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Aye, Captain!

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

~Terry Pratchett

Today started like any other Sunday. I woke up, made coffee for my boyfriend and me, and took out our pack of dogs. I say “pack” because, well, there are four: three Cocker Spaniel females and a male Jack Russell Terrier. It is a fun-loving, furry zoo of animated proportions to say the least, each one with its own unique personality. However, they are my boyfriend’s dogs, not mine. I love them, but I am a cat person. However, we just couldn’t see getting a cat with four dogs at home.

I noticed soon after taking out the dogs that their focus was directed toward a tree. It was not unusual for them to circle, sniff, and claw at the dirt around the trees, especially if they smelled a squirrel, but today was a little different. They paid extra attention to this one tree. The sun was not up entirely, so it took a minute to focus in the dwindling darkness on what was commanding their attention. Then I heard it: a mew. Just one, but a mew. A kitten was somewhere near that tree!

The dogs were frantically trying to find the source of the sound. They ran in circles around the tree, under the nearby bushes, and back and forth to me as if to say, “Mom, where is it? I can smell it. I can hear it, but I can’t find it.” I stood still for a moment, staring at a blank space in front of our outdoor shed when I noticed a little shape coming toward the dogs. My heart raced. I had no idea what they would do to a small animal they had never seen before. The dogs formed a tight circle around the animal, with noses to the ground and tails hanging low, and I ran toward them to save the little creature.

Suddenly, a gray-and-black-striped kitten popped out from between one of the Cocker Spaniel’s legs and came toward me. I realized the dogs were merely curious, and not about to attack the little thing. I picked him up and he started mewing louder and rubbed his little cheeks against my hand and arm. He was about six weeks old, and he had the loudest purr I’d ever heard. It was like listening to a Mack Truck idling.

The dogs, still not sure what to do, clamored for me to show them the kitten, so I did. To my surprise, the wee kitten jumped out of my hands, right into the center of my pack of dogs, allowing them to sniff and lick him all over. This little one had no fear! I said to the kitten, “Well, I guess this means you’re the newest member of our pack. Welcome home, little one!”

I took him inside and yelled out to my boyfriend, “You won’t believe what the dogs just found in the back yard.” I showed him the kitten, and he laughed. He said, “Looks like you got yourself a cat. What are you going to name him?”

That decision didn’t take long. I looked the kitten over and noticed that his right eye was a little pink and swollen, and he had no hair on his bottom. I had no idea how long he had been surviving in the woods, but he seemed to be commanding the pack already, so I knew I had to give him a fitting name. Being that one of the hit movies out at the time was about pirates, and that my boyfriend loves to dress like a pirate on Halloween, I decided on a pirate name. I took the kitten, looked him in the eyes and stated, “Ye shall be known as Captain Jack Lickinbottom, ye scoundrel!” His response was a loud purr, an even louder mew, and a paw tap on my nose as if to say, “I approve. You’ve done well, so I think I shall keep you.”

Twenty-four hours and a trip to the vet later, my six-week-old commander was taking his role seriously. He would slap a nose if he didn’t want to be bothered, climb across furry bellies when he wanted to play or snuggle, and climb up our legs to get attention or demand food. And when he wanted some solitude from all the ruckus and chaos, Jack could be found curled up inside the pot of my Camellia plant, napping soundly.

That was eleven years ago, and I still have Captain Jack with me today — all fifteen pounds of him. He no longer has the company of a pack of dogs, but he does have a sweet, feisty feline companion, Little Bit, upon whom he showers daily kisses and baths. She was found under similar circumstances as Jack. And, like Jack, she chose me to be her scullery maid, kitchen staff, massage therapist, and all-around underling as they plot world domination from their window perch. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

As Mel Brooks once said, “It’s good to be the king!” But, in this instance, it’s good to be Captain.

— Danielle Stephens —
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Bonded Brothers

There is something about the presence of a cat… that seems to take the bite out of being alone.

~Louis J. Camuti

Denny and Checkers were nine-year-old, brown tabby brothers. They looked almost exactly alike, except that Checkers was slightly bigger. They did everything together and slept in the same large cage at floor level in our shelter. We would always find them curled up with each other when they were not cautiously examining and rubbing against potential adopters. We knew they had been together all their lives, so they were a bonded pair. Whoever adopted one had to take the other.

Checkers went in for routine surgery and did not wake up. It is a rare occurrence, but it happens. Denny was left alone in his cage, wondering where his brother went. He became depressed and would no longer come out to play and say “hi” to people looking to adopt. Not even treats or wet food would coax him out. He would barely let people touch him. People asked about his story and felt bad for him, but never put in an application to adopt him. For weeks, he sat in the cage he and his brother had shared. We did not change the blanket Checkers had lain on so Denny could always smell his brother.

A small, blond woman came in looking to adopt one day. When she heard about Checkers, she said, “I have to call someone,” and rushed out to make a phone call. She returned a half-hour later with a somber-looking gentleman and led him to Denny’s cage. Denny looked up at him for a while, and then stood up and came out of his cage. We all gasped and gave them space. Denny sniffed the man before rubbing his face against his hand a few times. He stood there next to him, sniffing and slowly rubbing against the man.

“I have to have this cat,” said the man. We were near tears as we handed him an application. He filled it out immediately, and we pooled our resources to call his vet and references to get the adoption approved by the evening. Usually, it takes days to process an application.

The man came and got Denny the next morning. We waived the adoption fee since we were so happy that Denny had come out of his shell for someone. As the man began to leave, he set down the carrier gently, got down on his knees, and cried. We ran over to see what was wrong.

Through fractured breaths, he said, “I lost my brother to cancer six months ago. We were two years apart, and we were inseparable. He was my best friend. We talked every day. I miss him so much. This cat knows what that pain feels like. He knows I have lost a brother, too. It’s like we need each other, and we will take care of each other. Together, we will be alright.” Then he walked out with Denny in his carrier. I had to take a moment in the bathroom to splash water on my face and wipe my eyes before returning to finish my shift.

We received an update a month later with a photo of Denny. He was relaxing in his bed, looking out the window. He was happy. It was a miracle those two broken-hearted brothers found each other and formed a new bonded pair.

— Sarah LM Klauda —
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My Angel

Our perfect companions never have fewer than four feet.

~Colette

The morning was not going well. My one-year-old son sat on the floor screaming, his face red and his features contorted with frustration and despair. We’d spent a sleepless night, and at sunrise I took him for a long walk around the neighborhood. I hoped that the fresh air and rising sun would calm him down, leading to a nap for both of us.

But a nap was obviously not in his plans. I gave him a bath, changed his diaper, attempted to feed him, brought toys and blankets, and put on soothing music. Nothing worked. He was inconsolable, and the screaming just got louder.

I was getting tired, cranky, and frustrated myself, and we entered into a bizarre feedback loop where we fueled each other’s frustrations. I felt like a failed mother, doomed to spend my life with a screaming toddler. Suddenly, to top it all off, our cat Angel jumped down from her perch up on the couch, startling both of us. She opened her mouth and started meowing at the top of her lungs.

Just what I needed: another loud creature. “Great job, kitty,” I said. As if understanding my sarcasm, my son stopped wailing and giggled.

Angel moved closer and brushed her furry tail on my son’s face. He laughed and tried to catch her tail. Angel moved the tail away but did not leave. My son stretched his hand out and petted her. She purred. He put both of his little hands on her, and she purred louder.

“Thank you, Angel,” I whispered, relief washing over me. “I’m glad you’re here.”

I had never planned to have a cat, and it was by mere chance that Angel ended up with us. A few years prior, I was a graduate student, sharing an apartment with a roommate. Days after we moved in, Janet asked if I would mind if she got a cat. I’d always liked cats but did not want to commit to having one until after I finished my studies and found a permanent place to live. Having a cat who wasn’t my responsibility sounded like a great idea, and I agreed happily.

The next day, Janet and I were at the Humane Society, looking at rows of cages with cats in them.

“What do you think about this one?” Janet asked when we stopped in front of a black-and-white cat with huge eyes and soft fur. I put my finger through the bars and petted the cat’s head. It was beautiful and very friendly.

“I like it, but I’m not the one getting a cat,” I reminded her. “You need to choose.”

“Give me a few minutes,” Janet said and walked off.

I stayed in front of the black-and-white cat, petting its head. A printed page was taped to the wall next to the cage explaining that the cat’s name was Angel. She preferred dry food, was housebroken, and was good with kids.

Janet ended up choosing Angel. It took her a few days to get used to our apartment and us. But then, while Janet was at night classes, Angel would wander into my room, jump on my lap and purr.

I enjoyed Angel’s company and did not look forward to the end of the school year. Janet was graduating and would move, taking Angel with her. I kept reminding myself that Angel was never my cat, and I should simply enjoy these moments with her.

Weeks turned into months, and soon it was time for both of us to move. Janet found a job in a different city, and I was planning to move closer to campus.

A few days before her big move, Janet came into my room holding Angel. “We came to say goodbye.”

I didn’t understand. “I thought you weren’t leaving until Saturday. And we still have your farewell party on Friday.”

She nodded. “I’m leaving on Saturday, but I don’t know what my new situation will be, so I’m not taking the cat with me.”

For a moment, I thought she was joking. She had to be.

“What are you going to do with Angel then?” I asked.

“Take her back to the Humane Society. I’m sure someone will pick her up.”

She handed Angel to me to say goodbye. She climbed onto my shoulder and grabbed on to me, as if she knew something was wrong.

“I’ll take her,” I said without hesitation.

“All right,” Janet said. “She’s yours. Thanks. I’ll go pack.”

She walked out. I stood in the middle of the room with Angel still clinging to me. As I petted her soft fur, I felt a momentary panic. Many places around campus did not allow pets, and those that did were expensive. Would I be able to afford her? What if Angel got sick? How would I pay the vet bills?

I sat down on my bed, and Angel jumped on my lap, immediately relieving me of all anxiety. The choice was clear. There was no way I was letting Janet take her back to the Humane Society.

Now, my son’s giggling interrupted my thoughts. I smiled at the memory of how this cat came into our lives, and I watched as she performed her magic. She took a couple of small steps away from my son, and he leaned forward, grasping her with both hands. Then she lay down on the carpet, and my son lay down, too, still holding her. I wondered if she would run away. What cat would let a toddler use her as a pillow?

But Angel stayed still as my son put his head on her. I lay next to them, watching my two favorite little creatures enjoy each other’s company. A moment later, all three of us were fast asleep.

— Julia Gousseva —
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On the Outside Looking In

Thank you… for gracing my life with your lovely presence, for adding the sweet measure of your soul to my existence.

~Richard Matheson

At age fifteen, I had a petit mal seizure while out with friends. My life changed instantly. I was put on numerous medications and denied a driver’s license.

Finally, long after I graduated from college, I was declared seizure-free. As soon as my doctor said it was safe to drive, I got my license and a car. Now that I could get around town more easily, it was time to get the pet I had always wanted. I had grown up with Siamese cats, and they had always been there for me when I needed comfort. I did my research and found a breeder with a litter of Siamese kittens. I headed right over.

A woman with frazzled hair opened the door. “Are you here about the cat?” she asked.

“Yes, my name’s Danielle.”

“Yes, yes. Come on in. You’re first, so you have the pick of the litter, my dear.”

I followed her into the basement where a furry mess of white-and-gray kittens lay in a cat bed. I knew I wanted a female because my parents’ male cat ended up being an outdoor cat because he sprayed in the house. After seeing how often my parents had to clean up the furniture, I wasn’t sure if I was up for dealing with that.

I told the woman that I’d like a female, and she pointed them all out to me. I tried to pick one up, but she leapt out of my hands. I tried again, and the next female wiggled out of my palm. I was starting to worry that I would walk out of there without a cat!

“You know, you don’t have to get a female,” she said. “You are the first one to ‘reserve’ a cat, so if you want to take home a male, you can.” She pointed out the two males, and I picked one up gently.

The kitten settled into my chest and purred deeply, his little sapphire-blue eyes squinting as if to smile at me. After about five minutes, the woman’s voice broke my trance. “Looks like you found your cat,” she said, smiling at the instant bond I had with the kitten.

When I returned home to my husband, I joked about the expectations I had for what kind of cat he would be. Fittingly, I named him Pip after Charles Dickens’ character from Great Expectations.

About the same time I took Pip home, I had started a new job that included a forty-five-minute highway commute. I was still fairly new to driving, but I felt confident in my abilities. Still, my husband, friends, and family were always concerned because of my prior history with seizures. They told me how frightening it had been to see me staring off into the distance and unresponsive. I waved away their concerns, thinking that the doctor wouldn’t have signed off on me getting my license unless she thought it was okay.

Then the day came when I had a breakthrough seizure while driving home. Nobody was injured, and I didn’t hit any other cars. Other than a bruise from the seatbelt, I was fine. However, I had totaled my car and I lost my license. Upset, I spent the next few days recovering from my accident with Pip curled into a “Sonic the Hedgehog” ball on my chest. I was glad to have Pip to distract me from the guilt and blame I put myself through.

I never knew the emotional pain my seizures caused others until about a year after my accident. I woke suddenly when I felt Pip fall off the bed. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I heard an odd noise in the dark and reached over to use the flashlight from my cellphone. Pip’s body was thrashing all over the floor, and he was foaming at the mouth. This went on for what seemed like forever.

My husband and I looked at each other in shock. We kept an eye on him and called our vet first thing in the morning. The vet confirmed that Pip did, in fact, have a seizure and promptly put him on phenobarbital (a medicine I had once used) to get them under control. I would have to give him medicine twice a day for the rest of his life.

My husband and I were shocked that Pip had seizures like me. Now I was on the outside looking in. I was the person witnessing someone I loved so much suffer from the same illness I had. Feeling the same emotions that others felt for me, I no longer brushed off their concerns or got irritated when they voiced their opinions about what was safe and what wasn’t for me.

I believe animals choose their owners, not the other way around. There was a reason Pip melted into my arms that day.

— Dani Watkins —
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Taming Mighty Mouth

Are we really sure the purring is coming from the kitty and not from our very own hearts?

~Emme Woodhull-Bäche

My retired husband sits in his recliner talking to the long-whiskered roamer who walks all over him. “You are not a lightweight, Buddy. I just want you to know that.”

He and the orange-and-white cat are inseparable. The cat snoozes in the crook of Bill’s right arm, stretches his torso up Bill’s chest until they’re nose to nose, or looks out the window from the back of Bill’s chair.

Our kids and grandkids knew how heartbroken we were after our beloved gray-and-white cat passed away prematurely from heart failure. They kept offering to replace him, but neither Bill nor I was ready for another pet.

“Grandpa, statistics say having a pet to stroke and love makes seniors live longer.”

“By seniors, do you mean me or an old cat?” Bill laughed off their suggestions and refused their offers.

Then in December, we noticed this very skittish cat nosing around our backyard shed. We usually throw cooked egg yolks out each morning for the blackbirds, but as soon as the egg hit the ground, the cat came bounding out to devour it. I put out food and a bowl of water. The cat ate ravenously and ran off.

“That cat isn’t going anywhere if you keep feeding it,” Bill warned. I tuned him out and sweet-talked the kitty.

One cold morning, the orange cat was huddled at the edge of the shed waiting for me. Its chest and cheeks were white. An orange, heart-shaped patch of fur covered its mouth and chin. Despite its cuteness, it yowled like a terrified wildcat. My goodness, that cat had a mouth!

Bill watched from the kitchen window as it came closer each day. “That cat is not coming inside,” he grumbled.

When I opened the back door, and the cat stepped cautiously across the threshold, Bill said, “That cat better not have claws… or fleas!”

I reminded him that fleas wouldn’t survive in sub-zero temperatures.

The cat devoured its food, and then yowled endlessly as I sat beside it, trying to pet it.

“No wonder it’s on its own. Nobody could put up with Mighty Mouth,” Bill complained.

“It’s freezing out,” I explained. “This is a scared cat with trust issues.”

Bill ignored us and went to sit in his recliner. Before he knew what hit him, that orange fur ball jumped into his lap. Exhausted and on high alert from having been outside, that poor kitty snoozed soundly.

“Why me?” my husband asked.

“He recognizes a softie.”

Finally, my husband took pity on it. “You’re exhausted, and you do need me right now, but soon we’re going to find your owner. You’re not living in this house, so don’t get too comfy.”

The cat stayed in the same position until both nightfall and snowfall coincided. Bill looked at me. “I guess it’s not going back out?”

“We’ll take it to the vet tomorrow and see if it’s been micro-chipped,” I said.

Bill slept in bed that night, and I slept on the couch with the loud mouth that yowled off and on all night long. Tense, it jumped at every sound and shadow. I doctored the fresh battle scratch on its nose. There was no way I was returning it to the perils of outdoor living.

The next day, the vet provided contact information for the cat’s owner. The phone number had been disconnected, so we drove to the address two miles away. No one answered. I put a note and our phone number in the mailbox. Two weeks passed without any word from the owner. When my husband asked what I wanted for Christmas, I smiled and said, “This loud-mouthed cat.”

Bill and the cat continued to bond. We purchased equipment and toys, and enough cat food for one month. We called our temporary cat “Kitty.”

Weeks later, the phone call came. A man said he had been busy, had just gotten around to reading his mail, and found my note on the bottom of the stack. My heart fell.

“Do you want your cat back?” I asked, my voice quivering with emotion.

“I guess I’d like to see him. He disappeared at Thanksgiving.”

“What’s his name?”

“Fitz. He’s three years old, and he’s been fixed.”

“Was he an indoor cat?” I asked.

“Well, he really liked going outside, but he just never came back.”

I wondered how the man could allow Kitty to roam in winter, so I expressed my concern. “Sir, I’m afraid you’ll allow him outside again, and it’s going to snow and be bitterly cold all week. What if he gets lost or beat up again? We are an older couple, and we’ve made him an indoor cat.” My voice broke, and I wept. “We don’t want to worry about him. We’ve gotten pretty attached to him during this month.”

The man said in disbelief, “You mean you want him?”

“Oh, yes, we love him. He and my husband are best friends.”

“Well, okay then. I have a bag of food here if you want it,” he offered.

I thanked him, but decided to let sleeping cats lie… right in my husband’s arms.

We changed his name to Sassy because he’s quite a talker, although he no longer yowls. Bill calls him Whiskers, Thumper, Sweet Boy, and Mooch. He does not answer to Fitz or any of his names. But he does answer to the rattle of his food bag, and he bunks on the foot of our bed at night.

Our cat of many names taught us that trust is earned, the depths of love are unknown, and the benefits of touch do reap great rewards. Bill’s blood pressure is down and his mood is up, thanks to the cute cat with a heart-shaped patch of orange fur on his mighty mouth.

— Linda O’Connell —
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Always Grateful

Cats choose us; we don’t own them.

~Kristin Cast

My days always started with a two to four mile run on a nearby greenway. For about two years, I had a very faithful running buddy. I could count on him to be waiting at the white wooden fence come rain, snow, sleet or hail.

This giant, orange tabby cat was probably the most social feline I had ever encountered. It was remarkable for a stray. He would see me cresting the hill and join in, running alongside me for about a quarter-mile until he meowed enough to get me to stop and pet him. I’d give him a stroke on the back, and then he would flop over for a belly rub. A few minutes later, when I would attempt to resume my run, he would wind around my ankles to keep me longer. I was a pushover, so it worked.

Although he was a rather stout fellow, I always brought him some cat food, figuring that might supplement whatever he caught on his own.

On fair-weather afternoons, I would pick up my four-year-old granddaughter from preschool and we would visit the tabby together. She would insist on bringing him an afternoon treat. Before long, he started winding around her little ankles as well.

Sometimes, our feline friend would be accompanied by a crony that was quite clearly his opposite. This long-haired female calico wanted nothing to do with a belly rub or back scratch. It was obvious she showed up for one thing and one thing only: the food.

One day, while my granddaughter was pouring out the plastic baggie full of cat chow mixed with leftover chicken nuggets, she brought up a good point. In a matter-of-fact way, as if this logic had come to her four-year-old mind in a crashing thunderbolt, she cried out, “Ne Ne! How long have we been visiting this kitty?”

She spoke as if she were scolding me. “And we don’t even know his name! Their names!” she continued. “We’ve got to call them something!”

She was right. For months, I had been sharing my morning runs with this generic “Kitty,” the same moniker that we used for his sidekick and every other feline we would meet along the way.

My granddaughter then stepped back and, deep in thought, studied both cats carefully as they devoured the remains of her Happy Meal.

Then she announced, “I’ve got it! Tom Tom and Rose!”

I looked at her, puzzled.

“He’s Tom Tom, and she’s Rose! That’s what we’ll call them!”

And so began the adventures of “Tom Tom” and “Rose,” literally.

All the regular runners, walkers, bikers and visitors to the greenway soon came to know the big, friendly orange tabby as “Tom Tom” and his reclusive sidekick as “Rose.”

My granddaughter loved these two cats, even as unlovable as Rose may have been. She looked forward to our greenway walks and visiting Tom Tom and Rose, something simple that the two of us did together.

With her birthday approaching, I wanted to do something extra special. I collaborated with a local college art student and produced a self-published children’s book for my granddaughter about our two greenway friends. My only real intent was to print a copy or two for her birthday, so I was pleasantly surprised when several copies were sold!

I was given the opportunity to use the book as a means to fundraise for a local animal organization that helps stray and feral cats by providing spaying and neutering services as well as a pet-food assistance program. Soon, Tom Tom became the most famous cat in town!

On a Friday in January, when the forecast was calling for bad weather, I went to the greenway and left extra cat food in the event that I was unable to make it back out for a few days.

Later that night, as I watched the almost blizzard-like conditions, my heart sank as I thought of my greenway buddy. More than a foot and a half of snow blanketed the ground after the storm passed, which was far more than had been predicted.

Tom Tom was found the next day barricaded under a bridge between two heaping piles of snow and ice. I was so thankful he was alive! At this point, I knew what I had to do.

Tom Tom has been part of our family for the past three years. Of all the cats I have ever had, I can honestly say that he has taught me the most.

He consumes his freshly poured cat food enthusiastically, as if it were a different daily delicacy instead of the same dry morsels I offer up in his bowl each morning.

Next, he eagerly races to dig around in his clean litter box, whether he needs to go or not.

Much like a faithful canine, Tom Tom listens for my car to pull up in the driveway. I can sometimes see him jumping down from his upstairs lookout window and hear him running down the steps as I’m unlocking the door, making sure he beats me to the kitchen by the time I enter.

He is my shadow around the house, often prompting me for that same familiar belly rub with that same persistent meow.

No matter how deep a cat nap he’s in, he always comes when called.

Tom Tom likes to play “biting” gently in a playful and comical manner, but refusing to do the same with either one of the grandchildren, only softly pawing at their little hands.

He’s made it clear he loves being an indoor family cat. As far as going outside, he wants no part of it.

As I sit at my desk finishing this tale of my faithful tiger-striped running buddy, I realize that he chose me, not the other way around, and I’m so glad he did.

Smiling, I notice that aside from my clicking computer keys, the only other background noise I hear is that of the soft, steady, and satisfied purr of a once-stray orange tabby cat turned children’s picture-book hero, who now lays curled up in a chair beside me, taking absolutely nothing for granted.

— Valerie Archual —


[image: Image]

My Garden’s Bumper Crop

One must love a cat on its own terms.

~Paul Gray

One summer, a gray tomcat settled into the small garden patch that ran along the side of my garage. Each morning, he would lie on the ledge beneath my garage window, soaking up the sun’s early rays. Although he wouldn’t let me pet him, he gladly accepted the food and water I put out. Everyone assumed he was my cat since he was always in front of my house, so I named him.

Lion had white paws and face markings, and a muscular, barrel-chested body. Rather than walk, he seemed to swagger. He appeared to be a tough guy with a neck that vanished into his shoulders. A friend of mine hinted that he was probably getting into a lot of fights, and on his peaceful nights siring far too many offspring. “You should have him neutered,” she advised.

As he wouldn’t let me catch him I rented a humane trap. I found an opossum in the cage on my first morning out. The opossum, true to its reputation, played dead and refused to leave when I opened the cage. Finally, using a hanger, I lifted the cage until the opossum tumbled out and dashed toward the bushes.

Lion resisted entering the cage for his regular cat food. It took a can of albacore tuna to entice him. Once I had, we were off to a vet for the procedure and shots. After I paid, the vet suggested callously that I not get attached to Lion. She said he was a street cat — too tough to be domesticated. I was incensed and baffled by my vet’s inability to see what a treasure Lion really was.

I returned him to his little garden and continued feeding him. Occasionally, he allowed me to stroke his head lightly while he ate, but he still refused to be held.

About this time, he was joined by a companion who was heard long before he was seen. Sometimes, as Lion lay calmly and majestically on his ledge, a mournful wail would come from inside the dense bushes below. Thinking an injured animal was crying out for help, I’d try to peer in at it, but all I could see was a dirty, cream-colored thing slinking farther back out of my view.

I began watching from my kitchen window after I fed Lion. He’d eat his fill and stroll over to the lawn. Next, a Siamese-looking cat would dart out to devour the meal’s remains, always managing to disappear before I could open the door.

This strange couple continued their relationship for some weeks before the Siamese, who I called Winetta in honor of his loud, pitiful cries, ventured out more boldly. I began to put out two plates, and the pair soon ate side by side. Eventually, Winetta occupied the ledge along with his mentor — both in calm repose, which made me feel especially proud when I walked past them.

Winetta became quite tame and welcomed my pats. Without the drama of capturing him in a humane trap, he was shortly off to a new vet to be neutered.

Around Halloween, Lion showed up with one eye swollen shut. I tried to capture him for treatment, but he ran off every time I approached. Naturally, I returned to the humane trap since it had worked before. No dice! He remembered what had happened the last time he went in and wasn’t about to be fooled again.

Days passed, and his shut eye bulged and watered. I had to get him! The vet gave me some kitty tranquilizers to put in his food. He ate heartily and appeared ready to fall asleep, but each time I tried to pick him up, he ran. Two hours later, with the help of a friend, I had him. Actually, I lured him with more food — first on the porch and then on the threshold of my house. Right at my door, he sort of slumped, finally succumbing to the relaxers.

Rushing him to an emergency veterinary clinic, I was distressed to see the bloody pulp that should have been his eye when the vet pulled back his swollen eyelid.

The efficient vet’s prognosis: “It’s a foxtail in there. Been there a while working its way through the eye. May not be able to save his sight,” he concluded.

I imagined how painful this must have been for Lion. The doctor removed the foxtail quickly and sent me home with some eye ointment. “You’ll have to apply it four times a day, and then we’ll see if he has any vision left in that eye.”

I agreed to the treatment but immediately panicked, realizing that Lion wouldn’t want me to handle him.

As it turns out, it wasn’t half bad. I kept him in an extra-large cage in my garage so I wouldn’t have to chase him again. The ointment must have felt soothing to him because, after the first application, he stopped fighting me. I took advantage of his newfound dependence on me by cuddling and petting him as much as he’d allow. A week later, his eye was open, no longer a bloody mess. The vet instructed me to continue with the ointment for ten more days, which I did gladly. Miraculously, even though the foxtail left a scar just above his retina, it didn’t impair his vision at all.

Throughout all this, Winetta continued to be fed, rubbing up against my leg as I put down his food. He’d peer into the garage through the window to check on Lion. Occasionally, he’d let out his trademark wail just to let Lion know he was there for him.

In mid-November, with the temperatures near freezing, Winetta moved into the garage with Lion. They adjusted well, cuddling up on the comforter I’d given them.

At last, they became tame enough to move into the house. They now share the back bedroom. To this day, they continue to be the best of friends, wrapping themselves around each other whenever the temperature drops.

The loyalty and support they offer each other made me recognize friendship in its purest form. Now I know what to look for in a two-legged friend for myself.

— Marsha Porter —
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Home Is Wherever I’m with You

I love cats because I love my home, and after a while they become its visible soul.

~Jean Cocteau

In the middle of the night, a cat appeared in our bed. We recognised her as “the garden cat” that spent a large part of her day sitting in our herb garden since we had moved into the beachside rental a few months earlier. Usually, she stared at the compost bin; a couple of mice lived inside. Occasionally, she’d wander over and let me give her a scratch on the ears.

The morning after the cat-crashing, we investigated how she might have got in. We discovered paw prints on the sill of the window above our bed. It seemed she had leapt onto our bed over our heads as we slept!

Quickly, it turned into a habit. “The garden cat” became “the window cat.” Each night, we would settle into bed with our books and tea, and then hear the cat jump up onto the windowsill. We’d see her little face poke through the opening in the curtain, followed by her leap onto the bed.

Nighttime sleepovers soon extended into daytime visits as well. She became a regular part of our lives, curling up on the couch with us in the evenings and in our bed each night. Our window was open all the time, so she came and went as she pleased. She spent the majority of her time with us, leaving every morning, presumably to return home for breakfast. We didn’t feed her, knowing that if we did, she wouldn’t likely go back home again, and we didn’t want to steal someone’s cat. We took to calling her “You don’t live here.”

After some time, we noticed she was looking a bit skinny and her fur was dull, so we started feeding her. We didn’t make this decision lightly, but since she spent the majority of her time at our place, our consciences couldn’t abide seeing her malnourished. We started calling her Alice because Alice in Wonderland is one of my favourite books. It seemed appropriate since she arrived through the window and found a whole new world to live in. (It was also clear that “You don’t live here” wasn’t sinking in.)

We assumed she belonged to the big house next door, along with a few other cats, dogs and kids, including a baby. It was a busy house with a lot of activity. I didn’t blame her for seeking the calm sanctuary of our garden and then our home. One day, the woman who lived in the house was outside, and we asked if she had a tortoiseshell cat.

“Oh, you must mean Rosie,” she said.

We explained that “Rosie” spent most of her time at our place, and we had just started feeding her as we were concerned she had gotten thin.

The woman replied that they hardly saw Rosie anymore and had assumed she found someplace else to live. She and her husband got her when some friends asked them to watch their kitten while they were away and turned up with wee Rosie with a cast on her leg. Our neighbour owned Rosie’s brother and offered to keep Rosie. So Rosie joined their bustling family some years back and was now about eight years old.

Things carried on as they were for a few more months until we received notice that our landlord had sold our place, and we would have to move. We found a new rental across town. We could barely speak about what this meant for our relationship with Rosie/Alice, who had been a regular in our home for nearly two years.

We had to ask the impossible question. My partner, Rew, had had many cats dear to him throughout his life and knew the gravity of what we were asking. He built up his courage and went next door to discuss the issue with the neighbour. He explained that we had grown quite attached to the cat, but we had to move. Would they consider allowing us to have her?

The man explained that Rosie/Alice didn’t come home much since their baby had become a toddler, and they had hardly seen her for the past year. He said he would rather the cat live where she was happy, but he would have to discuss it with his wife before he could give us an answer.

We waited anxiously as we moved out over the next few weeks. We thought that when we started moving, Alice might be put off by the commotion and disappear. Quite the contrary, she sat on our suitcases or in our moving boxes every day. It was as if she was telling us not to forget to take her.

Finally, it was our last day in our old home. Everything had been moved to the new place; cleaning up was all that was left. I went to the new home to begin unpacking. The neighbours hadn’t said a word since we had asked, so I could only think that the cat would stay behind. She had never actually been our cat, so I had to accept that. I busied myself with setting up our new home while Rew did the final cleanup at the old one.

I was in the kitchen unpacking pots and pans when I heard the car pull into the drive. The front door opened, and there was Rew — holding Alice in his arms! Tears sprang to my eyes as I went over to pat her. All I could say was “Really?”

He had a huge grin. “She’s all ours. The neighbours said to take her with their blessing.”

I sat on the floor with tears streaming as I petted her. My little Alice was with us for good.

Alice inspected the house, explored her territory (around the perimeter of the fenced-in yard, then over the fence — I waited nervously for a half-hour before she returned) and settled right in. We found a window we could leave open so “the window cat” could come and go.

She decided the beanbag would be her daytime bed. She played with toys as if she were a kitten, batting them around and leaping in the air. Her new granddad made her a scratching post, which became part of her daily routine.

I had been nervous that she would try to find her way back to the beach. However, Alice clearly chose us, and she wasn’t going anywhere. If I went out to the garden, she followed. If I sat on the couch, she did, too. When I read outside in my swing, she’d jump into my lap.

We have since moved to an island, back to a different city on the mainland, and to a different home in our original town, but Alice has made herself at home wherever we go. We don’t ever worry about her running off. She’s found her home with us, wherever that may be.

— Mindi Picotte —
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Shoebox Kitten

Who would believe such pleasure from a wee ball o’ fur?

~Irish Saying

On a sunny afternoon in July, my husband Lenny decided to make a garbage run. Living on a farm where no pick-up service was available, we burned what we could and took the rest to the town’s landfill.

After unloading, Lenny walked around to see what others had thrown away. Being a person who finds treasure in what others call trash, Lenny would sometimes bring home what he called “great finds.” He’d say, “You’ll never know when this will come in handy,” or “Look at what someone actually threw away,” or “I can fix and use that.” As a young family on a tight budget, we appreciated his finds.

Since it was a small-town landfill, it was never monitored, and the gates were locked only at night. As Lenny walked around that day, he picked up a few items and threw them on a large pile of garbage. He heard a “meow” and looked around for what he thought would be a feral cat but he saw nothing.

Then he saw a shoebox in the garbage pile move slightly, and he heard the cries again. He picked up the box, which was sealed with tape. When Lenny cut the tape and cautiously tore open the shoebox, he found a black-and-white kitten, approximately eight weeks old. He will never forget the terrified look in the kitten’s eyes after he removed the lid. It was so frightened that it jumped into his arms and clung to him with its tiny claws.

The kitten was not wild and was already acquainted with humans. It was not afraid of him. The poor thing was very thin and had probably been taken away from its mother only recently. It’s unfathomable that someone had cruelly left that kitten to die there on the landfill.

My husband has never been a great cat lover. Even though Lenny grew up on a farm where cats were necessary to keep the mice and rat population down, he did not feel they should be household pets. Our two daughters had a different perspective as they had recently been the recipients of another kitten from a local farmer.

Lenny knew he couldn’t leave the kitten there, even outside the box. It would probably be eaten by a fox or a coyote. So, he decided to add another kitten to our growing pet population along with the rabbits and dog. The shoebox kitten sat on his shoulders meowing and purring while he drove back home.

Our five-year-old daughter, Cindy, was ecstatic to see another kitten because now she did not have to share with her sister, Jodi. We determined the kitten was a male and Cindy named him Whiskers.

Whiskers thrived on the loving attention from our daughter and despite the fact that he was a house pet, and not a farm cat, he became our best mouser. During the day he would hunt and stay around the farmyard, coming inside at night.

Lenny and Whiskers became the best of friends, too. The cat would follow my husband around the farmyard and drop presents of mice at his feet. When we were in the house during the evening, relaxing in front of the TV, Whiskers would abandon the girls and sit on the back of the sofa behind my husband where he could touch him or wrap his body around Lenny’s neck and purr contentedly. We believed that Whiskers was forever grateful for the rescue on that fateful day, and we often talked about “the treasure” that Lenny found at the dump.

— J. A. Rost —
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A Fearful Introduction

We go on and on about our differences. But, you know, our differences are less important than our similarities.

~William Hall

My husband Randy had come with me to help clean out my locker at the end of my last summer lab class. All the other students had left. As we were finishing up, the professor came out of the back room, which housed supplies and experimental animals.

He said, “We have one rat left over from the summer session. He hasn’t been used in any experiments. Would you like him? Rats make great pets.”

That sounded like a bad idea to me. We had a cat, and not a particularly brave one.

Randy said, “Can I see him?”

“Sure. Come on back.”

The professor led the way. When Randy returned, he sported a big white rat on his shoulder. “Look at him! He’s great — and he likes me. Check him out!”

I reached out and petted the rat, half expecting one of his big, long teeth to take a chunk out of my hand, but he just sniffed me. I stroked his head. He closed his eyes and pushed his head against my hand. Maybe this would work after all.

We went home with that large white rat. Even though I had made friends with the animal, I shuddered as I listened to him rustling in the cage in the back seat of the car. What we were about to do seemed insane. Why had I agreed? True, Randy had fast reflexes and should be able to rescue our pretty cat — or the rat — if necessary. But maybe Randy was taking too big a risk this time, one that threatened the life of one or both of these animals.
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