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An absolutely purrfect book of heart-warming stories for cat lovers everywhere.

 

Meet a companion kitty who comforts those who’ve experienced a loss, a fairy cat battling to save the person she’s destined to be with, and an abandoned kitten brought in from the cold to warm the heart of a lonely widow. Get to know a regal feline as she battles diminutive mouse riders intent on recapturing their queen. And follow along as two private detectives search for a beloved magical pet hiding in the strangest of places.

Curl up with Life With Cats, a collection of five feline tales by award-winning writer Annie Reed.

 

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

-Kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Introduction

 

I could say I’ve always had cats, but that would be a lie.

I always wanted to have cats. My dad didn’t. Oh, he didn’t mind that mom and I fed the feral cats that lived in the fields around our semi-rural home. He just didn’t want cats in the house. To my dad, cats were annoying critters who shredded furniture (my dad was an upholsterer, so that was understandable). He was a dog person, so we had dogs.

Mom and I, though—we were cat people.

Imagine my surprise when years after I’d moved out on my own, mom finally convinced dad to let her have a cat. I guess she wore him down. Either that or she presented him with the cat as a done deal.

I’ve shared my life with my feline friends ever since I left home. One time a landlord gave me a choice—the apartment or the cat. I chose the cat. Although my husband’s a dog person, I’ve slowly converted him to cats over the years, even though we had a kitten once who bit his toes through the blankets. (He converted me to football, so I think we’re even.) Twice I brought a cat home from a trip out of town. One of those cats, a sweet ginger boy, was the inspiration for the title story of this collection.

I often use the cats who’ve shared my life as inspiration for my fiction. Sometimes their names will pop up as character names, or sometimes the cats themselves will have a cameo. At other times, like the stories in this volume, the cats themselves will have a starring role, or at the very least, a major supporting role.

Maybe we should suggest that as a new category for the Oscars. Best feline actor in a supporting role. Last year the Oscar might have gone to Goose, the cat in Captain Marvel. Anyone who can get Nick Fury to talk baby talk deserves an Oscar.

The tales in this collection are some of my favorites. Some are fanciful, some are funny, some are sad, but all celebrate that special bond between people and their cats.

Now if you’ll excuse me, there’s a fluffy orange kitty girl who’s about to jump on my desk so I can give her her nightly scritches. Miss Peachy says she wishes all of you have cuddly kitties of your very own, but right now she needs time with her human. I’m sure you understand.

—Annie Reed

February 3, 2020




 

 

 

Life, With Cats

 

The door of the viewing room shut behind Mellie with a solid thunk. The sound so unlike the whoosh and hiss of displaced air when the pressure doors on her ship sealed shut that she flinched.

She never flinched at anything. Just went to show how frayed her nerves were. She didn’t want to be in this room, in this city, on this planet, but she’d never forgive herself if she ignored her father’s one last wish like she’d ignored every other wish he’d ever had for her life.

Everything about this room was different from the ship she’d called home for the last ten years. Mellie was used to small spaces partitioned off by dull metal bulkheads studded with handholds on the floor and the ceiling as well as the walls. Artificial gravity was a dicey thing in space. Mellie had grown accustomed to walking so that one booted foot always remained in contact with the floor, even when the floor was a ceiling. The magnets in the soles of her boots kept her grounded no matter what.

She had to remind herself not to walk that way here. She’d already tripped once on the uneven ground outside the House of Memories. Inside, the carpet was so thick she’d felt a static charge from her shuffling, dragging gait raise the fine hair on her arms. Perhaps that was why the doors and walls and the few rows of bench seats in this room were made of wood.

The wood wasn’t the only thing that reminded her she was no longer on her ship.

Panels containing viewing screens lined the walls on all sides like windows. With the exception of the cockpit, Mellie’s ship had only small portholes in the exterior bulkhead. There wasn’t much to see in space except for long stretches of emptiness and the distant pinprick of stars. The screens in this room currently displayed an idealized Earth setting—towering trees surrounding a meadow of lush, green grass sprinkled with a kaleidoscope of wildflowers, with majestic, snow-capped mountains in the distance beneath a blue, cloudless sky.

This must have been what Earth looked like when her father was a child. Everything in this room was supposed to represent his memories. Perhaps that’s why a cat was curled up, apparently asleep, on one of the long wooden benches to her right.

Her father had always kept cats. Mellie had no affinity with animals. One of her crew had a holo of a dog in his cabin, like other crew displayed holos of family members they’d left planet side. The man had told her the dog was his only friend. Mellie had never quite understood. She supposed it was one of the failings that had kept her off deep-space missions. She could almost see the notation in her psych evaluation—lack of empathy for non-human species. Couldn’t have that attitude in potential first-contact situations.

She didn’t care. She’d made a life for herself in space, and in the process, left her father behind. It had taken six months for the news of his death to reach her, and another year for her to return to a place she no longer thought of as home to participate in honoring his life.

Had the cat belonged to her father? Who’d been taking care of it all this time? Mellie had been her father’s only child. Her mother had died when Mellie was still too young to fully understand what death meant. She’d sat with her father in another room like this while her mother’s life played out around them. She hadn’t recognized the youthful woman in the holos as her mother, but she’d known that the images made her father incredibly sad. She’d promised herself she’d never voluntarily step in another viewing room again, yet here she was. Her father had no other family save Mellie. Viewing his life and paying honor to all that he had been fell on her shoulders, whether she wanted that honor or not.

Mellie ignored the cat and sat on the first bench to the left. The wood was hard beneath the backs of her thighs, but hard in a different way than the cold metal benches on her ship. The bench could have been made of synth-wood, but when Mellie ran her fingertips over the surface, she felt minute, random imperfections—scratches and chips and gouges—no machine-made product could replicate. Modern, mass-produced fakery was all about removing imperfections. This room seemed to celebrate them.

She’d been instructed simply to say “Begin” when she was ready to view her father’s life. She’d promised herself she would say the word as soon as she sat down. She wanted to get this over and done with so she could get back to her ship. Even though she knew she was in an enclosed room, the illusion of wide-open green spaces and distant mountains created by the screens made her uneasy. Space was infinitely vaster than the fake landscape, but surrounded by her ship it was easy to ignore that vastness. In her ship, she felt cocooned. In this room, she felt exposed.

Something bumped against her leg. Mellie flinched again even as she looked down and saw the cat leaning against her. It had fur the color of the sandy ground outside. Its tail was long and thick like cabling. The cat had wrapped that long, thick tail around the back of Mellie’s calf.

The cat stayed like that, leaning its hip against Mellie’s leg, like it was waiting for something. Mellie didn’t know what it wanted. All she wanted was to make herself say the word “Begin,” but it seemed stuck in her throat.

The cat turned its head to look at Mellie over its shoulder. The cat’s eyes were deeper gold than its fur, its pupils thin black vertical slits in the bright artificial sunlight shining off the screens. Its ears were forward, but it looked worried somehow.

“I don’t know anything about cats,” Mellie said. “I don’t know what you want.”

The cat leaned harder against her leg.

Mellie dredged up a memory—her father sitting in an overstuffed chair in the last house where they’d lived together before Mellie left to go to flight school. They’d been arguing. They’d always been arguing in those days. Her father hadn’t wanted her to go. He’d thought flight school would be too hard on her. She’d told him she was tougher than she looked.

One of his cats, a fuzzy grey and white one with green eyes, had rubbed into her father’s leg. He’d reached down absentmindedly and scratched the cat on its back near the base of its tail. After a few moments, the cat had jumped up onto her father’s lap.

Their argument trailed off after that. The cat had curled up and gone to sleep in the crook of her father’s arm. Her father had told her he knew she could take care of herself, he just didn’t want to see her hurt. With the self-assurance of youth, she’d assured him no one could hurt her.

It had taken only six weeks at flight school before she’d been hurt. Women, especially short, slight women, weren’t pilot material, or so the upper classmen who’d attacked her said. Mellie never told her father about the hazing that had gone too far. She’d taken the pain and humiliation and used it the same way her ship used fuel. She hadn’t graduated at the top of her class, but she’d come close. Close enough to get on the short list for deep-space missions.

Right up until the final pre-mission psych evaluations.

Mellie reached one hand down toward the cat. It looked at her but made no move, hostile or otherwise, as she touched the fur on its back near its tail. She scratched it there, her fingertips feeling the strong muscle and hard bone beneath its skin. The cat shut its eyes. She heard a purr rumble softly in its throat.

“Begin,” Mellie said.

She hadn’t known quite what to expect. Her mother’s viewing had taken place in a darkened room. The holo images from her mother’s past had moved around the dark space like an entertainment vid. Mellie thought her father’s viewing might start the same way, with a darkening of the images on the window screens.

Instead, a holo of her father shimmered into existence at the front of the room. He looked the way he had the last time she’d seen him.

“Hello, sweetheart,” the holo said.

A cold, hard knot settled in the middle of her chest. He’d recorded a message for her.

Of course, he had. Her father hadn’t died suddenly, like her mother. He’d known he was dying. He’d had time.

Mellie wouldn’t have thought the sight of him could make her hurt so much. It had been years since she’d talked to him, even longer since he’d called her sweetheart.

“I know you don’t like these things,” the holo of her father said. “I’m not sure I want you seeing some of it. Guess I’m still trying to protect my little girl, even now. Not that you ever needed my protecting, but you see, I come from a different generation, and that’s what daddies did for their little girls. Daddies were the heroes, I guess is what I’m trying to say.”

In the holo image, her father looked uncomfortable. He didn’t have much hair left, but he ran a hand across the top of his nearly bald head like he was trying to brush hair he didn’t have off his forehead.

The cat jumped up on the bench next to Mellie, nudged her hand with its head, and she went back to scratching its back.

“I wasn’t a hero,” her father said. “Not even close.”

He raised his head and looked right at her. Mellie supposed the room was programed to direct the image at wherever she sat, but it still sent a chill down her spine.

“I just did what I had to do, and I lived with the consequences. I was never sorry, not for one damn minute, that I did what I did. That’s what I want you to come away with. I have no regrets about my life. I don’t want you to, either.” In the holo, her father cleared his throat. “So let’s get on with it, shall we?”

Now the room darkened. The holo of her father shimmered from sight, replaced by the entertainment-quality holos of a young man wearing a version of her father’s face.

The cat climbed onto Mellie’s lap. She felt the weight of it as it circled before lying down. She continued to scratch it, moving her hand to the side of its face. Its purr got louder.

Mellie watched, fascinated, as her father, the young man, left his own parents’ home. She saw him board a transport with other young men and a few young women. Saw them all disembark on a permacrete landing pad. A domed structure loomed overhead. Beyond the clear outer wall of the dome was the blackness of space.

Her father had been to space?

A building came into focus ahead. Mellie’s breath caught in her throat as she read the sign in front of the building.

Her father had not only been to space. He’d gone to flight school, just like she had, only decades earlier.

Why had he never told her?

In another few minutes, the reason became apparent.

Her father had come upon a hazing not that different from what Mellie had suffered through. A young woman, one of the flight cadets, had been attacked by two other trainees. Her father had fought with one of them, and when her father won, the other ran away.

All of them, including the woman and her father, had been expelled from the school. Mellie watched, as stunned as her father, when he opened the official notification. Her father hadn’t done anything wrong. He’d saved the woman, but his career as a pilot was over because he’d fought with the other cadet.

Mellie wondered why the woman had been expelled. Maybe her psych evaluation profiled her as damaged.

That would have happened to Mellie, too, if she’d reported her attack. She hadn’t. She’d kept what happened to herself and finished her training.

No wonder her father didn’t want her going away to flight school.

The rest of her father’s life played out in the viewing room. Mellie saw him meet her mother. Watched them fall in love. Get married. She saw when she joined their lives. How tiny she’d been then.

A long stretch of her father’s life was missing from his memories—the period immediately after her mother’s death. Had he excised those memories on purpose, or had his grief been so overwhelming that the power of it was more than the embedded chip that stored a person’s lifetime could handle? Mellie would never know.
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