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A Special Foreword


by Jack and Mark


For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.


We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too — a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.


This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about your well loved family members — your cats. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what has become a publishing phenomenon, one of the best-selling book series in history.


We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.


On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.


For this volume, we have selected our 101 best cat stories for you from our rich 15-year history. These heartwarming stories will make you appreciate more deeply your own cats and see them with a new eye. You will read of cats who healed people or other pets, saved lives, rejuvenated relationships, gave new meaning to lives, and saved family relationships.


We hope that you will enjoy reading these stories as much as we enjoyed selecting them for you, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 18 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to explore our other books about pets. We hope you will also enjoy the additional books about dogs, families, faith, and life in general in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Bringing Out Our Best Qualities


There is, indeed, no single quality of the cat that man could not emulate to his advantage.


~Carl Van Vechton
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My Life as a Midwife


People who love cats have some of the biggest hearts around.


~Susan Easterly


I used to lead two separate lives. In one, I took advantage of my six-foot frame and three-hundred-plus pounds of brawn to earn an adequate living as a bouncer. I broke up fights, and, occasionally, had to throw a punch or two. In the ten years that I pursued this profession, I had my nose broken no less than six times. My knuckles will never be a normal size again. I had a minor reputation as a very tough guy.


Then there was my other life — my secret life, in which I served as a midwife for pregnant cats. Imagine, if you will, an outsized, middle-aged man coaching tired and cranky female cats through the pain of childbirth. I have always suspected that I do this because I was unable to be present at the births of my stepchildren and my grandchildren, but that’s for my therapist and me to find out.


My split life started when my first cat, Bacall, got herself pregnant before I could afford to have her spayed. She was expecting kittens around the time of my birthday. I arranged for my friend (and future wife) Janet to watch Bacall while I spent that weekend at a conference. Like many conferences I have attended, there was much talk late into the night, and, as a result, I had not gotten a lot of sleep. During the eight-hour drive back from the conference, I was getting more and more tired. All I wanted to do was to get home and go to bed. So, of course, about an hour before I got home, Bacall went into labor.


I pause here for character identification. I was an exhausted, surly and totally unpleasant representative of humanity at this point. My first impulse was to go to bed and let Bacall handle the birth by herself. After all, it was a most natural thing, and her motherly instincts would kick in, wouldn’t they? Of course they would. But, somehow, I found myself sitting on my bed, my favorite blanket under Bacall, while I rubbed her ears and back during labor. She gave birth to four healthy kittens, two of whom still share my home today. I was so pleased with her that I sat up half the night trying to get her to eat and drink something.


And so my life as an animal rescuer began.


Unfortunately, the kittens kept coming because pregnant strays kept finding their way to our doorstep. There have been seven mothers-to-be in our house since that night, and I have participated in the births of all twenty-six kittens. I am a sucker for the process, even though, these days, I spend most of my time trying to avoid the whole situation — by convincing people to show some responsibility and have their pets fixed before they can produce offspring!


After Bacall’s midnight delivery, the next litter born in our house was Baby’s. Baby was a stray who came to stay with us on Christmas day in 1996. Her four kittens, born in January 1997, actually arrived while I slept, but I participated in the birth by giving up my thirty-five-dollar white dress shirt as the birthing bed. Baby must have known that I had only worn the shirt once, and that it was in the laundry basket so I could wash it and wear it to work again.


Shan Li was a calico who came to us when a friend of our son’s found her wandering the streets. She was dirty, undernourished and traumatized, as well as de-clawed and pregnant! Five weeks after her arrival, she gave birth to five kittens we ended up calling The Pile — four females and one male. We named the single male Watson, and ended up keeping him because he developed an eye infection and needed “special attention.” (This is the excuse we almost always use when my wife and I have fallen in love with a kitten and decide that it can’t leave.)


Pregnant cats kept showing up in our lives. Once we had two cats — Tiffany and Lenore — deliver litters within twelve hours of each other! When Tiffany ultimately rejected her litter, Lenore came to the rescue. Lenore was a tiny cat with a constant harassed look upon her face. After giving birth to her own four kittens, she then took in Tiffany’s abandoned three and nursed all seven to health with some assistance (and feedings) from us. By the time the kittens were weaned, she was exhausted. Lenore was the only cat I ever thought was glad to be spayed. We were able to find homes for all seven kittens, and for the mothers as well.


We were especially pleased with the home we found for our beleaguered ex-super-mom. Today, Lenore, aka Lenny, is living a quiet, reflective life in a local retirement home for Franciscan nuns. The good sisters offer prayers every day for our efforts; sometimes, I think it is the only reason we are able to keep doing what we do.


I don’t work as a bouncer anymore, but I’m still delivering kittens. We took in another cat just a few weeks ago, and — no surprise — she’s pregnant. Any day now, probably in the middle of the night (of course), I’ll be playing midwife again. I enjoy the experience, but I wish with all my being that I didn’t have to do it. It gets tiring looking for homes for healthy cats with nowhere to go. My wife and I always take the kittens to the vet, getting them altered and inoculated with their first shots before we start looking for homes for them — we want to make sure that we don’t perpetuate the problem! This process costs us a few hundred dollars each time, and our vet always lectures about being such soft touches. Still, I’m sure that we’ll continue to do it in the future. As long as there are pregnant cats who need help, I am willing to play midwife.


~Brian Baker
Chicken Soup for the Cat Lover’s Soul
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Tiny and the Oak Tree


Tears are the safety valve of the heart when too much pressure is laid on it.


~Albert Smith


He was scary-looking. Standing about six-foot, six-inches tall, he had shoulders the width of my dining room table. His hair hung to his shoulders, a full beard obscured half of his face; his massive arms and chest were covered with tattoos. He was wearing greasy blue jeans and a jean jacket with the sleeves cut out. Chains clanked on his motorcycle boots and on the key ring hanging from his wide leather belt. He held out a hand the size of a pie plate, in which lay a tiny, misshapen kitten.


“What’s wrong with Tiny, Doc?” he asked in a gruff voice.


My exam revealed a birth defect. Tiny’s spine had never grown together, and he was paralyzed in his back legs. No amount of surgery, medicine or prayer was going to fix him. I felt helpless.


The only thing I could tell this big, hairy giant was that his little friend was going to die. I was ashamed of my prejudice but I felt a little nervous anticipating the biker’s reaction. Being the bearer of bad news is never pleasant, but with a rough-looking character like the man in front of me, I didn’t know what to expect.


I tried to be as tactful as possible, explaining Tiny’s problem and what we could expect, which was a slow, lingering death. I braced myself for his response.


But the big fella only looked at me with eyes that I could barely see through the hair on his face and said sadly, “I guess we gotta do him, huh, Doc?”


I agreed that, yes, the best way to help Tiny was to give him the injection that would end his poor, pain-filled life. So with his owner holding Tiny, we ended the little kitten’s pain.


When it was over, I was surprised to see this macho guy the size of an oak tree just standing there holding Tiny, with tears running down his beard. He never apologized for crying, but he managed a choked “Thanks, Doc,” as he carried his little friend’s body home to bury him.


Although ending a patient’s life is never pleasant, my staff and I all agreed that we were glad we could stop the sick kitten’s pain. Weeks passed, and the incident faded.


Then one day the oak-sized biker appeared in the clinic again. It looked ominously like we were about to repeat the earlier scenario. The huge man was wearing the same clothes and carrying another kitten in his pie-plate hand. But I was enormously relieved upon examining “Tiny Two” to find he was absolutely, perfectly, wonderfully normal and healthy.


I started Tiny Two’s vaccinations, tested him for worms and discussed his care, diet and future needs with his deceptively tough-looking owner. By now, it was obvious that Mr. Oak Tree had a heart that matched his size.


I wonder now how many other Hell’s Angel types are really closet marshmallows. In fact, whenever I see a pack of scary-looking bikers roaring past me on the road, I crane my neck to see if I can catch a glimpse of some tiny little kitten poking its head up out of a sleek chrome side-car — or maybe even peeking out from inside the front of a black leather jacket.


~Dennis K. McIntosh, D.V.M.
Chicken Soup for the Pet Lover’s Soul


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


A Miracle Called Faith


The morning was no different from any other — except for the persistent cry from a determined little cat. The school principal and I both froze when we saw her — a small, bedraggled, black-striped, gray kitten with a very mangled front leg. Howling plaintively, she didn’t scamper away; she just leaned forward, her front leg deformed, muddied and matted with dried blood.


We found a small box, and the principal took the broken kitten to his office. As a second-year teacher, I couldn’t leave my class to take her to the vet, so I did what pretty much all kids do when they’re in trouble: I called my dad. Even with a very hectic schedule, he made time for things that really mattered, including a stray kitten with injuries. He said he’d pick her up within an hour. During that time, the kitten continued howling: first for milk (which she heartily lapped up), then for attention and, finally, as if she wanted to tell her story. Her yellow eyes were wide, and she wanted to see everything. We decided that she must have been hit by a car to receive such an awful injury, but she didn’t seem to be in pain.


Later in the morning, I called my dad again to get an update on the kitten. “She’s okay for now, but the prognosis isn’t good,” he explained. “The vet said that the injury is at least a day or two old, infected, and the nerves in that leg are dead. He said that she should either be put to sleep or have her front leg amputated.”


It was shaping up to be one bad day. My students had been particularly horrible to me and to each other. The school is in a low socioeconomic area, and it has produced rough students who seem only to know how to be tough so they don’t get hurt. One student in particular, Darren, was a quiet but very angry boy. He refused to complete any of the activities, work with the other students or answer me. Instead, he’d sit at his desk and stare straight ahead. The rest of the class knew better than to provoke Darren. Although he didn’t go out and pick fights, he had no qualms about giving a hard wallop to any kid who crossed him. Earlier in the year, he slammed a boy taller than himself into a wall for going through his book bag. Darren was feared by all.


At the end of the school day, I rushed over to the vet’s office. He repeated to me the same options that he had outlined to my dad. Questions flooded my mind: How could I even afford such a procedure? A three-legged cat? What kind of life is that for an animal? I’d have to put it on my credit card — along with many other, older charges that amounted to quite a large figure.


“Could I at least say goodbye to her?” I asked.


They brought me to the back, where she was sleeping in her litter pan on the floor of a cold, metal cage.


“Hello,” I called to her, carefully opening the wire-mesh door. “Hello, little lady.”


She sleepily lifted her head, her yellow eyes mere slits. Her ears drooped lazily, but she let out a little squeak, then yawned. I reached in and gently picked her up, avoiding the hurt leg that was now bandaged all the way to her shoulder. I could feel her little purr-box working away, and I held her close. “Meow, meow, meow,” she responded, as if she were informing me of her trip to the vet and how her stay had been up to that point. I started to cry. In my arms rested a little life that was about to end, and all she could do was purr and talk.


“You know, if you think you might want to save this cat, Sergeant has only three legs, too,” the vet said, pointing to a white fur ball who was very busily stalking something. “And he’s still a very happy cat.”


“Really?” I asked, looking closely at the three-legged feline.


“Sure!” he replied, retrieving a very plump and very three-legged Sergeant. “He hurt his leg a few years ago, and his owners brought him here. I amputated the leg, and he’s been the office cat ever since. Why, he isn’t slowed down a bit by that missing leg.” Sergeant sprang off the examining table onto the floor, swatted at a loose rolling ball of fur, then scurried down the hallway.


No sooner had I decided to have her leg taken off than ideas began to fill my mind — ideas of how to include this little kitten in my classes. The more advanced students could organize bake sales to help pay for the medical expenses. I would assign all my students a research project to learn more about any animal they chose. And the vet agreed to come and talk with them once the kitten had recovered enough to visit the school.


Three days later, I called the vet to check on the kitten’s surgery. “The vet’s still in with her,” his receptionist said. “But don’t worry. He’s done this before. It just takes a while.”


My students were also disappointed that I couldn’t update them on her status. Finally, we learned that the kitten had pulled through just fine. It was safe for the students to finally choose a name for her. Every child either suggested a name or voted, except for Darren. He thought the entire event was absolutely stupid and beneath his efforts. The students finally settled on the name Faith.


One month, 120 research projects (ranging from a picture of a duck to elaborately designed displays) and five bake sales later, the day arrived for Faith and the vet to visit the class. The students were wired and restless, but they knew the rules: stay in your seats and speak only when it’s your turn, or the visitors go home.


Darren was particularly ugly that morning, slamming his books, mumbling about stupid cats and boring visitors. Such an angry kid! Faith introduced herself with a squeaky howl from inside her carrier. I couldn’t believe how well the students behaved. Faith sat bravely in the vet’s arms as they gathered around and gently ran their fingers over her soft fur. Darren watched from his seat.


“Does she still hurt?”


“Has she fallen?”


“Can she wash her face?”


“Can she really walk?”


The vet placed her on the ground, and the students jumped back as though she might explode. Even Darren craned his neck so he could see through the students standing in front of him.


“Wow!”


“She hops!”


“She can walk!”


Faith scampered about the classroom, meowing, squeaking and exploring. She loved when someone scratched her back at the base of her tail. Standing a little wobbly on her three legs, she arched her back and stood on her hind toes.


Later, my principal told me that a reporter from the local paper wanted to visit the students who had adopted Faith, the three-legged cat. We were going to be in the paper!


Everyone wanted something to do or to show for the reporter’s visit. One group arranged Faith’s progress pictures on a poster board; another presented bake-sale signs; I prepared two students as greeters and hosts. Only Darren, the good-ole-grouch, was left out. All he could do was give me a whaddaya-gonna-do-about-it? glare.


I was going to be the one to watch over Faith. Then I had an idea. I announced, “Darren, you will watch over Faith.”


His reaction was, “Huh?”


“She needs someone to hold her cage and make sure nothing goes wrong when the reporter tries to pet her.”


The reaction from the class was:


“I want to do that!”


“No! Let me!”


“No, me! Darren can show the projects.”


“This job is for Darren and Darren alone,” I said firmly. “If he doesn’t want to do it, then I will. So there will be no fighting about it.”


“I’ll do it,” Darren said, looking back over his shoulder and grinning slyly at his classmates. “I’ll watch Faith.”


The reporter’s visit was a smashing success — Darren carefully opened the carrier door so the reporter could take Faith out, pet her and see her scar, which was nearly covered over by her grown-back fur. Darren watched over Faith and was her strongest protector. When the reporter left, the students cleaned up and put the room back in order.


“You did a good job,” I told Darren, and I meant it.


He nodded, then looked into her carrier. “Can I pick her up?”


Startled by the question, I hesitated at first, which he didn’t notice. “Yes,” I replied. “You know to be careful.”


“Yes, ma’am, I know.”


I watched, holding my breath, as he slowly opened the door, extending both arms into the cage, talking in a voice so soft, I could barely hear him. He cradled Faith to his chest, and she purred and purred. Quietly, I backed away. Something was going on here, and I was not going to interrupt it. He sat down and gently placed her on the desk in front of him. She stood on her three legs, meowed, squeaked and purred, but didn’t try to leave. The street-hardened Darren softly scratched under her chin, petted her between her ears, on her neck, down her back. He was gentle and focused.


Something changed in Darren that day. Something that had long been dormant came alive and grew each time he saw Faith. Every Friday, when Faith came to visit, Darren was her special guardian. He made sure the classroom door was shut tight and no one was rough with her. But, most of all, he watched her. Something deep within him connected to that once-broken little kitten.


Darren’s transformation continued beyond his Fridays with Faith. The tough exterior and the anger were gone, leaving an eager student who raised his hand to answer questions, completed his work and participated in class. He even smiled just a little more.


I believe that finding Faith in the school hall was no accident. Forces greater than we can ever understand worked through that mangled little kitten — forces that gave me hope as a teacher, brought smiles to a classroom of kids and a little peace to an angry and hardened young heart. Faith, a little gray kitten with three good legs, wandered into a school of tough kids and created a miracle.


~Heather L. Sanborn
Chicken Soup for the Cat Lover’s Soul
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Me and My Mewse


Cats do care. For example they know instinctively what time we have to be at work in the morning and they wake us up twenty minutes before the alarm goes off.


~Michael Nelson


According to my dictionary, a “muse” is any of the nine Greek goddesses who preside over the arts. This means that, as a writer, I not only get to work in my pajamas, I can also claim my own goddess who will answer my prayers in times of literary distress.


Luckily, there’s no need, since I have Necco, a peach-colored tortoiseshell cat to serve as my own personal “mewse.”


The cat discovered us at the local animal shelter. We were looking for a quiet, neat pet to complement our boisterous dog, Emma. We found Necco instead.


As soon as we entered the shelter, she called to us in a noisy chirp that made it clear she required immediate attention. The yellow tag on her cage — the symbol showing that this was her last day — backed up her urgent request. When the cage door swung open, she stepped into my arms and settled back with a look that clearly said, “What took you so long?”


Six months old and barely three pounds, Necco wasted no time establishing herself as the one in charge of our lives. The leather chair was her scratching post. The Christmas tree was her playground. And the mantel, neatly decorated with a collection of brass candlesticks of all shapes and sizes, was where she discovered the Feline Law of Gravity: Cats go up; candlesticks come down. The first dainty swipe of a paw resulted in a satisfying crash. So did the second, third and fourth. By the fifth crash, Necco’s face bore the cat equivalent of a grin. She had discovered her purpose in life.


It happened that Necco’s skills reached their peak just as my life reached a low point. My twenty-year marriage had shuddered to a stop, leaving me with a ten-year-old daughter, Katie, and a large home to support on an advertising copywriter’s salary. Although I worked full-time, the pay was modest and I often found myself with more bills than paycheck. I soon realized I would have to work as a freelance writer just to meet expenses.


That meant getting up at 4:00 A.M., writing for two hours, and then getting ready for work. Eight hours later, I would return home, fix dinner, help Katie with homework, clean the house and get ready for another day’s work. I fell into bed exhausted at 11:00 P.M. only to crawl out of bed when the alarm sounded at 4:00 A.M. the next day.


The routine lasted exactly two weeks. Despite gallons of coffee, I couldn’t seem to produce anything. I was cranky, frustrated, lonely and ready to admit defeat. Writing was hard. Paying bills was even harder. The only answer was to sell the house and get an inexpensive apartment. Unfortunately, that would mean more losses for Katie and me. Especially since no apartment in town allowed pets.


I hated the thought of finding another home for us all, and I especially hated the thought of telling Katie about the changes in store. Depressed, I slept right through the 4:00 A.M. alarm the next day. And the next and the next. Finally, I quit setting it.


That’s when Necco did a curious thing. Knowing that a sudden crash would make a human jump, she decided that the perfect time to make that crash was at 4:00 A.M. Her bedroom bombing raid was timed with military precision. First she set off a small round of artillery in the form of two pencils and my eyeglasses. I rolled over and covered my head with the blanket. Then she moved on to an arsenal of notebooks and the alarm clock. Each crash forced me deeper under the covers. Finally, she brought out the big guns. A half-filled glass of water splashed to the ground. A hardbound book crashed beside me. How could I sleep with the world literally crashing down around my ears? My mewse said it was time to get to work.


Wearily, I made my way to the computer. Necco hopped up on the desk, seeming to feel her job wasn’t done yet. Sitting on a pile of unfinished story ideas, she watched with apparent satisfaction as I began to type. Whenever the words seemed slow in coming, she helped me along. Gliding across my keyboard with the grace of a goddess, she produced sentences like: “awesdtrfgyhubjikpl[;’ dtrfgbhujni guhnj!” My translation? “I woke you up for a reason. Now, write!” I wrote. And wrote some more.


From then on, every day Necco got me up at 4:00 A.M. sharp, when the ideas were freshest and the world slept around us. With her watching over me as I wrote, I didn’t feel so alone. My goals didn’t seem so impossible. Slowly, over months of early mornings, stories were born, and polished, and sold.


Today the old house still surrounds us. Katie and I are both doing fine. And although both pets are treated like the cherished family members they are, whenever another story is sold, I give thanks to my muse — a little cat with a mischievous grin, who kept me company in my “darkest hours.”


~Cindy Podurgal Chambers
Chicken Soup for the Cat & Dog Lover’s Soul
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The $100,000 Stray Cat


Most cats, when they are Out want to be In, and vice versa, and often simultaneously.


~Louis J. Camuti


One orphan kitty with golden eyes — it’s hard to believe all he has inspired.


I’ve always loved cats. But until nine years ago, my pet cats suffered a high mortality rate. I decided that my next cat was going to live indoors only. Besides, I love wild birds, and this way I could be sure my cat wouldn’t hunt birds or little woodland creatures.


But then came Oliver. My sister works at a veterinarian’s office. One day she called up and pleaded with me to come see a six-month-old kitten that had been abandoned there. They were having trouble finding him a home. The other staff found him ordinary. They only kept him because he was a willing blood donor. It broke my sister’s heart to see the little kitten offer his paw for the needle and then purr while his blood was being withdrawn.


I went to the office and within thirty seconds had fallen in love. The kitten had short but soft black fur with a white undercoat, a round, pudgy face and luminous golden eyes. He was dignified but affectionate. I instantly thought of the name Oliver, after the Charles Dickens orphan. Home we went — together.


But Oliver didn’t want to be an indoors-only cat. He cried at the door, paced around the house, and tried to run outside whenever we opened a door. After much family discussion, we decided to build an outdoor cat run, an enclosed area where Oliver could safely spend time during the day. With the help of my dad, a retired carpenter, we built a thirty-by-fifteen-foot structure that had chicken-wire fencing on its sides and top.


Inside the cat run was a long strip of grass, food, water, litter pan, toys, scratching posts, a planter with catnip, and plenty of perches and high shelves. Oliver adored it. He loved lying in the grass, basking in the sun, chasing bugs and watching birds fly by.


But that wasn’t the end of it. Oh, no. The cat run overlooked our vacant, one-acre lot. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, I decided, if we could grow a wildlife garden there to attract more creatures for Oliver to watch? So I read books and magazines, visited nurseries and went on garden tours to educate myself. I was a little nervous about tackling such an ambitious project — I’m rather shy, really — but, I reasoned, no one would ever see the garden but us.


I recruited my dad to help. He quickly became so enthusiastic that he began adding his own ideas. His contagious spirit spread to my other family members, and before I knew it, we were all out there clearing the field, preparing the soil, marking out paths and starting to plant. We put in trees, shrubs, perennials, annuals, bulbs — thousands of plants over a two-year period. Dad built arbors, trellises, pergolas, benches, a pond with waterfalls and a bridge. We started collecting all sorts of garden décor — statues, stepping stones, fountains, planters, wind chimes, flags, birdhouses and wind vanes — all with cat designs. A friend even made me wooden signs saying “Meow Meadows,” “Cat Country” and “Kitty Grazing Area.” Everything was purr-fect!


And even that wasn’t the end of it. A friend recommended our garden for Spokane’s big annual garden tour. So on a hot August Sunday afternoon, I had five thousand people tour our garden. People went nuts over it! They didn’t respond as much to the planting scheme as to the heartfelt emotion that went into it all. For weeks afterward, I was in the newspaper and being interviewed on TV. People called constantly.


Since that day, the Meyer Cat Garden is no longer our “little family secret.” Over 10,000 people have visited it — everyone from nursing home residents to a tour group from a national garden convention. During my now well-practiced speech, I emphasize the importance of caring for your pets properly so they don’t harm wildlife.


And wildlife we’ve got. As the garden has grown, it’s attracted birds, frogs, squirrels, chipmunks, even raccoons, skunks and deer. I’ve grown, too. I’m now a master gardener and president of our local garden club, and I’m comfortable with both writing and public speaking. And our whole family has grown: Working on such a tremendous project has drawn us all closer together.


And what about Oliver? He watches it all contentedly through his cat run — his window to the world. Our family joke is that if we added up the cost of all the thousands of plants, cat decorations and hours of labor that went into the Meyer Cat Garden, we have easily spent over $100,000.


That’s why we call Oliver our $100,000 stray cat.


But you know what? He was a bargain.


~ViAnn Meyer
Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul
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Laser, the Therapist


The moment he reached his little paw through the cage bars at the humane society, I was a goner. I wasn’t looking for another cat — I already had two — but was just stopping by to give the animals some attention. When the shelter volunteer, apparently knowing a sucker when she saw one, asked if I would like to hold him, there was no longer any doubt. He came home with me that day.


He was a gorgeous cat, a five-month-old blue-point Siamese with eyes like blue laser beams: thus, his name. Right from the beginning, it was obvious that Laser was an exceptional cat. He loved everyone — the other cats, visitors to the house, even the dog who later joined the household.


I first heard about animal-assisted therapy several months after we adopted Laser. While most of what I heard was about dogs, it occurred to me that Laser would be perfect for this type of work. I signed up for the training class, and, after completing the preliminary requirements, Laser and I passed the test to become registered Delta Society Pet Partners.


While he had always been a little lovebug at home, Laser found his true calling when we began to go on visits. Whether it was with sick kids at the children’s hospital, seniors with Alzheimer’s disease, or teens in a psychiatric unit, Laser always knew just what to do. He curled up on laps or beside bed-bound patients and happily snuggled close. He never tried to get up until I moved him to the next person. People often commented that they’d never seen a cat so calm and friendly. Even people who didn’t like cats liked him!


One young man, who had been badly burned in a fire, smiled for the first time since his accident when Laser nestled under his lap blanket. A little boy, tired and lethargic from terminal leukemia, rallied to smile, hug Laser and kiss his head, and then talked endlessly about Laser after the visits. Several geriatric patients with dementia, who were agitated and uncommunicative prior to Laser’s appearance, calmed down and became talkative with each other and the staff after a visit from my therapeutic feline partner. It has been our hospice visits, though, that I consider the most challenging and rewarding of all our Pet Partner experiences.


One day, I got a phone call telling me about a hospice patient at a nearby nursing home who had requested a visit by a cat. At the time, only one cat — Laser — actively participated in the local program. Even so, my first inclination was to make some excuse not to do it. I have always had issues with death and dying, and a hard time talking about it to anyone, but I quickly realized how selfish I was being — the poor woman was dying, and all she asked was that I bring my cat to visit. I said yes.


A few days later, we made our first visit. Mrs. P. was ninety-one years old, and although her body was weak, her mind was still very sharp. It was a little awkward at first (what do you say to a perfect stranger who knows she’s dying?), but Laser was a great conversation catalyst. He crawled into bed with her and curled up right next to her hip — exactly where her hand could rest on his back. She told me stories about the cat she and her husband had years ago.


“See you next week,” she said as we got up to leave.


We visited every Sunday during the three months that followed, and a real friendship developed between us. Mrs. P. would excitedly exclaim, “Laser!” every time we appeared at her door and “See you next week!” every time we left. She had been gradually getting weaker, but, one week when we arrived to see her, I was distressed to see that her condition had deteriorated significantly. Still, she smiled and said, “Laser!” when we walked into the room.


She complained of being cold, even though the room was warm, and when Laser cuddled up close to her, she said, “Oh, he’s so warm — it feels so good.” We had a nice visit, even though Mrs. P. wasn’t feeling very well. Her hand never left Laser’s back. As we left, she said her usual, “See you next week,” and I hoped that was true.


The next Saturday, a phone call informed me that Mrs. P. was going downhill rapidly, and that she probably wouldn’t live more than another few days. I asked if we should still come for our visit, and the nurse told me that she thought that would be wonderful.


When we arrived, it was obvious that Mrs. P. was dying. She was fading in and out of consciousness, but when she noticed that Laser and I were beside her bed, she smiled and whispered, “Laser.”


She was having a very hard time breathing, so I told her not to try to talk; we would just sit quietly and keep her company. Laser took his spot on the bed next to her hip, and Mrs. P. rested her hand on his soft back. Neither of them moved from that position for the entire length of our visit. This time, when we got up to leave, Mrs. P. whispered, “Thank you.” She knew that there would be no “next week” for us.


A couple of days later, I got the phone call telling me that Mrs. P. had died. I was sad — our weekly visits had been so wonderful — but I was glad that she was no longer in pain. I remembered how I had considered declining to make the hospice visits and was so grateful that I had not.


In our seventh year as a Pet Partner team, Laser and I still make visits to several facilities. Laser, the little cat that nobody wanted, is as beautiful on the inside as he is on the outside, and he continues to brighten the lives of everyone he meets.


~Nancy Kucik
Chicken Soup for the Cat Lover’s Soul
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A Cat, Six Kittens and a Wheelchair


I didn’t care for Ike at first. Nobody did. Named after Ike Eisenhower, “Grumpy” suited him better. I suppose I’d be grumpy, too, if I sat in a wheelchair all day long.


As a community nurse on the Alaska Highway in northern British Columbia, I often encountered taciturn patients, but Ike took the cake. It was the dead of winter. Snow swirled around, sneaking into my boots as I lurched through snow drifts toward the dilapidated pewter-gray shack on the outskirts of town. Ice crystals pierced my face like needles in the forty-degree-below-zero cold. The front door hung askew, a result of permafrost heaving the foundation. A large crack split the door frame. Wind whistled eerily through the house. Thick frost covered parts of the living room walls in spite of a pot-bellied stove puffing away in the corner. I could see Ike sitting at the kitchen table, a sour look on his bearded face.


How can anyone live like this? I wondered.


I had to treat him for bedsores on his heels caused when he carelessly threw his legs around like wooden posts.


I looked at the alligator head on the TV.


“Where’d you get that thing?” I shuddered.


“Aah, an Indian friend of mine came with me to Florida last year and we bagged it... not bad, eh?” He grunted, waving me off. Ike was like that, adventurous... unusual... didn’t let a little thing like paraplegia stop him.


“Meow.”


“Was that a cat?”


“Hmmm.” Conversation was difficult with this taciturn man. He wanted his dressing to be done and for me to get out of there — a silent but direct attitude.


“How did you break your back, Ike?”


“Oh, I was building a house for my family up at the ‘half way’ [a place farther north in the wilderness]... it was supposed to be our dream house... had my boy with me... I was stupid really... sat on a rafter and fell off to the basement... broke my back... Jim took the truck... he was only twelve... and drove it to the neighbors twenty miles away... the closest... hardly a road except a dirt track. They got me out to Edmonton by Air Ambulance but there was no hope... so here I am... wife left me a year later.”


Rehabilitation helped him cope as a paraplegic but no one helped him cope with being abandoned by his family. He disliked women, especially pesky snoopy community nurses.


“Meow.” A plaintiff cry came from underneath the floorboards.


“Ike, that is a cat under your house — we’ve got to get her out.”


“She’s been there a couple days now — drives me nuts... ever since the blizzard blocked her escape hole. She can freeze under there for all I care!”


“You can’t just let her freeze to death or starve... that’s cruel.”


“Why not?... no darn good to anyone... just a pest.”


“Well, your dressing can wait. I’ll see if I can dig her out.”


“Yeah sure, you care more for a cat than for your patients.”


The snow, like whipped cream, was piled high on the side of the house. I grabbed a shovel and started throwing the snow aside to reveal a hole to the crawl space. I peeked into the cavernous blackness. I could see green eyes peering out at me, but no way was she going to creep out.


“Well, she’ll come out now when I’m gone.” I finished his dressing.


“She’s scared to death... she’ll come out,” Ike griped. “Then what?”


“Well, you can feed her for heaven’s sake. I’ll bring you some cheap cat food tomorrow.”


Ike didn’t answer but rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.


The next day I placed a huge bag of cheap cat food on the table in front of him.


He said little as I did his foot dressings. When I returned the day after that, during a Chinook warm spell, I found Ike with the back door open. A rusty tin pie plate sat on the back step overloaded with dry cat food. A very pregnant, beautiful, long-haired calico cat sat there munching away, quite content.


“Aha, so your heart isn’t so hard after all.”


“Well, she’ll be having a bunch of kittens soon and what am I going to do with those?” He grinned sheepishly. He tried his best to be gruff but couldn’t.


By spring, Ike was the proud father of six kittens and a cat. Wild things they were, bouncing all about. They kept their distance, too, but approached gingerly to grab food from Ike’s hands and scramble away.


“They’ll only come so far, and they won’t come for anyone else,” he said proudly.


For the next three months, Ike faithfully fed his menagerie and seemed softer, more pliable, less grumpy.


But all kittens grow up. One day, Ike declared he couldn’t possibly keep all seven cats.


“I phoned a farmer friend, and she’ll take the kittens if I can catch them. This is all your fault so you have to help me.”


He handed me a pillow case in which to place the kittens. I leaped about, slithering on the icy stoop, arms akimbo. Ike laughed uproariously as the kittens scampered about, just out of my reach.


“I ought to get more pay for this,” I grumbled.


Eventually with a lot of stealth, I got all kittens into the pillowcase, ready for transfer to the farm.


“What about Kitty?”


“Nah, I’ll keep her and get her fixed... she’s kinda attached to me by now.”


“Sure.” Kitty owned the place now.


As for Ike... well, he wasn’t so bad after all. In fact I got kinda attached to him, too. Even though his coffee was lousy, I always had a cup with him as we laughed and talked about all kinds of things. As far as I know, Ike is still sleeping with his beloved Kitty. And the community nurse still visits and brings Kitty all kinds of treats. It’s part of the job description, after all!


~Arlene Alice Centerwall
Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul
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For Every Cat, There Is a Reason


These were the worst kinds of calls, the ones I had come to dread. As the animal-control officer of a small city, hearing the police dispatcher say the words “animal” and “car” over the radio in the same sentence was never good news. Sighing, I drove to the address I’d been given. Pulling up to the scene, I saw several people out in front of the apartment building huddled over her. She had been a beautiful cat, gray stripes with white paws. She was already gone, which gave me some relief, as it broke my heart to see them suffer. I wrapped her in a blanket that I kept in the car for this purpose and gently laid her down in the back of the wagon. Grabbing my clipboard to write the report, I walked back to the small crowd that had gathered. The building superintendent had his arms folded across his chest, rocking back and forth, and shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He looked like a man who had many things to do, and taking the time to answer questions for my report wasn’t one of them.


“There’s no pets allowed in this building... no dogs or cats, so I have no idea why this one was around.” He looked pointedly from me to the elderly lady who was standing to the other side of me. Her eyes widened, and she quickly looked down at her feet.


“He’s right. No pets in this building,” she said in a low voice.


I put the clipboard under my arm and said, “I can write the rest of this myself.” I wasn’t in the mood to deal with yet another person who just didn’t care. The super walked off in the opposite direction, obviously glad that this disruption to his schedule was over. As I walked to the car, pulling my pen out of my pocket, I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Please wait,” the voice said, “I want to show you something.”


It was the lady who had been standing with the super.


I looked at my watch. I was already twenty minutes late to my next call.


“I had to wait until he was gone,” she said. She looked in the direction of the departing super. I was beginning to understand.


I walked with her around the back of the building and into the laundry room. The woman crouched down next to a dryer. “I knew the cat who died. I called her Misty because of her gray color, even though she would never come too close to me. I think she was one of those — I think they’re called feral cats. She didn’t trust people, but I left her a can of food and fresh water every day.”


When she paused, I heard a tiny mewing sound coming from the back of the dryer. Reaching my hand in under the machine, I felt a warm, fuzzy lump of fur. I carefully pulled the lump out to find a tiny gray-and-white, spitting, growling, mewing kitten, no more than a week old. She was looking at me with one eye, the other one not yet opened, as is the way with newborn kittens sometimes. She seemed very frightened, although she was actively trying out all the new sounds she was capable of making.


“I couldn’t say anything in front of the super,” the lady continued. “I’ve looked all around the building, and this is the only kitten. I couldn’t tell she was expecting. Like I said, I could never get that close.” The lady struggled to stand up, gripping the dryer for help. She asked, “What’s going to happen to her without her mother?”


I understood her concern. Kittens less than five weeks old need a lot of care. Nursing every few hours round-the-clock is only part of the challenge. The local animal shelter didn’t have the manpower necessary to care for a kitten so young, but would take her at six weeks when she could eat solid food — which didn’t help right now. I knew that the best place for this kitten would be with a mother cat who could nurse and clean her. Now, where could I find one who would accept this little orphan as her own? “I’ll figure something out,” I said, tucking the tiny kitten inside my coat. The day had started out with a tragedy, but I was determined not to let it end with another one.
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