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76 Seconds

Here’s your baby. She’s all better. Soft food for a while. Lots of fresh water. She might be tender for a few days. I didn’t want to wake you up. And maybe I wanted to look like a hero. But I’ll tell you what else I want, Nora. I want to be sitting next to you and Strawberry. Things started fast but we can go slow. I want time with you.

We’re here again, you and I, at the end of another adventure. I’m glad you’re here, dear reader. And I’d like to take this moment to say that I don’t deserve the gift of being able to share stories that God’s given me. I thank Him. I don’t deserve the wonderful support of my husband. And I don’t deserve how you, dear reader, always come along on my adventures. | But you know what? I’m grateful for it all.
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She paused. 

From the other end of the line, her boss sighed and asked the question again. 

“My cat,” she answered.

“You mean to tell me,” he started, impatience rushing the words together, “that I got a call from one of our top clients, complaining their scheduled Metron Maid was late because of a fucking cat?”

Shifting weight from foot to foot, she rocked out a further explanation, knowing it made her sound like a reclusive-hoarding-cat-lady. 

“She hasn’t been eating right the last few days and she hasn’t been drinking much either and you know how it is with cats. You gotta catch the signs when cats are sick cause they don’t show anything. She wouldn’t even touch her food yesterday.” 

Maybe she would if it wasn’t from the dollar store, though. 

Curled up on the arm of a small futon, the little gray ball of fur had her tiny face buried between both paws, steadily asleep. Even for a cat, she’d been sleeping more than normal since Nora made shopping trips to the dollar store instead of the small grocery shop down the street. 

At this point, all the food in her cupboards was boxed and canned. Milk needed to come off the weekly grocery list. And without milk to smooth instant coffee granules, the daily cup of java was less of a joy these winter mornings. 

Bills. 

The short week from the Thanksgiving holiday. Another short week coming with the joy and wonder of Christmas. There had to be bus fare, or she couldn’t get to work. There had to be rent money. Pay the cell phone bill. She kept the heat down as low as she could stand, making use of a thrift store thermal fan. 

A one-night stand and a missed period, she’d barely made the appointment with a gynecologist when it was suddenly a miscarriage and her insides gushed from her. She had a little angel now in Heaven, but she missed work that day. And her OBGYN suggested a DNC scraping to make sure everything had...well, to make sure. 

That was a surgery and a bill. A bill she hadn’t made payments on yet. 

“I’m not getting any more complaints about you, Nora. Calm down. It’s just a cat. Get your shit together.” 

Dave hung up. 

Sliding the phone into her jean pocket, she looked over at the digital clock on the stove; she needed to get ready for work, in case the bus was late. Winter mornings made the lumbering locomotive vehicles slower, it seemed. 

Yet instead of scrubbing her face in the bathroom and doing something with the blonde mess of hair that hadn’t been graced with shampoo in nearly a week, she sat down on the futon. 

Through Strawberry’s silky fine fur, she combed her fingers. Maybe the round eyes, the color of Maple leaves in autumn, would open with some sign of energy. Through threatening tears, Nora mumbled to the little cat who had been her own for the past seven years. 

Mumbled to the cat. 

To God. 

Whoever listened. 

“Please, Berry. Be okay. I can’t... I’m trying so hard right now.” 

Right now, and since she’d packed the mess of things she called hers into a modest rented truck her grandmother paid for and came to live in Elder Park. 

Strawberry had been a gift that day. The promise of a new life. 

At sixteen, she dropped out of school to get a job and her meager paychecks helped keep some kind of stability in the household. At eighteen, her brother joined the Army; Nora didn’t blame him. He didn’t tell their parents and she didn’t think he told anyone else. 

Except the next day, her father passed out, the smell of alcohol seeping from him while her mother smoked an impenetrable cloud in the one bedroom, Grandma called. 

She called Nora because Aron called her to say goodbye. But he’d said more than that. Nineteen wasn’t too old to get a GED. Nora could live with her, rent free, help around the house and get a high school diploma while she saved her money for something better. 

And this, this tiny studio apartment with threadbare carpeting and a microwave that could probably burn water was “better.” 

Yet, right now, her hand on the soft body, this little bundle who slept with her every night, talked back each morning and waited at the door when she got home—if this little life left her, nothing could ever be better again.  

“I gotta get to work, Berry. I’ll get some tuna on the way home. We’ll try tuna tonight.” 

Anything to get you to eat. 

From under one paw, a round eye peered slowly at her, glazed with sleep or sickness, she couldn’t tell. 

Nora pushed herself from the futon and walked into a closet-sized bathroom to wash her face and yank her tangled hair back. 

Dave acted like his company was on par with the big cleaning services in the area, but really, Nora was one of six employees and one of only three who had been on payroll for over a year. 

There were words for what kind of boss Dave was. Choice words. Nora tried not to use them when ranting sessions started. 

Instead, she referred to her boss as “an acquired taste.” Either a person put up with his bovine excrement or didn’t. Because there was no changing Dave. He routinely preferred to keep his head lodged so firmly in the backside region of his body where the sun never shines that he simply couldn’t hear or think clearly. 

Too much shtick. 

Rubbing on deodorant, she shook her head. Dave could be a dick; he’d kept her working, though. 

It sucked to be grateful for things like that. 

*** 
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NORA WAS ONE OF THE few Metron Maids who had an early morning shift. Mr. Oborwitss liked his first customers of the day to see cleaning staff packing up as they arrived, the scent of mild disinfectant clinging to the air. He believed it gave his patrons a sense of security. 

Nora believed he didn’t want to give her the access code to unlock. Instead, he baked the delicatessen’s breads and prepared the soups of the day. An hour before opening, he took a nap in his office so Nora could get in the kitchen and behind the display cases, cleaning with the mixture of white vinegar, water, and lemon oil extract he insisted she use. 

At the bus stop, her duffel bag of cleaning supplies slung over one shoulder, she sat on a warped wooden bench, beside other regulars of the early morning hour. 

Exhaust billowing around its wheels like an automotive dragon, the lumbering vehicle arrived, and Nora showed her pass as she boarded, moving towards the farthest seat. 

She recognized most of the faces. She was sure they recognized her. No one said hello. Everyone was in the middle of their lives. 

Were any of them worried sick over a sick pet? 

“It’s just a cat.” 

Sure, okay. Berry’s just a cat. 

But that cat had been there when she got her first job and when she was fired six months later. That cat had been there as boyfriends came and went, amber eyes soft and warm while she cried. A purring bundle by her feet every night. All the DVDs she rented from the library, they watched together. And all the books Nora took out, Berry gave approving sniffs to. 

Everything could fall apart, but her cat was there, with a meow like a dove’s coo. 

Spoken like an oracle of reason, Dave had told her to calm down.  

Tilting her head back, Nora exhaled. 

Never in the history of the phrase “calm down” had anyone been able to magically shut the worry switch off. 

Growing up, “calm down” meant stop. Stop reacting to the emotion you’re feeling. “Calm down” meant shut the door. Lock it. Even if what’s on the other side keeps calling, cover your ears and walk away. 

Grandma never told her to shut the door. She’d say, “give it up.” 

Don’t lose the fight. Offer it up. Let it fly above you. It wouldn’t solve anything, but you wouldn’t feel alone anymore. Breathe in and let Someone stronger than you have it. 

Let God have it. 

Because when the fears come, when the panic sets in, it arrives with an impenetrable fog that chokes your reason and rationale. The only way out is up. 

Counting to four while she inhaled, Nora exhaled the fear. Blew it Heavenward and closed her eyes for the rest of the ride. 

*** 
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AT THE END OF HER SHIFT, she left the delicatessen with the munificence of Karl Oborwitss bound tightly in saran wrap and tin foil. An overnight phone call informed him his brother wouldn’t be able to stay with him for the month of December. Joyously, he’d packed her summer sausage, rye bread, stone ground mustard, smoked Gouda, smoked chub, cream cheese, a jar of capers, and a loaf of his self-proclaimed famous banana bread. 

Maybe she and Berry could each have a fun meal tonight. 

Maybe tonight, she and Berry would eat and watch the DVD about National Parks. 

Leaving the dollar store with canned tuna, the aroma of summer sausage making her mouth water, the mid-afternoon sun felt a little warmer, high up in the pallid blue sky. 

*** 
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CLIMBING A WINDING black metal staircase, each living space boasting its own entrance and locking gate at the top, a window was the first thing to her left when she got inside, looking back over the alley and snow-covered business rooftops. 

Putting down the consumables on a square table, she caught sight of the white glow and for a brief, brief moment, Nora let the glimmer of snowfall ease an exhale from her. 

“Berry?” 

She hadn’t expected the little feline to be at the door, but she wasn’t on the futon either. 

“Berry?” 

So quiet. 

The air felt thick and she couldn’t get enough. 

“Strawberry? Where are you?” 

In the kitchen, no. 

In the bathroom, no. 

Under the table, no. 

Again, she looked at the futon in case she’d missed a gray bundle of fur nestled into the plush winter blanket she’d bought years ago from a resale shop. 

But no. 

Books and books on feline care she’d read when Strawberry was first hers. An unsettling fact ghosted up, taking hold on her throat. 

Cats hide when they are truly ill. It’s instinct. In the wild, a wounded animal knows it must find shelter or become an easy target. 

The one closet door couldn’t be opened by paws. She’d looked everywhere else. The only place Berry could be was under the futon and she never went there. 

Mouth open, wheezing, Nora got down on all fours, hands and arms shaking.   

Please...please...

Dust rested on the thin carpet fibers. And dust covered the sweet gray face. 

“Berry!” 

Dim, cloudy eyes stared, and the little mouth opened to meow, but no sound came. 

Afraid to touch her but unable to withstand seeing her covered in mess, Nora pulled Berry out.  Bones she never used to feel yanked tears from her eyes. 

Clutching the feline to her chest, Nora placed her cat on the blanket, telling her to wait because she had tuna, and everything was going to be okay. 

Through blurred vision, she grabbed the can and popped the top open, not caring tuna bits and juice splattered everywhere, placing it in front of the small snout. 

Then, Nora grabbed her cell phone and searched for the nearest veterinary clinic. Ringing on the other end sounded far and hollow through the buzzing in her ears. 
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