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            Stella smiled to herself. When the cat showed up one day forty-some years ago—not quite grown, half starved, its ears torn in a fight, infested with worms and hissing at everything that moved—Pat Collier had wanted to take it to the pound. Stella couldn’t get close to it, not even by offering it bits of her hamburger.

Only Gracie—six years old and shy as a lamb—could not be convinced to give up on the cat. She named him Sprinkles and spent an entire summer following him around the backyard, talking and singing to him, leaving out food every morning and night. By that winter, Sprinkles had grown sleek and fat and ate out of Gracie’s hand and slept on her bed, where he more or less lived for the next twelve years.

“He was a good cat” was all Stella said.

“Mmm. I don’t even remember when he showed up. After a while, it was like he was always there.”

Before long, Stella felt herself drifting off to sleep, the breeze tickling her hair and the sun warming her legs. Summer at the lake might not be paradise, but it was close enough.
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