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For my great, great grandparents Apo and Acun. They’re actually my grandparents, but they’re pretty great.

—Oliver








CHAPTER 1 A TOTAL CAT-ASTROPHE


[image: A black and white cartoon style drawing of a Oliver waving and saying “Hi!”]

Welcome to my new book! I want to tell you all about why I’m writing it, but first I should tell you about the time I almost got eaten by a bunch of hungry cats.

[image: Oliver looking overwhelmed surrounded by a crowd of cats.]

I know, you’re probably thinking, “But cats are so furry and cute! They wouldn’t harm a fly!”

Well, you’re totally wrong. Cats are natural-born KILLERS, and I can prove it!

[image: Oliver pointing at a cute cat with hearts around it, warning, “Don’t be fooled!”]

This all started a little while ago because of video games. If you’ve read any of my books, you know I’m a big fan of them. In fact, video games are two of my three favourite things to do in the world.


[image: A playful illustration listing Oliver’s three favorite things to do in the world: 1. reading books and comic books, 2. playing video games, 3. playing more video games.]




I always thought I was pretty good at playing them. But then last week I noticed that nobody wanted to play with me.

[image: Oliver asking two classmates to play MineBuilder, but both decline with excuses.]

At first, I thought maybe it was my breath. I’d been eating tuna sandwiches all week, which made my breath kind of… fishy.

[image: Oliver grimacing while holding a sandwich, with tuna and odor lines floating from his mouth.]

I like tuna just fine, but when your mom buys one of those huge cans you get at Cost-o-Mart and then packs your bag with extra sandwiches every single day, you start to feel like you’re going to grow gills and move to the ocean.

[image: Oliver imagines himself as fish asking “Again” with frustration as he watches his mom prepare tuna sandwiches.]

So, one morning, I brought a whole bottle of mouthwash to rinse my mouth after lunch, but STILL no one wanted to play after school with me.

[image: Oliver swishing mouthwash, asking a girl to play, while she declines with a hesitant expression.]

That’s when my friends finally clued me into what was happening.

[image: Oliver looks surprised as Sven says, “It’s not you.” and Ana says, “It’s your computer.”]

Apparently, word got around about how bad my computer is. It’s not my fault! I got an old hand-me-down computer from my dad. And when I say it’s old, I mean it’s OLD.

[image: Oliver’s dad smiles and says “It served me well” looking at a computer, and Oliver replies, “When? In the stone age?”]

Don’t get me wrong – I’m happy to have any device at all to play with. I just wish my dad had come from the future so his old computer wouldn’t be slower than a turtle walking through molasses in slow motion.

[image: A cartoon drawing of a turtle and a computer with an equals to sign in between.]

It’s so slow that whenever I play with anyone online, we always lose because of how slow my computer is.

[image: Oliver wearing a headset sitting at a laptop, saying to his friends sorry, it froze again, with text indicating their team lost.]

That’s why no one wants to play with me. Which means I need a new computer. And for that, I need MONEY.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a dollar bill featuring a Oliver’s face in the center, saying “Lots of it.”]

First, I tried asking my parents to buy me a new computer. I knew it was going to be hard to convince them, so I prepared a whole presentation for them.


[image: Oliver presenting a humorous argument for receiving money, linking a new computer to better grades through more video games.]
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I told my parents that playing MORE video games would give me LESS time to avoid doing my homework.

[image: An enthusiastic Oliver says, “See? Everybody wins!” and his parents looking frustrated reply, “That makes no sense. And also, no.”]

Yeah, that didn’t work.

Then I tried doing what you always see kids in movies do when they need money, which is to open a lemonade stand. I had it all set up and even made a sign.

[image: Oliver, cheerfully, running a lemonade stand with a sign that reads “Ice Cold Lemonade! Refreshing!”]

But the thing they never tell you in movies is to check the weather because opening an ice-cold lemonade stand right before it rains is a bad idea.

[image: Oliver sitting at a lemonade stand in heavy rain, looking disheartened.]

So, I decided to get a job. One day after school, I went up and down my street asking my neighbours if they needed help with any chores. Unfortunately, it turns out that, as an eleven-year-old, there isn’t much I’m actually able to do.

[image: A series of three illustrations show Oliver interact with three neighbors who ask if he could fix a washing machine, lift heavy boxes, and cook, and he replies, “no." "I don’t think so," and "I can burn toast” respectively.]

Finally, the old lady that lives at the end of the street, Dr Bertha, had something for me.

[image: Oliver with a backpack talking to Doctor Bertha at her door. She is smiling and saying, “Sure, I have something you can do!”]

Dr Bertha is our neighbourhood cat lady. That’s because she has a million cats. OK, maybe not a million, but a LOT.

[image: Doctor Bertha with a cane and Oliver are surrounded by a large number of cats. She says, “You can help me feed my cats!”]

She’s called a doctor because she is a scientist. She doesn’t work any more, but when she did, she had a cool job. She was a PALEONTOLOGIST. She told me that means she studied plants and animals.

[image: Oliver asks Doctor Bertha what kind of plants and animals, and Doctor Bertha replies, “Dead ones.”]

Paleontologists are pretty cool. They study all the plants and animals that used to live on Earth a long time ago. And they study how those plants and animals became the plants and animals that are around today. For example, did you know that cats and dogs used to be the SAME ANIMAL?

[image: A cartoon illustration of a animal labeled “cat-dog,” with features resembling both a cat and a dog, saying “meow-woof?”]

It’s true! Dr Bertha says that about 60 million years ago, there was a kind of animal called a miacid that was sort of like a cat and sort of like a dog. It used to live in trees, and it ate bugs.

[image: A miacid sitting on a tree branch, eating food with a “Nom Nom” sound effect.]

Eventually, after millions of years, some of those cat-dogs (or dog-cats) became cats, and some of them became dogs.

[image: A simple illustration showing the evolutionary divergence of cats and dogs from cat-dogs from miacid over millions of years.]

It’s like miacids were the great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great- (keep saying “great” about 15 million times) great-grandparents of all the cats and dogs you see today. So, if you see a dog chasing a cat around, it’s not that different from you chasing one of your cousins around.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a cat being chased by a dog, as a boy chases another boy.]

Dr Bertha said nobody knows for sure how many cats there are in the world, but there might be as many as 600 million cats. That’s a lot of cats! A lot of them seemed to be living in Dr Bertha’s house. That’s why she needed help feeding them. The bag of cat food was so big, she had trouble lifting it.

[image: Oliver looks surprised by the huge bag of cat food Doctor Bertha says is just for lunch for the cats surrounding them.]

I did my best to lift the bag and pour the food in their cat bowls.

[image: Oliver readys himself and starts struggling to lift a large bag of cat food labeled “Kitty Chow.”]

[image: Oliver bumps into a pole while holding a large bag of cat food and says WHOA!]

[image: Oliver pouring cat food from a large bag into bowls, surrounded by several cats as he says Here you go kitties.]

But then something weird happened. The cats didn’t seem to want the food I poured out for them. They seemed to want… ME!

[image: Oliver is swarmed by dozens of cats while holding a bag of cat food.]

And that’s how I ended up getting attacked by a bunch of hungry killer cats.

[image: Oliver running away from a group of cats chasing him after spilling a bag of cat food, yelling for help.]

You might think that I’m exaggerating, but it’s true! And I can prove it. Here are three reasons why cats are total killers.


REASON #1: THEY’RE RELATED TO LIONS AND TIGERS (AND SABRE-TOOTHED CATS!).

About 30 million years ago, some of the miacids I told you about became a kind of animal called Proailurus. It wasn’t exactly a house cat quite yet, but it was pretty close!

[image: An illustration of Proailurus, an early feline ancestor, standing on a tree branch with text labeling it “Still lived in trees.”]

Then, these animals also split up. Some of them became regular house cats, some became lions and tigers, and some became SABRE-TOOTHED CATS.

[image: A diagram showing the evolutionary lineage of cats, lions, and sabretooth tigers from a common ancestor, Proailurus.]

In other words, cats, lions, and sabre-toothed cats all came from the same animal. It’s like the cats we know today are basically mini versions of these ferocious killer beasts. Dr Bertha said that if you look at the bones of a regular cat and the bones of, say, a lion, it’s pretty hard to tell them apart. Except by size.

[image: An illustration comparing the skeletons of a lion and a cat, functionally the same except for their size.]

Sabre-toothed cats are pretty cool. They lived up until about 10,000 years ago and they had HUGE front fangs. Some had fangs as long as 28 centimetres, or 11 inches.

[image: A sketch of a saber toothed cat with large, curved fangs measuring up to 28 cm or 11 inches.]

That’s bigger than your whole head! The weird thing is that scientists aren’t sure why they had such huge front teeth. I mean, if you had giant fangs like that, it would be really awkward to eat anything.

[image: Oliver imagines eating a burger with giant saber tooth tiger fangs, but isn't sure how to start.]

Cats today didn’t come from sabre-toothed cats. It’s more like they’re second or third cousins. But still, being in the same family as giant beasts with enormous teeth probably means regular cats have a lot of the same biting instincts.




REASON #2: THEY’RE BUILT TO BE KILLERS.

Like lions and sabre-toothed cats, regular cats have a few things that help them be ruthless hunters. First, they have retractable claws. You might think that cats have cute, fuzzy paws, but whenever they want to, they can make super-sharp claws come out.

[image: An illustration of a cat’s paw extending claws with the sound effect “SNIKT!”]

The way claws work is pretty neat. The bones at the tip of their toes have a special joint that can bend backward, which keeps the claws hidden. But when they need to, they can bend the tip forward, which makes the claw pop out.

[image: An illustration showing the retraction and extension of a cat’s claws, highlighting the movement of the claw mechanism in the paw.]

Dr Bertha said scientists don’t know why cats have claws like this, but they’ve had them for millions of years. Some of the miacids had them, as did Proailurus. Some scientists think keeping the claws hidden helps cats keep the claws extra sharp because it protects them from getting bumped and chipped when they’re walking or running.

[image: An illustration showing a paw in two states: protected when the claws are retracted, and extra sharp with the claws extended.]

Other scientists think it helps them be quieter when they’re hunting and sneaking around. Dogs, on the other hand, don’t have retractable claws, so they make more noise when their claws hit little rocks or sticks on the ground.

[image: A dog walking on a rocky surface, with a close up showing its claws making a “clink” sound on the rocks.]

Cats also have special teeth made just for hunting and eating other animals. If you look at the teeth in your mouth, you’ll see lots of different kinds of teeth. You have some that help you bite off stuff (your sharp front teeth) and you have some that help you chew stuff (your flat back teeth).

[image: Oliver bites an apple with his front teeth and chews with the back teeth.]

But cats ONLY have biting teeth! ALL their teeth are sharp (front and back), which makes them really good at chomping off meat.

[image: An illustration of cat’s head with sharp teeth and arrows pointing to the teeth labeled “Sharp!”]

Cats have had teeth like this for millions of years, too, starting around the time of Proailurus about 30 million years ago. This makes them more dangerous hunters, but unfortunately, it also means cats can’t chew their food. Whatever they bite off, they have to swallow whole.

[image: A cat with its back arched, swallowing a large bite of food with a gulp.]

Getting chomped by cats was definitely on my mind when I was getting chased by Dr Bertha’s cats. I tried to outrun them by going around the yard, but cats are fast! I tried climbing up a tree to get away from them.

[image: Oliver climbing a tree, looking worried, with a backpack on his back surrounding by cats on the ground.]

[image: Oliver sitting on a tree branch, laughing at a group of cats gathered below.]

Then I discovered another reason scientists think cats have claws: Claws help them climb trees!

[image: Oliver sitting on a tree branch looks startled as cats climb up the tree, with other cats below.]

Dr B. said another difference between cats and dogs is that cats can turn their paws toward the centre, whereas dogs can only move them up and down.

[image: A simple illustration comparing the movement of front legs of cats and dogs, with arrows indicating the directions. Cats inward, dogs up and down.]

This lets cats hug trees to help them climb. It’s also why you never see a dog play with a ball of yarn like cats do. Dogs can’t grab things and pass them from one paw to the other.

[image: A playful cat reaching for a ball of yarn, with motion lines indicating movement back and forth between the paws.]

Fortunately for me, claws and hugging paws help cats climb UP trees, but they don’t help them climb DOWN, which is why you see so many cats getting stuck up trees.

[image: Oliver jumping off the tree branch as the cats look at him.]

I was able to leave a few cats stuck in the tree, but the others were still in hot purrrrr-suit. (Get it? Because cats purr? Hey, if you can’t tell a good pun when you’re being chased by a pack of killer cats, when can you?)

[image: Oliver running away from chasing cats, screaming, “What a cat-astrophe!” ]

The whole thing made me wonder whose bright idea it was to have killer cats as pets. This brings me to the third reason cats are killers.




REASON #3: THEY’RE STILL KILLERS!

Dr B. said that up until about 10,000 years ago, nobody had cats as pets. Cats were just animals that lived in the wild and hunted for food, and humans (in other words, people) didn’t have cities or towns, they just roamed around and ate whatever they could find.

[image: A person is gathering berries near a bush while a large cat lies on a branch with a dead mouse near its mouth.]

But then people started building towns and farms and they started to have rooms where they would put all their food, which brought a lot of mice and rats. And because there were a lot of mice and rats, wild cats started to hang out where people were.

[image: A man carrying a basket of bread walks past a cat chasing a mouse near small huts.]

Eventually, cats got used to being around people, and people got used to having cats around, and that’s how they became pets.

[image: A man sitting on a step extends a hand toward a striped cat, which is reaching out with its paw.]

Dr B. said the oldest pet cat that we know about was found in an island in the Mediterranean Sea called Cyprus. Apparently, someone who lived 9,500 years ago liked their cat so much, they were buried next to it when they died.

[image: An illustration of two graves, one labeled “Here lies a man” and the other labeled “And his cat.”]

This means cats have been pets (which is called being “domesticated”) for at least 9,500 years. Scientists think almost all pet cats you see today came from one kind of wild cat called Felis silvestris lybica, which lived in the Middle East near where people first started to build farms and villages. So basically, every pet or street cat you see out there is the great-great-great-great- (keep saying “great” about 5,000 times) grandkid of this one type of cat.

[image: An illustration of an elderly cat with glasses, holding a cane.]

The funny thing is that scientists have studied pet cats and cats that still live in the wild (away from cities), and they found that they are still pretty much the same! In other words, cats haven’t changed much since being domesticated. All those pet cats you see out there are pretty much the same killer hunters that have lived in the wild for millions of years.

This was very clear to me when the cats finally cornered me in Dr B.’s yard.

[image: Oliver cornered and surrounded by a group of cats, against two walls behind him, looking startled and exclaiming “Ah!”]

I was getting ready to be shredded to pieces by sharp biting teeth, pointy fangs, and retractable claws when suddenly I realized this whole situation smelled kind of fishy.

[image: Oliver surrounded by cats, sniffing the air and inspecting his backpack. He says wait a minute.]

And by “fishy,” I mean it smelled like…

[image: Oliver holding a tuna sandwich, surrounded by cats eagerly looking at him. Tuna! He exclaims.]

Apparently, I must have bumped into something when I was trying to lift the huge bag of cat food, and one of the tuna sandwiches my mom packed in my book bag must have come out of its container. That’s why all the cats were after me!

[image: Oliver gives a sandwich to the cats surrounding him, asking is this what you want?]

Phew! Here I thought I was going to get eaten by a ferocious killer kind of animal that’s been around for millions of years, but all they wanted was my tuna sandwich.

Of course, who’s to say they wouldn’t have shredded me to bits for it?

[image: Oliver, with a backpack, looking at a group of cats eating the sandwich while a cat looks at him.]
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