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    To my sweet Mia—the cat who started it all when she decided napping on my toweled head after I got out of the shower was our normal—and to my equally sweet Jazmine whose passion for biscuit making inspired the rest to follow.
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Foreword
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For a few years now, I’ve been trying to resist the urge to become one of those people who talks endlessly about her cats’ quirks, oddities, and frequently charming (to me, at any rate) behavior. My efforts are somewhat complicated by the fact that I write about my cats for a living, that I’m frequently invited to speak at events where direct questions are asked about my cats by audience members, and by my natural writer’s impulse to tell a story and tell it to completion—even if my sense of when “completion” has been attained may have long exceeded my listeners’ interest and patience.

Recently, at a fundraiser for a no-kill cat shelter in Louisiana, I found myself expounding at length upon my three-legged cat, Clayton’s, habit of leaping into my lap while I’m writing, flipping over onto his back, and demanding that I cradle him like a baby in the crook of my arm.

“Like a baby,” I insisted several times. “Cats are supposed to hate that, but Clayton gets so upset if I don’t do it.  Isn’t that so odd? Of course,” I added, by way of providing all relevant information, “Clayton is incredibly needy. He needs a lot of attention. He has no idea that there are cats out there whose humans aren’t self-employed writers who get to stay home with their cats all day. I always think that if Clayton ever got to talk to other cats whose humans have office jobs and are out of the house every day for nine or ten hours at a time, he’d be so...”

Well, you get the idea. I like to think that I reined myself in before the actual moment when my audience’s eyes glazed over and they started sneaking glances at their watches. But I can’t really be sure. This is an area in which I’ve come to doubt my own judgment.

My one comfort is in knowing that I’m not alone in this. “Cat people” love to share stories about our cats, about the various ways in which they’re unique and “weird” and entirely unlike any other cat we’ve ever lived with or even heard of. This isn’t because cat owners are “crazy” or “obsessed” in the ways that popular culture loves to accuse us of being. It’s because we’re human, and humans—as pack animals who can talk to each other—are hard-wired with a desire to share news and information of the unusual with each other.  It’s baked into our very DNA.

Of course, definitions of what’s legitimately interesting will vary from person to person. Personally, I’ll never understand why people are so gung-ho to hear about the latest Brad and Angelina goings-on, or discuss who won on The Bachelor. Give me a good cat story any day! But one woman’s pleasure is another woman’s poison, and to each her own, and all that sort of thing.

If it’s true that we’re wired to exchange descriptions of the unusual with our fellow humans, then cats certainly provide ample fodder. Dogs are pack animals (like humans), the conventional reasoning goes, and thus more like us in their ways. Cats, however, are solitary hunters (unlike humans), and will forever seem a bit mysterious to us. Your dog’s instinct is to please you and conform to your expectations. Your cat, on the other hand, cares very little for your opinions or your expectations, and will therefore pursue any path or behavior that strikes him as fun or desirable without concerning himself very much with what you think is “weird.”

And, so, every person who’s lived with a cat long enough will have at least a couple of stories about the things his or her particular cat does that are unlike anything she’s ever heard of any other cat doing—the cat who has a passionate love of carrot cake, even though carrots (or cake, for that matter) aren’t a food that cats are supposed to be interested in; the cat who’s learned how to open the drawer where you keep all your rubber bands, so she can sneak them out one at a time and add them to the hidden rubber-band stash she’s collecting in a spot under the couch for no discernible reason; the cat who loves rolling around in the wet bathtub just after you’ve taken a shower, even though conventional cat wisdom dictates that cats hate getting wet even worse than a gossip columnist hates a stable celebrity marriage.

When it comes to cats, tales of the unusual abound. Being in the position I occupy—having written a popular memoir about my own cats—I’ve heard from (quite literally) tens of thousands of cat owners over the past few years. They write to me about their joys and concerns. They share stories of oddities and uniqueness. Many of these stories are funny, all of them are laced with obvious affection, and a handful attain, “Okay—even I think that’s weird!” status.

And yet, for all the differences among these tales, there are a handful of themes that I hear repeated so continuously that the only conclusion to be drawn is that they represent experiences common to every person who lives with a cat. People write telling me about the divorce, depression, major illness, job loss, or overseas military service they wouldn’t have made it through if not for the warmth and inexplicable understanding of the cat in their life. They write of that moment when even a previously aloof cat will come over to deliver an affectionate head-bonk or biscuit-making session, a moment when the supposed distances between human and cat as two very different species are closed entirely, and all that’s left is the certainty of loving and being loved in return.

The stories in this book will entertain you, will startle you at times with their oddness or make you laugh at others. But the one common thread you’ll find is a shared love that defies all set expectations, even as it resists easy explanation.

Not everybody likes hearing stories about cats. To each his own, as they say. But those of us lucky enough to be owned by cats know exactly where we stand. And we wouldn’t have it any other way.

Gwen Cooper is the New York Times bestselling author of the memoir Homer's Odyssey: A Fearless Feline Tale, or How I Learned About Love and Life with a Blind Wonder Cat; the novels Love Saves the Day and Diary of a South Beach Party Girl; and the crowd-sourced collection of cat selfies, Kittenish, 100% of the proceeds from which were donated to support animal rescue in Nepal following the 2015 earthquake. She is a frequent speaker at shelter fundraisers and donates 10% of her royalties from Homer's Odyssey to organizations that serve abused, abandoned, and disabled animals. She also manages Homer's ongoing social-media community, which reaches nearly two million cat enthusiasts and rescuers around the world each day. Gwen lives in Manhattan with her husband, Laurence. She also lives with her two perfect cats—Clayton the Tripod and his litter-mate, Fanny—who aren't impressed with any of it.
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Family Tree
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Dan & Deb


Engaged couple living in the lovely tropics of South Florida and human servants to resident cats—Zee, Zoey, Mia, Peanut, Rolz, Kizmet, and Jazmine. Dan is the photographer of the family, taking all the stunning pictures featured in the book. Deb is the book’s author, including creative layout and cover design.



Zee & Zoey


Feline power couple featured in Deb’s first book, The Chronicles of Zee & Zoey – A Journey of the Extraordinarily Ordinary. Zee is a lovable male Maine Coon who was given to Dan as a housewarming gift from Deb when he moved in with her in 2004. Zoey is Deb’s soul-mate kitty—a petite and pretty Bengal with a strong personality to boot. She joined the household in 2008 and when Zee first laid eyes on her, he was instantly smitten. They fell deeply in love, and as a consequence, several months later a litter of four kittens was born. 



Mia, Peanut, Rolz, and Zeuss Catt


Zee and Zoey’s beautiful kittens. They have Zee’s dark grey/black coloring, with the leopard spotted markings of Zoey, as well as her sleek and slender build. Mia, Peanut, and Rolz stayed on as permanent house cats of Dan and Deb, and Zeuss Catt went on to live with a family friend in Boston. Despite that Mia, Peanut, and Rolz have all been raised in the same environment since birth, they have very distinct personalities. Mia is shy, Peanut is a lover, and Rolz is aloof.



Kizmet & Jazmine


Two cats that unexpectedly came into Dan and Deb’s life as rescue kittens. Kizmet was discovered by Deb at a Pet Supermarket adoption event—he’s a Maine Coon mix with a sweet and lovable personality; and Jazmine was found by Dan and Deb when they were traveling together for a pet-related conference. She’s a gorgeous ginger cat with a white bib and mittens, most probably of the Siberian breed.



Jazz & Harley


Angel cats of Dan and Deb. Jazz was a wise and kind Ragdoll who was a Mother’s Day gift for Deb. He crossed the Rainbow Bridge in 2013 and consequently shared his story in his meow memoir, Purr Prints of the Heart – A Cat’s Tale of Life, Death, and Beyond, a book written to help people with the grieving process after losing a pet. Harley was a rescue cat—a torbie mix—who died in 2014, very unexpectedly. She was a gentle cat, preferring to spend most of her days napping on the living room couch with Deb at her side.
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Introduction
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I’ve had cats all my 50 plus years of life, so honestly there’s very little any of them do any longer that surprises me. Cats opening doors. Cats closing doors. Cats stealing my underwear. Cats bringing me gifts in the dead of night. Cats sleeping on my head and cats giving me hugs. Even cats visiting me in the afterlife—you name it; I’ve probably seen some variation of it. But naturally, cats being cats, they’ll prove otherwise, if for no other reason than because they can.

One day, I was showering like I had thousands of other mornings. Typically, one cat or another is on the wicker hamper we (we, being me and my fiancé, Dan) keep on the opposite side of the shower, waiting for me to finish. They like to provide me with kitty companionship while I’m in the bathroom, and on this particular morning, Mia was my designated furry friend. What you need to know about Mia is despite her living in the same house her whole life (she was born in my bedroom closet, or even possibly, on my lap) and being surrounded nearly 24/7/365 by Dan and me—two people who adore her and dote on her every whim and desire, she’s an extremely shy and reserved cat. You know the kind I mean—the kind you pick up to pet and who contort their bodies into a pretzel shape, looking at you with wide-eyed horror you would even dream of petting them, let alone pick them up.

Mia would let me randomly pet her, but there were RULES. First off, I could only pet her on the hamper in the bathroom—or occasionally the bed in my bedroom—but only if I didn’t get all emotional about it. If I treaded slowly and acted nonchalant enough, like it wasn’t a big deal she was letting me pay attention to her, I could get a victory pet in here and there.

You can only imagine my surprise then, after I got out of the shower and bent over to wrap a towel around my dripping wet hair, to suddenly feel something land on my head. I blindly reached up and realized it was Mia! She was right smack on top of my head, purring up a storm and passionately making biscuits into the towel!

[image: image]

I remained stooped over—she let me continue to pet her and soon settled into the soft towel for a contented nap. Being the loving cat parent I am, I remained in the stooped position (with my back in excruciating pain, mind you), clothed only in said towel for as long as I possibly could. I was running dangerously close to being late for work and knew the “my cat was sleeping on my head” excuse would only go so far.

It was at that very moment it dawned on me. This wasn’t your typical weird. Besides being a pet parent to one assorted cat or another over the course of my life, I’m also an award-winning cat blogger (Zee & Zoey’s Cat Chronicles) and author of two well-received books about cats: The Chronicles of Zee & Zoey – A Journey of the Extraordinarily Ordinary and Purr Prints of the Heart – A Cat’s Tale of Life, Death, and Beyond. By this point in my life, I knew cat behavior so well I was practically a cat myself, having been told that on many an occasion.

I decided to test it out with my readers—I shared Mia’s story on my blog and quickly found from the comments I received that her weird was only the tip of the weird litter box. Weirder story after weirder story came in. Cats have weird habits—that became abundantly clear. But it also became clear the humans who love them are just as weird. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, says the person who was in her bathroom, nearly naked and shivering, stooped over in pain because she didn’t want to spoil the special bonding moment she was sharing with her introverted cat.

An idea formed in my toweled, cat-covered head—this stuff would make an entertaining book—and that’s how Makin’ Biscuits – Weird Cat Habits and the Even Weirder Habits of the Humans Who Love Them initially started. I put out an open call on my blog and social media sites for cat lovers to share some of the silly, strange, sweet, amazing, heroic, or off-the-beaten-path things their cats have done or some of the weird or crazy things they’ve personally done for the love of a cat.

I heard from cat lovers around the globe of every lifestyle, sex, age, and occupation—bloggers, authors, celebrities, musicians, behaviorists, friends, family members, and more all opened up to share one cat story after another. But once I started writing, I realized it was so much more than a book of weird cat habits. Patterns emerged, and I began to question the behaviors. Why were cats doing all these weird things? After doing some research, it became evident cats do the things they do because that’s how they’re instinctually wired, not just because it’s a random weird habit.

Once I made the connection, I knew I wanted the book to explore the feline mindset alongside the strange habits by explaining why these behaviors occur in the first place, as well as to offer well-researched, practical advice to help cat guardians provide their feline friends with the proper resources and environment to ensure they can live an optimally happy and healthy life. I wanted to make a difference in a larger sense, too. Despite the U.S. being a cat-loving nation—according to the 2015-2016 American Pet Products Association (APPA) survey1, it’s estimated that the total number of cats owned in the U.S. alone is somewhere around 85.8 million—cat overpopulation remains an epidemic problem.

The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) indicates each year approximately 3.4 million cats enter shelters nationwide—add to that all the homeless cats living on the streets, and it’s a collective total of nearly 70 million cats without a home because the staggering numbers of available cats far exceed willing adopters. And even more tragically, each year approximately 1.4 million cats are senselessly euthanized for a myriad of reasons.2 Cats might have crazy habits, but those statistics are what’s really crazy.

As a cat advocate, I want Makin’ Biscuits to be part of the solution. I want every cat to have a good home, and I want the world to know what wonderful companions they make. So, not only will the book bust outdated misconceptions, such as that they’re too aloof to make good pets, it will enlighten the reader with easy-to-understand information to help enhance the feline-human relationship and correct certain common behavioral problems that often land a cat in a shelter in the first place—such as litter box issues or scratching furniture.

So, if you can, grab a cat for your lap and enjoy the read! Makin’ Biscuits is a full-range of cat chat—many of the anecdotes are your average, simple, everyday kinds of things that generally any cat lover can relate to, such as the universal love most cats seem to have for an empty box. And some of the stories are so bizarre or amazing you’ll marvel how they ever came to be in the first place! Some will make you smile, some will tug at your heart, and I promise you’ll laugh on more than one occasion. You’ll most certainly say— “Oh yeah, my cat has done that,” or you’ll read it and say, “Ha, I have that beat—my cat does X, Y, or Z.” And you might just learn a feline fact or two along the way!

Meows, purrs, and head bonks to you all!

1http://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp

2http://www.aspca.org/animal-homelessness/shelter-intake-and-surrender/pet-statistics
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You Can Pet Me, Just Don’t Touch Me
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I like to call these my “teenage” cats. Not that they’re of teen age—just that general Jekyll and Hyde teenage personality that can switch on a dime when affection is involved. You know what I mean—the kind of affection that causes a cat to recoil in horror if you dare try to pet them or pick them up.

You can pet me, just not in the house. Or outside. Or anywhere I am. And if you must, please do it without touching me or without anyone seeing you do it. Yes, you can give me treats, but that doesn’t mean I’ve succumbed to your desire of you wanting to hug me. If you’re like me, you go for it anyway—how could you possibly not? Your cat is just so darn cute, so irresistibly fluffy, and sooooo huggable.

As predicted, their darling little bodies squirm in wild banshee abandon as they attempt to disengage from your loving embrace as quickly as possible. These, of course, are the same cats that will snuggle contentedly into your lap while you’re on the computer and settle in for a deep nap, rendering it impossible for you to get up to refresh that now-cold cup of coffee.

They’re also the same cats that follow you around from room to room, happily chirping and meowing a conversation with you, and the same cats that will possessively swat at you from the kitchen counter as you walk past, just because they want you to acknowledge their presence.

With my gang of seven, I have a full range of what my cats will tolerate. Some, like Peanut, are the polar opposite of a teenage cat. You—yes, I literally mean you reading this book—could pick her up and cradle her in your arms like a baby all day long. From family members to virtual strangers, she’s a Robert Palmer cat—addicted to love.

Rolz is my “TMBS” cat. Meaning he’ll patiently hang out at all hours on the kitchen counter next to the pantry where we keep the cat food because “there might be something,” i.e., an opportunity for a treat, and he needs to ensure he’ll never, ever miss that chance. I can possibly give him a relatively quick pat once I dispense a treat, because, yes, his eternal patience always does yield a yummy reward from me, but if I attempt to hold him or give him extended pats, his body shivers in complete abhorrence—he’s a “you can look, but don’t touch” type of cat.

Then there’s my Bengal, Zoey, who’s the epitome of a teenage cat. She’s a tiny thing—a leopard shrunk to miniature size—but she packs a powerful punch, complete with a loud yowl of protest letting me (or anyone else who foolishly dare try to pick her up) know that she finds PDAs unbearable and completely unacceptable. Hmmpf. Pick me up? As if, her eyes glare in steely indignation.

[image: image]

I’ve learned not to take it personally with her. We have our special time—when I relax at the end of the day to watch TV on the couch—when she comes and lies on my outstretched legs for the duration. If I inadvertently forget to stretch out my legs, she’ll perch on the armrest of the couch next to me and stare deep into my eyes, her nose practically touching mine, to remind me I’ve forgotten something—i.e., Her Majesty’s needs. I’m allowed to pet her smooth-as-silk fur as much as I want, and she’s a devoted mama’s girl for the rest of the night. My legs will be thoroughly numb and in pain within minutes, but that’s okay. A short three hours later, I’ll be getting up off the couch to go to bed. I’ve also long since trained my bladder to work around her schedule; after all, being graced with her presence is far more important than catering to something as mundane as a necessary bodily function.

~MEWS FROM OTHERS~


My cat, Russell, is an absolute lover if I stick to his rules. If I try to pick him up to hold him, he’ll wiggle out of my arms, but if I’m sitting down, and only if I’m sitting down, he’ll venture onto my lap and grace me with some personal time. He has to pick the spot on my lap where he’ll sit, and when he’s had enough, he leaves for his kitty yoga session—a rather unusual routine which entails him rapidly making biscuits into an old blanket lying next to me, while at the same time stretching his back legs and, then, lifting them up, one at a time, midair for a few seconds before lowering them again! This leg up and down pattern, combined with the biscuit making, will continue until he finally settles down for a nap.



Jobi Harris, cat blogger, Ask-Fisher.com


My tortoiseshell, Vixen, was feral the first year of her life and didn’t like to be held. Any time I would try to hold her, she’d struggle and wiggle out of my grip. If I continued, she'd give me "the look," and if I persisted, she’d bite me. Not just a little nip, either—she would grab my arm with her claws to pull it toward her while biting and holding it on the other side. Blood was usually drawn, and I would surrender in pain. As Vixen aged, she spent most of her days sleeping in a bed I placed underneath my desk for her. After consulting Pet Psychic, Laura Stinchfield, I discovered Vixen had a touch of vertigo and didn't like being up off the floor. She was happiest when lying in her bed at my feet, so I didn't pick her up any more than necessary. She got to where she'd come over to me and stand, looking up at me, while I was sitting in my chair. Her intent was perfectly clear—she was asking me to pick her up for hugs! I didn't understand her reasons, but as she was nearly 24 years old, it was probably because she sensed our time together was growing shorter and she wanted to feel closer to me.



Lynn Maria Thompson, founder of OldMaidCatLady.com


My cat, Seren, never likes to be held, pushing her front paws against my chest in a "NOOOOO! Let me DOWN!" posture any time I make an attempt. Her only exception is she will lap sit on cold/cloudy days—but she still hates being picked up, and the affection has to be her choice.



Amy Shojai, CABC, author of 30 pet care books and a founder of the Cat Writers' Association


I adopted my loveable orange and white cat, Rusty, when he was 8 weeks old. About a year into our relationship, he started getting upset anytime I’d pick him up. He’d cry and put his head under my arm to hide his eyes, but then, minutes later, without a care in the world, he’d jump onto my lap, wanting to sit with me for hours!



Linda Stapleton, retired, Miamisburg, OH


My rescue cats, Bessie and Lulu (mother/daughter) had a strict "do not pet me or pick me up" policy when I took them in. Lulu was the first to allow me to touch her, somewhere in our first year, but I had to be careful how I approached her and where I placed my hands. Any slight movement that suggested I wanted to pick her up sent her into a panic and she ran. Her mama Bessie was a different story. She was fiercely against my gestures to pet her, even though I would catch her watching me snuggle with my other cats from afar. One day Bessie was sitting on my bed and I casually approached her, putting my hand on her back, closer to her tail. She didn't move. I managed two more strokes before she pushed away. This small feat took over three years for me to accomplish, and after that, she began to allow full-on pets, but only on my bed. Bessie and Lulu both sleep with me now, and I can pet them, but to this day I have yet to hold either of them in my arms. I even had to have our vet come by with his cat-catching net to snag them before my apartment was sprayed for moths because we all had to leave while it was done.



Laura Zaccardi, blogger, Squeedunk, Whiskers and Warehouse, and co-founder of PAD PAWS Animal Rescue, Jersey City, NJ


My cat, Chevy, is a squirmy, “don’t pick me up” little dude unless he “needs” attention which typically happens when I’m just out of the shower. He’ll weave around my wet legs, the signal I can pick him up, and then I’ll be rewarded with equally wet head bonks and kisses!



Sassenach MacConney


My ex-husband learned the hard way that my cat, Kitty, was not a fan of being held, especially by him. She would act all come-hither, lying on her back to expose her fluffy belly to him, which he couldn’t resist, and then she’d attack him! It got to the point when she purposely flopped down in front of him, he'd say, "Yeah, I'm not falling for that again!" Kitty would occasionally allow moments of affection and jump onto my lap, but that would last about 30 seconds before she’d jump back off. Or she'd wait until I was asleep and then snuggle next to me, which I wouldn’t realize until I woke up and saw her next to me. I once took a cat personality quiz that labeled Kitty a "secret service cat." It was a joke, but I liked thinking of her that way. She didn’t interact much with me, but always had to be in the same room as me, much like a secret service agent guards a particular person, but isn't allowed to fraternize with them!



Katherine Kern, writer/blogger at Momma Kat and Her Bear Cat


Carson is a gorgeous lynx point Siamese. He was supposedly feral, but it turned out he was just upset about the library-style book deposit he was unceremoniously dumped down. Used by some shelters for people to drop cats off after hours, the cats are shoved into a large door that dumps them to the feral cat area where they stay the night. Understandably traumatized, many of them end up incorrectly evaluated as feral. The woman who intercepted Carson couldn’t calm him but saw something special in him and asked me, whom she knew had a farm, to take him. I did, and by day 30, he was eating out of my hands, purring like a motorboat and rolling around in my lap. He’s an indoor cat now and can’t seem to get enough human or cat contact (I have seven cats), but despite that, I can’t pick him up. He knows when it’s “that time of the month,” i.e., flea medication and nail trimming. The only way I can administer the medication or clip his nails is when we’re in the bathroom with the door closed—that’s okay, but nowhere else. He no longer shakes uncontrollably when I have to pick him up, and any time I have to take him to the vet, all seven cats go, which makes him happy.



Adrienne Usher, researcher, Kearneysville, WV


My long-haired Persian, Brulee, is the Queen of Squirmy. On her very first vet visit, the tech couldn't take her temperature because she was squirming so much. If I try to pick her up, she immediately wiggles out of my arms to get down. And when I try to brush/comb her belly, she can twist so quickly, it’s a major challenge to groom her. Even if I just reach over to pet her, she moves away—probably because she thinks I’m going to clean her eyes, even when I’m not, so she runs away just to be safe. Despite all that, first thing in the morning when I wake up, Brulee is usually on the bed before her fur-sister, Truffle, and she’ll give me the cutest little squeak for a meow, and will climb into my lap and begin purring. As long as I sit on the bed, she'll stay on my lap and snuggle into me, but if I try to get her to sit on my lap any other place in the house, she refuses.



Paula Gregg, blogger, Sweet Purrfections


One time my upstairs neighbor knocked on my door—he had taken in a beautiful Tonkinese cat, Tiffany, which he wasn’t able to keep. She had a history of several owners, probably having been abused along the line, and didn’t trust people at all. I agreed to take her and sure enough, she didn’t trust me and would try to bite and scratch if I tried to touch her. I was disappointed not to have a cuddly cat, but vouched I wouldn’t be another in the long list of those who had abandoned her. A year later, I had to move and friends watched Tiffany until I found a place that allowed cats. True to form, she hid, coming out for her food only when they were out of sight, which is why their jaws dropped one day when she came into the living room, jumped up on the side table next to them, and started rubbing herself on the phone. A minute later, the phone rang. I usually called them at work, so this was the first time I called them at home. Tiffany knew—somehow—and was there, waiting. When I finally brought her home, I let her out of her carrier, and respectfully, didn’t try to touch her. I lay down for a quick nap—moments later, she came up on my chest and put her paws around my neck and clung to me for hours until I eventually had to get up. Over the years, she became so trusting that I could cradle her in my arms like a baby.

My mom also had a cat with trust issues. Cali was a rescue—she wasn’t overly friendly and had a low, acid meow, letting you know to leave her alone, though she never scratched or bit. She loved classical music and often when my dad played his record albums, she would place herself between the speakers and lie on her back, writhing with unbridled delight to the rhythm of the music. When the music stopped, she would promptly run off with an air of "that never happened.”



Jacqueline McKannay, owner of ThirstyCat Fountains

~PURR POINTS TO PONDER~

Why do cats have such varying degrees of how much affection they’ll allow? One minute all is seemingly well and you can pet them, the next the claws come out, ready for war. What just happened? Well, just like people, cats have different personalities and levels of tolerance for physical attention, often dictated by the current circumstances surrounding them. Just because your cat might not seem friendly, or lashes out, doesn’t mean he doesn’t appreciate your company. You just need to recognize the unique signs of feline love he’s giving you and respect the boundaries he’s setting at that particular moment.

Following you from room to room like a loyal puppy dog, sleeping next to your computer while you’re doing whatever, napping on your favorite chair, and meowing a greeting of hello when you come into a room are some of the many ways your cat is giving you a nod of approval.

Follow your cat’s lead and build your relationship with positive reinforcement. Aggressively chasing him to pick him up or looking him straight in the eyes can be intimidating. He doesn’t intend to be mean, but if he feels threatened, he’ll react. Talk in gentle tones and focus on petting him in small doses and in areas he’ll tolerate. For example, most cats aren’t fans of tummy rubs, so don’t provoke him, no matter how adorable and fluffy his tummy is.

A cat that doesn’t tolerate petting might enjoy some gentle grooming with a brush—not only will it reduce the chances of him developing hairballs, it feels good to him and can strengthen your bond. Cats are also drawn to soft blankets and pillows. Try placing one next to you when you sit on the couch; maybe he doesn’t want to snuggle on your lap, but he might not mind snuggling next to you.

Interactive play can also be fun for both of you—a wand toy with feathers typically entices most any cat.  Or try a healthy and yummy snack—there are very few cats that won’t turn on the charm for a tasty morsel, allowing you to be his best friend for at least a few minutes. If you establish a daily routine with these types of efforts, it shouldn’t take long before he associates you with good things.

Be mindful your cat comes with history, especially if you found him as a stray or adopted him from a shelter. You don’t always know what kind of life he had and much of his behavior will be triggered by situations from his past. Be patient and listen to how he communicates to you—a wave of the tail, a twitch of the ear, a meow and more—all of these are ways he’s “talking” to you.

Current circumstances will also dictate what he’ll tolerate—if he just had an altercation with another pet or has been startled by something outside or is wary of visiting company or anything else out of his perceived norm, it’s not the time to be experimenting with hugs.

If he’s growling, hissing or spitting, with flat, backward ears, dilated pupils, and a twitching or waving tail, he’s telling you to leave him alone. He’s annoyed, frightened, or angry and might become aggressive—this is also not the time to be picking him up. The same goes if he becomes a “Halloween” cat—ears back and flat against his head, whiskers back, back arched, fur standing on end and tail erect or low.

But if he’s arching his back up to meet your hand when you pet him, with his fur flat and tail high, proud, and erect, that’s a signal he’s enjoying your touch!  This is often accompanied by chirps and trills, which probably means he wants something from you—such as food or attention. This is how a mother cat communicates to her kittens to follow her, so this could be a good time to take advantage of his pleasant mood with some lovey-dovey attention!

If he’s lying on his back, purring, he’s very relaxed and would probably welcome some affection. Purring is generally a sign of contentment, but it can be deceiving, as sometimes a cat may purr when he’s anxious or sick, using his purr to internally comfort himself. Just pay attention to the signs he’s subtly (and sometimes not so subtly) giving you, and it will help you determine what is, and isn’t working as you build your loving relationship.
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Cats in Toyland
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There probably isn’t one single toy I haven’t bought for my cats. I’m addicted to making them happy, so as a result, we have baskets (yes, baskets, plural) filled with every cat toy imaginable because I can’t walk past the pet aisle in any store without getting them something. This includes getting them stuff we already have dozens of, such as fake mice, because goodness knows it takes them less than a minute playing with one before it goes to that magical toy graveyard under the couch, only to be resurrected from the dead if and when I ever decide to pull the couch out to vacuum.

[image: image]

I also get to review really cool cat products on my blog. I’m talking the good stuff—the kind of stuff that requires an engineering team who have graduated with PhDs for the product to make it to store shelves. My cats get to be the study group; their typical verdict—the box the stuff came in is better than the product.

Dear so and so. Thank you so much for sending me that really expensive item for my cats to test out and review so lots of people will buy it. I’m sure it’s a really super product—as soon as my cats get out of the box it came in, I’ll let you know.

But truthfully, if I were a cat, I think sometimes I would prefer the box over the toy too. We’ve had some epic fails in our house—for example, a plastic mouse that’s supposed to simulate the real thing. It’s powered by a mini battery and moves around the floor in circles. The problem—it’s as loud as a cat in heat, so they’ll only come near it when it’s turned off and, thus, completely dead. And, for a cat, what’s the fun of prey if it’s already dead?

I think the most unusual “toy” I’ve ever seen any of my cats (and by that, I mean Jazmine) play with is a string bean. I love to buy fresh string beans, and in order to cook them, I cut each end with a paring knife. I’m really quick at it, and Jazmine likes to sit on the counter and watch me while I do it. Her head goes back and forth, just as quickly as my cutting hand does, as she watches the rhythmic procedure: cut the stem from one end of the bean, let it drop to the sink, cut the stem from the other end, and repeat.

If I slow down for even a second, she swiftly grabs a cut stem from the sink with her stealthy little paws and runs off with her treasure—I know this because I’ll find remnants of little bean stems all over the house. And when I’m all done and I’m wiping down the counter, she does the same thing with the sponge I’m using—she watches my wiping motion, and I get the impression she thinks I’m flinging a threatening mouse back and forth!

~MEWS FROM OTHERS~


Cathy Keisha (CK) has always been a different kind of cat. Kind of playful, but kind of feral too, and she’s never really liked traditional cat toys. She’d easily get bored batting any of the plush mice that I would throw to her, so I needed to think outside the box to keep her properly entertained. At the $1 & Up store, two toys caught my eye—a gun that shot round plastic discs, and a launcher with foam rockets. I bought them both—the disc toy quickly broke, but the foam rockets held up and CK loves playing with them. When playtime begins, she’ll get into one end of her cat tunnel and I crouch nearby with the rocket launcher. Then I say, "On the count of three, I'm going to fire the rocket. One! Two! Threeee!” and every time I do it, she runs at the count of three and makes a mad dash through the tunnel to chase the rocket.



Pattie Kleinke, blogger, Stunning Keisha


I remember a time my cat, Rose, was staring intently at something on the kitchen floor. Since she has an obsession with twist-ties, that’s what I thought she was looking at, probably getting ready to pounce on it for a game of twist-tie toss. Upon inspection, it turns out it was a tiny lizard, stretched out in a twist-tie shape that had gotten in the house. While she probably was planning on pouncing on it, and would have preferred it to a twist-tie, I saved the lizard before any harm was done!



Jason Manocchio, attorney, Plantation, FL


I took in Mouse (aka Maggie Mouse) at 2 days old. She was born in a metal scrap yard—the owners thought the mom had abandoned Mouse and her sibling sisters, and I stepped in. After round-the-clock feedings for several weeks, I bonded strongly with my kitten charges, all of them consequently becoming “foster fails.” One of my favorite stories is Mouse’s obsession with balls of rolled-up foil she uses to play a weird bathtub game I call “Keep Away Tub Soccer.” It goes like this: Mouse brings the ball to the tub, hits it fast, toward the drain, and then she races to the end of the tub after it to keep it from going in the drain. All the while, she's meow-singing in her little high-pitched voice. Shortly after, she’ll appear and drop the ball in front of me to throw again, and the game starts anew. I can always tell when she’s done because she either drops the ball out of my reach or doesn't bring it back at all.



Catherine Fleming, Spring, TX


To each her own when it comes to toys. My cat, Tigtig, has a very unusual favorite toy—a cheap, plastic flyswatter! She likes to be lightly spanked with it and will become completely unhinged during the process. She rolls her head, bumping it on anything close by, and will plop over and grab hold of any object that will make her slide around on the floor!



Melissa Formby, Lampasas, TX


For some cats, it’s a particular toy in the house that piques their interest, for my cat, Barney, it’s the house that’s the toy! Barney has an evening habit of playing King-of-the-Mountain that involves possession of nearly every nook and cranny he can lay his paws on. He starts out by running though the catio and diving through the cat door into the sunroom. A quick right turn to tear through the living room and down the front hall where he makes a U-turn (pushing the throw rug up against the front door), and dashes up the stairs and down the hallway to my office where he begins a very loud series of meows. Sometimes he does this routine several times in an evening, and I often wake up in the morning to the front hallway rugs akimbo. He stopped his routine for a few months after his “mom" (my dog) passed away, but is once again back on schedule, treating me to a nightly show.



Marci Kladnik, president of the Cat Writers’ Association, award-winning writer, photographer, and feral cat/TNR expert

~PURR POINTS TO PONDER~

Toys and playing are extremely important to the health and well-being of your cat. Not only does playing help to keep her physically and mentally fit, but using interactive toys to play with her will hone the bond you have with one another, relieve any stresses she might have by allowing her to exert energy, and permit her to act like the skilled hunter she was born to be.

I schedule playtime every night with my cats using an interactive pole/string toy with a feather dangling on the end, and I make sure each of them gets time to engage with the toy. I’ve nicknamed the toy “Bird,” and there have been numerous “Birds” in our life because they have a limited lifespan with my active clan before they have to be retired to the garbage can.

Jazmine loves the activity so much she’ll go on her own to get Bird—I learned that one night when I heard a huge ruckus (you know what I mean—the indiscernible sound of crashing and banging of goodness knows what) and saw her come proudly prancing into the living room with Bird in her mouth—stick, feathers, string, and all. The closet was in shambles—boxes and blankets knocked to the floor—and as a consequence, Bird now lives behind a locked door.

Strings can be dangerous to cats, so it’s best not to keep them out with an unsupervised cat. And by hiding Bird, it also makes the playtime more exciting—if Bird were constantly out in plain view, the thrill of the hunt would be lessened. All I have to do is say “Bird” and Jazmine will run ahead of me to the closet, waiting for me to open the door. And if I ever think about not bringing Bird out because I’m just too tired at the end of the day to play, I’ve got another think coming. Jazmine will give me the saddest look ever, so naturally she wins.

Kizmet prefers the simplicity of a glittery pompom ball that he will bring to me to throw (over and over and over). Like Bird, there have been many pompoms, as they can virtually disappear into thin air. Thankfully I was able to buy them in bulk—I got a package of 100 from Amazon.com. I probably could just pull the couch away from the wall to restock, but that seems far too logical. Mia is my high-tech kitty—she loves to play interactive “fishing” games on my iPad, and Zee’s my old-fashioned cat—he likes to carry around 10-year-old plush toys that he’s had since he was a kitten, as if they’re prey he caught.

[image: image]

Regardless of the activity, maintain a regular schedule with your cat—you’d be surprised what a half hour a day of playtime can do for a cat’s emotional and physical health. And it’s also a good way to keep your cat mentally fit—especially as they age and become more sedentary. Some toys can be too difficult for a senior cat to engage with so you want to find something that can help keep their mind active.

I had great luck with a particular item called the Turbo Star Chaser Toy from Bergan Pet Products with my senior cat, Jazz, when he was still with us. It’s a circular-shaped toy with a scratch pad in the center that’s surrounded by a tubular track with a motion-activated LED ball that lights up when your cat touches it. He was instantly attracted to the toy, stretching his body full out to scratch the scratching pad and swatting at the ball to make it go around the track. Zee, our current resident senior cat at age eleven, has now claimed the toy as his own.

[image: image]

If you can’t afford to buy toys, there are lots of great do it yourself projects to make fun stuff for your kitties—just do a quick Internet search or go to a bookstore or library for ideas. And quite honestly, in my house, some of the best toys are 100% free: a human toe, a wadded up ball of paper, wiggly fingers under a blanket, and a random bug that wanders into the house, to name just a few.
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Is This Seat Taken?
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What’s up with cats and chairs? If your place is anything like mine, chances are good you could open your own pet store with the number of cat beds, cat pillows, cat mats, cat condos, cat shelves, and cat trees you have all over the house to make certain kitty has a warm, safe, and comfy place to nap.
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