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Introduction

The cat is a being like no other. From the cave drawings of prehistoric felines to today’s fancy show-kitties, cats continue to fascinate people. Though a cat may choose to share her affection with a human or two, she will always retain that quixotic mix of unpredictability and individuality that challenges the understanding of the most patient among us. It is as if they know that when they first stepped into the human ring of firelight, they forever altered our history, influencing our religions, our literature, our art—our very lives.

Whether exalted as in ancient Egypt, or reviled and persecuted as they were during the Middle Ages, cats have struck an emotional chord deep in the human imagination. The cat is the envied Wild Sibling that cannot be tamed; the Gentle Companion that purrs a mantra to ease aching human souls; the Eternal Kitten that coaxes a smile from the stingiest of human hearts. We delight in our cats—and, we hope, they in us.

Devoted feline fans rejoice that the cat has finally been returned to the pedestal from which she was once so cruelly deposed. While in the past we may not have admitted these strong affections, today our love affair with cats has become a very public one.

After all, cats are good for what ails us. This positive “pet effect” has been documented in countless human health studies and promoted by organizations like the Delta Society. The mere presence of a loving cat helps relieve chronic pain, lifts our spirits, detects pending health crises, lowers our blood pressure, helps us recover from devastating illness, and even lowers our children’s risk for adult allergies and asthma. This human-animal bond, or simply “The Bond,” grows stronger year by year!

In fact, it is the strength and power of The Bond that inspired this book’s creation. In response to our call for stories, we received thousands of submissions from cat-lovers around the globe who shared with us the myriad ways their cats have positively impacted their lives. Chicken Soup for the Cat Lover’s Soul celebrates the enduring love humans and cats feel toward each other. The chapters in the book illustrate some of the wonderful ways cats benefit us: They love us, heal us, teach us, make us laugh and sometimes break our hearts with their passing.

Felines fill a very special niche in modern human lives. Day in and day out, cats meet us at the door with affectionate ankle-rubs, demand lap-snuggles, and dole out whisker-kisses and head-bonks when we need them most. Cats don’t care what we look like, how much money we make, if we’re famous or unknown—they love us no matter what, because we love them. Whatever our age or situation, people relish the interaction and unconditional love offered by cats.

Try as we might, it is impossible for us to remain indifferent to the cat—especially at 4 A.M. when the food bowl runs dry! So smile at their many “c’attitudes” and feed your feline passion by “purr-using” these pages. May the stories you find delight and amuse, surprise and educate, and, most of all, celebrate the mysteries and marvels of the wonderful cats that share our lives.



1
 ON LOVE 

What greater gift than the love of a cat?

Charles Dickens 



Stubbly Dooright

Ameow massages the heart.

Stuart McMillan 

For years, my wife Teresa taught physical education at the elementary school level. Traveling on a regular schedule to the six schools in her district, she had a chance to get to know most of the kids in the area and see them at their best—and their worst.

Childhood is tough enough, but gym class strips away all the veneers, exposing the unvarnished truth beneath. There’s nothing like PE class to display your strengths or frailties, your bravado or timidity, your blue-ribbon-winning athletic skills or complete lack of coordination. Worst of all, with people choosing sides, there’s no doubt where you stand in life’s pecking order. Some of us have been, and all have suffered for, the person picked last.

At one of the schools, whose gray façade and asphalt playgrounds reflected the mood of the depressed downtown area in which it stood, Teresa noticed a third-grade child who was one of those always picked last. The girl, let’s call her Meagan, was short and grossly overweight, with a closed and hopeless look on her face. Meagan always sat alone in class, played alone at recess and ate alone out of a recycled-paper sack at lunch. The teachers and staff were kind to Meagan, but the students were not. 

The stories made your shoulders drop. Teresa heard that when the playground supervisors turned their backs, kids would run up and touch Meagan on a dare, then run off to “infect” others with her “cooties.” Mockingly calling her “Meagan the Munchkin,” they did far worse than isolate her; they filled her school days and walks home with physical and emotional torment. Teachers who had met with Meagan’s single mother, a hard-working woman who was trying her best to “make two ends that had never met each other meet,” were told that weekends were special for Meagan—not because she had sleepovers and was invited to movies or parties, but because being away from the other kids, in the privacy of her room, meant the misery would stop, at least until Monday and the long walk to school.

Meagan’s situation disturbed my wife deeply. After talking with the principal and other teachers, Teresa came up with an idea. She knew from talking to Meagan that the child had never had a pet. Teresa was sure a pet would be the perfect way to inject some high-powered love and acceptance into Meagan’s life. Teresa told Meagan that she needed to talk with her mom about something important and asked her if she’d have her pick her up from school one day soon. Anxious that something was wrong, Meagan’s dutiful and caring mother came the very next day.

Teresa recounted Meagan’s school problems to her and, finally, broached the subject of a pet for Meagan. To my wife’s surprise and delight, Meagan’s mom said she thought it would be a great idea. She agreed to come down to the veterinary hospital where I practiced so she could look at the various strays and castoffs we’d accumulated, selecting from among them the perfect pet for Meagan.

The very next Saturday afternoon—after we had closed, but before we’d left for the day—Meagan and her mom walked in the back door as we had arranged. When the door buzzer sounded, the dogs engaged in a predictable and vigorous clinic-chorus of barking.

Getting down on one knee, I introduced myself to Meagan and welcomed her and her mother to my office. I noticed that Meagan, like any creature that has been abused, had a lot of hurt in her eyes—so much, in fact, that I had to look away momentarily to compose myself.

I escorted them to the back runs, where the homeless pets were kept. I fully expected Meagan to fall for one of the mixed-breed terrier puppies who had been dropped off in a box at our door earlier that week. The puppies had spiky hair, huge, liquid brown eyes and pink tongues that ran in and out like pink conveyor belts on overtime.

But, while Meagan really liked the puppies, she didn’t love them. As we moved down the row to examine some more “used models,” out sauntered the clinic mascot, a tiger-striped American shorthair cat that had lost one leg to a hay mower while he was out mousing in an alfalfa field at first cutting. With a stub for a right hind leg, he had been given the name Stubbly Dooright.

Stubbly had a peculiar habit of rubbing up against you, purring, and then biting you hard enough to get your attention but not enough to break the skin. It was love at first bite when Stubbly clamped onto Meagan’s pinky finger, and she playfully lifted the cat almost off the ground. You could plainly hear Stubbly purring in his vertical position.

Meagan left the clinic that Saturday afternoon, glowing with happiness. Now she had a living, breathing friend who wanted to play with her, who loved to cuddle up next to her on the sofa and sleep next to her on the bed. Her mother later told us that when Meagan came home from school, Stubbly would rush to the door, Lassie-like, and follow her from room to room through the house. Like a feline boomerang, Stubbly would leave to do “cat things,” but would always find his way back to her side.

Energized by Stubbly’s unconditional love, limitless affection and loyalty, Meagan began to blossom. Though she still might never be Homecoming Queen, she did find fellow pet lovers who befriended her, and things began to improve for her—physically, emotionally and socially.

Ten years later, Teresa and I received an invitation to the high-school graduation ceremony from Meagan, whom we were thrilled to read was one of the co-valedictorians of her class.

On graduation day, we joined the throngs of family and friends seated in the auditorium watching the seniors get their diplomas. When Meagan strode to the podium, head high and beaming, I hardly recognized her. Now an attractive young woman of average height and athletic build, Meagan gave a speech on the importance of acceptance and friendship that kept the crowd riveted. She was going to be a communications major in college and clearly was gifted in this regard.

At the conclusion of the speech, she talked about the special friend she’d met in the third grade who had helped her climb the steep and treacherous slope of her childhood. The friend who had comforted her when there wasn’t enough to eat in the house because her mother had been laid off from work, and who had stayed by her while she sobbed her heart out after a boy had asked her to a dance on a dare with no intention of taking her. The special friend who had been there to mop up her tears or to make her laugh when she needed it most.

With the gymnasium full of people in the palm of her hand, Meagan said she’d now like to introduce this special friend, and she asked her friend to come to the stage to be recognized. Meagan looked to the right; no one was coming down the aisle. Meagan looked to the left; still no one approached the stage.

It was one of those moments when you ache for the speaker, and people started swiveling in their seats, craning their necks, buzzing with conversation. After what seemed like an eternity, but was actually less than a minute, Meagan suddenly said, “The reason my friend didn’t come to the stage is because he’s already here. Plus, he’s only got three legs, and it’s hard for him to walk sometimes.”

What? There wasn’t anybody new at the stage, and what kind of person has three legs?

With high drama, Meagan lifted her hands high—displaying a photograph of Stubbly Dooright. As she described her beloved cat, the crowd rose to their feet with cheers, laughter and long, thunderous applause.

Stubbly Dooright may not have been there in person, but he was definitely there in spirit—the same spirit that had made all the difference in the life of a very lonely child.

Marty Becker, D.V.M., with Teresa Becker 



Oscar, the Garbage-Can Kitty

People who don’t like cats haven’t met the right one yet.

Deborah A. Edwards, D.V.M.

Oscar was named after the Sesame Street character who lives in a garbage can because that is where we first became acquainted. I was working at a pizza-delivery chain and had been assigned garbage duty. While tossing bags into a Dumpster, I heard a faint meow. I began digging through the trash, and several layers down I found a cat—bruised and thin. I wasn’t sure if the cat had crawled into the Dumpster to scavenge for food or if he had been put there purposely. Our establishment sat directly behind an apartment complex, and unsupervised and abandoned pets were common.

Back on solid ground, it became evident that the cat had an injured leg. He couldn’t put any weight on his right hindquarters. The situation created a dilemma for me. Finances were tight, and I was moving back home to my parents’ house—with two cats already in tow. Dad barely tolerated the two established felines. His reaction to another injured stray was sure to be less than receptive.

I took the stray to the vet, hoping to patch him up. After shots and X-rays, the vet discovered the cat had a cracked pelvis. I posted notices, hoping someone would claim the cat or adopt him.

Meanwhile, the response at home was swift and firm: No more cats! Dad insisted I take the cat to the Humane Society immediately. I protested that the cat would be put to sleep. Luckily, my mother intervened. She agreed the injury would make the cat unadoptable, so we would keep him long enough for his hip to heal. Then he would have to go—no arguments.

Oscar must have somehow understood his situation. He seemed to study the other two cats and their interactions with my father. We suspect he bribed Tanner, our golden retriever, with table scraps in exchange for etiquette lessons. When the other cats were aloof, Oscar was attentive. He came when his name was called, and he would roll over on his back to have his belly scratched. As his injury began to heal, he would jump on the ottoman by my father’s favorite chair, and, eventually, into his lap. Initially, Dad pushed Oscar away, but persistence paid off. Soon, Oscar and a muttering Dad shared the chair.

At mealtimes, Oscar would come to sit with us. Positioned on the floor by my father’s chair, every so often Oscar would reach up with one paw and tap Dad on the knee. At first, this provoked great irritation and colorful expletives expressed in harsh tones. Oscar, however, refused to be put off. Repetitive knee-taps soon led to semi-covert handouts of choice morsels.

Oscar greeted my father at the top of the stairs every morning and waited for him at the door every evening. My father sometimes ignored Oscar, and, at other times, stepped over him, complaining the whole time. Oscar mastered opening doors by sticking his paw underneath the door and rocking it back and forth until it opened. Soon, he was sleeping in the master bedroom at the foot of the bed. My father was completely disgusted, but couldn’t stop the cat from sneaking onto the bed while they were sleeping. Eventually, Dad gave up.

Before long, Oscar, aspiring to his own place at the table during meals, began jumping up into my lap. He was allowed to stay as long as his head remained below table level. Of course, an occasional paw would appear as a reminder of his presence.

Three months passed, and the vet pronounced Oscar healthy and healed. I was heartbroken. How could I take this loving soul away from what had become his home, from the people he trusted? Sick at heart, I brought Oscar home and told my parents what should have been good news: Oscar was a healthy cat with a healed hip. “I’ll take him to the Humane Society like I promised,” I said dully. 

As I turned to put Oscar in the carrier for the trip, my father spoke, uttering three magic words: “Not my cat!”

Oscar is home to stay. He now has his own chair at the table and sleeps—where else?—in the master bedroom between my mother and father. He is their official “grand-kitten” and living proof that deep within the most unlikely heart, there is a cat lover in all of us.

Kathleen Kennedy 



My Mother’s Cat 

When my nineteen-year-old mother died two weeks after giving birth to me, I inherited her cat, Paprika. He was a gentle giant, with deep orange stripes and yellow eyes that gazed at me tolerantly as I dragged him around wherever I went. Paprika was ten years old when I came into this world. He had been held and loved by my mother for all ten years of his life, while I had never known her. So I considered him my link to her. Each time I hugged him tightly to my chest, I was warmed by the knowledge that she had done so, too.

“Did you love her a lot?” I would often ask Paprika, as we snuggled on my bed.

“Meow!” he would answer, rubbing my chin with his pink nose.

“Do you miss her?”

“Meow!” His large yellow eyes gazed at me with a sad expression.

“I miss her, too, even though I didn’t know her. But Grandma says she is in heaven, and she is watching over us from there. Since we are both her orphans, I know it makes her happy that we have each other,” I would always say, for it was a most comforting thought to me.

“Meow!” Paprika would respond, climbing on my chest and purring.

I held him close, tears welling in my eyes. “And it makes me so very happy that we have each other.” Paprika’s orange paw reached up and touched my face gently. I was convinced he understood me, and I knew I understood him. 

At that time, we lived in the country of my birth, Hungary, and I was being raised by my maternal grandparents because World War II had taken my young father away, too. As I grew, the war intensified. Soon, we were forced to become wanderers in search of safer surroundings. 

In the spring of 1944, when I was eight, Paprika and I snuggled in the back of a wooden wagon as we traveled around our country. During the numerous air raids of those terrible times, when we had to scramble to find safety in a cellar, closet or ditch, he was always in my arms—I absolutely refused to go without him. How could I, when one of the first stories I was ever told as a child was that of my dying mother begging her parents to take care of her cat as well as her baby?

After Christmas in 1944, when we were almost killed in a bombing of the city we were in, Grandfather decided that we would be safer in a rural area. Soon, we settled in a small house neighboring a cemetery. Here, Grandfather, with the help of some neighbors, built a bunker away from the house. In the early spring of 1945, we spent one entire night in the bunker. Paprika was with me, of course. Once again, I refused to go without him.

Warplanes buzzed, tanks rumbled, and bombs whistled and exploded over our heads all night while I held on to Paprika, and my grandmother held on to the both of us, praying the entire time. Paprika never panicked in that bunker. He just stayed in my arms, comforting me with his presence.

Finally, everything grew still, and Grandfather decided it was safe to go back to the house. Cautiously, we crept out into the light of early dawn and headed toward the house. The brush crackled under our feet as we walked. I shivered, holding Paprika tightly. Suddenly, there was a rustle in the bushes just ahead. Two men jumped out and pointed machine guns directly at us.

“Stoi!” one of the men shouted. We knew the word meant, “Stop!”

“Russians!” Grandfather whispered. “Stand very still and keep quiet.”

But Paprika had leapt out of my arms when the soldier shouted, so, instead of listening to Grandfather, I darted between the soldiers and scooped him up again.

The tall, dark-haired young soldier approached me. I cringed, holding Paprika against my chest. The soldier reached out and petted him gently. “I have a little girl about your age back in Russia, and she has a cat just like this one,” he said, smiling at us. I looked up into a pair of kind brown eyes, and my fear vanished. My grandparents sighed with relief. We found out that morning that the Soviet occupation of our country was in progress.

In the trying weeks and months that followed, Paprika’s love made things easier for me to bear, for he rarely left my side. He was my comfort, my best friend.

By the fall of 1945, Grandfather, who had spoken up about the atrocities taking place in our country, had gone into hiding to avoid being imprisoned as a dissident by the new communist government. Grandmother and I prepared for a solemn Christmas that turned into my worst nightmare when I awoke on Christmas morning to find Paprika curled up next to me as usual—but he was lifeless and cold. I picked up his limp body, and, holding it close to me, sobbed uncontrollably. He was nineteen years old, and I was nine.

“I will always love you, Paprika. I will never give my  heart to another cat,” I vowed through my tears. “Never, ever!”

“Paprika’s spirit is in heaven now, with your mama, sweetheart,” my grandmother said, trying to comfort me. But my heart was broken on that terrible Christmas Day in 1945.

Grandfather stayed hidden until the fall of 1947, when we were finally able to escape our communist country by hiding among some ethnic Germans who were being deported to Austria. In Austria, we landed in a refugee camp where we lived for four years. These were difficult times for me, and I longed for Paprika often. I saw other people’s cats and knew it would be so comforting to feel a warm, furry creature purring in my arms. But my loyalty to Paprika—mixed up in my mind with loyalty to my mother—never wavered. I had made a vow, and I would keep it.

A ray of hope pierced this darkness when, eventually, we were accepted for immigration to the United States. In September 1951, we boarded an old U.S. Navy ship. We were on our way to America.

That year, we spent our first Christmas in the United States. The horrors of war and the four years of hardship in a refugee camp were behind us now, and a life filled with fresh possibilities lay ahead. On that Christmas morning, I awoke to a tantalizing aroma wafting through the house. Grandmother was cooking her first American turkey. Grandfather, meanwhile, pointed to one of the presents under the Christmas tree. This gift seemed alive, for the box was hopping around to the tune of “Jingle Bells,” which was playing on the radio. I rushed over, pulled off the orange bow and took the lid off the box.

“Meow!” cried the present, jumping straight into my lap and purring. It was a tiny orange tabby kitten, and, when I looked into its yellow eyes, the vow I had made in 1945 crumbled like dust and fell away. I was a new person in a new country. Holding the cat close, I let the sweetness of love fill my heart once again.

That Christmas day, I do believe my mother smiled down at us from heaven approvingly, while Paprika’s spirit purred joyfully at her side.

Renie Burghardt 



Music-Loving Tabby

In July 1999, our world changed forever when five little words were delivered to my husband during a telephone call that woke us in the wee hours of the morning: “Your son did not survive.”

Our son, Don Jr., was living in North Carolina and working toward achieving his doctorate in classical guitar so that he could one day teach. He had already received his Master of Music Performance degree from Southern Methodist University in Texas. On July 17, he fell asleep at the wheel of his car and hit a bridge abutment. He was killed instantly.

With Donnie gone, we inherited his cat, Audrey. He had only brought her to our home for a few visits over the years, and she had spent each visit hiding under a bed. She was skittish and shy, a gray feline beauty whom he had acquired from a shelter when he lived in Memphis, Tennessee. He called Audrey a “prissy-miss” and said she only tolerated petting on her own terms—when she was in the mood for it!

Audrey arrived in our home just a month after we had adopted MoJo, a stray from our local shelter. Audrey spent all her time hiding under a bed or sofa. MoJo, being a domineering male, stalked her constantly. I wanted so much for Audrey to get to know us, but she was wary of coming out for longer than it took to gulp down her morning meal.

One thing I noticed about Audrey was that she loved music. Whenever music played, she would poke her head out and look around as if she wanted somehow to be a part of it.

“Just think of all the music she has been exposed to,” I said to my husband. “It must comfort her because the sound is so familiar.”

My son had loved music of all kinds. Not only did he play guitar every day, he also had friends over to play different musical instruments. I know that he had many CDs—everything from classical to bluegrass. He and I shared a love of good acoustical bluegrass music.

Audrey had been with us approximately three weeks when a good friend of mine lost the little dog she’d had for years. I offered to give her MoJo, knowing that it would help her with her grief. I knew I would miss MoJo, but also knew that his absence would permit Audrey to come out from hiding and get to know us a little better. I wanted so much for her to feel at home with us—and for us to love her openly and have her give back that love.

Then it happened. One evening, after MoJo was gone from the house and I had been attempting for a few hours to coax Audrey out of hiding, I had an idea. I pulled out one of Donnie’s recital CDs and began to play it on our CD player. My husband had spent many hours transferring all of Donnie’s guitar recitals from tape to CDs so that we would always have his music with us.

The music began playing, and my eyes filled with tears as I imagined my son seated before me with his guitar. He was never happier than when performing. His head would sometimes fall and rise to emphasize a note, and, in my mind’s eye, I saw him with a glint of sunlight accentuating the blond hair that tumbled over his forehead. I turned up the volume, letting the music swell louder and fill my soul.

Within minutes, I felt it: Audrey rubbing on my leg and purring! Then she walked in circles around the room as if on a search mission. Where was her beloved Donnie? She heard him and she remembered him—I just knew she did! 

I walked gingerly by her so I would not frighten her into hiding again, and I retrieved his quilt from the closet. It was a quilt I had made him and he had slept on, using it as a sheet on the mattress in his apartment. I had not washed it. I carefully spread the quilt out on the floor and called to my husband to come see what was transpiring. By this time, tears were rolling down my face, and I felt my son was with us as never before.

Audrey walked on the quilt and suddenly dropped and rolled. She rolled over and over, rubbing the side of her face into the quilt repeatedly, as if to say, “Hey, I loved your son; now, I love you, too.” Happy tears were shed that day—the day that Audrey accepted the love we wanted so desperately to show her. I truly believe she grieved his absence in her own way and, suddenly, realized the connection we had to this wonderful young man when she once again heard him perform on his guitar.

Our music-loving tabby blesses our lives each day. She and I now share that “bluegrass connection.” When I put my favorite bluegrass CDs on, she comes running to purr and rub her love all over me while the songs are playing! It is amazing to witness the actions of this cat who is undeniably stirred by music. She can also sense when I am sad and thinking about how much I miss my son. Certain pieces of music still bring him to mind, and she will come to me and glide against me, extending her soul in comfort. The tears roll down my cheeks as I feel my son near me through his cat. I know she is in my life for a reason— to continue to comfort me and bond me to him with her love.

Beverly F. Walker 



Coco’s Cat

“She looks bored,” pronounced my daughter, home for a short visit from college.

We both studied the longhaired gray cat I’d adopted the previous week from the D.C.Humane Society. Ever since I’d brought her home, Coco, who had been the most vivacious cat at the shelter, had been listless and apathetic. I tried changing her food, gave her vitamins, played with her more in the evenings. Nothing seemed to pique her interest.

“Maybe she needs a pet,” smirked my know-it-all daughter. 

A few nights later, I was startled awake by a long, mournful wail coming from a dark mound on the sill of my open bedroom window. “Coco, for goodness sake, what is your problem?” I said as I scooped her up and plopped her in her usual nighttime spot at the end of my bed. As soon as I’d turned off the light, she jumped back down and resumed her wailing position. I won that round by depositing her on the other side of a closed bedroom door, but her scratching kept me awake most of the night.

For the next couple of days, Coco spent most of her time on the windowsill, alternately mewling and wailing—all the while, glaring accusingly at me.

“Let her out,” advised my daughter, over the phone from her college dorm.

“Are you serious?” I said. Busy Wisconsin Avenue ran right in front of my apartment building. “She wouldn’t last long enough for me to double-lock my door.”

After a few more days of listening to an emotionally distressed feline—one who was now on a kitty hunger strike—I was ready to take my daughter’s advice. But my second-floor apartment was too high for a cat to come and go. I made a reconnaissance trip to the courtyard in back of my apartment building and looked up at my window, barred for inner-city security. Coco stared down at me in silent appeal.

I widened my gaze. An old, wooden ladder was half-hidden behind some shrubs. I leaned it against the building under my window. There was still a five-foot gap, but it was worth a try.

I tried not to think about other city critters that might find the make shift entrance inviting as I opened the window just enough for Coco to slip under. She had no trouble jumping down to the top of the ladder. As I watched her disappear around the corner of the building, I prayed she’d be able to make the jump back up again—and that she’d be safe.

I know it’s irresponsible to let house cats outside, especially in a busy city, but Coco’s need to go out was so intense, I couldn’t help but believe she knew what she was doing. Even so, I probably glanced out that window every quarter hour for the rest of the afternoon.

Just as I was starting to worry, I heard the rattle of the mini-blind covering the open window. Coco jumped down to the floor, then turned to stare back at the window. Almost immediately, a black-and-white head pushed aside the blind. Coco gave an encouraging meow, and the newcomer jumped down. The cats touched noses as I stared in disbelief.

The visiting cat wasn’t very clean—her spots were more gray than white—and she was extremely thin, except for her belly, which showed obvious signs of late-stage pregnancy. I couldn’t imagine how Coco had induced her to make that last five-foot jump onto the sill, let alone enter a strange apartment. But there she was, looking around my bedroom while Coco gently licked her neck and back. 

“This is not a good idea,” I grumbled as I put out a second dish of food and introduced the visitor to the litter box. “Tomorrow, she has to go to the Humane Society. After all, that’s the responsible thing to do with stray cats, especially pregnant stray cats.” Both cats ignored my comments.

The next morning, I pulled my cat carrier from under my bed and went looking for the stray. She wasn’t in any of the rooms of the apartment. Finally, I noticed Coco sneaking into my hall coat closet. When I opened the door, I found the visitor cat stretched out in a box of winter garments nursing four tiny fur balls. Okay, forget the Humane Society. How heartless would I have to be to turn out a new mother and four adorable babies?

Polly, as I now called her, and her babies stayed in the closet for a couple of weeks, until the babies got big enough and brave enough to venture out into the apartment. During that time, it was apparent Polly wasn’t exhibiting natural maternal behavior. She didn’t even groom herself, let alone her babies. Coco assumed responsibility for cleaning, cuddling and playing with the kittens. Polly merely served as wet nurse, showing no interest in her offspring, as Coco taught them how to wash and defend themselves, and to use the litter box. In fact, Polly showed little interest in anything and spent most of her time staring into space. As soon as the kittens were weaned, I took her to my vet for spaying and shots. In the course of his examination, he discovered Polly was deaf and possibly brain-damaged.

On the other hand, the kittens were as active and curious as kittens everywhere, getting into everything and getting bigger each day. I decided I would keep Polly and started looking for adoptive homes for the kittens. Within a week, I found homes for all four.

The day the last kitten left, Coco retreated under the couch and refused to come out for her evening meal, occasionally emitting soft kitty moans. The next morning, she was still there, and no amount of coaxing could budge her. I thought about taking a sick day from work, but I was afraid that “my cat’s depressed because she lost her foster kittens” was not a legitimate excuse for absence. I rushed home after work and, when Coco failed to meet me at the door, looked under the couch. There was only empty space and some shed fur. I made a tour of the apartment and finally found both cats curled up face-to-face in the box of winter clothes in the hall closet, Polly with both paws around Coco’s neck. Coco looked up when I opened the door, but Polly just continued licking Coco’s face. Both cats were purring loudly.

Coco and Polly still live with me and are never very far away from each other. Coco never eats her food until she’s sure Polly is beside her at her own dish, and she faithfully grooms her daily. Polly remains unresponsive to my attention. She seems happiest when cuddled up against Coco.

I guess my daughter was right: Coco did need a pet, someone to take care of. And Polly and her kittens would never have survived for long on their own. How Coco knew this, I’ll never know. And, somehow, by some instinct, Polly recognized when Coco was grieving and was able to offer the comfort she needed, comfort that could only come from another cat.

Sheila Sowder 



The Power of Love

His friendship is not easily won, but it is something worth having.

Michael Joseph 

When I first saw the big gray-and-white cat in our yard, I knew right away that he was a stray. He was fierce-looking— a wounded warrior with a huge head and shoulders and a badly scarred body.

I started putting out food for him each day, and, even though you could see that he was starving, he wouldn’t come near it if anyone was in sight. Because of one dead eye, which gave him a malevolent appearance, all the neighbors who saw him were afraid of him, even the cat lovers. Winter came, and he still wouldn’t trust me or my family. Then, one day, it happened—a car hit him. I realized this when I saw him dragging himself through the snow to the food dish. I knew then that we would have to humanely trap him. It took some ingenuity, but we finally did it.

He spent a week with the veterinarian getting treated for his injuries, and also being neutered, de-wormed, de-fleaed, having his shots, being bathed, etc. We were eager to bring him home to join our family, but, when we arrived at the veterinarian’s office to take the cat home, we were met by a very serious doctor who told us that we should put the cat to sleep immediately. Our big stray was so ferocious and mean that he would never, ever become tame, let alone a pet.

I wasn’t convinced. I have always had great faith in love’s power to tame even the wildest beast. I thought to myself, I’ve been praying for this cat since the day I first saw him. I’m not giving up that easily!

I told the vet, “I want to try. I’m taking him home.” We named him Paws.

We opened the cat carrier under the bed in the guestroom, where we had put food, water and a litter box—in the farthest back corner so Paws would feel protected— and we left the room. Three days went by, and we did not see any sign of the cat. The only way we knew he was under the bed was that, when any of us walked by the open bedroom door, we heard deep growling and hissing.

I wanted to touch his heart, to somehow let him know that he was safe and loved. I devised a plan to reach him safely. I put on my husband’s large hard hat and a pair of his welding gloves. Lying on the floor, I slid under the bed toward Paws, with my face to the floor and only the top of my head, protected by the hat, facing him. I reached out to stroke him, all the while gently repeating over and over again, “Paws, we love you, we love you, we love you.”

He acted like the Tasmanian Devil—snarling, growling, howling, hissing, hitting his back on the underside of the bed as he tried to scratch and bite me. It was scary—but I knew he couldn’t hurt me, so I just kept going. Finally, my gloved hand reached his face, and I was able to stroke him, still telling him how much we loved him. Ever so slowly, he began to calm down. He was trembling with fear as I continued to stroke him and speak to him in the same soft tone for a few more minutes. Then I slid out from under the bed and left the room.

The first step had been made. I was pleased but wondered how long this campaign would have to go on.

Several hours later, I came back upstairs and went to my bedroom. I noticed a cat on the bed, then did a double-take. It was Paws—all stretched out on the pillows and purring up a storm! I clapped my hand over my mouth. I literally couldn’t believe it.

That dear cat became the love of our household. He often had three of our other cats licking and grooming him at one time, two dogs snuggled up next to him throughout the day, and, best of all, every night he would assume his special place to sleep—on my pillow with his beautiful, scarred, furry face nuzzling mine.

Although Paws finally succumbed to cancer, his legacy—my continued and steadfast belief in the power of love—lives on.

Barbara (Bobby) Adrian 



“Child” Proof 

My husband and I had just returned from the grocery store when a blood-curdling feline scream from outside rattled our front door. I was terrified that one of our two inside cats had slipped past us on our way in and now was in trouble.

When I threw open the door, a strange cat—and I’m not using the word strange loosely—casually padded into the foyer. “Hey, you don’t belong here,” I told the dusty white animal as I reached down for him. Too late. He was on the run now, into the kitchen.

Our two pampered felines studied the interloper, who looked back and forth between them and the tempting bowls of food on the kitchen floor, as if to ask, “Were you going to finish that?”

Before anyone could answer, he buried his head in the nearest food bowl.

“Hey, fur ball, that’s enough,” I said, putting him and the confiscated cat chow out on the patio. “Nobody gets in the house without a pass from the vet.”

Not only was I not in the market for another cat, but, more importantly, for the first time in years, our household was free of feline leukemia—and I wasn’t taking any chances. The scruffy-looking cat was patient. He hung around the patio, basking in the sunshine and eating the food I supplied on cue every time he tapped his paw against the window.

We chatted when I brought him his food, or at least, I chatted. He pretty much nodded his head and swished his tail. He was solid white except for a gold tail and one gold ear. I named him Bogus because he didn’t look quite real. He looked like two cats put together into one. I should have suspected that naming him was the same as adopting him, but it took another week of searching for his owners before my husband and I took him to the vet for his official checkup.

We started to realize how clever this cat was, and so did the vet, when Bogus nudged a bottle of vaccine off the table. Then he knocked the syringe out of the vet’s hand. Finally, the vet declared Bogus healthy except for sunburned ears, which he assured us would heal on their own without the need for a follow-up visit.

Like that first night, as soon as we opened the door and let him into the house, Bogus made himself at home. He would cozy up to our other cats, then steal their favorite sleeping spots. He was always first in line when dinner was served, and he picked the best lap to sit on at any given moment.

All was well except for one bad habit—well, maybe more than one—toilet-tissue demolition. In a matter of minutes, he could shred a double roll of Charmin.

But we’re smarter than the cat, my husband and I told ourselves. We hid the paper in a cabinet over the toilet. It took Bogus about ten minutes to find it. Now, we had streams of toilet tissue flowing out of the cabinet, down the wall, over the bathroom floor, across the hallway and onto Bogus’s favorite pillow—one he’d stolen from one of the other cats, of course.

That’s when I discovered the child-safety aisle at the market. Among the handy supplies designed to protect children from such hazards as might lurk under kitchen sinks or behind electrical outlets, I found the perfect cabinet lock.

“See this?” I waved the package in a very curious cat’s face. “This will keep you out of the toilet tissue once and for all.” Bogus watched as I struggled to remove the plastic packaging from around the simple gizmo that I was certain would save the Charmin from his obsession.

Twenty minutes later, with the help of heavy-duty shears, I managed to free the childproof lock from its wrapping. It was a narrow, U-shaped plastic contraption that fit over the cabinet knobs with a sliding lock that tightened it on one side, making it impossible for any child, furry or otherwise, to open the doors. I was impressed. Now, if it just worked as well as its packaging . . . Bogus blinked his gold eyes at me from the bathroom doorway.

“There you go, big guy,” I laughed as I patted his head and rubbed his gold ear. “Let’s see you open that cabinet now.”

I settled down in my favorite chair and picked up the novel I’d been reading. Bang, bang, bang, came the sound of the cabinet doors as Bogus tested the new lock. I flipped the page and laughed out loud as the banging grew more intense.

Suddenly, the noise stopped. An eerie silence . . . the soft padding of paws on the hardwood floor of the hallway . . . the thump as Bogus landed next to me. I looked down at the childproof lock he’d dropped in my lap.

That’s when I knew: I could childproof my home, but I couldn’t Bogus-proof my heart. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Valerie Gawthrop 
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“. . . Anyone know who ate some of my
 jalapeno chopped liver sandwich spread?!”
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The Uncles

Many years ago, we had a cat named Curly. The one thing that people remembered about him was his gorgeous, long black-and-white fur. As a kitten, he was just one big ball of fluff, accented by long curly hairs sticking out of his ears—hence the name.

And, of course, if you’d been around our house long enough, you’d know he was the “top cat” of our group of felines. Self-appointed, of course. This meant that he would have preferred his brother Grayspot to set off for parts unknown and never return. Ditto for Yellowcat, an old stray who was always hanging around. Along with this status went a responsibility that Curly took very seriously: care and concern for all the younger cats.

It all started when Mama Cat, an attractive young stray, decided that the space under our storage shed was the perfect place for her soon-due family. Our other cats accepted her as warmly as if they’d known her all their lives. Soon, she introduced her three new kittens to us: Ginger, a friendly, inquisitive, ginger-colored longhair; Blue Eyes, a beautiful tawny shorthair with big blue eyes; and Stripes, their dark, drab littermate.

All of them loved to play with their “uncles,” Grayspot and Curly—especially Curly, who delighted in their merry antics. Unfortunately, they imitated their overly wary mother and refused to have anything to do with us humans. All five felines—kittens and uncles alike—slept together in the cozy nest under the shed, at least until the day the uncles remembered they couldn’t stand to be near each other. After that you never saw the kittens with more than one uncle at a time.

Then, one day when the kittens were about four months old, Stripes suddenly became very ill. After two days of constant diarrhea and vomiting, he was so dehydrated that I thought he was already dead. All the other cats were concerned—Curly most of all. What Stripes needed, of course, was a vet’s care, but his mother refused to let me near him. Without fluids, little Stripes was a goner. When he collapsed in the backyard a long way from the water dish, there seemed to be no hope.

While I was inside finding a suitable bag for the inevitable burial, I glanced out the window to see something startling. Curly was headed across the backyard toward the water dish. So was Grayspot. But these sworn enemies were walking very slowly—side by side!

Then I saw the reason. Supported between the two of them was poor little Stripes! Inch by inch, Curly and Grayspot moved forward, carrying the sick little kitten with them— all the way to the water dish. And they continued to hold him upright while he drank the life-giving liquid.

After that, Curly never left Stripes’s side until the kitten was completely well. Unfortunately, that meant he also caught whatever it was that had made his little friend so ill. He recovered, but his strength never returned.

That year, our rain came early and in torrents. With the kittens rapidly growing, there was now room for only one adult in their safe, dry nest. Curly insisted that Grayspot sleep there with the little ones; Curly stayed just outside, in the driving rain, and refused to let me budge him. Already weakened in his chest area, he quickly succumbed to pneumonia and died.

I don’t know how Curly convinced Grayspot to help Stripes that day—perhaps Grayspot volunteered. Curly’s beautiful coat was memorable, but his amazing compassion, self-sacrifice and unconditional love are what I remember most about him—and which still fill my heart.

Bonnie Compton Hanson 



A Perfect Match

One Sunday afternoon in the late fall, a few months into our relationship, my boyfriend and I went to the local animal shelter together to adopt two cats, one for each of us. The shelter was a dingy concrete building, unremarkable except for the large window flanking the entrance where the cutest of the shelter’s residents—usually a litter of kittens or puppies—appeared daily. On the wall facing the street, a window at eye level showcased other strays, usually cats who, unafraid of heights, seemed to enjoy peering down at pedestrians.

The volunteer in the reception area, a shoebox-sized room crammed with a dented tan-and-black metal desk and a half-dozen mismatched folding chairs, explained the adoption process. Satisfied that we were serious candidates for adoption, she directed us to the door in the wall, half-hidden behind the cartons of donated pet food and bags of generic kitty litter, leading to the cat room.

At the end of the narrow hallway filled with the sounds of whining and barking, scratching and mewling, the cat room—a room no bigger than the reception area—glowed green under fluorescent lights. Cages lined the walls from floor to ceiling. On the left side, several families were clustered around the cages containing litters of kittens. Two volunteers in blue tunics were taking cats out of cages for people to hold.

My boyfriend and I separated. Bypassing the crowd around the kittens, I headed for the cages on the right side of the room. Index cards on the front of the cages listed the name and description of the occupants: Flossie (four years old, spayed female, family moved) was a luxuriant white cat with a squashed face and sapphire-blue eyes; Jojo (six months, male, owner allergic) was a stringy cat with black and orange splotches; Sam (two years old, male, stray) was a burly Maine Coon cat; Yin and Yang (one year old, male and female, too much work for owner) were a pair of mewling, undernourished Siamese. The last cage on the right at shoulder height appeared to be empty, although it had a card: Morris (one year old, male, stray).

I peered into the cage. The same blue-gray as the metal walls that surrounded him, Morris melted into the shadowy corner of the cage. Only the brilliant shield of white fur on his chest and the stripe of white across his nose reflected the dim light. His yellow eyes, flecked with brown and gold, glowed as though lit from within. He sat on his haunches, erect and motionless, like the stone statues of cats that guarded the pyramids of ancient Egypt.

“Hey, Morris,” I whispered. “Hey, guy,” I cooed, sticking my fingers in the cage and wiggling them. He blinked and inclined his head slightly, considering me.

A volunteer, a sallow woman in her mid-twenties with a stringy brown ponytail, appeared at my shoulder. She consulted her clipboard.

“Excuse me,” she said, reaching across me to pull the card out of the holder. She checked the card against her paperwork, made a notation on her clipboard and fit the card back in the metal slot sideways, short end up. She turned to go.

I turned with her, withdrawing my fingers from Morris’s cage.

“Excuse me,” I said. “What does it mean when you turn the card like that?”

She looked around at the family of noisy children behind her. Turning back to me, she said, in a voice just above a whisper: “It means he’s the next to go.”

“He’s being adopted? That’s great!”

“Well, no,” she mumbled, looking down at her clipboard again. “He’s next to, you know, go.”

I didn’t know. I looked at her, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“He’s been here ten days already,” she said. “We can’t keep him any longer.”

“So, what happens to him?” I said, although I suddenly understood.

“If no one adopts him by the end of the day, he’ll be put to sleep.” She sighed. “He’s an adult cat, and families want kittens. And he’s not very friendly. He just sits in the corner.”

A father with two children, standing in front of the kitten cage, called to her, and she excused herself. My eyes prickled and my throat felt tight as I watched her open the door to the cage, pluck two squirming kittens from the pile, and hand one to each of the shrieking children.

Across the room, my boyfriend was bent over, poking his fingers through the bars of a cage where two handsome ginger-and-white-striped cats vied with each other for his attention.

Something quick and light brushed my right ear, and I turned. Morris was sitting at the front of his cage, one white-tipped paw extended through the bars. I moved closer to the cage, and he reached out again, tapping my left ear with his paw.

“Excuse me,” I called over my shoulder to the volunteer. “Can I hold him?” I asked as she came up beside me.

“Morris?” she asked. “Sure.” She swung open the door and reached her hand in, but Morris had backed into his corner again.

“Let me try,” I said as she backed away.

“Morris,” I called softly. “Hey, Morris.” He edged forward, and I lifted him out of the cage. He settled himself in my arms, his front paws on my chest. The tears that had been burning the back of my eyes threatened to overflow, and I bent my head low over him. He reached his bony, pointed face up to mine, and, with a purr that was almost a growl, licked my ear. My chest constricted. Tears ran down my cheeks.

I heard my name and turned. My boyfriend was still standing in front of the same cage. He had one of the orange cats in his arms.

“Hey, look at these guys,” he said. “Snickers and Reeses. But we’ll change their names. He’ll be Calvin.” He stroked the purring cat. “And he’ll be Hobbes.” He indicated the cat in the cage.

“No,” I choked. “I want this one.”

“What?” he said, staring at me. “C’mon, these guys are perfect. A matched pair.”

“No!” I said, wiping my cheek on my shoulder. “They’ll put Morris to sleep if I don’t take him.”

“Morris? Look, you can’t rescue every cat in here. Besides, these two are so cute. . . .” His voice trailed off as he smiled encouragingly.

“I’m not leaving him,” I said. Morris reached up a paw and patted my face.

My boyfriend opened his mouth, thought better of whatever he was going to say, and closed it again. He sighed.

“Okay,” he said. “Mine’ll be Calvin. Yours can be Hobbes.”

“Morris,” I said. “His name is Morris.”

My boyfriend shook his head, motioning for the volunteer.

“Calvin and Morris,” he grunted. “Great.”

Throughout the winter, Morris and Calvin played together often, but Morris never liked my boyfriend. Morris proved to be a good judge of character. By spring, my boyfriend was gone. Fifteen years later, Morris is still with me, as loving and lovable as the first day I met him.

M. L. Charendoff 



Conversation with a Cat

You are my cat, and I am your human.

Hilaire Belloc 

About eight years ago, my girlfriend Gale and I bought a cabin in Flagstaff, Arizona, to use as a summer getaway. The cabin needed extensive renovation, so, during that first summer, while Gale worked in Tucson, where we lived at the time, I traveled to Flagstaff for a week or so each month to make the necessary repairs.

One warm afternoon, while I was working on the deck, I heard a meow. Looking up, I saw a half-grown cat standing thirty or forty feet away from me near our woodpile. I figured she was one of the feral cats that lived in the area. Studying her for a moment, I meowed back. Encouraged, the cat meowed again. I replied, briefly wondering what we were saying to each other. A few more mews were exchanged before she finally skittered off into the woods.
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