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Bandit Steals a Kitten


One cat just leads to another.


~Ernest Hemingway


With nothing more than a few cardboard boxes, assorted fears and misgivings, and a cat named Bandit, I moved into my grandparents’ old house to start an uncertain new life. After a long and painful breakup with my boyfriend of four years, I fled from the city to the comforts of the little house where I always found love when I was growing up. Even with both grandma and grandpa gone the house still held their warmth and traces of their scents.


Bandit paced through the rooms, mewling unhappily while I unpacked my clothes and put them away. He clearly preferred the airy apartment we had left behind. He leaned against my legs and looked up at me, pleading with me to explain why his world had suddenly been turned upside down. I bent over and scratched behind his ears. “It’s going to be okay, Bandit. This house has always been filled with love. We are going to be happy here. You’ll see.”


The sudden rap on the front door startled both of us. I opened it and stared into the face of a young woman with the reddest hair and the most ginger-colored freckles I had ever seen. Her smile lit up her face and her eyes twinkled as if pure joy spilled from them.


She thrust a plate of brownies at me and said, “Hi, I’m Brandi and I live next door.” The wonderful aroma of chocolate made me realize how hungry I was. Anxious to make my first friend, I grabbed the plate and opened the door wide.


“I need a break and these are perfect,” I chattered. “Come inside and I’ll make some coffee and we can get acquainted.”


She only hesitated a second before stepping inside, her smile growing even wider. “I can’t stay long,” she said, reaching down to scratch Bandit under his chin.


“I have a cat too,” she said, following me into the kitchen. “She had kittens four weeks ago. You should come over and see them. They are so cute. I’ll have to find homes for them soon.”


I shook my head. “Bandit is all the cat I need.”


Brandi grinned, looking at the black oval around Bandit’s eyes that stood out in startling contrast to his otherwise white fur. “Perfect name.”


A couple of days later I was staring down at one of Grandma’s flowerbeds, wondering what I should do to tend them. Brandi came outside and called to me. “Come and see the kittens. I promise I won’t try to persuade you to take one. Besides, they aren’t weaned yet.”


Brandi led me to the deck in the back of her house. “Pepper had her kittens here and this is where she seems to want to stay,” she said. I peered into the soft bed that Brandi had made for Pepper and her kittens. Two were solid black like her, one was gray-and-white striped and one was a calico. I picked up the calico and held it up for Bandit to inspect. “See the little baby,” I crooned. “Isn’t it sweet?”


Bandit stared at the kitten for a moment, then stepped forward timidly and gently nudged the kitten with his nose. The kitten mewed softly and Bandit quickly stepped back, never taking his eyes off the kitten as I laid it down next to Pepper.


I got my love of cats from Grandma, who had installed a cat door in the kitchen many years ago. It took Bandit a few days to discover the newfound freedom that the door gave him. Once he discovered that he didn’t have to wait for me to open the door for him, he would run full speed ahead to the door and burst through it like a rocket.


One afternoon I was doing laundry when I heard Bandit crying softly. Wondering what was causing his distress, I forgot about folding clothes and hurried to the kitchen.


“Bandit!” I hissed sharply. “What have you done?” Bandit looked up at me guiltily as the tiny calico pawed around in vain, trying to find a teat on Bandit’s tummy.


Bandit gave an anguished yowl when I picked up the kitten. “He has to go back to his mama,” I said, laughing now. “You don’t have what he needs.”


Holding the kitten close to my chest, I knocked on Brandi’s door. She grinned when she saw the kitten. “Changed your mind, huh? Well, he can’t leave Pepper for another week at least.”


I laughed. “Bandit brought the kitten into the kitchen through the cat door. I suppose he wants a pet of his own.”


Brandi took the kitten from me. “Well, tell him to come back for him next week and I’ll let him have it.”


“Bandit doesn’t need a kitten,” I said. “And neither do I.”


A few days later as I was making a salad for dinner I looked up just in time to see Bandit slinking through the cat door with the calico in his mouth. He looked at me sheepishly and gently put the kitten down. I sighed. “You can’t just kidnap a kitten,” I scolded. “Besides, don’t you know you’re a boy cat? Toms can’t have kittens.”


Bandit just stared at the kitten in utter fascination, licking his tiny face with his rough tongue. Sighing, I scooped up the kitten while Bandit watched me with anxious eyes. “He has to go back,” I said sternly. “We don’t need a kitten.”


The following Saturday I became concerned when Bandit didn’t come back home after his morning excursion. He never stayed outside for very long, but it was after ten and he hadn’t returned. I went outside and called for him, but no white cat in a black mask came running toward me.


Brandi walked out of her house and waved to me. “Are you looking for Bandit?” She grinned. “Follow me.”


Puzzled, I followed her to the deck at the back of her house. “Sweet, isn’t it?” she said, nodding toward Bandit.


Bandit sat beside the bed where Pepper patiently nursed her kittens. When he saw me, I could swear his eyes narrowed in defiance. If I would not let him bring the kitten home with him, he would stay with the kitten. I shook my head in disbelief.


“He’s just going to keep stealing the calico until I find a home for him,” Brandi said. “And he’s going to be sad when the kitten is suddenly gone.” She placed her hand gently on my arm. “I think Bandit is lonely. Haven’t you ever been lonely?”


I swallowed past the lump in my throat, thinking of the long, lonely nights I spent in Grandma’s old four-poster bed. “So . . . when can Bandit take the kitten from its mother?”


Brandi scooped up the kitten and placed it in my hands. “Now seems like a good time.”


Bandit’s tail swung back and forth in joy as he trotted along beside me as we took the kitten home. “You got your way this time,” I told him. “But don’t you dare try stealing another animal . . . ever.”


~Elizabeth Atwater
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Mewsic Critic


A cat has absolute emotional honesty: human beings, for one reason or another, may hide their feelings, but a cat does not.


~Ernest Hemingway


My tuxedo cat, Squeakette, greeted me with her usual meow and happy dance around her food bowl when I came home from choir practice one night. I gave my snuggle-puss twenty minutes of undivided attention. We played catch with her favorite mouse until she tired of it and curled up into a black-and-white ball on the sofa.


“Good,” I said to myself. “Now I can practice unhindered.”


My singing voice fell woefully short of Juilliard standards. Studying opera for two years in the music department at a community college gave me enough confidence to join the church choir.


“The only times you don’t have to practice,” my voice instructor had said, “are days you don’t breathe.” According to her standard, I hadn’t drawn a breath in more than four years.


“Not quite ready for the Met, am I?” I said to Brian the choir director at my first rehearsal.


“You’ll be fine.” He offered a wistful smile and placed me in the soprano section, close to the altos. Perhaps I wavered between the two octaves.


Six weeks before Christmas, Brian handed out sheet music to the John Rutter piece he selected for our cantata. As the holiday drew closer, he gave us cassette tapes of the orchestra to practice on our own.


Now Squeakette snoozed peacefully on the sofa behind me. I popped the cassette into the tape player and sat cross-legged in the middle of the living room floor, breaking another opera-teacher rule. Sheet music in front of me, I followed the melody with my index finger. When the music reached the soprano part, I took a deep breath and stretched my torso upward, remembering at least one point my voice professor taught me — go high and come down on the note.


I sang the Latin words in my best soprano voice, “Gloria in excel-sis, Deo.”


Squeakette sprang out of her nap and rushed at me, meowing.


“Not now, Squeakette. I have to practice.” I petted her and continued singing.


She climbed across my legs and, pressed one front paw on my chest, covering my mouth with the other. Her ears went flat, and her eyes turned to amber slits. She scowled her harlequin-mask face. I didn’t know cats could frown.


“Are you trying to tell me something, Squeakette?”


I rewound the tape. This time when I attempted to hit the high note, Squeakette bit my elbow. Not a bite that broke the skin, but more of a warning nibble. She stood on her hind legs and put both paws over my mouth.


I stopped the tape and stretched out, patting the floor next to me.


She snuggled in and rested her head on my shoulder.


A newspaper headline flashed in my mind: OPERA SINGER’S CAREER RUINED BY CAT’S PAWS. I chuckled at the thought. Stroking her silky black fur, I said, “Do I tell Brian I can’t practice at home because my cat bites me when I sing?”


If cats could speak, she would’ve answered, “Don’t give up the day job, Mom.” Instead she purred and kneaded under my arm, her eyes no longer slits. I didn’t know cats could smile.


Everyone’s a critic, but none quite as honest as my Squeakette.


~Janet Ramsdell Rockey
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Edward the Escape Artist


Freedom lies in being bold.


~Robert Frost


It was my niece Jenna’s thirteenth birthday. My sister Gale, alias Mother Goose, decided Jenna was old enough to take care of a pet of her own. She found the perfect kitty, presenting it to her on her special day.


Edward arrived in a crate. The black, brown, and cream-colored Siamese feline gazed around the room in search of its new owner. Jenna was elated beyond words. The two became fast friends.


“Now, we need to keep him in his crate at night until I return all the critters we borrowed for the church program,” my sister emphatically said.


Sis was known all over town for the visits she made to nursing homes, orphanages and schools with various animals. Glancing around her living room now, I spied baby chicks swimming in a plastic wading pool along with several bunnies wiggling their noses behind bars and happily munching grass. Soft bleating beckoned me to a corner of the room where a baby lamb rested on a mound of hay.


“Yep, Mother Goose has been up to her old tricks borrowing farm animals again,” I murmured, as Jenna stroked Edward until he purred like a motorboat.


That evening things quieted as the animals bedded down for the night. After a long day of uninterrupted attention from Jenna, Edward was placed into his crate for the night. Soon human and animal snores mingled.


I awakened to the sound of excited voices.


“It can’t be! Where’s my kitty?” Jenna cried, her voice panic-stricken.


“What do you mean ‘Where’s my kitty?’” her mother asked, yawning.


“Edward’s missing!” Jenna wailed.


I hurried to the crate. Sure enough, the cage was empty.


The morning passed quickly as every human in the household searched for the newest family member. When evening rolled around, Edward was still nowhere to be found.


We’d just finished eating dinner, deciding to play a game of Scrabble, when Jenna suddenly pointed excitedly toward the cabinet in the center of the room. The door of the cabinet slowly opened, revealing a thin paw batting this way and that. Seconds later, Edward jumped out, gazing around the room until he spotted his dish of cat food in the corner of the room.


“Meow!” he cried, greeting Jenna for the first time that day. The two played happily together until bedtime when Edward was placed into his crate for the night.


The next morning I was once again awakened with excited cries coming from the living room.


“Mom . . . get in here right away!” Jenna hollered.


Reaching for my robe, I raced into the room.


“What’s going on?” Gale cried as she spotted baby chicks swimming in the wading pool, delighted to be free. Baby bunnies hopped around the room in search of something to nibble on while the furry lamb munched on a couch pillow.


“Who let these animals out of their cages?” Gale asked, placing a hand on each hip.


“Don’t look at me!” Jenna cried. “Edward scratched at my door and woke me up. He got out of his cage again!”


“Something smells fishy around here and it’s not the cat food,” Sis remarked.


“Tonight we are going to find out who the culprit is!”


After all the animals were fed and bedded down for the evening, Sis asked her husband Dick to set up the video camera in the corner of the room. The remainder of the evening was spent playing board games and enjoying each other’s company until it was time to bid each other goodnight.


The next morning I could hardly wait to find out who’d released the animals from their cages. Could Jenna or Gale’s husband be playing a prank? What about my niece Michele or her two small sons?


Already my sister was fiddling with the camera in one hand while holding a cup of strong coffee in the other.


Soon the camera screen revealed the truth as Mother Goose and I gasped in unison.


While the theme song from the movie The Pink Panther played in my head, Edward, the Siamese cat, slowly reached a long paw through the wire door, releasing the lock on the crate. Ever so softly he made his great escape, glancing from side to side as he slowly slinked across the room. Reaching the rabbit cage, Edward released the hinge holding the door tightly shut. Soon, bunnies were hopping around the living room once again. Next came baby chicks followed by a bleating lamb. It was a midnight menagerie as the animals celebrated their freedom from captivity.


My sister reached out and gripped my arm. “In all my years of caring for God’s creatures, I’ve never seen anything quite like this . . . .”


I failed miserably at an attempt to stifle the laughter welling up inside.


“Look at it this way, Mother Goose. Edward is definitely a free spirit.”


Loud meowing interrupted our conversation as Edward made his way across the living room tile. Reaching out, he latched onto the kitchen cabinet door with a paw. Then gazing into my sister’s face, he appeared to be waiting for a response.


“That’s the spirit, ‘Free Spirit,’” she encouraged.


Edward meowed his approval . . . then continued his Great Escape.


~Mary Z. Smith
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Funeral Home Director


Cats don’t belong to people. They belong to places.


~Wright Morris


“No,” my father said. “We are not keeping that cat!”


Some people might interpret that message as “No. We are not keeping that cat!” But my sister and I interpreted Dad’s message as, “I need a bit more time before we can let that cat into our house.” And that was okay. We knew that this cat was a perfect match for our father.


After all, the gray tiger cat with a triangle-shaped chunk missing from his left ear was found in one of Dad’s funeral cars, taking an afternoon snooze in a nice patch of sunshine in the back seat.


Dad owned the funeral home located next door to our house, and the cat quickly got into the habit of greeting him on our back steps first thing in the morning. He then escorted Dad to the funeral home, where they worked hard, both Dad and the cat. The cat took on the awesome responsibilities of chasing squirrels, dogs, and other cats from the parking lot, and greeting visitors who needed the company of a loving and sympathetic friend.


At the end of each day, the cat walked Dad home from work. Sometimes Dad would say, “Now, let’s not feed that cat,” which my mother interpreted as “Please wait until I’m asleep before you sneak him some leftover meatballs.”


People attending funerals would sometimes ask Dad about the feline in the parking lot. If they appeared to be cat lovers, Dad would say, “Oh, that’s Mr. Gray.” If they didn’t, he’d say, “That’s a neighborhood stray.”


Mr. Gray was savvy. He recognized that his ability as an escort, master of parking lot security, and official greeter weren’t enough to secure him a new home. So he added a new task, that of printing supervisor. Dad printed his funeral home leaflets in our garage on an 1880’s printing press — one that had a plate on top of it that was perfect for Mr. Gray to jump on to make sure that Dad didn’t make any errors.


When my father was elected president of the local Rotary club, a newspaper reporter came to the funeral home to interview Dad and take his picture. A couple of days later the reporter called to ask Dad the identity of everyone in the photo. “There was no one besides me,” Dad said, but then paused. “Oh, no! By any chance is there a grungy-looking gray tiger cat in the photo?”


When that was confirmed, Dad declared, “That’s Mr. Gray. He’s an employee of the funeral home.”


When that photo appeared in the newspaper, we were delighted. And, when Dad came home from work that evening, he simply said, “Well, if you’re going to keep that cat, you’d better get him to the vet for a checkup.”


So we did. Mr. Gray was estimated to be three or four years old, and he lived more than a dozen additional years, a most loyal and wonderful friend to our family and the bereaved we served.


~Kelly Boyer Sagert
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Jethro


No one ever really dies as long as they took the time to leave us with fond memories.


~Chris Sorensen


Jethro came into my life many winters ago as a stray. I would be in my house, sitting before the fire with my beloved Daisy, who was quite happy to have me to herself. She had neither the need nor the desire for anyone to interrupt our cozy twosome. As we sat cuddled up together Jethro would jump on the outside windowsill and peer inside, crying for our attention. At first, I would slip outside to take him some food. I’d pet him awhile and try to coax him into the garage for warmth. Sometimes he’d take me up on that offer, but mostly he just wanted to be inside our house, instead of outside looking in.


Daisy would react with predictable fury when she saw Jethro outside the window. She would hiss and growl, swat at the glass, and try to impress upon him that he was neither wanted nor needed.


Eventually, I would sneak Jethro inside while Daisy slept in another room. Seeming to know that he had to be quiet, Jethro wouldn’t meow or make a sound. He would get his fill of food, then lie contentedly on that big couch that he had first spied from the window, happy and secure in his new world.


Of course, Daisy soon caught on that he was slipping inside. She could smell his presence, even after he left. So I began to let him in right in front of her, reasoning that she would soon grow to love him as I had.


Jethro became a full-fledged member of the household, with all the rights that came along with it. Much to my surprise, he adored Daisy. He followed her from room to room, slept as close to her as she would allow, and was never far from her side, no matter how much she protested. Of course, Daisy did not share his enthusiasm. She would swat him away when he got too close, glare at him when he walked by, and generally treat him with the disdain that only a cat can pull off so successfully.


Although she never loved Jethro, Daisy did grow to tolerate his presence and life went on. Over the years, I moved a couple of times, married and had a son. Through each change in my life, my beloved kitties came along for the ride. Their relationship never changed. Jethro went on adoring Daisy, and she went on tolerating him in her own way.


At nineteen years of age, Daisy developed kidney failure. I took her to our vet and tried everything possible to save her, but she was just worn out. I finally had to make that horrible decision to have her put down. I still remember leaving the house with her the final time, stooping over to let Jethro give her one last little sniff. When I came home without her, Jethro was lost. He searched the house for a couple of days, and then settled into what I can only call a depression. He would lie in a corner of our living room, shielded from sight by a large chair, barely eating or drinking. I would try to coax him out, but he would have none of it.


After a few weeks, he began to come around a bit. He didn’t isolate himself as much, and began to act more normally. I thought he was getting over his grief and forgetting about our Daisy. Life went on.


Approximately fourteen months after we lost Daisy, I was cleaning out a drawer and found some old VHS home movies. I popped one in our player and there was Daisy. We had taped her lying on our son’s bed as I read him a bedtime story. Every time I would speak, she would roll around and meow at me. On the tape, my son and I were laughing at her as her sweet little meows filled the room.


From upstairs, I heard Jethro come running down the steps at full speed. He had heard his Daisy and was looking for her. I couldn’t believe my eyes. This cat, which had never paid attention to anything on a television screen before, saw his beloved Daisy and stood on his hind legs, touching the screen with his front paws and meowing back at her. He stood mesmerized until I turned the television off. I sat there stunned as I realized the depth of Jethro’s grief for his friend, and his still constant love of her.


I tried replaying the tape later to show my husband Jethro’s reaction, but this time there was nothing. He seemed to have figured out she wasn’t really there, but the memory of that moment has never left me. We lost our beloved Jethro almost two years to the day that Daisy passed. Their ashes are now together in a small urn, and while I feel that Daisy tolerates this last indulgence, I’m sure Jethro’s heart soars.


~Lynn Rogers


[image: design]




[image: diagram]



Sassy Was a Lady


Always the cat remains a little beyond the limits we try to set for him in our blind folly.


~Andre Norton


My next-door neighbors were in their mid-seventies and very much into a healthy lifestyle. Part of their regime was a five-mile walk every day. One spring day, while out watering, I saw them striding toward me, heading for home in their blue-and-white jogging suits. They walked to my front gate and handed me a very small gray bundle of fur and told me that the kitten had been following them for at least six blocks, so they decided to bring it to me.


We have a huge area about a half a mile from the house that is designated for community gardens. They told me that the kitten saw them walking past the gardens and jumped out of the bushes and ran to them meowing. They tried to put it back inside the garden fence, but it kept coming out.


They walked away briskly, figuring that the little fur ball would give up and go back inside to its surely wild mother, the gardens being full of feral cats. It didn’t. The tiny paws beat the pavement as fast as they could to keep up with the pair, mewing all the way. Finally they relented and decided to bring the little vagabond to me.


I didn’t want another cat since I was on the road a lot with my business, but my daughter said she would help with the kitten. The neighbors also traveled a lot, but they said they would share in her upkeep if I would let them take her to their house when their granddaughters came over to visit. I agreed.


Although very tiny, she was completely weaned and eating regular food. She immediately showed my old tomcats who was boss, and she walked right up to my Husky/Samoyed mix Lady, like a flyspeck on the nose of an elephant, smacked her away from her food, and started chowing down on Lady’s meal. We laughed and named her Sassy.


The first thing we did was to take her to the vet. After a full checkup and her shots, the vet gave us bad news. Sassy was FIV positive. She would need special care, and even immunizations would not help her. Her first germ could be her last. He recommended we put her down, rather than go through the stress and expense of trying to keep her healthy. After a short confab, my daughter and I decided she was worth the risk. Sassy fought to find a family and we were not going to deny her.


Sassy was no ordinary cat. She got a kick out of alarms, particularly the stove timer. As soon as she was large enough to jump, she figured out how to move the timer dial on the back of the stove to make the timer alarm go off. She’d delight in setting it and jumping down to wait for it to go off so she could watch someone rush into the kitchen to turn off the noise. She was so persistent that I had to put duct tape over the dial.


Sassy visited the neighbors whenever their granddaughters came to visit. The girls would come over and ask if Sassy could play, and I’d hand her over. Sassy was always gentle with the girls. At the end of the day, they’d bring her back. I often wondered if being with the girls and watching them taught her the best trick in her bag.


Sassy started avoiding the cat box. I cleaned it and so did my daughter, and we both noticed there was less to clean. We started searching and sniffing around the house, and within days we tracked her down. She was using the toilet in our front bathroom. My daughter was first to figure it out, and I didn’t believe her.


I’d heard of people potty training cats, but had never heard of a cat potty training itself. But sure enough, my daughter pulled me to the bathroom door, and as I peeked in, there was Sassy, poised over the commode, doing her thing. Afterward, she walked daintily around the toilet seat, scratching at it as if she were covering up her deposit with cat litter.


I went into the bathroom and flushed the toilet, figuring it would scare her away from the toilet and back to her litter box. It didn’t. She sat on the rim of the seat and watched as I flushed.


After that day, we tried to keep the front bathroom door closed, figuring it would force her back to using the litter box. We only got a messed up paint job on the front of the bathroom door. Sassy would stand, scratch at the doorknob and meow until someone opened the door for her. Then she would rush in, jump on the toilet and relieve herself. She would paw at the handle to try to flush it until someone came in and did it for her. From the time she was two until she passed away in her sleep at seven years old, Sassy refused to use a cat litter box and only used the toilet.


I hope the toilets in kitty heaven are easier to flush than down here.


~Joyce A. Laird


[image: design]




[image: diagram]



Friends After All


Some people say man is the most dangerous animal on the planet. Obviously those people have never met an angry cat.


~Lillian Johnson


Miss Goldie wasn’t happy when Lucky Dog joined the family. Though she’d also been a stray when we welcomed her, the elderly cat wasn’t as generous when the gentle Rottweiler-Lab-Chow-mix arrived. Her hair was always up.


It took some time for the black dog to settle in with us. He was leery of trusting anyone since he’d been pushed from a moving truck and abandoned. We bonded after he enjoyed a steady diet of food and fresh water, games of fetch, and walks through the neighborhood.


Miss Goldie wasn’t amused. She hissed at the too-thin dog at every opportunity. He took it in stride by simply looking at her with soulful eyes. He plopped on the floor at my feet and propped his head on my leg. Miss Goldie glared at Lucky and flattened her ears.


I could almost hear her say, “Don’t get too comfortable, Lucky. You’re not staying.”


But as the months passed, Miss Goldie and Lucky Dog developed a routine. They ate their food side by side. On a good day, Miss Goldie ignored Lucky. Most days, the hair stood up on her back when he got too close for her comfort.


Miss Goldie was all about comfort. First she focused on grooming. After licking her paw, she picked at a tuft of fur. When finished, she jumped on the porch swing, flexed her claws, and kneaded the cushion. Then she stretched out for her afternoon nap. But always keeping one eye open, guarding her turf.


“How are things between the cat and the dog?” my friend Natalie asked while stroking Goldie’s soft fur. Goldie purred, but kept her eyes on the black dog in the distance.


“I doubt we’ll be a family any time soon. I think the best we can hope is that Miss Goldie will learn to tolerate Lucky,” I said. “He’s still skittish,” I added, wondering how anyone could hurt a dog, especially one as smart and sweet as Lucky. “He is good around Goldie. Very gentle.”


I watched Lucky Dog prance across the grass with his head held high, tail straight, and his tongue lolling. A neighbor’s large thirteen-year-old chocolate Lab, Mollie, waddled behind him, ears flapping. They played together often.


Miss Goldie glared at them when they approached, but she held her spot on the swing.


In no time, Lucky and Mollie tussled by the porch. Lucky barked. Mollie growled. Lucky snapped at Mollie’s ear. She yipped. Mollie bit at Lucky. He snarled and bared his teeth. They rolled on the ground, bodies tangled, and sand clung to their thick coats. The musky scent of dog slobber and sweat permeated the air. The playful scuffle escalated and had become a full-on dogfight.


“Lucky!” I yelled. “Mollie! Stop!”


Before I could utter another word, Miss Goldie flew through the air. Her deep, low yowl turned into a shriek. A flurry of orange-and-white fur and outstretched claws pounced between Lucky and Mollie. Lucky stopped in his tracks. Mollie hesitated and cocked her head. Goldie bowed her back, hissed, and then smacked the stunned Lab on the nose with repeated one-two punches. Mollie yelped and headed for the safety of home.


For a moment I couldn’t speak as I watched Miss Goldie turn to Lucky Dog as though to say, “Don’t worry. Everything’s okay now. I’m here to protect you.” I shook my head.


“I can’t believe Goldie did that,” I muttered.


Natalie raised a brow and echoed my thoughts. “That was unbelievable.”


But no more so than in the evening when I spotted Miss Goldie curled up against Lucky Dog’s back. Who could have imagined it? We had turned into a family after all.


~Debra Ayers Brown
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A Swan Tale


Every cat is special in its own way.


~Sara Jane Clark


Years ago I decided to take a two-week cruise on Lake Ontario in my twenty-three-foot sailboat. There was no one at home to pet sit, so I took with me my cats: Twinkle Toes, a black-and-white; her mother, Dusty; and a barn cat, Miss Piggy. Since it was a bit crowded with the four of us aboard, I thought Twink, my bravest and most stubborn cat, might enjoy a stroll ashore on one of the Toronto park islands.


Leaving the others on the sailboat, I put Twink in the dinghy and started rowing. As we neared the shore I noticed a large male mute swan had left his mate and batch of baby cygnets, and was gliding across the water toward us with a considerable bow wave, half-raised wings, and a nasty glint in his eye.


Thinking of Twink, I turned the boat and stepped up my stroke, and the swan responded by picking up his own pace. He had us on the run now. I rowed faster but he gained steadily. I shoved Twink behind me to the front of the dinghy, and as we neared the safety of the yacht, the situation suddenly deteriorated.


Seeing that we were about to escape, the swan spread his wings, flapped them furiously, and ran across the water at us hissing. I grabbed an oar and stood up in the tippy little boat to do battle to the death. Tales of swans breaking a man’s wrist with a blow of their wing, capsizing canoes, and drowning children flashed through my mind.


I hoped I could beat him off with the oar. He slowed down when he saw me on my feet. I decided to try to make an escape again, and sat down to sprint under oars. We were still six feet away from the sailboat when Twink jumped for her life. She missed.


She plunked into the water just as I got alongside the hissing swan, still a few yards astern. I grabbed for her but I was too late. She swam away around the boat’s stern, where the swan was heading, too.


I thought she was finished, as I scrambled out of the dinghy onto the sailboat, taking an oar with me in case the bird followed. I feared he would grab Twink and push her under the water.


I’d barely gotten into the cockpit when Twink reappeared on my side of the boat, having swum completely around it in about four seconds. Somehow she had escaped the swan.


I reached down, grabbed the slippery wet cat, and threw her through the open companionway into the cabin, then turned to repel all boarders.


The swan declined. He sat just astern hissing like a boiler, threatening and posturing furiously, determined that the cat would never get off that boat alive to threaten his young again.


It’s been many years since I sailed with those three cats. Twinkle Toes and her mother Dusty now rest at the edge of my garden, but when I walk by the two stones marking their graves I remember Twink’s stubborn courage and toughness.


~Susan Peterson Gateley
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My Forever Cat


Death leaves a heartache no one can heal, love leaves a memory no one can steal.


~From a headstone in Ireland


Snowball came to me as a Christmas gift when I was seven years old. She was part of my life until I was twenty-seven. Having a pet through all your growing-up years and into adulthood creates a remarkable bond. Snowball was a beautiful white cat with lemon-yellow eyes and a perfectly shaped pink nose. She was unique not only in her exceptionally good looks, but in her remarkable intelligence and devoted attachment to me.


When I was in elementary school, most days Snowball would follow me as I walked a mile to school. As I walked along the sidewalk, she would sneak through the shrubbery in all the front yards along the way. I could watch her from my classroom window, playing in the school courtyard all day. She would follow me home at the end of the day in the same manner.


Our bond was so strong that whenever I was upset or sick, she would always seek me out and sit by my side, never budging, until I felt better. When I would visit a friend, she would follow me and sit on their windowsill and wait for me. Later, in high school when I started driving to school, she would wait on the porch for me. She recognized my car and would run to greet me at the curb.


Snowball was a neighborhood sensation because of the way she loved to ride in the front basket of my bike and go trick-or-treating with my group of friends on Halloween. Sometimes, she would sit all day, obliviously basking in the sun in the middle of our street, forcing the neighbors to give up waiting and tapping their horns only to patiently laugh and drive around her.


She was remarkably courageous and fierce, too. Snowball loved to chase straying large German Shepherds and Sheepdogs out of our yard like a rodeo rider. We laughed as she rode on their backs, claws dug in, as they galloped, yelping for mercy all the way down the street.


Snowball eventually became a devoted mother of two litters. I was the only human she trusted to handle her babies right after their birth.


When I grew up and moved across the country I took her with me. Even at the advanced age of nineteen years, she was so youthful and full of energy that she chased after lizards on my apartment patio by running horizontally up the walls.


I cannot relate the details of her untimely illness and death because, even to this day, so many years later, it breaks my heart to think about that chapter of our lives. She lived to the age of twenty, but doubtlessly, she would have lived many more years if not for certain circumstances.


I was so devastated by the loss of my feline soul mate that it took me eleven years before I could accept another cat into my life. And during those years, I had this strong feeling that somehow, somewhere, she was still close by. It was a pervasive feeling that she was still with me, that her spirit was omnipresent and watching me.


I still have her ashes in a tea tin that I keep in a box in my closet. I couldn’t bury her, for I did not know where I would be living years later and did not want to leave her behind and far away from me.


Two years after Snowball’s death, my first child, Nicholas, was born. By the time he was two years old he was already gifted spiritually. I did believe he had amazing clairvoyant talent. For example, I would be sitting, writing out a grocery list, and thinking that I needed strawberries. And at that moment, my eighteen-month-old son would come toddling over and say, “Mommy, don’t forget strawberries!”


One day, he was playing on the floor inside my closet. When he came out, I asked, “Nicky, what are you doing in there, sweetie?”


My son said, “Mommy, I’m playing with a pretty white cat!”


It took me completely by surprise. I had never mentioned Snowball’s existence to Nick. I asked him, “What is a cat doing in my closet, Nicky?”


He replied, “She said that she’s watching over you, Mommy.”


~Lisa Wojcik
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Out on a Limb


It is surmounting difficulties that makes heroes.


~Louis Pasteur


Early on a crisp October morning, I stood on our back deck and shivered. The temperature had dipped below freezing for the past two nights, unusual for an Oregon autumn, but it matched my mood.


A day earlier my sixteen-year-old, Nate, had been caught smoking near the high school. He and a friend had climbed into a tree to hide their activity. Now he was suspended from school for a week. My hands stuffed in my jacket pockets, I clenched my jaw. I couldn’t believe it. He had embarrassed the whole family. I felt ashamed.


His ten-year-old sister, Alyssa, tugged my sleeve. “Mom,” she said frantically, “I can’t find Oliver. He’s gone!” Oliver was her orange-and-white shorthaired tabby kitten, rescued a few weeks before from a collection of cats our neighbors kept.


Alyssa had used her ten-year-old cuteness until I agreed to let her adopt one of the healthier kittens. Because he was an orphan, she’d named him Oliver and given him a bright red collar.


“We have to find him, Mom!” Her eyebrows bunched with worry. “I can’t go to school until Oliver’s home safe!” She burst into tears.


The patio door opened. Nate, his hair spiked into a Mohawk, walked out onto the deck where we stood. He was dressed in black, with a spiky dog collar around his neck. A dog collar! He generally did well in school, but lately seemed rebellious. Why couldn’t kids stay in that cute stage?


He tousled his sister’s hair and asked, “What’s wrong?”


She shot him a look and wiped her tears away. “Ollie’s gone!” she wailed. “Get Ollie back, okay Nate?”


“Are you kidding? I can’t find him,” he replied, shrugging. I drilled him with The Look. He sighed loudly. “Okay. I’ll try.”


Try! If he tried a little harder at school instead of getting into trouble, I’d be a lot happier. I sent Alyssa off to school, promising to scour the neighborhood. Nate, suspended from classes, was to clean the garage as partial penance. He slunk away to do his chore. I swept leaves from the deck, scanning the horizon, listening intently.


Then I saw it: a glint of red near the top of our neighbor’s towering fir. Ollie’s bright red collar. But the tree was almost one hundred feet tall. How could a kitten climb so high?


“Oliver,” I yelled over and over. Cold air stung my eyes each time I searched the dark boughs. Finally, a faint mew floated down. Somehow Ollie was stuck in the tallest tree in our neighborhood on the coldest morning of the year. The poor kitten clung to a branch at least seventy-five feet up. I ran inside and called the fire department.


I was shocked when the dispatcher said, “Sorry, we don’t rescue kittens from trees. That’s on TV. Try the utility company.”


I ran back outside to comfort Ollie. He mewed every time I shouted his name, but now other voices joined in. Several large crows circled around, their caws loud and coarse. They dived at Oliver, again and again. I hurried back inside to phone the utility.


“You’re outside the city limits, ma’am,” the woman said. “We don’t service your area. And anyway our ladders only extend fifty feet.”


I tried not to cry. “Doesn’t anybody care about a poor kitten?” I imagined Ollie cowering in terror on the branch while the mob of crows tried to peck him.


By noon the sun was out, but things in the tall fir were no better. All morning I’d been running outside every few minutes, alternately praying and trying to coax down the frightened kitten. Yet no matter what I did, Ollie wouldn’t budge.


To make matters worse, the tree was in our neighbor’s fenced back yard and he was away at work. He also owned two huge dogs that were fierce enough to warrant a “Beware of Dog” sign. I doubted any kitten could survive another freezing night without food or water.


Three hours later my voice was reduced to a hoarse whisper. I’d screamed at the crows and kept up a pep talk for Ollie, whose own cries were getting fainter by the minute. I told him to hang in there, and visualized that poster of a kitten hanging from a bar by its paws.
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