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  To Petey, the noble cat who has deemed us

  suitable hosts.


  “God made the cat in order that man might have

  the pleasure of caressing the tiger.”

  —Fernand Méry


  
1


  Jake pulled to the side of the road, stopped the truck, then slid out into the chill of the dawn. He flexed his back, left and right, hearing the bones pop. He slowly rotated his right arm, in a windmill fashion, like a relief pitcher warming up. The muscles hurt most at the top of the arc, when it was closest to heaven.


  “Think I’ll get a sign today? That would be nice. Some sort of sign that this is the right move. That I’m doing the right thing. How about it? Even a little, bitty sign would be okay, too. A sign that doesn’t look like a sign—okay as well.”


  He waited and heard nothing. He held his forced smile for a long moment. If God really were listening, he would know that Jake was only kidding—or at least mostly kidding.


  “Well, the proverbial doors were open, right? That was a sign, right? An open door—or rather, an open road to Coudersport?”


  The road between Kane and Coudersport remained empty with only sounds of the few birds that made north central Pennsylvania a stop on their early spring migration. To the east, the sun lit the top of a tree-covered ridge, illuminating the still-bare trees with a golden backlit glow.


  “Now, here’s the thing, though. Those preachers on TV get signs all the time. You talk to them. Why not me?” Jake knew he was being snarky and he was pretty sure God did not like, nor quickly answer, snarky prayers.


  He took a deep breath, massaging his right shoulder with his left hand.


  “Well, at least my shoulder feels better today.”


  He tugged on the ropes covering the tarp that held down all his earthly possessions. He checked every rope. By nature and temperament, Jake was a most careful person.


  He felt a twinge.


  “Almost better.”


  He started the engine, looked both ways twice, and pulled out onto the road. He had one more hour until he reached Coudersport.


  “And that’s where I’ll start over. That’s where I’ll show everyone that I can do this. Right? Where I’ll find my faith again.”


  He hoped the words would become his reality.


  He reached into the glove compartment of the truck and pulled out one of a couple dozen eight-track tapes.


  One of these days I’ll get a new truck or put a CD player in this one.


  He did not bother to look at the title. None were current.


  Do they still sell eight-track tapes?


  He popped the tape into the slot and turned up the volume. It was a compilation of Christian camp favorites. The first selection was “Onward Christian Soldiers.” Jake could not help smiling and began to sing along. Loudly and off-key. Then his shoulder twinged again, sharply, as if giving him an omen of what was to come. However, the troubling thing about omens is they are open to interpretation.
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  The dried seed husks at the top of the tall field grass rustled together, stirred by the spring breeze with its hint of warmth. Green tendrils poked about at paw level. The cat stopped, sat down slowly, carefully, and sniffed.


  A fecundity in the air.


  He sniffed, his nose twitching.


  I heard that word on that radio station that talks all the time and is always asking for money.


  The cat would have smiled if he could have smiled. If he had the correct muscle structure.


  Fecundity. That’s a weird word, isn’t it? Fecundity. Funny sounding. I know, I know . . . I can be a bit pedantic at times. That’s where I heard that word, too. On that radio station that never plays music. They just talk. About needing money, mostly.


  The feline snapped back to his task at hand and breathed in again, deeply. Not large by cat standards, perhaps the size of a football, with a thick silvery coat and black markings like a striped lynx. Gold-green eyes, wide set and deeply penetrating, a white chin and nose, and a thick feathering of white fur covering his ears. A thickly furred tail. The dark perpendicular lines scoring his forehead made it appear he was in perpetual deep thought.


  I really am, most of the time.


  He watched as a white truck pulled into the gravel lot. He tried not to put pressure on his right paw. He tried to ignore the agonizing tightness that raced up his forelimb when the paw scraped hard against the ground. He smoothed his whiskers with his other paw. He watched, showing no outward indication of pain. That is what cats do.


  A truck. An old truck. And not very clean.


  Then he crouched lower, protecting his right front paw, hidden, perfectly camouflaged in the grass, still as a rock, only his eyes, now slits in the bright sun, moving. The cat slowly tilted his head and looked up, into the pellucid sky, his vision staying on the thin clouds for a long moment. He tilted an ear toward the heavens, as if listening intently.


  That looks like the man I heard God talking about. I think that’s what I heard. It is hard to identify people. Most of them smell the same. A lot of them look the same. This human looks like he needs company. People need company. That’s in the Bible, isn’t it? A man without a cat. That’s not right. He must be lonely.


  The cat’s eyes moved back and forth, just a little.


  Well, I can say this much for sure: he needs a cat. A good cat. A smart cat. Like me. I am a good cat. I am a smart cat.


  He flicked an ear, almost distracted by a soft, leafy rustle nearby. Soft and tender and whispery.


  You know what? Maybe he needs a mouse. Everybody could use a fat mouse now and again. People get so excited when I bring them a mouse. They shout. They dance. People must like mice. They shoosh me away and in an instant, the mouse is gone. I guess people are always hungry. However, they are not very good at sharing their mice.


  And as the cat thought about it, his stomach growled. It had been a few days since he had eaten. He stiffened, imperceptibly, hearing again the soft, furtive rustling in the grass a few body lengths to his left. He knew what small rodent made the rustle.


  He would wait.


  And maybe later, he would have something to give the man that would make him happy.


  It’s why I’m here. I need to give that lonely man a mouse. I need to help him. I am good at that. I can be a good, intelligent, helpful cat. God only uses good cats, and I am a very good cat.


  The cat blinked and smiled to himself with a certain light in his eyes that gave evidence of his good humor.


  The mouse dance. I really like it when humans dance the mouse dance.
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  Jake Wilkerson pulled into the driveway of the church, an old church that was his new church, his new assignment, his new job—only his second real, adult job. Jake was nearing thirty, tall, thin, with a narrow face, an easy, gentle-to-arrive smile, and wide blue eyes. Some people called him striking. He did not call himself that. His unruly thatch of thick brown hair made striking the wrong adjective to use to describe him.


  The church’s exterior, weathered to a faded, chalky white, featured a scalloping of brown water stains, the residue from lawn sprinklers squirting iron-rich well water on the bottom rows of its clapboards. The building was perfectly centered in the middle of a large grassy and partially graveled two-acre lot at the southwest corner of Route 44 and Dry Run Road—a short ride south of Coudersport, Pennsylvania.


  Loose gravel crunched and growled beneath the worn tires of his pickup, a slow, welcoming, rural sound, loud in the quiet of the most pleasant spring morning.


  The church sign, ninety degrees to the highway, leaned a few degrees off perpendicular.


  CHURCH OF THE OPEN DOOR

  11:00 SUNDAY SERVICE


  , PASTOR


  The space before the word Pastor must have been recently painted over, with only a faint ghosting of the former pastor’s name remaining.


  Jake relaxed, stepped out of his truck, and stretched, breathing deep, twisting at the waist and rolling his shoulders. The right shoulder popped, almost audibly this time, and he felt a ripple of small creaks in his back. He tried to smooth his hair and realized that he needed to find a barber before Sunday.


  This isn’t so bad, is it? This is good. Really. It is.


  He breathed in, filling his lungs, feeling his ribs complain. The ominous twitch in his shoulder still spoke, a hesitant pulsing.


  I’m too young to feel this many aches. I need a new mattress.


  He squared his shoulders.


  I can do this. I can. I can make this work. I know how to do this.


  He took a few small steps toward the church, stopped, then stared up at the steeple at the rear of the church roof.


  Is that my imagination . . . or is the steeple tilted?
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  The cat remained still, hidden in the grass, only the very tip of his tail twitching. His ears pivoted and moved, following the sounds of the man’s steps on the gravel lot.


  He has firm footsteps. Solid. Like he knows where he is going. Some people take little, halting steps, which mean they seldom get where they are going. Not this human.


  The cat sniffed, his small nostrils flaring almost undetectably.


  And I like the way he smells. Safe.


  He heard the rustle again.


  I have time. I will wait. Never pounce before the prey is within the space of a leap. My mother taught me that.
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  Within moments of his arrival at his new job and residence, Jake watched as a pickup truck, even older than his and of an ill-defined paint color, bounced into the parking area and all but slid to a stop. The engine plinked and coughed and continued to sputter even as the driver hopped out, slammed the door, and made his way closer to Jake, his right hand extended.


  “T. James Bennett,” he declared, shaking Jake’s hand enthusiastically. T. James Bennett looked like an inexact, off-center, tattered copy of Willard Scott—the morning weatherman who wished people happy birthday, but shorter and wider, with a genial smile. “We met back when you preached here, but you met a lot of folks that weekend, so I bet not many stand out. Am I right?”


  “You are, Mr. Bennett, but I do remember you,” Jake said. “I remember wondering about the ‘T’ in your name.”


  Mr. Bennett almost frowned, but didn’t. “It’s been T. James since I learned how to write. I hated the ‘T’ name, even as a little kid, and I told myself that when I grew up, I would never use it again. That’s one promise that I kept to myself. Good to keep promises, you know. The problem with a bad name is all the stuff your name gets put on these days. I figured it was too much trouble to change it. People learned. And besides, they all call me Jimbo. Everyone does, including the Missus. Jimbo. Says it’s a proper name for a fellow like me. Been called Jimbo since grade school.”


  “Well, then, Jimbo, I’m happy that you took time out of your day to meet me here. I appreciate it.”


  Jimbo drew a step closer. “You know why I’m the elder in charge of meeting you today?”


  Jake hoped he looked puzzled. “Seniority?”


  Jimbo cackled and replied, “Nope. It’s ’cause I don’t have a job. At least not one at the moment. Got time to burn, as they say. And I had a spare set of keys for the church. Two good reasons.”


  Jimbo stepped off toward the rear door of the church. “We did show you the living quarters here, didn’t we? When you came and visited? The parsonage part of the church, right? Plenty of room for a single fellow like yourself.”


  Now a few months past, the day of his candidating had been more than a bit hectic. The drive from Butler should have taken only three hours, but Jake had been on the road for five, his sense of direction not strong. There was no direct route that led door-to-door. The trip involved multiple turns and changes in route numbers and Jake’s nervous and constant referring to the map. And, being that he “auditioned” in the early winter, snow had begun to fall while he spoke that cold morning, amping up Jake’s nervousness about the return trip.


  “I did see it, but I didn’t spend much time looking. I guess I was a tad nervous that day.”


  “Have to say, Pastor Jake, that I didn’t think you were nervous at all. You preached good.”


  Jimbo pulled a fist-sized ring of keys from his coat pocket, jangling like a jailer, and thumbed through it until he found the correct one. He slipped it into the lock on the six-panel door, pulled at the handle while he turned the key, and shouldered the door open.


  “Weather makes this stick sometimes,” he said, then eyed his new pastor. “You handy around the house? Fixing stuck doors and all that?”


  Jake lied.


  “Not bad. I don’t have as many tools as I would like, but I guess I’m handy enough.”


  The truth is, besides a hammer and a screwdriver, I don’t have any tools. And if it can’t be fixed with either of those tools—then it’s broken.


  Jimbo grinned, satisfied. “Not that this place needs much of anything . . . but the whole building is getting up there in years. Sometimes it takes a hammer to get things going.”


  Jake wasn’t sure he knew what Jimbo meant, but nodded in earnest agreement. “Sure thing.”


  Jimbo slapped at the wall and switched on the light—a bright overhead lamp ensconced in a white, imitation carnival glass globe. Jake squinted for a moment. The light was much too bright for the room, but the interior was more pleasant than Jake had remembered, especially now that the soft light of spring had begun to arrive. The furnishings might have been from IKEA, even though the nearest IKEA was probably in Philadelphia: matching upholstered chairs in a gray corduroy fabric, a comfy-looking sofa, a stand for a TV. The walls were off-white, maybe a light classic gray, even. The kitchen, visible from the entry, had newer stainless steel appliances, a square wooden table by a large window, and more cabinets than Jake could possibly fill. Wide wood flooring planks. Shiny. Probably original but refinished.


  “Bedroom’s back there, of course. Bathroom too. That’s new as of last year. New shower and tub and . . . all the other facilities as well,” Jimbo said, with a guilty smirk, like saying “toilet” in front of a pastor was somewhere midway up on the list of almost-sins. “And the office is over there,” he added, pointing, as if he were a lazy real estate agent.


  That office Jake remembered. It was a large room, much bigger than he had been used to. Big wooden desk, well used, with great character and patina, wall of bookcases, a large wooden table (looked handcrafted) with a half-dozen chairs—for elders’ meetings, no doubt. Three large windows, almost floor to ceiling, matching the Gothic style windows of the church. A smallish door led toward the church itself, buffered by a small office/anteroom that may have once held a secretary, but not in the last few years.


  “You need help unloading?” Jimbo asked. “My back ain’t quite up to snuff these days, but I could make a call or two.”


  Jake demurred. “No. I don’t have much. Clothes. Books. Towels. Sheets. A few pots and pans. Mr. Coffee. Easy stuff. I’m just so glad that the parsonage is furnished. A great help for someone like me.”


  Jimbo fiddled three keys off his ring and handed them to Jake. One was marked FRONT DOOR, one BASEMENT DOOR, and one PARSONAGE.


  “Pastor Wilkerson,” Jimbo said, his words a little softer, “I gotta tell you . . . thanks for taking over here as pastor. Really, thanks a bundle. We don’t have much in a small church, I know, and we’re on the smallish side of small . . . but . . . well, it is what we got. Ever since Pastor Mokley quit the God business and left to sell insurance in Kane—well, we all have been without. We need a man of God, all right. An honest man. Like you.”


  He had to say an honest man. He had to go there. Like I’m going to be reminded of that forever. Honesty is not always the best policy. Just ask Barbara Ann. But that’s water under the bridge, right?


  Jimbo offered a happy grin, hoping to put the new man at ease.


  “Well, it is an honor to be called,” Jake replied, being totally truthful.


  “So, I’ll leave you be, if that’s okay with you. And you remember that we got an all-church potluck this Wednesday. In the basement. Fellowship Hall, if you’d like. Folks want to meet you, see what you eat. Stuff like that. And you and the elders will meet later on. Talk things over. Answer any questions you might have.”


  “Should I bring anything to the potluck?” Jake asked. Maybe pastors in small churches cook things for these occasions. Or bring the rolls or something.


  “Nope. Just yourself. One of the perks of the job. Just stay away from the Missus’ Swedish Stew. She ain’t Swedish and it ain’t stew.”


  Jake stuck out his hand.


  “Jimbo—forewarned is forearmed. Thanks.” And as he shook the elder’s hand, Jake felt that familiar twinge in the right shoulder, as if the heavens were trying to tell him that something was about to happen. Jake didn’t like that twinge. The twinge was there just before he was fired from his previous church in Butler. He definitely felt it just before his former almost-fiancée-waiting-for-a-ring informed him that if he were no longer a pastor, she was no longer his girlfriend. The twinge was there when his former senior pastor and boss said there would be no letter of recommendation—“Because of all that has happened. You do understand, don’t you? My niece feels terrible about all this.” And he felt the twinge today—clearly and strongly.


  Maybe it’s a good twinge this time.


  Omens.


  Jake never liked omens, even though, if there was one, regardless of its portent, he would find it comforting.
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  The cat waited and the prey came to him. It was easy and quick. He circled around at the edge of the field. He could wait. It looked like that other man, the round man, was about to leave.


  Then I’ll introduce myself, the cat thought to himself. I don’t want to intrude on their conversation. If there is one thing a good cat needs to understand it’s that good manners are very important. I will simply wait here until he is available for introductions.
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  As they walked back outside to the trucks, Jimbo zipped up his work jacket, threadbare at the elbows and cuffs.


  “You call me if you need anything. Bobby Richard—he’s an elder, too, who you met, of course—got the phone connected last week, so you can call me. But maybe you have one of those new cellphones, I bet. They don’t always work up here, though. Anyhow, all the elders are on the list taped to the desk—phone numbers and the like.”


  “I’ll do that, Jimbo. But I’m sure I’ll be okay.”


  At the far edge of the parking lot, where the gravel met the grass, sat a tall, silver-and-black cat with white accents. Jake noticed it first.


  “That anybody’s cat?” he asked. “Looks a little like a lynx, doesn’t it? A small, skinny one.”


  Jimbo looked over, stared for a long moment, then snorted.


  “Don’t know. Never saw a lynx up here. But it’s just a cat and it’s not from around here. No houses nearby. Not within a mile. Maybe even farther than that. More like two miles—and that would be the Jenkinses and I know Old Man Jenkins, and well, he hates cats, so it can’t belong to him. That one is just a stray. Might even be one of those feral cats. You know, raised in the wild. If that happens, they’re really no good as house cats anymore. And people dump animals out here in the country all the time.”


  “Really? That’s terrible.”


  “It happens,” Jimbo said. “Some people got no feelings, do they?”


  “I guess not,” Jake replied.


  “I got my shotgun in the truck. You want me to get rid of it for you?”


  Jake could only manage a surprised, “Wha-what?”


  “If you let it stick around, it could be a pest. And, look, it looks like it’s got a lame foot there. Be a kindness to end it for it, you know?”


  Jake recovered and knew he did not want to sound too surprised or shocked. What Jimbo said was probably true, but he could not cotton to a random killing of a cat—not just like that.


  “No. Maybe he’s just lost.”


  “It ain’t lost. And it doesn’t belong to anybody. Too skinny. It’s just like getting rid of a varmint. It’ll be okay.”


  Jake held firm.


  “No. Let him be.”


  Jimbo looked askance, just a little, then shrugged.


  “Suit yourself. But if it gets to be a pest, I’ll take care of it for you.”


  “I’m sure he won’t.”


  Jimbo stroked his chin and grinned. “You pastors are in the saving business, aren’t you? I guess that goes with the job description, doesn’t it? Saving things that are lost and lame and hurting and all that? That’s a good trait for a pastor, ain’t it?”


  And with that, Jimbo heaved himself into his old truck; the engine sputtered to life after the third ratcheting try, and he backed out onto the main road without looking.


  “See you Wednesday, if not sooner,” he called out, as the truck wheezed into a forward gear and pulled away.


  Jake turned back to the cat. It had not moved all the while, but instead, just stared impassively. Then it looked down at the ground beside it, and then back up to Jake. Jake thought there was an air of pride in the cat’s stare, but could not imagine why.
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  Please. I am not a “varmint.” That was insulting. He didn’t know a good cat when he saw a good cat. No time for that now. We have more important things to deal with. Like me being sent by God. That should take precedent, don’t you think?


  And what sort of name is Jimbo? For a grown man. We are not in the funny papers, are we?


  A varmint? Really?
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  Jake watched the cat watch him. Neither of them moved. Jake relented first and walked to the cat. The cat looked to his left, toward the ground.


  Jake’s smile dropped, replaced by a squinched expression, complete with pursed lips, a lemon-induced-lips pursed squinch.


  Lying next to the cat was a mouse, a perfectly dead mouse, laid out with feline precision on the gravel.
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  People are simply terrible at catching mice. I’m very good at it. I know that sharing a mouse is not what cats usually do—so that will prove to this man that I am a very good cat.


  A good cat on a mission.


  A mission from God.


  That was in a movie, wasn’t it? Where they wrecked all those cars. I saw that on television.
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  For some reason, and Jake was not sure what that reason was, he restrained himself from reacting like he wanted to react: dancing away in disgust and dismay and alarm. The cat all but smiled up at Jake, beaming, as if Jake had recognized the mouse, the gift, for what it was—a great sacrifice from a skinny, hungry cat.


  “Is that for me?” he asked, then wondered why he asked.


  The cat kept his almost-smile and offered a meow, a self-satisfied, happy meow. Almost not a meow, it was more like an explanation, or a statement of accomplishment. Not a meow. More than that. Or less. Nearly humanlike.


  Why would this cat do that? Give me his . . . food?


  Jake felt another strong twinge in his shoulder. Either he would have to get used to the twinges or find a chiropractor to locate the source and fix it.


  “Okay, then,” Jake replied. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a rumpled receipt from a gas station, smoothed it out, bent down, and picked up the mouse by the tail using the receipt to keep from touching the dead creature. “Thank you,” he said.


  The cat looked up, seemingly very satisfied that Jake received his gift with gratitude.


  Jake looked down and thought he saw an expression in the cat’s eyes that seemed to suggest that he expected Jake to eat the mouse then and there. Instead, Jake knelt down and petted the cat on his head, which the cat accepted gracefully, almost regally, and he said, “I’ll save this for later. But thanks so much for the mouse. I appreciate it.”


  Jake had no idea of why he was being so solicitous of this stray, skinny, lost cat, except it felt as if it were the right thing to do. Like the cat understood somehow. The cat really appeared to understand.


  Jake walked toward the main door of his new living quarters. He laid the mouse down on an exposed ledge of the building’s cement foundation. He would dispose of this particular “varmint” later when the cat wasn’t watching him.


  Good grief. I’m worried about what a cat thinks of me? It’s like being back in Butler again . . . worried about what everyone thinks. That has to stop.


  Jake’s stomach growled, and his first move was toward the kitchen. The cat looked famished, and Jake could use a cup of coffee. Then he stopped short and realized that there was nothing in the kitchen—no food, no instant coffee, no nothing.


  “You’re hungry, aren’t you?” Jake said, not really expecting an answer from the cat.


  The cat had followed him to the door and now meowed plaintively, low and rumbly. It was an obvious yes.


  “Well, then. We both need to eat,” Jake said, and again the cat meowed, softly this time, in reply.


  In that brief, single moment, Jake realized he could use a cat. For company. So neither of them would be lonely. Jake had grown up in the complete absence of animals—allergies, his mother claimed he had, and from his father’s side, not hers. But he was pretty sure that the absence of all things furry was simply because his mother just didn’t like “wild animals.”


  Animals are outside for a reason, young man. Jesus didn’t have a dog. And you think you’re better than Jesus?


  “You’re not a wild animal, are you?” Jake asked the cat.


  The cat meowed in return.


  “You agree, right? You must be hungry. You look skinny.”


  He had no food in the back of his truck. When he had left Butler, he had brought no perishables—nor packed any food of any type. “There’s a store just down the road. I think.” He dug the keys out of his pocket and opened the door. The cat followed him to his truck.


  “You have to stay here,” Jake said.


  The cat sat and responded with a long meow.


  “Good,” he replied. “I’ll be back. You wait here.”


  He opened the door to his truck, and the cat, as agile as a squirrel, scurried and limped into the truck and settled on the passenger seat, staring at Jake, waiting for him to get in.


  “You can’t come in the truck,” Jake said. The cat turned from facing him and looked out through the windshield. “Come on, now. Cats don’t like trucks. Come on out. Come on. You go back to the house.”


  The cat did not move.


  Maybe off-center is the way things are supposed to be today. He shrugged, and slid into the driver’s seat, closed the door, put on his seatbelt, and started the truck. No sense in struggling with a cat that may have some virulent cat disease and scratch me. The cat did not move. If the unnamed cat was anxious or afraid, he did a wonderful job of hiding it.
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  He liked the mouse. That’s a good sign. A very good sign. That has never happened to me before. He didn’t dance. He just wasn’t hungry for a mouse right now. He’ll eat it later. That’s okay. At least he liked it. He didn’t dance. I miss it when they don’t dance. People should dance when they get a mouse. Cats don’t do that. But then again, I’ve never tried to dance. I would not be good at it. You need to be a human to dance. Or a dog.


  The cat, who didn’t call himself anything, who had no name, at least not now, sat up straight on the right side of the truck’s bench seat, putting most of his weight on his left front paw. He knew something was wrong with his right paw but, as with most animals, did not consider complaining or obsessing about the pain particularly worthwhile. It was easier to ignore it and complete whatever tasks needed to be completed. The pain would take care of itself. It would go away or it wouldn’t. A cat’s job is to do a cat’s job, regardless of pain.


  The cat moved its eyes and watched the man as he drove.


  That other, round, rude person—Jimbo—called him Jake. I assume that is his Christian name. Jake. That sounds nice and sturdy. A man’s name. Jake. I remember a boxer called Jake. A boxer dog, not a boxer boxer—though there was that movie about a Jake who was a person and a real boxer. But the Jake I remember was a dog. Jake happened to be a very stupid dog. But he could dance, sort of. More like a St. Vitus dance. (I know. I know. You can blame the radio.) And that Jake could smile. That’s an ability I envy. Only a little.


  The cat saw Jake glance toward him. While animals, especially cats, hid their pain from others, people were not good at it. Not to cats, anyway.


  He does look a little lost. It’s his eyes. He’s here—but he’s not here. He knows that something is true and he won’t admit that it’s true. Not even to himself. A good cat can see these things. Or a smart cat. And I am both of those things. In my experience, half of all cats don’t like people. The other half think they could do very well without them. But there are a few cats, like me, who are smart and are sure we can help people find their way. I am not going to speak for God, but I will help Jake see what God wants. What God wants him to do. How to be. That is my job. I will be very good at it.


  The cat took his position in the world very seriously.


  Humans puzzle me. They spend too much time thinking about how things should be or how they want them to be instead of seeing things as they are and accepting them. People spend too much energy trying to be something they are not. Cats never do that. A cat is a cat is a cat. I never would want to be a dog. As I said, I am a smart cat.


  The cat shook his head. The man looked over, then back to the road. He appeared to be a very safe driver. That was a good thing, too.


  Who would want to be a dog? Disgusting creatures. All slobbery and loose fur and burrs and snorting. Clumsy. They just don’t have enough bones, I guess, and they can’t even curl up into a ball. Stiff, they are, like boards. And they stink. Have you ever been near a wet dog? Even dry dogs stink.


  The man slowed the truck down. The cat could see a store on the side of the road ahead. Stores meant food. The cat knew that food comes from the inside of stores. Except for mice. They come from fields. The cat took pride in his intelligence, though he tried not to show off because of it. Not too much, anyway.


  Did you know that the Egyptians worshiped cats? They did. Really. They have statues of cats. I saw that on the television show that talks like the radio show but with movies and always asks for money. I can understand why those people did that, of course, but they shouldn’t have done that. Cats aren’t divine. We are imperial, or is the word . . . imperviable . . . impervious? Unaffected. Above the cares of the world. But we’re not that, really. We’re just serene. We’re calm and we listen very carefully. God doesn’t always shout. Jake might not know how to listen. To others. To himself. To God. That’s it. Listening. Lots of people don’t know how to listen to God.


  He needs to hear himself—to listen to what is inside. He is exactly the way that God intended him to be—except for the sin part, of course. That’s what God would say to Jake. I’m pretty sure, anyhow.


  The truck stopped.


  I hope they have that food in the gold square cans. I like that food. Maybe I can get Jake to buy some.


  
2


  Jake and the cat had come to a stop three miles south of the church, just across from a shallow wideness along the Allegheny River. It was crossed by an abandoned railroad bridge that looked like it would offer good fishing. The sign read BIG DAVE’S STORE, a ramshackle gas station, bait shop, convenience store, six-pack shop—an all-in-one sort of store. Jake stopped the engine and opened the door. The plastic pennants, hung from the overhead awning by the gas pumps, flapped their plastic welcome in the breeze. He was about to tell the cat to stay put, when it bolted out of the truck and ran, limping, toward the front door, darting inside when another customer exited. Jake hurried after him. “You can’t go in there.”


  Jake hurried inside. “I’m sorry. My . . . the cat ran in. I’ll get him out. I’m sorry.”


  Behind the counter sat a grizzled-looking man in a red plaid shirt, with a beard looking like a swarm of bees hovering about his cheeks and chin.


  “Don’t worry. We sell leeches and minnows and fox pee for deer hunters. A cat won’t be bothering any of my customers, for sure.”


  He pronounced “for sure” as “fer shore.”


  An old black-and-white television hung from a wall, most of the picture obscured by bands of snow and static. The clerk peered from behind the counter. The cat stared back at him and meowed loudly.


  “Skinny guy. Homeless?”


  Jake shrugged. “Don’t know. He showed up at the church just now and followed me into the truck.”


  The man in the red shirt brightened. “I thought you looked familiar. You’re the new pastor, right? The church on Dry Run Road?”


  “Yes, I am. Jake Wilkerson,” Jake said, and extended his hand.


  A pastor has to be outgoing, right? I need to turn over a new leaf. And be friendly. I need to remember that. Friendly. Outgoing.


  “You can call me Big Dave. That’s the name on the sign out there. Actually, my Christian name is Lawrence, but when I bought the place it was named Big Dave’s. Changing my name was easier than paying for a new sign. And I guess I sort of grew into the name after all this time. I’ve been going to your church for a couple of years. Good potlucks, for sure.”


  The cat began scrabbling at a lower shelf at the end of the aisle.


  “The cat looks like he likes Fancy Feast. Not much of a selection. But I do got beef ‘n’ liver.”


  “I need a few cans of cat food,” Jake said. “Do you have any people food as well?”


  Besides the store’s entire stock of cat food (six tins), Jake bought instant coffee, half-and-half, sugar, no-name Oreo-style cookies, two frozen cheese and sausage pizzas, a box of glazed donuts, a box of generic corn flakes, a small box of tea bags of a brand of which Jake had never heard, a half-gallon of milk, a loaf of white bread (fortified twelve ways), peanut butter, strawberry jam, a jar of “local” honey, and two Snickers bars.


  “Your cat got a limp, you know,” Big Dave announced as he rang up Jake’s selections.


  “I think he’s got something in his paw. Any vets around here?”


  Big Dave scowled, thinking.


  “A couple of clinics, ‘animal medical centers’ they call themselves, on Route 44—east side of town. Expensive, I bet, by the looks of them. Then there’s a lady vet in town . . . Emma . . . something or other. On Broad Street. Big crooked sign in front of her house. She comes in here once in a while. Really pretty. But odd. Opinionated. I think she might be one of them Democrats. Large coffee, lots of sugars, two packages of Drake’s Crumb Cakes.”


  Jake nodded, slowly translating Big Dave’s words in his head and trying not to think about how “purdy” the lady vet was. He gathered his purchases, and the cat stood up and followed him to the door.


  “I’ll see you Wednesday evening then, Dave?”


  “It’s Big Dave. And you betcha. Wouldn’t miss a potluck. Good luck with your cat. Seems to be a keeper, if you ask me. Hard to find a special cat. Ordinary ones are easy.”
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  The town of Coudersport was not that big and Broad Street was not that hard to find. Jake drove slowly, looking on both sides of the street, looking for “Emma . . . something, Vet.”


  And he found her, or rather, her sign. It stood in front of a large, rambling, ornate, two-story Victorian house, with large front porches on both floors that wrapped halfway around the structure, and abundantly fussy filigree work. It looked freshly painted—whites, greens, darker greens, and ochre accents.


  Maybe it’s the weather up here. All the signs seem to be at either more or less than ninety degrees. Freeze and thaw, perhaps?


  EMMA GRAINGER, VET.


  That’s what the sign read—simple and declarative and tilted. There was a phone number at the bottom and nothing else. It did not indicate her political preference.


  Jake looked to the cat. “Do you think she’s open?”


  The cat appeared to look at the sign carefully, then meowed.


  “Okay. You want to walk in, or should I carry you?”


  The cat stiffened at the suggestion of being carried and carefully made his way out of the truck, now lifting his paw cautiously with nearly every step.


  Jake stepped up on the porch and tried the front door. The handle turned, the door opened, and a small bell sounded.


  “Hello?” Jake called out modestly loud.


  The cat followed him into a small reception area and stood next to Jake, holding his right paw up and close to his body.


  “Be there in a second,” came a voice from the back. Jake thought the voice sounded pretty.


  A woman emerged, wearing a doctor’s white coat. She was almost very tall, Jake thought, maybe an inch or two under six feet. Blonde hair, most likely natural, though Jake was far from expert in those matters, blue eyes, looking almost Nordic. Her hair was disheveled in a professional, careless way, with two pencils sticking out from above her left ear. She had penetrating blue eyes. Precise, sharp features—almost chiseled, yet attractive in their arrangement. Her nametag read: Emma V. Grainger, Vet.


  Jake tried to offer a welcome, safe smile but wasn’t sure he managed to pull it off.


  “Who’s sick?” Dr. Grainger asked, eyeing them both.


  Jake could not think of a witty reply, or any reply at all, and instead pointed to the cat who now sat calmly a few inches from his feet.


  “I think he might have something in his paw . . . or something.”


  Very clever.


  “Name?”


  “Uhh . . . Jake Wilkerson.”


  “Nice to meet you, Jake, but I meant the cat’s name.”


  Jake was seldom speechless, but was almost speechless now.


  “Ummm . . . I don’t . . . he just showed up this morning. He looked skinny, abandoned, and he’s limping, holding up his right paw.”


  The cat held up its right paw.


  “Well, he has to have a name for me to treat him,” the vet said with a medical firmness, crossing her arms and pursing her lips to one side, staring at Jake, almost testing him.


  “He doesn’t have a tag or a name,” Jake replied.


  Maybe she’s just being quirky.


  “I’m not good at names,” he continued. “What does he look like to you?”


  Emma the Vet came around the counter, a few steps closer, bent down, and stared hard at the cat. She rubbed her chin, as if this naming was a standard part of her normal examination. The cat stared back with interest.


  “I would say . . . that he looks like a Petey. Or P. D. . . . P period D period. Either of those would suit him fine.” She knelt down. “What do you think, big guy? P. D. or Petey?”


  The cat appeared to be mulling the choice over.


  “P. D.?”


  The cat stayed silent.


  “Petey? As in Petey, the normal name?”


  And with that, the cat meowed loudly and pushed his head into the vet’s knee.


  The vet picked him up carefully. “From now on, this noble feline will be known as Petey. Now, follow me,” she said with a doctor’s authority and led Jake to a very white, very clean, very well-lit room, with a long stainless steel table and a row of cabinets on one wall.


  The vet set the cat on the table, carefully, and ever so gently lifted his right paw, bent close to it, and stared for a long moment.


  “It’s a thorn in the pad. Imbedded pretty deep.”


  “Like Andromeda and the lion, right?” Jake volunteered. “You know, that old Roman fable.”
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  The cat, now named Petey, turned to Jake and narrowed his eyes.


  It’s Androcles. And Aesop was Greek. I saw that on the television. It was a movie. I think. Did they make movies when Aesop was alive?


  Then the cat stared up at the doctor, his eyes wide and almost pleading.


  Emma the Vet kept on with her examination and simply said, “It’s Androcles.”


  Petey the cat began to purr in agreement.


  If Jake was embarrassed by his lack of knowledge, he did not show it.
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  “Can you hold Petey?” Emma asked Jake. “I need to give him a shot to deaden the pain. I’ll need to cut the paw open, a little, to get the thorn out.”


  Jake held Petey while Emma administered the shot. The cat did not flinch.


  Jake thought he smelled lilacs as he and the doctor stood side by side, holding onto Petey.


  “Hold him like this,” she instructed, and Jake did as he was told. He saw the glint of a scalpel and turned away. Jake was most unfond of needles, knives, and other unpleasant medical devices. The vet hummed as she worked. Jake heard the metallic plunk of either a scalpel or forceps. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the sewing motion of stitches being added. Then he heard the cutting of the thread.


  “Stay there. He needs an antibiotic. I can administer that with a shot. Hard to give pills to a cat.”


  Jake did not watch that shot being given either and only turned back when he heard the hypodermic’s plastic clatter when Emma laid it on the counter.


  “Stay. I’ll be right back.”


  In a moment she returned with a small bootie-shaped bandage and a roll of medical adhesive tape. She slipped the bootie on the stitched paw, then proceeded to tape it securely to the foreleg.


  “You don’t shave the hair?” Jake asked.


  “No. Most animals hate that more than a shot. You just soak this tape in water for a while and most of it comes off easily. And a little bit of alcohol. Less trauma. And easier for me. And for Petey, too.”


  She stepped back to admire her handiwork.


  “Let me scan him for a computer chip,” she said, and waved a small wand, the size of a TV remote, around his neck and shoulders several times. “Nothing,” she said. “I didn’t expect it, either. Him being lost and all. Or abandoned, like you said.”


  She looked at the cat again. “He’s neutered, too.”


  “You can tell that?”


  Emma Grainger narrowed her eyes this time. And this time Jake did seem embarrassed, just a little.


  “Oh . . . yeah.”


  The vet reached into a cabinet and extracted a large white plastic cone.


  “I should put an Elizabethan collar on him so he won’t chew off the dressing.”


  The cat looked up, a frantic look in his eyes. He meowed loudly, nervously. And then again, even louder. She stared back, then softened.


  “But I don’t think that this one will chew at it. Will you, Petey?”


  Petey meowed, and anyone could tell he was in full agreement.


  “If he does chew on the dressing, bring him back right away. Okay?” Emma the Vet said with a voice that made obedience all but imperative.


  Jake nodded.


  “I will. Promise.”


  Petey meowed, obviously agreeing to the terms of his care.


  “He’s a talker, this one.”


  “A talker?” Jake asked.


  “Some cats are quite verbal. They meow and chatter all the time. I think Petey will be that way. It’s almost as if they are actually trying to talk to you. If you listen closely, they’ll repeat certain sounds, almost like a chirp, that means ‘I want food,’ or ‘yes,’ or ‘I want out.’ They really are quite intelligent animals. But you have to pay attention to them.”


  “I guess I’ll be learning a new language then. Thanks for the heads-up.”
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  Emma picked up Petey, placed him carefully on the floor, and led him and Jake back to the reception area. Petey chirped and churred as he followed her. She sat down at the computer behind the counter and began typing out the invoice.


  “You new in town?” she asked. “I don’t think I have ever met you, have I?”


  “I am new. I’m the new pastor at the church on Dry Run Road. The little white one.”


  “With the crooked steeple?”


  Jake leaned in. “I thought that was just me.”


  “Nope,” the doctor answered. “Drives me nuts every time I drive past. I want to climb up there and give it a shove—either upright or off.”


  Emma hit PRINT.


  “You don’t look like one of those,” she said, eyeing him carefully.


  “One of those whats?” Jake replied.


  “Those church people. Narrow-minded. Judgmental. Bad haircuts. Hypocritical. Wearing suits that don’t fit. Like most of the people in this town—churchgoers or not. It’s in the water, I think. And don’t say I’m being judgmental. I grew up here. I know these people. Just haven’t gotten up the gumption to leave.”


  Jake was almost used to getting odd, sometimes angry responses to his profession.


  “Maybe I’m not like all those people. Though I do admit I need a haircut.”


  Emma the Vet smiled, a wry smile, knowing, almost inviting.


  “We’ll see. And the only barber shop worth going to is Jeff’s—on Main Street. I have a cousin who goes there. And they don’t butcher him.”


  Emma pulled the invoice from the printer.


  “You married?”


  If Jake was surprised by the question, he didn’t show it. He was almost used to bold, intrusive questions from total strangers—or almost total strangers. “No.” He didn’t think the vet would be interested in how Barbara Ann Bentley broke his heart nine months ago.


  “That’s a surprise. I thought you church-pastor people had to be married—sort of like the reverse of Catholics.”


  Jake’s day began off-kilter and had stayed off-kilter.


  “Well, maybe in some churches. But I’m not married. The church didn’t make it a condition of hiring me. So I haven’t been frantically looking for a mail-order bride.”


  Emma folded the bill and handed it to him.


  “I gave you the clergy discount. It’s the same as the AARP discount. It was a slow day and you made it more interesting. Pay me when you can. My overhead is pretty low here seeing as how I live upstairs.”


  “Well, thanks so much. I do appreciate it. I bet Petey appreciates it, too, right, Petey?”


  The cat, content to wait by the door, meowed patiently.


  “Well, it’s not every day that I get to name a patient,” Emma said with a grin. “You knew I would have treated him without a name, right?”


  “I assumed as much. It was nice to meet you, Dr. Grainger. I hope to see you again.”


  “Hey. It’s a very small town. You will.”


  “Maybe at church?” Jake asked, already knowing the answer.


  Friendly. Outgoing. Starts now and starts with me, right?


  “Well, stranger things have happened, but I wouldn’t take a bet on that, Pastor Jake.”


  And as he reached for the door, the twinge in his shoulder went off like an alarm clock. As they walked to the truck, Jake thought that he should have asked her if she knew of a good chiropractor.


  Next time.


  And she was probably a Democrat.
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  Jake pulled into the church lot. The cat stepped out of the open truck door cautiously, nursing his bandaged paw. Jake glanced to where the mouse had been. It was gone.


  That’s good. No disposal problems. Must be coyotes or foxes or possums around here that noticed the free meal. Or a crow. Or a hawk. Something.


  He grabbed a cardboard box marked DISHES from the truck, then shouldered the door open—he hadn’t bothered to lock it—and Petey followed him in. Jake had tossed his groceries from Big Dave’s in the kitchen before heading to the vet, making sure the pizza was in the freezer and the milk and half-and-half were refrigerated.


  He found a saucer in the box and a cereal bowl that Jake knew didn’t match any of his other cereal bowls. He filled the bowl with cold water and emptied an entire tin of beef ’n’ liver onto the saucer and placed them both at the far end of the cabinets, in a little alcove. The cat watched him as he prepared his meal and slowly made his way to the food. To Jake, it was obvious that the cat was famished, but it was also obvious that this cat had a special sense of dignity and decorum about mealtimes. No mad rush to the food, no caterwauling at the sound of the tin opening.


  Petey walked, with deliberate steps, to the food, limping, holding his bandaged paw aloft. He sat and sniffed at the dishes for a long moment. First, he took a long drink of water, tiny little lap-lap-lap swallows. Then he set into the food, eating slowly, chewing thoroughly, taking time between bites to look around, often looking back at Jake, who was watching him eat.


  “For someone who looks malnourished, you certainly have good table manners. Or floor manners, I guess.”


  Petey pivoted his head to face Jake and meowed in explanation, as if to say that hunger does not, or should not, supplant proper manners, or feline civility. Then he meowed again, as if to reinforce what he had just said.


  Jake had first planned on baking the pizza, but that would take fifteen minutes, plus waiting for the oven to preheat, and even he couldn’t eat a microwaved pizza. And he was hungry now, so he made a large cup of instant coffee and unwrapped the donuts.


  Not the healthiest of lunches . . . but it will do. Just for today.


  It took Jake two and a half donuts for Petey to finish his one full can of beef ’n’ liver. Jake figured Petey would eat more if he put it out, but that might make him sick. A can was more than enough. No need to try and fatten him up all in one day.
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