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For Herself:


Always, now, forever.


And for Those Who Came Before,


whose lives and too-often-tragic ends


imparted so much of the knowledge that


allowed me to build a secure world with Masha.
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She will always be the only thing


That comes between me and the awful sting


That comes from living in a world that’s


so


damn


mean.







—Mark O. Everett
 “My Beloved Monster,” 1996















PART ONE


Destinies













PRELUDE



17 YEARS


During those years, the days and weeks began to matter much less to me than did the phases of the Moon, the winds, and the seasons. Once, I might have noted that such a long span could have contained an appreciable marriage, or the bulk of a career, or a child’s development from birth to high school graduation. But those kinds of milestones, never very important to me, shrank to complete insignificance while we lived together in the house that steadily became, from the instant she entered it, more hers than it was mine. Increasingly, my sense of time became her sense of time, and her sense of time was governed by sunlight and darkness, the sounds of the prevailing winds shifting from mild to roaring over the chimney, and the changing shape of the glowing, arcing disc in the night sky, which she sat and watched from her various outdoor and indoor reconnaissance posts. We filled each day—and even more, given our shared habits, each night—with the business of those hours: writing for me, hunting and defending our territory for her, and sleeping as well as sustenance for us both. But any larger, external sense of life moving on was, ultimately, ruled by the seasons.


Yet there were internal and alarming signs of life’s passage, too: we both had injuries and illnesses and the simple perniciousness of age to remind us that the years were mounting up, that we weren’t as strong or as fast, or as quick or resilient, as we’d been at the start. But neither of us ever stopped fighting against such attempted intrusions into our long-established routines. And ultimately what mattered most was not the maladies and the hurts but the fact that we were there for each other, always and at every possible moment, during and after them. For as long as was needed, time was suspended; and only when each crisis passed would the primacy of the great unseen clock that divided light from darkness, heat from cold, bare branches from lush vegetation, be acknowledged again.


We were, then, ourselves timepieces: both of us recognized this quality in our respective souls and bodies, of course, but we also caught it, perhaps more pointedly, in each other’s. Injuries and illnesses from which we recovered less and less rapidly until every one left traces and then changes that were no longer disguisable, no longer subtle at all: these were the inescapable marks of time, as were the limitations they represented, and they could only be ignored up to a steadily more constricted point. It was in both our natures to keep trying to push past the constrictions, often dangerously, and always to each other’s dismay. But we did it anyway, both knowing that when we fell short of any given objective, we would not be alone. Perhaps we were even testing that consolation, just to be sure of its permanence. After all, the sometimes-agonizing pain resulting from those reckless attempts was, with only a few exceptions, never so great as was the comfort of each other’s company during convalescence. And that was one more thing that kept me, and I suspect her, from even imagining a day when the pain would have no remedy or consolation at all.


Seventeen years; and here we are at that day. The one of us in spirit, the other in scarred, aging body with just one risky job, the last risky job, left to do: to tell the story of the shared existence that filled those years. For, after all, they were years that formed—whatever our method of measuring them—a lifetime; a lifetime that cannot help but remain vivid in my memory. It was Masha’s lifetime: Masha, the name that she chose for herself during our very first meeting. Yes, she was a cat; but if you are tempted, even for an instant, to use any such phrase as “just a cat,” I can only hope that you will read on, and discover how that “mere” cat not only ruled her untamed world, but brought life-affirming purpose to my own.


In the face of such claims, a question persists: “But how could you live for such a long time, alone on a mountain with just a cat?” It’s sometimes asked prejudicially, by people who, if queried in reply as to whether they would be as amazed if I said I had been living with a dog, or even a horse, nod and opine that they could imagine that scenario—but a cat? Such people are usually beyond any ability to really process explanations; but to those who aren’t, I can only say that the experience of being a person alone with a cat for so long and in such wild country depends to some extent on the person, but far, far more on the individual cat. And in Masha was embodied a very rare animal indeed: a cat who expanded the limits of courage, caring, and sacrifice. Think that’s beyond a cat? Think again.


There are aspects of her story that you may consider embellished; but I can assure you that they are all perfectly true. Hers was the kind of life that most cats—locked away in little apartments and houses, often with the best of human intentions, yet with the unchangeably wild parts of their souls nonetheless inhibited, and no outdoor domains to rule—can only experience in dim flashes, as if envisioning a glorious if perilous past incarnation. The kind of life, in short, that most cats can only dream of…


Masha lived it.















CHAPTER ONE



THE ENCOUNTER


The drive north those seventeen years ago actually took little more than an hour and a half; but it seemed longer, a false impression created whenever I found myself driving through Vermont. It’s a state about which many New Yorkers, myself included, tend to feel a bit ambivalent, not least because Vermonters (or “Vermunsters,” as New Yorkers often have it) can sometimes be a self-satisfied if not downright smug and even hostile lot, who consider themselves more “organic,” more closely tied to and respectful of the land, than are their countrymen next door. A friend of mine from their largest city of Burlington, for example, once told me that Vermonters view the difference between New Yorkers and themselves as “the difference between fleece and wool”: exactly the kind of fatuous crack that can (and did) elicit a creative volley of obscenities from denizens of the Empire State.


Regional animosities aside, however, there were more immediate grounds for my uneasiness that autumn day. As it happened, animal shelters in much of northeastern America had for some months been plagued by a particularly virulent and deadly form of kennel disease; and if you were thinking about adopting an animal, which I was, you had to make absolutely sure that you went to a shelter known to be clean and uninfected, like the one outside Rutland, Vermont, toward which I was headed. It had been okayed by my then-veterinarian, and this was not an excess of caution: one of the most insidious things about this disease was that, like many kennel plagues, it wasn’t just transmitted by cats and dogs to one another in shelters and breeding mills: people, having visited an infected place, could bring the illness out and transmit it to animals in other places by carrying it on their skin, clothes, and hair. The consequences of such carelessness could be extreme, as I’d recently learned through a visit to an unsafe location: when I told my then-vet that I’d visited the place and even touched one animal, he ordered me to go straight home, take a very hot shower for at least half an hour, and burn—yes, burn—the clothes I’d been wearing. Then I would have to wait a minimum of two weeks before visiting any approved shelters, to make doubly sure I wasn’t carrying the illness.


At this, I’d uttered a quiet, saddened version of one of those volleys of obscenities to which I’ve mentioned New Yorkers being partial. I’d finally gotten ready, even anxious, to adopt another cat, and it’d taken long months of mourning for me to reach that point: my last companion, Suki, had, after four years of unexpected but very close cohabitation, been claimed by the cruelly short life expectancy (just four to five years) of indoor-outdoor felines, especially those in wildernesses as remote as the one we inhabited. In fact, before encountering me and deciding that I was a human she could trust, Suki had lived on her own for two years and raised at least one litter of kittens in the wild, and so had beaten the odds admirably; but her disappearance had nonetheless been a terrible blow, and, as I say, it’d taken a lot for me to get to where I could think about bringing someone new into my world. The prospect of waiting another two weeks once I’d made up my mind was therefore mightily disappointing; but it was my own stupid fault and I had to accept it.


Winter rarely comes late in the Taconic Mountains; and with autumn reminding me again of this fact, and my having recently moved from a small derelict cottage into a ridiculously oversized new house that I’d very nearly bankrupted myself building, I began to feel that renewed companionship was not only desirable but necessary. After all, when you live at the foot of a particularly severe mountain called Misery that is riddled with bear dens, coyote packs, bloodthirsty giant weasels called fishers, and various other predatory fauna, it’s all too easy to sense how “red in tooth and claw” Nature can really be—especially when the temperature hits thirty below and the snow starts coming in three-foot installments. On top of all that, I was already dealing with several chronic health problems that had long since led me to live a solitary life, so far as my fellow humans were concerned. Taken as a whole, these factors were pushing that tooth-and-claw sensation over the line and into dread, and the importance of having another living thing with whom to share those long, looming months was mounting.


So I quickly began to scan online photos of available cats at acceptable shelters. You can never go by appearance alone, of course, when it comes to animal adoption: personal chemistry between adopter and adoptee is far more vital, something that helps (but does not solely) explain the failures of so many adoptions during the Covid-19 pandemic, when pre-adoption visits were largely forbidden. And it’s not just one-way: whatever your own feelings regarding any possible cohabitant, you have to give that animal the chance and the right to decide if you’re the correct person for her or him. (If it seems odd that I don’t use the word “pet,” I can only say that I’ve always found it a diminutive behind which lurk a thousand forms of abuse.) So far as mere photos went, however, Rutland did seem to have some likely candidates; and since my vet had given it the okay, I decided to call and set up a visit.


And then, the first hint that something unusual was up: I was told that in fact they had more cats on hand than were pictured on their website, though when I asked why, the voice at the other end became evasive. It wasn’t the kennel disease, a plainly distracted attendant assured me when I asked; but as far as candidates for adoption went, well, it would probably be best if I just came up and had a look.


The idea that this was more perfidious Vermunster-ing did cross my mind; but I tried to stifle such provincial feelings as I headed north. And, overall, by the time I’d covered half the distance to the shelter I had overcome most of my uneasiness and felt ready to meet whatever awaited me.


I was, in a word, not.


The Rutland County Humane Society, like most such institutions, is located not in the city from which the county takes its name but just outside it, in a much smaller community called Pittsford. The structure, too, was not unusual for such facilities: a low, somewhat rambling single-story building of aging-modern vintage, surrounded by dog kennels and other telltale signs. It looked relatively peaceful as I parked, despite the predictable barking of the dogs who were outside at that moment and evidently thought I might be their ticket out of the chain-link. But when I stepped inside, a different atmosphere prevailed: controlled urgency would be the best way to put it, with attendants in full and partial scrubs rushing about and trying to cope with what was apparently an overload of business.


And that overload was easy to see in the main hallway that led back among offices and exam rooms: cages of every description, all containing cats, were stacked three and four high against one wall. All this was in addition to the animals and habitats in the couple of rooms that housed the usual complement of whiskered ones. I asked a passing attendant what was happening, and got a quick explanation: apparently an elderly recluse, one of those people who give the phrase “cat person” such a pejorative connotation among much of the general public, had been raided a couple of days earlier. The bust had happened for the usual reasons: neighbors reported intolerable smells and sounds coming from the woman’s small house, and when animal control officers gained entrance they found sixty-odd cats struggling to survive in what was supposed to be their home.


Such awful places and the people who create them out of some delusional sense of caring are not uncommon (more’s the human shame), but this case had been extreme by any standards: the first order of business had been to find shelters among which the cats could be distributed, then to wash them, since hygiene in the small house had been nonexistent (urine being so soaked into the floorboards that the wood was spongy), and finally to get them all spayed and neutered. It was an enormous undertaking, one requiring the staff of as many shelters as possible, and the charitable offices of every vet in the area who would help. Things were only now starting to come under control, I was told, so if I wanted to roam around by myself I was welcome to, and someone would be with me as soon as possible.


Absorbing all this information, I began to look at all the mostly terrified, still recovering faces inside the cages. For a moment I speculated on the nature of a human mind so tragically warped that it could create such awful consequences, but the moment was passing: a flash of color from down low caught my eye, and I spun around. Initially I thought I was hallucinating: the color was very close to what Suki’s had been, and I’d always considered her fur unique. Blonde, with almost a halo-like ticking of pure white at the tips of her fur, it had created an arrestingly beautiful, in some lights even ethereal, effect; and here I was seeing it again, or so I thought. I went immediately to the spot.


Down near the floor, trapped in one of the small traveling carriers that make human lives easier but also prevent their occupants from either standing up fully or stretching out completely, was a young cat, unmistakably female (the smaller and more delicate size and shape of the head is the first and quickest way to judge), with two of the most enormous eyes I’d ever seen. She had clearly seen and sensed me before I’d become aware of her, and now she was watching my approach intently, even imploringly. I’d been right, the general color of the fur was like Suki’s, but there were important differences: Suki had been a shorthair, whereas this one’s fur was lengthy, growing in flat layers that avoided too much of a “puffy” effect. Her tail, however, was unabashedly large and luxuriant in all directions, like a big bottle brush or duster. In addition, where Suki’s eyes had been a brilliant shade of light emerald, this girl’s eyes were remarkable for their deep amber—indeed golden—color, as well as for their enormous size in proportion to her head. They had a round, what is called “walnut” shape (as opposed to the more exotic “almond,” or oval, eyes of many domestic cats), and their pupils were almost completely dilated, despite her being in a well-lit area. Fear or discomfort could have been responsible for this dilation, of course; but she didn’t seem to be either in pain or deeply afraid. It was more like nervousness, an attitude that would have been fully justified by the predicament in which she found herself. Yet as I got nearer, this explanation didn’t seem to fit, either.


Up close, her big, brave stare took on an air of searching insistence, which only made it more expressive. Indeed, it was one of the most communicative gazes I’d ever seen in a cat, a look facilitated by the structure of her face: the eyes were oriented fully forward, like a big cat’s rather than a domestic’s, and seemed to comprehend everything she was studying—especially me—only too well. When she held her face right to the cage door, I could see that her muzzle was frosted white at the nose and chin and oriented downward more than the outward of most mixed breeds, allowing her even greater range of vision. On either side of her head she had tufts of fur extending out and down, like the mane of a lynx or a young lion; and these led to and blended in with an unusually thick and impressive “scruff,” that collar of vestigial extra skin around a cat’s neck that their mothers use to lift them when they are kittens (and that some humans, even some veterinary assistants, mistakenly believe they can grab to control and even lift a grown cat harmlessly, when in fact cats find it uncomfortable and cause, sometimes, for retaliation). Finally, exceptionally long white whiskers descended in two arced, rich clusters from the white of the muzzle, increasing the effect of the kind of active wisdom present in big cats, as did the animated ears, each turning and twisting on its own at every sound.


Taken together, the features were of the type that some people call a “kitten face,” and with reason: the look is unmistakably reminiscent of very young cats. But even more vitally (if less sentimentally), forward orientation of the eyes in adult cats serves the same purpose that it does in their big, wild cousins: more coordinated binocularity (or stereoscopics) improves vision, especially when roaming and stalking at night. Then, too, it should be remembered that “kittenish” does not imply ignorant or naïve: feline cubs and kittens have one of the steepest learning curves in Nature. From weaning through their earliest weeks they are forever studying and observing their surroundings, along with modeling their elders and experimenting when on their own. This is true even, and often especially, when they seem to be simply playing; and it’s all so they’ll be ready when their mother kicks them out and on their own, which in the wild occurs at only four to five weeks.


Was this cat hunting me, then? That didn’t seem the explanation, though her detection of me before I’d even caught sight of her did indicate an agenda of her own. And there was something very intriguing in that, because of what it exemplified about how cats read, identify, and select human beings.


As I got closer, she continued to put her nose and face up against the thin, crossed bars of the cage urgently, her confidence and her persistence seeming to say that I was right to be intrigued by her, but that my main task right now was to get her out. Smiling at this thought, I leaned down to put my face near hers, but not so near that she couldn’t see me (at very close range—closer than, say, six or eight inches—cats’ eyes lose some of their focus). Then she began to talk, less repeatedly and loudly than the other cats, and more conversationally. I answered her, with both sounds and words, and more importantly held my hand up so that she could get my scent, pleased when she inspected the hand with her nose and found it satisfactory. Then I slowly closed my eyes and reopened them several times: the “slow blink” that cats take as a sign of friendship. She seemed receptive, taking the time to confirm as much with a similar blink. Finally, she imitated the move of my hand by holding one of her rather enormous paws to mine, as if we’d known each other quite a long time: an intimate gesture.


It may seem that I was reading too much into a few simple interactions, especially something so simple as smelling my hand. But things are rarely as simple as they may look or seem, with cats. The question of scent, for instance, is not only as important for cats as it is for dogs, horses, or almost any animal; it is arguably more so: besides being somewhat less efficient up close, cats’ eyes are not at their best in bright light. Their vision truly comes alive at middle to long distances, and especially, of course, in the near-dark (they are technically crepuscular, or most active in the hours just before complete sunset and dawn), all of which contributes to their sometimes “crazed” nighttime activities. When you enter a well-lit room and a cat looks up at you from a distance anxiously, they’re doing so because at that moment you are a general shape that they need to hear from and smell. Our voices are important initial identifiers to nearly all cats, and having further determined who we are by scent, they will relax—or not, depending on their familiarity with us and what our chemical emissions, even if unremarkable to us, say about our intentions.


It’s often thought to be folksy wisdom that cats can detect human attitudes and purposes. Yet they can indeed sense such things as nervousness, hostility, and even illness in what we radiate. On the other hand, if we emit warmth, ease, and trust, they can tell that, too. But this is not some mystical ability: cats are enormously sensitive to the chemical and especially pheromonal emissions that many other creatures, including people, give off according to their moods and physical states. This uncanny ability developed as part of their predatory detection skills but broadened to include self-preserving appraisals of animals that might be a danger to them. Conducted through not only the nose but also the Jacobson’s, or vomeronasal, organ in and above the palate (which they access by way of the Flehmen response, during which they open and breathe through their mouths in a distinct way that is almost like a snarl by isn’t one), this ability is chemically complex but vital. During both predation and defense and ever since their earliest decision to live among us, it has helped them determine not only what potential prey and dangers are about, but which humans they will and will not trust or feel affinity toward.


Put simply, if you’re a person who finds cats untrustworthy or sinister, then you bring that lack of trust to every encounter with them. You involuntarily exude it, chemically, and no cat will want anything to do with you. Similarly, people who are allergic to cats often justify their dislike of felines by spreading the myth that cats somehow conjure a dysfunction in the human immune system out of deliberate malice. Rather than someone who can make no secret of such unease, cats will prefer someone who, however fallaciously, at least believes they are a friend to felines—like the woman in Rutland whose house had been found to contain more than sixty of them. Dogs tend to trust blindly, unless and until abuse teaches them discretion, and sometimes not even then. Cats, conversely, trust conditionally from the start, said condition being that their impression of you—which they take whether you want them to or not, which is beyond human falsification, and which must be periodically renewed—is positive.


It’s this quality that gives cats their apparently scrutinizing and standoffish aspect: they do indeed hold back and size us up until they’re confident of us, a self-defense mechanism that is a facet not only of their anatomy, senses, and natures but of their comparative lack of domestication, as well. Although the exact timing of their arrival in human communities is still being debated, what’s more important about that appearance is that even when their supposed domestication became established, it remained qualified: they were not reliant on us in the same ways other animals were. They entered our lives opportunistically, because our food attracted their prey (primarily rodents and birds) and because they enjoyed rooting through our garbage for edible bits. Being thus independent, they never became responsive to punishment and negative reinforcement as forms of discipline and training: they didn’t need us, but rather made use of us. Their loyalty depended on mutual respect and decent treatment. And to this day, their characters retain varying but high degrees of this wild element, to which they will revert wholly when given abusive cause (or sometimes simple opportunity): they will disappear into the night, often never to come near humans again.


Certainly, the young cat I was now studying so intently, and vice versa, was busy determining my acceptability in a way that seemed reminiscent of a wild animal—or was she so wild that she had already made up her mind, and was urging me to stop dragging my feet and do the same?


I was about to get some answers. I signaled to the same attendant, then indicated the cage. The woman nodded and smiled a bit—until she saw where I was pointing. Then she glanced around, buttonholed another woman who seemed to be overseeing the activity in the hallway while writing information on a clipboard, and murmured something in her ear. The boss glanced at me, then at the cages, gave a nod of her own (but no smile), and finally turned to the attendant with a shrug, saying something that seemed along the lines of Well, if he wants to see her, let him…


So with careful, apprehensive steps, the woman walked toward me.















CHAPTER TWO



“YOU HAVE TO TAKE THAT CAT!”


As the attendant drew close, I could see that her deliberateness was a function not simply of anxiety but of downright fear. “This one right here,” I said, still pointing down at the blonde cat’s cage. “Can I possibly spend a little time with her?”


“Yeah, that one,” the attendant replied dubiously. “Umm…”


I tried to read her look. “Is there a problem? Are you not putting the cats from that house up for adoption yet?”


I was surprised by what came next: “No, no. That one wasn’t involved in the lady’s house. She came from another place—some family left her locked up in their apartment when they moved away. She was there for days, without much food, and what there was ran out fast. We only got to her because the neighbors eventually heard the crying and the—noises…”


“‘Noises’?”


“Yeah. Crashing, bumping—she really wanted out.”


“Understandably,” I said, looking back down at the cat: the enormous eyes seemed even more beseeching now, a quality that inspired ever more sympathy as she kept them locked on me. But pride was still plain, too. I needed a second to absorb what I’d been told. “How could anybody just—leave her, especially trapped like that…?”


“Pretty common, unfortunately,” the attendant answered. “So, yeah, listen, if you want, we have a visiting room where I can bring her, and then you can decide.” She started to shift cages so that she could get the blonde one’s out. “And take your time!” the attendant added: more of a plea than the granting of permission, I thought. And maybe she realized it, too, because she quickly added, “As you can see, we’re pretty busy…” But again, that hadn’t been her actual point, or so it seemed to me: she wanted to give me an unusually long time to decide that I wanted to take the cat—just why, I couldn’t say.


We walked down the hall to a fair-sized room with upholstered chairs and a sofa, along with more carpeted climbing structures that led to beds for the cats. I asked, “When did you bring her in? It can’t have been long ago, she’s too beautiful—somebody must have been interested.”


“Yeah, you’d think—” the attendant started to answer; but then she cut herself off very deliberately. “But she’s been here for… a while.”


Which was puzzling. “Is she any specific breed? She kind of looks it.”


“One of the vets said she’s pretty much pure Siberian.”


Siberian? I’d never even heard of such a breed. But it didn’t seem the time to go into it: still uneasy, the woman led the way into the visiting room and indicated that I should sit on the couch.


“Okay!” she said when I’d taken a seat and she’d set the cage beside me, leaving herself a clear path to the door. “Just let me…”


Glancing back as if to make sure the door was still open, the woman undid the latch on the carrying cage and retraced her steps hurriedly, as if she’d just placed an explosive and it was about to go off. “Like I say, take your time!” she repeated; and then, in a continued rush, she got back into the hallway and closed the door.


All very confusing; but, left alone in the room with the cat, I opened the carrier door fully, and out she came, carefully but bravely, now interested in the room as well as in me. She clearly knew the chamber: it didn’t take long for her to orient herself, and then she turned those big gold-and-black eyes my way. I murmured some greetings, letting her smell my hand again before I tried to pet her; and then, very quickly, she became enormously engaged and engaging, not only allowing me to pet her but leaping onto the back of the couch so that she could get a more complete impression of me by placing those big forelegs and paws on my head as she chewed at a small clump of hair (a further chemical assessment performed by the Jacobson’s organ). After that she leapt down, bumped or even slammed her forehead into me, and twisted her neck to drill it home, affectionately but forcefully, and finally turned to make her most serious pitch.


She began to run to and leap up on every piece of furniture and each climbing structure in the room, returning to me after each mission as if to demonstrate that she was healthy and ready to go. She even leapt up and bounced, literally, off one wall with her legs, like an acrobat: which, of course, all cats can be. She was particularly fast, and I soon saw why. Her tail was more than simply fluffy; there was an unusually thick appendage under the long fur, and she used it for counterbalance, less like a house cat, it occurred to me, than like a snow leopard (a comparison also suggested, I realized, by the Siberian’s profile, which seemed a miniature version of that same big cat’s features). Cats’ tails are not like dogs’: they are, effectively, a fifth leg, tied directly into the spinal column and the central nervous system and vital to their speed and safety, as they swing it around to counterbalance the quick movements of their bodies. Most so-called domestic cats, though, have thinner tails than this gymnast’s: whatever Siberians were, I thought, they must have been a fairly recent addition to the domestic family.


Assuming they even were domesticated: the golden girl continued to move wildly yet in perfect control, with none of those little gaffes that make the internet come alive. I began to make noises as she dashed about, little whoosh-ing sounds that became louder. Listening to those sounds and to my occasional words of commendation, she correctly identified them as appreciative, and her activity became even more animated. Before long, the whish-ing became shish-ing and then, finally, shash-ing, as I began to search for what sounds she preferred.


This process wasn’t random. During a lifetime with cats, I’d learned something fundamental about naming them: give them enough possibilities, embodying various exaggerated consonant and especially vowel sounds, and they will eventually choose one for themselves by responding to the phonetics. Once they make their choice, they will respond to that name every bit as much as a dog will (whether they will obey the ensuing command, however, is another question). The reason so few cats exemplify this behavior is that humans impose names on them that do not resonate with the cats themselves—names that are, let’s face it, generally far too long and far more absurd and insulting than are dogs’ names. Short, distinctive sounds are the best tickets: for example, my last cat’s name, Suki, had been a formalization of sokay, derived from “it’s okay,” words—and, even more, a very identifiable sound—that I repeated over and over to her whenever she seemed confused or concerned about some aspect of life in her new home, or about going to the vet (or anywhere else), simply because she seemed to find it soothing. Now this process was happening again, as the shash-ing sound that seemed to so delight the Siberian began to take on a definite form, one that fit both phonetically and with her cited heritage: Masha.


Obviously, I was already on the verge of committing to taking her home. And for her part, she continued to seem fully determined to persuade me to do so, which only facilitated her apparent acceptance of her new name. Each of these developments became complete when I noted something about the manner in which she was both enjoying her freedom and returning to me after each dash, looking up at me—or over at me, if she’d gotten back atop some piece of human or cat furniture—with those darting, all-encompassing, yet searching gazes that were both a plea for attention and a statement of her entire confidence and ability: you could almost have called it flirting, as I’ve known some cats to do, except that there was nothing modest or demure about it. Indeed, the young Siberian did nothing coyly; yet there was an element of courtship about it all, a very confident attempt to cajole me along to a decision that she had, for her part, already reached.


Again for the dubious, cats are very sensitive not only to pheromones generally but to the sex of the person they’re interacting with in particular. It’s yet another facet of what we bring to our encounters with them, whether we want to or not, and of what governs their reactions to us. For her part, this cat had plainly recognized that I was a male, but with a slight twist: my hormonal makeup, I had learned from a very wise doctor many years before, included not only considerable male but unusually high female elements—and cats are known to most immediately trust humans they identify as female, due at least in part to a long history of women being more attentive to and less abusive of their species. Was it this mix of my chemical emissions that had so stimulated the Siberian’s wild instincts, and prompted her ever more vigorous attempts to get me to take her home?


Whatever the case, such attempts were becoming steadily more unnecessary, though I wasn’t about to stop her: minute by minute she became more insistent, her tactics eventually expanding to include several soft, affectionate bites that were not really painful, just her acknowledgment that our fascination was mutual and that we had business to transact. Then she would hide from sight briefly, peer out to fix my location, almost smiling (she had a slight overbite that caused her muzzle to exaggerate the perpetual “cat’s grin” that nearly every feline possesses), and shoot over to do the same from another spot. Or she would puff out her chest, white at its center, as she sat up straight and turned to glance back at me, then quickly look away again.


Staring is not something cats are prone to, either by instinct or inclination: they don’t generally like being stared at or staring in return, at least not for too long, as staring is used by both hunter and hunted during predatory behavior. But this aversion can change as they grow comfortable with a person; and as the Siberian lengthened the amounts of time she allowed herself to study me, it became clear that we were reaching this point unusually quickly. Indeed, her entire display was unusual in its speed of development, as well as in its obvious display of strength, already apparent in her easy execution of arduous movements. When she’d come over to be petted—again showing her attempt to “claim” me by rubbing her side against me to mark me with her scent and bumping her head up and into my hands and body roughly, a similar marking—she underlined this last point by exercising the exceptional power of her shoulder muscles, the size of which was tangible even through her thick fur. (Siberians, I would soon learn, have a triple coat, which is layered, as I’d already noted, to provide protection from the extreme climate of their homeland.) Various elements were clearly reinforcing her initial impression that I was more than acceptable, which she’d first formed in the hallway through a variety of senses not entirely comprehensible to me or any other humans; while her behavior was making my own sense of her being an inevitable part of my future grow correspondingly.


In all, then, her actions since I’d caught sight of her in the hall were not only very smart and very demonstrative—of her strength, her intelligence, and her designs—but also very beguiling; and when we added language to the encounter, this impression was only heightened.


Very few cats have any particular desire to talk to humans. Certain ancient breeds—Abyssinians, Siamese—were often employed as watchcats, due to their tendency to start talking whenever humans, strangers included, approached their chosen home (a characteristic many such breeds retain). But most cats, and especially those cats only recently added to the list of domestic breeds, meow at us because it’s the sound they use with kittens. And much of the time that’s about where most humans rate, in their opinions: as errant or merely ignorant children, who must be alerted to danger or instructed in some other way.


Too many people, however, think that such instruction consists solely of tutoring us as to just when and how to give them food. But often they will initiate a conversation because they want to relay acceptance, to express their desire first for companionship and then for physical play—two imperatives that are greatly underrated in many human assessments of cats—or to exchange other information, such as their simple desire to be acknowledged. And these voicings are all different: they come in varying tones and sounds, and can often seem to mimic human words, occasionally eerily. The more intelligent the cat, the more quickly and fluently this kind of conversation can be detected; but trust, as always, must be present first. And for whatever reasons (reasons I would have time and cause to consider in the years to come), this Siberian had decided to trust me enough to converse early in our acquaintance.


For the moment I was, while pleased, slightly perplexed. Wildness is, again, nearly always an indication of superior intelligence in cats, as in any species of animal: nothing trains their (or for that matter our) minds faster than having to cope with the daily threats, challenges, and goals of a problematic life. Yet wildness is also accompanied by a generally sound wariness of human beings; and the fact that this one was conversing with me in this way comparatively quickly, while further confirmation of her wild side, seemed a bit paradoxical. Some of it simply had to be due to her individual experience and personality, as much as to her breed and breeding. I couldn’t yet say how much of each trait was due to which influence, but one thing I thought I could reason out: after having been abandoned and locked away in a human residence (without guarantee or even hope of escape, for all that she or the people who had so sentenced her knew), this cat was nonetheless willing to engage with other humans, and hadn’t surrendered to the often incurable wariness that many cats thus treated do. And that did say a great deal about her character, simply and clearly.


My assessment in this regard was off in just two key ways, I would soon find out: yes, it was true that the young Siberian’s experience had been enormously traumatic, all the more traumatic for her being so wild a spirit so cruelly confined for what must have seemed an eternity. But the origins of her trauma ran even deeper than her abandonment. In addition, she apparently wasn’t willing to communicate with or trust other humans generally: in fact, our interaction had been entirely personal, an assertion demonstrated when, after her long performance, she stood on my thigh, pushed her face up to mine, and gave me the supreme demonstration of acceptance and affection: the touching of noses, the “feline kiss.” It was another sign of comparatively rapid but close friendship having been formed. It was also well-timed.


I don’t know how long the attendant had left us in that room, exactly, though it was at least half an hour. But whatever the duration of the visit, at one point I looked up to see the woman watching the cat and me through the observation window, staring with what seemed incredulity—as well as relief. Leaving the cat to roam around the room on her own for a minute, I went into the hallway.


“So?” the attendant said to me anxiously. And when I hesitated to answer even for an instant, the enormity of the responsibility that I was about to undertake sinking in on me, she went on: “Listen—you have to take that cat!”


It was an unusually hard pitch, even for such a place. “I have to? What—”


“You don’t understand.” The woman clutched for an instant at the sleeve of my jacket. “She’s never reacted to anybody that way. Even us—she’s been driving us crazy. She fights, she bites, she… Look, we understand she’s had a rough time, but she won’t even let us help her most of the time. But now, with you… it’s like she’s a different animal!”


I began to smell a big fat rat: I was in Vermont, after all. “Come on,” I said, smiling but making no attempt to disguise my dubiousness. “You probably say that to everyone who’s thinking about adopting.”


“No, no, we really don’t,” she insisted. “We have to be really careful, especially with the cats, about making sure that the people aren’t weird, first of all, and then that they’re right for the candidates—that the animal is okay with them. And I’m telling you, this one—we’re all kind of terrified of her, and have the scratch marks to prove it. And she hasn’t much liked any customers who’ve expressed any interest in her—she scares them, too. But with you she’s totally different, totally normal. You have to take her!”


Maybe I had been wrong: the woman’s plea was certainly desperate enough to seem authentic. “Well,” I said slowly, “I want to…”


“Okay, then!” the attendant answered. “You put her back in the carrying case—or do you have your own?” I nodded to say that I did; I certainly wasn’t going to make the cat ride home in the tiny crate they’d been keeping her in, and I still had a much larger model (actually intended for dogs, but cats require space, too) left from taking Suki in for vet visits. “All right,” the attendant went on. “I’ll get the paperwork started, and we can get you rolling…”


That the woman was truly relieved seemed increasingly beyond doubt; still, there was an odd edge to it. I understood my own affinity for and with cats; but this still seemed like it might be a con job. Or was that just the cynicism of a life spent in the city and state of New York talking? I supposed we’d have to see, since I definitely wanted to get the Siberian out of there.


So I reentered the room, again told the cat that I’d be back in just one second—reassurance that this time, I could see, did not entirely wash with her—which led to another, slightly more desperate bump of her face and nose against mine. Then I quickly ran outside to retrieve the carrying crate from my truck. I returned to find the entire staff of the place, evidently informed of my decision, giving me big grins and a few thumbs-up. But were they happy to see the cat go? Or amused at my gullibility? Whatever the case, I went back into the visiting room, and the Siberian’s golden eyes went wide again as she trotted to me, both relieved and wanting to inspect the crate I carried. I opened it up, and she began to sniff at it: I knew she’d be able to detect another cat’s lingering scents, despite my having cleaned the thing. But it didn’t seem to bother her much, and I didn’t have any trouble getting her in. Then we were off to the front desk for the paperwork.


As I scanned it and made out a check for the adoption fee, I learned that the Siberian was somewhere between a year and a year and a half old: not a kitten, by any means, but still far too young, it seemed, for humans with any actual humanity to have abandoned her in any fashion, much less by locking her up in their apartment in so apparently punitive a way. Her age also seemed too young for her to have developed the sophisticated means of communicating the feelings, wants, and intentions regarding humans that she plainly had, and I mentioned this to the attendant.


“I don’t want to seem like I doubt everything you say,” I told her, handing her my check, “but don’t shelters pretty much always knock the ages of animals down, because people like adopting younger ones?”


“You’d be surprised,” the woman answered, with a deliberately cagey yet not unappealing smile. “A lot of people don’t want younger cats or kittens. And there are ways to tell their age, which they’ll probably find out from their vets anyway. So we try to be straight with them.”


I nodded, picked up the crate and the Siberian, and exited with more good wishes from the staff. Once outside, the cat began to chatter to me again, and I answered her:


“Well, Masha, apparently you’ve had enough of that place—which is convenient, since they’ve certainly had enough of you. So let’s get you to your new home.” Something that sounded suspiciously like Yeah! popped out of her mouth as I put her crate into the truck’s passenger seat so that its widely grated door faced my driver’s side. Then I ran around to get in before she thought anything tricky was going on. “I’m here, I’m here,” I said to her continued remarks, which now sounded concerned. “Don’t worry, nothing bad is going to happen. You’re going home with me—no more of that place.” She seemed reassured by those words; and as we pulled out of the shelter’s driveway and onto a main road, she looked out the side of the crate, which had a row of air slots about an inch wide running down its plastic length. Staring through these and then farther off through the windshield, she seemed absolutely game—although every few minutes she did come back to the grate to look up at me and give out a little noise.


“Yes, it’s okay, Masha,” I said, remembering that those words—“it’s okay”—had been the basis of Suki’s name. “Though I’m not going to kid you, little one: you’ve got some big shoes to fill…”


Masha the Siberian seemed, in her highly expressive way, to almost grin at this thought, and then turned to look back out the windshield. She never lay down, during that hour-and-a-half ride home; in fact, the only times she broke her forward vigil was when she’d come back to the grate, look up at me again, and make a few more comments, then bang her head and the back of her neck into the fingers I’d stick through the thin bars to pet her, or scrape her nose, mouth, and teeth against them, all additional and characteristically feline ways of marking me as her territory. Much of this could simply have been gratitude for my finally getting her into a crate in which she could stand, sit, stretch out, or whatever else pleased her; but again, I didn’t think that the most obvious explanation was the right one, with this cat. Rather, she was almost bursting with anticipation, and she fixed her excited eyes at every unusual thing she saw passing us by, not wanting to miss any of it. Her stance reinforced this impression: she sat on her haunches with her forelegs straight, a normal and even classic cat pose (immortalized in statues of the ancient Egyptian cat goddess Bastet, for example). But then she began to lean just forward of what was usual for cats in that position, almost as if she were trying to push herself into what was coming. It was a bearing that, I would learn, was deeply typical of her, wherever and whenever she felt the excitement of a challenge.


Which was a feeling she loved, as I’d also discover before long. In fact, there would be no challenge too great for this enormously spirited cat. Yet on our trip back south, there was something more than just bracing for an invigorating test in her pose. She’d busted out of jail—she clearly knew that much—and what’s more, she’d been able to make me the instrument of her breakout, a fact that seemed to make her more than a little proud. Filling any other cat’s shoes wouldn’t be the primary objective, for this one; that would come with laying down her own style of law, in her new home and around it. And she obviously couldn’t wait to start.


Once inside that new home, she would moderate her attitude only momentarily. Just as she’d detected Suki’s scent in the carrying crate, so did she detect it in the house; but through some other sense, she quickly determined that Suki’s presence was not active, that she didn’t need to prepare for a fight. I’d thought to follow the usual procedure with a cat in a new home and keep her in one room until she got adjusted to being out of the crate and in a world of new sensations; but Masha was too quick for that. Over the course of the next few hours, she dispensed with room after room on all three of the house’s floors, sometimes creeping cautiously but for the most part trotting in that same proud way of hers, long, burgeoning tail alternating between securely straight up and cunningly low and curling as she continued to make sure that the entire place was safe. The only expressive consistency was her eyes, which remained wide open and still golden only around the dilated pupils. It was unusual: she genuinely seemed to barrel into everything in life, fearlessly though never foolishly.


Finally, she came to rest beside me by the southern wall of the great room on the main floor, which was mostly composed of three sets of double glass doors. Outside of these were visible towering old maple trees growing up out of the bank into which the house had been built (the branches of which sat at about the height of the porch). Amid them, stone steps led down the bank to a part of the back lawn that ended in a noisy brook, beyond which the deeper forest marched upward to cover Misery Mountain.


The eager, excited expression that came into Masha’s face as her tail began to twitch in anticipation seemed to confirm her decision to convince me to take her home, as well as to presage her delight in what waited beyond the house’s walls.


“I get it,” I told her. “But what do you say we leave the outside for tomorrow?”


Her head snapped right around: that word, “outside,” seemed to be one she understood, and it almost seemed that her expression shifted from delight to disappointment. When I later went about the business of researching her breed fully, I’d discover that the complete name was Siberian Forest Cat: hence Masha’s looking at all the trees just beyond the doors and the porch with instinctual longing. (Other things characteristic of the breed were the acrobatics, a taste for showing affection through head-butting that was even more animated and emphatic than the usual cat’s, and—because the breed had only been domesticated relatively recently, hundreds rather than thousands of years ago, and because during most of those domestic centuries they’d been found only in Russia, making them very much newcomers in the Western Hemisphere—they tended, when abandoned, to revert unusually quickly to a strong feral mistrust of humans: a mistrust that Masha had apparently exhibited at the shelter but had not shown, and never would show, toward me.)


She kept me fixed in that disappointed stare for several minutes, trying to tell me that she had no fear of the outside, that this extremely wild landscape was just what she was made for. But I continued to shake my head at her with a smile, and she eventually took the point. She didn’t like it, but she still had plenty to explore inside the house before we started in on the unsuspecting forest and its creatures.


At this point I could only speculate as to just how far Masha’s fearlessness went; soon enough I’d realize that it really was no overstatement to say that almost nothing would ever faze her. The lessons she would teach began quickly; and in those lessons would lie not only some of my greatest joys but some of my deepest experiences of fear and heartache—experiences that recalled a long and passionate history with other cats.















CHAPTER THREE



THE CAT-BOY


Although this is first and foremost Masha’s story, I did make most of the decisions that would bring about our life together—that would, to a large extent, make of her story our story—and that would govern many of the pragmatic details of that existence. So there are some important facts about my own life, and about the cats who shared that life before Masha, that must occasionally be related if the rest of the story is going to make sense.


In addition, my opening months with Masha as a housemate would require, for reasons that I hope will become clear, as intensive an investigation into her past as I could undertake; and the apparent facts of her early life would explain, first, why she had decided that I was to be the instrument of her breakout and, second, why her behavior with me had been different from what, according to the attendants at the Rutland shelter, it had been with everyone else. Ours was a remarkable duality of experience, although she arrived at that realization before I did. Both elements of that parallel need to be explored.


The most pertinent among the background facts of my life in this regard is the tale of how I steadily drifted away from other humans, beginning at a very early age, to forge my closest bonds with cats. Caring, or trying to care, for the half-dozen felines that were part of my life before Masha—individuals with always brilliant (if too often tragic) stories—was what prepared me for handling the physical and emotional whirlwind that was my golden Siberian. It also explains why, when personal troubles struck in the midst of professional success in the adult human world, I ultimately returned to the affection and acceptance I found among cats.


The start of my gravitation toward the feline world may have been a matter of predestination. When I was about five years old, my family—my two brothers along with my mother and father, not yet divorced but soon to be—were living most of the time in a small house in what was then still a dicey neighborhood on the west side of downtown Manhattan in New York City. But we came up here—to where I now live, on a foothill of triple-peaked Misery Mountain, which broods over the hamlet of Cherry Plain in benighted Rensselaer County, New York—on spring and fall weekends. We three boys would also spend supposedly supervised summers here, as well. (I say “supposedly” only because I cannot remember a time when we were actually supervised, certainly not in the sense that the word is used today.) My mother and father were both journalists, and she was then working for the magazine published by the American Museum of Natural History (called, cleverly enough, Natural History). She would bring home typing paper and smaller notepads embellished with the magazine’s logo for us to draw and scribble on, because, then as now, the three of us went through a lot of paper, each in his own way.


One day I sat at our rough oak dining table, working feverishly with pencil and crayons, oblivious to anything that was said or done around me. I had formulated an important idea, and needed to realize it in a drawing. The concept was a bit unusual: it showed a boy’s body—sneakers, blue jeans, and yellow collared shirt—but atop the neck was an oversized cat’s head. I liked drawing cats; in fact, I liked everything about cats. We always had them in our house, and though my brothers liked them, too, it was understood from very early on that they were my special realm and concern. Like my parents, my brothers gravitated more toward dogs, which we also had; and dogs were all right with me, but cats and I were deeply connected, a connection the origins of which I was working hard to illustrate that day.


When completed, my drawing had only become more surreal: the cat’s head on the boy’s body was well drawn, with brilliant green eyes, but it had a boy’s lips and mouth, drawn in red crayon so everyone would get the point. What was this strange hybrid creature I had dreamed up? I quickly explained it, zipping the page off the Natural History pad and handing it up to my mother, without looking at her, like a young officer holding out a dispatch from the front. Then I declared:


“This is me before I was born.”


My mother said nothing distinct for a few minutes; after all, what was there to say? It wasn’t a vague or poorly formed notion. Before I had come into this world as an infant human child, I apparently believed, I had been a feline creature, or at the very least some crossbreed of the two species.


The idea never left me, nor did the sketch, until fairly recently. (A family member inadvertently discarded it; at least, I hope the act was inadvertent, for their sake.) I kept it for so long largely because it is the kind of story that I can be accused by my family and friends of fabricating—but the proof was in the eerie details. The picture was in part a boy’s desire to be a cat, but also a consistently maintained conviction, remembered and elaborated in years to come, that I had been one, during what the mystics would call a previous life. Not that I was interested in what this or that religion would have made of it; I still am not. All I knew for sure, all I’m still certain of, was and is that I related to cats so immediately and deeply because I had once been a cat. And, on finishing that life, I had been what I would eventually label imperfectly or incompletely reincarnated—terms I still use today.


Granted, a longing to be a cat in this life, too, would have been psychologically understandable in the five-year-old me: my parents were often-violent alcoholics who kept the house filled, especially—but not only—at night, with people like themselves. The atmosphere was perpetually noisy and boisterous, the only break coming when the participants finally passed out. The house was always full of raucous festivities and passionate arguments, and things being broken to emphasize points in those arguments—including, once or twice, our television, to the horror of we three boys. All this activity was rooted in advocacies of and differing opinions over theories and works of various artistic movements and artists themselves; for almost all the debaters were accomplished poets, writers, painters, and scholars, whose own collective descriptor would eventually title a generation, and make them not only celebrated but even renowned—all of which meant nothing to our young ears. We just had to find ways to make it all bearable.


For his part, my older brother developed a kind of willful deep sleep into which he could place himself (or sometimes just appear to) when things heated up, while my junior brother was still young enough that, being uncomprehending of the various words and noises, he cared only about the volume: when it exceeded a certain level, he would start to squall and need attending. I was in a more perilous spot: having learned to talk and understand what was being said around and to me before my second birthday, and to climb as well as walk shortly thereafter, I had an utter inability (which would prove lifelong) to sleep through any noise. Instead, I began to grasp enough of what the adults were arguing about that, by my third or fourth year, I was making notes of various items in my head: things ranging from nineteenth-century French poetry, jazz and mariachi music, Mexico in general, the infamous theme of “love, truth, and beauty,” as well as specifics such as just who among the crowd was going to teach another member—one who wrote a lot about automobile journeys—to actually drive a car. I only understood parts of it all, of course, but I remembered the key words, and pledged that I would take no interest in any such things as long as I lived: a pledge that, for the most part, I would maintain throughout my life.


There was no question, again, of my sleeping through these nightly debaucheries. I had then and would always have what, in adulthood, a friend and housemate would call “bat ears.” She was only off by one letter: my sensitive hearing, I eventually determined, was only one of many traits that had not been adequately altered on my transformation to human from cat, not bat. (Cats’ hearing covers three to four times the range of humans’, and they can detect noises four or five times farther away than we can. What is not as well known is that this asset has, in the modern era, also become somewhat troublesome, as cats can hear and be bothered by such things as the standby hums and beeps made by our ever-growing plethora of electronic devices, a cacophony inaudible to humans.) So almost every night I would give up any attempt at sleep, rise and exit my bedroom, then wander around the house and spy on all the activity, always hidden behind doorways or at my favorite post, perched at the top of the stairs leading from the bedrooms down to the big living room and the kitchen. Occasionally, if the mayhem was particularly violent (especially between our parents) or if there was some other activity afoot—usually infidelity—that we didn’t fully understand but instinctively knew was wrong, my older brother would join me; but usually the vigil was mine to keep alone.


The real problem, however, was that I began to habitually ask about everything I saw and heard, as many young children will do. Of course, childish curiosity does not sit well with alcoholics; and while my mother tried to fabricate what were pleasantly but plainly fabricated explanations for all the turmoil, my inquisitiveness simply annoyed, angered, and finally enraged my father. A man who had endured the advances of an obsessive and ingratiating sexual predator in his own childhood and early adult life (a tragedy that had ended in his stabbing his stalker and serving a prison term for it), he decided very early on—very early on, when I was still mastering my powers of speech and ambulation—that I represented some kind of psychological, and perhaps even an existential, threat. Alcoholism alone would have made him intolerant enough of questions; but children who notice and ask are especial problems for people who additionally possess grim secrets with which they themselves can barely live.


The result, more often than not, is to continue what in psychological shorthand is called the cycle of abuse into another generation: my father’s and my relationship quickly became so bad that he confided to my mother that he believed he had to “get” me before I “got” him. Nighttime battings around my upper bunk bed with his hands when the other adults were seemingly unaware or passed out became his most terrifying method, along with more public and equally hard slaps across the back of my head during the day whenever I piped up with a question that struck him as blatantly provocative (which meant almost any question at all), the swift strikes punctuated with his favorite dictum: “Nobody likes a smart-ass.”


The most dangerous of his tactics, however, and the one with the grimmest consequences for my future health, was his habit of knocking me down flights of stairs, whether people were around or not. These were incidents that he was careful to portray as accidents, the result of some natural clumsiness on my part. Inside the house, the experience wasn’t the worst—there was at least an old Persian-patterned carpet runner on the stairs, along with banister railings coated in chipping white paint that I can still recall passing by at high, bumping speeds and trying to grab on to—but when he did it outside, on harder surfaces, it could seriously hurt. The granite steps leading down to the street from the entrance to the small apartment building where our grandmother lived at the time were particularly painful, and the memory of them can still make me wince. If ever one of these “falls” was noticed, however, I was popped up onto my feet by some adult and, since I could still walk, declared to be fine. Medical attention was never, predictably, discussed.


The result of these interactions was that I began to accept my father’s behavior in the spirit with which he intended it: I began to understand that he was trying to kill me. And while I didn’t yet know about his past, I certainly recognized, from the horrifying and even gleeful expressions that would enter his face when he came after me, that he was capable of killing. I kept both of these understandings deep and shameful secrets—because at times, like any boy so young, I admired my father. After all, he was a very admirable man to many people, including his literary and poetic friends, his journalistic associates, and most of the women with whom he came into contact. As I comprehended more and more about life, I recognized that it would be both natural and advantageous to try to imitate the parts of him that inspired such admiration. But the deeper things I knew, the secrets that I carried in both my soul and, I would find out soon enough, my body, had altered my world entirely, and nothing would ever be truly “natural” again. Any vestigial admiration for my father began to be eclipsed by a determination to fight back, and I steadily became a very angry boy. I didn’t desire this change; I preferred making the people in and around my family laugh. But rage is a jealous taskmaster, and anger eventually took over the inner core of my spirit.


Humans form memories at about the time we learn to speak, nearly all psychologists agree, and the connection is understandable: before we have even the beginnings of language, we have no words with which to define experience, no verbal tools with which to establish context, and so even vivid events occur and pass largely unrecorded and/or undefined in our minds. But because the violence of my early life occurred when I could put a name to it, even a terrified name, I remember details of it very vividly, as well as the fact that none of it ever affected my habitual (you could even say feline) curiosity, despite my awareness of what the results of such curiosity were likely to be. I, like too many other children in my predicament, had discovered that I possessed one ultimate weapon against abuse: obstinacy. And even if the reaction to that stubbornness was punishment and defeat, I learned by enduring it—over and over, in different situations featuring different authority figures, as life went on—that tears and submission were self-defeating. Humiliation and obedience, ultimately, were and are more dreadful solutions than resistance, even if the latter results in painful defeat, because in resistance lies self-respect. So I kept getting up at night, kept watching and listening, and began to understand more and more of what the noisy behavior among the adults was all about.


And whom did I have for company during those early investigations? The cats, who also hated noise and unpredictable behavior, who were also (as I came to be for the rest of my life) primarily active at night, and who were—in a house where everyone else, especially my father, gravitated toward dogs—even more elusive than their natures had made them. As I sat there, at the top of the stairs down which I would periodically tumble, the cats would materialize from out of the shadows, and move silently and softly (two qualities I already found invaluable) toward me, drifting up to rub their sides against my arms and ribs and bump their muzzles and heads into my face, marking me as their territory and by doing so imparting compassion for my plight.


Although we always had cats, specifics as to who the very first of them were are vague in my memory, just as they are in the recollections of the rest of my family. I suspect that the pair of them—two black cats whose names have been lost—eventually just got tired of all the noise and aggravation and, following their still-wild side, ventured out among the backyards of our block until they either fell in with gangs of similarly fed-up animals or found new homes among nearby houses. Or they may have died: cats would have a mysterious way of disappearing or dying in our home, not least because they were rarely seen as worthy of any considerable investment, certainly not the kind of money one would spend on a sick dog.


But soon, as my older brother and I got a little more experienced and began to remark on the fact that we no longer had cats, we were allowed to take in two stray kittens, barn cats from a farm near the enormous estate that surrounded our country house. One of the television shows we were preoccupied with at the time (we took a lot of refuge in television) was the Zorro series, a network weekly. The characters that each of us identified with were typical: I lunged right after Zorro, the masked, mysterious champion of the oppressed, while my older brother, who always wanted to believe that ours was a happy, normal family despite his awareness that there were serious cracks in the edifice, was amused by and sympathetic to Sergeant Garcia of the Mexican Army, officially an enemy and often a foil of Zorro’s, but also sympathetic to the hero’s cause and to the plight of the peasants Zorro protected. My brother’s kitten, a plain gray tabby, became this same Sergeant Garcia, while I immediately took to heart a black cat who, somewhat amazingly, had a perfect black “mask” covering the top of her face, head, and ears, with a white-tipped muzzle and chest, save for small patches of black on the nose and chin, which were as dashing as her namesake. Zorro also had white “socks,” a cat’s so-called feet, which are actually their toes: cats walk perpetually on tiptoe, just as I was learning to do. It mattered not one bit to me that my Zorro was a female: I could admire her both romantically and heroically.


The pair became fixtures for years in our house; but tragically, Sergeant Garcia became ill—looking back I suspect it was distemper—when still comparatively young, and either died or was euthanized. Zorro, however, only grew stronger, and proved herself in ways that even my parents had to admire (she was a superlative mouser, and killer in general) and a few that they did not: she once made off with an entire roasted chicken that had been placed on top of our refrigerator precisely to keep it away from the animals. I can still see her trotting quickly down a hall, the weighty chicken held high in her mouth, jealous dogs warily trailing behind. She liked to disappear at night among the backyards of our block or, above all, into the countryside, during the summers and long weekends. Indeed, so ferocious was her determination to remain in her rural homeland that for much of one fall she had to be left in the Cherry Plain farmhouse, living off of what food we put out for her on weekends but even more off of the abundant rodents that made the walls their home—all because no one could catch her. In the city, she eventually became my most faithful stair-top companion during those long nights on watch, resting beside me when the house had quieted and she’d completed one of her escapades. She was very loyal, and most of all, she was my defiant model and heroine.


I loved her without reservation or secrets.


She would survive for many years, until I entered high school. By then my mother and father had divorced and we boys had gotten a stepfather, another wordsmith who proved almost as drunkenly violent toward my mother as had my father, though he also had a redeeming if erratic inclination toward humor and engaging us on an intellectual level. Zorro never really seemed to age; and my mother would only have her put “to sleep” when we discovered, some five years after arriving in our new home—a loft on the border of the Lower East Side, then an even more crime-ridden and dangerous neighborhood than our old one had been—that Zorro had been maintaining her indoor and outdoor patrols while completely blind.


When had she lost her sight? No one knew. It could have been months earlier, possibly even years, because she was so smart that she had memorized the path from her places of retreat inside the loft through the kitchen window and down the fire escape into the alleys. She worked this circuit nightly, seeming to take everything in and never apparently distressed beyond the frequent cranky moods that came naturally with age, or so we thought: they were more likely the result of her being startled by unforeseen physical touches. Certainly, we were all shocked and amazed when we discovered the truth. But I would later learn that her ability was a testament not only to her determination but also to just how much cats rely on three things to navigate: First and foremost, their sense of smell, estimated to be between ten and twenty times greater than a human’s. Then there is their keen hearing, which they use to find their way by triangulating their position with their independently manipulable ears (an ability that is largely impeded by the cruel practice of breeding cats with “folded” ears). Finally, cats possess “magnetoreception,” the capacity to sense and position themselves by detecting the Earth’s magnetic field. Just how sensitive this last means of guidance is in felines (many other animals also possess it, most obviously birds) has been much debated; that they can employ it at some level is beyond question. The ultimate answer is likely that it is stronger in some individuals than in others, as is the case with all senses in all animals.


It had to have been strong in Zorro, for we only discovered her blindness because her route through the loft and outside took her over the kitchen stove to the window that opened onto the fire escape; and one night she followed this path when the stove burners were lit, almost immolating herself. That she had to go to the vet to be assessed was without doubt; that she would never return was a shock. I was not given a chance to say goodbye to her, which stung worse than I let anyone know: I was simply told that yes, the vet had confirmed her blindness, and that my mother had done the right thing by having her euthanized. There were lessons here, the first of many I would learn about the fates of cats: always pay attention to the smallest details of behavior and mood (as in Zorro’s later tendency to lash out at even a touch, which was, again, a result of surprise and shock, not orneriness), and always try to make sure that you get the chance to say goodbye.


A lone photo of Zorro survives; and had I known as much then as I do now, I might have been able to diagnose her visual problem much earlier. The vet had said that she had cataracts; possible, but in that one photo, taken years before we realized that she was blind, her right eye has already visibly fallen out of alignment with her left, unusually so, which can be a sign of strabismus, a weakening of the ocular muscles that can cause such misalignment, as well as crossed or wandering eyes or, in some cases like Zorro’s, eventual blindness. Today there are surgical, medicinal, and even physical therapy treatments that can cure strabismus, though I have no idea if they existed then. But the lost chance still saddens me, because I have every confidence that Zorro had the strength to go on as she had been.


Her fate was still far in the future during my very early days. And throughout those first half-dozen years, by being my companions, by sharing my need to be up all night and endlessly if carefully curious, and by their mere physical presence, not only Zorro but all those early cats—and this is no exaggeration—saved my young life, as other cats would do later: by teaching me how to give and receive not simply a talent for survival but compassion, affection, love, and joy.


In many other aspects of my behavior, on the other hand—especially in many of my inter-human and intra-family relations—I became and would remain “difficult.” I did sharpen my sense of humor, to my own particular standards, and I was social enough at school. (Provided I liked the school. The first pre-K I was sent to at age four was not up to my standards, and I simply walked out, soon to be found wandering down Fifth Avenue on my own, where I became confused as to why my mother, who had rushed to the scene, was so upset.) But home remained a problem, until finally, not long after I produced my cat-boy drawing, I demonstrated the possibly disastrous depths of my difficulty and discontent with my domestic situation:


In my brothers’ and my bedroom there was a decent-sized knothole in one of the floorboards. Industrious sweepers of that floor tended to dispose of paper and other light trash by simply herding it to and down that hole, creating a nice-sized pile of flammable debris atop the ceiling of the first floor, some ten inches below. This seemed to me to offer a way to comment on life in the house that transcended words: I began to furtively seek out the nice fat books of matches that many of the chain-smoking adults left lying around, and then to sit over that hole for long hours, trying to drop a struck match onto the papers before the sulfur stopped crackling and the match blew out. This went on for days, then weeks, then months; and when my older brother caught me at it once, I made up some excuse about trying to retrieve a toy that had been lost down the hole. But I knew what I was doing; and I was going to get there, however long it took.
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