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RUSTY’S DIARY – A FOSTER CAT WAITS 
FOR A PERMANENT HOME(
By Sarah Grim, April 17, 2005

Background.  CSC Rusty was found near Midway as a stray.  He probably had a home at some point as he is domestic, uses his cat pan, and is very gentle around people.  Rusty was put into a foster home in early April 2005.

Prologue
My name is Rusty.  That is not my real name but it is the name assigned to me by the rescue organization.  My story began nearly 3 years ago if my teeth are any indication of age (and I am told that like trees, cat teeth tell a cat’s age).  I was the beloved pet of a family living off Route 40 West near Midway.  They found me as a kitten abandoned and alone, struggling to find food and warmth in the early part of May.  I do not know what happened to my Mom and my siblings but I know Mom loved me and protected me as best she could.  She would lick my head and my ears until I giggled.  Then I would purr and nuzzle next to her soft furry tummy to nap.  I had three brothers and one sister, who as with all sisters thought she was the cat’s meow.  Literally.  We called her Diva as she was always hogging Mom’s attention, grabbing most of the food, and whacking the boys with a swift paw if we got between her and Mom.  My brothers Franklin, Chester, and Spike were always in trouble with Mom – mostly for wandering too far away from her and the nest.  I did that myself, chasing a butterfly first, then a bird, until finally I lay down exhausted, hungry, and soon frightened when I could not find my family.  But that is where my life with the Smiths started.  I never saw Mom, my brothers, or my sister again.

That life was wonderful, full of laughter, games, and hugs.  My “Mom” would brush me daily and “Dad” would toss furry mice for me to fetch and return to his feet.  I was not allowed outdoors but I was happy, nestled at one set of human feet or snuggled next to a warm human body in bed each night.

Then suddenly my life changed.  There were boxes everywhere in the house and my owners spent way too many hours packing this or that for the move.  The move.  I didn’t understand what that meant but I knew it would be OK.  My carrier, a dark green container with a soft wool blanket on the bottom, was placed out next to the front door one day.  My owners put me in the bathroom while the movers took all the furniture, the boxes, and even my toys.  Then there was silence in the home I had known since I was a small kitten.  
Finally the silence was broken by the sound of my owners returning with the cat carrier and a set of car keys for the SUV parked in the driveway.  I am not sure what happened next but I remember being frightened by a loud noise, and then people coming up the sidewalk.  My owners had me in one arm, the carrier in the other.   Mom hugged me close to her heart and softly stroked my head.  

“I wish we could take you, sweetie, but we can’t.  But you’ll be fine, honest.  The Boltons are neighbors and they promise to love you as much as your Dad and I do.”  

She hugged me some more and then handed me to my Dad.   I started to panic, not knowing what was going to happen next.  I was put in the carrier and the carrier was handed to the people at the door.  I heard my Mom crying softly at the door as I was carried off to a new car, and later to a new home.  
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The Boltons were not bad people but they were not my owners.  They were not real cat people, having had dogs all their lives.  I was expected to settle into the new home with a resident Yellow Labrador, two parakeets, one gerbil, and a tank of fish.  I was no longer the only pet.  Instead I had to work my magic to get any attention from the busy couple.  Life was not going the way I had dreamed it would go, I realized.  So I started to dream of a new life, one with a family that really loved cats and wanted me to be a part of the family, not another paw seeking a handout or hand to touch.  Dreaming was one thing, doing was another.  Somehow I knew I had to find my real home, the one I was meant to live in.  It wasn’t that life with the Boltons was all the bad.   But it wasn’t my home.  I was a guest and I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.

One day the Boltons let their dog Barney out to do “his business”.  The door stayed open a minute too long and I was out like a jet.  I heard a yell behind me and a hand very close to my tail as I leap over the dog, then the stubby evergreens, and finally into the shelter of a neighbor’s berm.  Mr. Bolton came running over to me, calling my name, and telling me I needed to come home with him.  I looked at his sweaty face and knew I could not go back there.  My journey to find a new home was beginning with my escape.  I jumped away from Mr. Bolton’s reach and ran as fast as I could to the nearest set of trees behind the development.  From inside the woods, I could hear the Boltons calling over and over for me to come home.  I watched carefully to make sure my escape was solid and then fell blissfully asleep.

By morning I was realizing that the journey was going to be complicated by a few problems.  One I didn’t know how to hunt for my own food.  Two I had no idea where to find my new permanent home.  And three, I was not the only resident of the woods.  There were other animals and birds in the woods.  I wasn’t scared at first but soon realized that not all animals wanted to be my friend.  Some, I thought, wanted nothing more than to have me for dinner.  So I had to leave the woods and look elsewhere for a safe place to spend my time until I found my purrfect home.

Days turned into weeks and weeks into months.  I had no luck finding a new home.  I was able to find a place or two to grab a meal, often from a country lady putting food and milk out for her own cats.  I was never turned away at one house so I would return each day for dinner in between looking for my new home.

One day, the country lady put the cat food in a strange container.  None of her other cats were around which meant I had the full meal to myself.  All I had to do was take advantage of the moment while I could.  I walked slowly in and started to lick the canned tuna from the dish.  As soon as I started to eat there was a loud noise and the container closed on me.  The entrance was gone and there was no way out.  I tried to move but there was little space for movement.  I soon lay down and ate more of the tuna.  It seemed to be the smart thing to do.  A little later, the country lady came over to the trap and peered closely at my face.  I looked back at her with some degree of concern.

“Not to worry, sweetie,” she said.  “I found an organization to come get you and help you find a forever home.”

“Forever home,” I thought and looked at her closely.  Did she really understand what I wanted?   She picked up the trap and carried it to the garage.  She put a finger inside one small wire square and scratched my chin.  I leaned into the motion and started to purr.  I was frightened, yes, but I was very hopeful that my journey to find the purrfect forever home was soon nearing its end. 

My Life as a Foster Cat
Day 1:  A lady came to the shelter and put me in a cat carrier.  I don’t know why or where I am going.  Although I was afraid at the shelter I had a routine at least.  A little time later I am put in a room where the lady, who calls herself Foster Mom, puts out fresh food, clean water, and a new cat pan with scooping cat litter.  I also have toys of my own – and they are new!  Being scared, I run behind the clothes dryer.  Foster Mom leaves on a light and the radio. I think it is 91.3, the local classical channel.  She tells me classical music is soothing.  I fall asleep listening to the theme from the movie Somewhere in Time.

Day 4:  Another lady comes into the room with Foster Mom.  I am still afraid in my new surroundings.  I let Foster Mom pick me up however.  The other lady puts some liquid in my mouth and holds it shut.  It is for worms.  I am insulted.  I don’t have worms.  I had a home, a bed, and a loving family at one point in my life!  Where would I have gotten worms?  I run back behind the dryer to lick my wounded ego.

Day 7:  I have been in this room now for a week.  It is not bad; at least I have heat and air conditioning.  It has been a scary transition from the shelter but not as scary as not knowing how each day will go.  Foster Mom comes in several times a day, bringing food, changing my water, and cleaning my litter pan.  She also pets me behind the dryer.  I hide there still because I am scared.  It makes me feel safe and less scared to hide there.  By the way:  She changed the radio to country rock.  She said it would make me feel more energetic.  It does.  I want to learn line dancing now.
Day 8:  It is laundry day.  Foster Mom does washing and drying today. I don’t know why. The movement of the dryer means I have to move to a different location.  Foster Mom has set up a new hiding place for me while she does laundry.  She is still petting me too.  I am starting to like the petting – it makes me purr!  I don’t miss living on my own anymore.   I didn’t get any petting or free food doing that.  I do miss my original owners though – I don’t know why they left me.  I thought I had a forever home with them.  Note to my file: I have found the toys Foster Mom leaves me!  I have already torn apart the large furry mouse and hidden some of the other toys under the washing machine.  I will have to get them out somehow.  I am eyeing the yardstick Foster Mom keeps in a corner.  If I can scoot it under the washer I can free my toys.
Day 9:  Foster Mom comes down again to feed me.  She picks me up gently from behind the dryer and places me on top of it to eat my Friskies Lamb dinner.  I have eaten dry food during the night but wet food is GREAT!  While I am eating she picks up all the toys I have chased and puts them away for the day.  She turns on the country western station again.  Kenny Rogers is signing “Buy Me a Rose” in the background now.  I am content and allow her to pet me for several minutes.  I look into her face and wonder if I will ever have my own home again.  She tells me that Suzie Q, another CSC kitten, got adopted yesterday at Petco.  I need to be patient, she tells me.  The purrfect home is waiting somewhere out there just for me, Rusty.  I hope it is this week, I tell her.  She nods.  She hopes for this as well.
Update:  That other lady came back this afternoon.  She gave me a shot and dose of Revolution between my shoulder blades.  I am totally bummed out.  I am going to write a letter of complaint to someone.  Note to self:  learn how to write, spell, and mail a letter.

Day 10:  It was a dark and stormy night.  The animals were running through the woods, feet barely touching the ground, but the rustle of leaves gave the cat a hint of food to be had.  The cat, yellow striped and proud, crouched close to the ground and waited.  Dinner was coming his way.  His tail twitched once and then was still.  The sound of furry feet moving closer sent an electric charge through his feline system.  But still he waited, and stayed still.  Seconds later a mouse appeared, white face and orange furry body.  The cat pounced and caught the mouse, tossing it high in the air and then catching it again.  Up in the air he tossed it and again caught it in his mouth.  The mouse was fighting for its life, squirming in his mouth, its tail lashing his nose.  The cat looked around for help.  A small puddle of water was nearby.  He hung onto the mouse and ran to the water.  Dropping the mouse in the water, the cat picked it up and tossed it again in the air.  He jumped up and caught it on its way down, then quickly put it in the water again.  Several minutes later the mouse stopped moving and the cat relaxed, lying next to the still body in the water.  The cat was pleased.  He had made his first kill in days.
The door to the room opened and Rusty, the CSC cat, was caught by surprise.  Foster Mom smiled at him, seeing instantly the wet furry mouse in the water bowl, the look of satisfaction on my face.  But I quickly ran under the bed again while she changed my water, lay the mouse out to dry, and refilled my food bowl.  Cleaning my cat pan was next on her list and then she leaned over to look at me under the bed.

“What a good kitty, Rusty!” she said.  “You caught that bad orange furry mouse and taught it a lesson, didn’t you?”

I looked at her with a smirk on my face.  Cats do not kill and tell.  My tail flits a bit and then is still.  Foster Mom laughs and leaves, shutting the door behind her.  I see the wet mouse on the mat.  I know it is only a matter of time before the mouse and I meet up in the dark of night, hunter and prey.

Day 11:  The gunslinger approached the saloon quietly, hoping the night concealed his movements from those still inside.  A quick glance into a side window confirmed that his target was present, the star on his shirt shining brightly from the kerosene lamps.  The gunslinger slowly pulled out his Colt, pulling back on the hammer with one finger.  Just a few more steps and he would be close enough for the kill.  The sheriff inside appeared unaware of his danger.  His right hand hung loosely by his side, his other hand toyed with a whiskey shot just poured by the bartender.  Jake Doggerty was talking to his right, Tom Catlander was on his left.  Sheriff Rusty Feline eyed the room carefully, always aware of the danger of wearing the badge.  He nodded to Darling Kitty, the saloon girl he saw on his nights off.  She smiled discretely back, picking up glasses from empty tables as she went about her job.  The sheriff turned just slightly to his right.  Something disturbed his sixth sense (or his nine lives, he was never sure).  There was the smell of danger in the air and it was raising the hair on the back of his neck.  The room suddenly went quiet as a shadowy figure aimed a hand gun at the sheriff, just outside the saloon doors.

“Do you feel lucky tonight, Sheriff Feline?” the shadowy figure yelled.

Feline turned to face his enemy.  His whiskers twitched as he watched the scene develop.

“Lucky is not for rats like you, Turner,” he replied.
His hand on his gun, Feline moved away from the bar.  The gun at the door followed his movements, the gun cocked for firing.  The paw pulled back on the trigger and Feline dropped to the floor rolling to his left and then sitting up quickly.  He fired off one, then another shot at the door.  Flames erupted from the gunslinger’s gun, wood flooring splintered to the sheriff’s left.  He pulled back the hammer of his gun one more time, aiming carefully for the middle of the left door.  The gun exploded with a thunderous sound.  For a minute he wasn’t sure if he had hit the door much less the cat behind it.  Then a body fell forward, its face twisted in pain and anger.  Its front right paw was bleeding, and he dropped his gun.  Feline rushed to his feet and ran to kick the gun away from Frisky Turner.  The bar’s patrons let out a collective sigh of relief and a handful clapped their hands together.  Darling Kitty put her tray down on a table and rushed to the sheriff’s side.
“Oh Rusty, are you OK?” she purred?

Sheriff Feline’s eyes closed slightly.  He picked up the gunslinger’s gun and put in his belt.  His deputy had arrived from the jail and was putting handcuffs on the wounded cat.  Feline took a deep breath.

“I’m fine, Darling.  Let’s go get dinner like we planned, OK?”

Kitty put one paw on Feline’s chest.  “Anything you want, Rusty.  Anything,” she says nuzzling closer to my face, her soft purring echoing in my ears.
The door opened.  Foster Mom comes in, interrupting my dream.  Doesn’t she know about a cat’s need to daydream?  She appears unaware of my dilemma.  My eyes are still closed, but I sneak a peek at her from underneath the bed.  She is doing the usual – refilling my food bowl, changing the water, cleaning up the cat pan litter from last night.  She also rounds up the errant toys I have tossed all over the room.  She puts them into a pile by the food dish.

“There you go, Rusty.  All your toys are waiting for tonight’s big adventure!  You must have had one heck of a game going on last night for sure!” she says.

I squeeze another glance at her feet.  Foster Mom has no idea how dangerous my life is these days.  Being the local sheriff is an honor of course.  But the job comes bundled with danger and intrigue.  I close my eyes to catch up on the sleep I need after escaping certain death by capturing Gunslinger Turner.  His friends will learn soon enough what happened and will come looking for me.  I turn to my side so the badge doesn’t pinch my chest.  I take a deep breath and quickly go to sleep.
Day 12:  Foster Mom comes in and vacuums the room.  I think she is a clean fanatic.  She rearranges my furniture a bit and then locates all my toys.  They were everywhere as I had spent a good portion of the night on the prowl and prowling for fun.  Toys are my entertainment when I am not asleep dreaming.  She finds me under the dresser and starts to pet me tentatively at first.  I move my head closer to her hand and give her a little love nip.  Her hand pulls back momentarily and then starts rubbing my head again.  I decide not to nip at her again as it seems to stifle the petting.  She scratches underneath my chin and around my neck.  She tells me she has taken another CSC kitty, Dusty, to Award Pet Supply to be shown for adoption.  She has written up Dusty’s Rules of Engagement.  She reads them to me while petting me, my purring a sign I am at least ready to listen.  When she is done, I laugh to myself.  Silly Foster Mom.  She tries so hard.
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DUSTY’S RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

Prepared by CSC Volunteer Sarah Grim, April 2005

· Always feed the cat.  That’s right, me.  

· Always pet the cat.  Lots of petting, not just a pat on the head, thank you very much.
· If purring, continue what you are doing.  If not purring, start something else to get me purring.
· Did I mention, feed the cat?
· Give me toys.  I want more toys.  Not that toy, I want a different toy now!  I might be hungry too.
· Assume indifference if I don’t respond to your commands.  Try food.  I am sure that will work.
· Will do almost anything for food, love, and playtime.  Adopt me now please.  Don’t make me come out of this cage after you!
I lie down and stretch, moving my head and body closer to her touch.  It feels good to be scratched and petted after being alone in the room by myself.  Foster Mom pulls out one of the furry mice to see if I will play with her.  Not yet.  I am reserving that for a special day.  Right now she is eating out of my hand so to speak.  I will have her trained pretty well in another week.  I chuckle to myself and start to take a snooze while Foster Mom continues to stroke my head, neck and furry body.
Day 16, Rusty’s Diary:  It was raining cats and dogs as Rusty was prone to comment, sitting by the window staring into the dark night.  A fire glowed in the background, the sound of water heating on the stove coming from the kitchen.  Rusty turned to look at Sir George, the black cocker spaniel reading quietly in the rocker.  Sir George peered over his glasses at the orange cat, slipping a toe between the pages of the book to temporarily mark his place.

“What is it now, young Rusty?” he asked.  The lilt of a British accent softened the question.  “You cannot go out this evening, no matter how much you may need to.”

Rusty looked at the cocker’s deep brown eyes, knowing the older animal was correct.  Still, Rusty had a job to do and weather could not be used to interfere with his work.

“I have to go out; you know that, Sir George.  Crime does not hold still because of the weather.  I will get dressed while you ready the Catmobile.”
Sir George sighed deeply and nodded.  “Of course, sir.  Would you like a spot of tea before you head out at least?”

Rusty nodded his head.  “That would be good.  Earl Grey, please.”

The cocker stood up and walked slowly to the kitchen.  His pace was reflective of his age and upbringing as much as the onset of arthritis in his hips.  He stood next to the teapot, reaching for the Earl Grey teabags and the small china tea cup Rusty preferred to use.  He set out another tea cup, this one with images of his homeland, on the counter as well.  Darjeeling was his brand of tea.  Something a bit sturdier than Earl Grey, he said to himself.   He would need the extra support waiting for his young master to return from his job.

Rusty entered his bedroom and pulled out his spandex jumpsuit.  A large yellow RSC was emblazoned on the black garment.  Rusty, Super Cat.  That was all the bad guys had to see to know their days making mischief in town was over.  Rusty made sure of that.   A bright yellow cape completed the outfit and he was ready for another night of crime-fighting.  

He walked into the kitchen and sat down to drink his tea.  Sir George quietly finished off his own tea and broke a dog biscuit in two.  He offered one to Rusty but the cat had already found his Science Diet Oral Health food.  He allowed himself 10 kibbles, just enough to clean his palate and his teeth, he thought.  A couple of sips of the hot tea and he was satisfied.  It would be a good night after all.

“I’m ready, Sir George.  Time to get the car out.”

Sir George nodded and set aside his tea.  He took the remaining half of the dog biscuit with him as he walked slowly to the garage.

“Please be safe, young master,” he said as he started the sleek black Jaguar.  

Rusty smiled.  It was always the same, night after night, he thought, as he watched the cocker get out of the car and hand him the cell phone.

“I’ll call if I need anything, Sir George.  Don’t worry,” he said quickly settling into the warm black leather seat.  “I’ll return as soon as I get a couple of bad guys and put them in jail.  Don’t wait up,” he said as he pulled out onto the driveway.

Sir George coughed slightly, a chill coming over his body.  “Be safe, Rusty,” he said and walked back into the living room, settling back into his chair, his book on his lap.  The clock struck midnight.  Another five hours and his charge would return.  Or so he hoped each night as he waited patiently.  He opened the book and started reading once more.
Foster Mom walked into the small room and as always, found Rusty staring out of the lone window into the night sky.

“A penny for your thoughts, Rusty,” she said as she cleaned the cat litter pan and put out more dry food.  She included a handful of his favorite treat, Science Diet Oral Health, and went to get fresh water.

Rusty smiled to himself as he walked over to the food dish.  Soon he would be outside, taking on the demons of the night, bringing justice once more to the small neighborhood on Green Meadows Drive.  He chuckled to himself.  Foster Mom had no idea how long his nights could be these days.  

Day 17:  Rusty Feline dropped to all fours and surveyed the landscape from this perspective.  The land was plush with tall grass, solid trees full of leaves and squirrel nests, small thickets to provide hiding places for wild animal babies.  The nearby pond was full from spring rains, and surface ripples gave testimony to a thriving array of catfish and small mouth bass.  One or two herons waded carefully in the wet mud at the pond’s edge, quietly alert to the movement of small fish and frogs.  A sudden dart of a beak and one heron’s neck leaned back to allow the small fish to slide down its gullet.  A smug look overcame the heron’s face as the other bird looked on with envy.   Yes, Rusty thought, the perfect place to call home.

Mission accomplished he wandered back to the campsite.  Kitty Darling, his new bride, was cozy next to the campfire, two kittens nursing at her side.  The sight of his family filled Rusty with a sense of pride and contentment.  After leaving his job as sheriff he wasn’t certain that the family life would suit him.  But it did for sure.  Kitty was a warm and loving wife, making sure to have dinner cooked each night before his return from a day seeking their homestead.  Land was at a premium in Columbia, MO, and the best land did not wait for slow pokes.  Rusty had been scouting the surrounding fields and woods for three days now, hoping to find just the right location to build a house and a home for Kitty and his sons.  It would be good to let them all know he had found just the place over the hill and down a short set of streets.

Kitty looked up as he approached the fire, quietly putting down his backpack and untying his shoes.  He curled up next to her, putting one paw on her shoulder while he petted each of the two nursing kittens.  One, a silver tabby, looked up at him with wonderfully blue eyes and blinked a couple of times.  The other one, all black with gold eyes, mewed softly as Rusty petted his back.  Kitty touched her nose to his, smelling the scent of fresh grass and flowers on his face.  She licked off a couple of stray grasses and giggled as he returned her licks with a kiss or two.  
“I found it, Kitty.   Our new homestead.  Just over the hill.  It is just perfect for building a small home for you and the kittens.  I can easily catch game for dinner and we can put in a small garden for greens and vegetables.  I can’t wait for you to see it!”  Rusty’s eyes were glowing with excitement, his nose moist with anticipation.

Kitty leaned against his shoulder.  “I can’t wait to see it, Rusty, and to get the boys into their own home.  We will need to put out a sandbox of course and a swing set to start.  When do you think we will be settled in?” she asked.

Rusty’s mind calculated the amount of time and effort for one cat, a small one at that, to build his family the perfect cat house.  If the weather held he figured it might be 4 weeks at best, 6 weeks at the latest.

Kitty sighed.  A home at last.  It had been her dream the first day she met the new sheriff Rusty Feline.  Back then, however, she wasn’t sure she had the right stuff to bag the attractive orange tabby.  There were so many other cats for him to choose from after all.  Her biggest rival was probably Diva Calico, the local school teacher.  Diva was smart and pretty, with a sleek black coat and white socks.  A ring of long white fur circled her chest and nose, creating a most intriguing picture for the lonely bachelor.  He spent many nights courting first Diva and then Kitty, finally settling on Kitty after identifying Diva as a high maintenance feline.

Things appeared to be going well for Sheriff Rusty and Kitty Darling until a gang of wild cats came to town, chasing the fearful and terrorizing the rest of the community.  The Sheriff had finally taken on the wild cats’ leader in a final gunfight inside the town saloon.  Rusty emerged unscathed but wiser to the fact that jailing the leader would put a bull’s eye on his back and the backs of those he cared about.  He turned in his badge and married Kitty in a small church ceremony.  They left town the next day seeking their own fortune, hoping to grab a homestead as part of the newly opened West.

Rusty reached towards the settling fire, placing a couple of more sticks on the pile.  Sparks flew up into the night sky, entertaining the two kittens for several minutes.  They both settled down again next to Kitty, paws intertwined around each other’s backs.  The sound of little kitten snores was soon heard in the night air.  Rusty and Kitty both laughed softly and snuggled closer together.  It was going to be another good night to snooze in the meadow.  Tomorrow, Rusty knew, would be a full day for all of them.  He would move the family to the new homestead and start work on their cat house.  He leaned his head gently against Kitty’s face and licked her once on the nose.  She licked his face in response and the two then settled in for a good night’s sleep.
The door to the spare bedroom opened slowly.  A white cat entered with a somewhat cautious approach.  Foster Mom pushed his rear through the doorway and shut the door behind the two of them.

“Rusty, this is Patches.  He is going to spend some time with you this morning.  I thought you might enjoy some company, maybe share some cat stories or play a couple of cat games.  What do you think, Rusty?”

Rusty peered out from under the walnut dresser.  “Cat?” he thought to himself.  “Hmmmm.  I could use some exercise.  I haven’t practiced my roping for quite a while.”  He looked to his left for his lasso and spun it around a couple of times.  Patches was watching, both a little intrigued and concerned.  Rusty snapped the end of the lasso, touching Patches’ rear leg.  He meowed loudly and jumped on the bed.  

Rusty pulled back the lasso and chuckled.  “Here kitty, kitty,” he said, moving out from under the dresser towards the bed and his new target, Patches.  

Day 21:  Sheriff Rusty Feline pulled back the chair and sat down across from his sworn enemy, Bandit Fonroyer.  Bandit was a sleek tuxedo cat, white socks on all feet, and a hint of a black moustache just below his nose.  He had fought in the Feline Civil War, on the side that lost of course.  Which meant he had no where to go except out west.  Or to be quite clear, Mid-Missouri.  No longer a gun for hire, Bandit had become a respected land baron.  Rusty sniffed to himself.  Respected was but one word used to describe the crafty, and Rusty would say shady, Bandit Fonroyer.  Bandit was involved in a local land grab even now, pitting city kitties against their rural cat neighbors, each vying for the last remaining open spaces to call their own.  Rusty had no stake in either side’s fight.  All he cared about was keeping the peace and quiet in town on his watch.  Cats like Bandit meant trouble though.  They attracted others like them, some sleek and others shaggy, but all alike in Rusty’s view.  Power and money, that was the God they worshipped, he said to himself.  No morals, no ethics, and definitely so sense of humor this evening.  
Bandit smiled to himself knowing exactly – or so he thought – what the town sheriff thought of him and his company.  Avalon Incorporated was the region’s largest land grab company and he had built it all by himself.  Not counting the tens of cats, dogs, and other animals he had to evict along the way, that is.  Bandit reached down to pull out a thin cigar from its solid gold case.  A flick of a match and he paused to enjoy the smoke fill his lungs.  His eyes squinted at the sheriff.

“Care for a cigar, Feline?” he asked, knowing the answer before the question fully left his mouth.

Rusty shook his head.  “Don’t smoke, Bandit.”

“Of course not, Sheriff.  A vice, I forgot,” he chuckled lightly.

Rusty put both paws on the table.  He was tired tonight.  It had been a long week chasing varmints and cats out of town, jailing a few who wouldn’t leave.  His shift ended at midnight and then he and Kitty Darling would be together, holding hands and drinking hot tea before settling in for the night.

“What is it you want, Bandit?  Haven’t you taken enough from the community already?”
Bandit spread out his right paw in distain.  “I take nothing that is not mine by law, Sheriff.  Cats need to know that mortgages are due when they are due.  If they don’t pay, or Heaven forbid, can’t pay up, I offer them the only help they will get.”

Rusty glanced at the saloon’s crowded bar.  Some of the town’s best catizens were present, pretending not to eavesdrop.  He dropped his voice.

“Grabbing land that cats have worked all their lives on is not helping, Bandit.  I have another name for cats like you.”  He peered around the room again, his eye catching that of Kitty, his fiancée.  “I cannot use it here among decent cats, though.”

Bandit snickered and a paw pulled at a whisker on his cheek.  He glanced around the room as well, eyes lighting on the graceful Kitty Darling.  He took a deep breath and looked back at the Sheriff.

“So, the Sheriff’s sweetheart is working tonight.  I hear she is late making her home payment this month.”

Rusty got quickly to his feet, a paw on his six-shooter.  The room suddenly got quiet as all watched for Rusty’s next move.  Kitty’s financial problems were a sore point for the Sheriff and the catizens.  Kitty was a hard –working feline and had gone without cat necessities over the last several months to save enough for her monthly mortgage payments.  Work had slowed down at the saloon however as other cats lost their jobs and then their homes.  Her small salary and tips this  month wouldn’t be enough, Rusty knew, to make ends meet much less pay the bank on her home.

“Bandit, take that back now.  I will not stand to have Kitty’s name brought into this conversation.”

Bandit pushed back from the table, packing up his cigar and cigar case.  He chased down the last of his whiskey and wiped his mouth with a gloved paw.  

“No need to get all uptight, Sheriff.  I am going for the evening.  Perhaps I was wrong about Ms. Darling’s situation.”  Bandit looked at Kitty closely across the room.  He tipped his beaver derby to her and winked.

“Ms. Darling, it is always a pleasure seeing you in such good health,” he said, longing seeping into his heart.  Not once did he think of his own IlaCat.  He knew better. She was home alone as always stuffing her mouth full of cat dainties and gossiping with her catty friends.  Unlike Kitty who was long, lean, and graceful, his IlaCat was soft, round, and unfortunately born with thin fur.  In the summer she would break out with sores around her mouth and ears.  Bandit could not even stand to think of the term.  Ringworm.  With all his money, power, and position in town, and she somehow managed to catch a common feral cat malady.  He shook the thought and vision quickly out of his head, instead seeing Kitty’s flawless furry face with its blue eyes encircled by long black lashes.
Bandit Forgoer’s eyes narrowed slightly and his mouth took on a smirk.  “And I mean that with all my heart,” he said as he walked through the swinging bar doors.  The sound of his laughter echoed in the saloon for several seconds.    
Sheriff Rusty Feline sat back down at the table.  His eyes caught Kitty’s once more and he saw the pain she was feeling. Bandit had told the catizens in the bar about her money problems, something Rusty was pretty certain all were aware of anyhow.  Still, it pained him to see Kitty’s situation brought out into the public arena of the bar.  He nodded to several of his friends and stared down at his own paws for a minute.  He had money to cover Kitty’s debts.  She wouldn’t take a loan, he knew.  She was too proud to accept charity even from him.  There was only one solution that he could see.  He looked up as Deputy Casey down next to him.

“Time’s up, Sheriff.  I got this shift.  Why don’t you take Kitty out for some tea?  I think she has had enough excitement for the evening.”  Casey’s eyes were deep gold but kind.  He was a rugged cat, a mixture of black and white.  A fight with a bunch of cat rustlers had left the back of his head and neck scarred and hairless.  Other than that he was known as a solid lawman and decent cat.  Rusty was relying on him more and more these days.  With Casey covering his back, he stood and walked over to his girl.  Maybe tonight was the night to ask her, he thought.  Maybe she was ready to say yes now, what with Bandit Fonroyer breathing down her neck, waiting to steal her home out from under her.  

Kitty’s eyes were moist with tears as she took his paw in hers.  Together they walked out into the night paws intertwined and her head nestled gently on his shoulder.  From the door, Deputy Casey watched them as they entered Kitty’s small but clean home just up the street, his eyes watching for any shadows or movement that might mean danger to the pair.  Seeing nothing he turned his back to the saloon and walked up the street checking each door as he passed.  

Neither the sheriff, Kitty, or Deputy Casey saw the small shadow emerge from the side of the saloon.  Eyes glued on the lovers, the cat stealthily moved forward, one paw at a time.  The gray fur was disheveled and thin, the face marred by sores that ran around its mouth and ears.  Gold eyes gleamed in the night, as much from the moonlight as from hatred of her rival.  Feline was not stupid.  She had latched onto Bandit in a spur of emotion and yes, cat heat, leaving behind her husband of seven years, the town’s vocal opponent of everything Bandit Fonroyer stood for.    IlaCat was nothing if not an opportunist and Bandit had more opportunity in his right paw than her husband Fuzzy.  This was not to say that she had not once loved the large brown tabby. It was  that she hungered for more in life than saving the town or helping out less fortunate cat neighbors.  IlaCat knew she was not as pretty as Kitty Darling but she had one thing on Rusty’s girlfriend.  She was as ruthless as her paramour Bandit Fonroyer and in many respects, more dangerous.  IlaCat had seen the look in Bandit’s eyes as he gazed upon the saloon’s bar cat.  It had been a while since he looked at her with those same eyes, she thought sadly to herself.  Still she was not about to let some bar cat, not even the Sheriff’s girlfriend, entice her cat away from her paws.

IlaCat continued her approach to Kitty’s house.  The lights were still on but soon they would go out.  She could wait.  Sitting on her haunches, she licked one paw and then another while she watched.  The lights went out an hour later and soon she could hear the soft purring of the two lovers.  She crept to a window and pondered her next move. 
Rusty’s closed eyes twitched and opened.  He shook his head a couple of times to clear it, then looked around the room.  Nothing was moving, not even his cat buddy Patches.  The sound of Patches snoring brought a smile to Rusty’s face.  He reached out to gently nudge the white cat to turn over on his side.  It worked, the snoring stopped.  Rusty glanced over at the food bowl.  It was empty.  He checked the wall clock.  Dinner was promptly at 5 PM every day.  He put his head back down on his paws.  He had time for at least one more dream before Foster Mom arrived, he thought to himself.  He turned over on his back, paws in the air, and quickly went back to sleep.  
Day 21:  Foster Mom greets me with cheery news.  Two kitties got adopted over the weekend, she says as she pets my head.  I like this part of our day more and more.  I used to hide behind the dryer and then the dresser when I first arrived at my foster home.  I do not do that as much now.  Why you ask?  Well, it is probably due to my foster cat buddy Patches more than anything Foster Mom has done.  Not that she doesn’t try, mind you, and that she isn’t the most caring Foster Mom ever.  She is just not a cat.  Patches is a furry bundle of purrs and nuzzles.  He allows me to be a cat and he accepts me as I am, no questions asked.  Every time he comes to visit me we head butt first thing, smell each other’s face and then butt, before settling down on the bed to catch up on the household gossip.  Patches is not a gossip cat to tell the truth.  He doesn’t believe is spreading rumors or confirming cat tales at all.  I like that about him but he is boring compared to Buffy.  Buffy is Foster Mom’s dilute orange tabby.  He was once her foster cat and then she adopted him.  She tells me that if she had not adopted Buffy she would adopt me.  
“Too many kitties already, Rusty,” she said as she scratched my head and neck this afternoon.  I look at her with wonder and awe.  She has saved me from becoming another scared silent cat at the rescue facility.  I now have a personality and am as they say “bright eyed and bushy tailed”.  Except my tail is not very bushy.  It is rather short and has an odd bump at the end.  Foster Mom thinks my tail was either broken or a part cut off at some point.  I actually don’t recall either happening.

“Rusty, two cats got adopted this weekend!  Isn’t that just grand?” she chirps.  “Cheetah and Buffy, the lynx point Siamese.  What lucky cats!”  She holds my head close to her face for a moment and looks me in the eyes.

“Your turn is coming, sweetie.  But first we have to get Casper a home, OK?  He has been waiting so much longer than you.  You won’t mind if I work on his forever home first do you?” she asks.

Actually I don’t.  I am perfectly happy here.  And if Casper gets placed I might get to come out of my room to meet the rest of the family.  Casper is a strange cat, Patches tells me.  He is big and furry and has a mean look in his eyes most of the time.  Boo thinks he is constipated or perhaps a deep thinker.  Patches doesn’t know what to think.  

“I just try to stay out of his way.  Casper needs his sleep and likes his space.  I let him have both.”

Patches sounds wise but doesn’t think he is.  He tells me that Boo is the wise cat of the group.  And not just because he is the oldest. 

“Boo has seen a lot and traveled the most of the cats.  He knows what works and is the one to teach each new cat the right way to behave.”  Patches stops and licks a paw.  He is very particular about his looks and is always grooming a foot, his tail, whatever.  
“Of course,” Patches chuckles, “No one can teach Sunshine squat.  That boy is something else altogether!  And to think I took him under my wing when we were just babies really, trying to stay alive in the Murray’s parking lot.”  Patches’ eyes take on a far away look and he stops for a minute.

I listen to Patches’ stories with interest.  And not just because he is the only cat I see much of the day.  I like hearing how the other cats came to live in this house and how many cats and kittens Foster Mom has helped find new homes.  I stretch out a paw to Patches and move closer to his tummy.

“Tell me again, Patches.  Tell me your story before I go to sleep.”

Patches leans over and licks my head.  I like it when he does this.  He has such a nurturing personality.  He wants me to succeed in the house and get a good home.  He lays a paw on my shoulder and settles in for a night of story-telling.

“I was a very small kitten when Mom Sarah found me and my brothers near a dumpster at Murrays Restaurant,” Patches said.  “It was summer and we had been left to fend on our own by our Mother.  I wasn’t ready for this at all but I had to care for my brother Beau and half-brother Sunshine.  Sunshine was sick a lot back then; he couldn’t eat very much at a time and could barely escape from predators in the area.  It was very hot too, I recall.  Anyway there were two other siblings but a Murrays waitress caught them early on and found them a good home.  Mom Sarah was always around feeding the cats at that time, coming every day with wet and dry cat food, and fresh water.  We watched her for over a week before we finally came out to eat one night.  She tried to catch us but we were too fast.  One evening however Beau and I were so hungry we stayed too long at the food and she caught him.  I ran away and pulled Sunshine into the bushes with me.  She took Beau away and I didn’t think I would ever see him again!”

Patches’ eyes took on a misty quality.  Rusty put a soft paw on the white cat’s shoulder and purred softly to comfort the older cat.  Patches shook his head and continued.

“A couple of days later, Mom Sarah returned and found both Sunshine and me waiting for food at the dumpster.  She put down two plates of food and waited for us to start eating.  I didn’t know it at the time but she had a towel with her and she quickly picked me up in the towel before I knew what was happening!  I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye to Sunshine or yell for him to run.  I was so scared for myself and for Sunshine.  I knew he would not survive without me to care for him.  I was taken by car to a house and put in a room by myself for several hours.  I cried to start with but soon began exploring my new venue.  It was clean, dry, and full of cat smells.  Mom Sarah came in and petted me, though I reacted badly I have to say.  I would hiss at her and try to scratch her but she persevered.  My resolve to fight went away at one point and I let her pet me for a long time.  It was such a great experience!  I felt so safe and protected.  But I still worried about Beau and poor Sunshine.  Mom Sarah picked me up in a towel at one point and walked me to another room which held a cage and another white kitten.  It was my brother Beau!  He was very scared, hissing and spitting at me and Mom Sarah.  She held my face up to the cage and I nearly went crazy with joy at finding my brother!  Beau finally realized it was me and he touched my nose to his and just started purring.  She put me in the cage with him and we just snuggled all night together.”
Rusty looked at Patches with wonder.  “You were happy to be caught?”

“Oh, yes.  At that point at least I knew I had food, water, a cat pan, and we were both safe.  And she had other cats – all white so I knew we had found a home.  Now all I had to worry about was poor sick little Sunshine.  I tried to tell Mom Sarah that he was very ill but she didn’t speak cat and I didn’t speak human.  I was sure Sunshine would die and I would not see him again.  It broke my heart.”  Patches stopped to stretch and lick his furry white paws.  Rusty followed his lead and they spent several minutes grooming their fur.

“But Sunshine is here,” Rusty finally said trying to get the story going again.  Patches nodded.

“Yes he is.  One day not long after I was caught, Mom Sarah went back to feed the cats at Murrays.  I didn’t know it at the time but she was determined to catch Sunshine too.  She had seen how I cared for him and made sure he was safe.  She could see he was not well and she worried too that he would not live without me by his side.  That evening she put food down for the cats but none would come to eat.  They had seen her catch Beau and me, and they were afraid of being caught themselves.  Sunshine stayed back with the other cats but finally got too hungry to wait.  He walked cautiously out to the dishes and started eating.  He was alert to any sudden movements but not very quick, being so ill and small.  One minute, he told me he was eating wet cat food, the next minute he was wrapped in a towel and whisked away by car.  Mom Sarah brought him to my room and I was estactic with joy!  He rushed over to stand by me and I looked at Mom Sarah with awe.  She did understand my concern over this little orange kitten.  Sunshine and I slept together that night like we had not slept our entire lives.  We were cool, safe, and full of wet food and water.  Beau was still hiding by himself in a corner but the two of us were snuggled underneath the bed.”
“So everything turned out OK for Sunshine, then?” Rusty asked.

Patches shook his head.  “Not immediately.  Sunshine was sick. He was not able to eat much, or drink water, and had difficulty breathing when he got scared.  Mom Sarah took him to the vet but she could find nothing wrong with him.  One day, he got so scared he ran down a hall and collapsed, barely able to catch his breath.  Mom Sarah took him to the vet again and they took something called an x-ray of his tummy.  He had a hernia, Mom Sarah told us, and needed surgery.  It was going to be expensive, and it was going to be risky for the kitten.  But it was either surgery or he would die, she said.  Beau and I both voted for the surgery and we prayed for Sunshine to pull through.”  

The white cat stopped and looked off for a minute.  “That was the hardest day of my life I think.  Waiting to hear if Sunshine made it or not.”  

“But he did make it,” Rusty said.  “And look at him now!  He is big and fat!”

Patches chuckled.  “Big and fat is right.  But back then he barely weighed a pound and the vet wasn’t sure he would ever get up to two pounds!  The surgery went well and almost overnight Sunshine was able to eat and drink without difficulty.  And, it seems, his entire world shifted after the surgery to a food focus.  I think he read Gone with the Wind too many times,” Patches said.  “It was like he swore that as God was his witness he would never be hungry again!”

Rusty laughed, not because he had read Gone with the Wind but because it was true – Sunshine lived only for food, and more food!

“And that is our story, Rusty.  Of course there was a point where Mom Sarah actually tried to find homes for us.  But it was evident Beau and I had a home because we were white kittens and we matched her other cats Merlot and Chenin.   Sunshine wiggled his way into her heart before the surgery so we knew he was also a “keeper” even though he is orange.  Mom Sarah told us her first cats were orange so she had a soft spot in her heart for Sunshine.”

Rusty looked at Patches with a serious line on his forehead.


”What about me, Patches?  Does she have a soft spot in her heart for me too?”

Patches sighed and pressed his nose against the other cat’s face.


”We cannot keep all the foster cats, Rusty.  I know it is hard but she will find you the perfect home.  Trust me on this.  She has done this before for other foster cats like Chester Cheese and Franklin.  It will work out for you, I promise.”
Rusty sighed and lay his head down on Patches’ front paws.  “But I want to stay here,” he said softly.  Patches nodded quietly and began to give Rusty a cat bath.

DAY 30:

PAGE  
1

