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		Chapter 1. The Way It Is Around Here

		

		Hello! So, this is a story about me, Terrence the Terrible. As you can no doubt tell, I’m a tabby cat. As you’ll see, and as I’ve often heard it said, I’m “quite a fellow.” Also, you’ll learn that we cats sort of have the upper hand in most respects—especially when it comes to dogs, and doubly especially when it comes to yip-yip dogs like Jack Russells. Listen up, and you’ll learn some pretty amazing stuff.

		Let me sing you a song about myself. You’ll probably like it a lot.

		

		I’m Terrence

		

		I’m Terrence the Terrible Cat

		I’m fierce, and that is that.

		Wherever I go, the whole world knows

		That to trifle with me is insane.

		

		Terr...ence, Terr...ence

		Terrible, redoubtable Terrence

		There’s as much of me as there can possibly be.

		But you’ll wish there was more

		As you’ll see.

		

		Oh Terrence, beautiful Terrance,

		I’m loveable and sweet as well.

		My coat is fine and as sleek as can be.

		It represents only the outside of me.

		

		Terr...ence, Terr...ence

		Terrible, redoubtable Terrence

		There’s as much of me as there can possibly be.

		But you’ll wish there was more

		As you’ll see.

		

		I’m Terrence the Terrifically Terrible Cat!

		

		That song sums up quite a lot about me, as you’ll see. This story is all about a time in my life when lots of things changed. I’m still not sure how I feel about all that, but you’ll see soon enough that how I feel about things doesn’t necessarily have a big effect on them, although it should. Usually, I’m out to change that hard fact-o’-life, and sometimes I get the job done! Get it done in spite of numerous obstacles that dogs and people—to name two principal irritants—might put in my path.

		Well, here I am, Terrence the Tabby Cat, introducing myself. At the start of each Chapter are pictures María and Alex drew of me. They are good artists, and they have captured some of my best features. Notice, for instance, the distinguished whiskers and the well groomed tabby fur. I’m a pretty big guy, and a lot of effort goes into my grooming. I’m writing this to let you in on my exciting life and adventures in a most important and singularly beautiful and exciting place, Oxford, Mississippi. Since Oxford is small and kind of out of the way, you may not have been there. So, if you don’t know, I’ll just mention that it’s more or less the Center of the Universe, but if you haven’t been here, you might not know that, so I’ll tell you all about it from time to time. Then, you’ll want to come, sure.

		As you should know, Terrence is the name given me by our human companions, Dusty and Jalene, who think they run the show. By the way, Dusty is a cowboy name. I know that cause Dusty keeps telling me. His real name is Andy. Can you believe it?

		“Terrence, we’re going to do this the cowboy way,” he’ll say.

		I didn’t even know what a cowboy was or think to ask about it until it was too late, but more about that later when we get to the sad, sad subject of Wyoming, which is full of cowboys. You’ll pardon me if we skip it now cause it gets me kinda worked up.

		And by the way, I wasn’t asked about my name. Personally, I prefer to be called Tabby the Terrible, cause it’s very descriptive. Sometimes I also go by or at least get by on my nick name: Bubba Beau Joe Bob or BBJB for short. That’s a Southern thing, which you may not understand if you’re not from around here. Don’t worry about it. And don’t call me “Terry.” Just don’t do it! It’s a little too andoganous for me. You see, there’s an ugly smished faced bull dog down the street who goes by Terry, which is okay cause he looks like a Terrie or a Terry in all respects. Terri-ble joke, huh?

		I might as well introduce you to the other animals around here. By here I mean our neighborhood, which is called Lakeway Gardens. Seem pretty silly to me on account of there isn’t a lake within a hundred miles. Well, I don’t really know that, but I’ve never seen a lake, and I’m pretty well traveled. On the other hand, the next door neighbor has a boat on a trailer and the whole rig smells like a big fish. I sit in it sometimes and day dream.

		“Terr, you caught a big one. How’d you snag that, you big hero?” There’s most generally a female cat of my acquaintance talking to me in the dream, but more about that later.

		I’m very curious about that boat, but I don’t know much about it other than that it sure smells good, and he drives off with it a couple of times a week, mostly to get away from his wife. She gives me treats from time to time, so I guess I should be nicer. I’ve learned however that, in general, honesty gets you further, faster and in high style.

		I’m sorry to say that we have a dog as well. Sadly, this whole story is about dogs. But as the story began our only resident goof ball was Little Lacy Lou, the Saint Bernard, if you can believe that. Sounds like the name you’d give a little white foo-foo dog, doesn’t it? Well, Little Lacy Lou is neither lacy nor little. Her name outta be Large Lumbering Lummox. She doesn’t even like little dogs, and on that score we are friends—well sort of. Mostly she just sits around in a laze and makes smart remarks—sometimes even funny smart remarks to anyone within hearing distance. But she has an equal opportunity wit, and when she turns it my way—well I don’t like it much, and sometimes I’m forced to take counter measures. She’s fast when she wants to be for a dog the size of a sofa. And she has been responsible for a number of my close encounters. See, when she gets riled up, she does stupid things and causes a lot of big time damage. And you’ll hear plenty about that!

		The place has other cats too; namely KitKat and Tiger the Upstart. KitKat is an elderly gal and pretty much minds her own business. She’s mostly black with white feet and a fairly rotten disposition. We’ve known each other for years, and so we’ve mostly learned to tolerate each other, even though it riles me to have to eat out of the same bowl with her. Would you like it if you had to eat dinner with your head half an inch from someone who would just as soon take your face off as pass the time of day? I didn’t think so!

		Tiger is new and quite large for a youngster. He’s a big orange tabby, including his eyes, which are both large and orange. He calls himself “Tigerton.” KitKat hates him, and he’s about the only living thing, nowdays, that can get her upset enough to fight. I’d have to agree with her that he has no manners. Just parades around wherever he pleases, eating anybody’s and everybody’s food, exploring, and getting himself into oodles of trouble. Between you and me, he’s a lot like I used to be.

		The trouble with KitKat is that it takes her five years to get used to anyone new around the place. That seems to be true of female cats in general, I’d say. But that’s enough said about them for now. About her name, it comes from Dusty as well. She generally calls herself Delia. Despite all her faults I’d have to agree that it’s a nice name.

		Well, enough for the introductions for now. Oh, but I haven’t told you about the chickens and most of all about the girls—lots of girls, oh my gosh, so many girls. I’m not sure there’s enough space or time for that here! Just bear with me for a moment while I calm down.

		Let’s see. There’s Mariaelena, who is seven. She’s quite talkative and pets me sometimes. Then there’s Alexanaka, who is almost five. She pets me more, and, like all the girls, understands me quite well. So we talk. Finally, there’s Amandamikkel, who is just about three. Sometimes she pets me while other times she pulls my tail and drags me along. I don’t like that, and she has the scratches to prove it. It’s hard to predict what she’ll do at a given moment. It’s hard to predict what any kid will do at any moment.

		Sometimes Cyrus and Darius are around. They are older guys, who used to be kids until they were sent away to college, no doubt for bad behavior. Cyrus used to pet me a lot, and, even now, he is fond of telling me that I’m “his” cat. I’m not sure what he means by that, but it is true that he used to pet me the most and that I like him a lot. Darius had cats named Ralph I and Ralph II. Why someone would name a cat Ralph not once but twice is a big mystery to me. According to Darius, Ralph I was eaten by a coyote, and Ralph II became “a wilder.” Don’t ask me for sure what a wilder is. I can be pretty wild when I get riled up I guess, but beyond that, I’m just not sure about it.

		Maybe I’ll just start again with a typical day. For instance, today. It’s summer just now. June, I’d guess. That’s when it gets hot, really hot and sultry around here. Don’t you love that word, “sultry?” It means that humans sweat—a lot. Cats, being superior creatures in all respects, just pant a bit and lay under the shrubs in our lairs during the heat of the day. I have several lairs, which I’ll introduce you in due course. I have some of my greatest thoughts while relaxing in them. Well, this morning Dusty came out on the porch with his cup of coffee. He does that most mornings, I’d have to say. Now, I’ve tasted coffee a couple of times when they set a cup where I could reach it, and I can tell you it’s not that great, especially the way these guys make it. It’s kind of bitter and sour, and often is too hot. Humans are a strange lot in terms of their tastes.

		This morning, he looked at the sky to see if there would be rain. That’s also fairly typical. Did I mention that humans are completely predictable? Then I heard him say—to no one in particular--that summer was three days away and that it was June 18. “Well, June 18, summer’s three days away.” That’s what he actually said. See, generally, I’ll report the conversations as said, but sometimes it’s better to shorten what the people say. Otherwise you’ll never ever get to the point of it all. Always trust a cat to get to the heart of the matter. It seemed like summer to me already, but never mind that. In Mississippi it seems like summer a lot more than it really is summer.

		Dusty finished his coffee and then went down to fiddle around with the pool. There’s a big swimming pool down from the deck a ways in the back yard. It’s large and full of water; that’s the nature of swimming pools don’t you know. I don’t know that much about it because, well, cats don’t swim. We can, but we don’t! But the humans do—a lot in the summer…splashing and yelling for all they are worth. I stay strictly away from the pool while they are in it. Some unnamed humans take savage delight, from time to time, in pitching unsuspecting cats into the pool to see what we will do. We swim out, of course, with looks of hostility and disgust on our faces. And those looks set Dusty especially to yicking and yucking as though the best joke in the world had just been told. I see a lot of juvenile behavior out of him, to tell the truth, so it doesn’t really come as a surprise considering that he really wants to hang out with cows instead of humans.

		Anyway, he spends a lot of time fiddling with the pool, which includes skimming out leaves and toadfrogs—the occasional vole or snake—and playing around with all sorts of machinery and chemicals that run the thing. Humans in general seem to delight in projects that take up their time. Next thing you know, they are complaining about how the days are all full of work, and there’s no time for fun. All cats are masters of time management, and the secret to all of it—duh!—is to leave yourself lots of time to manage. Don’t fill it up with chores and unnecessary work. That seems quite obvious, but it evidently isn’t to either humans or dogs. Being superior animals, cats have a lot to teach other species, which seem to have little interest in learning.

		After messing with the pool for an eternity and cursing and swearing a few times at recalcitrant pieces of equipment or tubing, which always seems to be tied in knots, Dusty went in the house for breakfast. I, of course, went in with him because breakfast is one of the day’s more interesting meals to me and scraps are frequently available for “good” cats who are in the right place at the right time. As it turned out, bacon and eggs were on the menu along with toast and jam. The girls frequently don’t finish their bacon and eggs, which is where I come in. I could care less about the toast, but I usually get a shot at that as well. Usually I’m not allowed in, but no one seemed to notice this morning. That’s because mornings are a crazy time around our place. What with two adults, three little girls, and us cats…well, you get the idea.

		Little Lacy Lou would slurp up the leftovers with one lick of her huge, disgusting tongue. But Little Lacy Lou was outdoors “doing her business,” as Jalene puts it. I’ll talk more about her “business” later. Believe me, it’s pretty scary business indeed. In general, she doesn’t get leftovers because they give her “the big time squirts” as Dusty calls them. And with a dog the size of Lacy Lou…well, you get the idea. Cats have an altogether more regulated and controlled system of digestion. Besides that, we chew our food and actually taste what we are eating. Dogs eat through a process known as “bolting.” This occurs when you swallow your food more or less whole without utilizing the benefits of either taste buds or teeth. They are in your throat and mouth for a reason is what I’d say, but dogs never seem to have learned about that or about a lot of other things.

		One of Lacy’s most memorable food antics occurred last Halloween. As large as she was, and because she was a dog, Little Lacy Lou was a greedy little thing—actually a greedy gynormous thing—who got in quick for the kill and bolted her food without really tasting it as would be the case with feline cuisine.

		The Halloween jack-o-lantern pumpkins had been lined up on the porch for almost a week and were beginning to exude a rather remarkable fragrance. To add to the ambiance, Miss Amanda had stored some of her trick-or-treat candy in the largest pumpkin and that gooey chocolate was also headed south, as they say, at a rapid rate.

		I saw Little Lacy Lou sniffing over the situation and eying the largest pumpkin, which, curiously was missing its top. Nevertheless, I was still very surprised when she plunged her giant head directly into Jack’s interior. The hole wasn’t quite large enough for an easy fit, so she had to force the issue a bit. However, having snorted and slurped her way to a greedy, gulping success, she rapidly determined that she was stuck—couldn’t get out—and became a pumpkin-headed pooch.

		The pumpkin was heavy, but the Lacy Louster was strong, and so, in short order, she was lunging around the front yard as Pumpkinella, the Saint Bernard. From the pumpkin head issued a cacophony of muffled barks, snorts, and whines. I must admit that I was snickering. Dusty came around the house from the garage and joined in the fun. I thought he was going to fall down he was laughing so hard.

		“Jalene,” he yelled in between guffaws, “get the camera.” He attempted to stabilize the lunging dog, but succeeded only in slipping on a chunk of decayed pumpkin. For some reason, this doubled his mirth, so he continued laughing as he rolled around on the ground.

		As I said, Lacy Lou had broken loose. She stumbled across the yard and managed to center punch a large red oak tree. Gave it quite a soggy whack! The pumpkin split into pieces, and Lacy Lou’s head reappeared, generously and tastefully decorated with pumpkin guts. She barked and shook herself, flinging pumpkin guts in all directions.

		“So that was exciting,” I commented.

		“Shut up, Terrence,” she said quietly, with an attempt at dignity that fell far short of the mark, “I knew exactly what I was doing, and it was worth it.”

		“Cinderella put on the slipper, not the coach,” I added.

		She gave me her big dumb dog look—she does this well. “Cinders had nothing to do with it, Terr, I was after candy.”

		Now, Maria emerged from the house and immediately burst into tears over the destruction of “Jackles,” as she had named her jack-o-lantern.

		“That’s okay, sweetie,” her dad returned. “We can carve a new one, or you can just decorate Lacy’s head.” This clever retort pushed him into renewed gales of laughter.

		Considering this incident and many others, I think dogs must have gone through a stage in their development when food was scarce, and they had had to gulp down everything right away or lose it to someone else. That makes sense because no dog I’ve ever known had much sense or ability when it comes to rustling up its own grub—you know, hunting and that sort of thing. They just run around barking and succeed in absolutely nothing practical. I could catch a dozen mice in the time it takes for a dog to catch nothing. Ha, ha! I know that makes no grammatical sense, but it gets the point across.

		I have, bye-the-bye, seen Lacy Lou kill a chicken or two. That’s extremely stupid because the chickens belong to Jalene who favors the eggs they produce and dotes on them to a deplorable degree. And Lacy Lou is unable to commit such a major sin without leaving a few feathers on her chops. She looks really dumb with feathers and guilt stuck to her face and not a clue about how ridiculous she really looks

		Little Lacy got into big whopping trouble over the chicken eating episodes, but I honestly think she’d do it again in a minute if she got the chance. She’s that stupid! I even heard Dusty and Jalene talk about giving her away, although paying someone to take her is more likely how it would go in my opinion. “Can I give you my chicken-eating dog who is stupid, can’t catch her own food, and leaves monuments to her “business” all over the back yard?” Who would respond to an ad in the paper like that? Not me!

		I mean, if she wanted to eat chickens and get away with it, all she would have to do is carry them off behind the shrubs before having her forbidden meal. Instead, she spits big piles of feathers all over the back yard so that even a complete idiot could see exactly what has happened. When I kill birds or mice, I am always thoughtful enough to leave an offering—if not the entire animal—on the front porch steps so that Jalene and Dusty can see I’m doing my part in the pest control line and in keeping down the price of grub, which is considerable. I know that because I’ve heard Dusty gripe about it.

		From time to time he lectures me on why I don’t kill more mice. “There’s a world of luscious rodents around here, Terrence,” he’ll say, “even for a decrepit old cat such as you.” Nice talk! A lot he knows. I kill and eat lots of mice and birds that he never knows about. If I brought all of them home, I’d have nothing to eat. Besides, there was a time when I bit all the heads off and left them on the front porch. He griped and complained endlessly about that until I stopped whereupon he began to complain that I wasn’t doing my job. I mean you can’t win sometimes. I suppose I could bring each one up to the house and hang around until someone saw me with it in my mouth.

		And then there is Jalene who thinks that I should eat mice and not birds and talks to me quite a lot about it. Why she likes birds so much I have no idea. They poop everywhere and make lots of noise in the morning and evening when I’m often trying to sleep. And then there’s the question of variety. Does she eat the same thing meal after meal? Of course not! Humans eat a wide variety of different foods, including birds and chickens, and then have the gall to offer their pets the same dry, disgusting kibble, meal after meal.

		The kibble comes in a big bag with pictures of fish and cows and chickens on it. But I don’t think any of those animals came within a country mile of what’s actually in the bag, which is in the form of small pellets that taste like, well, grease and bread or old cereal or something. The girls leave cereal in their bowl most every morning, and a couple of times I tasted it just out of curiosity and because it was covered with milk. Now the milk was quite good as you might imagine, but the cereal itself tasted like kibble or something. As to what cereal is made of I have no clue at all. It’s nothing that anyone else would want; that’s for sure! And now you know why I hunt mice and birds: for variety and taste in my diet.

		Once in a great while, I get canned food. Now that’s a different matter entirely. Canned food has real meat in it and tastes like whatever picture is on the can. It’s really good, especially the juice, and I’m surprised that they—the humans--don’t eat it. They don’t give it to me very often because it’s expensive or “dear,” whatever that means. Every time I do get it, Dusty refers to what’s in the can as a “malodorous lump.” I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean, but he seems to get a great kick out of calling it that. Some of the stuff he cooks smells quite a bit like the canned food and is burned besides, but, in his mind, there seems to be a big difference between the two.

		During my day I relax quite a lot and also patrol around the place, checking on first one thing and then another. Three acres is a lot of territory, you know. Especially when it is quite wooded and hilly as our place is. I have a routine—a sort of standard path that I follow. My day on the path starts right after breakfast. Dusty is fond of saying “There goes Terrence on his morning constitutional.”

		A lot he knows! I have bigger fish to fry than simply taking a constitutional, although I will admit that exercise is important. There are all sorts of trouble makers around here, and one of my jobs is to see to it that they are put on notice not to disrupt our day-to-day activities.

		Usually I check things in the front yard first. This is because part or all of the family will be heading up the driveway through the front yard on their way somewhere, and I like to make sure that things are safe and shipshape as a sailor might say. Now you might think that a front yard, facing the street and all and open to public view, wouldn’t need patrolling. But that’s where you’re wrong. Front yards are the location of much mischief, which needs seeing to. If I told you some of the things that have gone on in our front yard…! Just this past summer a pack of wild dogs from across the road surprised and set upon Squeak, one of the cats down the road. They made pretty quick work of it. He didn’t even have time to climb a tree. So that’s just an example of what can happen and what you need to be on the lookout for if you’re in my position. I will say that Squeak was not one to keep track of his back trail, as they say.

		The day was still quite cool, although it showed major signs of heating up by afternoon. Our place has lots of shade trees, which makes for a pleasant time most of the day. Of course, the squirrels may decide to cut lose acorns most any time, and there are occasionally snakes in the bushes if not other cats. None the less, I’m quite comfortable most everywhere I go and tend not to worry much about who or what I might meet. I can handle it, don’t you see!

		I walked up the driveway to the street, checked out the mailbox and the John Deere tractor Dusty parks on the lawn, and then headed over to the ravine. It’s quite an exciting place when it rains. We’re at the bottom of a hill, and rain from the hill cascades down to our place where it is funneled into the ravine. It is quite deep—the girls aren’t allowed down there for fear of meeting snakes, I’d guess. But also one of them could easily fall and get hurt.

		KitKat and Tigerton were sunning themselves in separate patches of grass between the front porch and the ravine. Naturally, they weren’t talking. “Want to play?” Tigerton asked.

		“No,” I said, “it’s quite too hot, and I have to complete my inspection of the property.

		“What’s to inspect?” Tigerton asked. He has absolutely no responsibilities that I can see, and no sense at all of what having a responsibility might mean.

		“Well, there are dangers hereabouts,” I said, “and one of my jobs is to make sure that we aren’t taken by surprise by one of them.”

		“If you know about a danger then how could it take you by surprise?” he asked.

		“Suppose an angry boar raccoon shot out of those bushes—I indicated the top of the ravine—and headed right toward you with murder and mayhem on his face?”

		“Dusty shot a big rattlesnake last month,” Tigerton said.

		“What does that have to do with my example?” I asked.

		“Well,” Tigerton continued, “you said a raccoon shot out of the bushes, and that reminded me that Dusty shot a snake.”

		“I’ll tell you what is shot—your brain,” I said backing away. “Shot full of rocks!”

		Tigerton eyed me curiously. “I didn’t know a raccoon could use a gun.”

		“He can’t, I mean the raccoon himself emerged rapidly from the bushes.”

		“That would have to be a pretty big gun to hold a raccoon,” Tigerton ventured.

		I just shook my head and continued on around the house. Tigerton’s brain is jelly that was overcooked and never set properly. I don’t know how else to describe him. The problem is that you leave a conversation with him feeling jelly-brained yourself. I don’t know how he manages to accomplish that.

		I dispensed with the side yard quickly, skirted the pool, which is mercifully quiet in the mornings, and headed into the big, dark woods that surround the property in back. The grass was over my head in places and quite dewy. I passed several toadfrogs warming up in the weak understory sun. Their presence alerted me to the real possibility of snakes, many of whom love toadfrogs for breakfast. I’m not afraid of snakes the way dogs are, and I know how to work with them, even the poisonous ones. But still, a big timber rattler could easily kill and eat an unsuspecting cat. Mississippi, by the way, is snake heaven. I’ve heard Jalene say this, in a worried voice, many times, and, from my own observations, it’s true enough. The snakes she talks about most often are cotton mouths. I guess they are pretty deadly, but so far I haven’t encountered one.

		This morning none of these monsters were in evidence. I did encounter a box turtle. They are pretty harmless and eat bugs and fruit and stuff, not cats. This woods is the most scary and dangerous part of my territory. I had just about begun to relax with today’s patrol when I looked ahead and saw the grass swaying in a most unusual manner as though something large and in charge was coming through.

		I froze and felt the hair on my back raise up to full alert. It makes me look bigger and fiercer, and, of course, I’m pretty scary to begin with. In such a situation some cats would turn tail and run; others might try to hide. While rushing forward would certainly have been foolish I adopted a wait-and-see strategy. This served two purposes. First, it indicated my extreme bravery in the face of unknown danger. Second, it didn’t wave the grass around where I was and thus reveal my position. Smart as a whip, huh?

		So I waited, and within thirty seconds a big cat head popped out of the grass about five feet away. It was Delorne the Forlorn, the neighbor’s cat. Actually his name is Delorn DeKarlo. I added the Forlorn because he always looks that way to me. His arrival presented me with a serious problem. Delorne is big and fierce. A fight with him could lead to a very bad outcome. On the other hand, he was most definitely in my territory…in our yard. I decided to try diplomacy first.

		“Morning Mr. D.,” I said. “What brings you into these beautiful woods this fine morning?”

		“Morning your own self, Mr. T.,” he replied in his gruff, growly tone. “Reckon I go where I please, and being here suits me today.”

		I moved to a more direct approach. “The only problem I see is that we are in my backyard, so you seem to have strayed from your yard.” Notice that in this direct warning, I also inserted a diplomatic way out for him.” It didn’t work.

		“This here woods don’t belong to no one, so I can stray where I durned well please, is how I see things.”

		I heard the beginnings of a low growl rumble in his throat, and his tail started to switch back and forth. I couldn’t seem to steer this conversation in the right direction. “Your yard ends at that fence back over there through the trees. I don’t come beyond that fence into your yard, and likewise you need to stay out of mine.”

		He arched his back, hissed, and took a couple of steps toward me. “Oh yeah?”

		“Yeah.” I arched my back and hissed, spitting a few drops of moisture in his general direction.

		At that moment, the eminent threat of hostilities breaking out was flummoxed by the faint call of a woman’s voice. “Here Lorney, here KittyKitty. Come get your breakfast.”

		“’Lorney’”? I said to him in a mocking term. “I guess we have a new nickname for you from now on.

		“Not likely,” he said with a sneer, “and, lucky for you, I got to go now.”

		“See you around,” I said, mimicking the woman’s voice. “Maybe we can exchange greetings over your yard fence.”

		Delorn laid back his ears and hissed. He was embarrassed, I could tell. Then without another word he whirled and disappeared, and that was the last that I saw of ‘Lorney’ for that day. I continued on through the woods to the place where the creek crosses the property. Tried my paw at catching some of the little minnows in the pool. Didn’t catch any, although I touched one and gave the others a good scare. I swatted at a few of the dragon flies whirring around in the sunlight above the water. Have you ever watched a dragonfly fly? That doesn’t sound right does it? What’s interesting about them is that they can stand still in the air. I’m not sure if they can fly backwards or not, but it wouldn’t surprise me. Anyway, I missed them all. Dragon flies have huge eyes and huge wings, so they are really hard to catch.

		The creek makes a little trickling sound that I really like. It kinda relaxes me. So I curled up in one of my spots overlooking the creek and took a little nap—my first of the day, I might point out. One of the reasons we cats sleep so much is because of our dreams, which are extremely interesting. You might think we dream of chasing mice, and that does occur. Today though, I dreamed that I was lying on my back looking up at the sky through the trees. I was watching the leaves blow back in forth in the wind, overlapping first themselves and then the sky. The continually changing patterns kept my interest and were very beautiful. I woke up when a cloud blocked out the sun and made the screen go dark, so to speak. Then, I stretched for a while, licked my coat a few times and got up, stretching some more. My morning patrol was almost at its end.

		

	
		

		Chapter 2. A Monstrous Proposition

		

		You know, cats don’t get much credit for critical thinking skills, but, in fact, we deserve a high ranking in this regard. Take the matter of barbecuing—an almost nightly activity at our place in the summer. Now the back deck, overlooking the pool, is a prime part of my territory, and a place where I spend considerable time, especially in the cool side of summer evenings when I like to stretch out on the cushy patio chairs, which Dusty never remembers to bring in out of the rain. So I’ve observed this barbecuing business from stem to stern many times over. In fact, it has become an important part of my daily routine, and something I take care never to miss. Things get dropped, don’t you know—very delicious things, and occasionally they even offer me a nice chewy piece of fat or something that they have burned beyond recognition but still contains a surprising amount of flavor. Dusty usually makes a point of giving me a piece or two in exchange for my help and companionship. All in all, he’s a pretty nice guy, Dusty is.

		During an evening of barbecuing, a ritual known as “the lighting of the briquettes” occurs first. Jalene uses a round charcoal chimney. Paper, dabbed with olive oil—a particular addition of hers, I believe—goes in the bottom compartment. Unlit charcoal goes in the top. The paper is lit; the chimney begins to smoke furiously; and, after a half hour or more, parts of the briquettes at least are glowing red. Jalene uses the down time to work on other preparations like cutting up celery and carrots. Why anyone would want to eat such woody stuff is way beyond my ken, I’ll tell you that.

		Dusty is far less patient, considerably less organized; and very flameboyant! His method of getting cooking coals is to pour a small mountain of charcoal into the grill; squirt on half a can or more of lighter fluid; and start a huge conflagration, which causes him to jump back from the grill and threatens the deck as well as the structural integrity of the grill itself. With that guy, it’s all gitty up and no enjoying the moment. Thing of it is that once the lighter fluid burns off, the charcoal usually isn’t lit much and a second stinky, liberal application of fluid is called for. All in all, it takes them the same amount of time, but I doubt that Dusty would believe this. Truth is, I suspect, that he just likes to light fires. I sure enjoy watching his antics.

		Occasionally, he’ll burn off the hair on his arm or catch his pants on fire. This occasions a good deal of jumping around and cursing. That’s a dialect humans use when plain English just won’t do the job of conveying the true meaning and intense emotion of events. It’s kind of like yowling, hissing, and spitting in cats, although cussing seems to demand an interpreter. Last evening, for example, after leaping back from the grill, he started talking about some mother’s fussy son who was a witch. I mean it’s not even close to Halloween, so why is he saying that sort of thing. I basically don’t understand people when they get angry. If her son is so fussy maybe she got a little upset is all I could figure. So what’s the big deal about saying it? I don’t get it. Also, I’ve noticed that Jalene gets mad when Dusty cusses around the girls. I admit that his yelling and screaming are loud; that must be why she makes the girls cover their ears. Wish that I could do it sometimes as well. Thinking critically, none of what he does makes much sense.

		Barbecuing makes me think about snacks. On the particular day we are discussing—today--I completed my patrol by mid morning and then rested up for a while in a shady spot in the garden. There’s a nice patch of grass in amongst the flowers but in the center of the garden where Jalene’s dedicated, frantic weeding has thus far not penetrated.

		After my nap, I stopped into the house around lunchtime hoping to be the recipient of some leftover snacks. Lunch is often a particularly good time for such a haul because Dusty comes home for lunch, but often he has to make a quick get away to head back to work. By the way, Dusty teaches biology at the University of Mississippi. Really, he wants to be a cowboy, and I don’t think I’d be letting the cat out of the bag to tell you that this dream of his isn’t as farfetched as you might think.

		As he sat down to a big plate of spaghetti, Dusty casually mentioned, “I found a piece of property that sounds interesting.”

		“I’ll announce my news,” Jalene responded, “and then you can tell your full specifics.”

		“Okay,” agreed Dusty.

		“My news,” she said with a big grin, “is that I have located some Jack Russell puppies!”

		Jack Russell didn’t mean a thing to me at that point, but puppy sure did. I began to pay very close attention to the details, and so I heard both stories in their entirety. We should talk about puppies and what a danged pain they are. A puppy, I heard someone say, is a nine volt dog in a one volt body. I don’t know what a volt is, but I get the idea that puppies have more energy than they can properly contain. In the case of Jack Russells you can increase that to eighteen volts. Just thinking of them makes me tired.

		There followed talk about did they want another dog and about what fun a puppy would be for the girls and about how this one had to be properly trained to avoid the constant messes and disasters that had accompanied the last doggie experiment. That, by the way, involved Annabelle the fabulous peeing basset hound. She was “rescued” I kept hearing, from a shelter for misplaced bassets, but she sure didn’t deserve it. Her problem was that she couldn’t stop peeing. She peed when she was glad to see you, and when she wasn’t glad to see you. She peed on the way out to pee, on entering the house after peeing, while peeing where she was supposed to, after coming back in after peeing, and so on and so on. There was no end to it.

		“Well, I just get all worried, and something’s gotta give,” was all she said to me about it. She had a whiney sort of baritone voice and a bark that made me want to bay at the moon!

		After much discussion, Jalene and Dusty finally decided that they were ready for and, in fact could handle, the cataclysmic effects that a puppy or puppies would have on the family. “Well, this time we’re starting from scratch,” Jalene said, “so we can train these puppies correctly and end up with dogs with no problems.” No problems, right, what was she thinking? And had she asked the opinion of the other animals in the family? No, of course not; we were not consulted.

		And so, within a few days, blessed blasted puppy preparations were virtually everywhere: a kennel appeared in the kitchen, a pen outdoors, chew toys, bowls, blankets, bags of dog kibble—expensive dog kibble—treats. There was no end to it. Good grief. I hadn’t seen activity on this scale since the last new baby. And, oh yes, two puppy scoopers arrived. A long handled grabby thing, which looked also suitable for picking up snakes, and—get this—a package of clear plastic gloves so you could bend over and grab a doggy production with your hands! Doesn’t that beat anything? It’s a wonder someone hasn’t invented doggy diapers, and if they had, we certainly would have had them. Can you imagine? Oh never mind!

		Dusty has been known to turn dogs loose to empty the “econo-treats” as he calls them, from our litter box. Dogs are so stupid! They think the cat box is full of candy. Especially Little Lacy Lou who tosses the items high into the air, catching them between her teeth whether they are hard or gooey. I can’t even imagine doing such a thing.

		“Never know till you try it,” she told me one time while I watched her activity with a look of complete disgust on my face.

		Well, I guess I’ll never know.

		Anyway, I’ve digressed considerably from my discussion of puppy preparations, which seemed to intensify into a fever pitch as we approached the delivery day—Saturday morning. Little Lacy Lou seemed somewhat unamused by all the action. “Jack Russells,” she said with a yawn, “aren’t even accepted by the American Kennel Club as a true breed. That means they are mutts with no papers and likely not even paper trained.” She yucked in her big bass voice at her own weak humor. “I think I’m with you on this one, Terr.” She calls me “Terr” when she thinks we are getting along.

		“Maybe Dusty and Jalene will have a change of heart,” I suggested with no real conviction.

		“Nah,” Lacy said, “The girls are counting the hours till they arrive. They’d be counting the minutes if they could count that high.” She was, of course, ignoring the basic fact that, as a dog, “bereft of brain” as I heard Dusty say, she probably couldn’t count to five. The girls like her. Alex in particular climbs all over her like she is some kind of big, old sofa—a very dusty sofa, I might add. The most disgusting feature of Little Lacy Lou is the gigantic, marble-sized ticks she gets every spring. Those blood bombs are nauseating and pose a real threat if they happen to go off in your vicinity.

		All preparations must, unfortunately come to an end, and, as will happen of a week, Saturday arrived. Say was I ever excited! That’s pure sarcasm in case you didn’t notice. My words were dripping with sarcasm. I love that phrase! I did my rounds as usual. Well, Saturday is a bit different because I sleep in an hour or so later. The reason for that would be that we don’t get fed till late on Saturday and Sunday, so there’s no reason to get up at the regular time. Unfortunately, habit is compelling, and sometimes I wake up early anyway. Boy I hate that! A really bad feature of Saturdays is that sometimes they forget to feed us until they open the door and hear our piteous meows— the kind issued by a cat who is truly starving. I’ve perfected this particular meow after years of concentrated practice. Sometimes it is so good, so good, that Dusty or Jalene forget and feed us a second time. That doesn’t happen often, but it’s a certified extra special event when it does. And it makes my tail extra straight and proud.

		“The big day has arrived,” commented Little Lacy Lou after breakfast.

		“I need an extra big basket to hold all the excitement,” was my reply.

		She snorted and lay her head on her paws. “Steel yourself to hear the words ‘they are soooo cu-uute’ about a million times.”

		I hadn’t thought of the ramifications of that: All attention will be diverted to the muttlets; we’ll be lucky if we get fed at all.

		Before long, they all piled into the car. That in itself takes quite a while. First the girls fight over seats; then everyone gets buckled in; finally there are a half dozen trips back into the house to go potty or to get something someone forgot. It’s all very entertaining, but somewhat predictable.

		Around lunchtime they were back. Jalene was holding both the puppies, and Dusty was driving with a kind of resigned look on his face. I caught a sprig of conversation. “You’re the one who wanted them after all,” Jalene said.

		“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I want my pants peed on,” Dusty replied. Sure enough, when he got out there was quite a defined wet spot on the front of his pants—just where you might have expected to find it in any case! It doesn’t take too much imagination to figure what must have happened, especially since Jalene began giggling uncontrollably.

		What can I say? Lily and Jessie were small terriers, mostly white with brown areas here and there. Lily was a little runty and had a round brown spot on her side. Jessie was bigger and had a heart-shaped side spot. They were sisters, and each had a brain about the size of a lima bean.

		I got chased up a tree first thing. “Watch out puppy, that kitty will bloody your nose sure,” Dusty said.

		Yeah right, if I ever got the chance.

		Next they ran right up to Little Lacy Lou and then were amazed by her size. “She smells like a dog,” Jessie said, “but she looks like a cow.”

		At this, Lacy gave a huge bark, which flattened their ears and let the truth be known for once and for all.

		Actually, I didn’t hear the ‘cute’ word for quite some time. There was simply too much going on. KitKat got chased up a tree too but not before she inflicted some major nose damage, which resulted in the most piteous puppy shrieking and howling I had heard in quite some time. I loved it!

		I got so excited about the Jack Russells, I forgot to tell about Dusty’s news. “I found a ranch for sale up near Sheridan in Wyoming,” he said. “It sounds right up our alley: One hundred and sixty acres, fenced for hay and cows. Nice barn. The house sounds a bit smallish though”

		He handed her some pictures, and they talked quite a bit more in hushed tones, I might add, which struck me as strange seeing as I was the only other living thing in the kitchen.

		Wyoming…I knew nothing about this place. I did hear them talking about snow…lots of snow…so I gathered that it must be somewhat different from Mississippi.

		I asked KitKat about Wyoming. “It’s full of cowboys who ride the range all day.” I have no idea how she knew this or what the range was, and she wasn’t forthcoming with much more information. “Cows stink, and so do cowboys.” That was it. She was born in Colorado, which I later learned is near Wyoming. Maybe that’s how she knew. And anyhow how could you ride the range all day? If the burners were on you’d singe your behind!

		Jessie and Lily were quite the active ones. They ran around here and there in a frantic sort of puppy pace I have since learned is very characteristic of Jack Russells. I don’t know who Jack might have been, but he sure didn’t stay in one place for very long.

		Lily’s tail or stump of a tail wagged so fast it was a blur. “A bionic tail,” is the way our resident cowboy wannabe phrased it. I’m not sure what that means, but it drew a big laugh. They ran around—the dogs, not the humans--sniffing at everything and generally sticking their noses too far into everything until they had to sneeze and snort. Nowhere was this more true than in the bag of laying mash. They each, in turn, got a big snort of it up their noses and then proceeded to sneeze their fool heads off. “I don’t like that….ahhchoo…what’s this…AAHCHOO…over here.” At this, Lily’s head went into the bag of potting soil and another round of snorting followed.

		I don’t need to tell you that a cat would explore much more carefully and slowly and with no such disastrous results. KitKat and I glowered at them from our positions of safety in the trees in the backyard until finally they all went inside. Then, from the hissing and spitting noises that issued from the kitchen windows, I surmised that they had met Tiger. Wouldn’t you think that after meeting two cats you would modify your behavior to avoid trauma and contusion to sensitive parts of your face? You’d be wrong if you thought that. Tiger must have landed a couple of good ones because more of the same piteous howls were heard kitchenside, along with a laugh from Dusty and his words, “Fast learners, aren’t they?”

		I didn’t meet the pups again in person until an hour later when they came out the front door—tugging like fury at their leashes—for a little “yard work,” which means toilet training. As you know, cats, even kittens, are naturally clean and will use a litter box as soon as they are shown where it is, and assuming the litter is clean. Dogs, on the other hand, pee where they squat although most won’t pee on their bed. They need outdoor visits from time to time if accidents are to be avoided or, should I say, minimized. Even then, they don’t really get it. No indeed, they have to be trained. This consists of a long period of taking them out any time they even appear to think about peeing or pooping, praising them when they do, and silently cleaning up their messes when they don’t. I asked Little Lacy Lou, in a nice sort of way, how puppies could be so stupid, but she didn’t remember.

		“Male dogs,” she said, “are much less refined than females. The boys will mark anything and everything if you let them. It’s a way of holding territory.”

		Being a male cat, I already knew about this, because we male cats do the same thing, except that most of us are smart enough to restrict that behavior to outside where our territory might be jeopardized by other cats instead of inside where it might jeopardize our lives.

		“We had a dog once, a big terrier…what are they called? Airedales, I guess,” Lacy Lou said. “We had this Airedale once—his name was Flash Cadillac—who, although an idiot in most ways, was so fast at marking things that he actually peed on the cat.” She thought this was a big time funny story and yucked it up for quite a while. I didn’t think it was a bit funny and my snake-killing look told her so. “Well,” she said, he probably wouldn’t have been able to get you.”

		“I think not!” I said and dropped that particular topic like a piece of rotten kibble.

		This business of coming outside to do your business happened quite a few times during the rest of the day until I lost interest in the proceedings. I mean a dog’s bathroom habits aren’t interesting to begin with. I did notice that the puppies had made friends with Tiger. He tried to accompany them out of the house each time. When he did, no attention to “business” resulted, as everyone was playing and jumping around. I might point out that it’s hard to pee when you are jumping around. So Jalene—who accompanied them most of the time—started leaving him inside. With that little bit of interest gone, I abandoned the proceedings for activities more in line with the native intelligence and sophistication of a cat like…well…like me.

		We figured out quickly that Lily and Jessie were to be inside dogs. This annoyed me greatly, since I have never been afforded indoor luxuries to the extent I would like. This has to do with an allegation of “bad habits” from Jalene. I would like to state that this allegation is totally without merit, and we will discuss it in detail on another occasion. In any event, the “indoor dog” label on the new puppies came, not from their superior bathroom habits but rather from the fact that they ran off when they were let outside without leashes. It wasn’t that they didn’t like home—where the food and water bowls stay—or anything like that. No, it was related to their basic brainlessness: They simply didn’t remember that they were supposed to hang around. Instead they went running and sniffing helter skelter in all directions, with never a thought to the past, until they were totally lost, even if that happened to be only a few yards from home. I have actually seen Lily and Jessie get quite lost at the end of their leash. Well, maybe that’s a joke, and maybe it isn’t!

		Oh, they would come back when called—well, sometimes. But after several near misses with cars and two occasions of having to search the entire danged neighborhood for them, their outdoor, unleashed freedom was severely restricted. I, of course pointed this out to them on every possible occasion. The first time I put this to full use, they were chained up on their little docking stakes in the front yard. These devices screw into the ground and give a dog about a twenty foot circle of activity. Not for the mutts, though. It took them about two minutes to have the leashes totally tied in knots and wrapped hopelessly around each other. In fact, I couldn’t have done a more thorough job if I’d tried.

		“So,” I said to them, “you idiots have now got about eighteen inches each of leash space and you can barely breathe simply because you don’t pay attention to detail and restrict your freedom by stupid behavior.”

		“No,” said Lily, “I want to go over to that tree. Something down by the ground there smells yummy.”

		“That’s probably where a raccoon peed,” I ventured. “And look, I can walk right over there…and then over here…and then over there. This is called ‘freedom’ don’t you know. As a general rule cats have it and dogs don’t!”

		They both gave me a blank look I have come now to associate with the breed. “We are too important to get lost,” said Jessie.

		“Yeah,” said Lily, “we are valuable and someone might steal us. Dog napping is quite common you know.”

		“Steal you for what, a hot dog barbecue?” I asked.

		They turned their back on me, and Jessie began to dig a hole. “Well,” she said between snorts, “we get to live inside, whereas your home is in the garage.”

		“Carport,” I corrected, “not garage. Get it right. It’s like an open air porch where I have the best of both worlds. Besides, it’s what I prefer.”

		“Yeah, right,” Lily said. “We’ll see how you feel about that when the weather is bad.”

		“This is Mississippi,” I reminded them, “the weather is always good.”

		Then, to top that, I thought of something I had heard Dusty say only that morning. It had given me quite a laugh at the time. “Hey, how come Dusty calls you ‘Pee and Poop.’ Are those your new names?”

		“You no doubt only heard part of the sentence,” Jessie said. “He said, ‘I’m taking my wonderful dogs Lily and Jessie out to pee and poop.’ And I might add, he should have said, ‘for their morning toilette.’”

		As a cat, there’s only so much of this guff I can stand. “Well,” I said. “I think I’ll go around to the pool and hang out. Come with me if you want!” Ha ha! That got’em. As I walked off there was no reply at all, only the sound of renewed snorting and digging.

		Let me sing you a song about these terrific puppies. That way I’ll get my real feelings out, and we’ll both be in a better mood.

		

		Muzzle Jack Russells

		

		“Yippity yap, yappity yip”

		Hey dumb dog, button your lip

		Zipper that mouth tight as can be

		Use your time to scratch a flee

		Bow wow wow wow wow wow

		

		“Yippity yap, yappity yip”

		Lily and Jessie are dip, dip, dips

		With brains the size of lima beans

		From ear to ear there’s no between

		Bow wow wow wow wow wow

		

		Yippity yap, yappity yip”

		To be a dumb dog is not so hip

		Cats are smart, clever, and cool

		Dogs just bark and often drool

		Bow wow wow wow wow wow

		

		To tell the truth, I think Lily and Jessie want out even more than I want in. After all, outdoors is bigger and more interesting on the whole than indoors. When it rains, I generally stay in my cat bed in the carport. Or sometimes I sit under the ledge that runs all around the house and covers several feet of the back deck. A real downpour—like during a hurricane—will get even that space wet, but that’s about the only thing that will.

		These hurricanes, by the way, blow in during late summer or fall. We usually get what’s left over after they hit the coast. I guess it must be really stormy down there. I heard Dusty say that it was all the fault of some gal named “Katrina.” Here, they amount to some wind for a few days and lots of rain. The sky gets very dark and gray, and the clouds track rapidly across the sky, first in one direction and then in the other. I’m not sure how that works, but I’ve observed it several times. During those times, Dusty watches the television on his computer quite a lot and comes outside frequently to check the sky. I don’t know what he’s looking for or hoping for, but it sure gets his interest.

		Come to think about it, just about any change in the weather attracts his interest. Especially thunderstorms. These blow in just about anytime, but especially in the spring and summer. They come and leave quickly, but while they are here some really fierce weather occurs with lots of wind and especially thunder and lightning. Those two things really scare me, especially the thunder. You never know when it’s coming, and sometimes it’s so loud it just about knocks you off your feet. Who knows what causes it—some crazy guy up in the sky who likes noisy jokes, I guess.

		Thunderstorms can give rise to tornadoes. These are big spinning funnels that can suck up a cow or a person, even a house as they move along the ground. I’ve never seen one, but I’ve heard some things about them. The sky is supposed to get very black, even green, and the tornado itself makes a big noise like a train coming right at you. I know that Dusty watches his computer to see if there are any tornadoes in the neighborhood.

		Sometimes, if a tornado has been spotted nearby, they all go downstairs and hide in the hall. I know this because once they took me with them. Nothing happened, and after a while we all got bored and came back upstairs. Unfortunately the electricity had gone off so the computer couldn’t tell us if we were in any danger or not. I’m just a cat, of course, but I’d say that if the electricity is gone then we might be in a dangerous situation. As you know though, I don’t make the rules around here, and my wise ideas are most generally not welcomed with open arms. If the world were run by cats…well, never mind.

		Where was I? Talking about where I hang out when the weather is bad. You know, a lot of what passes for bad weather around here is actually good if you look at it from the viewpoint of a cat. Take rain for example. Unless it has been raining all day it’s usually dry under the trees. Some of my nap spots under the bushes actually stay quite dry and are cozy as can be. Of course, when I come back to the house I hear things like “Where could he have been. He’s dry, so he hasn’t been outside.”

		That night KitKat and I had one of our rare meaningful conversations. This one had deep significance. It went like this. “I hate those dogs,” she said.

		“So do I,” I responded. “They have to go!”

		“What can we do,” she answered, “to make that happen?”

		

	
		

		Chapter 3. A Bold, Dastardly Plan

		

		And so, the mentally acute and well oiled wheels of my mighty feline brain went into action. My name for the plan was Doggy-Be-Goney. It had to be quick, foolproof, and permanent. Looking at it realistically, my plan would benefit the whole family, a considerable portion of whose activities now revolved around doggie bathroom time—even in the middle of the night. As you probably know, cats can be active at all hours. We have excellent night vision, and that’s when we do our very best hunting. So I saw them—Jalene mostly—out there at all hours holding onto their little leashes and waiting for oh-please-won’t-you-squat-for-me by the light of the silvery moon. I just can’t tell you how humiliating it would be to have to be escorted to the cat box at all hours and to be praised incessantly for doing what should come naturally.

		I walked around the corner of the house toward the carport. KitKat was stretched out on the driveway where she often sleeps at night. Doesn’t look too comfortable to me, but never mind that. I addressed her about a subject of mutual interest.

		“Hey KitKat, what do you say we get rid of these puppy dogs and improve things around here.”

		“Easier said than done,” she said stretching.

		“Listen to my plan,” I said, “and tell me what you think.

		She sat up with what I thought was a show of interest. “I suppose you will be needing my help?”

		“Your assistance would improve our chances for success, yes.”

		The look she gave me now was more tolerant than expectant. Apparently I’d have to convince her. “You know how those two wander off whenever they aren’t leashed up?”

		“Yes,” she said, licking her left leg delicately.

		“Well, I propose to aid and abet that behavior and then lead them across the highway into the Wastelands.” That’s the name I’ve given to the swampy, vine-ridden, impenetrable thicket across the road about a mile from our house. It’s the home of water moccasins, snapping turtles, wild dogs, mosquitoes the size of hawks, and the occasional feral hog. We stay out of there whenever possible, but for something this important an exception could be made.

		“Don’t you think they’ll just come back?”

		“Not a chance kitty-kitty. Those puppies can’t even find their way home from the end of a leash.”

		“What about Dusty and Jalene? They’ll go looking is what I think.”

		“Maybe so, that’s a chance we’ll just have to take. If we spring the trap early in the day no one will even notice that they are gone for hours.”

		She contemplated and continued to lick her legs. “Well,” she said at last, “it’s probably worth a try. When?”

		“Tomorrow I hope,” I said, “assuming they get staked out in the front yard bright and early.”

		“I can’t stand the anticipation,” KitKat said with another yawn. “If you pull this off, won’t you have a guilty conscience?”

		“Not likely, my friend,” I replied. “We are doing this for the good of humanity and the society of cats.”

		“You’ll get no argument from me on that score,” she said, warming slightly to the subject. “We’ll be telling this to our offspring for generation upon generation.”

		She isn’t usually so reflective. I was impressed that my plan had stirred such deep thoughts in her. Now she went into a full body stretch and rolled over on her back. “I’d better get a little more sleep to prepare myself for all the excitement.” I thought I detected a touch of sarcasm in her voice, but probably she was just tired.

		I heard some dogs barking in the distance. The wild dogs I mentioned earlier had been coming into the neighborhood at night, knocking over garbage cans, chasing the local dogs and cats, and making general nuisances of themselves. As a cat, there wasn’t too much I could do about it besides observe. They were headed up by a scurvy yellow mutt who called himself Metcalf, and he had four cronies. Cartoush was the one I remembered because he was the one who had run me up a tree several nights ago. He was a big black and white thing. Looked like he was part Dalmatian and part horse.

		“Come down here you sniveling little cat,” he said. “Let me at you.”

		“Hey Vamouse,” I said. “Since you are so smart and talented why don’t you climb up and get me you big idiot.” I retorted.

		He snarled and leaped up a few times on the tree trunk as though all of a sudden he might be able to climb trees. My only dangerous time would occur if I fell out of the tree, which was unlikely to occur since all my claws were dug in tight, and I was about twelve feet up.

		Since I was relatively safe, I continued to give it back to him. “I hear you were rejected by the dog pound as unworthy and that your mother had to tie rotten pork chops around your neck so the other puppies would play with you.”

		Cartoush growled at that. “We’ll see who plays with who kitty when I get you out of that tree.”

		“It’s ‘who plays with whom’ doggy, and getting me out of the tree is not likely to happen my friend unless lightening strikes, and there’s not a cloud in the sky.”

		Little Lacy Lou is supposed to take care of guys like this, but she usually sleeps through it all. “Ah, they’re just messin’ around,” she said, when I asked her to do something. If they ever find her food bowl I suspect she’ll get more interested, but not before. I’m not even sure if the gang knows that Lacy Lou lives here although her scent would surely let them know. They probably think she’s asleep inside like most of the other useless neighborhood dogs.

		I couldn’t tell if the barking dogs were the gang or not, and I didn’t particularly care. It was probably two hours before sunrise. The paper guy would come; the dogs would be let out to uh meditate again; and gradually people would begin to get up. Earlier rather than later if this happened to be a school day. On the matter of calendars, people are a mystery to me. As far as a cat is concerned one day is more or less like the rest. Wouldn’t you agree? But to humans there are weekdays, which they complain about a lot, and weekends, which they look forward to and then spend half of sleeping. First of all, if weekends are the best, then why are most days weekdays? Secondly, if weekends are so great, why sleep through as much of them as possible? I don’t get it.

		I like the early mornings best of all. It’s cool, the day is fresh, and the possibilities seem endless. Also, there’s breakfast to look forward to. I guess I like routines to some extent, and that’s what morning symbolizes to me—the beginning of a nice relaxing routine. A cat can easily build a life on such a plan!

		Today was going to be different, of course, but I didn’t let that interfere with my enjoyment of most everything that happened. I could tell it was a weekday when I began to hear activity in the kitchen around 7:00 or so. School wasn’t in session for the girls, so that morning scene of chaos would be avoided. Nevertheless, just getting Dusty off to work always seemed like a heroic undertaking.

		He shot out the back door about 7:15 to let the chickens out. In his hand he carried a small bucket of table scraps—mostly vegetables and such that the cats and dogs wouldn’t eat but which chickens adore. We live in a neighborhood, don’t you know, and you aren’t supposed to have any animals except dogs and cats. So our chickens are illegal, and Dusty is always worried that one or two of the neighborhood people will find out. This was a real possibility when we had roosters, who are the stupid side of the chicken family. Tigerton seems to have made friends with all the chickens. They were afraid he was going to eat them at first, but he never tried, so they got used to his hanging around.

		About the roosters, I told them. “You guys best shut up, or you’re going to lose your heads to the ax I’ve see Dusty sharpening.”

		“Squawk. Cock-a-doodle squawk. Oh no, we have to figure out who is the best rooster. And we have to keep ourselves in shape.” I could see several of the hens rolling their eyes. The chief rooster at that point was named Cock-Of-The-Walk. He strutted up to take over the conversation. “Pup, we get the sun up and get the neighborhood going in the morning. It’s an important part of life.”

		“What about neighborhoods without chickens?” I asked, hoping to instill a bit of logic into the conversation.

		“I’ve never heard of a place like that,” Cock said, “and it must be pretty dark with no sun. Besides, the chief rooster—me—has to educate the other roosters and get the hens started on their egg duties. Without crowing, nothing much would work right seems to me. Chickens, and particularly roosters, are just that important!”

		“We’ll see how you feel about that from inside the soup pot,” I remarked. He pecked at a rock and walked off. Why do I even try to mess with fate?

		And you know what? I was right too. Within a month that’s where every one of those guys ended up. Jalene or Anne held the neck out on the picnic table, and WHACK, the deed was done. Lots of flapping but no squawking after that, I can tell you. The hens didn’t even act like they noticed any difference—just “puckty, puck, pucking” around as usual--although I’m sure they were relieved to not be chased around and pecked half to death every livelong minute of the day.

		Have I told you about Anne and Catherine? They are the twins from down the street, and the best thing about them is that they like cats. Especially, they like me. KitKat is an especial friend of Catherine’s, and that’s saying something because KitKat doesn’t take to people very often. She tolerates petting by Dusty on rare occasions although she does greet him with a meow whenever she sees him. Mostly when people approach she ignores them, runs off, or lashes off with her patented “take off your face” action. You could say that she’s old, and she certainly is---she’s been old since birth--and her disposition hasn’t changed one iota since she was a kitten.

		Anne and Catherine are both fourteen years old. I guess I should leave out “both” since I already told you that they are twins. Enough on grammar, let’s proceed ahead forward. At first, I thought they looked exactly alike, but now I know them pretty well, and they are as different as night and day. Well, not really, they are both blonde and look sort of alike, but otherwise they are quite different people. They spend a lot of time here, especially on weekends. They do things with the girls and help out with all the chores that seem to pile up around this place.

		The most annoying feature of the twins is that they dote on the puppies something awful. A person of true good breeding would like cats and not dogs, and there are plenty of such people, just not many of them around these parts. I’ve made it clear how I feel about dogs haven’t I, and I have evidence to back my beliefs—lots of evidence. Probably when Anne and Catherine get a bit older they’ll come to their senses about dogs. I hope so anyway.

		Well, by and by we worked our way through morning, and, sure enough, the puppies were brought into the front yard and fastened to the lawn tethers. My plan depended on this first, crucial step. So, I ambled around the house to find KitKat. She was resting by the food bowl.

		“Show time,” I said mildly. “It’s time to de-puppify this place.”

		“I still don’t think this will work,” she said, “but I have to admit it’s better than the usual nothing.”

		We walked up to the tethers, hoping that the puppies wouldn’t attack us and began step two of the procedure: gnawing on the tether cords, which held the dogs to the stakes. It was here that we encountered our first unexpected problem. I had assumed that the cords were rope or plastic or anything but what they actually were: metal.

		“Ow!” said KitKat.

		“Yeah, I noticed,” I added. “This isn’t quite going according to plan.”

		I was thinking fast. “Hey Jessie and Lily,” I said. “There’s a big pan of really good dog food down the block, and we wanted to take you there.”

		“Oh yes,” Jessie said, “let us at it…quick…we’re still very hungry. We only got kibble this morning, and that stuff is too dry.”

		This was going to be to too easy. “We got the same stuff, so we sympathize.”

		“Okay,” said Lily, “so why don’t you just eat the food, why be nice to us?”

		That was her first sign of intelligence in days. “Cause it’s dog food,” I replied. “Beef…and we cats prefer fish. Bones are too big in beef. Requires big jaws like yours to deal with it.” I paused, searching for a phrase with motivational power. “If you want some other dogs to have it, that’s fine.”

		Now, they were tugging at their tethers in earnest. “Oh no; that’s fine. Let us at it. We want it. We have powerful jaws.”

		“Fine,” I said, “you’ll have to be patient while we gnaw through your collars. We won’t hurt you, honest.”

		Jessie and Lily looked at each other and shrugged. “Okay.”

		The collars were some terrible tasting combination of fabric and plastic, but they were easy enough to chew through, and before long the job was done. The idiots immediately started to wander off.

		“Hey wait,” I said, “we have to show you where to go…so you find the food and don’t get lost.” They were lost the day they were born, but I wasn’t going to be the one to tell them that.

		With a quick backward glance at the house to ensure that the coast was clear, we headed across the neighbor’s yard and toward the corner where the street led out of the neighborhood. What with stopping every two inches to smell where some dog had peed, or something else of intense interest to the puppies, our progress was slow. I was afraid that one of the neighbors would notice the escape and blow the whistle, but no one noticed. It’s generally downhill from the house, and what with all the trees and bushes, it wasn’t long until the house was no longer in view. Not that this mattered to the idiots.

		A small stream crosses under the road about half way down to the highway, and, of course, we had to stop there to “play” for a considerable time. Maybe a snapping turtle will come along, I thought to myself. But I knew that wouldn’t happen because the stream is small and the water is clear. Snappers like muddy bogs where no one in their right mind would even want to step. I held out minor hope for a water moccasin, but, of course, that didn’t happen either.

		Finally the idiots got wet enough to be cold and decided that we could go on. KitKat had said very little during the escape so far. “We had better get a move on,” she entertained now, “before that dog food disappears.” I guess she was getting anxious to return to her napping.

		So, off we went. As we neared the highway I started giving some thought to a sort of plan B I had, which was to let the pups get run over on the highway. People barrel along pretty good on that road, and lots of animals get killed, especially raccoons, possums, and armadillos at night. But I didn’t really want to see all that, and besides, it could have been dangerous for us cats too. We waited until the road was clear and then dashed across.

		Now, we were officially in the Wastelands where there really are snapping turtles and water moccasins…wild dogs besides and, who knows, probably feral cats as well.

		“This is a long trip,” panted Lily. “We should take a break.”

		“Oh we will,” I reassured them. “It’s not far now.” My destination was an old cabin just off one of the dirt roads that run through the wilderness. I didn’t think anyone lived there, and I could tell the dogs to wait for a minute while KitKat and I made our escape. Well, it was about another half mile. The dogs were good and tired, so they’d leap—or not—at the chance to sit and rest for a while.

		It turned out even better than I had hoped. Apparently someone had moved into the cabin. It sure looked occupied, and—get this—there was a dog bowl on the front porch with some juicy looking bones piled up to the rim. I couldn’t believe our luck. I always knew God was a cat! KitKat looked at me as though she thought I had set the whole thing up. The dogs were already going at the bones with all fours. They kind of smelled good to me too. But I remembered what we were about, and it was simple. We simply turned tail and disappeared into the undergrowth. Good thing too, because we heard a screen door slam and a man’s voice say, “Well come lookie here Minerva at what we got on the porch.”

		It hadn’t dawned on me till now what a good plan we had. See, I hadn’t figured on the cabin having people, but since it did, they could read the ID tag and call Dusty and Jalene to report that their dogs were found. But remember that we’d had to change plans and chewed off the collars. So the ID tags were on the collars lying in the front yard. Not bad, huh?

		We took our time getting back. KitKat caught a small snake, which she ate with relish, I mean she enjoyed it; we didn’t actually have any relish. Now I’ve tried snake before, it tastes like chicken, don’t you know. But the difference is chicken is juicy whether it’s not cooked or barbecued either one; and snake is dry and stringy even though the taste is more or less the same. Eating a snake is more or less like eating a chicken neck, and a dry, stringy one at that.

		Chickens are so weird. I mean, they have no arms and their head jerks back and forth every time they take a step. It’s a wonder they don’t have a continual headache although I suppose you have to have a brain to have a headache. I heard Dusty say once that chickens are really today’s dinosaurs. I’m not exactly sure what he meant by that except I know that dinosaurs are big and go around stomping on people. I’ve never seen a chicken do that, although they would probably try it if they could get away with it. I saw an emu one time. Dusty was thinking of buying one. And Jalene was terrified that he would. Honestly, I didn’t think it was real at first. It looked like a truly giant chicken and it didn’t appear to have much in the way of manners or breeding either. Probably would stomp on a cat just to pass the time of day. There are big cats too, of course. We’ll talk about them some other time.

		We got back to the house just before lunch. The front yard was mercifully quiet and no one had noticed yet that the Jack Russells were gone. Amazing! Did I feel guilty? I had asked that question on the way home, and the answer was a big, honking “NO!” It has all been done for the improvement of my life and that of my family. Period. That guy at the cabin would probably take them in, fall in love with them, and that would be that. It was certainly kinder than my original plan in which wild dogs ate them. Anyway, if they were staked out in the front yard long enough the wild dogs probably would have gotten them anyway.

		Dusty came home for lunch, and it was right afterwards that the Discovery was made. I heard the door slam and then Jalene’s voice. “Dusty, the puppies are gone. Looks like they chewed through their collars.”

		Heh, heh! We’ll ignore for the moment the possibility that this was quite impossible. However, unless you thought carefully about it you wouldn’t realize it; and they didn’t.

		Well, such calling you never could have imagined. It went on for hours, it seemed like, accompanied by mobile calling as they drove the car around the neighborhood. The girls were crying. The twins rode around on their bicycles looking. The neighbors were called. Signs were put up at critical intersections. All futile…all futile!

		Dinner came and went, and finally the search died down. First of all it was beastly hot, and second, darkness was rapidly approaching. “Oh the poor little things,” wailed Jalene. “I hope they aren’t lonely or…worse.” This set off a whole new round of blubbering among the girls. We didn’t even get fed till way late on account of all the hoopla.

		Well, this would be a temporary sort of confusion, I hoped. Out of sight, out of mind is my motto about lost dogs and a good many other things in life as well. I settled down to await the return of puppyless normality also known as “the good ole days.” After another day, the search efforts died down as did all the blubbering and emotional breakdowns. “Out of mind, out of mind,” I always say!

		That should be the end of the story, but it’s not. Because, unfortunately, despite my dazzling strategy and considerable hard work, an absolutely unbelievable thing happened: After three days the mutts found their way home. I simply can’t explain this, and I have even asked them how it occurred. They don’t even know themselves is the crazy thing.

		“Well, they ran out of bones and started offering us kibble. That porch wasn’t nearly as soft as our new dog beds. So we thought we’d come home.”

		To tell the truth, I think they just wandered around aimlessly until they got lucky and saw something they recognized. That, in and of itself, strikes me as a minor miracle. And what’s worse, I had become their hero for showing them a good time, a great adventure, and a good feed of beef bones. They were ready to do it all again!

		Jalene and Dusty, of course, knew nothing about this because they had no idea where the dogs had been or what a miracle had occurred to account for their survival and safe return. I felt like a total failure, a fact, that Little Lacy Lou took extended note of. “Well, what goodies have you lined up for the JR’s today,” she ask with a smirk on her face. I simply arched my back and walked away. Without good manners and breeding nothing works well.

		

	
		

		Chapter 4. The Summertime Blues

		

		Can we discuss the weather in Mississippi—the summers in particular? You may have heard that they are hot and humid? No, they are drippingly sultry, fryingly firey, and multiple degrees of muggy beyond belief. Mornings are fine enough, but then the fineness ends.

		KitKat concentrates on staying cool. Like me, she hangs out in the shade and tries to make her fur coat go away just by thinking it’s not there. On top of which, her fur is black: She heats up real quick.

		Little Lacy Lou follows the sprinkler system pattern as it waters various parts of the lawn. So she is wet and soggy most of the morning and then gradually dries out over the course of the afternoon. I think she’d live in the swimming pool if she could figure out how to get out. One time, she nearly drowned by walking out on the solar blanket, which wouldn’t even hold up a cat let alone a two ton lummox. Jalene pulled her out as she was “going down for the third time,” as they say, which means she was about to drown.

		I asked her about it later. “Well,” she said, “it just looked like everyplace else and not like water at all. So I figured….” Cats, who understand something about the laws of physics, would never make such a stupid mistake. After that episode, dusty bought her the stock tank.

		As I said, summer is usually a hot time in Mississippi. This particular “Jack Russell” summer was unbelievably hot. Now, I generally shed down to my summer coat in April or May. But this year, bald wouldn’t have been good enough. I swear.

		The plain and simple fact was that I wanted into the cool house. So did KitKat. Now either Jalene or Dusty will generally let KitKat in. She asks to be let out so they don’t need a litter box. But the thing of it is they already have a box for Mr. Tigerton, so why can’t I come in too?

		No, KitKat’s problems are first that she wants to come in and out about ten times an hour. She’s a real ditz about making up her mind. Second, she fights with Tigerton over who is head house cat and whose food bowl it is, and on account of that, they both get tossed out. But he gets back in, and she doesn’t. It’s not fair!

		According to Dusty, I can’t come in “because you have bad manners.” Okay, okay, I will admit that in my younger, wilder days I was known to mark territory, here and there, as any normal male cat would do. I just didn’t see a problem here, but Dusty sure did, and he pitched me out any number of times over it. And now…well…he has a memory like an elephant. I’ve never met an elephant, but I hear that they never forget.

		So, I sneak in to cool off. I can do this as an end run around whoever opens the door, and I’m pretty good at that. But they are pretty good at catching me, so it usually doesn’t work for long. The girls help out a lot. They even invite me in from time to time when their parents aren’t right there. We have a sort of understanding about things like that. Best thing to do when I do get in is to hide out. I’d like to enjoy life with the family in the kitchen. But, oh no! A safer bet is to lie on or even under the guest bed downstairs. Trouble is, dang it, that it doesn’t take me long to get bored. Then I start to wander around and explore. Inevitably, one of the Cat Police sees me, and I am thrown onto the scorching deck, which I hot foot it off of quick as I can.

		When true summer arrives, it doesn’t even really cool off at night. I wish I could sit in the sprinklers like Little Lacy Lou, but I just can’t, so I just don’t. At night, I like to sit on the chairs down by the pool. They have holes in the webbing, and a guy gets a breeze from the bottom as well as the top. You have to know about these sorts of things to be a cat in Mississippi.

		For a while, Dusty had a fan in the garage. I learned by accident how to turn it on with my paw. Scared me pretty good at first, but that breeze sure cools a guy off. Then he found it on one morning and moved it, durned his hide.

		One night, the air conditioning went off after a thunder storm, and within an hour, the whole family had packed, piled into the air conditioned car, and moved to a motel. Do you think they took their animal friends? Ha, ha!

		“No pets allowed, kitty, kitty,” Dusty said cheerfully as they got into the car.

		About this “kitty, kitty” business. We do have names, and I, for one, would appreciate being addressed properly. How would they feel if we called “Here Dusty, Rusty?”

		Earlier, we discussed my morning routine when I patrol the limits of the property looking for danger and intruders. The afternoons, especially in warmer weather, are more relaxing. I tend to take a nap in one of my special spots. Then, around 4:30 or 5:00 I’ll wander up to the street at the head of the driveway and wait for Dusty and Jalene to come home. Usually they are in two different cars, each with one or more girls. I make it part of my job to be there to greet them as they return and to sort of let them know that things are under control as they should be.

		After everyone is home, the girls have greeted us, and all is well, I naturally begin to think about dinner. Getting a meal around her is not the dependable joy it should be. The problem for us cats is that Dusty and Jalene have no system. “Did you feed the cats?” Jalene will often say.

		“I fed the indoor cat but not the outdoor cats—I think,” Dusty will reply.

		“Well, they are acting like they haven’t been fed.”

		I have several comments about this exchange. First, don’t we have names? Indoor cat…outdoor cats? This is nonsense.

		And next, what’s with “I think”? Excuse me. This is an important function. We always express gratitude, so they ought to remember the interaction with us.

		Whether we have been fed is therefore a subject for debate. When we get fed varies from late afternoon to midnight, or, occasionally, not at all. Morning is a little better except for weekends when they may forget till noon. By the way, we have none of these problems when Anne and Catherine are feeding us. They remember! And sometimes we get extra cans of food!

		In the evening, we have to compete with the Raccoon Family Robinson, as I call them, for our food. Those guys eat frogs, fish, and all sorts of stuff. I don’t know why cat kibble should attract so much of their interest, but it does. Raccoons are sneaky and have rotten dispositions when they are crossed. I leave them strictly alone is what I do. I speak the raccoon language, of course. Mostly, it has words about food, where to find it and how good it is.

		My food bowl is very important to me. It’s shiny metal and quite distinguished looking. KitKat eats out of it and thinks it’s hers, but she’s wrong. This evening, I awoke from an afternoon nap to the klitter-klatter of kibble falling into my bowl. Then, there followed a distinctive click and some pounding. “Oh happy day, this signaled the opening of canned food and Dusty’s relentless pounding on the bowl to get it out of the can.

		“Kitty…something disgusting and smelly…better come quick before the flies get here!”

		Ha ha. I looked around. No KitKat to be seen, so I ambled sedately over--so as not to appear anxious--and gave a celebratory, investigatory sniff. “Oh beautiful day,” I spontaneously said to no one in particular.

		I started to eat and so didn’t really hear the ominous pitter-patter and jingle-jingle of approaching trouble. All of a sudden I looked over and saw a doggy snout up way to close—an inch away—and in my bowl, snorting and gobbling for all it was worth.

		“Lily! What…?” I arched my back and broke into a major hissy fit, scoring a couple of good nosely claw strikes with my front paws.

		Piteous howls ensued from the wounded doggie, punctuated with snarls and yowls from me.

		“Jessie…Lily…whoever you are…get away from the cat,” Dusty yelled. “I’ve got plenty of other problems without dealing with idiot brainless dogs.”

		“Ow, he hurt me,” Lily said shaking drops of blood off her nose. That food is great…let me at it!” She looked at me and growled. “Big meany! I’ll get you!”

		I smirked. “There’s some kibble in your bowl, puppy,” I suggested. “It’s good for your teeth.”

		She ignored me and stood around hoping Dusty would leave. “I can read your tiny, transparent, lima bean mind, Doggy-Woggy,” Dusty said. “Beat it!”

		She retreated to the bathmat foot wipe by the door and lay down in an obvious sulk. I returned to eating, putting out a few loud grunts of kitty satisfaction just for effect. There’s seldom a dull moment around her at chow time.

		As I’ve already mentioned, sometimes we can use the complete lack of human organization concerning our meals to wrangle two dinners for ourselves. That’s what I call “payback time!” The trick is to always act like you haven’t been fed in weeks. Dusty attributes this to our stupidity, and frequently lectures us on the topic, never suspecting that it really signals our in depth intelligence.

		Little girls are mostly okay with cats. Oh, they dress us up in baby cloths and make us attend tea parties. But aside from silliness like that, they move things along on a pretty even keel. It’s little boys who worry me. I raised two of them in my youth. So I speak from sad experience. Tail pulling, rock throwing, and the like can easily get out of hand with boys. Not that being pushed around in a toy baby carriage doesn’t get old. It most certainly does!

		Around our place, Amanda usually gets up first and, I might add, quite early. Too bad she can’t fix us our breakfast cause I could surely use it and forego the traditional begging, pleading, and yowling. Our beds are by the back steps, so I usually hear her rummaging around the kitchen looking for yogurt, which she calls “yogrit.” Eventually, Jalene or Dusty arrive and get rice krispies headed in her direction. They all eat them. Maria’s comment the other day was “Boy, those three guys sure know how to make good cereal.” She was referring, she said, to Snap, Crackle, and Pop, whoever they are.

		Once the cereal is poured, Amanda sprinkles on her own sugar, the milk is poured, and things are underway. I might note that I take notice of cereal bowls after the kids are done with them. Nice sugary milk tastes mighty good, and I can get to it sometimes what with the usual morning chaos around the place if the door gets left open or the girls let me in.

		Maria usually sleeps the latest on non-school mornings. Dusty calls her “the slug-a-bed kid.” On school mornings, any one or all of them may well be grumpy. Then, it’s best to keep out of their way and the kitchen in general. On the other hand, there’s an increased chance of milk being spilled. See, an expert cat could hang out in a chair and then dash in and out of any particular milk disaster, making the situation better for all concerned. Since it’s hard for me to get in, the puppies have a better shot at spilt milk than I do. However, with all the comings and goings doors will get opened quite a bit and frequently will be left open.

		This gives rise to “close the door. Do you think this is a barn,” from Dusty. He’s concerned about the escape of either hot or cold air, depending on the season. Jalene thinks more about the entry of mosquitoes, which seem to torment her even if no one else can see them. Know what I mean?

		Amanda loves breakfast. She eats her cereal, then her mom’s eggs, then whatever piece of fruit she can find! After that she’s apt to go searching for “yogrit” in the refrigerator. Sometimes the girls fight over chairs or bowls, or even spoons. Other times, they can’t make up their little minds over what kind of cereal to eat and end up pitching fits and going back to their rooms in tears. I just don’t understand about cereal. It tastes like cardboard, and if it weren’t for the milk and sugar no one would touch the stuff. So why not just stick to milk and sugar and be done with it? You see, a cat’s logic gets right to the essentials.

		The girls pay more attention to Tiger than to me. Partly, that’s because he’s indoors more. Also, he lets them do everything except tie him in knots. I’m tolerant, of course, to a degree, but somewhere in between Tiger and KitKat, who puts up with nothing from no one.

		When Anne and Catherine come over, then all five girls are apt to pull out the big trunk of dress up clothes, and all cats should beware. They make Tiger look like an eighty year old grandmother, and then they put him in a baby carriage and parade around the house. I’ve escaped that fate mostly.

		“It’s all in good fun,” Tiger says, but a couple of times I’ve seen him escape out the door and into the bushes with enough clothes on to resemble a laundry pile with legs. I draw the line at hats. Those things mess with a guy’s ears, and that’s too much for me.

		With the girls, you can never tell what sort of activity they’ll think up. Maria is often the instigator, especially when they play “school” or “house” or one of those role playing things. Sometimes we get to be students or family members—non-speaking parts, don’t you see. Other times, they think up things to do that I don’t want to have a thing to do with.

		“Let’s wash the car,” Maria said last Saturday. This happens with some regularity when it’s hot. And last Saturday was beastly hot. So the girls appeared presently in swim suits and with buckets and the car wash was on. I would like to point out that these eager citizens have been known to wash dogs and cats at these affairs as well as cars. So I watched from a secret vantage point under a big, droopy squash plant, which Dusty forgets to water, on the deck. First off, you should know that only about five percent of the water released goes on the car. Most of it runs down the driveway or gets sprayed on the various contestants.

		Sure enough, Lily and Jessie got washed with cold water and doggie shampoo. They were shivering. “Serves you stink pots right,” I commented when they came near me, quivering, quaking, and shaking. “Now you smell like gardenias.”

		“We are beautiful young ladies,” they answered, “and we smell wonderful. All you do for a bath is spit on your paw and rub the mess around on your fur. That’s real sanitary.”

		I hate that yippy, yappy voice of hers, which makes my brain feel like it’s melting. “I’ll have you know,” I retorted, “that cats are extremely clean animals. Our saliva contains enzymatic proteins and biochemical, vitamin-containing emollients designed to cleanse yet freshen while revealing the true luster and majesty of our fur coats.”

		She started to reply but then yelped and ran off after Catherine squirted her with the hose. I laughed and backed more deeply into my hiding spot.

		The Jack Russells ran away twice during the washing process. I just do not understand why they do this. The result of this general running away tendency is that they are penned up most of the time. During the dog bath, other than avoiding getting wetted, running away serves no function whatsoever, nor do they even have a destination in mind.

		“So where were you going, idiots?” I asked the last time they were fetched home.

		“Well,” said Jessie, “we heard a dog barking at a squirrel, so we went off to investigate.”

		“And…?”

		“And, the squirrel ran up a tree, so we all three barked a while to tell it who’s boss until Anne arrived with the leashes.”

		“You know, a cat could have climbed up the tree after the squirrel,” I pointed out, “and quite likely caught it. Besides, have you considered the possibility that the other dog might have eaten you?”

		“The other dog was a dachshund,” she said, “and had teeny-tiny legs.”

		“Lucky for you,” I said. “What if he squirrel had attacked you?”

		“Please,” she said, “I don’t even think that remark deserves a reply!” And she huffed off.

		

	
		

		Chapter 5. The Frogs and the Fogs

		

		A few days later, I awoke with dawn’s first light—that’s a habit of mine—and prepared to organize the day. By the time everyone was up and at ‘em, as they say, a tragicomic fact had become evident: The Jack Russells were nowhere to be found! This simple truth brought a profound sense of joy into my kitty’s heart. I simply could not contain myself and the job even overflowed the ample confines of my grimy food bowl.

		“Where’d you hide them this time?” KitKat wanted to know.

		“I’d like to take credit,” I told her, “but I don’t know a thing about it!”

		I went to their bowl and ate, to their water and drank, and to their front yard shady spot and stretched out—just because I could. The blissful quiet was uninterrupted by high pitched yipping or whining, and I could close my eyes without fear of being mauled or slobbered within an inch.

		I fell asleep only to be awakened, after what seemed no time at all, by the dry wheezing meow of Tigerton. My meow is quiet and sweet while at once masculine and melodious. Tiger’s meow sounds like something the scratchy maw of a dust storm or an unoiled door hinge got hold of. He repeats it over and over and over until you reply or go insane. It’s annoying.

		“Terrible,” he said with what sounded like reluctance. “Terrible, I hate to have to tell you this. It pains me much to say this, but I think I know where the perroitos are.

		My eyes snapped open with unusual speed. “Don’t even think such a horrible thing, let alone say it. Didn’t your mama teach you anything?”

		He regarded me with what I finally realized was a mixture of patience and fear. “Terrence, you know too, and you’ll think of it sooner or later just like I did.”

		“What I haven’t thought of hasn’t been thought,” I suggested, not even sure myself what that meant, “and that’s bad.”

		He continued his persistent stare.

		In the recesses of my mind, I begin to think about the puppies objectively, which is difficult, considering my feeling for them. Dang him! There was a persistent knowing of some sort buried deep inside my brain. Somehow, it was connected to a conversation I had endured with them maybe a week ago. It was about…about garbage. Could that be? I thought, yes.

		Garbage? What in the world? It had been trash night, and I had been supervising moving the garbage barrels to the street. Dusty provided the manual labor, but I was proving both direction and companionship as often is the case. Notice how the cat always ends up in the supervisory role?

		Earlier, the Jack Daniel’s…woops, I mean Jack Russells had been returning from a brief stroll, and they were excitedly discussing, well, garbage. Apparently some of the cans around the loop exuded luscious, even hypnotic smells. Jessie had even managed a lick or two of some particularly tantalizing juice that was oozing across the street, puddling, as it were, to provide a serendipitous treat for some lucky dog.

		So it was trash day again, and it didn’t take extra smarts, once I remembered, to figure out where the mutts had gone. Trouble was—if I decided to do the wrong thing—how was I supposed to let the worried human protectors know that I knew…that I could solve their problem.

		Well, don’t you know, it started bothering me. Guilt is not a part of my basic personality structure; at least usually it’s not. But this time, it started boring in on me—gradually at first, but then stronger and more persistently, until I had to do something to relieve the itch.

		First, I tried urgent meowing in the vicinity of Jalene and Dusty. This is a technique that often works to get supper on the table. The trouble is that neither of those two luminaries understand cat language very well. They are sort of dense in that regard. Maria understood though—she was hanging around taking in the grief and angst. “Mom, Dad, I think Terrence knows where the puppies are. That’s what he’s telling me.”

		“No honey. He’s just wanting dinner and doesn’t remember that he’s already been fed.”

		How insulting! What’s the point of trying to help these people find their idiot dogs anyway. But Maria is a persistent little thing, and fortunately, Jalene was at the end of her rope. “Look Mommy, Terrence is going up the driveway. He wants to show us where Lily and Jessie went.”

		“Well, no…okay, honey. Let’s follow him. We need to explore the neighborhood on foot anyway.”

		And so, finally, off we went. I set out with a purposeful stride to let them know that we were on an important rescue mission. Now, the trouble was that I didn’t know for sure where the dopes had gone, but I had a pretty good idea. And, I can smell a prutrid, stinkbomb garbage can as good as or better than any dog. The difference is, I don’t slurp it up or roll in it. And when we found the mutts about fifteen minutes later, that’s exactly what they were doing—rolling on their backs with all four—make that all eight feet kicking joyfully in the air like some sort of major upended bug or something.

		Jalene was the first to see them and the first to vent. “Jessie…Lily…there you are…and what are you doing? Oh, yuck! Get out of there. Bad dogs! Don’t we feed you enough at home?” She bent to pick one of them up, and, luckily, thought better of it.

		“Oh yum, here’s some more. This is good stuff,” said Lily. Jessie answered in kind except that her words were sort of muffled by the soggy paper towel she was chewing.

		Finally, Jalene managed to get leashes on the little twirps without getting too contaminated, and we were off for home at a sedate pace, trailing flies and fumes to beat the band.

		“I told you, Mommy,” Mariaelena said. “He’s a very smart cat.”

		“I guess so,” she responded thoughtfully. “It appears that I’ve underestimated him. I wonder what he’s thinking right now?”

		What I was thinking was that another can of yummy cat food might be in order for a hero like me, and, can you believe it, Maria helped me out. “Mom, he likes canned cat food. Maybe that could be a good reward.” And you know, it was. Dusty didn’t even call it a “malodorous lump,” and I was gracious enough to share a little with Tigerton. I don’t even have to mention, do I, that the Russells got not one fat bite, although I made sure they knew that I had been rewarded. By the way, they were treated to yet another bath before they were allowed back inside. But they still smelled to high heaven for several days and even attracted a few flies. They are so disgusting. The dogs, I mean.

		So that’s the story of how I rescued their sorry butts and returned them to the family fold. Were they grateful? Ha! Gratitude never entered their tiny minds. In fact, they were irritated because we had arrived before they could slurp up every last drop and morsel of garbage juice. I thought of proposing to Jalene that she save money by feeding them only garbage.

		Basically, I don’t like dogs because they just don’t hold a candle, don’t you know, to cats. Let me put it this way:

		

		Dogs Are Dumb

		

		Fur, four legs, and a head

		That’s empty as empty can be.

		The purpose of dogs, whatever it is

		Is totally lost on me.

		

		Bone headed from chewing on bones

		Oh please just leave me alone.

		Most dogs are all bark; a total fraud

		And should be totally not allowed.

		

		Dogs are all bark and no bite

		They’re brawn without any brain

		“Woof, woof” is a sad excuse for “Meow”

		But not if you’re totally insane.

		

		I’m tired of swaggering canines

		Their bragging rights are all wrong

		Can a dog climb a tree? No sir-ee!

		Isn’t this just a wonderful song?

		

		Dusty is forever griping about the cost of animal food. You would think we were breaking the family bank. “Why don’t you cats catch a few mice today to lower expenses?” He’ll say something like that every day or two. I’ve already explained that he gripes if I leave the mouse heads on the porch. You can’t win with these people! Yesterday, he was griping about the cost of mouse traps, and he didn’t mean cats.

		The rest of the summer passed really slowly, as is true throughout the South with the sort of daily routine I’ve told you about. Round about the end of July, the family normally takes a vacation from the Mississippi heat and goes to Colorado, which I gather is a very cool and wonderful place. Actually, KitKat lived there—but that’s another long story. Of course, we cats are left behind, but Catherine and Anne take good care of us, and we gets lots of petting. Other than missing the excitement of having the girls around, things move along okay. How the family organizes and carries out a camping trip without our supervision is a mystery to me.

		There was talk for a while of taking the Jack Russells on vacation. “They’ll get so lonely without us,” Jalene crooned. But then Dusty took a trip to Wyoming himself to look at this ranch he favors. It was a short trip, but after that we heard no more vacation talk, and it took me quite a while to figure out why.

		After Dusty’s trip, work on a number of home improvement projects commenced in earnest. This was odd. Hot hell summer is not the time for outdoor work. Furthermore, Dusty generally avoids such projects like the plague. Once a year or so Jalene gets him involved in cleaning out the carport. This goes on for a day or two and results in a re-ordering of the same-old-junk but not much real discarding of anything. I supervise, of course, and usually catch a few mice as their home-sweet-homes are disturbed and swept into the dust bin.

		But now, the carport was cleaned, the deck was pressure washed—I stayed away from this let me tell you—and stained, and the hot tub was repaired and treated with ox…ox..something..oh yeah, Clorox until it was—get this—white! Well, mostly white, and that was just the tip of the iceberg project wise.

		Dusty complained a lot about it all to us cats. “You’d think the Queen O’ England was set to visit.” He was trimming shrubs one morning early before work. It was already in the 80’s and quite steamy. “Lord,” he went on, “stuff we’ve put up with for years and never noticed the difference all of a sudden isn’t good enough. I don’t understand a word of it!”

		They even had a guy come out to catch the raccoons that had taken up residence in the walls of the house. Raccoons are always looking or a closed-in place to raise young, and, if a hollowed out tree isn’t available, the hollow walls of a house will work fine. Problem is the young and their momma start scratching around and chittering back and forth. Folks in the house hear it, and pretty soon the raccoon man arrives. He’s a typical Mississippi guy—talks for an hour before any sort of work takes place and has a dozen tall tales to tell about raccoons and every other living thing that comes up. Good stories too, I must admit.

		He puts out cages with tasty food in the end, and when the coon saunters in and touches the food, the door shuts, and he’s trapped. I’d be less than honest if I didn’t admit that we got caught a couple of times. But we learn quickly. Coons never do. Now if I were in charge of this operation, I’d close up the vents that let raccoons under the house in the first place. Of course, the coons keep breaking in again, so this is more or less a continual job.

		See, I’ve crawled in those vents a time or two and gotten lost to the point…okay…to the point where Jalene had to rescue me after I meowed for a day or two. I’m not proud of getting lost like that. But, like I said, I’m not one to make the same mistake over and over again. Actually, it’s cool and kind of interesting under the house. There are lots of narrow passages where a guy can use his whiskers for what they were originally intended. You think it would be crawling with snakes—hundreds of them—maybe, but I’ve never seen a single one under there. Not that snakes scare me the least little bit anyway. Cats can even “play” with rattlesnakes and not get bit when a dog would be nailed in a second.

		The home renovators also started in working on the gutters. While Dusty was up on the ladder one day, he explained to me about gutters. He didn’t seem too happy about it at the time.

		“See, Terrence,” he began, “gutters catch the rain water as it comes off the roof and direct it to certain locations where it runs away from the house.” Well, that seemed to make sense. He went on to explain that gutters fill up with dirt and leaves, dead bugs, and the like and then they don’t work so well. I had noticed that one gutter directed water right onto the front porch in front of the door. And I had wondered about the intelligent design of this system.

		Our gutters have screens on top to keep the leaves out, but after twenty years, guess what, the dirt gets in anyway. Trouble was, these screens have little screws that hold them down, and, all told, there must have been about a thousand little screws that each demanded individual attention. This was what had Dusty all gripey, and, for once, I could see his point. “I want to take the screens off altogether,” he complained, “but Jalene wants to put them back on.”

		I meowed twice to let him know that I understood and that this was a terrible injustice. Just then, he dropped a handful of the little screws into the azalea bed, which meant that they were basically gone forever. “Goll durned frazzeling things…this is sure a bunch of nonsense.” I knew that he wasn’t addressing me and so took the opportunity to make a quick exit. Dusty has been known to throw things when he gets upset. His aim is pretty bad…but still.

		KitKat is a water snob. Have I mentioned that before? She drinks only the freshest water, preferably cool, and she meows and is excessively noisy if the water isn’t to her liking. How she got to be this way and why it matters is a vast mystery to me as are many aspects of KitKat’s brain.

		I mean, water is water, right? And in Mississippi, we’re generally dealing with lots of it. Oh I could understand if the water was swimming full of bugs or something. But come on, Dusty has all kinds of potted plants, watered daily. So just those pot bottoms alone are a copious supply.

		As usually in cases where I just don’t get something, I asked her. Now get this for an answer: “Oxygenated water is good for cats,” she said. “Flat, stale water depresses the system and leads to the blues. Now we don’t need that do we?”

		“Certainly not,” I agreed.

		Not long after Dusty and I had the gutter conversation, the girls came out to play school on the front porch. On a rainy day, this was a suitable compromise when they wanted to be outdoors but couldn’t be without getting drenched. Naturally, I was on the porch to stay dry and supervise, and, so, big surprise, I got picked as one of the students. They wanted me to carry a small backpack, which I refused to do, but I did sit down in one of the small “classroom” chairs and tried to look attentive.

		Maria was the teacher while Miss Alexanaka alternated between Assistant Teacher and student. None-the-less, the school was somewhat short of students. There was Miss Amanda, me, and Miss KitKat, and the last named student flaunted school rules somewhat by lying on her desk and going to sleep.

		Miss Mariaelena was undeterred and launched into a list of class rules and a spelling lesson. Now, I’m not much on spelling because, well, I can’t read. But it all seemed pretty interesting and straight forward stuff. The students were attentive except, again, for Miss KitKat who rolled over in her sleep and fell off the table into the flower bed, smashing several large leaves of the elephant ear, which spared her from landing directly in the mud.

		Miss Amanda found this acrobatic display to be highly hilarious, prompting a rebuke and a count-to-ten time out from Miss Maria. Apparently, neither two year olds nor cats follow stupid rules to the letter.

		After the spelling test, Miss Alex told a Berenstain Bears story based on one of her favorite books about the boys club that excluded girls. Then, the principal, Miss Jalene, appeared with tuna salad on crackers and lemonade. The rain was falling harder than ever now, and what with splatters and all and a certain summer chill to the air, school was dismissed soon after lunch. I took the opportunity for a nice nap on the teacher’s desk.

		An hour or so later, I got up and went through my usual stretching routine. This involves rocking to the rear on all fours while arching my back and curling my tail while opening my mouth widely. It’s very refreshing. Then I set off on a brief late afternoon patrol up the driveway, skirting around the edge of the front yard, and peering over into the ravine without actually venturing down inside. Sometimes it’s best to check around at this time of day, even if I made a thorough early morning patrol. The responsibilities of my job demand this sort of attention to duty, don’t you know?

		I guess I should tell you about the frogs. In the summer in Mississippi, they are everywhere. And noisy? Are you kidding. You never heard the likes of it. By the way, frogs and toads are more or less the same thing to me, so I call ‘em “frogtoads.” The difference—in case you want to know--is that the toads are brown and warty looking while the frogs are green and shiny looking. They come in all sizes, and there are millions of them.

		Around our place, it’s so noisy at night sometimes that you can hardly carry on a conversation. They usually start in a few hours after dark and get really cranked up around 10:00 or so. I know that from hearing Dusty say, “Ten o’clock and all is frog!” Yeah, I know, big yuck, yuck.

		When Dusty, the girls, and I go out to pen in the chickens, the chorus is in full voice. Afterwards, we move over to the pool to check them out. Night after night, the same toadfrog will be in the same location. And tiny? A frog the size of a quarter can make a noise that will part your hair. No kidding! Dusty says the singers are all guys trying to attract a mate. Can that be true? Well, it attracted us, I guess, so that’s something.

		Several different kinds of frogs get into the act, so it’s like a harmonic assemblage of burp heads. They put their whole body into it and almost rise off the ground as the bubble in their throat forms and the huge noise appears. Sometimes we stay out there quite a while before coming up the stone stairs to the house.

		I tried eating a toadfrog or two in my day, but they taste really fowl, I mean foul, especially up by their head region where they are especially yucky. I was spitting and coughing all night after that attempt. I’ve seen the Jack Russells try a few as well with the same result. Of course, one was enough for me while it took a half dozen or more for the idiots to catch on.

		Guess I never got to the “fogs,” did I? Oh well! Fog is just a cloud that you happen to be in. That’s what I heard Dusty say. So now we are up to date on that subject.

		

	
		

		Chapter 6. A Little More About Me

		

		I’ve told you quite a lot about our city, well, it’s a town really. And I’ve showed you around our place—148 Lakeway Drive, which isn’t anywhere near a lake as far as I can tell. But it’s a busy three acres and takes up most of my time just managing business. That includes protection and security as well as making sure that things run smoothly. And I don’t think it’s overstating to say that I do a bang-up job with very little help from KitKat or Tigerton, dogs or people, and little or no sleep. My proper title, by the way is “The First Cat.”

		Actually, we live at the edge of the city, and that’s a pretty small place—you can be most anywhere in Oxford in ten minutes or so. About the only time I see much of town is on the way to the vets. I can’t say that I like him much what with all the poking and prodding. And do I need to mention the shots? I hope not cause I don’t like them at all. Oh sure, he’s got lots of pets, scratches behind the ears, and other slick moves, but you never know what that guy has up his sleeve—like maybe a nasty pill. He’s always peering into various places like ears to see what’s going on inside. Once, he decided my ears were full of wax and proceeded to clean them out with warm oil and cue tips. I didn’t like that at all!.

		Last trip to the vet, I did make the acquaintance of a nice lady cat. Her name was Miss Platypuss, and she was a beautiful calico with a white tail that had a cute little curl at the end of it. We chatted pleasantly about nothing much while we were in the waiting room. I was just trying to learn where she lived so I could pay her a visit when her number was called, and she prepared to see the vet.

		“Goodbye Miss Platypus,” I said. “Hope to see you in the not too distant future.”

		“Goodbye, Mr. Terrence,” she returned. “Maybe I’ll see you again on the way out.”

		Whew! I was so out of breath from the encounter that I felt a little faint for a few minutes, and that sort of weakness doesn’t happen often to me. Part of my weakness was due to feminine pulchritude while the rest had something to do with the mat just inside the front door on which numerous nervous dogs had peed. A cat would never do something so crude and ill mannered.

		Aside from KitKat, there aren’t too many lady cats within yowling distance of our house. Well, I forgot about April and May. They live around the corner and on the next cul-de-sac. They hang around together, and that sort of makes me nervous. They kind of counterpunch with their alleged wit, and that sort of leaves a guy wondering what to say. Dusty calls them “the calendar cats.”

		“Good day, Terr!,” April said a few days ago when I wandered over their way.

		“It’s always a good day when he meets us,” chimed in May.

		See what I mean? After those two remarks about all you can do is change the subject. I did.

		“Why don’t you come up my way, tomorrow? We can sit on the porch and I’ll show you the sights.”

		“Well now,” said May.

		“I don’t know if it’s proper to invite two ladies to call,” added April.

		“So draw straws, and one of you can be the lady!” I wanted to say.

		Anyway, I started off talking about Oxford because I wanted to explain that I wasn’t born here. No, that took place in Virginia where we lived a few years before we moved to Mississippi. I’ve heard Dusty refer to me as “A Virginia Gentlemen,” and I suppose that’s a compliment, although you can never tell with him.

		I remember growing up for a while with my ma and all my brothers and sisters. We were a rough and tumble bunch for sure, and those were fun times.

		I didn’t get along with KitKat at first. Big surprise! But after a few rough weeks of hissing and spitting, and her trying to run me off, things improved. She’s just slow to warm up to someone new—real slow. Originally, my brother Ashley was with us, but he was a brainless one and got flattened by a car on one of his many stupid dashes across the country lane where we lived in Virginia. Ashley was half Himalayan—we had different fathers, don’t you know. That happens sometimes with cat siblings, and I’ve always suspected that his Himalayan heritage was the lame brain side.

		He was Dusty’s favorite and ended up with a bunch of names. I think finally Dusty was calling him “Aschleigh Anne Janine Ursula Patrice Bobbe.” Don’t ask me why you would give a male cat such a string of girly names, but he seemed to think it was quite humorous. Dusty also named one of our roosters “Iris,” so go figure. Jalene just referred to Ashley as the “Fluff Budget,” which was fairly descriptive. He had blue eyes! I guess in a way I miss the little snipe although he was of the most finicky cats I’ve ever known.

		“I just don’t worry a thing about those cars, you know,” he said to me once. Guess it was the truth.

		Along with Ashley in Virginia we also had Hazel. He was an orange manx cat. They have no tail don’t you know; it just runs in their families that way. In addition to missing a tail he was also missing a hind leg, the result of a nasty incident with a trap somewhere. He had the nickname “Tripod.” And let me tell you, missing a leg didn’t slow that guy down a bit. He could run fast and corner faster. If you were trying to catch him, as Dusty was sometimes, there was no tail to grab either.

		The dog situation in Virginia was different as well. Little Lacy Lou was there along with a male Saint Bernard who went by “Beau.” Boy was he ever large. Lacy is big enough, but Beau made her look small. He had an enormous head to go with his enormous body although I must say it was an enormous empty head. Lacy used him for brawn while she ran the show with whatever brains she had. For example, when they were trying to break out of their huge dog run—a very frequent occurrence--she’d find a week spot or a spot where there was the beginnings of a hole under the fence. Then she’d tell Beau “Hey guy, put your nose under the fence there and then lift and shove.” He would, and up the fence would come.

		Overall, Beau was a harmless sort. You always got the idea when you looked at him that you were looking into a big empty and that maybe the wind blew right in one ear and out the other one. Kids could crawl all over “Fort Beau,” and he never paid them no never mind other than occasionally stretching to get more comfortable. Saint Bernards don’t live too long. One night when he was about nine years old he just went to sleep and didn’t wake up. Dusty said he had a heart attack and should have been watching his cholesterol, whatever that is. Lacy got pretty lonely after that since she was the only dog.

		Vern had already died. I don’t think I have mentioned him yet. Let’s see, what can I say? Vern was a little sawed off guy. He looked like a German Shepherd that had been all shrunk down. He was a good guard dog, and that was his job. Trouble was that he was old and didn’t move real well. When he ran, it looked like his spine had fused, so he kind of rocked back and forth from his front feet to his rear feet with nothing bending in the middle. It was weird to watch.

		I heard Dusty say once that Vern had lived the perfect dog’s life—always in the country and never penned up. Well there was one time, I guess, when they kept him in town for a time until he ate the back door of the house trying to get in. That’s the way I heard it: He “ate” the door! I asked him about it one time.

		“They had me penned up in this garage see, and I got bored and kind of crazy, so I started gnawing on the door. It was a cheap particle board kind of door, so it wasn’t all that hard.”

		Vern came for a dollar from a little boy with a box of puppies outside of Vern’s Café, Bellevue Colorado. Like I said, he was a sawed off sort of a guy, but he and I always got along. For a dog, Vern had uncommon common sense.

		Dusty called him Vern the Wonder Pup, which was also the name of his suitcase. He said that all suitcases looked alike, so he put a sign on his that said “Vern the Wonder Pup,” and he tied a dirty sock around the handle to distinguish it from all the others. I’m just sure that endeavor was successful. Anyway, he was no pup when I knew him—going on eighteen, which is ancient for a dog. He chased off all intruders—dogs, cats, skunks, possums, you name it. He knew that chickens were part of the family and so left them alone. Although I heard that he once killed a poult—that’s a young turkey, don’t you know--that insisted on roosting on him while he was trying to take a nap one hot summer day.

		One less turkey makes for a better world is what I think. The poults are okay, but a full grown tom turkey is big enough to inflict some serious damage on a cat if he takes a mind to, which is often the case.

		Now, on the dinner menu, I have great admiration for the character of a turkey. The meat can be a little dry compared to chicken, but that’s only if it’s cooked. Fresh turkey is a real delicacy in my book.

		“You know, Terr, if it were up to us,” Vern said to me one time, “the world would be full of free range chickens and turkeys free for the taking whenever a guy got hungry.”

		I guess that was what he dreamed about when he’d lie there in the sun, warming his old bones and twitching his legs as the dream of the chase coursed through them. I’ve never seen a cat dream like that, although we have plenty of good dreams I can tell you for sure.

		I saw a chicken one time that had hardly any feathers—just a few kinda frizzly ones. Jalene said he was a special breed, and she thought hem “Ugly as sin.” But not me.

		Feathers are the worst thing about eating a chicken. I’ll swear, you just can’t keep the durned things out of your mouth for trying. Now, this special no feathers bird would be a vast improvement. By the way, I love eggs too—cooked or whole.

		A lot of cats go for song birds, but not me. They have hardly any meat on their bones and the same feather issue I’ve already told about.

		Talking about all of this sort of took my mind off the Jack Russells. And sure enough, here they came, out for their afternoon tie out in the front yard. “Yip yip; snort, snort; snuffle, sniff.” I swear. If they would calm down for a moment, they might actually see something of the world around them.

		In the present case, they might have noticed the big copperhead sunning himself over near the oak trees. Jalene didn’t see him, either, and it wasn’t too long till the snorters practically tripped over him and got him riled up enough to stop sun bathing and strike at them. He missed, but not by much, and the brave puppies went crazy, barking and whining for all they were worth.

		I could tell that the job of protecting them, not to mention the rest of the household fell on my shoulders. So I rambled over. Well he was a big snake, bigger than he seemed from a distance. He was mad now, but at least he didn’t have a spooky rattle on the end of his tail. I hate those things!

		So, I began to swat at him. He struck at me a few times, a bit more vigorously than I liked, and then began to back off. See, a snake puts up a good front, but if he doesn’t connect with those poisonous fangs pretty quickly, he gets worried, sure and begins to think exit strategy. Of course, that’s what I was thinking too. But I intended to back this buzzard right over into the ravine before I quit.

		The Jack Russells were cheering me on after a fashion. Yippy and Yowlie. “Get him let us at him. Take this leash off.”

		I was glad no one was there to assist with that cause then Mr. Snake would have bit Ms. Dogs, and I would have had my hands full. As it was, after a few more strikes, Mr. Snake set sail for tall timber and left the victor, me, in control of the field.

		Lacy Lou had ambled around to see what the commotion was and had watched the last bit of fighting. “Well, Terr,” she said, flopping down in the grass, “I see you saved the puppies from certain death, or at least from swelling up like stuffed sausages. That would have been a sight!”

		“I’m sure we’ll all regret missing it,” I said, “but there’s a pretty good chance it will happen again knowing the vacuum inside those empty heads.” Lily and Jessie were sniffing around where the snake had been, trying to relive the fight, I guess or not sure where Mr. Snake had gone. See, snakes let loose some musk when they are angry, and the scent of that somehow got the pups all stirred up.

		“We ran him off sure,” Jessie said after a final round of snorts.

		“You ran no one no where,” I said. “I bet you didn’t even know that was a poisonous copperhead.”

		They gave me their typical dumb look. “We know practically everything of importance,” said Lily.

		“Yeah,” said Jessie, “and we know what to tell our parents,” added Jessie.

		“I’ll bet!”

		

	
		

		Chapter 7. Wyoming Here We Come

		

		I like life in Oxford, and there’s lots more I need to tell you about it. Especially I don’t want to talk much about leaving Oxford. You see, I’ve never left anyplace before—I mean for good. Final like that. But the sad, sad fact is that we did leave Oxford. Actually, I left Virginia for good, but that leaving was long ago, and I don’t remember much about it. I just wanted to set the record straight on that score.

		I kept telling myself that I was doing things for the last time—visiting my lairs…playing tag with Clarence the King Snake…chasing the chickadee clan that lives behind the pool. You know, there are hundreds of things like that that I’ve just come to accept as part of my normal day’s routine.

		I kept telling myself that “this is the last time” I’ll be doing this or that. Then I’d do it again, just because there was lots of time and because Jalene and Dusty took about a week longer to leave than they had originally said. It got kind of silly after awhile. You see, Dusty and Jalene and the girls had to clean out the house, and I mean everything out of the house. I didn’t even suspect that such a thing was possible. And those guys have lots of stuff—junk is more like what I’d call it. And they didn’t want to part with a stick of it, but they had to. I mean cats don’t have stuff, other than a food bowl and maybe a brush. And that’s it. Our lives are so much more rich and fulfilling as a result. So, parting with the stuff led to lots of discussions, arguments, angst, and such

		And it led to a garage sale. I know about those because we live in a neighborhood, and I could say quite a lot about them cause they’ve entertained me for many weekends. The deal is that you take all your junk and pile it out in the front yard with price stickers on it. People come by from someplace—I don’t know where—and buy it. No kidding!

		We live in a cul-de-sac, and I want to tell you that the garage sale filled up pretty near the whole thing. There was that much stuff. And they put a little sticker with a price on it on each item. That took a while too. Dusty thought it was real clever when Mariaelena put a sticker on me. Forty-eight cents for a cat. Ha! Ha! Hardy-har-har! I got it off as quickly as I could, as you might imagine, but it was in, well, sort of an awkward place.

		So we sat around all day in lawn chairs and watched people paw through a lot of stuff that should have been thrown out years ago in my opinion. I did catch them trying to sell an old catnip mouse that happens to be a favorite of mine. Can you imagine? Well, I rescued that right away. Unfortunately, Alex spotted me in the act and sounded the alarm.

		“Mom, Terrence is taking something out of the free basket!”

		Jalene cranked her head in my direction, taking her eyes off a glass of iced tea she was pouring. “Oh it’s just his old mouse. That old thing is so disgusting, but never mind.” At that exact moment the glass filled and iced tea—I should say sticky, sweetened, Southern iced tea—went spilling onto the card table from where it ran off the edge and dribbled vigorously into her shoe. Too bad!

		What I’ve learned at garage sales is that people will buy almost anything—even bags of junk they can’t see till after it’s bought. That’s amazing. A cat would never do that. We inspect things carefully before we take a serious interest in them. I mean, who would want to end up with a sour mouse just because of action without forethought? Not me! Imagine in a small town like Oxford. The trash must just circulate from household to household via garage sales. Eventually you will buy back your own junk! That’s amazing to me.

		The garage sale went very well I think. I heard Jalene say they earned $800, and I think that’s a lot of money. I know, for example, that four cans of cat food cost one dollar because I’ve heard Dusty griping about it. Big deal, huh? Anyway, the whole family went out to dinner, and, despite all my help with things—being the nice kitty that people could pet and so on—I got dry kibble. That’s gratitude for you I guess. But I kind of enjoyed the sale all in all.

		One day about a week later, an absolutely huge truck rolled into the cul-de-sack. They opened the big back doors and began to load all our furniture and hundreds of boxes that everyone had packed up. I liked the driver. He petted me and told me that he had a kitty back home in New York. I took special care to make sure that my cat bed was loaded. That sounds like something they could easily forget, but it’s quite important to me. I also took care to thoroughly explore the moving van, which was pretty exciting because those guys pack stuff really tightly together. Believe it or not, I took care to make sure I didn’t get trapped in there. That happened to me once, and I ended up spending Christmas vacation in Big Bend National Park with the family, That was kind of interesting to tell the truth, but I really hated the twelve hour ride to Abilene, trapped in the luggage compartment of the motor home, before Jalene heard me meowing for help. I thought Dusty was going to leave me at the truck stop. In fact, I tried hard to escape at that point. But saner heads prevailed. Anyway, because of that I’m pretty careful now about my explorations.

		Later that day the big moment came. I was unceremoniously loaded or stuffed into a small cat carrier. KitKat, and the Jack Russells were similarly treated. They don’t make carriers large enough for Little Lacy Lou. And we all got into the motor home. Then there followed a huge number of delays amounting to several hours.

		While we were sitting there waiting for something or other, Dusty decided to talk to us cats. “The Doldrums are upon us,” he said with a sigh and in the general direction of our carriers.

		“The what?” I said.

		Curiously he answered. “The Doldrums occur when a departure is eminent and doesn’t occur for any number of obscure and frivolous, definitely frustrating reasons. “

		For example, Jalene became totally convinced that she had dropped a necklace, which should have been around her neck. After a search of a half hour, it was found in the glove box of the motor home where she suddenly recalled having placed it. Dusty himself suddenly decided he had to have a quart of coffee cream in the motor home refrigerator. So off he went to the store—two times really, as he had to return for his wallet. Mariaelena and Alexanaka both had to potty after getting into their car seats, but they had to come go back into the house because there was no toilet paper in the motor home. Then Dusty discovered that the toilet valve to the outside was open, so the two girls made a big stinky mess in the street, which had to be cleaned up. I mean the mess, not the street. Finally—there were more delays that I’ve mercifully forgotten—Amandamikkel’s spare diapers were found to have been taken by the movers, so another trip to the store occurred.

		Dusty became more and more antsy and annoyed during all of these proceedings. Finally it all came out it: “Let’s not even go, what do you say? This is totally ridiculous. Did I mention that the motor home generator was running this whole time to keep the inside cool enough for survival?

		“Oh Dusty,” Jalene replied, “we’re almost ready.”

		“The house is totally empty,” he returned. “How is it possible to find all these reasons not to leave?”

		“It just is, dear,” Jalene said, dashing off on some newly discovered errand or other.

		“Do you think we’ll ever leave?” I asked KitKat.

		“It appears that we won’t, however appearances can be deceiving,” she said with a yawn. “I suppose we’ll be stuck in our prisons for a good deal of the time.”

		“You don’t help matters much by yowling the entire time we are traveling,” I suggested. “Why don’t you try sitting in the dash with me and enjoying the scenery.

		“Well,” she said, after considering, “I don’t like traveling, it upsets my digestion, and the moving scenery makes me want to throw up.”

		“And your mournful racket upsets my digestion,” I put in.

		“I guess you’ll just have to put up with it,” she returned with a slight smirk, “because there’s nothing I can do about it.”

		Believe it or not, we finally left. However it was nearly 3:00 p.m. in the afternoon, so we only traveled till around 9:00 or so before stopping for the night. And everyone was tired. I mean I had certainly put in a full day, and so had everyone else. We spent that night somewhere in Arkansas. They let us out of our cages when we stopped. KitKat dived under the bed, and I didn’t see her again for the rest of the evening. Lacy Lou and the Jack Russells got to wander around all day, although we had to stop three times for their “business.”

		“Why don’t you use a litter box like a cat?” I asked Lily after the third stop.

		“I don’t choose to,” she said, “and besides, I enjoy getting out and stretching my legs a bit. You should try it.”

		At this point Jessie started laughing. “They won’t let him out because he’d run off and we’d have to spend hours trying to catch him.”

		How insulting! “They wouldn’t have to catch me, and I certainly wouldn’t run off. You don’t understand anything about cats.”

		“There’s not much to understand,” Lily said. “Besides, if we used a box Lacy Lou would have to have a bathtub!”

		I have to admit that I chuckled a bit at that. Lily’s sense of humor is a very occasional beast and needs all the encouragement it can get..

		We fell into a sort of routine. Every morning us cats were returned to our cages, at least for a few hours while Dusty and Jalene broke camp. That way they felt safe to keep the door open while they bopped in an out on various errands. Mid morning they’d open our doors. KitKat would dive under the bed, and I’d assume my position on the right side of the dash where I could stretch out and enjoy life.

		Lots of cats don’t like the motion of a car and yow and carry on the whole trip. I’m not that way. I like to survey the changing scene and watch the world go buy. Dusty was surprised when he learned this about me. After that, he even went so far as to put a towel on the dash to make my spot more comfortable. See he needed a co-pilot and someone to talk to because Jalene was usually off taking care of the kids who had many needs. When Jalene was driving, Dusty refereed to his job as being “stewardess to the stars” or sometimes as “princess patrol.” They had movies going for the girls, and food, and art stuff. I mean it looked like a good deal to me, but they still found plenty to complain about.

		Arkansas has lots of trees and nice hills. I heard Dusty refer to them as “starter mountains,” but Oklahoma sure doesn’t, at least not for long. By the time we got to central Oklahoma there wasn’t a tree or a hill to be seen. Lacy Lou claimed that the telephone poles alongside the road were trees, but I knew differently and told her so.

		“Lacy Lou, you’re full of hot air,” I told her.

		She looked at me, her jowls shaking back and forth due to the rocking motion of the coach. “I wouldn’t be so sure,” she offered. “Cats are not known for their great knowledge of science.”

		“Knowing that a telephone pole isn’t a tree isn’t science,” I said. “It’s common sense, but I wouldn’t expect a dog to know that.”

		“I heard Dusty say that the telephone pole was the state tree of Kansas. So there!” she said.

		“Dusty has been known to joke,” I said, “and a good deal of what any human says is subject to careful scrutiny in my opinion.”

		She put her head in the middle of her enormous paws and gave a sigh. “I just want to get there,” she said. “I don’t like traveling and being cooped up all day long.”

		I had to agree with her there. Despite her size, she couldn’t see much out the windows. And the thought of Lacy Lou climbing up onto the dash boards for a lie down was beyond humorous. When she stood at the front of the coach, her head was high enough to see out. But Dusty didn’t like her there for some reason—he complained about her heavy breathing--so she was relegated to the back half where outside views were few and far between.

		The second night we stayed somewhere in western Oklahoma where the wind blew all night long. Howled would be a better word for it. And it was very dusty. Even my gritty kibble tasted extra gritty, like it had been sprinkled with sand. Everyone was complaining, and we animals got extra leftovers cause the girls didn’t like sandy ravioli.

		I’ve always wondered about wind. I mean what is it? You can feel it but you can’t see it. Don’t you think that’s strange, that the sky is filled with something you can feel but not see? And why does the wind blow sometimes but not others? Is there some giant huffing and puffing its cheeks off in the distance somewhere? A clue to all this might be that it’s often windy when there’s a change in the weather in store. So the wind is kinda like an announcement.

		I think about things like that sometimes, although I don’t think KitKat does, and I know for durned sure that dogs don’t. Cats have plenty of free time, don’t you know, and I think that’s so we can think about important issues sometimes. Our conclusions probably won’t change the world and may not even be correct. Who knows? But I try to pass on what knowledge I have gained to others just for their own good and self improvement. The dogs and KitKat tend not to appreciate what I have to say. The girls listen for the most part and sometimes they have contributions to make themselves. Overall, as you probably know, children are my type of people!

		The third day, we entered Colorado, and my interest perked up. That’s because I’ve always heard good things about that state, although I have to say that it didn’t look much different than Oklahoma—flat and brown is pretty monotonous--at least till day’s end. It was cold there in the morning. I’ll say that. Dusty, of course, thought that was hot stuff and was parading around enjoying it to the fullest. Everyone else had a coat on and was wondering what winter would be like in such a place. As you know, I have a nice fur coat, so the cold didn’t really bother me much although I certainly was aware of it.

		Lacy Lou is another one who likes the cold. Mississippi was always too hot for her. During the summer months she either stayed in doors or camped out in an old stock tank, which Dusty used to fill with water for her. A full grown Saint Bernard can soak up quite a bit of water in her coat. Her shaking herself after one of those tub sessions meant a shower for anyone in the near vicinity, which is one reason we cats kept strictly away from her then.

		“Seems to me,” she said that morning, “that this place has a nice temperature…one a dog could enjoy.”

		The Jack Russells just looked at her as though they didn’t know the meaning of the word. They were both shivering. “Whaaattt are yyyyou tallkkking aboouttt?” said Jessie in between shivers. “Thisss ppplaace muusstt beee theee norrrth pooolee.”

		“It’s 59 degrees,” Jalene said. She was taking the pooches on their morning constitutional. That’s when they are supposed to poop don’t you know. “Why are you dogs so cold? Poor little doggies. We’ll have to buy you some doggie coats!”

		Jalene likes the Jack Russells. No, she loves them. To tell you the truth, I don’t think Dusty cares much for them although from time to time he lets them sit in his lab after supper. They continued to shiver and shake until nature took its course. I, of course, had completed my morning toilet in the warmth of the motor home, including my daily sponge bath with tongue and paws. That’s a superior thing about cats: We can bathe thoroughly any time and any place in complete comfort.

		Toward the end of the third day, Colorado had a change of heart and got hilly and green. We stopped for the night in a place called Fort Collins. Dusty and Jalene used to live there, so they said, and Maria told me that she had been born there. It seemed like a nice enough place except that there was too much traffic. The place looks like it was built by real estate agents—I heard Jalene say that. The humans ate at Coopersmiths, where Dusty favored the beer, and left us animals in the motorhome with our kibble and water. Real thoughtful, huh! And they didn’t even bring any table scraps as I had hoped and expected. As a result, I sulked for quite a while after they returned, although they didn’t pay me any attention.

		“So,” said KitKat in a surprisingly conversational tone. “I hear that we arrive in Wyoming tomorrow.”

		“That’s the rumor,” I said. The thought of Wyoming was making me more and more nervous. Why on earth were they taking us there?

		“We’re going to live on a ranch,” she announced.

		I had heard that too although it didn’t mean much to me since I’ve never lived on a ranch before. “It’s a place,” I said in my most knowledgeable voice, where they raise cows.”

		“So we’re all going to be cowdogs and cowcats now?” she said. “Whatever that means.”

		“I suppose as that’s so. I wonder what new chores we’ll have. Running the place in Oxford was hard, but running a large ranch could make it seem easy.” We had all had plenty of exposure to Dusty’s verbal exposés of the joys of the wide open spaces and how 160 acres was a huge amount of land compared to the three acres we had in Oxford.

		“…to where the deer and the antelope play,” was a phrase he often used to describe the ranch.

		The next morning, we left Fort Collins and soon climbed into the foothills, which, I’d have to say, were quite pretty. All this beauty ended a hour or two later when we entered Wyoming, which to my dismay, was flat and brown. We stopped for gas in Laramie, where wind was added to the flat-brown mix. Jalene and Dusty talked at length about the cheap gas they had bought. I was afraid they were going to turn back to buy some more.

		We drove for some more hours. Everyone was tired of it until we came to a town called Buffalo. I always thought that was an animal of some sort. Maybe they had one in a zoo or something, but I sure didn’t see it. Some miles outside of Buffalo we entered a green valley with a river and high mountains in the distance.

		“Just a few more miles,” Dusty announced.

		And so, at long last, we arrived at our new ranch home in Wyoming. We turned off the highway onto a dusty country road that led off across some awfully flat country toward some real pretty mountains in the distance. It seemed like we were on that road for a long time, but gradually the mountains grew taller and taller until they were just in front of us and looking quite large indeed. At this point, I saw a house and a barn off to the side, and Dusty turned into the driveway and drove right up to it. Evidently, we had arrived.

		And then they let me go out the door with them instead of putting me in the kennel box, so I figured we were “home” indeed. I jumped off the last step and began to stretch and look around at my new territory. My building excitement and relaxation exercises ended when I was practically bowled over by the Jack Russells, who had also been let out and, after peeing here and there, were yipping and rooting around in the dust. It didn’t take them long to spot me, and then the fun began.

		The Jack Russells charged, yipping with unbridled, savage delight. I looked around for the nearest tree to climb and to my horror discovered that this part of Wyoming consists of nothing but empty, dusty space carpeted with dry, short grass that was parted here and there by an unrelenting wind. In short, there was not a tree in sight--not a single one where an endangered feline could hide. Up on the mountain there were lots of trees. But the mountain was a mile or more away.

		I was beginning to get worried, don’t you know? And when I get worried, as you understand, I start to yowl and hiss. It’s quite a scary spectacle in my opinion, and it almost always gets the attention of whomever might be watching. My activity stirred up a few grasshoppers who clattered their way out of there with their unorganized flights. I have no interest in them. You use more energy chasing them than you gain eating them, and they are full of gristle and taste like dried grass on account of that’s what they mostly eat.

		My uneasiness was not lost on the St. Bernard. “This here’s dog country, appears to me,” Little Lacy Lou remarked casually as the Jack Russells shot past her. They totally ignored me, much to my surprise and relief and their continued good health. They headed on down the driveway to small mounds of dirt on each side. On several of these, small squirrel-like animals perched, staring intently at the oncoming, delicious carnage. Abruptly, sensing a disaster, they squeaked loudly and dived into holes in the center of each mound. The Jack Russells sniffed and barked furiously but to no avail.

		“We’ll git’em…we’ll git’em,” Lily said panting.

		“Let me at’em…let me at’em,” joined in Jesse.

		Neither one of them is capable of very original remarks in my opinion. And they couldn’t dig out a crippled cockroach if their lives depended on it.

		“Them’s prairie dogs,” Lacy Lou said with a yawn, “and no rat dog in history has ever caught one of ‘em, especially not you two squirts!” You gotta dig and use strategy when they run out the back entrance.

		They ignored her and continued frantic sniffing until the dust made them sneeze.

		“HaaChhooo. HaaChoo. HaaaaChooh! Where’d they go? Where’d they go? I sure can smell ’em.”

		What idiots!

		You’d think…oh never mind. They are so danged annoying I can’t even think!

		So that was my introduction to Wyoming and to the beginning of my life on a real cattle ranch. It’s a different place entirely from Oxford, and it took me a good long while to figure out how to make the best of it. But that’s a story for next time.

		Hey, I gotta go and check out my food bowl to make sure it has been properly cleaned and filled. Humans have to be frequently reminded about these types of things. Fresh water is an issue too. You can’t be too careful around here. See you around next time!

		

		

		Stay tuned for the upcoming second adventure of Terrence.

		

		The Adventures of Terrence the Tabby Cat

		

		Terrence the Cowcat

		

	
		

		Chapter 1. All On Account of Coyotes

		

		I awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of our local coyotes yipping it up over near the mountains. They were challenging all comers to come out for a fight or a good old time. It was hard to tell exactly what they wanted. And in truth, they probably would have settled for either. Coyotes are pretty much the reason I’ve taken to sleeping nights out here. It was a difficult change to make but has saved me, I figure, from being eaten alive and turned into...well I’m not sure what. Ground beef is hamburger. Ground ham is pork, so I’m not sure what chewed up cat might be called. Meow burger or something, I guess.
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