“Cattitude is a magical tale that you won’t soon forget. Edie Ramer has a writing voice that charms, and she pulls the reader right into Belle’s amazing world.” -Cynthia Eden, New York Times bestselling author
It’s all in the Cattitude...
After Belle the cat switches bodies with a psychic on the run from a murderer, she wants her perfect cat body back instead of this furless human one. But she doesn’t count on falling in love with her former owner. Or that a CEO and a beauty queen want to use up her nine lives. Now is her chance to prove anything a human can do, a cat can do better.
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A muffled shriek from the office next door rudely jerked Belle awake. Curled on the desktop, she recognized the voice, yawned, and settled back down to finish her nap. Less than a tail length away, Max continued typing, his human hearing inferior to hers. A moment later, footsteps tapped toward their office, fast and angry.
Belle opened her eyes to a slit. This was her castle and she needed to be vigilant.
A tall, blond woman entered, carrying the hot drink that she and Max shared a liking for. She shot Belle a glare, then plastered a smile on her face and her walk changed, her body swaying catlike, steam snaking up from the drink.
Max didn’t turn from his computer, but the fur on Belle’s spine lifted. Caroline’s poor-widowed-me demeanor didn’t fool Belle. Beneath the flowery perfume, she detected the stench of a predator.
“I brought you coffee.” The woman’s chirpy voice reminded Belle of a bird—a bird she wanted to catch and bite its head off. Ignoring her, Caroline set down the mug and hovered over Max.
Frowning at his computer screen, he thanked her. Only when she leaned her hip against the desk did he turn his head.
Belle sat, her claws extending.
“Your cat’s giving me the evil eye.”
That wasn’t all Belle wanted to give her.
Max reached past Caroline’s hip to stroke Belle’s ear in the perfect spot. She meowed and pushed the top of her head against his palm, stamping his skin with her scent. Peering at Caroline through slitted eyes, she conveyed her thought: He’s mine. Leave him alone.
If Max found someone to love who loved him back, she wouldn’t mind. But his cousin’s widow wasn’t worthy of him. In Belle’s four years with Max, he hadn’t brought home one woman worth a bowl of sour milk.
“Belle doesn’t give the evil eye. She’s a sweetheart, aren’t you, Belle?”
Belle purred her agreement, her body rumbling and vibrating. She dropped onto the desk and rolled over, exposing her belly, her vulnerable spot.
I’m a sweetheart with people I like.
“That’s my baby.”
Yes, I’m your baby.
Caroline sighed and looked sad, with her eyebrows and shoulders drooping. “Max, you know I don’t like to complain—especially after all I owe you—but your baby peed on my new book of fabric samples.”
His eyebrows drew together. “Belle? She’s never had a pissing problem before.”
“Then she’s doing it on purpose.” Caroline’s voice sharpened. “The last time it was a hairball on my scarf.”
Belle rolled onto her belly in order to keep an eye on her enemy, this woman who invaded her castle and was a liar. Not about the peeing and the hairball, but Belle suspected she lied about something much worse.
“It’s not anything I’ve done to her.” Caroline flipped her hair behind her shoulder and arched her back, reminding Belle of a strutting turkey spreading its tail feathers. “Animals love me.”
Dumb animals, Belle thought, her whiskers twitching. Animals like dogs and Max’s dead cousin Emery.
“I’ll pay for the samples.” Max’s tone was clipped and his eyebrows drew together.
Caroline recoiled, then flapped her hands as if she wanted to fly backward in time and swallow her words. “You’ve done too much already. I won’t take another penny from you. You’ve been my guardian angel since Emery’s accident. Without you, I don’t know what I’d do.”
Belle knew. Find another man to take care of her. A man who wasn’t Max.
“Forget about it. It’s no big deal.” Max stroked his fingers along Belle’s jaw.
Her body rumbled with purrs and she rubbed her teeth against his fingers. More, more. I want more.
“You spoil that cat.”
“We all deserve a little spoiling.” Max stopped petting Belle to gesture at the coffee. “You don’t have to do this. You’re decorating the house, not waiting on me.”
Caroline set both buttocks on the desk, and Belle’s claws extended again. This was her desk to sit on. No one else’s.
The blond leaned toward Max and gazed at him beneath lowered eyelids. “Next time I’ll remember not to bring you any.”
Smelling stray pheromones, Belle hissed.
“Eeek!” Caroline jerked off the desk.
Max chuckled.
“See! She’s jealous.” Caroline glared at Max. “And you encourage her.”
He stopped laughing with his mouth, but his shoulders shook. “Sorry.”
She opened her mouth, then gave Belle the same glare as when she entered the room, pressed her lips together and stomped away.
Belle butted Max’s arm to show her approval. A bug scurrying across the floor caught her attention. She leapt off the desktop in a long arc and landed a foot from the door. The many-legged insect scuttled into the office Caroline was using, inconveniently located next to Max’s.
Belle followed the bug. Though it was going into the enemy’s camp, she was fearless.
“Stay away from me, you damn cat,” Caroline said in a low voice. She was bending over a large desk covered with swatches of material. Her gaze darted to the doorway, as if to make sure Max was out of sight and earshot. “Come any closer and you’ll be road kill.”
Belle turned her attention from the bug to the bigger and more dangerous being.
“That’s a good idea.” A small smile formed on Caroline’s face. “Road kill cat. It’s what you deserve for using my office as your litter box.” The smile disappeared, her features hardening. “And for coming between me and Max every time I’m making headway. If you wandered outside and something happened, who would think of blaming me?”
They didn’t blame you when Emery fell off the trail while you were hiking. Belle’s stare held Caroline’s gaze. Did they? When Caroline didn’t say anything, she repeated the mental command. Did they?
“After all,” Caroline murmured, “no one suspected me when I pushed Emery off the trail.”
Adrenaline surged through Belle. She knew it! She swiveled her neck one hundred eighty degrees, but Max wasn’t there. If only he understood cat talk. Of course, if people understood cat talk, then cats would be queens and kings of the world and life would be orderly and sane.
“Why did I tell you that?” Scowling, Caroline grabbed a stapler and waved it in the air. “Get out or I’ll staple you to the wall.”
The bug landed on the desk in front of Caroline. She made a sound like a squeaky door and slammed the stapler on it.
Belle zipped out of the room, quivering with triumph. Her curiosity was satisfied. Once again she’d been right.
If she suspected that Caroline would hurt Max, she would have to do something about it. But what Caroline wanted from Max, he wasn’t going to give her. No matter how much coffee she brought Max, he loved Belle more than Caroline.
Which was just as it should be.
The door to the main house was open, and she dashed through it. Late last night, she’d heard Ted, Max’s brother, clomping into the house. He worked in a bar, whatever that meant. Humans did odd things.
She’d see if Ted was awake. Next to Max, Ted gave the best back rubs.
Her tail swaying in the air, she padded along the hall, past the kitchen and the big room where they watched TV, past the bedroom Max’s sister Tory used when she visited. The rest of the time, the bed belonged to Belle.
Wasn’t every soft place in the house a potential napping spot for her?
Ted’s bedroom door was open a couple inches. She stuck her nose into the room. His scent wafted to her nostrils and she heard the creak of the bedsprings. She nudged the door open wider and flowed through, then took a flying leap, landing on the bed with a thump.
The lump beneath the covers didn’t stir. Only Ted’s neck and head stuck out, facing the wall. She sniffed the back of his head. Yesterday morning, she smelled a woman on him, but not this morning. In the four years she’d been with Max, she’d smelled a lot of different women on Ted. Once in a while, she smelled one on Max too.
She didn’t mind sharing—much—but if she smelled Caroline on him she’d have to do something. Caroline might push him off a trail too, and who else knew how to massage her on the perfect spot?
Ted turned over and opened his eyes. “Hey, Belle girl.”
She meowed. Anticipating his caresses, she kneaded the blanket with her front paws, her purr reverberating. He laughed and reached out.
“Ted!” Max called from the hall.
“What?” Ted’s hand stilled.
Yes, what? She cocked her head as Max strode into the bedroom. Ted pulled his hand from her back and pushed to a sitting position.
“It’s Mom. Her car broke down. She’s on 45, just past the truck stop.”
Groaning, Ted threw the cover aside, on top of Belle. “Shit. That’s the second time this month. On her next birthday, I’m enrolling her in AAA.”
Belle wiggled out from under the cover in time to see him pulling on his jeans. She needed to see everything. She needed to know everything.
“You think she’ll use it? With two sons nearby?”
Ted smacked his forehead. “What the hell was I thinking? The smart thing to do is be like Tory and move a thousand miles away.”
“I moved into the next county.” Max’s voice sounded dry to Belle with her ultra-sensitive hearing. “She followed me.”
“You’re the oldest.” Ted shoved his feet into his tennis shoes.
“Yeah.” Max’s voice lowered to a rumble that reminded Belle of far away thunder before the storm. “The oldest.”
Belle jumped off the bed and rubbed her cheek against his pant legs. Rose, Max’s mother, was always calling him to ask for help. Last week it was her toilet, the week before her condo roof was leaking.
Belle purred her understanding. It was too bad the rest of the world wasn’t as resourceful as her.
He bent to pet her. “At least Tory only wants money from me. That’s easy.”
Ted snorted and sat on the bed to tie his shoes. “Easy for you.”
“Tips lousy last night?”
“Don’t start. It’s better than doing a job I hate.”
“One college degree wasted.” Max straightened. “Come and work for me. Don’t make me ask again.”
Ted stood. “You mean leech off you, like everyone else. No thanks.”
“This isn’t a pity job. I need you.”
“Later, okay? After we take care of Mom and I’ve gulped down a gallon of coffee.”
They strode into the hall, Max first. Belle thought about following. Instead, she lifted her back leg in the air and groomed herself. Satisfied with her cleanliness and beauty, she put down her leg and stretched. Time for a nap.
She jumped on Ted’s bed again, his scent still fresh, the sheets still warm. After circling once, she curled into a ball, her head on his pillow, her eyes closed. Eating, drinking, purring, bathing, exploring, playing, putting her scent on anything that moved and didn’t move and, finally, uncovering murderers. She’d had a full morning and needed her rest for the afternoon.
Anything could happen, and someone had to watch over her house and her humans.
***
Even though the car’s heater blew full blast, cold crept into the pores of Sorcha Ander’s skin. “Blackmailing Deavers? Are you nuts?”
Fletcher turned the eight-year-old Taurus with the dented right front fender onto a street lined with narrow duplexes and yellow-green lawns. The northwest Milwaukee neighborhood looked as dreary as Sorcha felt inside. The early morning sun hit Fletcher’s thin face, showing his white teeth in a crooked grin and his dark brown hair tumbling onto his forehead.
He looked like a poet. Sensitive, troubled and doomed.
“The whole fucking world believes Deavers is the genius of the hotel industry.” His short laugh grated on her ears. “If they only knew the truth. Just think of the half mill as our share of Deavers’ big stock bonus. It’s not like he’ll miss it. I bet his wife spends more on shoes every year.”
They pulled into the narrow driveway, slowing for cracks the size of a Sumo wrestler’s arm. Their landlord’s car blocked the garage. Biting her lip, Sorcha glanced at Fletcher. He swore, then shrugged, emotion flashing on his face, hot and cold.
Sorcha touched his arm. He was a fool, but he was her fool. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You can’t con me, baby. You never get premonitions about yourself. The only thing that’s going to happen is we’ll get a few bucks in our pockets. Deavers is lucky I went to him instead of the tabloids. He’d be laughed out of town if we told them he buys hotels on the advice of a psychic."
“It’s not wise to put the squeeze on Deavers,” she insisted.
“He’s just a man.” Fletcher’s voice thinned with irritation. “If it weren’t for his daddy and granddaddy, he wouldn’t be any higher up the money chain than you or me.”
He got out of the car, slammed the door, and stomped toward the back of the house.
Sorcha rubbed her arms, her jacket sleeves riding up. Now he was pissed at her. With a sigh, she slid out of the car and grabbed the paper bag filled with groceries from the back seat. Hugging the bag to her chest, she started down the driveway. A shiver ran through her, even though the weather was warming. About time.
She frowned at a brown patch of grass. It was April, and she wanted spring. Spring always chipped away a little at her depression. The SAD disease, the doctors called it. The most appropriate medical term she’d ever heard.
A popping sound, as if a balloon burst, came from the back of the house. Her forehead scrunched. Had Fletcher fallen? He never watched where he was going, and the landlord’s kids never picked up anything. A lawsuit waiting to happen, Fletcher liked to say with a laugh. But getting hurt didn’t amuse Sorcha.
“Fletch, are you okay?” she called. The bag was slipping, and she hefted it up. It was heavy, potatoes and cans on the bottom, eggs, bananas and bread on the top.
Fletcher didn’t answer. If he were hurt, he’d be swearing by now. Sorcha hadn’t heard the door slam, so he must be waiting for her, his anger already evaporated. She hurried around the back of the house—and tripped over something lying across the sidewalk.
Her hands parted as she fell forward, the grocery bag dropping and she heard the plops and thuds of the food items she’d carefully chosen. Dammit, the eggs were going to break.
Her knees connected with softness instead of concrete. Her palms hit the sidewalk and slid, the cold cement stinging her skin.
“Don’t scream.”
Instead of glancing up at the muffled voice, Sorcha looked beneath her jean-covered knees. Oh God, she was kneeling on Fletcher. His soulful brown eyes open, he stared past her without blinking. And what was that leaking from his head? Oh God oh God oh God.
She scrambled backward.
“Don’t move.”
She peered up at the man in front of her. He wore black slacks, black sweater and a black ski mask.
“Mr. Deavers,” she whispered, recognizing his medium height and build and the pouch over his belt buckle.
“I didn’t plan on killing you.” He nodded at Fletcher’s body. “He said you were getting your hair done today.”
“My hairdresser’s sick.” She felt as if she were in a dream. No, a nightmare. How else could she explain kneeling on the cold sidewalk, a three-pound bag of potatoes at her side and Fletcher sprawled in front of her, blood pooling beneath his head?
“That’s too bad. I was hoping to keep you as my consultant after he was gone. He said you didn’t have anything to do with the extortion plan. In fact, he seemed quite proud of himself. Was that the truth?”
She nodded, her head light, as if it might fly off her neck. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. It must be a nightmare.
He stepped closer. “I don’t suppose I can trust you not to tell the police?”
Her gaze dropped from his masked face to Fletcher’s still features. She touched his cheek. Her heart raced. His face was warm! Was he alive?
Then she looked into his unseeing eyes and knew her hopes were false.
“No answer? Doesn’t matter, I wouldn’t believe you anyway. As much as I value your special talents, I’m afraid I’ll have to manage without them. If I’m in jail, they won’t do me much good, will they?”
Her hand curved over Fletcher’s cheek. Fletch, how will I live without you?
In her peripheral, the black shoes moved another step closer.
“I’m not a bad man.” Deavers gestured toward Fletcher. “He’s scum. He deserved to be eliminated.”
Anger roared through her mind. Fletcher was the only person who’d ever loved her, and this animal had taken him from her. And she was next. Looking up, she took her hand from Fletcher’s cheek and reached sideways for the bag of potatoes.
He aimed the gun at her head. “You’re too pretty to die this way. I’m sorry, but I have to do this for the sake of my children. I can’t let them be humiliated. Why don’t you close your eyes? I’ll feel better if—”
She slammed the potatoes in an arc, knocking the gun from his hand and hitting his left knee. He staggered and grabbed his knee, muffling a moan. Still holding the bag of potatoes, she stood in one fluid movement and smashed the bag onto the side of his head. Then she turned and ran.
“What took you? I could’ve been killed.” Rose scurried out of her Lincoln Town Car onto the sparse grass verge, looking fearfully at the cars speeding along the expressway, her nose wrinkling as if the smell of exhaust offended her sensibilities.
Max tightened his mouth and reached inside the car for the switch to release the hood. His mother was always afraid of something. To her, every cloud had a black lining.
“We came as soon as you called,” Ted said, behind Max.
“Can you believe it?” Her voice squeaked with indignation. “A man stopped. He knocked on the window, trying to get me to open it, saying he wanted to help.”
“You should’ve cracked the window open.” Ted lifted the hood. “He could’ve been the man of your dreams.”
“He could have been a rapist,” she shot back. “You’re being foolish. There is no such thing as a dream man.”
Ted bent to examine the engine. “Not even Dad?” he asked, his voice muffled.
Max stuffed his hands into his jean pockets, forcing himself to watch Ted handle this instead of shoving him aside and taking over. A semi raced along the slow lane behind him, its draft tickling his neck.
“Your dad left,” Rose said.
Max shifted his gaze from Ted to her. “Dad died,” he snapped.
She shot him an accusing look, as though it were his fault.
The old heaviness settled in his chest. Rose’s lips curved down, her face unsatisfied, her eyes squinting against the sun. Her navy pants and lighter blue jacket covered those fifteen extra pounds she was always talking about losing. Her hair looked neat, her only wrinkles showing around her eyes and mouth.
He supposed a man her own age might find her attractive. Yet she’d never dated since the day that started with sunshine until late afternoon when the storms swooped in and—
“He was killed.” Bitterness edged the flat words. “It’s the same result. He’s not here, is he? This is a silly conversation. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
“Found it!” Ted said. “A loose spark plug wire.”
“Are you sure?” Rose tapped her fingers on her upper lip. “Maybe you should let Max look at it.”
About to bend under the hood for a look, Max pulled back. “I’ll get the pliers.”
Ted glanced up, his eyebrows lifted. Max read the question in his eyes. He nodded, giving Ted the message that he was letting him take care of this. That he trusted him.
He turned away. In a couple weeks, Ted would be handling everything. He just didn’t know it yet.
As Max reached in the back of the Jeep, a tug on his sleeve stopped him.
“I don’t want to hurt Ted’s feelings,” Rose whispered, clutching his sleeve. “But I’d feel safer if you took a look.”
“Ted will do just fine.”
“If you say so.” She sighed and let go of his shirt. “At least you’ll be there to supervise. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Another semi roared by. Rose squeaked and jumped back onto the grass. His mouth tight, Max grabbed a pair of pliers from the toolbox he kept in the back of the Jeep.
“I suppose Caroline was at the house.” Her voice grew louder and more petulant. “She’s after you. And don’t roll your eyes at me. Ted, you tell him.”
“It’s true,” Ted said. “You’re single, heterosexual, and you got a few bucks in the bank. You might as well paste a target on your chest that says ‘Come and get me.’ They’ve been coming for years.”
“Jealous.” Max strode toward the hood.
“Not over Caroline. She’s too old for me. More your type, anyway. Beautiful, smart and needy.” Ted snickered. “A damsel in distress.”
“I wouldn’t call her beautiful,” Rose said. “She uses too much make-up.”
“Needy?” Max handed him the pliers. “Is that what you think I go for?”
“C’mon, look at yourself.” Ted gestured with the pliers. “You’re always there for Mom. You’re supporting Tory. You bankrolled Caroline’s design business. Even gave her an office in the house.”
“Only until she gets her business going and can afford her own place,” Max said.
Rose and Ted both snorted, sounding freakishly alike. “Yeah, right,” Ted said. “Like that’s gonna happen. And, hell, you even rescued Belle when she was a kitten.”
Max frowned. Ted made him sound as if he had some kind of save-the-world complex, when the opposite was true. It was duty. Someone had to make sure everyone was taken care of. And he was the oldest. In a wolf pack, he’d be alpha.
If something needed to be done, he did it. He had the money, so why not? Better that than buying flashy cars or an oversized house with rooms he’d never use.
Besides, he had other plans for his money. Plans to saw off the yoke around his neck.
Let Ted take a shot at being the alpha. It would be good for his backbone.
“Anyone would’ve done the same thing.”
“Yeah, if the person was Sir Lancelot.” There was an edge to Ted’s voice as he stuck his head under the hood. “Or King Arthur. That’s even better. The king waiting for the perfect queen.”
“You’re wrong.” Max smiled grimly. Arthur had earned his kingship. Max had his thrust upon him. Now it was time to abdicate.
He’d fulfilled his promise to his dad.
He’d made his plans.
Two weeks, he told himself again. In two weeks he’d be breathing in the smells of the ocean and island flowers instead of the stink of diesel exhaust. In two weeks, the yoke of his family would be off his shoulders.
***
Speeding along the freeway heading out of Milwaukee, Sorcha glanced in her rear view mirror and spotted Deavers’ silver sedan three cars back. Following her. Closing in on her. Preparing to kill her.
She tried to care, but inside her blackness spread, despair slithering into every cranny, chomping on every cell, threatening to overwhelm her. Fletcher, she thought, what am I going to do without you?
Tears streamed down her cheeks. She saw the future for everyone else. Why hadn’t she seen it for Fletcher, the only person who ever loved her?
A thought started as a whisper and ended as a scream. She should have died with him.
The SUV in front of her slowed. So did the car in the right lane and the one in the left. She lifted one hand from the steering wheel to wipe tears from her face. A patrol car was parked on the shoulder of the road behind a white station wagon, lights blinking.
She flicked on her signal lights and turned into the right lane. In her rear view mirror, she saw the silver car change lanes. A shudder shook her, cold pierced her bones.
“Damn you,” she whispered. Deavers wasn’t a professional killer, he was something more deadly—a desperate man. He’d always seemed so nice, smiling when they met for their sessions as if she were the most important person in the world, but underneath she’d sensed the roiling darkness. If she stopped the car, she feared what he would do.
In the back window of the station wagon, children’s heads bobbed. A vision flashed in her mind. Two small girls lying on the floor, their mouths and eyes open in death, crimson blood flowing into their blond hair.
A cry wrenched out of her throat, and the vision dissolved. Her foot pressed down on the gas pedal.
The two parked vehicles were a blur as she sped past them. Her fuel gauge showed a quarter tank of gas, which should get her into the next county. And then...she would die. She knew this the way she knew evil lived in the world and so did good.
Her tears dried. An eerie calm settled in her, and she almost smiled. All her life she’d been frightened. Of her visions, of other people. Now, with death as close as her shadow, she felt...nothing. As if she were already dead and gone.
Would dying be worse than living without Fletcher? Or for the first time in her thirty-one years would she be at peace?
***
Belle dreamed she was climbing a tree in the jungle outside Max’s house. A squirrel fled from her, jumping from limb to limb. She leapt after it. They were both flying. The hunter and the prey. Finally, they reached the top branches. She stretched out a paw and—
Something grabbed her ribs. Awake instantly, she yowled. Hands. That’s what it was. She smelled a flowery scent. Caroline.
Long fingers covered with toweling tightened around her ribs. Belle lashed out with her four legs, her claws catching on cotton threads. She screeched. The towel wound twice around her, restricting her movements, covering her face and blinding her. She stopped squealing but kept trying to struggle free.
“There’s one cat too many in this world.” Caroline’s mutter penetrated the two layers of towel wrapped around Belle’s ears. “And I’m going to take care of that. You’ll never pee on anything of mine again. You’ll never steal Max’s attention from me again. Without you constantly stealing his attention, I know he’ll fall in love with me.”
Belle’s useless struggles stilled. Caroline had killed her husband. Now it was her turn to die.
But she wasn’t dead yet. Beneath the toweling, she kept her eyes open, her ears listening, her senses alert. Her body ready, she waited for a chance to escape.
An up and down motion started as Caroline hurried through the house. Caroline clasped Belle to her chest, her heartbeat reverberating against Belle’s head, pounding almost as fast and loud as Belle’s own heart.
The door opened. Beneath the folds of material, Belle welcomed the chill air. Then the door closed behind them and the up and down motion began again, this time faster. Caroline was running.
She was afraid Max was coming home, Belle thought.
Max. He would save her.
If he returned in time.
If he didn’t, she would have to save herself.
Belle sensed when Caroline started toward the woods. Her breaths rasped and she panted like a dog on a hot day. The smell of trees and damp grass grew stronger, overpowering the stench of her perfume.
Caroline stumbled. Instead of letting go of Belle, her grip tightened. Belle tried flailing her legs. But the snugly wound towel restricted her limbs, and she stopped. She needed to save her energy.
What was Caroline planning? To kill her, yes. But how?
Caroline caught her balance and began walking again, Belle moving up and down, up and down. Caroline held her almost in a lover’s embrace, except the blond woman loved only herself.
From the curving country road came rumbles of an occasional car, first distant, then nearer. Belle pictured the thicket of trees surrounding Max’s house. Sometimes when Max was working outside, washing his car or doing something on the house or lawn, she roamed through the trees and tall grasses, chasing birds and squirrels. She was the queen, the lioness.
Now she was the prey.
No! She refused to let Caroline kill her. If Max didn’t come back in time to save her, she’d find a way to save herself.
They seemed to walk for a long time. Every once in a while, Caroline laughed wildly, a sharp edge to her voice that reminded Belle of a squirrel she’d once seen running around madly, its odor diseased. Through the towel, Belle felt her hands shaking. Another car zoomed by, the engine louder and Belle smelled exhaust through the towel. The road must be a few feet away.
“Here it is,” Caroline said. “No, it’s the wrong place. It’ll be better around the curve.”
The curve of what?
She walked again. Her fingers dug into Belle’s ribs, making her squeal.
“Yes, this is the place.”
The place for what?
Caroline boosted Belle higher, her hold firm, but her hands trembling. Whatever was going to happen was happening soon.
Belle tensed, ready to take action. A car approached, its engine roaring too loud. It came closer. And closer. And close—
Caroline tore off the towel and with her strong arms that lifted weights in Max’s exercise room, heaved Belle into the road.
Belle’s legs flailed the air, trying to stop her flight path straight toward the car’s windshield. All her senses expanded. She heard the squeal of tires. She smelled the dust and the trees and the car exhaust. She saw the terrified face of the woman driver. She saw the front of the car, the rust spots and the dented fender. From behind her, she heard Caroline crash back into the woods.
Belle’s mouth opened, and she cried out. I want to live! I want to live!
***
Sorcha slammed her foot on the brake pedal, her hands clenching the steering wheel. The car zigzagged, tires squealing. A cat was flying toward her car as if someone had flung it, but who would do that? What would be the sense? Even the homicidal megalomaniac chasing her across the Wisconsin countryside killed for a reason.
For a second, Sorcha thought she’d miss the cat. Then the car swerved and the small, gray creature smashed against the windshield.
Sorcha stared into the cat’s green eyes, the same shade she saw in the mirror every day. The next instant, the cat flew backward.
The car followed the cat, slamming into the bottom of a deep ditch. Sorcha’s head thumped against the windshield, the driver’s door flew open and the air bag deployed.
She tumbled onto the hard ground. The cat lay inches away, its eyes staring like Fletcher’s after his breath had stopped forever.
A cry of anguish escaped Sorcha’s throat. Why the cat? Why not her? Without Fletcher, what was life to her?
“If you’re listening, God, let the cat live. Take me instead.” Her fingers reached out to touch the cat’s front legs and her voice rose to a scream. “Take me!”
***
Let me live. As the life force seeped out of her body, Belle stared into the woman’s green eyes. The woman’s fingertips touched her left front paw. I want to live, Belle thought. I want to live, I want to—
The wind kicked up, swirling, whistling in her ear. A glittering ring of light surrounded her and the woman. The ground beneath Belle’s body heated. A jolt of energy passed from the woman’s fingertips to Belle’s leg, traveling through her muscles, blood and bones. The woman’s eyes widened, and Belle knew she felt the jolt too.
Then everything went black.
“I can’t believe Mom agreed to join triple A,” Ted said. “Bet she still calls you next time it happens.”
Max took his eyes off the S-curved road to catch Ted’s grin. They’d turned onto Camel’s Back Road leading to their home. One side was a wall of trees. On the other, a steep ditch led to another thicket of trees. He switched his attention back to the road ahead. He never knew what might be around the curve—another car, a bicyclist, wild turkeys, deer, fox or a skunk. In the four years since he bought the house and eleven acres, he’d seen it all.
“She won’t call me,” Max said. Not when he was half a world away, she wouldn’t.
“What’re you smiling about?” Ted asked. “Your load getting a little lighter?”
Max took one hand off the steering wheel to wipe it over his smile. “Your shoulders look wide enough to carry some extra weight.”
“Moi? I’m having too much fun for weight lifting.”
“You can have your fun and make some money too.”
“Like you?” Ted’s tone said Max was as much fun as a gray day.
Max steered the Jeep around the last curve before his driveway. “Like me.” The new me. When they reached home, he’d tell Ted about his plans—
A woman staggered out of the ditch, dark hair curling wildly around her head and shoulders, her mouth open in a plea. Looking straight at the car, she stumbled onto the road.
Max stomped on the brakes. Jesus! He was going to hit her! The tires squealed and he steered to the right. As if her feet were nailed to the pavement, the woman remained standing in the middle of the road, her body swaying.
The car stopped inches from the ditch. Max punched his seatbelt release, shoved the door open and jumped out. He was halfway to the woman when Ted’s door slammed shut.
The woman faced him, her green eyes wide and dazed. Her forehead was bruised, her cheek scratched and her jacket sleeve torn. With her small-boned frame, she looked breakable, as though a heavy breeze would take her down.
“You okay?” Max asked, reaching her.
She slumped forward. He caught her, holding her upright. Her arms wrapped around his back. Her mouth opened and a mewling sound came out. She blinked at the noise, her expression surprised and scared. Shutting her mouth, she pushed her face against Max’s brown leather jacket.
Ted slipped a blanket over her shoulders, tucking the ends between her shoulders and Max’s chest. “I tried calling 911, but my cell’s dead. Hand me yours.”
“Shit,” Max said.
“You forgot? I’ll see if there’s one in her car.” He started to run.
“Don’t go inside if you smell gas,” Max yelled.
“Think I’m stupid? Shit, her car’s totaled.” Ted stared into the ditch that bordered Max’s property. “She say if anyone was with her? I better check.”
“Were you alone?” Max asked as Ted clambered into the ditch. He sniffed the air for gas fumes but only smelled the woman’s hair, honey tinged with lemons.
Still silent, the woman shuddered in his arms. He patted her back. “It’s okay,” he murmured. “It’s okay.”
The hum of a car engine carried to Max. “We need to get off the road.” He drew the woman to the shoulder, her feet tripping as if she’d forgotten how to walk. A silver car drove around the curve and slowed to a crawl. Sunlight sparkled on the tinted windshield, and Max saw a man’s silhouette. Good, Max thought. The driver could call 911 or go for the authorities. And if Ted found someone injured in the car, they might need another—
The engine revved, the car raced away. Max bit back a curse, aware of the woman hanging onto him as if he were her lifeline.
“I didn’t see anyone else.” Ted hiked out of the ditch, brandishing a small black purse. “No cell phone either. Here, take her purse. I’ll run home. It’ll only take a few minutes.”
A few precious minutes. Max shook his head. He knew better than Ted what could happen in seconds. In less time than to finish a last breath. “We’d have to wait another ten minutes for an ambulance. I’ll take her to St. Joe’s. She’s not talking. Could be in shock.”
Her fingers clutched his back and she made another frantic mewl. He curved his hands around her shoulders and used just enough pressure so she raised her head and peered up at him.
“Are you okay?” He lowered his tone, calm and reassuring, fighting his instincts to lift her like a baby and run with her to his Jeep. “What’s your name? Can you talk?”
A mewl of distress came from her throat. Her green eyes were dazed and she shook her head.
The wind whistled through the elm trees. The woman’s loose jacket rippled and so did she. Max didn’t know whether she reacted to the cold breeze or the shock of the accident, but he folded his arms around her and drew her against him again.
“You’ll be okay. I’ll make sure of it, I promise.”
She made another sound in her throat like one of Belle’s meows.
“Hand her over.” Ted held out his arms. “I’ll check her out while you drive. I took the CPR class last summer, not you.”
Cradling the woman against his chest, Max glowered at Ted. No woman was safe from a twenty-four-year-old man’s libido. Not even a woman who looked as if she walked out of a fairy tale with a sad ending.
“You drive,” he said, his tone firm. He took a step to the side, drawing the woman with him.
Her feet dragged and her fingers dug into his back muscles through the layers of his jacket and shirt. She made a protesting sound.
Max lowered his head, his mouth brushing the thin shell of her ear. “Don’t worry, I’ll stay with you until the doctors release you.”
“You don’t have to take care of the whole world,” Ted said. “She doesn’t even know your name.”
“Max.” He looked down at the top of her curling dark brown hair. “My name is Max.”
Her face lifted, her green eyes staring into his. She opened her lips and a froglike croak came from her throat. Her lips pressed together then opened again. Another croak came out. Her forehead furrowed and her lips pulled back from her teeth. She looked less dazed than a moment ago and more frustrated.
“Is your throat sore?” Ted leaned forward, his face lit with interest. A kid solving a puzzle. “You want water? Can you talk? Speak English?”
She didn’t glance at Ted, but her forehead cleared. She continued to gaze at Max, as if memorizing his face, feature by feature.
He felt caught by her stare, unable to break eye contact. He studied the oval face, the too large eyes, the thin nose and wide mouth. She wasn’t beautiful, she was just...lovely.
Patting her back, he wished he knew what the hell she wanted from him. At this moment, whatever it was, he’d give her. Anything to make her feel whole and healed.
He shook his head. These bizarre thoughts were coming from adrenaline. He didn’t even know her name.
A gray streak whipped by in his peripheral, and he tore his gaze from the woman. Squinting at the trees edging the ditch, he frowned. Belle? Impossible. He hadn’t let her out. Scrutinizing the area, he saw only the wrecked car and the trees thick and high, blocking the sun.
A squirrel. Must’ve been a squirrel.
“C’mon, let’s go to the hospital,” Ted said.
The woman burrowed her face into Max’s jacket, her head just under his chin.
A perfect fit, he thought, and his arms tightened around her.
***
Belle jerked her head away from Max’s chest. Wasn’t it bad enough she was inside this human body? With these clumsy arms that didn’t propel her forward when she wanted to leap and run? With this ugly furless skin? And now Max wanted to take her to the hospital. How could he do something so horrible?
Three years of sitting on Tory’s lap, being petted while they watched Tory’s favorite TV show, The Love Chronicles, had taught Belle what happened in hospitals. People would poke and prod her and stick her with needles. Plus, she might fall in love, lose her memory, be murdered by someone disguised as a doctor, and maybe have a baby. A human baby.
No! She was not going to let that happen.
Belle’s arms dropped from around his back. Her palms slammed into his chest, and he lurched backward. The blanket slid off her shoulders and pooled around her ankles. She leaped, twisting to face the ditch and thicket of trees. The heaviness of her new body made her land with a stagger. Then she followed her feline instincts and sprang forward.
“What the hell—” Max shouted.
Belle lurched. Her human legs didn’t want to obey her. She tried to force them to move faster, but it was like wading through snow. Crouching to avoid low tree branches, she darted into the trees at a fraction of her normal speed.
This was her environment. As fast as Max was, he wouldn’t catch her unless she let him, even with his clumsy limbs.
“Get back here,” he called. “I’m trying to help you.”
“She looks pretty damn healthy to me.” The amusement in Ted’s voice carried to Belle. “If she wants to go, let her.”
“I’m not leaving until I find her,” Max said.
Crashing noises came from the trees near the road. Max. She put her hand over her mouth, to stop a cry from coming out. She’d never thought she’d run from him. Never thought he’d be the one that made her heart thump in fear.
Her human feet made noises too. She glanced down at them. They were covered with soft-soled tie shoes like the ones Max and Ted wore. Maybe if she walked on the balls of her feet, she wouldn’t crunch with every step. She’d be quiet...like a cat.
For two steps she tried, but walking this way was slower than stalking an ant. The crashing noises moved to her left. Close, too close. Belle spied a tree with low branches, grabbed the closest branch and pulled herself up. Her arms ached, as if they didn’t want to do this. She set her mouth and commanded them to obey.
This human body was so clumsy. No stretch, no agility, no energy.
Belle hated it. Where was her cat body? She wanted it back.
Max smashed through the woods, leaves crunching beneath his shoes, branches cracking. Belle changed her opinion that dogs were the clumsiest creatures. Her muscles straining, she pulled up to another branch, then another.
None of the branches had leaves. If he looked up...
Biting back gasping breaths, Belle hung on. Max walked below her, looking at the ground, as if for tracks. Stopping, he glanced around.
“Where are you?” he shouted.
Belle clasped the branch, its bark rough on her soft human hands. She couldn’t go to the hospital. She had to stay here, find her cat body and claim it back.
Don’t look up. Don’t look up. Don’t look—
She stopped her silent commands. The last time she wanted something so fervently was when Caroline flung her into the path of the car. Her frantic plea had worked, but look what happened. If it worked this time, she might change into a bird.
Belle shuddered. Being a bird would be worse than being a human. Cats ate birds.
Max raised his head—a movement that made Belle swallow a whimper—and he called out, “If you come right now, I’ll help you. I won’t let anyone hurt you. You have my word on it.” He cocked his head, listening and waiting.
Belle clung to the branch, afraid to breathe. Her hands were growing colder by the second. She wanted to drop into his arms and let him take care of her. But she was a cat, not a puny human who let Max do everything for her like his mother, sister, and sometimes Ted. Sure, she let Max feed and water her, but look what she did in return. He didn’t see any mice in his house, did he?
She didn’t need Max to fix this. She’d fix it herself.
He turned, dried leaves crunching underneath his heavy feet. In a moment, he disappeared from her view but not her hearing. The smashing sounds moved toward the road, and she bit her lower lip, swallowing the urge to call out to him. Moments passed, and her hands grew numb. Two birds landed on the branch above her. A squirrel scampered down the tree next to her.
Her muscles tightened and she stopped her breath, her eyes narrowing in on her prey, her body in hunting mode. A lesser animal would’ve given into the urge to leap at it. But she was trapped inside this awkward human frame. Exhaling, she forced her muscles to relax slightly and adjusted her grip on the knotty branch. Then she waited.
The woman with her cat body had to be nearby. She knew it. And she wasn’t going away until she found her.
“That wind’s wicked.” Ted hunched his shoulders. “She wants to stay, let her.”
Max smacked his fist into his palm. If he was cold in his leather jacket, how cold must the woman be in her cloth one? He tossed the keys to Ted.
“Take the car. I’ll get home when I get home.”
Ted shook his head. “I knew you’d say that. You can’t resist a stray.”
“Go. Get out of here.” Max gave Ted a dismissive nod.
“You really think I’ll leave? We could have an escaped serial killer on our land.”
“Or an injured woman.”
“You don’t know her or why she’s afraid of going to the hospital.”
“A lot of people have hospital phobias.”
“A lot of people have criminal records.”
Max tried to entertain the idea, but his mind shut down, rejecting it. He’d held her small-boned body in his arms, felt her trembling alarm. Something had traumatized her. She needed help. His help.
“She was in an accident,” Ted said, “yet she’s running away. What does that tell you?”
“No other car was involved. When did you find the stick that’s up your ass?”
“About the same time you pulled it out of yours.” Ted held his palms out and stepped back, laughing. “Amazing how fast everything can change. Just this morning I was thinking how boring my life was becoming.”
Max glanced behind them at the silent woods. She was in there somewhere. Alone and scared and cold. “When I find her, you can thank her for her entertainment value.”
“If you find her.” The smile in Ted’s eyes disappeared before his mouth pressed together, a sternness that didn’t suit his fun-loving character.
“Not if. When.” Max strode to the side of the road and grabbed the black purse Ted had dropped.
“What’re you doing?”
Max ignored the question. He rummaged inside the bag and fished out a navy wallet. He opened it. No photos, three grocery store cards, a debit card and a driver’s license. He slid out the license.
Ted breathed over his shoulder. “Sorcha Anders. A nice Scottish name. And thirty-one, just the right age.”
“Too old for you,” Max snapped.
“Maybe I was talking about you.”
Max gave his grinning brother a look that should have made him burst into flames.
“Or maybe I was talking about me,” Ted continued. “What’s seven years?”
“You ever shut up?”
Ted laughed, slapping his thigh. “You’re jealous. I don’t blame you. What woman would want an old worn-out man like you when she could have a young stud like me?”
“You’re talking like an ass.” Max rifled through her money. A ten, a five, three singles. A coupon for fifty cents off a brand of cheese. No insurance cards, no photos. A private woman. He should feel guilty for invading her privacy, but he didn’t. In those few moments when she’d clung to him, they’d bonded. She’d trusted him to help her. Even though she ran from him, he wasn’t turning his back on that trust.
It was illogical, but he saved his logic for business, not people.
“Didn’t I say you needed a damsel in distress?” Ted cuffed him on his bicep again. “Man, was I right.”
Shoving the wallet into his back pocket, Max said, “Either you help look for her, or get back to the house and stay the hell out of my way.”
“Your mind’s made up?”
Max thrust past Ted, slipping into the woods. The time for talking was over. The time was action was now.
***
I’m a cat! Sorcha looked at her trembling fur-covered legs. This was insane. It had to be a reaction from the accident. Things like this didn’t happen.
But the two men stomping through the woods toward her sounded all too real, like ten men to her new super-powered hearing. She dived into a pile of dead leaves. Her quivering body shook leaves off the top of the pile and she peeked out at the men.
She’d already tried to climb a tree, her claws catching on the rough bark. Halfway up, she’d glanced down, her claws retracted, and she’d tumbled to the ground.
Why wasn’t she dead? She’d seen the cat’s eyes glaze over, the life force leaving the small body. She’d wanted it to be her, not the cat. That’s what she’d prayed for.
Half of her request had come true.
The older man tramped a step ahead of the younger one. She’d heard him try to get the cat inside her body to say his name. Max. A strong name for a strong man. One look at the determined set of his chin, and she saw he was in charge. The kind of man who knew what he wanted and where he was going. The kind of man who made her want to run the other way, as far and fast as these four furry legs would take her.
The younger one looked like more fun. He smiled often, the dimples in his cheeks indenting. Max had no dimples. The younger man’s chin was rounded, his nose high-bridged. Max’s chin was square and stubborn and his nose...impressive. He looked like whatever he put his mind to, he’d accomplish.
No one would have called Fletcher impressive. Or accomplished. He wasn’t even an effective blackmailer.
A plaintive meow escaped her throat.
Immediately, the footsteps stomping through the forest stopped, then changed direction. Turning in a slow circle, the younger man reconnoitered the area.
“Is that you, Belle?”
Belle. She glanced down at the dainty body covered with medium-length gray fur. A southern belle, or perhaps a silver bell. So that’s whose body she occupied. She’d worn secondhand clothes before, but this was the first time she wore secondhand fur.
The younger man hiked toward her, and she burrowed beneath the dead leaves. Both men seemed helpful, staying to search for her. Well, not her. For her body—currently occupied by the cat, but they didn’t know that. And if they found her instead, what would happen? Would they think she was their cat and take her back to the house?
She couldn’t let that happen.
Someone had thrown the cat at her car. She hadn’t seen the person, but by the rate of force she was positive the cat had been flung directly at her windshield. Someone had been trying to kill it.
If she went back in this cat body...
Not too long ago she’d wanted to die. The only person who ever loved her was dead. Why should she care if someone killed her in the cat form?
But she did. Maybe it was the cat body that didn’t want to die. But she cared terribly.
A strangled sound came from her throat.
“Is that Belle?” another voice asked, deeper and more commanding.
Inching her head out of the leaves like a worm, Sorcha peeked at Max’s granite face, about ten feet away. Her heart fluttered so fiercely her whole body quivered. He scared her. He was too masculine. Too positive. The kind of man who would never understand a person like her.
“I thought I saw her out here earlier,” he said.
The younger man shrugged. “Could’ve been any cat.”
“If you find a stray, bring it in.”
“Taking on another needy creature?”
“Stuff it.” Max turned and strode away.
Ducking back beneath the leaves, Sorcha shivered. She couldn’t let either of them find her. She had to get away.
Sorcha used her claws to push leaves to the side, then saw the younger man’s feet pass over her head. “Sorcha,” he called. “C’mon, Sorcha, don’t be afraid. We’ll make sure no one hurts you.”
No, she thought, even though she knew he was calling the cat that was using her body. I’ll make sure no one hurts me.
After all, the last man who promised to take care of her was murdered. She had to do a better job than that.
The younger man disappeared into the trees, his footsteps squishing on wet leaves. Sorcha poked her head up and climbed out of the pile of leaves. Ignoring an urge to lick herself clean, she leapt away from the two men and ran.
***
“Sorcha,” Max called. “Sorcha.”
Belle watched from her tree branch. Sorcha must be the woman whose body she was temporarily using. Not a bad name, but not as good as her own. Not a bad body either, as far as human bodies went. For a human, it seemed sleek. But not as sleek as she was accustomed to.
Her chest ached with an unaccustomed emotion. The way she felt when she couldn’t go outside with Max. Only this was many times worse.
A short while ago, she’d thought she was going to die. The car had hurtled toward her and every fiber of her being had protested. She’d wanted to live!
Now she had her wish. But at what cost?
“I’ll make sure you’re taken care of,” Max called. He stopped below her. If she lost her grip and fell, she’d land on his head.
She was tempted. This was her human. Her Max. Her chosen person above all others.
“Sorcha? You don’t know me, but I promise not to harm you.”
A yowl wanted to come out of her mouth, but she swallowed it. What about Caroline? Could he promise Caroline wouldn’t hurt her? Even in this human body, Belle didn’t trust her.
Belle clung to the branch, the bark digging into her flesh-covered fingers, the knobby wood rough against her ribs and stomach. Her muscles, tired from holding so tightly for so long, trembled. As a cat she could stay here for hours. But she wasn’t a cat any more. That was the problem.
“I want to make sure you’re all right.” Max tramped on, still calling. “I won’t take you to the hospital or report you to the authorities. I promise.”
Belle watched his back, his squared shoulders, his lean hips and strong legs.
Why hadn’t she noticed these things about him when she was a cat?
The wind gusted, cutting through the tree branches with an icy edge. Belle’s teeth clicked together. She wished for her warm fur back. How could humans stand this hairless skin?
She could see nothing good about being a human.
“I’m going back.” Ted stood under her tree now. “I’m cold and hungry. The woman doesn’t want to be found. The best thing we can do for her is go home so she can be on her way.”
Max turned back and crashed around the tree next to hers, his mouth tight, his expression grim. “There was a bruise on her forehead. She might have a concussion and her car’s totaled. There’s no bus stop nearby. You go, but I’m not leaving until I’m sure she’s okay.”
Now they both stood under Belle’s branch. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from clattering like chatty chipmunks. Max had said he wouldn’t make her go to a hospital. Should she let go and return home with them?
The answer was a big fat NO. She was a cat turned into a human. It was Max’s fault for letting Caroline into his home. His fault for not seeing what Caroline was. A murderer. It was bad enough Caroline killed her husband, but she went too far when she tried to kill Belle. Max would have to suffer a lot longer to make up for that.
But what if Caroline tried to kill Max?
Belle froze, her hands numb, her breath sucked in. Then she remembered that Caroline didn’t want to kill Max. She wanted something else. To marry him.
Belle hissed.
A crack exploded in the air like a bang of thunder. The branch! It wobbled for an agonizingly long instant, then lurched downward. Belle cried out, hanging on, her thighs and hands tightening.
Max looked up and saw her. He lifted his hands, ready to catch her.
Another crack. Two words she’d heard Ted say often went through her mind, words she’d never thought of in her cat body. Oh shit. Belle looked down into Max’s I’ll-take-care-of-you blue eyes and let go of the branch.
The next instant she was flying, but for the first time in her life the act of falling frightened her. She spread out her limbs for the air to catch her belly and slow her, but these front limbs were so much smaller than the back ones. And where was her tail for balance? Instinctively, she knew she wouldn’t end up on her feet.
Max caught her, holding her to his chest, staggering back. “Oomph.”
Ted slapped him on the back. “I always knew you were a hero.”
Belle slumped against Max’s chest, clutching his wide shoulders. Her heartbeat thumped inside her ears as loud as Ted’s music. Her mouth was so dry she could have lapped up half her water bowl.
Only as her heartbeat slowed did she pay attention to Max’s arms curving around her back and beneath her thighs. Max had held her so many times, but everything felt different now.
Why hadn’t she ever noticed how hard his chest felt? How strong his arms were? And he smelled different, like a man. Not just human, but male.
She felt different too, like...well, she wasn’t sure. A woman?
Yech. This was terrible.
She’d rather have a hairball in her throat.
Max closed his eyes and breathed in the honey-flavored scent of the woman in his arms. Sorcha Anders. He tossed the name around his mind, liking the softness of it. But there was nothing soft about her clinging arms.
“Nice catch.” Ted slapped his back. “You’re a hero.”
“Yeah, right.” A horny hero. Must be a side effect of adrenaline, one the experts never talked about.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
Her face buried into his leather jacket just as she’d done when he held her after the accident. His muscles bunched and he swung her around, her feet missing Ted’s head by inches. Ted jerked back with a surprised look that would have made Max laugh any other time.
“I’m taking you home with me.” His breath ruffled the dark curls on top of her head. “If you don’t want to go to the hospital, I won’t force you. Rest awhile, and I’ll see what I can do about your car. Okay?”
She didn’t answer.
They passed the ditched car. The driver’s door hung open by one hinge, the windshield smashed, the front end resembling a giant accordion. Looking at the wreck, he felt amazement and horror. Why she wasn’t dead or hurt badly, he didn’t know.
It almost made him believe in a higher power. Something he stopped doing watching his father die among the wreckage of their old house the day his fourteen-year-old life turned upside-down.
Almost. But if there were a God, why the accident at all?
“You sure you won’t go to the hospital?” he asked with more urgency.
Her arms clutched tighter, as if she never wanted to let him go. As if she was frightened for her life.
“It’s okay,” he said. “You’ll be okay. I won’t let anything or anyone hurt you.”
Ted strode ahead of them and opened the Jeep’s passenger door. Max bent forward to set Sorcha inside. She clasped her hands around the back of his neck, her arms locked.
“You have to let go so I can drive you home.”
She made a sound like the one Belle made when he didn’t give her a treat or pet her on demand. Behind him, Ted snickered.
“I’ll drive. Looks like she’s become attached to you. Must be your animal magnetism.”
Max shot Ted a glare that made him grin wider. A mewling sound came from Sorcha and his attention swiveled back to her. Her green eyes stared at him, not beseeching but...demanding. Almost angry.
“Get in,” Ted said. “It’s getting colder by the minute.”
Giving up, Max slid onto the passenger seat, the woman cradled in his arms. During the two-minute drive home, he breathed in her honey scent with every inhale and tried not to think of her hip pressed against the front of his jeans. When he gazed down into her wide eyes, she stared back at him, not blinking once.
She and Belle would get on well. Two of a kind.
Ted parked the Jeep in the garage, then jumped out to open the door leading to the house. Max carried Sorcha over the threshold like a bride. Her driver’s license put her at five foot five, her weight at one hundred twenty, but she felt lighter. Too light. She needed someone to fatten her up.
Not him. He would make sure she was all right, call someone to tow away her car, then send her on her way.
His steps lengthening, he strode along the hall, past the guest bedroom.
“Where are you putting her?” Ted asked, strolling behind them.
“My bedroom.”
Ted laughed. Sorcha’s head lifted, her green eyes searching Max’s face.
“There aren’t any sheets on the bed in the guest room,” Max said, his voice as soothing as if she were a sick child. “You need to lie down.”
More snickers came from behind him. Max reminded himself his brother was at the age when a woman in one’s bed had one conclusion.
“Max! Max! What is it?”
He glanced behind him and saw Caroline sprinting along the hall. His gaze automatically noted the bouncing breasts beneath the yellow sweater, the long legs in the beige slacks, a worried expression on her flawless face.
Damn Emery. He wished his cousin were in front of him so he could ask how the hell he’d been so clumsy, falling off the trail and leaving his young wife alone and broke. A man needed to take care of the people who counted on him. Even if he had to die to save them.
Max had learned that lesson from his father. Learned it the hardest way possible.
She stopped next to Ted, but her gaze fixed on Max and the woman in his arms. Her long fingers splayed over her breastbone, her breathing hoarse. “What’s wrong? Who is this woman? Why are you carrying her?”
Sorcha’s body stiffened. Max nodded at Ted. “You tell her. I have to get Sorcha to bed.”
Caroline gasped. Max swept around. Right now, Sorcha needed him more than Caroline.
“There was an accident,” Ted said. “In front of the house. Her car’s totaled. She’s not talking, but she seems okay—”
“If she’s okay, what’s she doing here?”
Max strode into his bedroom and closed the door on Caroline’s rising voice. The tension seeped out of Sorcha’s body, her shoulders loosening, her muscles relaxing. The covers of his bed were already thrown aside, and he laid her on the sheet. Her head fell back against his pillow, her dark curls spreading out. She stared at him, her green eyes open and trusting.
“I won’t harm you. You’re safe here.”
She continued to stare.
The door opened. Ted walked in, a glass in his hand. “Water?” he asked.
She pushed up on one elbow, her hand reaching for the glass. Ted sat on the side of the bed. Standing on the other side, Max crossed his arms over his chest. What the hell was his brother up to now?
“I’ll hold it for you,” Ted said. “You look a little weak.”
He slid his arm around her back and held the glass to her plump lips like she was a child. Max watched Ted through narrowed eyes. A child was the last way Ted saw any attractive woman.
Instead of swallowing, Sorcha drew back. Her tongue poked out and she appeared to taste the water, lapping it. Then Ted lifted the glass bottom up, spilling water into her mouth. Her head tilting back, she sucked down the water, her slender throat working.
“Good girl,” Ted said.
Max folded his arms. He knew what Ted was really thinking, but he trusted him not to act on the thoughts.
Hell, he was having the same thoughts and wasn’t acting on them. She was disoriented and not talking. Though something about her attracted him, he preferred woman who were able to say simple words like “Hi,” “Thanks,” and “Oh my God, Max! You’re the world’s best lover!”
Ted took away the empty glass from Sorcha’s mouth. “Caroline’s changing the sheets in the guest room.”
“Hmmm?” Max kept his gaze pasted on Sorcha’s face.
“For Sorcha. She doesn’t like the idea of another woman being in your bed. Remember what I said earlier.”
Max shook his head but couldn’t deny Ted’s words. And he couldn’t deny his money was part of it. Caroline prided herself on being impeccably dressed and her income, with only two decorating jobs so far, wasn’t going to buy $500 designer shoes.
He uncrossed his arms. Caroline had come to him a week after the funeral, saying she missed Emery so much, despite all his faults. She wanted to make her decorating business a success, and if she could just get a start...
Then she started crying, saying Emery must’ve had a premonition, because before they started on the trail he’d said if anything happened to him, Max would take care of her.
In Max’s head, he’d seen his father’s face growing paler by the second and heard his last words to him. “You’ll take care of them,” he said, his voice raspy and fading. But for the next words, his voice grew strong. “Promise me.”
Looking into Caroline’s watery eyes, he’d told her Emery was right. He’d take care of her. She’d laughed and cried and hugged him. He’d smiled grimly and thought someone should hit him on the head with a two-by-four.
His glance landed on Sorcha as she licked a drop of water from her lower lip.
Now he had a new dependent. This one in his bed. But this one wasn’t family or connected in any way. As soon as she could talk or even write and tell him where to take her, she’d be out of his house. He’d have his life and his bed back.
Ted got to his feet. Bending over Sorcha, he tucked the blanket around her shoulders. His hands lingered on the blanket and Max tensed. Only when Ted straightened and stepped back from the bed did Max’s muscles ease.
Muffled footsteps came from behind him. He heard Caroline’s voice but didn’t turn.
“I made the bed,” she said brightly. “You can move her now.”
Sorcha turned her head and watched Caroline, her body stiffening. The wary gleam in her eyes reminded Max of an animal watching a predator.
“Thanks,” he said, “but you shouldn’t have bothered. She’s settled where she is.”
Caroline exhaled heavily out of her nose. She stepped toward the bed. “It’s no trouble. She’ll feel better with the new sheets than in your old bed. Won’t you?”
Sorcha shrank away from Caroline. A mewling sound emitted from her mouth and alarm flickered across her face. She sat up, the cover falling to her lap. Her hands came up with her fingers bent, claw-like.
“You’re frightening her.” Max held out his arm to stop Caroline from moving closer to her.
Caroline glared at him over her shoulder. “Why would I frighten her? I’m a woman. If she’s scared of anyone, it’s you and Ted.”
“Ya think?” Ted jabbed his thumb at Sorcha. “Take a good look at her face. You’re scaring the crap out of her.”
“I don’t believe—”
Max curved his hands over Caroline’s upper arms and hauled her away from the bed.
“What are you doing?” Caroline’s voice raised two octaves.
“I’m moving you away from her.” He released her shoulders and stepped between her and Sorcha. His temporary guest was slumped back onto the bed, staring at them, and he had the impression she was waiting to see which way to jump.
Caroline’s lips tightened. “I’m just trying to help.”
“You can’t force your help on people who don’t want it.”
She laughed wildly. Without another word, she spun around and rushed out of the bedroom.
“That was a hell of a show.” Ted grinned. “I think she’s pissed at you.”
Max turned back to Sorcha, bending over her. “You okay? If you can’t talk, nod your head for yes or shake it for no. I won’t leave until I know you’re okay.”
Her lips trembled. Seconds crept by before she dipped her head up and down.
A blaze of achievement shot through him. “Are you ready to go to the hospital?”
She shook her head emphatically.
“Are you hungry?”
Another shake.
“Tired?”
A nod.
“We’ll go and let you sleep. You understand I’ll have to wake you every hour, in case you have a concussion?”
She frowned, her displeasure evident.
This was becoming one of the easiest conversations he’d ever had with a woman. Who needed words? Her expression said it all.
“If you object, I’ll have to take you to the hospital.”
Her soft lips formed a pout. She lifted one shoulder in a gesture he took for agreement.
“Want us to call anyone?” Ted asked over his shoulder.
Max nodded at Ted. Good question. When he turned back to Sorcha, she was shaking her head.
“We’ll leave you then,” Max said. She seemed to understand everything he said. A bit of his worry disappeared. “If you need anything, just call out.”
She relaxed against the pillow, her eyelids closing. The blanket was still at her waist, and he leaned over her and pulled it over her shoulders. When he straightened, her breathing was already even, her lips slightly parted.
“Great sleeper,” Ted murmured. Max shoved Ted by his shoulders, pushing him out of the bedroom. As they reached the hall, Ted’s voice grew louder. “That reminds me. Where’s Belle? She usually greets you like a dog.”
Max glanced around. Where was Belle?
“Maybe she saw you carrying Sorcha and was jealous.” Ted chuckled. “Caroline sure the hell was. Did you see her face when you kicked her out of the bedroom? She looked like she wanted to bite you.”
“She was scaring Sorcha.” Max glanced behind him, one last look to make sure she was all right. In her sleep, Sorcha’s lips curved up. “I couldn’t let her do that.”
“Listen to yourself.” Ted cuffed his shoulder. “You just met her and you’ve got it bad.”
“I’m making sure she’s okay.” Max cuffed Ted’s shoulder back, fulfilling the Eleventh Commandment in the Brannigan family: Thou shalt not hit your brother unless thou shalt want to be hit back.
“Yeah, sure.” Ted rubbed his shoulder.
Max’s hand twitched, but he refused to rub the sting of Ted’s fist and let Ted know it hurt. “She hasn’t said one word to me.”
“To do what a man and a woman do best, who needs words?”
“You’re bad, brother. Bad to the core.”
“Yeah.” Ted poked his elbow into Max’s ribs. “And you know why I’m bad? ‘Cause the girls love it.” Grinning, Ted strutted into his bedroom before Max could jab his ribs. “When you check on Sorcha, don’t wake me. I need my beauty sleep.”
“Waking you is the last thing I plan on doing.” Max scowled. Maybe Sorcha was one of those women who liked bad boys. What she did out of his house was her own business, but in it she was under his protection, and he was making damn sure no one was going to hurt her.
Guessing she’d run an eighth of a mile, Sorcha stopped to lap water from the ditch. It tasted like mud, but she was thirsty. And hungry. The cat’s stomach was emptier than her and Fletcher’s joint bank account. She wondered when the cat last ate.
A bird landed on the ground nearby. Sorcha froze, watching it. A robin. Never before had she noticed how big robins were. How the meat packed tightly against their bones.
Her claws extended and she gazed at them with horror. What was she thinking? She was a vegetarian, for God’s sake. She couldn’t eat a bird.
The robin saw her. Its wings flapped and it flew away. Sorcha watched it disappear into the trees. You don’t have to be afraid. Even if I could catch you, I wouldn’t eat you.
A voice in her head mocked her. Oh yeah? Cats are carnivores, you know. You’re a cat now. You can’t fight your nature.
The voice sounded like Fletcher. He’d disparaged her vegetarian diet often, eating Big Macs in front of her and ordering steak when they ate out.
A car cruised along the road, the hum of its engine growing louder. With these cat eyes, she saw colors hazily, as if looking through a cloud. But gray was still gray—unless it was silver, like the car Deavers was driving.
She darted into the ditch. Deavers must still be looking for her. A ragged meow tore out of her throat and she shivered.
The car rolled toward her about ten miles an hour. She imagined Deavers peering at the sides of the road, searching for her. If he saw a small, gray cat, it wouldn’t mean anything to him. Still, she stayed in the ditch until the car snaked around another curve.
A mewl came out of her throat, and the sound made her jump. She mewled again. This time she didn’t jump. Her whole world was upside-down. She was a cat, for God’s sake.
Raising her head to the sky, she yowled. She’d asked to die instead of the cat. She hadn’t asked to be the cat.
Turning tail, she dashed through the thicket of trees alongside the road. She felt sorry for the cat in her body. Did it know its life was in danger? As was hers, she reminded herself. Someone had tried to kill the cat and might try again. She needed to suspect every person she ran into.
Despair filled her. She was trapped in the body of a small cat but inside her was enough unhappiness to fill the Grand Canyon. When she’d moved into the duplex with Fletcher, he’d promised her she’d never be alone again.
As usual, he lied.
***
Belle opened her eyes, stretched, yawned and frowned. Her head rested on Max’s pillow. She felt the familiar softness and smelled his scent, but why had the pillow shrunk? Why were the colors brighter and the scents duller? Why didn’t she feel her tail? Or her whiskers brushing against the pillow?
A torrent of answers poured into her mind. She was human! It wasn’t an awful dream. She touched her nose and felt a bony protrusion. Horrible, horrible, horrible. With a bad feeling in her human stomach, she lifted both hands in front of her eyes.
Even more horrible than the nose. No lovely paws with the strong claws she extended and retracted at will. What good were these thin, breakable things on the ends of human fingers? And her lovely, lovely fur, protecting her from heat and cold. Helping water slide off her body. These tiny hairs on her arms spaced so far apart provided no protection at all.
Her full bladder informed her of a familiar need. She tossed aside the covers and sat up. Her legs, covered in dark pants, slithered over the side of the bed. Her feet, encased in white socks, reached the floor. She wiggled her toes, testing her range of motion, to see how they worked. Earlier, in the flare of danger, she’d walked on these two feet instead of four. Humans did it all the time.
Holding her breath, she pushed off the bed. If humans could do it, so could she.
For a second, she swayed. Then her balance steadied. She started to walk out of the bedroom to go to her litter box in the basement, but the sight of the woman in the mirror above the dresser stopped her.
Her hand reached toward the smooth surface, and the hand of the other woman reached too. Their fingers touched, but Belle only felt cool glass. She cocked her head, frowning. The other woman cocked her head, frowning. Belle leaned closer. The other woman leaned closer.
Belle’s hands curled into fists on the dresser top, too low to show in the mirror, but Belle spotted the flexing arm muscle flexing in the mirror.
It was the woman from the car. The woman who’d reached out and touched her. The woman who’d traded bodies with her.
She’d known this before, but now she saw it. Now she believed.
The woman in the mirror was...her.
She staggered back and gulped air. She wanted to curl up in a corner where no one would find her and think about this until she was ready to slink out. But the pressure in her belly worsened, reminding her that human or feline she needed to pee.
Slowly, she turned to the door on the other side of the bedroom. Raising her chin, she headed toward it. Humans didn’t use litter boxes. They used bathrooms. She could do this. She was a cat, and cats could do anything they decided to do.
Belle had seen Tory use the toilet many times before she went away last year. It looked easy enough. Two minutes later, she returned to the bedroom, the toilet flushing in the other room. She stepped on a pair of Max’s jeans and debated whether to take another nap. The door opened and a blond head poked into the room.
“How are you?” Caroline asked.
The hairs on Belle’s arms bristled. She perched on the edge of the bed but kept her feet on the carpet, ready to jump up and claw Caroline’s face.
Maybe she shouldn’t wait. Maybe she should just do it. After all, Caroline had tried to kill her. Because of Caroline, she was in this clumsy human body.
Caroline stepped inside the room and headed toward her. As she passed the dresser mirror, she glanced into it, changing her mouth from a straight line to a smile. The smile remained when she stopped in front of Belle.
“Now that you’re rested, you must be eager to go home.”
Belle stared at her. She pictured claw marks on Caroline’s face and a silent purr rose in her throat.
“Do you understand English?” Caroline’s voice raised and she curved toward Belle.
Belle’s fingers cramped into the claw position. If Caroline moved an inch closer, Belle would go straight for her eyes.
When Caroline straightened, Belle felt disappointed but kept her fingers curled.
“You can’t expect Max to take care of you forever.”
Yes, I can. Belle stared into Caroline’s eyes. They were dark blue now, but Belle had seen them change to the color of mud when she took out the round glass circles.
The blue eyes blinked. The smile disappeared. “Don’t you have people who are worrying about you? A husband?” She glanced at Belle’s fingers, and reached for her left hand. “You’re wearing an engagement ring. There must be someone who— Ow! Why, you bitch!” Caroline jumped back, holding her bleeding hand to her mouth.
Belle smiled and put her hand back on her thigh. Finally she and Caroline were communicating.
“I’m telling Max. Don’t think you can get away with—”
“What the hell’s going on here?” Max strode into the room, two lines carved between his eyebrows. The same look he had when Belle nibbled on leaves of his plants.
Caroline waved her hand in the air. “She scratched me!”
“Is that right?” Max stood next to Caroline and frowned at Belle. “Did you scratch her?”
Belle set her mouth. She didn’t like the way his voice sounded. If he wanted to talk to her, he should do it nicely or she wouldn’t respond.
“Look,” he said, his tone the same as when he tried to talk Ted out of being a bartender, “you can’t stay here if you’re going to scratch people.”
Belle glared at him. This was her home. He couldn’t make her leave.
“I think she has mental problems.” Caroline put her hand on his shoulder.
Belle’s fingers curled again. She wished she’d scratched Caroline harder.
“What did you do that made her scratch you?”
“Nothing!” Caroline’s lower lip trembled and she snatched her hand back. “I reached down to look at her engagement ring and she sprang up and scratched me.”
He rubbed his forehead. “She’s disoriented.”
“She’s engaged.” Caroline gestured toward Belle, who thought how easy it would be to move forward two inches and bite her fingers.
Belle leaned forward...then back. Max wouldn’t like it if she bit Caroline in front of him.
She’d wait until he was gone.
“Someone should notify her fiancé as soon as possible,” Caroline continued. “He’s probably worried sick.”
Max took Belle’s left hand and her fingers uncurled. She’d always liked his hands and fingers. They were warm and held her firmly. She wanted to lie on her back and let him pet her chest and stomach, but she didn’t think humans did that.
Humans missed a lot of good stuff.
“Do you have a fiancé?” he asked.
She shook her head.
Caroline made a noise like she was coughing up a hairball. “She’s wearing a diamond. Of course, she’s engaged. She’s lying her head off.”
Still holding her hand, Max stared into her eyes. “You’re not engaged. Is that the truth?”
She nodded. She knew what engaged was from The Love Chronicles. They got engaged and married all the time.
“You must have a home somewhere. There’s an address on your driver’s license. Your car’s totaled, but I can drive you there.”
She shook her head. This was her home. She was never leaving. Ever.
“You can’t stay here,” Caroline said. “You’re taking advantage of Max’s generous nature. He doesn’t owe you anything.”
Spit from Caroline’s mouth hit Belle’s face. Belle’s muscles tensed and she scooted closer to the edge of the mattress. If Caroline spit on her again, Belle would make her sorry.
Max’s grip on her hand tightened. “Caroline, I appreciate your concern, but it’s my decision to keep her here until she’s well enough to leave.”
Caroline’s cheekbones flushed the same color she painted her lips. “I’m sorry. I appreciate so much all you’ve done for me. I guess I’m trying to make things a little easier for you in return.”
If Max hadn’t been holding Belle’s hand so tightly—as if he knew what she was thinking—she would have leapt up and scratched Caroline’s face.
“She’ll be okay soon and out of here,” he said.
Caroline smiled weakly. “Maybe I should stay until that happens.”
“Better not. She seems to have taken a dislike to you.”
Caroline backed up, keeping her mouth in a smile. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need me for anything.” She swiveled and strode past Ted, who stood just inside the doorway.
Belle and Max stood with cocked heads while they listened to Caroline’s footsteps tap on the wooden hallway floor. Then Max dropped Belle’s hand and Ted strolled into the bedroom.
“What’d I miss? A cat fight?”
“Go back to bed,” Max said. “You’re not helping.” He bent over Belle, his tone coaxing, the way he talked to her when she was a cat and he was ready to sit back and pet her, his eyes half closed, his body relaxing, a slight hum in his throat as if in that second he felt like everything was good.
Of course it was good. She straightened her head. It was good because he was petting her.
“I want to help you,” he said, “but if you don’t give me any information, I’ll have no choice but to go to the authorities. Someone might be frantic about you. Even if you don’t have a fiancé,” he glanced at her ring, then back into her eyes, “you might have a family. A mother or father.”
She looked down at her lap. What if someone were looking for Sorcha? What if they found Belle and wanted her to leave with them? If she refused to go, Max couldn’t make her go.
“Maybe you can write. You want to give it a try?”
She shook her head.
“Are you hungry? Do you want food?”
She shook her head again.
He straightened. “I’ll leave you for now. If you want anything, I’ll be in my office. Take the hall straight down until you reach the door. That’s the office wing. Don’t knock, just walk on in.”
She nodded. If he only knew, she could find her way through the house with her eyes closed. And why not? It was hers.
“I’ll give you until after dinner.” His voice grew stern. “Understand?”
She didn’t nod and didn’t look at him, her eyes on his shoes. He only talked to her with this hard voice when she ate a plant or chased a bird. She didn’t like it. Not at all.
His shoes made a circle and he walked out of the bedroom. Ted’s shoes followed.
“Want me to close the door?” Ted asked. “Keep away unwanted visitors?”
She lifted her head. He was grinning at her, as if he knew—but of course he didn’t. She nodded and her lips curved. She guessed she must be smiling. As soon as the door was closed, she clapped her hands to her cheeks and opened her mouth.
“Waaa,” she said. No, that wasn’t right. Maybe she needed to shape her mouth differently, the way humans did, and move her tongue around. “Haaa.” No. “Taaa. Caaa. Raaa. Maaa.” Yes! She had it!
Going to the mirror, she looked at herself while making the word again. So that’s how she held her lips. Together but not too tight. “Mmmaaa. Mmmaaa. Mmmaaa.” Still not Max. She needed more sounds.
A TV sat on the end of the dresser, about the size of one of Max’s large books. She picked up the thing that Ted used and poked at buttons, the way she’d seen him do so many times. On the fifth button, the screen lit up. A man came on, and she felt a spurt of recognition. Beau from The Love Chronicles.
Clapping her hands, she sat down to listen. Since she was still stuck in this body—she shuddered—it appeared necessary for her to speak like a human. Who better to teach her than the characters from Tory’s favorite TV show?
She stared at Beau’s mouth. Other animals would find human speech hard to learn. Dogs, for instance. But she was a cat, gifted at birth with a vocal range that went from a roar to a hiss, a purr to a yowl. Learning human speech would be a piece of tuna.
Sorcha hid in the woods all afternoon, watching the road. Twice she saw a gray car drive up and down slowly, the person inside searching for someone. This was a rural road, lightly traveled. It had to be Deavers. Besides the gray car, only a dozen cars and SUVs, a Sears van and a cable TV truck had sped past. After a while, she nodded off until the roar of a school bus engine woke her.
Rustling sounds came to her ears, something coming through the trees. She lifted her nose and sniffed, smelling another animal. A bear perhaps? Did bears eat cats? As her heartbeat tapped a hip-hop dance, a raccoon jumped out from between two trees and dashed straight toward her.
Sorcha squealed and took off, running so fast she felt as if she flew. About a quarter mile from Fletch’s wrecked car, she lost the scent of the raccoon. She kept running but more slowly. From the pads of her four feet to her tail to her whiskers, she trembled. She wasn’t sure if raccoons ate cats but didn’t want to find out the hard way.
Another quarter mile or so she came upon a cast iron fence. She followed it...and followed it...and followed it. A smell floated by her nose. Turkey. Smoked. Her human mind said yech. Her cat body said yum.
Saliva gathered in her mouth and she looked at the bars of the fence. Could she squeeze through? Somehow she had to get into the grounds. She’d been ready to die only a few hours ago, but the needs of this new body were too strong to resist.
Licking her mouth, she spotted the gates. They were open, which meant they couldn’t have dogs. Or maybe they had ones that let themselves be trained by their humans to stay inside an unlocked gate.
She sniffed, then wondered where this disdain came from. She liked dogs. Didn’t she?
She was so confused.
Oh, Fletcher, if you’re in heaven watching me, I hope you realize what you caused. A thought wiggled into her mind, like a worm in an apple, that maybe Fletcher wasn’t in heaven. She sniffed again, this time with sadness. The hell she believed in was life on earth without Fletcher, the only person who’d ever claimed to love her.
The curved driveway was long and concrete. In the distance, she could see the outline of a structure. She squinted but it didn’t get clearer, as if these cat eyes needed glasses. Although the cat brain had to be much smaller than her human one, it seemed to be holding all her human knowledge. She’d read somewhere that humans used a small percent of their brain. Too bad no one except herself knew for sure how true this was.
Was the cat inside her body having similar problems adjusting? How wonderful it must be for the cat to be a human. It probably never wanted to be a cat again.
The smell of smoked turkey grew stronger and she detected a hickory taste. Her body wanted it with the same urgency that made her gobble a package of chocolate chips on the night before her period. She dashed toward the smell, whipping along the driveway like a racehorse.
A dozen yards away from the house, she slid to a stop and stared, her hunger forgotten in her amazement. It looked like a small castle. She imagined what Fletcher would say: “Some folks throw money around like it’s candy. See anything in their future, honey? We could use some of that sweet stuff.”
And she could never lie to Fletcher. If she saw or felt something, she told him. And she always saw or felt something. Sometimes it was the blackness of death, purple of sickness, red of anger, pink of passion or green of money. Sometimes it was a series of pictures she didn’t understand—but the family members did. As they drove away afterward, Fletcher would be chortling while she clasped her head, trying to turn off the pictures of other people’s lives.
They were turned off now. Looking at the house, she felt nothing, saw nothing. The only emotions she’d felt since she’d become a cat were her own.
Her grief and sadness diminished. Her heartbeat skipped. She wanted her hands back so she could clap them together. Her tail went up, waving in the air like a victory flag. No more visions, no more emotions, no more blinding headaches.
She felt lightheaded. As though a gorilla had sat on her shoulders her whole life and had suddenly leapt off and disappeared.
“Here, kitty.”
Sorcha squealed and darted into the evergreen bushes bordering the front of the mini-castle. Green needles brushed against her thick fur, a piney smell penetrated her nostrils. Quivering, she pressed against the rough brick.
“Don’t be scared.” Through the branches, Sorcha saw patches of blue denim as someone knelt in front of the bushes. The voice was pitched high and sounded like a child’s. “You can come out. I promise not to hurt you. Here, kitty, kitty.”
A face pressed to the ground, peering at Sorcha through an inch gap between two of the bushes. A girl. Small face and nose, big ears and eyes. “Come out, kitty. I’ll give you food. I left my sandwich on the porch. Wait here, I’ll get it.”
Food. Sorcha stretched her neck to see the girl better.
The face disappeared. The girl scampered away. A moment later she was back, waving a sandwich in front of the bushes. The smell of turkey wafted into Sorcha’s nostrils.
A hum reverberated inside her. She tried to stop but it got louder.
“Are you purring?” The girl’s voice sparkled. “For me or the sandwich?”
Sorcha’s front legs began doing an odd dance, patting the ground in front of her one foot at a time, as if she were kneading bread. She’d never had much to do with cats but it was something this small feline body needed to do. The same way she needed to move her hips when she played a Beyoncé song.
“I can leave it here.” The girl slid backward on the grass.
Sorcha’s kneading slowed.
“I’m at the sidewalk now. You can come out and eat.”
The voice sounded farther away. Sorcha stopped her kneading and pressed against the brick wall. The smell was calling to her to come and eat it. Her body urged her to go, her mind argued to stay. It was the same way she felt before every client’s reading.
Still shaking, she took a tiny step forward. Was she walking into a trap? Her cat ears heard the wind slap against the leaves. If the girl moved, surely she’d make more noise than the wind, giving Sorcha time to run back to the wall.
She took another step. Another. And another. Still huddled between the two bushes, she stopped, needles bunching against her fur. She stretched out her neck. The half sandwich lay on the ground inches away. Like bait for a fish. Sorcha peered around instead of rushing forward, even though her empty stomach protested.
The girl sat cross-legged beneath a maple tree, her elbows resting on her knees, her hands cupping her cheeks. She beamed at Sorcha.
“It’s okay.” The girl’s voice pitched high and gentle in the singsong way people spoke to babies. “I promise not to hurt you.”
Sorcha darted out the last few inches, grabbed the bread with her teeth, ripped off the top layer, tossed it aside, then bit into a slice of shaved turkey. Carrying it in her mouth, she dashed back between the long-needled branches to her refuge against the brick. She tore at the turkey, chewing and swallowing with gusto.
It wasn’t enough. She raced for another piece, taking it back with her. She did this again and again. And all the while she watched the girl through spaces between the bushes, because she never completely trusted anyone. Not even Fletcher.
After gobbling half the meat, she was sated, her stomach puffed out. She made one last run. This time she grabbed the bottom slice of bread with the shaved turkey piled on it and dragged it back with her into the bushes.
“I’ll get you water.” The girl scrambled to her feet and ran off into the overlarge house.
The ground was hard and cold but Sorcha curled next to the turkey-covered bread. She never napped during the day, not since she was a child, but like eating meat it was another need she couldn’t fight.
She closed her eyes. Visions came but they were her own: Fletcher lying on the sidewalk, his eyes like glass. A sad faced CEO chasing her; crashing her car into a ditch. A cat switching bodies with her.
One thing was certain, she’d reached the bottom. It couldn’t get any worse than this.
***
A cat! A cat! Gwen ran into the house, the words humming a happy song in her mind. This morning when she’d awakened, she’d tingled all over. She’d thought maybe the feeling meant something good was going to happen today. Maybe her mom and dad would come home from Greece.
But Katie, her nanny, had been grouchy, her eyes red. She said she was up until three in the morning studying for her calculus class. Gwen had sat huddled in the chair, feeling guilty because Katie had to get up to make her oatmeal—that Gwen didn’t even like—then take her to her private school, a twenty-five minute drive.
School was okay. She thought of herself like wallpaper, the kind that blended in and wasn’t noticed. If no one noticed her, they wouldn’t know she was a freak.
But the tingle remained with her. When Brandy Newhauser, the most popular girl in school, sat next to her at library, Gwen had held her breath. Maybe Brandy was going to talk to her. The thought had made her heart thump inside her chest and her breaths catch in her throat. If Brandy talked to her, what would Gwen say back?
Turning her back to Gwen, Brandy spoke to the girl on her other side who said something back that made them both giggle. Gwen had felt let down and relieved at the same time. Even though she was smart in school, the only time she said anything that made people laugh was when they were laughing at her.
When she reached home, Katie had made turkey sandwiches and steamed broccoli and carrots. Eeww! “Another diet?”
Katie put her hands on her wide hips. “Are you saying I’m fat?”
“I don’t think you’re fat,” Gwen said and grabbed the sandwich. Katie’s laptop, books and papers were spread over the table, so maybe she wasn’t dieting but just making something easy. “Is it okay if I eat outside?”
“It’s cold.” Katie sat again, sliding a book closer. “I don’t want you to catch anything. Your parents will blame me.”
“People don’t catch colds from cold air but from germs on doorknobs and stuff.”
“I know that. I’m in college.” Katie gave her a don’t-be-a-smartass scowl. “What about your vegetables?”
Gwen gave the brocs and carrots a glance. “When I get back I can eat them.”
“You better.” Katie nodded toward the door. “You can go, but stay near the house. It’ll be dark in a little while. I don’t want to chase you down like last time.”
Gwen nodded and hurried away before Katie could change her mind. As she left the house, the tingle grew stronger. Almost like a tickle in her tummy.
Something good was going to happen. She knew it.
Then she found the cat. It ate her food. Now she’d get it water.
As she barreled back into the kitchen, Katie glanced up from her book. “Eat your vegetables,” she said. “No vegetables, no dessert.”
“Okay.” Gwen snagged a bowl from the cupboard. When she spooned veggies into it, Katie’s eyebrows rose at her choice of container but she didn’t say anything.
Gwen sat at the table and scarfed down her veggies. Katie looked at her once.
“Your face is flushed.”
Gwen’s nerves buzzed a warning. “I’m okay.”
“Are you feeling all right?” Katie reached out and put her hand on Gwen’s forehead. “You feel cool.”
“I’m okay.” She chewed faster. The quicker she swallowed, the less she tasted the broccoli.
“Don’t eat too fast,” Katie said, but she was frowning at her notebook computer, her hands already on the keyboard.
Gwen watched the clock on the microwave. It took her three whole minutes to finish the vegetables. “Okay, I’m done.” She jumped off the chair, planning her next moves.
“Rinse off the bowl and put it in the dishwasher.”
“Okay.” Gwen yanked the faucet on and rinsed off the scummy broccoli pieces. She slammed the faucet off, then opened the dishwasher just behind Katie.
“You’re being helpful tonight. Thank you.”
Gwen jumped. Katie was turned around in her chair, looking straight at her. She even smiled, something she hardly ever did. Fear paralyzed Gwen’s vocal chords. She put the bowl in the dishwasher and slid it closed.
“Have two cookies,” Katie said.
“Can I eat them outside?”
“No, it’s cold out there and your color’s too high. I’m not taking any chances.” Her mouth thinned and she turned back to her book.
Gwen wanted to scream. Instead she grabbed two cookies from the jar. “I’ll take them into my room.”
Katie nodded. “Don’t make a mess for Bonnie.”
“I won’t.” Gwen liked Bonnie. Too bad Bonnie wasn’t her nanny and Katie her cleaning lady. Then she’d make a big mess for Katie.
Gwen stomped up the front stairway to her room. She tossed the cookies in her desk drawer then tiptoed to the back stairway. With every footstep, the boards under the carpet creaked, making Gwen wince. She reached the first floor and scuttled past the library, the study and the dining room that no one used.
When she reached the open kitchen, she dropped to her knees and crawled, afraid to look inside, as if her gaze would draw Katie’s eyes, holding her breath in case Katie heard her over the music. Finally, she reached the other living room wall and her breath gushed out.
Scrambling to her feet, she glanced around at the cream furniture, walls and carpet. Gwen’s mother called it the “white room.” Gwen told Bonnie the cleaning lady that it was the “boring room,” and Bonnie had laughed until she wiped tears from her cheeks.
An empty crystal candy bowl sat on the coffee table. Perfect. Gwen grabbed the bowl and tiptoed out. Maybe the cat would come out for water and let her pet it. If she did, it would be the best thing ever.
Max looked at the woman in his bed. With her creamy skin and dark hair she reminded him of Sleeping Beauty. Since he was no prince, he resisted the urge to bend down and kiss her. He was stepping backward toward the hall when her eyes opened.
They were the same green as Belle’s. She saw him, smiled and held out her arms, as if to a lover.
He leaned toward her, drawn as though an invisible hand pulled him. Her eyes rounded, her pupils expanded. Her tongue darted out, licking her lip. He pulled himself up and put his arms behind his back, locking his hands together.
“We’ll be eating in an hour. I came to ask what you wanted on your pizza.”
She stared at him, a vulnerable look in her eyes.
He cleared his throat. “You’ve had pizza before, haven’t you? Everyone’s had pizza.”
Blinking, she shook her head.
“Are you a vegetarian? I can order a vegetable pizza.”
She slapped her hand over her mouth, muffling a giggle.
“I guess that means no.”
Her hand dropped but the smile remained. She shifted, her hair sliding on the pale blue pillowcase.
As if she’d pressed a switch, his genitals grew heavy. Not good, not good at all. Sorcha had been in a serious accident this morning. And he didn’t know her. She might be engaged. She might be insane. She might be confused. Anything to explain her odd acceptance of her situation.
Nothing confusing or odd about the reactions of his body. It was responding to an attractive woman in his bed, but he wasn’t letting it control his mind. He stepped back. “I’ll order you what I’m having.”
She nodded.
“It would be a lot better if you could talk.” He turned to leave.
“I talk.” She spoke slowly, her voice husky.
He snapped around. “Could you talk before this?”
She shook her head and bit her lip. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know? Is it shock? Trauma?” He waited. She’d tell him the problem, he’d take care of it, send her on her way, and his life would go back to normal.
***
Belle’s brain ached from talking. Meowing was so much easier. Humans made everything difficult, even communication. So few words, so many meanings.
“You want to tell me about yourself?” Max asked.
She put a hand on the bruise on her forehead, just like Annette in today’s TV show. “Amnesia.” She’d practiced saying it while watching the show, the mmm sound easier than the nnn. “I have amnesia.”
“Amnesia?” He looked at her with disbelief. “The only people I’ve heard of with amnesia are actors in bad TV shows. If you’re afraid of someone, tell me. I’ll protect you.” His gaze shifted to her ring. “No matter what. You have my promise.”
She nodded. Of course he’d protect her. She’d never thought anything different.
“Do you want to tell me?” He moved closer, bending, the same concentration in his blue eyes as when he was reading one of his travel books.
“Pretty eyes,” she said.
He snapped back. “You don’t need to flirt with me. I already told you I’ll protect you.”
“You have pretty eyes,” she repeated. He also had a pretty face and body, but she decided not to say that.
What had she done wrong? Max told her all the time how pretty she was. “Pretty Belle.” “Beautiful Belle.” “Pretty kitty.” She always liked it. Didn’t humans like to be called nice things?
“Well, thanks.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and backed up. “I’ll order the pizza. You like garlic bread?”
She shook her head. She liked meat. Lots of meat.
“We’ll probably eat in about a half hour.” One corner of his mouth flicked up. “Don’t go anywhere.”
She shook her head. Where would she go? This was her home.
As soon as he left, she stretched, holding the position for a long moment. Then she rubbed her cheek against the pillow. It was soft and smelled of Max. Now her smells mingled with his, her cat body and her human body.
A knock rattled the door. A mewl came out of her mouth, the unfamiliar words forgotten for a second. The door opened before she remembered how to purse her lips and where to stick her tongue to tell whoever it was to come in. Unless it was Caroline. Her she would tell not to come in.
“You’re decent? Too bad.” Ted strolled inside, clothes draped over his arm. “Max said you’re eating with us tonight. I thought you’d like a change of clothes.” He tossed his armload of garments on the foot of the bed. “They’re my sister’s exercise clothes. They should stretch or shrink to fit you. Tory won’t mind if you wear them.”
Belle nodded. Tory liked her. Tory had wanted to take her to New York, but of course Belle couldn’t go. This was her home. Why would she want to live anywhere else?
“I’ll leave now.” Ted glanced at his watch. “You have enough time to take a quick bath or a shower and change.”
Watching him leave, Belle felt sick inside her stomach.
Bath? Shower?
No, no and no!
She wasn’t going to do it. She refused to do it.
But if she didn’t, they’d smell her. Cats groomed themselves all the time, but they didn’t wash away their scents. Any animal knew scents were good. Water was for drinking. Inside the body, not outside.
Her mouth set. She threw back the covers, rolled out of bed, marched into the bathroom, knelt by the bathtub and turned on the faucets the way she’d seen Max do so often. Anything a human could do, a cat could do—no matter how disgusting and unnatural.
But she’d better find Sorcha and get her body back. Fast.
How many more indignities could she stand?
***
“Are you there, kitty?”
Sorcha woke. In her human body, she would’ve jumped up screaming. In this cat body, she knew immediately she was hidden in the bushes, it was morning, and there was no way anyone could see her unless she allowed it.
That was not going to happen.
“Here’s water and food for you.”
Well, maybe...
“Please, I’ll scoot back to the tree, like yesterday. I promise I won’t touch you until you’re ready.”
Sorcha listened to the girl’s footsteps recede. She peered through the sharp-needled branches but saw only bright sunlight. The tiny squeak of athletic shoes sliding against grass stopped. Something slithered against bark and she guessed the girl was sitting on the ground.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/22350 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!