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NOTES TO OUR READERS


The advice given here should not be used as a substitute for that of a qualified veterinarian. No cats or kittens were harmed in the making of this book.


In this book, unless the information given is specifically for male cats, cats are referred to as “she.“ The information is equally applicable to male and female cats, unless otherwise specified.
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Introduction


Fascination
withFelines


Our relationship with cats has lasted for at least 5,000 years—and possibly much longer. At the outset, in ancient Egypt, it was based on mutual benefit. The growth of agriculture meant that large quantities of grain and other food was stored in one place, and this soon attracted rodents. The hunting abilities of the wildcat helped to control the threat of rodents and so, in turn, the presence of the cats was tolerated. Gradually, the wildcat’s natural caution of people was overcome, and domestication took root as cats started to move into homes in search of shelter.





The bond in those early days was probably every bit as strong as it is today—cat-owners would even shave off their eyebrows as a sign of respect and mourning when a cherished pet died. A cult worshiping cats in all their guises became established in ancient Egypt and lasted for some 2,000 years.


The subsequent relationship between cats and people was not always so straightforward, since the nocturnal nature of the cat led to links with the occult in the fifteenth century. However, by the 1700s the cat’s rehabilitation was largely complete. Cats have since provided inspiration for both artists and writers, fascinated by the form and character of these remarkable creatures. On a basic level, domestic cats retain many of the attributes that make their wild relatives such effective hunters. They possess a formidable array of senses, combined with natural athletic prowess and remarkable coordination. Despite this, they are quite content to share our homes—and the fact that we know they could survive quite well on their own without us, but actively choose to remain, makes the relationship more meaningful.


[image: Image]


In the past, domestic cats regularly had to roam and hunt for their own food outdoors. Prepared cat foods are a relatively recent development, dating back less than a century.


The Image Of The Cat


The resourceful, adaptable, and intelligent nature of cats was appreciated at an early stage in history. It is perhaps best summarized in the popular European fairy tale Puss in Boots—also sometimes known as The Master Cat. This formed one of eight popular children’s tales (also including Cinderella and Little Red Riding Hood) that together were published in France in a book entitled Stories or Tales from Times Past, with Morals. Even then—in 1697—these stories were well-known in Europe, but Charles Perrault’s retelling of them in this form struck a sympathetic chord with readers. It is rather ironic, perhaps, that Perrault—who lived from 1628 until 1703—is best-known for these stories today, although he was a leading academic of the period, and published this volume originally under the name of his son, Pierre.
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The colorpoint pattern was established in Asia centuries ago.


The Story Of Puss In Boots


A miller had three sons and when he died, his eldest son inherited the mill, while his second son was left the donkey. The miller’s cat was given to the youngest son, who felt rather let down by this considering the value of what his brothers had received. Nevertheless, the cat was able to talk, and reassured the young man. He asked for a hat, cloak, and boots, as well as a bag, and before setting off to hunt he promised to help his new master become rich.


The cat soon caught a fat rabbit and—unbeknown to his owner—headed off to the nearby King’s castle where he left the rabbit as a gift. Each day he returned with a similar offering, which he gave to the King saying they were from his master, the Marquis of Carabas. Before long, the Marquis’s reputation as a man of generosity had spread, but no one knew who he was.


One day, the Queen summoned his messenger and asked if the Marquis was young and handsome, to which the cat replied that he was, adding that he was also a very wealthy man. The cat then invited the King and Queen to visit the Marquis at his castle. When he told the miller’s son what had been arranged the poor young man was horrified, but the cunning cat knew what he doing. He arranged for his master to strip off and swim in the river, just as the royal coach was approaching. It seemed that this would be a disaster because the miller’s son was unable to swim, but as the royal coach came near the cat called out that the Marquis was drowning. The King’s men rushed to rescue him, and fine new clothes were brought for him to wear. It was love at first sight for the Princess, who was traveling with her parents. She wanted to marry the eligible young Marquis immediately, but first the courtiers determined to find out his true wealth.
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In the seventeenth century, the tale of Puss in Boots was already well known in Europe.
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Cats can form a strong bond with their owners, particularly if they are obtained as kittens.


The cat then rushed off through the surrounding fields, telling the workers that—on pain of death—they were to say that the Marquis of Carabas owned all the land. Soon the cat reached a nearby castle, the home of an ogre. The ogre could change form and immediately became a fearsome lion to scare his visitor. The cat responded by saying he had heard the ogre was unable to make himself smaller, suggesting that he should change himself into a rat or mouse to prove this was untrue. When the ogre foolishly did so, the cat pounced and ate the rodent, just before the royal procession reached the castle. The cat welcomed the royal party to the Marquis’s castle, and the Marquis and the Princess were married and lived happily ever after.


Truth And Legend


Another well-known tale involving the cat’s hunting ability is the story of Dick Whittington—although in this case, the legend is built on a true story. Richard Whittington was the second son of Sir William Whittington, who owned a large estate in the English county of Gloucestershire. When his father died in 1358, the young man traveled to London seeking work. He became an apprentice to a mercer, learning about the trade in precious materials, such as silk, which were imported for wealthy patrons and sold largely in royal circles.


Richard Whittington built up a valuable network of contacts, and once he became a mercer himself he soon became very wealthy—he even lent money to the Crown. He became a City Alderman in 1393 and was subsequently chosen as Lord Mayor of London by Richard II in 1399. He was re-elected to this post on three further occasions, and held it until his death in 1423. Whittington left his fortune to be used to help improve London, and to benefit the poorer people of the city in particular. An almshouse was built for them, and the water supply was improved.


As the years passed, stories began to grow about how Whittington had obtained his fortune—and the story of Dick Whittington and his cat developed. A typical version sees the young man leaving Gloucestershire as a poor boy, and walking to London. Here he finds employment in the home of a wealthy merchant and falls in love with the merchant’s beautiful daughter, who was called Alice.


Dick shares his attic lodgings with his cat, who is an excellent mouser. When the merchant asks all his servants if they want to invest in a trading expedition to far-off lands, the only thing that Dick could contribute to the voyage was his cat. After sending his cat away, Dick decides to travel back to Gloucester—but as he pauses on his way out of London, he thinks he hears the city’s church bells telling him to turn round and go back. Three times the bells tell him that he will be Lord Mayor of London.


On his return to his former lodgings, he learns that the voyage has been a great success. A great King overseas was so impressed by the rodent-catching skills of his cat that he has paid a very large sum of money to buy the animal—which means that Dick himself is now a very rich man. He marries Alice and becomes Lord Mayor, just as the bells had predicted.


This story became increasingly embellished over time, and has since been performed on stage—usually as a pantomime—with fact and fantasy blended to commemorate one of London’s most famous benefactors. Even today, some 600 years later, Whittington’s legacy is still evident in the capital through the charity known as the Whittington Trust—even if he never owned a cat!
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A traditional representation of Dick Whittington and his cat—this tale is based on a combination of fact and fantasy.
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A non-pedigree kitty is a rewarding and self-reliant friend.
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The athletic nature of cats is a subject that has long appealed to artists—not only in the West but also across the East.


Changing Times


Although Puss in Boots and Dick Whittington are quite separate stories, the common themes in each give a clear insight into how cats were popularly perceived in medieval Europe. Whereas the Church often inspired their persecution during this time, clearly not everyone was convinced that cats were agents of evil. Instead they were seen in a similar way to how we perceive them today—as both valued companions and resourceful hunters.


As the Renaissance dawned, followed by an age of Enlightenment, the active persecution of cats by the authorities began to cease in Europe. Cats were once again seen only as members of the animal kingdom with adept senses, rather than being regarded as the possessors of supernatural powers. This becomes clear from portrayals of cats in art during this period. As early as the 1500s, the famous Italian artist Leonardo da Vinci drew amazing behavioral studies of cats, showing them grooming themselves and playing naturally—rather than using the image of a cat as a symbol. Gradually, across Europe, artists began to incorporate cats into scenes of domestic life, confirming the cat’s public rehabilitation.


The era of the specialist cat painter dawned in 1800s. Typical of this genre is the work of Swiss feline artists Gottfried Mind and Henriette Ronner. Ronner’s work was especially realistic, because she placed great emphasis on the anatomical characteristics of her subject, developing a photo-realistic approach.


Cats soon became popular subjects on calendars and greetings cards, and cute cats appeared on chocolate box lids. This gave rise to an increasingly anthropomorphic view of cats in art as the century drew to a close, which is best seen in the rise of the Catland movement.


As the postal service developed, picture post cards became the fashionable way to communicate and Catland cards provided a novel and amusing way for people to keep in touch. Catland was a world populated entirely by cats, with human characteristics and dress sense—this style of greeting card, in which cats are shown as people, can still be found today. The first artist to draw in this style for card publishers Raphael Tuck and Sons was Helen Maguire. Initially, her cats were portrayed wearing bows, but gradually they started to wear clothes and parody human activities.


The artist who became most closely-associated with the Catland theme was Louis Wain, who began drawing cats while his wife was bedridden with cancer. His illustrations were based on his own blackand-white non-pedigree cat, Peter, and later appeared in books of children’s stories.


Wain became the second president of the United Kingdom’s National Cat Club during the 1890s. He began working for Raphael Tuck and Sons in 1902, developing the Catland theme. Its popularity lasted until the 1920s; these cards are in great demand today amongst collectors. Unfortunately, Louis Wain obtained little benefit from the massive industry that he had helped to establish, suffering increasingly desperate financial circumstances.


While the end of the Catland era marked a change in taste, it was not an indication that cats were falling out of favor as pets. By the latter half of the twentieth century, cats had usurped the dog’s traditional role of most popular companion. Today, the cat’s popularity with pet-seekers is higher than ever, as increasing numbers of would-be owners are now attracted by the appeal of purebred felines. And, of course, our need to communicate and bond with with our cats will always be part of our nature.
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Looking at this cute kitten it is very easy to see how the Catland cards, based on an anthropomorphic view of cats, became so popular at the end of the nineteenth century.






How To Bond With
Your Cat
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A cat can fit so seamlessly into your life that it is all too easy to take her for granted. Your intelligent feline friend possesses a great capacity to tune into your emotions, so learning new ways to respond to her day-to-day needs can only deepen your mutual bond.
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A Caring Bond: The Basics


How we treat a cat from the earliest moments of her life will profoundly influence both her character and inclinations. Kittens, just like babies, are intensely affected by their early environment.


Their eyes open sometime between two and 11 days after birth. At around five weeks they enter a socialization period, which will last up to 12 weeks. The relationships that kittens form during this time are crucial because they determine the nature of their future relationships with both people and felines. Kittens who are adored, picked up, and stroked by people grow up to be happy and affectionate pets. Even if they fall on hard times and are forced into isolation, they retain the capacity and desire for an emotional bond. So even if your cat comes to you at a later stage in life, it is still possible for you to form a close bond with her. When given a good home, with lots of patient and loving care, your cat will blossom.
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Feeling very relaxed and at home in her surroundings, this cat—lying on her back and trying to catch your eye—is also clearly in a playful mood.


Bonding With Your New Cat


When you first bring your kitten home she is certain to feel nervous and need reassurance in her new environment, even if she previously received the most tender attention. She has boundaries, and it is important to respect them. Be guided not by how you want to react to your new pet, but by how she reacts to you and the world around her. If you force her into situations that frighten or unnerve her, she will lash out with claws and teeth or run away. Bad experiences can linger in her subtle feline mind and negatively shape her future behavior and personality.


If you have young children, it is particularly important to supervise them when they have contact with your cat or kitten. Children can badly upset a new kitten, or even an older cat from a rescue center. They may want to pick her up and squeeze her body in an excess of affection or pull her ears in fun, but it is a rare feline who relishes these loving advances. Your cat will feel claustrophobic and frightened, long for escape, and struggle fiercely. She may scratch or bite and she may suffer a heavy, awkward drop to the floor.


If she’s old, fat, fragile, or arthritic, she may even be injured. If your kitten or cat associates the attentions of children with being afraid, she will soon avoid them. And if the children think the new family member is going to hurt them if they try to play with her, they will soon begin to dislike her.


Making Her Feel Secure


So how do you behave around this fascinating newcomer? One of the first things your cat needs to learn is that being picked up is not going to be a scary experience. She needs to be approached gently but confidently. Speak softly as you scoop her up, putting one hand around her chest and under her front legs. Use the other hand to steady her as you lift her toward you. Your cat needs to feel secure in your arms, and this means her whole body must be supported. If her hindquarters are left dangling in space, she will panic and dig her claws into your arms or another part of your body in an attempt to cling on, just as she would when climbing a tree.


Holding your cat correctly is vital, because there will be times when she will need to be held and carried for practical reasons—such as for trips to the vet, for example. When you have your cat in your arms, hold her firmly but gently. The moment she wants to be free, put her down again; if she anticipates being held against her will, she will do everything possible to avoid being picked up.


Finally, never try to pick up your feline pal before her mealtimes. A hungry cat has only one thing on her mind, and it’s not being stroked. It’s much better to wait and pick her up and make a fuss over her after dinner, when she is full, happy, sleepy, and languorous.
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Cats are instinctively nervous by nature, so you will need to be very patient when you are introducing your pet to unfamiliar sensations, such as being groomed.


 


What Food Means To Your Feline


Feeding your cat is such an every day, routine experience—yet when it is approached correctly, it can rapidly help to advance the wondrous and unique relationship that you and your cat are forging.


Cats, like us, love food. If you leave out large, tempting bowls of cat chow and simply allow her to munch her way through them—just like a chocoholic left with a box of Belgian truffles—she will soon eat them all.


First your cat’s waistline will expand a bit, then she will become a little lazy. Soon her waist will expand some more, until suddenly and almost unexpectedly you have an obese, unhealthy cat on your hands.


Try to adjust the amount of food you give your cat to her appetite. She should feel hungry when dinnertime arrives, and eat her food rapidly and enthusiastically. If she doesn’t finish it within 10 to 15 minutes, you’re probably overfeeding her and need to take the remains away.


All prepared cat food includes feeding guidelines that will initially help you get the amounts more or less right. But remember that cats are individuals. An active, stalking, hunting, outdoor cat needs more calories than one that prefers to curl up next to that warm radiator.
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Cats need somewhere quiet to eat. If you need to change her food, start by mixing the two brands together for a few days to minimize the possibility of any loss of appetite or digestive upset.


Establishing A Routine


If you put your cat’s food out at the same times every day, her internal body clock will let her know that food should be arriving soon. She will begin to seek you out—behavior that will strengthen the magical bond between you. Typically, she will attract your attention by twining herself around your legs. Some call this cupboard love, for obvious reasons, but it is more significant than this. She is marking your legs with scent from glands on her face, thereby including you in her social group. Of course, if you ignore her when she knows that chow is due, she will meow loudly, incessantly, and demandingly until you fill up that cavernously empty bowl.


You can use mealtimes to begin training your kitten to come when called. If you repeat her name as you give her food, she’ll soon recognize your voice, feel a positive association with it, and learn her name. Then establish a routine, such as putting her out in the backyard for a set period of time and then calling her, and she will quickly respond to your voice. Always call your cat with an enthusiastic mellow tone, even if she doesn’t respond at once. If you shout or sound angry, she will think that you are going to reprimand her. Who wants to come home only to be scolded? In a few short weeks your cat will begin to accept this routine as part of her life, so if you are out at the appointed hour, you will return home to find a disgruntled cat sitting on your doorstep.
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The Scratching Post Why Cats Love Their Food


Keep an eye on your cat’s appetite, because this can give you clues about her state of health or lifestyle. If she is not eating as much as usual, it could be an early sign of illness—or your pet may have found a tastier source of food nearby! The weather may also affect your cat’s appetite, since felines generally eat less when a storm is imminent. A change in the cat’s environment or, in the case of an intact tom, the desire to mate can also cause a temporary decline of interest in food.
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It makes sense to take advantage of life stage kitten diets, which have been formulated to meet the needs of growing cats.


Giving Rewards


Everyone knows dogs will perform tricks for a treat—sit up and beg, or roll over—but will your cat? Cats are clever creatures and are far more responsive to training than most of us imagine. Like dogs, cats will come to the table and beg for food. Initially they sit patiently, hoping you will offer them a succulent tidbit, but if this strategy fails, they often stand up on their hind legs and put their front paws on your leg. You’re bound to notice them now.


Sitting up and begging—a position halfway between these two postures—occurs when your cat is still resting her weight on her hindquarters but her front paws are raised. If you reward your pet just at this moment, before her front paws come to rest on your leg, she’ll promptly revert to her original sitting position to devour the juicy morsel. If you make this into a routine, your canny feline will soon realize that “begging” brings a desirable reward. Agile, compact cats—such as Siamese—find this trick easy. But for some cats, particularly those who are older and obese, it can be difficult or painful. So if your cat resists, give in to her better judgment.
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The look of intense concentration on the face of this young cat as she catches her toy reveals the importance of mastering hunting skills, which would be crucial for her survival in the wild.


Caring For Her Well-being


Your cat’s eating habits can also provide important clues to her health and state of mind. For example, if she stops eating suddenly for just a short period of time, it could be a sign of a generalized infection. Starving herself as a cure, she is depriving the bacteria of the energy and minerals they need to survive. Because she is also weakened by lack of nourishment, she will rest and conserve her energy. Your cat may be so determined to rest and not eat that she will hiss, spit, or even try to scratch if you dare to approach her chosen lair. However, when your cat is ill, you need to deal with the root of the problem and have antibiotics administered by a vet.


If she eats less than normal over a long period of time and is losing weight, it may be an early indication of chronic illness, so it is wise to take her for a checkup. However, if her weight remains stable or increases and she seems happy and healthy but is out and about for long periods of time, it’s a safe bet that you have a rival for her affection. It could be a person who is feeding her food she prefers. Try to stay tuned to the type of food your cat enjoys.
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A Cat’s Tale Natural Acrobats


A cat’s natural agility means they are among the most talented athletes in the animal kingdom. They can even stand up on their powerful back legs, using their tail to maintain their balance, to gain extra height. Cats often stand like this to catch an insect or butterfly, attempting to knock it down with a paw. As your pet grows older and less active, her reflexes slow, so her hunting instincts are less apparent.





 


How Your Cat Reads Your Body Language


Cats have a strong response to visual cues. And they are particularly interested in both other felines’ and your facial expressions. Your cat reads in your countenance a complex mix of emotions and intentions, positive and negative, which determine how she is going to react.


It’s well known that when a cat walks into a room full of people, she will usually approach the one person there who dislikes cats. But why? Is she psychic and behaving like this simply to be contrary? No—she is simply interpreting human behavior in cat terms. Cat lovers automatically stare at a cat who slinks seductively into a room, eyes wide, fur gleaming. They can’t help themselves. Cats, however, perceive this as a direct challenge to their presence rather than a display of interest or affection. People who are indifferent to cats simply don’t look at them at all. This signals in cat language that they are benign, that they are well disposed to the newcomer, and would be very happy for her to approach. Almost immediately, your cat is on their lap!


Showing Her Your Feelings


When your cat begs, comes when called, or shows some other sign of responding to you so you want to praise her, bend down to her level. Let her see the emotions crossing your face and drink in their meaning. Communication is a two-way process—besides learning how to communicate effectively with your cat, you need to understand what she is saying. All cats have a large repertoire of facial and body expressions, which they use to communicate effectively with one another. They also convey enormous amounts of information through scent marking. Kittens and their mothers talk to one another constantly. They also have a wide range of distinct vocalizations, which they use to convey very specific messages to each other and to us (see Chapter 3 for more information).


[image: Image]


Teach your children how to understand your cat’s moods and emphasize that there will be times when the family pet wants to be stroked and others when she wants to be left alone.


Cats are aware that humans have very little ability to communicate by scent, and a limited ability to use facial and body expressions effectively. Luckily, they realize early on that vocalization is an effective means of gaining their mother’s attention; therefore cats understand the principle of communication by vocalization, and they put enormous effort into teaching us their language.


Listening To Your Cat


To understand what your cat is saying, really listen to her. Absorb the different vocalizations she makes at different times. “Meow” is never just meow when your cat is addressing you. Often it is a simple request to accomplish a task that she cannot perform without your help: Maybe she is saying, “Let me out!”, or “Open the refrigerator and give me some smoked salmon now!” But it can also be a very important nugget of information about her physical or emotional well-being.


Mother cats can tell their kittens with vocalizations whether the supper they are bringing home is a mouse (never dangerous) or a rat (possibly lethal if it is only stunned and able to revive in the nest). If you pay close attention, your cat may be able to tell you that she much prefers cream to chicken. She may also be able to tell you something else about how she is feeling.
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Even young children like to play with cats, but make sure you are nearby to supervise to be sure that neither gets hurt.


It’s all a matter of observation, and spending some time unraveling this fascinating mystery can only deepen your inter-species bond and reward you with extraordinary insight into your cat’s world.
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Kittens will soon adapt to their new home and rapidly come to trust you, but do not be surprised if your pet is nervous at first.
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This silver tabby is rubbing against the leg of this stool just as she would against one of your legs, depositing her scent and laying claim to the territory.


Sitting Comfortably


A person’s size relative to that of a cat can act as an obvious barrier to good communication. It is important to lift your cat up and place her alongside you when you are sitting down so that she will feel closer to you. Not all cats are instinctive lap cats, and as they become older, cats often find it more uncomfortable to sleep this way, preferring to lie alongside people. Longhaired cats may feel uncomfortably hot, and rheumatic cats may find it painful, preferring to lie out alongside us instead. If your feline protests, let her go.


Getting In Touch


Stroking your pet can be another way of reinforcing your bond, as long as she is feeling relaxed and secure. Most cats let you stroke the tops of their heads, and if they are enjoying this attention, they purr and tilt their heads to one side, encouraging you to stroke under their chins or caress their silken ears. If your cat is lying on her side, stroke her flank gently and rhythmically. The more often you do this, the more she will enjoy it.


If she is feeling very relaxed, your cat may lie on her back, exposing her tummy. But does she want you to stroke it? Yes and no. In this position your cat is at her most vulnerable, but most dangerous. Her teeth and sharp claws are all available for attack. Differing emotions can war in her mind—she may savor the sensual feeling of having her tummy stroked, but even if she accepts this caress at first, she may move her hind legs up, and prepare to attack. One stroke too many and your cat may scratch your hand, or simply decide she has had enough and stroll archly away. Be guided by her responses, and over time your relationship will deepen.


Kittens often lash out with tiny paws or bite with milky white teeth when stroked. Often, this is because they really want to play—now where’s that mouse on an elastic string? Kittens can be particularly playful before dinner, when they recognize the first stirrings of hunger. They are simply following an eternal hunting instinct, for it is play that allows a kitten to learn the skills she will need to hunt a mouse or deal with a rat.
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The Scratching Post Contact With Feral Cats


Kittens who are used to seeing people in their world but are never touched by them only tolerate us. Our presence does not make them nervous, but they remain aloof, disinterested in our attentions, and back away from expressions of physical affection.


Just like wild animals, feral felines—those who grow up exclusively with other cats—mature with an instinctive distrust of people that is irreversible. A cat feral from birth can never become your pet. She may accept offerings of food left in your yard, but she will never enter your home. She neither craves affection from us nor has any desire to bestow it. It’s hard not to be tempted by the wild beauty of feral cats with their thick, colorful fur, but even if you hand-rear a feral kitten at home, the likelihood is that she will never be yours. Her only aim will be to escape your company.
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