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The Cat Who Came
for Christmas







I o The Rescue

To anyone who has ever been owned
by a cat, it will come as no surprise that there are all sorts
of things about your tat you will never, as long as you
live, forget.

Not the least of these is your first sight of him or her.

That my first sight of mine, however, would ever be
memorable seemed, at the time, highly improbable. For
one thing, I could hardly see him at all. It was snowing,
and he was standing some distance from me in a New
York City alley. For another thing, what I did see of him
was extremely unprepossessing. He was thin and he was
dirty and he was hurt.

The irony is that everything around him, except him,
was beautiful. It was Christmas Eve, and although no one
outside of New York would believe it on a bet or a Bible,
New York City can, when it puts its mind to it, be beautiful.
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And that Christmas Eve some years ago was one of those
times.

The snow was an important part of it — not just the
snow, but the fact it was still snowing, as it is supposed
to but rarely does over Christmas. And the snow was
beginning to blanket, as at least it does at first, a multitude
of such everyday New York sins as dirt and noise and
smells and potholes. Combined with this, the Christmas
trees and the lights and decorations inside the windows,
all of which can often seem so ordinary in so many other
places, seemed, in New York that night, with the snow
outside, just right.

I am not going so far as to say that New York that night
was O Little Town of Bethlehem, but it was at least some-
thing different from the kind of New York Christmas best
exemplified by a famous Christmas card sent out by a New
York garage that year to all its customers. ‘“Merry Christ-
mas from the boys at the garage,”’ that card said. “Second
Notice.”

For all that, it was hardly going to be, for me, a Merry
Christmas. I am no Scrooge, but I am a curmudgeon and
the word merry is not in the vocabulary of any self-respecting
curmudgeon you would care to meet — on Christmas or
. any other day. You would be better off with a New York
cabdriver, or even a Yankee fan.

There were other reasons why that particular Christmas
had little chance to be one of my favorites. The fact that
it was after seven o’clock and that I was still at my desk
spoke for itself. The anti-cruelty society which I had founded
a few years before was suffering growing pains — frankly,
it is still suffering them — but at that particular time, they
were close to terminal. We were heavily involved in vir-
tually every field of animal work, and although we were
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doing so on bare subsistence salaries — or on no salary
at all for most of us — the society itself was barely sub-
sisting. It had achieved some successes, but its major ac-
complishments were still in the future.

And so, to put it mildly, was coin of the realm. Even
its name, The Fund for Animals, had turned out to be a
disappointment. I had, in what I had thought of as a
moment of high inspiration, chosen it because I was cer-
tain that it would, just by its mention, indicate we could
use money. The name had, however, turned out not only
not to do the job but to do just the opposite. Everybody
thought that we already had the money.

Besides the Fund’s exchequer being low that Christmas
Eve, so was my own. My writing career, by which I had
supported myself since before you were born, was far from
booming. [ was spending so much time getting the Fund
off the ground that I was four years behind on a book
deadline and so many months behind on two magazine
articles that, having run out of all reasonable excuses, one
of the things I had meant to do that day was to borrow
a line from the late Dorothy Parker and tell the editor I
had really tried to finish but someone had taken the pencil.

As for my personal life, that too left something to be
desired. Recently divorced, I was living in a small apart-
ment, and although I was hardly a hermit — I had a goodly
choice of both office parties and even friends’ parties to
go to that evening — still, this was not going to be what
Christmas is supposed to be. Christmas is, after all, not a
business holiday or a friends’ holiday, it is a family holiday.
And my family, at that point, consisted of one beloved
daughter who lived in Pittsburgh and had a perfectly good
family of her own.

On top of it all, there was a final irony in the situation.
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Although I had had animals in my life for as far back as
I could remember, and indeed had had them throughout
my marriage — and although I was working on animal
problems every day of my life — I had not a single creature
to call my own. For an animal person, an animal-less
home is no home at all. Furthermore, mine, I was sure,
was fated to remain that way. I travelled on an average
of more than two weeks a month, and was away from
home almost as much as I was there. For me, an animal
made even less sense than a wife. You do not, after all,
have to walk a wife.

I had just turned from the pleasant task of watching
the snow outside to the unpleasant one of surveying the
bills when the doorbell rang. If there had been anyone
else to answer it, I would have told them to say to whoever
it was that we already gave at home. But there was no
one, so I went myself.

The caller was a snow-covered woman whom I rec-
ognized as Ruth Dwork. I had known Miss Dwork for
many years. A former schoolteacher, she is one of those
people who, in every city, make the animal world go
round. She is a rescuer and feeder of everything from dogs
to pigeons and is a lifetime soldier in what I have called
the Army of the Kind. She is, however, no private soldier
in that army — she makes it too go round. In fact, I always
called her Sergeant Dwork.

“Merry Christmas, Sergeant,” I said. “What can I do
you for?”

She was all business. “Where’s Marian?”* she asked.
“I need her.”” Marian Probst, my longtime and longer-
suffering assistant, is an experienced rescuer, and I knew
Miss Dwork had, by the very look of her, a rescue in
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progress. ‘‘Marian’s gone,”’ I told her. ‘‘She left about five-
thirty, saying something about some people having Christ-
mas Eve off. I told her she was a clock-watcher, but it
didn’t do any good.”

Sergeant Dwork was unamused. “Well, what about Lia?”
she demanded. Lia Albo is national coordinator of the
Fund for Animals and an extremely expert rescuer. She,
however, had left before Marian on — what else? — an-
other rescue.

Miss Dwork was obviously unhappy about being down
to me. “Well,”” she said, looking me over critically but
trying to make the best of a bad bargain, “I need someone -
with long arms. Get your coat.”

As I walked up the street with Sergeant Dwork, through
the snow and biting cold, she explained that she had been
trying to rescue a particular stray cat for almost a month,
but that she had had no success. She had, she said, tried
everything. She had attempted to lure the cat into a Hav-
a-Heart trap but, hungry as he was and successful as this
method had been in countless other cases, it had not worked
with this cat. He had simply refused to enter any enclosure
that he could not see his way out of. Lately, she confessed,
she had abandoned such subtleties for a more direct ap-
proach. And, although she had managed to get the cat to
come close to the rail fence at the end of the alley, and
even to take bite-sized chunks of cheese from her out-
stretched fingers, she had never been able to get him to
come quite close enough so that she could catch him.
When she tried, he would jump away, and then she had
to start all over the each-time-ever-more-difficult task of
trying again to win his trust.

However, the very night before, Sergeant Dwork in-
formed me, she had come the closest she had ever come
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to capturing the cat. That time, she said, as he devoured
the cheese, he had not jumped away but had stood just
where he was — nearer than he had ever been but still
maddeningly just out of reach. Good as this news was,
the bad news was that Miss Dwork now felt that she was
operating against a deadline. The cat had been staying in
the basement of the apartment building, but the super-
intendent of the building had now received orders to get
rid of it before Christmas or face the consequences. And
now the other workers in the building, following their
super’s orders, had joined in the war against the cat. Miss
Dwork herself had seen someone, on her very last visit,
throw something at him and hit him.

When we arrived at our destination, there were two
alleyways. ““He’s in one or the other,” Sergeant Dwork
whispered. ““You take that one, I'll take this.”” She dis-
appeared to my left and I stood there, hunched in my coat
with the snow falling, peering into the shaft of darkness
and having, frankly, very little confidence in the whole
plan.

The alley was a knife cut between two tall buildings
filled with dim, dilapidated garbage cans, mounds of
snowed-upon refuse, and a forbidding grate. And then,
as I strained my eyes to see where, amongst all this dismal
debris, the cat might be hiding, one of the mounds of
refuse suddenly moved. It stretched and shivered and turned
to regard me. I had found the cat.

As I said, that first sight was hardly memorable. He
looked less like a real cat than like the ghost of a cat.
Indeed, etched as he was against the whiteness of the snow
all around him, he was so thin that he would have looked
completely ghostlike, had it not been for how pathetically
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dirty he was. He was so dirty, in fact, that it was impossible
even to guess as to what color he might originally have
been.

When cats, even stray cats, allow themselves to get like
that, it is usually a sign that they have given up. This cat,
however, had not. He had not even though, besides being
dirty, he was wet and he was cold and he was hungry.

And, on top of everything else, you could tell by the
kind of off-kilter way he was standing that his little body
was severely hurt. There was something very wrong either
with one of his back legs or perhaps with one of his hips.
As for his mouth, that seemed strangely crooked, and he
seemed to have a large cut across it.

But, as I said, he had not given up. Indeed, difficult as
it must have been for him from that off-kilter position, he
proceeded, while continuing to stare at me unwaveringly,
to lift a front paw — and, snow or no snow, to lick it.
Then the other front paw. And, when they had been at-
tended to, the cat began the far more difficult feat of
hoisting up, despite whatever it was that was amiss with
his hips, first one back paw and then the other. Finally,
after finishing, he did what seemed to me completely in-
credible — he performed an all-four-paw, ears-laid-back,
straight-up leap. It looked to me as if he was, of all things
in such a situation, practicing his pounce.

An odd image came to my mind — something, more
years ago than I care to remember, that my first college
tennis coach had drilled into our team about playing three-
set matches. “‘In the third set,”” he used to say, “‘extra
effort for ordinary results.” We loathed the saying and we
hated even more the fact that he made us, in that third
set, just before receiving serve, jump vigorously up and
down. He was convinced that this unwonted display would
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inform our opponents that we were fairly bursting with
energy — whether that was indeed the fact or not. We
did the jumping, of course, because we had to, but all of
us were also convinced that we were the only players who
ever had to do such a silly thing. Now when I see, without
exception, every top tennis player in the world bouncing
like cork into the third set, I feel like a pioneer and very
much better about the whole thing.

And when I saw the cat doing his jumping, I felt better
too — but this time, of course, about him. Maybe he was
not as badly hurt as at first I had thought.

In a momen: I noticed that Sergeant Dwork, moving
quietly, had rejoined me. “Look at his mouth,” she whis-
pered. “I told you they have declared war on him!”

Ours was to be a war too — but one not against, but
for, the cat. As Sergeant Dwork quietly imparted her battle
plan, I had the uneasy feeling that she obviously regarded
me as a raw recruit, and also that she was trying to keep
my duties simple enough so that even a mere male could
perform them. In any case, still whispering, she told me
she would approach the fence with the cheese cubes, with
which the cat was by now thoroughly familiar, in her
outstretched hand, and that, during this period, I appar-
ently should be crouching down behind her but none-
theless moving forward with her. Then, when she had
gotten the cat 1o come as close as he would, she would
step swiftly aside and I, having already thrust my arms
above her through the vertical bars of the fence, was to
drop to my knees and grab. The Sergeant was convinced
that the cat was so hungry that, at that crucial moment,
he would lose enough of his wariness to go for the bait —
and the bite — which would seal his capture.
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Slowly, with our eyes focussed on our objective, we
moved out and went over the top. And just as we did so,
indeed as I was crouching into position behind Sergeant
Dwork, I got for the first time a good look at the cat’s eyes
peering at us. They were the first beautiful thing I ever
noticed about him. They were a soft and lovely and radiant
green.

As Sergeant Dwork went forward, she kept talking re-
assuringly to the cat, meanwhile pointedly removing the
familiar cheese from her pocket and making sure he would
be concentrating on it rather than the large something
looming behind her. She did her job so well that we ac-
tually reached our battle station at almost the exact mo-
ment when the cat, still proceeding toward us, albeit
increasingly warily, was close enough to take his first bite
from the Sergeant’s outstretched hand.

That first bite, however, offered us no chance of success.
In one single incredibly quick but fluid motion, the cat
grabbed the cheese, wolfed it down, and sprang back. Our
second attempt resulted in exactly the same thing. Again
the leap, the grab, the wolf, and the backward scoot. He
was simply too adept at the game of eat and run.

By this time I was thoroughly convinced that nothing
would come of the Sergeant’s plan. But I was equally
convinced that we had somehow to get that cat. I wanted
to get over that fence and go for him.

The Sergeant, of course, would have none of such fool-
hardiness, and, irritated as this made me, I knew she was
right. I could never have caught the cat that way. The
Sergeant was, however, thinking of something else. Word-
lessly she gave me the sign of how she was going to modify
her tactics. This time she would offer the cat not one but
two cubes of cheese — one in each of her two outstretched
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hands. But this time, she indicated, although she would
push her right hand as far as it would go through the
fence, she would keep her left hand well back. She ob-
viously hoped that the cat would this time attempt both
bites before the retreat. Once more we went over the
top — literally in my case, because I already had my hands
through the fence over the Sergeant. And this time, just
as she had hoped, the cat not only took the first bite but
also went for that second one. And, at just that moment,
as he was midbite, Sergeant Dwork slid to one side and
[ dropped to my knees.

As my knees hit the ground, my face hit the grate. But
1 did not even feel it. For, in between my hands, my fingers
underneath and my thumbs firmly on top, was cat. I had
him.

Surprised and furious, he first hissed, then screamed,
and finally, spinning right off the ground to midair, raked
both my hands with his claws. Again I felt nothing, be-
cause by then [ was totally engrossed in a dual perfor-
mance — not letting go of him and yet somehow managing
to maneuver his skinny, desperately squirming body, still
in my tight grasp, albeit for that split second in just one
hand, through the narrow apertures of the rail fence. And
now his thinness was all-important because, skin and bones
as he was, I was able to pull him between the bars.

Still on my knees, I raised him up and tried to tuck him
inside my coat. But in this maneuver I was either over-
confident or under-alert, because somewhere between the
raising and the tucking, still spitting fire, he got in one
final rake of my face and neck. It was a good one.

As I struggled to my feet, Sergeant Dwork was clapping
her hands in pleasure, but obviously felt the time had now
come to rescue me. “‘Oh,”” she said. “Oh dear. Your face.




