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“You become responsible forever for what you have tamed.”

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince
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Prologue

Summer 1987

TO BE TRAPPED INSIDE THE bright yellow blossoms of a cholla cactus has to be one of the worst ways to die. In the twenty years that I’d been a guide in the Mojave Desert of southern Nevada, I’d become keenly aware that animals native to the area possessed an innate sense of danger when encountering this common shrubby plant. And so, on this hot July morning, as I was exploring the Mojave for yet another scenic spot for the next day’s tourists, I was astonished to hear a rather odd sound coming from devil cholla, the low-growing cactus near me.

I had been walking above a wide ravine that cut deep into the desert floor by generations of fast-moving water, although it was totally dry at this time. There had been no rain in neighboring Las Vegas or across the Spring Mountains for over seventy days. I had just paused by the ravine’s edge to enjoy the wilderness’s beauty, watching the distant peaks and the vast treeless terrain sprinkled with wild sage, yucca, creosote bushes, and variety of cacti. The world seemed utterly tranquil, promising a perfect day ahead.

But suddenly I heard a baby’s cry. At least it sounded like the muffled sob of a newborn. The nearest home was almost a mile away, so obviously nothing had come from there. And then who would be so cruel as to abandon an infant in the Mojave’s unbearable heat? Had someone placed a baby in the ravine during the night? A sick feeling rippled through me. But then the sound came again, albeit a little different this time.

Could it be the cry of an injured animal, perhaps a ferocious coyote or cougar? There is always danger when encountering a wounded beast, especially cougars known to attack humans. That’s why I always carry a loaded pistol when exploring the Mojave—although I am aware that such a small weapon is not likely to provide much protection from a charging mountain lion.

Still, having a gun and being an excellent shot allowed me to investigate the source of these peculiar cries. I could not walk away after the haunting thought that they might have come from a human infant. And so, disregarding possible danger, I slid down the embankment while pulling my pistol from its holster. Then I paused, waiting for another sound to determine which way I should move.

There was no breeze in the ravine, with the morning heat having reached a near-suffocating intensity between high walls. Then another cry. I began walking slowly in its direction as my eyes searched the sandy floor for tracks or disturbed earth. I moved cautiously, my footsteps making no sound in the soft path. Determination and curiosity smothered rationality and logic. Sweat began to bead on my forehead, running in little streams down my cheeks to offer some cooling.

Then I saw movement at the base of a yellow-green cholla. Something was there. I held my breath as I raised the pistol high. Then quickly I realized there was no danger, so I un-cocked the weapon, returning the pistol to its holster.

A small brown animal was trapped in the cholla, crying as it struggled to escape. Its fur was a mangled mess, dried blood and puncture wounds visible at its shoulder. A far larger beast, most likely a coyote, seemed to have decided to have the tiny critter for dinner. As I moved closer, I figured the thing to be either a small domestic cat or a large household kitten, most likely lost in the wilderness. I wondered how the animal reached this distant spot so far from its home. Who did it belong to, and how had it managed to survive such dreadful wounds? And how did it escape its attacker?

The poor creature apparently avoided death by hiding in the cholla, but now it was trapped in its once safe haven. I had a tough decision to make. If I abandoned the little cat, it would surely face a slow, horrible death in the ravine. Should I end its suffering with a bullet? I could not do that. But if I carried it back to my home, I’d never find its rightful owner.

The cat moved again slightly, making pitiful sounds. I knew what I had to do. Kneeling next to the small bundle, I slowly freed it from the cholla’s clutches. Then I removed my T-shirt and, lifting the cat carefully, wrapped the white cloth around it.

By now a quick check had determined that I was holding a male kitten. Cradling my small charge next to my chest, I called my wife from my cell, asking her to alert the Sun Animal Hospital that I was bringing in a badly injured cat. The cat had managed to push his head slightly from the T-shirt to gaze up at me. And as one leg protruded from the T-shirt, I noticed that his paw appeared large for his body size. It made no impression at the time, focusing as I was on getting this poor baby to the vet.

Speaking softly, I muttered reassuring words to the small creature. These made me feel better, and I hoped the gentle murmur of my voice created much-needed reassurance for him. Walking swiftly back to my car, I thought I heard the kitten begin to purr, softly and very low at first, then increasing the volume. I looked down to see huge dark eyes staring at me. It was my first experience with a cat, and it felt both quite strange and sort of wonderful. In a minute I had reached the car, placing a now apparently sleeping kitten next to me. In less than fifteen minutes we arrived at the veterinary hospital.


CHAPTER 1

My New Friend

“I simply can’t resist a cat, particularly a purring one.”

Mark Twain

ONCE UPON A TIME, NOT long ago, I had a most unusual friend. We met in the Mojave Desert near the glittering city of Las Vegas, when he was very young, and I not so young. And we remained close companions for nineteen years. And as all friends need to do, we learned many things from one another.

This friend was a cat. He was not an ordinary feline, but a kitty from the wild—a bobcat, as such creatures are called in many parts of the US; they are wild animals, even when captured very young, are not easily domesticated and seldom make good pets. Keeping a wild critter is illegal in some states; others have strict restrictions or require specific permits for their live possessions.

One question bothered me about my buddy. Is it fair to tame and keep a bobcat as a pet? Or should it be released, returned to the wild once it is strong enough to survive on its own? I had seriously considered all options before deciding to raise this particular feline as a member of my family, to live in my home, which, as it happened, is located at the edge of the Mojave Desert. Our family bobcat (as he became) would always be given freedom to come and go as he pleased. And then decide whether to return to the wild or remain with us.

My considerations also included knowing that genetically the bobcat is closely related to domestic felines. Could our cat eventually behave like a house pet if offered the same environment? Bobcats are loners once they leave their mother’s care. Unlike African lions, for example—such as Elsa, forever immortalized in the film Born Free—a bobcat does not belong to a pride, nor does it need any group to help learn survival skills. And then my cat had lost his own mother before he reached the age of two months. Could he remain alive in a desert that provided such limited food and water?

The deciding factor came from alarming statistics supplied by the Nevada Department of Wildlife Conservation. Over 10,200 bobcats had been trapped or killed in the year before I found my kitten. There were mostly shot by hunters or poachers lacking permits and functioning out of hunting season. Beginning in the 1990s, a growing middle class in China and Russia had created the demand for luxury furs, the then favorite being the bobcat’s shiny and beautiful pelt.

And so I decided that returning this cat to the wild was tantamount to a death sentence. But how would anyone domesticate a wild creature? Would it be an impossible task undertaken in the effort to save him? I understood that each situation and each animal is different. Like humans, cats possess their own personalities and function at different intelligence levels. To my delighted surprise, I discovered in only a few weeks that my cat possessed a superior brain. This I concluded by judging his response to various situations and his ability to learn and react to verbal instructions.

One of the greatest questions of mankind has been, can animals and humans communicate? In 1978 there was a celebrated experiment with Koko, the gorilla, and his person where each seemed to “know” what the other wanted. The ancient Greeks with a special form of communication they called “telepathy,” when a perception or feeling was believed to be transmitted by thought or feeling. And the Japanese relied on an expression called e-shin, den-shin, or messages sent from one mind to another through shared feelings. Did I “talk” to my cat? Not exactly . . .

Ask anyone who has ever been owned by a cat and you’ll learn that these remarkable animals seem to sense when a person is anxious or depressed or even ill. And then proceed to help as best as a cat can, with warmth and love, cuddling and closeness.

My special friend and I shared much during our time together. That’s what I write about here. Soon after we met, I decided to call him Trooper. It is an army name I picked up during my years in the military. It refers to a soldier (or anyone) with an especially tough fighting spirit who overcomes difficulties despite all odds. Just as Trooper did, and taught me to do.


CHAPTER TWO

“Will He Live?”

“In the desert the line between life and death is sharp and quick.”

Frank Herbert, Dune

I HAD NEVER OWNED A cat before Trooper. And so, I had imagined felines to be fuzzy little things that hunted birds and mice, preferring to prowl the neighborhood at night. But I always hated to see any animal suffer, certainly including a cat.

“I don’t know if you’ll live or die,” I told my unresponsive bundle as we hustled through the doors of the animal hospital. “But you deserve a chance, and I’m going to see that you get it.” And then we both proceeded to the receptionist.

“I have a wounded cat,” I told her. “Found him in the desert in a cholla patch.”

“Yes, Mr. Johnson,” she said, leading the way into an examination room. “Your wife called. Doctor Marg will be in to see you in a moment. She’s our resident cat expert.” The girl tossed a wide grin at us. “And she can make the meanest cat calm down, using only her voice.”

And so I was left alone with the little cat with the big feet. Doctor Marg entered the room within minutes, turning out to be a large woman well beyond the age of fifty. But when she spoke, her voice was soft, very different from her masculine appearance.

“Put the little fellow down on the table so we can look at the damage,” she said. And then, with a single gentle motion, removed my T-shirt from the cat.

“Well, now,” she exclaimed. “What do we have here? How interesting!”

“He’s a neighbor’s cat,” I said. “Maybe caught by a coyote. There aren’t any big dogs in our area to cause this kind of damage.”

The doctor was quiet as she examined our patient. “I’m giving him a shot as a relaxant so we can go to work. You’re lucky he didn’t regain consciousness and claw you to ribbons. This kitty doesn’t belong to one of your neighbors. He’s not a house cat.”

“So where did he come from?”

“From the desert, Mr. Johnson; where you found him. This is a bobcat kitten, not a fully-grown domestic cat. See? His spots are beginning to fade. I’m guessing he’s about six weeks old.”

“A bobcat! But his ears are not pointed and . . . and, well, his tail seems too long.”

“He may look like a full-grown cat, but he is only a youngster,” Dr. Marg said. “Like people, not all cats are created the same. Some have big ears, others small. Still, they are people—same with bobcats. Some have pointed ears, some have tufts of fur at the top. This particular one has slightly rounded ears. As for the tail, feel here.” She guided my hand to the cat’s tiny backside.

“Feel the bones,” she said. “His tail should have ended here, at the last bone, and should be much shorter.”

“But can you save him?”

“Oh, certainly. First we need to get X-rays to check for fractures and look for internal damage.” She wrapped the little cat in a fresh white cloth, scooping him up in her arms. Then turned to me. “You understand that this is a wild creature. He has never known human attention or love . . .”

“But,” I interrupted, “he was purring while I carried him from the desert.”

“Even mountain lions purr. Cats purr under stress or if they are content and comfortable.” Then she added, like an afterthought, “He may be a hybrid.”

“A what?”

“Hybrid. Once in a while a wild cat will mate with a domestic one. It’s rare, but it does happen. I must tell you, as well, that this work may get expensive.”

I didn’t hesitate for a second. “I want you to do everything to save him.”

“You may wait in my office if you like. I’ll be back shortly to review everything.”

She returned in less than fifteen minutes, with a clipboard tucked under her arm. “He’ll pull through just fine,” she said. “He’s a tough kitty—comes from felines who survive in this desert against difficult odds. The x-rays show no broken bones. No damage to organs that we can tell. We cleaned the puncture wounds . . . should heal in a week. We’re injecting fluids and other medicines into him now. In two or three days he’ll be strong enough for vaccines.”

She paused, staring at me for a reaction. I swallowed to control my nerves.

“Doctor . . .” I hesitated to ask the question, fearing rejection. “May I keep him?”

She was clearly curious about a motive. “You need to know some things before making that decision.” And then she listed them: the law in Nevada that governed wild animals; the enormous patience needed to train them; the fact that they may return to the wild, regardless of human love and care.

And then she explained, “You realize that he won’t remain a cute little kitty forever. He’ll gain maybe twenty or thirty pounds. His claws will also grow, and he’ll need lots of things to scratch on. A cat post will help, but he could soon start on your furniture.”

“I understand,” I said, although the details were becoming a little worrisome.

But still I said, “I saved him. I’m going to pay to patch him up, make sure that he’ll have plenty of freedom to come or go.”

“Do you have other . . . pets?” Dr. Marg asked.

“No. And I was never a cat person. But this fellow is different. I would like to stay in touch with you and your staff, keep you posted on our progress.”

“Of course, and thank you. For us and medically speaking, this will be an opportunity to study a wild cat while he is in our care. For you, there is a list of what you need for the new arrival: First, find a strong crate to transport him, one that can hold, say, thirty pounds; never use cardboard since he’ll claw that to pieces in seconds.”

“OK,” I said, nodding. “But by the way, do you have any idea as to how he escaped and ended up in a cactus patch?”

“Most likely a pack of coyotes attacked his family. A grown bobcat can whip a single coyote with ease. But those brutes usually attack in pairs or as a pack. Coyotes possess an excellent hunting system. One or two will distract the largest victim, then the others attack from the sides. It seems that our little cat was shaken by a single coyote, who was trying to kill him that way. But then the attacker lost his bite—his grip. So the cat went flying into the cholla. No doubt the coyote waited for his prey to emerge, then finally gave up. No way would a coyote willingly enter a cholla patch. You know how dangerous those needles can be and so do coyotes.”

“I sure do. You can pull the needles out, but the sheaves will remain and cause a great deal of pain.”

Then we set the next day for another visit and agreed that he should be neutered during the several days he remained in her care.

Leaving the vet, I knew that a great adventure awaited me. Raising a bobcat would be no normal feat. But driving home, I also realized something else; something much more pressing. How would I tell my wife that I had just adopted a baby bobcat?


CHAPTER 3

The Adventure Begins

“You will always be lucky if you know how to make friends with a strange cat.”

Early American proverb

“HOW BIG WILL HE GET?” my wife, Chiaki, inquired with serious concern.

“A little larger than a house cat,” I replied.

“How much is a little?” she asked me knowingly.

“Maybe twice as much,” I confessed. “But,” I added, “I don’t think he’ll get that big.”

“Oh,” she said with no emotion.

My wife, who was born in Japan, was unfamiliar with bobcats. She thought it strange that a wild animal would be named “Bob.”

I had to explain that “bob” referred to the species’ normally truncated tail. Trooper’s tail, I noted, was longer than a typical bobcat’s, but not as long as one belonging to a house cat.

After a moment of silence she asked, “Suppose he bites someone?”

“Bobcats don’t attack people, not even in the wild. They are very shy. Like any cat, he may hunt rats, mice, birds, and rabbits. But if we feed him hearty cat food, maybe he won’t need to hunt.”

“I can fix him some chicken now and then,” she suggested with lukewarm enthusiasm, “and I’ll share the fish that I eat.”

“I’m sure he’ll like that,” I replied. “He’s really very cute. Big ears, big feet, and fuzzy face. The doctor had to clip his fur to treat the wounds, but it will get thick again just before winter. He purrs and is playful like any other kitten. Of course, he’s very curious.”

[image: image]

My wife and I had entirely different upbringings. I was born in Louisville to middle class parents. My mother was from Atlanta and was a university graduate. My father, a high school graduate, grew up in a small town in southern Kentucky.

My early memories center on my strong desire to explore the wooded wilderness of Kentucky, especially its mysterious limestone caves and the animals that inhabit its remote places. This drive to explore was, in part, the result of my parents introducing me to exciting adventure stories: The Last of the Mohicans, King Solomon’s Mines, and Seven Pillars of Wisdom.

It was my father who first led me into the dark wilderness. A fanatic on Kentucky history, he instructed me in the art of survival, techniques employed by early explores like Daniel Boone and George Rogers Clark. My father once said, “When you are age twelve you must know how to shoot a rifle straight and throw a tomahawk.” He was serious. I qualified but fortunately never found it necessary to use the tomahawk for anything but chopping wood.

When I reached college age, I had to put aside exploring and concentrate on learning how to survive in a business world. I graduated from the University of Louisville, paying tuition by working at the YMCA in the evenings and lifeguarding at a local country club during the summers. I had dreamed of going on to medical school, but had neither the necessary funds nor grades required for admission. So after graduation I went to work in the laboratory of a local industrial coatings manufacturer. Both the company and I soon learned that I was a poor chemist; my career was going nowhere fast. Then the US Army stepped in and changed my life for the next few years. I began to experience a quantity of wilderness life. The army has always been able to uncover remote places to practice. I started with the rank of private, commissioned a lieutenant a year later, and finished with the rank of captain. I returned to my old industrial company, only this time in the field of sales, which was a much better fit for me.

I was assigned the Iowa sales territory, and later transferred to Chicago where I survived long, very cold winters. But my marriage did not do well as the executive life of travel and entertainment required me to spend much time away from my three children. The balance between family and job was one I did not maintain well at all. Divorce ultimately separated us. My ex-wife and children moved to Phoenix and I, too, longed to relocate to a desert, any desert, just so long as it was warmer than Chicago. But I had to remain in the north for a few more years as that executive income was required to support both myself and my separated family until the children became adults. The army had trained me in desert survival and I developed a love for such an environment. So, one day I decided to become an “executive drop out,” turned in the company car, and gave up a nice salary and expense account living and drove an old truck to Las Vegas. Las Vegas was then a small town of only 150,000 people at the time (now it is over 2.6 million) and sits in the middle of the Mojave Desert. Gambling, shows, night club life—nothing would distract me from my new goal, creating a desert scenic tour business. While discussing my ideas with members of an established tour company, I was introduced to a single (also divorced) lady my age. Thus, my relationship with Chiaki Keiko began.

Her given name was Chieko but I called her by her stage name, Chiaki, and often a nickname I gave her, “Chi.” She had, like the cat we would soon own, had earned the title “trooper.” She survived a number of changes in her life, each time emerging a little stronger for the experience.

Chiaki grew up in the city of Sapporo, Japan, during the last days of World War II, survived the Allied bombings, and later attended a Catholic high school run by German nuns who spoke English and Japanese, as well as German. In those days, Japanese civilians had very little to eat, as the Imperial army had taken most everything from the people, including food, for the war effort. At the end of the war, her first encounter with Americans occurred when several soldiers entered her family’s home, apparently searching for someone. She and her siblings were terrified. During the war, the Imperial army had announced by radio that American soldiers rape and murder all women and eat children. Yet, she discovered that the GIs were professional, friendly, and harmless. She remembered one odd thing: the barbarians, as the Americans were called, did not remove their shoes when they entered the home.

Perhaps Americans were barbarians but she soon learned that they had created beautiful music like swing, ballads, and jazz. Chiaki began to sing some of the American songs even though, at the time, she did not understand the meaning of each word. The nuns at her school discovered that Chiaki had a beautiful singing voice and encouraged her to enter a contest sponsored by a local radio station. She won handily, singing Nat King Cole’s classic ballad, “Too Young.” This earned her a trip to Tokyo, where she won more contests by singing American classics in the original English. This was an unusual accomplishment at the time. Very few Japanese singers could sing in English with any quality. Soon Chiaki became one of Japan’s top recording artists of the 1960s.

A few executives from Tokyo radio station JOQR had an idea for a new kind of late-night talk show. Those tuned in to JOQR one night were shocked to hear the mellow voice of a woman discussing her feelings about life, adventure, love, and men. For the first time in Japan a woman was discussing those subjects over the radio as she played recorded songs. The show was an overnight success with the already popular Chiaki Keiko as DJ. This gig led to her discovery by American talent scouts who brought her to Las Vegas, where she was booked at several different casino-hotels. She married and Las Vegas became her home. Unfortunately, the marriage failed and Chiaki retired from performing professionally.

Back in the early ’80s, Japanese tourists were swarming into Las Vegas. Most were serviced by Japanese tour companies that had branch offices in Las Vegas. And that is where I found Chiaki, working as a tour guide and interpreter. As our relationship developed I suggested that we start a tour business, but she wisely believed that such a venture would not be successful unless we had a truly unique idea to attract business. As a guide she had accumulated a vast knowledge of what gifts the Japanese craved. These included designer items, leather belts, handbags, and wallets. But they were also buying unusual items to take back home to loved ones.

With limited funds, we started a small gift shop that sold beef jerky (customers usually bought a dozen bags each) and designer items we purchased at discount stores, marking the prices back to “retail.” Our volume of purchase was so great that representatives of the manufacturers of some of those items tracked us down, issued credit, and sold us new items at a wholesale price. Our profit soared and we were ready to move our shop into a major Strip hotel. The hours were long, but we were doing something we love to do—work with people. We often remained at the shop until it closed at 2 a.m.

[image: image]

From the moment we met, I had a plan to slowly introduce Chiaki to the strange but beautiful Mojave Desert. I fed her little spoonfuls of information on the plants and animals and led her into it so she could see, smell, and experience its rugged beauty. She eventually fell in love with it as I had.

At first I thought she might be acting the part of good Japanese wife by pacifying me with pseudo-enthusiasm. But I discovered she truly enjoyed the freedom, peace, and quiet—not to mention the fresh air—of our desert home.

Together, we read everything we could find about the Mojave Desert, which would eventually become a valuable asset for our business venture as tour guides. The Mojave, we learned, is one of the three Great Deserts, as they are called, in the United States, covering the entire southern part of Nevada and California, and extending into northern Mexico. Its birth began about 250 million years ago, when what is now southern Nevada emerged from a shallow sea. Sand dunes, the result of violent winds, formed 180 million years ago and were fossilized into sandstone. This sandstone often took shape as spectacular rock formations. Dynamic changes followed as the earth’s crust folded, faulted, and fell, often aided by volcanic activity. Finally, about 15,000 years ago, the earth settled down to become the desert landscape we see today. The Mojave is known as a “high desert” as most of it is 2,000 feet above sea level. The only exception is the Death Valley area, which is at and below sea level in some places.

The first Europeans to enter the Mojave Desert were the Spaniards. In 1604 Don Juan de Onate y Salazar led a gold prospecting expedition up the Colorado River and encountered a nation of tall, powerfully built Native Americans who called themselves the macave (“the people who live by the river”), from which the word “Mojave” is derived.

Some are surprised to learn that there are a variety of wildlife who call the Mojave Desert home. Surviving in this harsh environment requires a special strategy for finding water and avoiding the worst of the heat. Owls and bats are active only at night when temperatures are lower. Creatures such as lizards, snakes, rodents, and insects are active during the early morning hours and at dusk, seeking shelter in cool burrows during the heat of the day.

Some animals have evolved physiologically to enable them to regulate body heat. Jackrabbits, for example, have large ears lined with small blood vessels, allowing air to cool their blood as it circulates. At higher elevations, mule deer and bighorn sheep will drink enough water at limited resources to last them several days. Predators such as the coyote, little kit fox, gray fox, bobcat, mountain lion (aka cougar and puma), and desert badger drink water when available, but are not dependent on it as the moisture from the prey they eat, such as small rodents and birds, satisfies their needs. All of these animals rest most of the day, hunting at dusk and dawn.

Birds, which are known carnivores, such as the red-tailed hawk, golden eagle, and roadrunner, hunt during the day. The raven is believed to be the most successful omnivore in the desert sky.

The feral horses, commonly referred to as mustangs, and donkeys, called burros, originally introduced to the area by early Spanish conquistadores, have been relocated further north where there is more natural food and water. However, a few can still be seen roaming the Mojave.

The gentle reptile known as the desert tortoise spends most of his life in underground burrows to escape from the harsh summer and winter weather of the desert. This government-protected tortoise is the largest reptile in the Mojave Desert and is a vegetarian with a special taste for flowers.

Through our research, during that first year of our marriage Chi and I learned the names of most of the desert plants, identifying which were safe to eat and which ones weren’t. My small library of books on desert survival provided the basic knowledge we needed. I had no plans for us to actually put all that information to the test. It was simply good to know and gave us a greater connection to the desert. Now I would need her help in raising a kitten from the wild who had not yet learned how to hunt or find water.

“Well, we had better get him some toys,” my wife said, “and a cat tree to climb on.”

My sales pitch was working. Or perhaps it was simply that I had a very loving and understanding wife, who, like myself, possessed an element of curiosity about all natural things.

We had no pets and our children were now grown. It was only the two of us. So, deciding to raise Trooper as a kind of surrogate child, we embarked on a shopping spree for, among other things, a cat door (which I’d have to enlarge after two months); a six-foot cat tree; a litter box (which he never used, preferring the great outdoors); and a travel crate made of steel, guaranteed to hold a forty-pound animal.

I encouraged my wife to think of Trooper as an ordinary cat, and to tell anyone who inquired that he was a stray. A very large stray.

Fortunately, my work schedule permitted me to spend time with Trooper each day. He seemed to recognize me the moment I entered the room and purred when I scratched the top of his head through his cage.

Finally the day came for me to take him home. Of course, I was nervous. Despite all my research on bobcats, cats in general, and numerous conversations with the hospital staff regarding Trooper’s behavior, I remained uncertain as to what to expect once he arrived home.

Before the cat could be released, I had a consultation with Doctor Marg.

“I must tell you, Mr. Johnson, your Trooper is a real favorite with my staff,” Doctor Marg told me. “To our surprise, he is very affectionate and enjoys being stroked. We can pick him up to move him about, but he does not like being held for more than a few seconds. That is not unusual. Wild animals, when young, may like our attention, but our affection is strange for them, and being lifted off the ground makes them feel insecure.”

“Does he growl when you do that?” I asked.

“A little. But mostly he kicks his back legs. Keep that in mind. Those claws are dangerous.

“It may sound strange, but I am a bit envious,” she said with a grin. “You are in for an interesting education. I wish I could be the one to raise Trooper, but I have my work here. But I plan to follow your progress with Trooper.”

“Yes,” I replied. “My wife and I have discussed our . . . experiment. We’ve decided we’ll meet the cat halfway. We’ll try to domesticate him but with very few restrictions, meaning he’ll essentially have the run of the house.”

Doctor Marg chuckled. “That will be interesting. According to my nurse, Trooper knows when you enter the door. He hears your voice before she does and presses his face against the cage with ears forward.”

“Maybe he knows who saved him,” I said.

“Oh, yes. You’ll learn that cats are superior observers. They will know the sound of your footsteps, the sound of your car engine, and learn your time clock—when you wake and when you sleep. Instinctively he would be a dawn and dusk hunter, but he’ll be pulled by curiosity to conform to your schedule.”

“I’m concerned about how high-strung he’ll be,” I confessed. “I’ve read that most wild animals exhibit nervous behavior.”

“It’s much too early to know. Like all kittens, he’ll be curious about everything. That is how they learn. Their little brain records it all. At a certain age, kittens learn faster than humans. We believe their early intelligence may equal to that of a three- or four-year-old human. They can’t ask questions, so they must learn by experiment. Like any child, he’ll need lots of sleep. He’ll even learn your moods. If you are sad, you won’t be able to hide it from your cat.”

“Really?” I blinked at her.

“Yes, and unlike we humans, cats don’t hold a grudge. They are the most forgiving creatures on earth.”

“Well, I hope I won’t have to ask for his forgiveness,” I said.

“While you are recording your observations, Mr. Johnson, we’ll want to know more about his vision. We don’t know if the medication has had any adverse effect on that. Most cats, so you know, have a 285-degree field of vision. Trooper may have even more. This could be difficult for you to judge.

“I’ll stay alert for anything unusual.”

“The same with sound,” she continued. “Cats hear sounds at much higher frequencies than we do, about five times higher.” She paused to read notes on her clipboard. “He has had all his shots and the necessary blood tests. They’ll have your paperwork and rabies tag at the reception desk. I hope you have no objection, but we placed a locator computer chip under his skin so you can be notified if he’s lost and found.”

“Glad you did.”

“One more thing. Trooper gave us all a surprise yesterday evening as we were closing the clinic.”

“Yes?”

“Well, you already know he purrs. He will make any number of sounds, and some of them might be quite terrifying. As we were closing the clinic last night we heard a loud scream. We rushed back to find Trooper sitting peacefully next to his food bowl. A bobcat scream can be ten times louder than an ordinary house cat’s, and their growl is even more ferocious. They often combine this with a variety of hissing. Just as young hound dogs bay or howl to hear themselves, Trooper discovered he could scream and decided to practice for really no reason. You might want to educate your neighbors and tell them not to be alarmed.”

“I’ll prepare them,” I said. “We plan to move to a place with more land in less than a year. It’s a small ranch with lots of trees and space.”

“Excellent. But remember, if he gets to be too much of a problem, bring him to me and we will reintroduce him to the wild. He’ll be strong enough to survive in a year’s time. But if we wait too long, his natural hunting skills will fade and that could be dangerous for him.”

As I signed the release forms in the reception area, a young nurse entered the room carrying my travel crate. “We’re going to miss this fellow,” she said, beaming.

“I’ll bring him back for visits.”

Trooper was quiet until I started the car, at which point he released a variety of snarls and shook his crate violently. My voice had no calming effect on him. However, the moment we pulled into the driveway of our home and I turned the engine off, he became peaceful again.

Chi sat on the couch, her hands clasped in front of her as she calmly waited. She didn’t appear excited about the coming event. But a number of concerns raced through my mind.

Would the cat leap out and attack us? Even though he was only an eight-pound kitten, his claws worried me. Would he race through the sliding glass doors, which Chi had opened? I knew at least that he could not escape our small backyard, for it was completely enclosed by a block wall which was much too high for a young cat to scale.

I slid the latches of the crate back slowly, held my breath, and gently opened the top. For a few moments Trooper sat motionless and stared at me. Then he raised his head out of the crate to conduct a visual survey of the strange world around him. His eyes fell on a bowl of dry cat food Chi had placed on the kitchen floor. His nose twitched and he gracefully sprang from the crate and rushed to the kitchen. A crunching sound told us he accepted it.

His eyes then caught something in the backyard and he rushed out the open door, crossed the little wooden bridge spanning a narrow fish pond, and quickly crawled into a grove of bamboo in the corner of the yard. He remained hidden somewhere in that cluster of greenery for more than two hours while Chi and I discussed what to do next. We decided it was best to simply wait and see if Trooper would return for dinner. But I could not yet think of food. My stomach felt twisted as I sat and stared out into the yard, trying to control my worry for our mysterious pet.


CHAPTER 4

How to Domesticate a Wild Kitten

“An ordinary kitten will ask more questions than any five-year-old.”

Earl Van Vechten

HOW DOES ONE BEGIN TO domesticate a baby wild cat? In my saga of the relationship between man and feline, it became my most interesting challenge.
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