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I dedicate this book to my delightful friends Cindy Benedict, Flo Frum, and Dr. Jill Richardson; my pet-loving siblings Deb, Karen, and Kevin; my wonderful niece Chrissy and nephew Andy; my felines Callie and Murphy; and to the memory of Little Guy and my first cool cat, Corky.
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FOREWORD



Many of my childhood memories involve cats. I regularly rescued strays, but my mother insisted that I find them homes. I often practiced walking on all fours and lapping up milk from a bowl — a habit that no one has admitted sharing with me.


I finally got my first cat, Shasta, when I was an adult. Alas, my happiness was brief because my landlords insisted that Shasta depart. I mustered the courage to speak to them because, although I’d only had her for a few days, I was smitten. My landlords and their beagle hated cats, so I promised they would never see Shasta because she would be kept indoors. I begged them to let me keep her, and they finally agreed.


Two years later I prepared to move across country. My landlords asked if I was taking Shasta; they were afraid I would leave her in the apartment. The only thing I left in the apartment was a decrepit old chair. Its springs were protruding when I moved in, but now the chair was in shreds — evidence of my failure to provide a scratching post for Shasta.


I was 28 years old when Shasta and I arrived in California and 30 when I earned my credentials as a registered veterinary technician. I worked in a veterinary hospital for the next 12 years and brought home more cats. I also convinced my friends and family that their lives weren’t complete without a feline friend.


Over the years, I’ve learned a lot about keeping cats healthy and caring for sick ones. I noticed that although veterinary clients and staff were likely to talk about annoying dog behaviors, discussions about cat behaviors were rarely part of the office visit. Cats have suffered as a result. They have been labeled as unfriendly, spiteful, mischievous, and worse. They have been abandoned, given away, brought to shelters, and euthanized, when all they have done was behave like cats.


I made many mistakes with my first cats because I just didn’t know any better. I wish I’d had this book to help me prevent, manage, and understand my cats’ behaviors. And although I’m much savvier today, Arden’s book has taught this “old dog” some new tricks about cat behavior. Arden and her team of animal-behavior experts will educate and entertain you page after page. Start reading your way to the best relationship you can have with your cat!


— NANCY PETERSON, RVT
Feral Cat Program Manager,
The Humane Society of the United States
President, Cat Writers’ Association





PREFACE



Face the feline facts. Cats put the C in clever, the A in attitude, the T in tenacious, and the S in “so what.” Don’t expect them to apologize or to grovel — leave that to those gotta-please dogs. Cats pride themselves on being candid about what they want, when they want it.


Without a high-priced marketing team or a publicity-generating headline act in Las Vegas, cats have steadily and quietly overcome man’s so-called best friend in terms of numbers and popularity worldwide. In the United States alone, cats outnumber dogs at 90.5 million to 74 million. People may say, “My dog really loves me,” but they absolutely gush when they declare, “I’m crazy about my cat and I think she adores me too.”


We live for their full-throttle purrs, their warmth in our laps, and their amusing antics. Still, felines can be funny, fussy, frustrating, and even a bit freaky. You may wonder why your cat digs her claws into your lap while she’s cuddling. Perhaps you are stymied by your Persian’s preference for using your pillow instead of her litter box. What’s the deal on hairballs, bringing home dead birds, and nibbling on earlobes, anyway?


You may be puzzled and perplexed as you try to figure out why cats do what they do. That’s why I wrote this book. Please regard The Cat Behavior Answer Book as your guide to unlocking the mysteries behind how cats think and act. I’ve collected the questions presented here during appearances on television and radio pet shows, at public speaking presentations, as the editor of Catnip, and as a former pet columnist for Prevention. Once people discover what I do for a living — and that two cats manage my home — they unleash their questions. Why does my cat . . . ? How can I get my cat to stop . . . ? What is the best way to teach my cat to . . . ? I hear from people at bookstores, at weddings, in supermarket lines, and even at dog parks.


A friend jokingly calls me Dr. Doo, short for Doctor Doolittle, because of the number of times she has witnessed me talking through solutions with a confused cat owner. Of course, I’m not a doctor. I don’t even play one on TV. But I am a pet expert who regularly works with the very best in the fields of veterinary medicine and companion-animal behavior. I’m dedicated to providing you with the feline facts and practical solutions to your pussycat problems.


So, nix the notion that you can use “canine psychology” on your feline pal. What may work on your lovable Labrador won’t work on your attention-demanding Abyssinian. Instead, please paw through these pages with an open mind and a willingness to be enlightened and educated. The legendary Doctor Doolittle talked to the animals. I’m here to deliver straight talk to you.


Paws Up!
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PART I
Feeling Fine about Being Feline



Ah, the life of a Cat. It all seems so, well, purr-fect. Guaranteed meals. Plenty of time for napping. A personal assistant to tidy up your litter box. It is easy to feel a tinge of envy for our felines, but how much do we really know about them?


For starters, we may adore our furry friends, but the ancient Egyptians literally worshipped them. Centuries later, the tide had turned completely and the superstitious inhabitants of merry Old England burned thousands of them at the stake. Loved and loathed — that’s been the cat’s fate through the centuries. Today, more cats than dogs roost in American households.


In this section, I discuss many aspects of being a cat. For one thing, they like to ponder. After all, they waited an extra 10,000 years or so after dogs were domesticated before deigning to hang out with humans. They like to pounce, which explains how your ankle may be mistaken for a heavy-footed mouse in the hallway. They will lure you with purring to obtain a cozy lap, a fishy treat, or a nice scratch under the chin.


Cunning, candid, and clever — cats have these characteristics and more. Read on!



Real Smarty Cat


Q Our household contains a Border collie, a poodle, and an Abyssinian. Those two dog breeds are known for their intelligence, but my Aby, aptly named Mensa, is no slouch when it comes to brainpower either. She comes on cue, walks on a leash, and goes to the kitchen and sits politely when asked if she wants a treat. How smart are cats and how do they learn?


A If there were a pet version of the popular game show Jeopardy!, your trio would trounce the competition, paws down. There is a lot of brainpower packed in that furry bunch, and you may not be surprised to hear that cats learn similarly to dogs and people.


Cats possess both short-term and long-term memories. That explains how they head for the litter box or food bowl kept in the same locale (long-term) or adjust if these feline necessities have been moved to a different room (short-term). Just like people and dogs, cats learn by observing, imitating, and trial and error.


Mensa may act like a dog when she performs those tricks on cue, but cats are big believers in the what’s-in-it-for-me philosophy. Whereas dogs tend to perform to please us and to reap the treats, cats decide what they’ll do and when they’ll do it. If they can reasonably determine that you will come through with an acceptable reward, then they may participate in coming when called, sitting for a treat, or doing some other trick.


Cats also learn by paying close attention to what’s going on in the house. For example, some smart cats watch their owners open doors and then try to duplicate that feat. A friend of mine has a Siamese who learned how to paw the doorknob that opens into the garage. To keep her cat from fleeing when the garage door opens (fortunately, Sheba has not discovered the location of the garage door opener mounted on the wall), my friend had to add a deadbolt lock to this door.


Evolution plays a role in how each species behaves. For instance, your two dogs may dig a shallow hole in your backyard on a hot, humid day as a way to cool their bellies. This instinctive behavior has been passed on from one canine generation to another. Cats, however, aren’t hardwired to dig to cool down. Their paws aren’t as suited for clawing up the earth. They are more apt to seek a shaded secluded place where they can keep an eye on predators while cooling their bodies. And, being the fastidious groomers they are, they are not so keen about rolling in the dirt and getting their coats messy.


Finally, cats are masters at manipulating us. Creatures of habit, they tap into their powers of observation and learning by association to use the household routine to their advantage. Callie, my calico, has trained me better than I care to admit. At least once a day, while I am working at the dining room table, she perches on a step midway down the staircase, poses charmingly while looking at me with soft eyes, and emits a soft mew. That’s my cue to get up from the dining room chair, open the pantry door, and dole out a pinch or two of her favorite dried fish treat.


Of course, she didn’t come down the stairs one day thinking, “I want a treat and I know how to get one,” but the first time she paused and mewed at me on the stairs, and I jumped up to bring her a treat, she knew she was onto something good. Her position is strategic — it is at the same level as the pantry door. I know I’m being manipulated but happily comply. Callie is clever enough to recognize my weak spot and works it to her advantage. Who’s the truly intelligent being now?


Savoring Sleepy Times


Q Gracie, my gray-striped tabby, has quite a life. It seems that she sleeps all night and most of the day. I wish I could log half the amount of sleep she does. She does engage with me in brief play sessions, and she loves mealtime. She seems quite content, but I’m wondering if this much sleep is normal for a cat.


A Cats do love a good night’s sleep and plenty of pleasant daytime naps. They are truly the Rip van Winkles of the world, averaging 17 to 18 hours of sleep each day, or about two-thirds of their entire lives. They sleep about twice as much as most other mammals, but they’re not complaining.


How many hours they sleep each day is influenced by their age (fast-growing kittens tend to sleep more than adult cats), how safe they feel (sharing a home with a cat-pursuing dog would keep most cats awake and weary), and the weather (which explains why your cat carves a tunnel under your bedspread to snooze in during a snow storm).


You mention that Gracie seems content. Make sure that you are not confusing contentment with boredom. Bored cats sleep more than cats who interact and play with people and other pets in the home. So encourage those play sessions every day. Even five or ten minutes will activate her brain, work her muscles, and give her some cool memories to take with her when she dozes off into dreamland.


[image: Image]





TEST YOUR CAT’S IQ



Just how smart is your cat? One informal way to test your cat’s intelligence is to evaluate his ability to discern object permanence. Originally designed to study cognitive development in children, this test can be applied to cats.


Show your cat an object in plain view, such as a toy mouse. Then hide the mouse by placing a file folder or other solid object in front of it. To be ranked with an 18-month-old child, your cat should know to look behind the object for the mouse, rather than thinking it has disappeared entirely once out of sight.


Super-smart cats, capable of thinking like a two-year-old child, will also be able to follow the trajectory of an object that moves out of view. In other words, these cats should be able to predict where a live mouse that scoots out of sight under a sofa will reappear and use that knowledge to pounce as the mouse reappears.






Diving into Dreamland


Q I love watching my cat sleep. He moves a lot and even makes little squeaking sounds at times. His legs quiver and his whiskers move. Is he dreaming?


A Cats do dream, but we can only speculate on the subject matter. It might be that your cat is reliving the brilliant capture of a wayward fly buzzing near a sunny window or a particularly speedy sprint down the hallway. Perhaps he is recalling with amusement how he charmed that final piece of broiled tuna off your dinner plate and into his own bowl.


We do have scientific evidence that cats dream. As with humans, feline sleep falls into two types — REM (rapid eye movement, which is when dreams happen), and non-REM (deep sleep). You will know your cat is in REM sleep because he is apt to twitch his legs, wiggle his whiskers, and subtly move his eyes behind his closed eyelids.




FELINE FACT


Cats are champion sleepers, but bats and opossums actually log more zzzzs. Those animals average 20 hours of sleep each day.





Studies using electroencephalograms (EEGs) to read brain activity in sleeping cats have indicated that cats are in the REM sleep stage for about 30 percent of their sleeping time and that their brain wave patterns during REM are similar to ours. In comparison, we spend about 20 percent of our sleep time in the REM stage (although human babies spend up to 80 percent in REM).


When cats are not dreaming, they are in the deep sleep phase. This is the time when the body goes to work repairing and regenerating bones and muscles and bolstering the immune system to fend off disease. The only movement you can detect during this sleep stage is the quiet up and down of breathing.


The Five Feline Senses


Q I know my cat, Cleo, hears much better than I do. She can be in a deep sleep on the second floor but will scoot down the stairs when she hears me opening the refrigerator door. That’s where I keep her favorite treat — small pieces of broiled chicken. By the time I open up the lid of the container, she is affectionately rubbing against my leg. But sometimes Cleo doesn’t seem to notice a toy mouse when it is right under her nose. When it comes to the five senses, how do cats compare with people?


A You’re right that cats can hear much better than humans. If I whispered that fact in one room while you and Cleo were in another room, I would bet the mortgage that Cleo would pick up my words and you wouldn’t. In fact, cats hear even better than dogs. They can hear sounds in the ultrasonic range, that is, at very high frequencies.


Sound is caused by vibrations, and the number of vibrations produced per second is called “frequency.” Frequency is measured in hertz (Hz), with one hertz equal to one vibration per second. Cats can hear up to 100,000 Hz, compared to dogs at between 35,000 and 40,000 Hz and humans at up to 20,000 Hz.


Why can cats hear so much better than we can? First, take a look at the design of the feline ear. Those cone-shaped wonders can rotate like mini satellite dishes to hone in on sounds. With their ability to pick up higher frequencies, cats can detect the squeaks of a trespassing mouse in the house far faster than we do. Now, let’s run down the four other senses and see how we stack up against our feline friends.
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THE NOSE KNOWS. Cats learn about their environment by sniffing out facts. They pack about 200 million odor-sensitive cells in their nostrils, compared with our paltry 5 million. The feline nose does more than sniff out food morsels on the kitchen floor. Cats use their noses to communicate with other cats. Each time a cat rubs his scent glands from his head or paws on an object, he is leaving a feline business card for other cats to sniff and interpret.


TOUCHY-FEELY. Cats rely on their whiskers and paws to scout out their surroundings. You may be surprised to learn that whiskers are found not only on a cat’s face but also on the backs of their front legs. They use whiskers as antennae, touching objects around them and determining if they can squeeze through tight openings. Special sensory whiskers called “vibrissae” help cats to stalk prey in dim light and to navigate. That said, there are some notable exceptions among feline breeds who maneuver quite nicely without long whiskers. For example, the Cornish Rex and the American Wirehair sport curly, short whiskers, while the Devon Rex has hardly any and the Sphynx lacks whiskers entirely. All of these breeds are fast and agile despite their short or missing whiskers.


TASTE ISN’T EVERYTHING. Cats have a reputation for being finicky eaters, and there is a scientific explanation. Cats have only about 473 taste buds compared to the more than 9,000 we possess. Because feline taste buds are few in number and poorly developed, cats depend more on their sense of smell than taste. They do not adopt the canine motto of “eat first, ask later” when it comes to food.


THE EYES HAVE IT. Finally, the reason Cleo may be missing that toy mouse right under her nose is because it is not moving. When it comes to the sight sense, cats surpass us in seeing movement due to their superior peripheral vision. Their pupils can dilate wider to capture more of a panoramic view than we can. However, they can be a bit myopic and not actually see what’s literally under their noses, like that toy mouse, because they have a blind spot right under their chins.


So, if you’re keeping score, it’s Cats 4, Humans 0, with a possible tie for vision. I guess we should be grateful that we have something cats don’t have — thumbs.


Predator or Prey?


Q I love watching my three cats bat around toy mice and chase the feathers on a wand toy. Why is their hunting instinct so strong after they have been domesticated for thousands of years?


A While we usually think of cats as mighty hunters, they actually fill the role of both prey and predator, depending on the other species involved. Let’s start with the predator part. All cats, from a mighty lion to that sweet kitty on your lap, are genetically programmed to hunt. In keeping with their size, cats focus on small mammals and birds. Interestingly, most biologists regard cats as small mammal experts and bird opportunists because cats tend not to be very good at catching birds unless the birds are sick, young, or ground nesting.


Predatory behavior is mostly innate, and kittens early on show a tendency to chase moving objects and to pounce on littermates. Just like us, they learn through trial and error, and their play sessions help them increase their speed and refine their leaping abilities.


Their moms also teach them by example. Outdoor cats often bring home a dead mouse or bird to their litter and eat it in front of the kittens to demonstrate needed behaviors. She will then present a dead animal to the kittens to eat themselves, and, finally, will bring home a nearly dead creature for the kittens to finish off. These experiences hone their hunting and killing skills. For indoor cats, the prey happens to be a store-bought toy or perhaps your pink slipper. But the lessons learned are the same, and many cats who never see a mouse or a bird until adulthood quickly figure out how to catch and kill their prey.


When the tables are turned and cats become the prey, they tap into their survival skills and the fight-or-flight mind-set. Outdoor cats are at risk not only from neighborhood dogs; even in suburban areas they often fall victim to coyotes, hawks, and other predators. Their first response is usually to flee if at all possible, either diving into a hiding place or scooting up a tree. A cornered cat can fight fiercely, however, as many a startled (and scratched) dog has discovered. The very tools that make them effective predators become their best defense. That must be where the phrase “to fight tooth and claw” comes from!





CAT GEOMETRY AND PERSONALITIES



When searching for a kitten or cat to adopt, how can you tell if your selection will be a lap lounger, a shy cat, or an adventure seeker? Pedigreed (purebred) cats tend to have certain characteristic personality traits, though individuals within breeds may be very different. With the typical shelter cat, personality clues may be linked to the shape of the cat’s face.


Kit Jenkins, program manager for PetSmart Charities, has spent more than 20 years studying the behavior of cats and dogs in animal shelters. She has developed a theory of cat face geometry, which is based on the fact that feline faces usually fall into one of three physical shapes: square, round, or triangle. While noting that genetics and life experiences play major roles in how cats think and act, Jenkins contends that personality is also influenced by a cat’s physical shape. Here’s how she describes the various types.


[image: Image] SQUARE. These cats are big and solid with square faces and rectangular bodies. Think Maine Coon. Jenkins dubs them the “retrievers of the cat world.” Eager to please, square cats tend to be affectionate and love to snuggle and give head-butts.
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[image: Image] ROUND. These cats sport flat faces, large eyes, circular heads, and rounded bodies. Think Persian or Burmese. These types might be called the “lap dogs” of the feline world. They tend to be low-energy, easily frightened, submissive cats who gently display their affection to trusted family members.
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[image: Image] Triangular. These are sleek, long, lanky cats with big ears and faces that narrow at the nose. Think Siamese or Cornish Rex. Jenkins calls them “the herding dogs of the cat world.” Triangle cats are curious, smart, athletic, and chatty, and they thrive in active households.
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Jenkins has shared her personality theory with shelter workers, animal trainers, and behaviorists all over North America. Animal behaviorists and veterinarians say her observations serve as another tool in helping people find a cat who meets their lifestyle and personality. Although just a theory, Jenkins’s observations have been supported by her peers; to date, though, nothing has been published in a scientific journal.


When I applied Jenkins’s cat geometry theory to my own feline trio, I gained some insight into their individual ways. I own one of each personality shape — the only thing these three have in common is that all were strays who charmed their way into my heart and my house.


[image: Image] Little Guy is my square-faced feline. At age 19, this brown-striped tabby is Mr. Mellow. He spends his afternoons sleeping on my office desk while I work. He always answers to my whistle and loves to give me a head-to-head greeting.


[image: Image] Callie is my round-faced calico. This 12-year-old craves a quiet, consistent routine. She shyly shows affection by lightly brushing against my leg but darts away from sudden noises and avoids visitors with booming voices.


[image: Image] Murphy is my triangle-faced cat. I can count on this high energy, sable-colored 8-year-old to greet all visitors and supervise all workmen in the house. She chases airborne paper wads, paws at the bubbles in my bath, and loves her daily stroll on her harness and leash.


Math wasn’t my favorite subject in school, but thanks to this body-shape theory, I’ve finally found a way to put geometry to a practical use.






Glow in the Dark Eyes


Q When I walk around my house at night in dimly lit rooms, sometimes I am a bit spooked when I see my cat. Precious is a sweet Siamese, but at night her eyes seem to glow red in the dark, giving off a devilish look. I seem to notice this most after I’ve watched a scary movie on TV. What causes her eyes to glow like this?


A Timing is everything. You are more apt to be a little jumpy after watching a horror movie, but don’t worry about Precious. She is not possessed by the devil. Her large, round pupils are designed to operate far better in low light conditions and in the dark than our eyes are. As hunters who are active at dawn and dusk — the best times to stalk prey — cats can actually see as well in pitch black as we can see in full moonlight.


Holding your cat in your lap, take a look at her eyes some evening under a bright lamp. Notice that the pupils are elliptical in shape, compared to our circular ones. In the lamplight, the pupils become narrow slits to protect the sensitive retinas from damage. Now turn the lamp off and notice that her pupils dilate to accommodate the lower lighting. In very dim light, the pupils will fill her eyes, making them look almost completely black.


As for that red glow, it is caused by light reflected from a layer of tissue called the “tapetum lucidum,” which lines the back of the eyeball behind the retina. It acts like a mirror, reflecting light that was not absorbed the first time it passed through the retina back through the eyes onto the light sensor cells in the retina. The result is an eerie glow as your cat’s eyes catch a beam of light in a dark room.




FELINE FACT


Tapetum lucidum, the reflective layer in cats’ eyes, is a Latin phrase that means “bright carpet.”





Interestingly, some feline eyes glow green rather than red depending on the color of the cat’s eyes. Blue eyes, which your Siamese has, glow red, while golden and green eyes cast a green glow at night.


Facts on Feline Love


Q My super-sweet kitty, Bubba, likes to cuddle with me and follow me around the house. He is very friendly and affectionate, and of course I love him to pieces. This may be a silly question, but I’ve always wondered if cats are capable of loving us or are they just being nice because we give them food and shelter?


A That’s not a silly question, but it doesn’t have an easy answer. I would be able to give you a more definitive response if I could speak cat and ask the feline world directly. Cats are candid creatures and I’m certain they would reply honestly.


Without that ability, however, defining feline love can be tricky. What we do know is that cats clearly express emotions. They get angry and they show fear. They display contentment and express excitement. As for interpreting cat love, cats definitely form attachments with people in their lives who make them feel safe and who shower them with attention.


Cats convey affection toward their people in a number of ways, including delivering soft-eyed winks by half-closing both eyes at once, twitching an upright tail, and delivering head bonks also known as bunting. The next time you lock eyes with your cat, try giving him a few soft winks. I bet he returns the favor. And notice that when he sees you enter a room or hears your voice, his tail probably pops straight up in the air with the tip twitching just a bit. See if he expresses affection by purposely bumping the top of his head against your forehead, hands, or shins.


When I first adopted Little Guy, he was a young tiger-striped stray who camped out on my front porch each morning and evening in hope of scoring a free meal. I put food in a bowl for him though I wasn’t sure if I wanted another cat. But every time I bent down to pet him, he beat me to the punch by quickly stretching his body and bumping his head against my hand, accompanied by full-throttle purring.


Little Guy knew what he was doing. He was showing he liked me and as a result, he won me over. Sometimes, the timing of feline affection is not ideal, such as when your cat jumps on your bed and head-slams your forehead when you’re sound asleep.


But as you know, true love doesn’t care about time. Take it as a compliment that Bubba follows you around and likes to cuddle.
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DO CATS HAVE A FUNNY BONE?



One of my favorite humorists and fan of cats is Dena Harris, the “Erma Bombeck of cat writers.” The author of Lessons in Stalking: Adjusting to Life with Cats, Harris created a Top 10 list (adapted below) to show that our feline friends do indeed see the humorous aspects of sharing their lives with us:


1. Our astonishing lack of hair


2. The way we harbor the illusion that we stand even the smallest chance of winning a staring contest against them (Hint: Cats blink only because they feel sorry for us.)


3. Our ability to pass through a sunbeam without dropping unconscious to the floor


4. That we appear not to consider a live mouse the finest form of in-home entertainment


5. The way we fold clothes warm from the dryer instead of diving headfirst into them


6. The time we spend working to remove the glorious trail of cat hair from around the house when they know they can replace it all in 6.4 seconds


7. That we think those decapitated rodents left on the back porch are presents for us


8. That we ignore the primary uses of the computer and TV, both of which are for napping


9. That we choose not to walk around on top of the countertops, which is where all the best views are to be had, not to mention treats


10. Our never-ending devotion and eternal servitude to them (Actually, cats don’t so much laugh at this last one as encourage it.)






Guilt-ridden or Just Plain Bored?


Q Increased work demands have recently called for me to travel a lot more, and my cat, Keeper, a beautiful Bengal, is sometimes home alone for a night. I have friends who stop by to feed him if I am gone more than overnight, but he is still alone more than he used to be. When I came home from my last trip, he had shredded the toilet paper, clawed a corner of my couch, and tipped over a container on my desk that sent paper clips flying all over the floor. When I saw this, I marched up to him and yelled at him. He fled and hid under the bed for a while. Are cats capable of plotting revenge, and do they feel guilt when they do something we don’t want them to do?


A In the animal kingdom, humans have a monopoly on feeling guilty. Cats, dogs, and the rest of our animal companions do not experience or express guilt. It is tempting to anthropomorphize your cat, giving him human reasons for his misdeeds and for running away when you chastised him. But the truth is that guilt is self-reflective, an emotion only people feel, according to top psychologists.


Guilt is a human response to behavior that we recognize as wrong or socially unacceptable. Cats do not have the capacity for that type of abstract thinking. However, cats are definitely capable of experiencing fear and submission. It is easy to confuse feline fear with guilt.


In Keeper’s case, he is most likely bored by those long stretches of being home alone. Bored cats, especially active breeds like Bengals, will look for ways to amuse themselves, even if that something (clawing couches, turning toilet paper into confetti, and pawing piles of paper clips) is not desirable from your point of view. In other cats, these actions could illustrate separation anxiety. Whether a cat is bored or anxious depends on his temperament and relationship with his owner.


Keeper cowered and hid under the bed when you yelled because he was frightened of your angry voice, not because he was feeling guilty about his “bad” behavior. He had no idea why you were angry, only that you were acting scary and threatening.
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My recommendation is first to take away feline temptations. When you’re not home, shut the bathroom door, put a covering on your couch to stop his claws, and tidy your desk. Next, provide Keeper with acceptable outlets for his boredom. These might include battery-operated toys that move when he touches them, a sturdy window perch for him to keep tabs on the neighborhood, or a circular trackball toy that encourages him to paw at the ball. You could try turning on the radio or television to add some sound to ease his solitude. There are videos of fish and birds and other cat-enticing images that might occupy his attention in your absence.


When you do come home from those business trips, ignore any messes and greet Keeper with happiness and affection. Spend some time playing with him and petting him so that he doesn’t feel alone even with you back in the house. You may discover that he comes rushing up to greet you after an absence.


Why Cats Mask Their Pain


Q I was shocked the other day to discover a deep gash near my longhaired cat’s hind leg. When my veterinarian shaved the area and examined it, she told me it was an infected cat bite. She cleaned the wound, closed it with stitches, and prescribed medication. It was obvious that Freckles was in a lot of pain, but she never gave me any clues that she was hurting. Why wouldn’t my cat let me know that she was hurt?


A Cats are masters at masking their pain, because their survival might depend on it. As small creatures who are vulnerable to larger predators, cats can’t afford to disclose any weakness. With obvious injuries or illness, they become easy targets, which explains why they instinctively mask signs of pain or sickness, even from the people who love and protect them. Unfortunately, this is why many of my veterinarian friends relate stories of clients who bring in cats who are just “not acting right” only to discover that their pets are in full-blown stages of cancers or kidney failure or other serious health problems.


Since cats prefer to hide any signs of weakness, we need to be attuned to any subtle signs of illness. Here are some clues to look for and to report to your veterinarian.


[image: Image] Inappropriate elimination


[image: Image] Changes in eating habits


[image: Image] Eating litter


[image: Image] Sudden weight loss


[image: Image] Bad breath


[image: Image] Changes in normal activity level


[image: Image] Changes in sleep habits


[image: Image] Changes in social interactions


[image: Image] Changes in grooming habits


[image: Image] Becoming more vocal


[image: Image] Suddenly hiding and declining attention





CAT BITE CARE



An undetected bite wound can cause an abscess, which is a buildup of fluid and debris under the skin. Wounds like these nearly always require medical attention, because cats have bacteria in their mouths that can cause infection.


If you discover a bite wound and cannot get to the veterinary clinic right away, wrap your cat in a towel to make it easier and safer to clean the wound. Use hydrogen peroxide or warm water to flush the puncture area. Try to clip away as much hair from around the wound as possible and leave the area open to breathe. Do not clip if you feel unsure or if your cat resists. If the wound is bleeding profusely, apply a compress.


Then bring your cat to your veterinarian as soon as possible. You don’t want to risk further damage or a serious infection.


If you are bitten by a cat, be very alert for signs of infection. It is hard to clean a puncture wound properly, and you may well need antibiotics if the bite is deep enough.






Cat Scratch Fever


Q I’ve always had fish and turtles and finally decided that I was ready for a more complicated, interactive pet. I recently adopted a big orange tabby from the local animal shelter. Gus is great, but he loves to claw and tear at his scratching post. Luckily for me, he leaves my couch alone. Why does he have this need to scratch?


A Bravo! With no disrespect intended for the fish and turtles in your life, I am happy that you are ready and willing to enjoy the perks of feline companionship. And I am happy to hear that you adopted from a local shelter because you have given a homeless cat another chance.


Scratching, as you have discovered, is one of the signature actions of cats. Even declawed cats will perform scratching gestures. You’re lucky that Gus adores his scratching post and not your expensive sofa. Cats scratch for a couple of reasons. One reason is to keep their claws in shape — what I call a “peti-cure.” Those scratching sessions remove the dead outer nail covering and hone the claw’s shape and sharpness, keeping Gus prepared to defend himself or to pounce on a passing mouse.
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