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Never Kill a Cat and Other Stories

Miles Archer


For Julie


Never Kill a Cat

“Woody!” Dolores took a deeper breath. “Woooodeeee!” She turned from the door mumbling, “Where is that darned cat?” She felt a furry contact with her ankles. “Peaches, where is your brother?”

She received a plaintive meow in answer, but couldn’t translate it into human speech.

Dolores left the door open, even though the summer breeze was a trifle cool. She pulled her baggy cardigan around her tightly and shuffled into the kitchen. She couldn’t remember when her gait had changed from a brisk walk to a shuffle, but somewhere along the way, and a very long way it had been, her feet had started to like sliding instead of the pick-’em}-up-and-put-’em-down of her earlier gait. Mother would chew me out, she thought, as she opened a can of cat food and spooned it into Peaches’ bowl.

“Now, there you go. Don’t hog it down all at once and barf it up on my carpet, you little pig.” The pale orange cat ignored this advice and dug in, eating as though she hadn’t had a square meal in days, although of course it had only been hours.

Another feline vocalization told her Mr. Hobbs had appeared. The cat was already at its bowl, before she could finish opening the can. “I suppose you think your name is ‘whirr,’” she told the cat, imitating the buzz of the electric can opener. In seconds the black-and-white cat was eating; she could hear him purr four feet away.

She took her own meal out of the freezer, placed it into the microwave, set the timer and went about taking out plate and utensils while the machine did whatever it was those things do to cause food to become hot. She didn’t know how it worked and cared less.

She read her mystery book while she ate the hot macaroni and cheese. She thought the frozen much better than the instant stuff, and less trouble too. “Not worth the fuss to get a pan dirty, not for just us.” She spoke to another cat, which sat on the table, a respectful distance away, watching her eat. Vera Katz, an extravagantly furred Persian named for the four-term mayor of Portland, had already eaten and was hoping for the opportunity to clean the plate when Dolores was finished. She obliged her by sliding the plate over when she had finished. Six years gone, her husband, and she had slipped into a kind of self-enclosed sphere of her own thoughts. Yes, the cats were a substitute for human companionship. Compared to the silent presence of her now dead spouse, the cats weren’t all that bad a replacement.

Back to the front door. A deep breath pulled her shoulders back, giving her a twinge in the arthritic joints. “Woooodeeee!” She called two or three times then moved onto the small porch, peering about the yard. She saw that fat little Cooper boy disappear down the side yard of his house. “I wonder what that little miscreant is up to now?”

The Coopers were just the sort of people you don’t want next door: Bill Cooper was a mechanic, although he seemed to spend more time unemployed than working, with some half dismantled wreck always squatting in the greasy driveway, banging away at something early in the morning, or late at night. And his buddies coming over with their beat-up cars, none of them seemed to believe in mufflers, roaring their motors and sometimes making the tires screech and smoke. His wife was a big woman who could slam a car door so hard you could hear it inside your house, even with the television on. And always screaming at that miserable kid.

But the kid! Tommy Cooper, always dirty, his nose always running, eyes set so close together you’d wonder how he could see properly. Hanging out with two or three other kids who were no better. Broke windows, broke mailboxes, broke branches off of trees and bushes, the kid seemed to love breaking things. She had yelled at him once when she caught him whacking the flowers off her roses with a machete and the little monster had mooned her. Dropped his pants right there in the street and wiggled his butt at her. She had been so offended she hadn’t known what to do.

He was always stealing ripe peaches from the old tree in the front yard, carelessly breaking branches as he stripped all the best fruit from it each night, before she could get to it. She had taken to picking them slightly green just so she could get a few.

And the time he had crashed into her car. The kids in the neighborhood rode their bikes down the big hill from the church lot, racing at terrific speed. Most of them stopped before they reached the cross street, but Tommy Cooper was reckless and seemed to delight in causing drivers to slam on their brakes or swerve to avoid him.

She was driving to the market. She slowed at the corner, glanced up and down the intersection and saw nothing. She had just started up when the Cooper boy slammed into the side of her car with a terrific crash. 

It turned out that he was not seriously hurt, just a few scrapes, although the front wheel of his bike was ruined. Mrs. Cooper came charging down the street trumpeting rage like a cow elephant. The two proceeded to yell and curse her, even after she had offered the number of her insurance company and promised that they would settle any claim. The door of her car had a great dent in it.

Ultimately her insurance company had paid their claim, even though her agent had at first said that the accident wasn’t her fault. But the adjustor had paid out a thousand dollars “just for the nuisance value.” Her deductible was five hundred and repairs to her door came to four hundred and fifty five. To make matters worse, when her renewal time came, they raised her rates. 

Where was the cat?

Woody was always the one to make trouble. She had found him when he was only three or four months old, skinny and half feral. He had called to her from the alley behind the house, as though he knew she would be his only hope for survival. Of course she had fed him, luring him slowly into the yard where he bolted a dish of food and then fled into the lilacs to hide. 

Within a few days he was willing to sit in her lap for a few minutes and before she knew it he walked into the house, curled up on a pillow at one end of the sofa and made himself right at home. But no matter how much he seemed to enjoy the domestic life, he was still half wild. Never used a cat box, always had to go outside to do his duty. He had clawed up the moulding around the back door making his wishes known, but Dolores finally convinced him all he had to do was call and she would let him out. 

“Hmmph,” she told him, “seems like the cat has trained the person, instead of the other way around.” She thought he was the smartest of the four, though, and she loved him best, although she tried to never let Peaches, Mr. Hobbs or Vera Katz know her favoritism.

All that evening she kept the back door open, until the night became just too cold to tolerate. She reluctantly closed it about eight thirty. At the top and bottom of each hour she would go to the door and call, during the interminable commercials between programs, but to no avail.

She fell asleep sometime during Jay Leno, after the monologue but before the musical guest at the end, and woke up only after that obnoxious Conan person was already on. She flipped off the television with the remote and tried for Woody once again. Shuffled off to bath and bed shaking her head, sorry to leave the poor cat outside all night without dinner. 

Well, perhaps he’s got himself a little mousey snack and isn’t hungry. Woody was the best mouser of the group and could frequently be seen in the flower bed disposing of some rodent after duly torturing it.

She woke up with the sun, immediately wondering if she would find the cat waiting on the doorstep. She went to the door right after her trip to the bathroom, after all some things cannot wait, and looked, but the porch was empty. She backtracked to the front door. There was the paper right where the Hodges boy always threw it—dead square in front of the door. 

“That boy,” she said aloud, to the cats that wound about her as she bent over to pick up the paper, “he’s sure to be a professional ball player of some kind. What an arm!” It was on straightening that she noticed it.

Or she noticed HIM. She did not know what it was at first, this thing hanging from her old peach tree but she realized what it was before even a second had elapsed. Then hoped she was wrong, but knew she wasn’t. Her heart seemed to grow inside her chest until it couldn’t fit anymore, until it squeezed against her breastbone and ribs; the pressure seemed fit to stop it from beating at all. She clutched the handrail and stumbled down the front steps, still clutching the paper. The cats had sensed something wrong and scattered.

It was the poor, rigid figure of a cat, broken and burned. She knew at once it was Woody. She looked about, as though somehow the perpetrator of this horror would still be there, waiting for her discovery. But the early morning street was empty. 

“Oh God, oh God.” She knew she was crying but didn’t remember when she had started. All she knew was she had to cut the ghastly figure down from the tree at once, although rationally she knew it could make no difference to the poor animal. But she could not bear the sight for one instant more, so she ran, picking up those stubborn feet, into the kitchen, fumbled in the knife drawer and found her bread knife, then ran—well, not really running, but moving fast—back to the horror in the tree where she sawed at the rope until the cat’s corpse fell to the ground. Then she stood there, wondering what to do next.

She realized she should call the police, so she whirled back to the house, almost lost her balance and had to throw out both arms and windmill them a bit to keep from going right over into the dahlias. She could hardly make her fingers work fast enough to dial the three numbers.

She was surprised when the officer that came to the door turned out to be a woman, middle aged, probably about the same age as her daughter. Somehow she never thought about women having been police officers for so long now that some of them would be as old as that. 

Office Wallace was extremely kind, taking a lengthy report, then offering to help her bury the cat.

“Oh, well,..Oh…Yes. I suppose so.” She waved a trembling hand. “Back here, under the lilacs, that’s where he…oh!” She started to cry again, but the policewoman was patient with her, digging a fine hole; she carried the poor corpse in a shovel, placed it gently into the grave and then found a nice flat stone to set on top. All in all it was a fine little grave for a poor half-wild cat whose life she had saved only for it to come to this vicious end.

“Do you have any idea who might do something like this?” Officer Wallace asked.

“No. No, I can’t imagine…” She stopped. She could imagine. “Well, I have no proof, but that little boy across the street, that house with all the torn apart cars, he’s just a little terror.”

“Any reason for him to want to cause you pain?”

She told the officer about the incident with the machete, and the time the baseball had gone through her living room window and the boy had come to her door, demanding she return the ball and not saying one word of apology. She had gone over to the parents and asked them to pay for the damage, but they had lied and said that it wasn’t their little Tommy’s fault and she was just “an old bat.” The next day someone had left a paper bag burning on her porch; when she used her foot to stamp out the flames she had discovered the bag was filled with dog feces.

Then there was Halloween. Garbage dumped on the lawn, eggs on the doors and windows. Superglue in the front door lock had required a locksmith to come out and replace it.

The police officer had nodded grimly. “A regular little bastard, huh?”

“Well, I don’t know his parents marital status.”

“I meant he isn’t a very good kid.”

“Oh, sure. Of course.” Was she so old fashioned?

“Mrs. Sorrento, I’ll go over there and see what I can learn, but you realize that without something more to go on I don’t know what we can do. But I’ll try to put the fear of God into him, I promise.” 

She tucked her notebook into a pocket and walked across the street, her hand resting on the handle of her long nightstick. Dolores found herself wishing that somehow circumstances would require the officer to shoot the Coopers, but it was a fantasy she couldn’t work out, even in her own head. 

The house was all wrong without Woody. The other cats seemed to sense disaster and hid for two days, coming out to eat listlessly and then disappearing. Vera Katz curled up in her lap that evening and seemed to be offering comfort, but Dolores couldn’t find any way to stop up the hole in her heart. She watched an Arnold Schwartzenegger movie and found herself wishing for someone like him to come and wreak vengeance on her adversary. Someone big, with glaring eyes and guns spitting fire, blasting the Coopers’ house until it fell into a pile of cinders, its occupants torn to pieces. She was surprised at the hatred and violence in her. 

It’s wrong, she thought. It’s murder. It’s worse than murder. An innocent, trusting animal that could offer no harm nor protect itself. Worse than killing a person.” 

She wondered at that. Surely human life was worth more than an animal’s. But why should it be? And were people like that any better than animals? In fact, were they not worse, for they should know better—and animals didn’t behave in such a way?

She went to bed and had a dream. It was a twisting vision full of vague violence and fear, but during it she distinctly saw herself killing the Cooper boy, hanging him and dousing him with gasoline, then watching him twist in silent agony. She woke up sweaty and dizzy, afraid of her own imagination.

But the thought would not leave her. “Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord,” she kept repeating to herself, but the mantra didn’t banish the thought. She wanted to kill the little, what had the officer said?—“the little bastard,” that’s right, the Little Bastard.

As she went about her day her mind kept turning to the thought of vengeance. She found herself looking at rat poison in the grocery. But how could she get the child to eat poison? He wasn’t about to accept a plate of cookies from her, now was he? And she didn’t know how long it would take to work. Besides, they would know it had been her, and she didn’t want to go to jail.

She couldn’t think of a way that wouldn’t require her to overpower the creature, she didn’t own a weapon of any kind, unless you counted the bread knife and she didn’t think she was going to be able to chase the Little Bastard down (she was getting more comfortable with that word) and then stab him…

For several days she tried to stop thinking about it, but then something happened that brought her fury back at a higher pitch than before. 

She was out in the front yard, weeding, clipping a few flowers, trying to let this pleasant activity distract her from her pain, when she heard a voice call out. 

“Hey, you old witch!”

She straightened and turned automatically, saw Tommy Cooper standing on the sidewalk across the street. When he saw she was looking at him, he raised his right hand and made a hanging gesture, as though a rope were around his neck. Then he started laughing, continuing until she ran into the house, tears of pain and rage running down her lined cheeks. That very moment she swore to Woody’s shade that somehow she would avenge him.

Her night was reduced to dozing and nightmares. That next morning she drove to the library, previously a place she loved for the quiet companionship of books. She was friendly with Alice Bowen, the reference librarian. Today she was not at peace and her trip was more sinister. She chatted with Alice, not to do so would have been suspiciously odd; Dolores was now intent on keeping her behavior “innocent.” She read mysteries. She knew what detectives might look for in an investigation as serious as the death of a child.

She chose one of the computers away from others and started her subject search. 

“Poison” returned far too many citations to check. “Toxicology” gave her books whose titles she could hardly understand, let alone the texts. Skimming through the toxicology titles, however, she noticed there were many citations of chemicals used in gardening—insecticides, herbicides, rodenticides. She worked past lunch without noticing. Her diligence was rewarded. 

Methidathion, named by its maker Turflon II. Highly toxic (EPA toxicity category I) in small amounts, fatal within a few hours or a day or two from the date of exposure, unless appropriate medical treatment is rendered quickly. It was used to kill weeds like crab grass in lawns. 

That’ll fix the Little Bastard. Tommy was now inextricably linked to that phrase in her mind. The Little Bastard.

She stopped at a fast food drive-through and devoured one of the limp sandwiches while she drove to the big-box home-and-garden superstore. As she ate, she thought how the pictures on the restaurant posters and television ads bore no relationship to the product she had been given. Ought to prosecute them for false advertising. She wondered why no one had done that yet. She concluded there was no justice in the world. But she intended to do something about that.

She found Turflon II easily, without any help from the yellow-vested store clerks. Reading the label assured her of its deleterious effects if ingested. She paid for it with cash. She read mysteries all the time, she knew what not to do.

She fed the cats, had a “lite gourmet” dinner from the freezer, then went out to the garden shed in the back yard. She avoided looking at the stone marker over Woody’s grave. A gallon sprayer sat under the bench, covered with dust and cobwebs, little used in the past few years as she had come more and more to garden organically. 

Now she placed it on the bench with gratitude. Poured the entire can of plant killer in and thinned it with some water. Not too much, she thought. It’s got to be a damned big dose. Want the Little Bastard to croak, not linger. She had originally imagined a long and painful death for him, but realized if he lingered too long the doctors might be able to successfully intervene. 

“Better swift and sure,” she concluded, speaking to Vera Katz, who had accompanied her on her mission. The cat rubbed against her ankles in agreement.

She got up early the next morning, while the air was still. She took her sprayer out to the peach tree. The golden-pink balls were starting to soften, ripen, become vulnerable to the Little Bastard’s depredations. She coated all of them thoroughly, careful to avoid any spray herself. The stuff was especially toxic if inhaled, so she wore a mask.

She had lots left over and decided to re-spray the following day and continue until she had used it all. Leaving the deadly sprayer in the shed she showered carefully and threw her clothes into the washer. Ate a big lunch; her appetite seemed to have returned once she had started her plan of vengeance.

That night she turned off the lights and television about ten o’clock, sat in the darkened living room, back from the window so she couldn’t be seen from outside. Maybe the Little Bastard would try for a peach tonight. 

They aren’t quite ready but who knows?

Around eleven (What’s a boy that age doing out at eleven?), she saw his shadow flit across the street and slip smoothly over her fence. He grasped one of the lower branches of the peach tree, swung himself easily into the tree. 

She held her breath—would the limb hold? It did. She saw him squeeze one or two of the largest fruits speculatively and reject them. He slid back down to the ground and deliberately kicked over a tall foxglove bloom. She wished she could have distilled digitalis from it, but she didn’t know how she could have gone about something like that. Ready-made poison would do.

The following day she sat on her front porch for a while, watching hummingbirds taste the honeysuckle blossoms. A couple of times she had to flip small rocks at birds that wanted to peck the tempting peaches. She wouldn’t want to hurt an innocent in her quest for revenge.

Tommy and couple of his friends were taking advantage of the fine weather to race down the hill and into the street, laughing when they made a car squeal its brakes or swerve. They courted death or injury. She smiled when he rode by and gave her a one-fingered salute. 

“Your time is coming, Little Bastard. Your time is coming.”

The next few days were hot. Perfect weather for ripening peaches. She palpated a few herself and nodded. Yes, they were just right. Ready for a greedy little boy to steal.

The next two nights she could hardly sleep at all. Her emotions ranged from fear to hatred. Once or twice she rose, started to the front door, intending to use the hose to rinse the poison off the tempting fruit. But each time the vision of Woody’s corpse brought her to a halt. Anger and pain surged through her. 

Dammit! She thought how shocked Mother would have been, her cursing, even if only in her head. Is the life of an animal worth less than the life of a person? The thought reversed itself. Could she equate the death of an animal to a person? She reflected on how she was never bothered by the death of people in the mysteries she read, but if the author had killed a cat she would have never forgiven him or her.

Perhaps, her dialectic went, it was because animals, especially cats, were innocent, harmless basically, that made the crime so heinous. After all, in the mystery stories, anyway, many of the victims deserved their fate. And if undeserving, they were only fictional. Well, of course, the death of a cat in a story would have been fictional…

“Oh hell,” she said aloud, then gave up her tortured moral struggle, “I don’t know if it’s right or wrong. I just can’t go on without doing something.”

She awoke that morning with the sun in her eyes. She knew at once it was late, much later than she usually rose. She had slept heavily, and without the disturbing dreams of vengeance. The cats had even failed to rouse her, as was their custom. She pulled on a housecoat and set about her delayed morning routine. It was eleven o’clock by the time she finally went out into her front yard. She couldn’t tell if any of the peaches were gone.

Dorothy Sayers was out in her yard next door and called when she saw Dolores. “Dolores! Have you heard?” She walked to the fence that bordered their yards with the eager look of someone about to impart horrific news.

Dolores stood among the hollyhocks while Dorothy leaned over the white pickets. 

“Did you hear about the little Cooper boy?”

Dolores’ heart skipped a beat. Suddenly she couldn’t breathe. She felt her cheeks glowing guiltily. “No.” She managed to gasp out the word through the vice that gripped her chest.

“Oh, well! He’s dead.” 

Dolores thought she was going to faint.

“Dead?” She breathed the fatal word out, blushing to her temples with guilt.

“Yes. This morning. Racing down that big hill. Car clipped him and killed him dead. I told those boys…” the rest of her words did not reach Dolores’ ears. 

Hit by a car? Dead, but not by her hand.

Dorothy stopped talking and looked at her quizzically. “I know he was a little hellion, but still…”

“Yes. Terrible. A tragedy,” she murmured then turned back to her house. Well, she thought, as she went to get the hose to wash off the peaches. It’s true. Never kill a cat.


Murder in Uniform

Renn closed his eyes, ignoring his companions’ sports chatter. The talk bounced from speaker to speaker like a conversational racquetball. Renn settled into his own thoughts, swaying slightly as the van carrying them followed the road. 

His seat mate, Dillon, nudged him playfully. “What’s the matter, Renn? Too much partying last night? Can’t take it anymore, old man?”

Renn spoke with his eyes closed. “Yeah.” Dillon waited for him to elaborate. When he didn’t, Dillon turned back to the sports talk.

Renn replayed the fight in his mind, each word, each look unreeled on his eyelids. His hoarse voice accusing. Becky’s shrill denials, then tears, then anger. The final silence, her cold back turned. 

How could he have ignored all the signs? The sudden “urgent” errands for her “women” friends, late appearances, car suddenly unreliable, quick checks from her cell phone. “Hi honey. I’m out running some errands for Sue. Be home soon!” Her voice rising at the end for emphasis. He had always thought of her as being incapable of deceit. But she had proved to be a consummate liar. 

People believe lies because they want to, he thought. He felt like the victim of a confidence scheme.

They arrived at the training grounds. A misty breeze chilled the trickles of sweat under his uniform. He could feel the band of the baseball cap emblazoned SWAT grow wet. His palms left damp imprints on the plastic stock of the AR-15. He
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