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Lucy slammed the front door shut behind her and leaned against it. Tears fell. 
	How could she have been so stupid? She’d fallen for an advert for a gorgeous red setter puppy and had justified the cost by saying it was a present to herself now that she was a widow and her children had left home. The plans she’d made for a future with the puppy who rejoiced in the name of Barney. 
She’d asked a neighbour to give her a lift to collect the puppy. Only, the address the breeder had given her was a derelict house, and the phone number he’d used no longer worked. She’d rung the bank and asked them to stop the payment to the scammer and maybe she’d get the money back and maybe she wouldn’t.  
	Oh, the shock! Her neighbour brought her back. He was a kindly man, and didn’t want to leave her alone but she assured him she was all right and sent him back to his busy life with his family.
She wept. ‘Dear Lord, why couldn’t you have let me have just this one little puppy to love?’
She could hear herself crying. Eventually she told herself to get up and make herself a cuppa, but the cries lingered in her head. She heard a scratching at the kitchen door and her heart leaped. The puppy had escaped and somehow managed to reach her. . . ?
She opened the back door to find, not a puppy, but a fully-grown ginger cat on the doorstep. No collar.  
Ah, a potty old woman nearby used to collect stray cats, but she’d been taken into care recently, hadn’t she? And the cats had been rounded up and taken away? This one had escaped? 
An icy wind whipped around Lucy’s legs. It was starting to rain. The cat shivered with cold. ‘Please?’
Lucy had a thing about cats. She said, ‘Shoo! Find someone else to look after you. I’m not a cat person.’ 
The cat blinked. He raised one paw, appealingly. He’d probably spent last night in the open and without food. Well, it was nothing to do with her. The Cat Rescue people would put him somewhere safe and then find someone to take him off their hands. 
	Her phone rang. She said, ‘Get off!’ to the cat, pushed the door to, turned away to pick up her phone and the door swung back inside . . . It did that sometimes. She slammed the door shut. It was her daughter on the phone, ringing to see how she was getting on with Barney, the non-existent puppy. 
Lucy couldn’t bear to confess she’d been scammed, so said brightly, ‘I’ve decided it’s too much to train a puppy in this weather. Nasty old storm here. How about you?’
	When the call was over, Lucy dropped all the blinds, checked what was on the telly and set about cooking something for supper. Sleet hit the window. Not a nice night to be out in this weather. 
And then . . . the head of a cat rose into the air from behind the table.
Lucy screamed! Calming down, she realised the cat must have sneaked in through the kitchen door when she answered the phone, and had made himself comfortable on a stool at the table.  
She supposed he must be hungry and cold. But she was not responsible for him, was she? She said, ‘Look, I hate cats! I wanted a cuddly little dog! I want my Barney!’ 
The cat seemed to understand. ‘Tough titties! You got me instead? Barney, eh? Well, I’ve been called worse. What’s for supper?’
	‘Breast of chicken and . . . No! I am not feeding you.’	
	The cat looked at her. ‘You wouldn’t turn a dog out in the weather.’
Which was true. Sleet hit the window again. Lucy said, ‘I’ll phone the rescue people. They’ll look after you.’
The cat paid attention to the smooth fur on his shoulder. ‘It’s after hours.’ Which was true. Bother! Well, she would give the cat something to eat and then throw him out. He’d find somewhere to sleep, no doubt. 
She fed herself and the cat. He licked the bowl clean, and became restless. Hooray! He needed to go out, didn’t it? And she didn’t have a cat flap and was not, repeat not, going to instal one. Eventually he went to the door, and she let him out . .  and slammed the door after him. 
She dropped the blinds so that she shouldn’t hear the wind howling outside . . . or a cat in distress. 
The phone rang again and it was her son, enquiring how she was getting on with the longed-for Barney. She elaborated on her earlier lie; it was too much trouble to train a dog in this weather . . . the rain was beating a tattoo on the window. And there was a scratching on the back door. 
 Lucy ignored it. It would be the branch of a tree scratching the window. Not a homeless person in distress. 
 She let him in. ‘Just for tonight. Understand?’
He shot into the house and disappeared. Uh-oh. Where had he gone? She found him in the sitting room, preparing to sharpen his claws on the carpet. Lucy shrieked at him, ‘Don’t you dare!’ 
He got the message. ‘Keep your hair on!’ He leaped onto her favourite seat on the settee. And proceed to attend to his toilet. 
She threw a cushion at him and he took a flying leap to the chair her husband had always liked, the one next to the radiator. She treated him to Force Five Glare. ‘How dare you!’’
‘Crosspatch!’ Well, it was true that she was in a bad temper, but who wouldn’t be after the day she’d had?
The cat settled himself down to a grooming session. Lucy fumed! His coat blended prettily with the cover on the chair. Lucy had to admit he was very decorative. But, he wasn’t what she wanted. Oh, to have a wriggling little puppy in her arms . . . how wonderful that would have been . . .’
She wept for the Might Have Been.
A paw was laid on her knee. She pushed it off. ‘Look, it’s not personal. I just don’t like cats, right?’ Memories stirred. Painful memories which she’d shut away in the back of her mind for years. ‘I had a kitten called Muffin when I was little. One day I was playing with him. Without warning he turned on me and bit me. I threw him off me and he ran away and his and that’s the last I ever saw of him.’
More memories struggled to the surface. ‘I was told he’d run away and I thought it
was all my fault for throwing him off me. It was years before I found out that he’d been sick and had died that night. My parents found him in the morning before I got up and they buried him while I was at school. I’ve not trusted cats since.’
She pushed the cat’s paw away. 
The cat went on looking at her. ‘Oh, get over yourself. I’m here and you’ve taken me in, and we’ll have to make the best of it. Do you want to call me Barney? Can’t you think of anything more interesting?’ 
 ‘Cuddles? Kitty? Thomas? Napoleon? Tosca?’
The cat gave her A Look. 
‘You’re all on your own and so am I. How about “Solo?”. I’ll get you a collar with your name on.’’
The cat’s paws shifted. ‘I don’t like collars.’
‘If you’re staying with me, you’ll wear one and I’ll see to your jabs and feed you and . . . don’t expect anything else, right?’
Lucy went upstairs to bed, expecting the cat to follow. But he didn’t. Instead of being pleased, his absence made her very cross. In the morning she woke feeling warm even though the central heating hadn’t yet switched itself on. The cat was coiled up next to her. She had to admit it was . . . comforting.
	She threw back the curtains. A drizzly, grey day. Depressing.  She let the cat outside, wondering where she could get a cat flap. 
	Solo sat on the kitchen table while she cooked. She turned the radio on. He purred.
	Her nice neighbour came round to see how she was doing without Barney. She said she was fine and that she’d taken a stray cat in, who was good company.
	He said, ‘A pity cats can’t talk. Not like dogs, eh?’
	Lucy and the cat forgave him, for he was a dog person, of course.	

