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Curious

On the day her cat disappeared, Cleopatra Stein found something out that she never thought was possible.

She was by herself at the time. But this was not unusual. Her father was already at work. Her mother was also gone, but she left many years ago. And her nanny, Miss Joseph, now that Cleo was twelve, had moved to a new family. She only called once a week. But that was all fine with Cleopatra. Cleo was a confident and independent girl who leaned a little forward when she talked to you. She wasn’t frightened of much. It was the first week of summer vacation, and she was perfectly fine on her own. Anyway, she didn’t want a babysitter. There were plenty of people to help her if she needed it. For instance, Henry, the head doorman. And what Junior, the superintendent of the building, didn’t know about apartment 12A—where she lived—wasn’t worth knowing. Besides, she had her computer. She knew how to google stuff. She was perfectly connected, perfectly in charge. Where you or I or the neighbor across the hall might see a medium-size girl with brown eyes and brown-black hair sitting by herself at a dining-room table, to our eyes abandoned in an apartment on a high floor in a building on Riverside Drive on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, Cleopatra Stein saw herself as the queen of her realm. Only, the thing was, her most important subject was missing.

Muffin had disappeared.

She had better check around the apartment once more to make sure. It was nine-thirty in the morning. It was a Tuesday in June. Sunbeams warmed the golden wood floors. And sunbeams warming golden wood floors is something no ordinary cat can resist. Even on a morning in June. Especially if it’s a cool air-conditioned room and sunbeams warm it up just right. As far as this went, Muffin was a particularly ordinary cat.

Cleo checked the floors in the dining room. Nothing. She checked the carpet in the living room. Nope. The guest-room door was closed, but she checked inside anyway. No Muffin. There was no sign of Muffin in her father’s study and no sign of him in her father’s bedroom. She looked into her own room. She did see signs of Muffin rummaging a bit on her bed. But there was no Muffin.

That’s curious, thought Cleo.

She rubbed a finger on her pondering chin.

“Cats don’t just disappear.”

There was no sound in the apartment.

Cleo heard the elevator door close outside the apartment.

You shouldn’t be able to hear the elevator door close from where Cleo stood unless . . . Cleo ran.

The front door, looking somehow guilty, stood open just enough to let a cat out.

“My dad is so thoughtless sometimes,” said Cleo. “He left the door open when he went out!”

In fact, Cleo’s father, since Cleo’s mother had gone, was not really thoughtless. He always had thoughts, but for only two things: Cleo and his work. So long as he knew that Cleo was safe, healthy, well-educated, and happy, he could let his thoughts turn to his work at the bank, and this tended to push out lesser, everyday thoughts like being sure to close the apartment door behind him so that Muffin would not sneak out.

Cleo stepped into the hall. She looked left, and she looked right.

“Muffin?”

There are different ways to look for a cat. Really, there are different ways to look for anything. Say, your favorite marble rolls off your desk. It bounces on the floor a couple of times and then it’s gone. One way to look for your marble is to start where you last saw it and then search for it in circles that keep getting bigger. Eventually, you’re bound to find your marble. Let’s call this the methodical approach. It’s slow. It’s tiring. But it usually brings home the bacon, or the marble, or, as in Cleo’s case, we hope, the cat.

Then there’s the scientific method. Using your knowledge, you make a prediction. You consider the speed of the marble. Which way was it going? How heavy was the marble? How bouncy was the floor? If there’s a thick carpet on the floor, then the marble shouldn’t roll much; if it’s hard wood, then it could go far, etc. You consider all these different details. You make a guess. You say, “I believe the marble rolled here!” And then, when you’re wrong, you start over and try it again. Maybe you forgot to take the wind into account. Or maybe you forgot to notice something else. But you keep going until you get it.

But there is a third way. It is the way of the inner eye. This way asks, “Where would I be right now if I were a marble?” Or “Where would I be right now if I were a cat named Muffin?” This way is not methodical. It is not scientific. Or maybe, if it is scientific, it’s a kind of science we don’t know yet. It’s more mysterious. Call it gut feeling, or intuition, or following your sixth sense. It is a way that walks on padded feet like a cat and follows its whiskers.

It was this way that Cleo chose. She closed her eyes for a moment. The corners of her mouth twitched a bit. When she opened them again, her eyes seemed somehow larger and deeper brown. The pupils nearly filled up her eyes completely.
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Cleo walked. All of her five normal senses were on high alert and prickling. Even her sense of taste. She came to the stairs next to the elevator. She walked down one floor, and there, after just a moment of not knowing, she turned left and not right.

A man came out of apartment 11G. He looked startled to see Cleo.

“Oh,” he said.

“Oh,” said Cleo.

And then the man walked by. The hard heels of his shoes knocked along the floor like half a slow horse.

Cleo herself was barefoot. The floor tiles were cool. Her feet were telling her something. Before Cleo could even make up her mind, her feet were walking again. They stopped at the end of a hallway that went off to her left. It was dim. For a minute Cleo thought about running after the man from 11G and trying to explain the situation to him. But, on second thought, Cleo didn’t think he was the kind of man who would know what to do in a situation like this.

She looked down the side hall again. It was very, very dim.
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Actually, this was the kind of situation where she especially missed her mother. She didn’t really remember her too well, but she thought somehow her mother would know what to do. Her mother had left the family when Cleo was two. Overnight she was gone. Cleo’s father had not tried very hard to find her because he said she should be allowed to do what she wanted. He said she was a mysterious woman. She would come back when she felt like it and when the time was right. In photos you could see that she had a long oval face, especially long because of the silky black hair that framed it. Her eyes were grayish. And they had black rims that tapered like willow leaves. About a month after she had gone, a postcard arrived at the apartment. It was of a kind of mansion that had many windows and a high wall. There was a bell tower and a fountain and a courtyard. Behind the house there was a mountain. People in long red robes were walking here and there. Three cats sunned themselves on the edge of the fountain. On the backside of the postcard, her mother said not to worry about her. She had found a good place to live. And she thought about Cleo every minute of every hour of every day.

Cleo looked down the hall again. She had lost her mom to a mansion in the mountains. She had lost Miss Joseph to a new baby in another family. And every day, she lost her father to a big bank on Wall Street. She was not going to lose her cat, Muffin.

Her feet were walking again into that dim hall, and they took her past apartments H and I and J.

Ahead of her, there was a pale green door.

It, too, stood open. Open just enough for a cat.
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That curious cat, thought Cleo, and she pushed on the door.

“Muffin?” she whispered.

She pushed a little more. She looked at a small entrance hallway like the one in her apartment. There were wide-brimmed straw hats and an umbrella hanging on a wall rack. There were boots and shoes lying alone or in pairs on or around a shoe stand. Cleo somehow felt a little relieved when she realized that the shoes were all ladies’ shoes. It gave her courage.
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She stepped in and listened.

She heard the loud rattle and hum of a refrigerator and the soft sounds of morning New York traffic from outside. Also, she smelled something. Cat, definitely cat.

It wasn’t the strong smell of an unchanged litter box. But it was definitely cat.

Cleo went into the living room.

“Hello?”

She stepped in a little farther. Even though she was an independent girl with brown eyes who held up her chin and always did what she wanted, she didn’t like doing this one bit. There are certain rules in apartment-house living, and one of them is you do not walk into your neighbor’s apartment uninvited, even if the door is open. Unless you happen to be a burglar. Then it was okay. That’s what burglars did. Otherwise, no.

She was just thinking that she might instead make a nice drawing of Muffin saying, “Have you seen my cat?” and leave it on the bulletin board in the laundry room in the basement, when she noticed the cat beds. There were cat beds everywhere. Next to the couch, under the couch, on the couch. They were made of straw, wool, cotton, felt. They were blue, green, red, lots of colors.

Cleo knelt down next to one and saw silky brown hairs. She found gray ones on another bed. And black ones on a third.

Cleo stood up and said, “Muffin’s got to be here.”

She looked into the kitchen.

There were three cat bowls on the counter and two more on the floor. On them there were names: Hamish, Ramona, Lucretia, Darius, and Elizabeth. Behind the bowls on the counter were many tins of cat food and several tins of tea.

Cleo walked back through the living room.

She ignored everything else and walked straight to the only shut door in the apartment, which stood at the end of a short hall.

If Muffin was in there, and Cleo thought he was, he was going to get such a lecture. But if he wasn’t in there, what then? And what if the apartment owner was in there, what was she going to say? “Sorry, I must have taken a wrong turn”?
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“No,” said Cleo aloud. “Honestly, I’m looking for my cat.” After all, cats are lawless. They don’t follow any rules. We all know this. Dogs are well-behaved, at least the trained ones are. Movies are made about them, about how law-abiding they are. Cats just aren’t. Anyone who has a cat knows this. And whoever lives here has several cats and must know this.

Cleo opened the door. There was a large wooden table in front of a window with bamboo blinds. An old-fashioned desk chair stood at an angle from the table, and on it a big computer monitor showed a picture of what might be the Milky Way, Cleo didn’t know. Around this, higgledy-piggledy, six or so laptop computers whispered and clicked, as computers do. A spaghetti-bowl mess of cables, power strips, and cords spilled off the back of the table. As Cleo opened the door farther, she could see walls of books; a globe; a wheel in a kind of cage (a gyroscope); a blackboard covered in mathematical writing; and maps, drawings, and notebooks covering a row of black metal filing cabinets that stood shoulder to shoulder like soldiers. And above everything a slowly turning fan.

But all of this Cleo saw only in a passing glimpse because in the far corner of the room, she saw them. If she had counted the cats, she would have counted six. But all she really noticed was that in amongst the six was one plump orange-and-white-striped tabby with long, white, raggedy whiskers. It was Muffin.

“Muffin! There you are!” said Cleo, jumping forward.

Six pairs of cat eyes, twelve eyes altogether, turned to look at Cleo.

As they took her in, the eyes grew bigger and the pupils grew smaller, like slits.

The cat sitting closest to Cleo said in a very raspy voice, “And who might you be?”
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Unable to Speak

All at once, everyone spoke.

“Good lord! How did she get in here?” said a cat with a very round face.

“Get her out of here!” screamed a black cat.

“Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear,” said the cat with the raspy voice, who had silver wiry hair.

“Don’t that just beat it!” yowled a cat with no tail.

“I do say, this is a bit much!” added the one with the round face.

“What’s to be done?” said a long-haired Persian cat.

“Meow? Meow!” said Muffin. And he ran into Cleo’s arms.

What was said and who said it had left Cleopatra Stein speechless for once. Not to mention breathless and, on the whole, a less confident twelve-year-old. She was ready to give up her independence if it meant she wasn’t going crazy. To say her world had been rocked would be like saying the ocean is a little big. Let’s face it, we may all wish our house pets could talk, and many of us believe that they do in a way. I had a cat once who could pronounce the word “water” perfectly and who knew exactly what it meant, and even when she said the word “dinner” and it came out more like “nraowgrrmium,” I knew what she was getting at. But we don’t really think it’s possible that they really, really can talk. So when a creature, a cat, which up to this point in your life you always thought was just inscrutable, partly because you like the word “inscrutable,” starts speaking to you in sentences full of subjects and predicates, adjectives and adverbs, all those grammary things, all in the right order, it can make you a little sick to your stomach.

Cleo was holding hers now with one hand and hugging Muffin to her chest with the other.

And while everyone else in the room had plenty to say, Cleopatra Stein had no words at all. She only made quiet hiccupping noises.

“What? What? What?” said the black cat.

“What’s your name, my girl?” said the round-faced one.

“Come and sit down over here,” said the long-haired Persian.

“She looks smart enough,” said the silver wiry-hair one.

“Oh, this is the end,” said the cat with no tail.

“End or no end, who can tell?” said the Persian.

“But what I want to know is, how did she get in?” said the silver wiry-hair cat.

At last, the jumble of nerves, like a half-knit sock at the bottom of the craft drawer that was Cleopatra’s brain, began to untangle itself. The mental pathways that connect thought to word, and word to tongue, arranged themselves in the proper order. Considering the shock she had had, you could congratulate Cleo on her quick recovery.

“I was looking, and our door, and then the hallway, and then your door, and . . .” Well, maybe not all of her brain was connected yet, but her audience, the cats in the room, seemed to get the gist of what she was saying.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said the one with no tail. “The girl came in the front door. The real question is this one. This is the question. Who left our front door open?”

Just then, there were noises in the living room. A chair was bumped. Someone heaved a sigh. And then a loud whump—something heavy hit the carpet.

“That’s Jane,” said the Persian.

You could hear soft footsteps coming from the hall. And then the door opened wide and a smiling female face wearing glasses entered the room. Behind and after the face came a long human torso bent in the middle, like a construction crane. The crane stepped into the room, straightened, and extended a long-fingered hand to Cleo.
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“Jane Oakhurst,” she said.

Cleo, still clutching Muffin, who was beginning to squirm, reached a shy hand to her. The woman was tall and willowy and towered above Cleo.

Jane Oakhurst held Cleo’s hand, tilting it from side to side. As Jane sized up Cleo, Cleo considered Jane. She was very tall. She looked old, much older than Cleo’s father, maybe older than her grandparents, if that was even humanly possible, thought Cleo. Her eyes were impossibly bright blue and large—they were maybe magnified by her glasses. Her fine hair, streaked in gray and white, was pulled back and pinned into an elaborate roll. It was falling down at many points.

“And who might you be?” said Jane Oakhurst.

“That’s what we’ve endeavored to establish,” said the round-faced cat.

“And what fool let her in?” said the black cat.

“As to what fool let her in, I can answer that,” said Jane. “I did. I must have stupidly left our door open when I went down to do the laundry.”

“Jane!” said the wiry-hair cat. “This isn’t the first time. You’ve been leaving that door open constantly. It’s like you’ve been waiting for this to happen!”

“Have I?” Jane Oakhurst put her hand to her mouth like she was concerned, but even Cleo could see that there was a certain kind of twinkle in her eye. “Well, perhaps I have. Perhaps I thought our home needed some ventilation. Some airing. Perhaps some new aroma would waft in. By the way, I’ve washed all of your bed liners, you will be happy to know, I’m sure. They smell so good now. But tell us, dear. Who are you?”

“Cleopatra Stein from apartment 12A,” said Cleo, her cheeks reddening.

“That’s good. I mean, I see. And who might you be,” said Jane. She curled her long fingers around Muffin’s head, flattening an ear and rubbing his chin, which Muffin stretched forward and up.

“This is Muffin. Also from apartment 12A.”

“Oh, doesn’t he speak for himself?”

“Oh. No! I don’t think so.”

“Then you’ll speak for him.”

“Yes. I guess so.”

“And how do you both come to be here? Come, Cleopatra, sit down here on this pillow while you tell us.”

Cleo sat on the offered pillow, which was on the floor, as did Jane Oakhurst on another pillow after she had pushed notebooks and papers out of the way to make room. The cats sat or lay or stood in various postures of friendliness or ill will. Then Cleo explained as well as she could who she was and what had happened that morning.

When she paused, Jane said, “Well, that seems to be fairly clear.”

She looked at the cats around her. “So, what shall we do?”

“I say kill her. It’s the only safe way,” said the black cat.

“Oh!” said Cleo, and she shuddered.

“No, Lucretia, I hardly think killing her is the only way, and it’s certainly not safe. One does not kill children in apartments on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. It is simply not done. I’m in enough trouble with the building management as it is.”

Cleo’s nerves, which had been retangled by Lucretia’s proposal, untangled just enough for her to say, “But, who, what, I mean, how can they, I mean.”

“Yes, dear, yes, I understand,” said Jane, “and perhaps you will understand as well, once I’ve explained it. But first, if you will be so kind as to lend me a hand, as you are the only one besides myself with a proper one, we will make the cat beds. Perhaps we can throw something together for Muffin, too, since all the excitement of the morning has probably made him a bit tired. And then I’ll make us a cup of tea. Typical for an old lady like me, I know.” She nodded her head with a wry smile. “Still, it’s what I prefer to drink. And then I’ll tell you all about it.”
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Some Talk

Jane Oakhurst emerged from the kitchen wiping her hands. She smoothed down the housedress that she wore.

“The kettle’s on, the oolong has been spooned, and the sugar and cream are ready. Let’s see about these bed liners,” she said.

She began pulling the variously colored liners from the fat laundry bag. Cleo moved quickly to her to help hold open its floppy mouth.

“There was a bit of a to-do in the laundry room,” said Jane. She held out a bright yellow liner and snapped it smooth. “You’ll never guess who suddenly appeared behind me while I was emptying the dryer.”

“Not . . . ,” said the round-faced cat.

“Yes, Hamish,” said Jane. “Gladys Green!”

“Cripes,” said the cat with no tail.

“The building manager,” said the cat with wiry hair to Cleo. “My name is Elizabeth, by the way.”

Cleo smiled. She liked this cat right away.

Jane went on. “That woman moves like some kind of wraith, she’s so quiet. She said to me, ‘What’s in da bag, Miss Oakhoist?’ She always pronounces it, Oakhoist,” Jane said in an aside to Cleo. “‘Well,’ I said, and I tried to think of something else quickly, but you know I never like to lie—”

“Don’t believe her,” said the Persian, “she loves to lie.”

“—unless it is absolutely necessary. I’m a bit of a consequentialist, I suppose. In this case the consequences of telling the truth might have been rather dire.”

“The truth about what?” said Cleo. She felt suddenly shy but couldn’t resist asking.

“Well, the truth about how many bed liners I was washing, of course. You see, Gladys Green, the manager—”

“She’s horrible!” said Elizabeth. “She’s trying to get us all evicted!”

“—has since becoming manager, made it her priority to strictly enforce Article Four, paragraph fifteen, of the pet policy of the Lease Holders’ Agreement, which states—”

“She’s a fascist!” said the round-faced cat.

“Oh, Hamish, I’m not sure I would go that far.” Jane tossed one end of a bed liner to Cleo, and together they began tucking its ends into the bed marked “Hamish.”

“She has no soul,” said the Persian.

“The policy states that there shall be no more than one cat,” Jane went on, “per residential apartment. Two, if one has been resident since before 1978.”

“Sssssssssssss,” said the black cat, the one called Lucretia.

Jane and Cleo moved to the next cat bed, marked “Ramona.”

“One or two cats!” said Jane. She reached into the bag and this time removed a liner that was orange plaid. “I ask you. I’ve been in this building for forty-seven years and in all that time I’ve never had less than four! New Yorkers are getting soft. And nosey! Back in my day, people looked at you funny if you didn’t admit to keeping at least a couple of nonhumans in the house. Mr. Richards, on the sixth floor, used to keep a dozen snakes in his bedroom. Half of them were poisonous! I used to love his holiday cards.” Jane put a long hand to her cheek. “He’s gone now, of course.”

She threw the end of the orange plaid liner to Cleo. “Python got him.” Jane stood for a moment, smiling sadly. Then her brow darkened. “And when I think of this new manager and the busybodies on her board, I could just—”

Pffffffft. The teapot began whistling in the kitchen.

When Jane Oakhurst returned with all the tea things, she and Cleo sat, along with all the cats, around a low table in the living room. Some sat on the couch and some on the floor.

“As it happens, I didn’t have to make anything up. Just as I was opening my mouth to say something, the machine Mrs. Holfax was using began to overflow. And Gladys Green was over there like a shot, sticking her nose into Mrs. Holfax’s washtub.” Then, leaning toward Cleo, she said, “Does your cat take sugar?”

“I don’t think he drinks tea,” said Cleo.

“Nonsense,” said Jane. “I’ll just put in plenty of milk.”

All the cats stretched their necks forward, including Muffin, and accepted their cups of milky tea from Jane. Some lowered their heads to the tea and lapped. Others dipped in with a paw and thoughtfully licked their toes.

Cleo sipped her own tea. Then, placing her cup and saucer on the table, she said, “You were going to tell me about why your cats can talk.”
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“Of course!” said Jane. She rocked left and right a couple of times to get the wrinkles out of her housedress. “Before we get started, make yourself comfortable, because it’s a long story.”

At this, a number of cats stood up. They stretched, and took a few paces, and sprawled on the wooden floor or the carpet. Muffin moved over to where Cleo sat cross-legged on the floor and crawled into her lap. Only the black cat, Lucretia, stayed alert. Jumping onto the couch, she whispered something into Jane’s ear.

“No, Lucretia, I understand your concern, but there is really no going back, and really I’ve already taken to Cleopatra strongly, and you know my intuition is very rarely off the mark.”

Lucretia straightened her neck and sat, looking stern.

Jane drew her long legs under her on the couch. She said, “Well, to answer your question, as a matter of fact, every cat has the ability to talk. All of the necessary muscles and nerves are there. What most cats lack is simply the inclination. But every few thousand times a kitten is born, might be the first in the litter, might be the last—the biggest, the runt, doesn’t matter—but once in a long while, a kitten is born who has the urge, who has the desire to understand and to speak human speech. And then he or she just starts paying attention. Practices at night, mostly, or when everyone is away.

“And like I say, all the mechanics are there. Ears are good. Tongue is nimble. Only difficulty some cats have is pronouncing the ‘th’ sound. It’s hard to get your tongue stopping the air properly when you only have pointy teeth to push your tongue against. That’s why so many cats prefer Italian over English.”

Jane Oakhurst raised her cup to her lips and sipped, looking over its rim at her cats.

“Are you lying now,” said Cleo, “or telling the truth?”

“Lying? Or telling the truth? Of course I’m telling the truth. This is serious. And one more thing. There are a few, just a few, dogs who can speak.”

“After a fashion,” said Lucretia. She lifted her beautiful nose high into the air.

“I’m not saying they have much of interest to say, but some do speak. Mostly English and German. The hounds are probably best at it. Terrible diction, of course. Still, why some cats and a few dogs have the desire and others don’t is unclear.”

A sudden snore blurted from the round-faced cat. He lay on his back in the corner.

“Perhaps,” said Jane, “something just switches on in their DNA. But, as to cats, whether or not they are speakers, their consciousnesses are all as developed as any human’s. But then, you knew that.”

Cleo smiled.

“Is there a special name for the cats that can talk?” said Cleo. She stroked Muffin’s upturned belly.

“Feman.”

“Feman?”

“Feman.”

Cleo looked at Muffin. She said, “Are all of your cats femans?”

“No, not all of them.” Jane turned to Lucretia for a moment, who still sat on the couch next to her. “Lucretia is something even more rare. More tea, dear?”

“Yes, please,” said Cleo.

Jane Oakhurst refilled Cleo’s cup and then her own.

“Lucretia came the other way.”

“The other way?”

“Yes, the other way. Every so often, three or four in a hundred years, a human turns into a cat. Though it can occur in adulthood, normally it happens to a child of thirteen or so, and it usually only ever happens to girls. Very, very rarely, it occurs in a mother and a daughter. It doesn’t happen all at once, of course. It generally starts with fur developing on your belly. Your ears and nose will change slowly. Your cheekbones spread. You shrink. It all happens so gradually that hardly anyone notices. And usually the child in question either comes from a very large family or a very small family with parents who are extremely busy. Then, when the child has turned completely into a cat, over the course of a few months, say, no one really notices it.

“If you’ve ever visited a large family with an enormous cat, that could be a child undergoing the change. Anyway, if that’s how you’ve come to be a talking cat, you are known as a huline. Such is the case with our dear Lucretia.” Jane smoothed Lucretia’s shimmering black coat with her pale hand.

Lucretia only glared at Cleo.

“But, feman or huline, we’re all just fellow creatures on this planet, are we not?”

Suddenly Cleo put her cup down with a bang. She had remembered something important. “Then why does Lucretia want to kill me?”
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Jane Tells a Tale

Lucretia, would you like to answer that?”

The black cat remained seated where she was on the couch. But she seemed to get bigger. The back of her long head stretched up, her long nose reached down, and the fine hairs of her chest stood out. She slowly turned her head from Jane. She stopped when her eyes looked at Cleo, and they stayed there.

Cleo stared right back at her. Still, she quailed a bit. She wanted to get small and hide when she looked into Lucretia’s copper-colored eyes, eyes that seemed to be on fire but cold and very, very smart. And a little scary.

“She knows too much,” Lucretia said very clearly but hardly moving her lips.

The Persian cat, who was lying flat on his back against the wall of the hallway, raised his black face. He blinked open his vivid blue eyes and said, “Don’t be such a drama queen, Lucretia.”

“Thank you, Darius,” said Jane, “but name-calling will not help matters, either. You see, Cleopatra, when you stepped through the doorway into our little apartment this morning, you stumbled into something of rather complicated, in fact, great importance. The health of entire nations, the stability of the whole world depends on what happens within these apartment walls. If our work here were to be hampered in any way, entire societies might crumble.”

Jane Oakhurst leaned back and nodded. And every cat, except Muffin, lying or sitting, awake or sleeping, nodded as well.

“Your work?” said Cleo. She wondered if this strange woman was pulling her leg. Or, even, if she was maybe completely crazy. Just stay calm, Cleo said to herself. She lifted Muffin out of her lap and set him on the floor. “What is your work?”

Lucretia turned her back to Cleo and faced the wall. “She mustn’t know,” she hissed.

“Well,” said Jane, “since she knows too much already, why not tell her everything?”

Darius rolled onto his wide feet. He stood up, and then he sauntered slowly back into the living room and jumped onto the table.

“More tea, dear?” said Jane to Cleo. “It’s another long story.”

Cleo shook her head, and Jane refilled her own china cup, spooning in a heap of sugar and splashing in the cream.

“But I’ll keep it simple. We are a secret society pledged to maintain the health and safety of the world. That’s all.” She smiled. “Shall I tell you how it all came about?”

“Yes, please, I like stories,” said Cleo. She still wasn’t sure that Jane wasn’t crazy. She had the feeling that the entire room—rugs, chairs, cat beds, and the prints of faraway places on the walls—were all starting to spin around her just a little bit.

“You are no doubt aware that this country has a number of agencies involved with spies and spying. They are here at home and all over the world. We have spies. Everyone
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