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Prayer requires more of the heart than of the tongue.

~Adam Clarke



“Winter storm on the way!” the radio blared. I glanced out the window. Dark clouds were already forming above our small subdivision in rural Illinois. Just then, I heard, “Mom! Mom!” In blew my three bundled-up boys and a crisp October wind.

“Mom!” cried five-year-old Robin. “There’s a cat down in the ground!”

“Oh. You mean someone’s cat’s been buried?”

“No, Mom! Please! Come see! She needs help!”

Six eager hands pulled me outside to the curb. “Can’t you hear it?”

Yes, I could — a very faint meow, floating right up from the storm drain!

Chat, almost four, squinted down into the darkness. “Maybe we could drop her a rope.”

Two-and-a-half-year-old Jay started calling, “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty!”

By now a crowd of neighborhood children had gathered around. “This storm sewer drains across the street,” one of the older boys explained. “If we go down to the opening and call, maybe she’ll come out.”

At the culvert opening, the children took turns shouting, “Kitty! Kitty!” Finally, when Jay called, out she came. Muddy, wet, bone-thin, with a woefully deformed tail. But alive.

“Whose cat is she?” I asked.

“No one’s,” piped up one of the girls. “Her old owners kicked her down there to get rid of her.”

“Well, she’s ours now,” Robin announced. “ ‘Cause Jay’s the one she came out for.”

Back at the house, we wiped the pathetic creature off the best we could. Then, looking around for something to feed her, I filled a bowl of milk.

She ignored the bowl completely and sat and washed herself all over. Now we could see that she was a longhair with striking black-and-white markings. Only when she was immaculate did she turn to the milk. Even then, instead of gulping it down, she sipped daintily, stopping to clean her whiskers from time to time.

“Look at that!” my husband Don exclaimed. “A real lady!”

And that’s how Ladycat came to be with us.

Just in time, too. For all night long we were hit with wave after wave of pounding rain. By morning it had changed to snow.

But inside, our home glowed with the joy of a new playmate. For hours on end, Ladycat would play balls, blocks, and cars with three enchanted boys. She blossomed under this love. But two things about her sad past remained: her deformed tail (perhaps broken in that kick down the storm drain), and her need to go outside and hunt for at least an hour every night.

From then on, frozen days rolled into frozen weeks of 10, 20, and 30 degrees below zero. Then on Valentine’s Day all three boys got chickenpox — Chat so severely, he went into a coma and had to be hospitalized. His brothers begged me not to let Ladycat out that night, in case something happened to her as well.

But the air that evening was spring-like, with just a little drizzle. “Don’t worry, she’ll be right back,” I assured them.

Quickly, though, that drizzle turned into a wild rainstorm. And for the very first time, Ladycat did not come back. All night long, I listened for her. But I only heard the rain. Until it stopped and everything froze.

The next morning, Don’s car slid all over the glass-slick road as he headed off on his long commute to work. But I couldn’t call him to see if he got there okay. I couldn’t even call the hospital fifteen miles away to check on Chat. Or turn on the radio. Or lights. Or heater. For under the weight of that ice, all the power and phone lines had snapped. Our furnace and water heater were inoperable. In fact, nothing worked but our gas stove. Soon it was so cold inside, the boys had to be bundled up in their snowsuits all day long. It was complete misery with those itching pox!

By evening, both boys had bronchitis. But sick as they were, they kept going to the window, looking and calling for their missing pet.

In the middle of the night, Don woke up in excruciating pain and a grossly swollen abdomen. Even though the house was freezing cold (it was 20 below outside and not much warmer inside), his whole body was afire.

“Don!” I gasped. “I think you have appendicitis!”

Normally I would have called the doctor or 911. But with the lines down, I couldn’t even call my neighbors next door. Don needed to go to the hospital right away. But Robin and Jay were far too sick to take out into that frigid air. Don would have to go alone.

As quickly as possible, I packed him in ice, covered that with towels, threw a winter coat over his pajamas, and sent him out into the bitter night — praying he’d be able to make it to the hospital without passing out. Or ending up in a wreck.

By the next day, Robin, Jay, and I all had pneumonia. But so did almost everyone else for miles around. Only the most critically ill could be admitted to the local hospital. In fact, Don had to sit in a waiting room all that night — with a ruptured appendix, peritonitis, and double pneumonia — before they could even find a bed for him.

But finally, after a week, the power and phones returned. After two weeks, so did Don. And after three weeks, Chat did, too. But not our missing cat.

February blurred into March, one storm following another. The same with illnesses.

“It’s all because Ladycat left,” Robin sobbed one day. “Doesn’t she love us anymore?”

“God knows where Ladycat is,” Chat replied weakly. “I’m going to pray and ask Him to bring her back home to us for Jay’s third birthday!”

On April 2nd, just a few days away? What an impossible prayer!

The last day of March was as white, cold, and dreary as ever. But the wind shifted. And on April 1st, the skies opened up.

“Look, children!” I cried. “April showers! It’s raining cats and dogs!”

“Cats?” Jay cried. “Is Ladycat here?”

“She will be,” Chat assured him. “For your birthday. God will bring her back.”

Changing the subject, I asked, “So what do you want for your birthday tomorrow, Jay?”

“Ladycat. Just Ladycat.”

That evening the rain finally let up. Then at the dinner table, Robin suddenly asked, “Who’s at the front door?”

“Ladycat!” Jay shouted.

All three boys ran to the door, flinging it open. A biting wind roared in — followed by a tiny, mud-covered creature, barely able to move.

Don jumped up. “Quick! Get her some food!”

But as feeble as she was, the cat slowly, painfully cleaned herself all over. Only then would she eat. Ladycat was back.

The next morning we retraced her tiny footsteps in the mud — all the way to the culvert where we had first found her. Ever since the ice storm — that night she had disappeared — the opening had been completely frozen over. She had been down there the entire time, subsisting on mice and snow, until finally freed by the previous day’s warm April showers.

Arriving home just in time for Jay’s birthday.

Just as three little boys and God knew she would be.

— Bonnie Compton Hanson —
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Human beings, who are almost unique in having the ability to learn from the experience of others, are also remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so.

~Douglas Adams



In the first few years after my mother’s death, I was a little bossy with my widowed father. When he didn’t seem to be moving on and enjoying his life, I decided he needed a pet. Dad had always taken an interest in my family’s cats and dogs so I decided to get him a kitten.

I bought bowls and food, a litter box and litter, scratching post and catnip mouse, and a cat carrier. I wrapped everything and purchased a gift certificate for neutering and three veterinary visits. All I had to do now was select a kitten at the animal shelter and pick it up Christmas Eve morning. My kids jumped right on board with this gift for Gramps. “Great idea, Mom, he’ll love it. Maybe we should get two!”

My husband Jim, a practical kind of guy who cares about actual facts, wanted to weigh the pros and cons. “Let’s discuss both sides,” he suggested. “On the one hand the five of you like this concept, but on the other hand, no one knows how Gramps will feel about the surprise.” I assured Jim it would all work out. I knew what he really wanted was a firm guarantee that we wouldn’t wind up with another animal. We already had three cats and a snooty Pekingese.

Jim had the last word: “Remember, all of you, this will be Gramps’ cat. We have enough mouths to feed around here.”

On the blustery, snowy day before Christmas, chubby, fluffy, gray-and-white Pickles (named by the volunteers at the shelter) planted himself on our family room couch. Except for the Peke, who took to his bed, all of our critters welcomed little Pickles and he soon joined in the cat festivities — batting tree ornaments and pawing at the bows on the packages under our freshly cut Scotch pine.

Surveying the cat chaos and the laughter of our kids, Jim’s brow scrunched into those deep furrows that indicated considerable concern. “Don’t forget, we’re not getting attached,” he said. “As of tomorrow, Pickles belongs to Gramps.”

A beautiful, sunny Christmas Day dawned and shortly before noon Dad arrived. With Pickles hidden in my basement office and cedar logs crackling in the fireplace, we welcomed my father into our toasty family room and gathered around the tree to present him with the preliminary gifts.

“What’s all this?” he asked. “You’d think I had a cat or something.”

That was the perfect intro, as the kids marched into the family room with Pickles sporting a big red bow on his gray-and-white head.

“You have a cat now, Gramps,” said my son Chris. “Merry Christmas.”

Pickles took quickly to my father and at day’s end the two of them left for home. I was elated that my father had a companion and new chores to add to his daily routine. The next morning I resisted the urge to call and check on the two of them. But I could imagine the scene — an adorable kitty and a dear old man playing and bonding. I decided to wait for our New Year’s Day brunch for an update.

Then the doorbell rang. It was my father, cat carrier in one hand, and shopping bag in the other. I opened the door to a litany of complaints: “He’s swinging on the drapes, scratching the furniture, scratching me, and that litter box is more than I bargained for. I can’t keep him. I love you all for caring about me, but I really don’t want a pet right now. Sure wish you had asked me first.”

“You have to give him a chance to settle in, Dad,” I said. “Oh, please try it for a few more days. He’ll be such good company, you’ll see.”

Dad put his two hands on my shoulders and focused his warm, blue eyes on mine. His voice was gentle. “I need to find my own way, figure out decisions by myself and that includes pet ownership. Now give your old dad a hug.”

Jim was first down the stairs. The kids followed right behind. I had my back against the front door, the kitten in his carrier at my feet, and the bag of supplies in my arms. Dad waved as he backed out of the driveway. Jim’s sigh was deep and long and accepting.

“How about some eggnog for breakfast, Pickles?” he mumbled, picking up the cat carrier on his way into the kitchen.

— Carole Marshall —
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The only sure thing about luck is that it will change.

~Wilson Mizner



“Wallet stolen — contained passport and credit cards.” At the little police station hidden in a corner of the Stazione Termini, the main train station in Rome, I filled out the necessary forms while trying to hold back tears of anger, frustration, and humiliation. Oh, yes, we’d been warned. First by Rita, our Italian language instructor back in Indianapolis, and then over and over since we had arrived in Italy ten days earlier. Watch out for pickpockets! Guard your purse. And I had been careful. But they found me, a seasoned traveler, anyway, waiting for a train to the airport.

I felt so foolish. How could I have been so careless? The hotel welcomed us back, but it took several hours to cancel credit cards, notify our cat-sitter, and cover our two-day delay at our jobs. My husband, Jimmy, tried to console me with a reminder that since we were traveling standby with Delta Airlines Buddy Passes, we could board any flight with empty seats, but I just felt stupid, stupid, stupid! Later, even one of those long, delicious Italian dinners didn’t alleviate my feelings of incompetency and humiliation.

The next morning we dressed in our traveling outfits and headed for the American Embassy to get my temporary passport, intending to make a mad dash for the airport if we finished in time.

“Tell me something about Indiana that is unique,” the young woman behind the counter said, looking up from my application. “I have to ask since you don’t have a birth certificate with you.”

Unique? My home state? “The Indianapolis 500?” I stammered.

She frowned. “Like a state park, anything like that? A famous mountain or beach?”

“I think the state bird is a cardinal. Or maybe not,” I said, my mind a blank.

She must have decided an identity thief would have been better prepared, because ten minutes later we walked out with my new passport.

“Let’s stay,” Jimmy said as we waited to cross a busy street. “No one expects us home today.”

“Really? Can we do that?” Suddenly I felt like a kid playing hooky. My depression began to lift.

It was a lovely day. We wandered all over the city, looking at sights we’d thought we would have to miss. Every so often, though, I had flashes of the embarrassment I was going to feel when I explained my carelessness to friends back home.

Our feet finally started hurting as we crossed a bridge near the block of ancient ruins where Julius Caesar was supposedly done in by Brutus. We headed toward a nearby bench. Several times during our stay we’d rushed past the ruins and even had remarked on the number of cats sunning themselves amid the broken columns fifteen feet or so below the level of the sidewalk. However, we’d never noticed the large hand-printed poster with a red arrow pointing down a flight of stairs near the end of the bridge. “Cat Sanctuary, Visitors Welcome.” We couldn’t resist.

At the bottom of the stairs was a small garden in front of an arched doorway that seemed to be built into the bridge abutment. Half a dozen cats were sunning themselves in the garden. It smelled like cat food. Okay, it smelled like cat urine, too, but not overwhelmingly. We obeyed the written invitation on the door and entered a large room lined with cages, all with open doors. From the information placards propped up on a long table, we learned the sanctuary serves over 600 cats, some feral, some abandoned. Once the cats are neutered and get shots and identification ear tags, they are free to roam, coming back to the room of cages for shelter and food. We bought a colorful picture book for our cat-sitter about a real-life, one-eyed cat that lived there. The woman who took our Euros told us to get Deborah to sign it and called over the writer, a slight woman with long, tousled hair and an energy force that was almost visible.

Deborah is American, intense, irreverent, and altogether delightful. She came to Rome for a visit sixteen years ago and never left. Helped start the sanctuary. She’s passionate about taking care of the cats. The previous year they got 1,000 cats, adopted out 300.

The shelter survives on donations. It is occasionally threatened with closure by the city government because it doesn’t have any legal right to be there. So far Deborah and her cohorts have won each skirmish by e-mailing to their list of donors around the world, which produces an enormous letter-writing campaign to the mayor and the threat of negative PR for the city.

Deborah spotted Jimmy’s camera. “We’re about to start a campaign,” she said, “to show how we don’t just help cats. There are many old people in Rome who spend way too much of their pensions on feeding homeless cats. Some give up food for themselves to do this. The sanctuary helps over fifty of them, giving them food or taking the cats in.” She nodded at the camera. “We need photos for the posters.”

An old woman, stooped over with osteoporosis, had entered the room. “Here’s our model,” Deborah said. “Carla has sixteen cats, lives in an apartment with no heat, and survives on her pension. She comes here for cat food and spends most cold days here helping with the animals and staying warm.”

Deborah picked up two bowls of cat food and led us into the ruins. She set the bowls down and positioned Carla nearby as cats jostled each other for the food. The old woman leaned back to minimize her stoop and smiled into the camera. She was heart-wrenchingly beautiful. Jimmy and Deborah worked for over half an hour, snapping shots and then viewing them until they were satisfied. As I watched, it occurred to me: this was why we needed to stay in Rome.

“Of course it is,” Deborah said when I told her. “I’ve had my passport stolen three times and there’s always a reason. Can you e-mail the pictures as soon as you get home?” We parted with hugs.

I smiled all the way back to our hotel, all through dinner, and was still smiling the next day as we boarded the plane. Several years later, I still smile when I think about Deborah and her cat sanctuary. She e-mailed to let us know her campaign was a success, bringing in enough to assure the sanctuary another year of compassionate care.

Sure, I know the campaign could have happened without us, but we were there at just the right moment, and for two cat lovers from the U.S., it was a blessing to be part of something so splendid and noble, so universal. Now when I’m asked to name the best thing that happened to me in Italy, I always say, “Well, it started with getting my pocket picked.”

— Sheila Sowder —
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A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.

~Jean de La Fontaine



The Christmas season arrived, and as always, my mother asked, “What would you like for Christmas?”

“A kitty, a puppy, and a pony,” I responded without hesitation. One could say I “placed my order.”

My mom explained we didn’t need another dog, as we already had one. Of course, I responded, “We do not have a puppy.” She had no protest against the kitty, although she may have said something about the cost of vaccinations. As for the pony, it was a downright “no.”

“Ponies are a lot of work,” she said. “Not to mention they cost a small fortune.”

A few days later, on a particularly cold December day, our friends called, begging us to take a kitten. Apparently, the mother had been killed. Once the kitten was in my mother’s arms, she instantly gave in to those darling, green eyes hidden among black fur. He was cold and wet, and my mother’s heart went out to him. She hand-fed him and tucked him inside her sweater until he was warm. Our friends named him Nicodemus, and there was no going back. I got my kitty.

A few weeks passed. Mom was coming home one evening when she spotted a stray mother dog and two puppies running in the road. She got out and tried to catch them, but only managed to catch one puppy. When she got the puppy in the back of the van, it snarled and snapped. I think the puppy thought it was much larger than it was. At last, Mom came home and brought the puppy in the house. The puppy was very scared, shaking and barking aggressively. It was rather snappish, so after lots of consideration, we named it Gingersnap. And there was my puppy.

At this point, I suppose my mom became a little afraid of a pony showing up. As a precaution, she bought a small pony figurine to give me on Christmas morning.

It seemed like forever until Christmas arrived. Finally, it did. I raced downstairs alongside my siblings and peered out the window. To my dismay, there was no pony. When I opened my stocking, I found the small pony figurine. Filled with disappointment, I looked into my mother’s eyes. “I wanted a real pony,” I said. It seemed as though my mother didn’t understand.

“I would get one if I could, but ponies are expensive and require a lot of work,” my mother responded sensibly. My heart sank.

A few days after Christmas, Mom was talking to the insurance man. I bet they had a normal conversation discussing each other’s Christmases. However, seemingly out of nowhere, the man said, “I had the strangest thing happen to me! This pony showed up in my back yard and won’t leave. Do you want it?” My mother about died laughing. Then she firmly said “no” and immediately hung up the phone.

— Rachel Katherine —
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Cats are cats… the world over! These intelligent, peace-loving, four-footed friends — who without prejudice, without hate, without greed — may someday teach us something.

~James Mackintosh Qwilleran



“Brace yourself,” my brother warned as he hung up the phone. “Grandma is coming.”

Don’t get me wrong. We loved our grandma but when we heard that she and Gramps were coming for Christmas, we had mixed emotions. Gramps, a big, jovial fellow was always making us laugh. But Grandma, although tiny in stature, could be a grouch! She didn’t mince words. “Nice girls don’t wear tight dungarees.” Now I wouldn’t be able to wear my new jeans. “Only fools spend money on movies.” There went our plans to see A Magic Christmas.

My brother and I quipped in unison: “When Grandma speaks, everyone cringes.” Mom was not amused and warned us to be respectful.

Then we remembered Grandma’s number one rule: “No pets in the house.” Milot, our beloved cat would have to be banished to the basement. The basement wasn’t heated. We glanced sadly at the gray and white Maine Coon, pregnant with her first litter. She was comfortably curled up on the counter in the kitchen — for now.

Mom had taken great pains to make everything perfect for the holidays. A bright, berry wreath hung on the front door. Live poinsettias adorned the windows. The vanilla fragrance and the soft light of scented candles created a calming effect. She smoothed out the festive red and green fabrics concealing the foldout tables and reminded us, “Mind your manners, don’t talk with your mouth full, and use your napkin.”

“What’s a napkin?” half-joked my older brother, Dee.

The house was glowing. And so was Mom.

It was the first time all the relatives were coming to our new home. “Ooohs” and “ahhhs” were heard as each one entered. The grandparents were the last to arrive. We heard Gramps’ old Chevy come to a screeching halt. I ran to the door as my brother removed the cat from the room. I gave Gramps a big kiss and turned to hug Grandma. She held me at arms’ length, scrutinizing my face and blurted, “Too much rouge!” She meant “blush.”

“Oh, Mama,” Gramps jumped in protectively. “It’s the cold that’s making her cheeks so rosy.”

My brother carried their overnight bag into the spare bedroom. They were staying a couple of days.

As Grandma’s gaze took in the elaborate decorations, a “Humph!” escaped her lips. “Nothing better to do with your money, Mrs. Millionaire?” In the true essence of goodwill, Mom tactfully ignored the dig and welcomed her parents affectionately.

Everyone gathered in the tiny quarters. We spent a while catching up. Aunt Katherine got promoted. Adele announced her engagement. All good news except Grandma’s arthritis was acting up.

Eventually, we took our places for the feast. Traditional American fare was tastefully arranged all around. There were even delicious side dishes from our grandparents’ old country. The turkey took center stage. The parties at each table joined hands as the youngest, Cousin Mille, said her well-rehearsed grace. Things went without a hitch until she got to amen. Then an unexpected snicker arose from the kids’ section, followed by increasingly louder chuckles and giggles. Soon boisterous laughter was in full swing. With a low moan coming from deep within, Milot, the cat was moving in slow motion, dragging Grandma’s size 44 Double D bra behind her.

Mom’s face was ashen. Grandma’s mouth was open wide. Her complexion had taken on the color of the pickled beets on the platter in front of her. The laughter had come to an abrupt halt. An ominous silence ensued. My brother snatched the cat — which refused to let go of the brassiere — and whisked her out of sight. Mom threw us a harsh look and Grandma scolded, “An animal belongs in the yard; not in the house.” Gramps grabbed a shot of Schnapps and practically shoved it under Grandma’s nose: “Here, Mama. This will help your cold.” Grandma slugged it down. And then another.

The Schnapps seemed to help because gradually the corners of Grandma’s mouth turned up. She confessed, “That darn cat! She made me smile.” Before long, we were all smiling and chatting, gladly putting the cat-and-bra incident out of our thoughts. The rest of the meal went smoothly. The supper was a huge success.

When all the dishes had been cleared, we gathered around the brightly lit tree and followed our custom of Christmas caroling. Aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers and sisters put aside any differences of the previous months. A feeling of contentment, gratitude and love enveloped us in a warmth not unlike a bear hug. For a few hours, harmony and accord prevailed; at least in spirit if not in our musical attempts.

Sometime later Mom noticed that Grandma was absent from this pleasurable and rare gathering. “Go find her,” she urged.

I wandered toward the guest room. The door was slightly ajar. Without opening it further I peeked inside. Grandma was sitting in a recliner, her head bent over something. I looked closer. Milot, the cat was snuggled happily on her lap. Grandma’s face wore a blissful expression. Her weathered hands gently stroked the cat’s chin and behind her ears. “Pretty Milot. Whose kitty are you? Are you Granny’s little darling? Yes, you are,” Grandma purred. I don’t know whose purr was louder.

Busted!

I sneaked away without being seen.

In February, when Milot had her litter, Grandma timidly asked for one of the kittens. She and Christmas spent the next seventeen years living together in peaceful contentment. And Grandma’s disposition improved immensely.

— Eva Carter —
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Way down deep, we’re all motivated by the same urges. Cats have the courage to live by them.

~Jim Davis



One day a handsome black tomcat appeared at our back door. His coat had a white bib and four snowy paws, making him look like he was wearing a tuxedo. His tail was as crooked as a corkscrew.

My four-year-old brother Daniel and I had never had a pet. We both instantly fell in love with the gentle black and white cat. All that first afternoon, the three of us played together. When it got dark, we begged our parents to let our new friend come inside so we could feed him. Mom shook her head. “It might confuse him,” she explained. “This cat looks too healthy to be a stray. He must have a home already.”

But the next morning, the tuxedo cat was still there. He waited patiently by the front door like a butler at a mansion. “Yea!” said Daniel. “He wants to be our cat!”

It did seem like he was telling us something. He stuck around all day, playing with Daniel and me outside. When we went into the house, he jumped up on the barbecue and watched us through the window. The last thing I saw that night were his green eyes, staring in at me.

The next day, our parents warned us that we needed to try our best to find his owners. My mom helped me make a flyer that said “Found: black and white cat with crooked tail” with our phone number on it. I drew a picture of the cat on each one and we hung them around the neighborhood.

The second day, I named him Alley, as in “alley cat.” The third day, our dad and mom let us put some food out for him. The fourth day, our parents broke down and we got to bring him inside.

Alley let me carry him like a baby, from room to room. Daniel built Lego castles all around him. He followed us all around the house and at bedtime he jumped on each of our beds while we got tucked in, as if he was saying good night to us.

Alley was a dream pet.

Our family woke up from the dream about two weeks after we adopted him. That was the day a big, tattooed man appeared at our door holding one of our “Found Cat” flyers. Before anyone could say anything, Alley strolled over to the man and rubbed on his leg. It was obvious that they knew each other.

“My name’s Mark Johnson,” he announced, casually picking Alley up. “I see you’ve met my only roommate, Dewey. He kinda wanders when I’m out of town. Can I offer you good people a reward for watching him?”

“No,” Dad said with a sigh. “It was a pleasure to have him as our guest.” The rest of us were completely silent. At the door, Mr. Johnson turned back and faced us kids. That’s when he must have seen the tears in my eyes. “Wow. I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize you kids had gotten so attached. Hey, I only live a few blocks away. If you two would ever like to visit old Dewey…”

“His name’s not Dewey!” Daniel yelled at the top of his lungs. “It’s Alley!” He ran sobbing to his room.

Mr. Johnson’s eyes widened. The full meaning of his visit had sunk in at last. He slipped out awkwardly. Over his shoulder was slung Alley. Alley’s unreadable green eyes looked back at me all the way down the walk.

For days, I found myself staring out of the window at the barbecue as if Alley might suddenly rematerialize there. Daniel went through spells of bursting into tears. Our parents tried to console us by keeping our family schedule full and entertaining. They even talked about going to the pound to pick out another pet.

Then one day, I heard Daniel yell, “He’s back!” We all hurried into the family room. Sure enough, Alley was there by the door nuzzling Daniel, his crooked tail lashing Daniel’s legs.

He had found his way home.

My heart was jumping with joy. Then Dad said, “Daniel. Sarah. He can’t stay. He’s not ours, remember?”

Daniel and I both looked at him like he was crazy. “But Dad…” Daniel began.

“Do we have to tell that Mr. Johnson guy?” I asked, looking into my dad’s eyes.

Dad nodded his head. Even though I could tell it made him sad to do it, he looked up the name and left a message on Mr. Johnson’s machine. “Your cat is here again,” Dad said. “Would you please stop by and pick him up?”

I felt like this would be the last time we would ever see Alley. I figured Mr. Johnson would lock him up in his house. For the rest of the day we played with him; making cat fortresses out of cardboard boxes, dangling strings around corners, petting him and feeding him treats. Alley went along with it all, just like he expected that kind of treatment and wanted nothing less.

When Mr. Johnson arrived at 8:00, I had made a decision. I waited in the hall behind Daniel and our dad, holding Alley in my arms. As soon as Dad opened the door, I said to Mr. Johnson, “I think he wants to live with us.”

“Sarah…” Dad began.

But Mr. Johnson nodded at me, letting me know it was all right. Then he squatted down, so that he would be at the same level as Daniel and me.

“You know, Sarah, I think you’re right. He seems to have made a decision. I think he must like kids,” he said with a wink. He set down a small cardboard box. “I didn’t come to take him. I just came by to bring you these.” Inside were a bowl and several cans of cat food.

“You’re letting us have him?” I asked, stunned. “Like a gift?”

“Well, kind of,” he said with a shrug. A tattoo-scrawled arm darted out as he petted Alley. “Bye, Dewey. I’ll miss you. But I have a feeling you’ll be in good hands.”

And, just like that, Mr. Johnson was gone. None of us ever saw him again.

From then on, the tuxedo cat was ours. In no time at all, he became a respected member of our family. He was a fierce hunter, yet he remained extremely gentle with us. Whatever room the family was in, Alley was there. Whenever Daniel and I were ready for bed, Alley popped in to say goodnight.

Sometimes I wonder what made our cat decide to stop being Dewey and want to become Alley. We will never really know, but it gave us all an example of what giving is all about. Because the truth of the matter was that Mr. Johnson hadn’t given his pet away.

Alley had given himself to us.

— Sarah Strickland as told by Craig Strickland —
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Are we really sure the purring is coming from the kitty and not from our very own hearts?

~Emme Woodhull-Bäche, translated



I have always been a “dog person.” As far back as I can remember, there were dogs in my house. Not cats, dogs. So when two coworkers found a tiny gray kitten eating out of the Dumpster near our office building and asked me to take him in, I agreed, reluctantly. “Only temporarily,” I proclaimed, “I’m a dog person.” My coworkers nodded their heads knowingly and handed me the warm little bundle.

The kitten was three months old when I brought him home. Weighing in at barely three pounds, he rode peacefully in the passenger seat, atop my gym bag, and waited patiently while I went into Wal-Mart, befuddled in front of the cat items trying to decide what to buy. I knew I would need cat litter and a pan, some cat food, maybe a toy or two. I made my purchases and returned to the car to find his small gray face with green eyes soften at the sight of me. Something inside me shifted a little bit.

Don’t get attached, I told myself, it’s only temporary.

I took him to the vet the next day, calling him John Doe. I announced loudly in the waiting room that I was in possession of a cat in need of a permanent home. Meanwhile, I tried not to notice the warm feeling I got as I felt John Doe purring in my arms.

Several months went by with no responses to my “Cat Needs Good Home” posters. Since he had started responding to my calls (as much as cats will respond), I officially named him Bonaparte. I thought it was a funny name and I wasn’t keeping him anyway.

At some point during those months, Bonaparte started sleeping with me at night. He had a curious habit of laying down in such a way that his body always touched mine. When I shifted, he stood up, waited for me to get settled again, then lay down against me again.

I had never known cats could be so affectionate.

He performed the usual kitten antics that caused me to scream with frustration. He brought the curtains in my bedroom down so many times that I started telling friends that he was redecorating. His sudden bursts of energy that caused him to race frantically around the house in pursuit of invisible bugs left me shaking my head in amazement. He yowled every night by the front door to go out — until I got him neutered. He woke up at five every morning and parked himself on my chest; paws folded neatly under his body, staring at me intently until I finally woke up and drowsily stroked him.

Then there was the constant purring that never ceased to delight me.

When he was two years old and I had long since fallen in love with him, Bonaparte became deathly ill. He spent three months in and out of intensive care at the vet’s office, and he required a feeding tube for most of that time. One night, when I had to take him to the emergency clinic, I slept by his cage because I didn’t want him to wake up and not find me there. I took him to a specialist one hour from home, where he stayed for almost a month. I drove there every day to visit with him, cuddle him and brush him because he was so sick he had stopped grooming himself. The vets were grim about his prognosis. I remember standing in the hallway one morning, sobbing, begging them not to give up on him.

See, there were these cold nights that I had to get through without his warm body snuggled up against mine. The hole in my heart left by the loneliness was tremendous.

The vet finally determined that a risky surgery had to be attempted, although there were no guarantees for Bonaparte’s survival. It was his last and only chance. Miraculously, Bonaparte came through, recovered and was able to come home a few weeks later.

Today he is six years old, and over the years I have brought home two other stray cats. Bonaparte worked his magic on them just like he worked it on me. They were unsure, insecure and frightened, yet practically melted in his presence. He grooms them, lays against them while they sleep, or touches noses with them as they pass in the hallway. His heart is so big that it spills out and touches the cold, hidden places in other hearts.

Somehow Bonaparte found that place in my heart. He found it before I even knew what was happening. And every night when he climbs into bed with me and arranges his body so that every part of him is touching me, I feel my heart fill with love all over again.

— Kelly L. Stone —
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People who love cats have some of the biggest hearts around.

~Susan Easterly



During my college days, I began cultivating myself to fit the image I held of an aspiring author. I fancied myself a connoisseur of language and shuddered at others’ misuse of it. Most of all, I scoffed at people who spewed drivel at babies or, even more loathsome, at pets. Although neither babies nor pets were part of my life, I felt quite certain that when they were, I would be a role model for mothers and animal lovers everywhere.

Then one day my friend Marcia called and asked if I would take in a stray cat. “He’s cold and scared,” she said. “He’s been living on my neighbor’s garage roof. Someone dumped him from a car.”

Cats are sensible animals, I thought. I had always admired their regal bearing and independence. Besides, Charles Dickens, H. G. Wells and Mark Twain had all owned cats. I imagined a cat curled at my feet as I typed, perhaps inspiring my creativity to new heights. I invited Marcia to bring over the stray.

As Marcia approached my apartment, I heard rather than saw the cat. He protested loudly until she set the carrier on my living room rug. The moment she opened the door of the carrier, a skinny black cat streaked out, raced into the bedroom, jumped into the bathroom and bathtub, leapt out, then charged back into the living room and onto my lap.

“I’ve got to run,” Marcia said, grabbing the carrier and stepping outside in one smooth move. “Yell if you need anything.”

By this time, the cat was kneading his paws on my stomach in frantic rhythm, much like a boxer jabbing a punching bag. “You’re not shy,” I said wryly. Although the cat was bony, his coat shone blue-black in the lamplight. His mustard-yellow eyes blinked at me momentarily before he resumed his activity.

“I guess I need to call you something.” I choked on my words. Listen to me, I thought. I’m talking to this animal as if he understands.

“Ralph,” I continued, despite myself. “Ralph is a nice, no-nonsense name.” No cutesy Boo-Boos or Fluffys for me.

That night I set down the rules of cathood. Ralph would not be allowed on my bed. He would sleep on the rug in the living room. He would learn to respond appropriately to simple, one-word commands. For my part, I would speak to him like the intelligent animal he was.

After a two-night cycle of putting Ralph on the floor and awakening to find him beside me in bed, I gave in on that rule. I told myself that this was for my good rather than his, because his purring relaxed me, and his warm, fuzzy body felt wonderful against my back.

As the week wore on, we seemed to understand each other perfectly. I made sure not to speak to Ralph other than as master to animal. Then one morning, I accidentally stepped on his tail. Such a pitiful wail! I scooped him up and held him close.

“Oh, Mommy’s so sorry!”

I looked around. Who said that? Oh, no! It was happening. I was beginning to talk like one of them.

Over the next few days, I desperately tried to curb my maternal feelings. I decided to squelch the Mommy business first, but nothing else seemed appropriate. Master was a bit much. Kathy? No, too familiar — I would lose my authority. “Mommy” best summed up my role. So grudgingly, I became Ralph’s mommy… but I promised myself I would make no further concessions.

Then one night Ralph was sick on the carpet. After cleaning up, I hugged and stroked him.

“Poor baby,” I cooed. “Him was sick.”

Him was sick! I envisioned my English professor tightening a noose around his neck. As Ralph napped, I reviewed my worsening condition. I could no longer deny the facts. I was rapidly becoming a pet owner-babbler.

During the next few weeks, I resolved to control every word that came from my lips, but the unthinkable happened. Such aberrations as “You is a widdle baby boy” flowed freely, as though the evil spirit of grammar atrocities possessed me every time I looked at Ralph. Worse yet, he seemed to expect such talk.

One night I decided to go cold turkey. I placed Ralph on my lap so he faced me. “Now,” I began, consciously resisting the babble, “you’re a sensible, intelligent animal. You want an owner who treats you as such, don’t you?”

Ralph’s eyes never moved. I read understanding there, encouraging me to go on. “Henceforth, I will treat you with the dignity and respect such a noble cat deserves.”

Ralph’s mouth was opening. So intent was his stare that for one insane moment, I thought he would speak. He yawned in my face.

“You silly, pweshus baby,” I said, laughing and cuddling him to me.

Now the rules are gone. I never had the authority anyway. Only love and the babbling remain. Does anyone know of a Babblers Anonymous?

— Kathleen M. Muldoon —
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Wherever there is a human being, there is an opportunity for a kindness.

~Seneca



Maria, a gentle, soft-spoken woman of seventy, had always managed to view the world with a child’s sense of wonder. She greeted the dawn of each new day with the brightness of the sun itself and found joy in the smallest of things: a dove perched on her birdfeeder, the fresh morning dew, the sweet scent of jasmine in her garden.

A widow, Maria lived alone in a run-down neighborhood in Deerfield Beach, Florida. One day while out tending the small garden in front of her modest home, Maria had been injured in a drive-by shooting. The bullet had pierced her skin with a ferocious bite and lodged itself in the old woman’s right thigh. Crying out in agony, she had dropped to the sidewalk. When the mailman found her unconscious nearly an hour later, her injured leg had been bleeding profusely. She’d made it to the hospital just in time and later, the doctor had told Maria she was lucky to be alive.

Returning home, Maria didn’t feel so lucky. Before the shooting, the elderly woman had always been grateful that she was healthy for her age. Now just getting the daily mail required a Herculean effort. In addition, her medical bills were mounting alarmingly, straining her meager income. And although she had watched the neighborhood deteriorate, somehow things had seemed safe in the daylight — but not anymore. For the first time in her life, Maria felt frightened, alone and vulnerable.

“I feel defeated,” she had told her friend Vera. “I’m just an old woman with nothing to do and nowhere to go.”

When Vera came to pick up Maria for her checkup at the medical center, she hardly recognized her old friend. Maria’s soft brown eyes held a haunting sadness and her face was gaunt and haggard. All the curtains were drawn and her hands shook with fear as she hobbled out onto the front porch, a cane stabilizing her injured leg.

They were a little early for Maria’s appointment, so to try to cheer up Maria, Vera took a longer, more scenic route. They were stopped at a red light when Maria suddenly shrieked. “Look at that cat! It’s trying to run across the street!”

Vera looked up to see a small black-and-white cat bounding into the middle of traffic. Both women screamed as they saw one car, then another, and finally a third, hit the cat. The cat lay motionless, its small body flung into the grass. Cars slowed, but no one stopped to help.

“We must save that poor creature,” said Maria. Vera pulled over, got out of the car and went to the hurt animal. Miraculously, it was still alive, but badly injured.

“Take my jacket and wrap the kitty in it,” said Maria. Vera carefully put the cat on the seat between them. It looked up at Maria and gave her a plaintive, barely audible meow.

“Everything will be all right, my little friend,” Maria said tearfully.

Finding an animal clinic, they went inside and told the receptionist what had happened.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but we cannot accept stray animals.”

It was the same at the next clinic. Finally, at the third clinic, a kind veterinarian, Dr. Susan Shanahan, agreed to help and quickly started working on the cat.

“This little guy is lucky to be alive,” she told Maria and Vera. “If you hadn’t been there for him, he never would have made it.”

The vet took Maria aside. “The cat’s injuries are very serious,” she said. “He has severe head trauma, crushed paws and a cracked collarbone. He’ll need a lot of expensive medical attention. Today’s bill alone will cost at least $400.”

Maria gasped. But taking her worn cloth wallet from her handbag, she gave the doctor all the money she had after paying her bills — $50.

“It’s all I have right now, but I promise I will pay you the rest over time. Please don’t put that kitty to sleep,” she pleaded. “I’ll take him home. We need each other.”

Sensing how important this was, Dr. Shanahan kneeled and took Maria’s hands in hers. “I could get into trouble with my boss for doing this,” she said gently. “You see, I really shouldn’t have helped the cat in the first place, but, don’t worry… I will personally pay for this.”

While the cat was at the clinic, Maria went to check on him every day. She spoke softly to him and gently stroked his chin with her little finger. As the days passed, the cat began to purr and the sparkle returned to Maria’s eyes.

The day arrived for the cat to come home. As excited as a little girl on Christmas morning, Maria smiled brightly as she walked into the clinic to pick him up.

“What have you decided to name the cat?” asked Dr. Shanahan.

Cradling the cat in her arms, Maria answered happily, “I’m going to call him Lucky, because together we have found a new life.”

— Christine E. Belleris —
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