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Kittens are angels with whiskers.


~Author Unknown





“I’m not getting a cat.” Mom had been saying that all morning.


I nodded. “Right, we’re just looking.”


The truth was that my mother needed something to fill her empty nest. I lived in my college town for most of the year, and my father worked long hours in the city. I was home this summer to keep her company, but after graduation I’d move to wherever my job took me. So, I insisted we go to the animal shelter — just to look around.


Mom and I got there early, just as a lady with kind eyes and a wide grin was unlocking the front door. She greeted us warmly and thanked us for considering adoption.


Mom quickly stopped her. “We’re just looking.”


“That’s right.” I winked at the lady.


She gave me a knowing nod. “So, what would you two like to look at?”


Mom didn’t hesitate. “A shorthaired cat, female, not a kitten, litterbox trained. Friendly. No health issues that need daily medication preferably.”


I blinked. For someone who didn’t want a cat, Mom sure knew what she wanted.


We walked into a small room and waited. The lady quickly returned with a black-and-white cat with bright green eyes. The black on her face looked like an ink smudge. She was adorable.


“This one just came in. The owner said she’s spayed and up-to-date on all her shots. We were waiting on the paperwork to verify it, but when we called the owner back, the number she gave us was no longer in use.”


Mom nodded. “What’s her name?”


“Cuddles,” the lady answered. “She’s eighteen months, according to the owner.”


She placed Cuddles into my mother’s arms. I could see how she got her name. Cuddles instantly rubbed her furry face against my mom’s cheek and purred. Mom and I petted Cuddles, and then we tried gently setting her down and then picking her back up again to get a sense of her temperament. She was perfectly happy, especially when held. She sank into my mom’s lap, rested her head, and closed her eyes.


My mom looked at me and shrugged. “I guess I’m getting a cat.”


After the shelter fee, a sizable donation, and a trip to the pet store, Mom spent nearly $1,000 on the cat she “wasn’t going to get.”


The day we brought her home, Cuddles took her time exploring, sniffing every nook and cranny. Mom sat patiently on the couch, waiting. When Cuddles had sufficiently surveyed the area, she hopped on Mom’s lap, gave her face a nuzzle, and settled in for a rest. Mom and I gave each other a wide-eyed look. Everything was going really, really well.


We spent those first two weeks fussing over the cat. We picked her up every time she meowed and gave her all the snuggles she asked for.


But, by week three, something had changed.


I went to pick up Cuddles, and she bellowed as if in pain. I let go and stood staring. Okay, I thought, she doesn’t want to be held, and she let me know. No big deal. I went back to reading my book. A few hours later, I had forgotten about the whole thing until Mom tried holding her. Cuddles meowed louder. Then she ran for her cat bed and lay down, not a bit interested in Mom’s lap.


Mom and I exchanged concerned glances. “We’ll keep a close eye on her,” I told Mom.


The next morning, I awoke to find my mom kneeling next to the cat bed, her eyes glistening with tears. Cuddles was panting furiously and listless. “Something’s wrong. We need to get her to the vet.”


When I attempted to gently lift her, she howled. Although I was panicking, I managed to lift Cuddles’ entire cat bed to disturb her as little as possible. Slowly and carefully, I was able to nudge her into the crate.


Luckily, the vet was close by, but Cuddles became more and more agitated during the car ride.


By now, Mom was letting the tears flow freely. “What if she doesn’t make it?”


I stepped on the gas pedal. “She will. We’re almost there.”


The car hadn’t even come to a full stop when Mom opened the door and bolted out with Cuddles in tow. The tech, seeing my mom’s hysteria, led us straight into an exam room.


The vet rushed in and was lifting Cuddles out of the crate when my mom shrieked, “Oh, my god, she ate a rat!”


Something black was falling out of Cuddles.


The vet tech reached for it. “Nope. She’s having kittens.”


I shook my head. “But she’s spayed!”


“Apparently not,” the vet mumbled.


I was delighted — kittens!


Mom went pale — kittens?


Cuddles licked her new arrival and settled down. We waited in silence for the rest of the litter, but she only had one kitten.


Finally, Mom reached for the door. “I need some air.”


I followed her into the lobby, and we waited, mostly in silence, as the vet finished examining them. After both were given a clean bill of health, the four of us headed home.


We spent the next few weeks watching over Cuddles and her new arrival, who we named Tuck. Cuddles was a doting mom. Each night, she’d curl up with her little man, grabbing him in her paws and pulling him close to her chest. When I was busy giving attention to sweet little Tuck, and Cuddles knew her baby was well looked after, she’d sneak onto my mom’s lap for some snuggle time of her own.


I was in love with both of them, but what did Mom think? She wasn’t sure about getting one cat, let alone two.


Just before summer ended, I found my mom in the den. Cuddles was in her usual spot, curled on Mom’s lap, and Tuck was right there beside them, batting at his mother’s tail.


It was time for me to ask the dreaded question. “What are you going to do?”


Mom looked up at me and shrugged. “I guess I’m getting two cats.”


— Annette M. Clayton —
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Cats are something else. Once they accept you into their life, it’s forever.


~André Brink





“You don’t want that one. He’s broken,” said the volunteer.


“What?” I asked, thinking that I didn’t hear her right. Is any animal “broken”?


“He’s a stray from birth,” she explained. “He doesn’t like anyone: not cats, not dogs, not people. Sometimes, they’re out there way too long.”


I looked down at the black cat, a three-year-old who sat on my foot. When I arrived, he followed me around the shelter, trilling like a small trumpet. Yet when she spoke, he fell silent, as if he understood her words.


“I want to adopt him,” I said.


“Really?” she asked, looking confused. “Why?”


“Because I’ve been out there way too long, and I’m ‘broken’ too.”


Once at home, I allowed him to explore his new environment. I watched as this little panther smelled every inch of my house. Occasionally, he would turn to me and make a single chirping sound, and then he would continue his self-guided tour. Was he talking to me? If so, was he offering compliments, observations, or perhaps criticisms? Eventually, he settled down in my lap, and I knew it was time for a serious discussion.


“Look, I’m going to be honest with you. I’ve only been able to love two people in my entire life, and I’m thirty-three. That’s not good. I love my brother and a friend, but that’s it. I could do without everyone else. I have what the professionals call developmental trauma, which causes me to have serious attachment issues.” His eyes looked away, but his ears remained perked in my direction; he was listening.


“My mom stopped loving me when I was seven years old. She’s not a bad person; she just wasn’t capable of being a mom anymore, like how your mom wasn’t able to take care of you. I guess you had to figure it out on your own, like I did.”


“Chirp,” he sounded, perhaps acknowledging that he was also motherless.


“It’s not like one bad thing happened to me. I wasn’t beaten or raped. Childhood neglect is not about what happened; it’s about what didn’t happen.” He turned on his back, belly exposed, gazing up at me.


“I’m telling you this because you shouldn’t expect too much from me. My therapist said that having a pet might help me attach to people, but I doubt it.” I looked down, and his eyes were closed, drifting off to sleep.


“Just don’t expect me to love you. I don’t know how.”


A week later, I named him Mr. Bojangles after the song about a homeless man who’s arrested and dances in his cell to entertain his fellow prisoners. This cat was homeless and in a shelter (which likely felt like a prison), yet he continued to make music. Bojangles often chirped or trilled, a melody of peeps and trumpet-like sounds. I started to respond to this feline communication.


Chirp.


“Hello.”


Trill.


“Yes, I’m home.”


Chirp.


“My day was okay. Yours?”


Chirp.


“I see you’ve moved the kitchen sponge to the living room floor.”


Chirp.


“Hunting?”


Chirp. Chirp.


“It looks dead. Good job.” I petted his head.


Trill.


Months passed, and Mr. Bojangles (whom I called Bo) continued to initiate musical conversations. I continued to respond. When I was a child, no one spoke to me in my home. I was ignored or told to be quiet. I didn’t want to do the same to Bo.


Chirp.


“Yes?”


Chirp. Chirp.


“Yes, you’re handsome.”


Chirp.


“So handsome.”


Chirp. Chirp.


“The most handsome cat in the world. I don’t know why humans stopped worshipping cats.”


Trill.


Then, I lost him. He ran out the door into a patch of woods near the highway. My reaction surprised me. I was afraid for him. I didn’t love him, but I truly cared about his welfare. I searched the woods for hours, fearing that he’d be killed by the local coyotes. At nightfall, I realized that I was not meant to be his caretaker. I reminded myself that he was a stray from birth, and he knew how to survive. Perhaps he realized that he was better off on his own. The Internet suggested that I leave a door open in case he decided to return. I was awake at 2:00 A.M. when Bo came strolling through the door as if nothing had happened.


“Where were you?” I yelled.


Trill. Trill. He rubbed against my legs briefly and then left to visit his food dish. No explanation. No apology. Just an understanding that I would resume my responsibilities as his caretaker without bias or resentment. After that night, I was careful not to let him out of the house without a harness.


A year passed, and we settled into a routine. When I awoke, Bo-Bo, as I also called him, demanded that I hold him in my arms so that he could rub his cheeks on my face. He barraged me with chirps and trills to bring me up to speed about what had occurred while I slept. When I returned home in the evenings, he requested a dance by persistently meowing until I picked him up.


In the beginning, we slowly danced to the many recordings of “Mr. Bojangles,” his favorite being Sammy Davis Jr.’s. I held him in my arms, swayed and sang, “I knew a man Bojangles, and he danced for you in worn-out shoes….” Later, we transitioned to faster songs, which allowed Bo-Bo to shuttle between my legs, run around me in circles, and jump onto my shoulders. We must have looked like an uncoordinated circus act.


One night, sobbing inconsolably in bed, I was unable to dance. Twenty-seven years after she left, I realized that my mother was truly gone. She began disappearing when my father had an affair and fathered a secret child. In the long years that followed, he financially, emotionally, and sexually abused my mother. She spent most hours of every day locked in her bedroom as our home deteriorated around us. I watched as windows cracked, toilets clogged, and gangs of spiders and cockroaches multiplied.


Nothing was repaired. Nothing was made right. Eventually, my mother just disappeared. Her body remained present, and she continued to smile and engage with other people, but with me she simply wasn’t there. She was “broken.” She didn’t have the capability to be a mother, and at sixty-five years old, with my father long dead, she still wasn’t capable.


Bo-Bo lay by my head, positioning his back to my face. I moved away to give him space, but he didn’t want space. He repositioned his back to press himself up against my face, and I cried into his fur. After years of trying to reach my mother, I knew she was gone for good, and the woman who was left in her wake was a shell of the woman I had once loved.


Bo-Bo’s back was wet with my tears. I was sure that he would eventually leave me, but he never did. He stayed. I cried myself to sleep in a pillow of black fur. And when I awoke in the morning, he was still there. Then, I was able to say it.


“I love you, Bo.”


Chirp. Translation: “I know.”


Loving and being loved is a primal dance. Many are taught this dance from birth by wonderful partners who know how to embrace them, spin them, lead them, and keep the rhythm until they themselves are able to take the lead. Some of us learn this dance later in life when we find the right partners. Others, however, may never learn it. Mr. Bojangles taught me this dance. He took the lead until I was able to do so on my own. In time, I was able to dance with new friends and a lover who didn’t hesitate to take his turn on the dance floor with Mr. Bojangles.


— Amanda Ann Gregory —
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Cats are a kindly master, just as long as you remember your place.


~Paul Gray





We were three mild-mannered middle-aged females — a compatible trio. Buffy and Mary Kay were affectionate with me and each other. They shared lap time and bed space, ate side by side, and curled up together in yin and yang position. Peace reigned in our San Diego canyon-side home.


A hundred miles away, in a Redlands bungalow, a man — let’s call him Don — lived in a companionable threesome with his boy cats. Charlie and Ditto were big guys, the strong and silent type. Friendly but circumspect, a bit skittish with strangers.


Don and I enjoyed a long-distance liaison for four years, exchanging regular weekend visits. Celebrating my birthday at his place one October, we dined at a Thai restaurant and attended a rousing performance of Rachmaninoff’s “Piano Concerto No. 3,” my favorite, at the Redlands Symphony.


Soon after returning home, we heard a noise on the porch. It was late, but Don often left crunchies and water for a charcoal stray, Mr. Gray, who roamed the neighborhood. We opened the door gently so as not to startle him or a creature of the night — a raccoon or possum — and were confronted by a tiny, orange kitten with long hair, stubby legs, round eyes, and a button face. It mewed earnestly and eagerly, twined around our legs and tried to slip into the house. “Go on, go home,” we said, assuming it would find its way back to an anxiously waiting mama cat and human family. After a few beseeching mews, it was quiet. We peeked out; it was gone. “But how cute!” we said, with maybe a touch of longing.


The next morning, it was back on the porch, declaring squatter’s rights, demanding entrance. We made inquiries, covering several blocks around the neighborhood, even on the other side of a busy, four-lane street. No one had seen the kitten or knew where it might have come from. It was there to stay.


Sweety, as he (confirmed by the vet) came to be called, was a rascal and became the alpha cat. He was never intimidated by the big boys, even though he was a midget, never reaching more than three-quarter size. He jumped on his annoyed but tolerant stepbrothers, and bit Don’s fingers and ankles. Discipline was unknown, and roughhousing was indulged in this all-male household. Sweety became incorrigible in spite of my alternate-weekend attempts to civilize him. But he was adorable — poster-child, contest-winning adorable — and irresistibly sweet, which is how he got his name. He sighed with orgasmic bliss when he was petted or brushed, purring in breathless gasps.


A year later, Don and I merged lives, households, and cats. He and the three guys moved in with me and the two girls. “Love me, love my cats” was unspoken but understood on both sides — a package deal. And things were never the same.


Blended families. That’s what they’re called when two people with kids join forces and form a single household. Like the Brady Bunch. The kids adjust, right? Marcia, Jan and Cindy had their share of flaps with Greg, Peter and Bobby, but they became one big happy family. Ours was no televised fantasy, however, and the progeny never coalesced. My girls would have adapted to Charlie and Ditto, and vice versa, in live-and-let-live accord, but Sweety was another story. He harassed Mary Kay and Buffy day and night. He attacked them at their food bowls, attacked them upon entering a room, and attacked them just for the fun of it. With dread in their palpitating little hearts, they took to secluding themselves in one room, always on guard, creeping warily and only when necessary from point A to point B.


Over time and out of necessity, the feline five coexisted. I set up a separate litterbox and feeding station in the den where the girls felt relatively safe. Everyone paid appropriate homage to Sweety’s exalted status — little Napoleon on his throne — and he, in turn, allowed the girls their private space, their DMZ. They all lived into their senior years and passed on, one at a time, to be buried in the canyon behind our house. Sweety was last, vanquishing his foes by sheer longevity to emerge the victor, commander of undivided human attention.


Among the many photos memorializing them, singly and in pairs, just one captures a rare occurrence — all five in the same room at the same time, enjoying a family evening with Mom and Dad. Just like the Brady Bunch (but without a maid).


— Alice Lowe —
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It is impossible for a lover of cats to banish these alert, gentle, and discriminating little friends, who give us just enough of their regard and complaisance to make us hunger for more.


~Agnes Repplier





My husband is a terrific guy. He spends a lot of time vacuuming up cat hair in our house. More than his fair share. I hate vacuuming, so I am happy to hand off this chore to him. I know he doesn’t love the job either, but he is in charge of all things related to the cleaning of cats in this family. That was the deal we struck when our three “rotten cats” came to live with us.


We started out with only two. I say only because when you have three cats, well, it’s a lot, and two cats seem like… a lot less.


I did not grow up with cats. I never liked cats. In fact, I hated them. My only experiences of other people’s cats involved dead mice on the front porch and cat scratches on the owner’s hands. No thanks.


But when we bought our first home, we decided we should have pets. After some discussion, we agreed that we did not live a lifestyle that would be fair to a dog. Okay, settled. No pets.


Then, one day, my husband said, “What about a cat?”


“No,” I said. “No cats.”


“Why?”


“I hate cats.”


“You do not hate cats. And I like cats.”


“Yes,” I said. “I definitely do hate cats.”


“Why do you hate cats?”


“Easy. I hate cats. I have reasons.”


“Such as…”


“Well, they claw things. They hang out with spooky types like witches. And I heard they sit on babies’ chests and suck their breath out.”


“We don’t have a baby,” he said. “I fail to see the problem here.”


“But witches…” I insisted.


Silence.


My husband did not take the opportunity presented to him at that moment to make a comment about me and witches. In his shoes, I probably would have. Like I said, he’s a pretty terrific guy. But I digress.


Fast forward several months. A woman at work sent out a staff email saying she was caring for an abandoned kitten but she already had too many cats. We inquired but found that the kitty had already been promised. We were too late. (Or lucky. Whew.) However, she told us about a friend who just happened to foster for a local no-kill shelter. Would we like her phone number? She was certain her friend was currently caring for a litter that needed homes.


The next thing I knew, we had an appointment to take a long drive and go meet these cats. I was willing but reluctant. I’m sure I muttered things about “rotten cats” all the way there. When we arrived, we found that the foster lady had three cats remaining from the litter. I knew where this was going. My husband — Mr. He Who Likes Cats — wanted to take all three home with us.


“Oh, no,” I said. “NO WAY!”


We agreed that we would get two — one, two — so they could keep each other company when we weren’t home or whatever. NOT THREE. After some debate, we made our selection and went home the resigned but proud owners of two cats. Terrific.


Fast forward to early December. We got a Christmas card from the rotten cats’ foster mom. Aside from holiday wishes and inquiries about the two boys, she explained that the remaining brother was still not adopted, had completely withdrawn from playing with other foster cats, did not engage at adoption days, and even seemed to miss the other two. Would we consider adopting the remaining one and give it a try?


I suddenly felt like I had the word “sucker” stamped on my head.


To be totally honest, I must admit that the idea of that last leftover brother haunted me for weeks before that card came. My husband, of course, had by this time decided that three cats is indeed too many cats and advised strongly against claiming the last brother.


Now what?


We took a poll, and the odds were stacking up against this little bugger. The vote came down to our two moms. His mom said that three cats are too many cats, and she would not advise having three cats. I knew what my mom would vote — she hated cats even more than I did. (It’s probably where I heard the stuff about witches and babies.)


So, we asked her.


In an unprecedented show of kitty sympathy, my mother said something to the effect of, “She has one lonely brother left? And he misses them? And he’s sad?”


“Yup.” I was sure she would agree that three cats would be a very bad idea, and this whole issue would be settled.


“You HAVE to go get him.”


Unbelievable.


So, we went and got him.


By Christmas Eve, we had upped our population to three rotten cats. All brothers. All black. (See? All set to hang with witches.) And ALL IN OUR HOUSE.


While I was strongly opposed to the idea of cats at first, I have to admit that I have become a reluctant but devoted cat mom over the years. Three cats are a lot of cats, but I don’t think we’d have it any other way. Every one of those three “rotten cats” turned out to be sweet, affectionate, and highly entertaining. They never did claw the furniture or suck the breath from our daughter, they don’t puke on the carpet (much), and they do their business in a box (most of the time). Very often, much to my amusement, all three might be found hovering in my general vicinity.


And the leftover one? We think he knows my mom is the one who voted to rescue him. He loves her.


She’s thrilled.


— Lisa A. Listwa —
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Any conditioned cat-hater can be won over by any cat who chooses to make the effort.


~Paul Corey





You know the type: anxious, awkward people, almost out of place as if from another planet. You notice them innocently enough at parties, the park, or the back shelves of your local pet store. You come around a corner, and you see one eyeing a set of mouse toys. You approach, and they turn, suddenly fascinated by a wide selection of chew bones. But you know the look. They’re cat people, trapped in a dog world.


How do I know? Because I’m one of them, a closet cat person, and my story is typical. My wife and I own a dog, an adorable Teacup Terrier with a chocolate-brown goatee named Dino. I named him Dino because he’s as friendly as the Flintstones’ dinosaur dog, only a lot smaller and not a dinosaur. Dino’s favorite trick is to burn off excess energy by running on a treadmill for an hour and then rolling his sweaty backside across my thousand-thread-count bedsheets.


I was extremely happy when he first arrived. Dino was a constant source of entertainment. But, over time, I found my eye wandering. I didn’t know why. I love my dog and was committed to him. Still, the feeling pounced on me. I’d see a cute fuzzball chasing a leaf across a neighbor’s lawn, and I would say to my wife, “Aaaaah! I want a kitty.”


Of course, I was aware of the dangers. Cats are notoriously fickle. They do what they want when they want — unlike my Dino, who waits faithfully by the door for my return. Cats love conditionally. They’d rather sleep in the sun or sit for a half-hour watching the tub fill with water than be caught playing a game of fetch.


I knew my wife would never understand. Like me, she was raised in a strict “dog household.” At any given time, my family owned at least two Rottweilers, a Pekingese, and a wide assortment of Labradoodles. But a cat? Never!


Nevertheless, I surrendered. I remember the day it happened: Super Bowl Sunday. I was enjoying the Puppy Bowl pre-show. A commercial came on, and by accident, I switched to the Kitten Bowl. I fell off the doggy wagon at the first cuddly touchdown. My pulse quickened. The sound of purring filled my ears. Before I knew it, I was out the door and heading to Petco to find a rescue.


I call my new baby, Max, after the bad boy in Where the Wild Things Are. He is a pure black kitten with a single white patch on his left rear paw. He had me at meow — I was helpless the moment I saw him — hooked on some cosmic catnip.


The proudest day of my life was when I presented Max to my wife. She was hesitant at first. Visibly shaken. Then, something unpredictable happened. She scratched Max behind the ear and said, “You know, I’ve always wanted a cat.”


“Is that so?”


“Yeah,” she said, with a crooked grin, “but do me one favor.”


“What’s that?’


“Never tell my family.”


I found an app that interprets Max’s meows. A long meow means, “I know I just ate, but it’s GOT to be dinnertime.” A short, jagged cry means, “I’m not liking this messy litterbox one bit. Get on it!” And a short, sharp meow is unmistakable for, “Squirt me with that water bottle one more time and your potted plant is a goner. I have teeth, I have claws, and I know how to use them!”


Max wasted no time in training us when to wake and when to hit the sack. At exactly 10:00 every night, he jumps in front of the TV and meows (the short, sharp kind) as if to say, “Have you noticed the time? What say we have ourselves a good lick-bath and head up to Grandma’s warm, handmade quilt?”


Max and Dino were mortal enemies from the get-go. Whenever Dino tried to sniff out his new rival, two deadly swipes told him, in no uncertain terms, who was boss. At first, I fed them in separate rooms. Then, one morning, I found them nudging each other out of the same dish — reconciled over a can of Liver in Gravy. It warmed my heart to see they had reached a truce (probably celebrated by the ceremonial destruction of the backside of my sofa). The sight inspired me. It was time to come clean. The world had to know.


Since then, my wife and I admit to anyone (including our families) that there is room enough in our home and our hearts for both dogs and cats. And that barks and meows sound beautiful together. But, hold on, there’s more. Last week, a fascinating, little critter caught my eye. It was cracking seeds while chirping soulfully on a rickety swing. Someday, you may run into me in the pet aisle, a mirror with a little bell attached in one hand, a cuttlebone in the other. And, I say, be prepared. Because we’re coming: It’s the attack of the closet parrot people.


Warning: If you are considering coming over to the dark side and joining the rest of us cat-loving dog owners, be advised. Owning a cat can lead to uncontrollable wackiness.


Possible side effects may include:




	Insisting your cat has a right to disrupt the dog park.


	Introducing your parents to your pet as Grandma and Granddad.


	Hoping your cat will watch Animal Planet, or at least a commercial with an emu in it.


	Laughing at the lump moving under your slipcovers.


	Hiding your cat in an Amazon box and surprising family members over and over again with a “special delivery.”


	Wondering why no one trains police cats.


	Wondering why no one has come up with mouse-flavored cat food.


	Sampling cat treats because they simply look yummy on the package.


	
Noticing your cat is by your side if you’re crying.


	Arranging your whole routine, your whole house, and your whole life to satisfy the whims of an annoying little creature who you would never, ever want to live without.





— Steve Patschke —
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There are two ways to forget about life’s worries: music and cats.


~Albert Schweitzer





I live alone and I’m seventy-six. I found the pandemic especially lonely. Initially, my daughter shopped for me, but — concerned about the higher death rate among elders — she wouldn’t touch me. Even with hearing aids on, I couldn’t understand what people said when wearing masks. Webinars and Zoom proved an unexpected blessing. Every spoken word came through loud and clear. Nonetheless, the COVID-enforced confinement morphed into a sense of disoriented isolation. I missed having guests over. I missed the outside world I’d participated in. Mostly, I yearned to touch a live, warm being. I remembered the rhesus monkey studies. Without touch, some of them died. I felt like a rhesus.


Eventually, I decided to adopt a cat. “I’m looking specifically for a lap cat,” I explained over the phone to someone at the pet shelter. Everything transpired at a COVID distance.


“We have just the cat for you. She’s about ten years old, brought to us from the street,” the shelter woman explained over the phone. “You’ll be happy with her. She’s such a love bug.”


They sent me photos of a cat named Bumblebee in honor of her coloring: tabby, black and gray stripes mixed with a white belly and rusty, orange-brown markings here and there. I decided to adopt her. But the name had to go. I named her Ketzeleh (Kitty in Yiddish, and a term of affection for little girls). I ended up calling her the abbreviated Ketzie.


The shelter lady hadn’t mentioned Ketzie’s vulture-swooping-on-prey nips on hands or arms — not skin-piercing but causing a flash of stinging pain. Maybe that’s why they called her Bumblebee, I decided. The speed of attack startled me, leaving me leery of touching Ketzie.


“Those shelter people lied to me. By omission,” I whined to a friend over the phone. “I asked the shelter about it later, and, yes, she’d snapped at them, too. And they aren’t love nips,” I explained. “They’re attacks. So I’m going to give her back.”


But I fretted over Ketzie’s past. What fears had that cat lived through on the street? How often had she had to react with lightning speed to protect herself? Her stomach skin sagged; she’d given birth to kittens on the street. How had she cared for them? And, how could I give that cat back after she had started getting used to a safe and permanent home? I couldn’t.


Ketzie wanted to get outside, back to her habitual environment. She spent most of her waking hours sitting at open — but screened — windows. When I first got her, I heard a horrific caterwauling from the kitchen. I dashed in and found her stuck fast to the window screen. Her front and back legs splayed out at obtuse angles. Her claws, caught in the meshing, held her in place. Obviously, she’d hoped to land outside, not pinned down and still indoors.


About six months in, she began to relax. She’d jump onto my lap and stand stiff-legged, her tail switching like a metronome. But she’d let me pet her. I discovered that if I rubbed her chest, she’d lie down in my lap. She’d even purr — for a minute, at best.


Then, she’d hop away. Later, she began to lie down on my lap, but she was still wary. Her tail twitched. And, more often than not, she’d nip. Ten months in, she started jumping onto my bed to wake me up with a gentle pat to my cheek. Then, she’d lie beside me, gently breathing on my face.


As Ketzie and I reached one year together, I started a new meditation routine to music. I chose Pachelbel’s “Canon in D.” The music swells open, then more and more, ever expanding. To me, it sounds like how meditation feels. I found a one-hour, repetitious version on YouTube.


One day, I’d settled into my comfy armchair to meditate. Ketzie sat on the couch all the way across the living room, watching birds and squirrels outside. The music started. Ketzie spun around. Her ears rotated, sonar receivers honing in on the sound. I closed my eyes and started my meditation. I felt myself inhaling. Slowly. Exhaling. Slowly.


Suddenly, I felt a bump on my legs. Ketzie had just jumped onto my lap. I opened my eyes and started petting her. She melted down. Then, she stretched across my lap. Her front legs wrapped over my right thigh. Her tail draped over my left thigh, completely still and at ease. I stroked her from forehead to tail. She purred and raised her head to meet my hand with each stroke. I closed my eyes again. Breathed deeply, in and out. So we sat for a good half-hour.


The next day, when I turned on the “Canon,” Ketzie trotted from the kitchen into the living room and right onto my lap. As I meditated, I imagined Maui’s turquoise waters and white-sand beaches. Felt myself basking in the warmth. As Ketzie listened to the music, did she envision herself stalking through the backyard garden? Stretching out on a piece of sun-warmed earth for a nap? Whether Ketzie envisioned anything or not, we’d become intimates — two souls floating together on a Pachelbel cloud.


— Judith Gussmann —
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What greater gift than the love of a cat?


~Charles Dickens





The day began with me spotting an unwelcome vine crawling on my screen. I stopped abruptly on my way to the garage to get my gardening gloves. Cleo had left his muddied paw prints on top of Dick’s car again. I groaned and wiped them away before Dick could complain. His words already echoed in my head. “How much longer am I going to have to put up with that cat?”


The black longhaired feline with jade-green eyes had come to us from out of the woods a couple of years earlier. Although he had been our cat for a good while, Dick was still uncertain he would stay. My husband generally likes cats, but he doesn’t like their pawprints on the vehicles.


That’s intolerable. I’ve got to get some kind of covering for the car, I thought.


Spring had come to Saddlebrooke, where our rural community enjoys the woodsy rolling hills between Ozark and Branson, Missouri. It was a beautiful sunny day and our newly green front yard looked lovely. However, at the side of the house, the retaining wall, which is actually large boulders stacked in a graduated pile, crawled with those stubborn vines twining over them. Knowing how this can attract unwanted pests and even snakes, I went to work.


Most of the vines released their grip easily, but a more stubborn patch sent me climbing up the rocks in order to get a stronger grip. When I pulled hard at these weeds, I plummeted to the pavement some three feet below. I landed hard on my seventy-one-year-old back.


Hot pain sliced through me. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even breathe for a moment.


“Dick!” I screamed through tears of agony. The slightest motion caused further waves of pain.


My husband had busied himself in the garage with the radio volume turned up. My cries did not reach him.


“Dick, help!” I strained to raise my voice as loud as I could. I did not know if I was paralyzed. I only knew the pain was horrendous. I was the perfect example of the help-I’ve-fallen-and-I-can’t-get-up commercial. My neighbors could not see me, and it was doubtful they would hear me unless they happened to be outdoors.


Between groans and moans, I kept calling, “Somebody, please!”


That’s when Cleo arrived, mewing and circling me, clearly disturbed. He made soft sounds at first, and then louder yowls. When I moaned, he moaned, mimicking the sound of my voice. My kitty actually seemed to be imitating my cries for help.


“Go get somebody!” I begged. So what if I was talking to a cat? “Go get help,” I urged. He darted off, to my surprise.


Inside the garage, Dick continued his work, oblivious to my circumstances. It was nothing unusual for Cleo to appear and wrap himself around Dick’s leg with a purr of contentment, but this time Dick noticed the cat’s behavior was definitely not usual. He mewed loudly and kept moving back and forth between Dick and the open garage door.


“What’s wrong with you? You’ve been fed. You have fresh water,” Dick said to the cat.


Cleo ran out and back in, mewing even more loudly.


Finally, Dick decided to follow him out of curiosity. “You’ve caught a mouse or a bird to show me, huh?”


The cat led him straight to me, still prone on the pavement.


“Carol!” Dick began asking questions. “Can you move? Where does it hurt?”


He managed to help me up and assisted me, in terrible pain, into the house.


Later, emergency-room doctors examined, X-rayed, poked and probed. They found I had fractured a couple of lower vertebrae, prescribed medication and sent me home with a walker.


I began a slow recovery.


How long would I have lain there on the pavement? I can only guess. But Dick decided that Cleo can stay.


In fact, my four-footed rescuing angel is now quite welcome in our home. Dick has given final approval.


— H L Ford —










[image: Image] King James





Who hath a better friend than a cat?


~William Hardwin





My son Joe, a university student, prefers to study in the garage. He concentrates best when surrounded by nature — calls of birds, chattering of squirrels, and now and then barking dogs or mewing cats. Occasionally, a groundhog, raccoon or opossum wanders by. Deer sometimes stare from a safe distance. His area is outfitted with study necessities, and Joe is a well-established occupant of that corner of the garage.


One lovely spring morning, as Joe sipped his first cup of coffee and settled in to study, a small orange-and-white face peered around the corner of the garage door.


Meow.


“Hello. Who are you?”


Meow.


The small, furry kitten strode into the garage and began an extensive inspection. After pausing to accept strokes from Joe, he examined everything — Joe’s study area, stored items, the top of the workbench, behind the trash bins, and the back of the old refrigerator. An unpainted plywood storage cabinet offered a convenient place on which to sharpen his claws.


His front legs were shorter than his back legs, and his left ear was half the size of his right one. A snowy white chest extended into white forepaws. Orange and white spots splotched the rest of his body. Returning to Joe after extensive sniffing, he jumped up onto the center of the opened geology textbook on Joe’s lap.


After a moment of nose-to-nose greeting, the kitten jumped down and disappeared the way he had come.


The next morning, the kitten returned. Once more, he jumped onto the geology book and greeted Joe.


That afternoon, Joe shopped for food and water dishes, a bag of kitty food, a large bag of litter, and a litterbox. The die was cast.


Kitty came every morning after that. Joe and I wondered what we should name him. Among our considerations were Stranger, Wanderer, and Pumpkin.


On the third day, while the kitten made his daily visit, a neighbor stopped by. “Good morning, Joe,” Ashe said. She got out of her car and asked, “Have you seen a small orange-and-white kitten with a left half-ear?”


Meow.


“Oh, there you are, Jim. I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Come on, you need to come home.”


“He showed up a couple of days ago and keeps coming back every morning,” Joe explained. “I didn’t know you had a new cat.”


“Last week, I visited a farm, and when I got home, this little guy jumped out of my car. The farmer said it was just one of many barn cats, and I could keep him if I wished. I didn’t know how to get rid of such an engaging little fellow, especially since he chose to come home with me.”


“Why did you name him Jim?”


“That’s a funny story. You see, my ex-husband’s name was Jim, and he never listened to me either. It seemed only fitting. I took him to the veterinarian who confirmed that he is male and then vaccinated him. C’mon, Jim.” She picked up the kitten and put him in her car.


The next morning, Jim peered around the corner of the garage — again. Later that day, the neighbor returned. “Jim, it seems, has chosen you, Joe. Here’s the bag of food and kitty litter I bought for him. You might as well have them now. I’ll stop and visit sometimes. Be good, Jim.” She drove away.


At first, I insisted that he remain an outdoor cat. “Do not bring him into the house. I don’t trust any barn cat, and I will not tolerate any evidence that a feline lives in my home.”


For the remainder of that summer and into the fall, Jim commandeered a large wicker basket in the garage into which Joe fitted a warm blanket. The basket sits atop a spare stove near the door. He enjoys the elevated vantage point. He settled into the basket every night, ate his meals in the garage, and formed a strong bond with Joe.


As Jim grew, he began to wander, but never far from the house. He inspected the entire property and, over time, encountered birds at the feeder on the deck, other neighborhood cats, geese with goslings, and frogs in the pond. He sparred now and then with turtles creeping through the yard on their way to the lake.


He familiarized himself with his surroundings and developed a daytime habit of sleeping under the largest Hosta leaves to escape the mid-day heat. Unexpectedly, Jim’s head would pop up above a Hosta plant. “Looking for me?” he seemed to say. At other times, he would appear from a flower bed and sprint across the yard directly toward a large oak tree. Leaping as high as possible, he would cling to the side of the tree, looking left then right with wide-eyed wonder. At some signal, seen or heard only by Jim, he would drop to the ground and amble away.


As the months passed, Joe worried about the weather getting colder. And Jim persisted in his attempts to come inside. I continued to insist that Jim remain an outdoor cat. “After all, he’s a barn cat. They’re tough.” But as the night temperatures dropped, I relented. “Okay, Jim, you get one chance. If there is one accident or infraction of the house rules, you will immediately be an outdoor cat again. There will not be a second chance.”


By then, he had endeared himself even to me, and his bond with Joe was unbreakable. Some family members call Jim a “dog-cat.” He follows Joe wherever he goes and manages to communicate his every wish. He often lays a paw upon a human leg to demand immediate attention, and then flops to be petted. He presents first one side and then rolls to the other. He is quite insistent.


Jim is a permanent occupant of our home now. He has food and water dishes inside, a litterbox to which he is faithful, and two dedicated tower beds. Occasionally, he chooses to sleep in the center of Joe’s bed. The reasons for his choices are known only to him. He cuddles with me atop a snuggly coverlet when I nap in my recliner some afternoons.


Our coexistence is pleasant — Jim and Joe and me — and I often wonder if King James, as Joe affectionately calls him, already had a plan on that early spring day.


— Judith Eassa —
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There are few things in life more heartwarming than to be welcomed by a cat.


~Tay Hohoff





My fourth-grade students write opinion essays every fall, and inevitably there will be one giant class debate about cats versus dogs. I used to easily take the side of dogs, citing friendly tail wagging and unconditional love, not to mention how cute they are when you dress them like a taco for Halloween.


“Besides,” I’d laugh, “cats are jerks.”


My husband was a cat lover, but whenever he’d mention cats, I’d quickly change the subject. My kids had asked for a kitten, and I said I was allergic. Cats fascinated me, in a way, but much in the same way I’m fascinated by serial killers.


I didn’t need nor want one more thing to have to clean up after. It was too much. We continuously said no to puppies, hamsters, and fish, even when one of my children made a PowerPoint slideshow complete with bullet points about why we needed a pet. I was quite happy being pet-free, thank you very much.


On the other hand, I urged everyone else in my life to get pets. My mom needed a dog. My single friend? Yes, get a puppy as a companion.


My mother-in-law had been widowed for ten years, and I think I’d been urging her to get a pet since the week my father-in-law died. She loved cats. I’m pretty sure that the only gifts I had ever gotten her involved a cat trinket, cat calendar, cat socks, or cat sweatshirt. She’d had two cats, Sage and Einstein, when I first met my husband, but they’d both passed away over the years.


She was not easily pleased, and she’d grumble about the winter months being lonely. “Okay, just get yourself a dog!” I’d urge. “Or, I guess, even a cat…” She didn’t want the responsibility. She didn’t want the mess. We had helped her do work around the house, and she didn’t want an animal to ruin the new things she had. She always had a reason to refuse.


And so, eventually, I stopped trying. She’d made it clear that it wasn’t going to happen, and I moved on to other things. And then one day, completely out of the blue, she called me. “Christy, can you come over right away? I need your help!”


I went rushing over, thinking something terrible had happened. Instead, she handed me an already opened can of tuna. “I can’t find the cat,” she said.


I stared at her. “Um… what cat?”


“The cat! The kitten!”


As it turns out, just the day before, she’d gone to the Humane Society to adopt a kitten. She’d seen a commercial for a “Name Your Donation” promotion and decided, on a whim, to go for it. But this (unnamed) kitten was already a nuisance. My mother-in-law wasn’t very steady on her feet, and the kitten had gone downstairs and lodged itself somewhere.


After two hours, an entire can of tuna, a broom for nudging, and help from my children, we had the kitten back upstairs.


We stared at that thing for hours. She hopped and climbed and purred and rubbed her furry head on our legs. Her startled expression when there was a thud or noise made us laugh until there were tears in our eyes.


We (yes, even I) were in love.


The next day, we went back over just to play with the kitten. My daughter really wanted one of her own. She asked her grandma to borrow the kitten overnight, but nobody thought that was a great idea. So, instead, we just went and played. And laughed. And watched.


Sadly, the next Saturday, just one week since the little kitten had been adopted, my phone rang again. This time, it was a family member asking if I’d been in contact with my mother-in-law. I’d seen her just two days prior, I said. My husband was in France, and the kids and I had gone to see my mom, but we were back now.


I quickly found someone to watch my kids, and I drove over. The car was in the garage. The TV was on. I unlocked the door and found my sweet mother-in-law dead in her bed. And curled up next to her was that kitten.


Of course, I panicked. I called the police, funeral home and family. But while I sat alone, frightened and upset on the couch, waiting, that little kitten sat right next to me. As I left the house later that night, I called a friend and asked her what I should do about the cat.


“Christy, you know what to do,” she said. And, of course, I did. And so she and all her things came home with me. Her name is now Little Anne, after Julianne, my mother-in-law.


I tell people who ask about my cat, “Oh, I hate cats. I just accidentally got one.” And I laugh.


But, the truth is, I don’t hate cats at all. And although I don’t always know what I believe, I’m also pretty sure it was no accident.


— Christy Wopat —
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Cats need to meow because we humans are generally so unobservant.


~John Bradshaw





Gus came with the house. Not exactly like a light fixture or a refrigerator, but a feral tabby who thought all five acres were his. Actually, before we closed on the property, the former homeowner asked if we wanted Gus. Otherwise, he would re-home him. Hubby-Jeffrey was at work when this offer was made.


“My husband hates cats,” I said.


Then, Former-Homeowner mentioned something that clinched the deal. “You’re in the country now. Lots of mice. Gus is a good mouser.”


Mouse. That one word brought back a tidal wave of memories. We were living in a condo in Brookline, Massachusetts and had a mouse problem. They were brazen, too. One skipped joyfully across our bed. Another built a nest in my teenage son’s backpack.


I promptly said, “We’ll take the cat.”


“What about your husband?”


“What about him?”


Hubby-Jeffrey was not convinced. He came from a cat-hating family. They weren’t even allergic, just appalled. I, on the other hand, grew up with felines. My mom loved the kitten I brought home from the mall when I was ten and the dirty white fluff ball that followed me home from school when I was twelve. Jeffrey’s mom had a revulsion of cats, its inception unknown, but passed down to her son like a genetic disease. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a loving relationship with her son either. She was gone by the time I met Jeffrey; their unresolved feelings and her cat-revulsion reason were gone forever.
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