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			Author’s Note

			This book is a reflection of the quiet, hidden conversations between us and the natural world—a reminder that our stories, though human, are also animal, earthy, and cosmic. As I ventured through the pages of biology, I marveled at the small and often invisible threads that connect us to the creatures we share this planet with. I’ve let my imagination wander where science sometimes leaves room for wonder, and in this space, I hope to illuminate some truths that don’t always fit neatly into a textbook.

			In this book, I’ve taken certain liberties: blending timelines, reimagining figures, and walking the line between fact and myth. I’ve woven together history and biology with a thread of whimsy, hoping to echo the beautiful complexity of life itself—sometimes messier, sometimes more wondrous, than primary sources can fully capture. I’ve played with the spirit of science, where the visible and invisible coexist in a dance of discovery, and where the unknown is just another invitation to wonder.

			I hope you’ll read this not as a definitive account but as an exploration. An invitation to sit with the animals for a while, to listen deeply and, perhaps, to find something about ourselves reflected in their gaze. We may not understand exactly what they are saying, but we are all part of the same conversation.

			Thank you for reading with an open heart!
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			Introduction

			ON CATS AND EMBRACING HUMANNESS
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			My cat, Sunny, is so good at being a cat. She’s exotic to me: wild, sneaky, and solitary. Her recent ancestors have evolved to get the attention of humans, so she will do charming things like meow in my direction or nibble my hands to wake me up. Most noises scare her, but she proves her inner ferocity when she hunts a fruit fly.

			Everything about her is perfectly catlike, and even her most annoyingly catlike moments (jumping up onto a shelf and breaking things) are well within the range of proclivities unique to her species.

			I think about this when I remind myself that being good at existing as a human means making mistakes. That missing the mark, flailing around, not knowing what’s going on or what I’m doing are well within the range of proclivities unique to my species. Ah, I’m just human-ing! I tell myself, the way I tell myself that Sunny is just cat-ing when she scratches my furniture. If I were a beloved pet, I can only imagine my adoring companion saying, Oh, she’s just human-ing. Human-ing today, are we? And then I’d do something wonderfully, endearingly human, like laugh or have an idea or make a sandwich.

			To be human means to be imperfect. But what else does it mean to be human? This question has been on my mind the past few years as my so-called faith in humanity wavers between horror and awe. When I read about what we do with our enormous capacity for violence, I nearly convince myself that our species must have resulted from some destructive glitch in an otherwise harmonious universe. Moments later when I see evidence of our enormous capacity for compassion, I return to my long-held belief that people must be good at heart.

			You see, humans are my favorite animal.

			And that’s saying a lot, because I love all animals very much. Yes, even rats, but we’ll get to that later.

			What’s not to love about humans? We are an ever-evolving species known for our inventiveness, silliness, sociability, and staggering range of emotions, which we channel to create murals on the sides of structures we built and songs on instruments we invented.

			Oh right—there’s a lot not to love about humans! As of right now, around the world there are multiple vicious conflicts going on in which people are justifying doing unspeakable things to other people. I see images and read reports from these wars that chill me to the bone. I read reports from my own city that are just as horrifying: abuse, exploitation, vandalization of a food pantry, destruction of a wildlife habitat, and exploitation of beings and resources.

			When I share my love of animals with others, I often hear the same response: “I love animals too! I love them more than humans. Humans suck.” And I very much get that sentiment—give me a groundhog over most people any day. But I really love humans too! I don’t believe we suck. It’s only when I get caught in the question “Are we good or bad?” that I doubt my belief in us.

			The capricious relationship we have to our own kind is probably as old as we are: war, romance, sacrifice, cruelty, and friendship have always existed and have always hardened or softened our connection to those around us.

			Who could blame us for confusion about our own species? Our behavior is contradictory: The same people who advanced lyrical poetry also gleefully fed their citizens to lions and cheered from the seats of the Colosseum. The same men who were brilliant and brave enough to create a template for representative democracy weren’t wholehearted enough to exclude the brutality of slavery from it.

			One of the most evildoing figures in history was an animal advocate and landscape painter, and some of our most lionized figures in the arts and politics were abusive lovers and awful parents. Those of us who follow feel-good social media accounts just to swoon at the kind deeds of our fellow humans may also binge true crime stories to indulge in the dark reality that we are all capable of so much worse.

			As one of the most human-loving poets, Walt Whitman, wrote, we contain multitudes, yet we seem to have a lot of trouble accepting contradictions in one another. It doesn’t cause us nearly as much grief to acknowledge that bears are beautiful and ferocious. Or to admit that the pets we adore are often the bane of our existence. That’s why, the less time I spend unraveling the good/bad binary and the more time I spend in and with the natural world, the more I feel love for all of us humans—even myself.
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			If I were going with a binary, Sunny is not a good cat. Not by pet-owning standards anyway. She’s too feral for lap sitting and too dependent to be on her own for long. Needy and avoidant is a tough combo (and probably one that many who have spent years dating are cautious of). That’s perhaps why she was in the shelter for a long time.

			Yet I wouldn’t change a thing about her. I get a thrill watching my cat skeptically accept small portions of the love I have for her, and I appreciate that it takes her a long time to trust for reasons I’ll never know. She wholly gives what she can when she’s ready, and every little nudge or mew in my direction is worth celebrating.

			Sunny’s default nature is so nervous that even the smallest display of affection is a triumph of her trust in me. A simple brush against my leg is all she can offer most days, and because it took years to get there, it means the world to me.

			I adopted Sunny at the city shelter from a list of animals to be euthanized that same week I got her. Trust issues aside, her very existence is a miracle of timing. Every day she lives is a cosmic bonus, so every one of her acts of connection is a bonus too.

			My cat is so easy to love, not because she cuddles (she doesn’t) or comes when I call (not a chance) or lets me kiss her on the nose (my greatest dream, never to come true). She’s easy to love because she gives what she can in the time that she has, and I consider that small gift to be hugely valuable.

			She reminds me that you can fail every day and still be loved beyond your wildest dreams. She shows me what it looks like to be cared for without a single condition. She looks grace right in the face and hisses at it, and yet she is precious. As a living thing, she does what her species of living things has done forever.
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			For time immemorial, philosophers, writers, artists, and scientists have defined humans by the ways we are unlike animals. That is to say, what makes us human is what differentiates us from animals.

			Not only is this bad biology—we don’t define a goldfish by how it differs from a rosebush—it has gotten us into all kinds of dangerous pickles throughout time. If the public believes that humans are by definition not like animals, then when a person exhibits any trait that could be considered “animal-esque,” it puts that person in danger of being regarded as less-than-human. When societies sever themselves from the natural world, the humans with the most “natural” tendencies (giving birth, for example) are treated with less respect.

			Our planet also suffers when we define humans as “not animals.” Though animal scientists have proven over and over that mammals feel love for their young and birds feel grief for their dead and rats feel regret and ponies feel empathy, all of this research can easily be dismissed with, “It’s just instinct.” By this logic, the mournful cries that dairy cows wail when their babies are repeatedly taken from them immediately after birth are “just instinctual,” and it’s simply instinct when they desperately try to hide their babies from people the next time they’re born.

			Isn’t there a possibility that all animal behavior—including that of humans—is both instinctual for the purpose of our species, survival and tied to real heartbreak, love, and joy?

			So, here’s my idea: Why don’t we try seeing ourselves in animals in order to find out more about who we are? How about instead of focusing on how much we differ from animals, we look to them for some much-needed universal truths about ourselves so we can relate to one another better?

			If we can shift characterizing humans as “not animals” to “a beautifully imperfect species whose very definition allows for our pain and our failures,” then perhaps we can set ourselves up for more compassion. Sunny has certainly taught me a lot about that.
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			Cats are one of the last animals to be domesticated by humans, so they don’t have as many adaptations toward us as dogs or horses do. Even the cuddliest and most trainable kitties still have rebellious tendencies and unpredictable moods—remnants from a recent (relatively speaking) past when they had nothing to do with people.

			They are still tightly connected to their untamed animal-ness, which makes them imperfect pets but excellent teachers. While Sunny hasn’t evolved to automatically make me feel great about myself when I enter the door (most days, she couldn’t care less), she also hasn’t evolved to let me almost forget that she’s an autonomous being. And because of her stubborn insistence on living as an autonomous being, she reminds me that I’m one too.

			Like Sunny, I exist in a body, but unlike her, I’m preoccupied with my body’s appearance. Sunny seems only interested in doing a simple survey for how she feels in her body on a given day: Am I in pain? Am I hungry? Am I tired? Am I thirsty? Then she acts accordingly. I neglect my bodily cues and nitpick wrinkles—those normal signs of life—instead.

			Like her, I have desires and wishes, but unlike Sunny, the thrill of chasing after them isn’t satisfying enough for me. Sunny probably doesn’t feel like a loser if she doesn’t grasp the spider or laser-pointer beam in her paws the way I do when I face rejection. She merely exerted some energy and now she’ll either nap or try again. Meanwhile, I stew in inadequacy.

			Like her, I’m intuitive and perceptive, but unlike Sunny, I override my own intuition with society-constructed logic like “But this is what we’ve always done” or “You’re too sensitive.” If we shared a spoken language, I would never tell Sunny she was too sensitive; I trust that her reactions are in proportion to the wounds of her past or her feline instinct. Yet I judge myself for being anxious, cautious, or hurt over a seemingly minor infliction. I’m so high-maintenance, I chastise myself. I tell myself I need to be easier for others, meaning less emotional—something I’d never expect of my cat, because I understand that she’s a living creature and not an iPad.

			Reminding myself that I am a living thing, a body with needs and feelings and fears every bit as real as the ones Sunny shows me, has profoundly shifted the way I see myself and other humans. Sunny’s living-thing-ness is what I believe gives her inherent worth, lovability, and the right to her own way of being in the world.

			In these pages, my hope is that by reflecting a little more on your living-thing-ness, you will embrace your own experience of being a learning, growing, squishy, inconsistent, imperfect, alive creature, part of a species that can be confusing sometimes, in a world that can be confusing sometimes. And I hope that you too can fall in love with the creatures of the world as much as I’ve fallen in love with my own feisty, unruly, hissy senior tabby.
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			Chapter 1

			ON ORCAS AND THE PRIVILEGE OF STRIVING
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			My favorite game to play as a kid was called Town. It was the perfect activity for an only child because I could play it alone for hours and hours. Basically, it involved writing a list of townsfolk (the more elaborately named, the better) and drawing a map of their town. I would label each house with the people who lived there and what they did for work or where they went to school. Then I’d draw the doctor’s office, the bakery, the gas station, and all the other places where adults went during the day.

			Surely I was heavily inspired by the genre of movie that opens with a lively description of its setting and all the jobs for the people there, like Belle’s “Little town, full of little people” in Beauty and the Beast, or the more crass version, “Good Morning Baltimore” in Hairspray, which introduces the neighborhood flasher and the local bar bum. In Fiddler on the Roof’s opening number “Tradition,” Tevye lists the responsibilities of the four types of people in his town of Anatevka: the mamas, the papas, the daughters, the sons. The eponymous song of In the Heights gives the who’s who in the barrio as workers from the salon and cab company dance into the local bodega for coffee.

			As a child I found this orderly activity of the adult world to be comforting. “When I grow up, I will have a job, and I will go to it, and these are the people I will meet throughout the day.” All the lined notebooks I filled with my various towns spoke to a pleasant busyness that I imagined awaited me in my future: things to do, people to see, places to go.

			Maybe I was indoctrinated by places in children’s books like Richard Scarry’s Busytown, but I never daydreamed about leisure in my future. Rather, I envisioned bustling mornings and weekend errands. I admired the high-heeled career woman, always on her way to some appointment or event and getting there just in time, hair windswept and nails shining. I strove for action.

			Now, as an adult woman with a career, when I’m rushing from one thing to the next, hair more wild than windswept, bumping into my fellow townsfolk, I dream of being stuck on an island with nothing to do and no other humans in sight. All this rushing around and brushing against strangers gets annoying. How inconvenient to have to actually deal with people as opposed to drawing them on a map or watching them cheerfully sing their introductions in a movie.

			And how tedious at times to actually have to go out and run errands, get groceries, make appointments. Unlike the patrons of In the Heights’ colorful bodega, I am not always sashaying and spinning my way to procure cleaning supplies. And the shop owners are not always as helpful as they are in Busytown.

			A lot of real life, come to find out, is challenging! Not smooth sailing like the bump-free buses full of cooperative commuters singing out “Good morning Baltimore!”

			Countless start-up inventors are constantly scheming to identify the “pains” of real life—doing chores, preparing food, and so on—and figuring out ways to help us avoid those pains. Some of these inventions have really taken off, like food-delivery sites to relieve you of the horror of having to make a phone call. And some of them failed immediately, like an app intended to make restaurant dining a breeze: you reserve, order, and pay all on your phone and never even have to so much as glance at a waiter.

			In the early days of lockdown during the first wave of Covid-19, there were a ton of new ideas, an intense blossoming of mass conveniences. Hoity-toity restaurants that once prohibited takeout now offered a range of ways to “Have the hoity-toity experience at home!” (in so many words). Symphonies and ballets, once inaccessible to many of us, started streaming performances to the comfort of your living room. Galleries gave virtual tours of their art collections, advertising that no one would be able to block your view. If you had a screen, you had a way to “attend” live performances, eat “at” good restaurants, “visit” museums.

			The quotation marks are doing a lot of work here, because, as it turns out, none of it felt real. Humans can’t be tricked into believing they’re at an opera house when they’re really eating Doritos on a beanbag chair, nor does a forty-dollar pork chop have much panache when it slides out of a take-out container onto your IKEA plate. There were many moments during lockdown when I would have sworn off screens for life if it meant that I could be bothered by someone blocking my view at a museum. I prayed to be bothered.

			I missed having to get up from my seat at the theater to let someone into the row only to then have to listen to them chomping on nuts through the whole performance. I missed squeezing onto a subway train and breathing in the gym-sock-and-heavy-perfume-combo smell. I missed forcing small talk with a chatty waiter and walking a few blocks out of my way to pick up cleaning supplies. In a bizarre twist, it was almost as though life had gotten too convenient. I didn’t want the museum to come to me. I wanted to go to it. And I would have sat in traffic and stood in line to do that.
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			During the lockdown, I read an article about orca whales by Lori Marino, president of the Whale Sanctuary Project. I’ve always had a soft spot for orcas, having grown up in Seattle. In school we learned the local Indigenous legends about the orcas, how the “blackfish” became both killers and protectors and now guard the sea. Depictions of them jumping into the air grace postcards and picture books about the Pacific Northwest. Who wouldn’t be enchanted by the sight of one leaping straight up from the water with the power and grace of a prima ballerina?

			I suppose that was the idea when people started capturing orcas from the ocean and training them for shows where they performed their signature leaps for wide-eyed, cheering crowds a few times a day. Despite their reputation as killers, orcas have always gotten along well with humans and apparently were quick and easy to train for these shows. They would spin, shimmy, and soar on command, delighting families at marine parks all over the world.

			Seemingly very low maintenance, the whales appeared happy to do their routines for the reward of fish, then go back to swimming around their pools until the next show. The trainers at SeaWorld and its competitors told audiences that orcas were much safer and happier in marine facilities than in the wild. After all, there was a zero percent chance that whales would ever go hungry or face danger in their pools. They were fed fish all day and faced no challenges apart from an easy routine.

			But Lori Marino’s article told a different story of whales in captivity. In tanks, where some orcas aren’t provided so much as a toy to play with, whales are understimulated to the point of life-threatening stress. They’ve been known to self-mutilate after years in a swimming pool, banging their heads on the walls or even attempting to jump out in an apparent effort to die. It’s as though their captive existence feels so egregiously wrong that it’s painful and not even worth living.

			Why would such an easy life cause them to suffer? In the ocean, orcas are met with all kinds of toils and troubles: the hunt for food, problems within the pod, parasites, and predators. You’d think the swimming pool would be like a lifelong spa day in comparison!

			In her article, Lori Marino pointed out that whales evolved over millennia for the ocean—not for a swimming pool. Both situations involve water, sure, but that’s like comparing sitting on an airplane to hiking across a mountain range because they’re both up high. Orcas’ intuition, intelligence, and bodies are intricately suited to a complex, ever-changing environment. So when they live in a display tank with highly artificial circumstances, they don’t feel safe and stress-free; they feel constant anxiety.

			As I read this from the chair where I’d been attending virtual baby showers, ordering delivery gnocchi, and taking online history classes to pass those bleak hours at home, I realized that all this confinement activity was actually causing anxiety. Apart from, you know, the regular pandemic anxiety.

			Turns out that pandemic Zoom happy hours got really old, really fast. There was a highly artificial veneer to the super-sterile existence of seeing other humans only through a screen, as though I could have “people on demand.” It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It felt wrong; so wrong that I’d get a little nauseated every time a new invitation for a virtual gathering popped up.

			Back to the whale world. Marino writes that proponents of marine parks will point to the leviathans circling around a pool and argue, “Look! They’re stress-free! Imagine if they were out there fighting off predators and looking for fish—they’re living a life of luxury with daily feedings straight into their mouths!” Getting a sufficient supply of food with nothing to do but perform repetitive tricks might not be demanding, but the chronic boredom of an “easy life” with little stimulation and no challenges is absolutely stressful.

			I can see why marine-park enthusiasts got to that justification, although as a member of the Free Willy generation, it’s obvious to me that orcas will develop all sorts of physical and mental problems from living in a tank. But I hadn’t factored in the stressfulness, even torture, of so-called ease. It wasn’t until I looked around at my deliveries and my calendar items for the day—none of which required me to move my tush off the chair for one moment—that I got a small sense of what exactly Marino was talking about. Yikes, I thought. Set those whales free!

			Of course, lockdown is an extreme example of how a sanitized existence is a unique type of hellishness. But I wonder if there are other, more subtle ways that we are keeping ourselves in a proverbial swimming pool, left to swim in circles, questioning why it’s not making us happy.
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			My friend Ada intensely wanted to find her soulmate throughout her entire twenties. She wasn’t constantly dating, but she sure was constantly longing. She described it as a physical ache, the ghost pain of something missing. Meanwhile, she traveled, explored, made good friends, and took interesting jobs. The whole time, she yearned for romantic partnership.

			Eventually she found him, and it was wonderful, and the wedding was beautiful. Everything she wanted. She adores her husband and they love being together, but a month into her marriage she noticed a low-level ennui that started following her around. What was that stubborn pebble of depression in her shoe? It didn’t make sense.

			After some honest thought, she figured it out: for two decades, Ada had been keeping her eyes and heart open for the love of her life at all times. Every day held possibility: Is today the day? Is he the one? Every vacation, every invitation was an opportunity to meet her soulmate. He could come around any corner, open any door. Her strong desire, however frustrating, was also tremendously motivating, and often exciting.

			Postwedding, she realized that a little fire within her had been extinguished. While the flame of hope sometimes burned her, she missed it when it was gone, and it took some time to grieve that loss before she could fully embrace her new chapter.
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