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For every pet owner who’s
wondered what exactly what their animal has been thinking at any
given moment…

 


“Honey, where’s my blue
tie?”

The shout came from halfway
around the world, otherwise known as the upstairs bedroom.
 Jenna Marks didn’t even notice; it happened that frequently.
 Whether motivated by excitement or anger, somebody in the
Marks household--sometimes even Jenna herself--proclaimed it from
on high instead of walking down the stairs and into the living
room, where speakers could be more easily heard throughout the
house without needing to bellow.

No matter to her.  The
eight year old girl refused to let anything interfere with her
enjoyment of cartoons.  Not even her unbrushed blond
hair.

“You walked right past me
with it!” a feminine voice replied from the other hemisphere: the
downstairs bathroom.

Softness brushed against
Jenna’s bare shin, followed by a soft pat of light feline feet upon
her outstretched back.  Something small, warm, and fluffy
settled in between her shoulder blades and purred with delight. She
smiled at the sensation.    

“I know I did!  Had
it with me when I came out here, but I don’t know where it is
now!”

A heavy-set face atop a
well-dressed but bulging body waddled down the stairs.  His
rounded, double chin--two for the price of one!--sported a couple
of red spots, the evidence of a recent and not quite successful
shave.   He walked into the living room, eyes darting
this way and that, until they fell upon a dark strip atop the back
of the beige couch.  

“Found it!” he called.
 Fat fingers clutched the tie in a stranglehold.

A pleasant duo of bell
chimes signaled the presence of somebody on the other side of the
front door.  

“Morgan’s here!” Jenna
cried.  Her eyes did not leave the television, but a right
hand reached behind her neck and found a small, furry head with
pointed ears.  She rubbed that head.

From a doorway on the lower
level came a thinner, though still curvy, figure encased in a royal
blue dress.  Her shoeless, stocking-clad feet thumped across
the floor in an impatient march.  “We need to go,” she said.
 “Should’ve left ten minutes ago.”

“Relax,” he replied,
threading the “businessman’s noose,” as he liked to call it, around
his neck.  “You told me the first half hour is just a
meet-and-greet anyway, remember?”

“And I was hoping to talk
to Susie and Jill then,” she answered, reaching into a small closet
beside the front door.  Her hand reappeared with a pair of
high heels.  “It’s gonna be harder to do that after the dinner
starts.”

“Could wait until after
the formalities,” the man suggested.

“Yeah, right,” she replied
with a hollow laugh.  “And then they’ll be drunk beyond
comprehension.”

He shrugged.  “Your
friends, not mine,” he murmured, then opened the door.  “Hi,
Morgan, come on in.”

In came a girl taller than
dad, sporting a black ponytail, pink t-shirt, and grey sweats.
 “Hey guys,” she said, flashing a wide grin.

“Hi, Morgan!” Jenna
replied, pausing to look at the new arrival and wave.  Jenna
liked Morgan.

“I’m sorry we have to rush
out the door,” Mom began as she and dad stepped aside, “but we’re
already running late.”

“Oh, no problem,” the
babysitter replied, smiling.

“You didn’t happen to park
behind me, did you?” Dad asked.

“No, beside
you.”

“Thank you.  Got some
cleanup to do in the garage from my painting project, so I couldn’t
park in there.”

“I’ll be glad when that’s
done,” Mom murmured.  “You did make sure to close the garage
door window, right?”

“Yes, dear,” Dad sighed,
shaking his head.  

Mom turned to Morgan. “You
know the procedure, got our numbers in case anything goes wrong.
 Plenty of food in the fridge.”

“Jenna’s bedtime is nine,”
Dad added.

“Aww,” Jenna replied.
 “Come on, dad.  It’s Friday!”

“Yeah, come on dad,”
mocked Mom, pouting.

Dad gave her a sour look,
then back at Morgan.  “Alright,” he relented.  “Ten.
 But no later. Got an early day tomorrow.”

“Popcorn too?” Jenna
asked.

“If Morgan doesn’t mind
making it,” Dad answered.

“And you help clean it
up,” Mom added.

“That sounds good,” Morgan
remarked, slipping off her own tennis shoes while Dad put on his
wingtips.  “Haven’t had popcorn in a little bit.”

“We shouldn’t be real
late,” Mom said, threading her arm through the black purse strap.
“If we are, we’ll call you.”

“Nah, don’t worry about
it,” Morgan replied.  She walked over to Jenna and sat beside
her, placing a hand on the orange ball of fur curled up on her
back.  A feline face rose from the fur, eyeing her.
 Morgan stroked the back with gentle fingers.  The face
shut its eyes in pleasant contentment.

“Oh! Almost forgot,” Mom
said, pointing at Jenna.  “Keep an eye on Mischief.  He’s
been quite the explorer lately.”

“I really wish we’d keep
him in the garage,” Dad muttered.  “Nearly stepped on him
yesterday.”

“Nooooo!” Jenna cried.
 “Mischief stays inside!”

In response, the cat licked
Morgan’s hand.  The babysitter laughed.  “He’s such a
sweetie!” she said.

“Yeah, don’t let that get
to his head.  Alright, you two, we’re off.  Have fun
while we’re gone.”

#

Jenna and Morgan obeyed;
they had fun.

They made popcorn.
 They watched cartoons.  They watched a little bit of a
romantic comedy; both girls snickered about the cuteness of the
lead actor and how dreamy he was.  They played three rounds of
cards; Jenna won two of them, thanks to Morgan’s “luck.”  They
painted fingernails and toenails; both preferred Mom’s favorite
shade of indigo.  They forgot about the popcorn and instead
dove into a quart of chocolate ice cream; not too much, just a few
bites here and there.  They watched Mischief, who was
entertained by anything and everything that moved, including his
own tail.  

All went well.

Then, not long after the
ice cream was returned to the freezer, Morgan found Jenna on the
couch, head back, eyes shut in contented sleep.  Mischief was
snuggled up against her.  Again.

She woke her up, took her
to the bathroom, helped her brush her teeth, and sent her to bed.
 Jenna told her goodnight with a smile and eyes half-closed.
 

Mischief stood at the door,
staring wide-eyed at the departing Jenna, then looked back up at
Morgan.  “You gonna stay out here with me, kitty?” she asked,
kneeling to scratch the cat’s ears.  Mischief did not object
to the sitter’s affectionate gesture.

But Mischief decided to
enter Jenna’s bedroom.  No babysitter time for him.

#

The television was changed
to another movie, a black and white one.  Humphrey Bogart was
in it, but it wasn’t Casablanca.  Truth be told,
Morgan hadn’t seen this one before.  She had glimpsed the
title, something about a falcon, but it didn’t matter.  The
television was more for background noise than anything else.
 Right now it was time for more important things.  Like
reading her ebook.

And texting
Robbie.

Nestled in the large family
couch, legs curled up beneath her, Morgan began to read until
Robbie texted.  She’d pause, look at his words with a smile, a
laugh, or a raised eyebrow, and counter with a witty or provocative
remark of her own before trying to get back to reading.  Which
she would, for a few minutes.  Her story’s heroine, an FBI
agent, was playing a game of cat-and-mouse with the unseen
antagonist while flirting with the hunky country sheriff working
alongside her.  Not exactly the most original of plots, but
the romantic angle was written well.  

Then again, Robbie’s
romantic angle wasn’t too bad either.  

She considered inviting him
over, but decided against it.  Jenna’s parents hadn’t come out
and said that Morgan couldn’t have people over, but Morgan hadn’t
exactly gotten the impression that they were flippant about it
either.  No biggie; she and Robbie were meeting tomorrow for
lunch at some fancy chophouse downtown, courtesy of Robbie’s fat
new paycheck he was earning.  Time together could wait for one
night.

Besides, his texts were
entertaining enough.  And they flirted as well as they made
her laugh.  Good, teasing filler when nothing was happening
between Agent MacMillian and Sheriff Grant.  Robbie did a good
job of engaging her, drawing her in, pulling her away from the
outside world with his words.  Morgan would drop everything
for him on some days.  

Like today.
 Like tonight.

She didn’t even notice the
dark shadow as it passed across the front window.

#

No parents at home, just
the kid and the babysitter.

Good.

Ben Biden watched for
another moment.  The girl in charge was engrossed in her
screens.  If it wasn’t the television, it was her smartphone,
and both provoked her to giggles and smiles.  Cute girl, he
thought to himself.  Unobservant, too.  He had perched at
the front window, staring in at her for the better part of five
minutes.  A large bush--lilac, Ben remembered--shielded him
from any potential cars passing by, but nothing of serious
concealment value obscured him from her.  All she had to do
was turn in his direction and look out the window, and there he
would be, a masked visage surrounded by blackness.

Ben wondered if he would
have looked like something out of a horror movie to her. He
snickered.

Oh well, time to get to
work.

He had noticed the garage
window being open two days ago while trimming the hedges next door
at the Morris house.  The dad had opened it, releasing paint
fumes into the great outdoors so he could breathe while working,
and had neglected to shut it again. Ben came back to the Morris
house earlier today, pretending to have left a pair of hand shears
on the side of the house.  When he walked over to feign a
search, he took another look at the neighbor’s window.  Still
open.  Still inviting.

And that hadn’t
changed.

Ben and his partners in
crime had been at this for some time now.  They knew what to
look for when they checked out a house: the teenager who ran out
the door without taking the time to lock it.  The woman
talking on the phone while she activated her exterior keypad alarm,
oblivious to anybody who might be observing the numerical pattern
her fingers traced.  The elderly man competent enough to drive
a car but forgetful enough to not shut the garage door when he
left.  And his personal favorite: the fellow who opened a
window, and forgot to close it.

Just like now.

Ben had looked forward to
this job.  After all, it was a house of considerable size, and
likely to be packed with some serious valuables based upon the
luxury cars driven by the husband and wife.  Add to that the
fact that their girl--Jenna was her name, Ben remembered, having
heard them call to her--was an only child, and that meant more for
toys and less for mouths to feed.  Ben had never seen the
inside of the house, but he got the impression based on the few
times he had watched the owners come and go that they liked to
indulge in the good life, what with their careful choice in attire,
including the mom’s rather sizable gold bracelet, which Ben
surmised was probably not merely a piece of costume jewelry.
 No, whether they actually earned their stuff through hard
work or kept up appearances through a ridiculous abuse of credit,
these people seemed to enjoy their material things.

And Ben would see to it
that he enjoyed them as well.

#

He peeked his head in the
window, straining to see and hear in the dark, and lightly tapped
the sill.  No sounds of panting, no paws slapping against
cement, and most importantly no telltale growl to indicate the
presence of a dog.  Even better.  Dogs could complicate
things: at the very least, they drew attention to the house,
particularly when people were still inside.  At worst, they
could prove to be a formidable adversary, especially when a
Doberman had sunk its teeth into the forearm of one of Ben’s
criminal colleagues.  Fortunately, it had occurred outside,
giving the injured guy the opportunity to get out of there fast,
and the owners had never learned of the incident.  But it had
been a harsh lesson for Ben’s associates that were invested in the
business of burglary: dogs often meant trouble, and no good would
come from tangling with them (another associate proposed killing
them, but Ben didn’t like that idea; not because he was some animal
rights activist, but because a part of him argued that courses of
action like that meant complications, and complications meant
evidence for cops).  

What did greet him,
however, was the stink of fresh paint, buffeting his nose.  He
frowned, stifling a cough.   He hated that smell.
 Something about it roiled his stomach.  But he pressed
his lips together and with a gloved hand pushed the window open the
rest of the way.  Pausing to look around again for potential
witnesses, then satisfied when he saw none, Ben pulled out a
smartphone and turned on its flashlight.  Nothing but
newspaper on the floor occupied the inside space below the window:
no paint cans, tools, or other items to knock over, potentially
attracting attention.

Time to go in.

He slipped inside without
incident.  The width of the window combined with Ben’s thin,
wiry body made the perfect combination.  Black tennis shoes
landed on the want ads.  A ghostly sphere of blue light
appeared, danced around the darkened garage, and revealed a paint
can beside a white door laid flat upon two workhorses, behind which
lay several other doors sporting the same colorless tone.  The
source of the stench.  Ben wanted very badly to open the
garage door and toss the smelly things out into the driveway.
 Maybe he would after he was finished.

But first…

He guided the light across
the far wall, spying tools, boxes, and disarrayed piles filled with
colors that reminded him of Christmas.  Some of it had
potential
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