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  This one is for the cat lovers, especially the reluctant ones, scared to get too attached.

It’s worth it.
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On Celia Long’s first full day in Turkey, she was adopted by a cat, though she wouldn’t know it until later. 
It was the last thing she had expected to happen; it wasn’t as if it fit with the nature of her short-term contracts and the set of rules she lived by. And that set of rules had been serving her just fine for nearly a decade.
Celia had always loved animals, from the rabbits and dogs that had played such a big role in her childhood to her friends’ cats that often chose to sit on her lap when they watched movies together. No, she would have loved to have a pet—a dog, a cat, a hamster…if only she would have known that she was going to be in one place long enough to give the animal the commitment it deserved.
And that was why Celia had never bent her rules. It was also why Istanbul, from the first moment she had arrived, had seemed like paradise. Everywhere she walked, there were friendly cats on the street. They were sleeping on vacant chairs at restaurants, enjoying the sunshine next to the Blue Mosque, befriending the fishermen on the Bosphorus in hopes of sharing a fresh catch.
Celia had accepted the contract at Aslanbey Holding in part because the salary was so good—a requirement for every contract she took—but also for the opportunity to spend some time in Istanbul. She had built the city up in her mind to such expectations that the real thing couldn’t possibly compete.
But compete it did. From the moment she spotted the first tiny buildings down below as her airplane neared the airport, the excitement and the romance of it all had been palpable. The blue water of the Bosphorus Strait and the Sea of Marmara, all the minarets popping up on the horizon…and was that the Hagia Sophia? Celia had first read about the historic building that had been a church, a mosque, and a museum in turns back in high school, in a World History course. There was so much to explore here, and she had six glorious months to soak up as much of the city as she could.
The apartment that Aslanbey Holding had rented for her—because that was always a requirement of her contracts these days, too—was located in Beşiktaş, walking distance from the company. Celia’s days of taking taxis across town and staying in a hotel for six months were ancient history, traded in for the comfort of having her own kitchen and the peace of not having to navigate traffic in a new city. That meant the opportunities available to her were fewer, but it also meant she could keep up with her routines, could preserve the mental health that was ready to fly out the window with a lifestyle like hers.
Ten years ago, Celia had been the opposite. Every opportunity that had come her way, she’d said yes. Red eye flights, twenty-hour layovers, a bunk bed in a hostel…all of it had been an adventure. All of it had seemed fun and exciting and like she was living the dream.
Until that was no longer the case.
Until the day she had woken up in a crowded dorm  room of a Paris hostel, her alarm rousing her when it was still dark out to head across town for an early meeting, at the same time that many of her fellow dorm occupants were just coming in, that she realized she’d had enough.
She wanted to sleep in a comfortable bed in a dark room with the perfect blend of silence and white noise. She wanted to wake up feeling well-rested, to drink a delicious cup of coffee, and to get dressed for the day in clothes that had hung neatly the night before inside a closet, rather than digging them from her over-packed duffel bag and giving them the sniff test before heading out. She wanted a relaxed, leisurely journey to work and a sleep schedule that worked with her body rather than against it.
And so, like that, she had traded in her short-term contracts and travel-centric lifestyle for longer commitments. No longer was she adjusting to a new time zone every few days; now, she was staying put long enough to recognize faces at the coffee shop and sometimes, even, to have her coffee order remembered before she could place it.
This lifestyle had suited Celia so well that it was rare that she entertained a fantasy of staying put. Of putting down roots altogether and trading in her suitcase for a bookcase or some other piece of furniture. Sure, there were moments when she missed her family and friends back in St. Louis, but those usually abated with a visit back for a holiday—or at least for her quarterly check-in.
No, this is the dream. She reminded herself of that truth as she unpacked her suitcase, hanging her business casual attire in a new wardrobe for the umpteenth time. It’s not like it’s the third time I’ve unpacked this month. It’s only the second time this year. And it’s exciting! Who doesn’t like a fresh start?
Once the suitcase was tucked away under Celia’s bed—it was better if it was out of sight, not reminding her of her eventual departure but giving her at least the illusion that she lived somewhere—she took off in search of food. If experience had taught her anything, it was that spending her first night in a new city at home on the couch was a recipe for longing. Whether it was longing for home, longing for something—anything—familiar, or simply questioning all her life choices that had led her to that moment, it wasn’t the way she wanted to spend her first night in Istanbul.
Instead, she walked. She walked to see the sights, she walked to find the most delicious food her nose could sniff out, and she walked away from any feelings that were not welcome on this most exciting night of her new adventure. As a last stop before returning to her apartment, she walked up and down the aisles of a grocery store, filling her cart with everything that caught her eye. While debating between two different varieties of yogurt, she ended up with both of them in her cart. After all, what could be worse than making the wrong choice?
“No, that’s ridiculous,” she muttered to herself, as she shoved one pot of yogurt back onto the refrigerated shelf. “At least in the world of yogurt, making the wrong choice isn’t that big a deal. Maybe just this once it’s okay not to try to have it all.” She rolled her eyes at her own ridiculousness, before venturing in search of fruit to put in her yogurt, and a similar debate over which one was the “right” choice, if her past behavior was an accurate predictor of her future actions. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t make a different choice on her next trip to the grocery store, either.
She sat on her couch when she returned to the new apartment that didn’t yet feel like “home,” with a small bowl of yogurt that she had cut a peach into. Staring at the wall—the remote for the TV was out of reach, and the exhaustion of the day had caught up to her—she nodded a few times. “Not bad,” she said, as she scooped another slice of peach and a dollop of rich, creamy yogurt onto her spoon. “Not bad at all.” She might be feeling the tiniest bit homesick, might even be doubting her decision to continue starting over again in new cities…but at least she could put together a damn fine snack.
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That first day at Aslanbey Holding had gone like most of Celia’s first days as an efficiency consultant did—a tour of the premises, introductions to everyone she would be working with, and then a good portion of the day spent going over standard operating procedures and getting the lay of the land. 
She had enjoyed unexpected company at lunch when Ayla, the assistant to the CEO, had joined her in the breakroom. While Celia preferred not to make personal connections—it would be the pinnacle of awkwardness if she befriended someone on the first day that she ended up having to let go later—it was impossible to deny Ayla. The younger woman had been so eager to speak English, to offer advice about the neighborhood, and even to share her lunch that before Celia knew it, she found her regular professional boundaries dissolving, only barely managing to stop herself from telling Ayla about the cocktail of feelings that had visited her the night before. She excused herself with a polite smile and a silent admonishment to get her act together before her next shared meal with Ayla.
As was also typical for Celia’s first day at a new contract, she left promptly at the end of the workday. This served two functions: first, she was often adjusting to a new time zone on that day and unable to keep her exhaustion from poking through her professional façade, and secondly, it was important to set clear expectations from the jump. While Celia had no problem with staying late to work on important projects—what else was she going to do in the evenings, anyway?—doing so on the first day might give the wrong impression and set the expectation that staying late was the norm. Both for herself and for the other employees, she didn’t want that.
That’s how she ended up arriving back at her Beşiktaş apartment just after five thirty on a Wednesday afternoon, and just in time to meet the cat that would adopt her. As she walked up to the building, she heard an insistent meow. Something about it made her stop in her tracks and turn in a slow circle to find the source. The meow was so repetitive, so unwavering that she feared she would find a cat in distress, or worse, injured.
But as she turned, there was nothing. Not a cat to be found, not on the ground near her feet, not on the low brick wall surrounding the apartment complex, not…
Oh. There you are. Celia’s eyes drifted just above her eye line to a tree at the far back corner of the garden surrounding the apartment building. And sure enough, there on the lowest branch—which was still above the top of Celia’s head—was the source of the noise.
A small tabby cat was perched on the branch, eyes intent on Celia as it meowed repeatedly at her.
Celia approached, cautious. “Are you stuck in the tree?” she asked the cat. “I’m not a firefighter, you know. And I think if I climb up there to try to get you, we’re both going to end up hurt.”
As if the cat understood what she had said, it stood up, meowed three more times, and then walked to the trunk of the tree, turned around, and lowered itself backwards, and reverse climbed down to the ground.
“Wow. I…did not know you could do that,” said Celia. “Of course, we just met, so there’s a lot I don’t know about you.”
The cat twined itself around Celia’s legs, now adding a rumbling purr underneath its incessant meows. Celia reached down to pet the cat, but before she could even get her hand down to the level of its head, the cat gave a small jump with its front legs to meet her hand in the air, doing half the work of petting itself, no help needed.
A chuckle bubbled out of Celia’s throat. “Oh, you are cute. Do you live around here? Are you hungry?” She looked around the garden, but she saw no signs that the cat lived there or was cared for there regularly. There were no dishes for food or water, no cat beds or dog houses. She had seen all of those things out on the surrounding streets while out for walks, and wondered if she should take the initiative on
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