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In honor of my three cats, Harry, Hermione, and Soup who continue to inspire my cat tales and in memory of those who came before them who remain in my heart and on my pages. 

Old Tom the tabby was at the Gate. Next to him stood Shadow, a black shorthair who had been summoned while sun bathing on the Bridge. Shadow knew the reason Tom wanted to speak with him. It could mean only one thing, another resident was arriving.

“Sorry to disturb you,” Tom said. “But I’ve had orders from above that Kate Stewart’s  Siamese cat, Sam, will be joining us. He’s had a long life and much happiness with her, but it’s his time. Please alert Kate’s other cats about the new arrival.”

Shadow nodded his dark head. “I will be on it right away, sir. When is the welcome party scheduled?”

“Looks like tomorrow morning around six. Remember, it takes time for the soul to reach us.”

“Who will be in charge of the party?” Shadow knew that, according to Bridge rules, the last cat admitted from a human’s family was the next in line to welcome the incoming resident. A year ago, a car hit Shadow after he stupidly ran out the door when his human, Ben, came home from a doctor’s appointment. There had been no cats in Ben’s family on the Bridge or at least none  with whom he had forged the forever bond, so Tom had welcomed Shadow. Now it was Shadow’s job to notify the last member of each incoming cat’s family until the admittance of another first-timer.

Tom checked the register he held in his paws. Tom had been supervisor of the cat’s side of RB since he arrived twenty years ago because he was one of the unbonded, those pets who had either been ferals, strays, or housecats and  had never developed the forever bond, that special connection of heart and soul that united animal and human eternally. In Tom’s case, he had been a stray in the alleys of New York City, living a surprisingly long life of ten years for an outdoor cat. 

“Kate’s Floppy was admitted a few years ago,” Tom said. “I think he’s now residing on the north cloud over the rainbow. He’s a gray and white tuxedo fellow. Kate lost him from diabetic complications. It was one of our sadder cases. She administered insulin shots to him for many years and was at his side at the vet’s when he received the lethal injection. She’d had him since he was a kitten, and he misses her dearly but is glad that she found another cat to love while he waits for her on the Bridge.”

Shadow felt a tear wet his cheek fur. He always choked up when he heard these touching tales. “Thanks, Tom. I will find Floppy and let him know. Although this is the first party he will host, he’s attended enough others to know the procedure.” 

Floppy had already been on the Bridge for eight years, although up there they didn’t keep track of human time. 

After bidding Tom a good day, Shadow padded his way up the north staircase to the clouds. He passed a few cats napping on and around the star stairs before he found Floppy. The tuxedo cat was curled in the folds of a cloud, but his yellow eyes were open. It always amazed Shadow how pet souls retained their human forms and those injured in accidents, like he was, were repaired and rejuvenated.

“Hi, Floppy. Sorry to interrupt you,” Shadow said. “Tom wanted me to let you know that Kate’s cat, Sam, is joining us tomorrow morning around six. As the last cat Kate lost, you need to organize the welcome party.”

Floppy sat up, unfurling his white boots from under him. “Poor Kate. I know she loved Sam a lot. It took her a few years to replace me, but she adopted a senior cat from a family that was moving and didn’t want to take him along. It was my joy to learn that Kate and Sam formed a forever bond .”

“Indeed.” Shadow knew that some people were not capable of the forever bond that an animal and human could share. He was also glad to see that Floppy was keeping up with his human’s news. Some of the cats chose not to because of the heartache of missing their person. However, for those who chose to keep up with their loved one’s life, updates were available to be read in the message center. Shadow had learned through the center that, so far, Ben had not adopted or been adopted by another cat.

“Tell Tom I’ll gather the crew together tonight,” Floppy said. “As you know, there are a bunch of us. Kate has had kitties since childhood, and she is fifty now. I can’t wait to see her again, but I hope she lives a long life.”

Shadow nodded. He was thinking of Ben who, at sixty-five, had received Shadow as a retirement gift from his daughter. For ten years, he had kept the widower company until that fateful day when he ran into the street, was hit by a car, and ended up on Rainbow Bridge alone and frightened until Tom explained everything.  

All the RB cats were informed that when a human died, that person was given unlimited visiting privileges with all the members of their Earthly fur family. Although no human soul could live on Rainbow Bridge, it was almost a daily occurrence that a person  visited. They would cross the Bridge and be guided to the visiting area by one of their fur family members, usually the last one to arrive. Pets of all kinds, not just cats, were allowed in the visiting area because many humans cared for and forged forever bonds with a variety of animals in their lifetime. Shadow had never been to the visiting area, but he heard it was magnificent, a beautiful garden in the sky. The tender encounter was heart wrenching as a human greeted the fur kids they’d loved throughout their lives, and pets were reunited with their long-missed human. 

“Thanks for giving me the heads up,” Floppy said waking Shadow from his reverie. “I assume you and  Tom will be at the party tomorrow, too.”

Although Tom and Shadow were not mandatory guests at welcome parties, they attended to oversee the introduction of the new resident. 

“Yes, we’ll be there,” Shadow replied. “See you at six in the morning, Floppy.”

They shook paws and then Shadow climbed down the staircase to let Tom know that the plans for Sam’s party were underway.

σσσ

Organizing a welcome party for a large fur family was complicated, but the process was streamlined a few years ago. Floppy was now able to make a group call to all of Kate’s pets using the message center. Each pet wore an invisible collar that beeped when they received an internal Bridge message. To acknowledge receipt of this message, a pet was required to report to the Meeting Cloud. 

After sending the group call, Floppy extended his hidden angel wings and flew to the Meeting Cloud. Although he liked taking the stairs to the regular clouds to watch the views on the way up, the Meeting Cloud was the highest over the rainbow and not connected to any stairs to afford the most privacy.

Floppy was happy to see that a few of Kate’s cats were already there waiting. The first one he saw was Kate’s earliest cat, a Siamese kitten her mother had gotten for her from a pet store when she was five and who died from feline leukemia only a few weeks after entering their household. Little Cocoa could barely contain her excitement. She was a lively thing revived from her sickly, listless state as soon as she touched paw on the Bridge. 

“Is Kate here?” she asked, her blue eyes widening. “I have been waiting so long to see her again. I haven’t been watching her because I wanted to remember her as the sweet little girl who played and cuddled with me. I was so upset to leave her. I know she cried for me for days. I think I was her first lesson in death. Her mom handled it well, but it was still so painful for that dear young girl. I want to tell her that I never stopped thinking about her and am eager to see the lady she grew into.”

Floppy was sorry to break Cocoa’s bubble. “I’m afraid it isn’t Kate we will be welcoming, Cocoa. It’s her cat, Sam. He’s Siamese, too, but he lived to eighteen.”

Cocoa sighed. “Ah, well. I’m glad Kate is still alive, although I am impatient to see her again. I’m not sure she will even remember me. We were together a short time and she was just a child but, as you know, the forever bond can be forged quickly and is not broken by time. I’m sorry about Sam, but I will be happy to show him around the Bridge.”

Next to Cocoa stood a white, longhaired cat with blue eyes. Her name was Snowball, and she had been Kate’s cat when Kate was seven. Like some white cats carrying a certain gene, Snowball had been born deaf. Like Shadow, she had run out of her house and, because she couldn’t hear, was hit by a car. Kate had witnessed the accident and been shocked and heartbroken. On Rainbow Bridge, Snowball’s crushed body was now whole and healthy, and she could hear as keenly as any feline. “I overheard what you told Cocoa,” she said to Floppy. “I’m also glad Kate won’t be joining us just yet, although I, too, miss her greatly. I will be happy to show Mr. Sam around, too.”

As Floppy thanked the two cats, he heard the sound of padded paws behind him and turned. A trio of gray cats stood there. One had a most distinctive white slash down her nose, white boots, and beautiful green eyes. Another was completely gray with yellow eyes and looked almost like a twin of the third cat except they were
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