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        Thomas

        

      

      “Put this on, Uncle Tommy.” Bart holds out a child-sized, bark-brown vest complete with child-sized arm holes and a child-sized bug “abdomen” hanging off its back. “You can’t go in unless you’re an ant like me.”

      My nephew tugs on his own vest before looking up at me with his big, blue, five-year-old eyes.

      Kids are exhausting. We’ve been in the Children’s Museum for just over an hour and I already want to run for the hills, or for a beer. Either would work. But I promised my brother’s boy an afternoon of “fun in the city” so here we are, a happy-if-precise kindergartener and his big oaf of an uncle, at the mouth of an indoor “anthill” play tunnel.

      This particular exhibit has been a staple of the Children’s Museum since I was a child. Hell, I think it was here when Bart’s grandfather was a child. It was probably here before Minneapolis became a city. The first human to step onto this spot fifteen thousand years ago slammed a spear into the ground and declared, “Let’s build the kids an anthill right here!”

      Some things never change, including the murals rolling over the costume area where Bart now stands, and the air around us. An odd mixture of aged dust, cleaning chemicals, and that specific, sweet-yet-sour scent of child hangs in the air as thick as the shadows deep in the tunnels.

      I run a finger over the pockmarked paint. Refreshing the blues in the mural would go a long way to adding a little brightness.

      Funny how I never noticed the blandness of the colors when I was the kid playing. I just wanted to run fast and lose my younger brother inside the tunnels. It never worked; Rob always lost me. I suspect Bart would do the same.

      I point at the vest. “I don’t think that’ll fit, buddy.”

      Bart frowns. He’s already taller than all the other five-year-olds and I suspect he’s destined for the full Quidell height and broad build, like his father and his uncles. Small we are not, which is fine, except when you’re supposed to crawl through an insect mound.

      “Oh.” Bart’s hand—and the vest—drop to his side. He looks at the floor for a moment, then out into the open area in front of the exhibit, his face open and hopeful. “Auntie Sammie can come in with me!”

      My fiancé looks up from her task of stuffing Bart’s action figures into his backpack. “What?” She smooths the front of her t-shirt as she stands up.

      Sammie is slightly older than me—four years to be exact. She graduated from the University the same year I started. We’d crossed paths as students, but only in a disconnected, lost-opportunity kind of way. Thankfully, we met again last year when I started in the Art Department where we both work.

      We’ve been making up for lost time ever since.

      Her t-shirt hugs her curves, as do her jeans. Sammie’s perfect female shape and luminescent auburn hair set her apart from the tired parents herding little ones through the exhibits. In my eyes, she’s a vision.

      But she doesn’t seem as overwhelmed by the noise as I am. Sammie, unlike me, understands how to replenish her reservoir of energy.

      “Bart would like you to be an ant with him.” I point at my nephew. He smiles.

      Sammie’s face takes on an Oh my God you are so adorable look. The one every human with a soul makes when in the presence of kids or kittens. That wide-eyed pout, the one that only flits across features because everyone knows adults don’t make that face.

      But it’s hard not to, when a kindergartener wants you to play.

      And I think I fall even more in love with Sammie than I was after our quality cuddle time this morning, if that’s even possible.

      A little girl with golden skin and equally golden eyes runs around Sammie’s side. Her big, curly ponytail bounces as she darts by me and right up to Bart.

      “Hello,” says the little girl. She’s his height, which means she’s probably slightly older than him, and she obviously knows her way around.

      Bart doesn’t say anything. He just stares all dumbfounded at the pretty girl.

      Sammie’s gaze shifts from Bart to me. She shakes her head as she walks over.

      The little girl takes the ant-vest from my nephew’s hand. “I’ll be an ant with you.”

      Bart smiles a new, big, happy smile. “Okay.”

      The little girl slips the vest over her shoulders. “This way gets to the slide faster.” She points behind me, then looks up at my face. “Are you his daddy?”

      “That’s my uncle,” Bart says. He steps between his new friend and me as if I’m competition. “He’s an artist.”

      I can’t help but chuckle.

      Bart throws me a look, but when the girl takes his hand, he’s utterly, completely lost.

      “Let’s go!” she says, and my nephew disappears into the anthill with his new friend.

      Sammie sets the backpack at our feet and leans her head against my shoulder. “Ah, young love.”

      I take her hand as I watch an older woman guide my young nephew through the tunnels. At least Bart didn’t miss his chances.

      I kiss Sammie’s cheek. “I guess he’s better at seeing his opportunities than his uncle.”

      Sammie looks up at my face. Her brows twist up for a second, and her warm, hazel eyes take on a shadow. But she shakes her head again and pats my elbow. “What’s that saying? You make your own opportunities?”

      “Yeah,” I say, and kiss her cheek again. She’s my muse, my Sammie. What would I do without her?
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      “Her name is Serena!” Bart kicks the back of Sammie’s seat.

      There’s not a lot of room in the back of my truck’s cab. Sammie waves her hand over the headrest. “Watch the toes, please,” she says.

      Bart ignores her. He’s too wrapped up in his cougar moment. “Like the tennis player.” Bart swings his arm. “How do you play tennis, Uncle Tommy?” He swings his arm again. “Serena says she plays tennis and volleyball. She knows how to ski down hills!”

      He makes a loud whooshing noise. Sammie throws me a bemused look.

      Bart leans forward. “Can I learn to ski? I want to ski.” His next noise sounds more like a monster truck than the swishing of snow.

      I turn into my brother’s neighborhood. It’s nice—suburban and full of mature trees and well-maintained, middle-class split-levels. Dan says the schools are good and the streets safe. The area reminds me a lot of our neighborhood growing up, which, I suspect, is why he chose to buy a house here.

      That’s my brother, the painfully perfect family man.

      “I think we’ve created a monster.” Sammie nods over her shoulder.

      Bart continues his monologue about the wide range of sporting activities available to today’s youth.

      The truck’s engine grumbles one last time as I park in Dan’s driveway. Dan’s girlfriend, Camille, steps out onto the front step. She’s freshly showered. Her damp black hair hangs over her shoulders and her muscles look loose as if she just finished a good workout.

      “I think you and Camille need to pose for me.” A full suite of classic painterly poses run through my head. “I could do a full series. Call it ‘The Muses.’”

      Sammie smiles as she opens the door and steps out. She helps Bart undo his seatbelt and he’s running for Camille before I pull the key from the ignition.

      Sammie taps the side panel of the truck as she watches him go. “I think he had fun.”

      I walk around the front of the truck and wrap my arms around her waist. “How could he not?” I gently kiss her upper lip. “He’s a Quidell. We have a weakness for cougars.”

      Sammie slaps my shoulder. “Me-ow,” she says, and saunters up the driveway, toward my brother’s house.

      I chuckle as I follow.

      “Concert’s at nine,” she says over her shoulder.

      We had an afternoon with the nephew. Now it’s time to party like adults. I will never understand where Sammie gets the energy for it all.

      Other than she sleeps better than I do. But I made a promise, so I smile. “We’d better get home so we can get ready.”

      Sammie’s eyes brighten. Her hips swing as she follows Bart. She holds her back erect and her shoulders high, but her head tips just a little to the side as she takes in how Camille hugs Bart.

      And again, I think I’m more in love now than I was this morning, even if I am tired.

      My Sammie. My muse. I follow her into my brother’s house for a quick good-bye with Bart.

      I watch my nephew run off for a cookie and a juice box.

      Sammie grasps my hand. “Ready?” she asks.

      I guess it’s time for a whole other anthill. I kiss her again. Any night with Sammie is special, concert or no concert. “Let’s go.”
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      The second opening act blasts out yet another deafening electronic sample. Their singer slowly wisps her fingers through the air as if following a delicate butterfly made of sound.

      The stage is cluttered and the singer is boxed in between two electronic pianos and a drum kit. Colored lights wink on and off. She trills into the microphone, swings her arms again, and wiggles her hips.

      I can’t remember the band’s name. Not that it matters; we came for Barston Flood, the main act. The two teenagers next to us seem overjoyed and excited by the butterfly-catching move, though.

      Tom’s doing his best to not take up space. The venue is standing-room-only so we stayed off to the side. He didn’t want to block anyone’s view with his broad shoulders so he’s trying to blend into a pillar, but his white shirt and his big biceps make him stand out no matter where we are.

      My fiancé frowns and looks more like a bouncer than a concert-goer.

      I rub his forearm and lean close to his ear. “No frowny faces.”

      Tom chuckles and pulls me into his arms. “Thank you for this.” He nods toward the band on the stage. “She’s not too bad.”

      I don’t necessarily agree, but that’s not the point. “You’re welcome.” I kiss his cheek and go back to listening to the fluttering waif behind the real bouncers.

      Smoke drifts off the stage. Lights flash and teenagers dance. Tom rubs his eyes and watches the crowd, and the frown reappears. I can’t tell if it’s the dirty air or the young people that makes him itch.

      He has only half a decade on most of them, yet he’s making a dad face.

      Sometimes I don’t like being reminded that I’m older than him. Not that four years means anything, really. But when he acts like an old man, it makes me feel ancient.

      He wasn’t like this when we met. He was wide-eyed and fresh off the University farm, a big, smiling guy with a big heart and a knack for seeing the truth about people. If it wasn’t for him, I’d still be living with my cheating ex and getting myself off on old fantasies. He helped me see the truth of my life, and he gave me the support I needed to move beyond the cage I’d built for myself.

      The frowning started after his gallery show. He sold two paintings—a good start, I told him—but I think he expected better. Or, more precisely, better of himself. All his work should be exceptional all the time, and to all people, right? I think he understands intellectually how defeatist that thought is, but I also think it’s still infecting his heart.

      I lean against his arm and he drops a hand to my waist. The music rolling off the stage is now too loud to talk over, anyway—except I need to pee and going during the boring opening act seems like the best use of my concert-going time.

      I tip up my chin and lean close to his ear again. “I need to hit the little girl’s room.”

      He blinks as he tries to figure out what I just said. Then he grins and nods. “Grab a couple of waters on the way back, if you would, my lady.”

      “Aye, my handsome knight, I shall return to you bearing fluid gifts.”

      Again, he takes a moment to process. His grin turns into a full, wonderful smile. The kind he used to make all the time, but now seems to be hidden away under some weight neither of us can fully see or hear. He feels it, though.

      “Don’t lose our spot.” I kiss his shoulder. We might be off to the side, but we’re close to the stage.

      He nods one last time and I slide away into the crowd. People brush against me, and one drunk woman giggles when she steps on my toes. Mostly, they ignore me. When the crowd thins out, I glance over my shoulder. Tom’s big frame is still easy to pick out against the pillar. He’s gone back to watching the stage. At least for a moment, I can believe that he’s enjoying himself.

      The lower level is quiet but the silence is as deafening as the beat from upstairs. The difference weighs over the room and the bar so thickly my brain has no choice but to become conscious of it.

      A couple sneaks out of the women’s room as I go in. They look at me with a mixture of guilt and defiance, and scuttle away as if they’re afraid I’m going to tell on them.

      Let them fuck in the restroom. I don’t care. But if you’re going to bust the rules, at least own your behavior. Don’t slink away like a pair of naughty puppies.

      Right after I graduated from the University, I had a boyfriend who liked semi-public sex. Fingers found their way under tablecloths and into my naughty bits. No coat room or bathroom was safe. I stopped wearing panties solely to grant him fast, smooth access.

      We lasted six months. I think we both realized that it was all about the fucking, and for him, only fucking one woman at a time made the fucking less fun.

      At least he had the decency to be honest about his desires. And at least I had the backbone to move on.

      I stop at the bar on the way out of the restroom. I lean against its retro metal edging as I pull a couple of bills out of my clutch. “Two waters.”

      The bartender takes my cash and sets two ice-cold plastic bottles on the also-retro, bright-red Formica of the bar’s surface. The stools gleam all chrome and bright red pleather, and the entire brightly-lit area reminds me more of a romanticized 50s-era set than an actual functioning bar.

      I adjust my bag’s thin strap and tuck it under my arm. The beat from upstairs rattles the bar stools and I suspect the second act is about to leave the stage. Time to return to Tom with my gifts of cool, liquidy goodness.

      “Sam?”

      I look up.

      Standing on the steps up to the main floor is a man who I haven’t seen in five years. He looks the same as he did that day during my final year at the University—expensive tailored shirt, expensive tailored pants, unmarred expensive shoes. His blue-black hair is the same well-tailored, expensive cut.

      We met at a job fair. I was looking for a job and he was offering. Our affair was entirely inappropriate. Ultimately, I got the job I’m still in—working communications for a major food multi-national. He, I suspect, hired exactly what he wanted.

      Because that was Juri Olson, son of the great Carl Olson, our state’s most influential philanthropist, industrialist, and all-around rich guy. Carl always gets his way. Between his charm and his money, Juri does too.

      He grins and extends his hand to shake mine. “How have you been, Sam?”

      Juri calls me Sam. Never Sammie. Never Samantha. Always Sam. I grip his hand and shake once.

      He’s still the same oddly-handsome he was the six months we fucked. Same straight nose and high cheekbones. He hasn’t changed, or aged, or anything, and looks my age, not the seventeen years my senior he is. He watches me with his odd, reddish-brown eyes. His irises are almost the exact same color as my hair. He used our color connection as an excuse to keep me close.

      His skin carries the same warm reddish-golden tones as his eyes. They clash with the blues in his hair and make it difficult not to look at him. He’s oddly enthralling. For a second, I wonder if Juri’s a vampire.

      “How are you?” he says. The pitch of his voice drops as he speaks the “you” the same way it always dropped when he wanted a blowjob.

      Unlike Tom, Juri isn’t much taller than me. He’s not much wider at the shoulders, either, but he is wiry and a lot stronger than one would expect. I once saw him move an entire bed by himself.

      I pull my hand back. “Good, Juri. And you?” Best to keep it businesslike. Juri might be the ex who liked semi-public fucks, but he was never a dick about it. Most of the time.

      He slides onto one of the stools. “Doing well.” He signals to the bartender. “Cabernet, please.”

      The bartender scurries away.

      “I don’t know if you heard, but we bought a chain of destination resorts.” He leans against the bar. It’s hard for me to believe that this man is in his forties. He shows no gray in his hair. His body still ripples under his perfectly-cut clothes. The lack of wrinkles also makes me think it must be good to be rich.

      Or maybe like Tom, Juri was blessed with good genes. His mother is a Ukrainian beauty queen, so anything’s possible.

      “I’m in charge of the merger.” He takes his cab from the bartender. “I’m here scouting.” He winks and takes a sip.

      Scouting? “For what?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “A couple of the properties are in Nevada. One’s on the Vegas Strip.” He nods toward the steps. “The band intrigues me.”

      Bullshit, I think. I don’t know why. Juri isn’t a liar.

      “I am currently without a trusted assistant to do the scouting for me.” He shrugs and I swear he’s thinking Time for another job fair.

      But, again, Juri isn’t a liar. Or a dick. Most of the time. So any double meaning I’m reading into his facial expressions is just that, me reading in something that’s likely not there. Besides, Barb, his executive assistant, would have hired someone if Juri really did want the help.

      “Sounds like you need a new sidekick.”

      Juri grins and tips his cabernet toward me before taking a sip.

      He is good at multitasking and he does like his “tasks” young. Where better to find someone equal parts sweet, naughty, and smart but at a Barston Flood concert, an indie band known for their sweet, naughty, and smart lyrics?

      I laugh and shake my head. “It’s been good seeing you, Juri.” I pick up the two water bottles.

      “You are here with someone.” He watched the bottles, not my face.

      I hold out my hand to show him the sapphire on my finger. “Fiancé.”

      Juri chuckles and slaps his thigh. “You never seemed like the marrying kind, Sam.” He takes another sip of his cab.

      I salute with one of the bottles. “You neither, Juri.” And with that, I walk up the stairs, fully aware that a very rich man is watching as I leave him behind.
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      I shouldn’t be jealous. Sammie’s weirded out by her encounter with her ex. She didn’t tell me so, or show it in her movements, but she’s blinking too fast and she can’t seem to decide if she wants to lean against my side or stand three feet away.

      Barston Flood is about to take the stage. The lights drop and the music leaps and all of a sudden, I can’t see Sammie—just flashing lights, shadows, and ready-to-gyrate teen girls.

      My brain runs with the contorted visuals and calls up an image of a coyote stalking Sammie from the smoke-filled recesses of the venue. An ingenious coyote with the means to insulate himself from the noises and the prying eyes of the world. A very rich, stealthy coyote who can take whatever he wants whenever he wants it.

      Sammie looks up at my face. She squints slightly, then backs up against my front and pulls my arms around her waist.

      I can’t tell if she’s upset or dancing. Or maybe I can’t tell if I’m upset or dancing.

      Did Juri Olson scare her? She doesn’t seem frightened, but he is a rich guy and rich guys have sneaky ways to scare women.

      What if I’m wrong? What if the other thought my brain keeps whispering is correct? What if she’s upset because he’s rich and a better choice and she just realized how much of a fool she’s been for spending this past year with me?

      Which is stupid.

      I still want to punch him for talking to my fiancé—which weirds me out, because I’m not a Neanderthal.

      The speakers rumble. The lights drop again. More smoke rolls off the stage and I steel myself for the main act’s coming acoustic onslaught.

      Juri Olson is seventeen years older than her and I’m four years younger which means she used to have sex with a guy who could be my father. But not my dad, because my dad isn’t rich. Juri Olson isn’t “normal” rich, either. He’s super-rich, the “I can buy countries” level of rich. He’s got a daughter, too. I think she’s at one of the super-expensive schools out east. His daughter is an undergrad. I’ve been out of school a year. His daughter is closer to my age than Sammie is.

      Maybe Sammie’s weirded out because I’m weirded out. Or maybe she realizes she used to fuck a goddamned modern princeling. How can I not be jealous of that?

      Barston Flood’s drummer bounds onto the stage. I like them. I like them a lot, to be honest. I often listen to their music while I paint. But now I’m just weirded the fuck out.

      The princeling’s here somewhere, playing coyote. I glance up at the balcony. Is he up there, looking down at all his minions? Is he behind the bar?

      Does he own this place?

      I have no fucking clue. His family owns stores and warehouses and at least three small brewpubs. Hotels. Their own shipping company. He might own the whole goddamned block.

      Shit, maybe they’re going to buy the company Sammie and I work for and lay us all the fuck off. I heard the rumors. Not that Juri Olson had anything to do with it.

      Sammie used to sleep with him.

      She frowns up at me, then points at the stage. The band’s two guitarists enter and the teenagers around us go wild. When the lead singer leaps onto the stage, the already epic energy level of the venue erupts.

      I pull Sammie flush against my front. She’s tense. She shouldn’t be tense. We’re having a good time. We should be enjoying the music.

      And each other.

      She doesn’t need me acting jealous. She doesn’t need an ex getting into her space, either.

      Drums thump. The lead singer jumps and dances. Guitars scream. Sammie’s unease drains away but mine only throbs with the beat. It works itself into my muscles and I begin to wonder if a bubble just burst. If, perhaps, the glittering sheen of my charmed life may have just ruptured.

      If it was still intact, I wouldn’t know about it, would I? You only miss something when it’s gone.

      But is it gone? “Charmed” is relative. But for some reason, knowing Sammie has exes other than that douche-nugget cheater she was with before me makes our whole relationship seem more real. More grounded in the actual world. She’s perfect and special and a dream come true, but it’s not that simple. Nothing’s ever simple and I’m an idiot for thinking that the world’s textures are limited only to the brush strokes and paint splatters I add to it.

      Why this ex-boyfriend—why now, while listening to a band with a lot more talent than I have—does the truth need to slap me upside the head? Why can’t I just enjoy the moment?

      I kiss the top of Sammie’s ear. She looks up at me, her face happy and excited, and she smiles.

      Whatever my problem is, it can wait. Acrid fireworks dust clings to my tongue, but I tighten my arms again. My fiancé snuggles in. We sway and dance, and I’m going to give her this moment.

      Because I can do that. Bubbles burst and ex-boyfriends appear. But I can give her the evening of joy she deserves.
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      I dream, perhaps. There was fumbling into bed. There was snoring through the smoke coating my throat. We had a good time at the concert, but I dream.

      In the dream, I wonder about the unending scenes of suffocating, prehistoric ferns and the crowd-packed, airport-concourse-like shopping malls inhabiting my head. I wonder about the rough, sandy textures I see but cannot touch and the smooth, gleaming surfaces that radiate heat and cold simultaneously.

      But mostly I wonder about the colors.

      The ancient ferns unfurling above my head gleam with layers of opulent greens and blues. The signs in my rat-race malls glow with the red-orange fires of a searing underworld.

      Why is it that my mind makes the correct tones in a dream but I can’t make them on a canvas? God knows I try. I try every day. It’s my job to try.

      I open my eyes to the thick darkness spread like syrup across the bedroom ceiling. The concert’s smoky grit still smothers my tongue and my corneas and my eyelids carry the extra weight that puffiness always brings. Tomorrow at work I’m going to look like I went on a bender; there’s no way around it.

      Water pounds the loft walls and stomps on the roof. A line of storms moved in just as we drove home, and should, hopefully, clear the evening’s heat. A slice of wiggling, jiggling bluish glow flashes bright and white around the curtains. I count—two, three, four…

      Thunder shakes the building. The window vibrates.

      After the concert, we stumbled into the loft, laughing and kissing, soaked from the storm’s downpour. I dried her shoulders. She toweled off my hair. We fell into bed too tired to do anything other than sleep. Tomorrow’s a work day, and we both need our jobs. Someone has to pay for the loft’s bamboo flooring.

      Sammie’s weirded-out vibe stopped halfway through the band’s first set. Mine did not, though having a beautiful woman dancing with me and holding my hand went a long way toward helping me to forget the worries of my world.

      Then I slept. I should know better than to sleep. I dream.

      When I was a kid, I’d wake up yelling. No reason why, no real sense of dread, just a sense of vividness. My father would tell me my dreaming brain knew I was destined for greatness and it was just practicing yelling over the inevitable roar of my adoring fans.

      My mother would roll her eyes and tuck me in.

      Then she and my sister died in a car crash.

      My lower back tightens into a hard rock of pain. My elbows do as well—I don’t know why—and it flares up into my shoulders and down into my fingers. There’s not a lot I can do about my random pains other than get up and work them out. Running helps. Painting often helps, and is a better idea than running in the middle of the night.

      Sammie tries to help. She’s the reason I try. I’m still surprised she wants to marry me, especially now that she’s been reminded of her other, better options.

      The streetlight below our window casts wavering rain patterns onto the ceiling through the open slit between the curtains. A truck rumbles by. Dampness weighs down the air with the slight ozone, wet fly-zapper smell that comes with summer thunderstorms, even with the air conditioner running.

      I like living in Uptown. I do, but the city noise never backs off here. Not at three in the morning. Not in a thunderstorm. Our home over the shops floats above ever-present humanity. Sometimes I wish we could move to my family’s lake cabin permanently.

      Sammie sighs into her pillow and rolls away, and the sliver of light from the window—the same silver slice of rain-dabbled blue playing along the ceiling—cuts across her shoulder.

      Her skin glows.

      All I want is to crawl under the blanket and spoon against her back. Lay a kiss on that shoulder, then another on her neck, below the low braid she wears her lush hair in during the night. A third kiss, perhaps, just under her earlobe, on the spot I know makes her shiver.

      I’ve woken her up for cuddles and sex before. I could do it again. The slow, steady pressure of my cock against the sweet roundness of her ass and my finger against her clit usually builds to her waking up so horny she’s riding me before she realizes she’s awake.

      It would be a nice distraction from the dreams.

      Her braid falls over her shoulder blades and the bedcovers, to her waist. Carefully, I brush aside enough of the blanket to reveal the gentle curve of her lower back.

      The cat meows.

      Our buff-colored, slightly tabby ball of fur jumps onto the bed. Mr. Pickles—Mickles, to the world—stands on my pillow staring at me with his golden-green kitty eyes as if I’m the dumbest kitten he’s ever had to teach to hunt.

      “What do you want?” I mumble.

      “Meoh?” My fiancé’s cat taps my cheek with his paw. He purrs and does his excited cat foot-lifting dance.

      “You found another mouse, didn’t you?” He might be a mound of buff-colored fluff, but he’s turned out to be an agile mouser. Three months in the new loft and the cat’s killed at least a dozen mice. The fat, squeaky little bastards seem to think our home is a better choice than the shop downstairs.

      Mickles jumps off the bed but stops at the bedroom door to wait for me to follow. His light-colored fur luminesces in the shimmer leaking in around the curtains and he stands out against the shadows of the hallway. Mr. Pickles, the great fluffy ghost hunter.

      He meows.

      “I’m coming,” I whisper. I tug on my sleep pants and tiptoe into the loft’s short hallway. Mickles slinks ahead of me, his fat tail straight out from his body and his belly close to the floor, determined to share the thrill of the hunt with his big, bipedal kitten.

      Once something catches the cat’s attention, he doesn’t give up—much like
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