asked, “And is that a problem?” 
 
    “It’s not really something I knew about myself.” 
 
    “Well, if I have helped you on your path of self-discovery, I have no intention of apologizing.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I want to ask you something, though.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “If I told you I could do a personal relationship, or a business relationship, but you have to pick which, and here are no guarantees of either, which would you pick?” 
 
    “We agreed we’re to have a business discussion shortly.” 
 
    “I suppose we have,” she agreed. “And so I should ask my question afterwards. It will give you time to think about it.” 
 
    “Let me turn that around. What do you need more?” 
 
    “Need is the wrong word,” she said. “But it’s a fair question. Frankly, friendship.” 
 
    “Did you have to think about it?” 
 
    “No. Do you want to know why?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I checked you out, Catherine. Professionally, you’re good, but you don’t have the reputation for being world class. You’re one woman, and while you have resources, you do not have the sort of resources of a larger firm. If I need that sort of help, chances are high I need more than you can give me.” 
 
    “Recent evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s my fault. I’ve let my chief of security manage things like this. He is a very paranoid man, but he didn’t know the things you’ve told me, or claims he didn’t.” 
 
    “Does he still have a job?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t expect perfection, and I would never fire someone for incompetence unless he truly is incompetent. He’s not.” 
 
    “So. I’m good, but I’m not world class. But I bet you have world class friends, too.” 
 
    “I have world class acquaintances, and I have people who pretend to be my friend to be close to power. I don’t think you’re at all impressed with my power, not on a personal level.” 
 
    “Professionally...” 
 
    “Yes, yes, but now we’re talking personally. You’re not here tonight because you lust after my power.” 
 
    “You can keep your power.” 
 
    “Exactly so. And I believe you when you say that. Most people don’t mean it.” 
 
    “All right then. But we have some business to handle, and I don’t want you trying to seduce me yet.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    “I don’t want you seducing me until you know we’re friends. Right now, there’s just a tentative explanation, and I’m still raw from Laila.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to be your rebound girl.” 
 
    “You know, I’m not in your league in any way, shape, or form.” 
 
    “In form,” she said with a grin. “Face it. You’re a hottie.” 
 
    I blushed. “Stop that.” 
 
    “Not if it’s going to make you turn that color,” she said. Then it was her turn to sigh. “We better go have that business talk before this gets out of hand.” 
 
    “I suppose we should.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We collected in her office, seated at opposite sides of the conference table again. But this time, we each had an after dinner aperitif with us. We each took a sip, then I set mine down and placed the folder on the table in front of me. “I’m going to treat you like a client.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in here that you should consider shocking. I found no other evidence of anyone stealing from you, but once I found the things I did, I didn’t look any deeper, either.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I withdrew the top sheet of paper and slid it to her. “These are the people I found interesting. If you scan the list you’ll get a feel for why I selected them from among your organizations.” 
 
    I gave her a minute, waiting until she looked up and nodded. 
 
    I slid her the next list. “This is the same list, and the results of our attempts to lead them into temptation. I’ve highlighted the once who passed. Failed. Um. You know what I mean.” She nodded. “As you can see, some people were offered several opportunities. For others, we were unable to offer proper opportunities with the resources I expended.” 
 
    She skimmed the list. “Lydia Hallows?” 
 
    “I have more detailed information regarding everyone highlighted, including Ms. Hallows. She showed her colors before we engineered an opportunity.” 
 
    “I see.” She finished reading the list. “I don’t know what these are.” 
 
    I slipped the next three sheets to her. “What we tried in greater detail. Skim it.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked as she turned pages, and then she nodded. 
 
    Then I withdrew the rest of the pages, spreading them out in little stacks, paper-clipped together, announcing the names as I did so. She picked one up -- I wasn’t sure which one -- and skimmed through it before setting it back down. 
 
    “You went through a lot of work for a job interview.” 
 
    “Not so much. Discounting my time with Laila, all this represents perhaps six thousand dollars of effort. Not so much.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “As you dig through it, you’ll find most of it is very cursory. I didn’t go deep. I didn’t need to find much, just enough to interest you. But frankly, this stopped being about a job interview after talking to Laila. It became a means of getting you alone in this office so we could talk about her.” 
 
    She gestured again. “What would it cost to go a lot deeper?” 
 
    “There’s a danger in doing that, Ms. St. George.” 
 
    “You can still call me Nyla. My nearest employees do, and it’s easier.” 
 
    “All right, Nyla.” 
 
    “And you’re right. If you were to get caught, the damage to morale would be astronomical. Could you do it without getting caught?” 
 
    “It only takes one mistake, and I couldn’t possibly do it by myself. I’d have to use my resources, and I couldn’t promise caution. It is my professional opinion anyone doing this in depth will get caught, eventually. That might be on day three or year four, but I promise it would happen.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. You were ready with that answer.” 
 
    “It’s not the first time I’ve been asked. I advise potential clients to hire me when they have far more narrow suspicions.” 
 
    She collected the little piles together. I helped her put everything into the folder, and she kept it. “Thank you, Catherine. I believe I owe you answers.” 
 
    “You do,” I agreed. “Solar Switch.” 
 
    Her face changed. Her entire demeanor changed. “What do you want to know?” she asked coldly. 
 
    I held up my hands defensively. “Hey. I didn’t realize I was going to hit a nerve. We can drop it.” 
 
    “No. I’m not mad at you. That is a chapter in my life I’d rather have never experienced. What do you know?” 
 
    “Formed three years ago,” I said. “You are the majority investor. Now you are the only investor, but they filed for a patent application three weeks after you became the sole owner.” 
 
    “Are you accusing me of something?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you know the other investors?” 
 
    “I know about a Mr. Rohan Sawyer. If there were others, I don’t know about them. What kind of name is Rohan?” 
 
    “The kind worn by a slimy rodent of a man. Do you remember when I said I could be ruthless when the situation called for it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I wasn’t half as ruthless as I believe I should have been.” 
 
    “Ouch. What did you do?” 
 
    She considered carefully before answering. When she spoke, she was blunt. “I evicted him from the company, and I did it with extreme prejudice. I made him sign over his shares to me and leave without a thing.” 
 
    “He had to know you were about to file patent applications.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said. “What the hell did you do?” 
 
    Again she considered. “I convinced him I could have him sent to prison.” 
 
    “Could you?” 
 
    “No. The evidence I have wouldn’t stand up in court. I’d say I did the right thing, but...” 
 
    “But, what?” 
 
    She stared into my eyes for a while. “You understand. He is alive, walking this world, and as long as he never comes near me again, he has nothing further to fear from me. I am not admitting to any illegal acts, an intention to commit an illegal act, and certainly not a conspiracy to do so.” 
 
    “Oh, my. Very careful.” 
 
    “I evicted him from the company. But I’m still not convinced I shouldn’t have buried him.” 
 
    “Good God! What did he do?” 
 
    She turned away, staring at her desk for a while. Finally she turned back. “I promised you I’d answer what I could. I do not believe I want to answer that.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t suppose you’d let me see the evidence you have? Or perhaps what you did to convince him you could send him away?” 
 
    Again she turned to stare at her desk. But then I realized it wasn’t her desk she was staring at. 
 
    She was staring at the sculpture, the one that barely hid her safe, the safe that Rodent Face thought contained proof of her malfeasance. 
 
    Shit. I was sure she wouldn’t keep it there, but she was announcing it to me. Why did she have to do that? 
 
    Again she turned back. “I’m sorry. No. You’re going to have to take my word for it. He got off lightly.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, my tone neutral. “I’m sorry I brought it up.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Catherine. I’d rather we never discuss this again.” 
 
    “Of course, Nyla. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She looked down at the folder I’d given her, staring at it for a while. “Will you do me a favor?” 
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    “I’m going to put this away, and then do you think we could go sit somewhere together?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    With no further preamble, she stood and walked to the other end of the room. I watched her open the safe. She slipped the folder into it. From my advantage point, I could see it wasn’t empty, but I had no idea what else was in there. She closed it. The lock system turned from green to red, and then she closed the sculpture over it. She turned, took a breath, and then smiled. 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By “sit together”, what she really meant was she wanted to hold me. I let her. We cuddled for an hour or so. I took a chance. I told her about Allie. She grew quiet about that and then asked all the obvious questions. I answered them. 
 
    “Have you been to her since Laila?” 
 
    “Not the way you mean.” 
 
    “Tell me about these trips you take.” 
 
    After that, we compared travel. I was more traveled than she was, but she’d been some interesting places. Soon we were laughing as we shared our stories. 
 
    Finally she said, “Thank you, Catherine. I think I’d like to walk you to the door now.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    We rose, and she hooked my arm, leading me to her front door. But at the door, she turned me to face her, and when she brushed a hair from my face, I let her. “I’ve enjoyed your company.” 
 
    “I had a nice time, too. But you said it like you don’t expect a repeat.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” she replied. “I’m stalling you here.” 
 
    I smiled. “Why?” 
 
    “Because until you step out the door, I have a chance to overcome your request to be friends before we become kissing friends.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “It’s just a kiss, Nyla.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t just be a kiss, and you know it.” 
 
    “What would it be?” 
 
    “A promise.” 
 
    “There’s so much we don’t know about each other.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Do you snore?” 
 
    “I might. Do you?” 
 
    “I might. What side of the bed do you sleep on?” 
 
    “Yours.” She grinned. “Catherine, if you let me kiss you, I’m considering it a promise.” 
 
    “Do you think we agree on what promise I’d be making?” 
 
    “Maybe a statement of intentions.” 
 
    “Ah. That’s easier,” I said. And then I closed my eyes and waited. 
 
    She was tentative, at first. She moved closer, and closer still. I felt hands on my waist, and then she pulled us closer. I felt breath on my face, breath against my lips. And then she brushed her lips against mine. At first I thought that was all it would be, especially when she brushed her face past mine and rubbed her cheek against me again. 
 
    “My scent,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re not a cat.” 
 
    “Others of my kind will know I’ve marked you.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m fairly certain you’re unique.” 
 
    “Rare, perhaps, but you and I aren’t all that different, Catherine.” And then she rubbed the other side for a while. “I know you think I’m being silly.” 
 
    “It’s kind of sexy, actually.” 
 
    “Admit it. You think it’s really sexy.” 
 
    “Maybe I do,” I said, my voice even lower. 
 
    She brushed against me again, then switched sides. Again. “Rules.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t like rules.” 
 
    “You may continue your relationship with Allie. For now.” 
 
    “Nyla.” 
 
    “When we become more serious, the benefits portion of your relationship ends.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And I will want the trips to be three of us, or four, if she brings someone else.” 
 
    “I think that would be fun. Are you that adventurous?” 
 
    “Yes, but not foolhardy. You said you weren’t either. We will treat differences of opinions as if we are all adults.” 
 
    “We’re getting ahead of ourselves.” 
 
    In response, she brushed her cheek again, and I felt my libido rising. I couldn’t have explained why. “I disagree. I am not done stating the rules. No one else. Me. Or, for now, her. I will tell you when that part ends. You have time. Do you agree to my rules?” 
 
    I could barely think, but I nodded. “Yes,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good. Are you sure I haven’t truly marked you?” 
 
    “God, I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “I have. Someday you’ll believe me.” 
 
    And then she pulled away. I think I would have staggered if she hadn’t steadied me. 
 
    “I am horny as hell,” she said. “And if I touch you much longer, you won’t be leaving. Now that would be going too quickly. So you need to stumble to your car, but I insist you take several long, deep breaths before you begin to drive.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. “God, Nyla, what did you do to me?” 
 
    “I simply set the rules, Catherine.” 
 
    And then she stepped further away. 
 
    I made it to my car, but I felt drunk doing it. I started the engine, rolled down the windows, and then breathed heavily for a minute or two. Slowly, my head cleared. I held up my hand. It wasn’t shaking. Cautiously, I put the car into gear and drove slowly away. 
 
    I kept the windows down the entire way home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Refund 
 
    “Mr. Sawyer.” 
 
    “You can’t help me.” 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    I waited until he was settled. Then I pointed to an envelope already waiting for him. “Look at it.” 
 
    It wasn’t sealed, so he opened it and looked at it. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Full refund,” I said. “I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with my money?” he asked. His tone was unpleasant. 
 
    “I considered keeping what I’ve spent on this. It cost me money to secure time alone with her, and it cost me a significant amount of time. But in the end, I wanted to be able to say I didn’t take a dime from you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it! No way was that woman 15!” 
 
    “You know what? I think I believe you. Do you want to know what else I believe? I believe she blackmailed you, pretty much exactly the way you said she did.” 
 
    “Then why won’t you help me?” 
 
    “I wasn’t done,” I said. “I believe you did something, something terrible. I don’t know what. I don’t know if you tried to rob her, if you tried to cheat or, or if you did something else completely unrelated. But you did something so bad that another person might have had you murdered for it. I have no idea what that was. But clearly she believes you did something terrible. And I’m pretty sure you know what you did. And you’ve lied to me over and over about it.” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep with a 15-year-old girl!” 
 
    “I never said you did. But you did something, Mr. Sawyer, something horrible. Maybe you don’t believe there’s any way she would know about it. Maybe it wasn’t to her. I have no idea. But you did something horrible, and if this was the only price you paid for it, then I think perhaps you got off lightly.” 
 
    “She’s lying. You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m going to show you something, Mr. Sawyer. This isn’t a threat. This is simply a warning so you won’t feel that paying me another visit is a good idea. You’re not the first client who has walked out of this office angry with me, and so I am going to show you this only so you know I am prepared.” 
 
    Then I opened my jacket and let him see the butt of my gun. He stared at it. 
 
    “This is not the only gun I have ready to reach,” I said. “Furthermore, I have a lawyer. I file sealed records with my lawyer, but if anything ever happens to me, those records become unsealed, and he then gives the more interesting pieces to the police. I promise you, if something happens to me, you will receive a visit from law enforcement.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything! And I never threatened you.” 
 
    “You never threatened me, but I am convinced you did something. I have no idea what. Maybe this was all a mistake, and if so, I apologize. But I’ve learned everything I am going to learn, and I believe I’ve got it right. There’s not enough money in the world to convince me to investigate further. Please leave.” 
 
    He stared into my face for several heartbeats and then he stood. But he didn’t leave immediately. He stood there, breathing heavily. 
 
    “You didn’t have to threaten me,” he said. “I’m not perfect. But I’m not violent, either. The last time I did so much as hit someone, I think I was eleven years old on the school playground.” 
 
    And then he turned around and walked from my office, a broken man. 
 
    I stared after him, adrenalin still pumping through my body. 
 
    Eventually I collected my phone. I stared at it for a while. I considered two numbers and finally selected one. 
 
    “Hey, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “I need you.” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” 
 
    “Are you seeing anyone?” 
 
    “No. Did you mean you need me just this minute?” 
 
    “I thought perhaps you could take me away for a weekend. A long weekend.” 
 
    “You’ve never said it that way before, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to pay, I just need...” 
 
    “You want me to take care of you.” 
 
    “Yeah. And Allie. Do you remember Rochester?” 
 
    “Minnesota, or New York.” 
 
    “New York.” 
 
    “Yes. I remember. We got snowed in. I don’t think we’re going to get snowed in.” 
 
    “Do you remember what we did?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I definitely remember what we did.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t suppose we could do a repeat, but perhaps a little closer to home?” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It will need to be somewhere isolated.” 
 
    “Can you find somewhere?” 
 
    “Yeah. I can find somewhere. But Catherine, as I remember Rochester, one of us enjoyed it a lot more than the other one did, and you know a repeat is going to be more intense than the first time. It won’t be the same.” 
 
    “I don’t want it to be the same.” 
 
    She paused. “Catherine, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Do this for me, Allie.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t only be for you.” 
 
    “I know. Do this for each of us.” 
 
    She paused, and I listened to her breathing. Finally she asked, “When I come for you, do you want it gentle or rough?” 
 
    “Rough.” 
 
    “God, Kitty-Cat. What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you sometime.” 
 
    “Who hurt you?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Catherine, please don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “No one hurt me, Allie. I’ll tell you about it someday, but you aren’t allowed to ask about it. That’s my only rule this weekend.” 
 
    “Do you have any further work this week?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Go home. Pick up groceries on the way, enough for several days, but nothing that will spoil if you don’t eat it by morning. When you get home, call your mother, have a nice conversation, then tell her you’re unavailable until Tuesday. After that, you will turn off your phone and computers. Every gun you own goes into your safe. You will then take a long, pleasant bubble bath and then dress in slinky clothing. You will wear nothing but slinky clothing until I get you.” 
 
    “Bathrobe?” 
 
    “Fine. You can wear the fluffy one, if you want.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m not coming for you tonight, but you’ll do what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “Yes, Allie.” 
 
    “Good. You may watch television or read, but it will be Hallmark Channel stuff. No dramas. Nothing to get you worked up. You’re a sweet girl at home, watching sweet television and movies. And no alcohol. Not one drop.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “And rabbit ears.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I bought you rabbit ears a few years ago. Wear them.” 
 
    “You’re not serious.” 
 
    “You know I am. You can take them off to go to bed, but then you take your teddy bear with you. In fact, I want you to tell the bear a bedtime story.” 
 
    I laughed. “Seriously.” 
 
    “Going to do it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. A sweet story. He’s a sweet little bear and only likes sweet stories.” 
 
    “A sweet story.” 
 
    “All right. Thank you, Allie.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “Yeah. Have fun with me.” 
 
    “You know I’m going to take you at face value. Is this really what you need?” 
 
    “Yeah. It is.” 
 
    “Once we hang up, I’m not going to let you go back on this. You know that.” 
 
    “I know. Allie, you want this, right?” 
 
    “For me? Hell, yeah. But I can’t divorce myself from what’s right for you, Kitty-Cat. You know that.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    “All right.” I could hear as she began to smile. “God, I’m not going to get an ounce of work done now, and I have to.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Neither am I. God, Kitty-Cat. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    “Go now.” 
 
    “Going.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I did the things she said. I picked up groceries. I actually picked up a lot of groceries. I got home and put them away and called Mom. We talked for an hour, and at the end I told her, “Allie and I are going to be incommunicado until next week.” 
 
    “Have a good time.” 
 
    “We will. Mom, I love you.” 
 
    “Is something wrong, honey?” 
 
    “There’s work stuff, but there’s always work stuff.” 
 
    “I wish you’d find a different job.” 
 
    “I’m good at this one.” I paused. “Mom, do you know who Nyla St. George is?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “I did something really important for her.” 
 
    “And that’s why you’re upset.” 
 
    “No. That’s why I do this job. Maybe the job really sucks some of the time, but I really help people in ways no one else can help them. What I did helped Ms. St. George, and it really, really helped someone else.” 
 
    “Are you going to say more than that?” 
 
    “Only that what I do is important, and as long as I get to do things like that, it makes the rest okay, even when it sucks.” 
 
    “I suppose if you’re going to do really good things, then sometimes you have to suffer through bad things. But honey, I wish you had a job that didn’t require you to carry a gun.” 
 
    “Said the mother of every policeman, ever.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she agreed. “And I bet their mothers nag at them, too.” 
 
    “I bet they do.” 
 
    “Where are you and Allie going?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I asked her to surprise me.” 
 
    “Oh, Dear. I’m not sure I would have challenged her quite so brazenly.” Mom had known Allie just as long as I had. 
 
    “I trust her. Mom, I’m going to go now. I have things to do to get ready before Allie gets me.” 
 
    “Have a good time, Dear. I’d tell you not to do anything I wouldn’t do, but I’m almost positive you do more than that on a dull day with Allie, and this sounds somewhat more than a dull day.” 
 
    I laughed. “Talk to you next week.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I didn’t follow her directions literally, but nearly literally. I wrote a few notes for her. I put one on the refrigerator: a simple list of food she could decide to bring with us or not. I put another note on the bedroom door telling her about the first note, and a similar note on the door from the garage into the house. If she didn’t find any of them, well, I tried. 
 
    I turned off the computers, phone, and tablet. She hadn’t mentioned tablet, but if she caught it on, she’d have a reason to be disappointed. I knew her intent, after all. 
 
    Then I disrobed, putting everything in bed, drew a wonderful bubble bath, and soaked with a book until I was a prune. 
 
    She didn’t come for me that day, or that night, or all the next day. But I dressed in slinky bedclothes the entire time, and the silly rabbit ears. 
 
    It was sometime that night, in my sleep, that she came for me. I was so asleep that she made it all the way into my bed before waking me, and the first I knew she was there was a hand firmly pressed over my mouth. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I loved it. And I hated it. Every minute. 
 
    No, I’m not going to tell you what we did. It was strictly between her and me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Allure 
 
    Why did she have to let me see her safe? Why did she have to let me know she kept things in it? Why did she have to... tempt me? 
 
    Why did I have to be so curious? 
 
    Damn her. 
 
    I dressed in black and carried tools in a duffle bag, carefully wrapped to avoid making noise. I’d spent a week of nights working the perimeter of her property, snooping for, well, snooping. She had her electronics; I had mine. 
 
    I thought mine were better than hers. 
 
    I mapped the holes in her surveillance system. 
 
    I found a place I could leave my car where I didn’t think it would draw attention. 
 
    I planned a route to her house and four away. 
 
    And I used public sources to learn her schedule. 
 
    I made a dry run, safely reaching the edge of her house. I stayed there for ten minutes and then crept away. I made a second dry run, two nights later, and this time I opened a door, stood inside for two minutes, and then departed, as undetected as I had arrived. 
 
    And then I picked a night she was scheduled to be gone, out of town to an event in Los Angeles. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was well after midnight. I’d been on St. George property for two hours. All was quiet, and there had been no activity the entire time I’d been watching. 
 
    I finally approached the house, taking the same route I’d taken twice previously. As best I could tell, I reached the house undetected. 
 
    I was entering via the kitchen. I moved to the door, and then I worked my magic. It was nearly literally, or so I felt. It was like I could see inside the locks, so opening the deadbolt and doorknob locks wasn’t difficult, taking perhaps thirty seconds. 
 
    Once I opened the door, I’d have to move quickly. I had thirty seconds to disable the alarm. But I’d done it once; I could do it again. I withdrew my tools, got ready, and then I slipped through the door, moving quickly. 
 
    I pulled the screws, attached my tools, and then prayed. Twenty-two seconds into my thirty-second limit, the lights changed from Active to Disengaged. I closed everything up then stood beside the panel, listening. 
 
    The house was quiet. 
 
    I moved carefully but with as little hesitation as necessary. The longer I was inside, the greater the chance of discovery. I thought the house was empty, but I wasn’t positive, and I wasn’t going to search it to be sure. 
 
    There had been no alarms on her interior doors, but I listened at the office before slipping inside. I used a simple flashlight to look around briefly. No one was here. 
 
    Here was my moment of greatest danger. I moved around her desk, peeled back the sculpture, and then set up my equipment. There was a simple danger. Flashlights drew notice. Someone outside probably wouldn’t look closely into a dark room, but if he saw a flashlight moving around, that was a different story. So the first thing I set up, working in the dark, was a shroud to hide what I was doing. Once that was set up, I went to work on the lock. 
 
    I wasn’t breaking the safe. I intended to leave with no one the wiser. But it was a fairly simple safe, and it didn’t have the sort of safety devices a more secure system would have. I set up my electronics and put them to work. 
 
    And then, bile filling my stomach, I waited. 
 
    I remained alert. The house was quiet. It felt empty. It sounded empty. And I didn’t see anyone moving around outside. 
 
    But then, with a gentle beep, my devices gave me good news. 
 
    I turned to the safe, twisted the handle, and opened it. Then I paused. 
 
    No alarms. No indications of alarms. No sudden sirens. No ruckus. I was good. 
 
    I began with a photo on my phone, several photos. I intended to return everything identical to how I’d found it. Then I sorted through the contents. There were two stacks of money. I checked: they were hundreds. Spare change. Several folders. Three separate external hard drives, labeled. The labels meant nothing to me. 
 
    I moved everything to her desk then opened my laptop. It was preset to the lowest screen setting, and I shrouded it besides. I already knew no glow would escape. I inserted the first of the hard drives. I spent several minutes looking through it. It didn’t appear to have anything related to Ms. Sawyer or Solar Switch. Neither did the other two. I set them aside. 
 
    I went through the folders. I found the one I’d given her. She’d added the thumb drive I’d given her the first night. I set it aside. 
 
    It was the fourth file I searched that I hit jackpot. I found the same stills that Mr. Sawyer had shown me. There was a thumb drive. I inserted it into my computer and began to copy the contents. In the meantime, I searched through the folders, but they were just the originals of the documents he’d already shown me. 
 
    The rest of the folders held little interest to me. 
 
    My computer finished duplicating the thumb drive. I withdrew it, stashed the computer, and then spent several minutes returning everything to the safe, checking the photos multiple times to ensure it was as identical as I could make it. Nyla -- no. Ms. St. George might feel things were askew, but nothing was obvious to me. 
 
    I closed the safe, replaced the sculpture, replaced my gear in my bag, and turned for the door. 
 
    And screamed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyla stood in the doorway. I hadn’t heard the door open. I hadn’t heard her. She stood in the doorway, watching me. 
 
    When I screamed, she flipped on the lights. It was a short scream, and then we stared at each other for a minute. 
 
    “I didn’t take anything,” I said quickly. “I put it all back.” 
 
    “You took information,” she replied. “And you took my trust. I hoped you wouldn’t take my bait. I prayed you wouldn’t take my bait, Catherine.” 
 
    “You dangled it in front of me.” 
 
    “Like you dangled bait in front of my employees.” She sighed. “If you answer my questions, I won’t kill you.” 
 
    “You aren’t offering to leave law enforcement out of this?” 
 
    “I won’t be calling them, regardless,” she said. “This is between you and me. Question one. Are you armed?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not.” 
 
    “Armed robbery is a lot worse than a simple B&E. And I didn’t come to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “You hurt me.” 
 
    I lowered my eyes. I would have apologized, but what good was that? 
 
    “There’s hurt, and there’s hurt,” she said after a minute. “Question two. Why? You already fired your client. Why did you pursue it?” 
 
    “Allie doesn’t call me Kitty-Cat for my name.” 
 
    “Ah. Curiosity. You know what it does to the cat in the end.” 
 
    “Are you going to have me killed?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And no police.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well then.” 
 
    I picked the bag up and got three steps before she said, “Freeze. We’re not done.” 
 
    “I think we are,” I said, but I came to a stop. I studied her. “You’re not any more armed than I am, and I’m younger and I bet better trained.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t come to hurt anyone,” she replied. “Question three. Was everything an act?” 
 
    “No. I tried to drop it. After we talked. But...” 
 
    “I dangled shiny toys in front of you.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “So you’re blaming me?” 
 
    “No. Did I steal anything I don’t already know?” 
 
    “Maybe you did. Maybe you didn’t. You aren’t going to find out. Set the bag down.” 
 
    “I’m leaving now, Nyla. Please step out of my way.” 
 
    “Do not test me, Catherine. You will not win a fight with me.” 
 
    “I might have lied about being armed.” 
 
    “You haven’t lied since you arrived, although you haven’t told the entire truth, either. I won’t ask you again. Set the bag down.” 
 
    I studied her. Then, slowly, I crouched down and set the bag on the floor. She bent down as well and set something on the floor at her feet, something shiny. She straightened and shoved it with her foot. It skittered across the floor until it thumped against my bag. 
 
    Handcuffs. 
 
    “Put them on, behind your back. I’m sure you know how to do it properly.” 
 
    I stared at the handcuffs. “How did you know I fired the client?” 
 
    “I’ve had people watching him.” 
 
    “I never saw them.” 
 
    “You’re good, Catherine, but I already told you. You are not world class. They are. There are two paths out of this. One involves your complete capitulation, and then when I have calmed down, I will come to one conclusion what I will do with you. The other path involves you doing, well, anything beyond what I tell you. And then I will come to another conclusion as to what I will do with you.” 
 
    I grabbed the handcuffs and slowly stood. I stared at them, then I stared at her. Her gaze was cold. 
 
    “I do not think you’re a bad person, Catherine,” she said. 
 
    “You’re alone,” I said. 
 
    “Are you prepared to kill me, Catherine?” she asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have to kill you to walk right past you.” 
 
    “You would, but we can agree to disagree. However, even if you could do so, then I could readily call the police and tell them what you’ve done here.” 
 
    “Evidence?” 
 
    “Maybe I have some. Maybe I don’t. Maybe your electronic toys aren’t any better at spotting my surveillance methods than your own eyes.” 
 
    “Bluffing. We both know you’re willing to do that.” 
 
    “Am I?” she asked. “Consider choice number two. I certainly have the wherewithal to destroy you in pretty much any fashion I choose. Do you think you can run faster than I can chase you?” 
 
    “I’m not worth it.” 
 
    “You betrayed me, Catherine. A woman scorned, and all that. Willing to risk it?” 
 
    “You don’t look that scorned.” 
 
    “I dangled that bait, but I hoped you wouldn’t take it.” 
 
    “I don’t think your offers for me were honest, not if you already knew who had hired me.” 
 
    “He told you one story. I was giving you a chance to see the other side. And then we could see whose side you picked. I thought you had.” 
 
    I looked away and said in a small voice, “So did I.” 
 
    “This wasn’t a crime of passion, Catherine. This was done coolly and calmly. Now put on the cuffs and do it properly.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I turned away to set the handcuffs on the corner of her desk. Then, almost casually, I picked up the bag. 
 
    “This is a mistake, Catherine.” 
 
    “Get out of my way, Nyla. I’m leaving. All I’ve taken is a little information. The worst I’ll find is evidence of blackmail, which I won’t use and wouldn’t be admissible, anyway. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    “You don’t get to decide that, Catherine. But before you do anything rash, consider one more thing.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “What happens to Allie?” 
 
    “What has she got to do with this?” 
 
    “Conspiracy.” 
 
    “There was no conspiracy,” I said. “She believes I turned him down, and she certainly doesn’t know I’m here.” 
 
    “Ah, but do you believe the police won’t rake her over the coals?” 
 
    “You said you weren’t going to call law enforcement. You said this was between you and me.” 
 
    “Do you believe I am going to let you go unpunished, Catherine? Do you believe I am going to let you walk away from this unscathed? It’s not happening. For that, you would have to kill me, and I do not recommend you try. This is the last time I will tell you this. Cooperate completely, and what happens won’t be horrible. Mr. Sawyer will pay for his part, and you will pay for yours, but you’ll survive. Drop the bag and put the handcuffs on. Now.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing businesswoman, Nyla, and far, far smarter than I am. But you’re bluffing. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m leaving now.” 
 
    I got two steps, and then I knew nothing more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cage 
 
    When I woke, I was naked, curled up and lying on my side. I was cold and stiff, but when I stretched, my feet encountered cold metal, and then they were filled with the worst pain I could imagine. 
 
    I screamed and jerked, curling back up. I continued to scream for a minute, my eyes slammed tightly closed, and then, taking in deep, wracking breaths, I fought to calm down. 
 
    I opened my eyes, slowly. 
 
    There was light, bright light, actually. I would see shortly a florescent fixture in the ceiling above me. But my gaze wasn’t focused so far. 
 
    In front of me, I saw the edges of a wire cage, like you might use for a cat or dog. Still curled up, I turned my head, and I saw I was inside the cage, one so small I couldn’t sit. I couldn’t lie flat. I could lie only if I remained curled like I was. 
 
    I looked around more. From what I could see, I was on a table and alone in a bare room, the walls concrete. I made out the edges of a door, but it was partially behind me, and I wasn’t willing to move until I understood what had hurt so much. 
 
    I thought the cage was likely electrified. 
 
    I whimpered. I was so screwed. And I’d done it to myself. 
 
    I looked around some more, careful not to move more than necessary. I didn’t see anything else. Just the cage, the table, the walls, and a portion of the door. 
 
    I had no idea how long I’d been here. I had no idea where “here” was. And I had no idea what was going to happen to me now. 
 
    The cage didn’t look that sturdy. If I could get free of the cage, maybe I could get free entirely. It was certainly the first step. 
 
    Moving carefully, I examined it more closely. There was a door near my head and another at my feet. I couldn’t see the locking mechanism at my feet, but I presumed it was like the one at my head. It looked like a regular dog crate, with a simple, spring-loaded mechanism holding pins pointed up and down, keeping the door closed. Normally that wouldn’t be a big deal, but there was a padlock on the outside. 
 
    Maybe the padlock was for show. I reached out slowly, intending to work the mechanism from the inside. As my hand drew close, I felt it begin to tingle. I froze, and it didn’t get worse, but my fingers were definitely tingling. I reached closer, and closer, and the tingling turned into discomfort, and then, even before I was touching the metal, pain. 
 
    I pulled my hand back. 
 
    How was she doing that? That’s not how electricity works. 
 
    I tried other places. It was like that everywhere, everywhere except the bottom, or I’d really have been screwed. From what I could tell, the bottom was also wire like the rest, but there was a thin metal sheet on top of it, and a small rug on top of that. I wondered if I could get out the bottom, somehow. 
 
    I had no idea how. 
 
    I reached with a foot. Tingles. I withdrew. The sides. The top. Tingles. I curled up into a tight ball. I’d felt what happened when I’d actually touched the metal, and I wasn’t quite desperate enough to suffer that again. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I lay there for a long time. Periodically I tested the cage. Periodically I withdrew my reach. 
 
    I may have dozed. I don’t know. I certainly ached from being in one position too long, but there wasn’t any way to do so much as roll over, much less stretch. 
 
    Nyla said I’d be punished. I wondered if this was it. Somehow, I thought she had more planned. 
 
    I grew desperate. I called out. “Someone! Please! Nyla, I’m sorry. Please. I’m sorry.” I begged for a while. I pleaded. I complained I had to go to the bathroom. 
 
    There wasn’t a sign anyone heard me, or if they heard me, they didn’t care. 
 
    I grew angry. I kicked the cage, wondering if I could break it. 
 
    I passed out from the pain. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I groaned, rolled over, and.... 
 
    PAIN! 
 
    I rolled quickly back into position, screaming. 
 
    It took a long time to recover, but I remembered where I was, and I held very still. When finally I opened my eyes, I was still in the cage, alone in the room. 
 
    I lay there. I think I cried. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You are such an idiot, Cat,” I said. “Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. This is what you get. Idiot. You deserve whatever happens to you for the pure, simple reason that you’re a fucking idiot.” 
 
    I went on like that for a good half hour, or so I thought. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I begged for someone to come to me. 
 
    I grew angry. 
 
    I threw myself at the cage. I screamed, I screamed for a long time, but I fought with the cage until I passed out again. 
 
    I fought the cage twice more before I surrendered emotionally. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I lay there, just wanting it to end. At least I hadn’t soiled myself. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t. Maybe it hadn’t been as long as I thought. 
 
    But I lay there on my left side, curled into a ball, trying very hard not to move. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I don’t know if I dozed, but I certainly zoned out, staring at one place for a long time. 
 
    My entire body hurt, leftover pain from the cage, but most of it stiffness from my position. 
 
    But I heard the door open, and I immediately began crying. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Someone appeared in my field of vision. She was carrying a simple wooden chair. She set it down, and then she sat down, just outside the cage. 
 
    “I know you are,” she said. Then she waited. 
 
    “What...” I said. “What are you going to do to me? Please don’t leave me in here.” 
 
    “I haven’t decided,” she replied. “I haven’t decided about the cage, either.” 
 
    “Just kill me if you’re going to kill me.” 
 
    “That would be a waste, Catherine. Are you in that much hurry to die?” 
 
    “It hurts.” 
 
    “I know it hurts. It’s supposed to hurt. For what it’s worth, you wouldn’t have gotten free, even if it hadn’t hurt. The cage is stronger than that.” 
 
    “Everything breaks eventually.” 
 
    “This cage doesn’t. The walls are concrete. The door is steel and locks from the outside. There are no electronics for you to manipulate, either. Even if you had gotten free of the cage, you would not have gotten free. You would only have increased the size of your prison by a marginal amount.” 
 
    “I can barely move.” 
 
    “Also intentional,” she replied. “This part wouldn’t have happened if you had cooperated, Catherine.” She leaned closer. “I never bluff. I gave you a choice of one path, and you turned me down. And so we are on a different path, but this path has branches. Mr. Sawyer initially chose to cooperate, so he took what should have been an easier path. But then he hired you, and he lied to you besides. So he has returned to a more difficult path, although he doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Please let me out. I’ll behave. I promise.” 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t believe you. No. You stay in there for now. However, I may choose to give you respite if you cooperate completely. I haven’t decided yet. But you definitely remain in there until you surrender completely to my will.” 
 
    “Please...” I whimpered. 
 
    “You’ve partially broken down, but there’s a lot of fight left in you, Catherine. We both know it.” 
 
    “I won’t fight. I won’t.” 
 
    “Hush now.” 
 
    I considered and then closed my mouth. 
 
    “I’m going to answer some of your questions. And then you are going to answer all of mine.” 
 
    “I already did.” 
 
    She stood up. “I told you to hush. I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Please! Please! I’ll be quiet. Please, Nyla! Please.” 
 
    She’d reach the door, but she froze there. I didn’t turn my head to watch, but I could hear her. 
 
    “Ms. St. George,” she corrected. “You have lost the privilege of my first name.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. St. George!” I said. “I’ll do whatever you want. I didn’t understand.” 
 
    For a long time, she didn’t move, and I held my breath, waiting. But then there was noise, and a moment later she sat back down in the chair. Tears began crawling from my eyes, but I kept my mouth closed. 
 
    “You have two questions you know about that I will answer,” she said. “How did I do this to you, and what is the secret of the cage. Nod if you agree.” 
 
    I nodded quickly. 
 
    “You have one more you don’t know about. I’ll get to that. Now, I’m about to tell you things you will not believe at first. I actually am not sure I care if you believe, but I care if you attempt to argue with me. If I climb from this chair again, I won’t be back until tomorrow. And I don’t bluff. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    I nodded frantically. 
 
    “Good girl,” she said. “I have no intention of killing you. But this cage isn’t even the beginning of your punishment, either.” She paused. “I may not choose punishment. I may allow reparations. I haven’t decided. Nod if you understand.” I nodded frantically. 
 
    “Good. I’ll repeat. I’m about to tell you something you won’t believe. Try to argue, and I walk out.” She paused only a moment. “I’m a witch.” 
 
    She was insane is what she was. 
 
    “You effectively bypassed all the electronic surveillance guarding my property. You didn’t bypass any of the magical protections. And when I put you to sleep, I used magic. Believe me?” 
 
    I didn’t answer her. 
 
    “I asked a question. Do you believe me?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I told you that you wouldn’t. This cage is also imbued with magic. It began as how it appears. A simple metal crate designed to hold a dog. I strengthened the integrity with my magic, and then I used more magic to add the, well, shall we call it the deterrent. Do you believe me?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I will allow you to offer a counter proposal for what I could have done. I won’t punish you for it if you are polite.” 
 
    “You run an advanced research company. I have no idea what they can make.” 
 
    “That is the obvious other explanation,” she said. “Is the cage still on? I believe you’ve experimented enough to understand the effect?” 
 
    I reached out tentatively. I felt the tingling start and pulled my hand back, tucking it against my chest. 
 
    She, directly in front of me, grasped the cage with both hands. 
 
    I nearly asked the obvious question, but then I slammed my mouth shut. 
 
    Nyla smiled. “You are trainable. That bodes well. I don’t know if I’d have allowed that question or not. But go ahead. Try to answer the obvious question.” 
 
    “Maybe the current flows between the wires and the floor.” 
 
    “Not bad. The rug?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That answer is wrong. Do you care to try again?” 
 
    “Maybe you have to be inside.” 
 
    “Also wrong. Do you have other guesses?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Then let us agree on something. You do not have an explanation that fits the known facts. You have guesses, and I am telling you they are wrong. I do not expect you to be convinced, but you will be, eventually.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Well then. While you don’t believe me, and perhaps you think I’m a crackpot, I have answered you. And now it’s my turn. First, the rules. You will answer my questions. You will tell me anything I want to know. I imagine you’ll try to keep some things from me, but your resistance will break down. I do not know how quickly. We shall see. You will not call me names or otherwise do anything that I consider rude. Do you agree to my rules?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I will admit this. I do not believe I will be releasing you from the cage today.” I whimpered at that. “It is largely up to you. I suspect you’re going to fight me. The only way you will escape the cage is through complete cooperation. Do you believe me?” 
 
    I nodded frantically. 
 
    “Now, you aren’t going to like this next part.” Then she held her hands up in front of her, as if she were holding a ball. She shifted around a few times, still holding the invisible ball and staring at the space between her hands. Then she threw the invisible ball at me. 
 
    And I felt something. 
 
    I gasped. It didn’t hurt, but it was cold, startling, and uncomfortable. 
 
    Something settled over me. I couldn’t see it, but something settled over me. 
 
    “What did you do?” I screamed. 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    I slammed my mouth shut, but I whimpered. 
 
    We stared at each other for what felt like a long time. “By rights, I should walk out. I told you to hush, and you knew the rules. But I imagine that was deeply surprising, and so I will forgive that outburst only because I do not believe it was intentional. I will not forgive any others.” She paused. “I might, and I say that word cautiously, might forgive begging, if the situation seems to call for it. No promises. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    I nodded frantically. 
 
    “To answer your question: I cast a spell on you. Believe me or not. I don’t care. I’m sure you can come up with other explanations. It doesn’t matter. This is a truth spell. I will ask a question. Maybe you will answer. Maybe you won’t. But the longer you refuse to answer, the more uncomfortable you will become. Eventually it begins to hurt, much like the cage hurts, although not so much as to allow you to pass out. If you answer, the pain reduces. If you answer completely, it disappears. Guess what happens if you lie.” 
 
    “Pain.” 
 
    “That’s right. 
 
    “Please don’t do this, Ms. St. George. Please.” 
 
    She stared. “Well, I said I might forgive pleading, and I suppose the situation calls for it. Request denied. But as long as you answer my questions, you won’t even know the spell is there. It wears off in a few hours. Questions?” 
 
    “I bet you think I’m lying, even when I’m not.” 
 
    “Ah. It doesn’t matter what I think, Catherine. It matters what you think. If you think you’re lying, or not giving the full truth, pain, unless I retract the question. It is the most difficult spell I know. Believe me or not. I believe we should test it. Who knows you’re here?” 
 
    “No one,” I said immediately. And almost as quickly, my body felt like it was bursting into fire. I screamed. “No one! No one! I’m not lying!” 
 
    “Catherine,” she said calmly, “that’s not true. Think. Who knows you’re here?” 
 
    “No one! I swear! No one! Make it stop. Please, make it stop. Oh god! Make it stop!” 
 
    “Only you can make it stop Catherine. There are people who know. I will help you if you can’t figure it out.” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “Name one person who knows, Catherine, and the pain reduces. Just one.” 
 
    “No one. No one else. I swear it!” 
 
    “No one else is a clue, Catherine.” 
 
    “Oh god!” I screamed. “I know! I know!” and with that, the pain reduced, it reduced enough I could pant my way through it, but it was still bad.” 
 
    “Who else, Catherine? Who else knows?” 
 
    “You do! You do!” 
 
    And like that, the pain left, leaving me raw, very raw, and panting rapidly. 
 
    “I’ll give you a little time to recover,” she said, her tone calm. “While you do, I’m going to explain what happens next. I don’t like that you believe I am lying to you, so I need to convince you. Now, maybe you assume I have some sort of electronic lie detector. If you think about all the movies, you’ll remember that they work best with yes/no questions, and in a calm, relaxed situation. They measure changes in your biometrics. There is no lie detector that can work while you’re this upset and in this much pain. Believe me or not.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to that, but continued to pant, trying to calm down. 
 
    “So we’re going to play a little game. I’d call it two truths and a lie, but we’re going to play four truths and a lie. I will ask you five questions, and you will lie about one of them. I have no way of knowing which one, so there is no way I can control what happens.” She paused. “I know you want to beg right about now, but I’m sorry. I can tell what the spell is doing, so don’t think you can fake it by telling me five truths. If you cheat this game, you will be punished, and then I leave until tomorrow. Nod if you understand.” 
 
    I nodded, but I also made a pleading gesture with my hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Catherine. I don’t enjoy this. Do not offer details to my questions, but we must determine what I can ask that I couldn’t possibly know. Do you remember the first time you had sex?” 
 
    “That’s hard.” 
 
    “Why is that hard?” 
 
    “It depends on the definition of sex.” 
 
    “All right. Do you remember the first time you helped or tried to help someone have an orgasm, or they helped you?” 
 
    I nodded frantically. 
 
    “Yes or no?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I remember.” 
 
    “Do you remember the details?” 
 
    “I think so. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I apologize for the next question, but I don’t want to confuse the issue. Have you ever been raped?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Nearly raped?” 
 
    “No. A guy once tried to force himself, but I left him gasping on the ground.” 
 
    “All right. I’m going to tell you what the questions are, and then I will give you a chance to think of your answers. I will ask you for the gender of the person with whom you first had sex. I will ask you this person’s name. I will ask you the date.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that.” 
 
    “All right. Do you remember how old you were?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. That will be number three. Do you remember something particularly noteworthy about the person?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s number four.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Please pick something else. It will be obvious why by the time I answer.” 
 
    “All right. Do you know whether this person dyed his or her hair at the time you first had sex, by the definition discussed previously.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Hmm. One more.” She smiled. “Do you know which of you had the first orgasm?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are those five good questions, Catherine?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. St. George.” 
 
    “Good. Tell me when you are ready.” 
 
    I thought about my answers. It wasn’t difficult. Finally I nodded but then asked, “May I ask a question, Ms. St. George?” 
 
    “You may ask.” 
 
    “Do you want the simplest answers possible, or details?” 
 
    She smiled. “I can’t tell if you’re honestly surrendering to this process or sucking up. I’m not going to ask you, because you may not know, either. I want you to let the spell prompt you. Offer simple answers, but I’m going to let the spell decide when you’re done. Ready?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes.” 
 
    “Question number one. Using our definition from earlier, what was the gender of the first person with whom you had sex?” 
 
    I didn’t pause. “Female.” 
 
    The spell didn’t nudge me, although Nyla gave it a chance. 
 
    “Question two. What was the name of this person?” 
 
    “I called her Fart Face.” 
 
    Nyla paused, watching me closely, not saying anything. And then I grew uncomfortable, and more uncomfortable still. 
 
    “I’m not in a hurry, but you will be soon.” 
 
    I waited until I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Allie! It was Allie!” I yelled. And with that, the spell relaxed, but not entirely. I moaned. 
 
    “I answered. I answered! Please, Ms. St. George! I answered.” 
 
    “I’m not doing this. You are. Evidently that is an accurate but incomplete answer.” 
 
    “Allie Berry! Her name is Allie Berry! Oh god, please.” 
 
    Again the spell relaxed, but not entirely. 
 
    “I am going to help you,” Nyla said. “Allie is a nickname, and if you know her middle name, that will help.” 
 
    “Allison Fiona Berry!” I yelled. “Her name is Allison Fiona Berry. I’ve given her a few nicknames over the years, but that’s her name.” 
 
    And the spell retracted. I lay on my side, panting for a while. 
 
    “I could still be controlling this,” she said gently. “I’m not. You are. But I could be. However, I believe you are beginning to believe. You’re not there yet, though. Question three. At the time you and Allie first had sex, how old were you?” 
 
    “Seventeen.” 
 
    And I was filled with unbelievable pain. 
 
    “Sixteen!” I screamed. “We were sixteen!” 
 
    And then I panted for a while. 
 
    “When you were sixteen, having sex with Allie the first time,” Nyla asked, “Was her hair dyed.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Then she waited, and the discomfort began to grow. “I don’t know what it wants, Catherine,” Nyla said. “You better start talking.” 
 
    “She used to dye her hair all the time,” I said. “I don’t remember what color it was that time. She did all sorts of things. She liked to go half and half. She has such blond hair, it gives her choices. She’d gone white and black or blue and black. I don’t remember all the choices. Sometimes it would be split between left and right. Other times it was front and back. I don’t remember what she had done that time.” 
 
    The spell didn’t seem satisfied, but I didn’t know what else it might want. 
 
    “I don’t know what else to tell you, Ms. St. George,” I said. “I’m sorry. I don’t.” 
 
    “I retract the question,” she said, and immediately the discomfort fled. 
 
    “You could be doing this,” I whispered. 
 
    “I could be,” she said. “But I’m not. Last one. Who came first?” 
 
    “That’s hard to answer,” I said. I began to grow uncomfortable. “We’d been sort of fooling around. Kissing and stuff. Her parents were gone, and I was staying at her house. Our parents trusted us. They had no idea how crazy she could be, although she never did anything insanely stupid.” 
 
    The discomfort didn’t disappear, but it didn’t grow, either. 
 
    “I’d keep talking until you reach an answer, if I were you,” Nyla said calmly. 
 
    “I don’t know if she really knew how we felt about each other. I didn’t. I knew she was really pretty, and I thought about her a lot. And about the kind of things we were doing. I don’t remember which of us stepped it up. Probably her, but it could have been me. But we got entirely naked together, lying on her bed, stroking each other. We both got worked up. I think I had an orgasm but didn’t even know what it was. I think she did, too. I don’t know which came first. I don’t.” 
 
    And the spell settled down. 
 
    Nyla waited and then asked in a low voice, “How much of that could I have known?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “You’ve had time while I was in here, or even before.” 
 
    “Do you believe I’ve asked her about all of this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you convinced?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Just because I can’t explain it doesn’t mean it’s magic. That’s like saying God created everything because 2000 years ago we didn’t know about the Big Bang.” 
 
    “Come up with a question.” 
 
    “Ask me if I was acting with you.” 
 
    She grew still and then leaned away from me. “That question won’t save you.” 
 
    “You don’t know the answer, but you’re acting like you believe this spell works. You know you’re dying to ask. You assume I was acting. Ask me. But let me say something else first.” 
 
    “Fine. What?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I could have hid this from you.” 
 
    “Fine. Were you acting?” 
 
    “I started this to meet you. But from the moment I met him, I knew he was lying about something. But I could have been wrong.” 
 
    The spell began nudging at me. 
 
    “Please, slow it down. It’s not a simple yes or no.” 
 
    “Yes it is. Yes or no. Were you acting?” 
 
    “It’s yes and no. I wasn’t acting about how I felt about you. I wasn’t acting about how I was responding to you. I wasn’t acting when I said any of the things I said about you. I wasn’t acting when I suggested I wanted a relationship.” 
 
    The spell wasn’t satisfied, although I hadn’t lied, and so it wasn’t punishing me. 
 
    “I withdraw the question,” she said. 
 
    “No. I want to finish my answer.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to hear it.” 
 
    We stayed like that for several minutes. She studied me the entire time. I couldn’t have been very attractive. I was drenched in sweat, my hair matted, and I had to stink of fear. 
 
    Finally I couldn’t help it, “Please don’t leave. Are you really a witch?” 
 
    “Yes. Maybe someday I’ll tell you more. I’m done trying to convince you for now, and I don’t want any further questions about it. Nod agreement.” 
 
    And so I nodded. 
 
    “Do you doubt my ability to punish you?” I shook my head frantically. “Do you doubt my resolve?” More head shaking. “Do you doubt my spell?” And still more head shaking. 
 
    And for some reason the spell didn’t demand verbal answers. I didn’t ask why that was. 
 
    “Who knows of your investigation?” 
 
    “That depends on what you’re really asking. Allie knows Sawyer tried to hire me. I did my best to convince her I turned him down. We haven’t talked about it since. Sawyer knows I took his money. He knows I spent some. He knows we talked. And he knows I fired him as a client. I gave him his money back. I know, of course, and you do. I don’t know whom you have told or who might have found out in another fashion.” 
 
    And the spell sat quiet. 
 
    “Does Sawyer believe you dropped his case?” 
 
    “I made every effort to convince him. I would say yes.” 
 
    “Other than the people I may have told, you are the only person who would suspect you are here.” 
 
    “To the best of my knowledge.” 
 
    “What did you tell Sawyer?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I answered questions for a long time. The spell had to prompt me a few times, but not once did I lie to her. 
 
    When I asked, she gave me a little water, but she was kind. She reminded me it had to go somewhere. I sipped when I wanted to chug. 
 
    Finally she leaned back in the chair again. For a long time, neither of us said anything. But then, rather suddenly, she stood. 
 
    “Please don’t go! I’m so sorry, Ms. St. George. Please don’t go. Please don’t leave me in here.” 
 
    “Silence.” 
 
    I shut up instantly. 
 
    “I need to think, Catherine. I do not believe you intended to hurt me. I believe you realize now how foolish you were. There is a portion of me that wishes to offer you mercy. Unfortunately, witches are not a forgiving lot. I told you, I can be ruthless when necessary. I do not intend to kill you, but you’re going to have to pay for this. A portion of me is sorry. Probably not as sorry as you are. I need to go think. I need to find a way to offer you as much mercy as I can accept. Now, listen carefully. I do not want any more begging. I do not want you to attempt any further escapes. I think you’ve learned your lesson on that, but I imagine the moment the door closes, you’re going to be filled with a mix of anger and despair.” 
 
    I didn’t say a word. She was probably right. 
 
    “If you vent your frustration in any way, any way at all, I will not return until tomorrow. I am done bluffing, and I am done forgiving violation of the rules. Do you understand what I have said?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. St. George.” 
 
    “If you promise to obey the rules I have just laid out, I will offer a very small amount of mercy. I will temporarily disable the pain element of your cage long enough for you to stretch and perhaps shift to another position. I imagine the relief will be minor and temporary, but it is the most I am ready to offer. I will not hold it against you if you refuse my promise, but if you promise and break your promise, you will be punished.” 
 
    “I promise,” I whispered. “I promise. Wait. I promise to try. Please, I promise to try. I don’t know how well I’ll control my emotions.” 
 
    “You promise to try,” she said. “All right. If your attempts fail, you will be punished, but it will not be as vindictive, if I honestly believe you have tried.” 
 
    “Could I have a little bit more water and a pillow?” 
 
    “I can’t give you a pillow without opening the cage, and I am unwilling to do that at this time.” 
 
    “You could knock me out again, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “If I am unable to come to a conclusion before bed tonight, I will find a means of offering you more relief. You’ll survive a few more hours, Catherine.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “I’m not positive. It was late afternoon when I came down. Probably eight or nine now.” 
 
    Then she offered the water. It was just a sports bottle with an especially long straw. I took a few sips and held it in my mouth for a while before swallowing. Then she withdrew the straw. 
 
    “If you attempt to break the cage, you don’t want to know what will happen.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to roll over without touching it.” 
 
    “I know. And you won’t be able to stretch very far, either. We can both tell the difference between what I am allowing and what I am not.” Then she set her hands on the cage. She paused and then nodded. 
 
    I reached out with my hand. No tingling. Tentatively, I touched the bars, then snatched my hand back. She watched me. I tried it again. 
 
    No pain. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    “Stretch now, and find a new position,” she said. “I recommend you move slowly, and you’re going to be very dizzy. You won’t enjoy if you get sick.” 
 
    I nodded then closed my eyes. Then, slowly, tentatively, I stretched. My feet contacted the cage at the bottom, and then I pushed, and I slid further up until I was hunched over, my neck bent, but I pressed with my legs, straightening them for the first time in well over twelve hours. 
 
    They hurt. They hurt a lot, but stretching helped, at least a little. 
 
    Nyla didn’t say a word, and she didn’t rush me. 
 
    I did everything slowly, not wanting to startle her. Finally I relaxed, and then slowly I rolled over. I thought about lying on my back, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep my knees upright, and so they would fall against the edge of the cage, eventually. I rolled onto my right side, facing the other way. Then I gave one more stretch. 
 
    “Make sure you’re not touching the walls of the cage now, Catherine,” she said. Her tone was actually gentle. “Your back is too close to this side.” 
 
    I moved away from her. 
 
    “There you go. I’m turning it back on now.” 
 
    A moment later, I reached out, and I could feel the tingling. I snatched my hand back. 
 
    She paused, and then she walked to the door. I watched her open it, but then I said, “Ms. St. George.” 
 
    She froze, not turning around. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome, Catherine.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Verdict And Sentence 
 
    I lay there. I cried. I may have dozed, but my body was in agony, and my sleep fitful. Twice I brushed the edges of the cage, and I cried out from the pain. And so I lay there. I cried. I whimpered. 
 
    I was such an idiot. 
 
    I ranted at myself for a while, not loudly. I didn’t rant at her. I’d done this to myself, and I really couldn’t blame her. 
 
    I wondered if she’d keep me in this cell. I wondered for how long. I wondered if she’d let me go. Maybe she’d let me buy my way to freedom. 
 
    Somehow, I didn’t think so. 
 
    I wondered if she really was a witch, if she really was using magic. A technological answer had become decreasingly easy to believe. 
 
    I wondered if she’d use me in some bizarre ritual, a sacrifice to her gods or something like that. 
 
    That didn’t sound like mercy. Very little I dreamt up sounded like mercy, unless she let me buy my freedom. 
 
    She was gone for a long time. Not once did I bitch. Not once did I intentionally fight the cage. 
 
    I was beaten. My spirit wasn’t entirely destroyed, but it was in deep, deep retreat. 
 
    It had taken less than 24 hours. I’ve heard of people surviving torture for days, but I hadn’t remotely lasted that long. I’d given her anything she wanted. I didn’t know if that meant her spell was that good or I was that much of a wimp. 
 
    I wasn’t sure it mattered. 
 
    She was gone for a long time. Hours, certainly, but I didn’t think days. I didn’t think it was all night. 
 
    And then the door opened, and my eyes turned to her with hope. 
 
    She let herself in and closed the door. Then she pulled the chair around to the side I was facing and sat down. 
 
    “Do you remember your promise?” 
 
    I nodded vigorously. 
 
    “The truth spell wore off some time ago. If you lie to me, it won’t hurt. I might be able to tell. I might not.” 
 
    “Have you decided?” 
 
    “I have narrowed it down. I caution you. I do not care to hear any pleading. I do not intend to kill you, and I do not intend to torture you. If you follow the rules, I intend to release you from this cage before I go.” 
 
    “From the room, too?” 
 
    “Likely, but you will not have complete freedom. Do you doubt my ability to bind you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe anymore.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” she said. “I have questions, and I want an honest answer. I will not punish you for it. The things you tell me will help me to decide, but it is not a matter of a greater or lesser punishment so much as a different punishment. These questions are a form of mercy. Answer honestly.” 
 
    “You’re not going to use the spell?” 
 
    “You’re the one who will live with the consequences if you lie. Well, I suppose I will, too, but it will be worse for you than for me. Did you want a relationship with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” I paused. “Do you want me to try to convince you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sure. Why not.” 
 
    “There’s something Allie really wanted us to do. As lovers. Please, it is very private, and I don’t want to tell you what it was. We did it once before, but...” 
 
    “But not as far as she wanted to take it.” 
 
    “Yeah. I asked her to do it. We went away for a weekend, and we spent the entire weekend.” 
 
    “It was a goodbye to that portion of your lives.” 
 
    “Yeah, at least if we worked out. I think I was... I don’t know. Trying to find a way to stop thinking about the contents of your safe. Trying to commit myself to you.” 
 
    “Did Allie know this was a goodbye of sorts?” 
 
    “No. She knew I was upset, but I didn’t explain a thing.” 
 
    “Is there more?” 
 
    “I called her after kicking Sawyer out of my office. I was deeply upset.” 
 
    “Because you gave him back the money?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to call you and confess everything, but I was sure you wouldn’t forgive me.” 
 
    She stared for a while. “You know, maybe you’re being honest or maybe this is an attempt at mercy. I don’t know. But thank you for telling me. I hope you aren’t lying.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “So question one. Yes, you hoped for a relationship.” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I believe that. No more apologies. It feels like manipulation, even if it’s not. I respond poorly to feeling manipulated. It’s left over from when I was nineteen.” 
 
    I nodded but said nothing. 
 
    “Question two. Where does your mother live?” 
 
    “She moved to Arizona. You didn’t know?” 
 
    “Full time or part time?” 
 
    “Full time. I go visit her.” 
 
    “All right. Question three. This is hypothetical. If I were to give you a choice of two punishments. Without offering any details. One is ten years labor to me, but at the end, you are fully forgiven. The other is to let you go, but you are permanently banned from Minnesota.” 
 
    “You’d let me go?” 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking. I would stick you in your car and tell you to start driving. You would handle the sale of your property long distance and would never step foot in Minnesota again.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to pick between those two?” 
 
    “Almost everyone would pick banishment. You can set up anywhere. You aren’t giving up family. You’re becoming distant from Allie, but I’d let you tell her what had happened, if you wanted. Maybe she’d join you. I don’t know. Not my problem, actually.” 
 
    “You’d really do that?” 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking. This should be an easy decision, Catherine.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. I would have rolled away from her, but I closed my eyes, and then covered my face beside. She sat quietly but then said, “I require an answer.” 
 
    “You’ve already punished me severely. I don’t deserve more than what you’ve already done. You set me up and discovered I was susceptible. But I have not physically hurt anyone and haven’t cost you a dime. Even if I’d gotten away with it, it wouldn’t have cost you anything. I’d say I’ve paid plenty.” 
 
    “And yet,” she said, “I disagree, and that is not one of your options. And so you will pick between the two I’ve presented.” 
 
    I don’t know why I said what I was about to say. I made a decision, and somehow it seemed like the right decision at the time, in my truly screwed up head, anyway. It wasn’t the right decision at all, but it felt like it at the time. 
 
    “Ten years but forgive me at the front of it, not the back.” 
 
    “Oh, a counter-offer,” she said. “This isn’t a negotiation, but I admit, I wasn’t expecting that answer. Uncover your face.” 
 
    Slowly I lowered my hands and opened my eyes. She stared into them. I had no idea what she was thinking. I wasn’t even sure what I was thinking. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. 
 
    “I think you do.” 
 
    “What sort of labor?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to offer details. Catherine, service to me will not be what you expect.” 
 
    “You’ve already decided.” 
 
    “If I keep you, yes, I have decided.” 
 
    “What else will you tell me?” 
 
    “Nothing. I want you to think long and hard about this, Catherine.” 
 
    “I want to ask questions. Please.” 
 
    “I may not answer.” 
 
    “You used the word labor, but then you said service. They aren’t necessarily the same thing. Housemaid? Personal assistant. My current job but working for you with only enough money to barely get by? What?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Would you keep me close or at a distance?” 
 
    “Oh, very, very close. You would live in this house.” 
 
    “We’re still in your house.” 
 
    “A room in the basement.” 
 
    “Risky.” 
 
    “Not very. It’s impossible to find.” 
 
    “If you can’t forgive me up front, then banish me,” I said. “If you can truly forgive me, provided I agree to the terms, then we still have things to talk about.” 
 
    “You make conditions?” 
 
    “You’re going to do whatever you’re going to do, and I am convinced I am helpless but to accept. You asked what I wanted. I am trying to tell you.” 
 
    “All right. That’s fair. I did. Does your answer change if I tell you whatever happens, I will be casting a variety of spells on you?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I believe you’re a witch, or that you can cast magic. But will you describe the spells?” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “Are they designed to punish me?” 
 
    “They are designed to enforce the punishment. In the case of banishment, they will enforce the banishment. There will be no other side effects. If I keep you, they will be somewhat more extensive. That is the last I will say.” 
 
    “That’s not enough. Would I feel forgiven?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Would you find petty ways to punish me?” 
 
    “No, but if you misbehave, you will certainly be punished.” 
 
    “Accidentally misbehave?” 
 
    “No. I told you. I would not be petty.” 
 
    “Do you hate me?” 
 
    “No. I was deeply disappointed and angry. I still am, but it has tempered. If you stay, I would actually be rather grateful.” 
 
    “Could I expect affection?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I started to cry. “You decide,” I whispered. “Please, Ms. St. George, I am so sorry for what I’ve done, and I deserve whatever you do to me.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t let me decide,” she said. “Banishment is far easier for you.” 
 
    “You want to keep me.” 
 
    “Very much. You aren’t going to thank me, Catherine. You should ask for banishment.” 
 
    “You decide,” I whispered again. 
 
    “So be it.” She stood. The moment she did, I began crying more loudly. She began to chant, I didn’t understand what, and she made gestures with her hands. I had no idea what she was doing, but I continued to cry. 
 
    Her chanting went on for what seemed like a long time, but then she thrust her hands at me. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and like earlier, I felt her magic settle over me like a net. Then it squeezed and contracted. 
 
    And I squeezed and contracted with it. 
 
    I began screaming. The pain was intense. And I screamed and screamed, and then I was howling, lying on my side, howling. 
 
    “Shh,” she whispered. “That part is over, Kitty-Cat. You won’t hurt anymore. I promise. Shhh. Shhh.” 
 
    She crooned at me for a minute, and slowly I calmed down. 
 
    “I’m going to take you out of there now. Just a moment. I don’t want you to try to escape. Who knows what sort of mischief you could get yourself into.” 
 
    She stepped from the room but was gone only a moment, returning with a plastic box in her hand, the sort of box someone might use to take a cat or small dog to the vet. It had a handle on the top and air holes in the sides. She set it on the floor, and then she gripped the cage for a moment, the way she had earlier when she had turned the magic off. 
 
    She produced a key and unlocked the padlock, but she paused before she opened it. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat,” she said. “I doubt you have figured out what has happened yet. I’m going to take you upstairs and we’ll talk about it a little bit. I intend to forgive you, but this has put me under significant stress, and I won’t well tolerate bitching or misbehavior. I am going to open the door now, and you will meekly allow me to remove you and do what I am about to do.” 
 
    I nodded my head. And then she did just that. She opened the door, swinging it wide, but blocking the exit with her body. Then she moved the cat box to the table beside the open door. 
 
    What did she need that for? 
 
    Then she reached in and, as if I weighed nearly nothing, she pulled me from the cage and shoved me into the cat box. 
 
    She had the door closed before I realized what she had done. 
 
    I began yowling. Yowling. I was yowling? 
 
    “Kitty-Cat,” she said, picking up the cage and looking in at me. I shuffled around, turning to face her. “None of that,” she said. “It will give me a headache.” 
 
    I shut up. 
 
    And then, nearly casually, she turned for the door, and as I dangled from one hand, she carried me from the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Explanations 
 
    She carried me to the kitchen and set me on the island. Then she peered into the cage. I glared out at her. 
 
    “I bet you don’t doubt me anymore.” 
 
    Dream. It had to be. Or really, really good drugs. Hallucinations. Something. No way had she turned me into a fucking cat. No way. 
 
    “I will call you Kitty-Cat,” she said. “Like Allie does. People will think it’s a particularly unimaginative name for a cat, but I don’t care. Unless I choose to reverse it, the spell is permanent. I don’t know what books you might have read, but the other solutions will not reverse the spell. You’re free to jump into all the salt water you like. Excuse me, but I won’t cooperate with you trying to kill me to see if that fixes it, but it won’t.” 
 
    She paused, then continued. “This is not the first time I’ve done this. Someone once asked me if I could do something like this. A lover. I told her I could, and she begged me. I gave her twenty-four hours, and she wouldn’t talk to me for a week afterwards. But then she came back and asked for a month.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I believed her. 
 
    “She and I talked about it. Eventually, I did what she wanted, and after the month was over, we talked more, once she truly had her wits about her. I am going to tell you what she told me.” 
 
    She was insane. I wasn’t a cat. I wasn’t. Hallucinations. They had to be hallucinations. 
 
    “You no longer have a brain the size of a human. Some of the things a human can do, some of the higher reasoning skills, are gone. When I reverse it, I will have to take very special care of you for a while, but you’ll eventually return to yourself. I did this to Lavender whenever she asked, but the longest I’d let her go was a month. One time, she ran off just as I was due to turn her back, but she made it three days before she came crawling back, barely alive. It typically took her a few days to recover. I don’t know how long it will take you. But you will fully recover afterwards.” 
 
    She was insane. I hissed at her. 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” she said. “Lavender couldn’t read or write. She could find ways to communicate with me, but if you hope to escape and convince someone what has happened to you, you won’t be able to. You are biologically a cat, and I will point out you could get pregnant like this. As a cat. Your kittens would be just kittens. Or at least, that’s what I think. Yes, I took samples of her. Her DNA was that of a cat. And yes, she got pregnant once, but we didn’t realize it until I changed her back, and she had a litter of stillborn kittens ten minutes later. I thought she was dying, but luckily I figured out what was happening before the ambulance arrived.” 
 
    She paused. “You’re hungry, thirsty, and I bet you have to use the sand box.” 
 
    She couldn’t be serious. 
 
    “You’re going to have to learn to walk. The first time, it took Lavender a few hours, and she remained exceedingly clumsy for a cat, although she became more agile over time. I’m going to have to help you. Everything took her time to learn. You’re going to have to work at it. But she told me that she loved to purr. She found it very calming, and she begged me to give her plenty of opportunities. She would sit in my lap for hours while I worked, and she would be content as long as I pet her as much as my work would allow.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell you a few more things. This doesn’t need to be terrible for you. Lavender loved it, or she wouldn’t have asked me to keep doing it to her. Now, a warning. There are no dogs on the property. There may be other cats; if so, they are feral. However, according to Lavender, it was horribly dangerous once she left the property. I have no doubt you can escape, but I want you to ask whether you wish to die.” 
 
    She was insane. This was drugs. Just drugs. Bad trip. I’d never done drugs in my life, but if this was what it was like, I never would, ever again. 
 
    “I’m going to give you some time to settle in. A few days or so. Then we’ll discuss your role in my life. You will have duties, but you’re in too much shock to understand them right now. But I am going to warn you. You will use the cat box. I will punish you severely if you do not. And you will act like a cat. If I see you attempting to communicate with any humans in a non-catlike fashion, I will punish you severely. They will just believe I trained you, anyway. You won’t convince them.” 
 
    I began to yowl and yowl. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “I know. This is a shock. But consider this. It’s better than the cage. Right?” 
 
    I stopped yowling for a moment. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “You won’t be able to walk right away, but Lavender had control over her basic processes from the beginning. I let her see to all her needs before I did this to her, but you are probably bursting. So I’m going to take you out and help you with the litter box. I know it’s a little disgusting. Lavender complained if they weren’t cleaned twice a day. Instead, for you, I set up several around the house, and I’ll show them to you. The nearest is in the bathroom here, but I’m not going to leave it here.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat. I know you’re upset. Do not express it by hurting me. You have claws. Do not use them on me. And if you struggle, you’re going to fall. And while cats land on their feet, they have to teach themselves. You don’t have a clue. Do not struggle.” 
 
    I yowled, but then she opened the door and reached in for me. 
 
    Her hands were gentle, and I went limp. She pulled me from the box and then cradled me in her arms. 
 
    And I found myself clutching at her. 
 
    “Shh, Kitty-Cat,” she said. “You’re digging in. Relax, honey. Relax your hands. I won’t drop you if you don’t struggle. Relax, honey. Try to relax.” 
 
    I listened to her, and I did the best I could, but I whimpered and yowled. 
 
    “I know, honey,” she crooned. “I know. Come now. I know you have needs.” 
 
    She carried me to the back door, and waiting was a litter box, near the door. She crouched down and then carefully pulled my claws from her shirt. 
 
    “I’m going to set you on the floor first. I doubt you can even stand. So I’ll pick you up differently and then help you to the box.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe she was doing this. I really couldn’t. 
 
    But she set me on the floor, and I landed flat on my stomach. I struggled to stand, pushing off, but I flopped back down like a newborn kitten, completely unsure how to use my limbs. 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “I know,” she crooned. “I know. I’ll help you, honey.” 
 
    I felt gentle hands around me, and she helped me to stand, and then she partially lifted me, moving me over the litter box. 
 
    “I won’t let go of you now, because you’ll flop down in the sand. It’s brand new and clean, but Lavender hated getting dirty, and I bet you do, too. Try to go now. I know it’s different, but try to go.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to do, but it appeared my body did. 
 
    I had never been so embarrassed in my life. 
 
    “That’s a good girl,” she crooned. “That’s a good girl. By tomorrow, you’ll be able to do this by yourself. And Lavender liked to cover it, too, but that seemed to be learned behavior. There you go, good girl. Now, I’m going to move you to this towel and clean you off a little, and then it’s time to let you have a little food and water. But only a little, because you probably have a very delicate stomach, and you won’t enjoy getting sick.” 
 
    She picked me up, again by the middle, and plopped me right down on the towel. Then she cleaned off my feet, my stomach a little, and... 
 
    Let’s not say. 
 
    “There you go, good girl,” she said. “I’m going to pick you up again. Do you think you can control your claws?” 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “All right. I understand. I want you to learn to control them, but we’ll use the towel, darling.” 
 
    I didn’t fight as she wrapped me in the towel, and I didn’t fight when she picked me up. She was very gentle, and she cradled me carefully. 
 
    And I yowled and cried. 
 
    She carried me back to the island and set me down, still wrapped in the towel. 
 
    “Now, this is the way this is going to work. I am going to pamper you a little for a day or two, but after that, you earn privileges. You do not have them handed to you. We’ll discuss it. But food you like is an earned privilege. Do not expect to eat like this for the next ten years, unless you earn it. Lavender made her preferences known, so we’re going off that for now.” 
 
    And then she stepped into the pantry and returned with a small can of tuna. Oh god, she was going to feed me like a cat. Oh god. Oh god. 
 
    She stepped to the can opener and opened the can. And then she retrieved a fork and a small plate. She returned to the island where I lay, dragging one of the stools closer. 
 
    “Lavender liked if I fed her from my hand. You’re probably pissed as hell at me and want nothing to do with me, but I will give you a choice. From my hand, or from this plate?” 
 
    I looked up at her and yowled. 
 
    “Oh darling, I know. But to be fair, I’m a little jealous. Let me feed you, and I’ll get you a little water, too. Then we’ll go upstairs and talk for a while. We’ll, I’ll talk. You’ll probably yowl a lot.” She paused. “I want to show you something. You’re probably appalled I’m going to feed you raw tuna. But just smell.” 
 
    And then she waved the can of tuna under my nose, just once. 
 
    Oh. Em. Gee. I was instantly ravenous, and I began crawling after the can. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” she said, pushing me further away from the edge of the counter. “You’re going to fall and get hurt. Do you want some?” 
 
    Did I want some? What a stupid question. Yes I wanted some. I tried crawling after it, and she pushed me back again. 
 
    “All right, all right. But only a little or you’ll get sick.” She set the plate and fork down and then, with two delicate fingers, pulled a piece of the tuna out. She offered it to me, and I took it. 
 
    Ohmygodohmygodohmy GOD! 
 
    It was the best thing I’d ever had. 
 
    I snarfed it down and immediately looked at her and yowled for more. She pulled out another piece and let me have it, but before she let me have the third, she said, “Kitty-Cat, this is the last for now. I don’t want you getting sick.” 
 
    Just give me the damned tuna, Lady. I heard you the fourth time! 
 
    “And I want you to try to eat it more delicately. Frankly, you’re being a pig. Savor it, Kitty-Cat. Trust me.” 
 
    Trust her? She wasn’t serious. She’d done this to me, and I was supposed to trust her. Give me the damned tuna. I yowled. 
 
    “In a minute,” she said. “Do you think you can ask more politely?” 
 
    I looked up at her, still not able to stand. What did she want? She’d turned me into a cat. I was supposed to say “please”? 
 
    “Come on, Kitty-Cat. Give me a meow instead.” She held a piece of the tuna, but it was out of reach. I sniffed after it, and she held it so I could get a whiff, but not so closely I could steal it from her. 
 
    “Try,” she said. “Try to meow, and I’ll let you have it.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe she was demanding tricks at a time like this. 
 
    And I didn’t have a clue how to meow. 
 
    I tried anyway. She said I could have it if I tried. What came out was more like a hiss. 
 
    “That was not at all like a meow,” she accused, pulling the tuna away. “Try again.” 
 
    I glared at her. I had tried! Really I had. 
 
    I tried again. It was more like a spit. Then a yowl. Then I flopped over on my side and whimpered. 
 
    I was a defective cat. I couldn’t even meow. What kind of half-baked cat had she turned me into? 
 
    “Oh, Kitty-Cat,” she said gently. “I think you were trying, but try once more. Try to meow.” 
 
    I lifted my head. “You meow, you bitch,” I wanted to say. Instead, something came out. It wasn’t at all a meow. I don’t really know what it was. 
 
    I whimpered and dropped my head again. Nyla looked down at me, but then she said, “Try to enjoy this bite.” And then she presented the tuna to me. 
 
    I tried. Really I did. It was three bites instead of two before I swallowed. 
 
    Then I stared longingly at the can. 
 
    “All right,” she said. “You have a lot to take in. I will be patient, for now. But you will learn to be delicate with your food, and you will learn to meow properly. I also hope you learn to purr.” 
 
    She set the can down, and I eyed it. Apparently, she didn’t notice me. 
 
    “You’re probably thirsty. I’ll get you some water.” 
 
    She stood and turned to the sink. 
 
    And she left the can. Right. There. 
 
    I knew I wasn’t up to walking, but I could crawl, and I dragged myself over to the can. 
 
    And apparently, Nyla was the slowest water-bowl-filler on the planet, because I absolutely went to town. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat!” she screamed. A half second later, she snatched the can out from underneath me. “Shit! You ate half a can. Do you know how sick you’re going to be? And I bet you didn’t even chew.” 
 
    I flopped down on my side. When she put it that way, I felt bad. She was only trying to help me. 
 
    I burped. 
 
    She glared at me, and I knew she was angry. So I tried to meow. I tried again. I tried again. 
 
    “Enough,” she said. “It’s my fault. Lavender couldn’t control her eating, either. I shouldn’t have left it where you could reach it.” She sighed. “God, I hope you’re not sick. I hate cat puke.” 
 
    I actually had to agree with her, but I also agreed it was her fault. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    I licked my lips. I’d gotten some on my face. Oh, that wasn’t bad. I licked again. And again. 
 
    “Yeah, rub it in,” she said. “Look, here’s a little water.” 
 
    She helped me drink, but would only let me have a little. Then she set the bowl aside, put some sort of cover on the tuna, and put it into the refrigerator. I watched her carefully and wondered if I could sneak in and get more later. 
 
    God, I loved tuna! 
 
    “All right,” Nyla said. “Into the crate.” She set the carry box on the counter, picked me up, and stuffed me inside. Towel and all. She closed the door and then picked me up. 
 
    And she was an idiot. I swear. She could have carried me without all that jostling. She’d just let me eat too much tuna, and then she shoved me into this box and subjected me to an amusement park ride up to her bedroom. What happened next wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t mine at all. 
 
    I ralphed all over the towel. 
 
    “Oh, gross,” she complained. 
 
    She thought it was gross? I was the locked in the box with it. I yowled at her, but that just made me ralph up some more. 
 
    I pushed the towel away and backed as far into the back of the box as I could, pushing the towel away so it wouldn’t come sliding down at me in all her jostling. 
 
    She carried me into the bathroom. 
 
    “I told you not to eat so much.” 
 
    This was so not my fault. She’s the one who practically swung me in circles. I’d like to see her hold her stomach together after that. 
 
    She set the box into the bathtub but then said firmly, “You stay in there. You hear me, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    I yowled at her. 
 
    She opened the door and delicately pulled the towel out. 
 
    “I mean it. Don’t you dare move.” 
 
    She pulled the towel away, and from inside the box, I couldn’t see where she went, but then I heard flushing followed by the sink. Then she approached the tub again. 
 
    “You’re not going to like this, Kitty-Cat,” she said. “Lavender hated baths.” 
 
    I made a dash for the door. Okay, dash is a relative word. I made a crawl for the door, which actually didn’t bother Nyla in the slightest, as she reached in and helped me out. But she had a good hold of me, and she didn’t let go. 
 
    “Use your claws,” she warned me, “and I will know it’s intentional. I know you have enough brain left to understand me, Kitty-Cat. Fight me, and you won’t win.” 
 
    Then, working one handed, she turned on the water. I scrambled to get away from it. I wasn’t afraid of the water, but the noise scared the shit out of me. But she held me tightly. I yowled and scrambled, but I neither bit nor clawed. 
 
    “Calm down, Kitty-Cat. It’s not that bad. You like baths. You take them all the time.” 
 
    Somehow I knew that as I cat I wasn’t going to feel the same way, especially when it was as loud as that. 
 
    She grabbed the sprayer. And as soon as she turned it on, even before it was pointed at me, I began yowling. 
 
    She wet me down, head to toe, and I had a pretty good idea what I looked like. Then she had some sort of shampoo, and I was sure, just sure it was pet shampoo. 
 
    The bitch. She’d planned for this. She had everything set up. When had she done that? 
 
    I tried to get away from her, but she never released her hold, and I wore myself out long before she was done. She didn’t take my lost fight complacently, however, and I had no chance to escape. 
 
    She rinsed me and wrapped me in a towel, then she picked me up and cradled me to her. 
 
    “That part is over,” she said. “You needed that, and you know it. But now let’s get you all dry and fluffy. I’m sorry, but Lavender hated this part.” 
 
    Oh god. She was going to blow-dry me! 
 
    I began yowling as soon as she turned it on, but I’d given up trying to get away, and even when she relaxed her hold, I didn’t try to get away. 
 
    She dried me, and she fluffed me with her hands, and then she leaned down and gave me a good sniff. 
 
    “Much better,” she declared. “See? I didn’t kill you.” 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    She set me on the floor and busied herself. I didn’t pay attention. She cleaned the tub or something. 
 
    I tried to learn to walk. 
 
    It’s harder than it looks. That’s all I’m going to say. 
 
    But then Nyla stepped over to me and sat down on the floor, her legs spread to either side of me, and I looked up to her. 
 
    “I bet you’re scared,” she said. “I thought about warning you, but I thought you’d beg me not to do this to you, and I wasn’t sure I could go through with it if you did.” 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a choice. If you crawl into my lap, I’ll carry you into the other room, and we can talk. Then we’ll decide where you’re sleeping. Otherwise I’ll make a little bed for you in here, and you’re locked in for the night. But I warn you. If you fuss all night, you get punished. I won’t have it. We both need sleep.” 
 
    I looked up at her and whimpered. 
 
    And then -- although I hated myself for it -- I crawled to her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She wrapped me in a fresh towel and carried me to the bedroom. Then she set me on the bed while she changed into night clothes. I watched her during this part, and then as she climbed into bed, pulling the covers up. 
 
    “We’ll talk,” she said. “But you need to crawl up here, or I’m putting you into the crate instead.” 
 
    I yowled at that thought, but I was so beaten and so scared. I crawled to her, all the way to her, and when she pulled me into her arms, I melted against her. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    She held me that way for a minute, then she slowly settled me into her lap. After that, she petted me, somewhat absentmindedly, it seemed. 
 
    “I’ll take care of you, Kitty-Cat,” she said softly. “This isn’t forever, as long as you don’t run away. You will learn to eat more delicately, and you will learn to express yourself more politely. There’s more to talk about, but I’ll let you settle in before we talk about it.” 
 
    I yowled piteously. 
 
    “I know,” she crooned. “I know.” 
 
    What would everyone believe? Mom. Allie. They’d believe the worst, the absolute worst. To them, I was dead. 
 
    I should have taken banishment. That would have been better. I’d have driven to Mom. She’d have liked that. I could resettle somewhere else. Portland, maybe. Allie and I had been there a few times. I liked it. She’d come to visit. That would rock. 
 
    “I think I can guess what you’re thinking,” Nyla said. “I am going to point out I told you to take banishment. I want you to think about why you didn’t.” 
 
    She petted me for a few minutes. That felt good. I grew quiet at that. I really liked the petting, actually. 
 
    “I can think of two reasons,” she said. “I think it was a combination. You felt horribly guilty for what you had done, and you felt you deserved a worse punishment. And I also think it was important to you I forgive you. But I bet you wish you’d taken the banishment.” 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    I didn’t bite her, but I was tempted. Instead, I let her pet me. 
 
    “I want to point out a few things. First, you won’t age. So that part isn’t so bad. I won’t explain that today. In a few days. But in a way, this is like a big vacation. You’ve been under a lot of stress. And while this is probably very stressful, the stress is temporary. Lavender loved it, and I told you I’m a little jealous. I’d love to just get away from the world for a while, and I think you can appreciate that.” 
 
    There was a hell of a big difference between a week and ten years, lady. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “This is an adventure for you. Think about that. And you can be warm and safe with no responsibilities.” 
 
    That had never been important to me. Never. 
 
    “If you’re a good kitty, I’ll treat you well. You’ll have toys and good food. As much as I can, I’ll take you wherever I go, unless you’re prone to getting car sick.” 
 
    Oh god. All my friends with cats said they were always getting sick, and I thought it was likely I would, too. 
 
    “I want you to consider a few other things. I could have called the police. You would have gone to jail. Maybe you don’t think this is any better. But I’d take it over jail.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to think of that. 
 
    She didn’t say more than that. She petted me. And I let her. It felt good. 
 
    “I’m really tired, Kitty-Cat,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t trust you yet.” 
 
    I didn’t fight as she scooped me up, although I wasn’t real impressed when she shoved me back into the box, but at least she gave me the towel, too. She closed the door and said, “I’m sure you can arrange that for your comfort.” 
 
    She transferred me to the floor, setting me down in the corner. Then she turned off the lights and climbed into bed. 
 
    “Good night, Kitty Cat.” 
 
    Good night? Was she serious? The bitch. 
 
    I began yowling, and I put a lot into it. 
 
    “I know you’re not happy,” she said. “But you will be quiet. Or else.” 
 
    I shut up. I was pretty sure she had an unhealthy range of choices for “or else”, And I didn’t want to experience any of them. 
 
    “I know you don’t want to be in the crate, and I know you don’t want to be a cat. I know you’re worried about your friends and family. I thought about letting you say goodbye, but I decided there was nothing to be said. I’m sorry, Kitty-Cat. Now, if you fuss, it’s the or-else. You don’t want that. Go to sleep.” 
 
    Go to sleep. Right. Go to sleep. The bitch. 
 
    I slept. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Learning 
 
    I woke. It was still dark. I was in the box, and everything came rushing back to me. I whimpered a few times, but I was deathly afraid of waking her up. 
 
    The witch. She was a witch. I believed that now. She was a witch, and she had turned me into a cat. 
 
    Okay. What I had done hadn’t been that good, but other than trust, I hadn’t actually hurt her. I didn’t cost her a dime. Hell. I had helped her, and by a lot more than a little damage to her trust. She’d have survived. 
 
    I’d been an idiot. I shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t have. But I should have taken banishment. God, what an idiot! Why did I continue to be an idiot! 
 
    I hated her. I hated her. I hated her. 
 
    But I was cold, and scared. I was so scared, and cold besides. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I yowled. And once one yowl escaped, another followed. And then another and another and another, and I couldn’t stop. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat!” 
 
    I couldn’t help it! I yowled, and yowled, and yowled. 
 
    She got out of bed. The bitch got out of bed, and she stomped over to me. I got a look at her feet, and then she yanked me into the air, and we were staring into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Be quiet.” 
 
    I opened my mouth and yowled. 
 
    “Last warning.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I yowled. It wasn’t my fault. 
 
    “Right,” she said. She stomped for the door, carrying me in the box, and she wasn’t gentle about it. She stomped out the door and down the hall. 
 
    And I really began yowling. 
 
    She stomped down the stairs, and then down even more stairs. 
 
    Into the basement. 
 
    I went insane with fear, yowling while fighting to find a way to escape the box. And it got worse when she carried me. to. that. room. 
 
    She set me down on the floor and stepped out. She was back several minutes later.  I never stopped yowling. She set a litter box on the floor. During her next trip, she brought several towels and a bowl of water. She set them all down, made sure the door was closed, and then stepped over to me. 
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
    She opened the door to my crate, and before I could even crawl out, she was out the door, slamming it closed behind her. 
 
    I crawled to it. I scratched at it. I bit at it. 
 
    And I didn’t stop yowling. I didn’t stop yowling for what must have been hours. 
 
    I grew hoarse. And I dragged myself to the water and drank a little, then to the towels. I tried to fluff them into a bed. 
 
    Then I shivered and yowled myself to sleep. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When I woke, the witch was kneeling beside me, peering at me and petting me gently. I looked up at her then crawled around in a circle and showed her my backside. 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” she said. “You’re the one who wouldn’t shut up.” 
 
    She was holding it against me for crying. What a bitch. 
 
    “I brought you some breakfast.” 
 
    Breakfast. Tuna? 
 
    She opened the lid and waved it past my nose. 
 
    Tuna! 
 
    But she held me in place and set the can out of reach. No! 
 
    “If you want some, the price is simple. Show me some affection. Otherwise you get dry food.” 
 
    She wouldn’t. But she had come prepared, and she showed me the bag. I sniffed at it. Eww. Seriously? She thought I was going to eat that crap. 
 
    “If you want the tuna, you’ll crawl into my lap. Otherwise you’re getting a small bowl of the dry.” 
 
    Yes, I wanted the tuna. I looked over my shoulder at her. She knew I couldn’t eat that crap. 
 
    In response, she sat down on the floor and leaned against the wall. Then she patted her lap. 
 
    She was serious. 
 
    I looked around. I couldn’t see the tuna, but I could smell it. I dragged myself around, searching the room with my eyes. I could smell it. It was here. What had she done with it? 
 
    “It’s on the table,” she said. “I want you to think about something, Kitty Cat. I want you to think about how you’d behave if I put you into the cage, and a bowl of the tuna just outside. Or maybe the other way around. Either way, with the cage’s spell turned on, you’d torture yourself to get to it. You wouldn’t be able to, but you’d torture yourself trying.” 
 
    I turned and glared at her. 
 
    “I’m asking a small price.” She patted her lap again. “Ten seconds. Nine. Eight.” 
 
    I began crawling to her. She didn’t stop counting. I was only halfway into her lap by the time she reached zero. I froze. 
 
    “Good kitty,” she said. She pulled me into place and arranged me how she wanted me. I didn’t fight her. 
 
    I let her pet me for a while, but I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I can’t stay all day,” she said eventually. “I’m going to feed you, then I have to go to work.” But she moved us both forward, grabbed the tuna, and then settled back. I tried to get up, but she pressed me into place. “You will let me feed you. Remember what happened when you ate too much. You get a few pieces, and that’s all. I recommend you eat slowly and enjoy it.” 
 
    I let her feed me, one piece at a time, directly from her fingers. 
 
    Oh god, it was so good, so damned good. 
 
    She gave me four pieces. I tried to be delicate, but I don’t think I succeeded. But then she said, “That’s all.” 
 
    But when she presented her tuna-flavored fingers to me, I went to town washing them clean of every drop of yummy, tuna-flavored goodness. 
 
    “Good girl,” she said. She petted me for a while. But then she moved me to the floor and puttered around the room for a minute. She set down a basket in one corner and a bowl of the food near the water dish. She checked the kitty litter, and that was when I realized... 
 
    She was going to leave me locked in here. 
 
    I began yowling. 
 
    “Figured it out have you?” she asked. She turned to me. “You don’t know how to behave yet. I have to go to work. I have a business to run. You don’t even know how to walk. Where do you think I should keep you? Consider this incentive. When you are able to walk properly, and when you are using the litter box properly, then I won’t have to keep you locked in here. If you misbehave while I’m gone, all bets are off, but if you’re a good kitty, I’ll let you spend the evening with me. And maybe I’ll let you sleep in the bedroom.” 
 
    I shut up. 
 
    “I know this sucks, Kitty-Cat. It’s your own fault.” 
 
    And then she was gone, taking care I couldn’t escape. 
 
    But don’t think I didn’t notice she had the can of tuna with her. She could have left it. She could have considered it extra incentive to learn to jump onto the table. 
 
    I yowled. I yowled a long time. And then I crawled over to the towels and tried to make a bed. The basement was cold, and the concrete floor even colder. What kind of sadist leaves a poor, helpless cat in a cold room like this? I didn’t deserve that. She told me she’d forgive me, but she wasn’t treating me like it. 
 
    I tried to sleep, but I was so cold. 
 
    But then I eyed the basket. I dragged myself over to it. It was full of toys. 
 
    Cat toys. 
 
    Oh. My. God. She’d left cat toys for me. She could have left me with a fucking Nintendo, but no. She left cat toys! 
 
    But she left them in this basket, and I eyed it. 
 
    Then I pulled each and every toy from it. Then I crawled back to the towels. It took time, but I dragged them to the basket and shoved them in, arranging them as carefully as I could with claw and teeth 
 
     I made a nest. 
 
    It took time until I thought it was as comfortable as I could make it. But the basket was just the right size, especially with a little padding, and I managed to crawl in and then pulled one of the towels over me as a blanket. 
 
    I slept. 
 
    My bladder woke me, but I knew the witch wasn’t bluffing. If I wanted out, I had to learn to walk, and I had to use the litter box. God. I was forced to use a litter box. That was so disgusting. 
 
    I crawled out of my basket and then tried to stand. It took several tries, and I imagined I looked ridiculous. But I got all four feet under me, my front legs spread widely for balance. 
 
    Walking. All right. It’s like crawling on hands and knees, right? I moved a back foot and fell onto my side. 
 
    I meant to do that. 
 
    I was pissed. I was really pissed. She had no right to do what she did. None at all. Nothing I had done was worthy of a ten-year sentence, and ten years as a cat? No. Just. no. 
 
    But I believed her. I wasn’t going to change myself back. Of that I was sure. She was my only hope. 
 
    The bitch. 
 
    I was many things, and some of those hadn’t changed. I had always been determined, and I had always been stubborn. 
 
    I taught myself to walk. 
 
    Oh, it was awkwardly done. It wasn’t with any of the grace we expect of a cat. But I walked, first to the litter box. 
 
    Then, holding my nose aloof, I stepped in. 
 
    God, that was disgusting. 
 
    I wondered if I could learn to use a toilet. 
 
    Then I thought about falling in. Yikes! 
 
    Once I was done, I moved away. Man, that did not smell good. I thought about what it would smell like if I did it anywhere else, and right then and there, I vowed I’d be a fastidious cat. No accidents. 
 
    I prowled around. I sniffed at the food and curled up my nose. But I drank a little water. 
 
    I prowled my prison. I fell over a few times, but I made two complete circles, although I made a wide detour around the box. 
 
    I yowled for a while, but then I decided to try making other noises. I worked at it for a while. 
 
    The meow came out almost as an accident, but once I did, I tried again. It took me a few minutes, but I got another one and another one. 
 
    Hey! Meowing was kind of fun. 
 
    I wondered if I could sing. Allie and I used to sing karaoke. She had a horrible voice. Mine wasn’t so bad. 
 
    That thought left me feeling sad. My best friend. Would I ever see her again? What would happen to her? She’d hate me. She’d think I had just up and left her. 
 
    Or had been murdered chasing one of my cases. The police would eventually dig through all... 
 
    They’d dig through all my papers. And they’d discovered I’d been working this case. 
 
    Now that thought was worth singing about. Meow, meow. Meow-meow-meow. Yowl, yowl, meow. 
 
    Okay, maybe that sounds pretty boring, but I wasn’t thinking about meows. I was thinking, about “Ride of the Valkyries” while singing the words, “Kill the baaad witch, KILL the BAAAD witch.” 
 
    I quieted. I didn’t think killing her would help my situation. And I knew nothing I’d left behind would implicate her. 
 
    I slumped over to the basket and went back to bed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I had to use the box again, later, and I got hungry. But I would be damned if I’d eat that food she’d left me. I drank some of the water and I batted a toy around for a while. I decided I was working on my reflexes. I wasn’t up to chasing it, but it felt really good to hit it. 
 
    And it wasn’t like she’d given me much else to do. 
 
    I practiced walking. I sang the “Kill the Bad Witch” song a few more times, making up new words. Like, “Piss on Heeeer Bed, Piss on HEEEER bed,” and “Scratch her eyes out, Scratch her EYES out.” 
 
    Meow-meow, yowl-meow. 
 
    I got tired of that song. I made up new songs, and I practiced making other sounds. I was terrible at remembering song lyrics, so it was a little frustrating. But I sang, “We-will, we-will, BITE YOU!” I couldn’t remember more than the first part, not really, so I just sang that over and over, stomping my feet in time. 
 
    Meow-meow-murp-urp! Stomp stomp stomp. 
 
    Meow-meow-murp-urp! Stomp stomp stomp. 
 
    Hey, that was kind of fun. 
 
    For about a minute and a half. 
 
    I went back to bed. 
 
    Bored, bored, bored. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I was asleep when the door opened. “Kitty-Cat.” She stepped into the room. “Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    Then she was silent, and I envisioned her looking around. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat? There’s no way you got out. Where are you?” 
 
    I chuckled to myself. Maybe she’d leave the door open, and I could make a dash for it. 
 
    “I’ve got tuna.” 
 
    Tuna? 
 
    I poked my nose out. “Merp?” 
 
    I’d been aiming for a meow, but you know? “Merp” wasn’t so bad. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. 
 
    I looked up at her from my little nest. Then I looked at her hands. She’d lied! She didn’t have any tuna. I wasn’t going to fall for that trick again. 
 
    She prowled around the room. “Oh, you good kitty. You used the litter box.” 
 
    Then she moved to me and knelt down, looming over me. “You made a nest.” She put her hand on the floor. “Oh. The floor is cold.” 
 
    No shit, Sherlock. 
 
    She picked me up, basket and all, and then stood. I hunkered down in the basket, but I really wondered where the tuna was. She carried me into the center of the room, and then, with absolutely no ceremony at all, she shoved me into the cage and closed the door. 
 
    I went insane. In. Sane. I bolted from the basket and slammed myself at the door, yowling my head off. 
 
    “Stop that, Kitty-Cat,” she ordered. “Stop it, or I’ll turn the spell back on.” 
 
    I flew from the door, but I didn’t stop yowling. 
 
    “Calm down,” she said. “It’s five minutes. I have to clean out the box, and I don’t want to worry about you getting out while I work on it.” 
 
    I shut up for a minute. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. 
 
    She stepped away, and I watched her pick up the box and carry it from the room. I stayed quiet while she was gone, but there damned well better be tuna in it for me. 
 
    She came back looking a little frazzled, and set the box back down. I didn’t care for the implications she’d brought the box back, but I decided to see if she produced the tuna or not. 
 
    She moved back to my cage and looked in at me. “You used the box, and I don’t see any signs you misbehaved. You’re moving better, too and don’t think I didn’t notice you made a new sound. Can you make it again?” 
 
    Go to hell, bitch. 
 
    We glared at each other. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, you are not going to win a battle of wills with me. I know you’re stubborn, and it’s very likely you’re even more stubborn as a cat. But you forget something. I don’t need one single thing from you. Can you say the same thing? Now, make the noise again.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She smiled broadly. “Good girl. That’s worth one piece of tuna when we get upstairs.” 
 
    One. Piece. I’d starve to death! 
 
    “If you do exactly what I tell you, it’s worth two more.” 
 
    The bitch was training me. The worst part was, for two pieces of tuna, I’d probably do what she said. 
 
    “I’ve thought about getting carried around. I think being carried in my arms is better than in the box. So I’ll give you a choice. I’m going to open the door, and you can either come to me or not. If you come to me, I’ll carry you in my arms. If not, it’s in the box. Choose carefully.” 
 
    She opened the door. I stood up, stretched, and then, somewhat awkwardly, moved to the door. 
 
    Then I yowled. I didn’t know how to jump yet. 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    I yowled again. 
 
    “All right. I’ll help you.” She reached in and lifted me over the door, but then she set me down right in front of the door and moved away. I looked at her then walked to her, a little unsteadily, and sat down. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Oh, clever kitty,” she said. “You’re working on your tuna rewards, I see. You’ve earned two pieces, and you can earn two more. Did you learn to control your claws?” 
 
    I sighed and ducked my head. 
 
    “All right. I’ll get one of the towels.” 
 
    She reached past me, and when she bundled me in the towel, I let her. She collected me in her arms then bent and grabbed the box. Together, we moved back upstairs and to the kitchen. She set the box down. She set me on the island. I untangled myself from the towel and meowed. 
 
    Where’s the tuna, lady? 
 
    She didn’t give me tuna. Instead, she opened the door to the damned box, leaving it open, pointed towards the center of the island. Then she moved me to the adjacent corner. “Stay right there, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I sat down. 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    Then she walked to the refrigerator, and I stood up. That’s where the tuna was! 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Yes. Tuna. But if you move from that spot, you lose your chance at a piece.” 
 
    Bitch. I sat back down. 
 
    “Good girl.” She opened the door and withdrew the can. Then she popped the plastic lid and moved back to the island, this time at the third of the four corners. I began quivering. 
 
    I was starving. 
 
    “You didn’t eat any of your food today. I bet you’re very hungry.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “You’ve earned two pieces, and you can earn two more, but then we’re going to let them settle. Remember what happened yesterday.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “Kitty-Cat, go to your crate.” And she pointed at the cursed kitty prison. 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    “Last chance, and after this, you only get one chance to obey. Get in the crate. Now.” 
 
    I glared for a moment then turned and walked, slowly, to the crate. At the door, I looked over my shoulder at her, then hung my head as I crawled in and turned around. 
 
    “Good girl,” she declared. “Do not leave the crate. Not so much as a single whisker. If I see one whisker outside that door, you lose your final piece of tuna.” And then she moved closer. I watched, quivering, as she collected a piece of tuna in her fingers. “Remember what I said, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    And then she held the tuna in front of the door. 
 
    I stared at it and stared at it, but I didn’t move. 
 
    “This is how it’s going to work, Kitty-Cat. The writing is on the wall, and you know it. You have not earned your fourth piece, but you haven’t forfeit it, either. Remember. Do not leave the crate.” And then she reached all the way in and offered me the tuna. 
 
    I gobbled it down. 
 
    By the time I was done, she had moved to the opposite corner, and we could see each other across the island. 
 
    And she had set the can down in the middle between us. 
 
    Oh, that was just mean. 
 
    I didn’t make a dash for it, but it was hard, it was so hard. I was hungry. I was so hungry, and the tuna tasted so damned good. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “When I say, you will step out and walk to me. You will not touch that tuna. When you reach me, you will roll onto your back and stretch out. You will then stay that way while I fluff you up. If you do that, and if you don’t misbehave afterwards, you get your fourth piece. Furthermore, we’ll play this game again later, and you can earn more tuna. Otherwise it’s dry for you. Make that noise if you understand what I just said.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Good kitty. Come to me.” 
 
    I stepped out slowly. I didn’t really like walking on the island. It was slippery, and I was unsteady. I moved to her carefully, making a big detour around the can, although I kept glancing at it. But I avoided the edge of the island. Finally I reached her, but I stared over my shoulder at the tuna. 
 
    “On your back, Kitty-Cat. Come on. Be a good girl.” 
 
    Slowly I lay down, and then I struggled to make this work, but I rolled onto my back and stretched, as best I could. 
 
    “Good kitty,” she said. She began to fluffy my stomach. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, and I was sorely tempted to scratch the shit out of her. 
 
    But I was pretty sure I wouldn’t get any tuna if I did that. 
 
    I let her do what she wanted. 
 
    She didn’t torture me that long before helping me roll back over. Then she picked up the tuna, dug out a piece, and began to extend it to me. But then she froze, pulling it back. 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “Quiet. I’m giving you a bonus opportunity. I’m not going to give you enough tuna to get sick, but I know you’re starving. I don’t know if you’re able to control yourself, but if you can eat this in a ladylike fashion, and you behave all night, I’ll make sure you get enough tuna you won’t go to bed hungry, or at least give you a chance to earn that much.” 
 
    I glared at her but then nodded my head. “Merp.” 
 
    “Good girl.” She extended the tuna. 
 
    I didn’t take it from her. I licked it once. And then I licked around it, catching her fingers. And then I took the smallest of bites, chewing at it for a while. Then another, and another. 
 
    She held it for me until finally I took the last piece from her. 
 
    I licked her fingers and then my lips before looking up at her. “Merp.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you could do that,” she said. “Very good, Kitty-Cat. If you eat the last two in a similar fashion, I’ll be very proud of you.” 
 
    Several times she declared me to be a good kitty. 
 
    The bitch. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I don’t watch much television,” she said. “But we could watch a movie.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “After you use the box.” 
 
    I sighed. “Merp.” But it was subdued. 
 
    She carried me, using the towel to protect herself from my claws. She set me down beside the box, now in the downstairs bathroom. “I don’t like it in here, either, but I’m leaving them where you can find them for now. Eventually I will reduce the number.” 
 
    She straightened, and I moved to the toilet. The lid was down, and I pawed at it. 
 
    Nyla stared at me for a minute. “That’s a mistake, Kitty-Cat. You’re not that steady. Trust me. Give it a couple of weeks. Just trust me.” 
 
    Trust her. Right. 
 
    But I turned away and walked to the box. 
 
    “Come out when you’re done,” she said before disappearing. 
 
    I did what cats have to do. It was just gross, okay. Gross. 
 
    And I didn’t like the sand in my feet, either. That was gross, too. 
 
    Stupid box. I gave it a swat, and I was really tempted to give it heck, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate it if I got kitty litter everywhere. 
 
    I sighed and walked for the door. 
 
    I didn’t see her in the hallway. “Merp.” 
 
    “Living room, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    Living room? Seriously? This place was huge. But I followed her voice. It took three rooms before I found her. She was seated on a sofa facing a television. She was turned to watch me. 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    I moved slowly, walking around the sofa and coming to a stop near her feet. I sat down and looked up at her. 
 
    “I suppose you can’t jump up here yet.” 
 
    I looked. “Meow.” I hunkered down instead. 
 
    “All right.” She bent over and picked me up, pulling me into her lap. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The movie was boring and stupid, but she petted me the entire time. I slept, but she squirmed around periodically, finding a new position, waking me up. 
 
    But then she woke me again, and the television was dark. She rotated me so we were looking into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I want you to consider something. Cooperating with me works out far better for you than fighting me.” 
 
    I’d figured that out. 
 
    “You slept.” 
 
    And you didn’t wake me for my tuna. 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “All right.” She collected me in her arms, sans towel, and I tried not to claw her. Really, I did. 
 
    She carried me to the kitchen and set me on the island. Then she collected the tuna. She turned around and leaned against the counter while I watched her from the island. 
 
    “I should have woken you and give you more halfway through the movie. I’m sorry, Kitty-Cat. I don’t want you to have enough to get sick. Make that sound if you understand.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right. You’re not going to be happy. Two pieces.” 
 
    “Yowl!” 
 
    “I know. Two pieces, and then if you’re still hungry, it’s canned. I don’t think you like it, so you won’t over-eat.” 
 
    “Yowl!” 
 
    “I know I promised more. I’m sorry. You were asleep, and you were so warm. I think I dozed, too. Please tell me you understand.” 
 
    “Yowl.” 
 
    “Tell me you understand, and we can negotiate your sleeping arrangements. Otherwise it’s back downstairs for you.” 
 
    I glared, hung my head, and then made a very quiet, “Merp.” 
 
    “Good girl. Thank you, Kitty-Cat. I was going to make you work for this, but I feel guilty, so the only requirement is you eat slowly.” She pushed off from the counter and approached the island, and then she held out the first piece of tuna. 
 
    I moved to her, and I ate it exactly the way she wanted, cleaning her fingers before I was done. 
 
    She collected the second piece, and I knew it was my last of the night. But I didn’t want to get sick. I knew if she put the can down, I’d gorge. I needed her to keep me from doing that, and I hated that fact. 
 
    She held out the piece, and I ate it as slowly as I could, trying to enjoy it. Again, I cleaned her fingers, and then I watched as she sealed the can and put it in the refrigerator. she washed her hands, dried them, and then turned to me. 
 
    “Lavender told me she understood everything I told her. Do you understand, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you hate me?” 
 
    “Yowl! Yowl! Yowl!” 
 
    She paused then turned away. “I think you meant yes. That wasn’t ‘No, no, no.’ Make that other sound if you hate me. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She turned back. I thought she might be angry, but she looked... sad. “I didn’t want you to leave, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I looked up at her for a while, and then I moved closer and licked her hand. She froze, staring at me. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, I want you to practice controlling your claws. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you think you’re going to be sick?” 
 
    She hadn’t given me enough food for that. I hunkered back down, not trusting she’d understand a yowl. 
 
    “I suppose we need a sound for ‘no’ that isn’t filled with anger,” she said. “I promised we’d negotiate bed. I’m going to give you a chance. If you absolutely promise to behave, I’ll let you sleep on the bed. Otherwise we’ll negotiate the crate or the basement.” 
 
    I turned around and hissed at the crate. 
 
    “All right. That was clear,” she said. “Look at me.” I turned back. “Do you want to sleep on the bed.” 
 
    “Merp. Merp. Merp.” 
 
    “Is that why you cried last night?” 
 
    “Merp! Merp! Merp! Merp! Merp!” 
 
    “All right, all right. You’re going to promise to behave. I need my sleep.” She paused. “If you wake up and you need something, you may try to wake me and ask, but it better not be food. Tomorrow, you’ll work on controlling your claws, and moving around better. Soon you’ll be able to jump up and down on the bed, but there will be rules. You’ll wake me coming and going, so you won’t be doing that all night. You sleep when I sleep, or you get locked downstairs. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Will you behave?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you need the box?” 
 
    I thought about it and sighed. “Merp.” 
 
    “All right.” She picked me up and set me on the floor. “You know where it is. I’m not sure you can handle the stairs yet, so find me there when you’re ready. Don’t make me wait.” 
 
    I padded off. The box smelled. I averted my nose but was very careful nevertheless. 
 
    Damned box. 
 
    Yuck. Just. Yuck. Okay? 
 
    I went off to find her. She was sitting on the stairs. 
 
    “Good girl,” she said. “Do you think you need anything else?” 
 
    I moved to her and butted her leg with my head. 
 
    “All right.” She bent down and lifted me carefully. I did what I could to snuggle in, and while I didn’t have control over my claws, I had control where I put them, so I hung them off her arm so I wouldn’t scratch her. 
 
    She moved around, carrying me and turning off lights. And then we ascended the stairs. Upstairs, she set me on the bed while she got ready. I curled up and watched. 
 
    That wasn’t so bad. 
 
    She was fully ready for bed when she turned to me. “You just totally watched me get ready!” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “That’s just...” She laughed. “I don’t know what that is.” She moved to sit on the bed beside me, and we looked at each other. “You probably don’t know what you want. I’ve known of cats -- and dogs -- that like to sleep under the covers. I’ve known some that like to sleep in the weirdest places, including on the pillow. We’re not doing that one. If you want your own pillow, I’ll let you have one, but we’re not sharing one. Understand?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Lavender never made up her mind. I will try to be tolerant, but if you wake me up excessively, you’re going downstairs. Understand?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I’m going to warn you. Taking you downstairs is not punishment. It is just working things out. But if you run from me, I will catch you, and you will be punished for it. Am I clear.” 
 
    I looked away. “Merp.” 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    She got back up and wandered to the bathroom. She turned off lights on the way back, leaving only a single bedside lamp “If you need help arranging things, I’ll give you a few minutes.” 
 
    I didn’t want help. I moved up the bed to the side I thought she preferred, next to the light that was still on. “Merp.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you want.” 
 
    I used a paw and patted her spot on the bed. “Merp!” 
 
    “Oh, seriously. Come to bed?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I moved away and watched her climb into bed. She got comfortable, lying on her side, facing me. I waited until she was settled in, and then I moved to her, nose to nose. We stared at each other for a minute. Then I nosed my way under the covers, right under her chin, turned around, and poked my head out, my back pressed against her. 
 
    She froze, but I looked up at her arm, hovering over the covers now. “Merp.” 
 
    “Catherine.” 
 
    “Merp!” 
 
    “All right. I’m going to turn off the light though.” She rolled away enough to turn off the light. Then she squirmed, getting comfortable. 
 
    Then I did. 
 
    Then she did. 
 
    Then I did. 
 
    Then she set a hand on me and slowly petted me to sleep. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I woke. I was hot. Nyla had rolled over, and I pressed against her back, fully under the covers. It was stuffy under here, and I scrambled to crawl out. I breathed heavily for a minute, watching Nyla. 
 
    Finally I moved away. It was a big bed, and there was plenty of room for one small cat. I turned three circles and lay down. 
 
    I woke again. Now I was cold. I got up and stretched. Nyla was facing away from me, but I thought she was closer than she’d been before. I moved over to her, walking alongside the pillows. It took a little work, but I managed to get my nose in between the bedding and her, and I slithered down along her back and stretched out. 
 
    She was warm, and I fell asleep. 
 
    I woke, and Nyla had moved away from me. I squirmed around, facing back up towards the head of the bed, and pressed against the small of her back. 
 
    And she moved away from me a good two inches. Maybe she was just adjusting. So I adjusted, pressing firmly against the small of her back again. And she moved another inch away. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    Well, two could play that game. I moved against her again. 
 
    She snatched at the covers, pulling them tightly and startling me. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat,” she said sleepily. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Merp.” What? She expected words. I settled down and tried to sleep. 
 
    “No,” she said. “This isn’t working. You’ve got me pressed to the very edge of the bed. Move over.” 
 
    Move over? Why did I have to move over? “Merp.” Go to sleep, Witch. I snuggled tighter. 
 
    “No!” she said. She reached down and pushed me away from her. I hissed my annoyance. “Do not hiss at me!” she ordered. Then she adjusted herself on the bed, moving my way a good foot. I thought she’d come the whole way, and we could meet in the middle, but she stopped. “You stay over there.” 
 
    I grumbled but tried to sleep. 
 
    I woke, and Nyla was pressed against my back. Ah, that was better. But then she moved away. What the hell? I slithered closer. 
 
    And she threw off the covers, scooped me up, and climbed from the bed. We were halfway down the stairs before I realized what she was doing. 
 
    I began yowling. 
 
    “Scratch me, and there’s no tuna for you tomorrow,” she threatened. 
 
    At least she wasn’t rude about it. With me yowling, she set me into that horrible room in her basement. I tried to slip out the door again, but she blocked it with her leg and closed the door. 
 
    She didn’t even apologize. I yowled at the door for a while, but I already knew she wouldn’t come back to let me out. 
 
    I moved to the basket, crawled in, and did the best I could to arrange the towels. 
 
    But I was cold. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I was crabby in the morning. She may have gotten a decent night’s sleep, but I hadn’t. But I woke when she opened the door. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I poked my nose out and looked at her. 
 
    “Use the box, and then we’ll discuss breakfast.” 
 
    We’ll discuss breakfast, all right, and it better include a can of tuna. 
 
    I crawled from the basket. She turned away while I used the cursed, stinking box, and then I walked to the center of the room, underneath the table, and showed her my back. 
 
    “You’re pretty good with body language, Kitty-Cat,” she said. “You have a choice for breakfast. There’s dry food in your dish, or you can come suck up to me, and maybe I have something you’ll like a little more.” 
 
    That better mean tuna. 
 
    I turned around and walked over to her then sat down, looking up at her. “Merp.” 
 
    She knelt down and picked me up. I was careful with my claws. I still didn’t trust my control, but I managed to avoid digging them into her. She carried me upstairs and set me on the kitchen island. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right, Kitty-Cat,” she said. “You need a wider variety diet than tuna.” 
 
    I gave one yowl. 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “But think about it. Tuna tastes very good, I’m sure. And I bet canned chicken would taste great, too. But the other foods I have are formulated with everything you need to stay healthy. And so we’re not going to treat canned tuna or canned chicken as your main meal. They are treats. And, frankly, rewards and bribes.” 
 
    I yowled, one good, long yowl. 
 
    “I know this doesn’t seem fair, and I imagine you’re not very pleased I’m manipulating you, either. But that’s how it’s going to be, so you may as well grow accustomed to the idea. Now, I have three types of dry, and we’re going to try each of them. I also have canned food for you, and different kinds. Until you learn to moderate your eating so you don’t get sick, I’m going to give you a little bit of the canned, and if you’re hungry after that, you’re going to have to eat the dry.” 
 
    I hissed at her. 
 
    “Don’t be like that. If you think about it, you’ll know I’m doing this for your own good. But if you hiss at me again, you’re not even getting the canned, and I know you’ll prefer that over the dry.” 
 
    I didn’t hiss. She didn’t bluff. She might give me a few tries sometimes, but that part was inconsistent. I was positive one more hiss would cost me any chance at tuna at all. So I turned around and showed her my back instead. 
 
    “Now, here’s the deal. You can have some tuna tonight. If.” I looked over my shoulder at her. “First, turn back and face me when I’m talking to you.” 
 
    I sighed and turned around again, crouching down, and looking towards her, but not straining my neck to look up at her. 
 
    “Better. I want you to practice moving around today. Try learning to jump. You need to learn to jump onto the bed, but I don’t want you trying to jump onto the table.” 
 
    I yowled. She was going to lock me up downstairs. That wasn’t fair! She said if I learned to walk and use the cat box, she wouldn’t leave me down there. 
 
    “A few more days, Kitty-Cat. I want to know for certain you aren’t going to be naughty. I think you know what I mean.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything to that. A few more days of boredom. Locked in that cold little room. I wondered how she’d like it. I wished I could lock her down there. Give her a taste of her own medicine. 
 
    “I also want you to practice control of your claws. Kitty-Cat, I do not intend to have you declawed.” 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “I said I wasn’t going to! But you need to learn to control them.” She showed me her arm. There were scratches. I moved closer and sniffed at her. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “And you put holes in a nice shirt.” 
 
    She should know better than to wear a decent shirt around a cat. That was her fault, not mine. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I’ll consider that an apology, and I admit it’s not really your fault. You’re learning. But you understand me.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to learn everything in a day. But I expect you to demonstrate what you’ve done to practice. If you have, then you’ll have earned the tuna game. But it’s a treat, not your main meal.” She crouched down. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    I glared at her. “Merp.” 
 
    “Good. Tonight we’ll also talk about sleeping arrangements again. I didn’t do this to you so I’d have to lock you up each night, but I struggle to sleep, Kitty-Cat. I need sleep just as much as anyone else. When I go to bed, it’s very hard for me to sleep. I tend to think about the problems from the day, and the problems facing me in the morning. I tend to wake up, thinking about them. My best nights are the ones I can get comfortable and stay asleep, but once I wake, it can take me an hour or two before I can go back to sleep again. You woke me over and over last night. It’s not really your fault, but I knew I wasn’t going to sleep, and that makes me so angry. Tell me you understand.” 
 
    I looked up at her. “Merp.” 
 
    “You were cold?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “We’re going to try a few things, and I’m going to give you chances to settle in. But if you keep waking me up, you know what happens.” 
 
    “Merp.” It was said as sadly as I could. 
 
    “That’s right.” She retrieved out three small cans from the pantry. They looked like tuna cans, but I was pretty sure they weren’t. She carried them to the island and set them down in front of me, one beside the other. “These are three of the highest quality canned foods from three different manufacturers.” She tapped one can, and there was a picture of blueberries on it. I liked blueberries. “This is from a company called Addiction. It’s rabbit and blueberries.” 
 
    Rabbit. “Merp.” But bunny rabbit? She was going to feed me bunny rabbits? 
 
    She described the other two cans. One was chicken, and the last was buffalo, of all things. 
 
    “So,” she said. “Rabbit, chicken, or buffalo?” She tapped each can as she reminded what they each were. 
 
    I sniffed each can. I couldn’t tell a thing about them. They smelled like metal, not food. “Merp.” 
 
    “Pick one, Kitty-Cat, or I will.” 
 
    I sniffed at them again but then gave the bunny rabbits a nudge with my nose. 
 
    She opened the can and then allowed me a sniff. I sat back and looked up at her, then leaned forward to sniff again. 
 
    It looked horrible, but... It sort of smelled good. Well, it wasn’t tuna, but it sure was going to beat dry. “Merp.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. I watched as she dished out half the can into a small bowl for me. She set it on the island, but when I moved to give it a try, she set her hand over it. 
 
    “Merp?” 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    I had to do tricks for breakfast. I opened my mouth to hiss at her but then closed it quickly. 
 
    “You’re learning. Sit.” 
 
    I sighed and sat. 
 
    “I want you to think about something, Catherine. While you didn’t agree to everything, you agreed to serve me. Do you remember?” I didn’t respond. Yeah, I understood. Second worst mistake of my entire life. “That starts with obeying me. I know you’re still mad. You’re probably bored, too. Prove to me that I can trust you, and you’ll have a decent life. But you will obey me, unconditionally. Am. I. Clear?” 
 
    I looked up at her for a moment then hung my head. “Merp.” 
 
    “All right, then,” she declared. “Don’t eat too fast. It will make you sick.” Then she removed her hand from the bowl. “Go ahead.” 
 
    I stepped forward and gave it a tentative sniff. I really couldn’t believe she was making me eat cat food. 
 
    But it really did smell pretty good, pretty good indeed. I took a bite. And then another. 
 
    It tasted weird, but good-weird, not bad-weird. I wasn’t really sure it tasted like rabbit, but I’d never had rabbit, so what did I know? 
 
    I settled in, but I remembered what she said about getting sick. 
 
    I ate my breakfast, Nyla watching over me. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Bored, bored, bored. Did I mention I was bored? 
 
    I hated this room, and that damned cage stood as a symbol of everything she’d done to me. 
 
    But I remembered what she said about my claws, and I remembered her arm. If I was going to claw her, I wanted it to be intentional. So I spent some time examining my body. 
 
    I was black. All black, as far as I could tell, with sleek fur and a smooth tail. I couldn’t tell from my self-examination, but I’d eventually learn that while I appeared all black, my ears sported white tuffs. But I wasn’t one of those fluffy cats that need to be brushed every day. 
 
    Then I thought about that and realized real cats groom themselves. A lot. I hadn’t done that once, and the thought didn’t fill me with warm thoughts. Hairballs. Ack. I didn’t want hairballs! Maybe I could get Nyla to brush me so I didn’t need to get hairballs. 
 
    How in the world was I going to explain that one? 
 
    But I went back to examining myself, paying special attention to my claws. I worked them for a while, trying to understand how the claws worked. It took time, but I figured it out. It actually took effort to extend the claws, and when I was relaxed, they were retracted. But by clutching, I tended to work the muscles that extended the claws, and that’s why they’d been scratching her. 
 
    I practiced with one of the soft toys, batting it around. I worked on hooking it with claws and on not hooking it with claws. It turned out the second was more difficult than the first, but I spent time at it. 
 
    The toy kept trying to escape and needed to be kept in line, after all. 
 
    I jumped around more, too, especially as I played with the toy. I decided to see how high I could jump and still land properly, so I did some high jumping, little jumps first, then bigger and bigger. 
 
    All that got me tired out, and I decided I needed a nap. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I woke sleepily and poked my nose out of the basket. Nyla was home. “Merp.” 
 
    “Use the box and then we can go upstairs.” 
 
    I’d used it a while ago, and wasn’t interested. Instead, I crawled from the basket and walked straight to her. Once I arrived, I sat down, lifted a paw, and then showed her I could extend and retract my claws. 
 
    “Well, well,” she said. “Go to the bathroom now and then you can show me more.” 
 
    “Merp.” But I didn’t move. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat. Go.” She pointed. 
 
    I sighed. I didn’t have to go. But I walked over to the box, stood over it for a moment, and then walked back. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything.” But she stepped over and looked at it. I glanced at the door, but she had dutifully closed it. Nyla turned to me, and I didn’t fight when she scooped me up, and I didn’t bitch when she shoved me into the cage. 
 
    I did, however, sulk. 
 
    She took care of the box, and then she collected me and carried me upstairs. 
 
    I didn’t claw her. 
 
    “Good girl,” she whispered, kissing the top of my head before setting me onto the center island. “Give me a paw, no claws.” 
 
    I held a paw out then carefully set it into her waiting hand. 
 
    “Good. Extend them.” 
 
    I did but just until they were barely poking her skin, then stopped. 
 
    “Good. From this point forward, if I feel claws, unless it’s because you’re scared, I am going to assume it’s intentional, and you will be punished. Do you understand?” 
 
    I pulled my paw away. “Merp.” 
 
    “Did you practice jumping?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She scooped me up and set me on the floor. “Show me.” 
 
    I crouched down and leapt, straight up. I didn’t think it was that high, but it was as high as I could jump and still land not completely disgracefully. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s high enough for the bed. Do you think you can climb the stairs?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    I followed her. We left the kitchen, walked through the house, and then climbed the stairs. She led me to the bedroom. 
 
    There was a new blanket on the bed. I looked at it. “Merp?” 
 
    “This is a cheap practice blanket,” she explained. “I don’t want you shredding my good bedding. I want you to try to jump onto the bed. You might have to take a running leap.” 
 
    I moved closer and eyed it carefully. “Merp?” 
 
    “You can do it, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. “Merp?” 
 
    “Do you want to sleep on the bed?” 
 
    She could pick me up. Why did I have to jump? Or she could give me something to jump on halfway. 
 
    “Try it.” 
 
    I backed away, then half ran, half hopped at the bed, then coiled and leapt. I slammed into the edge of the bed, barely halfway up, bounced off, and landed on my back. 
 
    “Merp!” 
 
    Behind me, Nyla laughed. I stood up, turned around, and hissed at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kitty-Cat, but if you’d seen that from my side, you’d be laughing, too. That was pathetic and not half as high as your jump in the kitchen.” 
 
    I’d like to see her try it. 
 
    “Practice a few times. You can get this, but you might be clumsy about it for a while.” 
 
    Hiss. 
 
    “I told you not to hiss at me, Kitty-Cat. You just lost one of your two chances at tuna. Do you want to lose the other one, too?” I glared at her, but I held back the hiss. “Good. If you can make it onto the bed, we’ll go get you some tuna. Otherwise, I might give you another opportunity later, if you’re good.” 
 
    I glared another moment then turned back to the bed. 
 
    I tried. Five more times I tried. Three of those tries I bounced off and landed on the floor. On the third attempt, I got my claws hooked into the blanket, and I held on gamely, trying to claw my way up onto the bed. But then I fell. The fifth time I also held on by my claws, but I began yowling. 
 
    It hurt! 
 
    Nyla rushed over, scooped me up, and then helped me disengage from the blanket. “Retract them,” she reminded me, and then she pulled me into her arms and let me tremble. 
 
    Stupid bed. It shouldn’t be this hard. Why did it have to be so high? 
 
    “I don’t think you should practice unless I’m home.” 
 
    I thought I agreed with her. 
 
    She held me for a minute then set me down on the bed, sitting down next to me. “Do you think you can jump down?” 
 
    I worked my way to the edge and eyed the distance. I wasn’t comfortable with it. I looked at her, wondering if she’d offer a bribe. I’d do it for a bribe. She read my mind. 
 
    “I don’t care if you have to sleep on the floor, Kitty-Cat. If you can’t get up and down on your own, it’s going to be the floor for you.” 
 
    “Merp?” 
 
    “Remember to tuck and roll. Don’t make me push you.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “You can do it.” 
 
    I didn’t jump. I sort of slithered, sliding down as far as I could with my front legs outstretched. Still, when I landed I fell into a heap. At least Nyla didn’t laugh. 
 
    “Not very graceful, but you did it. Lavender had a hard time with stairs. We’ll work on those another day.” 
 
    She scooped me up and carried me downstairs. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    From my perch on the bed, I watched her get ready. She knew I was watching, but she appeared to ignore me. She turned off most of the lights and climbed in. She patted the space beside her. “Come here.” 
 
    I walked over and sat down, looking at her. 
 
    “Do you know how you’re going to keep from waking me?” 
 
    “Merp!” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    I moved to the other side of the bed and then began pulling the covers down. It would have been a lot easier if she had helped. But I tugged them down, Nyla watching but not interfering. 
 
    Then I began working on the pillow. Tug. Tug. It was heavy, and I got nowhere. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem to be working. Where do you want it?” 
 
    With her help, I pulled the pillow into place along the furthest side of the bed. And then I began working on pulling the covers up and over the pillow. For that, Nyla helped, and she even smoothed them out. When we were done, it looked a little like someone was sleeping there. 
 
    But then I moved up to where the pillow would normally be, tucked my nose down, and dug underneath the covers. The edge of the pillow caused a gap, so getting my nose in was easy. I slithered down alongside the pillow, turned around, and then came back up so just my nose was sticking out. I squirmed around a little and got comfortable with my back against the pillow and under the covers. But if I got hot, I could climb out a little, and if I got cold, I could just go deeper under the covers. 
 
    “Clever,” she said. “Will you be warm enough?” 
 
    How the hell should I know? 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, I would like to cuddle for a while. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Good.” Lying on her side, she moved over on the bed to about the middle. Under the covers, she scooped me closer to her. I circled around twice before I got comfortable, tucked against her stomach and chest with my head just below her chin. She kissed me on the head and settled in a little more. 
 
    It felt nice, and it didn’t take long until I was asleep. 
 
    But all good things come to an end, and she woke me when she rolled away. “Good night, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I sighed and moved back against my pillow. It was cold, and I had been toasty warm. But I had no doubt she’d take me downstairs if I woke her up, and so I lay there and tried not to shiver. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I woke. With a need. 
 
    Damn it. I should have gone before we went to bed. 
 
    I’d finally gotten warm, although it would have been warmer if Nyla had let me sleep against her. But I slithered out from my space, turned around, and then, walking as carefully as I could to avoid waking her, I slipped down to the foot of the bed then did my slither thing to drop to the floor. 
 
    If I woke Nyla, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    I padded off to the bathroom. I took care of things then drank a little bit of water. She’d left water bowls all over the house for me, which I actually thought was rather kind of her. 
 
    Then I padded back to the bedroom and eyed the bed. Shit. 
 
    I moved to Nyla’s said and stared up at her face. “Wake up and notice I’m not in bed,” I willed. Yeah, that worked. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Damn it, Kitty Cat.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    She opened her eyes. I realized my vision as a cat was a lot better at night than it had been, and I could easily see her. “Why did you get out of bed?” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    She sighed, slipped out of the covers, and picked me up. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    But instead of setting me on the bed, she turned for the door. 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “I warned you, and do not even think about scratching me.” 
 
    How about biting? 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I hated the room. Hated it. Even in the basket, it was cold. And there wasn’t anything to do. 
 
    As much as it galled me, I took a pragmatic approach. I knew the more I pleased her, the sooner she’d stop banishing me there all day. So while I slept a lot, I also worked on moving better, with grace, dignity, and athleticism. Kitty athleticism. Go, me! 
 
    I gave myself exercises, ones with lots of running and jumping. Yes. I managed to run, all of four steps before I had to stop or bash into a wall. But then I learned something, quite by accident. I mistimed stopping, but I learned I could bank off the walls. I sat down and thought about that. Then I offered a little “meow”. 
 
    I turned and ran, jumping twice, and then when I got close, I jumped, a little sideways, banking off not the wall in front of me, but the one beside me, then the one in front of me, and then ran along the second wall. I did the bank-bank thing again, but then I had to come to a stop. 
 
    The litter box was in the next corner, and I had absolutely no misconceptions over how graceful I was, or how clumsy. My plan to get out of this room didn’t include dumping kitty litter all over the floor. I didn’t think Nyla would be at all amused if that happened. 
 
    But I figured out I could start where I was, bank off one wall, run along the next, and bounce off that wall to turn around. So I did. Then back, then forward, then back. I did that a few times before I decided... 
 
    It was time for a nap. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “Merp.” I poked my nose out. 
 
    Nyla stepped over, collected me from the basket, and cuddled me a moment before setting me on the table in front of the cage. I was a little surprised. She didn’t stuff me in. “Stay here.” 
 
    She collected the litter box and left. I eyed the floor then dropped. By the time she returned, I was sitting where the box belonged. 
 
    She noticed I was no longer on the table, and I thought she was going to have a cow. “Kitty-Cat!” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Oh. There you are. What are you doing down there?” 
 
    Clearly, I was studying for the bar. Stupid woman. 
 
    She walked over. “Get out of the way.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Move it. This thing is heavy.” 
 
    “Mew!” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, move it!” 
 
    I sighed and moved away, but I bitched the entire time. 
 
    “I should have put you in the cage. What are you fussing about?” 
 
    She reached for me, but I ran around her and then hissed, not at her, but at the litter box. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat! I told you not to hiss at me.” 
 
    I turned my back on her quite pointedly and hissed at the litter box again. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “All right, I didn’t forbid hissing in general, but what has gotten into you?” 
 
    There was no way I was going to explain this, but maybe if I worked at it, she’d help. I grabbed the corner of the box and tried dragging it across the floor. I didn’t get anywhere, but my paws scrabbled against the floor, and I thought she’d figure out what I was trying to do. 
 
    “You don’t want the box there.” 
 
    I let go of the box. “Merp.” Then I stepped over and butted her leg. 
 
    “All right. Where do you want it?” 
 
    I walked away and sat down underneath the table. 
 
    “That’s a bad place for it, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I pointedly patted the floor. “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She sighed. “Fine.” She dragged it over, and I moved out of the way. But I didn’t like the way she put it, so I moved around and tried to push it. She got the hint, and we got it adjusted just where I wanted it. 
 
    In thanks, I rubbed along her side. “Merp.” 
 
    “Can you explain why?” 
 
    Could I? Yeah, I thought I could. 
 
    I stepped away, walked to the wall, and then I began running. 
 
    I did three circles, double-banking in each corner, before I came to a stop, facing her. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” she said. “What were you doing instead?” 
 
    Seriously? I was pooped. I fell over flat on my side, gasping for air, really hamming it up. 
 
    “Sleeping all day.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Fine, fine. I climbed to my feet, ran for the corner, double banked, ran for the next corner, reversed, ran back, banked, ran, reversed, and they flopped over on my side. This time I didn’t have to pretend to be winded. 
 
    “You know, that looked like fun, but I think you’re right. Thank you for not tipping litter everywhere.” 
 
    Ah, credit for something. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After my dinner, she said, “Kitty-Cat, I have work to do for an hour or two.” I bet it was more than an hour or two, but I kept my snide remarks to myself. 
 
    Ha. Ha. 
 
    “You may sit with me while I work, or I can put something on television for you.” 
 
    Really? But then I thought about it. Pragmatic. Pragmatic. Suck up. As much as it sucked. I slithered to the floor and led the way to her office. 
 
    She sat at her desk and let me sit on her lap. She petted me for a while, but even I could tell I was making it difficult for her. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Yeah. Lavender might have been smaller. Hang on.” She stood up, turned around, and set me down on her chair. It was warm, so I curled up comfortably and watched her. 
 
    She pulled another chair over beside her own then disappeared. A minute later she came back with a thin throw cushion from the living room. She set it on the chair. “There.” 
 
    I moved over myself. It took a minute to get comfortable, and I thought her lap was better. “Mew.” Pragmatic kitty, right? 
 
    After that, she worked quietly, although from time to time she reached over and petted me. And she made a few phone calls, but mostly she worked on her computer. I wished she’d talk to me while she worked. This was boring, although the petting felt nice. I zoned out. 
 
    Then, well. I jumped from the chair. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for permission, although I reached the door and stared at it. She had closed it. I bumped it with my head a few times, but it was the wrong direction, even if it had opened. 
 
    “All right, all right.” She got up, walked to the door, and opened it for me. I padded off to the bathroom. 
 
    The door was still open when I got back, just wide enough I could enter. I stepped in, and Nyla looked up. “Close the door, please. I don’t know why, but I feel better working with the door closed.” 
 
    I was able to push it closed, and I even heard the latch catch. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I padded over, eyeing the chair. I ran the last few steps and leapt, landing perfectly. And then the cushion slipped, and I slid and smacked my face into the back of the chair. 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “Oh, Kitty-Cat,” she said, scooping me up and pulling me to her. “I’m sorry. Okay, it was funny, but I’m sorry.” 
 
    I yowled a few more times then settled down. I could feel my heart pounding, but slowly I calmed down. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    I gave the tiniest of mews. 
 
    That seemed to be enough. She lowered me to the chair, but I gave the offending cushion the stink eye. 
 
    “It’s not the cushion’s fault.” 
 
    I looked up at her and meowed. It wasn’t mine, either. 
 
    “It was an accident. I think you’re going to have to become a little more adroit before things like that aren’t going to happen. Maybe if you first touch down right here.” She patted the very edge of the chair. “And do it with minimal forward momentum. You’ll have to work on it. I’m sorry, but you’re probably going to bonk yourself a lot until you learn how to move.” 
 
    And I bet she’d laugh, too. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I made sure to use the box before she put me on the bed. “Did you want the covers the same way?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She made up my side of the bed for me, just the same as last night, and then we cuddled, but eventually she banished me to the cold side of the bed. 
 
     * * * * 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    I opened my eyes. Nyla was wrapped around me, cuddling tightly, and it was just growing light outside. 
 
    I’d slept in her bed all night long. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” I ducked my head and licked her hand. “Mew. Mew. Mew!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she whispered. “Five minutes of cuddling. Then I have to get up.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She chased me out of the bathroom when she showered. Not that I wanted to join her, but watching might have been fun. Later, she fed me breakfast and then looked at me. 
 
    “I am willing to try an experiment today. Will you behave?” 
 
    “Merp!” 
 
    “Unfortunately, tomorrow is cleaning day. I’m sorry.” I decided I knew what she was sorry for. I’d be back in kitty prison, hidden from the cleaners. “You know this, but I’m going to be clear. No accidents. I will know, so don’t even think you can hide it. Accidents will be a small punishment, but if you try to hide it, the severity goes up. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Do not make trouble.” She paused. “And until you’re more graceful and can do it without creating holes, stay off the leather furniture.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She carried me downstairs with her, collected her things, and I followed her to the door. She turned to me. “Be a good kitty.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    Ten seconds after she was gone, I was running around the house. “Mew! Mew! Mew!” But in my head, I was saying, “I’m free! I’m free!” 
 
    And then I wanted to laugh. It was like the parents were gone for the weekend, and I had the entire house. Too bad I couldn’t call my friends and have a party. 
 
    That thought made me a little sad, and I plopped down at the floor, staring at the door. I wondered how long until she came home. 
 
    Eventually I sauntered off to exercise my new freedom. I walked in and out of every open door, exploring, finding rooms I hadn’t visited yet. She had a lot of rooms. There was the kitchen, of course, and I thought a door off the kitchen led to a pantry, but I wasn’t sure. But there was a little powder room where she was keeping my litter box. 
 
    I gave it a swat. A careful swat. 
 
    Living room. Dining room. Her office, but that door was closed. I looked up at the handle and offered a kitty grin. Careful not to use my claws, I jumped and managed to hook my front paws around the handle. It wasn’t a round knob like the doors I had at home, but was a lever. Which meant I might be able to open it. 
 
    I had to swing around a little, but then I felt the lever turning... turning... Click. 
 
    “Merp!” I pushed on the door and stepped into her office. I poked around for a while, but this was boring, although she had another bathroom there, and I checked it out, sniffing around for a while. 
 
    Then I sauntered back. 
 
    I crisscrossed the main floor. There were a few doors I couldn’t open, but otherwise I prowled through each room, just getting a feel for the layout. 
 
    Then I moved to the bottom of the stairs and looked up. I walked up three steps. That was easy. But I didn’t want to get trapped up there, so I turned around and considered the return trip. I’d seen cats run up and down stairs, so I knew I could do this. But I’d also seen cats tumble down the steps, so I thought perhaps it wasn’t easy. 
 
    I went at an angle. Down one step, very carefully, then I turned around on that step and went the other way to the next, and then jumped to the floor. Okay, that wasn’t so bad. 
 
    I ran upstairs. 
 
    Bedroom. Check. Her bathroom. Check. My bathroom. Check. Guest room. Guest room. Guest room. Some sort of den. A craft room. For crying out loud, how many rooms did one woman need? 
 
    There were a few closed doors, and they had round handles, but I thought they were just linen closets. I left them alone. I could work on learning to open those doors another day. 
 
    I went back to her bedroom and prowled more. Bed. Dresser. A room I knew was a walk in closet, but it opened out. I didn’t think I’d be able to open it. Maybe with practice. 
 
    I could, it turns out, and with some significant effort, open the dresser drawers. I looked through the ones I could easily reach, then very carefully closed them again. 
 
    And then I decided it was time for a nap. I eyed the bed. I can do this. I backed up, took two bounces, and jumped. 
 
    Score one for the kitty! 
 
    I pranced around the bed, mewing my victory over gravity. And then I moved up to the head of the bed, tucked my nose under, and slithered under the covers. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was late afternoon, and Nyla still wasn’t home. I’d explored the house two more times. I even worked on the refrigerator door for a while, but I just couldn’t open it. Bummer. I’d hoped to find some tuna. It was in there somewhere. 
 
    I wandered into the living room and stared at the television. The remote was on the coffee table, so I jumped up and looked at it. 
 
    I knew how it worked, but I couldn’t read any of the words. I wasn’t sure which was the On button. But I was pretty sure it would be one of the easiest ones to reach, probably along the top. Carefully I began trying to push the buttons. It was harder than it should have been, especially because I didn’t know which one to push nor if I was even pushing it. I worked at it for a while, and then. 
 
    Score! 
 
    Okay, not score. PBS. I watched for a while, anyway, but it was boring. I used to like PBS, but I wasn’t sure what they were even talking about. I decided to try to change channels. 
 
    That was easier. It would be one of the up/down buttons. There was one pair on the left and one on the right. I had a fifty-fifty chance of getting it right, and if I were wrong, I’d just turn the sound up a little, right. 
 
    I worked it. And I worked it. And then the sound got louder, and louder, and then, before I could stop pushing, really loud. Like, really loud. Too loud. 
 
    I ran. But it was loud in the kitchen, so I ran some more until I found myself upstairs, hiding under the bed. 
 
    It was time for another nap, anyway, and this was like my own personal cave. Much better than a cage. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was the absence of sound that woke me up. The TV was quiet. But then I heard, faintly, “Kitty-Cat. Where are you?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She kept calling me, so I tucked out from under the bed and moved to the top of the stairs. “Meow!” 
 
    “I heard that,” she said from somewhere deep in the house. “Where are you?” 
 
    We played a little game of Marco Polo until she arrived at the bottom of the stairs. She looked up at me; I looked down at her. 
 
    “What happened to the television?” 
 
    I flattened my ears and backed away. 
 
    “You’re not in trouble, Kitty-Cat,” she said quickly. “I’m impressed you managed to turn it on. Lavender never figured that out.” 
 
    Lavender didn’t sound very bright, actually. 
 
    I crept closer, and then Nyla was walking up the stairs. I turned around and ran for the bedroom, leapt onto the bed, then spun around to wait for her. 
 
    “Well, well, you’re full of tricks today.” 
 
    I watched her step out of her clothes. Then she went into the bathroom and removed her makeup before pulling on jeans and a casual shirt. “So, you can climb the stairs. Can you climb down them?” 
 
    “Merp.” I jumped from the bed and led the way, but I had to do my back and forth thing going down. Nyla was patient and watched me, although when I looked up at her, I swear she was grinning at me. I’d like to see her do better. 
 
    “Well done,” she said, clapping lightly when I reached the bottom. Yeah, why don’t you patronize me, Witch? 
 
    She descended the stairs herself. “I want you to stay out of my office unless you’re invited.” I folded my ears again but she added, “You aren’t in trouble. I hadn’t said anything before.” 
 
    “Merp.” I ran ahead to the kitchen, Nyla following behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Visitors 
 
    I lost track of the days. Nyla had warned me some of my more human thought processes would recede. Time flowed differently for me. The days when she left me alone in the house seemed to last forever, but the days flowed into each other. 
 
    My ability to manage my body improved. I continued to offer the stairs some respect, but jumping onto the bed no longer required thought, and I could make it to the counters as well. The first time Nyla saw me do that, she set the rules. “Stay off the counters without an invitation. Period.” 
 
    I considered my own version. No harm, no foul, and what Nyla didn’t know couldn’t hurt Kitty-Cat. But I also decided getting caught breaking her rules wasn’t a good thing, and definitely wasn’t worth risking. I stayed off the counters. 
 
    It’s probably a good thing she didn’t leave tuna cans on the counter, though. 
 
    I hadn’t been there all that many days -- perhaps a week or ten days -- when Nyla came home with an announcement. “I have good news and bad news.” I followed her into the kitchen, and she said, “Up-up.” That was my invitation to jump onto the island. I did, and turned to face her. 
 
    “You shed.” 
 
    Like that was my fault. 
 
    “One of my employees noticed fur on my jacket this morning and asked if I had a new cat. I told her about you.” 
 
    I imagine she only reported a portion of the news about me, and none of the juicy bits. 
 
    “She asked me what I was feeding you.” Then Nyla paused, and when she resumed, her voice changed. “I didn’t get any work done after that. I spent hours doing research. You have no idea how confusing this can be.” 
 
    I yawned. Whatever. 
 
    “I think you might be interested in this. Kitty-Cat, I have good news and bad news.” She’d already said that. “I am going to tell you the bad news first, and then the good news. You aren’t going to like the bad news, but I bet you like the good news.” 
 
    I crouched down and attempted to gird my loins, or something like that. Do cats have loins? What the hell were loins, anyway? I mean, I’ve heard of loin chops. Oh, that sounded good. I wondered- 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, are you paying attention?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right. Well, I’m sorry, but while not every expert agrees with this, enough do that I’m going to go with it. I’m sorry, but no more tuna.” 
 
    I immediately began yowling. She couldn’t be serious. No more tuna? No. Tuna was, like, the only good part of all this, and now she was taking my tuna from me? 
 
    Evil witch! 
 
    “Calm down. I know. I know. You like tuna. And that’s part of the problem. If I let you have tuna, you’re going to begin turning your nose up at everything else, and too much fish is bad for you. It can be high in mercury, which is a poison, and you could be allergic. You could develop skin sores from it.” 
 
    Not from tuna! No, she must be wrong. 
 
    “Some sites say a little tuna isn’t bad, a few small pieces once or twice a week. So I’m not throwing away the tuna I have, but you aren’t going to get it very often, and then only for very special treats.” 
 
    I yowled again, but she held up a finger. 
 
    “But there’s good news, and you’re going to love the good news.” 
 
    Unless she was about to turn me back into a human, I didn’t care about her good news. I opened my mouth, ready to tell her about her good news. 
 
    “No more dry food.” 
 
    I froze then slowly closed my mouth. I let one, small, “Merp?” escape. 
 
    “There’s some controversy. Some people think it’s good for your teeth. But almost everyone seems to agree you need to eat wet food, and it should be very high in protein and even in fat, but no carbohydrates, or as few as possible. You need meat, good, quality meat, and organs. Liver.” 
 
    Liver, hmm. I licked my lips. She’d given me some food that tasted like liver. What? A day ago? Two days ago? I’d enjoyed it. 
 
    “So, we’ll keep the rest of the dry for emergencies, but from now on, you’re on a canned food diet. That’s not so bad, is it, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “That’s right. However, my employee pointed out cats don’t know how to brush their teeth, and I should brush them for you. So we’re going to start brushing your teeth at night after I brush my own. You’ll be a good kitty, too. I know you will.” 
 
    I didn’t answer her. Maybe I would. Maybe I wouldn’t. I was a cat. We did things our own ways. 
 
    “All right then. Let’s see what we have for dinner tonight.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I didn’t like knowing a daily supply of tuna was no longer in my diet, but she’d bought pouches of chicken instead, and that was nearly as good as the tuna. Nearly. Okay, it wasn’t really all that close, but it was still pretty good. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about letting her brush my teeth, but she really seemed to want to do it and told me over and over how happy it would make her. Then she told me what a good kitty I was, and she gave me a big hug afterwards. So maybe I wouldn’t hide tomorrow night. Maybe. We’d see. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It wasn’t that many more days when she came home with more news. She didn’t tell me until later. We had our dinner, and then she said she had to work and asked if I’d sit with her. I found that boring, but I was still working on the good kitty thing, hoping she’d decide I’d paid enough for my crime and let me off early -- really early. 
 
    It was a few minutes after we settled that she reached over and pulled me into her lap. She petted me slowly then said, “I had visitors at work today.” 
 
    I imagined she had visitors every day. Was I supposed to care?” 
 
    “It seems I failed to ask you a few questions I should have asked, Catherine. I don’t blame you for failing to volunteer.” She paused, both in her words and in petting me, and I became very, very still. “I didn’t ask, and you didn’t tell me, but it turns out you keep notes.” 
 
    If I knew how to smile as a cat, I would have. I had wondered if this would happen, but then I had sort of forgotten about it. 
 
    “I received a visit from the police. It appears you kept very, very careful notes, although you failed to include your preparations associated with breaking into my home.” 
 
    Yes, and? Clearly they didn’t arrest you. Pity. 
 
    “I don’t believe they’ll be back. I am an upstanding businesswoman with an impeccable reputation. I told them little they didn’t already know. Thank you for not updating your lawyer with the information that you’d be breaking into my house. That would have made things far more difficult.” 
 
    I didn’t say a word, but instead I slipped from her lap onto the floor and walked away. I hid from her most of the rest of the night. 
 
    No one was coming to rescue me. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I let her find me when it was bedtime. She carried me up and saw to our needs, and then, in bed, she said, “I’m sorry if I upset you. Maybe I shouldn’t have told you, but I thought it was right you know.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t cuddle with her, either. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    More time passed. Being a housecat is boring! There wasn’t anything to do. Nyla left the television on for me in the mornings, but it was really hard to change channels, so I typically just left it on Animal Planet. I think she thought that was funny, but at least things happened there. It was better than CNN; that was for sure. 
 
    I ran out of things I thought we worth learning. Singing songs about the big, bad witch had grown old. And on cleaning days, she locked me downstairs all day. 
 
    I hated that room. 
 
    The high point of my day was when Nyla came home, and it really sucked the nights she worked late -- which happened a lot, once she decided I had settled in. 
 
    I couldn’t believe she’d made me into a house cat. If she wanted a cat, she should have gotten a cat. I spent a long time thinking about the unfairness of the situation, and each day I vowed I was going to get even. 
 
    But then she’d come home and call out, “Kitty-Cat,” and I’d come running. I was so whipped. 
 
    It might have been better if there had been anything to do all day, but I was so bored, bored, bored. 
 
    But things were about to change, and not for the better, either. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was on a day that Nyla stayed home from work. I thought maybe it was a weekend. She still worked, but from her office. I napped. Watching her work was as boring as anything else I could be doing. 
 
    But then I heard a car drive up to the front of the house, and a moment later, the doorbell rang. I ran and hid behind a chair and peered out. 
 
    Nyla got up from her chair at her desk and walked through the house. Then I heard the door open and voices speaking low. A minute later, she returned to her office, leading another woman. 
 
    I stared. 
 
    “Allie!” I screamed. 
 
    Allie jumped. “Oh my god. Your cat scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    She does that. 
 
    “Yowl. Yowl. Yowl. Yowl.” I ran over to Allie, yowling, and practically throwing myself at her. “Yowl! Yowl!” 
 
    “No. Get down,” she said. “I’m allergic.” 
 
    Oh god. She didn’t know who I was. Of course she didn’t. But it was Allie! What was she doing here? 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, get down. Leave her alone.” 
 
    I turned and hissed at Nyla. She narrowed her eyes at me and pointed a finger, and I knew I was in trouble for hissing, but I didn’t care. I hissed again then looked up at Allie and tried to get her to pick me up. Yowling wasn’t working, so I tried mewing. 
 
    “Her name is Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “Yes. I know, it’s not very creative, but she seems to answer to it.” 
 
    Allie pushed me away, and then she sat down at the conference table across from Nyla. “What can I do for you?” Nyla asked. 
 
    I stood on my back legs and tried to climb into Allie’s lap, but she pushed me away. “Down.” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, I told you to leave her alone.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    Allie looked down at me. “You’re cute, but if I pet you, I’m going to be sneezing for two days. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I sat down at her feet, miserable, and the two held their conversation. 
 
    “Ms. St. George, thank you for seeing me.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Nyla. “You said you were here about Catherine McGuire. I can tell you what I told the police. We met twice and talked on the phone a few times. The last time I saw her was perhaps ten days before the police believe she disappeared.” 
 
    “Have you spoken since?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry. Have the police learned anything?” 
 
    “If they have, they aren’t telling me. Ms. St. George, I know something horrible has happened to her. I just know it. She wouldn’t just go away without telling me. Unless we had a fight, we haven’t gone more than three days without talking, and it’s been three weeks.” 
 
    “I understand the police have her work notes. Do you know how often she updated them?” 
 
    “I’m the one who kept them for her, and she updated weekly, or more often if she felt it was necessary. I have notes from a few days before she and I last talked.” 
 
    “Was she investigating anything out of state? Perhaps she had to go undercover somewhere.” 
 
    “She would have told me. She wouldn’t do this to me or to her mom. I’m worried sick, and so is her mom. I just know something terrible has happened.” 
 
    “I wish I could help you.” 
 
    From under the table, I yowled, and again I tried to climb into Allie’s lap. “I’m right here, Allie. I’m right here. Make her change me back. I’m right here.” 
 
    She pushed me away, and I began yowling more loudly. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat!” Nyla said. “Leave her alone. Sit here.” She patted the chair beside her. “Now. Or. Else.” 
 
    I shut up. I didn’t want an Or. Else. I didn’t know what it would be, but if she could turn me into a cat, I couldn’t imagine how bad an Or. Else. could be. 
 
    I jumped up into the chair, but I hissed at her. 
 
    “Your cat acts like she understands every word,” Allie said. “I can’t believe her name is Kitty-Cat.” I looked over, and I saw her eyes were wet. “That’s my nickname for Catherine. You know. Catherine. Cat. Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “I get it,” Nyla said. “I think it fits my cat better than yours.” 
 
    “No, no. Mine fits it, too. Curious as hell and nine lives. I think I’ve spent seven of them for her, and I’m really worried about the last two.” 
 
    “Maybe she discovered something dangerous and had to leave town.” 
 
    “She’d have let me know. We couldn’t have been closer.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wish I could help you. If you learn anything, will you please let me know?” Then Nyla leaned over and spoke directly into my ear, but she made it look like she was kissing my head. “Try anything, and you’re not the one who will pay. Stay here.” 
 
    Then she stood and escorted Allie from the house. 
 
    I ran to the window and stared out. I watched them talking near Allie’s car. I began yowling and scratching at the window, yowling, over and over. If they noticed, they didn’t say a word. 
 
    Then they hugged, briefly, and Nyla handed Allie into her car. As I yowled, my best friend drove away. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever see her again. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I continued to yowl, pawing at the window. Nyla came back in and moved behind me. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I turned to her and glared. 
 
    “She won’t be back.” 
 
    I stared for a count of about three, and then I threw myself at her. 
 
    I was small, even for a cat, I was small, but I have never been angrier in my entire life. 
 
    I hit her low, at her knees, and I raked her with my front claws, I raked her bad. She screamed, but I’d caught her entirely by surprise, and she didn’t have any defenses ready. I raked her again, hissing and screaming myself, and then I climbed up her body, scratching for all I was worth. She tried to shove me away, but I dug my claws tightly to her shirt, and then I did something I knew real cats did. 
 
    I went to work with my rear legs, thrashing them over and over at her belly. If I’d been bigger, stronger, my claws longer, I’d have eviscerated her. She screamed again and tried even harder to peel me from her. I sunk my teeth in, aiming for her face but only getting the collar of her shirt. But I clung and worked as hard as I could with my rear legs, blinded in my anger, knowing I was about to die, not caring anymore, but doing as much damage as I could before she killed me. 
 
    She fell backwards, landing hard against the conference table, but then she pushed herself off of it, grabbed my around the middle, and ripped me from her. 
 
    I left claws behind, and maybe a tooth or two. Screaming, she threw me across the room. 
 
    I hit the front of her desk, bounced, and fell to the floor. I lay there for a moment, stunned. But I knew if I gave her a chance to recover, she’d catch me with her magic. I didn’t know how fast that was, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out. I jumped to my feet and ran for the door, but she beat me to it, slamming it close. I didn’t even hesitate. I flew at her again. She partially deflected me, but I scored against her arms before slamming into the wall beside her. 
 
    But I’d spent time banking off walls, and this time I was ready. I banked away then bounced back and dashed behind her legs. I grabbed her left ankle and wrapped around it, clawing and biting for all I was worth. 
 
    She screamed again then lifted her leg. I dropped before she could slam backwards, striking me against the door, but I went after the right leg, making sure that leg shielded me from the left, so she couldn’t kick me. I bit higher, well into the muscle, and sank my teeth as hard as I could. I may not have done much damage, but she continued to scream. 
 
    She tried to kick me and missed. If she hadn’t been propped against the door, she might have gone down. But she turned around, trying to kick me, and I danced away, dodged a kick, then went in for the foot again. She tried to kick, but I scrambled, clawed the outside of her leg, and bounced away. 
 
    That was when her kick connected, but I was traveling in that direction, and it didn’t kill me. It did send me flying, and I tumbled when I came down, but I spun around and flew at her again. 
 
    This entire time, I didn’t stop spitting and yowling, and she didn’t stop screaming. 
 
    This time, though, she was ready, and she caught me. She got both hands around my neck and began squeezing. 
 
    “This is it,” I thought. “This is where I die.” 
 
    But I was never one to go down without a fight. Never! I raked her arm with my legs, once, twice. 
 
    I was sure my eyes were about to pop out of their sockets, or she’d twist my head right off my neck. Instead, she shifted her grip and pulled me to her. I raked her belly again, but she trapped my rear legs this time, then managed to collected both my rear legs in one hand, one hand far, far stronger than I was. She held me up. “Stop it!” she screamed. 
 
    I didn’t have any air left to howl, but she didn’t have my front legs, and I was going to do as much damage as I could. I attacked her hand with both paws, using whatever claws I had left to drag and drag, ripping her skin. 
 
    She screamed incoherently but managed to get the office door open. I continued to do my best to maul her arms, but my vision was starting to fade. I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    I figured out her plan when she got the basement door open. I would say I doubled my efforts, but I had given everything I had since launching myself at her, and there wasn’t more to give. 
 
    She ran down the stairs. I hoped she would trip, but she didn’t. We made it to the room that was my cell. The door to the cage was open, and she thrust me inside. I got her with one last rake of my claws, but she threw me against the far wall and slammed the door closed. 
 
    I lay for a moment as she leaned against the cage, both her hands clutching the top edge, her forehead against the wires, panting. Blood was dripping down both arms; her shirt was in shreds, and there was a lot of blood. 
 
    I didn’t think any of it was mine. 
 
    I threw myself at her, catching her fingers before she could even react. It was hardly anything, but she fell back, screaming again. 
 
    But then she approached the cage and slammed her hands against the top. Startled, I jumped backwards all the way to the far wall. Then she laid her hands in place, and I knew what she was doing. 
 
    I threw myself at her, and she flinched, but she didn’t fall back. I threw myself at her again and again, and then this time she fell back. 
 
    And I screamed. 
 
    She’d activated the spell on the cage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 War 
 
    I hadn’t killed her. Pity. 
 
    She hadn’t killed me, either. Also a pity. 
 
    I didn’t think the first was ever likely to change, but we’d see about the second. 
 
    But I’d hurt her. I’d hurt her quite a lot. And I let her know I wouldn’t go meekly into that dark night. 
 
    She left me there. No food. No water. No blankets. I was cold and miserable, but I warmed myself knowing she’d left bleeding from a dozen wounds. I knew none of them would kill her, and I had no idea what sort of healing spells she knew. 
 
    But I’d scratched the hell out of her with cat claws, claws that had walked in kitty litter not an hour previously. And no one thinks I licked my paws clean, do they? I found it likely the wounds were infected from the moment I made them, unless she knew spells to prevent it. 
 
    So I was cold and miserable, but I was pretty sure she’d be miserable for a while, too. 
 
    I don’t know how long a cat my size can go without food and water. I don’t imagine it’s at all as long as a human might. There were no windows in my cell, so I couldn’t judge time by the rising and setting of the sun. We were so far from any roads, I couldn’t judge time based on morning commuter traffic sounds. And, of course, I couldn’t judge based on visits from Nyla or even trips to the litter box. 
 
    So I don’t know how long it was before she came back. 
 
    I spent most of the time sleeping. What else was there to do? When I was awake, I spent the time hating. When I was asleep, I had dreams of our fight, dreams of how I was caught, dreams of how horrible it was. 
 
    I wished she’d killed me. 
 
    The time became a blur. I grew weak, so I’m sure it was longer than overnight. It might have only been 24 hours. It might have been three days. I doubt it was longer than that. 
 
    I was sleeping when the door opened. I was too weak to fight, and I no longer cared enough to bother looking at her. But she slipped into the room, closed the door, and then leaned against it. 
 
    I didn’t do a thing to acknowledge her presence. 
 
    “I can see you breathing,” she said after a minute or two. “I wasn’t sure you’d still be alive.” 
 
    Probably didn’t care, either. I didn’t. Why should she? 
 
    “In case you’re wondering, I’m not here to kill you. I’m also not going to reverse the spell and let you go. Beyond that, I haven’t decided.” 
 
    She moved over to the cage and looked down at me. I didn’t bother looking back at her, but instead lay on my side, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “If I leave you like this, I think you’ll die.” 
 
    No shit, Sherlock. I was just a cat, and I knew that. 
 
    “You’re not acting like you care.” 
 
    That’s because I didn’t. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Admit you were wrong and let me go. But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “Do you want to die, Catherine?” 
 
    For the first time since she stepped into the room, I looked up at her and gave a weak, “Merp.” Then I laid my head back down. I didn’t have enough energy left to hiss. 
 
    “You need food and water.” 
 
    And this woman ran a multi-billion-dollar organization? I wasn’t impressed anymore. 
 
    Without another word, she turned and left, although she let the door hang open. If I could have gotten out of the cage, I might have taken advantage of it. I didn’t bother moving. 
 
    She was gone perhaps five minutes. She stepped into the room, closed the door, and set a fresh bowl of water down and a plate with cat food on it. I didn’t even lift my head. Then Nyla moved to the cage, set her hands on it, and, I presumed, cancelled the pain spell. It was another minute before she had the door open. 
 
    And then she turned around and left. 
 
    I didn’t move. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She came back, and I thought it was probably the same day. I was where she’d left me. I hadn’t even shifted. The water was still there. The food was still there, and probably not edible anymore. But she stepped in, closed the door, and surveyed the room. 
 
    “I brought you food and water, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    So she was back to that name, was she? 
 
    “You haven’t moved.” She moved to the mouth of the cage and peered in at me. If I’d had the energy, it would have been a perfect opportunity. I could have scratched her eyes out. 
 
    I’ve always hated that phrase when referring to a fight between two women, but it had never been more appropriate. 
 
    I didn’t have it in me. 
 
    “Come out of there.” 
 
    I didn’t bother responding. 
 
    “You’re nuts if you think I’m reaching my hands into that cage. 
 
    Ha! She’d learned a lesson, at least. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat! Come out of there.” 
 
    She paused. I didn’t move. 
 
    “You’re not that weak,” she declared. “You can at least try to climb out.” 
 
    Except I didn’t want to. 
 
    She changed tactics. “I was trying to give you a good life.” 
 
    At that I lifted my head and hissed. Right. Then I dropped my head again. I’d have covered my ears if it would have done any good. 
 
    “Clearly we’re going to have to start over again. That’s a problem for another day. But you need water, and you have to be hungry.” 
 
    She paused, and I didn’t move. 
 
    “This doesn’t have to be horrible, Catherine. This was the only way I could forgive you. I don’t deal well with betrayal, at least not personal betrayal, and that’s what it felt like. If we hadn’t talked about a relationship, it would have remained business, and I’d have made other choices. You don’t really want to die. You’re just depressed.” 
 
    So now she was an expert on the psychology of being turned into an animal. 
 
    There was another pause, and then she said, “I’m going to have to punish you for what you did, but that’s a problem for another day. But right now, you need to come out and eat something. It’s good. It’s the rabbit. You liked the rabbit.” 
 
    She tried cajoling, but not once was she stupid enough to reach into the cage. She tried lifting the plate and waving it near my nose, but if it had smelled appetizing before, it didn’t anymore. I didn’t even lift my head. 
 
    Eventually she went away, but she was only gone a few minutes. When she returned, she didn’t say anything. But she cheated. 
 
    She came with tuna. 
 
    She waved the can of tuna near my nose, blowing the scent towards me with her hand. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    I tried to resist. Really, I did. 
 
    But it was tuna. It’s not my fault if I gave in. 
 
    I lifted my head. 
 
    What she said next almost gave me enough resolve to tell her to fuck off. Well. To hiss. “Ah. I thought this might get a reaction from you.” But instead I stretched my nose towards the edge of the cage. There was no tingling, and I pressed my nose against the cage, sniffing at the open can of fishy numminess. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. And she moved the can down towards the door. I was helpless but to follow. It’s like she cast a spell on the tuna, and I was helpless to resist. 
 
    She lured me out of the cage, and then she set a single piece on the table. I moved forward and began eating it. 
 
    I noticed she didn’t let my teeth too close to her hands. I also noticed bandages on her wrists and angry red marks on her hands. I’d gotten her pretty damned good. Not good enough, but probably as much as I could possibly have hoped. 
 
    She gave me another piece of the tuna. Then she stepped away. When she came back, she brought the other food with her. When she set it down, I backed away. 
 
    “Eat it, and I’ll let you have more tuna.” 
 
    I thought my answer couldn’t have been clearer. I climbed back into the cage and lay down again, facing away from her. 
 
    “You haven’t eaten enough, Catherine.” 
 
    Good. 
 
    “I can’t believe you have this much will. Most of the time, I have to watch you, or you eat too fast.” 
 
    This clearly wasn’t most of the time. 
 
    “How about a piece of this food, and a piece of tuna?” 
 
    I didn’t move, but when she reached in, holding a piece, and waved it near me, I couldn’t help but react. I let her lure me back out, but then she nudged the plate closer. “Eat a little, and you can have this.” 
 
    I turned my back on her. 
 
    “Please, Catherine. We can work out our difficulties over the next few days, but not if you don’t eat.” 
 
    As letting me go wasn’t on the table, I wasn’t interested. 
 
    Her tone changed. “You’re being stubborn. I’ve been treating you well. You couldn’t expect to break into my home and get away with it. You certainly can’t expect me to let you betray me without repercussions.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and hissed at her. I’d handed her two people who had hurt her worse than I had, and she hadn’t turned them into cats. 
 
    She sighed. “I shouldn’t blame you. You know, you scratched the hell out of me. Some of them are infected. I’m on antibiotics. I don’t think I’ll wear scars, but it’s possible. You did as much damage as was possible and far more than I ever would have expected you could do. You’re lucky I didn’t need to go to the emergency room. I’m not sure I could have effectively lied, and animal control would have wanted to put you down.” 
 
    That was a sobering thought, that I could be killed like an animal. Somehow being killed -- murdered -- by her was one thing. She knew what I really was. But to think strangers would lock me in a cage and- How did they put down animals that attacked people like that? Injection? Gas? Would they shoot me in the head? And never know they were killing a real person who was only fighting for her life. 
 
    “I might have said it was a feral cat. They would have wanted me to take rabies shots, and they might have wanted to round up the feral cats in the area, trying to find the one who had done this.” She paused. “I came so close to killing you, Catherine. Is that what you wanted?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way.” Her tone changed again, becoming more businesslike. “Before you leave this room, I will be casting another spell on you. You will not be able to willingly hurt me again. If I’d realized you could do as much as you did, I’d have done it before, but I was trying to leave your free will alone. I’d rather you...” 
 
    I turned to look. “Mew.” 
 
    “Never mind,” she said. “I didn’t want to take your free will. Let’s leave it at that. You will be unable to hurt me again. And you’re going to eat. You can do so willingly, or I can force you.” She picked up the plate of uneaten food. “I suppose this is old and not very appetizing. This is a one time offer, Catherine. After this, you’re back to cat food.” 
 
    And then, one piece at a time, she fed me enough of the irresistible tuna that I was stuffed, the last several pieces from her hand. 
 
    I didn’t lick her fingers, but it was a close thing. Witch. 
 
    “That’s enough. I have decided. Your punishment is twofold: a week of solitary confinement plus the spell we discussed. Credit for time served, and possibility of early parole. You already know how to behave, but you will also eat what I bring you.” Then she clasped my chin and turned me to face her. “Poor behavior will extend your sentence. I know you hate this room, so perhaps you will be motivated to win me over. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She released me. “Good.” 
 
    She looked around, her eyes settling on the cage. Hey, it wasn’t my fault. I’d have used the hated box if it had been an option. She reached in and reeled the little rug in, rolling it up with the worst part on the inside. I was surprised she could bring herself to do it. 
 
    Then she collected the old food, the last of the tuna, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Catherine, you have no idea of the limits to my powers. You do not want this war. And I have no intention of letting you die. The path to happiness is peace. Think about it.” 
 
    She opened the door, and while there might have been an opportunity at freedom, it was a small opportunity, and I didn’t try. 
 
    It was time to let her believe she had won again. She hadn’t, but I was going to bide my time. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Bored, bored, bored. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When next she returned, I was in the basket, trying to stay warm. She brought the rug with her, and from the smell, it was freshly laundered. She also had cleaning supplies. She cleaned the inside of the cage and then arranged the rug in it. I knew that meant she expected I’d spend more time in it, or at least she was letting me know she was prepared to toss me back in, if necessary. 
 
    She took care of the litter box. 
 
    Then she surprised me. She cleaned the room. She began by sweeping, moving me in the basket as necessary. I peered out, watching her, saying nothing, and she said nothing to me. 
 
    Then she got down on her hands and knees and washed the floors. I couldn’t believe she was doing it. I didn’t care for the smell of the cleaning solution, but I had to admit I was impressed. I didn’t think people like her did their own cleaning. 
 
    She was thorough, and when she was done, she even arranged the toys in a little row along one wall, positioning them evenly. I didn’t realize it, but that was a trap for me. 
 
    She disappeared, taking the cleaning supplies with her. When she returned, she had fresh food and water. She set them out and then she turned to me to speak her first words since arriving. 
 
    “Good morning, Kitty-Cat. I wish to clarify the rules of good behavior. If I call you, you will come out, walk to me, and sit down at my feet. You will do so neatly and precisely. You will look up at me. This is a permanent rule.” 
 
    As if. 
 
    “I have arranged your toys. You may have noticed I did so quite precisely. When you are done playing with them, you will return them to a similar arrangement. They are close enough to the wall you can still run around without disturbing them. Maintaining a tidy room is a portion of good behavior.” 
 
    Then she pointed to the floor in front of her. “Kitty-Cat. Come here.” 
 
    I considered disobeying. But I couldn’t continue my war from kitty prison, and so my goal was to lull her. I slipped from the basket and did exactly what she ordered. I moved to the indicated spot then sat, precisely facing her and looking up. 
 
    “Possibility for parole will be after a certain number of days of good behavior. I am not going to tell you how many days that is. Poor behavior will reset you back to zero. You could be in here for the rest of your days, or you could be out sooner than you realize. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you understand about keeping the room tidy?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you understand about eating?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Good. So you know the rules. It is your choice to follow them, but if you don’t, I imagine you will be very, very bored.” 
 
    Then she turned on her heels and left, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Well. Just... merp. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I followed the rules meticulously. But I had time to plot. I hatched and rejected plan after plan. I kept some ideas and discarded others. In the end, I had a number of things, but I wouldn’t know what I would finally pick until I saw what happened when she finally let me out. 
 
    I was on cat time, which meant I lost track of the days. I tried counting meals, but I got to three, and then I couldn’t remember if the next was four or five, and after that, I gave up. I understood what was happening. My brain was now about a quarter of the size of the old one. 
 
    What was amazing was that I could think at all. That must have been due to a portion of the magic. It was magic. It probably followed some sort of rules, but the rules of biology didn’t seem to apply. 
 
    How could I think about that but I couldn’t count meals? 
 
    During her visits, Nyla was precise. She entered the room. If I was in my basket, she ordered me to stay there. If I wasn’t, she ordered me to the basket. Then she saw to the litter box. After that, she called me to her, perhaps to talk for a minute, perhaps simply to remind me I had to obey. 
 
    And then she set my food down, checked the water, and left. She didn’t try to pick me up or to pet me. She didn’t offer any affection or ask for any. Not that I wanted any, but if she’d asked for some, I’d have delivered. 
 
    My short term goal was freedom from this room. I’d do what it took. 
 
    But then she arrived, and things changed. Oh, I didn’t know they were going to change, but they did. She arrived like she had been, cleaned the litter box, and then called me to her. Once I was properly seated, she said, “Jump up on the table.” 
 
    She hadn’t ordered that before. It made me nervous, but I turned and did what she wanted, landing somewhat gracefully, then turned around and sat, looking at her. 
 
    “Get into the cage.” 
 
    I hesitated only a moment then turned and climbed in. This time I turned to face the doorway. Nyla stepped forward and closed the door, although she didn’t padlock it. But clearly something was about to change. 
 
    “You aren’t fooling me. I know you’re obeying because you want me to let you out of this room. And I promised I would. But I also promised a new spell.” She paused. “I don’t like doing this. I am capable of taking all your free will, and I really, really don’t like doing that. But I am willing to be very specific, and that is what is going to happen. When I am done, you will be unable to even contemplate hurting me. You won’t even fight to defend yourself. I will be specific. This will apply to me and only to me.” She paused. “I don’t want to do this, Catherine. But I’m not letting you out of this room so you can do that again. So it’s your choice. You can spend the rest of your sentence in this room, or you can accept the spell I have ready.” 
 
    She paused. “I tried to think of what questions you might have. You probably wonder if it will hurt? No, but it will be uncomfortable for a few seconds, and it may feel a little like clothing that is too tight, but that feeling will disappear. I can’t say how quickly. It might be a minute or two, or it might be a few days. That particular feeling is temporary. This is also not an obedience spell. It is a form of protection spell. It will be your choice if you wish to obey me in other ways. The spell also doesn’t control accidental hurt or emotional hurt. It is limited to physical hurt. You can still choose to hiss at me, believing I care.” 
 
    And suddenly I realized something. 
 
    She did care. 
 
    Why? I had no idea. 
 
    But I could use that. 
 
    “In a moment, I’ll give you the chance to decide. If you refuse the spell today, I won’t offer again, but if I ever arrive, and you’re in this cage, we’ll have a fresh conversation. Do you know what you’re going to decide, or do you need time?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Accept the spell?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    I knew she wasn’t bluffing, and there wasn’t a thing I could do from inside this room. But I was pretty sure I could hurt her, even within the limits of this spell, once she let me out. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    She looked foolish, chanting and waving her hands about like a fool, but then she thrust her hands towards me, and I flinched when the magic hit me. 
 
    It settled around me, and I was glad she’d warned me. I yowled once, then grew quiet. 
 
    We both breathed heavily for a minute or two after that. But then she opened the cage and said, “Come out.” 
 
    I stood and walked to her. And she scooped me up and carried me from the room. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I was, for all outward appearances, a perfect cat, with some changes from before. I didn’t seek to give or receive affection, and I made no effort to suggest she should expect any. However, her bed was more comfortable than my other choices, and so each night she arranged the pillow and covers, and each night I accepted the cuddling she wanted. 
 
    She lulled herself. In cuddling with me, in petting me, she lulled herself. I had nothing to do with it. 
 
    She returned to calling me, “Good kitty.” She kissed me on the head or sometimes the nose. She offered affection, and I gave no indication I didn’t care for it. 
 
    She tested her spell, and at the time, I thought it was in the cruelest way possible. In hindsight, I know that was hyperbolic of me, but at least temporarily, it gave me a new reason to hate her. 
 
    It wasn’t the first night. I was on cat time, though, so I don’t know if it was the next evening or a few evenings later. 
 
    She came home and called me. I presented myself in front of her. Then I followed her up as she changed clothes, then followed her again as she led the way to the kitchen. 
 
    She always fed me when coming from work, and so I jumped up on the island and sat, as pretty as you please. I knew there was a can of food in the refrigerator, so I was surprised when she turned to the pantry. But I recognized the can she pulled out. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Tuna.” 
 
    She opened the can, turned to me, and then waved it so I got a real, real good whiff. But then she pulled it away. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew. Mew!” 
 
    “You know I’m going to make you do tricks if you want tuna.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She smiled. I didn’t realize, but it wasn’t a good smile. “Do you want tuna for dinner? Not just a piece.” She looked into the can. “Okay, I can’t give it all to you, or you’ll get sick. But I can give you an entire meal of tuna. Would you like that?” 
 
    “Mew!” 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    Ah, the power of tuna. 
 
    “If you want tuna for dinner, you only have to do one trick.” Then she held out her hand. “All you have to do is bite me, hard enough to draw blood.” 
 
    Bite her? 
 
    I looked at her hand. 
 
    “Mew.” This was said far more piteously. 
 
    “I won’t even punish you,” she added. “Bite my hand, and you’ll have an entire meal of tuna.” She waved it at me again. 
 
    The spell worked. I couldn’t even think about biting her, much less actually start to do it. She waved the tuna around, talking up about how wonderfully delicious it was, and how much I could have, if I bit her, just once. 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    She tried a new tactic. She set the can down, right in front of me, and then covered it with her hand. “Convince me to remove my hand, and you can have it.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “That isn’t going to work, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I nuzzled her hand. I licked it. I tried pushing it aside with my nose. I tried many things. 
 
    “That isn’t working, either, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “Mew!” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “You’re going to have to try harder.” 
 
    I tried harder. It got me nowhere. The worst I was able to do was hit -- slowly -- her hand with a paw. No claws. 
 
    “No? You must not want it very much.” 
 
    “Mew!” 
 
    “Last chance, Kitty-Cat.” She began withdrawing the can, sliding it, still covered by her hand, closer and closer to the edge of the counter. 
 
    And I couldn’t do it. 
 
    “I guess no tuna for you.” 
 
    I mewed and mewed while she put a lid on the can and put it in the refrigerator. She returned with the can she had opened this morning, dished up my dinner, and set it in front of me. I mewed for a while as she puttered around the kitchen, but finally she turned to me. 
 
    “Enough, Kitty-Cat. Eat your dinner now. There’s a good kitty.” 
 
    I ate my damned dinner. 
 
    I never got a single piece from that can of tuna, and I know she wasted it, throwing it out. Wasting food is a sin, isn’t it? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Unsuccessfully trying to count days in my prison had scared me, but I had learned from it. I was now on cat time, and I knew I couldn’t count days. 
 
    But I could be patient, very patient. 
 
    And while I couldn’t count days, and I didn’t think I’d be any more successful at counting weeks or months or years, I could at least wait. A while. 
 
    Nyla didn’t work every single day, but she rarely took two days off in a row. If she did, she still put a full day in at home, and she might even work a few hours on her day off. She tended to come home from work, relax over dinner, and then work in the evening, not quite every evening, but most evenings. She was definitely a workaholic. 
 
    I couldn’t be sure, but I decided it was Sunday she was most likely to stay home. Maybe she was on a different schedule. Maybe she took one day every four, or every ten. I didn’t think it was every ten. So I decided it was Sunday, fairly consistently, anyway. 
 
    I had no idea what day of the week she took me back out of the prison. It was more than a day before she stayed home. It could have been most of a week. I just didn’t know. Cat time. 
 
    But I waited until Sunday. And then I waited another Sunday. I let her decide I had turned over a new leaf. I wouldn’t act until after that second Sunday, and even then, I wouldn’t be overt. 
 
    But I could plan, and plan I did. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I was a little worried about how stupid I might have become. Being unable to count days was disconcerting. But I decided I needed to know if it was because I couldn’t count at all. So I began counting... things. Lots of things. I counted my toys: eight upstairs and four still down in my prison. I tried to add eight and four, and I couldn’t, but I could count to twelve. That bothered me, but at least I could count to twelve, and I arrived at the same amount each time. 
 
    I counted legs on chairs. One-two-three-four. That was easy. I counted the phone calls Nyla made one evening. Eleven. Can you imagine? 
 
    I counted the floor tiles in the bathrooms. The powder room was small. It was five tiles wide and eight tiles deep. Some of the tiles were partially obscured by the toilet, some by the cat box, and a lot more by the vanity cabinet. But five tiles wide and eight deep was... I couldn’t multiply. 
 
    I tried a smaller problem. I discounted the partial tiles. The vanity covered just a little more than two tiles in one direction and four in the other. How many tiles was that? 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but then I tried counting. One-two-three-four in the first row. Five-six-seven-eight in the second row. Plus little pieces, which I ignored. I couldn’t see those tiles, but I could envision them and I could count them. 
 
    But I couldn’t multiply them. 
 
    And I really couldn’t multiple five by eight, but I could count, envisioning the hidden ones. There were forty tiles, counting the ones under the vanity. Forty tiles minus eight under the vanity.... 
 
    Um. That was. Um. 
 
    I tried counting down. I lost track. 
 
    So I marked out a four by eight area, and then I did 40, 39, 38... 32. There were 32 tiles, not counting the hidden ones. I counted each visible tile. 32. I ignored that some tiles were partially hidden and counted them if I could see even a little bit. 
 
    I stared at all the tiles for a while then decided there wasn’t a thing I could do about this. But I also knew I would have to be careful, because I didn’t know where else my thinking was flawed. 
 
    I was pretty sure I couldn’t possibly win this war. She was a witch and a smart woman besides. I was just a small cat. Oh, as cats go, I was probably a lot smarter than most. Still. No opposable thumbs. 
 
    But she had brains on her side, and magic besides. No, I couldn’t win the war. But maybe I could win some of the battles. 
 
    Our first battle after my new release from solitary confinement was barely a skirmish, and it happened accidentally. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Mouse!” Okay, it came out as “Merp!” but to me it was, “Mouse!” 
 
    I ran. The mouse ran. I ran into the wall. The mouse ran under the refrigerator. One point for the mouse. Possibly two points, if the mouse got a point because I ran into the wall. 
 
    But there was something I knew. I thought perhaps the mouse knew, too. When it comes to a game of cat and mouse, the mouse can rack up a really big score, but the cat only needs one point to win the game. 
 
    I waited for him to come out. And waited, and waited. 
 
    I was still waiting when Nyla came home from work. She called for me, but I was busy. 
 
    Hunting mousies. 
 
    Eventually she found me. “Kitty-Cat,” she said disapprovingly. “I’ve been calling you.” 
 
    I didn’t look at her. My focus was like a laser. The mouse had to come out eventually. “Merp.” 
 
    “What are you looking at?” She paused. “Oh hell. We have mice.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so pleased about it.” She sighed. “I’ll need to call an exterminator.” 
 
    An exterminator? What did she call me? I looked up at her and yowled. Then. Oh shit! I couldn’t be distracted. 
 
    I dropped back to the floor and stared at the bottom of the refrigerator. 
 
    “Oh, my,” she said. “You know, he’s long gone. Or if not, he’s not going to come out while you’re waiting there.” 
 
    “Mew?” 
 
    “And by that howl, I imagine you don’t want me to call an exterminator.” I yowled again, but this time I kept my focus. One whisker. I was pretty sure I could snag him if he stuck out just a whisker. Maybe two whiskers. 
 
    “All right. For now, I’ll let you be our exterminator, but if you do a poor job, I’m hiring a professional.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “But there’s a rule. When I arrive home and call, you come. I don’t care if you saw ten mice. Okay, I do care, but you’ll come anyway. And when I’m talking to you, you will look at me. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    I looked up at her. “Merp.” 
 
    “All right. That mouse is either long gone or not coming out. You can catch him tomorrow. I’ve had a rough day and want a cuddle.” 
 
    I let her pick me up. She hadn’t even changed from her work clothes, but she carried me to the living room, and we snuggled together for a while. 
 
    “Crappy day,” she said. “I had to fire someone. I hate firing people.” She went on to tell me about this person’s incompetence, but I neither understood nor cared. She talked. I pretended to listen. I mew’d a few times for good show, but it was in one ear, out the other. 
 
    “And so I was thinking of getting another cat.” 
 
    “Yowl!” 
 
    “So you are listening. I wasn’t sure.” She paused. “Do you want a playmate?” 
 
    I didn’t. I didn’t say anything, and she said, “All right. Maybe one cat is enough. I don’t think I’d want to subject some poor kitty to you, if you decided you didn’t like her.” 
 
    Hey! No one ever said I couldn’t play well with others. When I wanted to. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It took me two days before I saw the mouse again. Okay, I think it was two days. It might have been three. But for the sake of my story, let’s call it two, all right? So it was two days later that I saw the mouse again. 
 
    And I was pretty sure he didn’t see me. 
 
    He was sniffing around the corner of the living room. I was on the sofa, half asleep, although I wasn’t half asleep anymore. Oh, no. I wasn’t even the tiniest bit asleep. 
 
    I watched the mouse. And then I calculated his path. He could go from there, to there, to there. I waited until he was behind the drink buffet before slipping silently to the floor. I stalked over, hidden from view. And then I waited. 
 
    If he continued a circuit of the room, in about five minutes, he’d be behind the chair. And a minute or so after that, he’d poke his furry little nose out the other side, and that’s when I’d surprise him. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And then. Reward! Mouse whiskers. He sniffed a few times then poked his head out. I pounced. He squeaked and ran, and I missed. 
 
    But the chase was on! 
 
    I almost had him three times, and he made it to the kitchen and headed for the refrigerator, but I jumped ahead, cutting him off. He dashed left, and I cornered him. Then I crouched down and watched him. 
 
    He dashed back and forth, hoping for freedom, but I cut him off both times. The second time I had to give him a good bat, sending him back into the corner, but he immediately ran away the other direction. I pounced and grabbed him. One bite to the back of the neck, and he was dead. 
 
    I batted him around for a while and felt bad I’d killed him so quickly. We could have played for a while. 
 
    But don’t look a gift mouse in the mouth. I sat down for a nice afternoon snack. 
 
    I’d eaten, well, quite a bit before I froze, realizing what I was doing. 
 
    I was eating a mouse. 
 
    Oh shit. I couldn’t eat the mouse! I mean. If I ate the mouse, how could I prove to Nyla I’d caught it, and that she wouldn’t need an exterminator? 
 
    I spit out the rest and looked at it. It was definitely worse for wear. I poked at it. “Mew.” 
 
    But it was still decidedly a mouse, or what was left of a mouse after a cat had been chewing off pieces for a while. 
 
    I sniffed at it, and I almost took another bite, but I backed off. No. I had to show it to Nyla. She’d be so proud of me. Maybe she’d give me tuna. 
 
    The mouse hadn’t been bad, but tuna was a whole lot better. 
 
    And we didn’t need an exterminator. I was a champion mouser, and I had the evidence to prove it. I poked at it. Well, most of the evidence, anyway, but there was enough she wouldn’t have to CSI it to realize what it was. 
 
    But if I just left it for her, she might not realize I’d killed it. Maybe it had died of natural causes. 
 
    I picked it up by what was left of its tail then pranced into the living room. It was time for another nap, but I needed somewhere to stash the mouse so I could show it to Nyla later. 
 
    I stuffed it behind the chair. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I forgot about the mouse. Nyla came home, and we had our normal ritual. It was later, while she was reading on the sofa, that I remembered the mouse. She’d been petting me, but I said, “Merp,” jumped down, and went to find my trophy. 
 
    I swear: I was only showing it to her. You know, so she knew I was a good mouser. I had no way to predict her reaction. 
 
    I picked up the mouse. It was definitely worse for wear, and I thought I’d eaten most of the good bits. But I picked it up, pranced back to her, jumped up on the sofa, and promptly dropped the mouse in her lap. Then I sat back, as pleased as punch. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    As I said: I couldn’t have predicted her reaction. She screamed. Her papers flew. She flew. I flew. The mouse really flew. 
 
    I yowled, just once, more offended than hurt at my sudden departure from the sofa, and especially at her rejection of my gift. 
 
    She came to a stop standing in the doorway of the living room. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    Oh. She didn’t realize. I went looking for it. It had hit the window and dropped behind the television, but I snagged it out, picked it up, carried it to her, and dropped it at her feet. Then I sat back. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “That. That. That’s. A mouse.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “A very dead mouse.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    She turned away, heading for the kitchen. I picked up the mouse and followed her. We reached the kitchen, and she saw me following her, carrying the mouse. “Drop it.” 
 
    I did. I dropped it on her feet. She screamed again and leapt away. It was the funniest thing I’d seen since arriving here. I wished I could laugh. 
 
    “Not on my feet!” 
 
    Well, she should have been more specific. 
 
    She bent to the cupboards, found a plastic bag, delicately picked up the mouse, and looked at it. “God. You ate half of it.” 
 
    Yep. But I didn’t eat it all. You know. I had to show you. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    She wrapped it up and carried it out the back door. I heard a garbage lid. She was kidding me, right? I may have eaten most of the good bits, but I hadn’t eaten all the good bits. 
 
    She came back in and washed her hands, three times, then hopped up on the counter and washed her feet as well. She hopped back down and looked at me. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Don’t drop them in my lap again.” 
 
    I considered and then said, “Merp.” 
 
    She turned to go, but I moved to the front of the refrigerator and began pawing at it. “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “You can’t be hungry. You had a full dinner, and by the looks of it, you had a pretty big afternoon snack.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “I suppose you think you deserve a reward.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “And I suppose you won’t settle for anything short of tuna, either.” 
 
    “Meow! Mew! Mew! Mew!” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “One small piece of tuna. You’ve had more than enough food today. In the future, if you don’t eat the mouse, you get two pieces per mouse, but if you catch a lot in one day, I might spread it out.” 
 
    “Mew!” 
 
    She opened a fresh can, and I got my piece of tuna. She was right. I wasn’t remotely hungry. But hey, it was tuna. 
 
    I forgave her for throwing my mouse away. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That night, I thought about what had happened. At the time, there were things that didn’t occur to me. It didn’t occur to me that I’d lost so much of my humanity, that I was acting like, well, like a cat.  And while I wouldn’t entirely lose my humanity, I lost much of it, and I gained a lot of, well, catity, to coin a word. 
 
    But I realized other things. We were still at war, even if Nyla didn’t know it. And while I hadn’t intended it that way, I had just won a skirmish, and she didn’t even realize it. 
 
    Game on. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I began my preparations. I spent hours hunting for more mice. Hey. Where there’s one mouse, there are other mice. I was sure that wasn’t the only one. 
 
    And I made other preparations for our long-term siege. I knew once the war was fully engaged, she’d be trying to catch me. I didn’t intend to make that easy. 
 
    I spent hours behind a chair in the room she called “the parlor”. I used my claws to score a line in the wall, digging deeper and deeper and deeper. 
 
    It took a long time, but I managed to make a small, cat-sized hole in the wall. I hid the evidence in the wall. I made sure I could climb in and out. Then, working from the inside, I made another hole. 
 
    I’d picked this spot very perfectly. This hole would lead into her office, and if I had calculated properly, it would be hidden by her credenza. 
 
    If Nyla were chasing me, I could dash behind the chair. She would think I was hiding. She might try locking me in the parlor to deal with me later. But in the meantime, I could crawl through the wall and come out in her office. 
 
    Or it could be the other way around. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the trick would work more than once, and I didn’t want to think about what would happen if she realized what I had done before I was willing to let her find out. But I needed to prepare. 
 
    Other than that, I spent hours hunting for mice. It was another rest-day before I caught my second one. I ate only a little before I remembered about the tuna. Maybe she wouldn’t notice I’d had a few bites. 
 
    I stashed it to show to her later. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I met her at the door. I dropped the mouse on her feet. It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as bare feet, although she still screamed and jumped. 
 
    I got my two pieces of tuna. I liked this game. I got to scare and gross the crap out of her, and I got rewarded for it besides. 
 
    The next one I caught was several days later, and after catching it, I wished I’d waited for this one. It was barely a baby, and if I ate any, it would be a lot more obvious than the adults. I stashed it in the bedroom, chuckling to myself. 
 
    I waited until she was in bed. She brought work with her. I waited until she was deep into her work before jumping down, finding my mouse, then jumping back up. I set it on her papers beside her. She didn’t even notice at first, even when I arranged it. 
 
    She noticed when she set her hand on it. 
 
    Again she screamed. Everything went flying, including me, the papers, and the little mouse. But especially her. That was great. 
 
    “Damn it, Kitty-Cat!” She was holding her chest and glaring at me. But I smiled sweetly. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “No. I am not rewarding you for that.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” I turned for the door. “Mew.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Cheated. I should have eaten it. Well, not all of it. Just some of it. I couldn’t eat it all. I wouldn’t have gotten to make her scream. 
 
    “Where’s the mouse?” 
 
    How in hell should I know? She’s the one that sent it flying. She glared for a while then moved around cautiously, probably afraid she’d step on the thing. She collected her papers. I jumped up on the bed and watched. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she said. “You’re not sleeping until you find that mouse. Go.” 
 
    Seriously? She’s the one that threw it. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Fine. 
 
    It took me... um. Well, it took me a while. But I found it and jumped back on the bed. 
 
    “Do not drop it!” 
 
    “Merp.” It came out muffled. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Bring that with you.” 
 
    She got out of bed and led the way to the bathroom -- mine, not hers. She lifted the lid and said, “Drop it there. If you don’t miss, I’ll give you your tuna.” 
 
    I dropped it in. She slammed the lid shut and flushed. She never even looked at it. I could have eaten some. 
 
    But I got my tuna. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It had been so funny when she put her hand on it that I prepared a special surprise for her. I actually had to stash a mouse and wait for an opportunity. 
 
    When she worked from home, sometimes it was in the living room, although more often, it was her office. And she’d taken to leaving the door open -- I’d managed to train her on that -- so I could go use the kitty box if I had to. So I waited until she was working and I fetched my mouse. I brought it into the office, making sure she didn’t see me stash it. Then I jumped back up on the chair beside her and let her pet me. 
 
    Yes, I knew I was a good kitty. A very good kitty. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She’d been drinking water, and eventually she got up to use her own kitty box. As soon as she was gone, I jumped from the chair, found my mouse, and then jumped up on her desk. I set the mouse on the mouse. You know, the mouse body on top of the computer mouse. I looked at it, and it wasn’t at all artistic, so I poked at it until it was... just... so. I sat back. Perfect. 
 
    Then I jumped back to my chair and waited. 
 
    She came in and didn’t notice the addition. I waited. 
 
    She didn’t touch her computer. I waited. 
 
    She made a phone call. I waited. 
 
    Then. Oh, it was perfect. “Let me look that up,” she said into the phone. She reached for the mouse. 
 
    And screamed. 
 
    She got the mouse all right. 
 
    “No. No. It’s fine. Just a mouse. My cat has a sense of humor. Look, let’s talk about this tomorrow. Sorry.” 
 
    She hung up and glared at me. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    I looked at her innocently. She’d flicked the mouse, but it hadn’t gone very far, just to the edge of her desk. I jumped up and collected it, then dropped it on her keyboard and sat back. “Mew.” 
 
    She stared at me. 
 
    “Mew.” I nudged the mouse with my nose. “Mew.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t believe this. Fine. Bring that with.” She turned for the door. I grabbed the mouse and followed after her. She led the way to the bathroom again, and I washed her flush my trophy. What a waste. 
 
    But I got my tuna. 
 
    That was the last mouse I saw for a while, much to my disappointment. I’d been too efficient. The next phase of our war would be soon enough, however. 
 
    The next day, she brought a new keyboard and mouse with her. I watched her set them up and throw the old ones away, and then she turned to me. “From now on, if you deliver them the way you have been, no tuna.” 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “I’m serious. I know there’s a lot of cat in you now, Kitty-Cat, but I also know there’s a lot of the old you. You know exactly what I’m saying. I think you’re grossing me out intentionally.” I was, so I didn’t try to deny it. “You will continue to be rewarded for the mice you catch, but only if you can deliver them without either grossing me out our ruining something I care about. I think you can figure out other ways to show off your prizes. Am I clear?” 
 
    I sighed. “Merp.” 
 
    Damned tuna. If it weren’t for the tuna, I could have continued this game indefinitely. But she had me as long as she controlled access to the tuna. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Still, the mice let me escalate the war. I waited a few days, and then while she was at work, I knocked a lamp over. It crashed in a satisfying manner. 
 
    When she got home, I met her at the door, but then I ran back to the kitchen and crouched down in front of the refrigerator as if I were waiting for the mouse to come out. She didn’t notice the lamp, but she reached the kitchen and saw me. 
 
    “Another mouse?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Looks like it got away.” 
 
    “Yowl.” 
 
    “You can catch it tomorrow.” 
 
    It was later that she noticed the lamp. “Kitty-Cat!” 
 
    I ran to her, but when I saw her pointing at the lamp, I began to creep forward. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I mimed chasing the mouse around, ending in the kitchen, staring at the refrigerator. She followed me in and stared at me for a while. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, that’s no excuse. You broke the lamp, and there’s glass embedded in the rug.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Maybe it was an accident, but that was an expensive lamp. Even when it’s an accident, there are consequences of our actions.” 
 
    She scooped me up and carried me downstairs. “One day of solitary confinement. Don’t do something like that.” 
 
    She locked me in, and a few minutes later I heard the vacuum cleaner. I couldn’t decide if I’d won that skirmish or not. Then I asked myself, would I have done it, if I had known she’d stuff me down here for a day? 
 
    The answer was a solid, “Merp.” 
 
    Another point for Kitty-Cat. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    These were all skirmishes so far, and I knew it. The real war would come soon enough, one large battle, and I was pretty sure I would lose, and lose badly, but I was going to hurt her. Well, not her. But her spell didn’t protect her pocketbook. 
 
    But in the meantime, I was having fun grossing her out. 
 
    It was a few days later that I managed to eat breakfast fast enough that I felt an uncomfortable gurgle a short while later. I managed to hold it together until Nyla was gone, then I ran for the bedroom. 
 
    I barely made it, but I did make it, a nice little pile right on top of the comforter. On her side, of course. 
 
    I did my napping downstairs for the rest of the day. 
 
    She didn’t discover the latest surprise until she was going to bed. That earned me a fresh trip to kitty solitary confinement and a lecture. “I choose to believe that was an accident, but let me be clear. In the future, you better make it to someplace with a tile floor. Or better yet, a litter box. Or your punishment will be a lot worse than solitary confinement.” 
 
    She gave me a lot to think about, and a fair amount of time to do it. Was I willing to suffer “a lot worse than solitary” just for the fun of throwing up on something that didn’t clean easily? 
 
    Maybe if I had known what the punishment might be, I could have judged the risk. But I had no doubts she could be cruel if I drove her to it, and I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. 
 
    That caused me to adjust my plans. I knew I wouldn’t get away with piddling anywhere but the litter box, and if I tried it, she would know it was intentional. Throwing up could have been an accident, regardless of the quality of my aim. 
 
    I knew the next one was going to get me into real trouble. But it was time to step it up. 
 
    Shortly after all this started, I had tried to open the refrigerator. I hadn’t gotten anywhere. But I had fresh resolve. 
 
    I waited until a day after finishing a can of food in the morning; there was no food of mine waiting in the refrigerator. As soon as Nyla was gone, I went to work. 
 
    It took time, but I got it open! And then, as I pranced around in my joy, the door closed again. Damn it. 
 
    The second time was easier, now that I had a trick. This time, I pushed the door open as widely as it would go. 
 
    The next part was hard. I didn’t try to reach anything. I very carefully stepped away, leaving none of my DNA behind. 
 
    But I was pooped, and it was time for a nap. 
 
    That afternoon, I waited until I heard Nyla’s car. Then I dashed to the kitchen, slammed the refrigerator door shut again, and then casually sauntered out to meet her. The door had been open for hours. I had no idea what might have spoiled, but I was sure there’d be something. 
 
    She didn’t get sick from eating anything, so if it did any good, I wasn’t sure. But I got away with it, so after that, I did it every day I wasn’t going to ruin my own food. I got away with it every time. 
 
    I didn’t think it was actually doing any good, but then one day she stayed home, and it was mid-morning when a visitor arrived. She had called a refrigerator repairman. 
 
    He appeared to check everything as Nyla and I both looked on. Finally he turned to her. “Everything is perfect, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Food is spoiling faster than it should, and it seems warm when I open it for dinner.” 
 
    “It’s fine now,” he said. Then he looked at me. “Cute cat.” 
 
    “She’s a sweetie,” Nyla said. Liar. 
 
    “Cats can be clever. Is there any chance she’s been getting in? I can install a latch.” 
 
    “No, no. She’s clever, but if she’d been getting in, there would be evidence.” 
 
    “So no food missing and spread all over.” 
 
    “Not so much as a crumb,” Nyla said. “I’m sure I don’t need a latch.” But she was looking at me when she said it. I did my best to look innocent. 
 
    It turned out she didn’t believe her own lie. Three.. Was is three? Three days later was the next time I went to open the refrigerator to help air it out. Yeah. I was just airing it out. 
 
    And on the bottom shelf, in front where I wouldn’t miss it, was a small plate of tuna. 
 
    That bitch! 
 
    I stared at the tuna, slowly backing away. I’d fallen for one of her traps already, landing me in this mess. I wasn’t falling for another. I wasn’t. I wasn’t. 
 
    But it was tuna. 
 
    Tuna! 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    I stared at it. I sniffed at it. No. Don’t sniff, Cat. Don’t sniff! Oh god, don’t sniff! 
 
    I slammed the door shut and leaned against it, panting heavily. Close one! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The memory of that tuna, just waiting for me, preyed on me all day. But I managed to act nonchalant when Nyla came home, even to the point of ignoring the refrigerator. She prepared my dinner for me as I watched, but the entire time I thought, “Watch her. Watch her. Watch her. Don’t glance at the refrigerator. She’ll know if you look. Watch her. Watch her.” 
 
    “Did you have a nice day, Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    No. “Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “Here you go.” She set the food in front of me, and I began working at it. She capped up the can with the other half and opened the refrigerator door. 
 
    I glanced at her. She glanced at the tuna, still in place. I glanced at the tuna, relieved to see I hadn’t subconsciously stolen some. She put the can in the fridge and then said, “Oh, look. Tuna.” 
 
    Tuna? 
 
    “Mew?” 
 
    I stood up and moved closer. “Mew.” 
 
    “No, no,” she said. “You eat your food.” 
 
    But I jumped to the floor and tried to poke my head in the door. “Mew. Mew.” She pushed me back and closed the refrigerator. 
 
    “No, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I went to work on the door, making sure to make not the slightest progress. “Mew. Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “No. No tuna for you.” She scooped me up and dropped me off in front of my dinner. 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Don’t yell at me.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    She didn’t even try to explain why there was a plate of tuna waiting in the refrigerator for me. But I knew why. It was a trap. 
 
    I jumped back on the floor and began mewing at the refrigerator. Nyla even let me try to open it for a while. “Mew! Mew! Mew!” 
 
    “That’s enough, Kitty-Cat.” She scooped me back up and plopped me back onto the island then turned me to face her. “No tuna.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “No.” She tapped her fingernail against the edge of the plate holding my dinner. “Eat your dinner or I’ll put it away and you can go hungry.” 
 
    “Mew.” I turned my back on her, giving her the cold shoulder, but I ate the dinner. 
 
    Tuna would have tasted better. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The entire next day, I thought about that tuna. I stayed away from the entire kitchen, as I didn’t trust myself. But I reminded myself that it had been in there at least a full day, uncovered, and I remembered how crusty food could get that way. It was all dried out and stringy and probably smelled like broccoli or something. It wasn’t good tuna. 
 
    Bad tuna! Bad. 
 
    Don’t be a bad kitty. Don’t be a bad kitty. She’ll catch you, and a few bites of tuna were not worth getting caught. Especially day-old, crusty tuna. She didn’t know we were at war, and I wasn’t ready for her to find out. 
 
    When she got home, I tried to pretend I’d forgotten the tuna was in there. We engaged in our normal ritual, ending with me on the island counter. She opened the refrigerator to retrieve the can of food. I was watching her, and her eyes dropped to the tuna. It was all there. I hadn’t touched it. But then I saw it. 
 
    “Mew! Mew! Mew!” 
 
    She pulled out the little plate of tuna, and I couldn’t help it. I went nuts. I mean: it was tuna! 
 
    “Mew! Mew! Mew!” 
 
    It had been on an uncovered plate in the refrigerator for a day and a half. My little kitty self didn’t care. 
 
    Nyla looked at the tuna. She looked at me. “There is no way you’d have left this in there if you could have opened the refrigerator.” 
 
    I was crazed with tuna-lust, but I registered what she just said. I offered a big “meow” and went back to mewing. 
 
    “This is old,” Nyla said. “But you’ve been a good kitty. I think maybe a little fresh tuna wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    It almost killed me to watch, but she stepped to the garbage and dumped the old tuna in the garbage. Then she rinsed the plate and put it into the dishwasher I grew quiet, but when she pulled a can of tuna from the top shelf, I went nuts again. 
 
    Nyla put some of my normal canned food on the plate and then added several pieces of the tuna. Then she stepped to the island but didn’t give me the plate immediately. “Kitty-cat, if you eat this too fast, you know you’ll get sick. That would be a waste.” 
 
    She paused and then set the plate down. 
 
    I launched myself at the first piece of tuna, but I slowed down during the second and actually took the time to enjoy it. 
 
    Then I ate half of my regular dinner, followed by the third piece of tuna, the rest of the regular meal, and then I dragged out the enjoyment of the final piece of tuna. 
 
    Ah, tuna. 
 
    I was a happy kitty. 
 
    “Good girl,” Nyla said. She gave me several pets. 
 
    I preened. I was able to mess with her and get rewarded for it besides. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I continued the refrigerator war. For the next skirmish, I waited until she had fresh groceries, and in the morning, she seemed absentminded as she added cream to her coffee then said, “I’m going to be late for a meeting.” I waited until I was sure she wouldn’t be back for something she’d forgotten, then I headed to the kitchen. 
 
    I’d gotten good at opening the door. I’d found a way of prying it until it popped open about three inches. After that, any stupid cat could have given it a push. 
 
    The next part was harder. I had to rearrange a few things, tugging them forward on the shelves, and do so without leaving cat fur or puncture marks behind. But hey! I had all day, right? 
 
    It didn’t take as long as it could have. And then I closed the door. But with my slight rearrangements, the door didn’t close properly and hung open several inches. 
 
    Ah, my work here was done. 
 
    I wondered if there were any mice to catch. Hmm. Maybe after a nap. 
 
    That evening, Nyla came home late. I was starving. She apologized and explained she’d been stuck in meetings. She fed me from a fresh can, putting it in the fridge, and swung the door closed without paying much attention. It popped open, and she didn’t even notice. 
 
    We went to bed. 
 
    By morning, I’d almost forgotten. But I followed her to the kitchen. It was still dark, and the light from the refrigerator was a telltale sign. She came to a stop in the doorway then looked down at me. 
 
    “Merp?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything but stepped to the refrigerator. It took her a minute to figure out why the door wasn’t closed, and she sighed. 
 
    “I bet it’s been since yesterday morning.” She sniffed at the cream and made a face. “Damn it.” 
 
    It’s too bad she didn’t try to pour some into her coffee. I’d have paid to watch her drink it. 
 
    She didn’t even try to feed me from icky kitty food. She opened a fresh can. And that evening, she came home and cleaned out the entire refrigerator, throwing away food she’d bought just a day... was it two days previously? I couldn’t quite remember. Ah, that didn’t matter. 
 
    Another point for the Kitty-cat! 
 
    Although I didn’t get any tuna this time. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She fed me from a brand of food I didn’t like. I got sick, right in front of the door. She didn’t notice when she stepped in it and dragged it halfway through the house. Hey! It wasn’t my fault. She told me to puke where it was easy to clean up. I did, and I even did it where she’d find it. 
 
    I practiced my best innocent-kitty look. She bought it. 
 
    I did that twice more, although in different places. One was in the middle of the night, about twenty minutes after she’d gotten to sleep, and I made it look like I had tried to get to the litter box. But of course, I didn’t, not really. 
 
    She lay awake for hours after that. Poor thing. She didn’t get much sleep at all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I continued the war for I wasn’t sure how long. All the time I acted like the sweetest of sweet cats, but I spent a portion of every day fantasizing about witch trials or singing the “Torment the Evil Witch” song. I knew it used to be the “Kill the Evil Witch” song, but I couldn’t even think about that anymore. I could, however, think of ways to torment her. I came up with new words every time I sang it. It wasn’t like I was good at memorizing the old words, after all. And some days I sang it to one tune, some days to another. 
 
    I was all about the variety. 
 
    I don’t know what I hoped for. Maybe she would decide having a cat wasn’t so great after all. That wasn’t going to happen, but I could have hoped. 
 
    But things came to a head, and it was time to go all in. 
 
    Really, it was the simplest of events. As she frequently did, she enforced a few minutes of cuddling before bed. She was petting me, and then she stopped. “Kitty-Cat! You’re purring.” 
 
    I was not. 
 
    Oh no. I was purring. No, no, no. I couldn’t be purring. Not for her. 
 
    I tried to think of my last prank. I couldn’t remember when I’d done it. Was it this week? Last week? 
 
    This would not do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Battle Royale 
 
    I waited until she’d left for work in the morning. And then I simply... 
 
    Trashed. 
 
    The entire house. 
 
    I do not mean that as hyperbole, either. Yes, I remembered what that word meant. Okay, I didn’t literally trash the entire house. It was still standing when I was done, and there were even rooms I hadn’t visited. 
 
    I started in the kitchen. I opened the refrigerator and pulled everything out onto the floor. Well, not everything. Some of it was too heavy. But I pulled a lot out. 
 
    Then I jumped up on the counter. It took some doing, but I stoppered the sink and turned the water on. I watched that for a while. 
 
    Then I jumped down and went to the drawer with all the plastic bags. I ended up shredding a few, but I managed to pull out some of the bags. I carried them upstairs to her bedroom. It took more work, but I stoppered her tub, and then I shoved the plastic into the overfill drain as best I could. Then I started that water, too. 
 
    I next headed for her office. I pushed everything off her desk, including that shiny iMac. That took some work, and I almost went with it, but it went to the floor with a satisfying crash. I knocked over every lamp. I jumped up onto her chair and went through each of her desk drawers, pulling out everything I could grab. 
 
    I went into her bathroom and pulled on the toilet paper. I dragged the end out to her desk and decorated. 
 
    I couldn’t think of anything to do with the table, but I went from one set of blinds to another and yanked on them. I wasn’t heavy enough to make them come down, but I thought perhaps I could break them. If nothing else, they were entirely askew long before I was done. 
 
    Then I thought I could come back and work on them some more, if I had time. 
 
    I headed for the TV room. I couldn’t push the television over, so I carried each of the remotes upstairs and dropped them in her tub, still filling with water. I thought about adding her pillows to the tub, but they were heavier than I was, and dragging them around was too difficult. 
 
    But then I looked to the top of her dresser. Her best jewelry she kept locked up, but I was pretty sure what she left out was better than anything I owned. And that thought made me angry, as I was sure whatever I owned was long gone. 
 
    I grabbed anything that looked expensive and dropped them into a sink, toilet, or tub. Then I had to use the kitty box, so I dropped a few earrings in each of the litter boxes. 
 
    But I saved the rest of her bedroom for later. 
 
    I headed back downstairs. I knocked over everything I could knock over: lamps, one delicate table, a few pieces of art. I dug up six plants and had fun spreading them all over the house. 
 
    I went back and sharpened my claws on every piece of leather furniture I could. I wasn’t able to shred anything, but I poked a whole lot of holes. I tried chewing some bigger holes, but my claws did more damage than my teeth did. 
 
    Then, worn out, I took a nap. 
 
    But I was too excited and only slept a while. 
 
    I walked around, surveying the fruit of my labors. The kitchen floor was flowing with water, and the bathroom was even worse. That water was flowing into the bedroom, making the carpet nearest the bathroom sodden. Excellent. 
 
    I headed for each of the guest rooms and did what damage I could.  
 
    And then I set my attention to her bedroom. 
 
    I got her closet door open. That took me a minute or two. But I pulled out every pair of shoes and dropped them into the tub. 
 
    I shredded the bottoms of her dresses, although the garment bags were resistant to my efforts, so her very best clothing would remain unscathed. But then one came crashing down, almost beaning me. So I grabbed it and dragged it to the bathroom. It was too much work to get it into the tub, but I left it there on the floor, knowing it was soaking up some of the water. 
 
    I hoped the garment bag was water resistant, but not water proof. 
 
    I emptied her dresser. I couldn’t pull the drawers out onto the floor, but I could open each one and throw everything out. I spread the clothes all over the house, keeping a few select pieces for special attention. These I carried to the bed. That wore me out, and I took a second nap. 
 
    That nap was nearly my undoing. I woke before Nyla got home and went to town on her underwear. I was able to shred half of it when I decided to go check on the rest of the house. I just reached the top of the stairs, carrying a pair of her underwear, when the front door opened. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat. I’m home!” 
 
    “Merp?” 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    Getting cornered upstairs wasn’t part of my plan, but I panicked. I turned and ran, hiding under her bed. She ran up after me, calling for me. And then she screamed, a long, wordless scream. 
 
    But her next words were clear. “I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    I had rather thought that was her likely response. 
 
    She stepped fully into the bedroom. She still hadn’t had a chance to properly appreciate everything I had done. She screamed again and ran for the bathroom. 
 
    I used the opportunity to run downstairs. I dashed into the parlor, which wasn’t visible from upstairs, behind the chair, and into my hole. I climbed up into the wall, and then I listened. 
 
    I expected her to chase after me, maybe after turning off the water. She didn’t. Instead, there was a lot of screaming, some of it more intelligible than others. Some of the screams were clearly cries of dismay. I heard her call out, “Why,” more than once. 
 
    And, of course, there was a lengthy litany of what she was going to do to me before she killed me. It didn’t sound pleasant. 
 
    I had done the worst I thought I could do, given what she had done to me. 
 
    She eventually came downstairs. I heard her going from room to room, surveying the damage. She was in the kitchen for a long time and her office almost as long. From my hole, I heard her asking over and over, “Why?” 
 
    Was she that stupid? 
 
    Then she screamed, “I’m going to find you, and when I do, you’re going to regret this!” 
 
    I was sure she was right. 
 
    She searched; she searched the entire house, and she was fairly through. She even moved furniture, perhaps thinking I was underneath some. But it didn’t sound like she ever moved the chair that hid my hole in one room, and I didn’t think the credenza in her office had been moved in years. 
 
    She didn’t find me. 
 
    But she spent most of her search dreaming up imaginative things to do to one nearly-helpless, tiny cat. 
 
    I thought she might use magic, but the best I could tell, she never did. 
 
    She searched each room multiple times, even looking downstairs. Then she took to closing doors once a room was searched; theoretically I shouldn’t be able to move around, and so if a room was properly searched, and then the door closed, my choices of hiding places became increasingly scarce. 
 
    Eventually she gave up. Interestingly enough, she sat down on the parlor sofa. 
 
    And then I listened to her cry. 
 
    I’d have felt guilty if she hadn’t taken everything from me, including my humanity. And I was pretty sure she’d catch me eventually, and then my remaining lifespan could be measured in minutes. 
 
    Finally she got up and moved out into the main hallway. “Kitty-Cat. Catherine. I’ve realized what I’ve done to you was wrong, and the only solution is to reverse the spell and send you home. Come out, and we can handle that. We’ll call this even for what I’ve done to you.” 
 
    If I had believed her, I’d have accepted that deal in a heartbeat. I was positive she was lying. 
 
    She waited a while then said, “So be it.” 
 
    A minute later, she was gone. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I hid half the night, but the house was silent, and my hole was uncomfortable. Plus I was hungry. I crawled out of my hole, listening carefully. 
 
    She hadn’t locked the doors, only closed them. It was harder for me to open doors that opened towards me, but with practice, I’d learned to do it. So I slipped out of the living room and listened. Silence. 
 
    I went around and opened more doors. Let her wonder. I ended in the kitchen. 
 
    She had cleaned up the food I’d left out, although signs of what I’d done were still evident. The floor held a thin layer of water, and I didn’t want to know where the rest had gone. I was glad it wasn’t my house. 
 
    I opened the refrigerator and considered my choices. It hadn’t been that long. But there wasn’t much there that I could do something with. High on the top shelf was the rest of a can of cat food. I stared at it, then climbed up to get it. That wasn’t bad, and knocking it onto the floor was easy. 
 
    Getting the plastic lid off took serious effort. 
 
    I sniffed at it. It smelled no different than it normally smelled. I didn’t see anything growing in it. 
 
    I was hungry. I decided to eat it. 
 
    I looked around. The house was trashed. The worst was probably the water. I had no idea what that much water spilling out on the floor for hours was going to do, but it couldn’t be good. Too bad for the owner of the house. That’s what she gets for turning people into cats. 
 
    At that point, I decided running away was my only choice. I’d spend the rest of my life as a cat, and it might not be a long life. But there wasn’t a future here for me. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t get any of the exterior doors open. I’d tried before, but I gave them another solid try. 
 
    I also tried breaking a window. The glass was strong, and a tiny little cat didn’t have any luck. That was annoying, as I knew people could break a window with a baseball. But I wasn’t a baseball. 
 
    Locked in, I did the only thing I could do. 
 
    I went to bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Baited 
 
    Nyla came back the next day. I had just enough warning to disappear into my hidey-hole. She spent some time looking for me, although this morning’s search came without last night’s litany of death threats. 
 
    She didn’t find me. 
 
    She eventually gave up and began working on the mess I’d made, and shortly after that, help arrived for her. I wasn’t sure how many people, but it sounded like she’d hired an entire team. It didn’t take them all that long to clean up most of the mess I’d spent hours creating, although the flooding damage would be far more extensive. I’d see later that the workers pulled out all the sodden carpet, but I wouldn’t be here to see any other repairs. 
 
    Soon the house was quiet except for Nyla. I heard her calling to me. “Catherine. I know you’re still here. There’s no more food you can open, so you’re going to start to get hungry. I’ll find you eventually.” 
 
    She paused a moment and then said, “If you surrender now, I’ll go easy on you. If I have to find you, that’s a different story.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her, and I didn’t come out. 
 
    She waited perhaps ten minutes before she said, “So be it. I’ll be back.” 
 
    I heard her leave, but I didn’t trust she was really gone, and I continued to hide. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I did eventually venture out. I looked around. Nyla was nowhere to be seen. Nor was there much lingering evidence of the damage I had caused. Even the furniture I’d damaged had been taken away. 
 
    The house looked bare in comparison. 
 
    I prowled for a while before arriving in the kitchen. The evidence of my work had been erased. I walked to the refrigerator and popped it open. It was empty, and the light didn’t come on. They had emptied it completely and cleaned it. 
 
    When I wandered into a bathroom, I saw they had even cleaned my litter box, leaving fresh litter for me. 
 
    I didn’t engage in any additional vandalism. Instead I headed back to the kitchen. Nyla used the kitchen cabinets for dishes and such; all the dry goods were in the pantry. I stepped to the pantry door, intending to help myself to whatever I found. 
 
    There was a new handle on the door, and I saw the key lock. Seriously? 
 
    I tried anyway. What else was I going to do? 
 
    At that point, I thought about expressing my displeasure. I hopped onto the counter and turned on the water. Nothing. I quickly ran around to a few more rooms, and the water was off everywhere. 
 
    Well, I’d never thought she was stupid. 
 
    I turned the faucets back off. There was no reason to let her know I’d tried. 
 
    I prowled the house for a while. I didn’t find anything to eat, and I didn’t find any sign of mice to hunt. 
 
    I napped a lot and made sure I was prepared to duck into my hidey-hole. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I went two days without food, but I performed no more vandalism. Nyla came home twice a day to attempt to find me. She made promises I didn’t believe, and she made threats I entirely believed. She didn’t leave food for me, but I’d been using the litter box, so she had evidence I was still here. 
 
    She cleaned the box during each visit, which surprised me. 
 
    But things were about to change. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I bet you’re very hungry, Catherine,” she called out. “I left you a peace offering. It’s in the kitchen. I’m sure you’ll find it.” 
 
    Five minutes later, she was gone again. 
 
    I waited, like I always did, then slowly crept from my hole. I was sure the so-called peace offering was a trap. I approached the kitchen cautiously. 
 
    She’d left it on the floor in plain sight. A plate. 
 
    Of tuna. 
 
    I stared at it from the entrance to the room. 
 
    There was no way that wasn’t a trap. It was drugged. Poisoned. It had to be. If she’d worried I was starving, and she cared, she’d have left regular food. Not that I would have trusted that, either, but this was just too obvious. 
 
    She was playing to my weakness. 
 
    Tuna. 
 
    I stared at the plate. 
 
    Finally I took my eyes away and looked around. I found no other signs of a trap. There were no cages waiting to drop on me. I saw no trip wires or new electronic devices that hadn’t been before. And believe me, I searched every nook and cranny with my eyes. The only thing I saw that hadn’t been there was my litter box, moved from the bathroom. It was now in the corner of the kitchen instead. 
 
    The tuna had to be poisoned, or at least drugged. If I ate that tuna, I’d never wake up again. 
 
    But it was tuna, and I was so hungry. 
 
    I turned around, broke into her office, and jumped into her chair for a while. I curled up and tried to take a nap. But all I could think about was tuna. 
 
    One bite wouldn’t kill me. I could take one bite and see what happened. 
 
    And would she really want me to die? She hadn’t discovered my hiding place. If I died in the wall, she might never find me, but she’d end up with a lot worse than a dead mouse in the wall. A lot worse. 
 
    No. It’s drugged. It has to be. 
 
    My stomach rumbled, and I licked my lips. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Then I decided something. If I were going to have a final meal, tuna would be my choice. 
 
    I jumped down from the chair and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I stared at the tuna. It sat there, taunting me, reminding me how delicious it would taste, and how hungry I was. 
 
    I stepped a paw into the kitchen. Another. Nothing happened. 
 
    I walked up to the tuna, circled once, and sniffed. It smelled like tuna, pure, fishy goodness. 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    Gingerly, I picked out the smallest piece and slowly ate it. It tasted like tuna. I didn’t taste any poison. 
 
    I decided that was enough. At the time, it felt like the hardest thing in the world to walk away from the rest of the plate. I got three steps before I heard Nyla’s voice. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, the only safe room in the house is now the kitchen. Remember that.” 
 
    I had no idea where she was; I would figure out later it was a recording. To this day, I have no idea how it went off. But I didn’t wait. I ran for it. 
 
    Everything was fine until I ran into the hallway. Immediately I felt pain throughout my entire body, the same sort of pain that the cage created, although not quite as intense. Yowling, I ran, thinking I could push through until I was on the other side. It got worse, and worse. 
 
    I ran to my hiding place, but it hurt too much to crawl inside. I ran to her office, to her bedroom, to the bathroom. There was no escaping the pain. 
 
    And then the message repeated, filling the house. 
 
    “The kitchen is the only safe room.” 
 
    That message would repeat every five minutes. I would certainly grow tired of it. 
 
    Still, I ran around, nearly out of my mind from the pain. I never stopped yowling. 
 
    Eventually I landed back in the kitchen, and the pain faded. I collapsed to the floor, panting heavily. 
 
    The tuna had been trapped, but only to lure me to the kitchen. Nyla had caught me. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I did try to leave, but each time, I was driven back to the only sanctuary. 
 
    I ate the damned tuna. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Well, well,” said Nyla from the kitchen doorway. I looked up at her and hissed. 
 
    She stepped in, and she was holding the kitty carrier. She set it on the island counter and opened the door. “Get in.” 
 
    I hissed again. 
 
    “I tell you what, Kitty-Cat. Right now, the kitchen is your only safe haven. In thirty seconds, I am changing it to the crate. Your choice.” 
 
    And then she walked out. 
 
    True to her word, shortly after she left the kitchen, the pain hit. I made a run for it, anyway, but I couldn’t escape the pain. 
 
    Nyla never bluffed. She might give second chances, but she didn’t bluff. 
 
    I ran back to the kitchen, jumped onto the island, and ran into the crate. Then I lay, panting and mewing piteously. 
 
    Game over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pit Of Death 
 
    Nyla walked back into the kitchen, walked over, and closed the door to the kitty carrier. I hissed at her, but I couldn’t do so much as swat at her hand. She turned the crate so it faced her and crouched down so we could look at each other. 
 
    “I had thought you were growing to accept your role here; you let me know I was wrong. And so, we’re done. Bitch all you want. I’m not listening. This is your fault, Catherine. You betrayed me and are paying the price. But what you did here this week was far worse. This was our home, and you intentionally destroyed everything you could simply to express your anger. I get the anger. I really do. But there are consequences for our actions, and in this case, it appears those consequences are going to be fatal.” 
 
    So. She was going to murder me. I’d guessed so before I started it, but at least this would be over. 
 
    Then she picked me up and carried me out to her car, waiting near the front door. She put me in the trunk and slammed it. A minute later, we were on the road. 
 
    I bitched the entire time. If she heard me, I don’t know. 
 
    It seemed like a long drive. Oh, we didn’t drive interstate, but it seemed like a long drive, ending with a trip along an uncomfortably rough road. We came to a stop, and then it was quiet. 
 
    The trunk opened, and I blinked in the light. Nyla picked me up and held me where she could see into the cage. 
 
    I hissed. Of course I hissed. 
 
    “Right,” she said. She turned me around and showed me where we were. It was some sort of farm, a run down farm, and there were a bunch of cars parked near a barn. And then a man approached, a rough-looking man. 
 
    Oh god. She was leaving me here. 
 
    She passed me off. “I’ll watch, but make sure I’m not on camera.” 
 
    The man grunted. Then he held the cage up and looked at me. “Cute kitty,” he said. “Sure you want to do this to her?” 
 
    “She’s a royal bitch and needs to learn her lesson,” Nyla said. 
 
    I hissed at him. 
 
    “Got it,” he said. 
 
    Without another word, he turned, heading back towards the barn. Nyla followed. 
 
    I heard the noise long before we arrived. People. And dogs. A lot of dogs. A lot of angry dogs. And the people were just as loud. 
 
    “Jared,” Nyla said. “She’s a vicious fighter. Don’t put any dogs in with her if you care what happens to them.” 
 
    “We’ve got it covered. This should make for good video.” 
 
    Good video? 
 
    He opened the door and stepped in. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We’ve all seen in the movies some sort of pit fighting. Dogs. Chickens. People. Imagine. 
 
    There were perhaps twenty people in the room. Most of them appeared to be having a good time, facing inward and yelling. Some were clutching money. Along one side, roped off, was the rich section. Nyla headed there, but she wasn’t the only one. I saw several other people, and they greeted her. 
 
    The sound was unbelievable. People. Dogs. Dogs. Did I mention the dogs? 
 
    Jared carried me closer, and I saw what was in the center.  It was a pit, perhaps eight feet deep, and everyone else was clustered around it. The walls were smooth, although in four places there were places for cages, and in those cages, angry dogs were waiting. There were more dogs somewhere else; I could hear them, but I couldn’t see them. 
 
    He didn’t take me to one of the cages. Instead, there was a sort of slide made from a big pipe, like a drain pipe. One end was outside the pit, and the other emptied into the pit. 
 
    Jared brought me to the top. 
 
    He didn’t wait on ceremony. He simply carried me to the top, opened the door, and upended it. 
 
    I scrambled, trying to stay in the carry crate. But he shook it, then shook it again, and I dropped. 
 
    I yowled. Oh my god, she was going to let the dogs fight over me. They’d tear me to pieces. 
 
    This was murder, plain and simple. Well, she’d promised that was the outcome, so I wasn’t that surprised. 
 
    I tumbled out the bottom and onto the dirt. Yowling, I ran around in panic, looking for an escape. My heart was pounding, and I knew I was about to die, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. 
 
    I ran around, yowling, shying away from the dogs. I tried to climb back up the pipe, but it was too smooth and steep. Even with my claws, I couldn’t catch hold. 
 
    The people continued to scream. The dogs, who had already been making a fuss, saw me, and really went at it, barking and snarling. 
 
    I had thought she’d do it herself. I really had. It didn’t occur to me she’d give me over to die in something like this. My estimation of her, already low, dropped through the floor. I wonder if she and Michael Vick were friends. 
 
    Running around, I finally found her. I locked gazes with her. She was watching me intently. I yowled at her. 
 
    Murder. This was murder. She knew it. And I knew it. 
 
    Now I knew what kind of person she really was. 
 
    From around me, the four cage doors began to open. But then they stopped and the crowd grew silent. The dogs didn’t, but the people did. 
 
    Nyla stood. “That’s probably enough.” She walked around, my eyes following her. She collected the kitty carrier from Jared. Two other people lowered a set of steps into the pit. Nyla climbed down, and I backed away from her. She set the carrier on the dirt and opened the door. 
 
    I ran for it, and she locked me in. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I was sick on the way back. Sick from leftover fear; sick from riding in her trunk again. Nyla noticed when she opened the trunk and pulled me out, but said nothing. She carried me around the house to a small patio. “I believe you can still count.” She carried me to the edge of the patio near her house, and there was a board there. In the board were pegs. Nine of them. “This represents your sentence. Each year, I will remove one peg. When there are no more pegs, if you present yourself to me, I will reverse the spell. Meow if you understand.” 
 
    I didn’t say a word, so she lifted me up and looked into the cage at me. “I’m letting you go. You can fend for yourself. I’ll leave food for two weeks. After that, you’re on your own. If you make an effort to damage my property, I will have you hunted down and will ship you somewhere far away, and you’ll remain a cat for the rest of your life. Now do you understand?” 
 
    I meowed, somewhat piteously. 
 
    “Good. Maybe you’ll find somewhere safe. Maybe you’ll go feral. I have no idea what happens to your humanity if no one interacts with you the way I have. I suspect at some point you’ll forget you were ever human. I suspect even if you live, you’ll stop coming around. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “You have a choice. At any time, you can come back. You can come crawling back, with your tail between your legs. If you do, then you are agreeing to be the most pleasant kitty that has ever walked the planet. There will be no more tricks. No more destruction. No more mice in surprising places. No more refrigerator doors open. There will be sweet cuddles and purring. Or stay away. It’s your choice. But if you break that promise, the next time I take you to that place, I’ll leave you there. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She opened the crate, shook me out until I tumbled to the ground, straightened, and then turned for the house. The door was closed behind her before I realized I was free. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Freedom 
 
    Freedom tasted good for, oh, ten minutes. 
 
    I didn’t really waste the opportunity. I ran for cover, a place to hide. Instinct took over for that, and I found myself against the side of Nyla’s house, hidden by the bushes. Then I contemplated my most recent change of fate. 
 
    She hadn’t killed me at all, in spite of all her promises to do so, and in spite of significant drama convincing me she would. But she also didn’t change me back, and a ten-year sentence for what I had done was unreasonable. 
 
    Although if I’d been pressed to come up with a sentence that involved being involuntarily turned into a cat, I’m not sure I could have. Anything was too long. 
 
    I contemplated my choices. I could go make that promise she wanted. 
 
    That wasn’t happening. 
 
    I could try to make my way to Allie’s. I didn’t know if I could make it. I judged my chances. I had little idea how to survive as an adult without modern conveniences. I thought about the distance. I thought about all the roads I’d have to cross. I thought about cold nights and no food. 
 
    I thought about dogs. Or worse. We were out in the country. Would there be worse than dogs? I’d been hearing about coyotes lately. Everyone thinks of coyotes as animals from out west, but they were well established in Minnesota, including urban areas. 
 
    I didn’t really care to become some coyote’s dinner. 
 
    But let’s say I made it to Allie’s. She wasn’t going to take me in. She was allergic to cats. She wouldn’t pay enough attention for me to begin to communicate with her. It’s not like she was going to say, “Oh, you must be my friend, Catherine. Right?” Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. If I could write, I might be able to convince her somehow. I could leave a note or something. But that was beyond me now. 
 
    I contemplated finding someone else to take me in. What were the chances? Out here? Cats were a dime a dozen. I would just be some feral cat, subject to whatever treatment I received. 
 
    More likely I would be driven away, or picked up and turned into a shelter. I supposed I could then suck up to whatever humans I might encounter, but then no way would I ever make it back here. I’d spend the rest of my days as a cat. 
 
    I was screwed. 
 
    I came to one conclusion. I needed to remain in the area, probably on Nyla’s property. And I didn’t think I was going to like it. 
 
    First thing: search for shelter. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Freedom definitely wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. As a cat, I needed two things to survive: shelter and food. A good shelter would protect me both from the elements and other threats. Food, of course, was obvious. I’d had both, but at a price I hadn’t been willing to pay. Nyla said she would set food out for me for a while, but only a while. I was on my own, and I didn’t have a clue how to survive. 
 
    I gave myself a full tour of her property. I’d already been here, having mapped it extensively, but this time, I took a cat’s eye tour. 
 
    I first circled the house. It was immediately surrounded by lawn and garden, and both saw frequent attention. 
 
    The grooming faded into thick forest, wooded with heavy underbrush. This gave the house an isolated feel and represented an opportunity for food, but not for shelter. 
 
    I didn’t know what sort of natural shelter wild cats used, but as I prowled Nyla’s land, I thought about it. Several years ago, Allie and I spent a long weekend at a lake resort. While we were there, we’d heard there were a lot of feral cats on the property, and the resort owners referred to them as a nuisance. He wasn’t specific about that, but I tried to remember where he said they lived. 
 
    I remembered he said they’d had to take steps to keep them from living under the deck that ran along the front of the lodge. And others liked to take shelter under the overturned rowboats near the shore. 
 
    I knew some animals dug burrows, and I remembered something about pumas being in that list, but I wasn’t sure if that was true. 
 
    But I thought about living in a hole in the ground. That wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    I did a full circle of the property. It was fenced along the perimeter, but only the fence nearest the main road was all that fancy. The rest of the fencing wouldn’t really keep anyone out -- or me in. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting to, but walking the perimeter, I didn’t find anyplace that said, “This looks like a great home”. 
 
    I already knew there were three structures on the property. Nyla’s house was huge, of course, and she lived alone. The cleaning staff came in once a week, but she was otherwise self-sufficient. I’d always assumed the rich and famous had a huge staff, but Nyla didn’t. 
 
    There was a garage attached to the house. This is where Nyla kept her cars and a bicycle I’d never seen any sign she ever rode. I considered the house and garage as a single structure. 
 
    There was a separate garage that appeared to be used by the grounds keepers. As best I could tell, all of the outdoor work on the property was performed by a service, but the separate garage, hidden from the house by a strand of trees, contained the sorts of things normal people might keep in our garages: ladders, lawn mowers, and the like. I never saw Nyla go anywhere near that particular building. 
 
    The last structure was the guardhouse. It was a small building attached to the front gate that provided shelter for the guards and was the terminating point for the security network that protected the house and yard. If I had triggered any alarms when invading Nyla’s property, an alarm would have sounded here. 
 
    I considered the house itself off limits. I wasn’t going to give Nyla any promises, that was for sure. I spent some time trying to find a way of making a home out of the grounds keeper’s garage, but I couldn’t find or fashion an entrance. 
 
    I approached the gatehouse last. Apparently Nyla had warned the guards, because when I approached, a man stepped out and chased after me. I ran. I wasn’t welcome. 
 
    My first priority: shelter. Results: a total flop. 
 
    My other priority was food. Here I would have a little more luck, although I was at first a terrible hunter. But I was hungry, so I gave off my search for a place to bed down and turned it into a search for food. 
 
    Nyla didn’t do anything to encourage animals to live near her house. There were no bird feeders, and she didn’t set out food for any other animals. There was no clear, obvious place for me to hunt. And so, I searched randomly, having very little idea where to find field mice. 
 
    I did find some squirrels. I looked at them. I considered my own size. I wasn’t at all convinced I’d come out ahead in an entanglement. Getting bit didn’t sound good. 
 
    Nyla did put out food for me, and she even made sure it was strictly for me. I didn’t know where she got it, but she had a clear Plexiglas cube with a door. The door had a latch, but one I could manipulate with my paws. She set the food inside and closed the door. I suppose other animals might learn to open it, but for now, it was mine. 
 
    I watched her set it out, and when she was done, she turned to look at my hiding place in the bushes beside her house. I didn’t know how she knew where I was. “Two weeks,” she said. “Winter is coming. Good luck.” 
 
    Then she turned around and went back inside. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I had a long, cold night. I made a nest underneath a fallen tree. I used dead leaves for padding and insulation. But I wasn’t designed for cold, autumn nights outside. 
 
    I was cold and miserable, but at least I wasn’t hungry. I knew two weeks could pass quickly, and I needed a better answer. 
 
    It wasn’t entirely bad. In fact, some of it was actually pretty good. I didn’t have to put up with Nyla anymore, and I’d let her know in quite clear terms what I thought of her. And being outside as a cat was kind of fun. While my own survival was at stake, I didn’t have a single responsibility to anyone else. 
 
    I spent the next few days working on making my new hovel into a home and learning to hunt more efficiently. Building the home wasn’t necessarily exciting or fun. I scoured the property, looking for any material at all that I could drag home and add to the shelter. I dug up moss and used it to line the floor. I found an old shoe and shoved it into a crack to help seal things off. I added sticks and more leaves. When the cleaners came, they left the recycling on the back step, and I made off with a small carton. Dragging that was a challenge for me. But I pulled my home apart, pushed the box into place on its side, and rebuilt the home. I knew it would eventually get old and deteriorate, but in the meantime, it provided more shelter. I went back for another one, but the cleaners had finished and done whatever they did with the recycling. 
 
    I wouldn’t say what I made was comfortable, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    I didn’t know how I was going to survive winter. I didn’t know how feral cats did. But I thought if I kept finding things to add to my pile, as long as no one came along and pulled it all apart, I might be able to build something survivable. 
 
    And I knew that was the best I was going to get. 
 
    Food was actually less of a pressure. When I wasn’t trying to sleep or working on the house, I was hunting. I decided birds and mice were my best bet. I also decided I wasn’t going to tolerate any other cats living on Nyla’s property. I felt a little bad about it, but I did what I could to drive them away, including interrupting their hunts. I became extremely territorial. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyla put food in the box twice a day for me. But when I’d been outside for what I guessed was a week, she waited for me. I approached cautiously, but she called to me. “I hope you’ve been hunting, Kitty-Cat. Beginning tomorrow, I’m only putting out food in the morning. A week from tomorrow, you’re entirely on your own. If you don’t like it, you know what you have to do.” 
 
    Damned right. Learn to hunt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A New Answer 
 
    Hunting was hard! Nights were cold. Being a feral cat sucked. I had actually thought I was doing okay. Boy! Was I wrong. 
 
    First, while it was autumn, and the nights were cold, they were still pretty mild compared to what they’d be in another month or two. Intellectually I knew that. But I was focused so much just on getting through those first few weeks, that I didn’t think about it very well. I’ll come back to that. 
 
    Finding food was also not easy. I spent hours a day trying to catch a small meal. At least it gave me something to do. It wasn’t so bad as long as Nyla put food out, but one day I went to find breakfast, and the box was gone. For a long time I stared at where it used to sit, but I knew my free meals had ended yesterday. 
 
    And I was hungry. 
 
    Oh, I found food: mice and birds. I wasn’t ready to try creepy crawly things. First off: eww. Secondly, I didn’t know what might be poison to me. So I stuck with foods I thought were safe. 
 
    But I also knew I wasn’t finding enough, especially for the active lifestyle I was now living. I knew I was going to lose weight, and I wasn’t a big cat. 
 
    But the kicker came two days later after the free food ran out. It rained. 
 
    No big deal, right? I’d spent two weeks building my shelter. I hid from the storm, and for the first half of the night I remained dry. Shivering, but dry. 
 
    But I could hear the water dripping onto the box that helped to form the innermost portion of my little house. I’d put everything over the house that I could, hoping it would be enough. But it wasn’t like I’d found some shingles or even had thatching for a roof. And eventually the rain dripped down onto my box, and everyone knows what happens to cardboard when it gets wet. 
 
    Sometime in the wee hours of the night, my box became so damp it couldn’t take it anymore. It crumpled down around me. 
 
    I was already cold, but now I was getting wet. Cold and wet weren’t a good combination. 
 
    I stayed there in my shelter, but it was a miserable, miserable night. 
 
    In the morning I crawled out. It was a cool, crisp autumn day. I’d gotten no sleep and was frozen to the bone. 
 
    And it wasn’t winter. 
 
    I stared at the remains of the hut I’d tried to build. I thought about whether I could do a better job if I rebuilt. Could I make it rain proof? 
 
    I was sure I couldn’t. 
 
    If I wanted to be alive in the spring, I had two choices. I either had to crawl back to Nyla or find another solution. I wasn’t cut out for a life in the wild. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I wasn’t rash. I rebuilt my home as best I could. I found a rotting garbage bag and stretched that over a small dome of sticks, and that became the new interior roof. I piled everything back on top of that, spending hours at it. I needed time to think, to consider my options. 
 
    And then I went exploring further. I had a glimmer of a plan, but I didn’t know if it was feasible. And so I turned my little kitty nose east, back towards the cities, and I began mapping a route. 
 
    Three days later, it rained again. Without the box, I got wet sooner, but I didn’t get as wet as I had the earlier rain. But I’d had enough. 
 
    I couldn’t read road signs, but I thought I’d be able to find my way. 
 
    I thought I could find my way to Allie. 
 
    It wouldn’t be easy, and she wouldn’t recognize me when I arrived. But I thought if I were persistent, I could convince her. I’d have to act in a very un-cat-like fashion. Maybe I could use tools. I couldn’t read or write, but maybe I could draw a stick figure. What cat can draw a stick figure? I tried it, and it was crude, but I could definitely draw stick figures. 
 
    If I got her asking the right questions, I could convince her. But first I had to get there. 
 
    I went on a hunting spree, spending every waking minute for two days finding all the food I could. And then the next morning, I ate well, grabbed as much as I could carry, and set off. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I knew it would take me days, maybe weeks, to make the journey. I’d have to find shelter from the worst of the weather. I’d have to avoid dogs. I’d have to be careful crossing roads. And I’d have to hunt while passing through strange territory. 
 
    The first day wasn’t bad. I ate half my supplies at what I decided was mid-morning. I hate the other half for a late lunch. In the meantime, I’d made a little over four miles. 
 
    How did I know that? 
 
    Easy. 
 
    In Minnesota west of Minneapolis, discounting the influence of lakes and rivers, the roads tend to run straight north-south or east-west, and they’re set up as sections. Thus, the sections can be used to count miles, and that’s what I’d been doing. I had thought I’d be able to travel faster than that, and now I was out of food. I was going to have to start looking for food and a place to spend the night. 
 
    But I supposed if I could find those, then slow and steady could still win the race. 
 
    I went into hunting mode, although I continued to move east while I did so. 
 
    A short while later I heard frantic barking, growing closer. I turned and ran, retracing my steps, and I arrived in the small culvert I’d remembered just moments ahead of the dog chasing me. Ironically, I was lucky it was a large dog, and he ran up to the front of the culvert then tried to dig his way in after me. 
 
    I turned and hissed. “Please don’t have any small friends,” I thought, backing further away. 
 
    Then I crouched down and watched as he went nuts, barking and digging at the culvert. After only a minute or so, it was clear I was safe from him, at least for now. But his barking echoed in the culvert, and it smelled besides. 
 
    Finally I hissed again and moved closer. That only made him more insane. 
 
    I watched carefully, ready to jump back. He repeatedly tried to jam himself into the culvert to reach me, and I got a real good idea of exactly how deep he could reach. I stopped just short, and when he launched himself at me again, I let him have it. 
 
    Whack! Right across the nose, and I raked him with my claws, too. 
 
    He yelped and took off running. 
 
    “That’s right, puppy dog!” I hissed. “Pick on someone your own size.” 
 
    I waited for a while to be sure the dog wasn’t coming back. Then I carefully poked my nose out and listened. 
 
    No dog. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was perhaps an hour later I found my first meal, a hapless field mouse. I ate it carefully. But then I saw several other cats, just coming out of their own daytime beds, and I decided I didn’t want any run ins if they were feeling territorial. I moved on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Darkness 
 
    I traveled that way for three days, although it took hours each day to hunt for food and more time each day to locate safe places to sleep. The first night I slept inside another small culvert, although at least this one was dry. I dragged in leaves and moss for bedding. The best I can say: I could have been colder. 
 
    After my run in with the dog, I was more cautious, not wanting to get caught out too far from safety. I kept the highway in view but traveled along the nearest tree line, when possible, or was exceedingly cautious when I couldn’t. I had this view that every farm would have a pack of dogs, but if they did, I wasn’t bothered by them remotely as often as I had feared. Still, I ended up treed for an hour when one overly persistent beagle wouldn’t wander off. I finally chased him away by breaking things off the tree and dropping them on him. 
 
    It was late on the third day that my luck -- if one can consider herself lucky after being trapped by an evil witch and transformed into a cat -- turned. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was late afternoon. I’d lost track of the miles traveled, but I knew I was drawing closer to the city. I’d worked my way through one small town, but I was still in farmland. 
 
    When my luck turned, I didn’t immediately realize it. I’d begun to hunt for dinner. Unfortunately, I ignored the smell of other cats, left over from marking their territory, and when finally I bumped into one of the local residents, I think we were both surprised. 
 
    “Merp,” I said. 
 
    “Hiss,” she replied. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t very friendly. What was even less friendly was when she threw herself at me. 
 
    I found myself in a cat fight. 
 
    It turned out I was a little faster and a lot smarter. Being smarter wasn’t really doing me a whole lot of good, as the fight was about reactions, and from the way she fought, she had more experience than I did. 
 
    Like that was hard. 
 
    It didn’t help that she also outweighed me. 
 
    But the kicker: she had friends. I didn’t. 
 
    I wouldn’t say I got mauled, but I did get scratched up. I ran, although that wasn’t entirely enough for them, as they harried me long enough to rip me up a little more. I dashed under a barbed wire fence, and that was when the troop of ferals dropped back. I kept going another half mile across an open, grassy field before I came to a stop, panting. 
 
    I tried to catalog my hurts. None of them were significant, and individually I could probably ignore them, if they didn’t become infected. My fur had been some protection, but not as much as I would have liked. Collectively, they added up, and I knew I’d hurt for a few days. 
 
    I turned around to look back the way I had come, hissing a few times. I’d only wanted a mouse or two and would have continued on. And they didn’t have to beat the crap out of me. A hiss or two would have been enough to convince me to hunt elsewhere. 
 
    Cats suck. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When all this started, I still held my humanity closely. As time had passed, I had become more catlike in nature, and this had extended to grooming habits. Intellectually I knew the dangers my scratches represented. And instinctively, I was driven to clean them. And so I curled up in the grass and began to lick. I knew I’d have to resume hunting, but I had time. I soon was lost in my grooming. 
 
    But my luck had only begun to turn bad. 
 
    In my haste to escape the feral troop, my normal care for my safety gave way to the immediacy of my escape. Once I was free of them, I should have returned to old habits. I hadn’t, and that left me in the middle of a field, far from cover of any sort beyond that afforded by the tall grass. 
 
    I’m not sure which of us was more surprised: me or the mutt that stumbled across me. The dog gave a little bark about the same time I offered a hasty hiss. 
 
    The dog was less impressed by my hiss than I was by the bark. 
 
    I glanced behind me, judging the tree line. It was far. It was too far. I began backing away slowly, hissing at the dog and brandishing my claws. “Come close, dog, and you’re going to get it.” 
 
    The dog wasn’t impressed. He cocked his head once, barked again, and then rushed towards me. 
 
    I turned tail and ran. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There were certain things I knew. I knew my reflexes were faster than a dog’s. I knew I was smarter than the dog. I knew my claws were sharp and painful. 
 
    I also knew the dog could easily kill me. 
 
    There were things I didn’t know. I didn’t know whether my claws would sufficiently dissuade the dog. I didn’t know if he just wanted to play. I didn’t know if he was an avowed cat killer. 
 
    In hindsight and knowing how things turned out, I fully admit I may have been better off to try to fight off the dog. But that’s not what happened. 
 
    The dog ran faster than I did -- a lot faster. Being low to the ground and fairly agile, I could change directions faster than he could. And so rather than making it a straight race, one I would lose horribly, I tried shaking him from my tail. 
 
    I ran a few steps one direction then abruptly turned left, then right, then right and double back and left again. 
 
    I made it perhaps a quarter of the way to the tree line before he caught me the first time. He basically bowled me over, and we both tumbled. I yowled and dashed away, but after that, he caught me several more times. 
 
    The third time, he grabbed me in his jaws, and I turned back and raked his muzzle with my claws, as quickly and deeply as I could. He howled and dropped me, but he’d hurt me, and I struggled to move away from him. 
 
    If I’d gone on the offensive, maybe I could have chased him off. But I didn’t want to hurt him. I just wanted to be left alone. 
 
    He apparently didn’t feel the same way. He sat back on his haunches, watching me for a moment, then stood and padded after me. I’d slowed him down and given him something to think about, but apparently not enough. 
 
    But he’d slowed me down, too, and when he leapt, I barely scrambled away. 
 
    In spite of my injuries, I nearly made it to the trees. But then he knocked me over and got a hold of my back leg. Something snapped, and the pain was nearly overwhelming. 
 
     I yowled and hissed and went absolutely insane. I was sure I was about to die, and I felt cornered, so I let instinct take over. I was effectively cornered, and I attacked. 
 
    Even with one bad leg, and in spite of our size difference, I managed to do serious damage. Soon, it was the dog yowling, and when I dropped away from him, he jumped away and ran in the opposite direction, yelping. Panting, I watched him go, but then the pain of my injuries settled in, and I knew I was in real trouble. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I managed to drag myself into the trees. With one leg hanging behind me, I climbed to relative safety. Settling into a notch, I passed out. 
 
    When I woke, it was full dark, and I’d never been in so much pain, not even when locked into Nyla’s cage. 
 
    I tried stretching everything. I was scratched and bruised, and I thought the dog had managed to puncture my side. It hurt to breathe, although I didn’t think I’d broken any ribs. 
 
    The worst was my right rear leg. It hung limply, and if I moved it, the pain was excruciating. “It’s broken, Cat,” I told myself. “And you are surely as screwed as you could possibly be while still drawing breath.” 
 
    I lay in the tree, hurting, hungry, and thirsty, and wondered what I could do. I decided I had four basic choices. 
 
    I could attempt to continue on. 
 
    I could throw myself on the mercy of the nearest family that would open a door. 
 
    I could try to make my way back to Nyla and beg for her mercy. 
 
    Or I could give up and wait to die. 
 
    The last option was the easiest to eliminate. It wasn’t my nature to give up at anything. Asking for help from a nearby family was almost as easy to eliminate. I was pretty sure that was a quick path to a mercy killing. To them, I was just a stray cat, one of dozens in the neighborhood. To them, I would represent large vet bills and who could know what else. 
 
    I was determined to make my way to Allie. I worked at climbing from the tree, falling the last several feet. I lay in a hump on the forest floor for a minute, then did my best to turn towards the highway. I would get there and turn right, heading towards the city. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I stopped to watch a car drive past, heading west. It had only been a few hundred yards, and it had taken everything in me to get that far. I looked to the right, towards the city. I didn’t have a clear idea how far it was to suburbia, but after that, I still had to traverse half the city to get to Allie. And then I had to convince her I was worth rescuing. 
 
    I made my decision, turned, and began dragging myself to help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Help 
 
    “Ms. St. George, it’s Jeremy at the guard post. That cat you told us to watch for. She’s here. You better come. I don’t think she’s long for this world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Passage 
 
    I don’t really remember much for a while after that. I remember snatches of a vet clinic. I remember people dressed in white. 
 
    I remember pain, and then the pain disappeared, along with hardly any other thoughts for a while. 
 
    I vaguely remember returning to Nyla’s house. I remember sleeping in that horrible cage, but with a comfortable bed inside, and I wasn’t downstairs but was on a table beside Nyla’s bed. 
 
    I remember Nyla holding me. I remember Nyla crying once or twice. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I recovered. My other injuries healed most quickly, and they were nothing but a memory before I had clear thoughts again. 
 
    I don’t know if Nyla used magic on me, or if the vet had simply prescribed medication. I don’t remember the worst of my healing, but I remember slowly coming back to my senses. It seemed to take several days. 
 
    Nyla stayed home with me, carrying the cage down to her office and leaving me beside her while she worked. I think she talked to me, but I had nothing to say to her, not for a while. But the situation wasn’t to last. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I’m almost positive she drugged me for the trip to the vet. Once there, the technicians did the things technicians do, and when they were done, I unsteadily stood on four legs. They encouraged me to try to walk, but I don’t remember the rest of the visit. 
 
    My next clear thoughts were the next morning. From inside the cage, I silently watched Nyla dress in jeans and a blouse. She finished her preparations and then turned to me. A moment later she knelt down in front of my cage, and we looked at each other. 
 
    It was a while before she spoke. “I’m going to carry you downstairs. I’ll feed you, and then we’ll see if you’re ready to talk.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    And so, she did. I was impressed she could manage the cage with me in it, but she’d been doing it so far, and while it seemed to be work, soon she had me on the table in her office. “I’ll get your breakfast.” 
 
    She was gone for a few minutes, and I spent the time wondering what was going to happen now. 
 
    When she returned, she had a bowl of cat food and a plate with pieces of tuna. I stared at the tuna. She spread her hands apart, and I watched the tuna. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, how alert are you?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Make that noise three times.” 
 
    “Merp, merp, merp.” 
 
    “Are you ready to talk, or do you need a few days?” 
 
    I didn’t know why she asked questions that way. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you promise to be on your best behavior?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Stay in the cage.” She opened the door. I backed up and crouched down, waiting.  Then she picked up one of the pieces of tuna. Holding it between thumb and finger, she set her hand at the door of the cage. But she told me to wait in the cage, so I waited where I was, my eyes glued to the fishy goodness. 
 
    “You may take this,” she said finally. I moved slowly, reaching out to gently take the tuna from her. Then I sat back and ate it. When I was done, her fingers were still just inside the cage, and I knew what they would taste like. I looked up, and she was watching me carefully. I moved closer and began to gently clean her fingers. But I eyed her; she was smiling. 
 
    “I think you’re sucking up to me,” she said. And maybe I was. Then she withdrew her hand. She picked up the bowl of food and set it inside, closing the door on me. “Take your time. The tuna is for dessert.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    I ate slowly. I was ready to talk, but I wasn’t remotely near 100 percent, and I didn’t want to risk getting sick. When I was finished, I looked up at Nyla. “Merp.” 
 
    “Very good.” Without much adieu, she picked up my cage and carried me through the house. She’d left the tuna behind, which I found upsetting. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “I’ll take two trips.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    But when I saw where she was taking me, I put up a fuss. I began yowling when she opened the back door, and I was nearly in a panic when she carried me outside. 
 
    “We’re going to talk, and we’re doing it out here. Quiet down.” 
 
    I did what I was told, but I was sure she was kicking me out again. I wouldn’t survive a winter. I knew it. I didn’t know how feral cats did it. Maybe they shared warmth. I didn’t know. But I wouldn’t make it. 
 
    I didn’t want to die. 
 
    She set me down on a table. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    When she returned, she was wearing an autumn jacket and carrying the plate of tuna. She sat down and turned the cage so we were facing each other. She set the tuna down on the table beside the cage but said, “Look at me.” 
 
    It was hard to tear my gaze from the tuna, but I managed, looking up into her face. 
 
    “Catherine, I don’t really blame you for hating me. I shouldn’t have done this to you. If I were a better person, I’d turn you back and help you find an excuse for your friends and family. I’m not going to do that, and I have my reasons. I’m not going to explain, and I don’t expect you to be pleased.” She looked away, and then she whispered. “I wish I hadn’t done this to you. I wish you hadn’t broken in. I wish...” she faded away. When she looked back at me, her look was hard. “I am not very good at letting go of something I think is mine. It’s a failure. I know that.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to any of that. But as long as she kept me a cat, she owned me, even if I ran away, she owned me. I would need her to turn me back. 
 
    I tried not to think about the implications. They would just make me angry. 
 
    “So.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I am going to give you three choices. I think I know which one you’re going to take. Please hold your opinion until I’ve offered the choices.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Choice one. Tomorrow I can take you to the Humane Society. You’re pretty cute, and you know how to act as sweet as pie. Someone will adopt you. You’ll spend the rest of your days as a cat, but you’ll be pampered. Probably.” 
 
    “Yowl!” 
 
    “It’s on the table, Catherine, although I didn’t think it would be your first choice. Choice two. I can have a warm home built outside here for you, and I’ll put out food. You’ll be an outdoor cat, but you’ll have a place to sleep and enough food. Eventually I’ll turn you back. It won’t be soon.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to that. 
 
    “Third choice. You can live in the house with me, but if you want that choice, you’re going to be making promises. You are going to be the sweetest, most adorable cat that has ever lived. I want you to...” Then she turned away, not saying anything further. 
 
    But I thought I was seeing the most humanity I’d ever seen from her. 
 
    But again, when she turned back, her look was hard again. “If you take that choice, I will treat you well. But I won’t forgive you again, Catherine, if you ever give me cause to regret this. I think you know what I mean. Yes?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you know which choice you’re going to take?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I’m going to open the door. I think you’ll find a way to express yourself.” 
 
    I waited while she worked the latch. Then she leaned away. 
 
    I moved slowly, sticking my nose out first. Nyla watched me wordlessly, and I stepped out carefully. I stretched and glanced at the tuna. But instead of stepping over to the plate, I turned to Nyla. Then, slowly, I moved to her. She froze and then stiffened as I stepped down to her lap, turned two circles, and then sat down in her lap. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat, are you sure? I think you know what this means.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She began petting me. I leaned into her. “Mew.” 
 
    She petted me for a minute, and then she reached over and picked up a piece of the tuna. Slowly, one piece at a time, she fed me the rest of the tuna. I licked her fingers clean when I was done, then I spent a minute cleaning. I stood, stretched, then turned another circle and settled back down again. 
 
    A minute later, Nyla whispered, “You’re purring, Kitty-Cat.”


 
   
  
 

 Office 
 
    The best word to describe my behavior: angelic. 
 
    Halloween came and went, and Thanksgiving, too. Nyla and I celebrated Thanksgiving together. I rarely saw her cook, but she cooked up a big bird with all the trimmings. I sat in the kitchen watching her. She set the table, and it was beautiful. There were two places. I thought she was having someone over. 
 
    She went upstairs to dress. I followed after and watched her. She talked to me while she dressed, nothing important, just gentle talk. 
 
    Then we went back downstairs and she brought everything out to the table. I thought that was odd; her guest hadn’t arrived yet. But as I sat on the floor, watching, she patted the chair. “This is your place, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I actually thought that was sad. She’d put on such a big meal, and I was her only guest. And I hadn’t thought about it before, but she must be really lonely. What was the good of having all that money if she was miserable? Didn’t she have friends? Why didn’t she have a girlfriend? 
 
    But I jumped up and sat down. She dished both our plates. I got tiny bits of everything, I think mostly for show, but she gave me as much of the turkey as I could possibly want, and I waited while she cut mine for me. Then she lifted her wine to me. “Thank you for joining me tonight, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    There was something sad, possibly even pathetic, about the entire scene. But the turkey was fabulous, especially with the gravy she’d put on it. I ate delicately, and I sampled everything else. The cranberries weren’t bad, and even the stuffing was good. But I filled up on the turkey and gravy, and then I sat back. 
 
    I felt bad. I wasn’t a member of the clean plate club tonight. Nyla didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Later, I sat on her lap in the living room. She petted me, almost absentmindedly, and sipped at her wine. 
 
    “You’re my only friend,” she said. “How pathetic is that?” 
 
    When I looked up, her eyes were wet. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but I sat on her lap for a long time. I think I purred. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She worked from home over the weekend, but Monday I hurried downstairs in front of her then stood by the door leading to the garage, blocking it. She came to a stop, watching me. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “I have a meeting, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “You had breakfast, and I’m not giving you any tuna. Or leftover turkey. You had more than is good for you all weekend.” 
 
    That wasn’t what I wanted. I turned and scratched at the door like a dog might, then turned to face her. “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She stared for a moment, then said slowly, “You want to go to work with me.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew.” I moved forward and began doing figures around her ankles, purring. 
 
    She bent down, setting her purse and laptop case near the door. She petted me for a moment. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She paused. “All right. We’ll see how well this works. Please don’t get sick in my car.” 
 
    But she turned around. I didn’t follow her. Instead, I guarded her purse. She couldn’t get away without her purse. 
 
    She returned a minute later carrying one of the litter boxes, empty of litter. “Wait here,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t like it when she picked up her purse and stepped out into the garage. I heard the door open. But she’d left her laptop behind. 
 
    I guarded it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she was doing in the garage. She seemed to take longer than necessary to drop a few things in her car and come back for me. But then the door opened. She scooped me up, and I hung partway over her shoulder. She grabbed the laptop and stepped into the garage. 
 
    She was taking me to work! 
 
    In thanks, I licked her ear. She giggled and pulled her head away. “Your tongue is rough. Stop that.” 
 
    The thing is, licking her ear had been fun, so when I got another chance, I did it again. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat!” she complained, pulling away. “That tickles.” 
 
    “Merp.” I leaned to get her ear. 
 
    “Do it again, and I’m dropping you back into the house.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    I behaved, and she carried me to the car. She opened the back door and set the laptop on the floor, then lowered me in. I immediately bounced up and over the seats and sat down in the passenger seat. Nyla got in and started the car, then looked at me. 
 
    “If we get into an accident...” She trailed off. I probably wasn’t in any more danger there than anywhere. “Some cats get sick on car rides. I hope you’re not one of them.” 
 
    So did I. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Riding was difficult. I didn’t like not looking, so I stood up and set my feet on the door, right next to the window, and watched the world go by. That wasn’t so bad, although I tended to get jostled around by the bumps and curves. But it was better than sitting where I couldn’t see. 
 
    Nyla spent the entire drive on her phone, although her car let her use speaker phone. I didn’t really understand the conversation, but when we got close, she said, “We’re almost there. Send Emily and James down to help.” 
 
    St. George Industries had a variety of facilities, but the corporate offices were in a four-story office building in Minnetonka. They had the entire building, and there was underground parking. Not surprising, Nyla had a reserve spot nearest the elevator. She pulled in, and she was barely parked before there was a man and woman at the side of the car. They had a cart. 
 
    “Wait there,” Nyla said. Then she turned to me and spoke softly. “I have to treat you like a cat. You understand why. And you better not do anything un-cat-like. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She got out of the car and spoke to the two people waiting. The back door opened, and the woman collected Nyla’s laptop and purse. The man opened the trunk, and I saw a minute later that he’d collected the litter box and a new bag of kitty litter. In the meantime, Nyla stepped to my side, opened my door, and collected me in her arms. She carried me while her assistants took care of everything else. 
 
    “I think I’m late,” she announced, heading for the elevator. 
 
    “I shuffled your schedule,” said the man. “I bumped Hollis Evans.” 
 
    “How the hell did Hollis get on my schedule?” 
 
    “A moment of weakness,” he replied. “What’s the cat’s name?” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat. Don’t blame me; she came with that name.” 
 
    “Does she bite?” asked the woman. “Can I pet her?” 
 
    “She knows not to bite, and yes, you may.” 
 
    The woman stepped closer and gave me a nice couple of pets before the door opened. 
 
    “I can set up the cat box for you,” the woman offered. “You said you wanted it in your office, but I thought...” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Kitty litter kind of smells.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Do you think. Um?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The workmen finished repairing the walls in the storage room, but we haven’t moved everything back. We could put the box there. It’s a concrete floor.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is the only time I’m bringing her to work.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “I think she understood you,” the woman said. 
 
    “She’s very smart,” Nyla said. “We need a long term solution.” 
 
    “Let me handle it, Nyla. Below your pay grade and all that.” 
 
    “Taking care of my cat is below yours, Emily.” 
 
    “I don’t mind, as long as she actually uses the box and doesn’t find somewhere else.” 
 
    “Eww. No. She’s had her moments, but she’s quite fastidious.” 
 
    We stepped out onto the top floor, and a minute later we were standing in Nyla’s office. She set me on her desk, and I jumped to the floor to explore, sniffing around everywhere. The two others disappeared, and Nyla sat down at her desk. Her phone rang about ten seconds later. 
 
    It was perhaps twenty minutes before the woman was back. She knocked at the door. Nyla said, “We’ll have to finish this later,” and hung up the phone. 
 
    “I thought we should show your cat where her litter box is,” said Emily. 
 
    “Good idea. Kitty-Cat!” 
 
    I poked my nose out. “Merp.” 
 
    “She answers to her name,” Emily said. 
 
    “She’s very bright.” 
 
    I sauntered out, but instead of walking to Nyla, I stepped up to Emily, standing up and leaning my paws against her. She leaned over to pet me a couple of times. Then she picked me up. I let her. 
 
    “I’ll bring her back in a minute,” Emily said. 
 
    “I hope no one is allergic.” 
 
    “I’m sure some are, but if they don’t pet her, they’ll be fine.” 
 
    Emily turned around. It wasn’t all that long a walk, just down the corridor and then behind where the elevators were. We stepped into a bare, empty room containing nothing but my litter box in one corner. Emily set me down, and I stepped over to it and sniffed at it for a moment, mostly just to make sure she understood I knew where it was. 
 
    Emily knelt down. “I hope you’re a good cat,” she said. She held out her hand, and I sauntered back. She petted me for a minute. “You seem like a good cat. But if you make a mess, I’ll do what I can to make you miserable.” 
 
    I stepped away, sat down, and looked at her. I cocked my head. “Merp.” 
 
    “God, you’re cute,” she said. 
 
    “Merp,” I agreed, then stepped forward and butted her knee with my head. She petted me again. Then she picked me up, and I received a mini tour of the office on the way back to Nyla’s. 
 
    “That’s my desk,” she pointed. “If Nyla kicks you out of her office, you could come visit me.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s almost like you understand.” 
 
    A minute later we were back at Nyla’s office. She wasn’t alone, but the door was open. Emily knocked on the door jamb then gently lowered me to the floor. I butted her once more in thanks and then bounced over to Nyla. She had a chair waiting for me beside hers, so I jumped up and settled in. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyla’s meetings were, frankly, boring, but it was still better than staying alone at home. I spent a portion of the day on the chair beside hers, a portion in her lap, a portion prowling her office, and a portion prowling the other offices I could reach. When invited, I made friends with Nyla’s employees, accepting attention where it was delivered and backing away if anyone suggested he or she was allergic. 
 
    I wouldn’t say everyone was friendly, although when I wandered into one cube, the reaction of its occupant was amusing. 
 
    “Hey! It’s a cat.” He turned in his chair and leaned down. “How did a cat get in here?” He held out a hand, so I slipped over and sniffed at it. Then he picked me up and cradled me with my head over his shoulder. “Is anyone missing a cat?” 
 
    Several other people prairie-dogged up from their cubes. “That’s Nyla’s cat,” a woman said. 
 
    “Oh sure,” the guy complained, petting me the whole time. “Boss lady gets to bring her cat to work, but you guys made me shave my mustache because it looked too much like a caterpillar.” 
 
    There were several laughs, then another woman said, “We were helping you, Simon. That ‘stache wasn’t doing you any favors.” 
 
    “I thought it looked good,” Simon replied. 
 
    “Which may be a hint why you haven’t had a date in two years,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Hey! I have, too. I brought a date to Sally’s wedding.” 
 
    “Your cousin,” another woman said. “You brought your cousin.” 
 
    “She wasn’t... my... cousin.” 
 
    “And she’s gay.” 
 
    I turned to look over my head at the new speaker, and my gaydar spiked through the ceiling. 
 
    “She’s not gay.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” said the woman. “Weren’t you at the family Christmas four years ago when she brought her girlfriend? That wasn’t a hint?” 
 
    “That wasn’t her girlfriend. It was just a friend.” 
 
    “So you admit she’s your cousin,” said the woman with a laugh. 
 
    “How do you know any of this?” 
 
    “There’s a club,” the woman said. “All us flaming lesbians are members.” 
 
    “There is not!” 
 
    “Okay, maybe not. Maybe I asked her to dance. And maybe I asked her out. And maybe she said yes. And maybe we’ve been dating since.” The woman offered a little bow. “Thank you for bringing your cousin to Sally’s wedding. I really like her.” 
 
    “Oh god,” Simon said, plopping down in his chair. I resettled and let him pet me for a while. Around us, I heard snickers and one or two occurrences of, “Poor Simon.” Letting him pet me felt good, and after a minute, I realized I was purring. He shifted in his chair, and I opened my eyes. He was looking sideways at me, hunched over to the side so he could see my expression as I sat across his lap. 
 
    “I’ve never held a cat before,” he said. 
 
    “Merp.” Especially one like me. 
 
    “I’m sort of a dog person.” 
 
    I offered a small hiss. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to say the D-word.” He continued to pet me slowly. “You’re pretty smart for a cat.” If he only knew the half of it. Then he sighed. “You should go or I won’t get anything done.” 
 
    He sort of nudged me from his lap. I gave his hand a quick lick before jumping down. It was time to see who else wanted to pet me. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I pranced back into Nyla’s office. She was seated at her table with several other people. Some of them looked familiar. I jumped up on the table. “Merp.” It came out muffled. 
 
    “Oh god,” Nyla said. “Kitty-Cat, where did you find that?” 
 
    “Merp.” Did she really want me to answer that? 
 
    Nyla rolled over to the side of her desk and grabbed a garbage bin. She rolled back and held it out. “Drop it.” 
 
    She was going to make me throw it away? I thought it might make for a good snack. I only brought it to show off my hunting skills. I hunched over my kill, careful not to set it down on her table. 
 
    “No,” Nyla said firmly. She shook the bin slightly. “Drop it.” 
 
    “What does she have?” 
 
    “What do you think she has?” 
 
    Everyone else at the table backed quickly away from the table. “A mouse?” one of the women squeaked. “Where in the hell did she find a mouse?” 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” someone else said. “Are you sure bringing your cat to the office is a good idea?” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat,” Nyla repeated. “Now.” 
 
    I stood, walked across the table, and dropped the mouse into the garbage bin. “Mew.” 
 
    Nyla ignored my complaint, rolled back to her desk, and set the bin back where it had been. She returned to the table and cocked her head at me. “You need to go clean up. I believe there’s water near your litter box.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Go.” She pointed. 
 
    I offered an inward sigh and jumped down. But before I was out of range, I heard Nyla say, “Would you rather the mice went unfound? Disgusting creatures, mice.” 
 
    “Your cat looked offended,” one of the guys said. “I imagine she expected praise over her hunting skills, and then she was going to go off and eat it.” 
 
    “Eww!” several people said. 
 
    “Yes, well,” said Nyla. “I’ll give her a tuna reward when we get home.” 
 
    “Oh, she won’t remember what it’s for,” said the guy. 
 
    “Oh yes, I will,” I said. I picked up my step and pranced off. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Has anyone seen my cat?” 
 
    “The last time I saw her, she was staring intently at something in Jamie’s cube.” 
 
    “Probably another mouse,” someone else said. 
 
    “What?” The woman whose cube I was in jumped to her feet and then onto her chair. “A mouse?” 
 
    What did she think I was doing? I’d been watching it for a half hour, hoping it would forget I was here. I wasn’t going to show this one to Nyla if I caught it, either. She’d make me throw it away. What a waste! 
 
    “James,” Nyla called out. “James, where are you?” 
 
    “I’m here, Nyla.” 
 
    “Tell maintenance we have mice,” she said. “I want them trapped, but absolutely no poison. Make sure of it.” 
 
    “Mice. Traps. No poison.” 
 
    She didn’t need traps. She had me. “Meow!” I complained. That was a mistake. The mouse looked like he’d forgotten about me, and I had just reminded him. 
 
    “I think your cat wants them to herself,” someone said. “It’s like she understood what we were saying.” 
 
    A moment later I heard familiar footsteps, and then from behind me, “Kitty-Cat. It’s time to go.” 
 
    I stared under the desk. Nyla didn’t wait but stepped forward and scooped me up. I complained, but she whispered, “He’s not going to come out with you sitting there.” 
 
    How would she know? I hadn’t seen her catch any. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She made calls in the car, but once we got home, she turned to me, still sitting in her car. “You know, I liked having you there today. Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Even though I made you throw away your prize.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “Ah, you heard about your reward.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The next morning, I was waiting by the door by the time Nyla got there. She laughed. “All right, but let’s talk about it.” She turned around and led the way to the kitchen. I jumped up on the counter and sat down, facing her. 
 
    “I imagine you hope to catch more mice.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right, but it bothers people. And it would really bother people to catch you eating one, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “I know. I’m going to give you a rubbish bin for them. If you catch more, I’ll give you more tuna. Is that fair?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Mew.” 
 
    “Do you think you can avoid anyone seeing you with one?” 
 
    I thought about it. I actually had no idea. I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I suppose you can’t promise that. Will you try to be subtle?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Thank you. And clean up after catching one. All right?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After that, I became the office mascot. For one reason or another, I didn’t go with Nyla every day. Some days she told me she was spending the day with clients. Other days she offered other reasons I had to stay home. But I spent more days at work than I did alone at home. I learned who was allergic to cats and who was best at petting me. I was there when Roxie learned her sister had cancer, and she quietly cried into my fur for a while. Another day someone whispered he thought his wife was having an affair, and he didn’t know what to do. My heart went out for both of them. 
 
    I learned who secretly hated Nyla, and I learned about three people who had crushes on her. I learned who was interviewing at other companies and who turned headhunters away when they called. 
 
    I kept it all to myself. 
 
    Discounting those who didn’t want me in their cubes, nearly everyone was nice to me. But there were two people who were secretly cruel, and one of them tried to kill me. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Hello, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I stopped and looked at the speaker. It was a woman named Toni. Toni didn’t like me, and she really didn’t like Nyla. She’d never shared the time of day with me, so I was surprised she did so then. 
 
    “I have a treat for you.” 
 
    Well, well, this was a change of pace. I stepped into her cube. I sat and watched as she opened a desk drawer and pulled out small plate encased in plastic wrap. 
 
    Something was fishy. This woman had let me know over the months that she didn’t like me, but now she was offering me treats? I eyed the plate carefully as she unwrapped it. 
 
    “It’s kitty food,” she said. “Don’t tell on me.” 
 
    She set it down on the floor. I looked at it carefully before stepping over. 
 
    Cats are known to be finicky eaters. I could have turned my nose up, and it wouldn’t have been suspicious. It wasn’t tuna, after all. If it had been tuna, I’d have eaten it in a heartbeat. But it wasn’t, and I could have turned away. But then, you know what they say about curiosity. 
 
    I tiptoed over and gave it a sniff. 
 
    Cat food. It wasn’t one of the brands Nyla fed me. I sat down at it and looked up. Toni was watching me expectantly, a broad smile in place. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said. “It’s good. Yum, yum.” 
 
    Yum, yum? Seriously? 
 
    Well, I was a little peckish. A few bites wouldn’t do me any harm. I sniffed again then dug in. 
 
    But I really wasn’t that hungry, and it wasn’t as good as what I usually got, so I only ate a few bites before sitting back and looking up at her. 
 
    “No, no,” she said. “You haven’t eaten enough yet. That much will barely make you sick. You have to eat it all, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    At those words, I almost ran. But I knew things. 
 
    I knew Toni didn’t like Nyla, and she didn’t seem to like me. 
 
    I knew my humanity was slipping, a little at a time, even though Nyla talked to me a lot. I was acting more and more like a cat. And because of that, I wasn’t sure I’d remember this the next time Toni offered me something. 
 
    And what if it was tuna? 
 
    I sniffed at the food again. If it was poisoned, I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t smell it. But then, it wasn’t a brand I knew, and maybe it was some sort of poison animals were supposed to like. Rat poison or something. Rats ate that. I wondered if cats would, if given the chance. I had no idea what rat poison smelled like. Could she have put rat poison in this little offering. 
 
    I made a decision. I grabbed a piece and then ran back to Nyla’s office, Toni’s words to eat more fading behind me. 
 
    As was typical, Nyla was holding a meeting. I hadn’t realized, but it must have been lunchtime, and several people had brought lunches to the meeting. I’d never worked anywhere they did that, at least not with the boss, but this happened often with Nyla. 
 
    I ran in, jumped up on the table, looked around, and then grabbed a discarded sandwich wrapper. I dragged it to the far end of the table, dropped the relatively clean piece of poisoned food, and then willed myself to throw up the rest, right into the wrapper. 
 
    What’s the matter? You can’t will yourself to throw up? Well, you’re not a cat. 
 
    I retched for a minute, ignoring the exclamations and complaints. Nearly everyone moved away from me. Nyla was yelling at me, but then Emily said, “I’ll clean it up.” 
 
    I looked up, raised a paw, my claws extended, and hissed at her. Everyone froze. 
 
    Have I mentioned Nyla was no idiot? “I’m sorry about this,” she said after the briefest hesitation. “Perhaps we should take a break. Emily, she’s my cat. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Then, while I guarded the evidence, Nyla shooed everyone from her office before closing the door and turning to me. From across the room, we looked at each other, then she moved closer. I raised a paw, but I didn’t hiss. 
 
    “I get it,” she said. “Something is wrong.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She moved closer, slowly, perhaps to avoid startling me. Then her gaze shifted to the mess I’d made. 
 
    “That’s fresh,” she said. “And it doesn’t look like anything I’ve fed you.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Someone fed you.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “And you made sure I knew about it. Oh, you certainly made sure.” 
 
    “Merp.” But then I circled around, making sure when I did what I was about to do, she knew I wasn’t pointed at her, but at the food. Then I gave the biggest hiss I could. 
 
    “It’s poisoned,” she whispered. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at her. “Merp.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Did you throw it all up?” 
 
    I had no idea. 
 
    “Fuck. Kitty-Cat, you know I’m going to have to take you to the vet. You know they’re going to pump your stomach or something.” 
 
    I sighed. “Merp.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Stay right there.” She pointed at me. Then she was at the door. “Emily. James, I need Emily.” There was a pause, and then Nyla was letting Emily into the office. She closed the door again and set her hands on the woman’s shoulders. “I need you to get that analyzed. Quietly. Have them check for poison.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Emily said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure.” 
 
    I hissed at the food. 
 
    “It seems Kitty-Cat is,” Emily said, looking over at me. “You’re having me look for poison because your cat hissed at a pile of puke?” 
 
    “Yes. And keep it quiet.” 
 
    “Nyla, no one here-“ 
 
    “Emily, I know you enjoy your job, and I know you respect what I’m doing here. But you’re not stupid. You know there are people out there who hate me.” 
 
    “But Kitty-Cat? No. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Well, maybe Kitty-Cat and I are wrong. I want you to test it.” 
 
    “Of course, Nyla,” Emily said. She moved closer. “Um.” 
 
    “Grab something from the break room,” Nyla said. “But subtle.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” She fled the room. 
 
    Nyla turned to me. “Are you sure?” 
 
    No, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t respond. 
 
    “All right. I need you to finger whoever did it. Can you do that while behaving like a cat?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She stepped over and picked me up. “Face the other way,” she said. “Your breath...” 
 
    What was wrong with my breath? Oh, yeah. Puke breath. 
 
    We waited until Emily returned. She stepped in; we stepped out. Then Nyla announced, “Someone tried to feed my cat. She’s on a careful diet, and whatever it was didn’t agree with her.” Then she whispered, “Struggle to get down.” 
 
    I began fighting with her, and after a moment, she let me slip to the floor but made it look like I did it on my own. I immediately ran off, mewing. Nyla followed me. Well, she followed my mews, as I ran straight to Toni’s cube and began pawing at the desk where she’d kept the food. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    Behind me, Nyla stepped into the cube. “Toni, did you feed my cat?” 
 
    “Of course not, Nyla.” 
 
    “Meow!” I continued to paw at the desk drawer. 
 
    “She seems awfully intent on your drawer,” Nyla observed. 
 
    “She was in here earlier. Maybe she saw me put the remains of my lunch in there.” 
 
    “Or maybe she saw a mouse,” Nyla said. “Perhaps we should look.” 
 
    “There’s nothing in there.” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat suggests differently.” 
 
    “She’s just a cat.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nyla agreed, “but she’s a very special cat. Would you open that drawer, please?” 
 
    “There’s nothing in there,” Toni said, but she pushed me aside and opened the drawer. I moved around to the side, stood up with my paws on the edge, and looked inside. 
 
    It wasn’t empty. But there was little evidence. The plate she’d fed me from was there, now freshly watched. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “There’s nothing there,” Toni said. “Take a look for yourself, Nyla.” 
 
    Nyla stepped forward. She saw the plate and picked it up. 
 
    “Meow!” I insisted. 
 
    “I brought leftovers from home,” Toni explained. 
 
    “Of course,” said Nyla. She set the plate on Toni’s desk. I mewed at it a few times, but Nyla scooped me up. “Come on, Kitty-Cat. Toni has work, and you have a vet appointment.” 
 
    I yowled. 
 
    “It’s like she knows what you said,” Toni observed. 
 
    “She knows a few words,” Nyla agreed. She carried me back towards her office, calling for James on the way. He beat us there. “Close the door.” She set me on her desk and collected her things. “I want you to do it from in here and keep this quiet. Get me an emergency appointment with my vet. Tell them I’m on my way and I’ll explain when I get there. And don’t say a word to anyone else.” 
 
    “Yes, Nyla. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    She finished packing her computer then grabbed that, her purse, and lastly, me. She practically ran to the elevator. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    They made me throw up. A lot. It wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At home, I was miserable. “You heard the vet. Any symptoms, Catherine. Do you need me to repeat them?” 
 
    “Meow,” I said miserably. 
 
    “I know,” she said, stroking me gently. “I know.” 
 
    She held me for a long time, but eventually we ended in her office, me on the chair beside hers, trying to doze. But I woke when she took a call. 
 
    “Oh, god,” Nyla said. “Oh, god. No, she’s not happy, but she’s going to be fine. Not a word to anyone, Emily, but hang onto those results.” She paused. “I knew she wasn’t happy with her last review, but this seems extreme.” Another pause. “You can’t be serious. She wasn’t remotely qualified for that promotion, and Jessica has been amazing.” Pause. “Oh. I didn’t know that.” Nyla shook her head. “Keep this quiet, Emily.” Pause. “Yes, I know I can. Emily? Am I a horrible person to work for?” Long pause. “I suppose that’s true. Thanks, Emily.” 
 
    She disconnected and turned to me. “It was rat poison. They can’t be sure, but you probably didn’t eat enough to die, but I’m glad you figured it out and threw it up.” She collected me in her arms and held me tightly for a long, long time. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She stayed home with me the next day, working at her desk. She spent much of the time on the phone dealing with business matters. I felt better, but I found myself glued to her much of the day, anyway, crawling into her lap whenever she’d let me. But I knew it was more difficult for her to work with me there, and eventually she sent me back to my own chair. 
 
    It was after dinner when she said, “I have more work to do, but I think we should talk about Toni.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “What she did was aimed at me, not you, but you’re the one who suffered for it, so it’s only fair we discuss this together.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I can get her to confess,” Nyla said. “My mentor called it the wagging tongue spell. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    I didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “Clearly, I’m going to fire her. I’ve been waiting for her to quit, but either she hasn’t been looking for another job, or she just hasn’t found one more to her liking. I think she’s the sort who enjoys feeling persecuted.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “The question I have for you: do you want me to do more than fire her?” 
 
    I thought about it. The woman had tried to kill me, and she’d planned it. “Merp. Merp.” 
 
    “All right. I’m not going to do to her what I did to you, or anything like it. But I can curse her. If that’s what you want, we can discuss how.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “We can go from mild to extreme,” she said. “At the most extreme, I can give her a wasting disease. She’d eventually die. Frankly, I think that’s too extreme. Mild would be something temporary.” She laughed, although it wasn’t a joyful laugh. “I can give her pimples or a rash. We could discuss details. One meow for something mild. Five or more for something severe.” 
 
    I thought about it. I didn’t want to kill her. “Merp, merp, merp.” 
 
    “All right,” Nyla said. “Something moderate and lasting, yes?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She spent the next several minutes mentioning things she could do. I was impressed at the length of the list. They all sounded unpleasant, but nothing fatal. I didn’t make a sound. But finally Nyla said, somewhat thoughtfully, “I can make the wagging tongue spell permanent. The power will fade over time. But it would probably make it difficult for her to do well in a job interview and have social implications...” She trailed off. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “It’s a little extreme.” 
 
    “Meow.” I moved closer and poked my nose at Nyla. 
 
    “I know.” She petted me slowly. “She tried to kill you. She doesn’t know you’re you, but still. That’s cruelty to animals, and you’re so sweet and friendly besides. If word got around the office...” She trailed off again. “This is probably fitting. Are you sure, Catherine?” 
 
    I thought about it before answering. We were about to screw someone over, and if she hadn’t tried to murder me, I’d probably feel differently about it. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right then.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the morning, as I stood at the door, Nyla said, “I’m sorry, but you can’t go today. I want you here where you’re safe.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Do not take that tone with me. Please, Catherine. Come say goodbye, and I’ll see you this evening.” 
 
    I eyed her carefully then, my belly low, I slunk towards her. She set her things down and picked me up. We cuddled for a minute, and then she set me back down. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was a long day, and I could tell Nyla was exhausted when she came home. I met her at the door, mewing. She moved into the kitchen and set her things down. I jumped up onto the counter, and from there, she gathered me into her arms. I purred into her ear as she carried me upstairs to change. 
 
    She didn’t talk right away, and it was later she told me what had happened. 
 
    “She confessed in front of witnesses,” Nyla said wearily. “I thought I’d be relieved, but I couldn’t get her out of there fast enough. I thought I was going to kill her, right in front of witnesses.” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “I know. She signed a confession after a promise I wouldn’t pursue legal charges. I have my lawyers drafting a restraining order, and I added a second curse to the one we discussed. She won’t want to come anywhere near me, so you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She gathered me in her arms, and I pressed against her. 
 
    “She was fired with cause, so she won’t receive unemployment insurance. When she realizes that, she’ll blame me, but I made sure she’s toothless. And unless she finds someone who hates me, I think she’ll have a difficult time finding a job. But I gave her an out. The wagging tongue spell will lose effectiveness the further she is from here, so if she packs up and moves, she could start over somewhere else with less difficulty.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I don’t want to ever discuss this again, Catherine.” 
 
    “Merp.” Neither did I. 
 
    “All right then.” 
 
    She held me for a long, long time, and later we cuddled in bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Light 
 
    Time passed. I entirely lost track of it. I remained the office mascot. 
 
    From time to time, Nyla traveled, usually for business. As she explained it, she rarely took vacations, but she liked to go away for long weekends. I hated when she was gone. She left me home, and it was dull, dull, dull. The people she had check in on me might play with me for a while, but they didn’t know what I really was, and they rarely stayed long. 
 
    Well, there was one woman. She probably wasn’t supposed to, but she stayed the entire weekend, enjoying the comforts of Nyla’s house. When she got home, I thought Nyla figured it out, but she said nothing to me, and the only real indication was that she washed the bedding herself. 
 
    Other than leaving me alone sometimes, Nyla actually treated me very well. I remained angelic, of course, which wouldn’t have remotely described my personality when I was human. But there was something comforting about purring while being held, and I looked forward to the opportunity. 
 
    But days flowed, one after another, and I didn’t really notice their passing the way I might have as human. 
 
    There was one event that really stuck in my mind that I’d like to share. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was spring. Nyla was working from home, so I thought it might be Saturday. The windows were open, and I was sitting in one, watching the birds outside. Nyla spent so much time on the phone that she rarely listened to music, but that day, she had the stereo on, and she was humming while she worked. 
 
    And then a familiar song came on. 
 
    I turned my head. “Merp.” 
 
    Nyla ignored me. I jumped down from the window then up onto her table. 
 
    “Meow, meow. Meow, meow. Merp! Merp!” 
 
    “Meow, meow. Meow, meow. Merp! Merp!” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat. What are you doing?” 
 
    I began stomping my feet as I sang. Stomp-stomp-clap. Stop-stomp-clap. Okay, it wasn’t at all loud, but I was having fun. 
 
    “Meow, meow. Meow, meow. Merp! Merp!” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat! You’re singing!” 
 
    “Meow, meow. Meow, meow. Merp! Merp!” 
 
    Nyla nearly flew from her chair and rounded her desk to look at me. 
 
    “We will, we will, rock you!” 
 
    It turned out that Nyla knew all the words. I had never been good at memorizing song lyrics. So I simply sang my meow-meow bit while stomping my feet and waving my head back and forth, my nose lifted to the air. 
 
    Nyla stomped her feet, too, but instead of clapping, she held out her hands, and so instead of trying to clap, which wasn’t satisfying with furry paws anyway, we high-fived for that part. So it was stomp-stomp high-five, stomp-stomp high-five. 
 
    Then the slow, pretty part came on. Nyla scooped me up and danced around the room, singing along to Freddie Mercury. Part of the time she held me over her shoulder. Part of the time she held me under my arms and sang to me, especially the “We are the champions” part, but she pulled me back to her for “my friend”. 
 
    She swayed and danced, but then the song ended and something else came on. 
 
    “Oh, Kitty-Cat,” she said, setting me back down on the table. 
 
    I jumped down and ran over to the stereo, looking up at it. “Mew. Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She laughed. “Do you want me to play it again?” 
 
    “Merp! Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    She didn’t go to the stereo. Instead, she moved back to her desk. 
 
    “Meow!” I complained. 
 
    “I control it from here,” she said. “Have a little patience.” 
 
    She sat down and began clicking at her computer. My patience lasted about three clicks. 
 
    “Mew. Mew. Mew.” 
 
    “I know, I know. That’s Pandora. I have to find it somewhere else.” 
 
    But then she did, and the stomping started again. I ran back to the table and began my own stomping. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After the fourth playing, she begged off, laughing. I meowed once but didn’t complain when she carried me back to her desk, holding me closely, and sat down. I purred into her ear as she leaned back and simply held me, petting me slowly, for what seemed like a long time. 
 
    After that, we had our little ritual. It wasn’t something we did every day, but every few days, Nyla would look at me, grin, and click something on her computer. And then Queen would fill the room, and I’d jump up on the table, mewing and stomping my little kitty feet. 
 
    One day we were at work. I was prowling the cube farm when Nyla stepped out from her office, grinning broadly. “We did it!” she announced. “Emily, do you have it?” 
 
    “I have it, Nyla!” 
 
    “Where’s Kitty-Cat? Kitty-Cat!” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Emily set a boom box on the receptionist’s desk. Someone scooped me up and handed me to Nyla, who set me down on the desk next to the boom box. Then Nyla said, “Hit it, Kitty-Cat!” 
 
    I had no idea what she meant, but Emily hit a button on the boom box, and a moment later, Queen came from the speakers. I stared at it for a moment then looked at Nyla. She couldn’t be serious. But she nodded to me. 
 
    “Mew,” I said, but I turned a circle, paused, then began stamping my feet. 
 
    “Meow, meow. Meow, meow. Merp! Merp!” 
 
    “What is that cat doing?” 
 
    “She’s singing!” 
 
    It wasn’t Nyla who offered high fives that time; it was Emily. Soon the entire office was singing the song, most of them stamping or clapping their hands. But then Nyla scooped me up, and we danced around her employees, everyone singing. 
 
    I had no idea what they’d done, but it must have been important. 
 
    I got tuna for dinner. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I have just a little more to tell you about that time of my life, and then we’re getting near the end. 
 
    It was about the same time as our ritual began -- sometime that same spring -- that Nyla saw me sitting in her window, staring at the birds. I didn’t realize it, but I was making some sort of chittering noise. Nyla stepped over and knelt down. 
 
    “What’s out there, Kitty-Cat? Birds? Squirrels?” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    “Would you like to go outside?” 
 
    I turned to look at her, not answering. Was she threatening to throw me out?” 
 
    “For a little while,” she amended. “It’s a nice day.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for me to respond but scooped me up. She collected a windbreaker and carried me outside. She set me down and pulled on the jacket. “Please stay close, Kitty-Cat. I don’t want to stay out too long.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    I prowled, but I checked back with her every few minutes. Finally I jumped up on the table beside her, sat down, and purred at her. 
 
    “You didn’t catch anything.” 
 
    I hadn’t tried. 
 
    “I was wondering...” 
 
    “Merp?” 
 
    “I could have a kitty door put in.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “I like the birds and squirrels, though. I don’t want you hunting them.” 
 
    I cocked my head and thought about it. “Merp.” 
 
    “All right then.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Several days later we arrived home from work. That was when Nyla said, “I have a surprise for you, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    She led me to the back door, but instead of stepping outside, she set me down facing the wall. And there in front of me was a new hole with a plastic flap over it. “I’m going to close it off in cold weather, or it will leak. Can you open it?” 
 
    I stepped forward and gave it a tentative push. It didn’t go anywhere. Nyla had to help, convincing me I could get it. There were actually two flaps, one on the outside, one on the inside, and it took me real effort to push through. 
 
    But soon enough, I was able to travel in and out all I wanted. Nyla asked me to practice a few times, then she stepped outside and knelt down. I stepped over to her and sat, looking up at her. 
 
    “Here are the rules,” she said. “Will you follow them?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “No hunting the birds.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “No in and out at night. Bedtime is bedtime.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “I don’t want you bringing dead things into the house. There’s no reward for killing any mice from outside, and I don’t want you to pretend you caught one inside.” 
 
    I hadn’t even considered that, but I probably would have. “Merp.” 
 
    “Stay on the property, and I’d rather you not be seen from the road. That’s for your safety.” 
 
    “Merp!” 
 
    “If I call you, you will come.” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “If you get dirty or smell, you’re getting a bath.” 
 
    I sighed. “Merp.” 
 
    “All right then.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After that, I spent an hour or two outside most days, as long as the weather wasn’t poor. I didn’t like going out in the rain, and she shut it off during the long, cold winters. I never hunted the birds, but I terrorized the squirrels, and I made sure no mice got into the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Old Friend 
 
    Time passed, and then things changed again. I didn’t recognize it at first, but then I realized that Nyla had become extra sweet. 
 
    She was holding me a lot more, and she whispered to me a lot. She’d always been affectionate with me, but it was like she doubled her affection. I know now that she was planning a change to our lives, but I barely recognized the change at the time. 
 
    She was far more likely to spoil me with tuna. She cuddled constantly. We slept pressed together. And she talked to me a lot. 
 
    All I knew was I felt safe and loved. I purred a lot. 
 
    But then, the change arrived. 
 
    Nyla took almost an entire weekend off. We went to work together Friday morning, but we left at lunch. We spent the afternoon and all of Saturday together, much of it outside. 
 
    Saturday night at bedtime, she cried into my fur, but she didn’t explain why. 
 
    Sunday morning came. We stayed in bed far longer than we usually did, Nyla holding me and petting me slowly the entire time. Then she held me and said, “I suppose I should get up.” 
 
    She fed me, including a few treats of tuna. And she grew quiet, very quiet. She had her own breakfast, but she only worried at it, not really eating. Then she set everything aside and turned to me. 
 
    “I’m scared,” she whispered. 
 
    She didn’t explain why. But she sighed, picked me up, and carried me outside. 
 
    I didn’t know what was going on, but her nerves were starting to get to me, and I mewed a few times. 
 
    “I know,” she said. 
 
    The board she’d once made was still there. It still had nine pegs in it. I knew years had passed, although I had no idea how many, but she had never removed any of the pegs. The board was looking old and tired, weathered from the seasons and hot sun. 
 
    Without a word, Nyla knelt down in front of the board, still holding me. She gave me a squeeze then slowly, gently set me on the ground. But she kept a hand on my back. “Stay here,” she said. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    She stared at the board. I stared at her. But then she reached forward and pulled one of the pins. She dropped it to the ground. 
 
    Now I knew it had been more than one year. There had been that first summer and fall and winter. And then she began to take me to the office. But it wasn’t until at least the next spring that she began to let me go outside, and I thought it might have been two springs later, not one. 
 
    I wasn’t sure. 
 
    And there had been winters since then, at least two. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    But she looked down at me. Then she reached out and pulled another pin. And another. 
 
    And by the time she was down to five, she was openly crying. 
 
    “I’m afraid,” she whispered. “It’s been five years.” 
 
    I looked at her. I looked at the board. There were five pins left. I leaned forward and sniffed at one. 
 
    And Nyla removed it. 
 
    I didn’t understand. 
 
    And I really didn’t understand when she pulled the last four, either. “Merp?” 
 
    “You’ve been perfect, Kitty-Cat,” she said. “Ten years was the sentence when I was mad.” 
 
    But then she pulled me into her arms and squeezed so tight I couldn’t breath. “Meow.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She held me for a long time, first there on the patio in front of the board, and then she carried me in and sat on the sofa in the living room. She didn’t even let me settle into her lap but held me pressed against her, my head over her shoulder. 
 
    I didn’t understand everything at the time. I didn’t understand why she was so upset. And I didn’t understand something else, as the change had been gradual. I had become more cat than human. I hadn’t lost all my humanity, but I’d lost much of it. I hadn’t lost all my intellect, but I had lost some. 
 
    But she was upset, and when she was upset, I knew my role in our relationship. And so I let her hold me, and I purred as she slowly petted me. 
 
    I’m not sure I really understood more than that. I felt calm. If I’d realized she meant to do what she was about to do, could I have been so calm? Shouldn’t I have been excited? 
 
    Or possibly as scared as Nyla was. 
 
    “I’m afraid, Kitty-Cat,” she repeated a few times. 
 
    She eventually carried me upstairs then -- and it seemed quite reluctant on her part -- she set me down on the bed. She patted where she wanted me, right in the middle. Then she sat down on the bed, one leg pulled up so she could turn towards me. 
 
    “I don’t quite know what’s going to happen,” she said. “The longest Lavender ever went was a month.” I couldn’t remember who Lavender was, and I didn’t really have a concept of how long a month was anymore. “She needed me to take care of her after that, for a couple of days. It’s been five years, Kitty-Cat. I don’t know how long your recovery will take, but unless you drive me away, I’ll stay here with you.” 
 
    “Merp?” 
 
    “You should lie down,” she said. “The transition will be easier, here in the middle. Lie down on your side.” 
 
    I didn’t quite understand, but when she pushed me around a little, I let her. 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” she said. 
 
    I wasn’t. She was the one who was scared. 
 
    Then she chanted, and I realized she was casting magic. I started to get up, but she said, “No. Stay there, Kitty-Cat.” I settled back down, and she returned to casting her magic. 
 
    I felt it settle around me, and then it wasn’t as if it invaded, but it was as if she pulled something from me, something from deep inside me. It didn’t feel good. In fact, it started to hurt, and then really hurt. I began to yowl, but then the yowl turned into a human scream. 
 
    I screamed long after the magic stopped, and then I lay there on the bed, panting, staring ahead. I didn’t really notice when Nyla settled a blanket over my naked, human form. But then she lay down on the bed, spooning me from behind. “Welcome back, Catherine,” she whispered. 
 
    I whimpered and lay still, staring straight ahead. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I didn’t make a sound for three days. I didn’t even take care of myself. That night, Nyla had to coax me to the bathroom. She brushed my teeth for me and helped me into pajamas. And then she spooned me in her bed. I stared at the wall for a long time, but I barely moved the entire night. 
 
    I wasn’t much better the next day. Nyla spoke soothingly to me, staying with me. She saw to my needs, even feeding me like a baby or an invalid. 
 
    On the second full day, she lured me outside, dressed in actual clothes with a blanket around me. We sat on chairs on the patio, Nyla helping me to sit and later helping me to stand again. 
 
    It wasn’t until dinner the third day that I spoke a word. “Are you still hungry?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The word came out rough, a throat that hadn’t been used in five years. I didn’t recognize my own voice. 
 
    She had to teach me how to feed myself, how to take care of my basic needs. I’m not sure how many days it was before I could do even the simplest of tasks without help. 
 
    I’d forgotten so much. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” Three words in a row, and they weren’t kind words. I lay in the bed, staring at the wall, and Nyla had just tried to snuggle into my back. 
 
    Nyla said nothing. Eventually I sat up again. I looked at her, and her cheeks were wet. 
 
    “You had no right.” 
 
    It was the first we’d talked about it since she had turned me back. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything else. I stood and wandered from the room. I found one of the guest rooms and tried to sleep there. 
 
    But I woke, and I was cold and lonely. I went looking for Nyla. Maybe she’d have tuna for me tomorrow. I crawled under the bed covers, turned a circle, and then curled up against her back. 
 
    In many ways, I was still more cat than human, especially when mostly asleep. 
 
    But in the morning I sat back up and stared straight ahead for a while. Nyla said nothing but then also sat up and moved to press against my back. She laid her head against my shoulder and gently wrapped her arms around me. 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    She didn’t move, and I didn’t have enough will to shake her off. So I sat there, staring at the wall, while the witch held me. 
 
    “Please forgive me,” she whispered. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I lost everything.” It must have been two days later. I could stumble around the house, seeing to my most basic needs, but no more. Each of the last few nights I’d gone to sleep in the guest room and woken up pressed against Nyla or perhaps spooned in her arms. I didn’t always remember getting there. 
 
    “Not everything.” 
 
    “Barely talk.” 
 
    “It will come back.” 
 
    “House.” And there was something else. I couldn’t remember what. “Friends. Mother.” 
 
    “You’re mother is fine.” 
 
    “Thinks I’m dead.” 
 
    Nyla didn’t respond to that. 
 
    I turned to face her. “I used to have a friend.” I couldn’t remember her name. She’d been my best friend. I’d known her forever. I remembered her laugh. I couldn’t remember her name. “Thinks I’m dead. You did that. To them. To me. They think I’m dead.” I couldn’t get past that. I didn’t care about the house, not really. 
 
    I started to cry, my first cry since she’d reversed the spell. Nyla tried to comfort me, but I pushed her away and shambled from the room. I locked myself in the bathroom and cried. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I fully moved into the spare bedroom. I stopped moving to her bed at night. I stopped interacting with Nyla. 
 
    I stopped improving. 
 
    If she told me to do something, I’d probably do it, but I said nothing, and I didn’t seek her out. The only time I said anything was if she tried to touch me. 
 
    I watched a lot of television. I slept a lot. I ate if she put food in front of me. I saw to my most basic needs. 
 
    And that was all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I don’t know how long that went on before Nyla brought me to the living room. She told me to sit, and I did. She sat down across from me, but when she tried to take my hands, I pulled away from her. 
 
    And hissed. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. Good. 
 
    “Please forgive me, Catherine.” 
 
    “How?” The word was cold. Dead. 
 
    “You love me.” 
 
    “I hate you!” I screamed. 
 
    “I don’t think you do. I think you’re hurt, and scared. You don’t know what the future has in store for you, and you don’t know how to put your life back together. I think you’re lashing out from fear.” 
 
    I stared at her for a while, and then I began to cry again, but when she tried to comfort me, I screamed, “Leave me alone! You did this. You’re a horrible person.” 
 
    I got up and ran to the bedroom I’d claimed, slamming the door behind me. Then I crawled into the closet and hid. I hid from her. I hid from the world. 
 
    I hid from my fears. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Time passed. A day or two, I think. And then I heard a new voice, a voice I hadn’t heard in five years. 
 
    I’d spent that time hiding in the closet. I came out periodically to find food waiting for me. A few times Nyla had sat outside the closet, talking to me, but I pretended to ignore her. 
 
    She didn’t make it easy. 
 
    But I came out of the closet. The bedroom door was open, and I heard voices. 
 
    “This is going to be very shocking.” That was Nyla. “I think you need to sit down. Here, in my office.” 
 
    “Can you just tell me why you summoned me here, Ms. St. George.” That was the new voice, the voice from my past. 
 
    “Please call my Nyla.” 
 
    I shambled to the top of the stairs and then slowly worked my way down them. I arrived in time to see Nyla stepping into her office. She turned and saw me. 
 
    “Take a seat,” she said. “I’ll be right in. Two minutes.” Then she hurried to me. I didn’t stop her when she took my hands, but I began to struggle when she tried to turn me around. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Your hair... You won’t want her to see you like this. It will just take a minute.” 
 
    I let her pull me back upstairs and to her bathroom. She told me to sit on the only available seat, and then she began working a brush through my hair. 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time it had seen a brush. I remembered Nyla brushing it, but that was days ago. 
 
    It took longer than a minute, but then she helped me to stand. Walking backwards, Nyla led me back down the stairs and to her office. My friend was staring out the window. 
 
    I thought I made a noise. She had aged. Five years. A long time. Oh, she wasn’t old, but she was five years older, and there was grey in her hair. 
 
    She turned, and her jaw dropped. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat?” she said. “You’re not dead, but I’m going to kill you!” She screamed the last words. 
 
    I froze, and then, frightened, I turned and ran, back up the stairs. I was sobbing by the time I made it back into the closet, and I pulled everything around me I could, hiding. 
 
    Nyla was there only seconds behind me. She didn’t try to open the closet door, but she stood just outside. 
 
    “She didn’t mean it like that, Catherine,” Nyla said. “I’ll explain a little bit, and then we’ll be back up. She was just so shocked. We’ll just be a few minutes, Catherine. Please be okay?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but just buried my face in my hands and cried. 
 
    I don’t know how long I waited. I’d managed to stop crying, but I had a good case of hiccups by the time I heard them outside my door. 
 
    “Kitty-Cat?” That was my friend. “Are you in there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She opened the door. Then, when she saw me, she crouched down. “It’s really you.” 
 
    I looked at her but backed further into the closet. 
 
    “No, no, Kitty-Cat,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “But-“ 
 
    From behind, Nyla set a hand on her shoulder. “I think you should call her Catherine.” 
 
    My friend nodded. She held out her hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I just thought...” 
 
    “You hate me.” 
 
    “No, no, Catherine,” she said. “I thought you’d let us believe you were dead.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “No.” She moved closer, and I pulled my feet away, hugging my knees. She sat down, her legs crossed, talking slowly and calmly. “It’s really you.” She moved a tiny bit closer. I didn’t have anywhere to go. “I’m not going to hurt you. No one is ever going to hurt you again.” 
 
    My eyes glanced up at Nyla, but she said, “That’s right. You’re safe, Catherine.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I’d ever be safe. 
 
    “Mama?” I asked. 
 
    “She misses you. I visited her last year, and we talk now and then.” 
 
    I started to cry again, burying my face. My friend used the opportunity to move closer, and when she pulled me into her arms, I let her. I cried against her shoulder for a long, long time. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I let her lure me downstairs. We sat on the sofa, holding each other. 
 
    “I don’t remember your name,” I whispered. “I hardly remember anything.” 
 
    “Allison,” she said. “You always call me Allie. Do you remember me?” 
 
    “Allie,” I said. I tightened my hold. “We fight.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said, “but I have never loved someone the way I love you.” 
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    “I bet she’d like to hear your voice. Should we call her?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    My friend -- Allie -- pulled her phone out. She pushed some buttons then held it to her ear. “Rosie. Hey. I’m good. Look, can you talk? Good. I think you should sit down. There’s someone I think you’ll want to talk to.” Pause, pause. “Okay, here goes.” 
 
    She turned around the phone and held it to my ear for me. I set my hand over hers, and then I said, “Mama?” 
 
    “Catherine?” came my mother’s voice. “Catherine! Is that you?” 
 
    I started crying. Then she was crying, but she kept saying, “Oh, don’t cry, baby. Don’t cry.” 
 
    Finally Allie took the phone back. “Rosie? Yeah, it’s really her. No, no. I’ll have to call you when I can. She... she needs my help right now. No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I don’t think she’s up for a trip right now. Right. Right. Yes.” 
 
    She held the phone back to me, and my mother said, “I love you, Catherine. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Mama,” I agreed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyla left us alone for a while, but she appeared and said, “Maybe some dinner would be good.” 
 
    Allie treated me like an invalid, helping me to stand and then steadying me like I was going to fall over. I let her. 
 
    We settled at the formal dining room. There was a roast with potatoes and some vegetables. I couldn’t remember the name. It was green. 
 
    Everything looked strange. The colors were different, and it was hard to get used to. Allie tried asking what I wanted, but I stared numbly, and it was Nyla who set food on my plate, and then Nyla who took the plate from me and cut everything up before setting it back. 
 
    I picked up the fork. In the time since she had turned me back, she’d gotten me to begin using a fork again. Spoons were harder. Everything tended to fall off. And I hadn’t figured out how to cut things yet. 
 
    “Nyla,” Allie said cautiously. “It seems like perhaps you’ve had a little experience here.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to bring her some humanity,” Nyla replied. 
 
    Allie’s back stiffened, but she said nothing further. But after that, she was very solicitous, treating me like a young child. 
 
    But that was probably for the best. 
 
    “What did the doctors say?” Allie asked, as the meal wore down. 
 
    “She needs time to recover,” Nyla said. “She can stay here-“ 
 
    “No. She’ll go home with me. Unless.” She turned me to face her. “Do you want to go home with me?” 
 
    “What about your girlfriend?” I was proud of that. Four words in a row, and they weren’t all one syllable. 
 
    “There’s no one special,” she said. “Um. I moved. The old house...” 
 
    “Reminded you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have found you,” I whispered. “I tried to find you.” 
 
    “Let’s not worry about that,” Allie said. “We’re together now. It’s time to help you get back to normal, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After dinner, Nyla and Allie cleared the table but told me to relax. I got up and wandered back to the living room then curled up on the sofa. It was hard to get comfortable. I think I dozed. 
 
    A cat nap. 
 
    I knew they were talking about me. I wondered what lies the witch was telling. 
 
    Then someone was there. I opened my eyes, and Nyla was kneeling in front of me. “Allie is getting her car ready,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “You’re letting me go.” 
 
    “They say, if you love something, set it free.” 
 
    “You don’t love me. You couldn’t have done that to someone you loved.” 
 
    “Maybe someday we’ll talk about that,” she said. “Catherine, I’m going to give you advice. You may tell Allie whatever you want.” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” 
 
    “That you were caught investigating someone very powerful, but I finally tracked you down.” 
 
    “I bet you said more.” 
 
    “I did, but that’s enough,” she said. “Catherine, if you tell her the truth, I won’t do anything. But if you do anything to threaten me, I’ll defend myself. No one is going to believe you. Allie isn’t going to believe you. The police certainly won’t. You can tell them, but they’re going to think you’re a crackpot. You know that.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. 
 
    “I put money in the bank for you. You aren’t rich, but you’re not poor, either.” 
 
    “I don’t want your guilt money.” 
 
    “I gave Allie the information and suggested she manage things for you for a while.” I said nothing to that. She paused and then her tone changed. “Catherine, you will always have a home here if you want one. A safe haven. And I do love you, believe it or not.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I’m not lying to you.” 
 
    I sat up and stared at her for a while. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    “Let Allie take care of you.” She stood then took my hands, helping me to my feet. She walked me to the door, but it was there I balked, afraid. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” she whispered. “You can stay. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Interesting plan. Go to hell, Witch.” Then I pushed past her and stepped out of the house on my own two feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Truth 
 
    I did whatever Allie told me to do. The only times I said “no” was when she asked me if I wanted to talk about it, and when she asked if I wanted Mama to come help take care of me. 
 
    To that, Allie said, “When you’re up to it, we’ll go visit her.” 
 
    “What month is it?” 
 
    “August.” 
 
    I nodded. “What year?” 
 
    She paused before answering. “2016, Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m trying to remember.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Mostly it was quiet. Allie stayed home to take care of me. But odd things happened. 
 
    I’d been there a few days when she made lunch for us. “Tuna fish sandwiches,” she said. 
 
    “No tuna!” I screamed. I pulled my legs up and hugged them, then began rocking back and forth. “No tuna! No tuna! No tuna!” 
 
    “Okay, Catherine,” Allie said quickly. “I’m sorry. I’ll throw it away.” She ran off, and I heard the garbage. Then she was back. “Soup. How does soup sound?” 
 
    “No tuna,” I said. “No tuna.” 
 
    “No tuna,” she agreed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. No tuna. Soup?” 
 
    “Soup,” I agreed. “No tuna.” 
 
    “Right. No tuna soup.” She made a face. “Chicken noodle.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    Later though I whispered, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why are you sorry?” 
 
    “Earlier.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Catherine,” she said, moving over to hug me. “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “No tuna,” I said. “No cages.” 
 
    “No cages. Absolutely no cages.” 
 
    My voice grew small. “No mice.” 
 
    “Eww. No mice. Did they keep you in a cage with mice?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I insisted. “And no dogs. I hate dogs.” 
 
    “No dogs,” she agreed. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I became more human. It took a few weeks. Allie took time off work, but finally I asked about it. 
 
    “Ah, the joy of being the boss,” she said. “But I’ll probably start going in for a few hours at a time.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me home. Please don’t leave me home. She might come.” 
 
    “You’re safe, Catherine.” 
 
    “No! Don’t leave me alone. The witch might come and take me away.” 
 
    “All right. Do you think you’d like to go to work with me, maybe Monday?” 
 
    “What day is it?” 
 
    “Thursday.” 
 
    I thought about it. “All right.” I paused. “I don’t have any clothes.” 
 
    “You have some, but you’re right. You don’t have much.” 
 
    “Tell the truth. Can I be seen in public?” 
 
    “You want to go shopping?” 
 
    “I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “That’s actually not true, but I owe you five years of birthdays and Christmas.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We’ll go shopping. How about tomorrow?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I got better. I began talking to my mother every day. Allie and I talked about going to visit, but she said I couldn’t fly yet. I didn’t understand why. I thought it was because she was afraid I’d freak out -- and I thought she might be right. But I learned later that Nyla’s lawyers were taking care of the legal issues. 
 
    Apparently when one disappears for five years, there are legal issues. 
 
    Nyla’s lawyers dealt with all of it, and I never had to do a thing. Allie only would come to assure me it was handled. 
 
    But I talked to Mama every day. She told me what had been going on with everyone, but it didn’t mean much to me. 
 
    I didn’t really remember my cousins very well, and I couldn’t really connect with what Mama said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mama.” 
 
    “For what, Darling?” 
 
    “You thought I was dead.” 
 
    She grew quiet. “But you’re not,” she said finally. “And that’s all that matters.” 
 
    It wasn’t, but I didn’t argue with her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Don’t leave me alone!” 
 
    “Oh, Catherine,” Allie said. “It’s just a few hours.” 
 
    “The witch might come.” 
 
    “You’re safe now. The witch doesn’t know where you are.” 
 
    “Yes she does,” I whispered. “Yes she does.” 
 
    “No, Catherine. There’s no witch. There are no evil people. Nyla assured me you were safe from them.” 
 
    I thought before answering, and then when I did, it was an even lower whisper. “She’s the witch.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” 
 
    “She’s a witch.” 
 
    “She’s a very nice person, Catherine.” 
 
    “She turned me into a cat.” 
 
    Allie stared at me. “Catherine.” 
 
    “I know you don’t believe me.” I turned away. “She’s a witch. She caught me. I was looking into that case. That man. I don’t remember his name.” 
 
    “You didn’t take him. You said he was a crackpot.” 
 
    “Protecting you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I turned back. “I was protecting you. He told me to break the law, right in front of you. I was protecting you.” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat?” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” I said. “Allie, she’s a witch. Nyla St. George is a witch. She caught me. She put me in a cage and made me answer all her questions. She hurt me if I didn’t. And then she cast a spell and made me a cat.” 
 
    “Witches aren’t real, Catherine,” Allie said. “You know that.” 
 
    “You came to visit her. I was missing, and you came to visit her. You were my emergency backup if I went missing. She didn’t ask, so she didn’t know you kept those files for me.” 
 
    Allie stared at me, her mouth open. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. 
 
    “You gave them to the police first. She said they talked to her at her office. But you came to her house.” 
 
    “She told you that.” 
 
    “There was a cat there,” I said. “Black, with white tuffs on her ears. What did the witch say her name was, Allie?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What was her name, Allie?” 
 
    “Kitty-Cat,” she whispered. “Witches aren’t real.” 
 
    “I was so afraid for you. I thought she’d do something to you, too. But I tried to crawl into your lap. You kept pushing me away. You said I was cute, but that you’re allergic to cats.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You met in her home office. You each sat at the table. She made me come to her, and then when she picked me up, she told me you’d pay if I did anything that looked human. Later, she hugged you before you drove away. I sat in the window and yowled after you.” 
 
    “No. Catherine.” She began crying. “Oh god. No. No, Catherine. That’s not what happened.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I said, clutching at her. “It’s not your fault. How could you guess? It was her fault. All her fault.” 
 
    I told her everything, as best I could remember. I told her about the interrogation in the cage in the basement. I told her about being turned into a cat, and about our war, and how Nyla used to bribe me with tuna. I told her how the dog had nearly killed me when I’d tried to make my way to her. 
 
    “That’s why you said you wouldn’t have found me,” Allie said numbly. “When was this?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think the first fall.” 
 
    “I was still in my old house then. It wasn’t until a year later that I sold it.” 
 
    I nodded. I told her what I remembered about going back, and about our agreement. I told her after that I was a perfect little cat. 
 
    I told her all of it, as best I could, but I didn’t think she believed me. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    We hadn’t driven very far when I said, “No. Allie. No. Turn around.” 
 
    “I want to see what she says.” 
 
    “Please, Allie. Please turn around.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Catherine. I’ve taken steps.” 
 
    “So had I. I tried to crawl into your lap.” 
 
    “She’s not going to do anything. She’s expecting us.” 
 
    “Please turn around. Please turn around. Please turn around!” 
 
    She ignored me. 
 
    I was a complete wreck by the time we pulled through the gates and came to a stop. Allie climbed from the car and then had to coax me from my side. By the time she got me out, Nyla was standing in her doorway, watching us. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “Come in.” 
 
    “I should have you know, Ms. St. George, that I am recording this, and I have taken steps. If anything happens to us, you’ll have police on your front steps.” 
 
    “Well, I have no intention of talking to you if you’re going to threaten me,” Nyla said. “And if you bring electronic devices through this door, they won’t be working on the other side. I recommend you leave them in your car. You will be perfectly safe. You have my assurance.” 
 
    “Let’s just go, Allie,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if you believe me.” 
 
    “I want to hear what she says, Catherine,” Allie said. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and tossed it into the car. Then she took my hands. 
 
    Filled with fear, I let her pull me into the house. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyla had tea and biscuits waiting. 
 
    “Don’t eat them!” I said. 
 
    “They’re perfectly safe,” Nyla said. She demonstrated the safety by picking up a biscuit and biting into it, then drinking from the tea. “But suit yourselves.” 
 
    Allie ignored me and took her own tea. I refused. 
 
    “Well,” Nyla said. “How are you doing, Catherine?” 
 
    I hissed at her and then winced. I was regressing. 
 
    “That well,” she replied. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you’ll be better with time.” 
 
    Allie stared at me for a minute then turned back to Nyla. “Catherine has told me a rather unexpected story. I’m not sure what to do about it. Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt it,” Nyla said. “I imagine she told you I’m a witch, and she spent the last five years as my pet cat.” 
 
    Allie stared at her then said coldly, “That isn’t funny.” 
 
    “No, I imagine it’s not. It is, however, perfectly true.” 
 
    Allie very deliberately set her tea and biscuit down. “It doesn’t seem like you, Ms. St. George. In fact, in the past you seemed like a very nice woman. Now you’re messing with a woman who is clearly very sick and upset.” 
 
    “I’m not messing with anyone,” Nyla replied. Then she turned her focus to me. “Relax, Catherine. I’m not angry. I told you that you could tell her, but I also told you no one would believe you.” She turned back to Allie. “And they won’t believe you, either.” 
 
    “Was it you that kept her for these last five years?” 
 
    “If you ever try to repeat this to anyone else,” Nyla said. “I will, of course, deny it. And then I will send a team of lawyers after you. You will lose your business and any respectability you have. I’m not sure what else. What is discussed is between the three of us and goes no further.” 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    “Yes, she was here for most of those five years. I imagine she told you of her adventures, if she remembers them.” 
 
    “She mentioned them,” Allie said, her tone frosty. “So you, what? Kept her locked in the basement and brainwashed her or something?” 
 
    “Oh, no. I used a spell and turned her into a cat. Once we came to an agreement, she spent most of the nights on my bed. On cold nights, she preferred to sleep under the covers. She became quite popular at work, too.” She turned to me. “Emily misses you.” 
 
    “She used to give me treats.” 
 
    “I know,” Nyla said. “She asked permission.” 
 
    “She never told me that.” 
 
    Allie looked back and forth between us. “This isn’t funny.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to that woman?” I asked. 
 
    “The one who tried to poison you?” 
 
    “Yes. I forget her name.” 
 
    “I stopped having her watched when she moved out of the state. I think she works housekeeping for a resort in Florida.” 
 
    “Your spell?” 
 
    “The further she got away, the more it wore off,” Nyla replied. 
 
    “She’s delusional,” Allie said, hooking a thumb at me. “And you’re not supposed to feed her delusions.” 
 
    Nyla considered Allie carefully before responding. “You require proof.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t,” I said. “Please, may we just go, Allie? So you don’t believe me. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does matter,” Allie said. “You need help, Catherine.” 
 
    “I just need time,” I said in a small voice. 
 
    “Catherine, you think you were turned into a cat! You don’t need time. You need anti-psychotic medication.” 
 
    I turned away from her, suddenly wondering if she were right. Had it all been some sort of psychotic episode, the way she now claimed? I felt tears welling in my eyes and, nearly a whisper, asked, “Can we please go now?” 
 
    “No,” Nyla said. “We’re not leaving it like this. Allison, you think she’s delusional and I’m pandering to it.” 
 
    “I don’t just think it,” Allie said. “I know it.” 
 
    “Ah. You know it, do you?” She audibly sighed. “Because things like that are impossible.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Magic doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Allie paused. “I have no idea what you’re able to do through technology. But you sure as shit didn’t turn her into an 8-pound cat.” 
 
    “So I’m not capable of doing the same thing to you.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then I have your permission to prove you wrong?” 
 
    Allie folded her arms. “You’re going to show me video?” 
 
    “No. I’m asking for permission to cast the same spell on you, and you can see for yourself.” 
 
    Allie glanced down at the tea I told her not to drink. 
 
    “I haven’t drugged you,” Nyla said. “I’ve had more of the tea than you have.” 
 
    “Antidote,” Allie countered. 
 
    “Well, I’m not letting you leave if you’re going to convince her she needs medication,” Nyla said. “She needs the time she asked for and love.” 
 
    “I don’t get you,” Allie said. “If you did what she said, why are you trying to help now? Or why did you rescue her from whoever had her and then indulge in these fantasies?” 
 
    “It is the former,” Nyla said. “And I have my reasons. So, how about white this time?” 
 
    “White what?” 
 
    “A white cat, of course. Catherine was black.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit. I don’t know why we came here.” 
 
    “You came because you think your friend is delusional. I’m now offering to prove to you she’s not.” 
 
    “Let’s just go,” I said for the third time. 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Allie and Nyla together. 
 
    “I want to see this,” Allie continued. 
 
    “And I don’t care to be called a liar,” Nyla said. 
 
    Both of them glared at each other. 
 
    “She’s just going to think you drugged her,” I said, staring at my hands. Tears began to flow down my cheeks. “You’re going to have to do it to me.” 
 
    “She’s done enough to you,” Allie said. “And she’s full of shit anyway.” 
 
    “I did tell you telling anyone would be a mistake, Catherine,” Nyla said. 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. “She kept insisting the people who held me didn’t know where I was. It kind of slipped.” 
 
    Nyla paused a moment and then put the rest together. “I’m sorry, Catherine. But you have nothing to fear from me.” 
 
    I looked away, not believing her. “Just do it,” I said. “Do you have to prepare?” 
 
    “I already did.” 
 
    “You figured out what she wanted.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I...” Then I shut up, but I began to unbutton my blouse. Allie clasped my hands, stopping me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Undressing,” I said. I pushed her hands away and turned my back. She tried twice more to interfere, but I got the blouse off, and then the jeans. Finally I stood naked, my back towards both of them. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Allie said. “You’re both crazy. Catherine, will you please let me take you to see a professional?” 
 
    I ignored her but climbed onto the conference table and lay down on my side, curled up into a ball. “Do it.” 
 
    Nyla didn’t wait. I’d been through this once, and it wasn’t remarkably different the second time. Allie spent most of the time yelling at Nyla for the theatrics, but then she grew still. I had my back to her, so I couldn’t see her reaction, but I imagined she was staring at me. 
 
    And then I climbed to my four furry feet, turned to Allie, and meowed loudly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Acceptance 
 
    Allie stared, her mouth opening and closing repeatedly. I sat back and began grooming.  
 
    “It’s a trick,” Allie said eventually. 
 
    “It’s a trick I did right in front of your eyes,” Nyla responded. “I don’t know if your allergies will kick in if you pet her. Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    I looked at her and hissed and then went back to grooming. 
 
    “Catherine,” she correct herself. “Come here.” 
 
    I looked at her again, paused just to let her know I didn’t do her bidding anymore, then stood up and walked across the table. I crawled into her lap and curled up. Nyla began petting me just the way I liked being pet. 
 
    “No,” Allie said. “It’s not possible.” 
 
    Nyla sighed. “Catherine, would you like to sing with me?” 
 
    I craned my neck. “Merp.” 
 
    She lifted me and set me onto the table. Then she stood and walked to her desk. She tapped at her computer for a minute, and then Queen came on. I began stomping my paws, and when Nyla returned, she offered high-fives for what should have been the claps. 
 
    “What is she doing?” 
 
    Then the words came on, and I sang, “Meow, meow, merp, merp! Meow, meow, merp, merp!” I stomped and sang, just like Nyla and I had been doing for years. And when the slow part came on, she picked me up and danced around the room with me, and I changed my voice to softly sing “mew” along with Freddie. 
 
    “No,” Allie said when the song ended. “It’s not possible. You taught her that.” 
 
    “You know I didn’t,” Nyla said, sitting back down with me in her lap. “She taught me, in a way. I don’t usually listen to music while working, but I did one day, and she began stomping the table like that. It was quite distinctive.” 
 
    I climbed back onto the table and walked across to Allie. “Meow!” I said loudly. 
 
    “Catherine?” 
 
    “Merp.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “If you’re really Catherine, do something a cat wouldn’t do.” She paused. “Grab something from Nyla’s desk and bring it back.” 
 
    “Merp.” I bounced along the table, jumped down, then jumped from the floor to her chair to her desk. She didn’t have anything loose I could readily carry, but her computer mouse was wireless. I batted it around a couple of times then knocked it onto the floor. I jumped after it and then batted it across the floor, several times until it came to rest at Allie’s feet. Then I jumped up onto the table again. “Merp!” 
 
    Allie didn’t take her eyes from me as she bent down and picked up the mouse. She continued to stare as she set the mouse on the table. 
 
    “Catherine,” said Nyla, “may I have my mouse back?” 
 
    I stepped past Allie and nudged the mouse carefully until it came to a rest in front of Nyla. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Catherine, do you remember the time you surprised me with a mouse?” 
 
    I’d done that more than once. “Merp.” 
 
    “Do you remember where you put it?” 
 
    “Merp.” I tapped the top of the mouse with my paw a few times. 
 
    “Do you remember my reaction when I found it.” 
 
    “Merp.” I sat down next to the mouse, but I craned my head around, looking about, finally focusing my gaze on Allie. Then, as if I were working casually, I moved my paw over and set it on the mouse. I froze like that for a moment then pointedly turned my nose towards the mouse. 
 
    Then I jumped straight up and away, yowling. I jumped around the table a few times, as high as I could, yowling the entire time before coming to a stop on the furthest corner. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Nyla said. “It wasn’t remotely that dramatic.” 
 
    “Yowl!” Then I chittered a little before sauntering over to plop down in front of Allie. 
 
    “Catherine?” Allie said. 
 
    “Catherine,” Nyla said. “How many fingers am I holding up?” I glanced at her and mewed three times. “How about now.” That was two. 
 
    “Well?” Nyla asked. 
 
    “Catherine?” Allie said again. I mewed a few times, and while I really wanted to crawl into her lap, I didn’t want to spread cat dander all over her clothing. She still had to drive us home, after all, and she might not appreciate sneezing while driving. 
 
    Her voice changed, and she looked up at Nyla. Coldly, she said, “Turn. Her. Back.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Nyla said. “Not yet. Is that cat your best friend?” 
 
    Allie looked at me and said nothing. I paused, and when she didn’t respond, I mewed at her. I wasn’t her best friend anymore? 
 
    “I think you just hurt her feelings,” Nyla said. “You accused her of being delusional and me of lying, and now you deny your friendship.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not letting you leave with her if you’re going to get three blocks and decide she needs to be committed to a psych ward. What is it going to take for you to admit that’s Catherine?” 
 
    “I-“ She stared, her lips tight. “Please change her back.” 
 
    “Is that Catherine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Say it. Tell me I’m a witch. Tell me I changed your friend into a cat. Tell me she’s not delusional.” 
 
    “I-“ Allie paused. “You’re a witch. You turned Catherine into a cat. Now change her back.” 
 
    “No more talk about psychiatrists.” 
 
    “She needs help!” Allie said. “She’s not the same person anymore.” 
 
    “I imagine she’s not,” Nyla said. “What she needs is love and understanding. Now, I thought you were the woman to give her that, but maybe I was wrong.” 
 
    “Change. Her. Back!” Allie screamed. 
 
    Nyla paused, leaning back in her chair. “You know, if I were doing this for you, after that outburst, I’d make you beg. But that’s not fair to her. Catherine, are you ready to be human again?” 
 
    “Mew.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I lay numbly afterwards. It took the two of them to dress me. I let them do what they wanted, but I said nothing and I was largely unresponsive. But when Allie asked if I were okay, I shrugged. 
 
    I didn’t know if I’d ever be okay again. 
 
    Finally Allie said, “Catherine, go wait in the car.” At that, I shook my head. 
 
    “Catherine,” Nyla said gently. “Do you want to go home with Allie? You have other choices.” 
 
    “Allie,” I said. 
 
    “Take your friend home, Allie,” Nyla said. “Catherine, use the money I gave you.” 
 
    “I don’t need your guilt money,” I managed to say. 
 
    “Frankly, yes, you do. And if you ever want my help, you only have to ask.” 
 
    “Catherine, let’s go,” Allie said. She helped me to my feet, and we turned to the door. But in the doorway, she leaned me against the frame and turned back to Nyla. “You did this to her. You let her friends and family think she was a dead. You’re the worst kind of fucking bitch. You sat here and told me you knew nothing about it, while she was trying to get my attention. You hugged me in sympathy.” She began screaming. “You fucking bitch! What kind of horrible person does that? We thought she was dead. How could you do that to her mother?” 
 
    Nyla didn’t answer that, nor did she attempt to defend her own actions. On the other hand, she also didn’t apologize. Instead she just said, “Take her home. Take care of her.” 
 
    Allie took me home. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Allie spent the next week or so alternating between apologizing for not believing me and ranting about what a bitch Nyla was. Finally I told her, “This isn’t helping. Please, Allie, if I think about all that, I’ll never get past it. Can’t we just look to the future?” 
 
    She looked away for a minute, then nodded. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” She turned back. “I’m sorry. Yes. The future.” She offered a smile. It wasn’t her best smile, but it was a smile. “I love you, Catherine Jane McGuire.” 
 
    I returned the smile and then moved to her. We pulled each other into our arms. I kissed her cheek and whispered, “I love you, Allison Fiona Berry.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Things got better. Slowly. 
 
    I was sure Allison remained angry with Nyla, but she was true to her word. It didn’t come up again. 
 
    I encouraged her to go back to work. She was resistant, but over the course of three days she changed from going in for “a couple of hours” to a half day to a long, full day. I didn’t like being alone that long, but I found things to do. 
 
    I taught myself to read again. I hadn’t forgotten, not really, but it was an effort at first. But I taught myself to read, and I began cooking for us. I began with simple things, but slowly worked up to more challenging meals. 
 
    I didn’t think I was ready to drive. 
 
    I asked Allie if she’d take me to visit Mama, just for a weekend. She took care of the arrangements, and I decided to use some of the money Nyla had given me. We flew first class, and by the time we landed, I began feeling human again. 
 
    Mama and I cried. I had no idea what Allie told her, but we didn’t talk about any of it. 
 
    But she held me a lot, and I didn’t mind. 
 
    We cried again Sunday when it was time for Allie and I to head to the airport, but we promised to come back soon. 
 
    Allie and I held hands on the flight back. 
 
    “Allie, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Is there anyone else in your life?” 
 
    She turned to me. “Like a girlfriend I’m hiding from you?” 
 
    “I was gone for five years.” 
 
    “I dated,” she said. “A little. Less than before, actually. I just...” She paused. “It made me sad.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So, there were two women I went out with more than twice each. But I didn’t see them in the ‘I could love her’ kind of way, you know? It was fun, but that’s all it was.” 
 
    “So there’s no one?” 
 
    “Just you, Catherine. Just you.” 
 
    I paused then spoke carefully. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be the woman I used to be.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s true. We used to have such adventures. I remember how much fun we had, but the idea of any adventures at all scare me right now.” 
 
    “You need time. It’s only been a few months.” 
 
    “I can’t make any promises, Allie.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is something you should worry about.” 
 
    “What happens to us if I don’t get much better than I have?” 
 
    She turned away for a minute, staring across the airplane aisle. When she turned back, I could see the determination in her expression. “If the roles were reversed, what would you do?” 
 
    “Allie...” 
 
    “You’re worried I’ll stop taking care of you.” 
 
    “I’m worried we’ll never...” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “And you’re worried about whether I’ll still love you.” 
 
    “I know you love me. But I don’t know if you love me that way anymore.” 
 
    “Imagine the roles were reversed, Catherine. Could you stop loving me?” 
 
    “You haven’t made a pass at me. You haven’t looked at me the way you used to. You don’t look like you are having trouble keeping your hands off me. And I don’t blame you. I’m... I’m damaged goods.” 
 
    “You are not!” 
 
    I turned to look out the window, staring at the clouds below us. After a minute, Allie leaned closer. “I want to ask you something. Do you remember our last weekend of debauchery?” 
 
    I smiled, but didn’t turn to her. I nodded slowly. 
 
    “Were you saying goodbye?” 
 
    “Not goodbye,” I said. “But Nyla seemed interested, and I was interested in her. I screwed that up big time.” 
 
    “I went home after,” she said. 
 
    “After that weekend?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes. I had a good cry.” 
 
    “Oh Allie,” I said, turning back to her. 
 
    She was smiling, just a little, and when I turned to her, she caressed my cheek and then used her hand to direct my lips to her. She gave me a sweet, gentle kiss. “My feelings for you haven’t changed, Catherine. I’ve been giving you time. But...” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Right now, you need me. I’m being careful so we don’t start fighting.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I know. But...” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Do you still, you know. Want me. If I’m only half the woman I used to be?” 
 
    “First, I don’t like it when you put it that way. And I’ll point out that while I aged five years during that time, you don’t appear to have.” At that she grinned and looked me up and down pointedly, the first time she’d done something like that since our reunion. 
 
    “I’ll point out,” she added, “that we never fought about sex.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” I countered. “You’ve sometimes wanted sex in places I wasn’t comfortable.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fair,” she agreed. “But I want to ask you something. When have you given in to my pressure and lived to regret it?” 
 
    “I don’t recall ever giving in when it was over inappropriate sex.” 
 
    “I can’t either, but we have done almost everything I’ve ever wanted us to do. And yeah, sometimes shit has happened, but it was the airport in Rome where we had that bag stolen.” 
 
    “You’re the one who had to hike ten miles of the Appalachian Trail with a bum foot.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you wanted to do that trip as much as I did.” 
 
    “We fought about that trip.” 
 
    “We fought over whether we needed a guide. And a guide wouldn’t have protected me from a broken foot. Catherine, do you know why sometimes I suggest we do things that are clearly insane?” 
 
    “Because you’re insane?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t. Because if I suggest something too extreme, I know you’ll stop me.” 
 
    “Then why do we fight about it?’ 
 
    “We don’t fight over those things that often, and we only fight when I think you’re being too cautious. Have you noticed how when we do fight, we end up compromising?” 
 
    “Good thing,” I replied. 
 
    “I agree,” she said. “Catherine, I’m going to start pushing again, lightly at first. I think you’re ready.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I know you don’t, but you have always been a strong woman, and you’re still a strong woman. That bitch’s lawyers finished taking care of all the legal fallout. You’ve got enough money in the bank you never need to work again, but I was thinking...” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’d like you to come work for me for a while. It’ll be easy, but it will get you out of the house. I think it’ll take you about six weeks until you’re bored and looking for something more challenging.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “And I’m going to start asking you on dates.” 
 
    “Dates? We don’t date.” 
 
    “I think we should. We’re going to dress to impress.” She grinned and looked me up and down again. “And you know what happens at the end of a date.” 
 
    I leaned my head on her shoulder and squeezed her hand. I stayed that way through the end of the flight. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We were tired, but she seduced me that night. She told me, “Tonight, this is about your pleasure. Lie back and close your eyes.” I let her do what she wanted. 
 
    She was damned good. She knew my body well, and I clutched and held her afterwards. “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said. “Honey. Will you tease me for a while?” 
 
    “Tease you?” 
 
    “I want us to go on a date Friday, and I want to be horny as hell.” 
 
    I laughed. I didn’t ask if she was sure. Allie was always sure. I didn’t realize what she was doing at the time, but I figured out later, months later. She was giving me something to focus on, something I knew how to do, something I knew we’d both enjoy. 
 
    And so I did what she asked. I teased her. I started right then and there. I touched and kissed and squeezed and stroked. And I did all that until she began to squirm. Then I rolled over and told her “good night, Allie.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Monday morning we woke and rolled together. “I’m picking you up at lunch,” she said. “You need business clothing. Then we’ll go back to the office together and talk about what I want you to do for us.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Work talk at work,” she said. She kissed my nose and rolled out of bed. 
 
    I let her get into the shower before I slipped out of the bed and followed after her. She was working on her hair when I stepped into the shower, still wearing my undies. I stepped up behind her and pushed her hands away, working on her hair. 
 
    “You little vixen,” she said when she found my undies. 
 
    “Hands to yourself,” I said. 
 
    I knew Allie was already in work mode. She actually didn’t like being distracted during her morning preparations. So it would doubly drive her nuts when I slipped my hands, well, everywhere that might be dirty. She gasped. “Kitty-Cat.” 
 
    “Uh, uh,” I said. I kept that hand doing what it was doing but I reached the other around and tweaked a nipple. “If you want to find another pet name, that’s fine. But I spent five years wearing that name, and I don’t answer to it anymore.” 
 
    She grew breathless after that before I pulled my hand away, rotated with her, and then pushed her away. “You’re clean. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “I’ve created a monster.” 
 
    “I’m doing what you asked. Go.” 
 
    She went. 
 
    But of course, she was back four hours later. I was bored out of my mind by the time she returned, and I was definitely ready for lunch and shopping. 
 
    She took me to the mall. We ate first and discussed what stores we wanted to hit. 
 
    We spent a couple of hours at it and pulled up in front of her office building at three. That made for a long lunch for Allie, but I think she did it so my first day would be short and easy. 
 
    She led the way to Montana’s office, ushering me in and closing the door behind us. Montana and I hugged -- we hugged for a long time. Then we all sat. 
 
    “I’m not qualified to work here.” 
 
    “You’re over-qualified for what we’re going to have you do,” Montana said. “We want you to do general office work.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Allie grinned at me. “We have a temporary shortage. We’re going to cross train some of our permanent employees, so we want you to fit in behind them. Today we want you to organize the supply cabinet. Tomorrow morning, you’ll sit with the receptionist. Then you’ll take over from her for the rest of the week.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. What is she going to be doing?” 
 
    “We’re grooming her for a promotion, Catherine,” Montana said. “She’s going to shadow one of the advisors around to decide if she wants to go through the work of becoming licensed. If so, she’ll have classes, and if you’re still helping us by the time she starts, you’ll take over from her when she leaves for class.” 
 
    “Office work. I thought you had investigating work for me.” 
 
    “Tell me honestly,” Allie said. “Are you ready for investigating work? Or are you going to do what I tell you.” 
 
    I stared for a minute then nodded. “Getting my feet wet sounds good.” 
 
    “Excellent. I thought you’d see it my way.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” Montana said with a grin. “It’s so good to see you, Catherine.” 
 
    “It’s good to be seen,” I agreed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    And so, I did basic office work. It wasn’t busy work. It was real work, and some of it was hard. Over the next several months, I learned every job in the office that didn’t require a license. 
 
    Some of it was fun. Some of it was deadly dull. Some of it was hard, but most of it was pretty easy. The receptionist did, indeed, decide to pursue licensure, but she wouldn’t start until after the new year. Even after I moved onto other things, I filled in for her when she left for her evening classes. 
 
    And Allie was absolutely right; it was exactly what I needed to start feeling like a proper woman again. 
 
    And I needed her, so let’s back up to that Friday. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I teased her at work, and I was merciless. At work, I popped in, sometimes just for a moment. I flashed cleavage or leg. If I could sneak up behind her, I groped and stroked her. A few times, I lay in wait to make that happen. 
 
    And of course, I was even worse at home. 
 
    By Friday night, she had all the signs of a woman who needed to get laid, and I felt pretty damned good, too. 
 
    I had done that to her. 
 
    And I was the one she wanted. 
 
    Damn, that felt good. 
 
    We dressed separately, and I made sure she went downstairs first; I wanted to make an appearance. We each dressed in our own little black dresses, both dressed to impressed, and checking myself in the mirror, I decided I looked pretty damned good. 
 
    Even that haunted look behind my eyes had receded. 
 
    Allie, of course, looked amazing. But she whistled when she saw me. I moved into her arms, and we kissed for a minute, but I pushed her away when she tried to grab my ass. I waved a finger at her and laughed. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Dinner and a movie,” she said. 
 
    “What movie?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    Dinner was lovely, and we held hands through most of it. Afterwards, she walked me to her car. I let her kiss me before handing me in. Then she climbed in, started the car, and turned to face me. 
 
    “There’s no way I’m going to behave myself in a dark movie theater.” 
 
    I laughed. “I was wondering about that.” 
 
    “I want you.” 
 
    “Do you?” I asked. “If I promise to let you have me, what do I get?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    I paused, considering, then said, “You. Obedient.” 
 
    “God, you’re kidding.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Take us home.” 
 
    I spent hours making love to her. It was hard for her, but she did whatever I told her to do, and I teased the crap out of her before I finally gave her what she wanted. Three times. 
 
    After that, I held her as she caught her breath, and then I rolled onto my back and said, “I want it slow and gentle. Take your time.” 
 
    And she did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Experiment 
 
    Time passed. The holidays came; the holidays went. 
 
    Allie and I fought a couple of times, but they were little fights, and we both walked away when we realized what we were doing. Later, we each apologized. But I thought the writing was on the wall. She was still being careful with me, and I wasn’t feeling as independent as I typically felt. 
 
    I was sure we’d be back to our usual fights by summer at the latest. If Allie felt the same, she didn’t say a word about it. 
 
    But otherwise, things were good. 
 
    I decided I didn’t want to go back to work as a private investigator. I also decided I didn’t want to stay at Tight Financial Services forever, either. But Nyla had given me enough money I didn’t necessarily need to ever work again, if I were careful. So I had options. 
 
    But while I figured out what I wanted, I continued to do whatever jobs Allie or Montana asked me to do, and I did them cheerfully and to the best of my ability. 
 
    Everything was going as well as I thought it could. But at times, little things would come up to remind us both of what I had gone through. 
 
    I used to love dogs, but I’d become deathly afraid of them, even little dogs. 
 
    I wouldn’t touch fish, and when Allie tried to take me for sushi one night, I had a small cow about it. She apologized three times before I calmed down enough to tell her it wasn’t her fault. 
 
    And then there was the day a mouse got in the house. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “What are you doing, Catherine?” 
 
    I was on my hands and knees peering underneath the china cabinet. I’d chased the mouse here, and I was sure he was still under there. 
 
    “Mouse.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Shhh!” 
 
    She got down on her own knees and set a hand on my back. “Catherine.” 
 
    “Mouse,” I whispered. “I’m waiting for him to come out.” 
 
    “Catherine.” 
 
    “Shhh!” 
 
    “Catherine, we have traps for that.” 
 
    “I have to catch it!” 
 
    “Catherine.” She tugged on my shoulders. “Catherine. Look at me.” 
 
    She had to work at it, but finally I looked over at her. Then she pulled me into her arms and held me. 
 
    As I cried. 
 
    “Shhh,” she said. “It’s nothing. It’s nothing, Catherine. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Oh god, Allie.” 
 
    “I know. But no real harm done.” 
 
    “Maybe a little harm.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I think I knocked a lamp over.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    And so, over and over, while the big things were going all right, we hit little things, little reminders of what I’d been through. Allie tried to talk to me about it, but I finally told her, “You’re never going to understand. Please, can we talk about something else?” 
 
    And those words stuck in her. They shouldn’t have, but they did. And once Allie gets stuck on something, unsticking her isn’t really possible. 
 
    Especially when I didn’t realize she was stuck. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    She tried not to answer, which only got my back up. Finally she told me, “I made a phone call to the witch.” 
 
    “Nyla?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    “I want to talk to her.” 
 
    “And you wanted me there?” 
 
    “Frankly, yes.” 
 
    “Why did you want to talk to her? I thought we were putting that behind us?” Maybe I should have been angry, but I wasn’t. 
 
    “I just do.” 
 
    And after that, she wouldn’t say another word. I poked at her for a few minutes, but we spent the last half of the ride in silence. And I didn’t say a word until we were standing in Nyla’s foyer. 
 
    “Hello, Catherine,” she said. “You’re looking good.” 
 
    “I didn’t know we were coming here,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s not the typical response to a greeting.” 
 
    I put on a sarcastic tone. “Hello, Nyla,” I said. “Got any new pets?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “But now that you’re here, I want to talk to you about that.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    She pursed her lips but only gestured to the living room. I thought she’d take us to her office, but I guess she decided to treat this as a social visit. 
 
    She had refreshments waiting, tea, coffee, and the like. She served us both and took her seat. “Catherine, I would like a conversation with you.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you.” 
 
    “Did you hate being a cat?” 
 
    I opened and closed my mouth a few times before leaning back on the sofa. “What kind of question is that?” 
 
    “You never bitched at me about that. You bitched about letting your mother and friends think you were dead. You didn’t even bitch about your business or the potential legal issues.” 
 
    “You handled those.” 
 
    “You didn’t know I was going to. Did you hate being a cat?” 
 
    I looked away and didn’t answer. 
 
    “Come on, Catherine.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said finally. “I don’t know if I can separate it from everything else.” 
 
    “Tell me the parts you hated.” 
 
    I looked back and didn’t answer. 
 
    “I am convinced there were times you were happy,” she pointed out. “Most of the last four years, in fact.” 
 
    “You mean once my spirit was broken.” 
 
    “Your spirit was never broken, Catherine. I would say once you accepted your role here.” 
 
    “You had no right.” 
 
    “I had some right,” she said. “But I took it too far. There were parts you liked. What did you hate?” 
 
    “It was boring.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said. “Once we made peace, I tried to take care of that, and I tried to take care of you.” 
 
    I looked away. I didn’t want to admit it, but she’d done well. 
 
    “I want to know what it’s like,” Allie announced. 
 
    I turned to her. “What?” I screeched. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    She turned to face Nyla. “I must be crazy. Catherine would tell you I’m crazy. How do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    “I haven’t offered to satisfy your curiosity,” Nyla replied. 
 
    “You owe me.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize any debt.” 
 
    “Oh? I sat in this house and you lied to me in the worst possible way. Five years. I spent five years thinking Catherine was dead. And I’ll point out so did her mother. You owe us, and you know it. I would suggest you can never pay us back for what you did, but if you don’t even acknowledge the debt, then I was a fool to come here.” 
 
    Nyla pursed her lips for a moment. 
 
    “Allie,” I said. 
 
    “This is between me and the witch,” Allie said. 
 
    I looked back and forth between them. They both had on their stubborn faces. I decided Nyla wasn’t going to do it, and Allie was smart enough to know she couldn’t trust her. So I sat back. “Whatever.” 
 
    “I might be willing to do this,” Nyla said. “But do you want some advice?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re handling this poorly, Allie,” Nyla said, ignoring Allie’s reply. “If I cast this spell, you need me to change you back. Setting this up in an adversarial fashion is a mistake. Offer me something I want.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you might want.” 
 
    “Frankly, neither do I,” Nyla said. Then she looked at me for a minute, and she took on a considering expression. Then she offered a ghost of a smile and turned back to Allie. “Why don’t we start with honesty and we’ll see what happens?” 
 
    “Fine. What gave you the right to do that to us?” 
 
    “I didn’t have the right. I had some right to seek redress from Catherine, but I’ve admitted I took it too far. I can be very possessive, and it came out in the worst possible way. My turn. Have the two of you become lovers.” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    Nyla folded her arms and looked at me. “I hope you’re doing well. If there’s anything you need from me, you only have to ask.” 
 
    “She’s as least as stubborn as you are, Allie,” I said. “And you’re the one who wants something. You can play her games, or we can leave. I vote for leaving.” 
 
    “Fine,” Allie said. “We’ve been lovers since we were in our teens. That hasn’t changed. My turn. Do you believe your guilt money absolves you of what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Partially but not entirely, which is why I have offered repeated apologies and offered help to Catherine if she needs it. My guilt money absolves me of the financial damage I caused her, with a penalty as well. My turn. “Have you been on any of your grand adventures in the last nine months?” 
 
    “We’re easing in,” Allie said. “My turn.” 
 
    “No,” Nyla said. “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    Allie stared for a minute, then nodded. Her tone changed when she answered, becoming less belligerent. “We’ve been keeping it tame. But that’s not that unusual for us. Not every trip we take is some sort of high adventure. My turn?” 
 
    “Follow up, then your turn,” Nyla said. “Is this permanent?” 
 
    “No. Like I said, we’re easing in.” At that, Nyla nodded. “Have you ever done that spell to yourself.” 
 
    “No. It’s not a spell I can cast on myself. And I don’t think I could let another witch do it to me, if I could find one capable of doing it I could trust. I’d fight it off.” 
 
    “Follow up,” Allie said. Nyla nodded. “What types of spells do you do to yourself? I assume you keep your appearance up.” 
 
    “I do that the same way you do: through care. But witches can be very, very long lived. I’ll look about this age for a long time.” 
 
    “Years?” 
 
    “Come back in a century,” she replied. 
 
    “Oh shit.” 
 
    “I cast protection spells on myself,” she said. “And I have a spell for curing insomnia.” She laughed. “Curing insomnia -- that’s a euphemism. It’s a sleep spell. I use it a few times a month. I don’t get sick, and I don’t get pimples. Most of my magic is directed outward.” 
 
    Allie nodded, and it was Nyla’s turn. She turned to me. “I’ve mostly stayed away, but I know the basics. You’re working for Allie’s firm right now. Is that permanent?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. “I don’t know what I want to do. I find it unlikely I’ll go back into investigations. Working for Allie and Montana has been okay. Fun sometimes. My turn.” 
 
    Nyla smiled. “Of course.” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to give you up, and I didn’t know how to keep you. So I did something to keep you, as long as I could.” 
 
    “That’s a fucked up reason,” Allie said. 
 
    “I know,” Nyla replied. “Thank you for agreeing to play, Catherine. Did you hate eating from my hand?” 
 
    “You’re sick,” Allie said hotly. “Of course she did.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I said in a small voice. 
 
    “What?” Allie spat, turning to me. “Of course you did.” 
 
    “It was usually tuna.” 
 
    “You hate tuna.” 
 
    “No. I refuse to eat it. There’s a difference.” I turned back to Catherine. “No. I didn’t hate eating from your hand.” I looked down. “I can’t believe you know people who fight dogs.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You took me-“ 
 
    “I made you think so,” she said. 
 
    “You were bluffing?” 
 
    “It was all a lot of drama. Everyone else thought we were filming a public service announcement for PETA.” 
 
    “What if I’d done it again?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I was sure you wouldn’t consider it. I did everything I could to scare you. Do you hate me for that?” 
 
    “Is that my question?” 
 
    “I suppose it is.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I bowed out of the game after that, and they both left me alone. I kept waiting for Nyla to admit what she wanted, or for Allie to decide she’d had enough. But they kept asking questions. 
 
    Finally, when Nyla didn’t seem to have another question, Allie folded her arms. “So, you’ll do it.” 
 
    “You haven’t offered me anything I want.” 
 
    “You were supposed to think of something.” 
 
    “She knows what she wants,” I said. “She’s just not ready to admit it.” 
 
    They both turned to me. “Oh?” Nyla asked. “And what do you think I want?” 
 
    “Forgiveness,” I said. “And friendship.” 
 
    Nyla smiled. “That would do it.” 
 
    Allie offered me a pained look. I stood up and walked to the window, the same window I’d sat in countless hours over the last five years. The colors were more vivid with my human eyes, but otherwise it was the same view. 
 
    No one spoke for a while, and then I heard someone else stand up. I felt hands on my shoulders, and I was sure they were Allie’s, but when I glanced over my shoulder, Nyla was standing there. “I should have let you go,” she said. “I was wrong. I am sorry for the hurt I gave you, and more sorry for the hurt I gave your mother and Allie. I am not sorry you were mine for five years, and I’d have happily kept you forever, if you had wanted me to.” 
 
    “As a cat.” 
 
    “Or a woman.” 
 
    I looked back out the window, staring for a while, and then nodded. “Friendship might be difficult.” 
 
    “Was that an offer to try? Just for Allie and her surprising request?” 
 
    “For healing,” I said. I whispered the next part. “And I can’t stop loving you.” 
 
    She made a sound in her throat. “Catherine?” 
 
    “I don’t know when it happened,” I said. “I don’t mean as lovers. I feel like I belong to you. I’m your Kitty-Cat. I don’t even hate you for that anymore.” 
 
    “You’re with Allie now. Is that going to last?” 
 
    “If we don’t fight, and I can finish healing.” 
 
    “Is this a start?” 
 
    “I started already. This is the next step.” I paused. “We can’t be friends without Allie.” 
 
    “I know. Come on back now.” 
 
    I let her lead me back to the sofa, and instead of taking my end, I curled against my lover. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked into my ear. I nodded and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “I believe, Allison,” Nyla said, “that I would like the two of you to stay for dinner and perhaps a movie afterwards.” 
 
    Allie looked at me, and I nodded. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Dinner was strange. Everyone tried to act like this was all normal. Of course, it wasn’t. 
 
    But Nyla was gracious and funny, and in spite of ourselves, she got us laughing. And then Allie and I shared one of our more disastrous adventures, so it was Nyla’s turn to laugh. Then I told the story of my first mouse, and how proud I was. They both grew quiet, but I said, “No. It’s kind of funny.” I turned to Nyla. “Were you really going to get another cat?” 
 
    “No. I was going to hire an exterminator.” 
 
    “I hated that idea. That was my job.” 
 
    I turned to Allie. “This wasn’t one of the bad parts. I liked hunting.” I turned back to Nyla. “It was exciting.” Then I laughed. “I did everything I could to gross you out with them after I caught them, but I was so upset that first time when you threw it away. I was showing it to you before I ate it, so you would know we didn’t need an exterminator.” 
 
    “But I gave you tuna.” 
 
    “I cheated a few times. You never looked at them that carefully, so I might eat just a little bit but tried to make it look like hunting wounds. You know, so I’d still get my tuna.” 
 
    Nyla laughed. “I knew you were doing that. Frankly, it was a little gross, but it seemed to make you happy.” 
 
    “All the tuna I wanted would have made me happier.” 
 
    “And you’d have weighed three times as much at the end.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “And possibly been dealing with mercury poisoning.” 
 
    “Never a good thing.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “How did you know about the poison?” 
 
    “Poison?” Allie asked. “You tried to poison her?” 
 
    “Of course not. One of my employees did.” 
 
    “Ah, I remember,” I said. “She told me.” 
 
    “She told you?” Allie asked, her voice squeaking. 
 
    “She thought I was just a stupid cat.” I turned back to Nyla. “You took care of me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It wasn’t your fault, and you made sure I was safe. You protected me, and you let that bitch have it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Will you tell me what happened while you were gone?” 
 
    “It’s not a good story,” I said. I looked away. “So I hope there’s popcorn with the movie, and I want my feet rubbed.” 
 
    She laughed. “Deal.” 
 
    So I told the story, as best I could. When I was done, I said quietly, “You shouldn’t have let me go.” 
 
    “It had to be your decision,” she replied. “I did nothing to help you.” 
 
    “You wanted me to come back in the house.” 
 
    “Of course I did.” 
 
    I nodded and stood up to help clear the table. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I watched the movie with my head in Allie’s lap and my feet in Nyla’s. She spent the entire time massaging them, and she was quite good. I didn’t remember the movie, but I decided I’d had a nice time. 
 
    Who could have imagined it? 
 
    The movie ended, and I sat up into the space between them. They both rotated to face each other, and then Allie said, “Well?” 
 
    “Well,” said Nyla. “How long were you thinking?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I want to know what Catherine went through.” 
 
    “Have you been listening to her?” Nyla asked. “It wasn’t being a cat that was traumatic. It was how I did it, and how you and her mother didn’t know what had happened to her. You can’t think I’m going to reproduce that, do you?” 
 
    Allie sat quietly, leaning against the cushion. Finally she said, “I still want to know.” 
 
    “Fine. A month. You’ll live here, with me, for that entire time. Clear your schedule. And I hope I don’t have to tell you how you’re going to behave.” 
 
    “I was thinking a few hours.” 
 
    “A month. In fact, you’ll not just be my pet cat for that month, you’ll also serve as my familiar for that period.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “Furthermore, if I ever need a familiar for future spells, one of you will volunteer.” 
 
    “What?” Allie squeaked. 
 
    “What’s a familiar?” I asked. 
 
    “There are different types, depending on the nature of the witch. Familiars can be people or, for certain witches, animals. They can either hold magic for the witch or act as a conduit. Neither of you are capable of being the sort that can hold magic, but any willing creature can serve as a conduit.” 
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “It might not always be comfortable,” Nyla said. “Depending upon the amount of magic used, you can feel raw afterwards. I’ve served as both.” 
 
    “To whom?” 
 
    “My grandmother. She’s the woman who taught me. She’s gone now.” 
 
    “I thought witches lived a long time.” 
 
    “She was murdered by the same people who killed my parents.” 
 
    “I thought they died in an accident.” I said at the same time Allie said, “Murdered?” 
 
    “It was made to look like an accident,” Nyla said. “Grandmother and I took care of it, but she died saving my life, and it gave me enough time to finish it.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Almost no one does,” she said. “I want to renew the spells on this house, and I have a few others I want to cast. If I have a willing familiar, the spells can be more focused. So that’s what I want.” 
 
    “In addition to friendship,” I said. 
 
    “But of course. Well, Allison? Are you going to come back after you’ve cleared your schedule?” 
 
    Allie leaned forward and smiled. “Already done.” 
 
    Nyla laughed. Then she turned to me. “You have a choice to make.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You may go home. If you would rather not drive, I will take you. You may stay here. Pick a bed. Or...” 
 
    “Or I can join Allie.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyla reiterated our agreement. Allie and I agreed. She did me first, and then Allie. 
 
    I was black again, but she made Allie as white as snow, and fluffy besides. She looked really pretty, or I thought so. 
 
    Allie slowly climbed to her feet but then crouched down, staring straight ahead for a while. I thought perhaps she really hadn’t considered the full reality. Nyla took a chair and waited. I watched my friend and then finally moved over to her. “Merp?” 
 
    She turned to me, opened her mouth, and let out a huge “meow.” 
 
    “Allie-Cat,” Nyla said, “Are you having second thoughts?” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Merp?” I said. 
 
    “Do you want me to change you back?” Nyla offered. 
 
    “Merp!” I complained. Not fair. 
 
    “I’m not asking you yet, Kitty-Cat,” Nyla said. “Allie-Cat, it took Kitty-Cat a few days to fully learn to walk, but you can probably crawl. If you want me to turn you back, stay where you are. If you want to give it a try...” she smiled. “Crawl over here and let me pick you up.” 
 
    Allie looked over at her. Then I watched as she tried to stand. I moved beside her and support her. And then, with my help, she stumbled to Nyla’s feet. Nyla scooped her up and set her down in her lap, and then she put a hand under my stomach and lifted me as well. 
 
    “Meow!” I complained. I didn’t like being picked up that way. But I curled up on what lap was available, pressed against Allie. 
 
    Nyla began to pet us both, crooning, but when I looked up, she was crying. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    We spent most of the month as cats, and Nyla took us both everywhere with her. People at the office seemed pleased to see me, but Allie got more attention. 
 
    What else was new? 
 
    Well, Allie got more attention from everyone else, but Nyla seemed to prefer keeping me close, and I spent a lot of time in her lap. 
 
    Purring. 
 
    And have I mentioned how much I love tuna? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was a good month, and it wasn’t until later I realized something. 
 
    Nyla had given us a good adventure. And I’d had fun.


 
   
  
 

 Hope 
 
    I suppose I’ve come to the end of my story, or near enough. I’m sorry; it doesn’t have a big ending like a lot of stories. I can’t even promise a happily ever after. Not really. 
 
    It’s odd. We became honest friends with Nyla. She’s joining us on our next adventure. We’re getting dropped somewhere in the wilderness of Alaska with a backpack each. We can bring any gear we want, but no more than two days worth of food, and an emergency transmitter. We have to fend for ourselves for two weeks. 
 
    I’d found the company that did it, and Allie couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Nyla already told us if we can’t find food, she has a spell that makes us into cats. Very large cats. “But that would be cheating,” Allie said. “But just to be clear, we are talking mountain lions, right?” 
 
    Nyla laughed. “About the size of a bobcat, but the two of you should be able to keep me fed.” 
 
    “As if,” I replied. 
 
    Allie and I are still living in her house, and we haven’t had a major fight. 
 
    We go on one big and several small dates every week, and the sex has been growing increasingly creative. 
 
    I love it. 
 
    And I can’t tell you how much I love her. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s going to last, but I have hopes. So it’s not really a happily ever after. But I’m hopeful. 
 
    And in life, hopeful is pretty darned good, I like to think. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Nyla St. George 
 
    I watched after them as the driver brought them home. They’d been my cats for four weeks, and a few days of recovery. They now had a weekend in front of them, and I thought they’d be back to work on Monday. 
 
    I felt the tears running down my cheeks. 
 
    And then I felt a presence as my side. I didn’t turn to look. I knew who it was. 
 
    “I can’t believe you told them that cockamamie story about me being dead.” 
 
    “Incorporeal. Dead. Is there a difference?” 
 
    “You know there is, Granddaughter.” She made a disgusted sound. “You fucked this up big time, Nyla.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I count multiple mistakes. You didn’t have to tempt her in the first place.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot. No one is perfect, and you consistently put your lovers through too big of tests.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And your way of forgiving sucks.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why did you let her leave?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I never should have done it.” 
 
    “I told you that,” she said. “You finally listened?” 
 
    Finally I turned to her. “If you hadn’t been harping at me, maybe I wouldn’t have gotten my back up.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” said Grandmother. “Don’t blame this on me. Why did you let her go?” 
 
    “If you love something, set it free.” 
 
    “That’s a stupid answer.” 
 
    “No, Grandmother, it’s not.” 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe not. And now you’ve let them both go.” 
 
    “If you love something, set it free.” 
 
    She considered me carefully. “You cast a love spell on them.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t!” 
 
    “You cast something on them,” she said. “I watched you, but I didn’t recognize it. It was no spell I taught you.” 
 
    “I should think not,” I said. 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I folded my arms. 
 
    “You know you’re dying to tell me.” 
 
    I turned away. “No I’m not. You’ll berate me for it.” 
 
    “You cast a love spell between them.” 
 
    “Oh, please. They’ve been in love since they were kids.” 
 
    Grandmother grew quiet, but she didn’t leave. Finally she said, “What was it?” 
 
    “A compatibility spell,” I said. “If they start an argument, they’ll find a way to resolve it.” 
 
    She was quiet for a while. “Catherine might have come back to you, if they broke up.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Well, well, Granddaughter. Learning a little compassion, or is this just guilt?” 
 
    “Probably both.” 
 
    “Probably,” Grandmother agreed. 
 
    We stood quietly for a while, but then I turned to the apparition. “Am I going to be alone forever?” 
 
    “Oh, of course not, Granddaughter,” she said. Then she grinned. “You’ll always have me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Comments 
 
    This story came about like many of my stories -- out of nowhere. I have a friend with cats, and we were using her computer to look something up. She made a comment about the cats catching mice and leaving them as surprises. I said, “She should leave them here,” and I gestured to her mouse, “with the tail along the cord. Well, that’s what I’d do, if I were a cat. 
 
    Who would have guessed an entire novel could be born off that one silly comment? 
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