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Introduction
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How does a cat-less person come to edit an anthology of cat-essays?


A True Story in Three Parts


PART ONE


New Delhi, 2018. An evening in February. We are in the metro, my friend Janice and I, doing our usual thing: cooing into her phone at the latest photos of her cat.


Around us, people eat and chat, bob to music, nap. We have a long commute from the university where Janice teaches, and where I have recently begun to adjunct, and we fill the journey, first the shuttle from college and then the train from Jahangirpuri to Hauz Khas, with talk of cats and food and books—mostly cats. The adventures of Vincent are our mainstay: one weekday he might get stranded on a high perch and need to be rescued by a whole team of neighbourhood bravehearts, only to repeat the feat the very next afternoon; one season he might fall in obsessive love; one mid-term break, he might give the cat-sitter a slip and vanish, causing Janice and her partner to frantically cut their trip short and return from Shillong to look for him.


This February evening though, as the compartment judders and the announcements drone on, I have a cat-story of my own for Janice. I have had the honour, this afternoon, of acquiring a novelty: a human-cat.


This is (the very short version of) how it happened.


One of the students in my creative writing class, P, is a great reader. She reads a book a day, while managing to still stay on top of all her other courses and assignments. The rest of us in class admire that greatly—though we are all a little scared of her. I bring P books every week, which she comes into my office to collect. Last week, delighted at the offerings I had humbly placed upon the table, she asked me if I could adopt her, so she would have complete and unfettered access to all my bookshelves forever. I had replied that, alas, I was too poor to adopt her; also, too useless.


This afternoon, upon her friend’s suggestion, she presents an alternative: what if she is my cat?


Cats look after themselves, she says, and are writer-friendly. Useless-person-friendly too, she adds helpfully.


It is an offer I can hardly refuse.


And now, in the unnatural warmth of the compartment, I am telling Janice this story, and she is listening with her writer’s curiosity. ‘I want to meet your cat,’ she says finally. With that remark, it is settled.


We alight from the train into the press of crowds in the station. Outside, it is dark and cold, and the halogen light pools in a little circle of warmth where we stand.


‘You know what would be nice?’ I tell Janice. ‘If there were an anthology of cat essays and everyone would write about their actual cats and I would write about P.’


(If you think it is odd that I thought of instrumentalising this lark so quickly, that I wanted to begin writing about it already, then you don’t know enough about writers. We are contemptible creatures.)


‘Of course,’ I say, ‘You remember P’s bête noire, T? She will implode if I do that.’


Janice laughs. She has heard about this cat-fight before.


‘But darling, there should be a book like that,’ she says reflectively. ‘If there were, I would write a sestina about Vincent.’


PART TWO


New Delhi, February 2019, a café in SDA. I am sitting with H and S, book editors, and we are talking about this and that, books we have just read and books we are about to read, and writers we love and, well, writers we hate. I no longer teach, and my human cat is now my Research Associate, an official position we created so she can boss over me at will. (T claims she has grown up and is completely above any petty competition whatsoever. I privately think the lady doth protest too much.)


A couple of days ago, my RA had accompanied me to a children’s litfest, where I was talking about Indira, a book I had created with the artist Priya Kuriyan. Kuriyan is the one who manages our kid-crowds—all she needs is a blackboard and a piece of chalk and as she turns a scratch into a squirrel, or a curl into a cat, the young ones begin to eat out of her palm. Without her, my RA and I are somewhat tense about handling the bright and bouncy middle-schoolers. As a tactic, I opened the session by introducing the human cat. The kids were instantly captivated. ‘Miss Cat, Miss Cat,’ they called her from all directions, ‘I need a sketch-pen, I need some paper, can I touch your hair, are you a real cat under a spell, Please Miss Cat, come heeeere.’


‘It’s Ms Cat,’ a very sophisticated young lady in the first row spoke up, correcting her hapless classmates with withering charm.


Ms Cat had purred with pleasure.


Somehow, my mouth full of cheese garlic bread, I tell H and S that there should be an anthology of cat essays. They should publish one.


‘Oh, yes,’ S replies immediately, ‘Cats are all the rage.’


‘Why don’t you curate it?’ H asks me.


What can I say—my mouth is full of cheese. Maybe I nod, maybe I hem and haw. But somehow, apparently, by the end of tea, I am doing this.


Ms Cat is not amused. ‘You are still in the middle of your serial novel, you have all these other commitments, contracts, did you really just get into something sticky again without thinking things through?’


Like all cat-owners—sorry, like all who are owned by cats—I gulp and look penitent.


PART THREE


As I start reaching out to writers to send me cat essays or cat fiction or cat lists, almost by magic, other cat stories begin to come my way too, in ones and twos, and sixes and sevens.


Our housekeeper Rupa didi acquires a cat. ‘It is in my horoscope,’ she tells me, ‘Four-legged creatures are naturally drawn to me. Especially cats.’


Come mating season, I get daily reports about Bhuntu’s obsession with a most unsuitable black Tom, the Mawali of Munirka. Soon, there are kittens. Bhuntu ignores the runt and outraged at this dereliction of maternal duties Rupa didi drips milk into her mouth with a plastic dropper. Laila, the neglected kitten, is the princess of the family now.
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In a train back from Kathgodam, the lady sitting next to me tells me—unbidden—about Sureeli, the cat who lives in her brother’s house in Almora, along with many dogs, so named because she sings along to the radio.
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My niece Priyanka is the original cat-girl in the family. When she was five, I had gifted her a Barbie with a pet cat called Seraphina, and I like to think that was what triggered her cat obsession. (Though I am reasonably sure that it was because of her cat obsession that I’d got her this particular doll in the first place—but let’s go with my trigger theory for now.) Since then, she has sought out cats wherever she is, and I have sent her cat memorabilia from wherever I have travelled to.


Once, when her father was posted in Bombay, a beautiful white cat with beautiful blue eyes had walked into their house—she must have charmed the heavy security at the gate since it was an army base and no one without AADHAR or PAN was allowed in—and made herself at home. As Priyanka’s father, the Brigadier, later told the story:


‘When I came home and saw her, I announced that either the cat stays or I stay. Mother and daughter walked inside with the cat. I got the message, showed myself in, and did not say anything anymore.’


These days, my brother-in-law is posted in Delhi, and Krystal-the-blue-eyed-being throws the iciest looks at the regular billis who haunt the cantonment area, and walk past the clerestory windows their old house is full of, hungrily looking in, at the loving light that shines on the blue-eyed goddess.


She yawns, she burrows into a wardrobe shelf, she sleeps. She never acknowledges them.
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And then my best friend Gee gets a cat. During the pandemic, they multiply. Her house is now full of cats.
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T’s mother Nina, by now my friend, has been feeding strays in Carter Road in Bombay for many years. During the pandemic, she would awaken at dawn and go feed the cats, who were hungrier than usual, since all other establishments that patronised them were closed. Soon, word spread on the network, and cats began to turn up from far away. In T’s view, they came primarily from fisher settlements like the Khar Danda or the Versova koliwada, which were completely shut. Towards the end, Nina was feeding around thirty-five or forty cats every day.


The cat grapevine is an actual thing though, and not a T-invention.


My friend Sharm’s friend Sriparna also confirms this. Sriparna must have been born under a configuration of stars similar to Rupa didi’s, because cats find her wherever she is, whether Tokyo or Tollygunge. Once she began to rescue strays and nurse them back to health, the news spread on the cat grapevine of Vasant Kunj, and injured cats began to routinely make their way to her doorstep. She never turned anyone away.


[image: Image]


The human-cat leaves for the US, to study for a degree in fiction. A week from that day, I am in the kitchen, looking for something, when a cat perches on the window and mews. Food is found for her. The next day, my husband goes for a walk. She appears and rolls about on his feet, first the right, then the left, and finally she follows him on his rounds. She becomes a regular visitor, always and only perching on the window ledge outside the kitchen, never anywhere else. We name her ‘Noorie’.
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It is the season of departures. T is about to leave for London. A lot of things are ordered on Amazon, and the day before her flight, she gives one large cardboard box to her cat, Goofy. Since that day, Goofy has stayed loyal to the box. Sleeping in it every night, loafing in it during the day. T keeps sending me pictures from London—the box is now ragged, but Goofy is like Casabianca, waiting solidly for her to return.


[image: Image]


The book of essays takes a long time to come together. Through multiple Covid waves and other illnesses, through misfortunes and chance goodwill, through ups and downs, my writers send me their nuanced thoughtful pieces. I am grateful they marshal their words for this project, at a time when I have run out of mine. I am glad they are able to say almost everything there is to be said on this most inexhaustible of subjects, and I hope you will discover their rare wisdom—and humour—in the pages that follow.


As for me, in the end, I don’t end up writing an essay on the human cat, and my friend Janice does not write a sestina. But then neither Vincent nor Ms Cat worry about such things. That we loved them enough to plan so expansively is probably enough; with stoic generosity, they forgive our lapses.


Devapriya Roy, Lonavala


21 November 2021
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Cats of Summer


by Saba Imtiaz


It was that time of the morning, a time when you’re not sure if sunrise is five minutes away or five hours, because you’re not quite sure when, exactly, the sun rises. It’s when the only acceptable reason to be awake if a) you’re walking into the house after a crappy, crappy night spent, inexplicably, at the beach, b) you got hooked onto a Sex and the City marathon that, also inexplicably, began at 1 am, c) you went online to look one thing up and are now so far into Instagram Explore that you have no idea why you’re watching a video of Queen Elizabeth’s corgi.


I was doing none of this. Instead, I was upright and attempting to talk to a cat. More specifically, I was offering bite-sized pieces of raw chicken to Smoky, my 12-year-old tabby-Persian mix, who was sitting there, nose upturned, staring as if she’d never seen it—or me—before, even though she ate chicken every day, and we’d lived together for over a decade.


My summer with Smoky had just begun. By the end of the summer, Smoky would learn to talk, and I’d earn the dubious distinction of owning a bullet-ridden AC.
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Smoky wasn’t my first cat, but she quickly eclipsed the pets who’d come before her: the kitten who died young because she was born with underdeveloped lungs, and the rabbit who cosied up next to you and tried to steal your crisps. (Food and pets, you will learn, is a recurring theme in our house.) Losing a pet is devastating, and each time, we vowed to never go through this again. But one of my closest friends wanted me to get another cat, so she took charge, looked up a notice on a bulletin-board on campus offering a cat for sale, and took me to see the cat.


That cat was then a fluffy, six-month-old called Smoky. Her only vice, the seller grumbled, was that she was obsessed with the air-conditioner. Over the next decade, my father would add many more things to Smoky’s list of obsessions: ironed white sheets, kheer (from two specific shops, not your run-of-the-mill dairies), fries (but only from KFC), warm custard, finely chopped sausages, and the flaky tops of chicken patties. This is not an exhaustive list.


I may have brought her into the house, but she instantly became my father’s cat. He could be in the throes of a migraine, completely unable to function or even speak, but would remember to feed Smoky. He finally had a child who, in true Punjabi fashion, he could constantly check in on and feed, and then grumble about how said child was spoiled. Smoky, in turn, sprawled out onto his entire bed, leaving him with a narrow space to sleep.


But Smoky also turned out to be the perfect child, who didn’t mind spending time in the kitchen, observing him so intently I was sure she, too, could make biryani from scratch. She would watch warily if I ever asked my father for money. If I woke up in the middle of the night, I could hear the fridge opening and closing, Smoky meowing, and my father cajoling her to eat something, anything.


She was never the kind of cat that curls up in your lap and purrs. For the first few years of her life, we barely had any photos with her, since most photos resembled a ransom shot with Smoky struggling to get free from our clutches. She was aloof, stalking in and out of rooms at will, determinedly ignoring visitors, sometimes hiding in some dark corner under the bed while we organised search parties.


But my father insisted that she did love us. She showed her affection in random, disconnected ways: she waited by the door if she heard our foot-steps, but then walked off as soon as we entered. Her ears perked when a rickshaw rolled up in front of the building. She could get extremely annoyed if we argued, meowing loudly to get us to stop shouting. If my father was unwell, she would keep vigil by his door, only venturing in every few hours to check in on him.


But that summer, my father was planning to travel to the US for a few months. Smoky and my father had been apart before, during my father’s various rounds of hospitalisation, or his short trips out of town, but this would be their longest separation. That left me bound to the cat—and to Karachi for the summer.


Karachi can be a strange place any time of the year but the summer is particularly strange. The humidity makes it impossible to walk, work, or think. Karachi’s residents perpetuate myths like ‘July in Karachi is nice’ whereas July as just as terrible as June and just as terrible as May. My extended circles of upper-middle-class acquaintances decamp to the easiest places they can get visas for—Thailand, Turkey, the confines of the Dubai Mall. The city doesn’t quite empty out, but there is no one to eavesdrop on at the coffee shop, no one to run into in the crowded aisles of the supermarket, and more importantly, no one to avoid.


In any case, I was set to have a strange summer. Earlier that year, I’d started to withdraw from most people I’d been friends with recently. I’d grown tired of the nature of one-sided friendships, and of my inability to address that imbalance. Instead, something inside me snapped. I let most phone calls go to voice mail, my text messages went unanswered. I was well and truly ghosting everyone I could.


Except for Smoky.
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Our summer did not get off to a great start. After my father left, Smoky went on a day-long hunger strike to express her dismay that her saviour did not appear to be walking through the door. The next day, she resigned herself to her fate and deigned to eat. It was only then I discovered that feeding Smoky wasn’t as simple as putting down a plate of food. Over the years, Smoky and my father had developed some sort of a routine in our small apartment, an obstacle course that when combined with an exacting schedule was like being in an extremely not-fun version of Crystal Maze where you did not win any crystals and did not get to geek out in the Medieval Zone but went from room to room, desperate to try and win.


After a day of wondering why Smoky wouldn’t eat despite the right hour (5:30 am), the right food (chicken), the right room (the drawing room), I asked my father why Smoky didn’t eat food on the sofa. He explained the headrest situation as if it was a matter of common sense. (It wasn’t.) Smoky would only eat the first half of breakfast—the second half was due an hour later—on the headrest of a specific sofa, not on the sofa cushions, or the table, or in the window.


Over the next few days, Smoky expressed displeasure with her deteriorating living standards at every turn. One evening, she sat on the kitchen floor, watching me chop sausages. My father always managed to dice them perfectly. Mine were misshapen chunks mixed in with shreds. As I slowly chopped, Smoky meowed incessantly like an American cooking show host shouting at a scared contestant, her yowls translating to ‘chop faster, bitch!’ I gave her the half I’d gotten through already, and her look of distaste before she deigned to eat them seared through my soul before I turned back to the chopping board.


Nothing was quite right: if I gave her warm milk, she walked away in distaste at the steam rising from the bowl; I cooked custard, but it wasn’t as smooth as the one my father made. If I bought kheer from her favourite shop, she would lap it up gratefully, as if she’d been starving for days. Smoky had never been a very vocal cat, except when she was on heat and could meow the neighbourhood down, but everything I did elicited a meow that sounded distinctly like ‘nooooooo’ or ‘pleaseeeeeeee.’


I was on a hunger strike of my own. Like every summer, I’d decided this would be the summer I’d remake my physical self: I decided to go on the ketogenic diet and doubled down by combining it with intermittent fasting, which meant I was either constantly hungry, or buying expensive avocados, or staving off my hunger with a blended concoction of butter, ghee, and coffee. One evening, as Smoky watched me suspiciously in the kitchen—she couldn’t quite fathom that I could take over my father’s (or her?) territory— the blender lid blew off. I valiantly threw myself at it so Smoky wouldn’t get scalded. Her fur remained dry. I ended up with a ghee-and-caffeine conditioning treatment.


Over the next couple of weeks, Smoky and I formed a kind of routine. It mostly involved me being perpetually sleep-deprived and Smoky forcing herself to eat sausages that were not perfectly diced. I would haul myself out of bed at 5 am, and set a plate in front of Smoky. Sometimes Smoky would climb up on the bed and let out a meow so blood-curdling it sounded like the house was on fire.


There was no room for complacency. I had to get up, and I had to make the bed—because Smoky refused to lie on an unmade bed with wrinkled sheets and a twisted duvet. Her face—I don’t quite know how—contorted into a grim expression at seeing a sheet that hadn’t been straightened out, or clothes that hadn’t been folded away. Some evenings—when the sausages were particularly dissatisfactory—she would sit alone in my father’s darkened room as if mourning her fall from grace and culinary perfection. She would sit by my laptop as I struggled to write workable ledes, or let me sleep on the same sofa at night, her paws digging into my hair while I curled up in a ball.


The summer would have been calm. Uneventful, even, had it not been for the plagues.


First came the cockroaches—big, massive, terrible creatures—that I had to destroy using a bizarrely named insecticide called Czar which had to be smeared into corners. The roaches were otherworldly, not even put off by the large feline in the house. One even skirted past Smoky, but she could not be bothered to even attempt to swat at it, since over the past decade she’d wizened up to the fact that humans were perfectly capable of using their sandals to kill insects and there was no need for her to dirty her paws. She couldn’t be bothered with killing lizards either, and so one evening, on discovering a lizard darting across the closet doors, I ran to my neighbours’, handed them a jharoo, and asked them to take care of the reptile while Smoky and I took shelter in another room.


Smoky wandered into the room one afternoon and discovered that I had pulled out my entire closet—clothes meant for weddings, 20,000 hangers, t-shirts I hadn’t worn since 2004. I’d just read Marie Kondo’s The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up and got commissioned to write a piece based on my experience trying to achieve an ideal of minimalism. As the plague of unwanted possessions took over the room, Smoky gingerly tried to find a stable surface to walk. Eventually, she took refuge in one of the empty closet spaces—which she’d barely gotten to explore over the years—while I sat despondently amid piles of clothes, wondering why I was holding onto ripped trousers and a sequinned orange-and-yellow tunic. Over the next few days, I packed boxes and filled bags with clothes and books, marvelling at how I had managed to amass so much that seemingly meant so little.


I would have thought this process of ghosting, of re-examining my closets and my diet and my life would be therapeutic, that somehow I would remake myself into a new person. It wasn’t so much that I wanted to find something new. After I stripped bare the layers of clothing and the social circles, I discovered I did not like anything: the people around me, the stories I wrote, the ideas I had, the fact that I didn’t feel like any of the people I’d been friends with in recent years would ever turn around and ask if I needed help. Instead, I found more comfort in my old friends, in spending evenings in a cafe, in my pared-down possessions, in the comfort that I did not have to be anywhere, see anyone, do anything. But even though I seemed to have Marie Kondoed my life—shedding too much, too quickly—it never felt isolating. I had Smoky.


The plagues kept descending, one after the other. There was the brain-eating amoeba that infiltrated Karachi’s already-toxic water supply. I stocked up on chlorine tablets and stopped washing my face for fear I would die a horrendous death by inadvertently putting water up my nose. I had to bar Smoky from drinking out of a bucket in the bathroom, and instead pushed her to a constantly replenished supply of mineral water.


Then one day, the air-conditioner mysteriously stopped working, even though—as every AC repairman pronounces at the beginning of the summer—the ‘gas’ had been filled and the grilles cleaned.


The AC repairman arrived, took one look out the window, and declared: ‘It’s been hit by a bullet.’


At this point, I’d lived in Karachi for 20 years, during which I’d had a gun pointed at me several times, and had heard stories of a man’s head being lopped off and used as a football. I’ve also heard every manner of reason for an AC not working: the perpetual ‘the gas has finished’ to the ‘there is ice in the AC’. A bullet was a new one, and I refused to believe that this could be true.


But the next day, the AC unit was pulled in and much to the smirking repairman’s satisfaction—and one for his CV—we could all see the hole where a bullet had ripped through, causing seven thousand rupees of damage for some trigger-happy idiot’s night out on the town.


Then on my thirtieth birthday, came the heatwave. Over the next few days, hundreds of people would die in Karachi. The power broke down. The city felt like someone had turned on the heating and forgot to turn it off. Smoky and I were two marooned souls, staring mournfully at the AC that refused to work. I paced around the house updating editors around the world about the heatwave while wishing I could rip off my skin. I never want to have children, but the extreme heat made me terrified of the young living being in my care. I was determined to do anything to protect her. I doused Smoky with a wet towel every few hours, while I wrote about morgues that had overrun capacity. I would wake up from my perch on the bed, confused about whether I’d taken a nap or had passed out from the heat, while Smoky sprawled out on the tiled floor. Smoky and I made it through, shielded by our privilege, a UPS that worked, and my incessant fear that I had to safeguard the only other living being in the house. (The roaches could die for all I cared.)


Smoky would never know what it meant. We can make all kinds of choices—who to love, who to be with, who to never see again. You can unfriend a person, ghost them, never want to hang out with them again. But a cat is more intuitive than your close friends, the ones who couldn’t tell that something had fundamentally broken.


And then my father returned. Their reunion was punctuated by Smoky’s plaintive meows—first, her anger at the fact that he had left her, then, trying to impress upon him the indignity of eating non-perfectly-diced sausages, then, her annoyance at the extremely jarring tune of a cat toy he had picked for her, followed by her enjoying the supply of treats he had brought to appease her. But instead of abandoning me altogether, she circled back to me for a hug, something she only permitted if she wanted you to save her from her weekly shower.


That summer, I was convinced that Smoky and I would be together for a long time, that she was somehow immortal. She would see me through everything, we would grow old together, and I would eventually take her around the world, wherever I ended up. In 2017, Smoky fell sick—a long-running infection took hold of her liver, and her body could not cope. I was abroad at the time. I arrived in Karachi the next morning to a quiet house, with the unshakeable feeling that she was just about to pop her head in the door, to check that we were all present and accounted for, and then go off to nap on a sofa. Years later, I still sometimes come home—in a different city, in a different country—and imagine that Smoky is sitting by the door, ready to walk off in a huff because I didn’t get the right brand of kheer. Perhaps somewhere in cat heaven, an angel is deputed with changing the sheets and chopping up sausages, and pleading with Smoky to eat something, anything.
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Vincent


by Janice Pariat


Last month, Vincent entered my life.


Vincent of the bitten ear, so named for obvious reasons. He doesn’t bear any resemblance to his namesake, the Dutch Post-Impressionist painter, but I would venture to say he’s quite the artist at heart. Once, when a friend left a wet oil painting on my floor, Vincent padded all over it leaving tiny pawmarks across the portrait.


Vincent is a rescue cat.


He was found abandoned at a dumpster, small, malnourished, unwell, and eventually fostered by well-meaning friends, who already had three cats of their own.


I saw his face first on Instagram. ‘Take me home’ the caption said, and my heart flip-flopped like a fish. Cannot. Must not. I live alone. I travel. Who will feed him? Take care of him? It’s a struggle. A juggle. Don’t be stupid.


Obviously then there was nothing else to be done but go across and pick him up.


And just like that he slipped into my heart, and my barsati.
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We get along splendidly. Mostly because we leave each other alone.


The first few days, I thought, would be difficult. Perhaps he’d be mewing for lost friends and companions, at the strangeness of his new surroundings. But he quickly picked his favourite spots—under the sofa, under the bed, in a flower pot (especially if it had just been watered), under the moon chair in the corner—and fell asleep.


I picked out a few toys from the pet store, found an old shoe lace he could chase, and voila! That took care of all entertainment requirements. After a week, he was allowed to venture out into the terrace where more adventures awaited— with moths and bees and unreachable birds picking at ripened jamuns.
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It is so easy to look after a cat, I tell everyone.


I write. He sleeps.


And I’m afraid by now I’m living up to all the clichés there are about cats and writers.


‘That’s why you brought kitty home,’ a friend teased. ‘You’ve always wanted to be a writer with a cat!’


And though I protested—I love animals, when I was little I wanted to be a vet, I grew up around animals in Assam, and have mostly always had pets at home—I must confess there might be something there. Writers are well paired with certain things—coffee, windows with a view, lovely fountain pens—and cats seem to fit snugly into the crook of this list. Obviously they aren’t inanimate, immovable things, but living, breathing beings determined to turn you into their slave. (Vincent knows he will get fresh yoghurt every time he follows me into the kitchen and meows mournfully. A friend’s cat will only drink water that’s been chilled to his preferred temperature.) Blame it on writers before us, Hemingway, Doris Lessing, Mark Twain, Poe, Plath, Eliot, William Burroughs, who assailed the world with portraits alongside their felines, and cat-books and poems.


There are theories, of course, to explain this affinity.


Cats are lap-size, and hence more ergonomically suited to the writing exercise. As opposed to dogs. Or kangaroos (Elvis), anteaters (Dali), orangutans (Napoleon). (Although there are exceptions—Byron kept a bear, Baudelaire a tarantula.) Generally though, writers prefer small, quiet creatures, well-suited to someone who will be spending long hours sitting at a desk, staring out a window. The other explanation proffered is that there are several cat–writer characteristic overlaps conducive to cohabitation: they’re observant, curious beings, leading lives largely in their own minds. In other words, both are happy to leave the other well alone. They create their own routines, are largely nocturnal, and are perfectly content to amuse themselves on their own.


Some are convinced that cats are a muse. They inspire, with their weirdness and comic traits and aloofness. Perhaps the fact that cats, no matter how domesticated, are never entirely tamed. For the cat is social outlier. The animal appeals to our romantic notion of a singular lonely genius endowed with not wholly benevolent powers. Or, as Poe said, ‘I wish I could write as mysterious as a cat.’


But I’m convinced there’s something more.


In an article in The New Yorker, ‘Virginia Woolf’s Idea of Privacy’, Joshua Rothman writes of how Woolf seems to have strongly believed in ‘preserving life’s mystery’. And doing this by leaving certain things undescribed, unspecified, and unknown. It has to do, Rothman continues, with a kind of inner privacy, by means of which you shield yourself not just from others’ prying eyes, but from your own. Call it an artist’s sense of privacy. A certain resolute innerness. A ‘kernel of selfhood’ that we can’t share with others. Cats, I think, share this with writers. Why else would Joyce Carol Oates say, ‘The writer, like any artist, is inhabited by an unknowable and unpredictable core of being which, by custom, we designate the “imagination” or “the unconscious” (as if naming were equivalent to knowing, let alone controlling), and so in the accessibility of Felis catus we sense the secret, demonic, wholly inaccessible presence of Felis sylvestris. For like calls out to like, across even the abyss of species.’


First published as “Writers, Practical(ly) Cats” in The Hindu BusinessLine on 14 July 2017.
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A Home for Eecha


by Anushka Ravishankar


I always felt I was a dog person. There really was no reason for this conviction. I never had a pet, growing up—canine or feline or even piscine. So I had no reason or opportunity to prefer one over the other.


My first close encounter with a cat was when my daughter, A, was around two years old. I heard her yowling in the backyard. I rushed out in a panic and found her standing with a cat almost as big as she was, in her arms. She had evidently picked it up and didn’t know how to put it down. I released the cat (and A) and laughed till I cried. The cat seemed unfazed.


A was animal-mad and wanted a pet dog. My husband, R, was all in favour of the idea, having grown up in a zoo. (Honestly. I’m not making that up.) But I stood firm in my refusal. I had no time, energy or inclination to manage a pet. Besides, I’d noticed that dogs barked. And they needed to be walked. I could do without the exercise.


I did give in to A’s entreaties for a pet and get some fish, at one point, but that ended in tragedy, as fish stories often do (for the fish, at least).


In between, we had another cat encounter. A kitten used to come to the door of our apartment in Chennai and A and R used to feed him regularly. A few days later, he turned out to be a she, and gave birth to many more kittens. The mother cat was then named Juno. She went away with her kittens after a couple of weeks.


Many years later, when we lived in Gurgaon, a cat brought three kittens to our terrace. A immediately set out a little tub, about one foot in diameter. So while the mother came and went, the three kittens cuddled with each other in the tub. Whenever we stepped onto the terrace, they would scuttle away and hide behind the washing machine.


Then one evening, when A had gone away to spend the night with friends, I heard a mournful mewling on the terrace. Two of the kittens had disappeared—the mother cat had taken them away. But the third, a scrawny unappealing-looking black thing, had been left behind.


I had no idea what to do. I called A at once, as the cat expert of the family. A said that since there was a chance that the mother cat might come back for the kitten, we should leave it on the balcony. But there were some big tomcats around; I was afraid one of them might find the kitten and attack it. So, since I couldn’t bring it in, I sat vigil just inside the door, all night. The kitten didn’t stop mewling for a minute. After days of cuddling and cavorting with its siblings, it was suddenly alone and motherless. It was heartbreaking.


Amazingly, though, every time we stepped onto the terrace, instead of running away as it used to, the kitten would come towards us. As if it knew we were now its only hope. We knew nothing of the kind, though. I still hoped the mother might come back.


In the morning, I knew she wouldn’t. The kitten’s eyes were shut with something oozy. The mother had taken away the other two to save them from the infection. I panicked. I had no idea what to do with a healthy pet, let alone one that was ill. R had to leave early for work. I called A again, and she dropped all her plans for the day and came charging back. We took the kitten to the nearby vet. The kitten may have been ill and practically blind, but it was full of beans and tried to bite his way out of the tub, which we’d covered with a flimsy lid made of newspaper.


Long story short, he (we found out at the vet’s that he was a he) was injected, fed, and we came home with a kitten. We discussed it and decided that we would have to find him a home, but until then, we would take care of him. Meanwhile, he needed a name. He was black and tiny and we felt he looked more like a fly (eecha) than a cat (poocha). So Eecha he was.


Eecha sat around and mewled sadly for two days straight. At night, he slept if we kept him on our laps, but the moment we set him down, he woke up and started mewling again. Most of the time he slept in my cupped palms. A and R looked at one another and raised their eyebrows, remembering my rants against pets.


This is different, I said defensively. The poor thing has been abandoned. Of course we have to look after him. Until we find a home for him.


Finding a home for Eecha was the next project, then. A put word and pictures out on Facebook and some enquiries came in. What followed was like something out of The Great Indian Wedding. Finding a match for a pet is much the same as finding a match for an offspring, we found.


The first candidates called. They were a young couple, not long married. We asked them to come over to see Eecha.


By this time, it must be said, Eecha had fully recovered, decided he was the boss of the house, and was completely unafraid of human beings, since the specimens he’d encountered were wont to give in to his every whim and endure his every misconduct. He had grown sharp teeth and he bit us all the time. We found it cute.


There was one evening, that I remember clearly. I had gone out to dinner with friends and R was alone with the kitten. In the middle of dinner, I got a call from R asking me to buy cigarettes. Why don’t you go down to the shop and buy them, I asked? He replied that the kitten was sleeping on his lap and he didn’t want to disturb him. One of the friends I was with told me, you will never give away this cat. I laughed at him. People are coming to see the cat this week. By next week he’ll be gone, I said.


The young couple turned up the next day. They looked nice. The young man (YM) and young woman (YW) sat down on the sofa and we called Eecha, who came trotting in to see who had come.


Anyone who knows anything about cats knows that you don’t pick up a cat until the cat says you may. YM clearly doesn’t know this. He grabs Eecha. Eecha is not happy. Young man drops Eecha like a hot brick, nursing his hand, which has some rather cute (from my besotted POV) teeth marks.


We asked YM if he wanted some antiseptic ointment. No, no I’m used to all this, YM said, and laughed in a macho sort of way. While our attention was thus diverted, Eecha had climbed onto YW’s shoulder, presumably to get a good look at her face. YW was clearly terrified of cats. YM, slightly jealous, I felt, of the attention his wife was getting, told her ominously that she should watch out in case he scratched her eyes. YW froze, eyes closed, breath held.


A took pity on her and took Eecha away.


YM was still pooh-poohing the idea of ointments. I am an animal lover, he declared. As an example he told us of the time he was bitten by a monkey. We were fascinated and asked him how it happened. We carefully refrained from asking the question which immediately occurred to both of us: how does being bitten by an animal prove you are an animal lover?


Turns out, a monkey was playing on his neighbour’s car and YM, as an unafraid animal lover, went right up to the monkey, to try and stop it. And the silly monkey, not recognizing an animal lover when it saw one, bit him.


A and I avoided each other’s eye and almost choked from trying not to laugh.


YW was still looking at Eecha in a horrified manner. YM, oblivious to his wife’s horror, was holding forth on how he loved animals and how he wanted his wife to get used to animals, which is why he wanted a cat.


Not this one, A and I told each other with a look. Not after the way he handled Eecha. And the monkey.


That evening, Eecha was fussed over and was told he’d had a narrow escape. Unimpressed, he bit my ankle.


We should have stopped him, I know. But he was too tiny for his biting to be anything but amusing.


He was so small, he had to crawl up the sofa hanging on precariously with his claws. The sofa was also his scratchpad, and it was beginning to look ragged, so on the advice of experienced cat owners and the vet, we decided to get his nails trimmed. He came back from the vet’s and tried to climb up onto the sofa where we were sitting. But without his sharp nails, he slipped and slid and fell off. His look of wounded bewilderment was so sad to see, we decided never to trim his nails again.


In any case, it’s just till we find him a home.


We got another call in a week or so. It was another youngish couple. They had lost their kitten and wanted another one to replace it. When we asked them how they’d lost it, the man told us that one day they’d left the door open and the kitten had run out as they were leaving for work. They didn’t have the time to look for it and by the time they got back, it had been killed by a passing car.


We told them not to bother to come.


We weren’t handing Eecha over to a couple as careless as that. Eecha showed his gratitude by chewing A’s hands. She still has the scars.


When he was not biting us, or sometimes even when he was, Eecha was a source of endless delight. Since he had no mother to train him to be a cat, he created his own training schedule. One day was running. He ran like a loon, round and round the room. One day was stalking. He’d find something to stalk (usually someone’s feet) and crouch unmoving for a while. Then his bum would begin to wiggle and he’d pounce. One day would be given over to jumping. He’d leap as high as he could. I could watch for hours, fascinated by the catness of him. He was such a lively kitten, we were sure anyone would be happy to have him.


The third candidate was a young man. He came over and we all really liked him. Eecha seemed to not be too inclined to bite him, which was a very good sign. He was an adventurous young man, who had a couple of cats already and, if I remember right, even a dog. They all lived in his parents’ home. His job involved travelling, so he travelled a lot to the hills, he said, in an SUV, with his friends and his pets.


We imagined Eecha going on swashbuckling adventures with many other cats. I pictured him sitting at the window, the wind in his fur, the mountains reflected in his yellow eyes. We felt this might be a life he would enjoy.


But how were we to know if the young man was reliable? That all these animals that lived together were taken good care of?


A told him that we would like to see his house before we let him take Eecha away. He agreed amiably enough, but as he left he said, you know, I really think you should just keep him. You clearly don’t want to part with him.


We never heard from him again.


And that’s when we stopped looking for a home for our cat.


Eecha went on to have many adventures: he was attacked by big tomcats, he was mauled by dogs and escaped narrowly with his life, he got stuck in a tree like a stereotypical cat, he travelled across the country in a train and met snakes and cows and goats in Chennai. He never stopped biting our ankles, though. Maybe that was his way of showing us his gratitude and affection for giving him a home.
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Prayishchit


by Bhagwaticharan Verma


Translated by Sakshi Agarwal


If there was anyone in the whole house that Kabri the cat loved, it was Ramu’s wife. And if there was anyone in the whole house that Ramu’s wife hated, it was Kabri the cat. Ramu’s wife, after spending two months at her parents’, had come home to her in-laws’ for the first time. Her dear husband’s infatuation and her mother-in-law’s figure of adulation, a girl of fourteen. The key to the storeroom now hung by the jewelled chain around her waist, the servants began working under her rule, and Ramu’s wife oversaw everything. The mother-in-law took a string of beads and devoted herself to prayer and the scriptures.


But she was only a girl of fourteen after all. If one moment, the storeroom was alive with movement, the next, she had dozed off sitting in it. Kabri the cat seized the opportunity and began devouring the milk. Ramu’s wife’s life was in danger while Kabri the cat bared her claws in amusement. Ramu’s wife was moving ghee into the great vessel when she nodded off, and the rest of the ghee went into Kabri the cat’s belly. Ramu’s wife covered the milk and just went off to give some to the cook, and the rest disappeared. If the situation had escalated until this point, it would have been harmless, but Ramu’s wife became so unreservedly known to Kabri, that the mere act of eating became nearly impossible. A bowl brimming with rabri arrived in Ramu’s wife’s room, and by the time Ramu made an appearance, the bowl had been licked clean. Balai arrived from the market, and by the time Ramu’s wife prepared a paan, it vanished.


Ramu’s wife made up her mind. Either she would stay in the house or Kabri the cat. Both sides prepared for war and remained on alert. A trap for the cat was brought. Milk, cream, rats, and many different kinds of foods relished by the cat were put in. She didn’t even spare them a look. But the cat did show a stirring too. Until now, she had been terrified of Ramu’s wife, but now, she began playing the game. She still maintained a distance between the two of them, enough that Ramu’s wife could never touch her.


With the cat in high spirits, Ramu’s wife’s life became even more prickly. She was gifted her mother-in-law’s reproaches, and the husband received tasteless meals.


One day, Ramu’s wife made kheer for Ramu. Pistachios, almonds, makhanas, and all sorts of dry fruits were decorated with gold flakes and mixed in the milk. And finally, a bowl filled to the brim with kheer was placed on a high shelf in the room, so the cat couldn’t possibly reach it. Ramu’s wife busied herself in the preparation of paan soon after.


Unknown to Ramu’s wife, the cat emerged. Standing below the shelf, she looked up at the bowl, breathed in the aroma, judged the fare to be delectable, and estimated the height of the shelf. Ramu’s wife, engrossed in her errand, was oblivious to it all. She finished her task and went off to give her mother-in-law the paan, and here, Kabri the cat leapt. Her paw hit the bowl and it fell on the floor with a clang.


When the sound reached Ramu’s wife’s ears, she tossed the paan before her mother-in-law and ran, only to appear and find the flowery bowl in pieces, the kheer spilt, and the cat flinging the kheer everywhere in the room. Upon seeing Ramu’s wife, Kabri dashed off.


Ramu’s wife’s vision turned red.


Ramu’s wife resolved to commit murder. She didn’t sleep a wink the entire night. What strategy should she implement in her war against the cat so the creature doesn’t come out of it alive? She lay there, pondering. When morning arrived, she saw Kabri sitting on the sill, gazing at her adoringly.


An idea meandered its way into Ramu’s wife’s mind, and she sat up smiling. As soon as Kabri saw her rise, she scurried off. Ramu’s wife put a bowl of milk in her room’s doorway and left. When she returned with a piece of wood, she discovered Kabri lapping up the milk. The cat had taken the bait and the time was right, she drew upon all her might and bashed the cat with the wood. Kabri didn’t move, not an inch, she didn’t cry, not a sound, she just flipped and fell on her back.


The clash caused the maid who left her broom, the cook who stepped out of the kitchen and the mother-in-law who interrupted her prayers to materialize at the site of the fatality. Ramu’s wife stood there, her head bowed down like a criminal, listening as they began to talk.


The maid said, ‘Arey Ram! The cat has breathed her last, Maaji. The cat has died because of the daughter-in-law, this is just tragic.’


The cook spoke, ‘Maaji, the death of a cat is equal to that of a person. I won’t work in the kitchen till this aura of guilt shrouds the daughter-in-law.’


The mother-in-law concurred, ‘Yes, you’re absolutely right. Until the daughter-in-law is liberated from her guilt, nobody can drink a drop of water or eat a morsel of food. Daughter-in-law, what have you done?’


The maid remarked, ‘Now what has to be done? If you agree to it, I shall go fetch the priest.’


The mother-in-law felt her strength return, ‘Yes, of course, run and call the priest.’


The news of the death spread like wildfire in the neighbourhood—there was a string of women constantly moving in and out of Ramu’s house. They launched a barrage of questions, in the midst of which crouched the daughter-in-law.
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