Strays
by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

*i*

It happened during Clinton's first hundred days. D.C. was a changed town. Arkaniawasin. So were
strong women. Wife No. 3 had left mejust after the inauguration, and Secretary No. 45 quit, vowing to
fileasexua harassment suit. Shewasagresat girl, with legsthat wouldn't quit, and | was sorry to see her
go. The secretary, that is. Not the wife.

My fancy-shmancy office was cold and empty without her. | no longer needed the front room with its
oak desk, cool bluewalls, and indoor-outdoor carpet. The phone system was too complicated for meto
use, 0 one afternoon | pulled it from the wall, and reverted to my black rotary. The commissions| got
from the Bush people for staking out Democrat parties vanished on November 4, and since Wife No. 3
cleared out half the savings, | couldn't hire Secretary No. 46. | spent January looking for new digs, and
February advertisnginthe Post's classifieds because | couldn't bresk thelease | had. The caseswere
few and far between. The money even scarcer. | followed a Democratic Senator's wife for three days
before he found out | used to work for the Bush people. The commission wasn't bad, but it didn't make
therent. | scoped out abunch of women for Senator Packwood, but that job ended when the press got
wind of it.

| was reduced to insurance claimsinvestigation when the call camein. Woman's voice, very concerned.
Addressfdl inthe middle of an upscae brownstone nelghborhood in McLean. Lots of money, well
hidden. Real money that didn't need the parade of wedlth to proveit was rich. Bush country. Home.

| drove my silver Thunderbird on the George Washington Parkway, glad the car at least was paid off.
Can't be adick without whedls. Still, they don't make T-Birds like they used to. No pick-up in the new
models, and the design looks like Sportscars For Suburbia. The baby had speed though once it got
going. Sometimes | needed speed. Along theway | passed lots of non-descript blue sedans, most with
vanity plates. | stared at one, DAN 1996, dl the way into McLean. Some folks never gave up.

The brownstone was in atree-lined neighborhood that had a hush so deep it seemed like dl the
occupants had died. | knew they hadn't though. Curtains moved al over the block when the T-Bird
parked in front of 1256 (lettering neo-gothic, no name beneath the script). | felt likeacopina
whorehouse: couldn't see athing, but knew lots of folks were seeing him.

The door chime was three soft tones designed to echo through the house without disturbing the
occupants. The dame herself answered the door. Surprised me. | expected agented male butler with a
voice as soft gpoken asthe chimes.

She had been alooker once. Still was, if truth be told. Mass of silver hair, expertly styled to curl and fall
inadignified way around her face. Her figure was trim, her undergarments firm so that her breasts poked
out like an 18 year-old's. Her legs put No. 45's to shame. Her skin had that papery look brought on by
age and good nutrition. She didn't look so much old as softened.

A white cat wound itsway around her legs, peeking through at melike aflirtatious child. "Mr. Ransom?"
the woman said. "I'm Beverly Conner.”

| took the offered hand, felt the knobby knuckles that indicated arthritis, and did not squeeze. | stepped
insde. The entry was donein browns, adeacon's bench by the door, a hand-carved mirror near the
coatless coatrack, and a Rembrandt sketch -- origind, judging by the framing -- near the closet. Thefaint
odor of cat piss seemed out of place.



She led methrough the hal to akitchen that was made of windows. Sunlight dappled in from the garden,
and the warmth enveloped me. The oak table was clean except for the German tea service waiting on the
table top.

"Please gt," shesad.
| sat.

Her obvious wedlth didn't impress me as much asthe cats. They watched like small sentries from the
most unlikely of pogts. A cdico sat on top of therefrigerator. A black one dept on the chair opposite me.
| had noticed another curled on the back of the couch as we passed the living room. She must have kept
housekeepers employed full time just mopping up the cat hair.

| thought only poor old ladies kept azillion cats. Guess | waswrong.
"What do you need, maam?"

She plopped a newspaper clipping in front of me. | recognized it. It had runinthe _Post_ just the day
before, and | had read all the way to the end, even though it gagged me. The _Post_, bastion of the
Washington dlite, had run an obituary on page one.

Of acat.

Granted, it was afamous cat, even by D.C. standards. Bob the Weather Cat, who had paraded in his
cute little weather outfits-- yellow rain dicker for rain, sunglasses and Hawaiian print shortsfor
hestwaves -- on Fox 5 every night during the five o'clock news. Bob put up with it with an amazing
dignity -- hewas acat after al -- but folks watched to seeif thisweek Bob would rebel. He hated the
snow parka, and bit it off during atwo day storm that dumped five feet on the downtown last winter, and
he destroyed the rain dicker after aparticularly bad stretch of showers by, you guessed it, peeing onit.

Bob, D.C.'sfavorite contrary character, had been brutally murdered. His obit, on the front page of a
paper that put the death of first-term Congressmen in the Metro section, read with a seriousness usually
reserved for Presidents. Memorials were to go to the D.C. Chapter of the Humane Society. Seems our
pal Bob had sarted life asa stray. Something el se he shared with most of Washington's power dlite.

Murdered. And | was Sitting in ahouseful of cats.

| had abad feding about this.

| shoved the paper back to her. "Y eah. | seen this.”

"Bob lived next door,” shesaid. "Heisn't thefirgt cat do diein this neighborhood.”

"Cats get murdered dl thetime," | said. "Poisoned meat, hit and runs, stedl traps. No one thinksit's any
kind of conspiracy.”

She blanched. "Perhaps you're not the man for the job, Mr. Ransom,” she said primly.

A tabby wound her way between my legs, motor running. A white cat jJumped on my lgp in aflurry of fur.
A black kitten meowed from the top of the microwave. They looked like the guard for a South American
_junta_-- charming on the surface with abit too much animal underneath. "I usually do politica jobs" |
sad.

"Well," she said, crossing her arms and turning her back on me, “thisjob isjust humoring an old lady."



She waked over to the window and petted a graying black tom. He chirruped with pleasure and rolled
onto his back, nearly didodging the plastic screen covering awedth of African violets.

Something in her movement suggested alondinessthat she couldn't completely hide. | had noticed no
pictures of children when | walked in, no too-smal wedding ring embedded into her left hand. Thislady
lived for her cats, and they seemed to love her.

My lack of employment was making me too sentimental.

"Okay," I sad. "I'll humor you."

Sheturned. Her smile was radiant, transforming her elderly faceinto the face of agirl.
"For afive hundred buck retainer and ahundred bucks a day expenses,” | said.

Shedidn't even flinch. Should have charged her my politica ratesin which everything got multiplied by
ten -- and even that was cheap by government standards.

She reached for her billfold which sat by the grocery list pad on the counter. She picked it up, took a
gold cross pen out of the Sigma Delta Chi mug next to the pad, and came over to thetable. Asl
watched, she wrote a thousand dollar check in perfect cursive then handed it to me.

"Y ou undercharge, Mr. Ransom.”
Didn't | know it. It never was more clear than at that moment.
"Okay," | said. "l know about Bob. Give me the poop on the other murders.”

She pushed her hillfold aside and folded her hands on the oak tabletop. "1 beg your pardon, Mr.
Ransom," she said. "But | don't think you do know the -- poop -- on Bob. The papersdidn't report it al.
It wastoo horrible."

She shuddered, a dainty movement that made me think of romance novels and debutante bdls. (The
things aman seesin my profession...) She grabbed the teapot for support.

"Tea?" she asked, her voice sheking.

| nodded. She poured into two smadll, wafer thin cups, then set the pot down and opened the sugar jar.
"Onelump or two?'

"None," | said, taking my cup. My thumb nearly dwarfed it. | took asip and drained it. | barely had a
chanceto tasteit. "Bob?"

She nodded, flung the tea back like a strong brandy and poured herself another cup. "He wastied
between four bushesin my garden like vets do when they spay, gutted from stem to stern, and his heart
was removed. He was shaved before they strung him up, and the police say he was dive when he was
gutted.”

Vets. Vets. For amoment, | thought she meant Vietnam vets. Then | redlized. Veterinarian.

She belted the second cup back, and poured athird. | stuck my tea cup under the pouring spout wishing
for something strong. No wonder she was upset.

"The other cats, werethey killed the same way?"



She shook her head. "Bagginswas avictim of ahit and run. Seemed like an unfortunate accident, but he
was shaved too. Then there was Sophie, whose throat was dit; Ridicio, who was hung; and Rin Tin Tin
who was nailed to atiny cross." She sighed and buried her head behind awrinkled, ring studded hand.
"The police think some crazy is on theloose, but they don't have timeto look for him. They just want me
to keep my babiesindoors." She dropped her hand. Her mouth was athin line, her blue eyesflashed. "l
want him caught. No one should be alowed to menace innocents."

| had my doubts about whether cats were innocents -- I'd seen more than one torture amouse -- but |
wasn't about to let my opinion tamper with amuch needed commission. | had amost made that mistake
once today. "Who'sthe on-gite officer?' | asked, and the case officialy began.

*iik
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The precinct smelled like old, wet tennis shoes. The concrete wals had alayer of grime over them from
poor heating systems and summer dampness. | sat on an ancient green office chair with springsmissingin
the middle, sipping on lukewarm watery coffee, and waiting for Lieutenant Thornton to get off the phone
so that he could talk to me. He had been gesturing and swearing into the receiver for the last fifteen
minutes. From what | could tell, he was dedling with acdl from home.

Three transvestitesin black fishnet were cuffed together and being dragged through by afemae police
officer. An ederly woman clutched her right arm and looked down as she spoke to aburly man at the
desk beside me. She had been mugged and lost her socia security check, al her identification, and the
fifteen dollars that was going to carry her through the month. The officer was polite, but bored. He had
seenit dl before.

Sohadl.
| madeit apracticeto look away.

Thornton dammed the receiver down. " Stupid bitch," he muttered. | had been right. Wife. He leaned
forward. "Long time no see, Ransom. | thought they were sending you home with Ronnie's boys."

"Well be back in four moreyears,” | chanted.

"Yeah, right." He leaned back and lit a cigarette with the filter broken off of it. "At the rate our friend Bill
isscrewing up, probably. What can | do you for?”

| set my paper coffee cup on the only bare spot on Thornton's desk. "Bob the wesather cat.”

He laughed and leaned back, smoke coming out of his mouth and nodtrils. "Lord, how the mighty have
fdlen”

| grinned. "Hey, I'm not abig city copy who is handling a case outside his jurisdiction. The McLean
homeboys sent me over to you. How come D.C. getsto handleaVirginia case?'

Thornton rolled his eyes. "McLean department issmal. We usually take the famous as afavor to them. |
guessthat includes famous animals. So who hired you? The station or that crazy old bat next door?"

"Theold bat."

He nodded. "She callsevery day. | don't have the heart to tell her that the case isway down on our
priority list -- like below the sub basement.”

"She knows. That'swhy she hired me."



Thornton took another long drag off the cigarette, then stamped it out in the full ashtray near the phone.
"Shejust needsto keep her precious babiesinsde. Then they won't get gutted by the neighborhood
Saanigs”

"Y ou know that, and | know that. But if | can pin aface and aname to Bob's murder, then | get a $5000
bonus."

Thornton gave me ahdf amile. " Seemsto me that was a Sarting fee once upon atime.”
"Y eah, well, the gravy train hasretired to Kennebunkport.”

Thornton stood up and stretched, his beefy arms straining againgt his regulation tee. ™Y ou should work
for the Digtrict, man. Same old shit a the same old pay, but you don't have to worry when the rubes
cometo town."

"Maybe like holding the hands of littleold ladies
"Y ou just weren't smart enough to rig the éection when you had the chance.”
| ran ahand through my thinning hair. "1 thought Gennifer Flowers was agood move."

"Maybe, if you weretrying to trap a Kennedy. People expect aman with awife like Hillary to get some
onthe side." Thornton took out another cigarette and pounded it against the desk top. "I'll get you the
fileson our friend Bob."

"Thanks"

He disappeared into the back. The old lady next to me burst into tears, her voice finally risng above the
generd din. "But how will | _live_for the next month?"

The cop was shaking his head. "Y ou have to talk with the Socia Security people.”
"But | don't even have enough for dinner tonight!"

| stuck ahand in my pocket and fingered the crisp twenty | dways carried there for emergencies. The
woman stood and wiped her eyes with a crumpled handkerchief. Then she stuck the handkerchief back
in her deeve. "That's not your problem, isit?' she said to the officer. "I'm sorry.”

| stood too, and blocked her way. She wastiny, about 4'9", and weighed less than a hundred pounds.
Thekind of woman | would expect to have a cat-filled house that smelled of piss. "Lady,” | said, "I
overheard. Can't do much about the mugging, but | can help with tonight.”

| shoved the twenty at her. She stared at it for amoment. "I don't take charity, young man,” she said. She
handed it back to me, and walked around the desk, hunched and clutching her arm.

"It'snot charity,” | said, but shedidnt turn. It _was_charity -- we both knew it -- but she didn't want it.
So much for trickle down economics.

Thornton came back with thefile. It wasthick, filled with publicity sillsof Bob inlife and ugly shots of
Bob in death. The cat's limbs had been stretched out of their sockets. The cat must have put up ahdll of
aracket while he was being killed. Someone had to have heard something.

But who paid attention to ahowling cat?

Other than the details of the death, the file was usdless. | took asip of my now-cold coffee. It tasted like



colored swamp water. "Hey, Thornton! What about the other deaths?"

Thornton frowned. He was lighting one cigarette from another. | noticed awhite band of skin on his|eft
finger -- where hiswedding ring used to be. "What other degths?"

"The shaved hit and run, the cat nailed to a.cross, al those?'

He shrugged. "No one cdled us on'em. We only heard about them after the Weather Kitty bit it. Of
course we're going to watch any other deaths, but the old ones just don't factor.”

"Did you interview any neighbors?"
"Forchrissakes, Ransom. It was only acat -- afamous cat, mind you, but till acat.”

He had apoint. In acity with the highest murder rate per capita, wherelittle old ladies got mugged at bus
stops, where mayors thought nothing of sticking candy up their noses, one cat didn't matter ahdll of alot.

To anyone except arich woman with too much time on her hands.
And me, because she was paying me.

| photocopied the report on the station's in-house copier. Black streaks marred the paper, but at least |
could still read it. | thanked Thornton and | ft.

Two blocks away from the gation, | saw thelittle old lady, walking asif her feet hurt, head bent, hand
clutching that usdessarm. | pressed the window button and the passenger window rolled down. | leaned
acrossthe leather upholstery. "At least let me drive you to ahospitd .

Shelooked up. A bruise had started to form on her left cheek. "What are you so worried about me for?”

| couldn't answer that, not even to me. Maybe | saw mysdlf in her shoes not too many years away.
Maybe | had a soft spot. Maybe | wanted to focus on something el se beside dead cats. Maybe | wanted
to believe that in her youth she had grest tits. | shrugged. "l was bad man in apreviouslife. The ange
Gabrielle met me at the pearly gates and told me they would be locked forever unless| did one good
deed. You'reit. Now get in."

She amiled, revealing amouthful of bad teeth. "Y ou don't expect meto believe that, do you?"
"Do | look like the kind of guy who would be kind for the hell of it?

"No." She pulled the car door open with her good hand. "When | saw you upstairs, | pegged you for a
Republican.”

*ii*

| dropped her at Washington Genera, helped her with the admittance forms, and promised to talk with
the socia security people. | dso got the details of the mugging -- in broad daylight near the Jefferson
Memorid (and the lovely tourists stood around and _snapped pictures ) -- and promised to keep an eye

out for the creep. Muggers had a pattern, and if Doloresfit into that pattern, well then maybe | might
clean one speck of dirt off the city Streets.

Damn. Demsin office and everyone becomes a bleeding heart.

| was back in McLean by mid-afternoon. Fortunately for me, feminism is atoken word there. Women of
Beverly Conner's status did not work. They stayed home and baked cookies, in Hillary parlance. Of



course, that would change by 96, but we were il fedling the effects of Reaganism.
Thank god. Otherwise no one would have been home.

| parked on a sidestreet and canvassed the neighborhood on foot. | learned early in my career that to say
I'm aprivate dick in D.C. was tantamount to getting adoor dammed in my face. In thistown, everyone
had a secret. Even people who didn't have secrets liked to pretend they had one. The more secretsa
person had, the more powerful. And the more they hated investigators.

They didn't mind the police though. Cops kept the nelghborhood safe and were notorioudy poor at
closing cases.

| had some pretty good fakei.d. Had to. Thefolksin thistown were also paranoid.

In each house, | got coffee and a sob story about poor Bob. Thefirst three houses had an empty dog run
in back and akitten playing on the floor. The things people did to be trendy. Socks had made D.C. into a
cat-person's heaven. Dogs were suddenly pets non grata. | didn't learn anything until house No. 5.

The woman who answered the door was considerably younger than her neighbors. An adult Samese
perched on her shoulder. She was dight and near the end of apregnancy. Her t-shirt, which read BABY
with alarge red arrow pointing toward her ssomach, wastoo tight.

| told her my spid. Sheintroduced herself as Suzanna Blackwell, and let me inside a housefilled with
children'stoys, family photographs, and warm brown tones. A house she had decorated hersdlf,
obvioudy, but thefirst one | had walked into that actudly fdt lived-in.

She sat me at the kitchen table (formicathat looked like faked marble) and wiped it off. Then she gave
me a plate of cookies and offered coffee or milk. When | discovered that al she had was instant, | took
themilk.

"I heard it, you know," she said. She had to push her chair away so that her distended stomach wouldn't
brush the edge of thetable. "About six in the morning, some cat was yowling. But it sounded likeit wasin
pain, not in heat." She reached up and petted the cat on her shoulder. Its danted eyes watched me with a
cool gppraisd. "'l looked out the window and saw nothing. Then the yowling stopped and aman ran
through my bushes, covered with blood. That'swhen | called the police.”

"You cdled?'

She nodded. "I used to let Whiskers here go out, but not any more. Too many deathsin the
neighborhood. We got him for the kids, but he'sredlly closer to me.”

Obvioudy. | had never seen a cat content to ride on someone's shoulders before. Especially shoulders as
amdl ashers.

"Can you describe the man?"

She nodded. "He was wearing dark clothing, and he was white. He had aregulation haircut -- looked
amost military -- and he was abouit tall -- taller than six feet because his head brushed that tree limb out
there”

"Theinvestigating officer didn't talk to you?"'

Suzannasmiled and pulled the cat off her shoulder. She rubbed her chin against the top of itshead. "He
didnt think it dl that important.”



"You did tell him you saw aman, not aboy?"

"Oh, yeah," she said. "But he was so convinced that it's some gang that he wouldn't even listen to me.
Now Whiskers doesn't go outside at dl, and | don't even let the kids play in the yard after schoal. | hope
you catch this guy because my husband istaking about finding a place outside the beltway. | don't want
him to make the commute from the White House. The driveislong enough now asitis.”

Suddenly al my meters started ticking. ™Y our husband's a political appointee?’

She shook her head. "He's actually detailed from State. He's been at the White House since '86. HeE's not
an gppointee so Clinton's people don't want to messwith him. They can't even fill the seatsthey're
supposed to fill. No sense adding afew more -- at least for awhile.”

"Does everyone here work with the government?' | meant the comment as sarcasm, but she seemed to
take me serioudy.

"Sure. Except Mrs. Conner, and it seemsto me her husband used to work for CIA."
"Her husband?" | had seen no evidence of aman's presencein that house,

"Oh, he'sbeen dead for years. They say he died doing some work in Vietnam in the late sixties, but my
husband saysthat Mr. Conner was actualy in Red Chinawhen he died. All very hush-hush, even now."
But clearly something she enjoyed gossiping about.

"But everyone else worksfor the government.”

"Oh, yes" Shehit the head off a gingerbread man and talked around the food. "Willis, next door, is
Treasury. The Sandersjust moved in. HEswith HHS. | could go on."

"What about Bob's owner?"

"Oh, dulie! | forgot about her!" Suzannabit off the gingerbread man'storso. "She just moved in afew
months ago. She trainsanimasfor loca stunts and stuff. The house used to belong Senator Smsfrom
Idaho. He sold it to a new woman appointee from Washington State, but she didn't like the
neighborhood -- to chichi, she said -- so duliegot it."

| frowned. Old habits died hard. "How many Clinton people in the neighborhood?"

She laughed. "Too many, according to my husband. | think three-quarters of the houses turned over at
theturn of theyear."

That explained the dog runs and the cat filled households. Not political chauvinism but new owners
reflecting the president's bias. Cat people, dl of them.

"And no oneis upset about the cat deaths?!

Suzanna shook her head. "Willis spoke to us al aout gangs the other day, saying that they're not
neighborhood oriented any more, that they go where the money is" She sighed. "Y ou just haveto put up
with thingsliving in thebig city. | can't wait until my husband retires and we can get away from dl this. Of
course, by then, | probably won't think anything of living infear. | hate it now though.” She patted her
somach. "Doesn't seem right somehow.”

"No, it doesn't.” | said. | stood, having had my fill of gingerbread and milk. "Thanks again, Mrs.
Blackwdl."



Shetrailed meto the door, which didn't give me time to study the photographs. Some of them, | noted,
were of askinny man in asuit posed with Bush, or Reagan, or severd better known Congressmen. The
rest were snapshots of two tow-headed boys, going from smiling babies to gap-toothed children. Twins,
it looked like, and at her size, she could be carrying two more.

Amazing the things picturestold about afamily and its values. | said my good-byes and was walking to
the next house before | remembered.

Snapshots.
How could | have been so dumb?
W\

Therest of the neighborhood proved awash. Cool reception and even cooler interaction. Bob's owner,
Julie, wasn't home, so I made amentd note to contact her later.

| had to clear my mind from the cat garbage. | went to my loca information sources and left messages for
that any touristswith pictures of that day's mugging at the Jefferson Memoria, promising to pay top dollar
for aclear shot. That kept me from spending cash on the development charge, and aso gave me away

out so that | wouldn't have to spend money on the naifs who would photograph a crimeinstead of stop it.

| stopped at Washington Genera on my way home to see Dolores. She was adeep when | got there, her
skin afaint chinablue against the crisp white sheets. Her boneslooked brittle. Her right arm wasin a cast
and an IV wasfeeding into her left. | went and found the duty nurse who told me that Dolores would
have to remain for afew days because her malnourishment made her injury more serious than abroken
arm and afew cracked ribs would normally be.

"We seelots of this" the duty nurse said. "They can't afford to pay dl their billson Socid Security, so
they only eat amed aday and even skip that at the end of the month.”

| frowned. "I thought the government was supposed to cover her expenses.”

The nurse laughed, a bitter sound. " The government probably won't even cover her hospita bill, since she
waited afew hours before coming in. | think we're the only medica workersin the city who support
Clinton's hesth care reform ideas. Maybe then well actualy get paid for the work we do."

She trudged off, her well worn hedl's squesking against the linoleum. Her legs were on par with #45's but
the shoes did her no good. Didn't matter though. She kept trim by working crowded hospita corridors.
#45 used an overpriced exercise bike.

| found the nurse'slegs much more gppedling.
*v*
The phone woke me up a sx am. Beverly Conner sobbing into the line, "Please come, right away!™

Asl| turned on thelight and rolled out of my waterbed, diding on the black satin sheets, | wondered
which one bit it: the little kitten mewing on top of the microwave? The big tom by the window? The white
cat that twined itsway around my ankles. | kicked aside piles of unwashed clothing, did on apair of
jeans, aswesatshirt and stuffed my wallet in my back pocket. | hurried through the living room, narrowly
avoiding al the eectronics equipment which | too rarely used, and grabbed my raincoat off the credenza
Wife#3 did not want. Then | hurried out the door.



| had forgotten that the GW Parkway wasfull thistime of the morning. Commutersin their Beamers, car
phones pasted to their ears, trying to be the earliest person in the office. That would changein the middle
years of the Administration, when everything became routine, and change back just before the dectionin
case Clinton managed to squeeze a second term out of the voters. Fortunately, | was heading _to
McLean. My sde of the GW Parkway was nearly empty.

| pulled up behind the Virginia police. They had two squads sitting in the middle of theroad, lights
flashing. Faces peered through curtained windows as they had done on my first visit. | strode up the
stone steps to Beverly's house and knocked.

Her face was puffy and her eyes bloodshot. "Mr. Ransom," she said with such rdlief that | was tempted
to put my arms around her. She stood asideto let mein.

Thefaint odor of vomit covered the scent of cat piss. But the house looked tidy as ever. Half adozen
cats watched warily from the halway. Another four sat in the picture window, tailstwitching.

"What happened?" | asked.

"| found another one, tossed in my rose bushes, shaved. Lieutenant Thornton thinksit is some kind of
gang --"

"Letmegotadktohim,” | sad.

| dipped out the backdoor and joined the three policemen huddled around the rose bushes on Beverly's
well manicured lawn. Clumps of black-and-white hair covered the dew-coated grass asif the shaving
had occurred right there.

The cat's body looked naked and pathetic on its bed of thorns. " Anyone know who the cat belongsto?’
| asked.

"The Reeds down the street,” Thornton said, his hands stuck in hisback pocket, the cigarettein his
mouth unlit. "They've had the cat for two years. They're pretty broken up about it. | think they're even
going to let their little girl tay homefrom schoal.”

"Read?’' | said. "That aname| should know?'

"Doubt it," Thornton said. "They're old Friends of Bill. He was going to give Mrs. Reed apolitica
appointment, but had to settle for a Schedule-C. That nanny thing again.”

"How old'sthegirl?"
"Chesea's age. Goesto Sidwell Friends, the same school.”

| frowned. "Y ou know, Mrs. Blackwell next door saw aman go through her bushes after the last
murder.”

"Murder?' Thornton said. "'Y ou're beginning to sound like the bat.”

"Shhh." | glanced over my shoulder at the window. Six cats had crowded onto the sill, but there was no
sign of Beverly. Thank god. " She said the man looked military. He sounded more Secret Serviceto me.

Thornton nodded. "I'll check it out."

| left the Site. Something about that cat, discarded and pathetic in desth made me think of Dolores, lying
in the hospital bed and pasted to an 1V she couldn't pay for.



| went back insde. Beverly was Sitting a her polished dining room table, looking lost. | couldn't tell if she
had overheard Thornton's burst of sengitivity or not. "How'd you get dl these cats?!

She amiled, then. It was asad smile that accompanied a glance out the window. "Most of them were
drays," she said. "Dumped by former owners, or lost, or abandoned kittens. Funny thing about cats.
They don't beg, no matter how hungry or injured they are.” She swallowed hard. "1 keep thinking about
that. | didn't hear thelittle guy cry out. | didn't hear anything. | just imagine him trying to maintain his
dignity whilethey wereremovingit..."

Her voicetrailed off. | sat down across from her, trying to imagine how she had lived over the years.
Husband with the CIA, dways gone, dways focused on work. No children. The cats were her life. They
were her babies. A cat's desth was the same to her asachild's,

Thenit all went rocket clear. "Let me seethat picture of Bob again.”

She frowned, but stood obvioudy relieved to have something to do. She went into the study and came
back clutching the newspaper clipping. | studied the photograph for amoment.

"How many children are on thisblock?
"l don't know. Quiteafew. They al play together."
"Y oung children?'

She shook her head. ™Y oung teenagers. Mostly girls. One of them got invited up to the White House last
week. It was quite abig ded." She pushed an orange cat off her chair and sat down. "What do you want
with the picture of Bob?"

| showed it to her. "Does he look like anyone to you?'

Shetook it, then pulled apair of half glasses out of her breast pocket and stared at it. "There are an awful
lot of catsthat ook like Bob," she said. She glanced outside. Thelatest victim had shared Bob's coloring
and genera body shape. She glanced back at the photo. "Oh my god," she whispered. "Helooksjust
like Sockd"

*Vi*

The pound had asmall herd of black and white cats. | took the friendliest one, who reached out at me
through the little triangular holesin his cage each time | passed. The pound let me have him for free.
Fortunately, held already had his nuts chopped off, or | would have had to wait afew days. | didn't have
afew days. | wasafraid Mrs. Conner would change her mind by thetime | got back.

She hadn't. She had aroom specidly designed as a cat isolation ward. | guess she used it when acat was
pregnant or serioudy ill. SocksI1: The Sequel went into that room for the night, and | bunked down on
the floor with my watch aarm set for 4 am. At that time, Sequel and | would hit the streets.

Mrs. Conner went to bed at nine. | watched the end of the third Indiana Jones movie on Channel 20,
then joined Sequel in hislittle room, watch alarm set. | woke up a midnight with the cat Stting on my
back, nuzzling its nose in the hair at the nape of my neck, purring like a souped up V-8 engine. | pushed
him off and got him to settle, only to wake up an hour later as ascratchy tongue rubbed aholein my chin.
Finaly I grabbed him, wrapped an arm around him (as much to hold him down asto give him comfort)
and tried to deep again. When the alarm went off at four, Sequel had one paw across my chest like a
lover.



What wasit Thornton had said? Some cliche about how the mighty had fallen?
He had no clue.

| had fixed alittle homing deviceto Sequd's collar just in case. Then | picked him up and carried him to
the back door. Together we went out. He prowled and | followed.

The sky wasfaintly pink at the horizon. The air had an early morning chill and dew had aready formed
on the grass. By the time Sequel had done his persona business, my tennis shoes were soaked.

| had never trailed a cat before. He didn't have acare for sdewalks, streets or the other amenities of
civilization. He crawled under bushes and legpt over fences, ran around houses and hid behind drain
pipes. | followed asquietly as| could. Once | lost him when he hid for forty minutes under arose bush
tracking amouse. | scraped my finger on barbed wire, and stubbed my toe on a hidden brick. By
mid-morning, Sequel was camped out on Mrs. Conner's backyard, snoozing in the sun. | was crouched
in the bushes, trying to stay out of sght while didodging the thorns | had picked up from the neighbor's
rose bush.

The only thing | had learned dl morning was that my fingernails were too short to act as atweezers. That,
and thefact that catsled dull little lives enhanced by their overactive imaginations. If people had that
much fun doing mundane tasks, factory workers would be whistlin' while they worked.

Fat chance.

| was no better. | had gone from trailing Ted Kennedy in the pre-dawn hoursto following a
black-and-white cat who looked like Socks. Of course, if Sequd till had his nuts, the job wouldn't be al
that much different.

*Vii*

It took three days, two pair of tennis shoes and fifteen cuts to the right hand alone before | hit paydirt.
Sequel and | headed out at our customary four am., and | marveled at the neighborhood. | had been
prowling through bushes and climbing over fences for days now, and not asoul had called the cops. No
wonder the upper class needed security systems. Anyonewith adifferent socid standing was benesth
their notice -- whether that anyone looked like athief or not.

The morning was foggy, and the only way | could tell dawn was agpproaching was because the mist took
on a Stephen King/end of theworld pink glow. | had discovered aholein atrellisbig enough to hide me
but with enough view through the leaves to dlow meto keep Sequel in sight most of thetime.

Sequel had chased asquirrel under his favorite rose bush when | heard acar door dam afew blocks
away. A chill ran down my back. Leather shoes clicked against the asphalt bike path. The wearer either
bel onged to the neighborhood or had learned what | did about the so-called Neighborhood Watch

program.

He came out of the fog like a movie commando burgting through a haze of smoke. He looked just the
way Suzanna Blackwell had described him: Over six feet, broad shoulders held with military precison,
haircut so perfect it looked glued on. His clothing was invisible Washington blue and histie was knotted
so tight | wondered how he could breath. He clutched atape recorder in one hand, and adishin the
other. With theflick of histhumb, he turned the tape recorder on. It made afunny whirring sound that |
could dmodt identify.

Sequel perked up his ears, squirrdl forgotten.



"Here, kitty, kitty," the man said, voice soft.

Sequd ran toward him like the man was God himself. The man shut off the tape recorder and crouched,
putting the dish on the ground. A hdf abeat too late, | redized what the sound was.

A can opener.

The man had recorded the sound of a can opener opening a can. Sequel approached, friendlier than |
had seen him with anyone but me. Tail twitching in anticipation, yowling like he was about to get agreat
treat.

The food was probably drugged.

| burst out of the bushes, twigs scraping my thinning hair, trdlistottering, and launched mysdf a the man.
Sequd screamed and darted for hisrose bush as | caught the man in the middle. The dish went flying and
landed with crash. that echoed in the fog-shrouded street.

The man was dl muscle and as solid asthe Lincoln Memorid. He landed on his back and grunted asthe
wind left hisbody. Lucky for me | had the eement of surprise or | never would have taken him. | shoved
akneeto hisgroin and put my wholeweight onit as| yanked my cuffs off my belt.

"Stupid son of abitch,” | said, "what are you doing picking on cats?’

Then | looked down at him and knew. One of Quayl€e's men. They al had gone their own way when
Danny returned to Indiana-- loose cannons without a brain cell between them. It had been charmingin
their boss, scary in men with bodies like Arnold Schwarzenegger. With agrunt, the man shoved me off
him. | rolled away in timeto push Sequel from the plate of overturned food.

"Beverly!" | cried. "Call 911! Beverly!"

| tucked Sequel under one arm and deposited him near the house as| ran after Mr. Macho. My tennis
shoes gave me the advantage of silence, but histraining gave him speed. He made it to the non-descript
black sedan parked haf ablock away, dipped in and drove off.

But not before | saw the license plate.
DAN 1996

Dream on, asshole. With folks like him working on Quayl€'s re-eection campaign, Bill and friendswould
have to be red incompetentsto lose.

| stood in the middle of the street wheezing like an eighty-year old with onelung. Sequel twined himsdlf
around my legs, licking the remains of canned food off hiswhiskers.

"Great, buddy," | said, picking him up. "Now we got to get you to avet and pump your stomach.”

At that moment | knew it wastoo late. | had become a cat-loving bleeding heart with conservative
aspirations.

Another Clinton democrat.
| guessit had only been amatter of time.

*Viii*



Thornton tracked our man and brought him in. They don't know what they'll charge him with yet, but
they'll makeit afedony so the guy will have to spend some time behind bars.

Turns out Mr. Macho had worked for Quayle (my memory was as good as | thought it was) but had
been fired for being too stupid -- and acting on those harebrained ideas during the 1992 Bush re-election
campaign. Too stupid to work for Uncle Danny. | had been in Washington too long. | had finaly seen

everything.

This harebrained scheme was right up there with Dan's speech about canals on Mars. Mr. Macho
decided to terrorize the little friends of Chelsea Clinton, killing the Socks look-aikesin hopes that word
would get to Chelsea, and she would think Washington ahorrible place. The pressure would wear on Bill
and he would decide not to run in '96. Or something like that. The ultimate goals of the plan were as
foggy asthat last morning. Apparently Mr. Macho was hot too good at future planning.

What asurprise.

| had more good news. My little messages | ft at strategic places had turned up severa good prints of
Doloress mugging. The cops even knew the guy, aformer informer for the DEA, cut loose fter the
Marion Barry dedl. He was behind bars now. Dolores didn't get her purse back, but Justice Was
Served.

Me, | go over to Beverly's house twice aweek for teaand conversation. My apartment has the faint
odor of cat piss, thanksto Sequel and my secretary'slegs are for shit. But Dolores needed work and
before her marriage in the early forties she used to be LBJs persona secretary, back when he was an
unknown Congressman from the Great State of Texas. She'saball busting, no-holds barred Democrat
with along memory that has served mewell on at least two occasons. Amazing how many sonsin
postions of power will work hard to keep their fathers memories from being unscathed. Amazing how
many Senator fathers have Senator sons. And then some.

| work for the Dems now. Scoping out H. Ross Perot isn't as much fun as going after the Kennedy's --
thelittle man with big ears doesn't quite have the appetite for partiesthat Ted has-- but it iswork that
payswell. Lord knows I'll need the money if Hillary's VAT tax goes through.

But | shouldn't complain. I'm an officid FOB now, with a photograph behind my desk to proveit. But it's
not the picture of me and Clinton that is my prize possession. It'sthe gift from Beverly -- apolitica
cartoon clipped from the Washington Pogt. It's a picture of Socks walking down the street surrounded

by catsin suits, obvioudy secret service. The cutline reads: " Socks Goes to Washington.” Beverly stuck a
photo of my face over one of the security catswith "My Hero!" scrawled in the Sde. Sappy sure. But
someone hasto makethis city safe-- eveniif itisfor asmall subset of the population.

Besides, compassion isin these days. Compassion for catsis even better. Ever since the news broke, my
phone has been ringing off the hook. I'm the only D.C. detective to get his photo in _People Magazine
-- right next to apicture of Bob the Weather Cat, of course. But whose complaining? He's the one
wearing the ugly ydlow rain dicker.



