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Foreword


 


I take full credit for this book. And if Deb Barnes saw a
show on Animal Planet, featuring Ragdolls that motivated her to get one that
ultimately wound up writing his Purr Prints of the Heart meow memoir, then I
was one of the experts on the show talking about the breed.  Still, as much as
I’d like to think this book is all about me, alas it’s not. 


When Jazz lands his new home as a
kitten, he finds he is sharing it with other cats and dogs – all with their own
individual personas. Barnes deftly reminds us throughout the story that just as
we are all unique individuals, molded by our genetics and our experiences, the
same is true for cats, and for that matter, dogs.


I love it when authors bust feline
fallacies. Most cat guardians live with just over two cats on average. In this
story several cats live peaceably. However, many believe that cats are solitary
creatures. Untrue. Of course, the problem is that most people who don’t know
better are unaware because they’ve never been privileged enough to share their
life with cats.


Cats find their way into our homes
all sorts of ways, including rescue organizations or cats we rescue from the
streets. According to this book, and the cats that “speak” in it, they do appreciate
that we’ve given them a better life. I’m not sure that cats truly cognitively
think this. But like most of us, I’d like to think so. 


Over time characters come and go in
the story – both humans and animals.  But being introduced to them and getting
to feel you know them doesn’t stop the cycle of life as Barnes poignantly
shares – from the tragic loss of her beloved *Golden Retriever Bailey at the
far too young age of two to cancer, to opening her heart again to recent
adoptions, rescue kittens Kizmet and Jazmine, Barnes learns from the wise Mr.
Jazz that we can always love again after loss.


One thing that never changes is
change itself. Of course, cats are slow to accept change, and at times Mr. Jazz
is particularly resistant.  Clearly, Barnes loved and loves her purr-family.
But like so many suggest because we increasingly love our pets with all our
hearts, it’s progressively difficult to let go. But there always comes a time.
And perhaps as Mr. Jazz would lead us to believe, our pets know it, even if we
don’t and they let us know when it is time to let them go.   Sad yes, very sad,
but life goes on.  And soon there will be another kitten, puppy or rescued pet
to love and be loved.


~Steve Dale, CABC (Certified
Animal Behavior Consultant); syndicated newspaper columnist (Tribune Content
Agency) and syndicated radio host (Black Dog Radio Productions). Among his
books is Good Cat; he’s a contributor to many books including The Cat: Clinical
Medicine and Management (edited by Dr. Susan Little). He’s a contributor to
Behavior Guidelines for Indoor Cats (American Association of Feline
Practitioners) and is the primary author of CATegorical Care (American Humane
Association/CATaylst Council). Steve is a longtime Board member of the Winn
Feline Foundation and Tree House Humane Society (Chicago). He is a founder of
the CATalyst Council, and past Board member. He’s the recipient of many awards,
including the AVMA Humane Award.


*Sadly, it’s true; an apparent
significant subset of the Golden Retriever breed is that they are succumbing to
cancer far too early in life. This is why the Morris Animal Foundation has
enlisted about 2,500 dogs in the Golden Retriever Lifetime study. This epic
study is the first of its kind in veterinary medicine (learn more at
www.morrisanimalfoundation.org)







Prologue



 


My
name is Mr. Jazz. I’m a Ragdoll cat and on August 28, 2013, after 15 years of
life, I asked my beloved humans for the most difficult gift of all – to help me
cross the Rainbow Bridge. I’d never asked them for much of anything else before
that – I was always a humble cat with simple desires – quiet naps on the couch,
the love of my family, and a full belly were all I really cared about, and
those needs were always fulfilled. I never aspired toward fame, and writing my
story wasn’t part of my master plan. 


But
the truth is my death deeply touched the hearts of a wide audience and I
couldn’t ignore that there appeared to be a greater purpose to it all – my
death brought with it lessons learned that need to be told from my point of
view so anyone who has ever loved and had to say goodbye to a cherished pet can
understand from a pet’s perspective that when it’s our time to go, we want you
to let us, no matter how difficult that might be for you. We want you to
understand when that moment happens and we are gone from your life in the
physical sense, we remain in your hearts and souls forevermore and the intense
pain you feel as you grieve will eventually soften, to be replaced with the
memories of happier days shared with us. 


Naturally,
I realize parts of this story will undoubtedly sadden some of you – after all
it’s about my death – but that’s not my intention at all, and I hope it won’t
stop you from reading on. This story is really a celebration. A celebration of
my life and the life of all animals that find a way into the hearts and homes
of our human guardians across the world, whatever our unique circumstances
might be. We’re grateful for the love, companionship, and care you give us, for
however long or brief that moment on this earth may be and my story is about
honoring that relationship and being able to find the joy, beauty, and dignity
of letting us go when it’s our time.


Talking
about my death does require a look back into my life, and when I think about
how it all began for me, the first thing I can recall with any clarity is the
minute-by-minute battle I shared with several other squirming beings that
looked just like me to find the warm milk of our mother. I couldn’t tell you
how many of us there were as I was unable to count at that young stage of my
life, but I do remember my mother as a strong and stunning cat who kept us
warm, fed, and clean. I honestly don’t remember much else because most of my
life at this point centered on living with her in the tiny room I shared with
her and my siblings. 


Besides
my mother, two big creatures took care of us. They weren’t of the feline
persuasion and were my first introduction to what was apparently the human
species. They were an oddity for sure – they had no hind legs and very little
fur – and I remember they towered over us like giants on two upright front legs
they were able to balance on without falling over. They also had funny paws
that looked like long, scary claws and rather than meowing softly to
communicate like my mother did with us, they spoke in loud, booming voices. 


One
of them was a male, the other was a female, and instead of smelling comforting
like our mother did – an intoxicating perfume of milk and cat kibble – they
smelled of things I couldn’t discern yet – things my mother likened to sweat,
coffee, and wet dog. I can’t say they were necessarily mean to us, but they
weren’t overly friendly either, and one of the things I do recall them saying
was that our mother had a pedigree, which apparently gave them the liberty to
constantly let other big humans barge into our not-so-private room. 


These
other humans would stare and point at us, and sometimes they would reach in to
pick up one of us from our mother without her permission to hold us with their
monster paws. We would softly mew in startled protest for them to put us back
down, but they would laugh at us, telling us how cute our little meows sounded
as they kissed our faces! They referred to our mother as a Queen, and one day I
overheard one of them say to another that the reason they came to see us was
because they planned on taking us, one by one, from our mother to a new home!


Even
though my memory of days gone by might be hazy at times, I can assure you that
was a moment forever etched in my mind! I was instantly awash with panic, and
my little kitten head filled with a barrage of questions that all jumbled
together into one plaintive wail. A lot of humans had been coming by. Who were
they going to take and why? Would we all be going to the same home? Was someone
going to take me? Why couldn’t we all stay together with our mother? I remember
trying to calm myself, but it was so confusing. And why would our mother let us
go? Certainly if she were a Queen, she would have special rights and
privileges. Why wouldn’t she scratch and fight and hiss to keep us all together
with her? I just didn’t understand any of it. Were we bad kitties being
punished for something? And then one day my mother took me to the side and
explained it all. 


Apparently
the human caretakers used her beautiful markings and lineage (she was a
stunning Chocolate Point Bicolor Ragdoll) to make more kitties like her because
other humans wanted us as their own pet-children. These humans paid money,
whatever that was, to the caretakers for us. She explained that being chosen by
one of these humans was actually a big honor – these humans had kind and loving
hearts and I should look forward to going home with one of them. When she
explained it to me like that, it started to make a little more sense, but I
could tell deep down she knew I was still scared and confused and she was
worried about me. 


I
mewed back to her with hesitant conviction that I understood what she was
telling me. My mother was so beautiful, patient, and knowledgeable. I wanted
more than anything to make her happy and proud of me, so in between my
predictable kitten stages of growth – learning to walk on my wobbly legs,
wrestling nonstop with my brothers and sisters, learning how to eat solid
foods, and becoming litter box trained – I dreamed day and night of finding my
own human to adopt me. 


What
I didn’t realize at the time was that my mother really wanted me safe too and
that was why she was so worried. For you see, despite her kind and gentle
disposition and her glorious silky fur coat and impeccable credentials, the
house we lived in was not in the best condition and was hardly a place a mother
cat would aspire for her children to grow up in. She had already resigned
herself to her lot in life, but she wanted better for us.


Since
I had lived all of my matter of weeks of life in the warm and loving comfort of
my mother and my siblings and I had never ventured out of the four walls of our
tiny room, I didn’t know any better and didn’t notice all the acrid smells
around me. Apparently the house we lived in was inhabited by other Ragdoll cats
of various sizes, sexes, and ages, climbing all over the counters and
furniture, and there was also a resident dog. The numerous litter boxes
scattered about the house were in need of a good cleaning and the human
caretakers never let the dog outside for bathroom privileges. Instead, they
would put newspaper on the floor in the kitchen for the dog to use, so you can
only imagine what the house smelled like.


Probably
as a result of all this, I had a cough and an eye infection. My mother didn’t
have the heart to tell me this, but that was why she was worried. Who would
want to adopt a sick kitten, let alone one they had to pay for? But because she
was a cat of such grace and class, making the surroundings beautiful by her
presence, I never sensed her fears and didn’t know any better. She was certain
in her heart that one day the perfect human would come and rescue me, despite
my medical maladies, because she believed me to be a very special cat. Perhaps
she hadn’t quite known I would become an author one day, but she always knew
from the very beginning I was destined for greater things, and she insisted I
was a cat with a message to share and lessons to teach.


So
in my mother’s mind, it couldn’t be just any someone and she didn’t want to
rush things. She always told me she would know in her heart when it would be
the right human, and each time someone came and picked out one of my brothers
or sisters, overlooking me, she told me to be patient. She never let on that I
was different, and her only wish was that her beloved baby boy find a warm,
safe, clean, and loving home. 


“My
handsome, darling boy,” she would say to me. “No ordinary human will do – the
human who picks you will understand you have something special that not all
cats have. You have a rare gift – even though you’re still young, you were born
with an old soul heart. Not all cats are bestowed with this blessing, and it
gives you a unique kindness, wisdom, and compassion that only an equally special
human will recognize, appreciate, and understand. Once you meet this human, you
will forevermore have an irrevocable bond that will transcend the likes of this
world and beyond.” 


She
would nuzzle my head and purr and somehow I just knew she was right. I didn’t
understand all of her big and fancy words, but her loving tone was clear – I
was a special cat destined for a special life. 







She Picked Me



 


Something
was different about this one. She still had funny paws and didn’t have fur,
other than what was sprouting from her head, but she was tinier than most of
the others who came to look at us and spoke with a soft and kind voice. And
rather than scoop one of us up without warning like some of the others did, she
sat on the floor next to our mother, gently petting her, and asked for
permission to hold one of us!  


But
even more unbelievably, this polite being who wanted to hold one of us was
looking at me! I held my breath and dared not blink, lest I was imagining
things, but I saw her reach toward me.


[image: image]



Holding my breath waiting to be picked up!


“Hey,”
said the female human caretaker. “That one’s sick. Don’t even bother picking
him up. We’re giving him medicine, but you won’t want him. Look at one of the
other kittens – they’re so much more beautiful than him, and they’re healthy.”


Sick?
Not beautiful? What was the female caretaker talking about? My mother told me
all the time I was the most handsome kitten in the whole world and somebody
would want me because I was special. I was raised from the moment I could
understand that my one and only job in life was to have one of those furless,
pawless creatures fall in love with me so they would pick me to come live with
them in what my mother referred to as my “furever home.” 


The
thought that nobody would want me never entered my mind as I saw myself through
the eyes of my brothers and sisters who were perfectly formed, healthy, creamy
balls of silky fur with beautiful clear blue eyes. I felt the tears well up in
my cloudy eyes and I had a lump in my throat. 


I
had let my mother down. Something was wrong with me and I would never find my
special furever home. Why was I different? It wasn’t fair. I was a good boy who
never caused any trouble – it was always my other siblings that started our
wrestling matches and tracked their dirty paw prints all over the floor from
stepping in our food dishes. I was devastated to know that behind my back I was
considered a misfit no one would ever want. 


 But
with a very clear and strong voice, the tiny human said, “I do want that
one. He’s absolutely perfect just the way he is, and I think he’s the most
beautiful kitten I’ve ever seen. When can I bring him home?” 


Home?
She said home! I didn’t hear the word “furever,” but I could tell from
the tone of her voice it was implied, and if I had been allowed to roam to the
top of the roof, I would have meowed with joy for the whole world to hear. “Hey
everybody, she picked me! Someone does want me! Someone does care and I am
special!”


She
saw past the gunk running down my left eye, staining the white of my fur to a
brownish color, and she didn’t even wince when I sneezed a series of wet hellos
right into her face. She just kissed the top of my head and caressed my baby
fur, causing my motor to run like it did when I kneaded my paws into the soft
belly of my mother. She whispered to me that she had nursed many a kitty back
to health in her day and that she would always love me for who I was on the
inside, not what I looked like on the outside.


Eventually
she put me back down next to my mother so she could talk to the female
caretaker. I heard bits and pieces of the conversation. According to my mother,
these talking humans came in all kinds of shapes, sizes, personalities, and
colors just like cats did. The kind-hearted human who wanted me was a female,
and she also brought a couple of other humans with her who were smaller than
her. They were males like me, and they called her “Mom.” I guess collectively
they made up what was called a family, and my mother said that was even better
news for me – having one human love me was incredible, but having a whole
family was amazing according to her! 


Even
though I was excited and extremely proud of myself for finally being chosen, I
couldn’t go with the female human and her offspring right away because I was
still too young to leave my mother. Apparently it’s best if kittens are at
least 10 weeks old before they leave the nest – that way they are fully weaned
and it makes the transition much safer and healthier for the kitten. So even
though it tore at her heart to leave me, she wanted what was best for me and
agreed to come back in a couple of weeks when I would be old enough to leave my
mother. 


I
never questioned her loyalty. I knew she would be back for me, and even though
I would never tell this to her directly and risk hurting her feelings, I was
kind of glad I didn’t have to go with her right away because deep down I was
scared to leave my mother and my siblings. My life wasn’t perfect, but it was
the life I was used to and I wasn’t as brave as I let on. I was relieved to
have some time to talk with my mother to share my fears and excitement with her
and to tell her how much I loved her and that I would never forget her. 


We
spent every moment together, and on those occasions when I wasn’t napping, she
never tired of telling me what my new life would be like. “Darling boy,” she
would purr. “You will have a wonderful life. Your new family will love you with
all of their hearts and will make sure you have a life filled with sunbeams,
warm and cozy laps, delicious treats, clean litter, nutritious food, fun toys,
and lots and lots of love.”


“You
will love them back in return,” she continued. “But you will also have to teach
them because, while they mean well, these humans without fur and with funny
paws are not as wise as you’ll grow up to be one day and they’ll need to learn
from you. They can be especially impatient creatures and often forget to take
the time to appreciate the simple beauty of life around them, like napping in a
sunbeam or chasing a moth.”


She
went on. “As a pet to a family of humans, the physical time you spend with them
will be limited in the collective span of their lives and you will have to
remind them to make each and every day they share with you special because even
though you can’t imagine it now, time will pass in a heartbeat, and the next
thing you know, your time on this earth will have to come to an end with them
and they’ll have to say goodbye to you. This will make them very sad and often
they don’t know how to let go – it will be up to you to be patient and show
them the way when it’s time. I know it might sound scary right now, but I
promise you it’s not. You’ll be ready when the time is right. Until then, enjoy
each and every moment with them and be the best cat you can be. All will be
right in your world, I promise you that.”


I
wasn’t too sure about what she had told me – quite frankly it seemed like an
awful lot of responsibility to me, and I wasn’t sure if I was up to the
challenge. Wise? I was still a kitten and my days consisted of napping, eating,
and playing. I didn’t know how much more I could offer outside of that. I
assumed by having a new furever home I would just be expected to be a sweet,
loyal, and charming pet that napped, ate, and played. I already had all that
cornered. All this talk of life, death, and teaching lessons was daunting, but
not wanting to disappoint my mother, I just purred my love and agreement and
went to bed in anticipation of the morning when my new life would begin.







My New Home



 


Sleeping
a restless, Christmas Eve kind of night, morning finally arrived and after a
tearful goodbye to my mother, it was time for the tiny female human to bring me
to my new furever home, but I already had to question my mother’s logic. Was
this really what she’d imagined for me? This was supposed to be my destiny, so
what did I do to deserve such cruel punishment?


Where
was the love? The toys? The sunbeams and warm laps to nap on? Had the tiny
human tricked my mother with her kindness? The indignity of it all – one minute
the human was nuzzling my neck and crooning her love to me, whispering that I’m
going to my new home and then the next I was jammed into a tiny jail with
little air holes and metal bars on the door. What was going on? Was this meant
to be my new home? What kind of nonsense was this? Sure, the female human was
sitting next to me, soothing me with kind words, but why did I feel like the
ground was moving, and where was I going?


I
don’t know how much time passed – my little lungs were so tired from screaming
to be set free from my prison that I didn’t realize the movement had stopped
and the tiny human had lifted me from the moving machine to take me to yet
another cruel punishment that I didn’t deserve. I tentatively peered from the
holes in my cage to see I was in a room that had a vaguely familiar smell to me
– one of rubbing alcohol and disinfectants. I recognized it from the times the
female caretaker took my siblings and me to have a needle stuck in us for
something called vaccinations at a place she called the “Vets Office.” What is
up with humans? Why the prisons, needles, and moving machines? I again flashed
back to tales of sunbeams, treats, and toys. Lies, lies, and more lies.


Well,
regardless, this certainly couldn’t be good news, so I settled myself as close
to the back of the cage as I could, hoping I’d made myself invisible to these
conniving humans, and I closed my eyes to think of my mother. Surely she knew
what she was talking about when she told me about the happiness I would find
living with my furever family. I knew she loved me and would never deliberately
lead me down a path filled with nothing but torment and torture. I could hear
her in my mind. 


“Be
patient, little one,” she said to me. “If your human is doing something you
don’t understand right now, I promise you there’s a reason for it and
everything will turn out okay. You’ll see.” I hoped she was right, but my
thoughts were rudely interrupted as I was snatched out of my prison by the tiny
female human, aka the traitor, and plopped onto a table that was cold and hard
to my skin. 


Oh
boy, I silently thought to my mother.
This was really testing my patience, and just when I thought things couldn’t
possibly get any worse, a big male human wearing a white coat with pockets came
into the room and, without any warning or fanfare, other than telling me how
adorable I was, assaulted me by shoving a strange apparatus down my ears! He
went by the name “Vet,” and I thought my heart was going to burst from my
chest; it was beating so fast from his shenanigans. Like it was the most
natural thing in the world, he moved on to shine a light into my eyes, and then
he poked my butt with a thermometer to take my temperature! 


Oh,
my stars – the humiliation of it all. But honestly, despite the bodily invasion,
I can’t say the vet human was being unjustly mean to me – I sensed he had a
kind heart – but the poking and prodding just added to the indignity of an
already long, confusing, and stressful day, and I just wanted to go home.
Whatever that meant. Willing myself not to cry, my thoughts were interrupted
again, this time by his voice.


“Well,”
he said to the tiny female human. “Good thing you brought him in for a checkup
before you went home. Just like you thought – this little guy still has a
lingering infection and needs to be put into quarantine before you can
introduce him to the rest of the cats in your house. He’ll need drops in his
eyes three times a day and an antibiotic for his cough.”
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