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Foreword


What have I learned from my cat?


Everything!


Poet May Sarton said, “Time spent with cats is never wasted,” and it’s no wonder cats have been some of the greatest muses in history. Wordsworth, Hemingway, Poe, Twain, Dickens, the Brontes, Elliot and a number of other writers have all personified their love for cats onto the page. Now, this collection of stories aims to do the same.


I love my cat, and I love yours too. I have spent my whole career trying to keep our cats safe and happy. I am so excited that Chicken Soup for the Soul has put together another one of their heartwarming collections for cat lovers, and this one is on such a special topic, with 101 true tales offering insights about life, love, and the fundamental wisdom we can learn from our cats. This book makes me smile, laugh out loud, cry, and pick up the phone to share my favorite stories. Meanwhile, the book makes my cat Pasha jump, leap, paw, scratch, and caterwaul—all positive signs of truly loving the text.


What do we learn from our cats? Perhaps the most important thing is to make time to enjoy life. The Victorian novelist Samuel Butler said “All of the animals except man know that the principal business of life is to enjoy it.” In this book, you will read about Kimberly Garrow, who always noticed her “cats stretched out across the floor, absorbing every ounce of the glorious sunlight streaming through the window. I placed myself right there next to the cats on the floor, mingling with the sun spot. My ‘to do’ list faded away, replaced by the contentment of just being.” Kimberly and her husband eventually used the magic of the sun spot to persuade their reluctant three-year-old to take a nap and now the whole family enjoys the sun with the cats. If only I could nap as much as our cats do, I know I would enjoy life a little bit more.


Cats help us put things in perspective too. Do cats ever have a “bad day”? Good day or bad, life goes on and there is always reason to be optimistic. Terri Elders and her family were experiencing a variety of health and other problems when she decided to adopt a new attitude after watching her cat, Chico, fruitlessly bird-hunting in the middle of February. Terri writes that “Chico is the only cat I’ve ever known who dedicates herself to the principles of the Law of Attraction. This means that if you believe good things are going to happen to you, then they simply will. And for Chico, they often do. Her message gets through to me. Maybe good things don’t have to happen [I]every[I] day.”


We cat lovers have a special mission in life—educating “dog people” who don’t appreciate cats… because they don’t know them! This book will arm you with a whole chapter of stories called “Learning to Love the Cat.” You’ll read about Rebecca Hill’s father, who loved dogs and hated cats, but took in Commander, who needed a new home, for a “trial period.” You know what happened next. Rebecca’s parents ended up designing a new house with lots of nooks and crannies for the cat and her father “even took the time to measure Commander with a ruler so that the window ledges would be made wide enough for him to easily lie on them with comfort.” It still boggles my mind to think about people not liking cats, but just not having yet discovered them.


That brings me to the subject of homeless cats and adoption. You all know how passionate I am about animal rescue. I rescued my Russian Blue, Pasha, and my Maltese, Lucky, from pounds. I proudly support many animal rescue organizations and am happy to report that the tragedy of abandoned cats and dogs is steadily being addressed. Chicken Soup for the Soul shares in this passion, and this book is filled with stories of rescued cats… and rescued people!


When Peg Kehret’s husband died unexpectedly, she decided to turn his workshop into a foster home for abandoned cats. She writes in her story that “the cats helped me as much as I helped them. I still miss Carl but his workshop is no longer a sad, empty space. It’s now known as the cat room, complete with a ‘Strays Welcome’ sign. Even when I’m between cats, there is a sense of anticipation and the knowledge that the emptiness is only temporary and that soon the room will once again come alive with love and purpose.”


I hope you will enjoy this book as much as I have. The Chicken Soup for the Soul team is dedicated to our cats and their wellbeing, and it is a pleasure and a privilege to introduce this book to you. These stories are a great way to relax and learn to re-appreciate your feline pals. So if you have a ragdoll cat, now’s the time to get him or her on your lap, raise your reading glasses and just dive into this feline non-fiction.


My boy Pasha needs to be fed and loved every day, no matter what else I have going on. And he loves me right back. There is a rhythm to life with a cat that calms us and puts things in perspective. We have so much to learn about life from our cats. Their simple faith in the fact that the sun will come up every morning, their feed dish will be filled, and that life is meant to be enjoyed, helps give us a positive outlook. As the French historian Hippolyte Taine said, “I have studied many philosophers and many cats. The wisdom of cats is infinitely superior.”


So stretch a little, purr a lot, love your cat, love yourself, and learn from each other.


~Wendy Diamond
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Learning Who’s in Charge


As every cat owner knows, nobody owns a cat.


~Ellen Perry Berkeley
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Dibbs!


I had been told that the training procedure with cats was difficult. It’s not. Mine had me trained in two days.


~Bill Dana


Having two cats is like having two children, where you must never, ever, bring something home for one without buying the exact same thing for the other.


For example, we brought home a new throw rug for the kitchen floor. Nothing fancy, just a basic woven throw with tassels on the ends.


We laid it on the floor.


“What do you think?” I asked my husband.


“Looks good,” he said. “I...”


A rumbling, rushing sound filled the air as two cats careened around the corner. Eyes bulging, ears laid flat, they were neck and neck racing for the rug. In a surprise move, the kitten took a Herculean leap and was the first to land victoriously on the bounty.


“Mrrowr!” she screeched, spread-eagled across the fabric.


“Rowr-rrrr!” the cat yelped, looking to us as if for a judge’s call. She screeched to a halt at the edge of the rug as if an invisible barrier protected it.


The kitten smirked as she pranced around the new rug.


“Well, it was nice for the thirty seconds we could call it ours,” said my husband. “I’m going to watch TV.”


I glared at his retreating back. Yet again, I was left to single-parent the situation. Fortunately, I had the deft touch.


“You share,” I told the kitten. “Be a good kitty. Share.”


The kitten’s idea of sharing was to settle into the middle of the rug and begin cleaning her private parts. I decided parenting was overrated and joined my husband in front of the TV.


The kitten didn’t move for the next four hours. Our entering the kitchen didn’t deter her in the least, and she went so far as to let us step over and around her as we fumbled through trying to cook and set the table.


My husband made the mistake of standing on the carpet as he stirred something at the stove.


A rumble emanated from deep in the kitten’s throat.


“I’d move if I were you,” I told him.


“Why?” he asked.


The kitten walked over and glared at the portion of his shoe on the mat.


“You’re on somebody’s turf,” I said.


He looked down at the scowling kitten. “I pay the mortgage,” he said. “If I want to stand on my new carpet, in my kitchen, no cat is going to stop me.”


I shrugged and went back to rinsing off lettuce.


The kitten nudged his ankle with her head. When subtlety didn’t work, she went for an all out head-butt.


“Hey, cut that out,” said my husband.


The kitten whipped out her claws and targeted his sock, which unfortunately had his foot in it at the time.


“Ow. Hey. OW!” He hopped off the rug.


“Us, zero. Cats, 391,” I said. My husband glared at me.


The cat moped in the doorway, watching the kitten. But older and wiser, she bided her time.


At dinnertime, the cat sashayed over and planted herself in front of the kitten’s dish. The kitten sat up, alarmed. The cat smiled, and then sank her head deep into the kitten’s food.


“Rowr, rowr, psst!” yelled the kitten. My husband and I came into the kitchen. The kitten stared accusingly at the cat. “Mrow, mow, mow!”


“Well, go get your food then,” I said.


The cat hummed as she patrolled the perimeter of the rug.


The kitten bit her lip and lay back down.


The cat wasn’t through. She started splashing in the water dish. Hear the water? When is the last time you went the bathroom? Ho, hum. Splash, splash. I love playing in the runny water.


The kitten crossed her legs. She looked worried.


Splish-splash. Splish-splash. Oh, how I love the runny, full, wet, drippy water.


The kitten turned a deep shade of purple as she held her breath. Unable to bear it any longer, she tore off the carpet toward the litter box. Doing her business in record time, she raced back to the mat, coming to a dismayed stop at the edge.


The cat squatted at the corner of the rug, flipping a tassel back and forth. “Do you mind?” she asked the kitten. “I own this rug now.”


Me, I’m fed up. It’s impossible to be in the kitchen with territorial cats nipping at my heels, and both cats toying alternatively with starvation and kidney explosion so as not to lose their claim on the rug.


“We have to take action,” I tell my husband.


He sighs. “You’re right. We’ve spoiled them. But with hard work and commitment on our part, I’m sure we can do better.”


I stare at him. “What?”


He stares back. “Weren’t you going to lecture me that we need to find new ways of reward and discipline, so as to create a more fair, harmonious environment where we all learn a lesson about love and sharing?”


“Uh, no. I was going to suggest we go buy two small, crappy rugs for the hall and let them duke it out there.”


He thought for a moment. “Okay, that’s good too.”


Too bad we don’t have kids. We’d make great parents.


~Dena Harris
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Top 15 Lessons Learned


In ancient times cats were worshipped as gods; they have not forgotten this.


~Terry Pratchett


I have learned that...


... it doesn’t matter what I’m doing, they are more important.


... if I’m on the computer, they need to be, literally, on the computer.


... my bed is actually their bed, and I should be grateful I get half of it to share.


... you are nobody until you’ve been ignored by the cat.


... pens are fun to chew on.


... although they may look cute, they are always up to something.


... head bonking is showing some form of love.


... they know they are cute. It saves them from more than enough trouble.


... food can solve any problem.


... cats have selective hearing.


... what I say doesn’t matter—what the cat has to say matters more.


... everything is on their agenda, not mine.


... if they want something, they will get it themselves if you don’t.


... the whole purpose of purring is to keep you awake until they fall asleep.


... I don’t know what I’d do without them. A home is not a home without a cat.


~Katie Matthews
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Feline Wiles


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


~Andre Norton


It wasn’t exactly catastrophic, but our Middy kitty was giving us community relations problems. We had moved temporarily into our son’s rental in town while our country home was being refurbished. Middy, accustomed to being confined indoors due to roving dogs and coyotes, was delighted with the freedom to roam here in the “civilization” of town. However, our first mistake was to allow her to discover the three elegant backyard birdfeeders in our neighbor’s yard. She promptly began polishing her bird harvesting skills.


We had two cats: Midnight—Middy, for short—an all-black, young female, and Snowshoe, an all-white elderly male. Black cats blend with shadows and have a special talent for sneaking up on birds. Our Middy was no exception. Seemingly spring-loaded, she rarely missed in her early morning bird hunts. Snowshoe never left dismembered bodies and feathers on the front step. He had learned that capturing wild things required more stealth than his white coat would permit and more speed than his mature bones could muster.


Long ago, we ceased hanging birdfeeders in our trees as our concession to the rules of Audubon. But Middy, undeterred, crossed the street to the home of our neighbors. She sneaked onto the neighbors’ property at dawn when the finches and song sparrows first stretched their wings and scarfed up seeds. At the right moment, Middy pounced.


Our resourceful neighbors tried everything from shouts and chasing with a broom to spray bottles and garden hose—to no avail. Sneaky Middy outwitted them as well as the birds.


These neighbors came to discuss the matter, averting their eyes as they stepped over the latest scattering of feathers that Middy delivered to our door. I invited them in. “Would you consider putting a bell on Middy, if we purchase it?” Albert asked. We readily agreed.


The bell arrived—a tiny brass noisemaker. Fastened to its handsome red collar it looked great against kitty’s black coat. The collar’s beauty did not impress Midnight, however. She went wild the moment it circled her neck. She raced from couch to stairwell to lampshade to kitchen sink board trying to escape the jingle that must have sounded like the clang of a freight train to her bird-sensitive ears. Exhausted and frustrated, Middy finally stopped, dead still. She wouldn’t move and she wouldn’t eat or drink. Her little head was frozen on her body. Only her eyes moved whenever we approached trying to coax her with kibble. For two days, she crouched near the food bowl but did not approach it. I was concerned that Midnight would wither away from starvation or dehydration. Snowshoe gave her a wide berth, nibbling food from his side of the bowl as though turning his back on her might somehow transfer that loathsome bell to him. Not only was Middy ostracized from the human kingdom and deterred from avian haunts, she was shunned by her feline ilk.


I was about to plead with our country-based friends to adopt Middy, when hunger overcame her fear of the bell. Cautiously she crept to the water and food bowl. Within a few days she accepted the bell as part of her life. As important, this determined little birder did not give up on her favorite sport.


Within a few days we learned that our neighbors were wakened each morning by Midnight’s bell as she sneaked along their bedroom windowsill—instead of creeping on the ground. The height of the sill apparently gave her about two seconds advantage as she leaped onto the birdfeeder before the bell alerted the birds. In short, she had outwitted us all and was back to garnering at least one bird on her morning forays.


But all was not lost. Albert did not give up in his quest to preserve his birds. He rigged up a motion detection device. The entire yard’s sprinkler system went on the moment Midnight sneaked under their gate.


Hooray! Technology to the rescue. But our Middy was not without her own ingenious resources. One morning, shortly after the motion-sensitive sprinkler was installed, I looked out to see—silhouetted against the dawn sky—a small form, unmistakably feline, creeping along the roofline of the neighbors’ house. My bet is that she learned to quiet the bell on her collar with one paw as she made a flying leap to the birdfeeder.


Fortunately for Middy and our friendship with our neighbors, our country home was remodeled in a timely fashion, and Middy was back to being an indoors cat, sheltered from wandering dogs and free-range coyotes. She now has to content herself with tapping the glass with her paw as she watches pigeons strut on the windowsill of our second-story bedroom.


~Willma Willis Gore
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The Guardian Cat


The problem with cats is that they get the exact same look on their face whether they see a moth or an axe-murderer.


~Paula Poundstone


A Grizzly lived down the street from me. Not an actual grizzly bear, but a gigantic German Shepherd named Grizzly. And he did not like me or anyone else, as far as I could tell. When I went jogging past his house, Grizzly nipped at my heels.


When I rode my bike, he would chase me for blocks. Sometimes when I went to the mailbox for the morning newspaper, Grizzly would run down the sidewalk at me, barking and growling.


I had even called his owner, Mr. Albertson, to complain, but that wasn’t much help.


“It’s your own fault,” Mr. Albertson nonchalantly explained. “You’ve shown fear. Grizzly can sense that and now he knows you don’t like him.”


Well, that was true. I didn’t like Grizzly. In general, I didn’t much care for dogs or cats at all. Actually, I was the only resident on the whole street without a pet—until the cat came into my life.


He arrived the way many cats seem to come into people’s lives. He chose me. I was leaving for work early one January morning and I found him on the front porch. He stared me in the eye and meowed loudly.


I had no idea where the scruffy orange tiger cat had come from. And he certainly wasn’t pretty. His fur desperately needed brushing, most of his left ear was missing and he walked with a limp. This cat needed a home—but not mine.


Pointing down the road, since that is where I assumed he’d come from, I firmly commanded: “Go home! Go home!” The cat didn’t move, so I went off to work.


This ritual was repeated again that evening when I returned and numerous times throughout the next two days. “Go home! Go home,” I would tell the cat. To my knowledge it never left the porch.


Why me? I complained to myself. I can’t just leave it out there staring at me! Why did it have to pick me? I don’t need a pet! What am I going to do with a cat?


Finally, one especially cold evening, I gave in and opened the front door. Within a day the cat had completely and comfortably made himself at home.


Now this cat had some serious aggression issues. That was obvious from the look of him. He seemed to get along with humans, but every time I let him outside he got into an altercation with some neighborhood creature. The tabby cat from across the street, the Collie that lived next door, even the woodchuck who resided behind my garage. He was definitely a fighter, so I named him Agamemnon after the great warrior king who fought alongside Ulysses in the Trojan War. I just hoped Agamemnon never met Grizzly.


For his own safety, and the safety of all the other animals in the area, I kept Agamemnon inside during the day while I was at work. He seemed quite content to fill his daytime hours with running up and down the stairs, wrestling with my houseplants and capturing dust bunnies under the bed. In the evenings he would go outside to wander around the yard, no doubt looking for a fight, and then stretch out on the railing of the porch.


For weeks I tried to find someone else who would adopt Agamemnon, but whenever anyone asked about his disposition, I couldn’t lie. No one seemed to be interested in a scruffy one-eared cat with social difficulties.


A few months went by, Agamemnon continued to get in fights, and I continued to ask: Why me? For what reason did this cat come to my porch?


Spring arrived late that year, so by the time the ground was dry enough to start gardening I was anxious to get to work. Agamemnon sometimes joined me as I worked around the yard, but usually he spent his time perched on his porch railing, relaxing in the sunshine and taking long naps.


One Saturday afternoon I was working along the front of the house, putting in rows of marigolds and petunias while Agamemnon napped on his railing throne. I was intent on my work, pulling weeds, planting flowers and spreading mulch.


Then a strange feeling came over me, like I was being watched. Still on my knees, I put down my spade and slowly looked around.


There was Grizzly! The dog had managed to sneak up on me and he was about five feet behind me. He pulled back his lips and snarled at me, stepping closer. There was nothing I could do on my hands and knees with the dog blocking my path to the front door. I was too scared to make a sound, but the dog kept growling. This time I felt sure I was going to get bitten, or worse.


Suddenly a hissing orange streak flew from the porch railing and Agamemnon landed on the dog’s back. Grizzly began yelping furiously. The huge dog immediately ignored me and ran around the yard, then down the street, with the cat attached to his back. The sounds of the terrified dog echoed throughout the neighborhood as he scrambled towards his house.


A few minutes later, Agamemnon strolled home, jumped up on his porch railing and went back to sleep.


And although Grizzly had not been seriously injured, just a couple of minor scratches from what I heard, the dog never left his yard again.


Agamemnon became a bit of a hero around the neighborhood. The lady across the street often brought over fresh catnip for him. The family next door made a wooden sign to hang on my porch that stated “BEWARE OF THE ATTACK CAT!” Kids rode past on their bikes and called to Agamemnon when he was out on the porch.


I no longer questioned why the cat had come to me. Obviously, my guardian angel sent him!


~David Hull
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Patches Goes to Camp


Children make you want to start life over.


~Muhammad Ali


Each summer, children from several surrounding inner cities flock to Camp Scully in a rural area of upstate New York. Living just up the road from the camp, our cat, Patches, probably caught the sounds of merriment which drifted her way from a multitude of voices mingled in glee. Maybe she wondered what opportunities awaited her there, or it could be she decided a communal atmosphere was more to her liking. For whatever reason, without asking our permission, Patches packed her bags and set off for camp.


One evening in late May, my husband and I returned home from celebrating our first wedding anniversary to find a cryptic note from my stepdaughter. “Camp Scully returned Patches a few hours ago. She’s in my room now,” the note read.


Patches had been missing for several days. My husband assured me there was no need to fret. She usually took these sabbaticals as soon as the weather turned warmer. Since we had only been married for a short period, this was the first time I experienced these jaunts of Patches, and I must say they made me extremely uneasy. My cats had never even been outdoors. Furthermore, while I was glad to have Patches under our roof once again, I puzzled over the meaning of my stepdaughter’s message. I went upstairs and knocked on her door.


“What’s this about Camp Scully?” I asked.


“Someone from Camp Scully called and said they had Patches. They brought her back about eight o’clock,” she answered in typical non-explanatory fourteen-year-old fashion.


“How did she get to Camp Scully?” I questioned, thinking I hadn’t even filled out an application, let alone put down a deposit.


“I don’t know. Someone just told me she was there,” she said, already moving on to other more important teenage concerns.


A few nights later, my questions were answered. Patches had again disappeared and around 8:30 the doorbell rang. The young woman who ran the camp stood silhouetted under the porch light, a decidedly unhappy calico cat cradled in her arms. As I ushered her in, she explained how Patches first wandered up to her during the lull before the opening day of camp. Susan knew from her collar and name tag that a meal ticket waited to be cashed in elsewhere. Yet, no matter how she tried to ignore her overtures of friendship, Patches showed up daily, finally opting to move in completely.


“Patches hasn’t been very happy since I moved in with my three cats,” I told her, while Susan warily watched our strapping black and white male, dubbed the resident bully. “Especially him,” I concluded.


Perhaps the thought of eight-pound Patches living with this towering menace unnerved Susan somewhat, because eventually she gave in to Patches’ wishes. After a few more transfers between her rightful home and her dream escape, we all agreed that Patches would be better off at camp.


Patches settled into the routine of camp almost immediately. Rather than the campers intimidating her, as I had worried, she welcomed the chance to be cuddled and petted at every turn. Plus, she liked the many different diversions that camp offered, from supervising an arts and crafts session to lounging on the beach while reluctant ten-year-olds attempted the back stroke. Hanging around the mess hall had its rewards, too. Usually someone surreptitiously pulled a tidbit from a slightly bulging pocket or just happened to drop a leftover morsel of dinner. Patches adored the children, and they her. Soon she reigned as the camp mascot, at times surpassing Susan’s leadership role.


The effect she had upon the children illustrated this well. Many of them had never been away from their families or out in the country for any length of time. The utter quiet and open spaces overwhelmed them when they first arrived. Patches provided just that necessary familiar touch, like the smell of grandma’s home-baked cookies or the feel of a well-worn blanket on a nippy autumn night. In her, the children could confide their fears in ways they could not do with each other, and somehow Patches made them feel all right.


More importantly, the campers learned about responsibility from Patches, which in turn gave them a truer sense of belonging. Many of the children appointed themselves as Patches’ official caretakers. Invariably, each morning and evening several willing servers showed up at Susan’s cabin and helped prepare Patches’ meals. Susan showed them how much food to put in the dish and made sure they changed her water. Soon, Patches took to parking herself on the porch to prepare for the arrival of her young wait staff.


I like to think that because of Patches, a few children left camp with a bit more than they brought with them. Perhaps it was an added air of confidence, perhaps a new understanding of compassion, or perhaps the sense of wonder which nature brings. In countless ways, Patches touched those around her and taught them to see as they hadn’t seen before.


Several months prior to what would have been her fourth camp session, Patches succumbed to kidney failure at the age of fourteen. A marker commemorates the spot where Susan buried her, near a towering pine tree on the camp’s front lawn. I suspect, though, that her spirit refuses to be likewise confined. Often on a summer’s night, as I hear the sound of taps carried on the breeze, I picture Patches with one paw placed against her heart, giving thanks for another day at camp.


~Carolyn M. Trombe
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Midwife Cat


Cats conspire to keep us at arm’s length.


~Frank Perkins


Somehow Hazel knew we’d been told our baby would die. I carried my three-year-old son in from the garage, and as I opened the door to our house, I tripped over the cat. She stood before the door, chin tilted up, eyes round and decidedly worried.


I made my way to the couch, still processing the doctor’s words. I was five months pregnant, and my baby had a fatal birth defect. She would live and grow perfectly until I gave birth in four months. After she was born, she could survive an hour or two, and then she would die.


Hazel joined me on the couch. She put her head under my hands, then crawled onto my lap. There she remained, purring.


Two hours later, I realized Hazel hadn’t left me, not even once. When I moved to the computer to research my baby’s condition, she followed. When we ordered a pizza so our son could have dinner, she remained. While I cried on the phone to my best friend, Hazel sat beside my leg, always purring.


How had she known to be waiting at the door? Usually little more than a tortoise-shell throw pillow with feet, Hazel spent her days lolling on the sofa or sunning in the kitchen. The door between the garage and the house is a tight seal, so she couldn’t have scented my distress before I got into the house. I’m convinced she knew because she loves me.


I’d seen cats offer comfort before. My stepmother’s cat—also an aloof tortie—could sense her migraines, climbing onto her lap and purring, eyes distressed. Even more striking had been my mother’s cat, who had comforted my husband when he underwent radiation therapy. During his treatment, he stayed in my childhood bedroom at my mother’s house. Two weeks earlier she had adopted a bedraggled stray, inches away from dying, and that cat—yet a third tortie—stayed in my childhood bedroom as well. This cat loathed people, especially men, and hissed or snapped at anyone who tried to touch her. We suspected abuse. As the cat recovered from her ordeal, my husband recovered from his cancer treatments. The cat began to sleep at the foot of his bed, then on his lap, and afterward would rub her face (forbidden territory to the rest of us) against his hands so he could pet her. They recovered together, and she loved him for it.


My stepmother’s migraines always ended. My husband had been cancer-free for ten years. Now my daughter was going to die, and Hazel knew this made me sad.


For the rest of the pregnancy, Hazel followed me. For four months, whenever I lay down for a nap, Hazel settled herself on the bed at my side. Our other cat didn’t change her behavior, remaining a friendly but otherwise immobile couch fixture. Hazel would sit on the growing lump of baby, purring for her, sometimes giving me offended looks when the baby kicked both our tummies. I did a lot of crying, and Hazel did a lot of sitting beside me. She didn’t let me stay alone until after the baby was born—and died.


Five months later, my husband and I thought I was pregnant, but test results wouldn’t be reliable for another four days. As it turned out, I didn’t need to take a test. Whenever I sat at my computer or in the rocking chair or on the couch, Hazel would trot from any part of the house—her sunny spots or her soft kitty beds—in order to sit on my lap. While there, she didn’t relax. She didn’t purr. She acted like a guard.


Even my husband noticed. “Why do you think she’s doing that?”


I looked down at Hazel in my lap. “Maybe she thinks I’m pregnant.”


“She never did that before,” he said. “Why would she do it now?”


Seeing her sitting like the Sphinx on sentry duty, all I could say was, “She’s protecting the baby.”


Three days later, I confirmed the pregnancy Hazel had diagnosed. She remained on my lap, ever vigilant. For weeks, when I lay down at night, she sat on my stomach, looking into my eyes. We’ve always understood Hazel has highly confident notions, and I imagine she thought, “You clearly can’t protect this baby properly, so I’ll do it for you.” I told everyone that cats were immune to the Evil Eye, and that she was drawing the Evil Eye away from the baby and into herself. She certainly behaved as if she were.


It was our other cat who “induced” my labor. She weighs twenty pounds, and while I slept, she settled herself on the pedestal of my belly and ruptured my membranes; we had our baby an hour later.


Given the way Hazel guarded my pregnancy, we wondered what she would do once the new baby arrived. Our first baby had frightened her. We expected that having nurtured this baby for nine months, she would be watchful of her afterward as well.


Instead, our aristocratic tortie ignored the baby the way she ignored everyone else in the house. She returned to ignoring me too! She wanted no thanks for “helping” me grow a healthy baby. When I’d pet her, she would give a disdainful look, turn her shoulder, and venture off in search of a new sunny spot. The message was clear: “You have your moist, noisy, milk-smelling little human. My work here is complete.”


~Jane Lebak
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Tank


Most of us rather like our cats to have a streak of wickedness. I should not feel quite easy in the company of any cat that walked about the house with a saintly expression.


~Beverly Nichols


It wasn’t until after a couple of weeks that I noticed something was wrong. Unlike the other kittens, who’d already begun crawling on their tummies, he was rolling like a ball down a hill.


I brought him to one of the local vets who coldly offered to put him down. He said the little guy had neurological damage and would never be able to walk. As a specialist in developmental and physical disabilities, I never put anyone or anything in a defined box.


Tank was all black and was originally named Tink, after Tinkerbelle in Peter Pan because of his fluttering and unstable movements. When he was weaned, I had to hold him steady so he could eat, and as he ate, he just wobbled like a foal just born. I never held him securely. I would place my hands just on either side of him and let him wobble into them as he ate. By the time he was a year old, he still wobbled but ate without any help at all.


His walk was a clumsy trot and at first he would bump into walls and table legs. In time, he gained enough muscle control to move more slowly and learned to lean on the walls for balance. The base of his tail was always bald from his using it for balance as he walked by chairs and table legs.


As for getting on the sofa, he just clawed his way up to curl up and go to sleep. If you have ever seen anyone with a palsied condition, you have an idea of how he walked, sat and perched himself. Tank had a way of always getting what he wanted and, to compensate for his disability, grew into a formidable bully! We had a household of multiple cats and three big dogs, one Golden Retriever and two yellow Lab mixes, but when Tank sauntered by they all cleared the way for him. If they didn’t, he would give a blood curling yowl that would send them all into hiding.


I remember one night sitting up in bed reading. Our dogs were all curled up nicely on the old sofa we kept for them in our bedroom when Tank came in. He looked about and then settled his eyes on the sofa. I knew this was his destination. He wobbled over and sat, staring each dog in the eye one at a time. Each one picked up his head and looked at him and then at each other. He swung one paw onto the sofa, claw grabbing cloth and in one instant all three dogs gave up their spot on the sofa. Tank climbed up and sprawled outstretched right in the middle of the sofa. I had heard of people clearing out a room and this little guy could clear out a sofa when he wanted it. In fact, he ruled the house.


In all my years of working in the disabilities field I have learned that compensating for one’s disability is greatly underestimated by most people. The power of adaptation is amazing to witness as I have many times in my work. Tank truly demonstrated the real meaning of adapting to one’s circumstances and fully utilizing the environment to the fullest to live a normal life.


Tank could not jump to where I kept the dry cat food. It wasn’t necessary anyway. Like everyone else, he had me trained. When he was hungry, he would walk over to me and stare. I would ask him, “Do you want to eat?” and he would turn tail and scamper to the porch to be fed.


He was born neurologically damaged and most would have taken the advice of that vet who wanted to put him down. In so doing, they would have been denied the blessing of seeing the true meaning of a valiant, brave and indomitable spirit taking the hand given and playing it to the fullest.


Tank passed away at the age of seventeen. Not bad. Not bad at all.


~Cate Cavanagh
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Perfect Love


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


~Lillian Johnson


I was sitting in my veterinarian’s office when a young family rushed in. The father held a bundle of blood-soaked towels in his arms. He was followed by a young boy carrying the largest, fattest, yellow-striped tomcat I’d ever seen draped across his shoulder and crying as if his little heart was completely broken. The mother held the door and followed up the rear, comforting the sobbing boy. The cat simply viewed everyone with disinterest and remained as calm as a rag doll, lying across the boy’s shoulder.


A medical team hustled the man and his precious bundle into the examining rooms. As the mother, boy and cat settled in on the seats in the waiting room, I couldn’t help but ask what this was all about. I assumed that the pet in the bloody towels, a dog or another cat, must have been hit by a car. What unfolded was one of the most bizarre and yet heartwarming stories I had ever heard.


The cat, named Tom, was the first family pet, now an old codger of twelve years. They had rescued him as an abandoned kitten. He was a typical tomcat, aloof, self-centered, and quite independent, but very gentle. He had grudgingly acknowledged the birth of their son and finally accepted the little boy’s pokings and proddings as the child grew. Although he accepted everyone in the family—on his own terms, of course—Tom was not overly affectionate, and definitely not a “lap cat.” He wanted a good meal and a pat now and then, but preferred to be left alone to bask in the sun on his favorite windowsill.


Then, a year before this incident, a pup came into the picture. A gift from the maternal grandparents, Scotty was a West Highland White Terrier of noble bloodlines. The family was at first fearful about how Tom would accept the newcomer, but a strange thing happened. The old cat took to the pup as if he were a long lost little brother. He absolutely adored the little guy. He allowed the pup to chew his tail. He played for hours with him as if the dog were his own personal pet. When the boy was playing with Scotty, and Tom felt he was getting too rough, he would slip his huge yellow body between them and gently swat at the boy as if to say, “Okay. Enough is enough.”


The family told everyone, took videos of the pair together, and marveled at the way the old cat and young dog bonded.


The family lived in a new housing tract in an upscale area near the hills in the west San Fernando Valley. We had experienced a fairly wet winter in Southern California that year, which meant that both the fauna and flora was overabundant that summer. We get used to the opossums and raccoons turning trash cans, and make sure to bring in all pet food and clean up fruit dropped from trees to slow down the critters a bit. The biggest problem is coyotes who stalk the populated areas at night, searching for cats and other small pets that make easy meals.


Tom and Scotty were kept in at night and even though their yard had a six-foot brick wall around it, the family often heard the predators scrabbling at the trash cans on the outside of the fence. Nobody ever thought there would be a problem in the daylight, however.


That Sunday afternoon, the family had returned from church and let Scotty out into the yard to romp. Suddenly, the air was filled with barking, then snarls and finally screams of pain. The family rushed to the sliding glass doors in time to see a coyote with Scotty in his jaws. The small white dog was fighting bravely but the coyote had the definite advantage.


The father grabbed a nearby chair and rushed out the door just in time to see a blazing flash of yellow fly past his head. Tom, seeing “his” pet in the jaws of the coyote, had leaped from the upper bedroom balcony and onto the coyote’s head. Screaming and spitting, with claws flying like a buzz saw, the old tom lit into the beast, shocking him enough so that he dropped the little dog.


The father followed suit, swinging the chair at the coyote, who immediately decided that the meal wasn’t worth losing an eye to an insane cat or getting thrashed by a wild man, and leapt back over the six-foot wall as if it weren’t even there.


Scotty lay in a bloody heap, with Tom meowing and licking him gently. The little dog was still breathing. The mother ran out and wrapped him in a towel and they rushed to the vet’s office.


Now we waited for news. The cat watched all of us as if he knew there was nothing to worry about, and he was right. Soon the father came out and told us that Scotty was going to be fine. He had been chewed up, but had no broken bones or internal damage. After some stitches, antibiotics, and one night in the hospital just for observation, he would be fine and could go home.


When the family started to leave, the cat squirmed from the boy’s arms and ran back to the door that led to the inner examination room area. He meowed loudly and rubbed back and forth against the door. The family and an orderly tried several times to get the cat into a box to carry him out, but he hissed and spat at them.


Finally, one of the doctors came out and said that Tom could stay with Scotty in a divided cage overnight. They could not let him in the same cage as the dog for sanitation reasons, but they could put them in side by side recovery cages where they could see each other. When the door was opened the cat literally dashed into the back kennels.


I went out to my car, my heart feeling lighter than it had in a long time. I never saw the family, Scotty, or Tom again, but I will never forget their story and the most dramatic example I had ever heard of “perfect love casting out fear.”


~Joyce Laird
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The Great Hunters


Prowling his own quiet backyard or asleep by the fire, he is still only a whisker away from the wilds.


~Jean Burden


Even though our cats grew up in an urban setting, they never lost their instinct to hunt. For ten years we had two cats, Blackie and Sam, and no matter how well fed with store-bought cat food, the primitive urge to find their own food in the wild (a.k.a. our backyard) was still strong.


Blackie in particular was a formidable hunter. One house we lived in had a deck off the back door, skirted by lattice woodwork. Blackie, ever on the prowl, discovered a nest of mice under the deck and eliminated them one by one. Every morning I’d find a dead mouse just outside the back door, a gesture I chose to think of as an expression of my cat’s love.


We moved to a smaller city surrounded by farmland. One year a lot of grain was left unharvested in the fields because the early winter had prevented the farmers from getting to it. As a result, the vole population skyrocketed the next spring because they’d had so much to eat over the winter. I’d never even heard of a vole before. It turns out they’re about the size of a field mouse with a snout similar to a mole’s. Because we lived only a couple of streets from an open field, we were inundated with the tiny creatures.


One afternoon my oldest daughter went out into the yard to jump on the trampoline. A short time later she dragged me into the yard to show me what she’d found. Under the trampoline, several dead voles had been deposited, a sort of miniature graveyard. The cats never actually ate any of the voles; they just played them to death. I later observed Sam repeatedly catching and releasing her quarry. She’d let the little rodent escape and briefly taste freedom before pouncing on it a moment later, obviously enjoying the game immensely. On the other hand, the vole wasn’t having nearly as much fun.


Not all the cats’ prey was of the rodent kind. They had a particular fondness for birds. Our backyard had beautiful trees that attracted an assortment of birds. The cats would lie in wait, hiding under the branches of the weeping birch, ready to pounce on an unsuspecting bird. To give the birds a fighting chance, we belled the cats, using the biggest, loudest bells we could find. I could hear them wherever they were in the house, and when they were outside, I heard them coming from half a block away.


Unfortunately the birds didn’t seem to have hearing as sensitive as mine. The cats still managed to catch some of the less wary. One evening Blackie tried to bring a terrified live sparrow into the house. Fortunately, I managed to pry the poor bird out of her jaws and set it free. Even after I had Sam declawed, I watched in amazement as she made a two-foot vertical leap to capture a bird between her soft paws.


Instinct in cats is a powerful force. No matter how much we think we’ve domesticated, trained, or humanized them, they still retain the qualities they developed eons ago that allowed their species to survive. Although I tried, I couldn’t get them to stop hunting. But maybe that was for the best. Who am I to mess with what comes naturally?


~Judy Reynolds
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Boundary Lessons


The cat seldom interferes with other people’s rights. His intelligence keeps him from doing many of the fool things that complicate life.


~Carl Van Vechten


Raised as a people pleaser, I have spent most of my adult life learning how to establish clear boundaries between myself and others, making sure that I don’t lose track of my own needs by always doing what other people want. Cats don’t have this problem. Cats are clear about what belongs to them (everything), and nothing is more important than their own delight.


My black cat, Muggins, has been my teacher in this regard—showing me how to get what I want by loosening up the very boundaries I have tried so hard to maintain. Through a variety of boundary issues with neighbors over the years, Muggins has taught me how even the most highly guarded boundaries can be dissolved when two beings (feline or human) agree to let love in.


The first lesson involved a dispute over Muggins himself. Soon after finding him at an animal shelter, I took him to the vet for neutering and to have his front paws de-clawed. The first action was politically correct, something the Humane Society encouraged. Not so with de-clawing, I soon discovered, when a neighbor returned Muggins one day, setting him inside the house and taping a note to the door saying: “Your cat accidentally got out. I know that you would want him inside since he is de-clawed.”


Several days later, she knocked on the kitchen door, holding Muggins in her arms and returning him once again. This time I was there. “This cat should not be outside. You are risking his life,” she said, reluctantly handing him over as if I were a criminal.


“How am I risking his life?” I innocently replied.


“He cannot defend himself!” she said, throwing her hands up in the air. “If I see him outside again, I will have to call the animal control center.” And she stomped off, indignantly.


“He seems to have done all right so far,” I muttered under my breath, holding the warm, purring body of my cat in my arms. And yet in that moment, I couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty. Was I endangering his life? I would never intentionally do anything that would hurt Muggins. I decided to call the vet.


“In all of my twenty-five years in practice,” he said, “I’ve never seen a cat injured because of a lack of front claws. It’s the back claws that are most important in their defense.”


Not satisfied, I called the animal control center. Apparently, my neighbor had already called them.


“Oh, so you’re the one she was talking about,” the guy said on the other end of the phone. “She was really distressed.”


“So what did you tell her?” I asked meekly, wishing that I hadn’t identified myself.


“We would never recommend de-clawing a cat that goes outside,” the man said. “But I guess it really isn’t a problem in a residential neighborhood.” He also told my neighbor she had no legal recourse.


Well that’s a relief, I thought. So why didn’t I feel it? And was that going to be enough to keep my neighbor from showing up at my kitchen door again, like a recurring nightmare?


Summoning my courage, I walked through several yards, across the back alley and knocked on her door. As I stood there, hyperventilating, I noticed a beautiful white, blue-eyed cat propped up on the windowsill looking out at me. My neighbor answered the door.


“So this is the reason Muggins comes over here,” I said pointing to her cat. “He has good taste.”


“Yes,” the woman said. “They love staring at each other through the window. He makes her purr.”


“Ah,” I said. “Must be love.”


“Perhaps,” she said. “She’s an inside cat.”
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