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“It’s too hot,” I whined, shifting to find a cooler spot on the sofa.

My neighbor and best friend, Don, grunted from where he was sprawled on the wood floor of my apartment. I interpreted that as agreement.

Bridger, Don’s recently-neutered kitten, was lying on my coffee table, flat on his back with all three legs pointing in different directions. The breeze from the rattling window unit was ruffling the fur on his belly.

“Your window unit doesn’t sound so good, man.” 

“Yeah. I told my dad. They’ll look at it when they come to replace yours. I think he’s going to have every unit in the place checked out.” Failing window units weren’t such a shock, considering how old this place was. I just wished we had thought to check them out before it started getting so hot. Now it was July, and too hot not to have air conditioning in Houston. The good thing about your dad owning the building, though, was that you got a quick turnaround on repairs.

“It wouldn’t have to work so hard if you’d close that window.”

I turned my head to look at the window in question where Raymond was sprawled, belly down, half in and half out of the room.

“But what about Raymond?”

“Raymond is a freaking squirrel. He’s used to hot weather; he’ll be fine.”

“I guess he could come inside with us.”

“Outside. He’ll be fine outside.” 

Don still hadn’t come to terms with Raymond. Raymond can’t help it if he’s a squirrel.

“Do you work tonight?” I asked.

“Yeah. Happy hour and then dinner. Should be decent tips.” Don was trying to save up money to go back to school in the fall. I reminded myself again to talk to Petreski about whether there was something the police department could do for him, like a work-study program. Don would make a killer information analyst, if he could just get the education and training.

“Maybe I’ll go with you and sit in the A/C.”

“I thought you had a date with Petreski tonight.”

“I did, but he has to work. Some stake-out thing with Perez.” My boyfriend, Ruben Petreski, is a homicide detective, and his partner, Victoria Perez, does not like me. Petreski says that’s just her way, and that she’s reserved and it takes her a while to accept people. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t like me, though, just like I’m sure she didn’t really need his help tonight.

“Okay,” Don said, “but we’re closing that window so Bridger doesn’t get out.”

As far as I knew, Bridger had only tried to get out once. It was right after we found him, and he was trying to follow another cat out the window. But Boo, best cat ever, stopped him cold. He’d never tried again. Whatever Boo did, it had staying power.

But Boo’s not your typical cat, since he’s also my boyfriend. I don’t mean that I’m dating a cat. Well, not exactly. What I mean is that Petreski is a Cat. So is Perez. By which I mean they can turn into cats, which is, I grant you, kind of weird and took some getting used to. Even for someone who reads lots of paranormal romance. Lots and lots of paranormal romance.

The hardest part, though, is that I can’t tell Don. I can see how they wouldn’t want just anybody and everybody to know, but Don’s my best friend and keeping a secret from him is super hard.

“Is it supposed to rain today?” Don’s voice drifted up from the floor behind me.

“I’ll check.” I reached for my laptop, which was sitting on the coffee table. One of Bridger’s paws twitched, but he didn’t wake up.

“Your cat is comatose,” I told Don.

“He’s been through an ordeal. He’s recovering. Besides, cats sleep more when it’s hot.” I had no idea whether that was true, but I didn’t have the energy to question it.

“No rain yet,” I said, checking the local forecast.

“What about that tropical depression? Do they think we’re going to get any rain from that?”

“It’s just sitting in the Gulf, taunting us. They’re saying it’ll probably be upgraded to a tropical storm pretty soon if it keeps this up.”

“Shit.”

I was just a kid when Allison hit, in 2001. Living in The Heights, we didn’t have any flooding right where we were, but we couldn’t get out of the neighborhood because of the high water all around us. My parents tried to keep me occupied, but sooner or later we would all wind up back in front of the television, watching the non-stop coverage. 

“Where were you when Allison hit?” I asked.

“Still living in Dallas.”

“Ew.”

“I was eleven. It’s not like I had a choice.”

I didn’t ask about Ike because I knew. We had gone to Austin for the weekend to help my parents unpack and arrange furniture in their new house. We hadn’t been able to come back to Houston for a week. Don had been a wreck until his mom had found a way to text him that she was okay.

“Hopefully this thing will do something soon. I want some rain, but not a storm. Just something to break this heat.”

Don grunted again.

“We should probably get some supplies, just in case.”

“Does that mean getting in the car?”

“Yes,” I sighed. 

“Okay,” I could hear him getting up. “Let’s get this over with.”

❧

I let Don drive to Kroger, so I wouldn’t have to listen to him complain about my driving. It was a Tuesday morning, so even though we weren’t the only ones with this idea, it wasn’t crowded and the shelves weren’t stripped bare.

We pushed the cart up and down the aisles, taking our time and enjoying the refrigerated air. I put my foot down when Don tried to put canned tamales in the cart. Some things are simply not done, even during a weather emergency.

“We are not savages,” I told him.

He was putting the can back on the shelf when I looked up and saw Jennifer Katz heading towards us. 

“Hey, Jake,” she said, leaning in for a hug. “Y’all getting storm supplies, too?”

“Yeah. How’ve you been? You look great.” I hadn’t seen her in over a month, and hadn’t known her for much longer, but running for your lives together has a way of bonding people.

“I just got back from teacher training.” 

“Training to teach what?” Don asked.

“Yoga. I’ve started teaching at some of the local studios. Maybe I’ll even open one myself one of these days.”

That explained her toned figure and glowing face. Okay, maybe the glowing face also owed something to her recent, not unwelcome, widowhood.

“That’s awesome,” I told her. “You’re doing okay, then?”

“I am. Don’t worry about me. And you? You still seeing that handsome detective?”

“When I can. He works a lot.”

“You boys have a safe place in case the storm gets bad?” she asked. “I’ve got room if you need a place to hunker down.”

“That’s really sweet, but we’re on the second floor of an old brick building, so we should be fine. It’s made it through worse. Also, we’ve got a cat and Buttercup probably wouldn’t be thrilled.” 

Buttercup was Jennifer’s bulldog, and he was a pretty mellow guy, but I had no idea how he’d react to having Bridger invade his territory.

“Okay. But you know where to find me if you need to.”

“That was awful nice of her,” I said to Don as we continued down the aisle.

“Well, you did save her life.”

I shrugged. I couldn’t argue, but it was embarrassing to talk about, so I focused on finding the peanut butter, knowing the inevitable argument over smooth versus crunchy would distract us both.

❧

I sat in my regular spot at the bar where Don worked. There were the usual faces – the older, retired barflies, the younger barflies who worked from home and set their own hours, and the soccer mom barflies. No, really, that’s a thing. There’s a practice field nearby, and there are a couple of moms who come in for a beer, instead of sipping chardonnay out of a travel mug in the bleachers. They’re the smart ones, if you ask me, especially in this heat. 

“I’m not bringing Annabel tomorrow,” I heard one say.

“You worried about the storm?” the other one asked.

“That and the heat. It’s crazy, making the kids practice in this heat. I told the coach, but he didn’t seem concerned about it.”

“Yeah, well he’s an asshole. Fuck him.” 

I didn’t know soccer moms used that kind of language, and was impressed.

The first soccer mom checked her phone. “Drink up, lady. Gotta go get the kids.”

The ladies paid their tab and left.

“Do soccer moms tip well?” I asked Don when they were gone.

“Okay,” he shrugged. “Better than the retired guys on fixed incomes.”

“Hmm.” I looked around the bar. I noticed a few people being shown to tables in the restaurant. It must have been later than I realized, and I tried not to be grumpy, thinking that I should be getting ready for dinner with Petreski, not drinking beer and watching Don tend bar.

A dark-haired man approached the hostess stand, a full-figured blonde on his arm. I did a double-take, but it wasn’t Petreski. Ridiculous to think so, because even if he were going to cheat on me, it wouldn’t be with a curvy blonde. It was the dark hair that caught my attention, but also something about the way he carried himself and scanned the room. I realized he must be a cop. 

The blonde said something to him, and he turned back to her. She smiled, and dimples softened the hard lines of her face. I didn’t think the soccer moms would have approved of her short skirt, but she wore it with confidence, and even I couldn’t help but appreciate the way she rocked those stiletto pumps as she made her way to their table.
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Jake Has a Dream
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I was small. Or rather, I was small in my dream. I knew I was small because I had to look up to see anything, but I didn’t feel small. I felt like a beast, and I knew I could kick ass. I could hear someone crying, and went to investigate. I could hear my nails clicking on a hard floor, and liked the sound of it. 

There was a closed door, and I could see a light underneath it. Whoever was crying was in there. I sniffed, and the air was warm and humid. I heard splashing, and the crying got louder. It must be the bathroom. I whined, and the crying stopped. I whined again.

“It’s... it’s okay Ruby. I’ll be out in a minute.” 

I sat down to wait, and the sobs started again.

“Jake! Dude! Wake up!”

Don was shaking me, and I bolted upright. “What the – oh, crap.”

“You were crying.”

“Nooo...” I groaned, bending forward and burying my face in the covers. “No no no no no.”

“What? Was it... one of those dreams?” Don asked, referring to the disturbing, psychic dreams I had had in the spring, leading us to find a murder victim in the bayou near our apartment building.

I nodded, not sitting up. “Yeah.”

“You gonna hurl?”

I shook my head, and felt the bed shift as Don stood. I could hear him in the kitchen, and he was back a minute later with a glass of water.

“Drink this and tell me about it.”

“Can I have a beer?” I asked, taking the glass.

“No.”

“Petreski would let me have a beer.”

“No he wouldn’t. Tell me about the dream.”

I sighed. “I was little. Like a Chihuahua or Yorkie or something. But I had attitude, too. I could hear someone crying, and there was a lady in a bathroom. I could hear water splashing, like she was in the bathtub, and she called me Ruby and then she started crying again, and I woke up.”

“Okay. That’s not so bad, though, right? A lady crying in the tub? Maybe she lost her job or had a fight with her boyfriend or something like that.”

“You know what happened the last time I started having these dreams. They all led to bad things.”

“But they also helped us save Bridger.”

“Yeah, but...” 

Bridger scrambled up on the bed, still not a very good jumper, having only one hind leg. We watched him tromp around a bit, before he settled against my leg and yawned.

“Tell you what,” Don said, taking the glass back to the kitchen. “We’ll go see Miss Nancy today.”

I don’t know which surprised me more – that he was actually suggesting I go see Miss Nancy, or that he would go with me. For years he had rolled his eyes whenever I would mention my spiritual advisor. But when one of my dreams led us straight to Bridger, my skeptical friend had to admit that maybe there were things in this world that defied explanation or logic.

“Jake?”

“Huh?” I looked over to where Don was settling back in on the sofa.

“Miss Nancy? You wanna go see her today?”

“Yeah. Sure. Thanks.” I reached over to turn off the bedside lamp. “Bridger? You gonna go over there with Don, or you gonna stay here with me?”

Bridger stretched and purred, so I left him alone. 

“I think your cat likes me better,” I told Don.

“Furry little traitor. Where’s Boo, anyway?”

Boo – Petreski – ugh, it’s so confusing when your boyfriend turns into a Cat. Anyway, even before we started dating, he’d show up here in Cat form and spend the night, waking me up if I had a bad dream. It was nice, actually. When he’s a Cat he’s a lot like a regular cat, and likes to cuddle.

“I don’t know. He’ll be back.”

“Too bad you can’t ask him. Maybe you could use your psychic powers on him?”

“Yeah. Too bad.” Except, of course, that I could ask him. But for some reason my animal empathy, or whatever it was, didn’t extend to Cats that weren’t really cats.

❧

The first time I had brought Don to meet Miss Nancy, she had used the good tea set when the three of us sat around her kitchen table. This time we got mugs, which meant Don was part of the family now. My mug had a unicorn on it. I double-checked, but there was no rainbow – coming out of its ass or otherwise. Don’s had a kitten on it, which Miss Nancy thought was sweet and amusing. 

We had brought Bridger with us, curled up in the cat sling Don had made for him out of an old sheet. Don didn’t want to leave him at home in case the A/C finally gave up the ghost, and Miss Nancy likes cats, so that wasn’t a problem. He started squirming right after we sat down, so Don put him on the floor and we all kept an eye on him while we talked.

“So, more dreams, then?” Miss Nancy asked, pouring me some tea. She wasn’t wearing any kind of head wrap or turban today, and her long dreadlocks were piled high on top of her head. I could see only the slightest touch of grey at her temples. I had no idea how old Miss Nancy was, and knew better than to ask. I figured she was about the same age as my mom, since they were good friends. But only my mom’s hairdresser knew for sure whether she had any greys yet. 

“Just the one, last night,” I replied, tearing my eyes away from Miss Nancy’s dreadlock crown.

“It sounded bad, though,” Don said. 

“But it wasn’t too bad... no one was getting killed or anything. Just a lady crying.”

“Whatever it was, it was disturbing enough to – Ruby? – that...” Miss Nancy’s voice trailed off and she tilted her head back to look at the ceiling. Don and I stayed quiet, letting Miss Nancy gather her thoughts.

“I think, boys, that we may have a clue here. A clue about how or why this happens.”

“Huh?” I was lost.

“I mean, why you have the dreams you do, and don’t have dreams constantly, about any old thing.”

“Oh.”

“I had wondered about that,” Don said. “Like, why he wasn’t dreaming every night, about dogs doing everyday, normal things.”

“I think,” Miss Nancy turned to him and they started discussing me like I wasn’t sitting right there, “and I’m no expert, mind. But I think it has something to do with an animal’s heightened sense of danger.”

“Instinct?”

“Yes, that’s right. I think that when Jake starts having these dreams, he’s picking up on a... a consciousness that’s broadcasting this sense.”

“Like a distress signal.”

“Exactly. They can’t talk. They can’t warn anyone that something bad is going to happen. Even if they could talk, they might not even realize what it is they’re feeling. They just have a feeling.”

“Like, they’re picking up on things they’ve heard or seen, without realizing they’ve heard or seen them. Or they’re attuned to their human’s fears.”

“Like Jennifer and Buttercup,” I broke in.

“Jennifer and Buttercup?” Miss Nancy asked.

“When Petreski and Perez were questioning Jennifer Katz, I could sense Buttercup getting agitated, but if you were just looking at Jennifer you would think she was calm. She was hiding her emotions from us, but she couldn’t hide them from her dog.”

Miss Nancy looked back up at the ceiling, and Don and I sipped our tea.

“So what do we know?” Miss Nancy raised her head and looked back and forth between us.

“Well...” I tried to follow her logic. “We know that somewhere nearby, there’s a lady with a little dog named Ruby. And this lady is, I don’t know, in danger? Or just upset?”

“She’s afraid.”

“Yes!” Miss Nancy turned to smile at Don. I stuck my tongue out at him, the show-off. “She’s afraid of someone or something.”

“But how does this help, though? I don’t know who she is, or where she is. And if I did, should I warn her? And about what? What would I say? ‘Excuse me, miss, but I had a bad dream about your dog. Were you by any chance crying in your bathtub the other night?’ She’d think I was insane, or a stalker, or a peeping Tom.”

“The message board.”

I turned to Don. “What about it?”

“I’ll post something on the neighborhood message board. I’ll just say I need to get in touch with the owner of Ruby, and see what kind of response I get. Maybe someone will know who she is.”

“That’s very practical, Don.” Miss Nancy beamed and patted his hand. I rolled my eyes. “Don’t roll your eyes, Jake. Don’s idea is a good one. If you can find this lady, maybe you can help her.”

She was right, of course. We finished our tea and got ready to take Miss Nancy to the market and the botanica. Don wanted to go to the bakery, too. I thought that was an excellent idea, because our storm supplies were woefully lacking in pastries.
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The Rains Move In
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“You have to call Petreski, you know,” Don told me as we climbed the stairs to my apartment.

“Why?” Not that I minded, but I figured I could call him when I wanted to, not when Don told me.

“You had a dream. He should probably know.”

“But nobody was killed.”

“As far as you know.”

“Morbid.”

“You said it yourself. The dreams seem to wind up with bad things happening.”

“Okay, fine.”

Don’s window unit wasn’t due to be replaced until the next day, so he was still camping out at my place. I stayed on the landing to make the call while Don went inside. The landing window was at the front of the building and I could see the live oak where Raymond lived. I leaned on the windowsill and looked for him in the branches while I called Petreski.

He picked up almost immediately. “Hello?”

“I had a dream.” So much for the pleasantries.

“Oh?” he asked, his voice dropping an octave. “Was I in it?”

“Not that kind of dream.”

“Oh. Oh. One of those dreams.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. It just shook me up a little. It’s been a while.”

“What about... what happened?”

I told him about the dream, about Ruby and the lady in the bathtub.

“But no one was hurt?” He asked when I had finished.

“Not as far as I could tell. But when I had these dreams before... it started before anyone was... you know...”

“Yeah. Okay. You know what I’m going to say next, though, right?”

“Yes. Stay out of it, be careful, all that stuff.”

“I mean it, Jake. If you have another dream, let me know, but don’t go looking for trouble.”

“I’ll try. But I think Don’s already online, doing his thing.”

“Oh, geez. Okay, but keep it online.”

“Okay.”

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“I really am sorry about last night. How’s Friday for you?”

“It’s... Friday is fine. Is it okay with Perez?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I sighed. “I mean, I don’t think she likes me. Or at least, I don’t think she likes me dating you.”

“It’s not that. I’ll deal with Perez, okay? You think about what you want to do on Friday. I’ll pick you up at seven?”

“Okay. Oh – and I need to remember to talk to you about Don.”

“What about him?”

“It can wait, I just need to tell you so I’ll remember.”

“Um, okay. I’ll see you Friday. And stay out of trouble.”

❧

I was right. By the time I got inside, Don had already posted a message on the neighborhood site, trying to track down Ruby’s owner. With nothing else to go on, I turned my attention to studying. 

At long last, to my advisor’s delight (or was it relief?), I had declared a major: Psychology. Don asked if that was because I was crazy. Oh, he’s a laugh riot. But now I had some catch-up to do to get my major-specific prerequisites out of the way, and that meant summer classes.

“Where are you going?” I asked when I looked up to see Don putting on his bike helmet.

“Library. Got anything to go back?”

I shook my head. “You need to get a car, man.”

“Not in the budget. You know that.”

“Maybe my dad can hook you up with something old and cheap.”

“I’ll get a car when I can afford one. Or maybe a scooter. But car, insurance, gas? I can’t afford all that right now. I do okay with the bus, my bike, and Uber.”

I didn’t push it. My dad owned several car dealerships, and people were always trying to trade in old cars my dad had no use for. He’d be happy to help Don get into one of those cars, and he’d get it checked out to make sure it was safe and reliable, but Don had his pride and he wouldn’t want my dad going to the trouble. 

“Okay. Well, be careful out there.”

Don left, Bridger found a sunny spot to stretch out in, and I got back to my books.

❧

By the time Don got back from the library the sunny spot was gone, swallowed up by dark clouds that had moved in from the south. Don made it inside just as the first drops fell, and we sat on the sofa and watched as the rain started coming down in earnest. 

Bridger had disappeared under the bed at the first crack of thunder. The weather forecast wasn’t predicting flooding at this point, but I’d seen it turn before.

“Good thing we got supplies,” Don said.

“Yeah. We probably won’t need them, though.” I went to the kitchen to boil some water and rummaged in the bakery sack for a marranito.

“What are you doing in there?” 

“M’k’ng tea,” I mumbled around a mouthful of spice cookie.

“Are you into the pastries already?”

“Mno,” I lied.

“Geez, you’re like a little kid.” He came into the kitchen and looked inside the bag. “You’re gonna get fat, all the junk you eat.”

“I am not!” I looked down at my belly. “I’m not fat!”

“I didn’t say you are fat. I said you will get fat if you don’t stop eating so much junk.”

I looked back down at my belly, and tried to pinch my waist. No fat there. Don obviously didn’t know what he was talking about.

❧

That night I lay in bed listening to the rain on the roof. I wondered what Boo – Petreski – was doing. He wouldn’t come over in this weather. I wondered how Raymond was faring. I had no idea what squirrels did when it rained. Did Raymond have a safe place to weather a storm if it came to that?

I picked up my e-reader and thumbed through my library for something to read. One of my favorite authors had a new book out, and it looked like just the thing to take my mind off what was going on. The main character was involved with a merman – I guess that was the newest thing in paranormal romance. I wondered for a moment whether mer-people were a real thing. Petreski admitted he didn’t know for sure about werewolves, but he turned into a freaking Cat, so shifters did exist, no matter what Don said. I stuck my tongue out in the direction of the sofa, but Don was asleep and didn’t see.

I checked the weather app on my phone. Rain all night, but not heavy. The A/C guys were supposed to come in the morning, and I didn’t want anything to keep them from replacing our window units. Having Don sleeping on my sofa was seriously cramping my style – what little style I had.

I woke around midnight from a dream where I was being pursued by a merman. He was only after me, though, because he was a chubby-chaser and I had a nice layer of padding on me. I was relieved to discover I still had a 30-inch waist, and blamed Don for that horrible dream. 

When I drifted off again, Ruby was waiting for me. I was in the same house as before, in the kitchen, and could hear a woman’s
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