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To my parents and my cat, Pasta.
All three taught me everything I know.
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INTRODUCTION

Hi! I’m a stand-up comedian and have been writing and telling jokes half my life. Whenever someone asks me what’s my act like, what’s my schtick, I always tell them, “I mostly tell cat jokes.” They always follow up with, “Is there a demand for that?” and the answer is, “No . . . not really,” I think because most cat people are introverted homebodies that can’t bother to put on non-comfy pants to go to a comedy club. (I get it, I’m with you!) I am also on YouTube and Spotify, but just go along with this theory . . .

So I thought, why not continue my underground punk band–like legacy and expand my cat jokes to a cat book, taking a deep dive into the complexity of our love for felines. Are they tiny adorable terrorists that don’t love us? OR are they tiny adorable terrorist that do love us? Let me help you solve this mystery once and for all!

But first, let me be honest and open. I have a degree in nothing. In fact, I can barely read. Enjoy what I’ve written, but please don’t take it seriously. It’s not up for debate. This isn’t Twitter. I’m not trying to sway or shame anyone. Cat shaming will not be tolerated! This is merely a passion project to be enjoyed by the millions of cat lovers that just get it.

A bit of background. Both my parents are veterinarians. They’re educated in the field, but I’m just a cat lover with more free time than you.

I have a cat named Pasta, who is both the love of my life and simultaneously the worst thing that has ever happened to my favorite things. (RIP my favorite purse, backpack, half my shoes, and the right side of my comforter.) I think that’s what real love is, being able to see all their flaws and loving them for who they are. Never really knowing if my cat loves me back is what keeps our relationship fresh and fun. Is she coming over to cuddle, or bite me? After fifteen years I still don’t know. I think that’s all you need to know to enjoy this book. Yes, you can love something so much you take pictures of it every day and show strangers on the subway, but also question why you allow it walk on your face while you sleep. You can’t change them, and this book is here to help you understand why.

I have a lot of theories. I think about this stuff all the time. People ask about our ethnic background as a way to not just identify us but to “understand our behavior.” It’s weird. I don’t know how my grandfather being Italian makes you understand why I’m yelling in this deli . . . oh wait, now I get it. But maybe, understanding your cats’ rote behaviors will help you get them better. Perhaps bring you closer or make you realize that ferrets aren’t that bad. I dunno. This book is neither a positive nor negative look at cats. It’s just one woman asking one species, Why do you always cry at 3 a.m.?

Thanks for reading! And I’ll say this: if at any time you feel the need to show me how cute or weird or crazy your cat is, I fully welcome all unsolicited cat pictures! They are the only reason I go on social media. Tag me on IG or Twitter @lizmiele and #WhyCatsAreAssholes.

[image: image]

MEET PASTA

I had a few cats growing up: Max (technically my older sister’s cat) was black and white; Sancho, who died very young (also black and white); and all the cats that lived at my mom’s clinic next door. But Pasta was my first cat. I was nineteen and I had just moved into my first apartment in New York City. And because I had been living in dorms, I had gone two full years without living with a pet—which I had never experienced and didn’t enjoy. I desperately needed a companion to ignore me, so I told my mom and she began scouting for some prospects. Every time she had a client come in with a pregnant cat or with kittens, she’d snoop. “Do these need a home?” But no luck.

Then Ashley, one of my best friends from high school, had a cat on her farm that had kittens and I jumped on a train back to New Jersey to find me a kitty buddy. The litter was one grey tabby (my favorite color/pattern, if I’m being honest, but it was already spoken for) and six all-black cats. So I sat on the ground playing with all of the kittens to find my new best friend. Pasta was so sweet and playful and cuddly! I loved her from the start and took her home immediately.

And she was never like that again.

Barely joking . . . but I did feel tricked. She was bitey, scratchy, uncuddly, and distant for probably a little over three years. I wanted a friend and instead got a Craigslist roommate. She sucked for a long time, and as this was my first cat I felt like I’d fucked up. Like I made a bad choice or, worse, that I was a bad cat mom. Either way, I stuck with her. It felt the same way a real mom doesn’t have a choice when her kids suck. (Does this mean I’m ready to be a mom? Oh man!)

When I’d go out of town for shows I’d drop her off at my mom’s clinic and she’d have to be in a cage away from all the other cats with notes that read “Watch out she swipes!” or “Not friendly!” or “Filled with murderous rage. Will try to lure you in with her cuteness then tricks you and tries to scratch your eyes out. Don’t trust. Bring back up.” Heartbreaking! We are Italian! The only redeeming quality we have is that we are friendly. “WHO HURT YOU?! You are making us look bad, Pasta!” Every time she got a bad report card when I picked her up, I felt shame. I’d say those cliché client things like, “She’s not like this at home.” But it was kinda a lie. She wasn’t as angry, but she had a lot of emotional baggage for a kitten.

We had our good and bad moments, and a little after three years she stopped being so angry at the world, and softened more each year. She cuddled more and soon became like a helicopter cat. She’d greet me at the door, follow me from room to room, watch me shower, sit on my lap when I was on the toilet, crawl in my lap the moment I sat anywhere, watch me cook, wanted to be held like a child (tall roommates and boyfriends were her fav, and they would carry her around the apartment doing errands. She loved it!), and when she wasn’t following me around she was sitting somewhere high guarding the place, or deep in a closet taking a nap. Now when I drop her off at the cat clinic, she is beloved. Older staff would tell tales of what a terror she was and newer staff would hold her and say, “I can’t believe it! Not this cuddly angel!” She no longer hates other cats and even has cat friends, roaming free at the practice and welcoming everyone like an ambassador or Walmart greeter. Some kitties need extra love and time. I’ll be bringing her up a lot in this book, so just wanted you to know her story. She’s like the beast from Beauty and the Beast, but she’s been cute the whole time!

Quick Pasta Breakdown

The same way I know my boyfriend and best human friends, I know my cat. I think it’s important to acknowledge that, yes, all cats have similarities but are also unique snowflakes with their own personalities and wounds, and you should know their likes, dislikes, and what they are indifferent about. They are essentially your roommate. If you don’t wanna always be yelling at them for doing wind sprints at 3 a.m., it might help to know why they are doing it in the first place and find a solution or compromise. I’ll talk later on how to gather some of this information and truly get to know your cat.

But here are Pasta’s likes, dislikes, and what she tolerates, collected over fifteen years of cohabitation. It was interesting to sit and list them all out at once and realize how well I do know her. Might be a nice exercise for you and something you can add to and give to sitters. Like:

“Don’t eat ice cream around her unless you wanna share. She likes to watch people shower, so just let her and she likes to pick out her own PJs. I’ll be back in four days!”

Name: Pasta

Birthday: May 2, 2005

Likes:

• Being held by tall people (I’m 5-foot-1)

• Napping under blankets or in dark spaces, like deep in the closet (will sleep on shoes, does not care)

• Sitting on anything I’m working on or in front of anything I’m looking at or touching (phone, computer, TV, books, notebooks, make-up)

• Meat in any form, ice cream (goes fucking nuts . . . cannot eat it around her. She has a problem), and olive oil (will lick it off my food or hands . . . it’s weird. She’s so Italian!)

• Playing with mice and bugs, but not fully killing them . . . just ruining their day and injuring them (also feels like a mafia Italian move)

• Knocking over anything sentimental and irreplaceable

• Biting feet while dead asleep

• Head and neck scratches

• Being brushed (back, tail, and head only)

• Watching TV together

Dislikes:

• Belly rubs, touching her paws

• Me moving when she is napping

• Passively petting without paying attention

• Me being awake but not paying attention to her

• Cats that don’t respect her age and authority

• Cages or carriers of any kind

• Any kind of transit in said carrier

• Being moved without asking

• Not being fed immediately when I come home or she asks

• Being locked out of rooms (including bathrooms, closets, and the great outdoors)

Things She Tolerates:

• Being dressed up (She was an actress in my web series Apt C3 for years! Dressed her up a lot! Such a pro!)

• Being held by short people

• Sleeping not on top of me

• Automatic toys

• Hanging with other cats

• Pulling back her ears so she looks like she got a furlift. Doesn’t love or hate, but she’s let me and my roommates do it for years and I am grateful. She looks so funny. I can’t stop.


FREQUENTLY ASKED CAT QUESTION

Question: How do I let my cat know that it’s an asshole?

Answer: Sometimes it’s hard to sit your cat down and explain how their behavior affects you. I’d start by placing this book next to their litter box or bed. I’m not against passive aggressively suggesting that your cat get its life together. If your cat isn’t a big reader, maybe read it to them!
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A BRIEF HISTORY ON WHY CATS ARE ASSHOLES

In today’s society, black cats continue to be seen as bad luck and have trouble getting adopted. Parents with newborns are scared to have cats around their babies, and people in general have no problem voicing that they hate cats. But before they were cast aside with bad raps, they lived a semi-charmed life as gods and good luck charms in many cultures.

ANCIENT EGYPT: WE BELIEVE CATS ARE GODS

Cats! Humans’ first best friend before the dog PR came in and started their smear campaign. “They don’t love you,” “They mostly just sleep on your stuff,” “They will eat you before your body is cold.” I mean, these are all kinda true. But why can’t we appreciate how resilient and well rested these animals are and stop judging them cause they aren’t literal gullible lap dogs? I 100 percent get the loyalty people have toward their dogs. They greet you when you come home, they are cuddly, they listen, they do tricks, their bathroom is outside and doesn’t stink up the house, they seem to care about you and your wellbeing. But what if you didn’t grow up with love and affection? What if you like chasing attention, questioning if your cat is deaf, dumb, or just indifferent to you and/or their name? What if you like being bit cause it reminds you that you’re alive? Some of us out here like to earn our love or it isn’t real! But this book isn’t about shitting on dogs. It’s mostly about shitting on cats. We love them, but why?
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It’s believed that the Ancient Egyptians domesticated cats over 4,000 years ago. Egyptians thought cats were magical creatures that could bring good luck to any home that had one. They worshipped them for their hunting skills, ability to control the pest population, and because they are so damn cute!

And they are still utilized for these skills (read: cuteness) today. Everyone talks about seeing-eye dogs, bomb- or drug-sniffing dogs, emotional support dogs, how dogs protect and rescue owners . . . but cats? Cats are the reason your cereal hasn’t been tested by mice first! They are on the front lines, protecting you against the spread of disease! They were on ships, in stores, in homes. All to keep us safe from tiny intruders (rodents) who harbored microscopic intruders (disease). Yeah, dogs protect against murderers in the night, but cats protect against disease murder (or something, I’m not a scientist). Point being: they are useful, even if listening isn’t their strong suit. They are like teenage boys. Yes, they leave the bathroom a disaster, but when they mow the lawn or drive their sister to soccer practice you remember why you had them.

If Ancient Egypt Had the Internet, It Would Be Illegal to Give a Cat Video a Thumbs Down

The Ancient Egyptians saw their usefulness and didn’t just like them and make an Instagram account for them or develop a sock line with their face on it. They worshipped them. They made temples in their honor. It was a crime to kill them. I feel like we’ve lost touch with this. Did you know Australia is trying to exterminate all stray cats? Supposedly it is because they are hurting the wild bird population. How is this not a recipe for trouble when they wipe out cats and start to realize all the unseen good they do? Like how we hate bees but the earth would crumble if they went extinct (more on this later). Moral of the story: cats are important, and their viral videos are what hold the Internet together!

When I was a little girl, I was obsessed with Egypt for this history of cat worship alone. I felt like maybe ethnicity shouldn’t be about heritage and DNA but more what culture your soul connects with. I love baklava and cats and quite frankly look middle eastern. I think that should be enough to at least become an honorary Egyptian. (Don’t stress, I’m not gonna culturally appropriate anyone. I just have a necklace with my name spelled in hieroglyphics and an obscene amount of cat trinkets.) But my best friend is Egyptian (coincidence?), so can she deem it so? Most women already do their make-up like Cleopatra. Cat eye eyeliner was before its time! Cat love was before its time. I feel like only now and only because of the Internet has cat worship been even close to those of the Egyptians. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not gonna kill my cat so we can go to the afterlife together. But is it too much to ask that she want that? And if that’s what she wanted, I wouldn’t fight her. Do you see the difference? It’s about choice. It’s about autonomy. It’s about a cat’s choice to die with its owners or continue to live among their stuff and become the king/queen of the household they always acted like they were.

Things the Egyptians Did for Cats

Egyptians had a lot of intense cat love traditions. Some made me think they all had Toxoplasmosis (the parasite that makes humans love cats), but some felt right and I believe that we should consider bringing a few of them back. Here are a handful that were customary and my feelings on whether we should or shouldn’t get back to our kitty worship roots.

1. Dressed Cats in Jewels and Fed Them Fancy Treats

I mean, who’s not doing that now? With how fun collars are and how expensive kitty treats have become, this feels like it never stopped. People are feeding their cats organic cat food when I can’t even afford organic human food! Honestly, replace jewels with cat hats and fancy treats with meat I drop on the floor and, really, I’ve been treating my cat like a queen since day one! So my answer is yes, let’s do this/keep doing this. I actually think I have some earrings that would look amazing on Pasta. Queen, P!

2. Mummified Cats and Buried Them in Their Own Cemetery

OK. If I wasn’t an environmentalist and also extremely lazy, I’d be down for bringing this back. Cause one: who doesn’t wanna be haunted by future cat mummies; and two: cat’s love hanging out in boxes. This feels like the ultimate afterlife gift. “Here’s a nicer box for you to be buried in!” You can bury them with their favorite toys. Maybe with the kid you like the least. Maybe, instead of a traditional graveyard, it’s like a sandbox. They call it “the eternal litter box.” Instead of leaving flowers on their grave you’d leave cans of tuna. Dude, the more I think about it, the more I wanna start this . . . but I’m not going to. We don’t have the space for human bodies, it’s bad for the environment, it’s expensive, and I honestly think burial of humans is silly. I’m pro cremation (turning your cat into litter . . . too much?) and putting them in a nice box. A box they would have loved if alive.

3. Owners Shaved Off Their Eyebrows and Mourned Their Cat’s Death Until They Grew Back

What is this, the ’90s? No, I’m sorry. Just no. I love my eyebrows. It’s the only thing I religiously upkeep (cause it costs $6!) and it makes a face. We all know that. Also, women pretty much shave most things off for society. I’m not giving up the last bit of my adult hair for my cat. Sorry kitties. Also, why eyebrows? That’s such a weird way to show you are sad. Also not having eyebrows means people have no idea how you feel. Maybe we can amend this one. Like, to mourn a cat we get a tiny tattoo. I mean, I already want a tiny cat tattoo. Plus I do love the idea of having a pet graveyard of sorts on my body. It would be the truest definition of a cat lady. “She had eighteen cat tattoos, she is such an authentic cat lady.” I’d do that. Or sit in a cardboard box every day for an hour. All realistic, thoughtful ways to show sadness and respect, and no one has to look like Whoopi Goldberg in the process.

4. Cat Art

This has never stopped and, in fact, I’m a big collector of it. I have such a hard time resisting all forms of cat art. When I was a kid, I’d cut up old Cat Fancy magazines and glue my favorite cat pictures into my own notebook (don’t ask). My parents would always buy me cat calendars, and when the year was over I’d cut out the cats I liked best (which was usually all of them) and tape them to my wall. I mean, my room was pretty dope in elementary school. And these behaviors have almost barely changed. My walls are littered with cat art (all art, but lots of cats depicted) stickers, postcards, paintings, prints, you name it. I follow so many artists that paint cats on Instagram. I own numerous amounts of cat shirts, sweatshirts, and pairs of socks. I have cat figurines, and trinkets I’ve been collecting since I was a kid, and my boyfriend just bought me a cat teapot! I love it. My room looks like a runaway teenager from Japan and I don’t care. I like them. They make me happy. I’m hurting no one. No, you’re weird!

5. If a Cat Was Killed—Even by Accident—the Killer Was Sentenced to Death

This is a resounding yes. From reading horrific articles about teenagers throwing cats in bags off bridges to kill shelters still existing, a life for a life seems fair to me. Or, let’s make it an online vote. Let’s America’s Got Talent it, but with lives. They tell America what they did to the cat and we vote if they deserve to live or die. If this is too drastic, maybe we just don’t let them have access to the Internet—something as harsh as murder in today’s society. If killing animals is an early sign of a serial killer, is this not a preventive measure to saving human lives?

JAPAN: A GIANT CAT CAFÉ OF A COUNTRY

I went on vacation to Japan a year ago, a dream of mine since as long as I can remember. I don’t know if I did the same little kid research about Japan that I did with Egypt, but I just always knew they were as cat obsessed as I was. But nothing prepared me for how cat crazy they were until I got there. It was like a cat café of a country. Cartoon cats advertised everything from restaurants to toys, clubs to temples. Ads for cat cafés seemed to be on every block, stores littered with cat paraphernalia. I was in heaven. I felt understood. And yes, I bought a lot of stickers.

Most people recognize Maneki-neko (which roughly translates to “beckoning cat”), which is the cat figurine with a paw raised, sometimes moving forward and back, because they are in the window of most Japanese and even Chinese restaurants. Originally appearing in the 1800s, it is supposed to bring good luck to shops and businesses.

It comes from a popular Japanese folklore that involves a down-on-his-luck store owner who, despite being close to going out of business, takes in a stray cat. After eating, the cat sat outside the business and beckoned customers to come in and shop (hence the idea of the moving paw). Because of this folklore, cats represent good fortune and prosperity in business, which is called fuku neko, meaning “lucky cat.” They are beloved and respected . . . as they should be.

This folklore pretty much came true in modern Japan, when a failing train station decided to rejuvenate their station by making a stray cat that hung around the new station master and operating officer. Tama, the station master cat at Kishi Station on the Kishigawa Line in Kinokawa, Wakayama Prefecture, Japan, is now a major tourist attraction! In the late ’90s, Tama used to hang around the station, and passengers affectionately called her the station master. She was taken care of by a local convenience store owner, who asked the new president of the station to take care of her years later when he was leaving the area. The president of the company was a dog person but fell for Tama—hard. Soon after adopting the stray cat, Kojima ordered a customized stationmaster hat for the kitty and, in 2007, he officially named Tama “Stationmaster of Kishi Station”—the first feline stationmaster in Japan. Her duties were to be the face of the railway and appear in promotional material and media coverage and greet passengers. She was so beloved that a commissioned portrait was painted of her, which hangs in the station’s souvenir shop. She was promoted to “Super Station manager” in 2008, and this began to draw more tourists to the station. According to a 2008 study, the number of passengers on the Kishigawa line has increased by almost 300,000 from 2006! It helped the railway so much that, in 2010, they hired an award-winning industrial designer to redesign the exterior and interior as a completely Tama-themed line.

I love this story so much. First of all, it’s the best underdog (undercat!) story of a stray cat being seen for its heart, changing people’s lives for the better, and never being broke and living on the streets again. It’s like Aladdin, but if he was the prince all along! Why hasn’t Disney turned this into a movie yet, and if they do PLEASE LET ME VOICE THE CAT!

We talk about cats having value because they kill rodents and pests, but here a cat changed a business just because she wore a dope hat. We need to start seeing the simple beauty of just having cats around. Whenever I see a failing business now I think You know what you need? A cat greeter! A cat manager! A cat CEO! Yes, they might bite a customer or two, but maybe they were gonna steal or something. You don’t know. As this has proven, cats save businesses!

But my favorite thing that I saw while visiting Japan was in Kyoto. I was walking around this kinda hallway of small shops. There was food, arcades, and little shops—one of which was filled with small handmade magnets of cats wearing clothes and doing activities. Most of them either had a music or ghost theme. All the magnets were handmade by a sweet old man, and the cat on most of them were inspired by his cat. The shop was called Swing Masa Jazz House. He’s been written up a bunch (you can Google him), but if you are reading this book I have zero doubt this will become your favorite place on earth. It’s a workspace, shop, and museum filled top to bottom with handmade cat magnets. He made me feel welcome, served me green tea, and let me browse his shop for as long as my heart needed. My boyfriend abandoned me there and I looked through all the art for over an hour. I now own two of his pieces! And I was so cat crazy in Japan we almost broke up. (Not sure if that is true, but he did not prepare for how happy Japan was going to make me and how often I would just wander off to follow a cat.)
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