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Chapter One 
Curiosity 

 

There was no mistaking it: the London Underground map had his name on it. 

This wasn’t just any old Tube map, either.  It was one of those big, framed maps that stood 

proudly near the entrance to Bank station, where all clueless tourists could gape blankly at its 

tangle of colours.  He wasn’t a tourist to London – anything but!  Yet here he was, staring at 

the map, his name looking back. 

And it wasn’t just random graffiti with his name misspelt and barely readable.  No.  Even 

that wouldn’t have been surprising: he was none too popular in some quarters around the city.  

His name was there, on the Northern Line, between Tufnell Park and Highgate, printed on the 

Map where Archway should be. 

He blinked hard, glanced around at the empty streets soaking in warm yellow lights, and 

looked again at the map, following the black line upwards: Kentish Town, Tufnell Park... 

Tom Verbrisser. 

Tom shook himself down, loosening his tie and pulling his trenchcoat tighter around him.  

A breeze rattled a smashed milk bottle in the kerbside, the stench of sour milk stinging his 

nostrils.  He’d had a drink, and a sip of that cocktail Muezza had bought him, but that was it.  

A drink.  He definitely wasn’t seeing things, and he knew that part of the tube map like his 

own home, because Archway was his stop for home.  It had said Archway that morning when 

he’d left, hadn’t it? 

Tom drew himself up: only one way to find out what this was about.  He’d find a guard 

and ask him if this was some kind of joke: yes, that was it.  A joke.  Everyone in London 

knew Tom Verbrisser.  Obviously.  With one more look at the map (yes, still there), he 

descended into Bank station. 

The ticket hall, however, rang with the sound of silence, completely deserted.  Tom 

frowned.  He looked at his watch, the diamonds reflecting the buzzing strip lights.  It was 

Friday night, and this was Bank Station.  So where was everyone?  If this is a joke, it’s a very 

elaborate one. 

Shaking his head, he reached into his silk-lined pockets, looking for his ticket, when he 

saw another Tube Map pinned to the wall.  His name was there, too, looking as 

inconspicuous as everything else on there.  Tom’s palms perspired.  He grabbed a handful of 

tube maps from a leaflet holder, flicking each one open.   

His name.   

Tom Verbrisser,  

Tom Verbrisser,  

Tom Verbrisser.   

On every last one. 



He forced a laugh, and tossed the maps on the floor.  He fumbled for his ticket, loose 

change clattering across the tiles.  Finally he found it, and charged through the gates.  His 

own laughter echoed in his ears. 

He stared forcibly at his shiny shoes as he descended the escalators, stairs and pathways to 

the platform, yet from every single map of the Northern line he tried to ignore, his name leapt 

out at him, coaxing him, teasing him. 

Finally, he reached the platform.  The stale breeze buffeted his mess of black hair and sent 

his trenchcoat flapping.  The sign on the other side of the tracks declared, all too clearly, that 

he was a station.   

Kentish Town, Tufnell Park, Tom Verbrisser, Highgate... 

Taking a deep breath, he reasoned with himself.  This was a practical joke, certainly, but it 

must’ve been an expensive one.  Then again, he knew plenty of people in the City who could 

afford this kind of thing, and many more who would want to make him squirm.  Jackson, 

maybe?  He’d never taken kindly to Tom’s outbidding of that old Dockland property, then 

turning them into flats.  Jackson had big plans for a Youth Centre.  Huh.  Good load of profit 

that would make, Jackson... 

A bead of sweat trickled into his eyebrow, and he dabbed his forehead with his 

handkerchief.  A dark shape moved in the corner of his eye, and he jumped aside. 

Just another person joining the platform.  That’s all.  No need to panic. 

The man looked sidelong at Tom with curious beady eyes.  Tom bit his lip, forcing his 

stare forward.  Damn, he recognises me.  There was no chance of asking him if he could read 

the map now, not if he wanted to look sane.  What could he say?  ‘Excuse me Sir, I’m Tom 

Verbrisser: yes, the Tom Verbrisser.  Pardon my interruption, but I appear to be a Tube 

Station.’ 

It was that darned newspaper article that had been printed last month: ‘High Rise: Meet 

Tom, son of the late Gareth Verbrisser, who is taking up the family mantle of Real Estate 

development and already reshaping London’s skyline.’  Why oh why had he agreed to be 

interviewed?  True, a lot of people loved his relentless buying up of derelict land and 

crumbling buildings, wiping it clean and resurrecting it – but a lot of people hated him for the 

exact same reason, and now they had a face to put to the name.  Not helpful when out in 

public.  Just the other day he left work to find his beloved Porsche ravaged, with a note stuck 

in the wiper reading; ‘Homewrecker!  I lived for 26 years in that place you called a ‘hovel’, 

and what did you flatten it for?  A tennis court?’  And so on.  Fortunately that madwoman 

had left her name on that note.  Tom sued her dry, and used it to pay for repairs to the 

Porsche, and buy that pair of designer sunglasses he’d been eyeing up.  A happy ending if 

there ever was one. 

The breeze picked up, and a train rattled by, slowing to a stop.  He caught a brief glimpse 

of his reflection in the window: he looked tired.  And old.  Much older than eighteen.  Well, 

good.  It makes me look more like an adult.  Which I am.  No kid runs Real Estate.  Tom 

boarded, bombarded by the sheer number of maps plastered everywhere.  Every one of them 

with his name.  The doors slid shut, and they were off.  The familiar noise of the wheels 

thumping over the rails soothed him: 

...clack-clack, clack-clack...clack-clack, clack-clack... 



Tom looked around.  Five other passengers were scattered around the carriage.  A couple 

of them stared idly at the maps.  They didn’t look puzzled at the sudden changing of 

Archway’s name.  Were they seeing what he saw?  Perhaps he really was hallucinating.  If so, 

it was certainly a very realistic one: even the map he could see through the murky windows to 

the adjacent carriage had his name on it, obvious even from here. 

Several stops later, they pulled up at Tufnell Park.  Tom looked at the familiar platform, 

and the station name on the gleaming Underground roundel.  As the doors closed and the 

train departed, Tom sat forward, bag on his lap, clammy hands clenched tight together.  The 

next station would be Archway: his stop.  Not Tom Verbrisser.  Archway.  He would alight 

and escape this stupid nonsense.  If it was a joke, it had long ceased to be funny, and if he 

was meant to be scared...well, job done there, he’d go to the office tomorrow, take it on the 

chin, and they’d laugh about it years from now.  He looked out the window, the black wall 

and grimy wires racing past in silence.  His own hazy reflection stared back.   

...clack-clack, clack-clack...clack-clack, clack-clack... 

The tunnel opened abruptly to harsh white light. 

Tom Verbrisser Station. 

Tom couldn’t hold back a weak, quivering gasp.  As the train slowed, it became all the 

clearer: the ribbon above the platform, the Underground roundel...all bearing his name as 

boldly as every other station he passed.  The layout and decor was clearly Archway, but if he 

hadn’t known better, he would’ve said this was Tom Verbrisser Station, and nothing else. 

The doors hissed open, and he gulped back the lump in his throat.  He stepped gingerly 

over the gap, placing his foot carefully on the platform as though expecting it to fall through.  

No, it was as real as anything else.  He emerged alone, and looked dumbly around.  

Everywhere he looked, he saw his name.  His spine tingled.  The train pulled away, leaving 

him alone again.  He put a shaking hand on the nearest Tom Verbrisser roundel sign, and 

stroked his fingers along it.  It was real, and judging by the film of grime that came off on his 

fingers, had been there for a while.  That had said Archway this morning when I left for work, 

I’m sure of it. 

Maybe the station had been renamed after him after all.  He was fairly well known, he 

reasoned, and he did live near here.  But if that were true, why hadn’t he been told?  And why 

would the powers that be suddenly alter all the maps in the space of one day?   

He shook his head.  It wasn’t true!  It couldn’t be!  This...this was precisely what the joke 

was, of course!  It was no secret how ambitious Tom was, and many quipped about how 

heavily Tom was leaving his mark on the capital.  Many thought he was delusional.  

Desperate to fill his father’s huge shoes.  What better way to prove that than making him 

believe a Tube Station was being renamed in his honour?  He looked up at the security 

cameras.  Maybe he was on one of those comedy shows.  Being watched by millions of 

giggling people in their homes right now.  It was just a matter of time before a camera crew 

and a smiley pair of showbiz presenters with tans in several shades would bombard him and 

tell him he’s been stitched up live, or something like that.  Well, either way, he wouldn’t give 

them the satisfaction of looking like a fool.  Whistling as casually as he could muster, he 

looked for the ‘Way Out’ sign.   

No ‘Way Out’.  In its place, in identical black and yellow fashion, Tom Verbrisser, and an 

arrow pointing the way.  Still attempting to whistle, he followed the signs, leading him the 



usual way to the exit.  He fed his ticket through the gate, and emerged out into the cool, dark 

night. 

Thank God that was over.  Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath of the smoke-tinged air 

and surveyed the familiar surroundings of the nearby factories and chimneys.  Only a short 

walk to home, now.  Nobody around to laugh at him or claim the joke was theirs, luckily.  It 

was over.  He took a step to home – and stopped, suddenly, jarring his knee.  One thing 

caught his eye that made his heart sink. 

It was a road sign: one that read ‘Flehmen’s Junction: 1 mile’.  At least, that’s what it 

should’ve said.  Tonight, it read Tom Verbrisser, with an arrow pointing into a dark, weed-

strewn alley. 

Tom ground his teeth.  This was ridiculous!  It was late, he was tired, and he had a long 

day of planning ahead of him tomorrow.  I won’t play this game any longer!  He turned away 

from the sign, and headed the way for home.  Mere steps later, he stopped again, turned, and 

glared at the sign.   

Tom Verbrisser.   

His breath rose before him as a plume of steam.   

Try as he may, he couldn’t walk away: his curiosity was too strong.  What was all this 

about?  He wouldn’t find out if he walked away, that was for sure, and surely the signs 

wouldn’t be there in the morning?   This was his only chance... 

Stupid, stupid, stupid, he muttered under his breath.  He plunged into the alley, tripping 

over the weeds and loose concrete slabs.  The distant hum of rushing cars on the nearby A-

Road and Flehmen’s Junction gave him a reassuring sense that he was still in reality, though 

he half-wished he wasn’t. 

The alley ended, bringing him into a loading yard.  Freight trucks loomed around him, 

flecks of mist licking around the corners.  Where now?  Then he spotted his name across the 

yard, in old rundown letters, over the boarded up entrance to the Old Dairy factory, long 

since abandoned. 

Tom snorted, and made his way towards it.  Of course.  Now it was beginning to make 

sense.  He’d brought the rights to the Old Dairy some time ago, with plans to sell it on to the 

highest bidding budget supermarket when the chance came along.  Rarely, for Tom, it didn’t 

go as planned: a big supermarket opened up just down the road shortly after, ruining his 

chances.  It wasn’t a big loss, though, and the building came cheap.  Something would come 

up for him one day. 

So what was all this about, then? he wondered as he used a rusty crowbar to pull off the 

chipboard covering the door.  Perhaps it was some airhead environmentalist or activist with 

an axe to grind, to show him he’s leaving this building to rot instead of doing something 

useful with it.  What do they want me to do?  Turn it into a rainbow-making factory? He 

chuckled at his own thoughts. 

Part of him, too, was angry.  Truth was, all this buying of property wasn’t him – not 

directly, anyway.  Try as he may, he couldn’t escape his age, and had gone through his Dad 

first, who guided him.  Business had frozen over since he’d passed away and they sorted the 

will out, but still: the Old Dairy was just a project.  He didn’t ask to be given it.  Whoever 

cobbled together this joke spared no expense but neglected the research. 



The chipboard splintered apart and clattered to the ground.  He threw a cautious glance 

around the yard.  He was alone, that was for sure.  He grabbed the door handle, and with a 

creak and a groan, it opened, and he stepped inside. 

The stench of sour milk hit him hard, making his eyes water.  Rubbing the tears away, he 

noticed it wasn’t as dark as he thought it would be: the huge windows lining one wall let in 

the glaring floodlight from the 24-hour factory next-door, making the dusty milk bottles 

glimmer.  What shadows there were, though, were inky-black, and shifted and shimmered 

with shapes that were darker still.  Perhaps he wasn’t as alone as he’d hoped.  He cleared his 

throat. 

“Hello?” he croaked. 

Light flashed fleetingly from the farthest, darkest corner, followed by the sound of glass 

rolling over the rough, debris-covered floor. 

“Who’s there?” Tom demanded, more confidently, “I should warn you; this is private 

property.  Get out now, or I’m calling the police.” 

No answer.  Tom bounded over, blood pumping in his ears.  He didn’t care who was 

behind this whole charade, or why: whoever it was would pay dearly for wasting his time. 

He reached the edge of the shadow, where the darkness seemed to stretch on forever.   The 

sound of the rolling bottle still chinked away, finally coming to a rest when it tapped his shoe.  

Tom leaned down, dusted his shoe with his cuff, and looked at the glass bottle.  It was 

covered in dust, save for one space where it had been pushed: a cat’s pawprint. 

“What?” Tom mouthed.  He peered into the darkness.  

Two cat’s eyes, green and wide, stared back. 

With a heavy blow to the back of the head, he was gone.  Images swam by in dissolved, 

confused waves: the silhouette of a man, the caterwauling of many cats, headlights and a 

blasting horn rushing towards him:  

...clack-clack, clack-clack...clack-clack, clack-clack... 

 
 



Chapter Two 

My Territory 
 

“AAAAAAAAGH!” 

Tom launched upright, fighting to free himself.  Something huge and thick tangled around 

him, suffocating him.  Lashing out, the binds fell away, and he breathed again.  His heart 

pounded, and it was a while before he noticed he was in his own bed, in his own room, and a 

pale dawn crept through his window. 

He slumped back onto his pillow.  Just a dream.  A silly, harmless dream.  Sweet relief 

washed over him, and he broke into fits of laughter.  I was starting to believe it!   Letting out 

a long, rattling sigh, he glanced up at the clock on the wall.  Twenty past eight.  Nice and 

early, too.  In his head he was already planning his day: head up to the shop for the papers; 

cook a full English breakfast; work on his presentation; catch up on his shows recorded last 

night... 

It was only when Tom rolled out of his Kingsize bed that things started to go wrong.  His 

bed was massive –precisely why he’d brought it – but he never recalled it being this big.  

When he reached out a leg to plant on the floor, he found only air.  He lost his balance and 

tumbled out, falling further than seemed right before finally hitting the floor.  Luckily, he 

landed on his feet. 

Staggering, he looked up at his bed.  It towered over him.  So did his desk, walk-in 

wardrobe, wall-length fish tank and everything else.  Why did he feel so small?  He tried to 

turn his neck, but he felt sore all over.  He tried to stand up, but his back legs wouldn’t 

support him properly, and he slumped back on all fours. 

Bewildered, he crawled out of his room, pushing his way through the crack in the door, 

and made for the bathroom.  The door was closed, and he couldn’t reach the handle.  Well, if 

his dream had been strange, this was shaping up to be far, far worse.   

He looked down the stairs.  They were a big and bold feature even when he felt his normal 

self, but from this new angle they looked positively hill-like.    Reaching an arm out, he tried 

to lower himself down to the next step – until he caught sight of his arm.   

Black fur.  No hand: only a paw. 

With a yelp of surprise he tumbled forward, crashing down each and every step until he 

landed painfully and awkwardly in the foyer.  His umbrella tumbled over and struck him over 

the head.  Ouch! 

Groaning in a voice he didn’t recognise, he clambered back up, and looked wearily around 

his own home.  The house was a present from his father when he’d turned eighteen, which 

outdone the Porsche for his seventeenth.  Normally, it was his own trendy bachelor pad: a 

paradise of the latest styles and the shiniest gadgets.  Now, it all looked big and intimidating, 

and he felt as uneasy as he had done last night – or rather, in my dream, he corrected himself.  

His already huge wall-mounted plasma TV looked like it was the size of his driveway, 

standing in pride of place in a lounge bigger than a school hall, scattered with expensive 

furniture ten times the size any of it should be. 



He turned to look at his kitchen – and froze.  The side of his steel-finish oven, looming 

like a monolith over the kitchen, showed a cat in its reflection. 

“Puzzle?” Tom said in a high-pitched squeak. 

Tom looked behind him, expecting to see his pet cat Puzzle standing on the doormat, cat 

flap swinging behind her.  But she wasn’t there.  And yet the cat’s reflection remained in the 

oven.  Tom gulped as an impossible, ridiculous truth wrapped itself around him, more 

suffocating than his duvet had been. 

He walked forward.  So did the reflection.  He walked right up to the oven’s shiny surface.  

A black cat with a white muzzle and chest gaped back at him with lime-green eyes. 

“H-Hello?” Tom ventured.  As he spoke, the reflection’s mouth opened in a small meow, 

revealing sharp teeth.  He raised his arm, seeing his own black fur and paw as clear as day, 

and pressed it against the steel, touching the reflection’s own paw. 

“I...I don’t...no...” he shuddered, “I’m a cat!   I’M...A CAT!” 

He bashed his head against the metal, the noise pounding in his ears. 

“Wake up!” he growled, “This is a dream!  You’ve got work to do!  Wake up!” 

“Woah!  Take it easy, kit!” said a voice, “You were almost cleaved open by the 

BigMetalSnake last night.  I didn’t save you just to have you beat yourself up.” 

Tom spun around, vision swaying.  Panic welled up inside him.  He could feel the fur on 

his back stand on end – then flatten again when he saw Puzzle standing there in front of the 

door.  Instantly Tom felt a comforting calm trickle through him at the sight of his pet. 

Puzzle had stripes just like a tiger; the specialist seller had told him the official name for 

the breed was Toyger.  He warmly recalled their first meeting in the pet store.  Tom had 

fallen love with her straight away.  Even she seemed to like him, and she had curled her tail 

into a question-mark shape in greeting.  With that, Tom named her Puzzle, and she’d become 

the perfect companion around the house that kept him from feeling lonely – when she was 

around, of course.  She was a cat, and she behaved as all cats did, but even so she spent a lot 

of time out and about, and when she came back it wasn’t too out of the ordinary to see her 

injured one way or the other.  Just what did she get up to? 

“Puzzle?” Tom said slowly, “You’re...you’re talking.  Can you understand me?” 

Puzzle rolled her eyes and padded into the kitchen.  Up close, Tom could see just how 

much bigger she was than him.  Lean muscles rippled under her gleaming fur as she moved. 

“Understand you?” she said, “Listen kit, you were in the middle of Smoky territory, 

knocked out, splayed across those dangerous metal bars that the BigMetalSnakes speed 

along, with one charging towards you.  That’s pretty hard to understand.” 

“A BigMetalSnake?” Tom repeated, wondering what she could possibly mean, “Do...do 

you mean a train?  Was I nearly ran over by a train?” 

“A train?  If that’s what you call it, yes,” said Puzzle, brushing past him and heading to her 

feeding bowls. 

Tom let out a long shuddering breath.  So that was what those blinding lights were that 

he’d seen after being struck over the head.  He hadn’t imagined any of it...it had been real.  

That tall man must have knocked him out, and the sound of all those cats surely had 

something to do with this.  He winced.  Will you listen to yourself, Verbrisser?  This is 

useless!  Trying to make sense of something that doesn’t – can’t – make sense!  When will 



this nightmare end?  He took another breath, calming himself.  No point panicking.  Got to 

search for clues, answers. 

“You rescued me?” Tom turned to face Puzzle, whose muzzle was buried deep in her 

bowl.  He couldn’t believe he was talking to her.  He’d talked to her before, obviously, but 

just the idle chit-chat anyone gives a pet.  He never expected to have an actual conversation 

with her.  The feeling was bizarre...though not completely unpleasant. 

“Yep,” she said between mouthfuls of dry pellets, “I was patrolling our borders when I 

smelled something strange: you.  I saw you just in time, and grabbed you and brought you 

here.  You looked pretty beat up.  Did Smoky Clan do that to you?” 

“Smoky who?” Tom frowned, wondering why on Earth his pet cat’s territory stretched all 

the way to the railway. 

Puzzle purred with laughter; “What?” she turned to face him, “You don’t know what a 

Clan is?  Every cat around here belongs in one.  Hmmm.   Perhaps they do things differently 

beyond our borders.  Speaking of which, you need to get back to where you belong.” 

Tom didn’t reply.  Puzzle went on. 

“I couldn’t let a cat die, stranger or not, but now you’re okay, you need to leave my 

territory.  Not just for your safety, but mine.  My pet doesn’t like company, and he seems to 

just about tolerate mine.” 

It took Tom a while before he realised she was talking about him, and he felt a pang of 

guilt.  He really loved Puzzle, but he’d been so busy lately that he’d barely had time for 

himself, let alone her. 

“Who knows what he’ll do if he finds you here, but I don’t think he’ll take it too well,” she 

said, looking around fearfully, “Especially as you slept in his sleeping nest.  He didn’t come 

back last night; he does that now and then.  He could be home any – woah, hang on!  

How...how do you know my name?” 

“Puzzle...it’s me,” Tom said carefully, “It’s Tom, your own – I mean, pet.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I’ve been turned into a cat,” he added, hardly believing himself, “I can’t remember much 

of what happened before I was knocked out.  One minute I was following these signs into the 

Old Dairy, the next thing I know...I’m in my bed, looking like this.” 

Puzzle said nothing, only stared at him with her piercing golden eyes.  He’d always liked 

Puzzle’s eyes, but never had he seen them so full of thought and meaning.  It unnerved him. 

“I...I can prove it,” Tom went on quickly, “I know your name; I know your favourite 

sleeping spot is that rug in the box room; you’ve hated it when the post arrives ever since you 

slipped and fell on a letter that one time you came through the cat flap –” 

“I knew it.” 

Tom let out a sigh of relief.  “You’ve got to help me, Puzzle,” he pleaded, “I don’t know 

what’s happening to me – if this really is real, I need to turn b–” 

Puzzle leapt and struck him to the cold kitchen tiles, pinning him down with strong paws. 

“Ah!” Tom squeaked, “Puzzle, what’re you –?” 

“I could smell my pet’s scent on you when I found you,” Puzzle growled in his ear, “I was 

suspicious then: you reeked of Smoky Clan too.  And – what a surprise! – he didn’t return to 

the nest last night.  Coincidence, kit?  I think not...” 



“You’re right, it isn’t a coincidence, Puzzle, because – OW!” Tom yelped as Puzzle dug 

her claws into his stomach.  He wriggled free, and scrambled to his four paws. 

“Puzzle, come on, it’s me!” he begged between hard breaths, “Tom did return home last 

night – you’re looking at him.  I mean...why else do you think I headed for the bedr – I mean, 

sleeping nest as soon as I arrived?  How could I have known where it was?” 

Puzzles eyes narrowed. 

“You did seem to know your way around very well...” she said slowly, “Even more 

amazing as you were barely conscious.” 

Tom said nothing, for fear she may lunge at him again if anything else.  How did she get 

so strong?  True, he was half her size now, but still, Puzzle was a pampered house 

cat...wasn’t she? 

“Maybe you are Tom,” she said carefully, “And maybe you aren’t...” 

Tom opened his mouth to protest, but Puzzle raised a paw. 

“I’ll have to think this over, kit, think of a way to prove if you are who you say you are.  

Here’s one idea.” 

She turned, and opened a nearby cupboard.  Balancing on her hind legs, she rummaged 

inside, and pulled out a box, the contents spilling across the floor. 

“Hey!” Tom yelled, “That muesli’s expensive, you know!” 

Puzzle ignored him.  “Don’t touch this,” she ordered, indicating the mass of oats and 

chunks of fruit rolled across the tiles with her tail, “It’s a test.” 

Tom blinked in bewilderment, but nodded. 

“I’ll be back at sundown,” she said, padding towards the cat flap, “Stay in the house, if 

you know what’s good for you: other cats around here will be less understanding than me.” 

“Where – where are you going?” Tom stammered. 

“Things to do, places to see; I’m a busy cat,” she said, then added smarmily, “If you really 

are Tom, you should know all about that, right?” 

“But...” Tom searched for an excuse to make her stay, “I’m hungry.  What will I eat?” 

Puzzle’s lip curled in amusement; “You’re a cat, aren’t you?  There’s a garden with mice 

out back – eat what you find.  But don’t you dare touch my food,” she growled, nodding at 

her food bowls and the pouches of food stacked next to them, “That’s my food, and this is my 

territory.  Count yourself lucky that I’m letting you hunt at all.” 

And with that, she pushed her way through the cat flap, and was gone. 

Tom sighed.  Great.  The phrase ‘stranger in your own home’ was being taken to a whole 

new level here.  His tiny cat-form made his house cathedral-like in size, and equally as 

foreboding.  Even his own pet cat was ordering him around – he couldn’t even eat the cat 

food, which he’d paid for!  That stuff was pretty pricey, too – only the best for his dear 

Puzzle.  Well, just you wait, missy, he grinned inwardly, the second I get back to being a 

human (or wake up, whichever came first) you’re going right on to a cheapo budget brand.  

It served her right for being so ungrateful.  ‘My territory’...how dare she! 

His stomach rumbled.  He literally couldn’t remember when he last ate: that blow to the 

head had left his memory patchy.  Well, he wouldn’t want to eat stinking cat food anyway, 

and he definitely wasn’t going to hunt (and what did she mean, saying there were mice in the 

garden?  He paid a top gardener to keep it in perfect shape)!  No, he may look like a cat – 



indeed, he may actually be a cat – but he was still human.  Still Tom Verbrisser.  He would 

eat like he always did. 

He looked at the oven.  The monstrous metal behemoth towered over him.  Cooking 

something was a no-no in this form.  Shame: he had a fine steak rump in the fridge; now it 

would spoil.  He gazed longingly at the muesli splayed around his paws, but resisted.  Maybe 

that was the test Puzzle had in mind, and besides, she scared him slightly. 

He looked at his paws.  The simplest thing he could make that could count as a proper 

meal was a sandwich.  He looked up at the bread bin, perched high next to the toaster, and 

began calculating a route to it: jump on the chair, then the table, onto the oven, over the 

sink...and getting some slices of ham and some pre-grated cheese out of the fridge would be a 

doddle. 

Yes, this could work, he thought as he instinctively bunched onto his hind legs, ready to 

leap onto the chair: perhaps being a cat wouldn’t be so bad. 

He jumped, and smashed his head against the side of the chair. 



Chapter Three 

Sour Milk 
 

Tom stood back, admiring his handiwork. 

The simple act of making a ham and cheese sandwich had turned into a terrifying quest of 

leaping over the chasms of the kitchen, wrestling with the bread bin, returning to ground level 

with two pillow-sized slices of bread in his mouth, accidentally closing himself in the fridge 

and smashing some of his most expensive crockery in an effort to get a small plate. 

He’d built up a collection of bruises and cuts, but he wasn’t as beat-up as his breakfast: the 

bread looked as shredded as the cheese, which lay scattered more around the plate than on it.  

He’d used his razor-sharp teeth to pick up the ham, which had somehow ended up being half-

eaten between the pack and the bread.  Clearly he was even hungrier than he imagined, which 

was saying something. 

Tom licked his furry chops.  No matter, he thought with relish.  Food is food.  Mouth 

watering, he tore a big chunk of bread off in his mouth – and after two chews spat it out.  It 

didn’t taste like the soft, doughy bread he loved: it tasted spongy and starchy, like a block of 

polystyrene.  His kitty taste buds weren’t agreeing with this human food!   

Instinctively he ran his tongue along his teeth, removing any bits stuck between his teeth, 

feeling thoroughly depressed.  Not only had all that effort been a waste, but it seemed as 

though he was more cat-like than he thought, and human only in his mind.  But he was still 

Tom Verbrisser, right?  He stared at the sandwich, eyes locked on the thin slice of ham in the 

middle.  Well, he could eat meat fine, couldn’t he?  Dragging the ham out from between the 

bread slices and scattering cheese everywhere, he gobbled it up in one go.  It tasted as 

delicious as ever, and he immediately scrambled for the rest of the pack, gnashing his teeth 

ravenously at the juicy pieces, his instinct to satisfy his hunger taking over... 

He forced himself to stop, pushing the pack forcefully away.  He rolled his tongue around 

his muzzle, licking away the debris.  Well, he thought; that had been embarrassing.  Just 

because he was a cat didn’t mean he had to act like one.  He was better than that: he was Tom 

Verbrisser!  He could overcome animal instincts, cat or not. 

But now he needed to drink.  Milk seemed like an obvious choice, but he was filled with 

images of milk spilling everywhere, turning sour and stinking out his beautiful kitchen for 

weeks.  He shuddered: no thanks.  Water would be just fine. 

He leapt onto the chair, silently praising himself for getting it right this time, and jumped 

and padded his way to the sink.  The cold tap gleamed with misty droplets, and even through 

his fur Tom could feel how icy cool it was.  Instantly his throat felt dry.  Placing his paws 

awkwardly on the handle he twisted – or at least tried to.  It was jammed tight. 

He cursed himself.  Why hadn’t he got a plumber to look at this drippy tap?  That was why 

he’d closed it so tight: the dripping drove him mad in the night. 

He tried headbutting it, and tried using his teeth, but it remained stubbornly still.  Finally, 

in sheer frustration, he threw his whole body at the tap.  It spun open, and he landed in the 

sink, freezing water blasting in his face. 



“Aaaaaagh!” he shrieked, scrambling against the blast of water that seemed to tear at his 

fur.  He leapt up onto the draining board, and spun the tap shut.  Breathing heavily, he felt 

disgusted at being soaked.  Sure, if he had been walking to work and some stranger brought a 

bucket of water down over him, he’d be none too pleased, but this...this felt wrong!  He could 

feel the cold water trickling through his heavy fur and spidering over the skin beneath...ick! 

The solution came to him as naturally as blinking, and he shook himself vigorously from 

nose to tail-tip, not stopping until he felt dizzy.  Catching a reflection of himself in the drip-

flecked chopping board, he saw his black and white fur sticking out in damp spikes.  He 

sighed.  Being a cat was tough. 

Turning back to the sink, he turned the loosened cold tap until a gentle stream poured out, 

and he licked rapidly from it.  From some reason lapping up the water came more naturally 

than sipping it, scooping great dollops into his mouth.  Before long his thirst was quenched. 

Now what?  Turning off the tap, he looked in dismay across the messy kitchen: the muesli; 

the massacred sandwich; the smashed crockery.  Nothing he could do about that for now.  

What did cats do beyond eating?  Well, if Puzzle was anything to go by, a lot of sleeping, and 

going out.  He’d never felt more awake, and he wasn’t allowed to leave the house.  Great. 

Making his way back to the floor, he racked his brain, trying to remember what he was 

meant to be doing today before the minor bother of turning into a cat sidetracked him.  The 

mix of the blow to his head last night and the shock of this morning had left his mind more 

full of holes than a slice of Swiss cheese.  He knew he had to prepare some kind of 

presentation...but what for?  Why?  When was the deadline? 

There had to be something he could do to refresh his memory.  Maybe if he could 

remember what had happened before this whole mess started, he might find a clue as to how 

he ended up turning into a cat?  It was a long shot, but worth a try.   

Clambering up the staircase one huge step at a time, he pushed his way into his bedroom 

and unzipped his workbag with his teeth.  His papers were scattered across the thick rug, and 

he realised with warm relief that he could still understand English.  Still, without his 

memories, the pile of papers meant little, as if he had just found a pile of old schoolwork he 

boxed up and left in the attic to collect dust.  Some of it echoed deep within his memory, 

particularly when he pawed through some details of nearby Jacobsen Park, and some notes 

made in his handwriting, dated only yesterday, regarding a will-reading, but that was about it.   

Tom whiled away the hours rifling through the papers, the idle hope that some of it would 

leap out at him fading all the time.  What could he do?  All he knew for sure was that this 

presentation he needed to give had a deadline, and it was soon, and seeing as he’d taken time 

off to prepare, it was surely important.  This was a nightmare: he couldn’t work on something 

urgent if he didn’t know what it was!  And even if he did know, what could he do? He was a 

cat! 

A sharp scraping noise from downstairs launched him to his paws, his now-dry fur 

sticking up again.  Then a voice called: 

“Hey kit, I’m back.  Where are you?” 

Tom looked up at the high window.  The sky was flushing pink, the windows of the 

houses opposite reflecting a hazy sunset.  How long had he been up here?  Well, he thought 

glumly as he padded downstairs, however long he’d been given, he now had one day less. 



He stopped halfway down the stairs, and looked down at Puzzle from between the 

banisters.  She looked absently around the house, her eyes wide. 

“Well, it looks like Tom really is gone,” she said matter-of-factly. 

Don’t sound too put-out, he thought bitterly.  Didn’t she care that he was gone?  Didn’t 

she miss him?  He shook himself – what was he on about?  He was here!  He was a cat, not 

invisible!  But he didn’t point that out to Puzzle: she wasn’t convinced yet; he needed to play 

this tactfully. 

“And you needed to spill breakfast cereal over the floor to find that out?” he asked, 

clambering down the rest of the stairs. 

“Well, sometimes Tom goes away for a few days,” Puzzle explained, “when he does, he 

usually sends someone around every morning to clean the nest.” 

“You mean Marsha?” Tom put in.  Marsha was indeed the cleaning lady he hired to 

maintain the house and feed Puzzle and the fish whenever he went on holiday or business 

trips.  Nice woman, he recalled fondly: reminds me of Mum. 

Puzzle nodded.  “If she didn’t turn up to clean, then Tom didn’t plan this.  He really has 

gone missing...” 

Still no sadness: she sounded curious if nothing else.  Come on, Puzzle!  Tom yelled in his 

head, I treated you well enough, didn’t I?  I thought you liked me...he pushed the thought 

down and cleared his throat. 

“Or turned into a certain animal?” he ventured.  She didn’t reply.  She scanned the kitchen, 

looking from the broken plates to the ragged sandwich to the puddles of water splattered in 

nooks and crannies.  At last she turned to face him. 

“You really aren’t much good being a cat, are you?” she said, her eyes glittering with 

humour. 

Tom walked up to her side.  “It’s me, Tom, I promise,” he assured her.  With a sudden 

flash of inspiration, he added, “I know how you like to be petted.” 

She peered down at him, considering. 

“Now that is something only he would now,” she said, tone guarded, “Go on.” 

“Err...” he mumbled awkwardly, “you’re going to have to lean down a bit.  You’re taller 

than I am now; it makes things a bit...difficult.” 

Puzzle crouched, tucking her front paws under her chest.  Tom gulped.  He had to get this 

right: his stomach still stung from when Puzzle last clawed him. 

He lifted a shaky paw.  Fear was impulsively making sharp claws extend from the tips.  

Well, that wouldn’t work: he’d risk cutting Puzzle, and that would hardly reassure her.  He 

sighed, resigned to the obvious.  He’d have to use his tongue.  He’d seen other cats groom 

one another with tongues, he knew it was natural and normal, but all the same, he felt hugely 

uncomfortable.  Swallowing his pride, he ran his tongue backwards along the fur on Puzzle’s 

neck, spiking up the hairs.  Puzzle’s back arched contentedly, and Tom proceeded to lick the 

hairs down, then back up again.  Puzzle gave her front arms a luxurious stretch, and purred 

deeply.  With every lick Tom felt more comfortable with grooming Puzzle, and it soon felt as 

natural as a handshake. 

Finally, Puzzle stood up, and Tom stood back, slightly apprehensive.  But she looked at 

him with dancing, curious eyes. 



“Only Tom knows I like my fur stroked backwards,” she whispered, looking at Tom as 

though seeing him for the first time, “It’s...it’s really you, isn’t it?” 

“Hi Puzzle,” he said sheepishly. 

Puzzle leaned forward and ran her tongue over his head and ears.  A shiver pulsed down 

his spine.  It felt...nice.  As Puzzle groomed him some more, he felt oddly happy, in spite of 

everything.  A rumble rose deep in his throat.  Was he purring? 

As soon as the grooming had started, however, it was over.  Puzzle brushed past him and 

headed for her feeding bowls. 

“Wait,” said Tom, “Don’t eat that.” 

Puzzle turned to face him, unsure if that was a threat.  Tom shrank back. 

“Cats...cats can eat raw meat, right?” he asked 

Puzzle relaxed.  “Of course,” she drew herself up proudly, “I hunt raw prey, after all.  The 

stuff you feed me’s okay, but nothing beats the fresh stuff.” 

Tom winced, and headed for the fridge.   

“Don’t give me that!” she snapped, “I don’t eat all of them.  I leave some for you by your 

door.  You’re welcome, by the way!” 

Don’t remind me, Tom thought with a shiver.  He recalled the dead sparrow he’d trodden 

on last week, the bones crunching under his shoes.  He dragged out the steak, and pierced the 

wrapping with a claw. 

“Care to join me?” he asked, “There’s plenty of it.” 

Puzzle looked at the steak hungrily, but seemed uncertain.  Tom had once told her off for 

scavenging two rashers of bacon he’d left in an open pack.  At the time, he’d thought nothing 

of it, but seeing things from a cat’s eye now, he could sympathise.  Got to take food as it 

comes, I guess.  He hoped he hadn’t upset Puzzle too much. 

“Come on,” Tom encouraged, “I’m hardly going to tell you off now, am I?  You’ve got 

the size advantage.”  Tom even stewed over the thought that Puzzle was in charge of the 

house now: if she was to force him out the house, he’d be powerless to fight back.  She 

wouldn’t, though, would she? 

Luckily Puzzle didn’t seem to be thinking that way: indeed, as she padded over and 

munched deeply on the succulent steak, she seemed to be lost in thought.  Tom joined her, 

eating in silence.  This was the first time he’d shared a meal with someone since...since...he 

frowned.  He couldn’t remember the last time he ate with someone else, and he couldn’t 

blame memory loss for that.  At least turning into a cat had done one good thing: it had 

brought him closer to his one and only proper friend. 

Finally, Puzzle spoke up.  “So, what happened to you?” she said through a mouthful of red 

meat, “How did you end up like this?” 

Tom gave a hollow laugh.  “Your guess is as good as mine,” he said, “All I remember is 

following some cryptic signs to some dark place, being knocked unconscious, then waking up 

here.  I...I owe you my life, Puzzle,” Tom suddenly realised.  She’d mentioned her saving 

him earlier, but he’d been too in shock to appreciate it, “If it weren’t for you, I’d be in two 

pieces somewhere on a railroad.  Thank...thank you.” 

“Don’t mention it,” she said gruffly, “Like I said, I couldn’t just let a strange cat die.” 

Tom mulled over what Puzzle said as he tore off another chunk of steak.  That was right – 

Puzzle hadn’t known she was rescuing Tom, but she rescued him anyway.  Why? 



“Someone wanted you out the way,” Puzzle said, cutting through his thoughts, “What are 

the chances you just so happened to lie unconscious on a BigMetalSnake track?  No, 

somebody put you there on purpose...” 

Now Tom was even more confused.  Was it the man who’d knocked him out?  The 

caterwauling cats?  The maker of those signs?  Someone didn’t want him around, that was for 

sure.  But who?  He wasn’t popular with many people, but turning him into a cat and leaving 

him at the mercy of a train was...well, unusual to say the least. 

“Thirsty?” Puzzle asked, “Here, my drinking bowl is full of milk.  You can share with me 

if you like.” 

Tom blinked.  “S-Sure,” he stammered, and he stumbled over his front paws to join her.  

Puzzle’s eyes glimmered, amused at Tom’s clumsiness in his cat body. 

Puzzle leant over the bowl and lapped deeply.  Tom patiently waited his turn.  While he 

waited, he was again struck by the sensation of how odd this all was, yet strangely pleasant: 

he was a cat, talking with his own pet cat and sharing a bowl of milk with her.  Had someone 

told him yesterday this would happen, he would have laughed in their face and then moved a 

safe distance away.  But now... 

Puzzle straightened up, happily licking flecks of milk from her muzzle. 

“Your turn.” 

He lowered his head, and slowly lapped at the surface.  The milk tasted fine, but it smelled 

slightly off.  A sour whiff shot up his nostrils, up into his head... 

...and it all came back.  The sour milk smelled identical to the odour of the Old Dairy, the 

rattling bottle in the kerb, and the drink he’d had before the bizarre journey home.  

Everything came washing back to his memory in a barrage of colourful images. 

He sat bolt upright, spraying milk across Puzzle’s flank.  

“Hey!” Puzzle yelled, licking furiously at her fur, “What’s wrong with you?” 

“I remember,” Tom spluttered, milk dripping from his chin, “I remember what happened 

yesterday.  I think I know who did this to me.” 

 


