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CHAPTER: 1




    I am growing old living in the streets, well, perhaps, 7 years aren’t that old when you live in the safe, uneventful skin of a house cat but for a stray like me, facing the daily stress and perils of a very challenging life in the streets, it’s old enough! By the way, I have a name and it’s Abby!




    Do I have any regrets or resentment at the way I have had to live? Most of the time, not at all! After all, I was born a community cat and I will die one, it has to be that way. Although there were moments like in the beginning, when I was ejected from the warm safe protection of my mother who was sterilized by a volunteer and taken away to another location and I was left to fend for myself. That was really very hard till I learnt the ropes of survival as a street cat. I was just a half grown cat of eight months and wanted to snuggle in my mother’s arms especially on rainy days, I wanted to play and chase butterflies and birds like any cat my age. But God had other plans for me, he gave me a life on the street and three other siblings who were much weaker than me to look out for and I had no choice but to assume the leadership role.




    With our fiercely protective mother gone, other neighborhood cats came to challenge our territory and my siblings subsequently named Choc for his chocolate stripes, Grey for her murky grey color and Ginger for, well, just being a ginger cat simply cowered with fright and looked up to me to fight for our rights and vanquish our enemies. All the fun and games had to stop abruptly as reality set in and now, in retrospect, I think I did a pretty good job!




    I always suspected Grey wasn’t really born of our mother and had somehow just tagged along but she was so gentle and so in need of protection it was impossible to turn her away just because she wasn’t related to us by blood. Blame it on the hot blooded impetuosity of youth but I was mean enough to bully poor Grey simply because she was different from us.




    Fortunately for my responsibilities, I am big, brawny and large for my age and this, despite our erratic pattern of eating whatever and whenever we could, at the time. So I was able to assume a braver and more ferocious front than I really felt especially when confronted by bigger bullies like Papa cat till I discovered that large brown frame and big ugly face was really all bluff and fluff. I think he’s called Papa because the rascal fathered most of the flat faced ginger cats in the area till he was marched off to the Cat Welfare Society vets to be neutered and, much to everyone’s relief, that effectively ended his brilliant reproductive career!




    The first time I was confronted by Papa cat, my two hind legs were literally knocking and I wanted to turn tails and run. Remember, I was very young, vain and carefree with a really strong instinct to survive and stay handsome and unmarked. The thought of what all that bloodletting and vicious scratches the inevitable snarling and clawing of a full fledged territorial fight would inflict and what that would do to the silky tawny coat I was so proud of, was really frightening. Besides, we always had to be very careful about injuries, illness and broken limbs because if we got sick or broke a few bones, who would take us to the vet to ease our suffering? Where would we get care, proper food and rest till we recovered? Not out in the streets and in the drains we hide, for sure!




    But territory was something that could not be compromised and if we allowed Papa cat to come in and assume control without a fierce fight, we would have him lording over us and he was one mean cat!




    “I’m damned if I don’t and I’m damned if I do, so let’s give it a go” I groaned as I took in enough air to blow up my body and bristling fur to a magnificent display of “all hell is breaking loose” fury which I unleashed with such passion that even Papa cat took a step back.




    I closed my eyes and waited for the inevitable onslaught of those lethal claws and blood thirsty fangs of a self respecting feline territorial fight but nothing descended on me. When I opened my eyes, I realized with a shock that Papa cat had actually slunked away into the bushes of the outer perimeter of our territory and thereafter, that was as far as he would get whenever he ventured to our world to “steal” whatever was left over from the food our feeders brought us every night. Ah, our feeders, I will devote a large part of this story to the very special relationship between us community cats and our feeders. My siblings and I love our feeders to bits although we could never find the perfect way of showing it adequately.




    We were born one hot afternoon in a deep dry drain near a coffee shop where our mother had built a nest of clean dry leaves to keep us warm every time she had to venture out to look for food so that she would have enough milk to suckle us. She kept us so well hidden in the safety of the drain that was so deeply tunneled not even the heaviest rains could reach us to destroy our nest of warm dry leaves, that no one even knew of our existence in those early days.




    Mummy, as she was simply called, was a wonderful mother, she gave us all her nourishment and we suckled mercilessly on her breasts for milk till she was drained of energy and had to crawl out to beg for food from the customers of the coffee shop. She wasn’t fortunate enough at the time to have regular feeders to relieve her of the stress of wondering where her next meal was going to come from and it was sheer luck that some regular customers of the coffee shop pitied her and fed her table scraps whenever they saw her. That was how Mummy managed to survive well enough to feed us well into 2 months of chubby cuddly balls of ginger fur. But as we grew she was no longer able to give us sufficient food or keep us confined to the safety of the deep dry drain, out of sight and reach of dangers from both humans and other predatory cats in the area. So we had to be “presented” to the world, sooner or later and be taught to be resourceful and live on our own when the time came, lessons that would be crucial for our survival.




    I remember emerging from the darkness of “our home” for the first time. The bright light just hit my tiny eyeballs so hard, it blinded me for quite a few minutes. But although hardly able to see clearly, I was already fascinated by the sights and sounds of that world above ground. I told myself I was willing to embrace all the dangers and challenges it offered because I was young, fearless and clueless of two words community cats know so well, hardship and rejection.




    My two siblings were less willing to leave their safe cocoon and it was only the fear of being left behind that made them crawl determinedly after me. But as we got used to the light and let the sunshine warm us into a state of euphoric well being, we knew that we would never again be contented with being hidden underground, out of sight, never to experience the fascinating love hate relationship with the humans on whose goodwill we depended just for basic survival.




    Good grief, were those the humans Mummy often spoke about as she held us in her paws and licked us softly and tenderly to sleep? We would listen because she gave us no other option but, honestly, it was a subject that didn’t really interest us at that point of our lives. Little did we know how much our lives would depend on those humans, their kindness and tolerance made our lives easier, their rejection of our very right to exist was our tragedy. If any of them lodged a complaint against us to the authorities for just being there, we were always in the wrong and could not defend ourselves. Thousands of community cats have lost their right to live and been culled because of such cruel and thoughtless complaints.




    But there was compassion too and Mummy often spoke of the kind families, mostly the women who looked at her sagging breasts obviously from nursing kittens with pity and slipped morsels of food under the table for her. Of course there were those too who looked through her as if she didn’t exist and the worst of the lot were those who treated her like scum and shooed her away without a heart to their names. If there wasn’t a law against animal abuse, I swear they would kick her away with great pleasure. Sometimes I wondered why they did this animal abuse thing, did it give their small minds some kind of deviant pleasure to inflict suffering and pain on someone infinitely weaker than them?




    God, we are living breathing creatures too, with little hearts that can feel the joy of being loved by our feeders and noticed by the strangers who try to pat us and coo about how cute we are. We can also feel hurt, pain and humiliation when we are kicked around or treated with great disrespect and abused, usually by cowards when they think no one is looking.




    I think it’s much harder to be an unsterilized female when you are a stray and have to nurse kittens every reproductive season. My heart just breaks now when I remember how Mummy had to go round begging for food just so she could eat enough to feed us well for the rest of the night. Usually she would appeal to kind looking motherly types but there were some nights when they didn’t come to the coffee shops and she couldn’t get anything to eat and we would hear her stomach growling as she gritted her teeth and determinedly fed us. That was how she would protect us, literally with her life and after we had been fed, she would sleep off her hunger and emerge next morning to find some kind soul who would give her some table scraps to fill her belly for the day.




    Mummy always told us not to worry too much because God created us like every living creature and somehow HE would always keep a look out for us, often pushing us to the brink with despair and hunger and then finding someone to pull us back from that edge to live another day. In retrospect, after reviewing how our lives have turned out so far, I think she was right!




    Above all, Mummy stayed positive through all our hard times together and I remember her saying with more confidence than anyone of us felt, “One fine day, God will find us guardian angels who will love and care for us and we will have someone to call our family at last. People are changing, becoming more aware of the plight of community cats and willing to feed and protect us even though they can’t give us homes, for one reason or another. We just have to hang in there long enough to find our guardian angels.”




    We were four months old and already weaned and living haphazardly on whatever table scraps and left over food we could find. Because we were cute, we didn’t have much trouble getting coffee shop patrons to throw us food but they were human food, salty, oily and definitely not good for growing kittens. Some days it gave us really bad stomach cramps and we would cry ourselves to sleep and all Mummy could do was to cuddle us close to her and let us suckle whatever breast milk she had left. But we had to be tough to survive and the cramps soon passed and we emerged stronger and wise enough to choose carefully what table scraps to eat.




    It was about that time that Helen came into our lives. She was the tall thin chain smoking woman who took over the porridge stall in the coffee shop and a sworn animal lover. The day Mummy trailed the three of us near her stall to look for food, Helen fell in love with us and from then on, we couldn’t believe how our luck changed, just like that. Mummy had been right about her guardian angel rhetoric and our lives became much better after that.




    Helen somehow felt compelled to care for us and started feeding us with tins of cat food that she could barely afford and the dry food she called kibbles. It was the first time we had ever tasted real cat food filled with all the proper nutrients that we needed and within just two weeks of this diet, our bodies filled out nicely and we never suffered a day of the hated stomach cramps again.




    We had always felt sluggish and a little heavy on our feet and I thought that was normal till proper food filled our bodies with the boundless energy and vitality of any four month old kitten. It was amazing how much the right food and nutrition could heal and grow the body and even the mind and it felt so liberating, being released from this constant stress and anxiety about whether we were going to get enough food every day so that we could go to sleep without rumbling tummies and more anxiety about whether tomorrow would be a better day, food wise.




    I can tell you that much, that without the kindness of our regular feeders, a community cat’s life is really miserable and stressful and it’s 90 % over a very basic need, food!




    Helen didn’t have an easy time championing our cause, for every three animal lovers, there’s at least one virulent objector to “cat feeding” and for us, this came in the form of the fat horrible operator of the next stall we called Fat Man because he deserved it.




    He took great care to ambush Helen when she tried to feed us in the mornings which often resulted in trading insults so vulgar it made the gentle and soft spoken Mummy cringe and cover our ears!




    “Ouch!” she would murmur to herself.




    But Helen was feisty, if anything, and gave back as good as she got and this became our regular breakfast “symphony.” Fat Man hated us so much that I am sure he would have tossed us into his huge pot of boiling soup without a qualm if there wasn’t a law to protect us and going to jail for up to six weeks for animal abuse didn’t appeal to him.




    Evenings were better because Fat Man took a break from 5pm to 7pm and Helen could spend more time bonding with us in peace as we ate. We didn’t mind the rings of smoke Helen blew into our faces as she chain smoked in this beautiful time of bonding between feeder and community cat, the closest we would ever get to having someone to love.




    With Helen, it became eventually not only about the food she brought us but also the happiness we shared in this special feeling that for those few precious moments, there was someone to protect us and keep us out of harm’s way. We could let down our guard and laze around her after eating, completely relaxed and trusting because we felt safe with her. It was such a wonderful moment that I never wanted it to end because for those 20 minutes or so, we had a family and the feeling of belonging to someone. It was something house cats like the spoilt pampered brat called Tiger from the house across the street took for granted. It made my blood boil when he came over to try and steal our food which he really didn’t need just for the fun of it and I made it a point to send him packing, fancy collar, bell and all.




    But we are community cats and we accept the reality that we cannot make demands on anyone and all too soon, we would watch as Helen packed up her things into the brown straw bag she always carried our food and water in and we knew that it was time for her to leave us and go home. She had another life that we couldn’t be a part of and sometimes I would wonder what it was like at home for her. But of course we would never know.




    From snippets of conversation that Helen had with the occasional passerby who stopped to comment on her kindness to animals, we learnt that she had two cats of her own at home. God, how I envied those two cats who had the chance to live and sleep with her and sometimes I would dream that one day she would take me home with her and I would wake up in a warm bed instead of under a car or at the back of an open topped lorry that was left overnight very regularly on our street. But dreams will be dreams and of course can never be fulfilled most of the time especially as we grew older and were soon considered too old to be adopted.




    One day, Mummy simply disappeared and Helen told us that evening that she had been trapped and taken to the vet to be sterilized so that she would never again have to bear more kittens to suffer in the streets. I didn’t know then what sterilization involved but I was happy that Mummy would not have to nurse and care for any more kittens again in the difficult circumstances of a stray.




    She was gone for five days and although I fully understood that it was definitely much better for her not to have more kittens to crowd our territory and compete with us for food, I missed Mummy intolerably. It made me realize how fragile our lives were, we never knew whether we would live to see another day or be driven away in a cage to an unknown fate.




    We were never able to enjoy fully the simple joys of living because we had to be on our toes all the time and literally watched our backs. One of the greatest challenges was avoiding death at the hands of the many passing vehicles which had been known to flatten many a community cat from time to time and at least two from our cluster before they could even reach the age of two. Then there were of course the human cat haters who tried to do us in at every opportunity. It was sad really, just because we couldn’t trust anyone until they proved themselves and we probably lost a lot of good adoption opportunities along the way.




    Although none of us was ever driven away in a cage to face an untimely end but on the contrary were always returned to our community safely, all the better for that visit to the vet, we would never ever lose our fear for “the cage.”




    Helen often scolded us for being so difficult that she had to spend money getting a trapper to lure us into “the cage.”




    “If only you guys would cooperate, I would save a whole lot of money,” she grumbled after Mummy was loaded into the hated trapper’s van and driven away, kicking and screaming with a powerful sense of survival uncharacteristic of her usual gentle placid self.




    To the casual onlooker, Mummy was just raising hell because she didn’t want to be “caught” but to us, her growls were desperate cries of “My babies! Who will look out for them? Let me out of here, I need to be with my babies!” She was, after all, a mother, like any other mother. There was a lump in my throat as I watched her being driven away and that evening I leaned closer to Helen and tried to tell her how afraid I was of being left alone with my siblings for the first time without the protective presence of Mummy. I think she understood because she stayed a little longer that night and after she left, I herded my siblings back into the deep recesses of the drain where we felt safer.




    Five days is a long time for a community cat and we just had to get on with life without Mummy. Choc the smallest and also the weakest of our brood missed Mummy the most and no amount of growling and nipping would stop his whimpers and normally the most voracious eater of us all, he even lost his appetite. To make matters worse, it rained heavily those few days making it difficult for Helen to feed us and we were holed up in the drain and didn’t even have the respite of coming out to play and bask in the sunshine of a typical lazy afternoon when there was usually a lull in business in the coffee shop after the lunch time crowds and we could even get a snooze under the chairs.




    As suddenly as she had left or been taken away, Mummy came back to us and the first thing she did was to look for her babies. Boy, were we glad to see her and as she kissed and licked the tears away from our faces, I vowed never to fight her again. Of course that promise lasted only a couple of days before I returned to my usual willful ways again.




    Little did we know that with each passing sunset and sunrise, we were growing older and things could not stay the same forever. When life settles down to a comfortable routine, it’s easy to forget that we are community cats and there cannot be any long term consistency or stability in our lives.




    We had Helen, our devoted feeder and Mummy back and we thought it would be happily ever after for us! Wrong, very wrong!


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2




    I don’t know at what point Mummy started to change but hardly a month into returning to us, I noticed a certain aloofness in her as if she wanted to keep a distance from us and she would go off on her own for longer periods leaving us to fend for ourselves. I was a little hurt and couldn’t understand why. Mummy still loved us to bits, I was sure of that because of that watchful eye she kept on us but she no longer insisted that we went everywhere with her. Far from that, she actually encouraged us to be independent and go our own ways and not cling to her. I was hurt that our own mother was pushing us away from her and we hadn’t even done anything to annoy her!




    Perhaps the sterilization had changed her character and mindset but whatever had happened, it frightened me because if our own mother could turn cold on us, perhaps Helen would do the same eventually and then what?




    It was about this time that two half grown cats came to join us, they couldn’t be more than four months old. They insisted Mummy was their mother too but I couldn’t for the life of me see how that could be because Mummy is a pure orange marmalade and all her kids are either orange or ginger. But the two newcomers were unadulterated grey tabbies and didn’t look remotely related to Mummy.




    I am very territorial by nature and had I been in a less vulnerable state of mind with all the changes taking place in our lives, I would probably not have taken to them so kindly. But Mummy’s maternal instincts kicked in and she didn’t seem to mind them claiming relationship with her. So I relented and allowed them into our fold and promptly decreed that they be called Grey and Long Tail. They claimed that their father was an Abyssinian cat from one of the nearby houses and initially objected that such common names were not befitting their half Abyssinian breed.




    Mummy seemed amused but this misplaced snobbery really annoyed me and I held Grey, the more feisty of the two down and hissed, ”Get it into your dumb head that being half Abyssinian does not count for anything when you are a stray and if you want to stay here with us, you follow our rules because that’s the only way to survive here!”




    “Besides, I think orange and marmalade are far better and more superior colors than this dull, murky grey you call Abyssinian!” I smirked nastily.




    They had nowhere else to go and no one to call their own so the names Grey and Long Tail stuck and although I never fully took to them because I am color prejudiced and dislike dark colored cats, I tolerated those two because somewhere behind my brash, arrogant front, I still had a heart. After all, they were just like us, community cats and left to fend for themselves at four months old. Where would they go if I drove them away? So our family of four became six, getting crowded and harder for Helen to feed but we managed.




    About that time, something really nice happened, a very uplifting change for once from the ongoing clashes between Helen and Fat Man on account of us. A Japanese family who brought their dog to the coffee shop almost every evening for coffee and beer and the occasional meal started to notice us and Helen. We always kept a distance from them because the dog was a real nasty piece of fur, yelling and spitting before he even set eyes on us but I could feel, even from the distance we kept, that they were animal lovers and were really kind. The family was made of the couple, Yumi and Ken and Miki, their teenage daughter.




    For us community cats, it’s very important to divide the humans who could make or break us into 3 groups. The first and most important were the animal lovers who cared about us unconditionally, I say, unconconditionally because when push came to shove, what could we give in return but a love we weren’t even able to express adequately most of the time! Then there were those who didn’t mean us any harm but were just indifferent and lastly, those who really hated us with a vengeance that didn’t make sense for how could we in any way be a threat to them? Like the newspaper distributors who came each morning before dawn to sort out their newspapers in the five foot way of a wine shop where we usually camped out at night under the wooden benches to sleep when the last of the patrons had left and it was all quite breezy and nice, certainly a far nicer place than the drain to take shelter at night.




    God, how they hated us and took every opportunity to throw anything they could find at us, they disturbed our sleep and we had to run off every morning when they arrived. I got so mad that when the sons of bitches went to get their coffee from the coffee shop, I would dash over to their neatly sorted out piles of newspapers and ripped apart as many as I could with my sharp claws so they couldn’t sell them.




    When Mummy pleaded with me to stay out of trouble, I refused to listen to her and before long, even the mild mannered Choc and Grey were sufficiently provoked to join in the dawn newspaper raid.




    “What do they think we are? Treating us like vermin and trying to harm us just because they think no one is looking to report them for animal abuse, the other morning one of those scumbags actually threw a bottle at me and if I hadn’t been quick enough, I could have been hurt really badly!” I argued. “Does this not justify some kind of retaliation? After all, they started it first and we are not giving up our places in this community without a fight, no matter how covert and underhanded!”




    In fact, we became so good at these covert attacks that they never caught us, we always managed to streak away just in time, tunneling deep into the drains where no one could reach us. Above ground, vulgarities and curses rained down on us that were so coarse they made even community cats wince and splutter with embarrassment! Really, sometimes we gutter cats had better manners than those humans who tried to put us down at every opportunity!




    Here I go, rambling again but coming back to the Japanese family, I immediately put them into the first group and their dog into the last group! He was called Toby, a noble name totally undeserving of a loud, aggressive and rude dog like that. God, what a spoilt brat that dog was! After the initial run ins with him, I refused to budge and turn tails but stayed put, matching him stare for stare. In the end, his own aggressive barking did him in and his Japanese family decided to leave him in their car to sleep off his tantrums while we crowded round them not only for the food they brought us but for the warmth of being loved and wanted by someone and for once given priority over something as precious to them as their much loved dog.




    For community cats who don’t have much and must pick up whatever crumbs of affection we can get, I thought I was entitled to a few good smirks as I preened myself on the lap of Yumi, watching Toby lose it as he screamed and clawed in vain at the glass window of the car to sink his teeth into us. After a few futile attempts to reconcile Toby with us, Yumi and Ken gave up and he was confined to the car whenever they came to feed us and that of course suited us just fine! Even Choc could not help smirking over this small victory!




    Although we are just community cats and no one expects us to know about God much less have any religious beliefs, we actually do believe in God. That helps us ride through even our worst days when the whole world seems to be against us simply because we know God who created us will look out for us.




    I wasn’t misplaced in my faith in the healing powers of God because my new Japanese family came into our lives at the time Helen told us very sadly that she was closing her stall because her health was failing and she couldn’t take the stress of Fat Man’s daily onslaught of verbal abuse any more.




    My heart was beating so fast I thought it would give way! Why was Helen telling us all this? Did it mean that she would not be coming to feed us anymore and we would never see her again? Choc was a very stoic cat who tries not to show his emotions but I could see from the way his chest was heaving that he too was distressed. I leaned closer to Helen, rubbing against her thin frame and begging her not to leave us.




    But she shook her head and whispered, “I’m sick, Abby, I need medical treatment. It’s not only because of Fat Man’s daily attacks that I have to leave, it’s also my health. All the years of chain smoking catching up with me!”




    Despite the pain of impending separation, I was relieved because it wasn’t us who had brought down Helen’s business and made her leave and for the first time, I noticed how much weight she had lost and when she spoke, her voice was raspy.




    It was her chain smoking, of course and in a fit of anger at how Helen had destroyed her own health so needlessly with this addiction to tobacco, I reached over and nipped her hand. She flinched but did not scold me as she usually did if I accidentally scratched or bit her because she knew I hadn’t intended to hurt her but had done that because I was hurting inside.
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