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There are few things in life

more heartwarming than

to be welcomed by a cat.

—Tay Hohoff







CHAPTER ONE
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Cats Give Comfort





You can always count on Me! I promise that I’ll never leave you or let you down. I’m 100 percent faithful to all of My promises to you. No matter what you’re going through, I’m always there when you need help. You’ll always find refuge in Me.

Faithfully,

Your Ever-Present God

—from Proverbs 3:5; Deuteronomy 31:6; Psalm 145:13; 46:1



 

Following the death of her mate, Tondalayo was despondent until the coming of a red male tabby cat named T. K. (short for Tonda’s Kitten). Her new best friend, the cat raised Tonda’s spirits and brought her much-needed comfort. That’s not so unusual: that’s what cats do, right? Sure, but Tonda is an orangutan at ZooWorld near Panama City Beach in Florida. ZooWorld keepers deliberately gave her the kitten in the hopes that T. K. would provide the comfort their best efforts had been unable to give. Tonda and T. K. share an island and indoor living quarters at the zoo. A News Herald feature on the unlikely pair included heartwarming photos of the cat cuddling sweetly with the gigantic ape.

In spite of cats’ reputation for being aloof, they can be acutely perceptive of people’s feelings. Often their empathy and kindness confound us. Cats snuggle with us when we’re sad. They share our bed, warming our heart and our feet when we’re lonely. And some special souls seem to see right through us, greeting us at the door when we’ve had a particularly rough day, sticking close when we’re upset, or gently kneading our legs or our back when we lay across our bed, weeping.

Cat owners are healthier, less stressed, less depressed, and more likely to recover from serious illness than those without pets. Having a cat controls blood pressure better than medication and lowers the risk of heart attack. Perhaps if we had more cats in our lives, we’d need fewer doctors and therapists. And isn’t that a comforting thought?

[image: image]

Kittens are angels

with whiskers.

Author unknown
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Cat’s Cradle

“Play cat’s cradle, Mama.” The raven-haired four-year-old cherub, tugging firmly on her mother’s sleeve, made it sound more like a command than a request. Sienna repressed the sudden urge to grab her daughter and run away—away from the hospital and doctors, away from the gurney that would soon come to take away her precious little Molly to surgery, eight hundred miles away—to Ironwood, Michigan, with family and friends who loved them and where everything would be okay again.

But as she moved to stroke her daughter’s hair, her hand brushed against the squirming tyke’s abdomen and felt the ominous lump that had brought them to this place. She felt helpless. Surreal. Wild-eyed with fear. And angry: she could feel the anger burning deep inside, but the feeling was trumped by fear that her anger would incur the wrath of God—or was it fate? As if anything she did wrong might somehow make her baby’s prognosis even worse. Not that it wasn’t bad enough already. Wilms’ tumor was cancer, after all—fast-growing—and in her little girl, already quite large. The only questions yet to be answered were what type and what stage was Molly’s tumor—oh yes, and would she live to go to kindergarten, learn to read, or grow up?

“Cat’s cradle!” Molly demanded impatiently.

Sienna reached into her pocket for the yarn as she checked the clock yet again. Almost three. The surgery had been scheduled for noon. What’s taking so long? “Aren’t you tired of this yet?” she asked when Molly squealed in delight as she saw the yarn emerge.

“Do it, Mama! Do it!”

Sienna’s hands deftly wove the yarn through her fingers to make the cat’s cradle. Slowly, she reminded herself. She knew Molly would be watching intently, trying to master the secrets of the game.

“Now me.” Molly wiggled with excitement as she tentatively grasped the crossed sections of string between her chubby fingers, pulled them gingerly to the sides, then dove through the sides and tried to come up through the middle to transfer the cat’s cradle to her own little hands. But she couldn’t quite make it work, and the yarn became one large loop again. Her momentary frustration was replaced with a determined look. “Again.” She painstakingly laced the cat’s cradle on her own hands under Sienna’s watchful eye.

“Mama,” Molly said thoughtfully, “Tell me the truth…”

Sienna’s heart pounded wildly, anticipating a question she didn’t want to answer—didn’t know how to answer. Help! Marco! Her eyes fixed on her husband, dozing in the recliner at the end of the bed. How could he sleep at a time like this? What do you tell a little girl with cancer? How do you find the right answers to whatever tough questions she might ask?

“Why doesn’t Angelo like me?”

Sienna’s breath returned, and she suppressed a laugh of relief. But Molly was deadly serious.

“He’s a cat, Molly,” Sienna explained. “Cats don’t show affection like people do. He does like you, but he likes you in the way that’s natural for cats to like little girls.”

“He doesn’t like me.” Molly shook her head sadly. “Tia’s cat, Whiskers, lets Tia pick her up, pet her, hug her, and kiss her. She even sleeps with Tia on her bed. But Angelo won’t play with me. He doesn’t even want me to touch him.” She lowered her gaze dejectedly. “He doesn’t like me.” Her bottom lip protruded in a pout, quivering slightly in barely controlled sorrow.

Sienna stroked Molly’s hair comfortingly and pulled her tighter against her body in a reassuring embrace. She wished it weren’t so, but everything Molly said was true.

Angelo had come first—into her life and into her heart. An amazingly large (twenty-five pounds) white Maine coon cat with a thick ruff or mane around his neck and long fur “britches” on his hind legs, the cat had stolen her heart in an instant. But it was his unique eyes—one blue, the other golden—that led her to pronounce him a true work of art and bestow on him the name Michelangelo. She often shortened it to “Angelo,” especially when, as a single woman, she had needed a guy to talk about in front of creepy strangers who seemed inclined to ask her out.

Angelo had been the only love of her life for more than two years. He had plainly resented Marco when she started dating him and only begrudgingly adjusted to having him around when they married. Her two “men” coexisted mostly by ignoring each other. But it had been different with Molly. Angelo seemed miffed that Molly had ever been born. Yet Angelo’s repulsion was matched just as strongly by Molly’s attraction to the big cat. Her main goal in life seemed to be to grab hold of that long, soft fur around Angelo’s neck or britches or the little tufts of fur that graced the tops of his ears like a lynx. That silken hair seemed to call to Molly…and Angelo answered the call: by hissing when she came near or trilling an offended warning if she managed a fistful of his hair.

Mostly Sienna had felt for Angelo—her companionable cat who had followed her everywhere now made himself scarce to avoid being manhandled. Even now that Molly was getting older, Angelo refused to wait around to see if her touch might grow gentler.

For the first time, Sienna truly empathized with her daughter’s unrequited affection for a creature that wanted absolutely nothing to do with her. She rocked Molly back and forth atop the hospital bed. “He may be a little jealous,” she said softly. “He was my baby before you were. And he hasn’t forgotten how you pulled his hair when you were little.”

“I want him to like me,” Molly said firmly. “How can I make Angelo like me?”

“Just be patient sweetie, and don’t give up.”

Two women in scrubs came to take Molly away from her. Sienna clutched the child tightly to her chest, not wanting to let go, kissed her head, and blinked back tears. Then Marco was beside her, stroking Molly’s arm sweetly. Too soon their little girl was being wheeled from the room. Sienna leaned on Marco for support but waved and smiled encouragingly at Molly, who looked thoughtful. “I won’t give up, Mama,” she called back to her. “You’ll see.”

 

“Play cat’s cradle, Mama?” Molly held up her hands, wrapped in a cat’s cradle of red yarn, inviting her mother to transfer it to her own hands.

“If I do, will you try to eat some soup?”

Molly lowered her hands and wrinkled her nose in distaste. “It tastes funny.”

“I know, it’s the chemo,” Sienna empathized. “But you have to eat to keep up your strength.” She noted with alarm how pale and thin the little girl was looking three weeks after surgery to remove her right kidney revealed that the cancer had already spread to her lungs. She was one week into a six-month course of intensive chemotherapy, to be followed by radiation. The little girl was already struggling with weakness, sores in her mouth, and nausea. Soon she would lose her lovely black hair. Sienna’s throat and eyes burned, and her stomach ached like someone had hit her hard. But she couldn’t resist her daughter’s eyes imploring her to play. Setting down the lunch tray, she maneuvered the cat’s cradle off Molly’s fingers and onto her own, much to Molly’s satisfaction.

Angelo jumped onto the bed, safely beyond Molly’s reach, and sniffed the soup and the mug of milk. Sienna pushed him away and moved the tray to Molly’s dresser.

“Now me,” Molly announced, preparing to try to take back the yarn handiwork.

“Later,” Sienna said firmly. “Let’s take a look at your incision.”

Obligingly, Molly pulled up her nightgown. Sienna was startled again at the sight of the PICC line hanging from her daughter’s chest. Inserted during surgery to make chemotherapy easier, it was a constant reminder of what she so desperately wanted to forget: her daughter was deathly ill. Under the bandage she inspected the curved incision that stretched from hip to hip. The first time she’d seen it, Molly had remarked that it looked like a giant smile; but from Sienna’s perspective it was an angry, taunting frown.

After a few spoonfuls of soup, Molly vomited the paltry contents of her stomach and lay weakly on the bed. Sienna had to prop her head up to help her rinse her mouth with water. By the time she got back from cleaning up, Molly had fallen into an exhausted sleep.

Sienna sat at the foot of the bed and watched her, praying silently. The desperation and fear soon morphed back into the old anger she’d tried hard to suppress. Although Molly’s cancer was a devastating stage IV, doctors gave her a 90 percent chance of surviving four years—but that left a 10 percent chance her daughter would die soon. And even if she was in that 90 percent, what then? What were the odds she’d live to ten? To twenty? To a ripe old age? It wasn’t fair. She wanted more for Molly!

How can You do this to me? She railed in her heart against God. How could You let this happen? Why do You let my beautiful child suffer? She felt the comforting warmth of Angelo against her back as she sobbed her frustration out to God. Do You care? Are You there? Why do You feel so far away when I need You to be close?

In anguish Sienna retreated to her own bedroom, fell to her knees by her bed, buried her face in her comforter to muffle the sound, and sobbed until she lay exhausted across a bed wet with tears. In the silence that followed, she felt impressed to go to the Bible. Digging it out of her nightstand drawer, she flipped to Psalm 91 and read: “He will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways…. He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble.” For the first time in a long time, she felt a measure of peace. She finally felt hopeful of God’s presence. But were there really angels guarding her sick little girl?

She was drawn to Molly’s room to check on her. What Sienna saw made her catch her breath. Angelo was snuggled up under Molly’s arm as she slept—stretched out the entire length of her body. His watchful eyes followed Sienna’s movements, but he made no attempt to go to her as he normally would. Instead, he purred loudly and contentedly in spite of the fact that the sleeping, smiling little girl was grasping a fistful of his long white hair.

And Sienna felt absolutely certain that this “cat in the cradle” was an “angel” sent by God to remind her that He was there.
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