
The Apartment 

By Ann Ornie

Marie lived in a small apartment that she shared with her orange tom-cat, Percy.   
The apartment was on the second floor of a commercial building in downtown Astoria.  
The view was amazing but the floors were perpetually cold and the turn of the century 
single pane windows failed to muffle the sound of large log trucks, that rumbled through 
town. 

This particular morning, Percy had been very needy.   Constantly underfoot, he 
finally watched her with his bright yellow eyes from a perch on top of the clothes 
hamper in the hallway.  

“What’s got you up so early, kitty?” Marie asked, pausing to look at him in the 
reflection of the bathroom mirror.  But of course Percy didn’t answer.  Only the end of 
his bushy tail moved quickly back and forth. 

Realizing he wasn’t looking at her, Marie turned to see what exactly he was focused on.  
His eyes intently watched the lower corner of the bathroom floor, near the bathtub. 
“You hear something?” she asked.  He shook his orange fluffy head and focused 

back onto his invisible prey, his whiskers spread wide and still.  Percy’s mouth dropped 
open and he clicked his intent, “Akat-ak-ak-ak-uh-ak.” It was the sound he made when 
he saw a rather juicy bird outside the window, but couldn’t get to it. 

“You can chase your mystery mouse all day while I’m at work.”  Marie teased, as 
she finished applying her make-up with a layer of powder, and pulled her hair into a 
pony tail, then switched off the light.  “See you tonight Percy-Perce,” she called into the 
darkness behind her. 

At the door, Marie slipped into her rain boots, ducked under her poncho and 
locked the door behind her.  She descended the narrow steps, that rumor had it, still 
had burn marks from Astoria’s Great Fire below the carpeting.  She found it 
disconcerting and despite her best efforts to ignore the nagging feeling, she rushed 
through the lowest portion of the stairwell, careful to not linger on the area that had 
been licked by the flames.  “Just to be safe,” she’d say each time.   

Emerging from the building onto Commercial Street, the sky above was a dark gray 
that dropped a fine mist.  This early in the morning, Marie could practically walk down 
the center of the road without a car in sight.  The streets, wet with rain, shimmered as 
the stop lights cycled through.  First red, then green, then yellow -- red, then green, then 
yellow. 

Marie did not like walking over the rusty metal shipment doors that laid flush to 
the sidewalk.  Long ago, the tunnels had allowed passage below streets and buildings, 
with no traffic or people getting in the way for deliveries but a string of burglaries had 



forced many stores to board up their accesses.  Eventually, the passages had fallen into 
disrepair. 
 In some areas, swatches of art deco glass blocks fit evenly into the sidewalk.  They 
had been intended to add light to the underground, but Marie didn't like to think of the 
shadows that the people passing overhead cast into the spaces below; or the shadows 
that moved below her for that matter. 
 The day passed quickly as customers darted into the shop from the rain that 
persisted outside.  One by one, the people left small puddles of water on the large door 
mat as they shed their rain coats, umbrellas, and hats. 
 By two in the afternoon, Marie’s shift had ended, and she walked back to her home.  
The rain pattered on her hood and shoulders as cars drove by hissing through the water, 
the tires pushing rivulets into storm drains. 
 Inside her building’s entrance she hopped over the bottom steps, just in case, and 
climbed the stairs to her apartment. 
 “Percy?” she called out as she shut the door.  “Percival?”  She looked under the 
couch and into the bedroom, where he liked to sit on the window sill.  But he wasn’t 
there.  “Percy! You hungry?”   She grabbed the cat treat container and gave it a shake.   
“Could he have gotten out?” she mused, trying not to panic.    
 She opened the foyer closet, the linen closet door, and peered under the bed.  But 
no Percy. 
 Where did he go?  Worry grew into fear.  The bathroom.  She hadn’t checked the 
bathroom!  She hurried down the dark hall, throwing open the door and turned on the 
light.  She was met with an empty room.  She turned, hearing a soft thump from behind 
her.  The hair on the back of her neck rose as she spun to see the ginger face, of Percival 
on the outside of the bathroom window; two stories up. “How in the world did you get 
out there?!” She yelped, crossing the room to unlock and raise the window.    
 “Percival!” she grabbed the cat, smooshing him in a fierce embrace.   He smelled of 
smoke and brine.  He fought against her, wanting to be put down.  Immediately, he 
moved to skirt the clawfoot tub and began to paw at a portion of the wall.  “Did your 
little mouse friend, help you break out?”  She said, moving to see what he was up to, but 
finding to her horror a portion of the panel displaced.   She leaned over and tapped on 
the wood.  A two foot square patch, pitched backward, into a crawlspace that smelled 
like soot and poured a draft that pressed against Marie’s arms and knees.   
 Percy looked up at her.  His big eyes blinked then swung to the hole in the wall, 
while his tail ticked back and forth.  
 She retrieved a small flashlight from the medicine cabinet and switched it on.  
Percy’s eyes reflected back at her and he opened his mouth, silently meowing.  



 “Let’s take a look,”  Marie said as she crouched down to her knees to illuminate the 
space behind the tub with her flashlight.  There were cobwebs and bits of insulation 
scattered on the floor but there was no dust inside.  Ten feet to the west, the tunnel 
dropped downward.  It felt wrong. 
 A shadow darted below her, and down the wood planking, toward the end of the 
flashlight’s beam.  “Percival!” Marie scolded, “Get back here!”  But the cat, didn’t return.  
Instead, he swished his tail and slipped out of sight. 
 “You little stinker!”  Marie whispered.  Fitting her small frame inside the 
crawlspace wasn’t hard but maneuvering with a flashlight in her mouth was.  At the 
descent, the space narrowed significantly.  It was small enough to give her pause.  She 
could either move forward, possibly getting stuck or she could go back to her warm 
home and open up a can of salmon fillet and wait for Percival to saunter back.  She liked 
option two. 
 Marie, shuffled backwards, irritated with herself, worried she would get stuck and 
no one would find her corpse for a hundred years.  “Who follows a cat into the wall, 
Marie?”  she scolded. 
 Twisting out of the opening and into the brightly lit bathroom, the temperature 
difference warmed her instantly.  She straightened, turning to go into the kitchen, when 
the familiar flick of an orange tail drew her eye to the top of the refrigerator where 
Percival lay fast asleep.


