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They say of some temporal suffering, No future bliss can make up for it, not knowing that Heaven, once attained, will work backwards and turn every agony into a glory. And of some sinful pleasure they say, Let me but have this and Ill take the consequences: little dreaming how damnation will spread back and back into their past and contaminate the pleasure of the sin. Both processes begin even before death.

C.S. LEWIS, The Great Divorce
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At the edge of the sea, the small village, even among the shadows of its lush oaks and pines, seemed smothered by the unseasonal summer heat that had baked into every stairway and crevice and shop wall. The rising coastal temperatures, mixed with high humidity from the sullen Pacific, produced a sweltering steam bath that had lasted through all of July, and was not typical for the central California coast. The scent of hot pinesap was mixed sharply with the salty stink of iodine at low tide. And from the narrow streets, the scent of suntan oil rose unpleasantly to the three cats where they sprawled on a cottage rooftop, in the ineffectual shade of a stone chimney, indolently washing their pawsavoiding the crush of tourists feet and the scorching sidewalks, which felt like a giant griddle; if a cat stood for a moment on the concrete, hed come away with blistered pawsJoe Greys white paws felt blistered. The gray tomcat sprawled, limp, across the shingles, his white belly turned up to the nonexistent breeze as he tried to imagine cool sea winds.


Near Joe, the long-haired tortoiseshell lifted her head occasionally to lick one mottled black-and-brown paw. Kit had the longest coat of the three, so she was sure she suffered the most. Only dark tabby Dulcie was up and moving, irritably pacing. Joe watched her, convinced she was fretting for no reason.

But you couldnt tell Dulcie anything; shed worked herself into a state over her housemate and nothing he could say seemed to help.

Below them on the narrow streets, the din of strangers voices reached them, and the shrill laughter of a group of children. Tourists wandered by the dozens, dressed in shorts and sandals, lapping up ice cream and slipping into small shops looking for a breath of cooler air; the restaurant patios were crowded with visitors enjoying iced drinks, their leashed dogs panting beneath the tables. Strangers stared in through the windows of shaded cottages that were tucked among bright gardens, into shadowed sitting rooms and bedrooms that looked cool and inviting. Lazily Joe rose to peer over at a pair of loud-voiced, sweating joggers heading for the beach to run on the damp sand, as if they might catch up to an ocean breeze.

With a soft hush of paws, Dulcie came to stand beside him at the edge of the roof, silent and frowning, looking not at the busy streets below but up at the round hills that rose above the villagehills burnt dry now, humping against the sky as brown as grazing beasts.

They could see nothing moving there, no human hiking the dusty trails, no rider on horseback; the deer and small wild creatures would be asleep in the shade, if they could find any shade. Even among the ruins hidden among the highest slopes, the feral cats would be holed up in cool caverns beneath the fallen walls. For a long time Dulcie stood looking in that direction, her peach-tinted ears sharply forward, her head tilted in a puzzled frown.

What? Joe said, watching her.

I dont know. She turned to look at him, her green eyes wide and perplexed. I feel likeAs if theyre thinking of us. She blinked and lashed her tail. As if Willow is thinking of us, as if she knows how I feel. She narrowed her green eyes at him, but then she rubbed against his shoulder, brushing her whiskers against his. I guess that makes no sense; maybe its the heat.

Joe didnt answer. He knew she was upsetand females were prone to fancies. Who knew what two females together, even at such a distance, could conjure between them? Maybe both Dulcie and the pale calico had that fey quality humans found so mysterious in the feline. Maybe their wild, feral friend, with her unusual talents of perception and speech that matched their own, maybe she did indeed sense that Dulcie was worried and fretting. Who knew what Willow was capable of?

But Dulcie was worrying over nothing, as far as Joe could see. Dulcies human housemate had gone off before, for the weekend, driving up the coast to the city, and Dulcie had never fretted as she did now.

Now, Dulcie thought she had reason, and Joe looked at her intently. Prisoners have escaped from jail before, Dulcie. That, and the fact that Wilma is later than she promised, does not add up to disaster. Youre building a mountain out of pebbles.

Dulcie turned, hissing at him. Cage Jones better keep away from her. Wilmas done with supervising him and too many bad-ass convicts like him, done with the kind of stress they dumped on her for twenty years. She doesnt need any more ugly tangles and ugly people messing up her life.




But despite what either Dulcie or Joe thought, tangles were building, complications that would indeed snare Dulcies housemate. The scenario had started two months earlier on the East Coast, when an old man entered the continental U.S. When Greeley Urzey stepped off that plane, he set in motion events that would weave themselves into Wilma Getzs destiny as surely as a cats paw will snarl a skein of yarn.

The old mans flight from Central America entered the States officially at Miami, where passengers would connect with other flights after lining up to go through customs inspection. Deplaning, Greeley smiled, sure of himself and cocky. Hed slip through customs clean as a whistle, as he always did, not an ounce of contraband on him, this time, for the feds to find. Even if hed had anything tucked away, hed have waltzed right on through slick as a greased porker, always had, always would, hed never yet got caught. And, he thought, smiling, there were better ways to bring what he wanted into the States.

Hed gotten most of it through over a period of years, tucked in among household furnishings in them big metal overseas containers. Them feds couldnt search everything.

Well, that part was behind him now. Half of it already cashed out and stashed away, and in a few days hed have the rest, all hed ever need. He didnt live high like some of them fancy international types: high on the hog, and dangerous.

He fidgeted and shuffled through the long, tedious customs line with its pushy feds and too many nosy damn questions, but after that hassle he still had a good share of the four-hour layover to do as he pleased; enough time for the one important phone call, make sure his contact was in place. Then a couple of drinks and a decent meal instead of them cold airline snacks you had to pay for. Sure as hell not like the old days on Pan Am, free champagne if he flew first class, a nice filet and fancy potatoes all included in the price of your flight, good Colombian coffee and a rich dessert. Now it was pay, pay, pay, and lucky to get a dry sandwich. Even customs, in the old days, didnt make all this fuss. Boarding was the same wayall this new high-powered routine they said would stop terrorists. So high tech that for a while there they were stopping babies in arms from boarding, refusing to let toddlers in diapers on the plane if they didnt have all the right ID. Sure as hell the world had seen better days.

Hed boarded in Panama City at seven A.M. and now, approaching the Bay Area and nearly suppertime, his whiskers itched and his rough gray hair tickled under his collar. The flight from Central America seemed longer every time he took it, though he didnt return to the States often. Hed gone to work for the Panama Canal Company when he was twenty, and then later for the Panamanian government, a forty-year hitch all together. Now, at last, with a little fast footwork, he was getting together the kind of retirement money that would let him laugh at the rest of the world.

Well, he sure as hell wasnt retiring stateside. A visit to California every few years was plenty. Better living in the tropics, better weather, better people. Hell of a lot more opportunities. Too bad a man had to come up to the States to sell his takeif he wanted to sell it safe, not get a knife in his ribs.

Theyd taken off from Miami in early afternoon, the sun over the left wing blazing in his eyes as they banked to head west. Full of a good meal in an airport caf, hed leaned back in his seat, in a better mood, going over his moves. Planned to pick up a rental at San Francisco Airport, better known as SFO. Get the montly rate, and he could use a car that long. Check into some airport motel, hit the road early tomorrow morningfirst, the short drive down the coast to Molena Point. Couple of hours, get in and out of the village nice and easy, not run into his sister. He sure didnt want to see Mavity now, she asked too many questions. She always had been too damned judgmental. Then head south for L.A., on 101. Long trip down and back, but that couldnt be helped if he wanted cash in his jeanswanted cash in the bank, in big numbers. He didnt look forward to those megalane city freeways in southern California, he was too used to the slow, crowded streets of Panama and the narrow jungle roads.

When hed gotten back to San Francisco and took care of business, hed make one more quick trip to Molena Point without Mavitys knowing. Later on, though, he planned to spend some time in the village, and camp out at his sisters.

Hed waited a long time to make this sale and he wished the price was higher now. But the time was right, and his contact to the fence was available nowor would be when he got to L.A. Strange, Cage Jones in and out of prison all those years and leaving his half of the stash hidden like he did.

Well, Greeley thought, he had salted his own share away, too, while he was out of the country. But in a safer place. Sometimes, you had to trust a bank.

But Cage never did. Well, everyone to his own. Question was, where had Cage hidden it?

Greeley smiled. Hed find out; might take some time, but he had time.

Right now, the hard part was done. Theyd both got their share into the country. Now, once he picked up Cage from prison, selling his own share would be a piece of cake.

Somewhere along the way hed buy a car, maybe one of them old-fashioned-looking PT Cruisers; that old thirties era look suited his sense of humor. He wasnt never no high roller to be buying some fancy convertible, he wasnt out to impress no one, and he liked doing things his own way.

Looking ahead, he could see the lights of the Bay Area now blazing out of the dark. Hell of a lot more lights spread out than you saw over Panama City. Propping his feet on his wrinkled leather duffle, Greeley settled into the feel of the big 757 cutting speed and dropping altitude. Soon felt the little bump as she let down her landing gear. Pilots tinny voice over the loudspeaker said the city was sixty-five degrees and foggy, and that made him shiver. He wished this coast had warmer summers; here it was May and he doubted it would get much warmer except maybe a few scattered days in July. Pulling his coat around him, he settled deeper into his seat as the plane hauled back and touched down; deafened by the roar of the plane on the runway, then waiting to deplane, he went over his schedule again to make sure he hadnt missed anything.

The minute the door opened, everyone stood up and crowded into the aisle. Greeley stood, too, but didnt move out, picked up his leather duffle and set it on the seat beside him, watched them crowd out like a flock of brainless chickens.

The next days went smooth as glass; hed missed nothing in his planning. When it was over and he had the cash, he headed down the coast in the rental car, for Molena Point; but again he didnt call his sister. He closed out his now empty safe-deposit box, and in three other village banks he opened modest checking accounts and new SD boxes, each in a new and different name for which he had obtained new IDs in the city. He filled the boxes with sealed envelopes containing bound packages of hundreds. Then he took himself back to the city for a little vacation. Nice but modest hotel room where he watched stateside TV, read the papers, enjoyed room service. Didnt do no shopping, fancy clothes meant nothing. Hed buy a car later, in Molena Point, after hed made his presence known to Mavity.

She wouldnt be happy to see him. She lived with three other women now. Strange thing to do, putting her bit of money from the condemnation sale of her marsh-side house into a fourth share of a house big enough for the four old women. The chicken feed she called her savings. Said she wanted to keep her independence, not go into a home. Well, he could understand thatbut likely shed gotten scammed somehow in that house deal and just didnt know it yet.



It was nearly a month later, in mid-July, that Greeley was ready to return to Molena Point and move in with his sister. He booked the short flight from SFO on a one-way ticket. He didnt call Mavity; shed figure out some reason he couldnt stay there with her. Hed take a cab from the airport, give her a nice surprise.

At least the weather had turned hot; even on the coast it was up in the high nineties, hot as hell itself, just the way he liked it. On the short flight, and again as he swung into the cab outside the little peninsula airport, he thought about them two village cats. Them talking catshed had his share of those snitches. Hoped they kept their distance, this time.

He sure didnt want them hanging around him, nosing into his business. Them cats saw too much. They got into too many places, always snooping, damn near as nosy as his sister. And talk about judgmental. Them Molena Point catsNot judgmental like the black tom who used to run with him, whod used to break into stores with him. Azraeld been opinionated, all right, and he sure as hell said his piece. But that black tom, he wasnt never hot for law and order.

That Joe Grey and his tabby friend, those two thought they were Gods gift to law enforcement.

Somewhere hed heard, maybe from his ex-wife, there was a third cat hanging around with them. Another snoop, you could bet. Well, he didnt want no truck with cats, no more than he did with cops. Just wanted to be left to his own affairs, thank you.
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Now, as Joe Grey and Dulcie stood on the scorching rooftops looking up toward the old ruins, Dulcie frowning and wondering, up there among the fallen stone walls, they could see no creature. If theyd been nearer, an occasional small shadow might have been glimpsed flitting through the tall dry grass and brown weeds. But among the ancient oaks, no deer grazed; the deer had left in search of water. Only the wild little cats slipping stealthily among the rubble, only they knew where to find water, deep in hidden cellars and chambers beneath the fallen walls of the crumbling old estate: ten sentient cats prowling through the ruined mansion, wandering through its moldering interiors that now stood open, like ancient stage sets, the faded wall-paper curling down in long, dirty strips.

Atop a ragged wall, Willow paused in her nervous pacing, her bleached-calico coat blending into the colors of the fallen stone; thinking of Dulcie, she stared down across the dry hills, to the far village. Somethings wrong, she told her two companions. Dulcies troubled, she is afraid and troubled.

Even if she was, said the long-eared tom skeptically, what could we do? We could do nothing.

But the white tom said not a word; he hated the village, he had still not recovered from their entrapment there and their panicked escape.

The other seven of their small wild band had already vanished at Willows mention of trouble, fleeing among the basement caverns; and soon Cotton and Coyote slipped away, too, leaving Willow alone, shivering and wondering.



And down in the village, Dulcie turned away from pacing the hot shingles, restlessly counting the hours until Wilma would be home. Her housemate had been gone only three days, but to Dulcie it could as well have been three months. Shed never felt like this before at Wilmas absences. She thought of going home again, thought maybe Wilma would be there now. Or she could stay home and wait for her in the relative coolness of their stone cottagebut shed been home just an hour before; the bright rooms were too empty, their cozy cottage echoed with loneliness; she had left again quickly, her skin rippling at the desolation of the empty house and the fear that gnawed at her.

Her increasing panic was wearing her into a near frenzy; she was so wired that Joe, who had lain down again, collapsing in the one small patch of shade on the hot roof, raised his sleek, silver-gray head to stare irritably at Dulcie, the white strip down his nose narrowed in a frown, his slitted yellow eyes flashing his annoyance.

Will you calm down? What do you expect? The womans shopping. Give her a little slack.


But she might not know that Cage Jones escaped from jail this morning! Dulcie stared at Joe, her tail lashing. She might be wandering innocently around the shops, without a clue. Dont you care?

Shes a trained federal officer, Dulcie. Even if she is retired. You dont give her much credit. Shes armed, and she isnt going to let some sleazy escaped con slip up on her.

But Jones hates her. He has to hate her now, after she testified to send him back to prison. Dont you think hes in a rage! Thats why he broke out, Joe! To get at Wilma!

You cant know that!

But Dulcie looked away, toward the clock in the courthouse tower; it seemed ages ago that it had struck five thirty. She promised to be home by early afternoon, and now its nearly suppertime!

The clock struck five thirty ten minutes ago. In my book, thats late afternoon. A woman shopping should punch a time clock? When were hunting rabbits, do you come home right at suppertime? How many nights has Wilma paced the cottage worrying about you?

The kit had awakened and was listening, licking her long, mottled fur. She gave Dulcie a round-eyed gaze. You know what shoppings like. We dream of shopping, of being human shoppersThe silks, the cashmeresAnd shes not only buying clothes for herself, shell buy presents for us, and for Charlie. Wilma always buys presents. Charlie was Wilmas only niece, the only family Wilma had, besides Dulciebut Wilma was Dulcies only family! And now, when Joe and Kit refused to understand, Dulcie turned her back on them, lay down, and closed her eyes.

Ever since Dulcie had discovered she could speak and could understand human language, she and Wilma had shared all confidences. Almost all, Dulcie thought. Some things, like teasing coyotes or leaping long distances from tree to tree, would unnecessarily worry a human. They shared most of their meals and certainly they shared the special treats from Jollys Deli that Wilma liked to bring home. They shared the blue afghan on the velvet couch, and they shared the big double bed in Wilmas bright bedroom, where they curled up to read, both from the same page, while a cozy fire blazed in the small red woodstove in the corner of the bedroom. Or Wilma would read to her; that was how Dulcie had learned to read, by following the pages as Wilma said the words. Shed had no idea, when she was a kitten, that those strange papers Wilma stared at for hours could offer up such wonderful worlds for a cat to explore. Dulcies discovery of her latent talents, of her ability to master the human language, had opened gigantic worlds for herjust as that discovery had revealed amazing new worlds to Joe Grey; together the two cats had stepped into realms of history and myth and human endeavor far beyond their own feline world.

The kit, on the other hand, had always known she could speak, from as far back as she could remember, from the time when she was an orphaned kitten tagging, unwanted, behind a band of feral cats; though those wildly roaming cats had seldom spoken to her, keeping their conversations among themselves. Except when they said cruelly, We dont need that straggly weanling. No one wants a tortoiseshell around. Chase it away, theres hardly enough garbage for the rest of us.

Dulcie tried to think about the tortoiseshells precarious kittenhood, to think about anything besides Wilma, but she couldnt. Wilma will be home in an hour, she told herself. Wilma can take care of herself, she is trained and she is armed and she is clever.


But maybe she should just go home once more. Each time shed raced home, shed tried to reach Wilma, leaping to Wilmas desk, punching the speaker button and then the one-digit number for Wilmas cell phone. Five times, the voice mail came on. Five times, shed left the same message. Cage Jones has escaped from jail! Have you turned on the news or seen the paper? He escaped this morning, about the time you left the city. Please, please watch out for him! Please, come home! Now! Please, please be careful! Wasnt Wilma checking her phone?

And why wasnt she?

If shed gotten Dulcies frantic messages, she would have replied.

If she could reply. And terror gripped Dulcie. No one had any idea what Jones would do. The ex-con would be wild with fury not only at Wilma but at her partner, too. Both Mandell Bennett and Wilma had testified before a federal judge to send Jones back, and Dulcie knew enough about that kind of offender, from Wilma herself, to know that Jones would be hot for revenge. She had left three messages on Bennetts tape, too; though his office was in the city and he surely would have heard that Jones had walked out of jail using a false ID. Probably laughing to himself, the bastard.

This would be the second time Wilma and Bennett had helped send Jones up; the first time was ten years ago, just before Wilma had retired as a U.S. Probation Officer. This time, he had come out of federal prison in early June on conditional release. Hed stayed clean for all of a month, then been arrested the first week of July for transporting a stolen car across the state line. The judge, after looking over Joness files, had, in an unusual move, requested the testimony not only of Mandell, who was his present probation officer, but of Wilma, who had supervised Jones before her retirement.


Dulcie had seen Joness picture, and she knew from Wilma that the beefy, big-boned convict found the idea of rehabilitation a huge joke. Jones pretended to reform, lied and made a big show, then went his own way, following his own lawless agenda, forcing Mandell Bennett to send him back before the judge.

Bennett had been a green young officer when Wilma first met him; his first assignment was as her partner. Now he covered Molena Point out of the San Francisco office, and when he made a trip to the village, they often had lunch together. Wilma had driven up to the city four days ago, meeting Mandell there, in court, to testify at Joness revocation hearing. The hearing had lasted two days; Friday afternoon, after the sentencing, Jones had threatened both Wilma and Bennett, and had been forcibly hauled out of the courtroom and locked in the San Francisco city jail to await transport back to the federal prison at Terminal Island.

Wilma had stayed in the city Saturday, seeing friends. Her plan was to leave for home early this Sunday morning, in time for several hours of shopping at the discount mall in Gilroyand this morning Jones had walked, mistakenly released when he presented the officer on duty with borrowed identification. Had walked out free, and dangerous.

Pacing the hot shingles, lashing her tail, Dulcie created such turmoil that Joe hissed and growled at her. Will you stop! Shes all right! Shell be home before dark. Between the heat and your fussing, youll work yourself into a frothing cat fit.

But she keeps her gun locked in the glove compartment, she wont take it in the stores while shes shopping, and a lot of good that will do her! Dulcie lashed her tail harder. Jones is as volatile as a pit bull jabbed with hot pokers. Armed robbery. Seven assaults on guards while he was in prison. Solitary confinement half the time, for fights with other inmates. And in this heat The tabby sighed. You know how a heat wave affects the unstable ones. Three weeks of scorching weather, every nut in the world is on the prod! The papers are full of itpetty thefts turning violent, family arguments escalating into rage and battery. Add all this heat to Joness anger, you dont know what will happen!

Joe looked at her, and stretched in the suns baking heat, and he licked a white paw. But then he rose and nuzzled her ear and said he was sorryand he had to admit that in hot weather there was always a jump in the crime rate. Ask any cop, Joe saw the reports and arrest sheets on Chief Harpers desk. Or ask the highway patrolCHP could tell you about the increase in road rage. And all up and down the coast, the unseasonable heat had escalated silly pranks into acts of hate, prodded simmering resentments into mayhem, exploded friendly arguments and familial conflicts into violence. And now, just two nights ago, a brutal murder in the village.

Both of Chief Max Harpers detectives and the chief himself were working long hours overtime, as were their street patrols, who yearned for additional men and women on the force. The three cats, intent on their own input into police matters, with their own unique ways of discovering evidence, wished they could lead double lives. Or, given that cats have nine lives anyway, they could use several of those lives now, all at once. This late-afternoons nap on the roof was the first time Joe had been still in days, the first time he had not been lying on the dispatchers desk listening to radio communications or snooping into apartments or homes where the police did not yet have sufficient evidence to enter. He was idle now, waiting for additional information on the break-in murder to come into the station, just as the detectives were waiting. The village woman, whom everyone knew and liked, had been shot and killed in her bed at three in the morning. She had been alone, her husband on a business trip.

Perhaps she had awakened, surprised the burglar in her bedroom and maybe screamed or in some way alarmed him, and hed fired at her in panic; the coroners report said she had not been molested. The event created unusual fear in the village; suddenly everyone was security conscious. Doors and windows were being kept locked at night despite the killing heat, and all five village locksmiths were working overtime to replace credit card locks and weak window closures that should have been tended to long ago.

After the police left the crime scene, the three cats had slipped into the house through a roof vent and down through the attic trapdoor; they had gone over the scene carefully, searching particularly for scents that the officers couldnt detect. But they had found nothing suspicious, no smell that did not belong to a cop or to the householders, no tiny overlooked item that the police hadnt listed and cataloged. Ordinarily Dulcie was as eager as Joe and the tortoiseshell kit to track a killer, but now she couldnt even keep her mind on the appalling murder. Every fiber of her little cat body resounded with missing Wilma, she knew that Wilma was in danger or was soon to be; now, nervously, she rose. Im going home again.

Joe looked at her with strained patience. But then he gave her a whisker kiss and licked her ear. Shall I come with you?

No. I just want to go home and see. She was panting with the heat but shivering, too, all at odds with herself. Ill be right back. Ifif she isnt there. And she turned away. But at once, Joe was beside her again.


Dont, Dulcie. Dont be angry. I know youre worried. I just The tomcats fierce yellow eyes looked naked for a moment. I just dont know what to do about it. He looked deeply at her. I could call Clyde, we could go to Gilroy to look for her. But we could miss her on the highway. We could call the station, tell the chief shes not home yet, but its

I know its too soon, Dulcie said. And I know that every cop is looking for JonesCHP, the county sheriffs. California Highway Patrol always provided excellent backup. I know theres a warrant out for him. Maybemaybe shes pulling into the drive right this minute. Or She stared hopefully at Joe. Or standing in the garden, calling me! For a moment, she leaned into him. Then she took off across the rooftops, running flat outand praying hard.
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