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1. 


I sighed.



 Roger’s blue eyes flashed to me and back to his audience.
He knew what was coming and was already angry with me.



 I braced myself for the irritating self-satisfied tone of the
dictator dilettante. I braced myself for the inevitable personal
attack that would follow my correction of his misinformation. In
Roger’s comfort narrative, I was the fraud, and he was the
expert.



 I wanted to pre-empt him and say, “That’s not
true,” before he opened his mop-topped mouth.



 The words, “You don’t have to be here,” entered
my mind. “These people will side with him.”



 Roger sat at one end of the black lacquered table. I sat at the
opposite end. The others sat along the sides.



 The expressions of expectation on the arrayed faces nauseated me.
This group was proof that if you held forth, many would
acknowledge your authority because people in general didn’t
pretend to have expertise outside of the fields in which they
worked.



 Roger smiled and rocked in his chair. He was about to hold forth.
Like the tech journalists who wrote the pieces that informed
Roger’s assertions, he did not have the expertise to know
if those who presented themselves as experts relayed established
fact, speculation, or mere opinion.



 I stood up and made my way around the table. The group, I knew,
assumed that I sought the toilet. I left the room, and, as
quietly as I could, I left the building.


——


The autumn air calmed me. I walked to my office block.



 The campus of Digital Doctors comprised modern single-storey
brick buildings separated by lawns and surrounded by a tall black
fence. At D.D., different teams working on different contracts
worked in different buildings.


——


I cleaned out my desk. I put my papers into the bin of items
destined for the shredder. I put my personal items into a plastic
bag. I dropped my keys on the desk.



 I wrote a one-line email: “I resign effective
immediately.”


——


On the train home, I read a fantasy novel on my phone. I forgot
that I had just quit my job on impulse. I was not worried. I had
enough money saved to last a year, longer if I was careful. I had
pondered quitting for some time. The more I had thought about
leaving, the more attractive it had become.


——


When I closed my front door behind me, I felt a sense of closure.



 The cat slept on the sofa, his grey head buried in his grey fur.



 “Jeffrey, I quit my job. We can spend more time together
now.”



 The cat’s eyes opened then closed.



 “I’m just Food-Mama to you. Aren’t I?
Warm-House-Mama. Soft-Pillow-Mama. You don’t appreciate me,
Jeffrey. I could have had a rich cat, but I chose you.”



 I put on my sweats and joined Jeffrey on the couch.



 He offered his chin. I scratched. He purred.



 I put my glasses in their case and read my novel.


——


The phone rang. The display confirmed that Roger summoned me. I
shut off the phone.



 I slid down flat onto the sofa and put my phone in my bra. I
closed my eyes. I had paid off my mortgage earlier in the year,
and now my cost-of-living was the lowest it had ever been. I
would reduce it further with frugal spending. I was secure.



 I fell asleep.


——


Knocks on my door woke me.



 “It better not be Roger,” I whispered.



 I stood and crept to the spyhole. Joanne stood on my step. What
did she want? Did Roger send her? Probably. I considered ignoring
her and going to bed.



 I opened the door.



 “Hello Joanne.”



 “Hi. What’s going on? I heard that you quit? That
can’t be right. Can it?”



 She smiled a fake smile. Roger had sent her on a fishing
expedition.



 “Yes. I quit, Joanne. For real.”



 I smiled in satisfaction.



 “Well. Whatever is bothering you now won’t bother you
tomorrow. You just need to sleep on it. I’ll tell Roger
that you just need a mental health break for the rest of the day,
and we’ll see you tomorrow.”



 “I’m not coming back, Joanne.”



 “You found another job?” she said with a surprised
tone.



 “Goodbye Joanne.”



 I closed and locked the door. I sighed.



 “Hey. Open up. I want to help. What’s wrong?
What’s really going on here?”



 “Go home, Joanne. You’re not my friend.”



 “OK. I get it. You’re in love with Roger. Someone
told you that we’re a couple.”



 “Wow. I am not in love with Roger.” I had to
laugh. “You have my condolences. Tell him I’m
finished, so he’s finished.”



 I walked away from the door.



 Joanne knocked loudly three times.



 I turned around and shouted. “Roger is incompetent.
That’s why he went into management, and that’s why he
should never have been allowed into management. He should have
been fired. I’ve been carrying him for two years, and now
he’s on his own. He knows this. That’s why he
didn’t come here in person. He’s embarrassed. He
knows that he can’t gaslight me.”



 “Claire, you have to accept that we’re together, and
you have to get over it. I’ll tell Roger that you’ll
be back in the office tomorrow.” Joanne said this in a
concerned tone. She then turned threatening. “Make sure
you’re there in the morning, or he’ll lose patience
with you. Your job will be on the line.”



 “Let her have the win,” I whispered.



2. 


Despite not having set an alarm, I woke at the usual time. I
stayed in bed for half an hour longer. I was loathe to turn on my
phone, so I left it off.



 I showered and dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. I put away my work
clothes.



 I turned on my phone. Two messages from Roger waited for me. My
voicemail box only had two slots. In the first message, Roger
intoned, “Call me,” and hung up. In the second he
said, “Enough of this game. Come into work now, or
you’re fired. Got it?”



 I deleted the messages. I turned off my phone. Freedom was
lovely.



 For breakfast, I had pancakes with maple syrup and bacon.



 After breakfast, I crawled back under the covers and closed my
eyes.


——


I should not have deleted the messages in my voicemail box. The
empty box allowed Roger to leave two new messages.



 “What’s going on? What’s got your nose out of
joint? Joanne thinks that you’re in love with me. I
don’t think that’s it.” He chuckled. “Get
back to me before the end of the day, or there will be
consequences.”



 He took a different approach in the second message.



 “I’m sending the police to your place to do a welfare
check.”



 Roger didn’t have the courage to face me in person. He knew
that I despised him. I was certain that the police would not be
happy with Roger when I explained that I had resigned the
previous day and that Roger was aware of this fact.



 I turned off my phone without deleting the messages.



 The police never arrived. Roger wanted me to fret about their
visit, and I did. I had assumed that he would replace me
immediately and move on. I resolved to ignore him until he did
give up on me. Eventually, he would grow tired of playing games
if I didn’t play along.



 I went on my cell service provider’s website and searched
for a page where I could change my phone number. I didn’t
know if such a page existed. It did. I changed my number and
instantly felt better. I had no social media accounts. I had no
web presence at all. I had purposefully used a temporary personal
email address when I had applied for my job because I was a
security-obsessed developer. As far as Roger was concerned, I was
incommunicado.



 “What should I do on my first day of freedom?” I
asked Jeffrey. “I suppose I should go grocery shopping
before I do anything else.”


——


I unplugged my red sedan from the charger in the garage and drove
from the shadows into the light of day.


——


I bought the ingredients for salads and cold cut sandwiches. I
bought some chocolate donuts as a treat for me and some expensive
cat food as a treat for Jeffrey.



 I walked past the display of potatoes and grew perturbed.



 The Yukon Gold potato was developed here in Ontario in Guelph.
This particular variety of potato is susceptible to disease and
was sold at a price greater than that of your standard russet
potato. Some years ago, the Yukon Gold disappeared from local
supermarkets. In its place, these stores sold potatoes labelled,
“Yellow Flesh Potatoes.” They are hard, acidic
potatoes that should only be fed to livestock. The potato
industry had accomplished a bait-and-switch with an inferior
potato, and the retailers sold this potato at similar prices as
similar to those of Yukon Gold potatoes.



 I walked down the aisle that held canned soup and grew perturbed.



 When I was girl, canned soup was flavorful. I loved it. Some
years ago, the manufacturers watered down their product to the
point that it wasn’t worth eating for free.



 I walked past the meat counter and grew perturbed.



 When I was a girl, peameal bacon was gristly, brined, unsmoked
pork loin. You had to cook the bacon with a slow steam-sauté to
draw out the excess salt and to break down the connective tissue.
The bacon had a porcine aroma and taste unique among pork
products. Some years ago, the meat processors had switched to
producing a chewy, thin, flavorless version of English bacon, and
they had the audacity to call it back bacon. When precisely the
switch had occurred, I did not know, but it had occurred in the
decade in which I rarely purchased bacon.



 I walked past the dairy case and grew perturbed.



 When I was a girl, process cheese was a coagulated cheese sauce,
and it was creamy and delicious. Some years ago, the
manufacturers removed the cheese. The new product was bland and
did not need refrigeration. I only knew this fact because I had
seen a display of process cheese on sale, and the packages were
stacked into an unrefrigerated tower in an aisle. The retailers
ordinarily kept the product in the dairy case so that the punters
did not catch on to the full nature of the degradation of the
product.


——


When I returned home, a pink sticky note hung on my front door.
“You’re fired!” the note said in Roger’s
handwriting. Underneath that sentence, Roger had written,
“(I told you so.)”



 I grimaced and pocketed the note.



 I wondered if my neighbors had read it. I hoped not. If they saw
the note, I doubted that they would be interested in reading it.
I would tell my neighbors that the note was a joke. I rarely
crossed paths with my neighbors, and we never exchanged more than
greetings when we met, so the likelihood of interrogation was
low.



 I unlocked the door and went inside.



 I gave Jeffrey his treat and filled the kettle.



 While the kettle boiled, I stared out the window in the dining
area.



 I stood by the cat door that I had made for Jeffrey. I had cut a
flap in a strip of corrugated cardboard that I had taped in the
gap of the partially open window. I would close the window when
the truly cold temperatures arrived.



 The sky was grey, and the trees in the distance were bare. Winter
slid slowly supplanted autumn day by day.



 I watched twenty minutes of a cable news channel and ate a
chocolate donut with my tea.



 I turned off the television, lay down flat on the sofa, and read
the novel on my phone. Jeffrey joined me, his breath stinking of
his pricey kitty food. He curled up beside my head and began to
purr. His body was warm against my scalp.



 “I think we’ll just do nothing for a while,” I
said to the cat. “When I’ve had my fill of that,
I’ll figure out something constructive to do. Maybe
I’ll write a story.”



3. 


I woke on my back on the sofa. I didn’t remember falling
asleep.



 At first, I didn’t know where I was. White haze filled my
field of vision. I turned my head and realized that I had been
staring at the ceiling. Without my glasses, it seemed cloud-like.



 My phone rested in my cleavage. Jeffrey was gone. My mind was
foggy.



 I sat up. I decided to have another cup of tea and a donut.


——


After I had resumed reading, I heard Jeffrey pass through the cat
door. He jumped to the floor and trotted down the hallway to the
bedroom. I glimpsed his ugly pinched anus and striped tail as
they receded from me.



 Other cats could use the door, but Jeffrey didn’t appear to
have any associates. Cats are solitary hunters. Squirrels could
use the cat door. Birds could use the cat door. Neither had, but
if I left the door up in the winter, both squirrels and birds
would discover and use the door.


——


I finished the novel on my phone.



 I rose to put my mug away. I noticed that a piece of paper lay on
the floor below the cat door.



 “Jeffrey, what did you drop? Is it a note from your
girlfriend? Are you going to introduce us?”



 I bent down and grabbed the slip of paper.



 “It’s not a grocery list. You let Food-Mama handle
that.”



 The scrap held printed text in a foreign language. It looked like
a message.



 “Jeffrey, how many languages do you speak? You never speak
to me. Or do you only read? Where do you keep your books? In your
office? This looks Eastern European. Whom do you work for? Oh my
God. You work for Russia.”



 I put the paper in the kitchen bin.



 The cat strolled into the living area.



 “Jeffrey, today’s the day I begin my story. I’m
going to use my dining room table as a desk. I never eat at it,
so I may as well get some use out of it. Now I need an idea. Do
you have any ideas?”



 My laptop sat on the table. I stared at it. If I pressed the keys
on the keyboard in a specific order hundreds of thousands of
times, I would have my first novel, but I did not believe that I
could manage a story that long.



 I sat down at the table.



 I flipped open the laptop. It woke up.


——


Jeffrey jumped out the cat door and onto the pale grass. He had a
mission to complete, and he was eager to get the job done. He had
to find his mistress’s former boss, piss on his leg, and
defecate on his desk.



 Jeffrey would then inform the Russians of his mistress’s
mission. The Russians paid Jeffrey in fresh fish. Why the
Russians were interested in Claire was a mystery, but Jeffrey
couldn’t turn down fresh fish. It was his weakness. He was
a simple cat, and the food that Claire fed him came out of cans,
even the fancy stuff.


——


I deleted what I had written.



 I sat back and closed my eyes. I needed a plot. I needed an
exciting idea. What were the books about that I liked?



 I picked up my phone and opened the ebook app. I considered the
three most recent novels that I had read. They all described an
existential crisis for a sympathetic character. They all built to
a climactic life-or-death scene. The protagonist had to grow to
solve its crisis. All the stories had happy endings.



 I resolved to write the climactic scene and the happy ending
first and then work from the beginning. Who was my hero? What was
its crisis? How would it need to grow to defeat its crisis?


——


Jeffrey jumped out the cat door and down to the dry grass. He ran
toward the flying saucer that shimmered in the moonlight.



 He bit the pads in his mouth and gold beams jumped from his
paw-mounted rayguns. The beams reflected up off the silver saucer
and ignited the branches of the bare trees.



 The revolution has begun, Jeffrey thought. Even though the aliens
upgraded my intelligence, I must help the human resistance. What
use is intelligence without opposable thumbs?


——


“What? Get serious,” I told myself. “Stop
writing about your cat.”



 “I’m not writing about my cat. I’m writing
about my cat if he were more intelligent and actually cared about
me the way I care about him. And why not write about my cat? Who
are you to censure me?”



 “I’m you, Sunshine, and I have your best interests in
mind. The world doesn’t want a book about intelligent
cats.”



 “We’ll see about that.”



 “Stop talking to yourself. Start over.”



 “Nope.”


——


If the ship is invulnerable, I’m in deep shit. Well,
there’s no turning back.



 The dog ran as fast as he could toward the parked disc.



 It makes sense that the aliens wouldn’t give me technology
that affected them. I should have expected this.



 Will the bomb work?



 The dog ran under the flying saucer. He tapped the pad on his
chest with a paw. The bomb in the harness on his back exploded.


——


“Seriously? It’s a dog now?”



 “Yes. That’s our cold open. Now we start from the
beginning.”



 “This is stupid.”



 “You’re stupid.”



4. 


I coughed and woke myself.



 Jeffrey, who lay against my legs, jumped down to the floor and
trotted out of the room.



 “There’s more fancy cat food in the fridge,
Jeffrey,” I croaked. “Help yourself.”



 I closed my eyes and enjoyed the comfort of my bed.



 “Day two.”



 After feeding Jeffrey, I took a walk around the block.



 Cool, fresh air chilled my nose and raised my spirits. My
exhalations condensed into short-lived clouds. The rich scents of
the drying, fallen leaves mingled with the faint reek of skunk
spray.



 “Who or whatever it sprayed, at least it wasn’t
Jeffrey.”



 The streets were busy with the cars of those travelling to work
and the vans of those travelling for work.



 “Morning is the best time of day if you don’t have to
spend it doing what you don’t want to do with people you
don’t want to do it with.”



 A man with a big tan beast on a blue leash walked toward me from
the opposite direction. I made room to allow the approaching pair
to pass by.



 The animal smelled distinctly of wet canine.


——


When I returned home, I put the kettle on and had a quick shower.



 I donned jeans and a t-shirt, made the tea, and sat down at the
dining room table.



 I woke up my waiting laptop.



 “Are you going to write more of this talking dog nonsense?
I hope not. It’s beneath you.”



 “Actually, so far, the dog doesn’t talk. He speaks in
people’s minds.”



 “Do you hear yourself?”



 “Loud and clear, Sunshine.”


——


I went into and out of a deep state of flow and wrote until
midday. I took breaks to stare into space and think, to walk
around the table and talk to myself, and to make cups of tea. I
finished the chocolate donuts.


——


With great satisfaction, I stopped writing for the day. I was
cognitively drained. I pushed the laptop away and put my head on
the table.


——


I made a turkey sandwich with mustard, mayo, and lettuce. I had
drank too much tea, so I grabbed a ginger beer from the fridge.



 I watched two of the news channels while I ate lunch. Most of the
programming on these channels wasn’t news. It was
interviews with “experts” and pundits, none of which
I wanted to see or hear.



 I turned off the television.



 I was so full of energy that I took another walk.


——


I encountered no one on the sidewalks. The sun had come out and
had noticeably warmed the air. The traffic on the streets had
grown sparse. The neighborhood no longer reeked of skunk spray.


——


When I returned, I was ready for another cup of tea. I switched
to Earl Grey for the sake of variety.



 I sat down before my laptop and read what I written. I cleaned up
my work as I progressed.



 Knocks sounded on my door.



 I exhaled in annoyance and stood. I had more visitors in the last
few days than I had had in months. I was ready to handle whoever
had chosen to break the peace of my new life. It had to be Roger
making his last-ditch attempt to regain control of me.



 I opened the door.



 Roger stood on my step. I was relieved that he had finally showed
his face. The sooner we had our confrontation, the sooner it
would be over, and I could get on with my new life.



 “Go away Roger. The game is over, and I won it.”



 I was surprised to hear myself gloat. It felt good to do so.



 “How much do you want? I’ll give you ten-thousand
more. Do you want to be lead developer?”



 “I was lead developer, Roger, for all intents and
purposes.”



 “Do you want an assistant? You can have the rise in pay or
an assistant.”



 I shook my head.



 “It’s over. I’m not coming back.”



 Roger held out an envelope to me.



 “These are your termination papers. Sign them and give them
back to me, and I’ll have your severance pay
deposited.”



 I opened the envelope and removed the pages inside. They
described a termination agreement. I scanned the paragraphs. I
didn’t see any questionable parts to the agreement.



 Roger held out a ball-point pen.



 I took it and signed the last page on my knee.



 Roger grabbed the pen, the pages, and the envelope. He turned and
hurried away.



 I closed the door.



 “That was easy.”



 Jeffrey jumped through his cat door.



 “Yo, Jeffrey, my man. Wazzup?”



 The cat trotted to the sofa and jumped up on a cushion.



 “Dude, I’m finally free of Roger The Wretch.”



 Jeffrey held one leg up in the air and licked his nether region.



5. 


The silver speck in the sky grew larger. Instead of resolving
into an irregular shape, the image remained circular as the
object descended.



 The dog floated up into the air. He began barking.



 His owner, Harley Street, watched his dog reach the end of his
leash and hover overhead.


——


“Uh-huh.”



 “No. Nuh-uh.”



 “You don’t have any say in the matter. If my
imagination wants to write about flying saucers and flying dogs,
then we are writing about flying saucers and flying dogs.”


——


The dog stopped barking.



 “It’s a flying saucer,” said Street. “Is
this a dream?”



 No. It’s real, the dog said in his master’s mind.



 OK. Now I know it’s a dream, a very convincing dream.



 The flying saucer landed in the distance. The dog descended at
the same rate as the disc. Dog and disc touched the ground
simultaneously.



 These are my people, said the dog. They’ve come to take me
home. My mission is over.



 “Your mission?”



 My failed mission. It’s not going to go well for me.



 “I’ll protect you. You’ve been a good dog to
me.”



 They’ll hurt you if you interfere.



 “I have bear spray in my coat. And dog treats.”



 Give me a treat to steady my nerves.



 Harley fished out a bone-shaped treat and held it up to the
dog’s snout. He crushed it in his jaws.



 That’s better.


——


“No. No. No.”



 “Yes. All day long.”



 “You’re embarrassing yourself.”



 “I feel no shame.”


——


After dinner, I lay on the sofa and fired up my bank’s app.
My severance pay had been deposited. It was more than I had
expected, and it was welcome. A pleasant sense of closure came
over me. Some anxiety that I had not been aware that I carried
dissipated.


——


Knocks sounded on the door.



 “Unbelievable.”



 I power-walked to the door and flung it open.



 A uniformed male police constable stood before me. Roger had
followed through on his threat.



 “Hello,” I said.



 “Good evening ma’am. Are you Claire Delune, formerly
employed at Digital Doctors?”



 I nodded affirmative.



 “We’ve been asked to do a welfare check on
you.”



 “I’m fine.”



 A second constable, a woman, stepped away from the wall to reveal
herself.



 “Is there anyone inside with you?”



 “No. I live alone.”



 Jeffrey miaowed. Why did he do that? He hardly ever miaowed.



 I turned my head and saw my grey tabby playing with a ball of
brown paper. Where did he get that?



 The female constable pushed me aside and entered my home. The
male constable followed her. She pulled the paper ball away from
the cat.



 I watched her unfold the paper.



 What did they think was inside? Drugs? What did Roger tell the
police? I knew that they couldn’t come inside without my
permission unless they suspected something illegal was happening
in my home.



 A brown lump rested in a paper nest in the female
constable’s hand. She brought it to her nose.



 “It’s heroin.”



 “What?” I said. “That can’t be.
I’ve never seen it before. The cat must have brought it in
the cat door.”



 “The cat door?”



 I pointed to it.



 “In the window.”



 The male constable stood near the door while the other constable
inspected my cardboard window insert.



 “That may be so,” said the constable near me,
“but we have to arrest you for possession regardless.
You’ll have to make your case to a judge.”



 I sighed. Roger must have rolled the ball under the sofa when I
signed my termination papers.



 “I’ll come with you. Please don’t handcuff
me.”



 The constables exchanged glances.



 “We can’t do that. It’s a matter of
policy.”



 “Turn around,” said the female.



 She had her cuffs in her hands.



 She cuffed me while her colleague read me my rights.



 I expected theme music to play and the scene to fade to a
commercial break as the police led me away.



6. 


After I filled-in some contact information on a form, the woman
constable made ink impressions of my fingerprints on a card. I
had assumed that they would have had a digital means of taking my
information and fingerprints. She scanned the card on a flatbed
scanner to digitize the prints.



 I was led to a room where I waited alone.


——


When the detective arrived, I explained my theory that Roger
Dodger had rolled the paper ball under my sofa.



 “I quit my job, and he needs to punish me for it.”



 “Why?”



 “He’s incompetent. I’ve been carrying him for
two years. He likes to act as if he’s earned his position,
but I blew his cover.”



 “You told the arresting officers that your cat brought the
heroin to your apartment.”



 I squirmed. The detective had instantly made me appear to be
unreliable. Why was a detective interviewing me? He probably
thought that I was part of a drug ring. Roger probably said that
I was.



 “Well, that’s what I thought, but now I realize that
it was probably Roger. My cat has never brought anything home
before but dead birds and mice, and why did you guys come to my
door? Roger called you. Didn’t he?”



 “We received an anonymous tip.”



 “There you go. I have no other enemies. You guys are
searching my apartment right now. Aren’t you?”



 “Yes. We are.”



 I sighed.



 “You’ll find nothing because I don’t smoke,
drink, or do drugs.”



 “I hope you’re right.”



 “What now?”



 “We wait. Do you want something to eat or drink?”



 “I’m fine.”



 A man in a suit came to the open door and passed a sheet of paper
to the detective. He read its contents.



 “Fingerprints were found on the paper, but they’re
not yours.”



 “They’re Roger’s.”



 “We’ll see.”



 “He won’t give you his fingerprints.”



 “Where would he have got the heroin?”



 “I have no idea.”



 “OK. I’ll be back shortly.”



 The detective left the room. He closed the door.



 I wasn’t worried about the outcome of this investigation
because I was not a drug dealer or user. I hoped that the police
would be able to prove that Roger was behind this fiasco. He
needed to be prosecuted after this fraud.



 I knew from online videos of police interrogations that a camera
recorded what happened in the room. That is also how I knew that
the police searched my apartment while the detective interrogated
me.



 I wondered what they would have given me to eat. Sandwiches? What
sort of sandwiches? Ham and cheese? Chicken salad? What about
coffee and donuts? That’s the police cliché. I had my fill
of donuts recently. Was there a cafeteria? The building was big
enough to have one. How many people worked in the police station?



 I tried to plan some of my story in my head, but my imagination
did not want to be engaged on the story.



 The room was small, square, with white walls. A desktop computer
sat on a table against a wall. Two uncomfortable wooden chairs
sat in the opposite corners.



 The detective looked younger than I was. I wondered if he had a
family. How many children? What were their ages and names? He
wore a suit, but he left the jacket on the back of the other
chair in the room. I wanted to search the pockets, but I knew the
camera would record that.



 Were there any women detectives on the force?



 I hoped that the police wouldn’t make a mess of my
apartment. On police procedural television shows, the police
always made a mess of suspects’ homes.



 Did the police use a drug-sniffing dog? What was the dog’s
name? What kind of dogs were the most effective in this role?



 I wished that I had my phone. It lay on the deep brown coffee
table that stood before my black sofa.



 I knew that they wouldn’t offer to get me a lawyer unless
they laid charges.


——


“OK. The team did not find any contraband in your
apartment. The fingerprints on the paper matched an individual in
the database. You’re free to go. We decline to lay charges
at this time, but you are still a person of interest in this
case. Do not leave the country until we notify you that you can.
We have given your details to Canada Customs and instructed them
to hold you should you try to exit the country.”



 He handed me his business card.


——


I took a black and yellow cab home.


——


My apartment was dishevelled, but it was selectively dishevelled.
Jeffrey was not present.



 I put my clothes back into their drawers and closets. I put my
sky blue mattress back on top of the sky blue boxspring. I put my
navy blue bedclothes and pillows back on the mattress. I put my
stainless steel cookware, white dishes, and silverware back into
their cupboards and drawers. I pulled my furniture into the
positions that it had occupied at my departure. Lastly, I
methodically placed my physical books back onto their physical
shelves.



 Scuff marks on the hardwood floors of the living and dining areas
recorded the actions of the police. I wondered if I could rub out
the marks.



 I checked my phone. I didn’t want to be dismayed until I
had finished the apartment reset. I didn’t want to lose
motivation. I had a fear that Roger had got my new number and had
resumed his harassment.



 No messages waited. I sighed.



 My interrogation and subsequent labor had worn me out. I climbed
under the covers of my bed without removing my clothes and went
to sleep.



7. 


In the morning, it was clear to me that Jeffrey had not returned.
The police must have frightened him.



 I checked the cat door. It functioned.


——


A section of the saucer opened as if a strip of citrus peel
peeled itself back from a flattened silver fruit.



 “That’s weird,” said Harley Street.



 The exposed area of the saucer interior glowed red.



 “The suspense is killing me.”



 Me too.



 “Are they dogs like you?”



 No. They’re cats.



 “Cats? Can they speak in my mind too?”



 Yes. They torture with their minds. They’re tyrants.



 “Maybe we should run away.”



 You can go. They want me. There’s nowhere I can hide.



 “I’ll stay. I’m not afraid of cats.”



 You will be.


——


“Please tell me that your cat is not the leader of the
tyrant space cats.”



 “My cat is not the leader of the tyrant space
cats. Space Jeffrey is.”



 “No thanks.”



 “You don’t have to want it. I do.”


——


I worried about Jeffrey. Did one of the police officers kick him?
Was he afraid to come back? He should have snuck back inside
overnight. Was he wounded?



 I walked to the window and looked outside.



 Did he get hit by a car? Was he splattered on the road? Was he
curled up in pain on the side of the road? Or was he just plain
dead?



 Dead. Dead. Dead.



 I didn’t think so. Jeffrey was an outdoor cat. He had
survived for several years without incident.



 Someone may have reported him to animal control. He had no
collar, no identification tag. Jeffrey may have been captured,
taken away, euthanized, and incinerated by now.



 I checked his litter box in the bathroom. The box was free of
anything but litter. Jeffrey only used the box when he was shut
inside during the winter. He did his business outside for as long
as he could. I’m sure people stepped in Jeffrey’s
business and cursed him anonymously. I couldn’t make him
use the box, and I couldn’t lock him inside without reason.
That would be cruel.



 The pale sunshiny yellow of the bathroom walls always cheered me.
I wasn’t a fan of yellow, but this pale hue was pleasant.



 Roger may have taken my cat. Or killed it. How? Did Roger know
about my cat door? He could probably lure Jeffrey outside with a
delicious kitty treat. Would Roger go so far as to kidnap or kill
my cat? Maybe. Roger was a bully.



 Wait. He framed me for heroin possession. Of course he would go
that far.


——


The dog floated off the ground.



 Disconnect the leash from my collar.



 Street did as he was instructed.



 An invisible force drew the dog across the freshly mown lawn
toward the saucer.



 “Holy cow,” said Street. “Good luck!” he
shouted after his pet. “What do I do now?”



 Go home. Lay low. Goodbye Harley. You were a good owner.



 “Thanks.”



 Street felt stupid for saying, “thanks.” It was
insufficient.


——


Jeffrey could have eaten some of the heroin. Would that kill him?
It probably would make him sick. Would heroin appeal to a cat?
Not likely. Then again, cat food appeals to cats, and it’s
nasty.



 Jeffrey do you lay somewhere, sedated, strung out on H? Did Roger
do this to you? Are you an addict now? Or are you a new member of
the club of deceased users?



 I put my head in my hands.



 I pushed the laptop away and lowered my head to the table.



 “When will this nightmare end?”


——


Street watched his dog float up the dropped peel of the silver
saucer and the peel float into position behind the dog.



 The saucer rose straight up into the air. The saucer became a
circle. The circle diminished to a dot, and the dot disappeared.



 “Well, that’s that, I guess.”



 Street rolled up his leash and put it in a pocket.



 He walked out of the dog park and headed for home.



 “Should I get another dog?” he asked himself.
“How many earth dogs are actually aliens? What was
Dickens’ mission, and how did it fail? I don’t want
to know. I think I’ll just pretend that today didn’t
happen. It’s too strange to be real.”


——


I went for a walk to clear my head, exercise my lungs, and to
look for Jeffrey.



 When I worked at Digital Doctors, I walked outside on all my
breaks regardless of the weather. New synapses form after you
apply yourself to a problem-solving activity. The consolidation
of understanding and ability happens in the quiescent state that
follows a sustained effort. Short shift programmers outperform
long shift programmers because short shifters recognize when they
are cognitively exhausted and take a break both to recover and to
trigger a consolidation.


——


I did not see Jeffrey outside, but I never saw him outside.



 When I arrived home, I sat on my sofa and stared into space. I
felt defeated and weak.


——


A cat that was not Jeffrey jumped up on my sofa beside me. I
withdrew from the animal.



 “Who the hell are you?”



 I recognized Jeffrey.



 “Jeffrey, who did this to you?”



 I bent and stroked his fur. He purred.



 “Why are you black? Heroin doesn’t turn cats black.
This is dye for sure.”



 I held Jeffrey’s head in my hands and examined it. Yes.
This was my cat, and he smelled of bacon.



 “Who’s been feeding you? Where have you been you
disloyal tom.”



 Jeffrey melted into a viscous black liquid, ran through my
fingers, and flowed into the cracks between the cushions.


——


My horror woke me.



 By the aroma coming under the door, I knew that one of my
neighbors had fried streaky bacon crisp.



 I went out for a walk to look for Jeffrey.



8. 


I spent a day in front of the television watching shows that I
had never seen before and eating popcorn. What was the point of
having a digital cable package if you didn’t have enough
time to watch it? Now I had time to spare.



 I didn’t bother to shower or change my clothes until the
late afternoon.


——


The next day, I sat down and tried to write, but something inside
me revolted.



 I flopped on the couch and turned on the television. I was ready
for another donut, but I had none.


——


In the afternoon, I sat in front of my laptop.



 I stared at the laptop screen, my mind blank. I had run out of
steam. I needed to take a break. I needed inspiration.



 I went into my bedroom and scanned the bookshelves. A tall
hardback on classical sculpture caught my attention. I pulled
down the book with its colorful jacket and sat on my bed.



 I looked at the photographs.


——


I squeezed the heavy book back into its slot.



 I directed my gaze to my Dickens shelf. I grabbed my Penguin
Little Dorrit, opened it to a place in the
middle, and read.


——


I put back Little Dorrit and turned away from
the Dickens shelf.



 I pulled down my Penguin Of Human
Bondage by Somerset Maugham. I opened the book to a page
in the middle and read.


——


I put Of Human Bondage into its gap.



 I pulled out The Mayor of
Casterbridge by Thomas Hardy.


——


I put The Mayor of
Casterbridge back on the shelf.



 I lay back on my bed, put the paperback on my chest, and closed
my eyes.



 “We need to talk.”



 “No we don’t.”



 “Maybe it’s time to call Roger and surrender.”



 “Shut up.”



 “He’ll welcome you back with open arms.”



 “He’ll humiliate me for the rest of my life. If I
need to find a job, I can find a job elsewhere because I have
marketable skills.”



 “That’s true, but you’re not going to get a
good reference from D.D.”



 “I know it.”



 “Why didn’t you leave sooner?”



 “Inertia.”



 “I see.”



 “I needed to save some money first.”



 “Where’s your dog?”



 “How would I know?”



 “He’s your dog.”



 “Jeffrey’s a cat.”



 “Cat. Right. That’s what I meant.”


——


In the morning, I rose early, showered, dressed, and went out to
look for Jeffrey.



 I walked up and down streets that I hadn’t walked in years.
Nothing much had changed. The red brick Victorian homes stood
where they had stood for more than a century. The yellow brick
Victorian homes stood where they had stood for more than a
century. Most of the homes had two storeys, but the one-storey
cottages were almost always of yellow brick. I had not noticed
that before.



 Some of the tall old trees had gone, victims of ice storms or
advanced age or both. I recalled walking these streets in my
youth and how the foliage of the tall trees cast a tunnel of
shade on sunny summer days. That day, the bare branches lay
detailed against the cold white of a cloudy sky.



 By the time that I got home, I had concluded that Jeffrey was
dead. I thought about taking down the cat door, but I decided to
leave it up until the weather forced me to take the door down.



 I sat down to write.


——


Street got Robert from the Humane Society. The back of the
building, where the kennels were, smelled of bleach.



 The dog watched Street from its kennel. When he stood before the
dog, Street felt uneasy. The dog stared back. Despite his fear of
the animal, Street chose it. The dog seemed to be the most
intelligent of the lost lot.



 Street had always wanted a pet, but it wasn’t practical
until he retired. Leaving a dog alone all day in the backyard or
in the house was cruel as far as Street was concerned, and
several times a year, he was obliged to travel for business.



 Street asked someone what breed Jeffrey was.



 “He’s your standard brown dog.”



 “What?”



 “He’s a mutt.”


——


I made tea and sat on the sofa.



 I turned on the television. I reached over to pet Jeffrey’s
head before I remembered that he wasn’t there.



 I watched the news channels.


——


My nose grew stuffy. My throat grew sore. I sighed in
frustration.



 “I don’t need the flu,” I told the television.
“Where did I catch it? I haven’t gone anywhere except
the police station and the supermarket.”



 I hoped that I would not develop a persistent cough that
continually woke me in the night. Such a cough would increase the
severity of my illness, extend its duration, and torture me.



 “No thank you.”



 I found the tissue box and emptied my sinuses.



9. 


I lay in bed weary in body and spirit. Memories played like short
movies in my mind.


——


I sat in the last row of chairs. Roger had instructed me to,
“lay low.” He had said that one of the investors had
a low opinion of women coders, so he couldn’t know about my
work because he wouldn’t trust it or fund it. Both Roger
and I knew that this investor didn’t exist and that Roger
wanted to take credit for my work.



 Roger stood beside the screen at the head of the room. He held
the digital projector’s remote control in one hand and made
sweeping gestures in the air before the seated investors.



 “And now, I want to show you our successes,” he said
enthusiastically.



 Roger described my rewrite of our codebase from Java into pure
and plain C as if it were his idea. His explanation of the
difference between a machine-code executable and a byte-code
executable was contradictory. He didn’t understand that a
virtual machine was an interpreter.



 He implied that he made corrections to her code that he was
incapable of understanding let alone modifying. I was amused.



 The investors weren’t interested in the details, but it was
necessary to impress upon them that their money was well-spent
and necessary.



 Roger finished the presentation with graphs showing that the
increase in performance lowered the number of required server
instances, which lowered costs.



 When they saw the projected yearly dollars saved, the investors
applauded Roger, and he smiled with satisfaction.



 I smiled with satisfaction because I had already received a
significant bonus payment.


——


That was before I had grown exhausted with Roger. I patronized
him endlessly in my mind, but to his face I was civil. I had
learned in university that sometimes the most important goal was
to please your professor. This required you to ignore his
provocations. The world was littered with emotionally immature
men, and you had to recognize and manage them if you didn’t
want to be persecuted by them.


——


I received an email from Roger with the histrionic subject line:
BAD CODE!



 In the body, he had pasted a function from one of my libraries
that manipulated tree structures. The code used a recursive
algorithm to convert a sorted array into a balanced binary tree.
Above the code, he had typed, “THIS FUNCTION IS RECURSIVE
AND RISKS STACK OVERFLOW! I THOUGHT YOU WERE GOOD? DAVE FOUND
THIS MAJOR BUG IN YOUR CODE!”



 I sighed.



 The function was recursive, but it divided its input array. 2 to
the 30th power is 1,073,741,824. That means that to process an
array of that length, the function would call itself 30 times
before unwinding. Stacks don’t overflow. The system
allocates more memory as necessary to grow the stack until the
system runs out of memory. At that point, the systems kills the
process. A stack depth of 30 is never going to come close to
exhausting system memory. Our data set was unlikely to ever grow
to be even a million items. Stack overflow was not a concern.



 I wanted to reply with, “Don’t worry your pretty
little head about things you don’t understand,
Sunshine,” but I stopped myself. I wrote, “I
don’t have time to explain this to you,” but I knew
that would provoke Roger and Dave. “MAKE TIME!” would
be the response. I deleted my reply.



 I ignored the email. I knew that Roger would believe that I was
desperately cobbling together an excuse, and he would grow
pleasantly enraged in anticipation of dressing me down in front
of the others. If necessary, I would explain the algorithm to
them on a whiteboard, but I had to be careful how I did it. Roger
was so petty that he might fire me in retaliation if I
embarrassed him.


——


Why did I stay in an environment in which my boss looked for
opportunities to humiliate me? Money. Roger paid me well to
submit to abuse.


——


After half an hour, Roger came to my desk.



 “Claire, come with me,” he said in a somber tone.



 He turned and walked to the meeting room.



 I stood and followed. When he wasn’t looking, I rolled my
eyes.



 Waiting in the room were the other developers.



 “These guys are going to teach you about recursion and why
it’s bad.”



 I sighed and shook my head.



 “Sit down and shut up,” I said.



 Everyone’s eyes widened in surprise. Roger’s face
turned sour. The others smiled widely.



 “Sit down,” I repeated to Roger.



 He sat.



 I moved to the whiteboard and explained my algorithm.



 “This function is run exactly once. There is no benefit to
using an iterative algorithm. Elegance wins in this
situation.”



 I walked out of the room and back to my desk.



 So much for being careful.


——


At the end of the day, Roger sent me another email.



 “I didn’t appreciate that. You could have told me how
the function worked in a reply to my email. Next time, think
about what you do. I don’t appreciate being told to shut up
and sit down. I’m the boss here not you.”


——


I had a cold not the flu. My condition did not worsen, but I
exhibited symptoms for two weeks.


——


One morning, a crumpled ball of paper lay on the floor below the
window with the cat door.



 “Oh no,” I said. “Not again.”



 I fetched a plastic baggie from the kitchen and nudged the ball
into the bag with my foot. I sealed the baggie and put it on the
dining room table.



 I found the detective’s card and called him. After two
rings, the call went to voice mail.



 “Detective Bow, This is Claire Delune. Another paper ball
has come through my cat door. I haven’t touched it. I
kicked it into a plastic baggie. Please get back to me if you
want it. There’s something heavy inside.”


——


I missed Jeffrey.



 Was it time to take down the cat door? Who was shoving the paper
balls into my apartment? Who knew about the door?



 I went to the window, removed the cardboard insert, and closed
the window.


——


Later, the constables knocked on my door again. The woman took
the baggie from my hands. The man confirmed my story of how I
discovered the ball.



 I got the impression that they were in a hurry to be somewhere
else. I interpreted that as an indication that I was no longer a
person of significant interest. Had they spoken to Roger? Were
they surveilling him? Were they watching me?



10. 


Street named his dog Richard because the name popped into his
head when he looked at the dog. It was as if the dog named
itself.



 Richard cheered Street.



 He enjoyed walking the animal. When he took it out, it pulled on
its leash in the direction where it wanted to go, and Street
followed the dog’s wishes. The dog thoroughly investigated
the neighborhood and gave Street good exercise.



 The dog relieved itself on the same little incline every day.
This made it easy for Street to pick up after his dog. For that,
Street was grateful. It was as if the dog accommodated
Street’s sore joints and weak back.


——


My phone rang. Who knew my new number? The detective.
That’s who.



 “The paper is a ransom note for your cat. It was wrapped
around a rock.”



 “A ransom note?”



 “Yes. Whoever wrote the note claims to have your cat. Is it
missing?”



 “Yes. I haven’t seen Jeffrey in days. I went looking
for him, but I couldn’t find him. I thought he was probably
run over by a car.”



 “This person claims to have your cat and wants a ransom for
it.”



 “What does he want?”



 “He wants an apology.”



 “What?”



 “He wants an apology.”



 “For what?”



 “It doesn’t say. The note is unsigned.”



 “How do I apologize and to whom?”



 “It doesn’t say.”



 “Did you ask Roger about the heroin?”



 “We contacted your former employer. He denied knowledge of
it.”



 “Is the note handwritten?”



 “No. It’s printed, and there are no fingerprints on
the page.”



 “You guys don’t investigate kidnapped cats. Do
you?”



 “I don’t, but stealing pets is a crime. You’ll
have to make a separate complaint on that matter.”



 “You’re not a pet detective?”



 “No.”



 “That was a joke.”



 “I know.”


——


If Roger wanted to make me paranoid, he had succeeded. First, he
had planted heroin in my apartment and called the police. Then he
had kidnapped my cat and planted a rock with a ransom demand.



 He knew that I knew that he was my persecutor. He didn’t
have to identify and incriminate himself. I thought that if I
ignored him, he would give up on harassing me. Not so.



 I don’t know why the detective said that I should make
another complaint. If I accused Roger of stealing my cat, the
most that the police would do is ask him if he stole my cat, and
he would ridicule them for suggesting such a thing. They
wouldn’t search his house without cause. They might not
even talk to him. They might treat me like a crazy cat lady,
patronize me, and do nothing.



 I was provoked. I resolved to rescue Jeffrey. I wanted my cat
back, and I’m sure that Jeffrey wanted to come back to
Food-Mama, Warm-Apartment-Mama, and Soft-Pillow-Mama.



 Where did Roger live? I knew that he lived downtown. He drove to
work every day and often went home for lunch. I resolved to
follow him. If his home had a security system, I would research
it and learn how to defeat it.


——


I unplugged my red sedan from the charger in the garage and drove
from the shadows into the light of day.



 When I worked for Digital Doctors, I took the train downtown to
avoid the long drive through congested traffic. On the train, I
sat in peace and quiet with my fellow commuters and watched the
world rush to life outside the windows, or I read a book on my
phone. I arrived at my office in equanimity. Driving downtown
pushed me into a bit of road rage.



 The on-ramp to the expressway marked my physical and
psychological exit from my suburb. I felt that I was no longer
safe on home turf but had entered into the cold war of the
outside world where everyone was suspicious of each other.



 Why were so few colored cars on the road? Most vehicles were
black, white, grey, or silver. A few blue and green cars
punctuated the monochrome traffic, but the hues were muted and
metallic. Occasionally, another red car appeared.


——


I parked in the lot of the lawyers’ office across the
street from the fenced-in campus of my former employer. I did not
fear detection. Roger didn’t know what sort of vehicle I
drove.



 I sat and waited. I could not see Roger’s car because he
parked it behind the little executive building where he spent his
days.


——


I woke. It was lunchtime. I needed to pee.



 I woke up the car and drove off to find the nearest fast food
restaurant. D.D. lay in an industrial park. I didn’t know
the area well because I walked in from the commuter train
platform. I headed for the nearest major intersection.



 I found a donut shop.



 After I relieved myself, I took an empty paper coffee cup from a
table as I passed it. I passed by a napkin dispenser and took one
and headed for the door.



 Once inside my car, I dried the residue in the cup with the
napkin. The cup would be my urinal if I needed to go again. I
would fill it and dump it as needed. I hoped that no one would
pass my vehicle while I had my trousers down.



 “Grant me an exception to Murphy’s Law.”



 Did Roger leave? I had no way of knowing.



 I read passages from a favorite novel on my phone.



 I grew uncomfortable. I got out and walked around the car. After
two circuits, I got back inside.



 I drove home.


——


The next day, I resumed my stakeout just before lunchtime.



 When Roger drove off the campus in his black pickup truck, I
followed him to a row of contiguous two-storey, cream-and-tan
domestic facades on a clean street.



 An automatic garage door opened, and Roger drove inside his
house. I snapped a photo with my phone to capture his address and
his license plate.



 I drove down the street to seek a place to park but found none.
The street was too narrow to accommodate parking.



 What now? I had to ponder my next step.



 I drove home.


——


I stopped at the supermarket.



 Three employees in black trousers and red vests stood outside and
smoked. The breeze blew the smoke into the faces of those
entering and exiting.



 I held my breath and walked up to the automatic doors. They slid
aside. I beheld a man and a woman before the queues of carts. I
grew angry. What is wrong with people? I wanted to lecture them.



 Grab a cart and take it into the store without dawdling. Be aware
of others coming into the store who need carts and make room.



 I walked up to them, stood, and stared them down. They moved out
of my way.



 “Sorry,” said the man.



 I pulled out a cart and drove it into the store.


——


I stood before the ground beef shambles and grew perturbed.



 The medium-fat ground beef in this store often had a grey
interior surrounded by a single exterior layer of red meat. A
year previous, I suggested to one of the employees restocking the
meat that this dark interior was suspicious. I said that I
believed the meat had been repackaged to disguise that it was old
meat. The employee swore to me that they were never do that, but
I had done an experiment. I had let a package grow old in my
fridge, and when the interior was grey, the exterior was dull.
The transition between the exterior and interior hues was a
gradient. I had since learned that the medium-fat ground beef was
probably not packaged on site.



 I stood before the frozen meat case and grew perturbed.



 My once-favorite sausage, a frozen raw Oktoberfest sausage, sat
in styrofoam trays before my glaring countenance. This sausage,
when steam-sautéed, was the most flavorful and juicy sausage that
I have had. The fat content was perfect. Now, I did not buy this
product. Somewhere in the supply chain, the sausages were stored
in a cooler rather than a freezer, and the sausages thawed where
they touched the styrofoam tray. They refroze when stocked in
display cases. When you opened the package, the sausages appeared
be freezer-burnt, but if you ate them, you would develop nausea
and diarrhea.



 I bought the ingredients for salad, stir-fries, and bean soup.


——


When I got home, I cut a russet potato into wedges and arranged
them in an oiled pan. I put the burner on low and covered the
pan.



 I lay on the sofa and read some more excerpts from my favorite
novels. I considered the problem at the heart of each plot. The
problem was not necessarily existential, but the problem was
sufficient to motivate the hero to solve it. The problem was
sustained for the length of the second act. When the hero solved
the problem, the act ended. The longer the act was, the longer
the story was. The second act described conflict. Without
conflict, the writer had nothing to write about.



 What problem will Harley Street face? Why will Robert abandon his
reconnaissance mission to protect Street? Why is Robert a dog but
his masters are cats? Was Robert a prisoner of the cats forced
into his invasion role? Aha. What do they have to hold over him?
What will he gain if he collaborates? The freedom of his captive
mate? Or family? Does his loss cause his empathy with Street? Or
humans in general?



 When the potatoes were soft, I moved them to the side of the pan
and added a couple of eggs and some mushrooms. When the eggs were
done and the mushrooms grey, I made tea and ate my dinner.



11. 


I stood in the recess of Roger’s neighbor’s front
door and waited for Roger to come home for lunch. I hoped that no
neighbor watched me. If I acted as if I should be there, I was
sure that an observer would not remember me.



 He obliged me.



 I peered around the edge and watched him slowly drive his black
pickup truck into his garage.



 When Roger was out of eyesight, I ran to his pickup’s gate
and ducked down behind it. I crawled into the garage with the
vehicle.



 The automatic door closed behind me. The interior of the garage
dimmed. I felt safe in the shadows.



 Roger exited his vehicle and slammed the driver’s door
behind him. I heard a door open and close.



 I raised myself slowly to see the door. It did not have a window.
I stood.



 The walls were unpainted drywall with the name of the
manufacturer repeated in pale blue lettering over each sheet.



 I carefully walked my way around the truck. I needed a place to
hide until Roger returned. Once he had driven out of the garage,
I would go inside the house and find Jeffrey.



 There was nowhere I could hide. I resolved to sit at the rear
right corner of the truck and lean up against the garage wall.
When he exited the garage, Roger’s attention would be on
his rearview mirror. It was unlikely that he would notice me in
the corner. I would keep my back against the little strip of
front wall beside the track for the automatic door. I would keep
my legs out straight on the cement floor.



 I heard no sound of human activity or speech through the closed
white door. Why did Roger bother to come home for lunch? Was he a
secret gourmet cook? Did he make delicious meals that he did not
want to bring into work? I smelled no cooking aromas.



 I read a novel on my phone. After several minutes, I realized
that I should put the phone into silent mode, and I did so. I
didn’t want the detective to out me while I committed a
crime.


——


Eventually, the interior door opened and closed. Roger stepped
into the garage, unseen by me. The confined space amplified the
tap of his shoes on the concrete.



 Roger opened the truck’s door and closed it after himself.
The crash of the door seemed unnecessarily violent, another
product of the small room’s reverberation.



 The door to my left rose. The panels rattled as they ascended the
tracks. My shoulder vibrated. Daylight fanned in through the
widening aperture and made me vulnerable to discovery.



 Roger started his engine. He backed out slowly until he could see
the street over his shoulder. Then he quickly exited the garage.



 The automatic door closed. The murmur of the truck’s engine
faded. I stayed in my place on the concrete until the door hit
the floor and the motor stopped running.



 The space around me sank into dim and quiet stillness.



 I stood and brushed the dust off my trousers. I pulled out a pair
of yellow rubber dish-washing gloves and put them on.



 I had to choose to proceed or to back out. The garage door had a
manual control on the wall. I could open the door, press the
close button, and duck outside. I wasn’t sure if I had yet
committed a crime, but I was sure that going inside Roger’s
house was a crime.



 Anger and anxiety welled-up inside me.



 Of course I’m following through with this! Jeffrey is on
the other side of that door, and I want my cat back!



 Even though the house was empty, it felt appropriate to act as if
someone were home.



 I crept to the white door and gently turned its gold doorknob.
The mechanism moved smoothly without resistance. The door gaped
inward.



 The interior of the house was dim but not as dim as the garage. I
stepped inside and slowly closed the door.



 I was in a stark, modern white kitchen. White floor tiles were
set into grey grout. The room was spotless. Where would Roger
keep Jeffrey? I did not smell a litter box.



 I walked through the dining area and into the living room. Grey
laminate floorboards spread from the kitchen tiles to the grey
carpet of the living room. The dining area had a heavy, modern,
dark-stained wooden table with four high-backed chairs with rail
backs.



 In the living room, a light grey sectional sofa sat in the corner
to my right. A wide window set into the front wall let in
daylight softened by closed white curtains. To the left of the
window, the white front door stood. Before the front door,
carpeted stairs rose to the upper floor.



 All the walls were white and bare of art.



 Roger wouldn’t have Jeffrey upstairs. Would he? Was there a
basement?



 I retraced my steps into the kitchen. Sure enough, a door that I
had missed stood in a corner behind a coat rack.



 I opened the door onto darkness. I found a light switch on a wall
and flipped it. A bare bulb glowed over my head. Unfinished
wooden flats set in sawtooth rails dropped to a concrete floor.



 “Jeffrey, are you down here?”



 I stepped gingerly down to the floor. Another bare bulb mounted
on a rafter lit the room.



 I expected to see my cat in a newspaper-lined cage. He would meow
and pace back and forth. I would free him from his prison, and we
would skedaddle to the side street on which I had parked my car.



 When he discovered that Jeffrey was gone, Roger would suspect me,
but he couldn’t go to the police and complain that I had
taken back what he had stolen from me. I hoped that no neighbor
had witnessed my stealth entrance behind the black pickup. The
police would be here soon if someone had seen me. I had to act
fast.



 The basement was empty but for some boxes, a washing machine, and
a clothes dryer. The furnace stood in the center of the room and
held up its duct-arms to the rafters.



 “Jeffrey, you are definitely not here. Are you? Where did
he put you?”



 A woman’s voice spoke in a somber tone from the top of the
stairs.



 “Claire? What are you doing here?”



 It was Joanne’s voice.



 My heart sank. I said nothing.



 “I don’t know what you think you’re
doing,” said Joanne. “I’m calling the
police.”



 I retreated behind the furnace. It chose that moment to start
running. I felt safer, which was irrational.



 Was Joanne coming down the stairs? I couldn’t hear anything
over the rumble of the furnace’s burner and fan.



 Maybe Roger had incinerated Jeffrey inside the furnace. Maybe
Roger wanted to humiliate me by forcing me to apologize to him
and then say, “Sorry. I killed your cat. It bit me,”
and shrug his shoulders.



 Where was Joanne? What was going on? What should I do? Should I
stay where I was until the police arrived? No great idea popped
into my head.



 “Where’s my cat?” I shouted involuntarily.
“You boss-banging bitch!”



 Who was that? Get it together Claire. You’re freaking out.



 I started to sob.



 What had I done?



 Joanne turned off the lights and slammed the door shut. I heard
her push something solid against the door.



 I took my phone off silent mode. Whom should I call? The police?
Should I turn myself in? Should I call the detective? He
wouldn’t be happy to hear from me in my current
circumstances. He would tell me to call the front desk.



 I carefully stepped around the furnace and moved one step at a
time in the direction of the stairs. I held out my hands before
me.



 When I reached the place where I expected to find the stairs, I
kicked forward to find them. I found them.



 I crawled up the stairs on my hands and knees.



 When I reached the top, the furnace shut off.



 I put an ear to the door.



 Joanne spoke quietly on her phone. Why wasn’t she at work?



 “I heard her talking to herself. She asked me where her cat
was. She’s crazy. You need to come back and deal with her,
or I’ll call the police.”



 I decided not to wait for Roger or the police. I had to break out
of my prison.



 “Hurry up,” said Joanne.



 She didn’t speak again.



 I pushed against the door and turned the doorknob. I could not
budge the door.


——


By the time that I heard Roger enter his home, I had to pee. I
remembered seeing a drain in the middle of the floor when the
lights were on, but I put that thought out of my mind. Surely,
Roger and Joanne would allow me to relieve myself in their
facilities? They might give me a bucket. Roger might relish the
opportunity to berate me for peeing my trousers. I wouldn’t
give him the satisfaction.



 Someone withdrew the object on the other side of the door.



 Roger opened the door. The kitchen light was on. He stood over me
as I sat on the top step. Joanne leaned against the counter that
held the sink, which was as far from me as should could get. She
gazed on me with an expression of disdain and suspicion.



 “What are you doing here, Claire?”



 “You know why I’m here, you arsehole. I came for my
cat. Where is he?”



 Roger laughed like a villain in a movie.



 “Are you crazy? I don’t have your cat, Claire The
Bear. That’s what they call you in the shop you know.
Everyone wants to know what happened to you. I told them
you’ve taken some vacation time because you have some
psychological issues to deal with.”



 “Fuck you.”



 Roger laughed again.



 “Clearly, I was right.”



 “I’ll say,” said Joanne.



 She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, folded her
arms, and sighed heavily. I could tell that she enjoyed herself.



 “I need to pee.”



 Joanne exhaled and rolled her eyes.



 “What’s stopping you?” said Roger.
“Don’t hold back on our account.”



 He smiled widely.



 I angled my head and gave him my usual long-suffering look. I
didn’t realize until that moment that I had a usual
long-suffering look. I had got out of the habit of displaying it
because I no longer had the requisite provocation in my daily
life. When I angled my head in that moment, I recognized that I
had formerly angled my head regularly at Digital Doctors.



 “If you come back to work today, I’ll let you use the
toilet.”



 “I’m never coming back.”



 I stared Roger in the eyes.



 “Joanne, call the police. We have an intruder.”



 “OK. I’ll come back,” I lied. “Let me
pee.”



 Roger stood back from the doorway and motioned me inside the
kitchen with a dramatic arm gesture.



 “Where’s the loo?”



 “Upstairs.”



 I stepped into the kitchen.



 Roger moved between me and the garage door. He nodded toward the
living room.



 I walked quickly through the dining area intending to run out the
front door.



 I got to the door and turned the doorknob. The door was locked. I
turned the lock and opened the door.



 I ran down the street as fast as I could.



 Roger laughed behind me. Judging by the sound, he stood in the
doorway. He did not follow me.



 I kept running to the end of the street.



 When I turned the corner, I stopped and bent over to catch my
breath.



 Roger’s garage and the home had no rear door. I saw why.
Directly behind the row of contiguous homes was a narrow service
lane bordered by a chainlink fence.


——


I was glad to have the paper cup in my car. Once I was in the
driver’s seat, I wriggled my hips and wiggled my jeans. I
filled the cup and put on the plastic lid. It was unlikely that
anyone witnessed my performance. No one walked this residential
street. I was too distressed to care.


——


Neither Roger nor Joanne called the police. The police did not
come to my door. That could only mean that Roger had more
harassment in store for me. He didn’t want the game to end.



12. 


I gave up trying to retrieve Jeffrey. I was too afraid to pursue
the matter further. Roger had become more assertive than I had
ever seen him be. I did not want to provoke him into escalating
his attacks on me. I just wanted to be left alone. If that meant
sacrificing Jeffrey, so be it.



 I began to take walks to a schedule. I needed to stay healthy
physically and psychologically.



 I needed to think about my story.



 When I walked, my mind cleared. I did not think about my story. I
walked to the nearest public park. I sat there on a picnic table
and made notes on my phone. I asked questions and tapped in the
first answers that came to mind.


——


Life with Richard was better than life without him. Street was
surprised by just how much better he felt living with a dog than
without.



 Street’s life organized itself around the dog. They took a
morning walk together, an afternoon walk, and an evening walk.
The walks were short. It was as if the dog had a need to monitor
the neighborhood. Street was amenable to the routine. It buoyed
his spirits. Street and his dog ate their meals together, and
then they walked their short patrols.



 At first, Street fed Richard dog food from a can, but the dog
didn’t seem to enjoy that sludge. Street decided to share
his food with his dog. Street made meat, potatoes, and veggie
dinners. Richard and Street enjoyed these meals.


——


A few days subsequent to my failed rescue mission, I found a
piece of paper lying on the floor before my apartment door.



 “Why haven’t you been to work? You promised to come
back. Your cat misses you. By the way, if you were thinking of
going to the police, Joanne has video of you in our house.”



 I sighed in frustration.



 “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” I asked
the paper. “What is your problem? What is your diagnosis? I
don’t want to fight you. Do I have to sell my place and go
into hiding?”



 In that moment, I felt particularly guilty for abandoning
Jeffrey.



 “I have to kill him.”



 Hearing me say that aloud did not shock me. Eliminating Roger was
a good idea. My spirits brightened. How could I kill him and get
away with it? It’s easy to kill people especially if
you’re willing to die in the process. Getting away with
murder is difficult.



 I wasn’t a violent person, so that eliminated violent
means, but poison and sabotage were viable means. If I poisoned
Roger, and this was detected, the police would ask Roger’s
associates who wanted him dead, and they would all point to me,
so poison was out. Sabotage appealed to me.



 What could I sabotage? His car? His home? His office?



 I imagined walking through the buildings of D.D. with a machine
gun and selectively executing my persecutors.



 No. That was too much. I wouldn’t enjoy that at all. I was
free of those people. That problem was solved. I only had to
defeat Roger, and killing him was the simplest, quickest way to
defeat him. If only it were easy, I would have done it by now. If
only there were no consequences, people would kill continuously.



 Did I have what it took to kill? Was I serious about this? Yes, I
would kill Roger if it were easy to do and I could get away with
it. No, I would not regret it in the slightest.



 Would I kill Roger? Almost certainly not. Unless he killed
Jeffrey, and maybe not even then, would I act. If I killed Roger,
I’d have to kill Joanne because she would immediately
suspect me. Unless I could make Roger’s death appear to be
an accident, I would have to take them both out.


——


In the morning, I drove to my stake-out parking spot across from
Digital Doctors. On the way, I stopped at a supermarket and
bought the ripest bunch of bananas in the store. The bananas were
mottled brown and black



 I put on a pair yellow rubber dish-washing gloves and ate
bananas. After three, I could not comfortably eat more. I peeled
the rest and put their fruit into the supermarket bag. I draped
the banana peels on the passenger seat beside me. I would make
banana bread to celebrate Roger slipping on the peels and hitting
his head on the concrete sidewalk.



 The gates of D.D. were automated. You needed a keycard or keyfob
to open the gates, but they could also be opened and closed with
buttons on a panel. A locked metal cover protected the panel. One
day, on a lunch break, I had examined the switchbox. The hinge
was on the outside of the box. If I removed the pin, I should be
able to move the cover enough to access the buttons. I had a
hammer and a chisel in my glove compartment.



 I had purchased the tools from a hardware store on a whim. I had
intended to take up the tiles in my bathroom and kitchen and lay
down new tiles. The old tiles were scratched, and the scratches
held stains that I could not scrub out. So far, I had not been
motivated to follow through on my plan.



 I also had scissors in the glove compartment. I used them to cut
up the banana skins into rectangular strips. I stacked them up in
pairs with the slippery sides facing each other. I put the stacks
into my jacket pockets.



 I was ready to roll.



 “No. No. No. I can’t do this. Don’t escalate,
Claire. Don’t provoke him. What are you thinking? He
planted heroin in your apartment. He kidnapped your cat. Who
knows what he’ll do next?”



 I drove out of the lawyers’ parking lot with the intent to
go home, but I found that I did not want to go home. I drove to
the neighborhood in which I had grown up.


——


The houses were all the same, but the trees had grown
substantially. The convenience store in which I hd spent my
meager allowance was still in its place but with a new name and
owner.



 The shops in the nearby strip mall had all changed, but they
occupied the same floorplan as their predecessors. The pizza
place I favored as a child had been replaced with a paint store.
The bank branch where I opened my first account as a child had
been replaced with a Chinese restaurant.



 I drove by my primary school. It had closed, and a different
school had opened in the same building. The green surroundings
had been transformed into a housing development with curving
lanes and tightly spaced copycat homes.


——


When I got home, I put the banana peels in the trash. I put the
banana flesh in the freezer. Death by slippage was a ridiculous
goal. When it had passed, my temporary derangement shamed me.



 Jeffrey be damned. He wasn’t worth the trouble.
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I sighed.



 Why attempt to frame me for heroin use? Was Roger Dodger a user?
Did he mean to punish me for his own failure? There must some way
that I could use his problem against him. How could I turn the
tables on him? Where did the H come from? I had no way of
knowing.



 Should I sneak back into his home and look for his stash? No. Of
course not. I needed to walk away. Maybe Roger would grow tired
of the game and eventually return Jeffrey.



 Maybe I should apologize. Yes. I could swallow my pride to get my
cat back. That wasn’t much of a price to pay. I just had to
stroke Roger’s ego.


——


I waited in the doorway of Roger’s neighbor’s house.
I suspected that Joanne and Roger staged their returns to the
office to occur separately to prevent their colleagues from
inferring the existence of the romantic relationship. I would
wait until both Roger and Joanne had vacated their home before I
ventured beyond the garage.



 Or I would chicken out and go home.


——


After waiting for an hour, I concluded that Roger did not intend
to go home for lunch, so I went home.


——


On the next day, I waited in the neighbor’s doorway.



 Roger drove his black pickup home for lunch. I followed the
vehicle inside the garage. I sat on the floor in the corner as I
had before. Once again, I hoped that no one had seen my entrance
or my lingering next door.



 The garage was wide enough for a single car. Where did Joanne
park her vehicle? How would I know that she had gone.



 The musty odor of the room and its bare grey drywall and blue
lettering felt familiar.



 I fell asleep.


——


The crash of the truck’s door woke me.



 When Roger had driven away, I waited for Joanne to leave. I
assumed that I would hear her exit the front door. The garage had
no external door for humans.



 My mind wandered. I was too anxious to read a book on my phone.



 I did not hear the front door open or close, but I heard
footsteps cross the pavement outside the garage door.



 “It’s go time,” I whispered.



 I approached the interior door. I turned the knob slowly and
pushed.



 The modern white kitchen lay before me with its white walls,
white cupboards, and white tiles outlined with grey grout.



 I stepped inside.



 Something rubbed against my calves.



 I looked down.



 “There you are,” I told Jeffrey with pleasure and
relief. “Let’s get out of here.”



 I bent to pick up my cat. He bit me.



 “Jeffrey, it’s Food-Mama, Soft-Pillow-Mama,
Warm-Apartment-Mama.”



 I scratched his ears. He batted away my hand.



 I lunged for the cat. He jumped backward and ran through the
dining area to the living room.



 I followed. I jogged past the modern dark-stained dinette set and
the grey sectional sofa.



 Jeffrey ran up the front stairs before I could reach him.



 I stopped at the stairs.



 “Why are you averse to me? Have you forgotten me? I
don’t think so. Are you angry with me, Jeffrey?”



 I hadn’t planned for Jeffrey’s refusal to be
liberated. He would escape my grasp if I managed to scoop him up
and jog back to my car.



 I turned around intending to open the front door and exit, but I
could not lock the door behind me. That would be a clue that I
had been inside the house again.



 I retraced my steps to the garage. I opened the garage door with
the open button on the control pad. I pressed the
close button and ducked outside. I power-walked back to
my car with my head down.


——


Did Roger not wonder how I had entered his home? Why did he let
me go? Did he want me to come back? Had he set up a camera
somewhere? Had I been recorded? Why was Roger so cocky? Why was
he so flippant?



 He was playing with me. He wanted me to try to take back Jeffrey.
I was sure of it. It was a trap, and I had probably sprung it.



 Why had Jeffrey rejected me? Cats, clearly, were not as loyal as
dogs.



 In that moment, I was done with Jeffrey. The anxiety that I had
had about leaving him to his fate dissipated.



 “To hell with you, cat.”



 With my change of heart, I lost the anxiety that inhibited me
from working on my story.


——


Richard climbed up onto the sofa beside his master. The dog felt
safe with Harley Street because he was easy to manipulate.
Richard had been well-trained to manipulate through psychic and
behavioral means.



 He had made no progress on his reconnaissance mission. He would
have to report some success soon, or he would be recalled, or
worse.


——


“You don’t know where you’re going.”



 “No. I don’t. Not yet.”



 “You need an outline.”



 “I need a conflict.”



 “Bring down the aliens.”



 “Richard prevents the invasion.”



 “Rethink that. No invasion: no story.”



 “No. Richard is the hero. He fights with an earthly enemy,
and somehow he prevents the invasion. He sacrifices himself for
humanity.”



 “Outline it.”



 “I will.”



 “Humanity’s not worth saving.”



 “Some of it is.”



 “How long have you been talking to yourself?”



 “For as long as I can remember. Everyone does it.”
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Claire lost herself in reverie.


——


Dick Head stared at Claire over his coffee. Claire’s
spirits sank.



 They had met at a campus party in their first year at university.
He was a mechanical engineer. She was a software engineer. He
flattered her, and she succumbed.



 Why did he stare? What had she done? Would he say? Or would he
expect her to clue-in?



 “Is something bothering you?” she asked, smiling in
an attempt to mollify Head.



 “What do you think?”



 Claire frowned.



 “If you won’t tell me, I can’t know.”



 “Who was that guy I saw you with?”



 “What guy?”



 “Don’t pretend you don’t know who I’m
talking about.”



 Claire paused before replying.



 “Are you serious? Is this some kind of test?”



 “What’s his name?”



 “I don’t know whom you’re talking about.”



 “Whom?”



 “Whom.”


——


“What did you see in him?”



 “He was confident and funny. At first, that was
enough.”



 “He flattered you.”



 “Yes. And that.”



 “He broke your heart.”



 “I guess so. Maybe I broke it myself.”



 “Well, yeah. Always. Our emotions are reactions. We have to
learn to moderate them.”



 “Live and learn.”


——


A knock sounded on my door.



 My spirits sank. It couldn’t be good news.



 Another knock sounded.



 I got up and answered the door.



 Michael Helpless stood on my step. He smiled a phoney smile that
said, “Don’t react poorly to seeing me on your
doorstep. Give me a chance. I mean well. Hear me out.” He
knew that he was good-looking and traded on it. He had bright
blue eyes, dark hair, and he was fit.



 “Michael? What do you want?”



 “I need your help.”



 “Michael, there’s nothing I do that you can’t
do if you bother to climb the learning curve.”



 “I don’t have time. I have a deadline. You
have to help me.”



 “I don’t work with you anymore.”



 “It’s not big deal. I’ll pay you.”



 “I’m not helping you, Michael. Go home.”



 “Roger said you’d be difficult.”



 “What you want is unreasonable. I’m done with Digital
Doctors.”



 “See?”



 I sighed.



 I closed the door and locked it.



 Michael knocked.



 “No,” I said. “You want something for nothing
just like Roger. You’re both sidemen. Now get lost.”



 “Do you want your cat back?”



 I opened the door.



 “What do you know about my cat?”



 “I know where it is.”



 I stared at Michael. I knew where my cat was too.



 He smiled believing he held a secret that interested me.



 “You have to help me.”



 I sighed.



 “I hate you because you pretend to be helpless,” I
said, “And I hate Sue because she pretends to be
helpful.”



 “I know. She knows. You’re Claire the Bear. You hate
everyone. It’s no big deal.”



 He liked to say, no big deal.



 Michael smiled a wide smile that expressed his pleasure at
getting the better of me.



 “I’m still not helping you.”



 His smile flattened.



 “He’s going to kill your cat if he doesn’t get
what he wants from you.”



 “Are you prepared to tell the police that? Because I can
call them right now. They know that Jeffrey’s
missing.”



 Michael held up his palms and shook his head slowly.



 “No. No. No police.”



 “You can’t shake me down with a stolen cat.”



 “I don’t think he’s kidding.”



 “Do you think I’ll help you if he kills my cat? Does
he think I’ll come back if he kills my cat?”



 “You can’t go to the police because he knows you were
in his house. He has proof.”



 Damn. Then why didn’t Michael know that I knew where
Jeffrey was?



 “It’s a stalemate,” he said smiling again.



 “I’m calling the police and settle this nonsense once
and for all. I had a reason to be in his place. It will go better
for me than it will for him.”



 “I’ll pay you if you help me, and I won’t tell
him.”



 “Go away and don’t come back.”



 “And I’ll help get your cat back.”



 Michael raised his eyebrows and grinned.



 Had Roger given my job to Michael?



 I closed the door. Michael and Roger didn’t know that
Jeffrey had rejected me and that I had therefore rejected him. I
had invested affection where it wasn’t returned. I had done
￼this before, and it had made me resilient.


——


Where were the cats? The spacecats knew that their enemy felines
had colonized this planet and were based in this neighborhood in
this town, but the fugitives lay low. I couldn’t sniff them
out.


——


“Are you going to fight for your cat?”



 “It’s just a cat.”



 “Love is love.”



 “He doesn’t love me. He’s a user.”



 “What choice does he have? He’s a housecat.”
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A knock sounded on my door.



 I sighed and shook my head in amazement.



 I crept to the spyhole.



 All the D.D. developers stood on my walkway. Panic rose from the
pit of my stomach into my chest and head.



 “What the hell do they want from me?”



 I felt secure because I had thick curtains on all the windows of
my little bungalow, and except for those in the dining area, the
curtains were drawn. I drew the dining area curtains and sat on
the sofa.



 More knocks sounded. It sounded like two people knocked at the
same time.



 After several seconds, a voice said, “She’s not
home.”



 I picked up my phone and checked my email and messages. Nothing
waited for me. I put the phone on silent mode.



 Why would they ambush me in my home? I wanted to voice my
disdain, but I had to stay silent. One of them could have had its
ear against the door. I wasn’t going to be bullied by a
mob.



 I went to my dining room table desk and sat before my laptop. I
looked up the Digital Doctors’ website. I wanted to see if
the job titles below the photographs of the developers had
changed. The marketers that D.D. employed had decided that one
way that the company could distinguish itself from its rivals was
to portray its developers as rock stars.



 My photo was still up. Underneath, I read, “Quality Control
Claire finds and crushes all bugs.”



 Some designer had altered my photo to put a comically huge
magnifying glass and a comically huge hammer in my hands.



 A lively conversation ensued outside my door. It seemed that once
the crowd had decided that I wasn’t home, they could talk
about me without reserve.



 I sat in silence and listened.



 “The bear don’t care,” said Michael Helpless.
“She won’t help us.”



 “Doesn’t care. Why did Roger fire her?” asked
Celia Delia.



 “He didn’t,” said Michael. “She made him
look bad too many times, so he harassed her until she
quit.”



 “Harassed her how?” said Jake Quaker. “She
seemed like she could take care of herself.”



 “Are we just going to stand here until she comes
home?” asked Bobby Clobber.



 “I’m going,” said Celia. “I don’t
have time to wait.”



 “Me neither,” said Jake.



 The voices ceased talking.


——


A moral dilemma built itself inside Richard. He did not want to
work for the spacecats. He did not want to betray the fugitives.
He did not want to continue to manipulate Street because he was
kind. Richard wanted to stay on this planet. Richard wanted to
continue living the low-stress life of a valued pet.



 He would go AWOL. The decision made itself. Richard felt
powerless to do anything else. The spacecats would believe that
he had come to a bad end and hopefully leave his family alone.


——


“You still don’t know where you’re
going.”



 “Not yet.”



 “That’s a no. Make shit happen. Big shit. Exciting
shit. Go big or go home.”



 “What’s got into you?”



 “I’m your first reader, and I want action.”



 “Calm down. You’re not my demographic.”



 “Who is? Oh right. I remember. All those people who
appreciate talking dogs and cats: children, otakus, and cat
ladies.”



 “Wow.”



 “It’s actually a lucrative market.”



 “I hope so.”



 “What do you think your former coworkers want?”



 “I don’t know. I don’t think they want me to
come back. They don’t like me.”



 “I’ll say. You were a nightmare.”



 “You’re exaggerating.”



 “Yes I am.”


——


On one of his daily walks, Richard spied an unusual white cat. It
sat on top of a red mailbox and stared into the sky. This was not
normal behavior for a cat on this planet.



 Another cat appeared in his peripheral vision. It stared straight
at him.



 Street was oblivious to these cats. Richard kept up his pace and
Street matched it.



 A third and a fourth cat appeared on Richard’s flanks.



 He barked a warning.



 Street noticed the cats.



 “What’s got into them? They seem unusually
menacing.”



 Street’s anxiety was instantly soothed away. A psychic
warmth seemed to travel up through the dog’s leash and into
Street. The effect disoriented him for a moment.



 The dog pulled Street forward. He stumbled and let go of the
leash. Richard ran away.



 The cats followed.



 “Hey! You stupid cats! Leave my dog alone!”



 Street jogged after the animals, but he soon ran out of steam.



 “I’m too old for this shit.”



 He stood with his arms akimbo and caught his breath.



 “What now?”



 He stood up straight and stretched his back.



 “He’ll find his way back home.”



 Street turned and headed for home.


——


“Indeed. What now?”



 “Now it gets exciting.”



 “If you say so.”



 “Really exciting.”



 “Sure it is. Cats chasing dogs is action movie
material.”



 “This isn’t an action movie.”



 “I know. It’s for cat ladies and shut-ins.”



 “You’re a dick.”



 Claire smiled.



 “Yes I am.”
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I walked around the block.



 The dregs of the first snow lay in the dark corners of the
gutters and front porches. The temperature had risen above zero
in the day and melted the nighttime snowfall. I hadn’t
known until then that snow had fallen because I kept my curtains
closed.



 The air was brisk. The scents of decayed and dried leaves had
dissipated. The white sky dulled the colors of the world. It was
sleepy and waited to be blanketed for winter.



 As I strolled up my street, I gazed downward and tried to think
about my story. My mind went blank. As a consequence, I did not
notice the group assembled before my front door. My colleagues
had returned.



 What to do? They hadn’t yet seen me. Did I swerve into a
neighbors’ doorway and wait for them to disperse? One of
them might spy me and embarrass me.



 I turned around and walked away from my home. Would they
recognize me from behind? Only if they scrutinized me. If they
casually noticed me, they would assume that I was another
resident of the neighborhood.



 “Claire!”



 Damn it. Michael had keen eyes.



 “I have your cat!”



 I stopped. I could do nothing but turn around.



 Michael walked to me. I walked to him.



 He held a cat carrier by its handle. Jeffrey crouched inside the
rounded grey box, ready to pounce on release.



 When we met, we stopped. Michael held up the carrier. In
daylight, it was clear to me that this feline was
not Jeffrey.



 “That’s not my cat.”



 “Sure it is. You just don’t recognize him in
there,” Michael said pointing to the carrier’s grill.



 “I do. You have the wrong cat.”



 “That’s why you ran away from me,” I said to
the cat. “I was fooled in the dim light of Roger’s
apartment.”



 “What do you guys want from me?” I asked Michael.



 “We need your help,” he answered.



 I shook my head.



 “I can’t help you.”



 The others talked amongst themselves while they strolled toward
us.



 Michael turned to face his colleagues and waited.



 I sighed.



 “He’s insane,” said Bobby Clobber. “He
won’t stop altering my code and blaming me for the bugs he
creates.”



 “He’s angry all the time,” said Celia Delia.
“We need you as a buffer.”



 I shook my head.



 “I’m done, and I’m happy. I’m not going
back there.”



 “You have to help us,” intoned Jake Quaker.



 “What’s in it for me?”



 “I told you,” said Michael. “We’ll pay
you.”



 “That’s absurd, and I’m not interested.”



 “We’ll find a way to make it worth your while,”
said Quaker.



 “Find my cat, and I might help you.”



 “We did,” said Michael.



 I shook my head.



 “I know my cat, and that is not my cat.”



 “Are you sure?” asked Celia. “Maybe you should
take him out of the carrier to be sure.”



 Michael opened the grate.



 Celia grabbed the cat. It bit her. She dropped it. The cat ran
away.



 I walked around the group and headed for my home.



 “You’re not supposed to be a cat lady in your
thirties,” Quaker said to my back. “You’re
supposed to have a career.”



 “I’m not a cat lady,” I said under my breath.



 The group followed me.



 “Don’t you want your cat?” asked Celia.



 My ears warmed with ire.



 I ran.



 When I got to my door, I unlocked it, slipped inside, and locked
it behind me.



 I sighed.



 I went to my bedroom, crawled under the covers, and closed my
eyes.



 when the group arrived, someone knocked on the door. I ignored
them.



 I drifted into a light slumber.


——


I woke to the sound of the toilet flushing. At first, this
familiar sound did not faze me.



 Someone was in my house.



 I sat up.



 Was it Roger?



 Jeffery jumped up on the bed beside me.



 I jumped in place.



 The cat nudged my hand. I petted Jeffrey. He purred.



 I heard my front door open and close.



 I threw back the covers and ran to the door.



 I flipped on the lock and peered through the spyhole. I saw no
one.



 How had he got inside? Did Roger have a key cut for my door?



 I took out my phone and searched for locksmith.


——


One cat jumped onto Richard’s back. The others clawed up
his sides and held on. The cats bit Richard. Poison from the
cats’ jaws seeped into his bloodstream. Richard managed to
get over grass and pass-out on a domestic lawn.
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