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To my parents and all the other adoptive parents out there who have done their best. And to my sisters and brother who went through a lot when they were little, though they are not, to my knowledge, shapeshifters.
Also for my writer friends, in-person and online, former and current members of the Sacramento Valley Rose chapter of the RWA, my writing sprint group, and especially my former critique partners, Diane and Donna, who read this book a long time ago before major cuts and reorganizing. Thank you for being patient with a newbie!
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  PREFACE


As with any memoirist, my big questions were “Where do I start?” and “What do I include?” The biggest, though is, “Is anyone going to buy the book?” As with any memoirist, I don’t know if I made the right choices. Buying the book is up to you. 
It’s going to sound un-feminist when I say my personal memoir is inexorably linked to a man: my husband. He was the first person who told me he was a shifter too and I wasn’t alone, the first (and last) person to marry me, and the reason I had a hand in dragging shapeshifters into the open. 
I would not have made it as far as I have in my work and my life without his solid, feral presence not behind me, but in front of me, dealing with other people better than I do and making people relax when I stick my foot in my mouth or go off into la-la land in thought. Thank you to him on behalf of our children, who are growing up happy and normal despite those who would restrict their lives due to genetic difference.
I apologize again to the shifters who think I have betrayed them, which was never my intention. In order to get justice for Tommy and for dozens of others, the silence had to be broken. Too many evil people already knew and would have continued to prey on us. I understand your point though; I wonder every day if we shouldn’t have stayed in the shadows. Now governments are seeking to inhibit us and hate groups are targeting us, all of us who were in the first wave of Outed Shifters are second-guessing ourselves. 
For those who condemn us because we’re different, I hope you read this book and realize we’re humans with extra gifts, not born of evil. Of course, if your mind is already made up to that extent, then you are more likely to take a few quotes out of context and condemn the whole thing.
I’m perfectly happy to let my life story read like a love story with its highs and lows and misunderstandings. Once you’re in a partnership for better or for worse, you learn what the best and the worst truly are.






  
  BOOK ONE: Collegial collateral damage









  
  Chapter one

I was seventeen when I met Tommy “Cat” Catelli. It was the first day of Freshman orientation week at our small liberal arts college. 
I had actually preferred Oberlin or Denison, but ended up at Garfield College – Garfield the president, not the cat. It always makes the top ten of small, liberal arts colleges in Ohio whose names start with G. I'm being facetious here, as my favorite history professor liked to say. It's well-respected in the region, especially in biology, which was one of my majors.
Don't get me wrong, it was a point of pride for me I got accepted everywhere I applied, but the money was another matter. With a half-ride scholarship, Garfield cost about the same as the state schools, once you figured in room and board. No way was I staying at home and driving to Ohio State where I would have been lost among tens of thousands of students. I love my parents – a bit fanatically, some have said – but sometimes the birdie must leave the nest. Man, I love saying that to people who have no idea why it makes me smile.
I had just said goodbye to my parents. We cried. I was walking back into the dorm to wait for my new roommate, Jennifer from Minnesota, to show up. I was nervous about the roomie thing. I was pretty sure I didn't shift in my sleep anymore – wearing pajamas seemed to remind my body to not change – but sometimes I had to stop thinking about homework and put on my fur coat for a run in the woods.
As I went through the little lounge and into the hallway, I was suddenly swamped by soccer players in loose t-shirts and baggy shorts. Fit young men who smelled like testosterone, grass fields, sweat, and shampoo.
I froze, a twinge of danger running through me; here was a pack of hunting dogs and I was primed to run and hide. I was shy around guys – shy around anyone until I got to know them, but especially cute guys. I could have outrun most of them, even though my big butt looks like I’m a couch potato.
Of course, if I shifted, I could outrun all of them. Some of them would die of heart attacks, no matter how healthy they looked.
So, I stood against the wall, eyes firmly on the floor, waiting for the crowd to pass so I could go down to my room in the walk-out basement of the dorm. What should I unpack first? Should I wait for my roommate to arrive before choosing a side of the room? 
I watched the floor as the team wandered past. Our college's soccer players preferred those weird, massaging sports sandals, apparently; half of those guys had them on.
I don't know what made me look up, but in the middle of the pack of guys who were glancing at me, checking me out and dismissing me as too tall, big nose, messy hair, fat ass, not cute, was one guy who was staring. Hot guys didn't stare at me, at least not for a good reason. I figured I had something on my face.
He forced his way out of the pack of boys (sorry: young men), with the usual curses and laughs and shoving, announcing he had to use the shit can.
Classy.
He strutted off, but when all the other guys had gone, he turned at the corner of the L-shaped hall, outside the bathroom door, and whispered, “Who are you?”
I had only taken a few steps and he spoke so softly that only someone with ears as good as a dog's could hear. I looked back and said, “Excuse me?”
He walked back toward me, eyes squinted, and said in a normal voice, “Who are you?” 
I stared somewhere near his eyes for a while longer and sniffed the air, pinpointing his scent. Shampoo, sweat, musky male. He stopped about three feet away from me and sniffed, too, imitating me.
“Allergies?” I said, oh-so innocently. Oh god, I hoped my musky armpit odor – made worse by sweating in the Ohio humidity as we brought my stuff in from the car – wasn't obvious to him. Shower first, unpack later.
He shook his head, then held out his hand. “Thomas Catelli. They call me Cat.”
I glanced at his eyes as I shook his hand and a jolt of energy ran up my arm, freezing me in place. “Pussy Cat?” I croaked, trying to make a joke to cover the awkward silence.
He smirked, but his eyes narrowed. “One guy called me that. Once.”
God, he was such a cocky, big male showoff. But, holy shit, he’s talking to me and holding my hand in his firm, warm one. “Tom Cat, then? Really?” My face was practically on fire from blushing so hard.
His smile softened. “My grandpa used to call me Tom Cat. I was named for his brother.”
I pulled my hand away, hoping he hadn’t noticed how sweaty my palm was. “Cassandra Beaton. They call me Cass. I just moved in downstairs.”
“Which room?” 
I don't think I've ever blushed so hard in my life. “Twelve.” My ears were buzzing and I thought I might faint.
“Don't worry, we take care of each other here. You have the Hundtstaf Grant?” he asked.
I looked at him incredulously, the buzzing subsiding. I blinked a few times, rapidly. “Yeah?” I didn't usually make declaratives sound like questions, but his question came out of left field.
“Me too.” 
I think he thought it meant something to me. After I visited the campus and interviewed with a couple professors, I got a form for another scholarship and Dad said to fill it out because you never knew. 
“I'm in one-eighteen. Around the corner. It's mostly soccer and football jocks on this floor and some of them are assholes.”
“But not you?” I asked.
“Oh, definitely me, but only when someone deserves it,” he said.
An asshole is someone who is mean when the other person doesn't deserve it. I had plenty of experience in high school with asshole girls who liked to make others feel bad to puff themselves up. Asshole boys in junior high liked to tease shy girls until they cried. I finally met his eyes again – I don't do a lot of eye contact – and realized his eyes weren't just hazel, but amber yellow. Mine are dark brown, but he stared into them anyway.
Good god, I wanted this guy. A guy like this, anyway.
“One-eighteen,” he repeated, his voice lower. “If you need anything.”
I couldn’t stop a little huff of disbelief. I wasn't going to need anything. I had heard stories of “Buffalo Hunts” where hot, asshole jocks or frat boys picked out the ugliest or most awkward girls and got them into bed for fun and prizes.
“I gotta go to lunch.” He stepped back, shifting from foot to foot, grinning. “Hamburgers today. They're crappy, but they're meat-like.”
Red meat. A man after my own heart. Especially after running in the woods, I craved steak.
He was about to walk away. “I'll see you around, Cass Beaton. Anyone call you Ass Beatin'?”
Well now.  “One guy called me that. Once.” 
He laughed and squeezed my shoulder gently, his hand hot and hard sending another wave of electricity into me and then he took off at a jog out the front door of the dorm with a thump and crash. He bellowed for his friends to wait up.
My knees were wobbly, so I waited a minute before going downstairs.






  
  Chapter two

Biology and Chemistry majors share some classes. History and English, you can talk professors, at least in a small college, into independent study classes which will count for both. My chosen majors, Biology and History, didn't have diddly in common. Even before Freshman Orientation and class registration, I had my eye on two extra classes for fall semester. Zoology and French both had labs. 
I had it all planned out and I was going to graduate early.
The week before classes started, we had a bunch of get-to-know-you activities during which I announced all this. The girls on my floor voted me “Most Likely to Burn Out” and my Resident Assistant looked worried.
But hey, I had already decided not to do any of the extra-curricular stuff I had done in high school: cross-country, track, and drama club were massive time-sucks.
One night, early my first semester, I think it was a Tuesday, I hefted my twenty ton backpack out of the library at ten. I dragged myself back to my room to get some food and caffeine before going to the computer lab to type the paper I had been researching all day. Kids these days would be amazed how few people had their own computer back then. It was practically the Stone Age.
My roomie, Jennifer, told me the hot guy upstairs, Cat, was looking for me.
Jennifer was nice enough. She liked loud music – harder rock than I liked – and parties, but generally went to class and did her work, though her heart didn't seem to be in anything but Rugby Club. Lots of beer at rugby parties, apparently. She was a little shorter than me, about average, I guess, and not chubby, but solid and strong. She talked another girl on our floor into joining rugby, too, and she was about five-foot-two and skinny, but ran like the wind. Takes all kinds, right?
We had voted Jennifer “Most Likely to get Whiplash from Headbanging.”
“Cat? From upstairs?” I asked, my brain half in the library and half dead. “Why?” Why would the hot guy be knocking on my door? He hadn't spoken to me since my first day. I wasn't going to help the cute boy with his homework. Did that once in high school. One time too many.
“He said you missed some dinner or something.” She lounged on her bed, highlighting almost everything in a huge textbook. “And he's, like, even hotter close up than when I pass him in the hall.”
“Dinner?” I couldn’t help but scowl.
“Your scholarship, I think? He's been down, like, every ten minutes for the last hour and I had to keep telling him, like, I didn't know where you were.” She snapped her gum. Apparently, Valley-Girl-speak had caught on in Minnesota, too.
“Oh shit!” My stomach clenched. Someone had slid the Hundtstaf invitation under my door two weeks before and I had RSVPed and written it in my planner. “I've been squinting at microfiche since three o'clock.”
“Will they take away your scholarship?” Jennifer looked sincerely worried.
“I hope not. I'd end up at Ohio State and living at home if they did.”
There was a loud knock on the door and I opened it. There was Cat in a button-down Oxford shirt, baggy soccer shorts, and those stupid massaging sandals. My heart sort of seized up, like it did every time I saw him. He strolled in, nodding to my roommate absently.
“You missed the Hundtstaf dinner, man. You'd think you'd at least come and get decent food. They gave us roast beef. It was sort of dry, but Amanda – do you know Amanda? – sat next to me and gave me hers and I gave her my salad. There's nothing like meat and potatoes.” He looked around. “Nice room. It's bigger than the other ones down here, isn't it?”
Roast beef? My mouth watered. “Yeah, it is. And dammit, I forgot about the dinner. I spent the whole day in the library researching a paper.”
He nodded. “Well, it's too bad for you, really. I don't think you know any of the rest of us. We're pretty tight-knit. We watch out for each other.”
“Tight-knit? It's not like it's a minority group or something.” Jennifer sat up, leaned back on her hands, and stuck her boobs out while smoothing her hair. She used one of those straightening irons on it every day. We had tried it on mine, but it frizzed up again in about five seconds. I had it about shoulder-length to tone down the weird lumps. It was usually in a messy ponytail.
Cat laughed, though his eyes narrowed. “No, I guess not. Just lucky to have the scholarship. They say the founder, Mr. Hundtstaf, wanted to reward good students, but also wanted to build a community so they wouldn't drop out or burn out.”
Methinks he doth protest too much. I glanced at Jennifer, who giggled and raised her eyebrows at me at the words “burn out.” I shrugged.
“I have a history paper due at one tomorrow, so I need to get to the computer lab.” I took things out of my backpack and stuffed other things in. “I need to get the rough draft down tonight. I'm thinking of skipping French tomorrow if I have too many revisions. I can make corrections from ten to eleven and over lunch.”
“You can use my computer,” said Cat from the doorway. “I have a Mac.”
I looked at him over my shoulder in surprise – that he was still there and that he was offering.
“I'll introduce you to some of the other Hundtstaf guys upstairs. Did you meet Bear yet? He lives across the hall from me. And my roommate, Jeff, used to be Hundtstaf, but his grades sucked his freshman year. He took last year off, so he's a sophomore like me, but barely. If he does well enough this year, he can reapply for the scholarship.”
“You know Bear?” Jennifer was suddenly immensely interested. She had been very clear about her lust for Bear right from the first time she saw him. I couldn't see the attraction, because I wasn't a fan of big, grunting types. My predilection for athletes ran to trim, strong, and intellectual. Bear played rugby, so didn't know why she hadn't already introduced herself.
“Do you have a printer?” Focus was everything.
“Just a little dot matrix. I'll bring it, too.”
“Really?” I might have drooled a little.
“Can you put it in the lounge? I was about to go to sleep.” Jennifer stretched gracefully.
“It's a good thing I'm mostly nocturnal.” Cat smiled at me.
I blushed furiously and couldn’t make eye contact. “You don't have to stay with me.”
“I have shit to do, too. I haven't even started my reading for English class tomorrow.” He shrugged. “We're supposed to have finished Wuthering Heights. Stupid piece of crap so far. Cat is a girl, can you believe it? Wooooo! I'm a ghost and I loooove youuuuuu!” 
I laughed, but Jennifer said, “Hey, I love that book!”
“Now, werewolves or vampires or something cool, I could handle. Blood and mayhem. We did Frankenstein first and it was slow in places and nothing like the movies, but it rocked. Come on, I'll take you up.”
My roommate got up too, checked her hair in the mirror, and tagged along. Cat's eyebrows shot up in surprise until he introduced us to Bear. Jennifer batted her eyelashes, played with her hair, twitched her hips, and sent all sorts of mating signals. Bear seemed happy to see her, but stared at me anyway. “Who's she?”
“I don't know,” said Cat. 
Odd exchange.
So we left the two of them flirting, or at least my roommate flirting and Bear looking at her boobs. I should mention it was the start of their weird on-and-off relationship. Elation and heartache. I’m a ghost and I loooove yooouuu, indeed.
“Hey dude,” Cat said to his roommate. He closed the door behind me, which made me nervous. I liked having my exit path clear at all times, and there was a strange feeling to this, something different about the smell or the way they stared at me. “This is Cassie. She's Hundtstaf, but she missed the dinner.”
I flinched. No one – and I mean no one – called me Cassie except my dad.
“Oh, stop talking about the fucking dinner,” moaned Jeff. “Dining hall was corn dogs.”
“Jeff's a lynx and is a bit short-tempered,” said Cat easily, going to his computer. My brain skipped over the word lynx. Links to what?
“Shit, man. I was gonna play Tetris before bed.” Jeff was still looking at me curiously, his light brown eyes narrowed. “Hi, Cassie.”
“Just Cass,” I said.
“Right.” Jeff still looked like he expected something. “Who are you?” 
Cat stepped between us. “Come on, I'll get it set up for you if we can get a table in the lounge.”
He was on his way to the lounge on his floor, the main one by the front door. “I was thinking, maybe if you wouldn't mind, I was going to work downstairs? In the ground floor lounge? It's a lot quieter.” And not quite so full of soccer and football jocks and the women who loved them.
He turned around and looked at me, head tilted. “Something solitary, territorial. And I would guess carnivore.”
My mind sort of blanked out again. There’s no way he knows my secret.
We stared at each other for a bit. “It's quieter down there.”
“Well, OK.” He shrugged. “But if I'm going to sit in there and read, it'll probably cause gossip.”
“You don't have to sit in there with me. No one would believe it anyway.”
“Believe what?” he shoved the stairwell door open with his shoulder and started down.
Believe he was hanging out with me, of all people.
He set up the Mac for me without further comment, plugged the printer into it, and turned it on.
“It's pretty self-explanatory. Save your work every time you stop to think, OK? It crashes sometimes. I'll come check on you in a bit. I'll go upstairs to read. Probably in the lounge because Jeff's a little PMS-y today. But you're right, it's noisy in there. Maybe I'll bring my laundry down, then I'll have an excuse.”
Were his feelings hurt when I said he didn't need to stay with me? I dismissed the thought. He was cute and popular and didn't need my attention.
About an hour later, about 11:30 at night, I had about three pages double-spaced, a bit more than half of a rough draft, and had hit some glitches. I got up and was bending down, stretching, with my huge butt toward the doorway.
“How's it going?” said Cat.
I stood up quickly and spun, blushing. “Pretty good. Some holes in my research. I remember what I read, pretty much, and which article. I just need good citations.”
He nodded and then glanced around and closed the door of the lounge. God, I hated closed doors with strangers. Semi-strangers. Even ones I was interested in. Especially this one.
He sprawled across a couch and said, “Mind if I read in here now? Still a couple of guys goofing around upstairs and it seems like everyone down here's asleep.”
“Sure, go ahead.” I sat in front of the computer again. I had found my place in my notes and started typing – a bit laboriously, because I had thought typing class beneath me in high school – when he said, “So what are you?”
I ignored him for a few seconds as I finished the sentence I was typing. “A freshman? A nerd? A history-slash-biology major? What kind of answer are you looking for?”
When I glanced up, he was staring. “I'm mostly mountain lion,” he said, his tone even. “There's some wildcat from Poland a few generations back on my dad's side, Kotaleski or something – thank god he changed it when he immigrated. Can you imagine all the guys calling me 'Kotex' for four years? But my whole family shifts to North American cougar.”
My jaw flopped open. My brain overloaded and shut down.
“So what are you?”
“Adopted?” I said, in a squeaky voice.
“Shit. Really?” He sat up quickly, his eyes wide.
Millions of people are adopted. Some feel their family accepted them fully, others feel they weren’t treated equally. Many say they always felt on the outside no matter their parents' efforts, especially if there are siblings who look and walk and talk like the parents. Some will swear up and down that nature trumps nurture. Or their life was better for it. Or they ran away because they hated it so much.
I could feel tears prickling. “Yeah. And my parents are, you know, just normal. And my friends. I have two half-brothers, well, you know, my dad's biological kids from his first marriage. They're a lot older and their mom moved out of state with them, so we saw them in the summer and sometimes for holidays.”
“Have you ever looked for your birth parents?” 
This was more familiar ground. “I'll turn eighteen next month and even with my adoptive parents' permission, none of the agencies thought they could help me. I was abandoned in a hospital waiting room. There's no paper trail.” The familiar hollowness in my chest: “They would have to be looking for me, too.” They sure hadn’t turned up yet.
He nodded, those yellow eyes intense into mine. I looked down at the blinking cursor.
He said, “So what do you shift to?”
I stared at him for a long time before I said, “Fox.”
Which was part of the truth. And cooler than a mockingbird, in my opinion. Tougher, anyway. I had no idea if others had more than one form, having never met even one shifter. I decided on the spur of the moment to keep my mockingbird to myself until I knew if it was normal to have two forms.
“I thought so!” He pointed at me and grinned triumphantly. “A vixen. My best friend from home's a fox. His hair's like yours, red and frizzy, so he keeps it short. He's at Cleveland State. I invited him down and he's coming in a couple of weeks, maybe. I wonder if you're related.”
“I...” I couldn't think what to say. “That would be really weird.”
He laughed, but I scowled at him.
“I'd never find out, would I? DNA test, but what if someone looked at my DNA and knew I was, you know, the way I am. I was a couple months old when I was abandoned.” It had always bothered me. Why then? Why not right at birth?
“How did your parents, your adoptive parents... Shit. I can't even imagine.” He scowled.
I was a tiny baby, maybe five months old, and had only been with my parents for a couple of weeks. My mom walked into my room to see if I was up from my nap and found a large fox cub standing on its hind legs, fluffy tail shoving the diaper down. She says I yipped at her before I changed back, grinning triumphantly as I stood on my human legs for the first time. I also said my first word, “Eek-a-boo.” She said she plopped down on the floor even as my chubby little legs gave out and I toppled over.
“By the time I remember, they were cool about it. My dad helped me find places to run around outside and kept an eye out for dogs. My mom kept me at home until first grade, when I would be sure not to tell anyone about turning furry. Mom got me singing lessons when I was a teenager,” I said, thinking of my mockingbird skills.
“Singing fox?” His eyebrows shot up.
Oops. I hadn't meant to even hint I had a second form. I covered well, though. “Well, you know. Just saying we did normal stuff. Ballet class, singing lessons, tennis. I was awful at piano, always felt like I was playing with paws, like my typing skills, but I could sing.”
“You in the choir?” he asked.
“I was for a while in high school. I don't really like singing with other people. They go out of tune and I can't find the pitch. I'm too shy to be a soloist and I don't have time with all my classes.”
“You really should have come to the dinner tonight. Everyone's a shifter.”
Shifter was the word for it? 
My jaw dropped again. “Everyone?” Here I was thinking by luck I had come across the only other were-something around. My hands shook. “That's... That's the criteria for the Hundtstaf? Really? I just figured Prof Turner liked me.”
“He must have recognized you. He's a hawk. Or maybe someone else did. There are a few other profs who are.”
I stared at Cat in amazement. “How many?”
“Five, I think, but DeLeon is retiring after this year. He’s Spanish. Lion, like an African lion. There are a few new profs, but none were at the dinner except Turner.” So matter-of-fact, so blasé.
“Students. I mean how many students?” I whispered. My voice had flown.
“There were about thirty there tonight. There are some who didn't come, some others like Jeff who don’t have the scholarship. Maybe fifty? Sixty? It's not like there's a list, except of the Hundtstaf kids, which is kept private. Turner wouldn't let me take it out of his office or copy it or anything.”
I was doing the math in my head. “I've never met another, um... another. That's five or six percent of the student body. We are a significant minority. My roommate was right.”
“Yeah, but we can only admit to having the scholarship in common.” He narrowed his eyes warningly.
I was a bit miffed that he thought he had to warn me. “I've been hiding it all my life. It's not like I'm going to tell on anyone else. I could probably give everyone else lessons in acting totally, one-hundred-percent normal and never saying anything, ever.”
He stared at me for a moment, a blush on his high cheekbones, before he went back to his book.
I found my place in my notes and tried really hard to get back to writing, because I had to get a rough draft done. My eyes were focusing somewhere behind the screen, though.
All my life I was the only one, a complete freak. A shameful secret. I shook my head: not shameful. My parents had been very careful about not making me feel ashamed.
Fifty or sixty shifters? At one little college? And presumably lots before and lots to come and my mind was unable to understand it. Sure, I had my family and I even had some good friends, probably as many – or as few – as any other particularly nerdy introvert. But other than my parents, no one knew what I was.
What I really needed to clear my head was to get furry and go for a run in the woods. I hadn't shifted since I had gotten to Garfield and I always got really tense and grumpy if I held it in for too long.
“What did you write your essay about?” Cat burst into my thoughts. 
I looked at him blankly. 
“The scholarship essay. Everyone else grew up with shifter families, at least one shifter parent, and knew what they were applying for, but if you didn't know...”
I tried to remember. “I don't know. I'm pretty sure I just adapted my standard college entry essay about being abandoned and adopted and how great my parents are.”
“That's, like, really big.” Cat stared at me with those wide-spaced, yellow eyes. Cat's eyes.
“It's big for any kid who's been adopted or fostered.” It was one of my usual soapboxes, about how I'd actually had it pretty easy because as a young white baby, I had been easily adoptable and ended up with wonderful parents. But I didn't tell Cat this. I didn't know him as anything but the hot, popular soccer guy. A were-mountain lion. Wow.
“I mean, I can't imagine growing up without others. Without my parents and brother and sister and cousins. I mean, what if your parents had given you up? Or had, I dunno, put you in an asylum or something? There are always rumors of evil mad scientists, but I think they've been watching Dr. Moreau.”
I shuddered.  “God, I hate that movie.” 
He laughed, but it didn't feel like he was mocking me. “There's lots of shifters who believe it's a documentary, you know. Maybe there are secret science labs cross-breeding shifters, doing genetic manipulations and shit. But shifters go way back in the legends. My dad says we evolved alongside normal humans. Maybe we sprang from witches, though I prefer to say we came from Greek gods.”
I shuddered again and wondered why a were-fox and a were-bird mated and what happened to them after. There was something in the moment, in the way he looked at me, which made me shiver, but not from fear. A long, breathless stillness between us. 
Maybe he could be mine. 
The lounge door swung open. It was a freshman girl whose room was across the hall. Anna didn't really notice me because she was smiling at Cat, exhibiting herself in satin pajamas.
“Oh, sorry Anna. Were we too loud? He's doing laundry and reading and I was taking a break from my paper,” I said, too fast.
I don't think she knew who was in there when she opened the door, other than she heard a male voice, but she was always ready for flirting, even though she was already rumored to be sleeping with a football player. Cat grinned broadly at her, leaning back and spreading out in the way jocks display themselves. More mating behaviors.
I saw it was midnight, so went back to my paper and started typing like crazy while the two of them bantered. Anna eventually left, wishing Cat a sultry good night. Cat went back to reading. Something had changed a moment before Anna walked in, but after, Cat seemed to have rethought his decision to sit alone with me with the door closed. 
He certainly never did it again.
He introduced me to some of the other shifters on campus and would come up behind me between classes and sing, “Foxy laydeeeeee,” so only I could hear him. He'd put his hand on my arm or bump his shoulder against mine and grin slyly while my stomach churned.
I called him “Fog” for the Sandburg poem with fog sneaking in on little cat feet. I had to explain it to him before he said he remembered, vaguely, reading it in high school.
OK, so I had a huge crush on him, and I’m awful at flirting. And I'm a nerd.
Not long after, he started dating Mindy, a pretty sophomore non-shifter with blond, spiral-curled hair, calculating eyes, and perfect clothes.
I stuck with my books.






  
  Chapter three

I was eighteen, just barely. Fall semester exams were approaching at an alarming pace and I was stressed out. What if I wasn't really smart enough for college? 
I stepped out of the bathroom with the purloined roll of industrial toilet-sandpaper. I had used up my one little pack of tissues. I sneezed again. And again. And again. So much for stealth. As a kid, I was rarely sick, and never caught what was going around, but most of the shifters had this bitch of a cold, so I did, too. 
“Foxy laydeeeee,” murmured a voice from the laundry room next to the bathroom in the corner of the L-shaped hall.
My heart sank, even as I sneezed again and tore off some of the toilet paper to blow my poor, sore nose. I turned around and sure enough, there was Cat, standing by a dryer, smiling at me, his sweatshirt sleeves pulled up to reveal strong arms. And me in awful pajamas, my hair greasy, and my nose and eyes swollen and red.
I didn't see Cat much anymore. I used his computer every now and then, but with the semester coming to a close, he also had papers due and I had to go to the computer lab. Plus the soccer team was playing indoor soccer as a club sport, which meant traveling farther for away games. We hardly ever stopped and chatted anymore, even for a minute. Mindy had a lot of perfectly-made-up friends and they tended to glare at me, especially when Cat was anywhere in the vicinity. It was freaky, to tell the truth.
Cat grinned at me. “You got it, too, huh? Shifter cold. Jeff's been moaning all week.”
“Why don't you have it?” I snarled. Unfair of me, but it seemed unjust that he was healthy.
His grin faded, though he still looked plenty amused. “I'll probably come down with it soon. They're all blaming Maura, you know. The dear deer brought it back after Thanksgiving.”
I nodded, which made my head hurt and made me sneeze. I pulled off some more toilet paper and turned my back to blow my nose. Better than snorting and sneezing, but still not sexy. 
I turned back to him, but he was lifting his basket of laundry, politely not watching me. Or not watching me because I was a disgusting mess.
“See you,” I zoomed back to my room, locked the door, leaned against it, and blew my nose again. The one person I didn't want to see when I looked like shit and there he was. Figures.
I had sat down at my desk when there was a knock. I hauled myself up and opened the door. Wordlessly, Cat held out a half-full box of Kleenex – the extra soft and fluffy ones – and a small bottle of Tylenol. Surprised, I took them. He put one hand on my cheek and kissed the top of my head, then turned and left.
“Thanks.” Tears sprang to my eyes.
He looked back over his shoulder. “Get well.”

      [image: ]I survived my first semester of college with straight As and came down with a horrible flu the day after I went home for Christmas. Luckily, I didn't pass it on to my parents.
I was better a couple of days after Christmas and got to hang out with my old friends. I kissed my best friend's older brother on New Year's Eve, but we both laughed afterward. I slept most of New Year's Day, then went jogging to the woods with my dad on his bike beside me. He kept watch while I ran as a fox and even flew as a mockingbird, hoping the hawks were overwintering somewhere else. I practiced swooping at Dad, faking like I was going to peck him. The first dive was a surprise and he almost hit me when he raised his hands to shield his head. I laughed, which sounds pretty funny in tweets and squawks, so he laughed, too. I dove at him a few more times and then landed on his shoulder and whistled a bit of “Zip-a-dee-doo-dah” – like a bluebird on his shoulder, get it? – to make him laugh, then I flew off to crawl into the loose dress I wore when I went out to shift.
When we got home, Cat had called and invited me and my parents up to meet his family in Cleveland. Mom was all excited about him as a potential boyfriend, even though I had already told her about Mindy. I had told her also that Cat's friend Pete had come down to Garfield once and he looked a little like me. In my head, at least, this visit was to meet Pete's parents and had very little to do with Cat Catelli and his family.
The next day, my parents and I drove up to a suburb on the west side of Cleveland. It was about three hours to Garfield from my house and one and a half from Cat's, but only two and a half hours from our house to theirs, mostly on the interstate. Dad was the family map-reader and time-keeper. He was right, too, because the conditions were good and the construction minimal.
Cat's house backed onto a stretch of private woods and parkland and was...well, Cat's parents weren't uber-rich or anything, but they were doing better than my parents, or at least spending it differently. It was a nice house, a bit ostentatious, beautifully decorated, everything tidy and clean. Intimidating. I could see a perfectly-coifed woman like Mindy there. 
I had to keep in mind that as a real estate agent, Mr. Catelli probably got a great deal on it twenty years before. Either they had a professional do their decorating or someone had an eye for it. My mom's needlepoint and my old school pictures were no match for oil paintings and soft colors.
Cat's mom came to the door, looking impeccable and expensive. Cat was right behind her in worn out jeans and a wrinkled shirt, hands shoved in his back pockets. Barefoot. Cat's dad was out working, showing houses to a couple who were transferring to Cleveland, even though he was supposed to take the day off. Real estate waits for no man, he said.
Cat introduced us to his sister Annabelle, who had graduated from Garfield the year before, and his brother Andy, a sophomore in high school. They looked me over closely. Andy, being a stinky little brother (Hi, Andy!), said he already liked me better than Mindy. Cat growled at him, but their sister laughed.
My parents and I walked into the living room and froze. I slid in front of Mom. Dad stepped in front of both of us. A big mountain lion sat on the couch, its visible rib cage heaving as it panted. This was Mom and Dad's first time coming across a wild animal by surprise since I was little. It was the first time I had ever seen another shifter in his animal form. He whuffed at us and lay back down, turning his milky eyes back to the soap opera on the TV.
Annabelle told us how they took Grandpa Catelli to their uncle's house in Toledo while Mindy was visiting. He lived with them, but mostly sat on the couch, a shedding, emaciated puma, and panted. Everyone stood still for a few long, painful seconds and finally my mom apologized. Cat apologized, too, saying they should have warned us. Andy thought it was funny.
Mrs. Catelli offered us lunch and we sat down, grateful to have something else to talk about. My dad kept looking over at Grandpa Catelli with a puzzled, sad look on his face. I patted his arm. He whispered, “I hadn't thought about what happens if you can't take care of yourself, Cassie.”
Of course, with animal-sharp hearing, everyone else heard him too. The Catellis stared with their matching yellowish eyes. 
Dad blushed. “Sorry, it's just that my dad had to go to a nursing home after my mom died and... Well, I hadn't thought about it. You'll have to have shapeshifter friends, Cassie. Can you imagine sitting in a nursing home as a fox? Or...” He almost said mockingbird, but I had asked my parents to not tell them about my other form.
It wasn't something I was ashamed of, exactly. I didn't know what any of them would think of it. From what I had heard, most shifters mated with another of their own species. Even when they married another species, their kids had only one form, which was one or the other of the parents' species, or, more rarely, if the two species could breed in the wild, a mix of both parents like a wolf-dog. I did wonder what would happen if I were a fox with wings or a hairy bird.
“Or as a human who keeps stripping their clothes off?” Andy laughed bitterly.
“Grandpa has a hard time shifting.” Cat scowled at his brother. “He was in a nursing home for a while, before it got too bad. He got in trouble for wandering around naked, though he somehow remembered to not let anyone see him as a lion. They finally asked Dad to find him a different home. And now he's a cougar, he'd rather stay that way, I guess.” Cat stared at his grandfather, his jaw clenched.
“He doesn't even chase the rabbits out back anymore,” said Andy, shoveling food into his mouth.
Cat sighed and turned back to us, opening his mouth.
“Enough. Show some respect.” Their mom cut them off and turned the conversation to what my parents did. 
Dad's an accountant and Mom an elementary school secretary. Mrs. Catelli was a social worker in Cleveland. It sounds like something a lion shouldn't be doing, but she is kind and compassionate and she can take care of herself in a fight with a drug-crazed idiot with a knife. Guns are a problem for anyone, but at least she could smell them and be on guard.
Mr. Catelli came home and, after giving his father a good scratch behind the ears and his wife a kiss, sat at the head of the table. 
Finally, after lunch, Cat offered to take me to the Dugans to see Pete. My mom wanted to come along, but I told her I'd rather do this alone. Cat said, “I'll be there,” and I was more comforted than I had a right to be.
Cat showed me out the back door and down a short path to the back of another house. Pete's house. It smelled like him and a bit skunky, like wild foxes.
Cat knocked at the back door – complete with dog flap – then walked in to a narrow hall full of towels and dirty boots. 
A short woman with graying reddish hair and a long nose peeked out from the next room, the kitchen, her long, loose skirt swirling around her. She gave Cat a hug. “Your hair’s getting too long. I didn’t say anything in front of your girlfriend, because some girls seem to like it.”
Cat brushed his hand over his head, blushing. “Aunt Francie, did Pete tell you about Cassie?”
“Cass,” I said.
She squinted at me, tilting her head to the side. “He told me there was a fox at Garfield, yes.”
She went back to the doorway to the next room and called, “Petey, go get your father. Tommy's here with Cassie from his school.”
She sounded for all the world like she was saying, “Your little friends have come to play.”
I decided right then that I liked the name Tommy. I wasn't much for diminutives, normally. But then, anything about Cat/Tommy was fine with me. I was an idiot.
There was a thump and Pete appeared in the doorway long enough to say, “Hey.” 
He disappeared just as quickly and I heard a stair squeak. I realized he and his mom were both barefoot.
Making tea and uncovering a cake, Mrs. Dugan chatted about the weather and someone Tommy knew from high school whom she’d seen at the grocery store. Soon, I heard movement on the stairs again.
A man, obviously Pete's father, stepped into the kitchen. He stared at me, his nostrils flaring slightly, which I was starting to recognize as a shifter thing – we sniff each other out, look each other over. He was a bit shorter than Pete, barely taller than me, and smelled like musk and soap. He had broad shoulders and the odd sort of freckly tan we redheads get, so I guessed he worked outdoors. He walked forward and circled me, looking at my face, my profile, and my hair.
“Petey says you don't know your parents,” he said.
“Hey, Cassie.” Pete stepped into the room.
“Hey, Petey,” I answered, emphasizing the ey. Apparently, he had forgotten I was just Cass. “I have great parents. I don't know my birth parents.”
Mr. Dugan stopped in front of me again and nodded. “That's real good. I've never heard of an adoption succeeding with outsiders. We try to take care of our own. Sometimes shit happens, though.”
“Peter!” Mrs. Dugan huffed.
I hadn't realized Petey was Peter, Junior.
“Sorry, honey. Stuff happens. When a baby comes up for adoption, the county pretty much has to work down the waiting list. If a shifter's having a baby or if we see a family falling apart, Larissa Catelli and other shifters in Family Services try to get to them first. Larissa gets some sh... flak about it, but since it hardly ever happens...” He shrugged.
I swallowed hard. “I was abandoned in a hospital ER waiting room when I was a few months old. No one saw anything. It was in the early seventies, so there weren't any security cameras or anything. I wasn't there and then I was.”
“Here in Cleveland?” asked Mr. Dugan.
“East of Columbus,” I said. “Lots of woods around the hospital. They figured whoever it was must've hidden in the woods. It's lucky I stayed human for a few weeks until they placed me.”
Mr. Dugan looked like he wanted to argue, but turned to his wife. “We'll have to ask around in the Columbus area community, see if anyone knows anything about her mother.”
“And what about her father?” asked Mrs. Dugan.
“Just look at her, honey. Wait.” He went to the next room and rustled around. Mrs. Dugan sat down, gave us mugs of tea and plates of cake, even though Cat and I said we’d eaten.
A minute later, Mr. Dugan came in with a big photo album and set it next to my cake plate. He pointed at a black and white photo of a young man. “That's my brother.”
I looked at the photo. Under the dangling mustache, bell bottoms, and heavy chain around his neck, the guy could have
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