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For Bobby Seale, my gorgeous ginger girl, always in my heart. And for anyone who has loved and lost a cat.





FOREWORD


When I think back to some of the happiest moments of my life, I think of the midnight walks I would take on our beach in Auckland, New Zealand. Our house, surrounded by sea and subtropical rain forest, was only fifteen minutes from downtown, but it could have been hundreds of miles. There was no road down to our community of ten houses, and therefore no cars: you had to walk through a forest to get there. When we found this patch of land, my first thought was: This is an ideal place for cats. We lived with five cats and our dog, Benjy (about whom I wrote The Dog Who Couldn’t Stop Loving), and the greatest thrill for the cats was to wait until there was nobody out, when I would take Benjy for his last walk along the beach. It was especially wonderful on full-moon nights, the waves gently lapping the shores and bioluminescent fish creatures lighting up the sea. The five cats—Yossie, Minna, Miki, Moko, and Megala—thought it was enormous fun to race ahead, hide behind a sand dune, and then jump out and ambush Benjy, who always played along by pretending to be totally surprised and freaked out: he would race along the beach into the warm ocean, the five cats chasing behind him. They loved it. He loved it. I loved it. We would walk to a stand of pohutukawa trees, giant flame-red trees hundreds of years old that thrived near seawater, and the cats would race up the branches, high into the trees, far above the water, and then start meowing piteously, as if they could not possibly get down. I would come to investigate, pretending to begin climbing the trees, and then they would race down the trunk and leap onto the sand. They were ecstatic. Then all seven of us would stand quietly by the shore, gazing out at the small offshore island, and I knew that the peace that I felt was felt by the six animals as well. Such a sense of all being right with the world, even when, as right now, all is not all well with the world. At those moments of intense happiness for me I could see what people meant by the cliché of animals living in the moment, not preoccupied with what had come, or what would come, but just enjoying that moment of glorious peace.


But at the same time I knew there was another reason that gave me intense happiness: the knowledge that the cats, the dog, and I were all enjoying something together and in a similar way. It was interspecies understanding: we all were enjoying the moment more because we were enjoying it together. I realized then something about cats that I knew made them different from their sometime bad reputation for being aloof and standoffish. I felt this so strongly that I knew I had to write about the complicated and deep emotional lives of cats, and eventually I did. I called the book, a little bit cornily (most of my titles were corny!): The Nine Emotional Lives of Cats. You had to enter their world instead of forcing them into ours. This was something I first learned when I read Elizabeth Marshall Thomas’s book The Hidden Life of Dogs. Every animal has a hidden life, and to discover it you must be willing to live life on their terms instead of the other way around.


Reading Britt Collins’s wonderful account of Michael King and Tabor, the injured stray he rescued on the streets of Portland, made me realize that this is exactly what happened: both cat and human decided to live the life of the other. This makes for a peculiar bond, one that perhaps cannot be had in any other way. As Michael learns the ways of the cat, he feels a sense of purpose caring for someone else and opens his heart in ways he hadn’t before. Moreover, the intimacy and intensity of their life on the road is something else that allows you to know an animal in a way that simply sharing your house with them does not. (Perhaps unfairly, I feel that confining a cat to an indoor life is depriving them of the ability to truly be a cat, even though I recognize that statistics show they will live much longer inside than outside.) Michael and Tabor rarely spent time apart and slept together every night for almost a year while traveling across the American West. Bliss for cat and for man. And by the way, I recommend anybody who lives with a cat in their house to share their bed with them. Sleeping with cats is surely one of life’s great joys. It can be tricky: I slept for years with my cat Megala (not to mention Leila, my wife, who was such a good sport that she allowed herself to lose her allergy to cats by extreme exposure), and on cold nights he would slip under the covers, stretch out his little body next to mine, and purr loudly until he fell asleep (I have claimed this discovery for myself: cats only purr when there is a living being near them, not on their own, but my discovery may be false, as many of my readers have written to me explaining they have seen examples of cats purring when nobody was present). The great writer Doris Lessing, surely more knowledgeable about cats than I, told me so, and then nonetheless graciously reviewed my book for the Guardian, omitting to mention that and other possible errors, because she so admired my passion for cats. But I digress: the reason it was tricky was that every once in a while I would do something to annoy Megala (no idea what it was—perhaps I moved in the wrong way), and Megala would punish me with a swift bite of my leg. It hurt. My feelings were hurt, too, and I would banish him from our bed. He would leave in a huff. But an hour later he would return, and how could I not relent, knowing the pleasure that awaited me. This happened at least two or three times every night, and Leila marveled that I did not decide against allowing him to sleep with us altogether. But who could resist the soft fur (Megala was a Bengal and looked and behaved like a small leopard), the stretched-out body, the purr of pure pleasure?


Can you love a cat and not be changed? I would think not. I adore dogs, too, and have written much about them (including Dogs Never Lie About Love—another corny but true title), but there is this important difference: dogs don’t need to let you enter their world. We already live with dogs in the same world. Not so with cats. I maintain that cats were never truly domesticated. They just deigned, for reasons of their own, to move in with us. But when they allow you to enter their world, you are suddenly in a different realm. The reason we think of cats as mysterious is that in fact they are mysterious, and once they permit you a glance into their mysterious world, you are forever changed. You might not be able to say how, you might not even realize it has happened, but it has. Michael felt the full force of this, in giving up the person (yes, a cat is a person, for sure—a being with a full personality, and the subject of a life, as the great animal-rights writer Tom Regan reminded us so well in his many seminal books) he had perhaps loved most deeply and unconditionally, and found a fuller purpose to his life as well. Like the Ancient Mariner, Michael learned to care about the helpless, the vulnerable, those less fortunate than ourselves, while he was down-and-out, and to help them just as this little lost cat he named Tabor helped him. By entering Tabor’s world, he was able to see what before he could not take in.


What I especially loved about Strays, or rather, about the real-life adventures of Michael and Tabor on the road, was seeing how cats and humans alike crave adventure and how they come alive when faced with dangers most of us never have to face. As the pair hitchhiked for thousands of miles, there were times when I wondered how they could be so trusting of anyone who offered them a ride, even hitching a lift with a guy covered in tattoos and guns in a red state after spending a week stranded in the stifling summer heat. More surprising were the unexpected acts of kindness that awaited them seemingly at every turn, helping them to survive raging snowstorms, fanatical evangelists, hungry bears and coyotes, and stampeding cattle.


Perhaps this self-possessed, lovable cat with a drifter’s spirit was exactly what Michael needed as much as she needed his care and protection. But before their road trip ends, Michael is transformed. How else could he have done the right thing and returned her to her first home? To read how Ron Buss, the cat’s original guardian, grew and remained for nearly a year desperate at her disappearance and how her littermate Creto waited for her on the porch every night made the true story all that much more compelling. Speaking of compelling, the story itself is written in such a way and in detail so lush that you feel you are there as it all takes place. Everything is vividly observed: the grass, the trees, the smell of the sea, the quality of the light, the shifting moods and emotions of Michael and Tabor of roughing it and being on the road. And yet Britt Collins, the author, is delightfully self-effacing. No small achievement. Returning Tabor back to her original home in Portland was perhaps the hardest thing Michael had ever done, but letting go of what you love was the deepest lesson he had learned from Tabor and now he put it in practice. While Michael’s struggles and sorrows are not magically fixed by adopting a stray, I am sure that Tabor turned out to be his salvation, literally: he was on a path of destruction—drinking himself to death until she brought calm and purpose to his day-to-day existence.


I am deeply impressed with how hard Britt has worked to capture this warm, witty, absorbing story in all its color and complexity, giving an insightful glimpse of the vulnerability and hardships of life on the streets for both man and feline. How much passion and love of truth she has brought to this task, for its own sake. Or should I say, for the sake of Tabor and other cats. For every page makes it clear that Britt understands and loves cats in the best possible way: she allows them to be cats. Almost everybody who lives with a cat loves cats. How can we not feel strangely blessed that these wild creatures are willing to live with us, however briefly (alas, too briefly)? But only now, it would seem, are we more inclined to allow them to be what nature designed them to be.


It would seem the world is just beginning to show a deep love of cats: how else to explain the sudden explosion of interest in all things cat? Books like this one, movies, TV shows, Internet memes, cat-obsessed social media, feline superstars (Grumpy Cat, Bob, and all), and the endless videos of cats and kittens of every size, color, and circumstance doing crazy things. My wife, Leila, insists that if I could, I would happily spend all day simply watching them. (There are worse ways to spend a life.) This is no fad, I am sure; it is the world catching up with the reality of cats: They accept us. They love us. Lucky us. For those of us who love them, the reward is immense, for with no other animal is it easier and more enchanting to cross the species barrier than with cats.


JEFFREY MOUSSAIEFF MASSON


BERLIN, GERMANY


DECEMBER 28, 2016




I was born lost and take no pleasure in being found.


—JOHN STEINBECK





Chapter 1


Portland, Oregon: Round Midnight


It was after midnight, the streets were deserted, and Michael King was drunk again. A heavy rain was falling, cold for mid-September. Water streamed down Michael’s long gray-streaked hair and scraggly beard, and his ragged clothes were sopping wet. The sidewalk was so waterlogged that he and his companion felt as if they were wading through a swamp. Michael didn’t mind too much. It had been fifty-one days since the last rain, a record dry spell, and the cool rain felt good. And, living on the streets, he was used to feeling grimy.


Almost ten years earlier, Michael had been a chef in St. Louis making good money and living in a nice house. Then he lost someone precious to him, and he hit the road. Now at forty-seven, Michael looked old and worn, with a missing front tooth and a collection of scars. His vivid blue eyes were shadowed by dark bags, his sharp cheeks sunken and heavily lined after years of hard drinking and sleeping on roadsides and under freeway overpasses in cardboard boxes. He had less than three dollars in loose change rattling around in his pockets.


Stopping under a store awning, Michael popped open a can of Four Loko and dumped it into a half-empty bottle of cheap malt liquor he’d already started on. He added a bottle of apple cider he’d scavenged from the trash earlier and called it a Sidewalk Slam. After a few swigs, he felt numb.


Michael passed the bottle to his friend Josh Stinson, a slight, unshaven twenty-seven-year-old, clad in a fraying red-and-black flannel shirt and grubby, ripped black jeans held up by a safety pin at the waist.


Stinson took a big slug of Michael’s concoction.


“Good, right?” Michael said.


Stinson swallowed hard and cringed. “That’s lethal,” he said, handing it back. “Did you siphon it from someone’s car?”


Michael downed the rest as they walked along Hawthorne. At night, every few blocks of the boulevard were lined with homeless encampments.


Michael stumbled over the corner of a soggy mattress wedged in a doorway.


“Damn it,” he muttered. He preferred to sleep in the bushes and in out-of-the way areas, where there were fewer people to deal with, rather than bedding down on the sidewalk.


Slogging through the downpour, Michael and Stinson headed toward their usual squat beside a UPS loading bay on a forlorn corner of Hawthorne and SE 41st Avenue. They slowed in front of the Tabor Hill Cafe, a dingy old-time diner that was closed for the night. A stab of hunger broke through Michael’s intoxicated haze. The pictures of eggs and waffles, burgers and fries plastered on the windows made his mouth water.


A flash of white under one of the café’s outdoor picnic tables caught Michael’s eye. Stooping down, he looked into the shadows, thinking maybe the white flash came from a takeout container with some leftover food. He started fantasizing about macaroni and cheese, and mashed potatoes with mushroom gravy. Michael had a knack for finding unlikely treasures: coins, broken jewelry, and half-eaten sandwiches all had value on the street. He was so good at it that the other drifters called him Groundscore.


“What’re you looking at?” Stinson asked, kneeling beside him.


Two glowing eyes stared back at them. A soaked, shivering cat was cowering from the rain. Michael was disappointed—food would have been better—but something about the way the animal looked disturbed him. Her stripy white fur was covered with dirt and motor oil. One of her eyes was swollen, and she had a raw gash on her face. She looked even more beat-up than he was, and she was scared.


“Grab the cat,” he said to Stinson, who was closer to the animal. “And try not to spook it.” Cars still rumbled down Hawthorne even at that late hour. If the cat darted out, she’d likely get run over.


Stinson reached out for the cat, but she sprang back, her eyes fixed on him. When he tried again, she jumped sideways and gathered herself to shoot past them.


Michael turned and saw a lone car heading down the street, its headlights glowing in the rain. “Damn it,” he said.


Stinson lunged and grabbed the cat before she could launch herself onto the sidewalk. As he pulled the little animal to his chest, she was panting, but she didn’t fight to get away. He looked down at her, the muddy fur stuck to her face, and gently ran his dirty hand over her head. The cat burrowed her face into his hand.


Stinson looked up at Michael through the fogged lenses of his wire-rim glasses. “I think we should bring her back with us.”


“Lemme see,” Michael said, taking the cat into his arms. She was so thin she was almost weightless. Michael had been on the streets longer than Stinson and believed that when you had nothing to offer, it was best not to try to help. But he loved cats and wanted to get this poor, raggedy little one out of the rain and off the busy road.


“Maybe we’ll keep it for a night,” Stinson said. A homeless young veteran who came from a small town in the Midwest, Stinson had a natural sense of rightness about things, especially when it came to vulnerable animals.


The cat looked at Michael with big, luminous eyes, shivering pitifully as she lay in his arms.


“Hey there, kitty cat,” he said in a soft, reassuring voice. “What’s happened to you?”


Michael tucked her inside his jacket, and he and Stinson took her back with them to the small alcove behind the UPS store that they called home. It was a good place to bunk down without worrying about being mugged and assaulted or rousted by the police. During the day, it was a busy loading dock, with delivery vans driving in and out. They had to get up before the business opened, stash their sleeping bags in the nearby bushes, and stay away till the shop closed. But after hours, it was quiet and isolated, shaded by a sprawling red maple tree. The lot was also just across the street from the New Seasons supermarket, where Michael and his friends sometimes panhandled.


“Here we are, puss,” Michael said, setting her down on the dry patch under the doorway while he pulled his backpack and sleeping bag out of the shrubbery. He expected her to bolt, but she stayed close and sniffed around as Michael set up camp.


Stinson grabbed his pack from the bushes, too, and unrolled his sleeping bag onto a folded cardboard box he’d stashed beneath the sheltering boughs of the maple. He sat down, cross-legged, and riffled through his things, taking out a hooded sweatshirt and slipping it over his head. The rain had invaded his tangle of strawberry blond dreadlocks beneath his dark-blue seaman’s cap. They smelled dank.


The cat wandered over to Stinson’s sleeping bag. She looked like she’d been out on the streets for a while, just like they had. She didn’t have a collar and scratched occasionally at fleas on her belly. Stinson reached down to stroke the damp, matted fur on her back. The open, weeping wound on her face made him wince with pity. “You’ve had a tough time, haven’t you?”


The little tabby gazed up at Stinson with her good eye and meowed, pressing the back of her head into his hand again. Then she climbed into his lap and drifted off to sleep.


Stinson stroked her. “She’s all bones,” he said, looking over at Michael.


Michael didn’t say anything, but, after a moment, he stood up.


“Whaddaya doing?”


“Going to the store for some cat food.”


Stinson watched him walk off. It was the first time in a long while that Michael had spent his last few dollars on something other than booze.


Michael and Stinson had first run into each other in a doorway in Santa Barbara in the spring of that year and were drawn together by their rambling spirit, dry sense of humor, and love of animals. Stinson had done four years in the navy before getting kicked out for smoking pot. Just prior to moving to Portland, he had been a mailman in Japan—he still had his Japanese driver’s license.


Fifteen minutes later, Michael came back with a pint of milk and a can of Meow Mix. The little cat woke up and, when she saw the food, opened her mouth and let out a faint, hungry squeak. Michael lifted her off Stinson’s lap and set her on the sidewalk. He opened the can, spilled the mushy contents into an empty burger container, and put it in front of her. She meowed weakly and nibbled at the food, but within seconds, she was gulping it down in giant bites. Michael poured the milk into a plastic lid he found on the ground and she lapped that up quickly, too.


Both men sat quietly, watching the cat. After she ate, she nuzzled each of them and kneaded their chests to show how grateful she was. She snuggled back into Stinson’s lap, purring loudly. Then she shifted to Michael’s lap, purred some more, and fell back asleep.


“That cut on her cheek looks pretty nasty,” Michael said, looking closely at her war wound.


He dug into his backpack without waking the cat and took out a stack of napkins from Taco Bell and a mini first-aid kit. One of his friends had bought the kit for him because Michael was always scraping himself up from stumbling over after drinking. He carefully cleaned the red cut across the cat’s face and then cleaned mites out of her ears with a little iodine. The cat didn’t even flinch, barely stirring from her sleep. She seemed to know what he was doing.


He rummaged through his bag again and dug out some evening primrose oil, which another friend had given him to heal the eczema on his arms. He never used it himself but thought it could help the cat’s injury.


“It’s not too deep,” he said, dabbing a bit of the oil on her torn cheek. “She was probably attacked by another cat. Or at least I hope it was a cat.”


Handing her over to Stinson, Michael unrolled his ratty sleeping bag on a pad of cardboard and slid wearily inside. He’d been sleeping on the hard ground for years—the only way to make it comfortable was to get wasted, but he had drunk all the Sidewalk Slam and just spent his bedtime booze money on cat food.


The cat had woken up as the men prepared to sleep. After Michael was settled, she crept to the edge of the bag and sniffed around him. Then she came closer and sat to the side of the bag, in front of his face, her tail twitching slightly.


“What do you want? I don’t have any more food.”


“I think she wants in your bag,” Stinson said.


Got to be desperate if she wants to bed down with me, Michael thought. His buzz was wearing off and he just wanted to crash. He closed his eyes for a while but sleep didn’t come. When he opened his eyes, the cat was still there, staring down at him.


“Okay, kitty,” he said, lifting the flap. “You can sleep with me tonight.”


She crawled inside and snuggled up against his chest, purring softly, like a hypnotizing personal heater.


Michael looked over at Stinson, who shrugged. “She likes you,” he said.


Whatever, Michael thought, she’ll be gone by sunrise.


But in the morning something rough wiped across his cheek, and Michael awakened to find the cat standing on the pavement, licking his face. Not yet alert, he pulled an arm out of his sleeping bag and rubbed behind her ear. She looked at him, one eye still swollen, and meowed, clearly hungry.


“You should find someone else to take care of you,” he said, getting up for the day. He didn’t have anything else to give her. He stashed his gear and picked up and held the cat for a minute, stroking her. Then he set her down near the bushes and walked off to do some panhandling. He didn’t expect to see her again.


But later that afternoon, he came back to squat, and the cat was waiting for him. He had half hoped she’d be there and had bought a couple of cans of cat food from the supermarket, as well as flea treatment and a compress to put on her swollen eye.


After they’d both eaten, they settled contentedly into the sleeping bag, to make it through another night, at home with each other.





Chapter 2


Stray Cat Blues


“Maaa-ta,” Ron Buss called out, peering into the gloom of the crawl space beneath a neighbor’s porch. His cat liked to hide there and disturb the nests of mice. He got down on his hands and knees so that he could shine a flashlight into every shadowy corner, but all he saw were spiderwebs, dried leaves, and crickets.


He got up and shook a bag of crunchies to tempt her out of hiding. Usually Mata could hear treats rattling from a block away. He’d been searching for her for hours, but there was no sign of her anywhere. Ron was beginning to suspect the worst.


He rubbed his shaved head and straightened his black Ministry rock T-shirt. A short, stocky man in his early fifties, Ron still had an earnest, boyish look, to which a gap between his front teeth contributed. As a kid, he had dreamed of becoming a successful musician and traveling the world, and that wide-eyed sense of possibility had never left him, even after he joined the family business, a storage locker company.


After twenty-five years, he sold his share of the company to his sister and brother-in-law and used his earnings to begin a career as a collector, eventually opening a guitar store, Boojumusic Guitar & Crazy Crap Inc., in a disused office of the family storage company. He wallpapered the insides with tattered posters of Bowie and Bolan and ’70s concert memorabilia. A Beatles fanatic, he specialized in collectible Beatles records, vintage mikes and amps, and rare ’60s Fender Stratocasters worth as much as $10,000 each. It wasn’t much of a business, but it reignited his passion. He collaborated with other musician friends, putting out small-scale indie R & B albums, and kept his dream alive.


The only things Ron loved more than rock ’n’ roll were his two cats, Mata Hairi and Creto. He raised them almost like children, giving them enriching experiences. He took them to the beach (waves scared them, but Ron thought the exposure was “character building”); he threw them fancy birthday parties (“cats are thrill seekers, too”); and he wrote songs for them on his acoustic guitar (“cats are rockers at heart”). He also cooked for them, buying organic chicken and wild-caught salmon from Whole Foods.


His father, a retired lawyer, was mystified by his obsession. He thought it was pathetic and often told him: “You can go anywhere, do anything, but you just want to be around your cats.”


Ron never had pets growing up, despite constantly begging his parents for a cat or dog. Once, when he found a stray dog as a kid, his mother said it had to stay out in the garage. When Ron came home from school the following afternoon, the dog was gone. His mother had taken it to the pound. It broke his heart. He didn’t get his own cat until after he graduated from college and moved in with his first boyfriend. That cat, a black charmer, got him hooked. Now his cats meant the world to him.


Ron had spent the morning at the auto-repair garage collecting his 1967 Chevelle and running an errand for his father, Donald, who lived less than half an hour away across town. Not long before, Ron and his sister Teresa had promised their dying mother that they’d look out for their dad, even though she had divorced him decades earlier. After the divorce, Donald had married a woman named Judy, his former secretary, who was a good decade and a half younger than Ron’s father. For a long while, Ron had thought of Judy as a home wrecker and hated her for causing his mother so much pain, but his mother had let go of her animosity by the time she died. Eventually Ron had as well.


Ron had rushed to get home from his errands in anticipation of the long weekend ahead. It was a bright, balmy Indian summer afternoon, the Saturday before Labor Day. He had plans to meet up with friends at the annual Last Chance Summer Dance along the Willamette River—and to take along his cats. Most of the summertime tourists had left, so Portland felt like a ghost town. The only sounds in his neighborhood were the crows cawing, the scuffle of falling pinecones, and the distant whistle of trains.


But when Ron pulled up to his white-and-gold Craftsman bungalow on the corner of SE 37th Avenue, in the lush, leafy Richmond neighborhood near Berkeley Park, he knew something was wrong. The picnic table on his front lawn where Mata usually waited for him was empty.


Thinking that Mata might have been chased off by a dog or was taking shelter from the heat somewhere nearby in a shed or under a shrub, Ron started searching his neighbors’ front yards, calling her name. Her littermate, Creto, a black-and-white tom, shadowed him, sniffling and calling out plaintively for his sister.


On hearing Ron, Ann, his next-door neighbor, came out to say that Mata had been following her around earlier that morning while she was trimming her roses, but she hadn’t seen her since then. Ann had a big black, yellow-eyed pirate cat named Gordon that Ron had rescued. Ron was constantly finding and rescuing strays.


“Maaa-ta,” Ron called again, gingerly sifting through the prickly holly hedges that fringed Ann’s front yard, where Mata sometimes liked to nap.


“Come on, Mata,” Ron said. “Don’t do this to me.”


Mata had always been a bit of rambler, spending her days roaming a three-block patch in the peaceful neighborhood of neatly pruned roses and shady sycamores, but she never went too far. And she always came when Ron called her. Both she and Creto stayed close to the house, and if they didn’t come in before dark, he grounded them for a day or two. So they tended to listen to him.


Mata and Creto were part of a litter of five that had been dumped under a neighbor’s porch. When Ron had peered down into the box in his neighbor Stefanie’s kitchen at the five trembling kittens—tiny weakly mewing bundles of fluff and bones with gummy eyes—he knew he had to help them. She was in the middle of packing up and moving out, and Ron’s last two cats had recently died, so he took over caring for the kittens. He fed the malnourished two-week-old orphans with an eyedropper several times a day and saved their lives. Two months later, he found homes for two of them and Stefanie took one. Ron kept the remaining two and named them after characters from his favorite children’s TV show from the ’70s, Lancelot Link, Secret Chimp, starring chimpanzees dressed in clothes who ran a detective agency: Mata Hairi was the glamorous sidekick of Lancelot, the star, and Creto, their mustached chauffeur, was a double agent and archvillain.


Now Ron fished out his cell phone from his shorts pocket and anxiously called Evan, a thirty-five-year-old photographer and Irish transplant with whom he’d become fast friends. Evan and Ron had met the previous spring at a sunset picnic on Rooster Rock beach on the Columbia River Gorge. They clicked instantly and became each other’s wingman.


“I think Mata’s gone again,” Ron said, tremulous and close to tears. “I’m worried that psycho across the street has done something to her.”


Evan did his best to calm him, but Ron had reason to fear for Mata. Ron had lived in the area quite happily for more than twenty years, even when it was grittier and less gentrified, way before the shinier hipster Portland emerged. Back then, a Mexican gang leader had ruled the area, and there had been a halfway house for mentally ill people, both long since gone. Ron knew most of his neighbors, and no one ever gave him any trouble until a big guy named Jack had moved in a couple of years before and quickly developed a reputation around the neighborhood as a sketchy character with a hair-trigger temper.


A hulking, muscular ex-wrestler in his midtwenties, Jack was an out-of-work welder and construction worker who lived off his girlfriend. He took perverse pleasure in tormenting Ron, whom he hated for being gay, overweight, and a cat fancier—and everything that’s gone wrong with America. Tall and tattooed, with a scraped-back fascist haircut and long hipster beard, with face piercings, Jack towered over Ron, and he made it obvious that he didn’t like animals. Ron had not thought that he would actually try to hurt the cats, but whenever Jack walked by his house, Mata hissed and Creto ran to hide. And when friends with their dogs visited Ron, the dogs growled at the sight of Jack.


Mata had disappeared almost a year earlier, on December 21, 2011, one of the coldest, snowiest days of the year, and Ron suspected that Jack had something to do with it. That morning, when he left for work, he had locked both cats inside the house. But when he got home early that evening, the back door was ajar, and when he crept cautiously inside, he saw his bedroom door, which he had closed, was also open. The bedroom was a mess, his things overturned, and a water bottle that wasn’t his was on his nightstand. What was particularly disturbing was that a blanket had been stuffed into the space under his dresser—something someone might do in order to try to trap a small animal. Creto was hiding in the closet, freaked out. Mata was gone.


Someone had clearly broken into the house and taken Mata. Nothing else was missing. But Ron didn’t call the police because he didn’t think they would believe that someone would break in just to steal a cat or let her out of the house.


Ron searched frantically in the neighborhood from morning till evening for three days. On the third day, Jack drove onto the street and got out of the car. Seeing Ron searching and calling for Mata, he told him that if Mata was still alive, she was probably in a forest in nearby Washington State. Jack claimed that Mata had stowed away in his trunk, and he had driven her to his girlfriend Suzy’s place in Vancouver. Jack insisted it had been an accident and he had no idea she was in there until he popped the trunk to get his things and Mata shot out and into the woods behind Suzy’s house.


Ron immediately called Suzy, who he knew and liked from seeing her in the neighborhood whenever she stayed at Jack’s. She always apologized for her boyfriend’s moodiness and barbed comments. Suzy told Ron that she suspected that Jack had something to do with Mata’s disappearance because he’d been acting strange, as if he were hiding something. As soon as he got off the phone, Ron drove the forty-five minutes to Vancouver, and he and Suzy, and Suzy’s neighbor, a former cop turned detective, walked through the woods until dark, searching for Mata.


When the three of them turned back toward Suzy’s, the ex-cop said that Jack’s story sounded ridiculously improbable. “I know from experience that things like he said just don’t happen,” he told them. “It doesn’t make sense. Cats don’t jump into trunks of idling cars, especially cars owned by people they hiss at.”


For weeks afterward, Ron went back to those snowy woods again and again, looking for Mata and leaving food out for her. After several months with no sign of her, Ron became convinced that Jack had killed her.


But six months later, on June 21, 2012, Ron got a call from the microchip company letting him know that Mata had been found and handed over to the Humane Society for Southwest Washington in Vancouver, which he’d already visited several times during those first fraught, desperate weeks. He immediately drove there to pick her up and took her home. For a while, she seemed almost feral, skittish and shell-shocked, but she had slowly settled back into her home life with Ron and Creto.


Now she was gone again.


Ron stayed up all night searching for her. The next day, he saw Jack’s car parked in his driveway and crossed the road to knock on his front door. Since Mata’s return, they had maintained an uneasy peace after Ron apologized for accusing Jack of kidnapping his cat and gave him a case of beer. But Ron was still scared of him. Sensing that even asking if he’d seen his cat might spark another war, he wanted to gauge his reaction, so when Jack answered the door, he simply told him that Mata had strayed and asked him to keep an eye out for her.


Jack was annoyed by Ron’s neutral request. “I’m not a cat snatcher. Now get the fuck off my porch,” he snarled and slammed the door in his face.


His hostility made Ron more suspicious.


For weeks, Ron walked up and down the streets, looking for Mata. He called her name until his voice was hoarse. He sat in the nearby park at night with open cans of cat food. Whenever he saw similar-looking or tabby cats lounging on porches, he’d check to see if they were Mata, then knock at the house. He’d show a picture of her to whoever came to the door, asking if they had seen her. He jumped at every mewing he heard outside and at the screeches of cat fights. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, he would suddenly wake up, worried that Mata was locked in a basement or trapped in a shed. Then he would crawl out of bed and walk from one of his neighbors’ backyards to another, even venturing onto their porches to peer inside windows, hoping to spot Mata inside.


Ron left dried kibble and water for Mata on his back porch every night, contacted all the local vets and shelters, and printed up “Lost Cat” posters, plastering them around his neighborhood. Beneath a photo of Mata, he’d typed: MISSING, MISSING $$$ REWARD $$$, Have you seen me in SE Portland? Mata’s very sweet and intuitive and will come up to anyone she senses won’t mean her any harm. She also has a chip, so any vet or humane society can scan her. I miss her sorely. He included his phone number and Facebook link, since he had heard stories of lost pets being reunited with their owners via social media.


As Ron posted his flyers, he surveyed the other signs. There was a flyer for a missing teenager, a strawberry blonde fourteen-year-old girl. Among this patchwork of little mysteries was another runaway, an intelligent-looking brown alpaca with huge liquid-black eyes and a crazy fuzzy cloud of fur that looked like an Afro. Along with the promise of a $1,000 reward was a warning: Check your backyards and sheds. If you see him, don’t surprise him, he’ll spit on you. But lure him with dandelions and wheatgrass.


Only in Portland, Ron thought. Over the next couple of weeks, a few people phoned to say they’d seen a white tabby with gray patches. One man had seen her rummaging through his trash cans. “She’d looked bone thin, like those strays in Mexico,” he’d said. “You could see her ribs.”


As the weeks went by with no further sightings, though, Ron was devastated. He became more and more despondent, a drifter in his own life.





Chapter 3


Gimme Shelter


While Ron was searching for Mata Hairi those first several weeks after her disappearance, she was a few blocks away on the scuzzier edge of Hawthorne Boulevard, settling into her new digs in the UPS parking bay.


Her rescuer, Michael King, had not wanted a cat. Depressed, alcoholic, and homeless, living outside and begging for scraps, he had a hard enough time feeding himself. Yet now he found himself wanting to take care of this little, injured creature. Every morning Michael would wake up with the cat lying beside him, stretching and letting out a sweet, breathy little yawn. And every day he thought, She’ll probably run off on her own. Part of him wished she would, but part of him looked forward to seeing her.


Michael and Stinson developed a little routine with the cat. Michael would stash his sleeping bag in the bushes and head out with Stinson on their daily rounds, leaving the cat alone in the shrubs to do her own thing. First they would find an outlet at a diner or café to charge up their phones. Like many of their homeless friends, they used pay-as-you-go cell phones and social media for day-to-day practicalities like finding meals, beds when the weather turned bad, bits of work, and vital social services. Some shelters in Oregon even gave free secondhand phones to rough sleepers, which helped them to stay in touch with friends and family.


Michael, Stinson, and many of their friends used Facebook. For them, like everyone else, it was a virtual home. There, they felt visible; they kept up with their buddies and built support networks. It was free and easy. All they needed was a phone and access to Wi-Fi, and Portland was full of Wi-Fi hotspots.


Usually Michael and Stinson went to El Cubo de Cuba, a bright-orange stucco café-canteen on the corner of Hawthorne and SE 31st Avenue. In the morning before the café opened, they sat at picnic tables tucked along the side to charge their phones and brew their own coffee. In the early autumn, they would pilfer apples, plums, strawberries, and tomatoes from community gardens, collect half-smoked cigarette butts, and forage for discarded, partly eaten breakfast burritos, pastries, and grilled-cheese sandwiches behind the food trucks on Division Street.


And every morning for that first week the cat watched them go and, when they returned at sunset, was waiting for them there. “Damn it,” he’d grumble to Stinson, in spite of his happiness at seeing her, “this cat’s sticking around.”


After a few days, Michael took to calling her Tabor, the name of the café where they’d found her.


“Tabor,” he’d say each evening, “we’re home.” She would shoot out of the bush where she’d been hiding, tail up in the air, and run over to welcome them, meowing all the way. Always hungry, Tabor would slink around Michael’s legs, sniffing for treats. Stinson would feed her a piece of egg sandwich or other morsel he’d dug out of the trash behind the food trucks, and the cat would devour it in twitchy, panicked bites. When it was gone, she’d lick the pavement for any crumbs she may have missed. Then Michael would feed her a can of cat food. At first Michael thought it was just the food that made her stay. Even though he grumbled about her, it comforted him to be able to help someone in the same position as he was in.


By the end of the first week, he found himself worrying about Tabor and thinking of ways to make her comfortable. He lined an empty produce box with one of his sweatshirts, converting it into a sort of crèche where she could sleep undisturbed. He hid it in the bush and set a bowl of water and dried kibble beside it in case she got hungry while they were away for the day.

OEBPS/images/9781501122606.jpg





OEBPS/images/title01.jpg
STRAYS

.

THE TRUE STORY OF
A LOST CAT, A HOMELESS MAN,
AND THEIR JOURNEY ACROSS AMERICA

BRITT COLLINS

With a Foreword by Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson

ATRIA rPAPERBACK

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI











