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1

Louisa Anderson stepped into her apartment and turned sideways just far enough to shut and lock the door behind her. She took a deep breath, savoring the pine forest of her air freshener, and set her keys and purse on the small table in her foyer. She slipped off her work shoes and leaned down to rub the toes of her left foot, and then she walked into the kitchen, stopped abruptly, and frowned.

Something was wrong.

She looked around the kitchen but couldn’t tell what it was. Her door had been locked, but she had the distinct impression that someone had been in her apartment. Nothing seemed to be out of place, but she still took a few steps back and slipped her hand in her purse to get the pepper spray.

Where’s Prissy? she wondered when she realized her little calico hadn’t greeted her with a little mewl and friendly rub against her calf.

“Here kitty, kitty,” she called, her voice pitched higher than normal, softer than normal. She smiled and asked, “Where are you, you little rascal?”

She palmed the pepper spray with her finger on the nozzle and went back into the kitchen.

Prissy wasn’t near her food dish, and there weren’t many places for a cat to hide in the little room. She searched them quickly, calling, “Here, Prissy,” a few times, and then turned into what she called a living room. It was barely large enough for a pair of chairs, a fold-up table, and her cluttered bookshelves.

No Prissy.

That left the bedroom and bathroom, neither of which yielded the little calico.

The windows were closed. The door had been locked when she got home.

A bit of perturbation entered her voice as she demanded, “Where are you hiding, Prissy?”

She shook her head, put her hands on her hips, and frowned. “I know you didn’t sneak out this morning.”

She gave her apartment another quick search that ended with the same results. By the time she had finished searching for the third time, she was getting somewhat frantic.

Kittens can’t disappear, she thought as she searched through her text messages. None of them mentioned Prissy or her apartment. She hadn’t expected them to, since the only other person who had a key to her apartment was the super, and he always called ahead of time if he needed access to it. Still...

She called the super.

“This is Tom,” he answered.

“Hi Tom,” she began. “This is Louisa Anderson in 22B.”

“Hi Louisa,” he said.

“Were you here today?”

“No,” he said. “Is there a problem?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t find my kitten. I’ve looked everywhere, but she’s not here.”

“Did you let her out when you left?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive,” she said, nodding. “She’s too skittish to go outside the apartment.”

“Did you lock your door when you left?”

“Of course,” Louisa said. “I had to unlock it when I got home.”

“Who else has a key?”

“Only you,” she said.

“Is there anything else missing?”

“Just my kitten,” she said.

“I don’t see how I can help you, then.”

“Well,” Louisa thought for a moment, “If anyone finds a calico kitten—”

“I’ll let you know,” he interrupted. “Is there anything else?”

Louisa pinched her lower lip and shook her head. “No, just my missing kitten.”

“All right,” Tom said. “Goodbye, then.”
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Louisa sat on her couch and scrolled through the photos she had taken of Prissy, trying to find the right one to use on the flier. She smiled at the one of Prissy tangled up in a ball of yarn, and then she remembered why she was looking through the photos. She needed one that showed Prissy’s profile and face, and that one didn’t. Neither did the others. All of them showed Prissy in funny little situations she had shared with her friends.

She settled on one and turned to the content of the message. “HAVE YOU SEEN MY CAT?” was the easy part, but she didn’t know if she should offer a reward or what to use for her contact information. She settled on her phone number but left off her name and address and offered a $50 reward that she couldn’t really afford. She saved the file and opened the printer menu.

“How many copies?” she asked herself, counting them off on her fingers. “The Laundromat. The front door. The back door. The bulletin board in the park. Telephone poles. Hadley’s Bar & Grill.” In the end, she decided Prissy was just a kitten who couldn’t have gotten very far on her own and printed off twenty copies.

By the time she reached the park, most of the fliers had been posted, and she was wondering if she should have printed more copies. Then she saw Gina standing in front of the bulletin board talking with a couple of older women from the building: Madge McDougal and—

Fillipa? she wondered, trying to remember the woman’s name. She lived on another floor, and they almost never saw each other.

She tried to smile as she approached, waved half-heartedly, and called out, “Hi Gina!”

Gina turned and waved her over, and when Louisa drew closer, half-shouted, “Have you seen Rudy?”

“Rudy?” Louisa asked as she joined them. “Why? Is he missing too?”

“Too?” Gina prompted.

Louisa nodded and held out her flier. “Prissy’s gone. I can’t find her anywhere.”

“I told you it was strange,” Madge said. “That makes four that we know about.”

“Four?” Louisa repeated.

“Four cats are missing,” Gina said. She pointed at the picture of the orange monster she called Rudy. “Ours disappeared this afternoon while we were gone.”

“That is odd,” Louisa agreed, her heart sinking. If four cats were missing, the chances were pretty slim that they had all gotten loose on their own. “I thought I would put up a flier,” she said, looking at the other fliers on the bulletin board. “In case someone sees her.”

“What do you think happened?” Gina asked.

Louisa shrugged. “She was in the apartment when I left for work this morning,” she said. “When I got home, she was gone. She had to have been inside when I left.”

Gina nodded. “Same with Rudy.”

“And Adorno,” Madge said. “He disappeared during the lunch rush.”

“Si,” Fillipa agreed. “Jose go.”

A middle-aged, balding man with a beer belly hanging over his belt ambled up, said hello, ogled Gina for a long moment, and started tacking up a flier offering a $100 reward for the return of Gandalf, a Siamese cat with diabetes.

“Another one?” Gina said. “Five cats missing? It isn’t natural.”

“No,” Louisa agreed. “Something else must be going on.”

“Five cats?” the middle-aged man asked.

“Yes,” Gina said, trying not to look at him for very long. “Our cats are missing, too.”

“That’s odd,” the man said, taking a pen from his shirt pocket and flipping over one of his fliers. “I wonder if there’s a pattern.” He pressed his flier against the bulletin board and drew a quick diagram. “Here,” he said, pointing at the two intersecting lines with boxes around them. “That’s Elm Street,” he said, pointing at one of the lines. “And this is Main. I live in the apartment complex on the corner.”

“So do I,” Louisa said. “And Gina. But we’re on different floors.” Gina glared at her for a brief moment, but she ignored her.

“I live above the restaurant next door,” Madge said.

Fillipa pointed at the diagram and nodded. “3C.”

“We’re all from the—”

A teenager on a bicycle skidded to a stop, nearly running into the middle-aged man. “Sorry,” he said, letting his bike fall to the ground. “Hi Grandma,” he added as he hurried up to the bulletin board with a handwritten flier.

“Jimmy—”

“Are you from Elmhurst Apartments?” the middle-aged man asked. “I think I’ve seen your bike chained up in the lobby.”

“Yes,” the boy said, sticking his flier onto the bulletin board.

“Your cat’s missing?” Madge asked.

“I can’t find him,” the boy said. “I think he got out the window while I was at school.”

“I think,” Louisa said, “we should call the police.”

“Police?” the middle-aged man said. “They don’t look for missing cats.”

“They might,” Louisa said, “if six of them are missing from the same place.”

“You might be right,” the middle-aged man said.

“I know who we can call,” Gina said, taking out her cell phone.
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Captain Daniel Jacobs frowned as he hung up his cell phone. “That girl,” he muttered, picking up the landline’s receiver and jabbing the button for an extension.

“Detective Primrose,” was the prompt response.

“Frank,” he said, “would you come into my office when you have a moment?”

There was a brief pause before Detective Primrose said, “It will be a few minutes, Sir. I’m taking a statement.”

“That will be fine,” Captain Jacobs said, hanging up. “Cats,” he muttered, shaking his head as he returned to the monthly expenditure reports.

By the time Detective Primrose knocked on his door, he was utterly convinced there wasn’t room in the budget to redirect his resources to find a few missing cats and had almost called to tell Frank not to come.

“Yes?” he said, and the door opened.

“You wanted to see me, Dan?”

“Yes, Frank,” he said. “Would you mind shutting the door?”

Once Detective Primrose had done so, he approached the desk and sat down opposite Captain Jacobs. “What is it, Dan?”

“Probably nothing,” he said. “But I told my niece I would have someone look into it.”

“Gina?” Frank asked, stiffening in the chair. “Has something happened to her?”

“Not her,” he answered. “Her cat. It’s missing.”

“Another one?” Detective Primrose said, leaning forward and taking out his pocket-sized notebook. “Do you have the details?” he asked, clicking his pen to life.

“Details?” Captain Jacobs said. “It’s a cat. A big orange furball she calls Rudy. But that’s not why I called you in.”

“Oh?”

“She says there are a half dozen cats missing in her building,” he said. “I want you to go over there and check the building’s security.”

Detective Primrose made a quick note, and his pen poised over the page. “Did you get the names of their owners?”

“Why would I?” he said. “They’re cats. It’s probably just a prank. I want you to go over there to make sure it isn’t more than that.”

“Gina’s still downtown, isn’t she? Somewhere on Elm Street?”

“Elmhurst Apartments,” Captain Jacobs said. “2B.”

Detective Primrose made a note and then flipped through his notebook. The nib of his pen occasionally touched a page, and when he finished, he said, “That makes at least twenty-eight missing cats that we know of, Dan. There are probably a lot more that haven’t been reported.”

“What?” Captain Jacobs said, blinking. “Twenty-eight cats?”

“Yes,” Detective Primrose said. “They’ve disappeared from all over the precinct. You should check the other precincts to see if they have missing cats, too.”

Captain Jacobs frowned. “You want me to ask them if they have a cat burglar?”

“Several cat burglars,” Detective Primrose said. “All of the disappearances have happened about the same time, and they are too widespread for it to be one person.” He paused, reviewed his notes, and finished. “Something weird is happening, Dan, and we need to find out what it is. I’ll head over to Gina’s apartment building. It’s as good a place to start as any. Confined area with a high concentration of burgled cats.”

“Burgled?” Captain Jacobs repeated. “I was joking, Frank.”

“I know,” Detective Primrose said, “but based on what the officers
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