Star
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

He sat on the front steps of hishouse asif he were waiting for her. Anna Jarrett parked her dirty white
Taurus against the curb and ducked her head as she got out. Maybe if she avoided eye contact, he would
leave her done.

But, just as she expected, he got up and strode across the lawn. She hunched even farther forward and
hurried toward her house. It had afence on dl four sdes and agate she aways left closed. Private, small,
and hers. Wasn't the fence enough? Couldn't he understand that she wanted to be left alone?

“Um, miss?’ His voice was degp and resonant.

Anna clutched her purse againgt her sde and fumbled with the latch on the gate. She could hear his
approach, the dight crunching sound of hisfeet onthedry grass.

“Miss?’
His shadow fell across her and she was trapped. She couldn't pretend she didn't see him.

Her breath was coming in short, nervous gasps. It was dl she could do to keep from hyperventilating.
She kept her head down, her fingers still struggling with the latch.

“I'm not going to hurt you,” he said and thistime his voice was soft. “I'm your neighbor. | just havea
question.”

She closed her eyesfor the briefest of moments, steeling herself, then she stood straight and faced him.

He was younger than she expected—in his mid-thirties—tall and broad-shouldered. His hair was golden
and curly, the kind of hair usualy found on pictures of cherubs, not on grown men. His eyes were adark
brown. They seemed warm. But she had been fooled by warmth before.

“Hi.” Hegmiled. “I'm Pete.”

She remembered. The house next door had originaly been his parents. She'd played with him afew times
when she had been achild, but she didn't expect him to remember her. That had been avery long time

ago.
“I waswondering if you owned acat.”

Warmth flooded her face and she had to turn away so that he wouldn't see that tears which stung her
eyes. She reached for the latch again, and he caught her fingers.

Histouch was gentle. “1 didn't mean to upset you.”
She pulled her fingersfrom hisgrasp. “I don't have acat.”

“I was just asking because there's been a scruffy looking white cat hanging around your house. If it's not
yours, maybe I'll seeif | can find it ahome. I've been feeding it.”

“White?’ she asked in spite of hersdlf.

He nodded. “ All white except for ablack star just above its eyes and black paws. I've never seen
markingslikethat.”



She had. Her ssomach twisted. “He asked you to say that, didn't he?’
“What?" Pete frowned. “Who asked me what?’

“To say that you'd seen awhite cat with astar on her face.” Anna squared her shoulders. She was
backed against the fence with nowhere to go. He was bigger than she was and stronger. Her only option
was to run back to the car, and he blocked her way. Still, shed get around him if she could. “ Thisisjust
cruel. Y ou bother me again and I'm calling the police.”

“Wait.” Pete hed up his handslike aman who'd just touched something hot. “1 didn't talk to anyone. |
redly am your neighbor and | really have been feeding awhite cat. If you wait here, | can proveit.”

He backed away from her, then sprinted for his house. She waited until helet himsdlf insde before
reaching for the latch again. Thistime, she had no trouble opening the gate. She went through, shut it, and
latched it again, wishing the front fence wastal enough to hide her yard.

She ran up her porch steps and was unlocking her front door when she heard his door close.
“Wait!” hesaid.

She dipped inside, shut the door behind hersdlf, and locked al three deadbolts, then secured the chain
for good measure. She double-checked her window locks, then went to the back door to make sure it
was locked too. She kept her curtains closed and sank onto one of her kitchen chairs, until shewas sure
he had gone away.

* k% k% %

The next morning Annarose a dawn. She had gotten four hours of deep which was better than she
could have expected under the circumstances. She had spent haf the night worrying about the encounter,
wondering what it meant. Pete had lived in that house dl hislife. She had just moved in Sx months
before. Still, she couldn't get past the fedling that Nell had somehow contacted him.

Nell. Thevery thought of him made her shake. Even though he was safely locked up in Attica, not even
eligiblefor parole for another thirty years, she till looked over her shoulder expecting to see him. And his
obsession with her—his deep anger at her—hadn't ended. He'd sent threatening |etters to her mother
which had taken more lega action to stop, and then he had started a subtler campaign to terrorize her
sster—acampaign Annas lawyer argued had redly been aimed a Anna.

Finaly ajudge had ordered al communication with Annas friends and family off-limitsto Neil and the
prison destroyed any |etters he wrote to people on her list. But her new neighbor Pete wasn't on that lit,
nor were new friends here in Wisconsin. She would have to update the list immediately. And even that
felt like she was giving away too much of hersdf to her past.

Of course, usng Star would be the quickest and most painful way to reach her. She had no ideawhy
Pete would even ask her that question, what he hoped to gain from it. Perhaps Nell had told him it would
be ajoke. Even though she didn't know why anyone would listen to aman who wrote | ettersin pencil on
lined paper, aman whose return address included the numbers of his cellblock in Attica

She had resisted the temptation to go on-line and found out as much as she could about her neighbor, to
seeif she could find his motivation for seeking her out. She could only hope that he would take her anger
the day before asthe warning it was, and leave her done.

After she showered, she made herself alight breskfast of cereal and tea, turning on ajazz c.d. instead of
the morning news, and grabbing aromance novel instead of the newspaper. She knew better than to hear



of violence a the start of her day. If shewasn't careful, violent news stories brought on panic attacks or
worse. Her therapist said the Post-Traumatic Stress symptoms would eventualy go away, but it was
always best not to trigger them. Anna had atwo-pagelist of thingsto avoid just to keep herself
somewhat calm.

Routines helped. So did her photography. When she finished eating, she grabbed her cameraand went
out the back door to seeif she could catch the early morning light in her garden.

What she saw made her freeze.

A white cat sat on the dew-covered grass, haloed in aray of sunlight. The cat had black feet and astar
on itsforehead.

Annagasped.

The cat heard her, turned toward her and meowed—a husky, raspy, unique sound that Annathought
sheld never hear again.

Anna screamed and stumbled back into the house.
Sheld seen aghog, and its presencein her sanctuary nearly broke her heart.

* k% k% %

"All you do isfondle that damn cat.” Neil snatched Star out of her arms. Star squirmed, hissing and
Spitting. “Maybe you should pay aitention to me sometime.”

He dammed Star against the wall. Annalaunched herself across the room, grabbing for Star. The cat had
stopped fighting. She looked woozy. Neil dropped her. Star landed on her back, and didn't move.

But Annadid. All the months of fear and terror rose up inside her. She clawed at his eyes, throwing
hersdf againgt him, until he grabbed her by the neck and shoved her backwards.

Her head hit the wall with aloud smack. Pain shuddered through her and shelost her grip on him. His
thumbs pressed against her windpipe, and suddenly the fear was back.

Shewas going to lose thistime. Shewas going to lose...

And then sheredlized shewasin her own kitchen. Arms were wrapped around her, a strong body
holding her down, her head aching and her throat raw.

“Itsdl right. Itsdl right.”

The voice was mae and only vaguely familiar. The faint scent of sandalwood surrounded her, and the
touch, even though it restrained her, was gentle.

“Cdmdown. Please. It'sdl right.”

Shewasin her own kitchen, Neil wasin jail, and she had had aflashback. She went limp, and the arms
released her. A hand stroked her forehead.

“You gonnabedl right? Do | need to cal someone?’

That was when she recognized the voice. Pete, from next door. She moved away from him, her skin
flushing hat.



He was sitting on the floor, wearing gym shorts and a T-shirt depicting awhed with the sgns of the
Zodiac. Sunlight coming in the open door illuminated the fine golden hairs on hisarms and the unshaved
frizzon hisface.

“The door was open,” he said. “I didn't mean to bargein, but | heard you scream, and then all that
pounding.”

She touched her head. Shed dammed it against thewall again. Flashbacks. She would haveto call her
therapist, seeif he could squeeze her in that afternoon.

“Sorry,” shesaid.

“Sorry?’ Heraised hiseyebrows. “Y ou don't have to gpologize to me. | just want to know if | should call
someone.”

She shook her head. “I'll bedl right.”

He stood dowly, keeping his hands where she could see them. She redlized that he was doing so out of
concern for her, afraid that a sudden movement would startle her.

“I don't mean to butt in, but it looked like you were having some kind of fit. Medica atention might bein
order.”

“I'mfing” shesad again.
Hebit hislower lip, then shrugged. “Isthere anything else | can do?’

“No. Thanks.” She didn't sound grateful. She wasn't sure she was. She would have stopped eventually.
The flashback would have ended, and she would have found herself in a hegp on the floor, aching,
bruised, and shaken. He hadn't made a difference.

Except that sheld had amomentary feeling of security, afedling like she hadn't had for nearly two years.
“I'm, um, alittle hesitant to leave you done.” He hadn't moved.

“Oh, for godssake.” Her hands were shaking. The flashback was over, but the reaction wasn't. “| have
Pogt Traumatic Stress Syndrome. Thanksto your little prank last night, | saw awhite cat in the yard and
it triggered me.”

“Y ou think the cat was a product of your imagination?’

“You know it was,” she said. “For some reason, you decided to do what Neil asked and tell me you saw
awhite cat with astar on its forehead, and that had the desired result. Y ou can write to him and tell him
that. It1l please him that he's till having an effect.”

Pete rested his hands on the kitchen chair before him. The posture made him look relaxed, even though
his expression was haunted.

“I don't know anyone named Neil,” he said. “And | don't write to anyone, not even my mother. | have
been feeding awhite cat, and | can proveit.”

“Oh, you can?’ Her lipswere trembling now, but with repressed rage. How dare he torment her after he
redlized how vulnerable she was? The moment he left, shewould call the police.

“Yes.” Hewas using that calm voice again, the one he had used to get her out of her flashback. “The



cat's been sitting on your back porch during your entirefit. She's there now.”
Even though Annaknew thiswas a prank, she couldn't help herself. Shelooked.
A white cat was Sitting just outside the door, staring inside hesitantly. When it saw Anna, it mewed.

Annashivered. The cat sounded like Star. But it couldn't be. Just before she'd passed out, sheld seen
Star immobile on the floor. When she had gotten out of the hospital, dmost aweek later, treated for
broken bones and interna injuries as well as the damage to her throat, Star's body was gone. No one
would tell her what happened to her cat. All her friends had said was that she was lucky to have
urvived.

And she had been lucky. A neighbor had heard the pounding on the walls and the shouting and had
cdled 911. By thetime the police arrived, Annawas nearly dead. They had to pull Nell—till kicking and
hitting her—away from her unconscious body, and it had taken three men to restrain him.

She knew what she had looked like for months afterward. She had no ideahow Star had looked at the
end, only that it couldn't have been pretty.

“It'sdl right,” Pete said again. Only thistime, he wasn't talking to her. He wastalking to the cat. He had
crouched, extending his hands.

The cat didn't look at him. It looked at Anna.

The cat's eyes were green, like Star's had been. The black mark was afive-pointed Christmas star,
perfectly shaped, aso like Star's had been. And her dainty feet were pure black, just like Star's.

But her coat wasn't soft or shiny like Star's. Her fur was coarse and dull, and she was so thin that Anna
could see her ribs.

“Star?’ Annaasked.

The cat made asmal, hesitant chirrup. Anna crouched too, knowing the wrong kind of movement could
datletheanimd.

“Come here, baby,” shesaid in avoice she hadn't used in dmost ayear.

The cat chirruped again, stood and rubbed against the doorway. Anna kept her hands out, watching as
the cat wound her way into the house. Sowly she made her way past Pete, and then she cameto Anna.

Anna hesitantly petted her back, felt ared liveif scrawny and malnourished cat, and blinked back tears.

“Star?’ she asked again. The cat bumped its head against her hand and purred so loud that Anna's heart
ached.

“See? hesad. “Issheyours?’
Annashook her head. “ She's probably just hungry.”

“| think there's not doubt about that. 1've been feeding her, but I've been doing it outside, where she had
to share her food with every squirrel and raccoon who comes dong.”

“Who do you think she belongsto?’ Annaasked.

“I thought you knew. Y ou know her name.”



Annarubbed the cat's nose and the purring got louder. “That'sjust alogical name, considering her
markings”

“No,” hesaid. “Y ou recognize her. And she knowsyou.”

Annaswallowed. She garted to stand, but Star shoved hersdlf againgt Anna's hand again. Anna picked
her up and Star nestled against her neck—just like the real Star used to.

“I had acat named Star once,” Annasaid. “ Shelooked just like this”
“How do you know thisisn't the same cat?’

“Because she'sdead,” Annasaid.

Pete stood. “ Are you sure?’

Star landed on her back, and didn't move.

“Yeah,” Annawhispered. “I'm sure”

He studied her for amoment. The cat's paws were kneading her neck, sharp claws making pinpricksin
her kin.

“Wdll, then,” he said, “what do you want to do about her?| can keep feeding her outside, but | have
three catsindoors and two are elderly. | can't bring another in right now without upsetting the balance.”

“That'sokay,” Annasaid, surprising hersaf. “I'll keep her.”

Hewas gtill looking at her. It felt asif he could see through her. For amoment, she thought he was going
to say that she didn't dare take care of acat, not in her precarious mentd state. But he didn't.

“Let meknow if you need anything,” he said.

“I'will.” Then sheamiled a him. It might have been her first smile since she got out of the hospitd. She
wasnt sure, It fdt like her firgt amile.

He smiled back. “ Take care of Star,” he said and let himsdlf out the back door.

* k% k% %

Annaheldthe cat for along time. The cat clung to her and then fell adeep againgt her chest—a deep,
non-catlike deep of relief and exhaustion. She wished she could believe thiswastheredl Star. The odds
againg finding a second cat with the same markings were remote. But Star was long gone, the only good
part of aworld that Annadidn't want to remember, and Annawondered at the wisdom of taking this cat
in. Would it make the flashbacks worse? Would it hurt her recovery?

She carried the cat around like ababy while shefilled asmall bowl with water, prepared abed near the
dryer, and tore up newspaper in acardboard box that would act as alitter box until she was ableto get
one. Shedidn't fed as shaky as she had after her attack. In fact, she felt calmer than she had for days.
She wondered if it was the effect of awarm body against hers, aheart beating in concert with hers, or if
shewasjust wrung out.

It felt good to have something useful to do, to have someone depend on her. Or so shetold hersdlf.
Sheld been living on disability and she had been attending classes at the loca university, thinking of doing
some sort of computer work when her doctors—particularly her therapists—gave her aclean bill of



hedlth.

Neil'sfind attack had left her weak and thin. The bonesin her left arm had been so badly broken that the
physical thergpists weren't sure sheld ever have full use of it again. But it was her therapistswho urged
her to leave New Y ork. The city, which she had once loved, seemed threstening. The constant noise had
terrified her, and she spent most of her time crouched on her floor or hidden beneath her covers. They
recommended somewhere small and safe, and so she had come back to the Midwest where she had
grown up.

The house had been her grandmother's. Her mother had rented it with only partia successfor ten years.
When Annaneeded a place to go, her mother offered it to her. But the house hadn't had the healing
effect Annathought it would. Its largeness, after adecade in gpartments, seemed excessive, and the
nightly sllence was dmost as unnerving as Manhattan's noise.

She was beginning to think she wouldn't be happy anywhere. She had even written an e-mail to her
gdter, wondering if happiness should beagod inlife.

The cat purred against her shoulder. She rubbed her cheek against the cat's fur and felt, for thefirst time
inyears, asif she could purr too.

* k% k% %

A nearby vet managed to squeeze her in that afternoon. Annamade a cardboard box into a make-shift
cat carrier, and drove Star to the vet's office.

She had asked the g&ff to give Star afleabath. They did so before the cat saw the vet. While she
waited, Annabought cat food, asmal litter pan and new crystal litter, and flea spray for the parts of the
house Star had already beeniin.

Annawas concerned about Star's hedlth. She was too thin by far and had clearly been starving. The pads
of her paws were scuffed and raw, and her back was covered with poorly healed sores. The vet techs
promised very careful with her asthey bathed her, and even then Annacould hear the cat's plaintive
mews echoing from the back room.

Findly, shewas cdled into an examination room. Star Sarted to purr the moment she saw Anna. Thevet,
asolid middle-aged woman with stedl-gray hair and amanner of cam, entered amoment later,
introducing hersdf as Dr. Twohy.

“Sothislittle oneisadtray,” she said as she examined Star's ears, took her temperature, and took some
blood.

“Yes” Annasad.
“You know shehasani.d. chip in her shoulder.”

Annadtiffened. Shewas going to lose thislittle cat to itsreal owners and she didn't want to. She hadn't
redlized how close she had grown to the animdl in just afew hours.

“Haveyou read it?’ she asked.

The vet nodded. “ Strangely enough, she belongsto an Anna Jarrett. Only this one's from New Y ork
City.”
Annafelt her breath catch in her throat. “On 81t street?’



The vet nodded. “Wetried to cdl, but the phone number has been disconnected.”
Annanodded. Her hands were shaking.
“| waswondering,” Dr. Twohy said. “Is she your cat?’

“No,” Annasaid. “I mean, sheisnow, but | just found her thismorning. Actualy, my neighbor found her.
She can't be my cat from New Y ork.”

The vet rested a hand on Star's back, asif she were guarding the cat. “Why not?’

Annatook adeep breath. “|—my—I—she was—my boyfriend hurt her. He nearly killed me that night,
and when | got home from the hospital, she was gone. | thought—my friends said—that she was gone.
They meant sheld died.”

She had never voluntarily told anyone about Neil before. It felt strange to speak the words aloud.
“Wall, it looks like she didn't. And she followed you here.”

Annashook her head. “ That's not possible. I've been here six months and she'd never been here before.
Theré's no way—"

“Y ou ever hear of the Incredible Journey?’ Dr. Twohy asked.

“That'sfiction,” Annasad.

“Actudly, it's not. Thereve been documented cases of animastrailing their owners across country.”
“No,” Annasaid. “Theré's no way it can happen.”

“It does happen,” the vet said. “ There€ve been anumber of documented cases.”

“How?

Dr. Twohy shrugged. “I have no idea. There are anumber of theories. Cats have an inordinately good
sense of direction. Studies have shown time and time again that if you take acat far from its home and set
it down, it will dwaysturninthe direction of home.”

“But that'saplaceit knows. Thisisthousands of milesaway.”

“I know.” Dr. Twohy smiled. “Maybe cats were on ships not just to eat rats but because they could
awaysfind the North Star.”

“That gill doesn't explain how she would have found me.”

“Some say that cats have apsychic ability. That'swhy thisis caled psi-trailing. People believe thelink
with cat and owner is stronger than anything ese.”

Annawas slent for amoment. “Theres no way to know that the cat isthe same animd.”

“There are anumber of ways. Thischip isaprime example. It'sobvioudy beenintherealong time. It
hasn't been placed there recently. And this cat has done alot of walking. Y ou can tell by the pads on her
fedt”

Annawinced and petted Star. Poor thing.



“Evenif the chip weren't there, I've never seen a cat with a perfect star on her forehead.” Dr. Twohy
leaned forward. Her expression was sympathetic. “Maybe you should cal your friends and find out what
they did with your cat when you went to the hospital.”

“The body was on thefloor,” Annasaid. “1 remember seeing her there”

“So someone had to dispose of it.” The vet's voice was soft. “I'd love to hear what your friends say. I've
always been fascinated by acat's ability to trail her ownerslikethis. I'd love to have a documentable case
right here”

Annaswallowed. She didn't want to think about the strangeness before her. “What about her heath?’

Dr. Twohy scratched Star under the chin. “ Considering the fact that she's been eating poorly and has
obvioudy been on the street for some time, she's doing pretty well. Still, you'll need some salve for those
paws and some anti-bacterial ointment for the sores. She's had arough trip.”

“All right,” Annasaid.

“I'd dso like to see her in aweek or s0. Once she's put on some weight, we can give her shots and make
certain everything e seisfunctioning well. We took some blood just before the bath, and well cal you
with those results”

Annalet out ashaky sgh. “Why would acat put hersdlf through dl this? Her life wasn't that greet. My
ex-boyfriend didn't hurt her until that last night, but he wasn't niceto her either.”

Thevet amiled at her. “1 don't think shetraveled dl thisway for him. She came hereto find you.”

* k * %

Anna spent the evening on the phone, Star curled on her lap. The cat never stopped purring, even after
she had falen adeep. She smdled perfumy from the flea bath and she was so thin that she felt fragile.

Annakept ahand on her, hdf afraid that Star would vanish if she stopped touching her. Annadidntt
believein miracles, and yet she was confronted with one. Even if Star had survived, Annawasn't sure
that her cat would be able to handle the wilds of nature and such along journey.

Y et somehow she had.

The phone calls confirmed the vet's suspicions. When Annas friends and family findly arrived at the
gpartment two days after the attack, they didn't find Star. Therewas alot of blood on the floor and along
the wall—"Probably your blood, honey,” her mother said as gently as possible—and tiny feline footprints
smeared on the carpet.

The family had asked the neighbors about Star and were told that no one saw her but that the gpartment
door had stood open for nearly an hour after the police and paramedics eft, until akindly neighborhood
had pulled the door closed fearing robbers.

“We figured Star had crawled out of the gpartment to die,” her sster said.

“Some of uslooked for her for days,” said Collette, one of her closer friends, “ but she never cameto us
when you were around. If shewas il dive, she wouldn't have cometo us. To be honest, by the third
day, we werelooking for her body. We didn't find that either.”

“No onetold me” Annasaid to her mother.



“Oh, swestie,” her mother said, “we didn't want to tell you. Wefigured you'd suffered enough aready.”

* * % %

The next morning, the vet called with the results of the blood tests. Star hadn't picked up any unusua
diseases on her journey.

“How'sour traveler?’ Dr. Twohy asked at the end of the conversation.

“Tired,” Annasaid. Shewastired too. She had spent all night wondering what Star had been through,
how she had survived it, and made her way thousands of miles aone when she hadn't even been outside
before.

“Not asurprise,” Dr. Twohy said. “Listen, with your permission, I'd like to write a paper about her.
There aren't many cases of pg-trailing this easy to document. I'd love to seewhat | can find out about
Sar'sjourney.”

Annalooked at her cat, adeep in aray of sunshine on the kitchen floor. “1 guessit wouldn't hurt. But
Sar'snot going to tdll you anything.”

“Oh, you'd be surprised,” Dr. Twohy said. “I'm sure she can tell mealot.”

* k% k% %

Ps-trailing. Annalooked it up on the web. There were anumber of crackpot websites, most of them
devoted to old-wivestaes and slliness. But afew seemed legitimate.

The one she found most convincing recounted studies done at various universities. The ground-bresking
study had been done at Duke University in the early 1960s. That study had examined 500 documented
cases of psi-trailing and applied four questions to the cases: was the report honest? Was the animal
accurately identified by some physicd or behaviora trait? Was there evidence of travel? Were there
supporting witnesses?

When the screening was done, Duke came up with legitimate casesinvolving 28 dogs, 22 cats, and 4
birds. Subsequent studies, completed dl over theworld in the intervening years had smilar results. At
least ten percent of domesticated animals had the ability to psi-trail.

Annawouldn't have believed any of it if it weren't for Star's presence. She brought the cat to her next
therapy session and her therapist seemed quite entranced by the entire story.

“Isn'tit niceto know,” her therapist said, “that you're worthy of such love?’

Annahadn't thought of it in that way. She certainly didn't fed worthy of any kind of love. But her
nervousness decreased around Star, and her home seemed more welcoming.

And best of al, Star seemed to have no desire to leave, not even to go outside. Star seemed as pleased
to be around Annaas Annawas to be around her.

* * % %

“She'sdoing beautifully,” Dr. Twohy said aweek later. “I wouldn't have expected her to improve so
quickly.”

Star had gained one whole pound and her coat was becoming deek. Her eyes were clear and her fleas
were gone. Shewasn't as docile at the vet's this time—she clearly wanted to be home—but she seemed



cam aslong as Annatouched her.

Dr. Twohy had asked for, and received, Star's records from her New Y ork vet. She had the file open
before her.

“Thereisno doubt,” she sad, “that thisisthe same cat. I'd like your permission to do some blood work
and afew other tests. We saved the dead fleas from last week aswell. We might be able to trace her
path, usng what she ate, what kind of fleas she had, and afew other measures.”

“I don't want to make her uncomfortable,” Annasaid.

“All we haveto do istake someblood,” Dr. Twohy said. “It'll bethelast time.”
Annanodded.

“I'd dso like your permission to cal the newspapers. Thisis such awonderful sory—"
“No,” Annasaid.

“But people love human interest, and it might bring in afew scholars—”

“No,” Annasaid. “A scientific paper, yes. But anything else, no. | don't want people to know what
happened to me. They'll look a me differently. They'll know—"

“What? That you're asurvivor? That you've gone on with your life after such ahorrible thing?’

Annashook her head. “1 don't want Neil to seethe article. And he will. It'll be on-line and in the New
Y ork papers. Please don't. | won't cooperateif you try.”

The vet sudied her for amoment. “Fair enough,” she said. “Y ou deserve your privacy like anyone ese.
But I will have to use your name and Star'sin any medica paper.”

“I know,” Annasaid. “Y ou can do that, aslong as you promise not to say wherel live or any reporters
guestions should they come up.”

“I promise,” Dr. Twohy said. “In fact, you can look over the article before | send it off.”

Annasmiled at her—her second red smile a another human being in lessthan aweek. *| gppreciate
thet.”

She bundled Star into her new cat carrier. Star was happy to go inside.

“I am curious about onething,” Dr. Twohy said. “If you don't want press coverage, why are you willing
to let me do the paper?’

“Because,” Annasad after amoment's consderation, “you're my proof that what's been happening is
red.”

* * % %

Pete was ditting on his porch when Annagot home. He waved. She nodded to him as she pulled Star's
cat carrier out of the car.

Shetook Star into the house and let her out. Star immediately rubbed against her legs, happy to be
home. Annasat down and cradled her cat. Some things from the past weren't that bad. Some things



were pretty darn wonderful.
She was s0 happy to have Star back. She couldn't believe how lucky shewas.

There was aknock on her door. She set the cat down and stood. The knock hadn't surprised her—the
first time since the murder attempt that she hadn't jumped at an unexpected noise. She went to the front
door, and peeked through the curtain covering the small window.

Pete stood outside.

She opened the door. “Hi.”

Hesamiled. “Hi.”

“I'd've waved back, but | had Star.”

“| saw that,” hesaid. “I came by to see how you and Star were doing.”

He seemed genuine. And nice. And held lived next door for avery long time, and never once gottenin
trouble. HEd always had pets and had always been nice.

“Star's perfect,” she said.

“What about you?' He asked that question hesitantly, asif he weren't sure whether he should broach the
subject.

She amiled. It was getting easier. “1'm better.”
And shewas. She hadn't really redlized it until now.

“Wouldyou ... liketo comein?’” A week ago, she never would have asked him. A week ago, shewas
terrified to have anyonein her space. “1 could make sometea.”

“I'd love sometea,” he said.

Shelet himin. Star watched from the kitchen doorway, but didn't run from him like she had aways done
from Neil. She hadn't liked Neil from the beginning. She seemed willing to tolerate Pete.

That surprised Anna. Star hadn't tolerated any of her New Y ork friends. Maybe Star had changed in
some good ways.

Maybe Annahad too.
Sheled Peteto the kitchen. Star stayed beside her, protective and welcoming at the sametime.

Annas therapist would be proud of her, taking small stepsforward. Annawas proud of herself. But she
couldn't take credit for the movement.

The changes had been inspired by Star. Star, who had taken along and difficult journey to get where she
wanted to be. Star, who knew what she wanted and who she wanted to be with.

Star, who had taught Annathe meaning of true love.



